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Foreword
Conducting this report has been both a confronting and intriguing exercise. Most UK agencies 
who publish Westminster voting intention polling do so because the staff that work at those 
organisations are life-long students of elections; psephological anoraks who enjoy taking the 
pulse of the nation and are constantly searching for drivers of social and political change. 
Consequently, misses like the one BMG had at the 2017 General Election can dampen our spirits 
and lead to difficulty in addressing the sources of any error.

It’s fair to say that trust in ‘pollsters’, not only in the UK, has taken a knock since 2015, and although 
the misinterpretation and misrepresentation of public opinion results by non-practitioners and 
media outlets will be partly to blame, as research professionals it is our duty to take a critical look 
at what we do, and if required, fix it in an open and transparent way. For BMG’s 2017 Westminster 
voting intention approach it is clear that a fix was required. Only a frank and unapologetically 
scientific examination of our approach will lead to public confidence being restored. Accordingly, 
this report has been conducted in that very spirit. 

In the interest of BMG Research, the wider polling industry and those who consume public 
opinion, the polling team at BMG have conducted an initial review and today we are making 
that review publicly available. The team has really enjoyed conducting the research and I hope 
readers of this report will take it on board in the spirit in which it is intended. I hope also that 
you can appreciate the work and dedication of the team to compile it, often choosing to spend 
evenings and weekends going through old polling results and collecting data.

Since the last General Election, our approach to Westminster voting intention polling has 
changed, and thanks to this investigation it will continue to change over the next 12 months, as 
more resources are put into implementing what we, and hopefully you have learned.

Dr. Michael Turner
Research Director & Head of Polling, BMG Research

Table 1: 2017 General Election Results and BMG 7th June Poll

Party 2017 Result BMG 7th June Poll +/-

Conservative 43.5% 46.1% 2.6%

Labour 41.0% 33.0% -8.1%

Lib Dem 7.6% 7.9% 0.3%

UKIP 1.9% 4.8% 2.9%

SNP 3.1% 4.0% 0.8%

Plaid 0.5% 0.9% 0.4%

Green 1.7% 2.7% 1.1%

Others 0.7% 0.7% -0.0%
Source: BMG Research
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Our 2017 General Election Methodology
Fieldwork:

Unlike the majority of BPC members, BMG was able to release only one public voting intention poll 
during the 2017 General Election campaign. The poll was a mixed mode design, both online and 
telephone, with fieldwork conducted on the 6th and 7th June 2017. A total of 1199 respondents 
were interviewed (See Table 2 below).

Table 2: Public Poll -  Mode Sample Sizes

Method Respondents (Unweighted 
Base)

CATI 402
Online 797
TOTAL 1199

Source: BMG Research

For the online sample, invitations to participate were sent to members of online panels. For the 
telephone sample, a stratified random sample of respondents were contacted.

Full details of the poll were submitted to the BPC in advance of the fieldwork, including all 
adjustments and the weighting schema.

Post-Fieldwork Adjustments:

Following the fieldwork, our approach to treating the data is best summarised in five steps:

1. Demographic Weighting: 

The data were weighted to reflect the profile of adults living in Great Britain. Results were weighted 
by age/sex (interlocking), Government Office Region (GOR), Indices of Multiple Deprivation (IMD), 
the 2015 General Election Results and the 2016 EU Referendum Results. All targets were based 
on Official Statistics from the ONS that are awarded National Statistics status, as well as official 
election results from the Elections Centre based at Plymouth University.

2. Likelihood to vote adjustment:

After demographic weights (often referred to as base weights) were applied, BMG then applied 
a likelihood to vote adjustment. During the survey, respondents were asked to rate on a scale 
of zero to ten, how likely they were to vote. Those who answered 10 and those who had voted 
already by post were factored by 1. Those who responded 9 through 6 were factored at 0.5, those 
who responded 5 at 0.25 and anyone responding less than 5 were factored at a number that was 
effectively 0 (i.e. NV Weight=1E^(-4)). All responses were then re-based to the original total.

3. Did Not Vote 2015 Adjustment:

Those who did not vote at the 2015 General Election were factored by 0.5.
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4. Squeeze & Past Vote Reallocation:

Those who at the first opportunity answered either “don’t know” or “prefer not to say”, were then 
asked to indicate which way they were leaning. If they responded, their response was reallocated 
back into the tables at a factor of 0.5. If they didn’t offer a response to the ‘squeeze question’ then 
their previous voting behaviour from 2015 was taken (again factored at 0.5).

5. Electoral Registration 
Factorisation: 

Finally, BMG applied factors for 
estimated electoral registration of 
key groups. Factors were ascertained 
using an opinion poll conducted 
by BMG during the short campaign, 
just before the electoral registration 
window closed. The results were 
then segmented by age and tenure 
(two variables that were identified 
by the Electoral Commission report 
“Accuracy & Completeness of Electoral 
Registers 2016” as key discriminators 
of registration completeness (Source: 
https://www.electoralcommission.org.
uk/our-work/our-research/electoral-
registration-research2/accuracy-and-
completeness). 

Why is electoral registration factorisation 
important?

Unlike in the United States,  demographic 
information and official statistics for 
registered and unregistered people, 
are not centrally compiled and freely 
available. Therefore when estimating 
voting intentions, a key distinction 
between the opinions of the public, compared with the opinions and voting intentions of those 
who vote, is that the latter group excludes those who are not eligible (i.e. not registered and 
do not turn-up on polling day). This is explained in some detail later in this report, however, 
the important point to bear in mind at this stage is that the voting population is different from 
the general population and both age and tenure are considered to be key predictors of voter 
registration because of their structural relationship with the registration process - i.e. because 
younger people and renters are more likely to move home and are less likely to be familiar with 
the process of registration (please see the factor grid in Table 3 below).

Raw Data1. Sample

2. Turnout
Adjustments

Demographic 
Weights

Likelihood to vote 
adjustment

Did not vote 2015 
adjustment

Squeeze question 
reallocation

Electoral registration 
factorisation
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Table 3: BMG Electoral Registration Factor Grid

BMG Electoral Registration Factor Grid
18-24 Owner Occupier 0.56
18-24 Renter/Other 0.44
25-34 Owner Occupier 0.71
25-34 Renter/Other 0.60
35-44 Owner Occupier 0.83
35-44 Renter/Other 0.71
45-54 Owner Occupier 0.88
45-54 Renter/Other 0.79
55-64 Owner Occupier 0.98
55-64 Renter/Other 0.92
65-74 Owner Occupier 0.99
65-74 Renter/Other 0.97
75+ Owner Occupier 0.99
75+ Renter/Other 0.97

Source: BMG Research

Sources of Error
To understand the outcome of our only public Westminster voting intention poll in 2017, we 
have started by analysing both the lead error and average error figures at each stage of our 
methodology. 

Put simply, the lead error is a measure of the difference between a forecasted lead of the winning 
party and the actual lead of the winning party. In this case, the Conservative share of the vote, 
minus the Labour share. 

The average error is calculated by summing the modulus of the errors for each party - i.e. total 
error - and dividing by the number of parties that were forecasted (in this case 8).

Figure 1 (below) shows the step-by-step process that BMG took in calculating its final voting 
intention result, displaying both the lead error and the average error at every step.

Retrospectively examining the results suggests that the “optimum” point in the process at 
which we could have stopped – i.e. where the adjustments produced the most accurate result 
– would have been after the demographic weights (base weights) were applied and before any 
adjustments for turnout and adjustments thereafter were made. 

After this point, the error measures get progressively larger. Notably, the lead error almost doubles 
after the Did Not Vote 2015 Adjustment is applied. Similarly, the lead error increases substantially 
again, by close to five percentage points, following the application of the electoral registration 
factors.



5                

BMG Research 2017 General Election Polling Report and Methodology Update

Figure 1: BMG Electoral Registration Factor Grid
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Source: BMG Research

Figure 1 (above) suggests that there is likely to be more than one source of the error in our 
estimate, and having now investigated the poll, comparing it with others conducted by BMG at 
a similar time and using a similar method, we believe that we have narrowed the main sources 
of error down to two. These are; the sample that was used for the final poll and the turnout 
adjustments.

Sources of Error: Sample
The large Conservative lead in the raw data suggests that the sample obtained, for this particular 
poll, was unrepresentative, even after having weighted the data to the demographic weighting 
stage. 

Put simply, it appears there were too many Conservative voters in the sample, which meant the 
poll suffered from an in-built structural bias; a problem that could not be corrected for in any 
subsequent adjustments.

In order to explain why we feel that the poll had a structural bias built into the sample obtained 
we have examined the results compared to a number of private polls conducted by BMG during 
a similar period, using a similar method.

By comparing this raw data with that from our public poll, we find that the public poll has an 
inbuilt Conservative bias of around 4.5 percentage points.

Figure 2 (below) shows the results of a similarly-designed mixed-mode telephone and online 
poll that took place at a similar time (conducted between June 5th & June 7th). The results show 
a big difference in the lead error figures between the public and private polling in raw data.
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Figure 2: Public Poll & Private Poll: Lead & Average Error – Raw Data Stage

8.2%

3.7%

1.5%
1.0%

Public Pol l Private Poll

Lead Error Average Error
Source: BMG Research

Even after weighting the results to the key demographic targets (base weights), there remains a 
large discrepancy between the two polls. 

Figure 3 (below) shows the results of the same two polls, but this time both polls are adjusted to 
the demographic weighting targets. As is the case with the raw results, a large difference in the 
estimated lead of the Conservatives over Labour is identified, even after ‘correction’ of the sample 
via weighting, the public poll reports a substantially different headline figure to the private poll. 

The public poll shows a 1.3% Conservative lead at this stage of the process, and the private 
polling suggesting a 3.6% Labour lead, a 4.9 percentage point difference between the estimates.

Figure 3: Public Poll & Private Poll: Lead & Average Error – Demographic Weights Stage

-1.2%

-6.1%

1.3% 1.5%

Public Pol l Private Poll

Lead Error Average Error

Source: BMG Research
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The error figures for the private poll are consistent with others conducted during this period. 

This helps to explain why internal polling was showing a closer race between the two parties, 
with a Conservative lead getting smaller as the campaign period was drawing to a close.

Despite the differences in the top-line reported voting intention figures for our raw and base-
weighted data, we do not find significant discrepancies between the public poll and the private 
polling across demographic variables that were not used as part of the weighting process; such 
as SEG, Education and Ethnicity. This means that we can rule out the influence of any sample bias 
related to demographics not included in our weighting variables.

Why was there sampling error?

The most likely cause relates to the differences in the fieldwork periods. Our public poll was 
authorised unusually late, on the morning of the 6th of June. As a consequence, this meant that 
there was a compressed fieldwork period of fewer than 24 hours, with many interviews (much 
more than usual) conducted in the daytime on the 7th June. By contrast, polls fielded at a similar 
time tended to be conducted over a 72-hour period, usually commencing on a Friday evening 
and closing early on the following Monday. Thus, we feel that the short fieldwork period has 
impacted on the poll’s final sample composition. The relatively short fieldwork window coupled 
with a large proportion of the sample completed during the daytime likely increased the number 
of Conservative voters in the sample. 

Sources of Error: Turnout Adjustments
Given that the lead error and average error progressively increases at the various stages of the 
turnout adjustment process (see Figure 1 Above), our findings suggest that the adjustments were 
- put simply - too aggressive. 

The combined result of these adjustments was to excessively ‘punish’ certain types of respondent 
on the basis of their demographic profile and previous voting behaviour. 

Although the adjustments were made in the spirit of what was learned from the 2015 polling 
industry miss, it is clear that they went too far, and a number of the adjustment stages were 
unnecessary.

The authors of this report feel that the most difficult problem faced by pollsters is estimating 
turnout. If the voting franchise was extended to all adults who are resident in the UK and voting 
were made compulsory, the task faced by polling agencies would be significantly easier for one 
simple reason, public access to robust official statistics.

Unlike in the United States, demographic information and official statistics are not collected for 
registered and unregistered UK residents. 

This means that much of the polling data consumed by the public in the media and online is not 
directly comparable with voting intention results that are often published by BPC members. The 
latter group excludes those who are either not eligible to vote, are not registered, or simply do 
not tend to vote.
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When a polling organisation weights their collected sample so it is broadly representative of the 
general population, the process is fairly straightforward. The weights will match the profile of the 
general public on a number of key characteristics such as gender, age, region and deprivation, so 
the results will, broadly speaking, be representative of that population.

However, roughly one-third of any truly representative sample of voters will not vote at a General 
Election, though those polls that rely on self-reported turnout alone rarely report an implied 
turnout of anything below 80%. This presents a challenge for pollsters, that is illustrated by 
Figure 4 (below). 

Figure 4: Turnout Eggs – The Challenge for Pollsters

 
*Please note that the shapes are not to scale
Source: BMG Research 

‘Actual voters’ are only a subset of the population with relatively unknown characteristics. The 
general population can, therefore, be best understood as a series of layers. 

At its widest, there is the general population, which in this case encompasses everyone living in 
Great Britain aged 18 and over. Within the general population are those who are eligible to vote, 
which excludes certain groups such as EU and other international citizens resident in the UK. 

The next subset are those who have registered to vote, often roughly 85% of the eligible population 
(https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/our-work/our-research/electoral-registration-research
2/accuracy-and-completeness). Finally, we have the key group of interest; those who are registered 
to vote and do cast a ballot at the said election. 

‘Actual Voters’

Registered Voters
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‘Actual Voters’ ‘Actual Voters’
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The diagram above illustrates the problem neatly. Whilst polling organisations will be able to 
accurately understand the characteristics of a general population and estimate, to a reasonable 
extent, the characteristics of the eligible population, the profile of registered voters and actual 
voters are much harder to understand given that no official information is collected on the 
demographics of these groups. Until the election is over, we cannot easily see what the ‘shape’ of 
the voting population looks like (the ‘yolk’ of the election ‘egg’ if you like).

What’s more, these groups can change substantially between and in the run-up to elections. You 
can think of the two-different egg-shaped populations as either different elections, with differing 
political dynamics, or indeed the same election at different points in the electoral cycle. If the 
egg on the left is an illustration of the 2017 General Election, the egg on the right may be an 
illustration of the 2015 General Election, or even represent the relative populations 6-weeks 
prior to the 2017 General Election, but under a very different political climate.

Although the shape of the general population (i.e. the shell of the egg) is known for both elections, 
the layers within it are not. 

‘Actual voters’ are particularly hard to estimate given that there can be substantial fluctuation in 
the intention of people to vote from election to election, perhaps driven by the political context.

The standard approach of adjusting a sample to be reflective of ‘actual voters’ is to simply ask 
respondents how likely they are to turnout. The zero to ten likelihood to vote (LTV) scale is widely 
used by UK pollsters. 

The problem with using this method alone is that for a number of reasons, respondents often 
overstate their own probability of voting.

The Polling Inquiry after the 2015 General Election led the BPC to conclude that “too much 
reliance is currently placed on self-reported questions which require respondents to rate how 
likely they are to vote, with no strong rationale for allocating a turnout probability to the answer 
choices.”

This was a key motivation for the development of additional turnout adjustments by UK pollsters, 
on top of the traditional likelihood to vote measure. Indeed in 2015, BMG found that too many 
people in its final sample said that they intended to vote Labour, but didn’t end up voting at all.

However, as Figure 5 (below) shows, these adjustments appear to have amplified the 2017 error, 
rather than reduce it. Those agencies that stuck - broadly speaking - with their 2015 approach 
tended to obtain Conservative leads that were closer to the final result, even though they 
overestimated turnout substantially. Though this was not the objective of their polling, some 
agencies even implied a turnout of around 90%. Agencies that tended to be closest to the result 
tended to overestimate turnout to a larger degree (see figure 12 below).

Figure 5 (below) shows Conservative leads in the final polls conducted by BPC members. It 
shows that those agencies that made additional fixed turnout adjustments in respect of the BPC 
recommendations (dark blue) tended to be further from the result than those who did not.
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Figure 5: Conservative lead in final polls for BPC
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Source: British Polling Council (BPC)

This is further illustrated by Figures 6, 7, 8 and 9 (below) which show the lead error and average 
error figures for three anonymised polling agencies and BMG, all of whom made additional 
adjustments for turnout. Each chart shows the detrimental effect that the turnout adjustments 
likely had on the calculation of final results for all four agencies.

Please note that due to limitations of data availability, the ‘Before Adjustment’ lead error and 
average error figures for Agency X are calculated using their respective vote intention figures with 
likelihood to vote factors applied, but before any additional turnout adjustments are calculated. 
The ‘Before Adjustment’ lead error and average error figures reported for Agency Y, Agency Z, and 
BMG, are calculated using vote intention figures with only base weights applied, prior to any 
adjustments for turnout, including likelihood to vote adjustments.

Figure 6: Agency X Pre/Post Turnout Adj.
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Source: BMG Research

Figure 7: Agency Y Pre/Post Turnout Adj.
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 Source: BMG Research
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The authors of this report feel that the findings presented above pose a problem for the polling 
agencies. Having revisited the results, at first glance, it appears that had BMG applied our 2017 
methodology to our 2015 polling, our figures would represent something very close to the final 
result that year, perhaps the closest had other agencies not changed their methodology also.

If BMG had applied our 2015 approach to the poll in 2017, as the charts above indicate, the result 
would have been one of the closest to the final outcome.

It might be tempting to say that BMG, as well as a number of other polling agencies, may have 
been using the ‘right’ methodology, but at the wrong election. We disagree.

The problem, in our view, with fixed turnout adjustments is just that; they are fixed. They are 
based on assumptions which, by their very nature, are derived from previous elections, usually the 
election immediately prior, and this creates a systemic risk. 

If the turnout ‘dynamics’ of an election change, then the adjustments will be based on assumptions 
that are no longer valid. In summary, our previous approach was not flexible enough to adapt to 
changing political circumstances.

In light of our findings, we do not feel it would be appropriate to simply return to a 2015-style 
methodology, relying principally on the likelihood to vote question to adjust for turnout, but we 
recognise that our approach must change. If the ‘dynamics’ of the next election were to change 
once more, to reflect something closer to 2015, then we would report another miss. Similarly, 
creating a new adjustment designed only to correct for the error in 2017 would be equally 
unsatisfactory.

We feel the challenge is to find a solution that is flexible enough to accurately account for the 
changed electoral circumstances between the 2015 and 2017 General Election. 

An approach that would return an accurate result for both would give us greater confidence in 
the performance of future polls.

Figure 8: Agency Z Pre/Post Turnout Adj.
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Source: BMG Research

Figure 9: BMG Pre/Post Turnout Adj.

-1.2%

1.3%

10.6%

2.1%

Lead Error Average Error

Before Adjustment Post Adjustment

Source: BMG Research
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Fixing Turnout: A Possible Solution? 
BMG has conducted extensive testing of different methods, in an attempt to find a methodology 
that can suitably handle the political context of both the 2015 and 2017 General Election 
outcomes.

It appears that the optimum solution, and one which makes intuitive sense when considering 
voter turnout, is to apply our existing Electoral Registration adjustment alone. 

Figure 10 (below) shows lead error figures for our public poll and our internal poll using our 
standard 2017 methodology (in navy), as well as the lead error figures calculated using the 
electoral registration factors in isolation (in blue).

The results show that, when compared to our standard methodology, using the electoral 
registration adjustment alone significantly reduces the level of error across all polls. Indeed, for 
all polls conducted in 2017, the level of error is reduced markedly. Encouragingly, in respect of 
our final ‘corrected sample’ poll, the error has been reduced to almost zero. 

Figure 10: Isolated Electoral Registration Adjustment (2017) - Lead Error Figures
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-0.3%
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Public Pol l Original Private Poll - ER
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Source: BMG Research

However, another important test of the methodology is to ascertain whether the electoral 
registration factoring method is also able to achieve the desired result for our 2015 polling. 
Figure 11 (below) shows that this method also reduces the 2015 error substantially. Our 2015 
methodology – which adjusted for turnout by applying factors that were derived from the 
self-reported likelihood to vote of respondents – produced a lead error at the time of 5.7%. By 
adopting the electoral registration factoring method, the error is reduced to only 3.1%.
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Figure 11: Isolated Electoral Registration Adjustment: 2015
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These findings would suggest the electoral registration factoring approach may help to improve 
estimates for two different types of election, and may be flexible enough to adjust to changing 
electoral dynamics at different elections.

Since the electoral registration factors will be unique to each election, having been ascertained 
from a large polling study conducted prior the closing of the registration window, if registration 
drives/campaigns are indeed effective, and do encourage substantial changes in registration 
ahead of an election, this approach will be well-placed to capture it, with the rises or falls 
reflected in the final factors.

Indeed, it is worth noting that the 2015 error figures, shown in Figure 11 (above) are calculated 
from the derived factors of BMG’s 2017 electoral registration poll.  Given that these factors were 
ascertained from a large opinion poll conducted just prior to the registration period closing, they 
can only properly be applied to the 2017 context. So, in this instance, they are only applied as an 
illustrative proxy for what might have happened in 2015 had we taken a similar approach. 

Had BMG conducted an electoral registration poll in 2015, we would expect the application of 
those factors to have led to an outcome that is closer to the final result. 

We base this assertion on aggregate level data presented in the Electoral Commission registration 
completeness reports (https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/our-work/our-research-electoral
-registration-research2/accuracy-and-completeness). The results of the 2014 and 2015 
completeness surveys show a decrease in the proportion of younger people on the electoral 
register. These surveys straddle both the introduction of individual electoral registration (IER) 
and the 2015 General Election. Given that for both elections younger people overwhelmingly 
supported Labour, it is inevitable that this would have led to a disproportionate number of 
Labour voters responding to our polls who are not registered. However, unfortunately, we do not 
have the survey data in order to verify this assumption, so this hypothesis will remain speculative 
until the next General Election.
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Social Desirability

When compared to a question asking respondents how likely they are to vote, the authors of this 
report take the view that the electoral registration question may be a more reliable measure for 
understanding the propensity of people to vote. 

Voting is seen as a socially desirable action, and as a result, most polling agencies tend to 
overestimate turnout substantially. Indeed, as is shown in Figure 12 (below), BPC members that 
used a likelihood to vote adjustment in isolation reported an implied turnout of up to 90% for 
2017. Had BMG stopped at the likelihood to vote stage, our implied turnout would have been 79%, 
which compares to implied turnout of 71% once additional turnout adjustments were applied.

When surveying residents, agencies often have to remind respondents, within the question text, 
that many people do not vote. This is in order to dampen the social desirability effect of being 
asked if you will be voting at an up-coming General Election.

Figure 12: Implied Turnout by Agency: 2017
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Source: BMG Research

One advantage of the electoral registration question approach is that when the question is 
nestled among a number of neutral demographic questions, and when it is structured in a 
balanced way, taking into consideration the notion that respondents may not know for certain if 
they are registered, it is the author’s view that this approach may be a less ‘loaded’ question, and 
respondents may answer more honestly.

Another advantage is that the electoral registration question is a factual and retrospective 
question, rather than a speculative and probabilistic one. This means that it is both easier to 
answer, given that respondents need only draw on their recollection, and it relies less on the 
ability of the respondent to forecast their own future behaviour, which has many moving parts to 
the assess. It may well be the case that everyone interviewed intended in that moment to vote, 
but given that it is a forecast there will always be an opportunity for future events to eliminate 
the possibility of someone voting. By contrast, future events cannot eliminate the possibility of 
someone being already registered to vote.

We are still in the process of refining our electoral registration estimation approach, and will 
publish the full and final question wording and campaign monitoring methodology at a later 
date.
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A note on UKIP and the Green Party

In addition to overstating the margin of the Conservative lead, our final June poll also overestimated 
the UKIP vote, and to a lesser extent the vote share for the Greens (see Table 4 below). 

Table 4: UKIP and Green Shares (GB)

2017 Result BMG 7th June Poll +/-
Green 1.6% 2.7% 1.1%
UKIP 1.8% 4.8% 2.9%

Source: BMG Research

The reason why we believe the UKIP and Green shares were overestimated is fairly simple - both 
parties took the strategic decisions not stand in a number of parliamentary seats across the 
country.  As Table 5 below illustrates, UKIP only stood in 377 seats out of a possible 650, down 247 
on 2015.  The Greens also had fewer candidates standing, down 89 on the 2015 General Election. 
As a result, a significant portion of our respondents in our polling were being presented with 
the option of voting UKIP and Green, despite the fact that these parties were often not fielding a 
candidate in their constituency. Indeed, it is likely that many voters turned up on polling day with 
the intention of voting UKIP or Green, only to find that their favoured party was not standing.

Table 5: UKIP and Green Seats

Implied number of candidates 
by BMG 2017 Poll

Actual number of 
candidates for GE 2017

+/-

Green 535 467 -89
UKIP 624 377 -247

Source: BMG Research

Given that the number of candidates that smaller parties choose to field can vary significantly 
from election to election, outside of the election campaign period the only option available to 
us is to continue to allow all respondents to select either Green or UKIP when declaring their 
voting intention. Unfortunately, this may inflate the estimate outside of an election period, so 
these figures should be treated with a degree of caution.

However, at the time of the next election, as soon as the deadline for submitting nominations has 
closed, BMG will compile a list of the parties standing in each of Great Britain’s 632 constituencies. 
We will build constituency-level information into our survey software, pairing every respondent 
to their parliamentary constituency, thus enabling us to present the actual ballot paper to 
respondents. This has the advantage of being able to display the candidate list as it would be 
shown to voters, should they turn up to vote at their local polling station.
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Trend Analysis: BMG Polling in Context
 
Before we conclude, it may be important to understand how BMG’s polling results have compared 
to the wider industry over the last 3 years. A quick glance at the reported Conservative leads 
for polls published since the 2015 General Election (see figure 13, below) shows that, BMG 
polls (in red) have tended to lie within the typical range of most polls, with very few outliers. 

Although there were relatively few polling data points publicly released by BMG before the 2017 
General Election, the chart below shows how BMG’s polling results compare to others released at 
the time. The loess fit line shows that BMG results tended to track relatively close to the average 
of all other polling companies for most of this period, apart from our eve-of-election poll in June 
2017.
 
Interestingly having examined 103 Westminster Voting Intention polls since the General Election, 
the results suggest that BMG has gone back to tracking at no significant difference from the 
polling average.

 

Figure 13: Conservative lead in public polls June 2015 to May 2018 (Red - BMG / Blue - Else)

Source: BMG Research, www.markpack.org.uk, www.ukpollingreport.co.uk
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These results lend further weight to the notion that sampling error was a key component of 
BMG’s polling miss at the last General Election. As readers can see for themselves, nearly all 
Conservative leads published by BMG fell within a range that was broadly consistent with the 
rest of the industry for the last three years, apart from our June 2017 result. Having published 17 
polls over this period, at least one outlier result is not entirely unforeseeable.
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Conclusions: Lesson Learned
After analysing data collected over the last two elections, the lessons from our 2017 General 
Election post-mortem are as follows:

Avoid a compressed fieldwork period: The shortened fieldwork period of fewer than 24 hours, 
with a higher than normal number of interviews conducted in the daytime, appears to have had a 
severely detrimental effect on the final sample composition. To address this, moving forward BMG 
will ensure that polling fieldwork covers at least a 48-hour period (ideally longer) increasing the 
number of reminders and allowing sampled respondents enough time to respond before quotas 
are filled. We will also make additional checks to the raw data, examining for inconsistencies 
across multiple polling projects.

Account for where parties are, and are not standing: To account for differences in the number 
of candidates standing for smaller parties at each election, we will make a constituency-level 
adaption to our methodology using postcode information. This means that during the short 
campaign only those candidates, and parties confirmed as standing in a respondent’s constituency, 
will be shown to each individual respondent. This will help to reduce the effect of inflated 
polling shares for parties that do not stand in all seats at election time, but given that we cannot 
confirm all candidates until a date near polling day, there is little utility in taking this approach 
between elections.

Larger samples and updated detail about uncertainty: The sample size of our final 2017 General 
Election poll was just 1,199 respondents, which would mean that on 95% of occasions we would 
expect the true result to lie within 2.8% of our published estimates, if it were a simple random 
sample (SRS) design. But in reality, much of the polling that is conducted by UK agencies cannot 
be classed as a random design and there were many post-weighting adjustments in our final poll 
(as detailed earlier in this report). In light of this, typical confidence estimates do not apply. As 
the as the British Polling Council (BPC) has outlined at its 2018 AGM, since 2001, agencies that 
have conducted voting intention polling have correctly estimated the main party shares (and 
‘Others’) within 4 percentage points of the actual outcome, on around 90% of occasions. They 
have estimated party shares within 2 percentage points on around 66% of occasions. Moving 
forward BMG will ensure that consumers of our polling understand that 4 percentage points is 
the published expected degree of uncertainty.

BMG will also look to substantially increase the sample size of our final General Election polling 
in order to minimise the chance of the final sample composition leading to severe weighting and 
post-weighting adjustments.

Find a flexible, cross-election approach: If the outcome from 2017 General Election has taught 
us anything, it is to avoid making changes to a methodology that seeks simply to address the 
error at a previous General Election. Political circumstances change between elections, meaning 
that fixed adjustments may not be flexible enough to account for a shifting context. We believe 
this is the most important lesson from our post-election analysis, and one which has significant 
ramifications for the way BMG reports on its voting intention polling results moving forward.
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Since the electoral registration-based method that we have explored in this report improves 
estimates for both our 2017 and 2015 polling results, we feel that the approach moves us 
significantly in the right direction. As a result, we are likely to adopt it, or a something broadly 
similar, as part of our final design at the next election. However, the polling team at BMG will 
continue to review our voting intention methodology on an on-going basis until the next General 
Election is announced.

BMG Westminster Voting Intention polls moving forward: Since the 2017 General Election, BMG 
has changed its approach to one that simply reports voting intention figures unadjusted for 
turnout. This is similar to a number of other agencies, and it is therefore unsurprising that our 
polling has tended to produce broadly similar voting intention results. Based on internal research 
and development, BMG will be updating the way it produces and presents voting intention 
analysis incrementally over the next 12-18 months and will publish methodology update notes 
accordingly.
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Addendum: An acknowledgement of recent and 
relevant research
Recent research conducted by Jonathan Mellon, Geoffrey Evans, Edward Fieldhouse, Jane Green 
and Christopher Prosser suggests that standard measurements of turnout, which are based 
upon the number of entries on the electoral register in each constituency, may be becoming 
increasingly inaccurate. 

Their findings suggest that increasing levels of immigration in recent years, as well as accidental 
double-counting and fraud on electoral registers, has caused the voting-age population (VAP) 
to grow much larger than the population of those who are actually eligible to vote (Voting 
Eligible Population - VEP). Consequently, using revised estimates of the electoral roll, the authors 
estimate that turnout in 2017 was actually in the range of 76-80%, which compares to the official 
estimate of 69%. 

Though this new analysis was not covered in our report, we feel that their conclusions support 
the general thrust of our findings and have significant implications for the voting intention 
methodology of UK polling agencies. 

After examining the conclusions of Mellon et al, the authors of this report feel that any changes to 
our methodology must include an attempt to address the gap between the voting age population 
(VAP) and voting-eligible population (VEP). The fact that turnout among the registered population 
is higher than once thought, means that the value of estimating the registered population in 
order to determine the demographic and socio-economic ‘shape’ of turnout at a General Election 
has also increased. The authors of this report are of the view that a deeper understanding the 
difference between VEP and VAP is an important challenge for agencies who conduct Westminster 
voting intention polls.

Source: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3098436
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FAQs
Would additional demographic weights make your results more accurate?

This was certainly something we considered from the outset. However, Figure 1 highlights that 
our current demographic weighting schema did not contribute to our polling miss.  Rather it was 
the fixed turnout adjustments that were the problem. In any case, testing additional weighting 
targets such as education made little difference to our results.

Would changing the likelihood to vote factors improve your results?

Again, this was something we considered. Polling agencies apply different factors to the likelihood 
to vote results. Some take a linear approach i.e. those that state they are ten out of ten likely 
to vote are factored by one, those who said they are nine out of ten likely are factored by 0.9, 
respondents who select eight out of ten are factored by 0.8, and so on. Others simply take only 
those that state they are ten out of ten likely, with anything from zero to nine factored by 0. We 
tested both iterations, but both made little difference to the error figures (indeed, the ten-only 
approach meant that we were relying on too small a sample). In any respect, as explained above, 
it is our view that adjusting for turnout using the likelihood to vote measure, at least if using this 
measure in isolation, risks inflating implied turnout among certain groups, thereby leading to the 
polling error, as many polling agencies discovered in 2015.

How many times do you call back a respondent if they are unavailable?
 
For our standard phone surveys and polls, we make three and five call back attempts. However, 
given our shorter than usual fieldwork period, we averaged 2.5 re-contact attempts. 

Rather than asking people whether they think they’re registered, can you use figures from the electoral 
register instead?

Unlike in the United States, demographic information and official statistics for registered and 
unregistered people, are not centrally compiled and freely available. 
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