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British General Election Study series



The British General Election Study (BGES) series constitutes the longest academic series of nationally representative probability sample surveys in the country.  Its broad aim is to explore the changing determinants of electoral behaviour in contemporary Britain.  The surveys have taken place immediately after every general election since 1964, giving a total of ten so far. There have also been two non-election year surveys (in 1963 and 1969), Scottish and Welsh booster studies at some elections, an ethnic minority booster sample in 1997, several campaign studies and a number of panel surveys.



Since the series was originated by David Butler and Donald Stokes, it has been under the direction of a number of academics.  Since 1983 it has been directed by Anthony Heath, Roger Jowell and John Curtice and carried out jointly by SCPR and Nuffield College Oxford.  The 1992 BES surveys were carried out as part of the activities of the ESRC-funded Joint Unit for the Study of Social Trends (JUSST).  The 1997 studies were carried out by its successor, CREST, in collaboration with Pippa Norris of Harvard University, with funding from the ESRC, the Gatsby Charitable Foundation and the Commission for Racial Equality.

 

The 1997 British Election Study included a greater number of separate but inter-linked studies than ever before.  The chart below summarises them.  Then brief details of each of these studies follow.
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�a)	British Election Cross-section Study



The traditional post-election cross-section survey in 1997 involved face-to-face computer-assisted personal interviews with a random British sample of around 3,000 adults (plus the extra Scottish and ethnic minority boosts, detailed below).  The interview length was one hour, conducted face-to-face using computer-assisted interviewing, and all respondents were then asked to complete a self-completion supplement taking around 15 minutes. Eighty-five per cent did so. About 90 per cent of the fieldwork was completed within six weeks or so of the election, the shortest fieldwork period ever.



The following special features were incorporated into the 1997 cross-section survey:



A Scottish Election Survey, in collaboration with David McCrone and Alice Brown at   Edinburgh University and Paula Surridge at the University of Aberdeen (which involved both a boosted sample in Scotland of 600 extra interviews and an additional ten minutes of questionnaire time for Scottish respondents).

An Ethnic Minority Election Study, in collaboration with Shamit Saggar at Queen Mary and Westfield College (which involved a boosted sample of ethnic minority respondents of around 600 extra interviews and an additional ten minutes of questionnaire time for ethnic minority respondents in England and Wales).

The Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) - an extra module of questions asked in identical format on election studies around the world.

A Registration and Turnout Study:  for the first time in the BES series, the sample was selected from the Postcode Address File instead of from the Electoral Registers, thereby enabling the study to cover adults who were not registered to vote.  Registration for each respondent has been established by checking the Electoral Registers. We have also used the marked Registers to validate respondents’ accounts of whether they turned out to vote in the general election.



Questionnaire development and documentation

Under the aegis of the Election Studies Management and Advisory Committee, a great deal of fruitful consultation took place about the content of both the cross-section and campaign panel questionnaires.  Two major meetings were held, and the suggestions put forward helped both to identify possible topics for inclusion and exclusion in the questionnaires, and to point the way to a general strategy about which questions should be asked before and which after the election. Each meeting was followed up by close but more informal consultations with individual academics, both in Britain and the USA. 



Documentation of all the questionnaires used was posted on the CREST WWW site (http://www.strath.ac.uk/Other/CREST).



Response

Main sample plus Scottish boost: of the 6,540 issued addresses, 5,814 were found to contain a person who was eligible for interview, and 3,615 (62%) of these were successfully interviewed.  A total of  882 of these respondents were in Scotland.



Ethnic minority study: to the 106 respondents from eligible ethnic minority communities interviewed as part of the main sample in England and Wales were added a further 599 interviewed as part of the booster sample in areas of high ethnic minority concentration (with a response rate of 45%).  The total sample for the ethnic minority study is thus 705.



b)	British Election Campaign Panel



The Campaign Panel was designed to measure change over the ‘long’ and ‘short’ election campaign.  Its first round was incorporated within SCPR’s 1996 British Social Attitudes survey (BSA) in the spring/summer of 1996.  The BSA survey comprises around 3,600 people, also selected at random from the Postcode Address File.  The interview was about one hour in length administered using computer-assisted personal interviewing, after which respondents were asked to complete a self-completion questionnaire.



All respondents who had given their telephone numbers (85 per cent) minus those who refused to be re-interviewed (5 per cent of those with telephone numbers) were re-contacted (if obtainable) three times during the election period a year or so later for:

a 15-minute telephone interview in the 3-4 weeks before the election

a 15-minute telephone interview in the 1-2 weeks before the election

a 5-minute telephone interview immediately after the election



Response rates

The table below presents the response rates in two ways:  wave on wave response rates (showing the success of each wave of fieldwork), and overall response rates (showing the effect of attrition in aggregate).  It should be noted that the short fieldwork periods in Waves 2 and 3 (two weeks in each case) meant, of course, that some respondents who might have been willing to be interviewed could not be contacted in the time available.

 

BSA 1996 (Wave 1)

Issued:	6,000

Of which in scope:	5,374	100%

Productive interview:	3,662	68%	100%



Early campaign (Wave 2)

Issued:	2,931			100%

Productive interview:	1,800	33%	49%	61%



Late campaign (Wave 3)

Issued:	2,537				100%

Productive interview:	1,809	34%	49%	61%	71%



Post-election (Wave 4)

Issued:	2,318				100%

Productive interview:	2,047	38%	56%	70%	88%



In all, 1,422 panel members were interviewed at all four waves, 1,957 in at least 3 waves and 2,277 were interviewed in at least 2 waves.





c)	Associated Studies



The CREST team sought wherever possible to maximise the utility of the cross-section and campaign studies by linking their content and design to that of other research projects being conducted at the time of the 1997 election.  These were as follows:



CREST’s British Election Panel Study (BEPS - 1): a panel of respondents followed every six months or so during the course of the 1992-97 parliament and who were interviewed for the last time immediately after the 1997 general election.  The 1997 cross-section survey respondents now form the first wave of BEPS- 2 (see further below).

British Social Attitudes 1997 survey: conducted by SCPR in February and March 1997 just before the general election.  This carried a module of items consisting either of questions for which space could not be found on the BES cross-section questionnaire or where there would be an advantage in having both pre- and post-election measures. In particular, it contained a sequence of open-ended questions on likes and dislikes of the Conservative and Labour Parties and measures of social and political trust.

A Qualitative Study of Electoral Volatility: carried out by Jane Ritchie and Clarissa White of SCPR and Fiona Devine of Manchester University.  The respondents to this study were selected from the campaign study, and in-depth interviews were carried out with them in summer 1997 to find out, in particular, why voters had changed their political allegiances and voting behaviour.

The British Representation Study: a survey of  MPs and candidates at the 1997 election undertaken by Pippa Norris of Harvard University. This study carried some identical items to the BES to enable elite-mass comparisons.

Experimental Study of Television News: a study of impact of television news coverage on agenda- setting and party preferences using an experimental design and conducted by Pippa Norris of Harvard University and David Sanders of the University of Essex.  The questionnaires used in this study carried some items also included in the campaign panel.

British News Content Analysis Study: a study of the contents of the British media by Holli Semetko of University of Amsterdam and Margaret Scammel  and Peter Goddard of the University of Liverpool.  Measures of ‘issue importance’ in the campaign panel used a compatible coding scheme to the one used on this study.



�British Election Panel Study - 1



The 1992-1997 British Election Panel Study (BEPS - 1) attempted to contact a sample of registered electors a total of eight times, the first wave being just after the April 1992 General Election and the final wave being just after the May 1997 General Election. 



The broad aims of BEPS - 1 were to investigate individual-level stability and change in political attitudes, economic and social circumstances and voting behaviour over the lifetime of the 1992-97 parliament.  A wave of data collection was carried out each spring, immediately following the general election (1992, 1997), local government elections (1993, 1995, 1996) or European Parliament elections (1994).  In addition, there were two autumn waves, in 1995 and 1996, both following the party conference season.  Consequently, contacts with the panel were annual until spring 1995 and six-monthly thereafter. 



The initial sample was an equal-probability national sample of over 5,000 registered electors (except that Scotland was sampled at a higher rate than England and Wales, to increase the precision of estimates for Scotland).  From wave 2 onwards, as many as possible of the wave 1 respondents were included in the issued sample, exceptions being those who had adamantly refused to be contacted again and those who were known to have died or moved overseas. On all waves, panel members who were to be contacted by telephone or face-to-face were sent an advance letter.



Multiple data collection modes were used.  Waves 1, 3, 4, 6 and 8 were carried out face-to-face in respondents’ own homes.  At waves 3 and 4 a small number of interviews were carried out by telephone where a personal interview was not possible.  Wave 2 consisted of a postal questionnaire, with some telephone interviewing of non-respondents to the postal questionnaire.  Waves 5 and 7 were conducted by telephone where possible, with postal questionnaires sent to sample members for whom no telephone number was available.  The data collection modes, and the achieved sample size, at each wave are summarised below.  



Wave�Date�Timing�Data Collection Mode�Achieved Sample��1�Spring 1992�After General Election (April 9)�Face-to-face interview with self-completion supplement�	3,534��2�Spring 1993�After local elections (May 6)�Postal questionnaire (some telephone interviews)�	2,622��3�Spring 1994�After European elections (June 9)�Face-to-face interview with self-completion supplement�	2,277��4�Spring 1995�After local elections (May 4)�Face-to-face interview with self-completion supplement�	1,992��5�Autumn 1995�After party conferences (October 13)�Telephone interview (some postal questionnaires)�	2,021��6�Spring 1996�After local elections (May 3)�Face-to-face interview with self-completion supplement�	1,668��7�Autumn 1996�After party conferences (October 12)�Telephone interview (some postal questionnaires)�	1,174*��8�Spring 1997�After General Election (May 1)�Face-to-face interview�	1,694��* Not all eligible cases were issued, as part of an experiment to test the effect on panel attrition of reducing the total number of contacts.



Panel attrition was a major pre-occupation of the survey team (Taylor, Heath and Lynn, 1996).  Politics is not the most salient and relevant topic for the majority of the general population, and political surveys tend, consequently, not to achieve the highest of response rates.  Furthermore about 10% of adults change their permanent address in any 12-month period, so a considerable effort was needed to trace sample members to new addresses.  



The terms of the ESRC grant committed CREST to conducting a second panel survey (BEPS - 2), beginning after the 1997 general election and running at least until 1999.  To help inform the design of BEPS - 2, some methodological experiments were incorporated into the later rounds of BEPS - 1.  These experiments tested the effects of certain design features - the use of incentives, the provision of information about future contacts, and the total number of contacts within the life of the panel - on wave response and attrition.
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�British Election Panel Study - 2



The British Election Panel Study - 2 (BEPS - 2) began with the British Election Survey (BES), a face-to-face interview (followed by a self-completion supplement) carried out with 3,615 adults soon after the general election in May 1997.  Of these, 3,434 were issued for the second wave of data collection (the first wave of BEPS - 2). Interviews took place in the autumn of 1997.   Interviewing was by telephone,  with a postal questionnaire for sample members for whom no telephone number was available).  As a result of the experiment on BEPS - 1, a £3 incentive was sent with the advance letter to sample members at wave 2 of BEPS - 2.  Also, all sample members were told explicitly that they were now part of a panel, that they would always receive an advance letter before any approach (giving them the chance to opt out), and that they would always receive a small payment as a token of thanks.



A total of 2,989 questionnaires were completed by panel members, a gross response rate of 87%.  This was considerably higher than the 78% response achieved at wave 2 of BEPS - 1, although part at least of the difference may be ascribed to factors other than the information incentive/ information effect.  In particular, the time elapsed between the first and the second round of BEPS - 1 was considerably longer than for BEPS- 2. The next round of interviewing on BEPS - 2 will take place in May 1998, with further rounds to follow.

 





�British Social Attitudes Survey series



The British Social Attitudes (BSA) surveys, started in 1983, are conducted annually among a representative cross-section of the British population.  The series seeks to chart continuity and change in British social values over the years in relation to other changes in society, and collects attitudinal data on a wide range of social, political and moral issues.  It is core-funded by the Gatsby Charitable Foundation and draws on additional financial support from government departments, quasi-government organisations, foundations and academic institutions.   Between 1989 and 1996, in collaboration with colleagues at The Queen’s University Belfast and the Central Survey Unit of NISRA, SCPR was also responsible for the design and conduct of the Northern Ireland Social Attitudes (NISA) survey.



The BSA surveys are based on representative samples of around 3,600 adults (aged 18+), selected by probability methods from private addresses listed in the Postcode Address File (PAF).  Interviews are conducted using computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI) plus a follow-up self-completion questionnaire.  Fieldwork takes place in the spring and early summer, and the response rate is typically around 68%. 



An edited book is published each year in which a variety of contributors summarise and interpret data from the previous year’s survey, compare the findings with data from earlier surveys and draw preliminary conclusions.  Each book includes detailed appendices with information about sampling, fieldwork and coding, and includes the questionnaires with the percentage distribution of answers to each question.



Questionnaires fielded and planned, and Reports published and scheduled for publication, during the lifetime of CREST are:



	Questionnaires fielded	Reports published

	1994		The 11th Report	

	1995	11th BSA survey, 6th NISA survey	The 12th Report	

	1996	12th survey, 7th NISA survey	The 13th Report 

			Understanding Change in Social Attitudes*

	1997	13th survey**	The 14th Report: the end of conservative values?	

	1998	(14th survey)	(European Social Attitudes: the 15th BSA Report)	

	1999	(15th survey)

	* Based on the 1995 CREST Conference    ** Core-funded by the ESRC		



Each year’s data are made publicly available through the Data Archive at the University of Essex, and are among the Archive’s most popular holdings. A technical report, also published annually (by SCPR), describes each survey's sampling, data collection and data preparation methods, and gives code locations, code frames, occupational coding and other details.  An electronic database (on CD-ROM) of all the BSA surveys carried out to date is being prepared in collaboration with Guildhall University and will be published in 1998.  It will contain the complete texts of all the BSA questionnaires and the distribution of responses on time-series tables and will have topic and free text search facilities.



International Social Survey Programme 



International comparisons are an important element in understanding trends in values among the British public.  The International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) is a continuing annual programme of cross-national collaboration, with research teams in each of the member countries (now 28) devoting a part of their respective annual studies to an agreed module of questions on a rotating set of topics.  Co-founded in 1985 by SCPR, ISSP has now fielded 13 modules in eight different areas of social science concern.  Since 1989, the ESRC (first through JUSST and then through CREST) has  provided the financial support needed to maintain Britain’s membership.



The ISSP modules (each around 60 questions) are fielded on SCPR’s annual British Social Attitudes survey, as part of the self-completion supplement.  The 6th and 10th Reports in the BSA series present and interpret some of the findings, as will The 15th Report - with the similarities and differences between Britain and other EU nations as its main theme.  It will  be published (by Ashgate) in November, 1998.



Questionnaire modules fielded and planned during the lifetime of CREST are:



           1995              National Identity

           1996              Role of Government - third replication

           1997              Work Orientations - second replication

           1998              Religion - second replication

           1999              Social Inequality - third replication



Typically the achieved sample size is over 1,000 respondents.



The annual datasets for Britain are deposited in the Data Archive at the University of Essex around two years after fieldwork.  The merging of the data to form a cross-national dataset is carried out by the Zentralarchiv fur Empirische Sozialforschung at the University of Cologne.   

 	       	



�Scottish and Welsh Referendum Studies



In September 1997, Scottish and Welsh electors were asked in referendums to say whether or not they were in favour of a separate parliament for Scotland and an assembly for Wales.   In Scotland there was an extra question about support for tax-varying powers for a new parliament.  The ESRC provided CREST with funding to carry out two parallel studies among Welsh and Scottish electors just after the two referendums.   In a face-to-face interview lasting about 40 minutes, respondents were asked if and how they had voted, and the studies also explored the factors underlying support for, or opposition to, constitutional change and examined people’s expectations of a future Scottish parliament or Welsh assembly.  In all, 676 electors were interviewed in Scotland and 686 in Wales, response rates of 68% and 73% respectively.



In designing these two studies, members of CREST worked closely with Professor David McCrone of the Unit for the Study of Government in Scotland, University of Edinburgh, and his colleagues and with Dr. Richard Wyn Jones of the Department of International Politics, University of Wales at Aberystwyth.
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