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ABSTRACT

Research into immigration and its effects on British politics has largely been limited to understanding
the advancement of far-right political parties, particularly the British National Party and United
Kingdom Independence Party, into the political landscape. However, fairly little analysis has
considered the effect that immigration has on ethnic diversity and how voting patterns may change as
a result, particularly for parties positioned left and right of centre on the one-dimensional spectrum.
In the case of the United Kingdom (UK), we refer to the Labour-Conservative divide. Understanding
these effects is particularly pertinent for Greater London, where far-right political parties have little
political swayviii, and where, as per the 2011 Census, over 50% of the population are non-White
British.
This paper explores the relationship between changes in the Labour vote and the ethnicity index over
a 8-10 year period in London Boroughs and Wards by considering the changing proportion of votes
received by Labour councillors (in relation to Conservative councillors) and changes to the ethnicity
index from 2002-2010 and 2001-2011 respectively. While the General election in 2010 saw
widespread losses for the Labour party across the UK, local elections in London Wards showed
Labour retaining fairly consistent support; and in some cases an increase in the proportion of votes.
It is argued that increases in the ethnicity index influenced this trend due to Ward based pockets of
homogenous ethnic groups whose political preferences, as discussed by Heath et al, are for centre-left
parties, specifically Labour. !
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INTRODUCTION
!
Research into immigration and its political effects in British politics has largely been limited to
understanding the advancement of far-right political parties, in the form of the British National Party
(BNP) and United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP), into the political landscape (Bowyer, 2008;
John & Margetts, 2009). This research trend has also been observed in considering immigration
effects on voting across Western Europe (Kessler & Freeman, 2005). However, relatively little
analysis has been done on the effect of immigration, and its resultant implications in terms of ethnic
diversity, on voting patterns for the central parties: those positioned left and right of centre on the onedimensional spectrum. In the case of the United Kingdom, we refer to the Labour-Conservative divide.
Understanding these effects is particularly pertinent for Greater London (see Figure 1) where far-right
political parties have little political sway and where, according to the 2011 Census, over 50% of the
population are non-White British.
Figure 1: Greater London by Borough

The electoral area of Greater London has seen significant demographic changes during the last halfCentury, with further significant change from 2001-2011 (see Figure 2). This paper explores the
relationship between changes in the Labour vote and the ethnicity index over a 8-10 year period in
London Boroughs and Wards by considering the changing proportion of votes received by Labour
councillors (in relation to Conservative councillors) and changes to the ethnicity index from 20022010 and 2001-2011 respectively. While the General election in 2010 saw widespread losses for the
Labour party across the UK, local elections in London Wards showed fairly consistent support for the
party; and in some cases an increase in the proportion of votes. It is argued that increases in the
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ethnicity index influenced this trend due to Ward based pockets of homogenous ethnic groups whose
political preferences, as discussed by Heath et al, are for centre-left parties, specifically Labour.
One of the more common positions adopted, which argues against the potential for a positive
correlation between increasing levels of centre-left support and increasing levels of ethnic diversity, is
that immigration might ‘reduce the median voter’s utility directly’ (Hansen, 2003). By considering the
theory of localised neighbourhood effects it is argued by this paper that this is made redundant in the
case of Greater London, as concentrated ethnic diversity, and therefore centre-left political
preferences, have become the norm in certain areas.
Figure 2. Simpson’s Diversity Indices based on 10 categories of ethnicity
2011 Census

2001 Census

This leads us to make clear the distinction between immigration and ethnic diversity. These terms will
often be used interchangeably during the course of this paper; this is based on the premise that it is
often ethnicity that challenges the utility gained from a common identity: a key facet of the
neighbourhood effect which acts to inform voting preferences. Linked to this, the immigration
rhetoric prevalent in British politics is in itself influenced by ethnic diversity and does not simply rely
on the proportion of individuals who are born overseas but living in Greater London at any given time.

EXPECTATIONS

In the 2011 census Greater London had a population of 8.2million, 4.5million of whom were nonWhite British residents. While the overall population increase across Greater London was 14% from
2001 to 2011, the corresponding increase in non-White British residents was 55%, emphasising the
extent of change in ethnicity across Greater London over the period. The argument presented here
suggests that these demographic changes would result in an increase in Labour’s share of the vote in
the 2010 local elections, barring the influence of endogenous factors. Clearly, assessing these effects
empirically will be challenging due to the number of endogenous factors at play across the relevant
period. However, using Ward-level data this paper will attempt to provide evidence in support of this
trend.
The analysis will be compared to the results of a paper presented by Boado and Buedo which shows
that the vote for the moderate right increases as the level of ethnic diversity increases in Madrid. The
analysis for Greater London shows distinct homogenous pockets of specific ethnic groups, more so
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than in Madrid where groupings are smaller, more dispersed and where mass immigration is a more
recent phenomenon. In the case of Madrid, these nuances lead to increases in the vote for the
moderate right. An important difference in the approach taken here, which differs from Boado and
Buedo paper, is that this paper will consider the analysis from the prism of the moderate left vote in
order to make conjectures regarding ethnic minorities preferences for more liberal political parties. In
comparison, the analysis for Madrid refers to changes in votes for the moderate right, though this
distinction only really affects the conjectures of the paper.

THEORY

Much of the literature exploring the increased votes for centre-right parties in the context of
immigration indicates the positive trend between preferences for less redistribution in light of an
increased proportion of ethnic minorities. This paper will posit the following theoretical arguments in
support of the trend expected for Greater London, not necessarily contradicting these views but more
to offer contextual support for the differences observed for this case:
(i)

Heath et al offer evidence of ‘ethnicity as a major political cleavage’ and though they also
find heterogeneity in voting patterns between different ethnic groups there is a clear
preference for Labour among ethnic minorities. Due to the significant proportion of nonWhite British population in Greater London there is likely to be a distinct preference
amongst these voters for Labour.

(ii)

Homogenous concentrations of ethnic minorities at local Ward level result in the nearest
neighbour effect whereby if “the majority of a person’s social contacts favour one
political position and/or party, that person is more likely than otherwise to favour it also”
(MacAllister et al, 2001). Where there are a significant number of ethnic minorities in a
Ward, who are correspondingly more likely to vote for Labour (as per (i)), this would
mean that increased levels of ethnic diversity would be likely to increase the Labour vote.
How this comes about can be considered to be a two-pronged effect: the direct effects on
outcomes via the changing mix of voters in in each Ward and the effect of diversity on
voter preferences within each Ward. It is beyond the scope of this discussion to break
down these cross-cutting effects of diversity but in considering the implications of
changes in voting patterns it should be understood that these changes most likely
originate from a number of interrelated sources.

DATA COLLECTION ix
!
In order to assess the effect of immigration on voting patterns at micro-levels it was necessary to
observe local council elections at the Ward level. This is especially pertinent in London where the
ethnicity at a Ward level tends to be more representative of specific homogenous groups. Though, it
should be noted that it remains difficult to assess the concentrations of ethnic groups within a Ward.
The Ward level data also offers a better visualisation of the notable trend from 2001-2011 of ‘white
flight’ whereby the proportion of the White population notably decreased while levels of ethnic
diversity increased. Eric Kaufmann attributes this to “white avoidance” whereby ethnic self-selection
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often determines where people move. Kaufmann also notes the tendency for “White British people…
to avoid more diverse areas”. These changes are captured via the ethnicity indexx.
The Ward-level data has been collected for the 2002 and 2010 local elections in order to allow us to
assess changing demographics (and their influence on voting patterns) over a significant enough
period of time. Each Ward elects three councillors (these can be from different political parties). In
order to gain an aggregated view of support for a political party at this level the sum of votes for each
political party has been used for each Ward. Several modifications have been made to the 2002 data
set to enable accurate comparison to the 2010 data. These have been entirely aesthetic (relabeling of
Borough’s and Ward’s names) rather than modifications to the raw data itself. Changes in Ward
boundaries were deemed immaterial though with extended analysis it would be advisable to make
some adjustments where necessary. Additionally, election data compared the relative change in the
Labour/Conservative vote and excluded other political parties. This was largely to simplify the
election data and focus the analysis on movements between the two main centre-right and centre-left
political parties.
Demographic data has been taken, by Ward, from the 2001 and 2011 Census data. No adjustment has
been made in an attempt to align the dates of the election data and the Census data since we conclude
that the 2001 Census represents changes which would have occurred over the prior ten year period,
thus allowing for influence on the 2002 elections; a similar logic is applied for 2010. It is also
important to recognise that Wards themselves show significant diversity and as such capturing the
effects of homogenous neighbourhoods is particularly difficult.
The additional control variables selected reflect the change in unemploymentxi in each ward and the
change in the percentage of households that have two or more deprivation dimensionsxii between 2001
and 2011. Consistency in the calculations between each period allows for comparability of results.
Where data was not available for certain Wardsxiii across the relevant election and Census dates these
Wards were excluded from the analysis.

METHODOLOGY
!
The data analysis first considers a scatter plot showing the direct trends between the change in the
proportion of votes received by the Labour party against changes in the ethnicity index, by Borough
and by Ward. Following this, three regression models are considered. The first is a basic linear
regression to consider the relationship between the change in the Labour vote and the change in the
diversity index by Ward. The second introduces relevant proxy control variables (discussed above) to
control for economic influences (unemployment rate) and to provide some proxy for income
(deprivation factor changes). These are limited based on the availability of data and capacity of this
paper; the analysis would benefit from both additional and more specific control variables
(particularly to control for income). Finally, in the third model, we also control for the proportion of
Labour votes received in each Ward in 2002. This allows us to take in to consideration the fact that
the Labour vote is likely to increase more in areas where they traditionally hold fewer votes.
!
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RESULTS

First, results are presented as in Figure 3 to offer an initial illustration of the observed relationship
between the change in the percentage vote for Labour and the change in the ethnicity index at the
Borough level. The converse trend will be observed for the Conservative party.

From Figure 1 we see the positive relationship between these two trends. Though this correlation is
not particularly strong, it is interesting to note that there are still a number of cases where the Labour
vote increases despite the context of the broader General election in 2010 when Labour lost
substantial votes. In the case of London, where the overall Labour vote generally remained consistent,
it is feasible that the city’s ethnic diversity played a significant role in this.
The data above excludes the Borough of Islington, where there was a disproportionately high decrease
in the Labour vote, due to its relatively small size and the increase in voter turnout in this Borough.
Two data points which provide notable exceptions to our expectations are the Boroughs of Ealing and
Barnet where despite the ethnicity index showing an increase of over 1 point over the period there is
also a corresponding decrease of over 5% in the Labour vote. Though it is difficult to verify, it is
possible that this is an example of the heterogeneity in voting patterns among ethnic minorities, as
discussed by Heath et al. Both Boroughs have significant Indian populations, the ethnic minority
found most likely to vote Conservative. This effect, combined with an increase in the number of
individuals in professional occupations, would be likely to show this kind of trend. This theory is
further supported by the predominance of the Conservative party in Barnet and the relatively close
levels of support for Labour and Conservative in Ealing.
Next, we consider the relationship between the change in vote for the Labour and Conservative parties
from a Ward level.
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In line with the Borough analysis, Figure 4 shows a positive correlation between increases in the
Labour vote and increases in the ethnicity index between the two periods. In both instances, it is
important to note that these are fairly weak.

REGRESSION ANALYSIS

The following table shows the results of the regression analysis based on the 3 versions of the model:
Table&1.&OLS.&Change&in&%&of&votes&to&Labour&party&from&2002&–&2010&local&elections&at&the&Ward&level&
Variable&
∆&ethnicity&index&2001&–&2011&
∆&3&or&more&deprivation&indicators&2001&–&2011&
∆&level&of&unemployment&2001&P&2011&
%&votes&for&Labour&in&2002&
Constant&
N&
R&
F&
Notes:&*p<1;&**p<0.05;&***p<0.01&
β&and&robust&standard&error&in&parenthesis&&
Measures&are&defined&within&the&paper&

Model&1&
0.0145**&(2.14)&
&
&
&
P0.0374***&(P5.89)&
621&
0.0080&
4.57&

Model&2&
0.0124*&(1.81)&
0.0547&(1.40)&
0.7431*&(1.84)&
&
P0.0383***&(P5.6)&
621&
0.0169&
2.99&

Model&3&
0.0443***&(6.92)&
P0.2096***&(P4.72)&
P0.1147*&(P0.34)&
P0.2556***&(P13.21)&
0.0667***&(7.51)&&
621&
0.2582&
55.22&

Model 1 shows the results of the simple linear regression. The explanatory variable for the ethnicity
index is statistically significant and infers that a one unit increase in the diversity index would, on
average, result in a 0.01% increase in the Labour vote in that Ward. Model 2 shows the results of a
multiple linear regression which now includes controls for the level of unemployment and deprivation
indicators, as proxies for economic effects and socioeconomic factors: potential influences on the
change in the Labour vote. Many additional control factors would be required to enhance the accuracy
of the results. Model 2 again shows a positive coefficient for the ethnicity index, though the statistical
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significance is weakened by the inclusion of additional control variables. We also see a statistically
significant effect from the change in the level of unemployment, noting that over the period the
percentage of people unemployed in each Ward generally increased. The negative coefficient that
results seems somewhat against expectation, in that we might expect voters to ‘punish’ the incumbent
for increased unemployment by not giving them the vote. Model 3 provides the most reasonable
estimates of the effects of changes in the ethnicity index on the percentage of votes received by
Labour. Here we see high levels of statistical significance for three of the variables; as such, the
inclusion of the control for the percentage of votes for Labour in 2002 seems to allow a more accurate
view of the relevant influences on the variation in the Labour vote. This control variable takes account
of the fact that it is less likely that the Labour party will gain additional support in areas where it
already has a significant presence; by taking this into account we can also consider that an increase in
ethnic minorities will have most impact on the Labour vote in areas where Labour are not the
dominant political party. Thus, we also see an increase in the coefficient relating ethnic diversity to
the Labour vote, holding other variables constant.
Although the analysis shows the trends as expected, the findings are relatively weak in magnitude. A
broad overview of the political context relating to the General elections in 2010 is necessary to
properly consider the potential offsetting effects. Just briefly, this would include discussion of the
increasing importance of the Liberal Democrats in mainstream political competition, use of
immigration rhetoric by parties at the national level and localised-level analysis of influential
independent members and smaller parties.
Additionally, there are a number of issues with the regression analysis that should be taken into
account. The most critical of these being the use of limited control variables, which inhibits our
understanding of the variance in the Labour vote (the current analysis shows that we are still only
explaining a relatively small proportion of this). Another issue is the potential for reverse causality in
that the change in levels of the ethnicity index could similarly be influenced by the change in the
Labour vote (ethnic minorities self-selecting more liberal areas). Spill over effects might also be
present where the use of geographical districts inadvertently skews the results. Furthermore, in line
with the contextual analysis described above, there may be significant endogeneity issues.
Bearing this in mind, it is sensible to be cautious in our conclusions.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has considered the impact of changing levels of ethnic diversity in Greater London on the
change in the vote for the Labour party between the 2002 and 2010 local elections. Both the trend
analysis and the regression analysis pointed to a positive relationship between increased levels of
diversity and increases to the Labour vote, thus contradicting a similar study completed for Madrid.
Comparative analysis of these two results may well point to the established immigrant community in
Greater London in comparison to the relatively new phenomenon of high-immigration levels in
Madrid.
There are a range of theoretical arguments that could explain these findings. Most pertinently,
ethnicity appears to act as a political cleavage in itself, supporting the findings of Heath et al. although
it is impossible to verify this directly with aggregate data. Leading on from this, in the high-level
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analysis at the Ward and Borough level we see similar trends, indicating that there are correlations in
support for political parties between Wards themselves and between Wards contained within a
specific Borough. Thus, we see potential neighbourhood effects at play.
Changes in voting patterns caused by changes in ethnic diversity across Wards can be attributed to a
number of cross-cutting effects: both the direct effects to voting outcomes as the ethnic diversity in
each Ward changes and the corresponding indirect effect that diversity has on voter preferences.
Understanding the nuanced differences in these results requires a more focused analysis.
As concentrations of ethnic diversity continue to establish in Greater London, the median voter in
each Ward will become reflective of the more diverse population. In considering ethnicity itself as a
political cleavage, this factor, alongside the more obvious socioeconomic factors, will act to dictate
what the median voter demands from its government or, to put it more explicitly, who it expects its
local government to be.

FURTHER ANALYSIS
There is significant additional analysis required in order to verify the trends and isolate the effects at a
Ward level. Additional considerations will include: capturing the effect of incumbency, considering
the relationship between local elections and national elections and whether this should be accounted
for, considering a polynomial (as oppose to linear) relationship between the two variables and using
additional data sources to add granularity and gain comfort on the viability of the data being used.
It would also be advisable to consider a longer period for analysis, though this in itself would increase
the potential for endogeneity issues.
Furthermore, it may be advisable to consider the Liberal Democrats as a centre-left party and thus
aggregate the Labour and Liberal Democrat votes for analysis. This may provide a clearer view on the
relationship between changing levels of ethnic diversity and the centre-left vote.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Notes:
viii
With the exception of the Borough of Barking and Dagenham, where the two prominent parties are Labour
and the BNP.
ix
Data was collected from a number of sources to create a standardised base data set, aligned by Ward and
Borough names. The potential for manual error in this composition should be noted.
x
The Ethnicity index has been calculated by following the formulae for Simpson’s diversity index to compare
the levels of each ethnic group within a Ward. The lower the resultant value, the lower the level of ethnic
diversity in a Ward.
xi
The unemployment variable was calculated as the change in the percentage of people unemployed in a Ward
between 2001 and 2011. The unemployment rate by Ward is calculated as a percentage of the total population in
the Ward, with this population consisting of the economically active, those who are unable to work and those
who are unemployed.
xii
The deprivation variable was calculated as the change in the percentage of households with 2 or more
deprivation dimensions between 2001 and 2011 where the deprivation dimensions are based on Census data.
xiii
This was only the case for 3 wards.
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