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Moderator
So first, thank you all for coming and taking time out on a weekend, I very much appreciate it.   My name, again, is Kristi Winters and this is +name removed+ who is helping me out today very kindly.  A little bit about this project: this research is funded by the British Academy and if you’ve been kind of following or seen the headlines about instant polls and things like that, there’s a lot of survey research that’s done around elections and trying to get a handle on what’s going on but there isn’t a sort of systematic research programme that talks to just ordinary everyday people to ask them about how they come to their decisions, what there their perceptions are.  And so that’s what this project is attempting to do for the first time is to hear about the election, the worries of the people, the ones who are going to be deciding it constituency by constituency.  So thank you very much for your participation.  
For those of you who haven’t maybe taken part in a focus group before, and most people haven’t, it’s just a general discussion.  So I’ll read it as a moderator; I’ll come and go around the room and ask people to do questions but if, for instance, someone makes a comment that you think is very close to what you think or it reminds you of something- it’s not like I have to call on you, it’s more like a discussion.  So if we can get some sort of natural ‘back and forth’ going, that’s great.  I’m also really interested in different kinds of views; so let’s say for instance the discussion turns to your taxes and spending and a lot of people are saying they would like to see higher taxes and higher public services and that’s not what you agree with - don’t feel that you shouldn’t say anything because it’s this diversity of those kinds of views that I’m interested in and we’re not here to make a decision or change anyone’s mind, we’re here to more give an opportunity, so I’ll try to intervene and say a little bit - ‘Are there people here who’d like to see their taxes go down and see public services cut’.  But if you feel like there’s a relevant- something that you’re interested in or commenting on and you’re not hearing you’re viewpoint being expressed - please feel free to do so again.  You know, we can disagree in this room; it’s a good thing to have variety.  
And then the last thing before we start, I just wanted to go over the a consent form which most of you should have been sent electronically but just to make sure if there are questions you can have them answered right now or you can contact me at any time.  So by signing this form you are sort of agreeing to a few things: most of them are just acknowledging, for instance, that you’ve had some time to understand a little bit of what the project is about; that it’s clear that you can contact me any time to ask questions in the future if you have questions about the project; you understand that you agreeing to be audio-recorded which is what that thing in the middle is so that I can get a very accurate transcription of what you have to say, as well as a video recording and you understand that your participation is voluntary and if anytime you need to leave for some reason or you get a text and you have to leave you don’t have to justify your withdrawal to me at any time - that’s not to say your volunteering - you are going to be paid but you are doing it in a voluntary manner.  But if you do have to leave for any reason, if you’ve made contributions to the group up to that point, I might still use what you’ve used up until the point that you withdraw. 
These audio and video files are going to deposited with the UK Data Archive so that people, researchers in the future can go back and watch the video and hear how people were talking about things and maybe in a hundred years time, people will be really interested to know what people were thinking after the credit crunch and after the first induced debates and what was facing Britain at the beginning of the 21st century.  And so I think for historical value they’re really useful and also people in sociology and other fields might be interested in hearing…
Emma
So you will give us a chance to become artefacts?  (laughter)…
But it won’t be going up in You Tube - you won’t be seeing yourself on News Night.  This isn’t for public consumption; this is for an academic research.  Just as I’ve sort of discussed in the sheet, anything that you say that identifies you personally- it has to be removed before the information- if it’s ever published.  So let’s say, you know, that ‘My name is Kristi, I live in Wivenhoe’.  The transcript would say: ‘My name is Susan and I live in a small village in East Anglia’.  So that way nothing can come back to you personally and any future researchers who want to watch this or use the transcripts would also be bound by the same requirement to protect your confidentiality, so not releasing any personal details and protect your anonymity just like we’ve agreed.  I’m also asking you to assign to me copyright of your words so that when I publish something that has a copyright of your words so that if I publish something with a copyright on it, it’s easier for me to use what you said exactly.  So that doesn’t mean that I’m going to run away and make millions of pounds on your words.  I’ve yet to be published and paid for it - I’ve done everything for free, so it’s not a money-making endeavour but what it does allow me to do, you know, if you say something and it really captures a really interesting idea or what’s going on in peoples’ minds, as opposed to paraphrasing you I can use a direct quote and put it in a report or a book or something like that.  If you want to be notified of future research that comes out of this you can, on this form, say that ‘I do want to be contacted’ and I’ve given you a few options - if you prefer a different one from that, please let me know.  You understand that any of the details that you provide me today will stay with me - I say, ‘any of my assistants’ - I don’t have assistants but maybe someday in the future I’ll say ‘Can you please contact people to let them know the book is being published’ - but anyone who helps me out on this will also be bound not to give out any of your details or sell them for marketing purposes.  And then the final bullet is just agreeing that you are voluntarily participating, that you’ve had all this explained to you and you are still willing to participate.  So if you could sign and date that I will collect your top sheet, the questionnaire and consent form at the end so just keep everything together.  Right, that’s the legal stuff out of the way.  
The next thing, because we’re going to spend the next hour and a half talking with each other we have to do that ice-breaker thing.  
So I will start, I’ll start here, I’ll change it up I won’t always go in one direction - so, my name is Kristi Winters, I’m an American, if you haven’t heard or guessed by my accent.  I came to the UK in about 2004 and I’m really interested in British politics so that’s why I stayed on and continued to study it.  I live in Wivenhoe with my partner of a few years.  And also, could you tell me maybe the first time when you became aware of politics.  So again, now that you’re all racing to search you memories, I actually do remember the Reagan-Carter debate as a young girl.  I remember it because I didn’t like Ronald Reagan as a young girl and I waggled my rear end at the television when he was on and my mum was so offended that I had been so disrespectful to a presidential candidate that she sent me to bed.  So that was my first sort of memory, but I guess when I became more aware of politics was during Live Aid, I’m dating myself a bit, and seeing how everyone [Zoe enters the session] yes, during Live Aid I think I probably saw how people coming together could try to produce something good and I think that’s kind of powerful, that you don’t just have to learn about things you can become involved.  So yeah, that’s me, a little bit about me.  So do you want to start, Katie.
Katie 
My name’s Katie and I’m a +job title+ at +location+ and I became politically aware - I was thinking what you were saying about Live Aid- and I’m going to give myself aware even more but I became aware of politics and things during the Falklands war.  I was about eleven/twelve and realised on the news there was- the country was at war and it was to do with the Prime Minister and all this kind of thing.  And then it really came home to me during the Miners Strike of 1984, that’s when I realised that there’s things like governments, people and Trade Unions and this type of thing, so yeah.  
Harriet
Hi, my name’s Harriet.  I’m a +job title+ for a +employer+, the +name+.  I studied politics +university+ quite a few years ago now.  I’ve kind of always been quite interested in politics.  I’m racing my mind back to seen when it first started and it was probably watching the Ghandi movie, the one that everybody knows, with my parents and realising kind of how much the British empire had a lot to answer for and kind of became quite interested with how land was split up and divided and that was kind of my ** of things as I was growing up.
Bethany
Hi, I’m Bethany and I live here in Glasgow and I work up at +employer+ at the +location+.  I think I probably first became aware of politics - I’ve a very distinct memory of watching Margaret Thatcher on the news and not really following what was going on in the debate but thinking -I don’t like you- she had a very, a pointy and nasty way of speaking.  She was not at all a pleasant person to listen to and I think that’s not really becoming politically aware I suppose, that’s just disliking someone you see on TV.  But probably it would have been when I grew older and I became very politically involved was, when it was the ’92 election between John Major.  I remember getting very het up and complaining about that at the Brownies -Who’s voting for these people? (laughter)
Moderator
Thank you very much for those.  Hi, Zoe.

Zoe
Yes, I’m Zoe, I also teach +employer+.  When did I become politically aware- I’m just dragging through my head there- the first time I remember being aware that politics was what we were talking about politics and someone had a very strong view about it was when my history teacher, when I was in the second year at secondary school, suddenly broke away from what he should have been doing and started lecturing us on the ‘terrible ways’ of the Labour party.  That’s my first memory.
Harry
My name is Harry.  I’m a scientist for +employer+.  I think I probably first became politically aware when it was sort of Tony Blair coming into power.  I think until then I knew there was politics was going on but I just wasn’t interested.  And I think, initially, a lot of the changes that came with the Labour party I thought was quite good but as I became more aware of politics and more involved when the Iraq war was, or the build up to it, I was quite against the whole idea and couldn’t believe that, you know, this was the way that our government was taking us.  That’s when I became more interested in politics of the whole country.

Lydia
I’m Lydia, I’m a PhD student at +university+ in the department of Accounting and Finance.   And I think the first time I became politically aware would be the constant debates with my grandpa, god bless him, when you would kid on, he was a staunch Labour voter and I would torment him by saying I was going to vote Tory.  When I actually sat down and asked him: ‘Grandpa why are you so pro Labour’ - ‘Because my dad was’.  Didn’t have any concept of what the current policies were, it was just a matter of habit following his dad.  And when I asked my own dad, my grandpa was his father, why he voted the way he did - ‘Probably because of the way me dad votes’.  So I thought I don’t want to say that to my son or daughter that I vote in a particular way because my parents do, I want to have my own opinions, so-.

Lucy
My names is Lucy and I’m from +city +and I’m a post-graduate student in library studies at +university+ and I also work at +employer+.  I used to work in public relations but I’ve changed my career drastically.  The first time I was politically aware I think was actually - we used to have this parody show called Spitting Image and John Major was just like a comical character in it and as a kind of TV show we kind of found this hilarious and I kinda started wondering why is everyone criticizing and I started getting interested them and then when Tony Blair came in as well, I was a wee bit older then and understood it a bit more so I kind of delved into the matter a bit more.  But there’s more to it  I suppose, TV, Labour parties, ‘Things Can Only Get Better’ song, wee things like that coming up into my brain.
Emma
I’m Emma, a British citizen with Romanian origins so my previous education in politics is none to zero because obviously I’m coming from a country who loved dictatorship so I can pretty much be able to say that I become politically aware coming here and living here, not for any other reason than I was approached on Cannon Street by a young group covered in, you know, red flags with, I don’t know how to say in English, with a hammer and a  -
Others
-sickle…

Emma
-and they asked me, even though I am so angry, they asked me to enrol in the Communist Party which was from their part a huge mistake on that day because I really instantly became amazingly vocal.  So I made the day for people crossing Cannon Street on that day.  (laughter)  So I can pretty much say that was the moment when I was aware I am now part of the total different political scene and lately I’ve started to be aware of the need for protection for myself on how I gain some part of a place here, not necessarily hard the system is quite friendly and open but for me it was an achievement, for me it was a victory so I wanted this to be protected and I’ve started to wonder who, from the political point of view, who will protect my place here.  I’m not sure I’ve found the answer but-
Moderator
I’m sure that might come up again - that’s very interesting

Emma
So- political awareness - British citizen, Romanian citizen- no.

Judy
I’m Judy, I work in +job title+for the +employer+and I first became politically aware, probably about the same, what you were saying [indicates toward Lucy] with John Major and Spitting Image and my mum calling him an idiot.  That’s kind of made me think yeah, that people had strong views on politics and I suppose that’s when I started to gain my own I suppose as well.

Jackie
My name’s Jackie and I work at +employer+ as well in the **.  I probably became politically aware when I got to high school and I started my standard grades, modern studies and learning a lot then and my boyfriend at the time was very political and it went on for quite a long time and as his views changed, my views changed and I kinda learned more about different parties and where we stood but that’s probably definitely where it started.
Moderator
So through your boyfriend and talking and then as things went on…

Jackie
Yeah.

Moderator
So, just to get things going- in terms of the election, a lot of people have lives, I’m a political scientist so I’m kinda obsessed with this stuff - I know people get up and have got jobs to do; some people are more interested in politics and some are completely uninterested; some people sort of hear it on the radio or maybe check the internet or see some headlines.  In terms of the election and how it’s going, what kind of- sort of - your memories of it or your perception of it right now, how are you - first of all I guess - are you paying attention to the election in some way or is it just a bunch of noise and you’re kind of getting on with things.  And if you are kinda picking up stuff where are you getting it from.  Can we start with you, Jackie?
Jackie
I’d say everyone is probably more aware of the election this time because of the TV debates and that’s created kind of a cultural change in society in terms of being exposed because otherwise it’s often kinda in the back of your head and you read the newspaper but now it’s kind of  ‘in your face’.  It’s a lot more promoted so..
Moderator
Are you seeing it through newspapers or are you…

Jackie
Well, to be honest, I check- I’m a bit obsessed with the Sky News website - once every hour I’m always on, checking what’s going on, so I’d say definitely like through news channels and through internet but I don’t normally read the papers to be honest.

Moderator
So you get most of it through the internet?

Jackie
Yes.

Moderator
What about you Judy?

Judy
Well working in +employment+, we get a newsletter gets sent to us pretty much every day and every day there’s always someone with their sort of views on how different parties are going to affect like employment exercises.  So basically - Conservatives - if you work in procurement, you’d be stupid to vote for them because of their views on it.  So I think it’s more, I take it from a quite selfish sort of point of view -how it’s going to affect me- how is it going to affect my job, am I going to lose my job.
Emma
not so unpractical…(laughter)  
Judy
-So that’s definitely what I do.  I also like to read the newspapers as well, but I think I definitely pay more attention to the views on this website because at the end of the day it’s my life and it’s going to affect my job and I want to keep it.
Moderator
Sure. Emma.

Emma
Practical, not selfish.  I came to find – I don’t have a strategy, I’m not looking intentionally to make my choice for the future election but I’m kind of overwhelmed by the information from newspapers, internet and television and I think it’s enough to kind of keep the eye on things and I choose to be focused on one or two things: how the political platform looks into public services because I work in public services and immigration. So these are actually, I kind of narrowed.  I don’t know if it’s wise or not to make your choice in a narrow way.

Moderator
Well, I have to say again, people I’ve heard -you know- ‘Well what are the parties going to do, how is it going to affect my life’ quite often.  

Emma
But apart from your kind of people - all of us, we’re looking to this in a practical way.  What hurts me the most is my job and my status here, so.

Lucy
I’ve become more ‘seeking’ this year than I ever have before and I’m surrounded by so many people that are kinda like ‘I’m not going to vote because I don’t trust any of them’ and I’m more- you should vote, even if, it’s not about the two main parties, I think that’s why I’m more interested this year because it’s become more open and I’m excited that things could be different.  It doesn’t have to be the same way repeated over and over again.  And I know a lot of my family are sort of- Oh there’s no point in voting - because they have that sort Scottish mentality -Oh we don’t want the Conservatives in cuz, they remember the Poll Tax- and they don’t want to vote Labour because they’re kinda disillusioned and I’m like -‘Well there are other options’.  So I’ve been seeking out information to disseminate it to people around about me to say: ‘Oh look’ - to kind of help them make up their minds but I’m definitely more enthusiastic this time and I think it’s because of the TV debates as well.  It’s helping normal people see what policies mean, because if you read them in the manifestos most people don’t understand that.  So I’m definitely more pro-active this year.
Lydia
I’m very much a- I still stay at home.  I was conditioned by what my mum and dad do so we never sat at the table ever and had in depth discussions, and anytime I would try and talk about something that involved sitting down and actually having a serious debate for half and hour it was kind of ‘poo-pooed’.  But actually when I go to my boyfriend’s house you had to sit down and everything is a very serious debate, you’re there for two hours talking about… a bit of a revelation.  I’ve been exposed to more political discussion there in the last year than I’ve been ever in my life with my family so that’s been very interesting.  I don’t- I put on the debates and the news in general as I’m getting ready as almost background noise.  And what I find is almost ironic I notice I pay attention when it’s things like the scandals, like when he called that lady a ‘bigot’; and is it Nick Clegg having the ‘female affect’ getting all the female attention.  It’s ironic that I’ll pay attention when it’s something that I would never have considered political before.  It’s part of process to appeal in such…

Emma
-charisma-

Lydia
..in different terms to constituents -almost like a popularity contest so-
Katie
But do you not think that that’s what half the problem is that that breadth of the bubble the sort of election covered - that we can’t tell the difference between the parties almost, that the only thing that sort of gets us interested or gets you going is when you hear like the gaffs that Blair’s making and that’s why you watch the debates almost because you’re waiting for him to say or do something.

Emma
-embarrassing, it’s like a show.

Lydia
What I always associated with politics with educated men sitting in the Houses of Parliament talking about law and almost soap-boxing between who has done the worst.  There’s that feel, where people like my family for example who don’t have, it’s not accessible in any way to find out what it means to be political, really.  I find myself in transition between there and then sitting, for example, with my boyfriend’s family talking about politics and I think my idea of politics is actually changing, more in a philosophical kind of way.
Harry
I think I’ve been sort of actively ignoring most of the politics until the debates came on because I think until then everything I’d read had been Labour having a go at the Tories and Tories having a go at Labour.  I think that that the debate brought out a lot of the policies into the open and it obviously brought the Lib-Dems.  One of the things I noticed recently, watching Have I Got News for You and about three times a show someone would say: ‘Who’s Nick Clegg, what does Nick Clegg look like?’ - it’s just basically implying that they’re just a ‘nothing’ party and I think they’ve obviously come to the forefront with the debates and shown that they do actually have some good policies and they’ve got some good ideas, and well, The thing that I think was good about that was it showed up how much the Tories and Labour, they might have had the manifesto out, but they didn’t necessarily have the numbers in place or you know - ‘Well here’s an idea but we don’t have much to back it up’.  And I think that after the debates this is when people started discussing everything.  I pick up the Metro every day but I’ve come to realise that it’s quite wishy-washy when it comes to, I usually read the Guardian at the weekend and there’s usually quite a few pages of coverage, it’s not entirely balanced but more balanced than some other newspapers.  So that’s how I’ve been taking the information as well as have a week look at the internet.  But I think some of the debates were more of a slanging match until people actually started to discuss the policies more.
Zoe
I am a bit of a news junkie at the best of times, I’ve quite a close interest in politics so I follow what’s going on even when it’s not election time but I find the coverage of elections increasingly difficult; it’s becoming more and more American in its style.  I don’t like the debates, I don’t like style being more important than substance and I feel sorry for people like Gordon Brown who don’t have natural talents as a TV performer and I think it’s about much more than whether you’re good on TV.  I appreciate, in the TV coverage, more with the TV coverage, on what the political commentators have to say, the analysis you get from the political journalists and also, like you, I like to read it in the newspaper at my leisure - someone who’s really thought about what they want to say about it - to help me to get a clearer picture about what’s going on.  It’s interesting to hear other people talking about the way that politics now seems to involve things that they didn’t think were politics and I think that’s right.
Harry
I could never work out why the wives were so involved.  If people are going to vote for a party based on the wife of the leader it’s a bit…
Harriet
Would you not make that as a desperate attempt because so little people turn out to vote that they’re trying to copy the American model and having it on the television, it’ll be on Jerry Springer next. (laughter)  You can just imagine Gordon Brown and what’s his wife, Sarah? on there with Jerry Springer talking about how he works so late and it’s trashing their marriage, and stuff like ‘Look at my beautiful baby’….. 

Emma
The American model is very successful to attract the voters.

Harriet
Because that’s why with the internet and everything, it’s all over the world with the whole Obama frenzy, that American election, everybody was up at all hours watching it and our elections have never been like that, you know by the very nature of it being Britain, there’s always kind of a bit more class to it and now it’s just trash.  
Zoe
Quite a few of us do stay up all night on election night.  
Harriet
I always felt like, when I started university, I wanted to be like Keith Richards and Mick Jagger, students for the people who are going to change the world and here I was, it was ’95 so the ’97 election was looming and it was all exciting and I have to admit I put Tony Blair in power you know - that was my first vote - I was a card-carrying member of the student Labour Party and he took us to war and I just think this isn’t what I signed up for.  And all of a sudden we had a pop-star in charge and gone were the days of John Smith and somebody credible and all those things and I just had this political disillusionment. And this time, I actually stopped watching television this time cuz I because everything they all say is much of a ‘muchness’ and the job that I do I put out a lot of press releases for environmental things and realise that journalism has just become so bland that they just take my press release and just top and tail it, so much of it, even what I call the ‘credible’ newspapers, it’s the same thing so I’ll actually use my own ability to make my own opinion rather than waiting to see what -
Emma
Based on what, do you read the platforms?

Harriet
Well kind of- I’m now really enjoying when they come to my door.  And I’ve bought myself this nice, posh coffee and it’s ‘Come in and have a seat - I want to know what you’re going to do about x,y,z, you know, what are you going to do about all these things?’ and then I’ll make my decision because I think now that journalism has become lazy, television has become sensationalised and people are kind of becoming not focused like caring about what the wives are saying and that kind of thing.  I’m really bothered by the fact that David Cameron gets his wife pregnant in time for the election. (laughter….) Actually was he trying to copy George Bush with the ‘Yo Blair’ incident with the microphone.  What are they going to do next?
Lucy
When I worked in PR I lost respect for a lot of journalists because of what they did to my press releases - I was like ‘This isn’t what I said’.  Like they turned things and I think it’s become like a version of Heat magazine.  I think, I don’t want to know if ‘it’s sweat-marked’,  I don’t want to know…that’s not important but somehow you keep reading it and it’s like a car crash and you can’t not.
Katie
Is it not because the majority of people are quite thick?  I think that every thing that’s been put down, but don’t insult me because I’m not like the masses.

Bethany
To be fair, I think it’s mostly the responsibility of the media, I mean you’re talking about releasing press releases and they literally are just cutting and pasting. And so the thing about it is, to me is what extent is it that you only give people base rubbish on which to make their judgment and then they make their judgment on it.  I mean if you’re to sit and read like, I don’t know, the Sun or something like that, and you’re just constantly getting this very biased, very lowest common denominator reporting, then that’s the information you’re making your judgment on.  You can’t really blame someone for making a judgment based on the information that they’ve got available to them.  And those kind of news sources, it’s again, like you’re saying with the voting [indicates toward Lydia], you’re like reading the Sun because that’s what’s always been in the house, that’s what you’ve got, at your work, in the canteen…
Lydia
To break out of the ‘catch 22’ situation there needs to be a break in the cycle of, say, what you’re exposed to.  To step away from the compromises people have had to make in accessibility of the media that they’re presented to and say -right ok I’m actually willing to sensitize people to what- the true thing of what we’re actually saying instead of compromising what you’re saying to tell everyone accessibility for the masses to understand.
Harry
That’s why the debates were so good though because they made it accessible for all those people that do just sit and read whatever newspaper.  You know, they’ve read the Daily Mail for ‘x’ many years and they think everyone’s out to ‘get’ them.  With a debate, then that’s put in their face and they can see a different view or at least get a more balanced view.

Harriet
But have you not watched the debates, so forgive me if I’m wrong but wasn’t it that they were quite scripted, so they were told what the questions and the themes were- 

Bethany
They were told- 
Harriet 
-it wasn’t actually, you know being ** form of debating champion that’s very (laughter…) actually a debate, they were actually pre-warned what was going to be **, the audience weren’t allowed to ask anything..
Bethany
There were rules, they were given what the questions were going to be about and obviously the audience were not allowed to come back and make any comments or applaud or make any sound and they were made to sort of answer in turn.

Harriet
So how sheltered is that?

Bethany
Well, I really enjoyed it.  Everyone seems to be down on it.  I really loved it- I’ve been like sitting in- you get yourself sorted like with your food and your bevy.

Harriet
So we’re putting these people in charge of our defence and you know we want them to have important discussions with people but only in these sanitized condition.  You know, here’s our Prime Minister but excuse me sir, please don’t make any noise or hassle him 
Bethany
Well it’s -

Harriet
-or heckle him ‘cause he can’t perform under pressure.
Bethany
To be honest I think it’s a very good format because, it’s been able- in the sense that I’ve always read like you know the manifestos and, you know, stuff like that and all the things like that.  But this is actually getting with the ability for- if you say this is what we’re doing in our manifesto the other two can challenge.  Yes it is sanitized in the sense really the public should be able to come back in and say -Your not answering my question- and that’s true, that’s definitely true but ultimately you’ve got policies where somebody is saying, like for example, like you know, the- Cameron taking money out of the economy and his justification of it and then you get another one saying ‘There’s no numbers behind this, there’s no this,’ and just poking holes in what the debate is and he’s then got to justify- as opposed to ‘this is a good idea’.   I mean the Conservatives bang on about waste.  So saying -I want to make public services more efficient- then you go -Ok, everyone can agree with that, that’s a lovely vague efficiency, good.  But to actually have to justify it when there’s people literally coming at you, trying to take you down basically, trying to say, ‘Well how much are you going to save, where are you going to save it, are there going to be job losses as a result of this, and’- So you actually then are there live having to say ‘I’ve not thought this through’ …..
Moderator
I’m sorry, we are going to talk about the debates.  So just so that Katie can ask and then maybe to make sure that you don’t get cut off - are you, in terms of how you guys are watching - you’re having people at the door, er, Bethany how are keeping..you’re watching the debates?

Bethany
I’m watching the debates - I’ve got my wee net vibes, I get all my BBC and Aljazeera  and Channel 4 and piped news and stuff like that.  And like we’ve had tons of leaflets through our doors and we’ve had oodles this year, because I’m above a tube station, we’ve had quite a few people shaking hands at the tube station; there was the Scottish Nationalists and Socialists and Trade Unionists and stuff.

Moderator
Harriet and then Katie, you’re the last…

Harriet
To do with my work again, we organise a lot of hustings meetings in marginal seats, so get to pick their brains and get to cornering them a bit on the environment.  So what’s it they’re all under? - Is it purda, what do you call it when their all not allowed to speak because of the election coming up.  And so normally we’ve a lot of politicians come along and make site visits and things and now we got them they’re all coming along. It’s really funny before, they don’t need assistance but now they all want opportunities to have photographs taken with children and nature reserves and what’s the guy? There’s someone down in Ayrshire wants us to come and put a nest box in his garden and all this stuff. And I was just killing myself ‘well I’ve been trying to get you a hold of years and all of a sudden now you want a nest box in your back garden?’
Katie
I’m actually quite detached from the election this time which is a change because  previous elections I have been kind of active, watching TV, reading papers and everything and this year I’m not.  The only thing I’m doing is catching up on the Sunday and like almost having the news in the background and I’m also finding that the policies and things - I’m actually just turning it off - and  it’s the- Gordon Brown: The woman is a bigot’ - these sort of things that are attracting my attention.  And I don’t know if it’s because of the leaders if it’s the parties but I am at that- you know, thank god the election’s on Thursday and I really don’t know how I feel about it- and I’ve never been this close to an election and not known so it’s- .

Moderator
But that actually kind of leads me on, your comment, after the sort of paying attention to politics.  How many people know how they’re going to vote and feel confident on how they’re going to vote?  [Lucy, Zoe and Bethany raise their hands] How many people know how they’re going to vote but are kind of wavering on how they’re going to vote? [Harry, Emma and Lydia raise their hands] And how many people haven’t yet made up their minds?  [Katie and Harriet raise their hands] [Two participants off camera and not counted due to being missed during screen panning] So in terms of coming to make your decision; now I have to say, you know it is a secret ballot so don’t feel like you have to reveal how you are intending to vote.  If it’s something that you’d tell people quite openly, it would be interesting for me to know. But again, it is a secret vote so you could just talk about the things that are helping you make up your mind about making your preference known.  So if we start with you Jackie, in terms of like the things that you’re thinking about when you’re making your choice, the things going through your mind, the party or parties that you are leaning towards, what are the things that are attracting you or making you confused.
Jackie
First of all I would say that I was quite a floating voter and that I was quite unsure and the way that I kinda decided what to do is doing like, Sky again-  Sky News have an online poll that you can do - you can answer a few questions to find what kind of party fits your opinions really.  So I’ve done that and I’ve done poll.

Moderator
I think the Telegraph had one similar to that.
Jackie
So that’s kinda helped me realise exactly which parties kinda match what I’m looking for.  Because it can be quite difficult to make your way through the manifestos and work out exactly what people are offering really.  So I just really want a party that’s going to fix all the potholes in the roads. (laughter)  I think it someone actually campaigned on that they’d probably get in but I can’t think of party that will do that so.  I’ve made quite a lot of decisions though because my brother’s in the army so defence is a pretty important thing to me in terms of the army and the war etc., so that has a big impact on my decision as well from a personal perspective.
Moderator
And did the interactive website thing- reinforce where you thought you were going with your decision to vote or did it bring up a party that you hadn’t expected?
Jackie
It did bring up a party that I hadn’t expected, yeah, definitely, but I’m going to vote for them now.  

Judy
I’ve been leaning between the two I just have a problem with the party I think I want to vote for, the local candidate, I just can’t stand her. (laughter)  I’m just finding it really difficult because obviously you have to think about your community as well and I’m just going to say that John Mason who is SMP who is actually the guy that I’d like to have as our local councillor – he’s just, he’s really good ** he does a lot for the community, it’s a lot about community benefits I think as well, work with charities, what you’re going to do for us, whereas like Margaret Cullens seems to kind stay with ** I want to be honest, she seems to be quite up on striking and the street and it’s the way that’s she’s worded it as well and so I just get annoyed whenever I read her manifesto.  So it’s really difficult I’m just thinking, it’s what do I want in the local election and who do I want to be in power, because I don’t really like Alex Salmond either.  It’s really difficult, I just have a lot of opinions and not liking people.
Moderator
So you’re kind of torn between the local constituency and the reality of it and the national issues that are…

Judy
Yeah, yeah.  And then I think, my one vote - I know a lot of people will disagree with this - but how much will it actually affect who gets into power if I decide to go with my local constituency instead and kind of think about, again, thinking about me and my local community and what I think is best for that- but then what is actually best for the country?
Moderator
So you think that’s what you’ll kind of lean toward?

Judy
Yeah, yeah.

Moderator
Ok, thanks for that.  Emma -

Emma
I just realise now that I cannot think in terms of nationality.  My judgment and my choice would be based on just the community level, I don’t know if it’s a good thing probably not enough, but the best choice. What I would not vote is for parties who have the slightest national colour because I will be always afraid from a good theoretically nationalist point of view.  I’m afraid of how easily you can get some mixed feelings from these so I will never vote for them.  It doesn’t matter the platform.  The platform as you say about the Labour party, is a theoretical platform which sometimes will be put in place, sometimes we can go to war without being willing to go.

Moderator
Right, so is anyone else kind of looking at the constituency choices.  I see you’re nodding Lucy, going - ahh, constituency one thing, how I’d vote in the general in terms of the parties - and Zoe I see you’re also kind of nodding your head.  Lucy you just happen to be next.
Lucy
Ever since I started voting I’ve always voted for the same party because - it’s Liberal Democrat that I always kind of went for and everyone said -What a waste - and I’d say -Well that’s my opinion, that’s my democratic right to say I’m not happy with the other two policies and things and everyone always said -Oh you’re just sat on the fence- and things like that and I was like - no, a lot of the policies on education and things.  But this year I’ve kinda said I’ll stick with what I go with but it’s a local guy, he’s not that great whereas the Green Party woman is like lovely and also I’ve done one of the online polls as well, like-  the kind of blind reading of policies and I’ve been ticking them and it was mainly Green Party and I thought right ok, I like the look of the Green person and I like a lot of the Green policies but I just don’t think- if we had a different voting system - maybe - but there is no way that the Green Party is going to win and so I just think it would be a waste of my vote so I kinda revert back to what I’ve done before but it’s hard between local and national because local Green might, she might win in Eastbury because so many people said she’s a lovely person but I think a lot of people just won’t bother because there’s not a lot of change of them getting in which is a shame because maybe everyone thinks the same thing and good, and you never know. So I’m kinda torn between local and national and between what I’ve done before and what’s probable in a useful vote.
Moderator
So it’s really complicated? Anyone else feel like that?

Harry
Well, it’s not necessary on a local level but one of the things that kinda been worrying me is that like obviously Scotland with a slightly devolved Parliament and things as it is at the moment, there’s, well we’ve got such a national debt and if the Tories come in that’s going to be really bad for the north east and Scotland and Wales because they just don’t care and things like that or that’s a lot of Labour propaganda going about possibly as well, but there’s part of me that thinks should I vote SNP because they’re probably the ones that will fight more for Scotland than any of the- I mean Scottish Labour essentially are still just Labour and you know there’s part of me that thinks a vote for the SNP would be better for Scotland.  But on a national level I’ll probably vote for a different party so I’m still kinda undecided in that respect.
Harriet
I was going to say that the other thing that terrifies me is when there was whole local ‘split’ from the constituency room when they had the Glasgow East by-election and the fourth candidate was a BMP candidate.  And you think - that’s scary as anything.  Is that just because not enough people turned out to vote which is half the reasons, so but not only. It’s kind the feminist in me that thinks it’s so important for women to go out and vote you know, we’ve got to keep the BNP out but who do we actually vote for because they’re all the same.  And that’s where I struggle because I realise the importance of my vote and I tend to opt Green just because of what I do for a living and think, I don’t feel it’s a wasted vote because I think at least it puts the environment on the agenda because so far the other candidates aren’t really saying much about the environment.  And if you think of the disaster in Copenhagen where we didn’t really get anything, I think there were so many people who were so disillusioned by it.  I don’t know whether it was an intention that there was such a lead up to it, it was such an anti climax, it was almost just to say -Oh well you know, it doesn’t matter, we’ll just continue to pollute. Because we’re in a recession the last thing you want is Swampy coming out and saying -Stop producing stuff and stop that - so I do feel that we’re in this cycle because of consumerism and all those things that-.  It’s so difficult to vote strategically to make a difference, we’ve all just got to look at what feels right for us and that just everybody votes to keep the BNP out.
Zoe
I think it’s really important that everybody votes, I don’t think I’d go as far as making it compulsory as they have in Australia but I think we all have a responsibility, if nothing else we have no right to complain if we haven’t voted.  I think in my constituency my decision finally is a tactical one because I politically don’t want a particular party to win my constituency so I’m going to vote, not in a way that I would choose to match my national one politically, but to keep out that party locally.

Moderator
And you were quite confident with it, you were one of the few people I think who was..yeah I know -
Zoe
-and I know exactly what I’m going to do…

Moderator
-because it’s not your first preference but you’re voting tactical because you know what you know what you don’t want so that’s how you made up your mind.  
Zoe
[Hums in agreement]

Moderator 
So yeah, I was going to come on to that: there are people who know with confidence how they’re going to vote.  Can you say a little bit more how that has come about?
Bethany
Let’s say straight up I’m voting Lib-Dem and there’s a number of reasons for that: 1) the constituency I’ve got is a Labour seat, and has been a fairly strong Labour seat but the gap between Labour and the next party is slowly coming up and that next party is Lib-Dem so in that sense I suppose it’s strategic because I’m not voting Labour, I’ll never vote Tory and one of the major reasons that I would support, you know, the Lib-Dems is because they support constitutional change, they support the PR system so for everybody here who said -I’d like to vote Green but it’s a wasted vote or I’d like to support this person but it’s a wasted vote- that would change.  And given the fact that it’s like a third/ third/ third split in the polls between- regardless of who gets in, whether it’s a Tory minority or a Labour minority - who knows the Lib-Dems might actually get the majority but regardless of that we’re going to need the Lib-Dems to form government and the Lib-Dems policy is that in the first nine months of government there would be another election based on this new PR system and I just feel like, considering we all got the Scottish Parliament that’s worked on the single transfer vote system and I just think (laughing) that we’re so much better off than the rest, than England and Wales.  We’ve got, we don’t have to pay our tuition fees, we’ve got free personal care for the elderly, all of them are Lib-Dem policies not the Scottish Labour policies and I think it’s a more democratic system and if I vote for Lib-Dems, I will get- regardless of the outcome of this election- there will be a more democratic election following it.
Moderator
I must say, I want to come back on this too because I know Harry and Bethany, you both now mentioned the Parliament and the changes and things and obviously that is another point that I do want to raise so thanks for bringing it up.  Lucy do you want to…
Lucy
Yeah, I know for definite that although I’ve considered the Green Party I’ve just said Lib-Dem for the same sort of reason that they’re for constitutional change because I think that ‘first past the post’ just doesn’t, is really not sensitive enough and I actually think I’d consider voting Green Party if we did change the thingy because it is between the two but I just - Lib-Dems who I voted for, I’d never vote Tory just because I’m Scottish and my mum and dad and I’d never do it, never do it.  And Labour, I do think they’ve done a lot in the years but there’s too much trash spoken of - look at the way they’ve ruined the country - but there are some good things that have come out the past like shorter waiting times and lower class sizes and things like that but a lot of these policies that have been good are in common with the Lib-Dems.  So I just think it’s a kinda better option, and a wee bit of change - you know I’ve been championing them for long enough I might was well stick with it and see something happen.
Lydia
It seems as though the Lib-Dems are the change that everybody needs to break out of the current catch 22 of- no-one can really access what real politics is, like Lib-Dems if they introduced a new PR system you know, they can set a new agenda and put parties like the Green Party and future generations might have a better chance.  People- the relations between what people are truly beginning to feel towards politics could be more easily expressed in the seats in Parliament.
Moderator
I should say, there’s been some comments against the Conservatives.  Does anyone want to talk - is considering voting for the Conservative Party and would want to…anyone? - (laughter).  If that’s the case then there are other questions, I can phrase in other ways but if people are interested in voting for the Conservative Party then I do want to open up that space for them. (a lot of laughter…)   

I don’t want to, you know, if somebody was on it, I don’t want to marginalise it because I am interested but it kind of leads into my next question in some ways, how I’m going to phrase this:  In terms of the outcome of the election, this seems to be like a natural way to work this in now, regardless of how you’re going to vote in your own constituency, would you like to see the UK as a whole have a hung Parliament or have a working majority.  And let’s say you can also specify ‘if the working majority isn’t Tory’, if it is Tory -‘no’- But again, I don’t want to make people feel uncomfortable if they were supporting the Conservatives. I mean, are people thinking ‘hung Parliament’ and making the parties, forcing people to work together - is it a good thing or do you think a working majority is actually at the end of the day a better kind of government to get things done.
Harriet
I think if it’s hung it’s going to be quite controversial because none of them are actually saying what they’re going to do at the moment and we’ve only a week to go.  And I think the country’s in such a mess that if they take six weeks to six months to decide what they’re going to do when they come together we could end up in even more of a dodgy situation than we are in at the moment.
Katie
I don’t think there will be a hung Parliament I think Labour will do it but with a much smaller majority and I think what will happen is what happened with the Tories.  I mean we’ve had thirteen years of Labour and I think the country isn’t annoyed or pissed off enough for enough of us to have that change that we had with the Tories because the Tories went on for eighteen years - even after Thatcher left we had all that time with John Major so I think that labour will struggle on by for another few years and it’ll be a dying beast (others laugh) and maybe by then I think the Lib-Dems they will have had enough of a profile, and I think this election will do it for them, and it’ll bring them up, then they will be on an equal footing and then the next general election- it’ll be pretty equal between the three.
Harriet
I don’t think so, because I don’t think the south-east of England are going to vote in a Scotsman whether he was charismatic or whatever.  If Obama was Scottish and going for Prime Minister here the south-east of England would not vote him in.  The only way you’ve got a Scotsman in charge at the moment is because he wasn’t elected in.

Katie
But I think there might just be enough to get him in this time.

Moderator
Would you be ok with that, with a smaller majority but a Labour working majority?

Harriet
Better the devil you know.

Katie
I think I’d prefer a hung Parliament but I don’t think that’s going to happen.

Bethany
I’m not bothered about a hung Parliament but I think there’s been a lot of scare mongering.  I mean David Cameron said that if there’s a hung Parliament it’s going to be - the financial standing will plummet and investments will flee.  And it’s like- hello, we’ve had a coalition government here for like the past eight years.  Assume that people in England were just driving north and they got across the border and there were just cars on fire and pure ** and it’s like-
Harriet
But then to get decisions in a coalition is quite difficult; we work quite closely with the Scottish Parliament, the most recent thing was the Marine Bill and to get the Marine Bill to go to act was quite difficult working with a coalition because each of them have different priorities. So trying to ‘smooze’ each other and getting them all…
Katie
But it’s a more fair round kind of ** (makes circular motion with her hands)
Harriet
-getting the decision making process slows down more because they’ve all..

Katie
But the end result is good, and that is due to consultation and
Bethany
Yeah, the best way to rule is by a consensus, it’s better than having the majority of people just bulldozed over with their one agenda [Katie nods her head in agreement].  Yeah it does maybe slow things down.  I mean, yeah it does probably slow things down- we’re ruled by a coalition, obviously there’s power sharing in Northern Ireland, Wales has got an Assembly.  I mean the idea if there were- that only place it couldn’t work would be in the Westminster Parliament I just think it’s a myth.
Moderator
Is anyone else? a show of hands- because we’ve got a lot of people, lots of interesting views - would be ok with a hung Parliament.  [Katie, Bethany, Harry, Lydia Lucy and Jackie raise their hands]  Jackie, you’ve been kind of quiet, what about a hung Parliament, what are your thoughts on that?

Jackie
Well I agree, I do like the idea of a hung Parliament, definitely, everybody to have to work together, I think it would benefit everybody to work together but I am scared, like you said about the time it would take people to actually work together and someone still kind of has to be in charge and like direct people even if we are working together in a hung Parliament.  I like the idea but I’m apprehensive as to how it would work.
Moderator
Right.  And how many people think that a hung Parliament would be a good thing because it would make the parties work together?

Lucy
I think, personally, that it would take ages for decisions to go through.  In some respects that’s bad, but for example the thing we’ve been studying on our +title+ course is the Digital Economy Bill and that’s something that’s been pushed through so quickly and there are so many things in it and it’s all about piracy and copyright and things and there are so many things in it that haven’t been ironed out and it worries me that bills are being pushed through and haven’t been discussed and gone through the proper political process, so if it was a hung Parliament that wouldn’t have been pushed through - like people would have had to discuss it.  And I do think it’s about co-operation really, it’s really important.
Moderator
So in terms of the hung Parliament is it the idea of sort of making the parties work together or are there other reasons that people….

Zoe
I think one of the reasons specifically in the current situation is it’s more likely there will be electoral reform once Parliament is convened and I think lots of people now feel that we do need to change the way that we do things and I’m one of those, I’d support that.  I also think that if we had to have a coalition as we’ve seen in Scotland, it moderates the more extreme ambitions of individual parties because the others just won’t back them and I think that would be a good thing because there are some policies, I’m sure everyone has got particular things that they don’t want to see happening: identity cards for example, and very much opposed to, it’s less likely that they will go through in a hung Parliament I think.  So I think that’s one of the reasons it would be a good thing to moderate.
Emma
But you know, you don’t see this as a danger, political competition not necessarily for the good of the nation, for the good of the people, just the way the political minds work - ‘I have to oppose my competitor’.  It’s what happens in Romania, nothing goes through the Parliament because they don’t see the good of the people they see only - it’s my appointment **
Zoe
I think if I look, for example, at the way that Germany works, that doesn’t seem to be the case in Germany- ** just opposing on principle -
Emma
There is a reason, the German mind, you know, (laughter)…

Zoe
-I spent 18 years of my life in Germany (laughter) ** as well.
Moderator
In terms of the working majority it sounds like the advantages people see in the working majority is just getting things done.  So Parliament- people have different views.  I just want to make sure that I’m catching what people are saying right.  A hung Parliament wouldn’t be good because it would maybe slow things down - more deliberation, force a bit more…

Harriet
Policies are all so merged, they’re all pretty much the same anyway.  It’s kinda like- ‘Did you say that’ - ‘No, I said that’.  All we need now is, you know, if they brought milk back to primary school (laughter) something like that, but that worked for someone else a long time ago 
Moderator
And then with the working majority you can get things done, maybe faster but then you might have, you know, people’s not -
Emma
I think just now I’m starting to be wiser and I think there is another advantage to this kind of political structure.  You know now we’re in a very strong recession, the economy for a few years will not go better, will go worse.  So the party who will win this election will actually accept to sacrifice itself I think in terms of political image, that party will be damaged for a long, long time.  Maybe this effect will be more spread around the world.

Moderator
In terms of the working majority, people who are in favour of that- would it depend on who got the working majority? 

Emma
Of course, yes.

Katie
We hope the Conservatives get it.

Moderator
Right so the effect of the survey would be motivated by who got it.  And then the last we want to do, because we’re kind of going out of order but it’s such a good conversation you guys are bringing up on the topics I wanted to talk about anyway; the issue of the Scottish Parliament, devolution, there are a lot of things that, on the TV debates, that really aren’t particularly relevant.  So when it comes to making your decision, how has or hasn’t, maybe it hasn’t changed - that Parliament sort of made things more relevant or irrelevant - how has it changed the way that you’re thinking about the general election because you’ve got, with devolved powers, some things just aren’t going to be- are taken care of locally.  So I’m just wondering what sort of affect or ways that it might be for people if any, it’s not sort of a conscious thing.  Lydia, could you give me some thoughts on that.
Lydia
Could you kinda refine that?

Moderator
Yeah, sorry. With the devolution, education, health service, other things being taken care of by the Parliament, in the Scottish Parliament, there are things about the national election that just aren’t particularly relevant in terms of policy because these things will be taken care of locally.  So given what is, you know, for you, in your head is it just a sort of a general election and you’re still looking at the policies, or are you thinking well, you know, university tuition, I don’t really have to pay attention to top-fees because that’s not something that, you know… So ‘how has devolution’, I guess.

Lucy
The only way it influences me, although some of the policies aren’t relevant to us like education and things, I worry that it may kinda spread north and that some things will start changing because of the power that Westminster still holds and also that they might start taking money away from us and then we’d have to make different decisions because we’ve got less money to go round so then we might then have to pay tuition fees because we can’t afford to fund the tuition fees and things.  So that’s my only worry, that if the party goes down and takes money out of Scotland that’s why it’s important to stay with Westminster for me.
Katie
I was thinking exactly what you’ve said, the only thing that really affects Scotland is like the defence and tax so I’m actually finding that the things I’m looking at for the parties, and this is where Conservatives and Labour are the same, and I feel well maybe it’s Lib-Dem- is defence and spending and Trident and that kind of thing.  So I am making that sort of distinction when they’re talking about their health policies and things and go well, that’s not applicable and it’s the other things so that’s what is kind of forcing me to think about the general picture.

Harriet
Because even though we’ve got devolution the big things, defence, immigration and all those are still governed by Westminster.  So it is important that we still stay interested.  As you said there is a backlash for Scotland because you know, the tuition fees situation down there, more and more people coming to our universities, you know, the balance always changes because there’s not a border control at Carlisle (others laugh).  It does have an impact but the big ones for me are: Who’s going to stop this war; Who’s gonna keep spending all this money that they do on defence.  So definitely, this election is important to me.
Bethany
Because there are a lot of things they talk about that are just not relevant to us.  An example of that is Labour saying -Vote for us and we’ll put in free personal care for the elderly-  And you’re like -that’s a great idea, the Lib-Dems had that idea ten years ago in our country.  So it really is, you just have to tune in and out and to be honest I don’t think it’s that really helpful because obviously we’re getting full reports of all the policies, and to be honest I think they’re deliberately misleading Scottish voters as to what’s actually going to even effect you, I mean like, the Conservatives have been saying -emphasis on discipline in schools and it’s like- you’re not going to be able to do anything in our schools, not a thing.  And I think it’s just pretty much unhelpful but I think that will really only be solved with a kind of constitutional change perhaps.  If the Lib-Dems get in there will be a constitutional change anyway but they do need to take a look at the fact that we’re governed by our own Parliament, Wales and Ireland are governed by their own Assembly and yet England’s not got any ‘stand alone’ Parliament.
Moderator
Anyone else on that?
Lydia
I think one of the earlier points that we were talking about was that we’re being really practical and only paying attention to things that concerned us and I probably sound quite stupid here, but one of the things that would really concern me, even before I started my PhD was tuition fees – that was the one ** thing ‘Am I going to have to pay the £2,000 graduate endowment fee’, which I, luckily, narrowly just missed it [laughter] But I’m quite interested to see here what they say about the NHS as regards what I’m doing with my research just now.  More- I’m interested in the philosophies of the parties but its how they prioritise, how they would justify taking money out of one place and putting in another.
Emma
They would justify this, I am so looking on their speeches on their- to answer this question ok- you  promise, you promise, you promise- because you never say where this money comes from.  Obviously, you take that money from another pocket and I want to know.

Lydia
See, I would take the absence of a justification as an example of the philosophy of not caring.  So it was just to say, from my personal point of view, that what I’m paying attention to is particularly with reference to NHS and trying to typify what the different policies are of the people who are acting as representatives of our society.

Moderator
Well, I don’t think it’s a stupid comment at all, everyone is making really interesting comments and it’s how you’re going to make that decision is exactly the kind of thing that I’m interested in.  Judy, is devolution, is it not something that you take into consideration, is it something that has changed the way that you kind of think about what’s going on?
Judy
I think I’m the same really, I just take little pieces of it and discount what I don’t need, but the spending thing I find really interesting personally because you’re right, if you take it from the NHS then take it from central government which really affects me. So yeah, I think that’s something they really do need to address and tell us where everything’s coming from because right now everyone’s just thinking - are we going to lose jobs, are we going to gain jobs in NHS.  If you cut spending on a certain thing, people don’t realise just how much that’s going to affect certain other things and what a ‘knock-on’ effect that’s going to have.  You might have like little environmental sort of purchases that you won’t be able to purchase basically from the central government because you’ve like moved it all to a certain department.  So that’s the big thing for me.

Moderator
Right, so the last bit is- I’m going to get to the debate side but with the change in the debates and the focus you noticed in the leaders, we’re going to do a little exercise which involves looking at some photographs and then we’re going to talk a little about the debates and the question - well, did you watch them, were they fair and also is there too much emphasis on the people versus the party. So we will get to do that, hopefully in the next 25 minutes. 

This is a little thing called first impressions and the idea here is to give me ‘off the top of your head’ phrases, comments, words that come to mind when you see the pictures of these four handsome gentlemen.  Go, not just by what’s in the photo, although you can do that, but also think about them, the party maybe, whatever kind of comes to mind when you see them.  But again, I don’t want you to ‘over-think’ it too much, if something seems silly don’t hesitate to put it down.  So if I were to say the name -Barrack Obama- what sort of words come to mind?
-----
charismatic

-----
That’s what I was going to say.

-----
cool

Emma
uhhm, charismatic

Moderator
Jeremy Paxman

-----
Intelligent

Zoe
Argument

Moderator
So again, don’t think about them too much but go ahead and do I guess a little bit of brain-storming and there’s plenty of space to write and when you’ve had a chance to go through and do all four, then if there is a particular word or some words that stand out and they really make you a lot warmer to that person, inspiring - you know, ‘charismatic’ maybe it has a negative connotation because, you know but put a ** if it’s irritating or you know, it’s important to put a ‘down arrow’ next to it.  It’s all explained on the sheet.  And if the word is somehow, it’s very powerful for you but you’re not sure if it’s a positive or a negative just put an asterisk next to it so it’s kind of neutral. There might be a few extras so just leave them on the table.  Everyone got a pen? 


………..Break for approx. 6 minutes.........

Moderator
When you’re done could you just put your pen down. Perhaps one more minute then we’ll start. [Researchers should see full report from participants in Supporting Documents section of the QES Britain blog site.  Forthcoming 2011]

So if we go with positives then neutrals and negatives to start off.  Positive words, kind of shout them out and you don’t have to say anything you find embarrassing.   Some of the peoples’ positive assessments for Gordon Brown what kind of words did you write -
Lucy
Sturdy

Harriet
Intelligent


He has done some good while he’s been in power as well.

Lydia
He’s real, regular guy

Moderator
Zoe?

Zoe
I have honest, sincere, trustworthy

Lucy
Family man

Emma
Genuine, but a- I didn’t put the word [laughs]  
Moderator
What about neutral, are there any neutral words for Gordon?

Harriet
What about Scottish

Harriet
I think it’s important for who he is but it doesn’t make me like him or dislike him any the less.

---
I put ‘too late’.

Lydia
He’s not a television performer. 
Judy
I’d put like what you’d said before ‘better the devil you know’ but I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing so that’s why I put it as neutral.

Moderator
Negatives-

Lydia
He’s got the least vitality out of them
Harriet
Kind of unlucky

Bethany
I’ve put grinning maniacally.  I’ve put down ‘bigot’ comment and I’ve put two-faced, insincere, no people skills and dour.
Lucy
I’ve put bullied.  I just think he’s been bullied into things.
Moderator
So he’s been bullied….

Lydia
-by the other leaders and when he was chancellor, I don’t know I just think he’s a bit of a victim.  Like so much he’s been blamed and bullied by the public as well, blaming him-
Harriet
For him, for things that he’s inherited a shit-show.

Lydia
Yeah, basically.

Zoe
Bad-tempered.
Lydia
See I put strong-headed as a positive based on that ‘bigot’ thing because the way he spoke to his staff, he was quite a leader; he was like: Who done that - I kinda saw that as a positive.

Harriet
Can you image what he said to the person who left the mic on? (laughter)
Katie
Do you know that all came out - do you remember when in the news, the people had contacted the bullying line and all that came out.  I actually found that they were defending him but is it actually as a boss, a manager of an organisation and he’s just laying down the law.  And sometimes you know bosses or managers do have to kind of speak like that – 
Harriet
You don’t have time to mind your ‘p’s and q’s’.

Katie
I actually thought well -Good on ya, you’re showing some balls which he hasn’t done for a while. I don’t know if that’s a bad thing.
Bethany
I took a totally different take on that, I took it that this is a man who is deeply passive-aggressive, who is mild mannered to the point where other people perceive him as a victim but all this sort of stuff that comes out from people who work with him are that he’s a bully, that he swears and shouts at people in their face.  And regardless of what you do for a living, you can’t shout and swear to somebody in their face if you’re working with them.

Moderator
That’s good, that’s good, thanks for that, it was an interesting exchange.  So there are different ways of perceiving that definitely.  That’s really interesting.  In terms of David Cameron- any positives?

Bethany
I put down fresh-faced, childlike.

Harriet
Media savvy
Emma
Charisma
Moderator
Harry, you have anything positive - No, Ok. Neutral, any neutral comments?

Lucy
Orange  (Bethany esp and others laugh) 
Moderator
-a reference to errr..

Lucy
His face, I put ‘tan’ in brackets.
Moderator
Are there any neutral comments?  No. Negatives?   Lydia, did you have a neutral?

Lydia
I put it down as a positive but I changed my mind.  Loud- whereas I think Gordon Brown’s quieter- and talking about themselves I think, ‘bigging’ themselves in terms of media performance.

Moderator
So I had a feeling there is going to be a cacophony (laughter)… but yeah, people if you can just kind of through out a phrase -

Lucy
Fake

Harry
Slimy

---
Smarmy
---
Creepy
Lucy
Posh

Zoe
Self-satisfied

Harry 
Fear-monger

---
Tory scum
---
Tries to hard.

---
Repetitive
---
Thatcher’s boy

Marketed, a product, I don’t think he actually believes much…
Bethany 
I’ve got face like an enchanted pancake, because there was a Facebook thing going around saying David Cameron had a face like an enchanted pancake and it kind of stuck with me.

I’ve also got thief, as in stolen policies and most of his party has stolen money. 
Moderator
And Emma, what is yours?

Emma
Danger, fake.  Yeah but I put charisma…(laugh)

Moderator
Yeah but this is supposed to be ‘just off the top’, it isn’t supposed to be rationalised, you’re not supposed to edit because people do have an immediate impression of a person who is positive, negative. Mr. Clegg - Positives -

Young


Passionate


Self-assured


Vitality


Next-door neighbour

And approachable

Pleasant


I think he’s quite charismatic actually when he’s on TV.


I put safe.

Moderator
Is that like he gives you the impression that you’ll be safe or he’s a safe choice.

Harriet
It’s like just something- because my view of the Lib-Dems has always been just sitting on the fence, you know, and I felt that politics should have a bit of passion in them and for me he doesn’t have any passion but it would be safe.  If Lib-Dems were in charge 
life would be safe.

Lucy
Relevant

Bethany
I’ve put ‘dark horse’

Emma
I put not relevant. (laughter)

Moderator
How about neutrals?

-----
Just that he sits on the fence

------
Tame

Moderator
Are there any other neutrals?

Bethany
I put down ‘Who’ just meaning like he’s not had a high profile until the debates started.

Harriet
We’ll get him on Jerry Springer.

Zoe
Inoffensive
----
Balanced

Moderator
Negatives?
Zoe
Bland

------
Bland, uninspiring

Judy
I had that down as a negative as well.  We were talking about a hung Parliament and he wouldn’t say he was Labour and he was swaying more towards the Conservatives and I think anything to do with David Cameron is really an issue with me so that’s why I had him down as a negative for that definitely.
Moderator
Not so many negatives, that’s interesting.  And, Alex Salmond - 
Positives


Confident

Bethany
Leader Nationalist

Emma
Of  course he’s confident.

Harriet
For a wee guy he’s incredibly confident.  For a wee chubby thing he really does ooze confidence.

Emma
Its confidence or arrogance?

Harriet
I think it’s confidence, he’s incredibly confident and articulate as he speaks and I just think well if I were you I’d have an eating disorder (laughter).  But he’s incredibly articulate and he’s ambitious.

Moderator
Are there positives?

Bethany
I always put down, basically, what my first impression is- so don’t judge me- and I’ve put ‘Mr Toad’ from Wind in the Willows, and then a positive mark next to it - and Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dee - I just think that he looks very, he’s got a very congenial look to him, he’s not got a very offensive face.
Moderator
I should say that I got all these photos from the parties’own websites.  This is the image that they want to present.

Harriet
Poor Gordon, he needs a bit of PR.

Moderator
Any neutral comments on Alex Salmond
Lydia
Fishy, like I know, ‘cos ha, ha his surname is Salmond but I’m kinda just a bit suspicious.
Judy
He seems very pro-Scotland as well and you don’t know if that’s good or bad because do we really want to be independent or not.  
Harriet
Patriotic, I think that’s a neutral thing that he’s incredibly patriotic but then he’s the leader of the Scottish Nationalist Part so what would you expect..(laughter)

Moderator
Harry, do you have any neutrals?

Harry
No, I’ve got an idea he seems quite angry a lot of the time when he’s talking he tends to raise his voice much more than necessary. [Zoe nods] I don’t know whether that’s his passion coming through but sometimes I think that comes across in a negative sense rather than like a passionate sense.

Moderator
Zoe, I see you’re nodding your head at that.

Zoe
I think he’s arrogant, I think he’s over ambitious; I think he’s self-serving and very manipulative and what he did with Donald Trump was an absolute disgrace.

Judy
I didn’t like how he raised all this money to go to court to get in on the debate and I think is there not a better use of that money rather then spend it on going to court and then it goes down the drain.
Bethany
Like I could see his point but I didn’t see the point in the court case.  I think that the protest is enough.  You know, -There’s a debate going on about who is going to be in Parliament; I’m actually the leader of one of the countries in this union and you’re not even giving me a time.

Judy
I take his point but he wasted that money that could have gone….

Bethany
No, I totally agree. I just felt like- Why are you doing this, you could just make your point and then move on, you’re obviously not going to win so why do it.
Lucy
I had jealous based on that because he just came across like a wee child, like: I’m not involved in the playtime - he just seemed to be jealous.  I put irrelevant because as a nation thing he’s not going to be involved in England.
Zoe
He’s not going to be Prime Minister and this was a Prime Ministerial debate.

Lucy
Exactly, so irrelevant and jealous.

Jackie
I put one-sided and ‘no’.

Moderator
‘No’ - Was that you saying ‘no’ to him or kind of what you associate with him.

Jackie
That’s me saying no to him.

Moderator
Interesting.

Emma
Can you put my ‘no’ there.  (laugh)

Lydia
I put ‘cruel’.  He’s one of the older candidates as well and I put ‘old’.

Moderator
So, we kind of touched a little bit, we kind of brought it up earlier about the debates and it’s coming up again.  I guess one of the things we should talk about first is the way that the debates were set up so that the UK-wide parties were the ones to participate.  What are your thoughts on how that has been handled in terms of the three UK-wide parties being included and sort of the Welsh, and their television, I think they had one on BBC and Sky and Regional and then in Scotland there’s the Regional Debates but obviously there’s sort of like a 2-tier, there’s the UK-wide debate and then there’s the National Debate.  I’m sorry, because in the US I think ‘national’ being border to border. I have to be careful, I know it’s not a ‘region’ it’s a ‘nation’ but I’m think geographically.  So national television coverage in Scotland, national coverage in Wales and then UK-wide for the three UK-wide parties.  Now that I’ve sort of back-peddled and corrected myself - peoples thoughts on how that all panned out.
Jackie
I agree with what Zoe said, about Alex Salmond not being involved.  I totally agree that was the right thing to do to have the three parties involved because he’s never going to be our Prime Minister.   Did anyone watch the Scottish debates?  I watched it a bit it just wasn’t as captivating at all, as the leaders’ debate- it was pretty poor.

Bethany
I only caught a sight of it and it was like- I don’t know what’s going because it was a case of, it wasn’t even like the Scottish leaders that are in the Scottish Parliament because they’re MSPs so it was like leaders of the Scottish Labour for the MPs.  It was like- who is this, you know.
Lucy
I think some other parties should have been allowed.  I think the Green Party should have been allowed to speak.  I don’t think the BNP should have been allowed to speak because they’re dangerous.  The thing that scares me about them is that a lot of things that are happening now, happened in Germany like, the economy and immigration and things like that so I don’t think they should have been allowed.  But I think other credible parties like the Green Party should have been allowed because who says that maybe I would have said I’d vote Green if they’d been involved and maybe more people would have and that means they’d have been more credible.
Emma
From this point of view yeah, it would have been a good thing to have had exposure to the parties, not necessarily the main parties the parties who- are not promoted -it’s not the proper word but I don’t waste the time to find - a better chance for the other parties not the main parties only.
Bethany
Well it’s done wonders for the Lib-Dems, there was a lot of controversy, they were actually considering not letting Nick Clegg have the equal standing with the two main parties because they said you don’t have the same amount of seats, you are the minority party therefore you shouldn’t be in the Prime ministerial debates and now it’s the ‘third, third, third’.  It just goes to show that if you give them the exposure, that people change and I think it’s like a symptom of the ‘first past the post system’ that you would have a Prime ministerial debate and you would only cover two parties with the multitude of parties that there are to vote.   I think it would a totally different set up had we done like the Scottish Parliament elections with like leaders’ debates.  There is no way you’d have got away with having two people standing up there.  
Emma
Can we not use ‘heavy’ words in this meeting, can we be seen as a censorship, political censorship. 

Moderator
I see you nodding your heads around the room. Do people feel that other parties are being censored because of the format?

Harry
I think some is unfair, like some parties- major exposure and not necessarily others but the main problem I had with it was, fair enough on Sky or ITV - that’s fine but the BBC supposedly has a mandate that says that we’re not generally biased but by only putting in those three parties they’re automatically being biased.  If they just stuck it on Channel 5 I probably wouldn’t care but it’s the fact that the BBC has it.  It was one of their main things isn’t it that they’re not biased and if they’re going to let that slip what are they going to let slip in the future.
Moderator
So is everyone Ok with the format I think someone here said there was talk about putting parties on and having possibly Greens all the way to the BNP.   Do people think, if they have debates in the future there needs to be some discussion how it’s going to go again or do you think in terms of the way it was done this time is a good way to go forward.
Jackie
If they change the voting system I think we should definitely change the debates, because it’ll be a much fairer system.

Katie
I also don’t think they should have the sterile environment that it is with the questions that are already pre-determined.  It’s got to be a debate, so its got to be a debate almost like the sort of Question Time, that’s not ideal either but at least its better than what we had.
Harriet
It seems to me that the audience were reading the questions; it felt like [picks up piece of paper and pretends to read in halting tone] I-voted-for-you 
Katie
And you couldn’t clap or cheer or anything it was just incredible.

Harriet
You know, if you’ve made the effort to come here please have a bit of confidence in your chat, a bit of conviction of what you’re going to say, you’ve got the opportunity to grill this man - go for it.

----
[1.33.46..several voices]   
Judy
It’s like they had to tell what the question was before it and read it out as it was.

Harriet
I know but even then, I’ve already slagged off the way it goes on but you think, don’t read it, say it.  Just the clips that I saw I was kind of glad that I’d boycotted television.

Lucy
It was hard to see how they could generate any enthusiasm for them because it was so sterile it was like they tried to generate enthusiasm but then saying you’re not allowing people to clap.
Bethany
It very much made it a debate between the leaders rather than a debate with the public or really fielding anything with the public.  I mean with any kind of like the clips that I’ve had, the interaction between the leaders and public have just been a particular person with a particular member of the public and you’ve got David Cameron with that man who had a disabled chair who is trying to get into school and you had Nick Clegg like fielding questions from students.  Again, it was very much ‘bitty’ all over whereas the leader’s debate was them fighting amongst themselves.
Emma
Show

Lydia
Do you know why I liked the incident with Gillian Duffy, it’s because, that’s the passion of a human being.  I’m not saying we’re all like that and all people are that tough but the sterile environment that we’re all talking about, that’s not really representative of society is it.  It’s the passion that involved in unconsciously going there and becoming involved in the politics of your society. 

Moderator
Ok, one last question because I’ve really kept you overtime and I do want to make sure you guys get along home but - Do you see that it would be possible in future elections to not have debates or do you think debates will now become part of the process?

Zoe
Yeah, I think we’re here to stay. [Many participants nod their heads.]
Moderator
Does anyone think if the next Prime Minister or whoever is leading the government says - I’m not going to debate - they could just fall apart or do you think there would be too much pressure.

Harriet, Zoe and Bethany
Too much pressure.

Harriet
The media’s got too much control over things - it’ll happen.

Moderator
Anyone on a negative? 
No, no

Moderator
-because I saw lots of heads- but I want to make sure.

Lydia
The only thing that I don’t like about the quality nature of it is it’s almost like ‘do Britain’s politicians have talent or do they not, should you get a buzzer you’re out, you have ten seconds to show your talent by how good your skills are in presenting [mimics the motion of reaching down to hit a buzzer while she is talking]…
Emma
It’s a kind of show

Katie
I think what your point exactly is, when you think about before the leaders you had the Chancellors 
Bethany
Oh, yeah that was great.

Katie
and I actually enjoyed that and preferred that because it was a little bit more interactive and what changed it - Lib-Dems it was Nick Clegg and people actually got to see him and I think Vince Cable was fantastic and people were clapping him and it was a much better debate.  It’s funny how people have forgotten about that and it’s all gone on to the ‘poster boys’.
Emma
I don’t know how it’s called in English-negative marketing- promoting your own private service- so and so- political view - throwing the mud on the opponent - it all makes me sick - so I wouldn’t miss the debate but I agree, it will probably be here for ever…

Moderator
Thank you all, such interesting comments and a good discussion - I only wish we could go longer, I’ve learned from all of you.  There is going to be a post-election and I would love to have you guys back and there’s a - on the back of this sheet that I’m going to give you - Again, because of the debate, for me as a political researcher it’s interesting to see what people’s impressions are as a result of things like the debates and the election and how it’s been covered. So on the last sheet on there it does have the question on there if you’d like to be invited back.  I might not be able to fund everybody but if you don’t want to- just indicate if you do. Please let me know and I’ll contact you if there are any spaces.   So what’s going to happen now - it looks a lot worse than it is. This actually won’t take you long to fill out even though it may be a scary number of pages because there’s only a few questions per page. But if you could fill this out and then bring up all of your paperwork in one kind of lump sum I’ll be at the front of the room there with a piece of paper that you just sign your name and print it, and a contact e-mail from my people at Birkbeck to prove that I did actually run the focus groups and didn’t abscond with the money.  And once I’ve got all of your paperwork I’ll give you your envelope and you can be on your way.  So thank you very much.
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