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2 Three criticisms of political PR 

 1. PR is all about concealing truth or distorting 
facts; it misleads or deludes; it persuades voters to 
choose on the wrong basis or from wrong facts 

 
 
 Underlying assumption: without PR, voters are 
qualified to make better choices and politicians can 
put their case across effectively and honestly 

 



3 Putting the theory into practice 

 This is likely to require an electorate that 

  - pays attention 

  - has the relevant knowledge 

  - understands the issues on which it is deciding 

  - listens to politicians and is prepared to trust them 

  - is honest, well-meaning and prepared to vote for 
the greater good 

 (Stop giggling at the back...) 

 



4 Putting the theory into practice 

 Achieving good government is about how democracy 
works IN PRACTICE, not how it “ought” to work in 
theory 

  

 That means taking into account how voters really 
behave, and how they make decisions 

 

 Voters are human beings 

 



So what do we know about voters in 
practice? 



6 Public attention to politics is low...everywhere 

When you get together with friends, would you say you discuss political matters …? 

Base: 30,170  EU adults 18+, March-May 2008 Source: Eurobarometer 69 

16% 

56% 

28% 

Frequently 
Sometimes 
Never 
Don’t know 



7 How many know who their MP is? 

What is the name of your local Member of Parliament? 

Base: 1,197 British adults, 3-9 December 2010 Source: Ipsos MORI/Hansard Society 

38% 

7% 

55% 

Wrong answer 

Right answer 

Don’t know 



8 The need for communication: voters don’t know... 

Example: Tony Blair’s Labour government, 2004 

 

Our survey put 25 “delivery facts” to the public 

Of these, 21 were positive/successes, 4 negative/failures 



9 Voters assume the worst 
I am going to read out a number of statements… For each, I would like you to tell me whether you think it is 

true or false. 

Base: 1,000 GB residents aged 18+, 26-29 March 2004 Source: MORI/Cabinet Office 

26% 

26% 

24% 

22% 

20% 

83% 

65% 

67% 

70% 

69% 

76% 

13% 

Burglary has been cut by 40% 

More people are using buses 

There are stricter penalties for 
persistent offenders 

There are thousands more teachers 

Crime is falling 

Violent crime is rising 

%True %False 



10 The need for communication: voters don’t know... 

Example: Tony Blair’s Labour government, 2004 

 

Our survey put 25 “delivery facts” to the public 

Of these, 21 were positive/successes, 4 negative/failures 

 

A majority believed 4 out of 21 positive claims 

A majority believed 4 out of 4 negative claims 

All the statements were true 



Why? Public trust in politicians 



12 Who do the public trust? 

For each, would you tell me whether you generally trust them to tell the truth or not? 

Base: 1,018 GB adults aged 18+ (510 for “politicians generally”), 9-11 February 2013 Source: Ipsos MORI Political Monitor 

89% 
86% 
83% 
82% 

69% 
66% 
65% 
64% 

53% 
50% 

41% 
34% 

24% 
21% 
21% 
18% 

9% 
11% 
11% 
13% 

24% 
27% 
28% 

26% 
38% 

34% 
47% 

57% 
70% 

75% 
72% 

77% 

Doctors 
Teachers 
Scientists 

Judges 
Television news readers 

Clergymen/priests 
Police 

Ordinary man/woman in the street 
Civil Servants 

Pollsters 
Trade union officials 

Business leaders 
Estate agents 

Bankers 
Journalists 

Politicians generally 

% Generally trust % Do not generally trust 



13 Political parties distrusted 

For each of the following institutions, please tell me if you tend to trust it or tend not to trust it. 

Base: 30,170  EU adults 18+, March-May 2008 Source: Eurobarometer 69 

70% 

63% 

61% 

53% 

46% 

44% 

36% 

34% 

32% 

18% 

20% 

32% 

32% 

43% 

48% 

50% 

37% 

58% 

62% 

76% 

The army 

The Police 

Radio 

Television 

The (national) justice system 

The press 

The internet 

The (national) parliament 

The (national) government 

Political parties 

% Tend to trust % Tend not to trust 
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Image average, Labour and Conservative parties 

Will promise anything to win votes 

Trust in what the parties say 
Here is a list of things both favourable and unfavourable that have been said about various political parties… Every 

time you come to a statement that fits your ideas or impressions of the … Party just tell me… You may pick as 
many or as few as you like. You don’t have to be certain, just pick the statements you feel fit the … Party. 

Source: Ipsos MORI 
 
Base: c. 1,000-2,000 British adults 18+ in each survey 
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Image average, Labour and Conservative parties 

Will promise anything to win votes 

Keeps its promises 

Trust in what the parties say 
Here is a list of things both favourable and unfavourable that have been said about various political parties… Every 

time you come to a statement that fits your ideas or impressions of the … Party just tell me… You may pick as 
many or as few as you like. You don’t have to be certain, just pick the statements you feel fit the … Party. 

Source: Ipsos MORI 
 
Base: c. 1,000-2,000 British adults 18+ in each survey 
 



16 Three criticisms of political PR 

 2. “Politicians should lead public opinion, not follow 
it” 
 - They should know what they stand for and 
persuade voters to accept their case, not do 
whatever the voters wants 

 
 Underlying assumption (1): Politicians can change 
voters’ minds on policy issues 
  
 Underlying assumption (2): Elections should only be 
about policy issues, not personalities or party image 

 



17 Who says it can matter as much as what they say 

52 6 41 

Britain has a debt problem, built up over many 
years, and we have got to deal with it. If we don’t, 
interest rates will soar.  That’s why tackling the 
deficit and keeping interest rates low should be 

our top priority.   

Without growth in our economy, we are not 
getting the deficit down and are borrowing more.  

We need more government spending on 
investment to kick-start our economy and a 

temporary cut in taxes to support growth  

37 10 53 

George Osborne argues…  Ed Balls argues… 

Ipsos MORI Political Monitor Base: 1,009 British adults 18+, 9th – 11th March 2013 

People have different ideas about the best way of dealing with Britain’s economic difficulties. Which of the 
following do you most agree with? 



18 

 Voters do not decide purely by rational calculation 
from comparing competing policy programmes: 

 - candidates/leaders and parties matter 

 - voters rely on heuristic cues, opinion leaders... 

 - decisions are emotional as well as rational 

  

 (Even the political scientists are starting to come 
round to that view...) 

  

How voters decide 



19 Three criticisms of political PR 

 3. It is the increasing use of PR and marketing 
techniques which is turning the voters off politics 
and debasing the quality of their decisions 

 
 Underlying assumption: These features of elections 
are new, and would not exist if politicians were not 
using PR and marketing techniques 



20 Politicians’ motives 
Do you think British politicians are out merely for themselves, for their party or to do their best for their 
country? 

Themselves 

Their party 

Their country 

Don’t know 

36% 

22% 

35% 

7% 



21 Politicians’ motives in the early 1940s 
Do you think British politicians are out merely for themselves, for their party or to do their best for their 
country? 

Base: c. 1,000 British adults, August 1944 Source: Gallup 

36% 

22% 

35% 

7% 

Themselves 

Their party 

Their country 

Don’t know 
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 There is nothing new in dirty elections, negative 
campaigning or personal attacks 

  

What’s new? 



23 “Coffin handbill” attacking Andrew Jackson, 
1828 
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Well before democratic elections: 

“O Lord our God, arise,  
Scatter our enemies,  
And make them fall;  
Confound their politics,  
Frustrate their knavish tricks;  
On thee our hopes we fix:  
God save us all. ”  

– God Save The King (early 18th century) 

 “Get thee glass eyes; And, like a scurvy politician, 
seem to see the things thou dost not” – King Lear 

  

  

The image of politics 



25 Listening is popular 

“Government does not spend enough time listening to the views of individual members of the public” 

Base: 1,073 British adults, 29 November-7 December 2007 Source: Ipsos MORI/Hansard Society 

74% 

7% 

19% 

Disagree 

Agree 

Neither/don’t know 



26 Listening is popular 

Which of the following statements comes closest to your view? 

15% 

78% 

7% 

The best 
decisions are 
made by 
leaders who 
try to seek 
agreement 
from all 
interested 
groups 

The best decisions are 
made by leaders who 
follow their instincts 
rather than consulting 
widely 

Don’t know 

Base: 1,128 British adults, 14-18 December 2012 Source: TNS-BMRB/Hansard Society 



To summarise: 
how democracy works in reality... 
and where political PR comes in 
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The public choose who governs 
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To make that choice, they need to: 
•  know what the rival candidates promise to do 
•  understand the implications of those policies 
•  be able to judge how the candidates will deal 
with the unexpected  



30 

They may also reasonably be influenced by: 
•  the competence of the candidates 
•  the integrity of the candidates 
•  the political context (what will their vote do?)  



31 

In fact, we know: 
•  public knowledge and interest in politics is low 
•  voters rely heavily on heuristic reasoning 
•  voting decisions involve emotion as well as 
rational calculation  
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(And because we are in a democracy, nobody 
has any business telling the voters how they are 
allowed to take their decisions – 
that is their business and their choice) 
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Necessarily, people’s decisions are not based on 
FACT, they are based on PERCEPTIONS 
Therefore the quality of the democratic decision 
is highly dependent on the quality of the 
communication between candidate and voter  
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Elections will tend to be won by the candidate 
who puts his/her case best, not by the one who 
has the best case. 
Good political PR is about putting every 
candidate’s case in the best way possible. 
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Thank you 
 


