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Abstract

The Qualitative Election Study of Britain (qesb) is the first (and only) qualitative lon-
gitudinal dataset to investigate political attitudes and voting behaviour over multiple 
elections and referendums in the United Kingdom. During the 2015 uk general elec-
tion over 90 voters participated in 23 focus groups across England, Scotland, and Wales 
before and after polling day. These participants represented a range of political party 
supporters and independent voters, age groups, and economic backgrounds. They 
discussed a range of political issues including their vote choice in the election, their 
impressions of the major party leaders, why they would consider voting (or never vot-
ing) for a political party, and their expectations for the country moving forward. Spe-
cial focus groups were also held around the three leaders’ debates. The 2015 qesb also 
brought back participants who had participated in the 2010 qesb focus groups and 
the 2014 Scottish referendum focus groups. The 2015 qesb has created a unique panel 
of participants whose political opinions can be tracked across multiple elections. The 
project also includes questions that were asked in prior election focus groups and has 
replicated, with some modifications, the research design of the previous wave of the 
study.
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1.	 Introduction

In 2015, Britons voted after experiencing their first full term coalition govern-
ment since 1945. This article provides background and technical information 
in support of the 2015 Qualitative Election Study of Britain (qesb), which col-
lected qualitative data on Britons’ political opinions and voting behaviour dur-
ing the 2015 general election.

Survey data and inferential statistics have been used by British Election 
Study (bes) teams since 1964 to explain party choice, turnout, and election 
outcomes, and to analyse trends in voting behaviour (see Denver, 2005 for a 
brief summary of the bes). These surveys predetermine the wording of re-
sponse options and only rarely are people asked to give an answer in their 
own words. Quantitative research seeks to identify, isolate, and measure causal 
processes in political behaviour, making it ideal for investigating people's un-
derstanding or perceptions of meaning, relationships, states of mind, and so-
cial processes. Qualitative investigations give participants the opportunity to 
express and justify their decisions in their own words, often revealing a rich 
and complex tapestry of motives, influences, and determinants that cannot be 
captured through set responses. However, there are only a handful of academic 
qualitative publications on British electoral behaviour (Bartle, 2003; Campbell 
& Winters, 2008; White et al., 1999; Winters & Campbell, 2007). A main aim of 
the qesb is to generate qualitative longitudinal data for social science analysis. 
It is the first (and only) qualitative dataset to investigate political attitudes and 

Figure 1	 The qesb logo.
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voting behaviour over multiple general elections (Carvalho & Winters, 2013, 
2015; Winters, 2010; Winters & Carvalho, 2013, 2014). This research fills a lacuna 
in extant electoral research by providing information from potential voters in 
their own words and using their own narratives rather than selecting a pre-
determined response option.

2.	 Research Aim

The 2015 qesb represents the third wave of focus groups conducted across 
Britain before and after uk elections. Previous rounds of the qesb were held 
during the 2010 uk general election and after the 2014 Scottish independence 
referendum. These follow on from a 2005 study conducted by Rosie Campbell 
and Kristi Winters during the 2005 uk general election campaign. Since its in-
ception, the qesb has sought to ensure that each wave of the study replicates 
the data collection procedures of previous waves while updating the process to 
reflect concerns specific to the election campaign and include methodological 
innovations that improve data quality. The term ‘replication’ is contested and 
remains the subject of confusion and controversy in the social sciences. There 
is particular concern about the standards that replicated or replicable research 
need to adhere to and the extent to which context, reflexivity, and investiga-
tor bias are taken into account when evaluating replicable qualitative research 
(inter alia, Herrnson, 1995; Lucas et al., 2013). The qesb has been designed to 
meet the standards set out by Lincoln and Guba in a series of works (inter alia, 
Guba, 1981; Guba & Lincoln, 1994) and which have been discussed elsewhere in 
relation to the qesb (see Winters et al., 2016).

3.	 Replicating Qualitative Research

The core interview schedule for the qesb 2015 was developed in consultation 
with the project’s Advisory Board and with input from the qesb project part-
ner, the uk Electoral Commission. The 2015 interview schedule replicated 2005 
focus groups and qesb 2010 study questions to preserve the series (Winters, 
2010; Winters & Campbell, 2008). Some questions were replicated to connect 
the 2015 data to the 2010 qesb and the 2014 Scottish referendum datasets and 
to maintain the longitudinal series. The repeat inclusion of these questions 
allows a researcher the opportunity to conduct analyses on multiple levels: 
on how panel participants, participants with specific demographic or partisan 
characteristics, or in particular nations responded to the same questions over 
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multiple waves. To maintain the responsiveness of data collection to events 
unfolding during the campaign, question space was included on the focus 
group schedule (equivalent to one long or two short questions), the wording 
for which was determined nearer the election. Below are the pre- and post-
election focus group question themes. Those with a hash (#) indicate questions 
asked in the 2005 study, questions marked with an asterisk (*) were replicated 
from the 2010 qesb, and those with a plus (+) were added from the 2014 Scot-
tish referendum series. This list of themes does not include follow-up questions 
that were asked by focus group moderators to delve deeper into participants’  
responses.

3.1.	 Pre-Election Topics

(1)	 Icebreaker question: Theme song for the leaders
(2)	 Media and social media consumption+
(3)	 Impressions of the campaign*+
(4)	 Evaluating the party leaders#+* (seven leaders)
(5)	 Which leader would you want and not want to be stuck in a lift with?
(6)	 Which parties could you see yourself voting for?
(7)	 What things do you consider when voting?#*
(8)	 Opinions of leaders’ debates*
(9)	 Voter registration experiences
(10)	 Predict the outcome of the election

3.2.	 Additional Topics Only Asked in Pre-Election Leaders’ Debates Focus 
Groups

(11)	 Expectations of the debate (in the session before the debate)*
(12)	 Evaluations of leader performance (in the session after the debate)*
(13)	 Evaluations of the debate format and the moderator performance (in the 

session after the debate)*

3.3.	 Post-Election Topics

(1)	 Story of your vote choice and experience of Election Day.+*
(2)	 Reactions to the election outcome.+*
(3)	 Do the Conservatives have a mandate for their manifesto agenda?
(4)	 Are there any policies or politics that you will be paying attention in the 

weeks and months ahead?
(5)	 Would you say the election itself was fair and well run?
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(6)	 Will the 2015 election outcome influence your vote in the 2016 devolved 
legislature elections?

In addition to the questions and themes, the research design and data collec-
tion processes for the 2015 qesb were also replicated from the previous waves 
of the study. These are discussed in the next section.

4.	 Methods

The 2015 qesb conducted 14 pre-election and 9 post-election focus groups to 
investigate what Britons thought about the campaign and the election result. 
Focus groups were conducted in April and May 2015. One-hundred percent 
of the people who participated in the post-election focus groups were par-
ticipants from the pre-election focus groups (i.e., no top-up recruitment was 
required). Participants were recruited by re-inviting focus group participants 
from the 2005 study, the 2010 qesb, and the 2014 Scottish referendum focus 
groups. By doing this, the 2015 qesb has created a unique panel of partici-
pants whose political opinions can be tracked across multiple elections (see 
Figure 2). Social media (primarily Twitter), local media in Dundee (radio and 
newspaper), and e-mail recruitment using university email lists were used to 
collect a pool of participants for sampling.

Figure 2	 Participants across qesb waves.
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Figure 3	 2015 qesb participants by sex.

The 2015 wave also used the same sampling frame as in the 2010 study. 
Multiple sampling layers at macro, meso, and micro levels were included to 
reflect the needs of the research. These layers determined where and when 
focus groups were held and which individuals were chosen to participate in 
the groups. Time (pre- and post-election) was a macro-level layer. Meso-level 
layers took into account the nations (England, Scotland, and Wales), geog-
raphy (North vs. South), constituency-level dynamics (safe seats, and 2-way 
and 3-way marginal seats), and constituency-level support (Labour, Scottish 
National Party, Conservatives, Plaid Cymru, and Liberal Democrats). The me-
so-layer determined the locations for the focus groups. Given the resource lim-
itations, these locations were determined as Dundee and Glasgow in Scotland, 
Cardiff in Wales, and Birmingham, Colchester, and Clacton in England. The 
micro-level layer contained individual characteristics including demograph-
ics, economic background, and partisanship. Potential participants were asked 
to complete a pre-event questionnaire that included questions on participants’ 
demographic information, party support, and current vote preference. Partici-
pants were selected to achieve an overall pool that broadly reflected the British 
population (see Figures 3–6).

We sought ethical approval from the appropriate department of our host 
university (University of Dundee, uk). Our application included plans for par-
ticipant anonymity, confidentiality, data management, and data protection. 
These ethical compliance plans as well as participant information brochures 
and copies of the consent forms have been deposited alongside the data. 
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 Figure 4    2015  qesb  participants by partisanship. ‘ na ’ = not applicable, refers to those who do 
not consider themselves partisan.    

 Figure 5    2015  qesb  participants by age cohort.    
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The consent forms signed by participants have been deposited with the  ukda  
to ensure preservation of the data. Researchers will not have access to these 
signed forms. 

 Participants were offered a small incentive (£30-£40) to increase partic-
ipation rates. Each focus group lasted for 90 minutes and took place in the 
 evening and on weekends to allow full-time workers the option to participate. 
 Participants received written information on informed consent and the pro-
cedures used in the project to ensure their anonymity (see  Figure  7 ). These 
details and forms were reviewed verbally at the start of each focus group. Part 
of the application for ethical approval from our university included plans for 
participant anonymity, confidentiality, data management, and data protec-
tion. These ethical compliance plans as well as participant information bro-
chures and a copy of the consent form has been deposited alongside the data, 
as shown in  Figure 7 . 

  Special focus groups were also held around the three leaders’ debates. The 
focus groups were held in Dundee, Cardiff, and Colchester. A pre-debate ses-
sion of the focus group was held for 60 minutes after which participants viewed 
the debate live. Participants were recorded while viewing the debate to capture 
verbal and non-verbal reactions in real time. In the 2015 study,  participants 

 Figure 6    2015  qesb  participants by country.    
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were also given sheets for each leader with instructions to note down their 
responses to what the leaders were saying and doing and score leaders’ perfor-
mance (see Figure 8). After the debate, and a comfort break, participants were 
led into an evaluation of the debate and their impressions of how the leaders 
did.

5.	 Data

–	 qesb 2015 – doi:10.5255/ukda-sn-8117-1
–	 Temporal coverage: 2015

Figure 7	 Page 1 of the 2015 qesb Consent Form.
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Figure 8	 A participant’s comments while watching a leaders’ debate.
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5.1.	 2015 Study Data
The focus groups were recorded with digital and audio equipment and tran-
scribed. Two audio and video recorders were used per focus group to ensure 
backups of the recordings. Audio was recorded in .wma and .mp3 formats 
and video in .mp3 and .mp4 formats. Transcription was outsourced to a 
professional transcriber who converted audible words into text by listening to 
the audio recordings. The transcriber did not identify participants other than 
recording their sex and distinguishing between participants and moderators. 
The transcriber also did not record any audible non-verbal communication. 
On receiving these raw versions of the 23 transcriptions, the participants in 
the transcripts were identified first by their original names. They were then 
anonymized and all identifying or confidential information was removed and 
each of the 94 participants was given a unique alias. Non-verbal responses au-
dible on audio recordings were also added to the transcripts.

The transcripts are available as Word documents in .docx and .docx versions 
pre-prepared for use in nvivo (see Figure 9). The pre- and post-election ques-
tionnaires given to the participants are also available, as are the responses to 
the questionnaires, in spss, Stata, and Excel formats. Also available are the 
audio and video recordings of the focus groups in .wma, .mp3, and .mp4 for-
mats, and the ethical approval forms. Participants’ hand written responses on 
the questionnaire sheets include not just the words written by participants 
but doodles and scribbles to emphasise or express their opinions. These sheets 
are data artefacts in themselves as they are useful to add context to partici-
pants’ words (see Figure  8). These sheets will be deposited with the ukda 
subsequently. Any data that would consist of participant identifiers – signed 
consent forms, audio and video recordings, and hand written responses with 
participant names on the sheets – will be restricted to researchers who sign 
ethical agreements with the ukda for access to these data and agree to keep 
participant identities anonymous when using these data.

The transcript data included verbal and non-verbal responses to questions 
asked in the focus groups (see section on Research Aim). In the pre-election fo-
cus groups, participants were asked to introduce themselves, often by thinking 
about a response to an ice breaker question or by discussing their impressions 
of the campaign. Participants were also probed for the kinds of media they 
consumed, often by asking them to raise their hands if they read newspapers 
in print or online, followed the news on Facebook, Twitter, or other social me-
dia, or watched television. Participants were probed further for reasons why 
they chose to focus on some media over other formats.

The question on leader evaluations preceded a brainstorming session in 
which participants were asked to note down their first impressions of the main 
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party leaders whose pictures were printed on a sheet of paper (see Figure 10). 
Participants were asked to write down as many (or few) impressions that came 
to their mind on seeing these photographs and to note down which impres-
sions had positive, negative, or neutral connotations to them. In the 2015 study, 
participants were asked to do this for all seven party leaders who were involved 
in at least one of the three leaders’ debates. Subsequent to this written brain-
storming, the focus group moderators led the participants in a discussion of 

Figure 9	 Cover page of a qesb 2015 transcript.
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their responses where participants got the opportunity of putting their initial 
responses into context and comparing them with the responses from other 
participants.

The question on vote choice narratives was also replicated from the 2010 
qesb and the 2014 Scottish referendum studies. Participants were asked to 

Figure 10	 A participant’s brainstorming on the uk party leaders.
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relate, in the form of a story, their experience of Election Day, how they vot-
ed and why, how they found out and what they felt about the results. When 
asked to relate a story of their day, participants often do so in a way that is both 
unique to how and why they voted but also has elements common with other 
participants. These narratives may not be constructed in the same way by all 
participants. For example, not all participants will start by narrating when they 
got up on voting day and end with when they found out the results. Some par-
ticipants may start by expressing a dilemma on how they were to vote. Oth-
ers may start by recounting an incident that stayed in their memory. Yet, all 
participants will have elements of their story that they may share with others. 
For example, all participants will explain how and why they voted. Some par-
ticipants may share the strength of their voting convictions, others the confu-
sion on how to vote, still others may have faced a turning point in resolving 
this confusion. As previous analysis has shown (Carvalho and Winters, 2015), 
vote choice narratives can be used very well to examine the complexity of how 
individuals come to decide who to vote for and how they justify these reasons 
to themselves and to others.

Among the questions asked for the first time in the 2015 study, the question 
on ‘Which parties could you see yourself voting for’ is of particular interest 
to researchers on partisanship, vote choice, and political behaviour. First, par-
ticipants were asked to circle all political parties (of the seven parties being 
represented in the leaders’ debates) which they could see themselves voting 
for either at uk, national, or local levels. Participants then discussed why they 
chose or didn’t choose certain parties and how the level of government affect-
ed their choice.

5.2.	 Participant and Question Metadata
For this project it is not sufficient to collect, transcribe, anonymise and pub-
lish the qesb 2015 data. To encourage reuse, a metadata structure for qualita-
tive research which can be applied across national contexts has been created. 
This metadata structure will allow researchers to find transcript data based on 
study year, demographics, partisanship, constituency, pre- or post-election or 
research topic, among others; for instance, they could analyse post-election 
vote choice stories of men under 30 who were undecided pre-election but vot-
ed Conservative. The structure has been piloted on the 2015 data set. The new 
metadata structure will be applied to the qesb 2010 and to 2005 focus group 
data to produce a harmonised, longitudinal qualitative electoral dataset pub-
lished for public use.

In addition to the focus group discussion data, each transcript includes the 
metadata on the participants and the questions asked (see Figures 11 and 12). 
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Figure 11	 Summary of metadata from a qesb 2015 transcript.

Figure 12	 Hyperlinked participant ids from a qesb 2015 transcript.
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Each transcript contains a table with the following information for each partic-
ipant: 2015 Alias (name), Sex (male or female), Special Category (student, stay 
at home parent, unemployed or retired), Age group (by cohorts), Supporter 
(yes, supporter of a party or not), Party Strength (1 low party strength to 5 high 
party strength), Pre Group (name of the pre-election focus group location), 
Post Group (name of the pre-election focus group location), Constituency 
(name of the constituency they vote in).

Each transcript also contains a table of contents with two types of hyper-
links: links based on the question and links to each participant’s comments. 
The inclusion of these hyperlinks should make it easier to narrow down spe-
cific answers in order to compare data or, alternatively, to follow the comments 
of a particular set of people based on a common characteristic (location, age, 
sex, partisan identification, etc.).

A master list with each location, date, participants and questions asked will 
be made available and will be accompanied by a similar list of the metadata 
on questions and participants from the 2010 qesb, facilitating cross-election 
analysis.

5.3.	 Access Information
Copyright of the transcripts and documentation belongs to Dr. Edzia Carvalho 
and Dr. Kristi Winters. The data are available under safeguarded access and 
documentation is available to download for free.
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