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Unlike market research, voting changes nothing 
 

“If you don’t believe market research changes things, what are you doing in the  

market research industry?” Lord Lipsey posed this question when proposing the 

motion ‘Unlike market research, voting changes nothing’ at the Debating Group 

debate at the House of Commons on 11 July 2005. The debate was sponsored by 

The Market Research Society with Lord McIntosh of Haringey, a former 

President of The Market Research Society, in the chair. 

 

Lord Lipsey (David Lipsey), who has had a distinguished career in politics and 

journalism, believes that you must believe that you are changing things. This applies 

as much to market research as to politics.  He referred to the period in which he and 

Robert Worcester had attempted to tell the Labour Party what people thought, based 

on the results of MORI polls. In those days the Party did not take much notice. In 

1992 the Labour Party decided to take market research more seriously. Lord Lipsey 

worries if perhaps the Party is now too dominated by market research. 

 

Lord Lipsey tends to the view that market research may become too powerful in 

politics. Not all of it gets at all the truth and market research can often change things 

a little too much. 

 

But if voting changes nothing, why are we democrats? Politicians certainly think that 

voting changes things. Democracy certainly matters and politicians think voting 

matters. But this is not the same as saying that voting does actually matter. 

 

If you look at changes in politics since 1945, the main changes in government policy 

came between elections, not at them. Such changes in politics were not the result of 

voting, eg Heath’s U-turn; Mrs Thatcher’s removal from office. Lord Lipsey 

suggested that when Mr Blair goes, it will not be the result of a vote. It is not voting 

that determines the big changes in government. 

 

The electoral system is designed to ensure that the vast majority of votes do not make 

any difference. 200,000 Middle England voters determine where the marginal votes 

go. We are talking of only 36% of 61% of the electorate whose vote counts and 

determines who forms the government. For the majority of voters their vote is a waste 



of time. The organisation which Lord Lipsey chairs – Make Votes Count – does not 

want to abolish voting but to create a voting system that makes a difference. 

 

Voting and change 

 

Michael Thomas, Professor of Marketing at the University of Strathclyde and a 

former President of The Market Research Society, believes passionately that voting 

does change things. Voting in the context of the electoral process has a very long 

pedigree. 6
th

 Century Athenian law prescribed that in the event of civil turmoil, all 

citizens were to join one side or the other or lose their status as citizens, for abstention 

from the conflict by too many would result in tyranny. Voting has saved us from 

tyranny on many occasions from that day to this.  

 

Representative democracy requires market research techniques systematically to 

amass and analyse the opinions, attitudes and values of its citizenry, although political 

organisations need to take account of the nature of these elements prior to their 

collection and incorporation into public policy. The primary duty of an electoral 

system is to represent the wishes of the electorate as effectively as possible. Thus the 

political parties should use the tools available to explore attitudes before an election 

and the electoral system should in turn give the citizenry the opportunity to register 

their wishes as to how they should be governed in the future. 

 

In recent weeks six national votes have changed things:  

 In the Ukraine, the Ukrainians defied a corrupt government and demanded 

free and fair elections. Heroically they proceeded to restore their country to 

the ranks of truly democratic nations, facing West, not East; 

 In France, the French voted ‘non’ to the European Constitution; 

 In The Netherlands, the Dutch voted ‘ne’; 

 The Lebanon demonstrated its yearning for independence; the right to govern 

itself without outside interference; 

 The Iranians went to vote and upset the American apple-cart by voting in as 

President a man with a PhD who was, until polling day, unknown outside the 

municipal offices of Tehran; and 

 The Liberal Democrats swept through the West of Scotland. The rest of the 

country passed judgement on the relative merits of the two major parties. A 

few years back we lived through the triumph and then the humiliation of 

Margaret Thatcher. The voters in due time said the other lot should govern. 

We now live in the record third term of a Labour administration, whilst the 

Tory Party continues its struggle to reinvent itself. 

 

Voting changes nothing? Michael Thomas rested his case. 

 

Multi-directional or mono-directional? 

 

Seconding the motion, Robert Heath, Managing Director of the Value Creation 

Company and Visiting Professor at the Copenhagen Business School, discussed the 

differences between market research and voting. Context is everything and in this 

motion, we were concerned with the UK. 



 

Market research goes out to find out opinions, not to change people’s minds. 

 

Market research is informational in its approach and is multi-directional. It is 

information-rich. Voting does not seek peoples’ opinions, only their direction. And it 

is not concerned if their opinions are strong or weak. Voting is mono-directional and 

information-poor. Robert Heath asked, “Which is likely to be best equipped to 

determine the direction of change – a mono-directional information-poor vote or a 

multi-directional information-rich survey?” 

 

Robert Heath went on to discuss the underlying emotional position of market research 

versus voting. The context of market research is essentially constructive. People are 

invited to give their honest opinions and interviewers are trained to collect these. 

Voting on the other hand is a contest. It is essentially confrontational. People have no 

opportunity to express their feelings. They go into a cold uninviting room and make a 

cross against a name. The choice of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ is part of a carefully constructed, 

lengthy process which does everything to minimise changes. Good market research 

samples opinion, records it and feeds it back. It provides a great deal of information 

on which decisions can be made. Voting creates a contest between 2-3 parties. Which 

is less equipped to facilitate change – the constructive or confrontational approach? 

 

Robert Heath compared the position of a survey for Ferrari in which 36% of the 

population like a red car, 34% a blue car and 28% a yellow one. So Ferrari produces a 

selection. If Ferrari relied on a vote it would make 100% red cars. 

 

Good market research samples the opinion of the entire population. Voting asks the 

opinion of everyone, but ignores the opinion of most. In this country we regard the 

opinion of 36% people as being a majority. 

 

The voting system is an important part of democracy, but the anomaly is that voting 

has actually ceased to be democratic. Robert Heath concluded: “Shortly the motion 

will be put to the vote. The vote will not show the effectiveness of market research. It 

will probably represent an underlying fear to put our hands up and say that voting 

does not work in this country”. 

 

Democracy 

 

Seconding the opposition, Ben Marshall, Research Manager of the Electoral 

Commission, quoted Harold Laswell in the 1930s who wrote “Politics is about who 

gets what, when and how”. In our democracy, the tone and direction of our politics is 

set by the way people vote at elections. There is an undeniable causal link between 

voting and what changes in public life. 

 

Ben Marshall stated categorically: “I am a democrat. I believe democracy to be one of 

mankind’s best inventions. I see voting as a cornerstone of democracy”.  

 

He went on to describe market research as a fundamentally democratic tool. It gives 

people the chance to have their say and enables decision-makers to understand the 

public’s perspective. It is a sound and sensible management tool. 



 

Ben Marshall had no doubt that market research could change things – from the goods 

and services we consume to the decisions organisations and institutions make. 

However, he opposed the assertion that voting changes nothing. In a recent Channel 5 

programme, Tony Benn identified the introduction of democracy via the ballot box in 

Britain as having been, historically, the most important check in the last two centuries 

against vested business interests. 

 

Referenda and elections can resolve particular issues: 

 In 1975 whether the UK ought to remain in the then European Economic 

community; 

 In 1997 whether Scotland should have its own Parliament and Wales its own 

Assembly; 

 In 1998 whether London should have a Mayor and Assembly; and 

 In 2004 whether Edinburgh should have congestion charging. 

 

Voting is a crucial part of our lives and culture. It enables us to express our 

preferences. 

 

“Tell Barbara Roche or Stephen Twigg that voting changes nothing and they’ll soon 

give you short shrift”.  The refrain ‘There’s only one poll that counts ‘ is not simply a 

convenient get-out for struggling politicians, it is the truth in democratic Britain. Ben 

Marshall suggested that if we could ask the following people whether voting changes 

anything they would answer strongly in the affirmative: 

 A suffragette in early 20
th

 Century Britain; 

 A soldier returning from the Second World War with two young children: the 

1945-51 Labour government introduced a massive house-building programme 

and embraced the idea of universal education and healthcare as part of its ‘war 

on want’; and 

 A miner in North East Britain in the 1980s. The Conservative Party won the 

1979 election on a platform which included policies designed to ‘roll back the 

frontiers of the state’ and reduce the reliance of certain industries on the 

public purse. 

 

The direct causal effect of elections is often harder to pinpoint than such examples 

and government policy can be developed between elections either in response to 

events or ‘ on the hoof’. But elections determine the ‘mood music’, the underlying 

context for what is decided. Echoing Bill Clinton, Bob Worcester, the speaker noted, 

had said that public opinion (and by implication market research), ‘should be smoked, 

but not necessarily inhaled’. 

 

Voting is a beginning, a means to an end. The country returned another Labour 

Government on 5 May. That government will govern for up to five years, controlling 

the levers of power which reach into all the areas of our lives – economic, social and 

cultural. The future of our mortgages, our jobs, our children’s education, healthcare, 

the law, our retirement age, our pensions, our security, our country’s borders, our 

relationships with other countries, our communities, our environment – these were all 

shaped by the election on 5 May. And these issues will continue to be shaped by the 



omnipresent ‘threat’ of the next election – the prospect of facing the vote keeps 

politicians on their toes. 

 

Some have felt that recent general elections have not provided people with a change 

to shake their lives. Recent elections have suffered from not having the sharp and 

often passionate differences between the parties which characterised elections in the 

1970s and 1980s.  But differences do exist today, eg the different stances of the 

parties on ID cards. As far as the issue of Europe is concerned, the parties have 

different visions of Britain and its future. The election of one party rather than 

another would lead directly to differences in our relationship with Europe and the 

future of the ‘European project’. Recent referendum votes in France and The 

Netherlands have had very direct and immediate repercussions across Europe. 

 

According to a MORI poll published during the election campaign, seven in ten 

respondents felt it was important to them personally who won the general election. 

Elections and voting do impact on people personally. Around the world we have seen 

huge movements in support of democracy, eg South Africa in the 1990s, as well as in 

this country, the ‘votes at 16’ campaign for franchise extensions and the increasing 

organisation of the ‘grey vote’. 

 

Voting does not just lead to changes in society, but changes in ourselves. Jean-

Jacques Rousseau believed that we develop as individuals when we participate in a 

democracy. Voting is not just about affecting change but about political self-

expression. 

 

Market research anticipates and measures changes and can facilitate change, but 

voting actually changes lives.  Ben Marshall concluded “I am not asking you to 

believe that every change that has happened, is happening now or will happen is the 

direct product of voting. But I am rejecting the motion that voting changes nothing. 

Voting has led to great change and if we allow it to and if we want it to, it can lead to 

further change”. 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

Abstentions 

 

 Sir Robert Worcester pointed out that there are four arguments contained 

within the motion. There were two questions on either side. Because the 

motion contained double-barrelled questions, he found himself in a bi-polar 

position and would abstain. 

 The contributor pointed out that the title of the debate seems to be restricted to 

the electoral process. People vote for other things far more. More people vote 

for contestants in TV programmes than for members of the European 

Parliament. 

 

Against the motion 

 

Contributors noted that: 

 Market research gives people choices, but voting affects the result. 



 Market research does not make fundamental changes to voting. 

 Zimbabwe would be no better off with market research. 

 Voting had made a fundamental difference in Scotland. 

 In a democracy you have to have a form of voting system. Voting has 

fundamentally changed things in this country. 

 The difficulty for governance is that you have to have clarity to take decisions. 

The contributor argued that the speaker who cited the Ferrari example had 

missed the point: voting gives clarity. 

 In the US, after Iraq the population began to lose confidence in their 

government. Market research had an influence on the policies, but ultimately 

it was the vote that counted. 

 Early market research for IBM and mobile phones did not predict their 

success. Would we have had such changes if people listened only to market 

research? 

 

For the motion 

 

Contributors noted that: 

 

 Political parties have one objective – to get into power. They have to persuade 

the electorate to stay on-side. They use market research for this purpose. It is 

through market research that governments and parties decide what they will 

do. On a very basic level market research has more power than just the simple 

vote. 

 The stance taken by the government before the recent US election was based 

on market research. Market research made the changes: the vote did not 

change things. 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing up for the opposition Michael Thomas pointed out that we were talking this 

evening about democracy. If you vote for the motion you are dismissing the voting 

process which is a cornerstone of democracy. 

 

Democracy is the way we have chosen to run the country. Elections are of huge 

symbolic importance. We do not use a sample. Voting gives everyone a chance to 

have a say, with the result that up and down the country local councillors are 

changing people’s lives. 

 

Politics has an image problem and the challenge is to rebuild politics. There is a need 

for a better understanding of cause and effect in election issues. He recognised that 

there was a lack of participation and also that some elections were deemed to be more 

important than others. 

 

But voting reaches into all areas of our lives – economic, social and cultural. Politics 

matters and so do referenda and elections. 

 



Michael Thomas concluded, “If you think voting changes nothing, you must not vote. 

You must sit on you hands”. 

 

Summing up for the motion Lord Lipsey said that for every example of voting that 

changes things, we could give examples of voting that changes nothing. He doubted if 

anybody reading the Conservative Manifesto in 1979 saw any relationship between it 

and what happened subsequently, given its anodyne language. 

 

Lord Lipsey asked, “Why are so many people reluctant to vote?” He argued that the 

wider electorate do not believe that voting changes things. Nor are they going to the 

polls to change the direction of their lives. 

 

The result 

 

The motion was defeated by a show of hands. 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 31
st
 October 2005, sponsored by the 

Direct Marketing Association. Details from Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe 

Tel: 020 8202 5854.   

e-mail: dblythe@varinternational.com          www.debatinggroup.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

 


