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ABSTRACT Tactical voting, whereby electors vote for their second-choice rather than 
theirjrst-choice party, in order to unseat an unpopular incumbent, has been pressed at 
recent British general elections; the supporters of the opposition Labour and Liberal 
Democrat parties strove to remove the Conservative government. It appeared to succeed 
at the 1997 general election. To establish whether this was the case, we modelled: 
( a )  the pattern of voting at the previous general election-necessary because of a 
redistricting since; (b)  the gross inter-party jlow-of-the-vote in every constituency; and 
(c)  the expected pattern of tactical voting, given the marginality of constituencies, the 
relative chances of success for the two opposition parties in each Conservative-held seat 
and the parties' local campaign strategies. Tests of the third model provide strong 
evidence that tactical voting did occur, and that its intensity was closely associated 
with party campaign effort. 

Introduction 

First-past the post (fptp) electoral systems which employ single-member constituen- 
cies to elect legislatures, as in the UK and the US, have a number of characteristics 
which set them apart from systems based on preferential voting andlor attempts to 
achieve proportional representation. A number of those characteristics are very 
apparent in the results of the most recent (May 1997) UK general election, especially 
when they are compared with its predecessor (April 1992). In this paper, we model 
one aspect of the voting process in such a system, to explore the importance of one 
of those characteristics as an influence on the 1997 election result. 

The seminal work identifying the peculiar characteristics of fptp systems was 
undertaken by Rae (1971); later analyses (such as Lijphart, 1994; O'Loughlin, 1980; 
Taagepera & Shugart, 1989) have confirmed and expanded on his major findings. 
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