London Pre-Election-May 4



2010 Qualitative British Election Study

London Pre-election Focus Group 1
Public version

This transcript is based on the audio recording of a focus group held in London, England on 4 May 2010 before the 2010 General Election. All participants’ names have been changed and any direct or indirect identifiers removed to protect their anonymity. 

Copyright of this transcript belongs to Dr. Kristi Winters. Individuals may re-use this document/publication free of charge in any format for research, private study or internal circulation within an organisation. You must re-use it accurately and not present it in a misleading context. You must acknowledge the author, the QES Britain project title, and the source document/publication.
Conventions used

We have used ** to indicate words, phrases or sentences which we could not hear. 

Italic font indicates we have taken a guess at a word/name etc. 

Words in parentheses {} indicate physical gestures or what can be heard on the tape but cannot be clearly articulated into specific words.

Removal of direct and indirect identifiers are set off with + word +
Moderator
Thank you all for coming this evening. Again, my name is Kristi Winters and you’ve been receiving mass emails from me and occasionally if you’ve e-mailed me I’ve probably corresponded with you personally as well but mostly its blind carbon copies to the people I’ve talked to. This research is funded by the British Academy and its aim is to - well you’ve probably seen reports on polls, things like that, as the election’s been going on but there hasn’t been a systematic attempt just to talk to people and, from an academic research point of view, to just see what went through people’s minds when, in the election time, thinking through how they’re going to make their perceptions.  So this is a first attempt to make an academic-level - qualitative we call it - research project.  And so before that I guess that we should talk a little bit about the consent form because this project, a lot of it is covered in terms of what it aims to do.  So if we could just have a look here - if you have signed it that’s great, you haven’t had a chance to this might be your opportunity but when you’re signing this consent form what you are agreeing is that you’ve read about the project, probably a brochure which I gave you when I saw you on the corner of Waterstones, that you understand that not only have you been able to ask questions in the past but that also you can contact me to ask questions in the future, ask questions about the project.  You understand that you’ve agreed to take part and that the project includes being, not an interview but a focus group and this is an audio recording which is this device right here and at the same time my assistant is running two cameras which will do a video recording as well and the purpose of that is so that we can deposit this information - well it’s two parts: one is that we want to deposit it with the Data Archive so that researchers in the future can go back and watch these tapes and they might have historical value in 50 or 75 or 150 years’ time - people might want to know what people were thinking at the turn of the 21st century following the credit crunch and facing an election that was so ‘up in the air’.  So that will be put on file for current and future researchers.  But those people who come and want to listen to the transcriptions, read the transcriptions, which is why we are doing the audio tape as well so that we can keep your words as most precisely as possible and watch a video. We’ll also have to protect your anonymity and confidentiality, the way I will when I do up my reports as well.  By signing this you are also acknowledging that your participation is voluntary, it’s not volunteer -there is a payment at the end and we’ll go through that- but because it’s a voluntary participation you can go at any time and if you decide at any point to leave -you get a phone call or something- or you just decide you don’t want to participate any more that absolutely not a problem and you don’t have to answer to me, I won’t ask any question about why you want to withdraw your participation.  But if you have participated, anything that you’ve said until that point I may use in my analysis.  Your words and anything that you might say might be quoted directly in my publications but your names or anything that identifies you personally would be removed or changed.  So if in the transcript I was a participant like you are and in the beginning I said ‘Hi, my name is Kristi and I live in Wivenhoe’, the transcript might be altered to say - ‘Hi, my name is Susan and I live in a small village in East Anglia’- so that way nothing can come back to identify you personally.  So if you’ve mentioned streets or employers or universities where you’ve studied, anything that could personally identify you would be altered or just made very vague so that it can’t be associated with you.  In order to be able to use your words directly, by signing this you agree to let me have copyright over your words and that’s not like I can go and do a publication that will make me millions of pounds - I think I’ve yet to be paid for anything I’ve published.  But what it will do is when, the authors, like the publishing houses wants to deal with my copyright then I can use your words and quote you directly very easily so that’s why I’ve asked you to do that.  I you want to be notified about any research outputs from this like the Westminster Hour podcast that you might have had, in the back of the brochure you can look that up.  I will send out again sort of a mass a blind carbon-copy e-mail saying, you know, look in today’s Guardian for a summary of this or listen to Westminster House, it’s supposed to be on tonight - that kind of stuff - or my website now has a publication based on my research that you took part in and if you just let me know how you want to be contact then I’ll do it by your preferred method.  Anything you give me on that participant identification sheet will stay with me and that will be the only place where your participant ID member and contact details will be kept together and everything else that you fill out for me in the pre or post election will have a participant ID number and that again, will be kept separately from your personal details.  And again, that you agree to participate freely, you understand what your participation involves that that everything that is done tonight is protected by a professional code of ethics.  So what are your questions on the consent form?  Ok, if you have any questions in the future don’t hesitate to drop me an e-mail or the brochure has my mobile number which you can get.  
Well, since you’ll be spending the next 90 minutes talking and most people, I don’t know if you’ve participated in a focus group before but it’s basically just a conversation about what you think, your ideas, your perceptions and it’s not a debate.  So if people here have differing political views that’s actually really great for me.  So if for instance if there’s a lot of conversation going on about how people- say, want to see taxes cut, services cut and you actually want to see taxes increased, public services increased, then if the conversation is going in such a way in which you think your views are not being heard you shouldn’t think -Oh I shouldn’t say anything- quite the opposite.  I’d really like to hear whatever the views are, to know that there are people out there who don’t just think like that.  So if the conversation does seem to be going just one way, you know, maybe everybody here has decided how they’re going to vote, I will try to open up sort of a space - like ‘Has anybody here not decided how they’re going to vote?’ or ‘Does anybody think or feel a bit differently on this topic?’.  And if you disagree it’s really fun because we’re not here to come to an agreement or debate the point - it’s more about just expressing them so I hope that this will feel like and open and very friendly conversation and even if you disagree with somebody it’s ok.  
All right, so it’s time to get things opened up and going a little bit so I thought maybe we have to do that horrible ‘ice-breaker’ thing where we have to go around and say something.  The one that I’ve been using myself in most of these is:  When did you first become aware of politics.  So I’ll start and then maybe we can go to Carole so you’ll have to quickly search your mind to see if anything jumps out.  But again, my name is Kristi and I work here at Birkbeck in the Department of Politics and I live in a small village in East Anglia with my partner, no kids. And the first time I think I became aware of politics.  I do remember the Reagan-Carter presidential debate in 1980 and the reason I remember it is because I don’t think I liked Ronal Reagan very much and when he was on television -I think I was probably six or seven at the time- I waggled my rear end at the television and my mum was so offended that I had been so disrespectful to a presidential candidate, not that she agreed with Reagan, but she was a little bit mad at me so she sent me to bed for the night, grounded for the rest of the night.  But I think the first time that I really became aware of politics in terms of how they related to me was during Live Aid, again, dating myself, but that was just the first time I’d seen all these people come together to try to solve a problem and that had a big impact on me and what I kind of thought politics could do.  So, Carole would you…
Carole
Well, my awareness would have been from TV, a comedian called Mike Yarwood, he was very political -that’s really seriously dating me- especially his coverage of ‘the troubles’.  They used to do very good impressions of Gerry Adams and uhhm who’s the other guy… That was very much happening at the time as well it was a big thing at the time, politics, Northern Ireland, the situation basically.
Moderator
That’s when you were first… and you’re here living in London, yourself you relocated to London?

Carole
Yes, Marble Arch.

Moderator
Thanks, - Paul.

Paul
My name’s Paul, I live in Harrow, I’m based for work purposes just around the corner of another university.  I think my first recognition of politics -I do remember Mike Yarwood- he’s the equivalent of Rory Bremner today - it’s probably the ’83 election.  It’s a few years, I don’t think I voted- I think the first year I voted was ’87 but it’s the ’83 election with Mrs Thatcher with all the cuts - cut this, cut that and slating off the Labour Party - at the time cuz Michael Foot was the leader.  I really remember Denis Healy at the time saying -Thatcher’s wrapped herself around-because it was the time of the Falklands-the Union Jack and that’s basically what won her that landslide at the time.  A lot of things have been shaped, I think improved since ’83 onwards - that’s really me, that’s my first recollection of politics.
Moderator
Great, thank you.

Roger
My name’s Roger and I live in North London and I work around the corner in a large bookstore. (laughter) That narrows it down a bit.  The first memory that really sticks in my mind is telling my mum that I didn’t like Thatcher.  ‘Is that because she’s a woman’ And I went -‘No, it’s not’- and I was horrified that she thought that.  She must have not seen me develop a political idea in my mind yet - she saw me as a child and I was certain there was something else there and I think I might have heard -this because this would have been the first time she came into power and I heard her talked about as a ‘milk snatcher’.  So I think she had the ‘child catcher’ image, the sort of scary,…yeah to me as a kid, there was something quite mean about the lady early on.  So it wasn’t, and it wasn’t gender, it was tying into the mood of my family which were quite left wing and the idea of the word ‘socialist’ was used as a positive term and this woman didn’t so therefore that put me in opposition.
Moderator
Right, interesting.

James
Hi, I’m James.  I live in the +identifier removed+ area, around Haringey and I’m a final student, studying History at the +identifier removed+.  I think that the first time that I became aware of  politics was when my mum was telling me about Tony Blair becoming Prime Minister but I didn’t really understand at the time and probably the first thing that really affected me was the 9/11.  I remember watching that on TV when I was in secondary school and that the first time that I was just like aware, really, of all the stuff that came after it like Afghanistan, Iraq and I started actually watching the news at that age.  So that was probably my first experience of any kind of politics.
Moderator
Thank for that.

Helen
My name’s Helen and I live in Kingston but I’m studying just around the corner for my Masters and I think I first became aware of politics during 9/11 and the Iraq War.  But I wasn’t really - I didn’t really know the difference between like left wing and right wing and it was only when I started university four years ago that I started to listen to the radio and read newspapers and just became aware and this is my first General Election that I’ve been eligible to vote in so, yeah…

Moderator
Thank you.

Sally Ann
My name’s Sally Ann.  I live in Kew Gardens and I’m studying for my Masters at +identifier removed+.  I think for me it’s similar as well, we’re all of the same age.  I think I was aware of politics when Tony Blair came to power in 1997.  I thought he was very charismatic and thought -Oh he seems like a nice man- apart from that there was no other knowledge I had until probably until this year with this election and the general interest in it.
Moderator
Thank you all very much. 
Carole
I’m also a student if you needed people’s backgrounds.
Moderator
Ok, great.  It’ll be in the transcript now.  So in terms of the Election itself, I know people range from very, very busy, don’t pay any attention to kind of ‘geeky’ and follow it quite a lot and I was just wondering - there’s nothing, you know if you’re -‘I have a life and politics is something that I know goes on but I kind of get on with my job and social life’ that kind of stuff but I was wondering kind of how people have been perceiving the Election, you know, if you have been kind of picking it up and so how do you pick up information about it.  So Paul, can I start with you and we’ll keep going this way round:
Paul
This seems to be more presidential. Yeah, you’ve got three leaders and there is a party structure behind them but because of the TV debates, it’s really on the three leaders.  I suppose in a way, well it’s odd, the Liberal Democrats, they are a national part of Britain, they’ve got seats in all three countries of the mainland country so it’s been fairer to them, you know the upshot is that we’ll be able to look at their policies a lot more and find out more of what they’re about.
Moderator
So in terms of like newspaper, radio, television or talking to people on the internet how would you say that?

Paul
Well, I’ve had the Liberals actually call at me door.  It just happens that I was home early.  So the Liberals have called round and the Councillor basically compared Nick Clegg to new Obama so I laughed.  You know, he’s not quite that, is he? (laughter…)  But you know, I think she just said it to get votes from a black man right. (rolls eyes with smile on his face, laughter from other participants).  But no, I think all three parties have had a fairer, you know it’s an equal spread of coverage now because of the debates.  I’m still undecided who to devote for.  You know, I read a report by the Institute of Fiscal Studies last week which  basically summed them all up, the parties, are not telling us the truth; there’s a lot more things to come out.  That’s making me more undecided.
Moderator
Yeah, only two days to go now.

Paul
If one party told me what the Institute of Fiscal studies was saying I’d vote for them but none of them have done it.  And they’ve all got the same information that the Fiscal Studies agency have but they just haven’t done it so how can you believe them.

Moderator
So how about, in terms of keeping up with things, Roger?

Roger
Well, what I’ve done this year which I’ve never had the opportunity to do before is use Twitter and it’s mainly for the puerile reason to be honest I follow a lot of comedians on Twitter and when the TV debates are on they’re a lot more entertaining - you’ve got 15 other people who are professional comics throwing in lines at the same time.  But also it’s not just the ease of watching, it’s politicians and some of the spin people and the spin- to actually see some of it at work- was really entertaining.  I really liked the fact that the leadership was given time to talk and you heard what they had to say and you could instantly watch straightaway afterwards the staff lying about what they’d just said - even though you saw it and you know they’re lying- they openly lie and you can see newspapers lie about what you just saw as well.  They don’t even worry about hiding it anymore - it’s ‘Well we’ll carry on lying, we’ve always lied, and lying is what we do’.  They haven’t been quick enough to realise that they’ve actually been caught out.  So Twitters been different for me, on the internet; I’ve kind of stopped trusting using newspapers completely so I only ever use sort of BBC news website and a few other news websites.  So yeah, distrust is probably really routed through the whole thing.  They are duplicitous by nature,
Moderator
Is this the politicians or media or…?

Roger
Yeah, I mean the media- there isn’t anything I trust, not even my own opinion because I’m wary and vacillate on what I think on the situation so it’s not necessarily information it’s more like too much stuff but I’m fascinated by it, I follow it but I don’t trust any of it.
Moderator
Ok.  What do you think, James?

James
I normally keep up with stuff, but I’ve been living in library for about the last two months so I’ve only been reading the Evening Standard really, which is terrible.

Moderator
So you read that when you commute?

James
Yeah, and sort of read the basic articles, but it’s just like, you know it’s not true and watched like, the TV debate but it’s almost like my mind was kind of made up before and I just sort of wasn’t going to vote for Cameron and there was going to be a debate between Labour or Lib Dems and like Lib Dems have managed to recover themselves a bit because of all the extra publicity and whatnot and so I’ve never been a Lib Dem supporter before -I don’t really support them that much- but it’s better I think, to vote tactically again as usual.
Moderator
Right.  What about you Helen?

Helen
Well, I can’t compare it with the past and all that because I was very young but I feel like a lot of the focus is on very frivolous things, the way they deliver things and the lot of focus I’ve found in magazines and stuff is what their wives wear? - and it’s like - Who cares?  But there was an article about Sarah’s red shoes that she wore and how like it said about Gordon Brown’s personality and I thought the two things just don’t go together at all, I don’t know why... Yeah, with the Leadership Debates, I think I’d kind of already made up my mind about who I wanted to vote for; it didn’t really change my opinion and when they speak it just feels like they’d practiced it so many times before you get the feeling that they’d said it to the bathroom mirror or something and they’re just saying it out to the TV cameras.  It’s just, I don’t know, I feel very cynical about it all.  I just feel they care a lot about their image and things, like they’re not willing to admit that they’d made mistakes or any of that and, yeah, I don’t really trust them.  I listen a lot to Radio 4, and I quite like that but I think that’s not as biased as the newspapers.  So most of the information I get from watching the debates and listening to the radio.
Moderator
Ok.  How about you Sally Ann.

Sally Ann
I’ve been following it this year more than last time.  But it’s not like, I don’t follow it religiously like some do but I try and catch some bits when I can.  I’ve managed tried to watch most of the Leader Debates and apart from that, I think Facebook, I use Facebook as urhmm- not to paste my opinions but to see what each Party has on -because they have like profiles and pages. Apart from that, I don’t really read newspapers because there’s a lot of distrust and hypocrisy between the politicians.  I think Cameron’s a bit ‘media shiny’ so… just, yeah.
Moderator
‘Media shiny’ (laugh)…

Sally Ann
yeah.…

Moderator
How about you Carole?

Carole
Right, I don’t have the TV and I’ve not made any efforts to watch the Debates on TV and it kind of scares me that people might vote on who is the best actor.  My interaction: I don’t really read newspapers, very biased; I occasionally read the Financial Times online so I know the Business World Today. What I found is that the NGO’s have really jumped on to the election - ‘Ooh an election is happening find out what the candidates want to do about this issue-that issue.’  So I’ve been sort of firing off e-mails to (laughs) sort of candidates to see if I can get a response.  Unfortunately, the one that responds the most, I’m not going to vote for them anyhow. (laughs).  My major concern over the election is the BNP getting any seats.  That I find fairly scary, I find it fairly scary recently that Conservatives have allied themselves in Europe with the more homophobic crowds so… I noticed that I’ve had something through the door from UKIP- which I think ‘I don’t think so!’ (laugh).  I’m not 100% sure - as for ‘all three parties have had a chance’ it’s like, hang on, none of those are my party - I almost always vote Green Party so it’s like, right only three parties.  I remember the days when it used to be a 3-Party race, even when I was voting it was I think a 3-Party race which, going back, I’ve been voting for over 20 years.  I’ve been on the internet where I’ve been getting info from NGOs, occasionally see things on Facebook, I have seen a debate on TV but the after debate, well I saw part of the after debate.
Moderator
Can I ask for a show of hands because I think James you said you were going to vote tactically but how many people are still deciding? How many people at this point are still undecided…[Carole. Roger and Paul raise their hands] Ok and then how many people have made up their minds on how they’re going to vote? … [Sally Ann, Helen and James raise their hands] Ok.  Actually I don’t know that it’s going to be a very different question, but if I were to ask what are the things… I should first say that your vote is secret, so if you don’t want to reveal how you’re going to vote that’s fine but if you feel comfortable saying it - it’s certainly welcome but you shouldn’t feel any pressure to reveal how you want to vote if you don’t want to.  I know some - a friend of mine, his dad -he’d known his whole life and he never said how he voted.  Other people are like -Oh yeah, I’m going to vote tactically in my constituency I’m going to vote Lib Dem or I’m going to vote ‘this party’ or that’ party.  So whatever you feel comfortable with.  But in terms of making up your mind how to vote what sorts of things are going into that decision, I think you made some comments about it ‘not being the Conservatives’ James - just because you said it before so I’m using you as an example.  Maybe I could start with you, in terms of you making your decision is that the sort of thing that helped you make up your mind?
James
For me, yeah, like since Cameron’s came around, I don’t like him - kind of sort of ‘posh’ boy from Oxford.  And also I couldn’t bring myself to ever vote Conservative - I know what they did in the eighties and like, it’s just the wrong way and since then the country’s just kind of like descended into kind of too much marketisation and ending of like any sort of real social-base of politics rather than just money, money, money.  I’ve lived through Labour like I’ve been aware they’ve been pretty sort of terrible in my opinion over the last twelve or thirteen years.  And like I was going to tactically vote for Labour - it was going to be a painful thing to ‘tick’ in the box but I think you know, because the Lib Dems have managed to sort of recover and they haven’t been in power for god knows how long so that’s why I’m voting like -I’ve never voted in an election before, I haven’t followed the Lib-Dems or anything -my family’s voted Lib Dem- but it’s just a tactical thing because you’ve got the first past the post system which means that there might be people you want to vote more for but it’s basically throwing your vote away.
Moderator
Right, ok.  Helen, could you say a little bit about how you came to make up your mind, or what things went into it.

Helen
Well I’m going to vote for the Lib Dems.  But I don’t know if I would have done, because in my constituency it’s a Lib Dem majority and there’s virtually no Labour and then Conservatives - mainly its Lib Dems.  So that kinda seems like an obvious choice to me - like I would vote Lib Dems otherwise I would vote Conservative because there would be no point in voting Labour - and I would never vote Conservative.  But I don’t know if it would be different if I lived somewhere else - like if it was tied between Lib Dems and Labour - because I kind of - I feel a bit like nervous if the Lib Dems got the majority, I don’t think they will but if they did, I don’t feel they’ve as much experience but at the same time, I don’t know, I want to support Labour but I feel kind of sad.  Everyone’s just really dissatisfied at the moment and everyone needs a change and that’s why I think everyone’s going towards David Cameron, cuz he’s relatively young, he’s all about ‘change’ whatever that means so yeah.  But I think, I don’t know, I think I would’ve voted Lib Dem anyway, cuz I do like Nick Clegg - I know it’s not a personality contest but I feel like- I feel like it’s the kind of alternative to the two major parties.  I know it’s not just about three parties - just because they’re the three most popular ones in the country, it just makes it between the three of them.  And it’s sort of different now. It makes it now like a three-horse race instead of just the two.
Moderator
Thanks for that.  How about you, Sally Ann?

Sally Ann
My area is mainly Lib Dem as well, so I’ve never really thought about anyone else but recently we’ve had the new Conservative candidate but I don’t really want to vote for the Conservatives for the same reason.  I kind of, I really like Nick Clegg - and I know it’s not about personality- but I think it kind of is at the same time because compared to, like he has a sincerity that the other two don’t seem to have or, and I think as a leader you kind of need to have that.  It’s hard to know whether it is genuine but from what I’ve seen Nick is the most sincere out of the three and I think there’s uncertainty in voting for the Liberal Democrats because they haven’t been in power for ages but that’s kind of like a risk that you take and staying with the same party for so long hasn’t really delivered.
Moderator
Good.  How about you Carole?

Carole 
Right.  I’ve been voting for thirty years and I’ve never voted Conservative and I’m sure I never will.  My mother apparently always did vote Conservative until Maggie closed down the dock yard.  Recent years I’ve been voting Green Party apart from Ken Livingston.  I’ve never- have voted Labour in the past but not since before Tony Blair; I realised before Tony Blair came into power that the Labour Party had already turned right-wing when the Shadow Chancellor was saying –‘Now’s the time for big business to start investing in Labour’- I remember ‘bye-bye Labour party’- what was the difference.  So the only thing that kind of scares me -I don’t know whether I’m going to just stick with the Green Party or vote for either Labour or Liberal.  I’m in such a Conservative stronghold though, Westminster, I don’t know maybe I should check out and see what last times’ voting just how way ahead my Conservative MP was.  We’ve got a new Labour MP ex-drummer of Blur who we’re not actually impressed with - he’s not actually responded to some of my stuff.  I think it may be how I feel on the day when I actually look at the form and I remember the first time that I ever voted, sort of looking at the form, you’re 18, voting and like, who do you want to vote for- and I literally read the candidates names, read where they lived and one of them who happened to be a Liberal, lived in the area so I voted Liberal and based it on that.  I’ve still not made up my mind, it may be a tactical vote really, the Green Party. 
Moderator
I should say if anyone does want to vote for the Conservatives they should feel… (group laughter)   Paul, how about you, what’s gone into you decision?

Paul
Well I’m still undecided to be honest.  Probably I’ll go into the booth and put down something.  The first election I voted in was for the SDP, that was years ago and ever since then I’ve always voted Labour up until I think it was 2001 because it was around the Iraq War.  I didn’t Labour- I didn’t vote in 2005 and here we are now and it’s like - all three parties, I’ve looked at what they’ve got to offer, watched the Debates - I’m a keen follower of politics anyway and it’s very much of a muchness.  There’s slight tinkerings around the edge and then you try and weigh it up between Gordon Brown, I think he’s actually lost the plot, I think he’s actually gone mad with the stress he’s under.  Cameron scares me, you know, I remember on Black Tuesday when Britain got kicked out of the ERM years ago, he was in the background then, he was a speechwriter for Norman Lamont and he just scares me, basically he’s a male version of Thatcher.  Nick Clegg, I know about him, maybe it is time for a change, it’s sixty five years since there’s been a Liberal government of some sort, since they had the majority - they had the Lib-Lab pact in the ‘70s.  Maybe it’s time for a change, something new.  So I might end up voting Liberal and plus the sitting candidate is Tony McNulty and I just don’t want to vote for him because he’s one of the MP’s with the two houses.  I live in Harrow and he travels to Westminster and I travel to here and he’s got two houses in the borough and he’s been flipping his property between that and his mother’s house.  Ok a lot of MP’s have been doing it but the MP that I live in the same borough, he shouldn’t be doing it.  He says he hasn’t broken the rules but it’s the morals of it so I’m loathe to vote for him.  Plus we’ve got the council elections on the same day; I’ll probably vote Labour in the council election but I’m still undecided about the national.
Moderator
Ok.  How about you Roger?
Roger
Up until this election it’s always been easy, it’s always been Labour.  That’s the way I was brought up, that’s the way my moral compass felt.  The ideologies I held were left-leaning and also I was a young man against the government because it was a Thatcherite government and gave me a very clear definition of myself in opposition and it took a very long time for Labour to take power in my lifetime.  And as it stepped into power it was a very exciting, exhilarating process and as it went on it went down and it lost its shine and it lost its edge and it lost its honesty and it showed its true colours and I was probably one of the last people to realise that.  I was still clinging on that there was still ‘something to this’.  And there was the war and the financial disasters that we’ve got now and in my opinion Labour Party ** a far-right wing agenda in terms of the financial services and supporting misleading financial advice.  So we get to an election now and for the first time I can’t stand by them and yet the options given to me don’t fulfil either.  I’ve got enough history to be looking at elections over a twenty year period, to see the Liberal as the part of people who know that they’re not going to get elected so they can say whatever they like and they are, I think, in their own camp a little bit frightened that they may possibly get some power because they might be expected to fulfil on the things that they talk about. They not going to ** In my opinion, looking at the way that they’ve worded it they may have just about enough wiggling room to get out of it and the Tories - not an option for me at all.  It’s quite relieving to know that that’s still the case.  As I say, I started to feel that maybe young people who haven’t had the opportunity to see how bad it could be under a Tory government, that seem to be saying nothing but the word ‘change’.  No definitions of what to change to, what the ideologies are, what the process is really but yeah, just randomly change -You know, that word we heard from the American election was that was really nice - that! - but no other definition whatsoever.  So, yeah, Cameron- terrifying idea; Liberals- there’s nothing really for me to trust in them; and Labour Party have let me down massively.  So, leaving me completely up in the air until the TV debates which suddenly empowered Liberals to a level that says that maybe we could get a Hung Parliament and the Hung Parliament insinuates that there maybe voting change to the process of voting.  Our first past the post system is contrived lies; it’s a system engaged to allow whoever is in power to stay in power.  It’s not to allow change, it’s not to allow representation and to vote is to be represented and if we can get a Hung Parliament that can lead to some change in the system, even a step towards it, then that’s got to be worthwhile so my vote, and I’m still not quite sure how it works, is to make sure that there is a Hung Parliament in order, but in order to empower the Liberals enough to hopefully work with Labour but have them enough leeway to enable them to change the system that we work within because the system we work within isn’t honest, trustworthy or representative in my opinion.
Moderator
Very interesting and actually leads us very nicely into another topic which is about the Hung Parliament.  I guess I could take from people’s comments around the table, that everyone here, their least preferable option would be the Conservatives with a working majority, ok.
Around the table- Yeah, yeah

Carole
Well, other than the MPs for UKIP..they aren’t the absolute worse and the others may win seats…
Paul
I’ve lived under a government of Tories with a massive majority - you probably remember..[turns to Roger] and you [turns to Carole].
Carole
I remember before that (laugh)

Paul
..yeah you know, it’s frightening, you know Britain changed and the scariest thing is, the current government have followed that change, the move to the right if centre.  They’ve got into bed with the City of London and basically the City of London kicked the government out and that means basically, they kicked us out.  They kept the money for themselves.  There needs to be some sort of realignment and this is leading on to the Hung Parliament thing, maybe this is it.  We have some sort of realignment of British politics.
Moderator
So you wouldn’t be opposed to a Hung Parliament?

Paul
No, well, there was just a short one in the ‘70s…

Moderator
Yeah, in ’74.

Paul
But maybe we should..look at Germany.  Germany’s had Hung Parliaments for years and their economy’s a lot stronger than Britain’s.

Moderator
Anyone else be OK with a Hung Parliament?

Roger
Yes, I would.

Moderator
Roger, you would

Roger
Yeah, if they made it pretty clear, yeah.

Carole
Yeah, I think a Hung parliament would be better for the people; certainly from what I reading in the Financial Times, business don’t want a Hung Parliament.  
Paul
Well that’s the thing **..

Carole
I did see that they didn’t care whether it was Darling or whether it was Osborn [Paul nods] and the latest thing is they’d rather have Darling which quite surprised me.  But they just don’t seem to want a Hung Parliament so that sort of sends out alarm, well, it’s probably better for the people if big business doesn’t want it. 

Paul
I was watching a debate, I think it was last night or a couple of nights ago, and they asked the audience -Do you want a Hung Parliament- and the majority said Hung Parliament.  And then you’d hear the expert commentators on the side who are not alleged to a political party - they then talk about well yeah, because the British people want to punish the politicians, the political class for what they’ve been doing and the way to punish them is not to give them absolute power.  Whether it’s Liberal-Conservative coalition, Liberal-Labour coalition, but you know, the more I think about it, no party should have the absolute majority because they haven’t got the majority of the people to vote for them, the various voting trends are 44%, 40% what have you.  I actually believe, share the power out, go and sort it out between you and get things done, they all know what needs to be done.  But they’re just arguing about it because they want absolute power to themselves.  Well, maybe that should be taken away from them and we’ve got the opportunity to do that this week - just take it away from them and let them sort it out.  We’ve had the vast majority governments and look what’s happened.
Moderator
Right, on this side, what are people’s thoughts on a Hung Parliament?

Helen
Well I don’t actually know enough about a Hung Parliament because I’ve heard some people say it would be good for the economy and some people say it would be bad so I don’t really know but I think at the moment the parties seem kind of similar to me, they’re not dramatically different and a lot of young people who’ve just turned eighteen are very indifferent about voting I think people just don’t really, it’s kind of like I don’t know, it feels like something needs to change with the financial crisis and everything.  I don’t really like the way, say, in my constituency if I wanted to vote for Labour, it would mean nothing.  So I feel that there needs to be some kind of reform, some kind of change and if that’s the way, I feel like if the people should decide with their vote that no party should have the majority then the Hung Parliament would be like an expression of everyone’s feelings of maybe a little bit of indifference and the desire to have change.  But I don’t know enough about how exactly the Hung Parliament works.
Moderator
I think there’s a lot of questions about how it will work.  A lot of it would depend on who gets the votes and in what proportion.  So a lot of it is contingent on what happens on Thursday and then from Thursday it might be…I’ve seen a lot of combinations for possibilities as well - minority government or coalition government.

Paul
Even a minority government because at least they know they’ll have to toe the line rather than having a majority of 80-90 MPs.  A minority government, at least they know that well they can’t just do what they want. Either you have a minority government or you have a Hung Parliament.  Saying that, at least with a minority government you don’t get the negotiating ‘behind doors’ that we don’t know of .  You just have a party that says -Ok we’ve got 280 seats, the largest party let’s go and form a government.  Ok we’re 30-odd seats shorter than what we should be, we’re the largest party but we have to have consensus with the other parties.  You haven’t got formal deals or informal deals but everything’s debated, they put forward their programme and it’s voted on or voted down depending on where it is.
Moderator
So, other people’s thoughts on a Hung Parliament, Sally Ann or James?

James
I don’t really know enough either but I guess if it’s a sort of power-sharing situation at least one party can’t just sort of rule.  I don’t want a Conservative majority because a strong Conservative majority like in the eighties was used to force through all the cuts and services but at the same time I don’t know enough so I can’t really….

Sally Ann
I think that reform would be good but at the same time there’s a reason why there’s three parties and so if there’s a Hung Parliament the fact that the parties would have to join together might create a greater threat to the rest of the country than it would if, say one party that was not so efficient came into power.  
Moderator
Does anyone have concerns about a Hung Parliament or things that you are wary of in terms of it?

Sally Ann
I think it could create more tension between parties than if it were say, Labour or Conservative won because a Hung Parliament there may be more tension between the parties, more adversity between them. 

James
I don’t think it would really improve the situation - it might just stop some of the more radical programmes that other parties have.  They’re going to have to negotiate the policies and come to an agreement - they’re going to get watered down and there’s going to be no change in either direction.  You might just get sort of four years of stagnation and no-one really doing anything.

Moderator
Anyone else in terms of concerns about a Hung Parliament?

Roger
I would have to sort of agree with that.  It does make the likelihood of inaction greater but because the other option would appear to be a Tory government, inaction rather than a Tory government is the one that I would prefer.  And it also seems to empower the Liberals whose position seems to be - again looking towards changes in government processes- that tempers down the extremes that frighten me in both the two other parties.  It seems to me a lesser threat, the Hung Parliament.

Carole
The only concern I would have is that Cameron was one of the … I just hope that if it’s a Hung Parliament it’s Liberal-Labour as we had in the past very briefly and not Cameron.

Roger
I think, aren’t the Liberals saying that they would work with Labour if it wasn’t Brown?

Paul
I think that’s the only honest thing that they’ve said.

Roger
I have to say, that’s one of the threads that’s been confusing over the past couple of weeks.  On was it Sunday in front of the UK Citizens Organisation, the sort of unofficial fourth debate…
Moderator
fourth debate …
Roger
…have you watched Brown’s speech?

Moderator
I haven’t been near a TV

Roger
It’s the first time I’ve seen an impassioned performance by any of them and I think maybe he can afford to behave impassioned because he doesn’t think he’s going to be doing the job any more and maybe he’s letting go a bit and being a bit more expressive but it’s a different man to anything I’d seen previously.  I almost thought, if you’d have started in that way, if you’d expressed yourself in that way, if you’d behave in that way I don’t need a smile, I need a bit of heart and he showed that on, I think it was Sunday.  And it maybe too little too late.  The Liberals concern is the man has to go if they’re going to work with Labour.

Moderator
Interesting.
Paul
I think if he loses the election he shouldn’t want to be Prime Minister in a coalition.  That’s the price - it’s not as if he’s just come into government the last two years, he’s been in government now for the last thirteen years you know, he was the Chancellor while Tony Blair was running around the planet doing all sorts of silly things.  Gordon Brown was in Britain running the economy.  All the ‘boom and bust’ that he said would never happen has happened so he’s really got, you know, he’s putting himself up in front of the country.  He’s had a massive majority to work with -ok he talks about the globalisation and things but a lot of it is on his watch so you’ve got to take some responsibility for what’s happened.  I work for a university, you work for a large organisation but it flourishes on university students but we’ve got redundancy notice coming around at our university, so it’s a ‘knock-on’ effect - less students, less academics, less books being sold.  
Carole
Less government workers, I’m not working.

Paul
Yeah, yeah.  I feel, I want to blame the Labour Party but part of me feels -You put me in this position, you got to get me out of here.  But I don’t know, that’s why I’m undecided who to vote for.  I want to blame them for what’s happened over the past thirteen years because we’ve had that ‘boom and bust’ which is something they promised we wouldn’t have and maybe a stint in opposition or shared government might bring it home to them that you can’t abuse your power which is basically what they’ve done.

Moderator
Roger, did you want to….

Roger
I didn’t quite agree in terms of ‘boom and bust’.  I think when they were talking like that there was a period of politics when the Tory party, where it changed very very quickly, it was constantly backwards and forwards, they were playing around with figures in order to get quick fixes.  We had a very long period under the Labour government where that was not happening..
Paul
Well there was growth, there was growth for eight years…

Roger
…but they were making rules that were supporting too much flexibility for financial services and de-regulating too many services specifically in the Capital here to allow us to fall foul and I believe a lot of the politicians, a lot of the people didn’t understand, they were being conned. The financial services were making themselves ridiculously convoluted so you couldn’t understand it and were saying -You can’t really understand it but there’s the money- (laugh) it must be good ….
Paul
Yeah, it’s always the profits - and so the year they didn’t make the profits we had to pay and the next year they made the profit but we don’t get our money back.  You know, to broaden it out to the figure of the banks - two major banks in Britain we own 43% and 70-odd percent you know, surely we should be getting our money back year one.  You know, if you own 73% of a company, before they give out the money to the staff you give it to the owner first.  The shareholders get their bonuses first and we’re the shareholder.  It’s just the way things have gone.

Roger
Well, you’re making deals with the devil aren’t you.  There’s no honesty or truth, there’s no fairness in the situations which you’d expect from a national organisation.  There’s this about -looking bigger than they are and giving the impression that they’re powerful.
Paul
Yeah but this is our Labour socialist government which years ago would have stood by the red flag and they changed it to the red rose, got into bed with the City of London saying the City of London is the best thing that’s happened to Britain for years.  We’ve got no industrial base to fall back on, all we have is the City of London - that’s gone pear shaped - what else have we got.  And all six of us here are affected by this, you know yourself, we’re all affected by this because education is one of the first things that is being cut.
Moderator
That’s really interesting and I’d like to keep going but we’ve only got so much time.  Thank you.  In terms of what I find really interesting is that there is so much frustration and cynicism in people that I’ve talked to yet people are very committed to going out and vote.  So I was wondering if you could say a little bit about why is it that you are going to be going out and voting and I thought maybe if Sally Ann we could start with you.

Sally Ann
I think that it’s something that a lot of people take for granted, it’s not something that in other countries - a lot of people don’t have the power to vote yet as an option and I think it should be used, even if you’re not sure I think it’s always best to have that option and it kind of empowers you - voting is a form of empowerment.

Fuschia
Yeah, a similar thing, that in a lot of other countries where people can’t vote and when people say they don’t want to vote because their vote won’t make a difference, that’s not really the point.  We live in a democracy and you should exercise your right to vote and especially as a woman, people have died so that I can vote and it’s pathetic if like  -Oh I can’t walk down the road and post my own vote- because I feel like you can’t just complain about the government and then not vote at the end of the day and it’s made up, our government is decided by us - even though one person’s vote doesn’t matter that much it’s kind of, it’s a symbol of choosing who you want to run your country.  So it’s not like I’ll fill out my vote and make a massive difference it’s more the symbolism of the voting process.
Moderator
How about you James?

James
I’m kind of voting because I think the Conservatives will be the worst - I’ll be voting tactically.  I don’t know I think a democracy in this country is a bit of a farce.  Vote for one every five years especially if they get a majority they just do what they want.  It’s not democracy really, we don’t have much of a say in things.  I almost feel at times like just voting kind of legitimises this first past the post system, the stupid two-party system and then if you don’t vote it doesn’t make any difference.  I always constantly feel like you have to vote tactically, you can never vote for someone you want and you don’t have much of a say 
afterwards anyway it’s just decided in parliament what happens, especially when you’ve got the House of Lords and stuff which is completely undemocratic, it’s just an illusion really.
Moderator
Are you still going to vote?

James
Yeah, because I don’t think the Liberal Democrats are going to be much better, I just think the whole thing’s the same shades of capitalism really, slightly different variant on it especially since the Labour Party moved rightwards.  Like you don’t really have much choice anymore at all, it’s all for big business essentially, just slightly different shades of grey.

Moderator 
Thanks for that.  How about you Roger?

Roger
There are still places in the country where it does make a difference, where there are marginal seats and so it’s not completely an irrelevance in terms with how you work with it.  The individual can make a difference and I think that has been recognised and needs to be in the thoughts of people when they’re doing it.  Too often we’re thinking well, my area doesn’t make a difference, it’s not a marginal…. I’d like to see a process that  changes that, where everybody’s vote counts but I think that the concept that voting counts, the concept that you are engaged in a process - as long as it occurs then it can carry on past the voting process and you can realise you’re connected to your leadership.  It’s almost symbolic rather than actual at this stage and hopefully and maybe this time around it could lead to some actual change in terms of process but the symbolism is that they are not without some leash, they are not free to do anything they like, they are our servants, they work for us.  It’s not enough but maybe this time we can set it in the right direction.
Moderator
Very interesting.  How about you Paul?

Paul
Again I think a Hung Parliament, the more I think about it is the only way we can have a leash on government is to have a Hung Parliament with no party having an overall majority.  That’s why I’m probably going to vote - I’ll need to weigh up the pros and cons - although I said I didn’t want to vote for Nick McNulty but I might end up voting Labour just to keep the Tories out and just so we could have that leash over our politicians because they do work for us.  They’re there on our vote and our say so.  So, yeah I’ll be voting, I’ll probably be voting, dare I say it, I may be voting Labour.  I think politicians as a whole do need to be punished.  I think everybody should go out and vote just to reign them in so no party has an overall majority because let’s face it, politicians are in their jobs for life.  They don’t just get out of politics, it’s a 30-40 year thing for most politicians.  There’s only the EMPs that are in marginal seats that could change but most politicians, their jobs are for life.  I think everybody should get out there and vote.
Carole
I’ve worked on elections before and I definitely feel very strongly that people should make an effort to vote and one vote can change especially on the smaller parties, getting the purse back.  So, I mean, I’ve voted Monster Raving Loony party a couple of times, just, you know, they seemed the better option.  I do agree that somehow it’s almost an irony this democracy, we have this democracy but hang on this so-called democracy the way we vote.  They’re not really working for us, they should work for us but they are definitely working more for big business at the moment.  But yeah, I’d say, they start thinking about the people a little bit when it comes up to election times. I think people have died for the right to vote and I wouldn’t feel comfortable mouthing off about the government if I hadn’t actually bothered to go along to vote myself, I’d see myself as being very hypocritical and at least I could say, -Well I didn’t vote for them.

Moderator
Right.  Thank you for that.  The next thing we’re going to do - because I do want to get you out of here on time -  it’s called First Impressions, it’s a little exercise we’re going to do, looking at photographs of these three handsome gentlemen.  Before we do this I want to explain how this works.  You’re going to get a photo or you’re going to see the photo but don’t necessarily just react to the photo itself but the person, your impressions of him, the things that you associate with him.  And the idea is to just write down what comes to mind as you think about this person.  Don’t over analyse it, it might be very random, it might only make sense to you, but just go ahead and write - sort of brainstorm everything down.  Once you’ve written things down for all three individuals, go back and look at the words you’ve written for each one and the ones that really stand out to you as being important, kind of note them.  If it makes you regard them in a very positive way put an up-arrow next to it - there are instructions on here so you won’t have to remember it all.  If the words that stand out to you are very negative put a down arrow and if it describes them as important but you can’t quite describe how it goes, put an asterisk beside it.  So we can have a little practice first: if I were to say the name Baroc Obama, James what kind of words come to mind?
James
Uhhm  ** (laughter)

Moderator
Carole



Carole
Disappointment

Moderator
Yeah, ok.  Sally Ann?

Sally Ann
Revolutionary

Moderator
So, again, don’t think about it too much, just whatever the impressions are.  If I were to say the name Jeremy Paxman, Fuschia what comes to mind?
Fuschia
Cynical

Moderator
Paul, anything for Jeremy Paxman?

Paul
Argumentative

Moderator
Yeah, all right - so again, don’t think about it too much.  I’ll just pass these around and give you guys a few minutes to do this bit.

Fuschia
So is it based on these actual images or what we know?

Moderator
On the person, don’t limit it just to this because there might be something else that you thought about, that they remind you of certain things.


Break - 5 minutes 

So, have you generally finished?  If we could just take them in order, starting with positive comments then neutral comments then negative comments for each one.  This is really just kind of if you feel willing to say something - Do people have positive comments for Gordon Brown? - Yes, Roger, what did you have?
Roger
Yes, I guess.  Sturdy, solid, professional

Moderator
Sally Ann?

Sally Ann
Experienced

Fushcia
Yeah, I had ‘experienced’ as well.

Moderator
Carole, do you have any positives?

Carole
Some standing up to finance - better than Blair - stood up to EMF in past
Moderator
James?

James
I put he was a successful Chancellor when he was the Chancellor

Paul
Experienced, I put that down as a positive

Moderator
What about neutrals?

Sally Ann
He’s ‘safe’

Moderator
‘Safe’ - but that was in neutral for you?

Sally Ann
Yeah

James
I put ‘known in power’ like in neutral because at least you know what you’re going to get.

Roger
I put Scottish (laughter)

Moderator
-put Scottish and print that as ‘neutral’….(laugh)  How about you Carole
Carole
I don’t think mine are either positive or negative I think

Moderator
Paul, any neutrals?

Paul
Not for Brown

Moderator
Ok, that’s fair enough.  Negatives -

Paul
I put down- false smile - because he doesn’t actually have a natural smile and he’s been forced to do that by the people behind him.  What you get with Brown is someone who is a bit dower but knows a lot about politics.  So for him to walk around with a big presentational smile - he’s like David Cameron with that smile so I put that false smile against him.  I think he’s under pressure and he’s lost a bit of trust.  The spin, they all have the spin which is a negative.  The spin I see as a plus for him.  ‘Longevity’- I meant to put his amount of time in government - I think it’s time for change.
Moderator
And in terms of longevity, is that a positive?

Paul
Negative

Moderator
Right, any other negatives for Brown

James
I put that he was consigned to failure - he knows it’s over - I also put that he’s a bit of a liar, like he always says ‘I’m only improving the country’ and he’s not.

Moderator
I should say also that I got all these from the parties own websites so these were the images of the gentlemen that the parties were putting out and so on.

Sally Ann
I like how David Cameron lives in Tele Tubby land.

Moderator
So, moving on - Did anyone have positives for David Cameron?

Fushcia
I put passionate

James
Well, his presentation is good

Paul
He comes across very sharp, doesn’t seem flustered.  He’s able to give a speech without his notes. At the Tory Party Conference, he’ll stand up and give an hour’s speech and talk, something Nick Clegg followed the year after.  One thing that I put down as positive is - you know what’s coming.  If you get a Tory government on Friday morning - you know what’s coming, you got to be a fool not to know, so I put that down as a positive (laugh)

Moderator
Anyone else in the positives? No… Neutrals?

Paul
It could be a change you know in the neutral - like, it’s a change of government.  A change of, you know from red to blue.  I put that down as a change for changes sake, give him one neutral.

Moderator
Right.  So, negatives - one at a time.

Fuschia
I said he’s a bit of a media advertising leak, airbrushed, public school, bitchy campaigning and elitist.

Moderator
Right.  Others for negatives on Cameron?

James
I put that he was vague, like they always say ‘change’ - what do they mean by it.  I put him as manipulating because I think he tries to posit himself like new green party and ‘there’ for the people but I think it’s all just a smokescreen.
Moderator
Roger?

Roger
Smug, shallow, dangerous.  I suppose you could put he was conscious as a neutral?  Hiding - like as you say, wear his front position, one-way, but I think there are other forces that will lead him if he thinks about…**
Carole
Scary, new Liberal extremist, untrustable, become more polarized, mass unemployment
Paul
It’s back to Victorian Britain really isn’t it.  It’s quite frightening.  Then again, he got a First Class Honors in whatever he did at Oxford so there’s a brain somewhere, the other two leaders haven’t got that.
Carole
Apparently Nick Griffin got uhhm….

Sally Ann
a 2:2 (laugh)

Carole
…a Cambridge degree

Paul
Well, there you go, what you can do with a degree.  You know, he’s going to fail the middle classes and the well off - I put that as a negative.  It’s the old Oxford ‘thing’ - he’s the opposite to Boris, the Mayor but they’ve come out of the same university.  Again, I’ve put down ‘you know what’s coming’ as a positive but it’s a negative as well because the medicine that the country’s going to have isn’t going to be good under the Tory government but it won’t affect him or his class.

Moderator
Nick Clegg - positives?

Carole
I got just three comments: one’s positive, one’s negative and one’s neutral.  Negative is inexperienced.  The one I thought was neutral: possibly the most left-wing.  The positive one I got was ‘best looking’. (laugh)
Moderator
Ok.  Anyone focused on positives?

James
I put- he appears to be more genuine; he’s a good debater and I put he’s young as a positive - I don’t know why I put that.

Moderator
All right, don’t think about it too much.  Sally Ann you were nodding…
Sally Ann
Yeah, I put he’s genuine and the way he talks to the public, he’s very direct and he maintains eye contact and he speaks to them very personal.  I think he’s based in Sheffield which gives him kind of like an advantage in terms of like everything is based around London - I think it’s good that he’s out of London and he’s passionate as well.

Moderator
Other positives around Nick Clegg

Fuschia
Similar ones, sincere.  I also put young and handsome as a positive which is superficial but when you  look at Gordon Brown it’s just so easy to make like a cartoon, the eyebags and stuff.  No, Nick Clegg looks kind of fresh and new and he seems positive about everything.

Moderator
Roger?

Roger
It’s much the same and media savvy as well I think.  He knew how to present himself and because it was presented with a bit more passion I wasn’t quite so wary of it - it caught me off-guard.

Moderator
Neutrals on Nick Clegg?

Paul
The only positive I had was: he’s got nothing to lose.  And that’s basically what’s happened.  He’s come in third position, 65 MPs and he’s got nothing to lose.
Moderator
And that’s a positive?

Paul
Yeah, because he’s able to say a bit more, not actually open up and tell everybody what he’s going to do but a bit more than the other two leaders for the simple fact that he can get away with it a bit more, so it’s a positive thing for the Liberal party, the Lib Dems.

Moderator
Thankyou.  I’m sorry I missed you on your positives.  Neutrals?

James
I put ‘unknown’ - it could be a good or a bad thing.

Roger
Yeah, ‘untested’ is the word.

Moderator
But again, neutral?

Roger
Yeah, yeah.

Paul
On neutral you know, because we live in an ageist society, I think he’s what, 39 now doesn’t really matter now.

Sally Ann
He’s had a lot of experience

Paul
Yeah, he’s been in government, he’s been an MEP so he’s got experience of both houses **   No, experience and age is neutral, doesn’t really matter for him.

Moderator
So we heard Carole’s negative.  Does anyone else have any negatives for Nick Clegg?

Roger
Forgettable, a bit bland

Moderator
Ok

James
I put- they’ve never had power - as a negative because there’s no experience behind it.

Moderator
Ok.

Paul
I put down: sometimes a Liberal Democrat could be all things to all men, you know it’s like ‘Oh we’ve got that policy and by the way we’ve got that policy as well’.  It seems to be that they can’t do anything wrong but there’s got to be things you’re doing wrong when you’re in recession.  You know, I put that down but I don’t know all the Liberal Democrat policies: there’s talk about an amnesty for illegal migrants but how many illegal migrants are in the country - nobody knows.  There talking about guesses.  So I don’t know what he’s trying to do with that policy - whether it’s the right policy, the wrong….I don’t think we’ve got time to discuss it now but it just doesn’t seem right that they’ve got a figure on it but they don’t know.  Because the whole issue of immigration is a silly issue anyway but…
Roger
Isn’t that part of the thing that the amnesty would actually allow you to follow the numbers because they would come forward because there was an amnesty

Paul
Yeah, but there’s talk of some people who are here illegally because they’ve left their country because their wanted in their country.  They’re not really going to come forward in this country, there is talk of that.

Roger
Yeah, but others that have been here a long time…

Paul
Yeah, but there’s people who’ve just come in and worked for years and years.  I don’t know, I don’t know, I mean the immigration debate, it’s like another hour here to discuss that. (laughter)  You know, I believe Britain’s an island, people have been coming here for 2,000 years, what’s the problem.  When you look at their policies, you don’t know.  I mean, now we’re looking at their policies, before we didn’t.
Moderator
Ok.  So in terms of the leaders.  I want to ask you a bit about the debates, first just in the abstract because I know some of you here had a chance to see the debates and some of you didn’t.  Having a debate with, I think the BBC called them the Prime Ministerial Debates, I’ve sort of referred to them as the Leaders Debates but the BBC kind of put them as the ‘PM Debates’.  Do you think having debates are a good thing for British democracy or are they just kind of more of the media circus.  Are people positive on the debates, neutral towards them or kind of negative, what were peoples…

Fushcia
I feel like it’s positive.  Wasn’t there quite a big last minute surge with people registering to vote after the first debate.  I think it’s good because it’s a medium that appeals to younger voters who haven’t voted before but then your first impression of them on the screen, for a lot of people, that’s all that they know about the parties and a lot of people aren’t aware of the history of the parties, or their actual policies; they just see what is superficial. It’s kind of how much preparation they’ve done for the debate which would determine who would vote for them.  So a bit of both.
Moderator
So, other people, the debates…

Paul
I think they’ve been all right for the simple fact this is the world we live in now, you’ve got Twitter, you’ve got Facebook, we’re all involved and I think at the next election whether it’s in the next six months or four and half years, I think we’ll have more of the David Dimbleby type person drumming questions at them and putting them on the spot a bit more whoever are the leaders of the relevant parties.  They should be the Leaders Debates, the national leaders of the three countries of Britain but I think it’s a good idea if it’s got a lot more people watching politics.
Moderator
Anyone else on that?

Roger
Yeah, I’m strongly in favour.  I think like, there’s the length of time to discuss an issue, so much is soundbites, so much is being told what another person’s said rather than what they’ve said or manipulated but when you’ve actually got someone who’s actually there, in front of you, talking for some extended length -  that gave a different pace to what we’re seen and they couldn’t keep up the artificiality for the full length of it so you saw when you were seeing underneath the mask of it.  So I was really glad for that.  Really glad for the other element I mentioned earlier, which is you can actively see the spinning and the lying coming directly after it.  And glad that it gave the opportunity for this third party to come forward.  And mainly that anything that’s been held back from the electorate such as a public debate in this form, where it exists in other democratic countries and we’ve not had it, is symbolic of a system that is to grow and slow to develop and actually connect with it’s electorate so anything that steps in that direction has been required for some time.  
Moderator
Carole?

Carole
Well I didn’t see it for the lack of TV.  My concern would be people making a decision purely based on what they’d seen on the debate rather than what’s been happening over the past few years.  Let’s face it they’re not going to bring up their worst points I’m sure.  And also there’s the - Oh it’s been nice to give the Liberals a chance - well, it would have been nice to give the Green Party a chance, you know, I’m sure they would do much better in the election if they’d had a chance to ‘air-out’.  But then if you say that, you should say well, shouldn’t you be giving the BNP a chance.  So, it’s kind of a little unfair that it’s only the three that are allowed to do that if you are going to do that.  That’s another point.

Moderator
James and Sally Ann, any thoughts on the debates themselves?

James
Yeah, I think it’s a good thing because it does make politics more immediate and like people who wouldn’t have participated beforehand may be getting an interest in it but at the same time, it could reduce politics to who’s the best PR man, the best orator in which case Cameron or Clegg comes up better than Brown but doesn’t necessarily mean they are better parties for those who are voting so I don’t know.  I think they are a good thing, but as you were saying, they should be drilled more, the politicians, not just speak and whatnot.

Sally Ann
I think they should be a bit more unstructured so they don’t have the ability to pre-plan, I don’t know if that would be possible, like they’re given like the speech at the beginning and then the closing speech but rather than that go in straight and answer questions.  That might be **…. than having this planned speech.
Roger
It was the 73 rules wasn’t it - it was so controlled.  It’s a PR exercise and it was like ‘how you could come over’.  It was a bit like having a dancing competition to find out who is the best bricklayer.

Paul
So maybe get rid of the rules, have them up there …

Sally Ann
You weren’t allowed to laugh, you weren’t allowed to clap -the audience-

Paul
I think that might be one of the rules for the simple fact you’re getting your party workers in and packing the audience out with 50 Conservative or Labour or Liberals to see who could make the most noise but there’s got to be some audience reaction where the commentators who - most people would actually put politicians on the spot - ‘Actually give me an answer to the question that’s been said’ type of thing.  You should have that involvement of the commentators and it’s the one time that they actually get put on the spot to say something.  
Sally Ann
Because a lot of the time as well, the leaders were questioning each other, like Nick Clegg was like -Oh is it true that EU migrants aren’t affected - and he just wouldn’t answer.  So if like you have a neutral questionnaire…
Paul
A Chair, to say, ‘look you’ve got to answer that question’.

Moderator
Could you see future elections where a PM or Party Leader said ‘No I’m not going to debate any more’ or do you think that having this debate has changed things?

Paul
No, I think it’s changed.  For years they didn’t want to have it, whoever was in control, whoever was in power didn’t want it, the opposition did.  But now, because the government knows they’re behind in the polls.  The person who has probably lost out the most is Cameron for the simple fact he’s so far ahead.  The person who’s gained the most is Clegg.  I was watching this spin thing they have afterwards and they were saying -well Cameron won this- but no, because the Liberals had gained so much, the Labour party’s more or less been at even keel but the gap has closed.  Whoever’s in the lead going into an election doesn’t want a debate.  Whoever is behind always wants a debate.
Sally Ann
I’ve found it a little weird because I haven’t met anyone who wanted to vote Conservatives.  But maybe that’s just the people that I’m around.
Paul
Or you’ve got a load of closet Tories near you. (laugh)

Fushcia
Well, I have met a few people and got into some arguments with a few people and actually I feel that this isn’t representative of the population and I feel that most people would actually vote Conservative either because it’s the way that their family votes or because they see the appeal of David Cameron as this new shiny person.

James
I think what it shows is that if people’s votes are switching from Conservative to Liberal after watching the debates then people want change more than anything and that they were convinced before by the Tories because they were naïve of politics and these debates at least sort of showed them another option but it doesn’t have to be sort of right-wing or further right wing there may be a different choice than that.
Sally Ann
And it put Cameron on the spot as well, they questioned him before, it was just a kind of given that he had good policies, but this was the first time he’d been under pressure I think.

Paul
He wasn’t as sharp.  I say, that picture is what he’s made himself out to be for the last three or four years.

Sally Ann
But he didn’t maintain eye contact with any of the other…

Paul
Nick Clegg won the first two debates.  His (Cameron) performance was better in the third.  Nick Clegg, because he was the ‘new man on the block’, you know, there’s change for people.  If it was on votes he’d win that, because he’d got nothing to lose.  Brown’s going to come across as Brown, just false smile, he’ll come across as who he is.

James
I think this is exactly what we should be avoiding, studying people’s body language.  It doesn’t really matter whether they’re a good speaker or not, it’s what the party does as a whole.  We’re once again focusing too much on the leaders.

Paul
Well they had the experts on, the psychologists on, and they were analysing their hands and there was even a thing the other day when they were analysing their wives and Gordon Brown’s wife didn’t have smile on her when he was speaking to the public and the other two wives had big smiles.  And they’re talking about -Oh well, they’re happy to be about…. But Gordon Brown’s wife looks like Gordon Brown when he goes home and its -Well I’ve lost this election- she just didn’t look happy at all.
Moderator
Right.  Well I’m already keeping you beyond your allotted time.  So, I wanted to first thank you for a really interesting discussion.  And yeah, it is all representative but a focus group really isn’t meant to be but it has been insightful, really useful.  Yes again, the idea for this eventually is going to be a book and I think the book is going to be a lot about Labour voters who have been quite alienated from the Labour Party and struggling to decide how to vote, just sort of kind of like the places that I’ve been working with - that tends to be the kinds of people that have been responding.  So I don’t think I’ll be able to say too much about how the Conservative…but maybe next time I’ll get more funding and then I can target my recruitment a little bit more  heavily- yeah, but thanks for that comment.  They’re still a little bit ahead in the polls right now.

So the last thing I’d like, if possible, since we’ve been talking about the leaders and how this election has changed your perceptions perhaps of them: what I have for you is just -it looks worse than it is- but just asking you to evaluate which of the three gentlemen in terms of how their personality, competence and trustworthiness is and then if you opinion of them has improved or not and then the last page of this is whether you would be willing to participate in a post-election focus group.  And if you say ‘yes, please contact me’ then when this is convened then I’ll send you an e-mail with dates and times.  It’ll probably be another week in the evenings again, it seemed to work all right.  When you’ve finished this, I’ll be standing here.  I have a receipt for Birkbeck to demonstrate that I did actually have these focus groups; I didn’t abscond with the money.  If you could print, sign and give some contact information, I’ll give you your participation fee and then you’re free to go.  When you come up, if you could bring all your stuff with you so that I can keep it all together, thank you.  
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