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Assessing vote trends in the Mayo by-election
By James Page

By-elections offer a tempting opportunity to track voter trends in politics.
However there are variables which make it dangerous to compare raw data from
previous elections with the raw results from a by-election. One of these variables
is that voter turnout tends to be much lower at by-elections. Another variable is
that there will tend to be more candidates at a by-election.

Both of the above variables applied to the 2008 Mayo by-election. Voter turnout
was down to 74 per cent from a turnout of 96 per cent in the previous 2007
federal election. The number of candidates rose from 6 to 11.

The significance of more numerous candidates at a by-election is that there are
simply more individuals competing for a finite number of first preference votes.
Thus if the number of candidates doubles, then it would be reasonable to expect
that the first preference vote share for candidates would also be lower than in a
contest with fewer candidates.

How does one therefore compare voter trends as evidenced in two very different
electoral contests?

One solution is to compare the actual vote for an individual candidate against the
mean first preference vote share for all candidates in that election. A comparative
index for a candidate or political party can be derived from the following equation:
the actual vote for a candidate divided by the mean first preference vote share for
candidates in that election.

This really is an index of how parties/candidates are performing against other
candidates, rather than against their own record. Thus this can be used to track
voter trends, or rather, the comparative performance of a candidate or party.

In the 2007 federal election, the mean vote share for candidates for Mayo was
13,199. However in the 2008 Mayo by-election, with many more candidates, the
mean vote share for candidates was 6,055. An analysis of voting trends, as
suggested by the results of the Mayo by-election, follows.

The Liberal Party candidate in the Mayo by-election received 487 per cent of the
mean first preference vote share. This compared to 364 per cent of the mean first
preference vote share for the previous 2007 federal election.

On these figures the result was a resounding success for the Liberal Party.

Yet one could obviously argue that this was due to the fact that the ALP was not
standing; although there is no evidence that ALP voters crossed over to the
Liberals.



Although the ALP did not stand a candidate, the former ALP candidate did stand

as an independent and it is useful for this comparative exercise to treat her as an
ALP candidate. The candidate received 220 per cent of the mean first preference
vote share in 2007, although in the Mayo by-election this dropped to 29 per cent

of the mean first preference vote share.

The above difference is perhaps an indication of how much the ALP brand-name
is worth to a candidate. The 29 per cent result is perhaps also an indication of the
personal following which the former ALP candidate enjoyed.

The dominant success story of the by-election was the Greens. In 2007 the
Greens candidate gained 77 per cent of the mean first preference vote share.
However in the 2008 Mayo by-election this jumped to 263 per cent of the mean
first preference vote share.

It is tempting to see the above rise as the transfer of ALP votes to what is
essentially a more leftwing political party, although one with many similar
concerns to the ALP. The rise in the Green vote did approximate to the fall in the
ALP vote, with the failure of the ALP to endorse a candidate.

The Family First Party gained 28 per cent of the mean first preference vote share
in the 2007 federal election. However this jumped to 137 per cent of the mean
first preference vote share in the 2008 Mayo by-election.

Where did these Family First votes come from? It is interesting to speculate that
these were, at least in part, rightwing ALP voters who were unwilling to identify
with the more extreme leftwing agenda of the Greens.

The Conservatives for Climate and Environment are one of the new
environmental parties, and in 2007 federal election the party garnered 9 per cent
of the mean first preference vote share. In the 2008 Mayo by-election, this rose
slightly to 11 per cent of the mean first preference vote share.

It is difficult to ascertain why there was only such a modest rise for this party,
given the profile of environmental concerns. One could speculate that
environmental concern tends to be closely identified with the Greens, whose
marketing and branding has been extremely effective.

The Australian Democrats garnered 11 per cent of the mean first preference vote
share in the 2007 federal election, and this rose to 15 per cent of the mean first
preference vote share in the 2008 Mayo by-election.

This is indeed the first rise in percentage vote share for the Demaocrats in nearly
a decade, and may give some encouragement to the party. However it is still a
long way from the days when the Democrats came close to winning the seat of



Mayo in 1998, and the party still has a long way to go to regaining the profile it
once held.

This assessment has been limited to parties/candidates who contested both the
2007 federal election and the 2008 Mayo by-election. It could be argued that a
central variable overlooked in the above analysis is the tendency for voters to
see a by-election as an opportunity to be more adventurous in voting, that is, in
voting for a minor party, without this impacting upon who rules the nation.

The results for Mayo don’t seem to support this hypothesis. The seat nearly
changed hands to a minor party (Democrat) candidate in 1990 and again in
1998, and in both instances these were general elections, rather than by-
elections.
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