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The 2010 general election 
The general election of 2010 was called by prime minister (PM) and leader of the Labour Party, 

Gordon Brown. He had been PM since June 2007, when Tony Blair stood down, and Labour went into 

the election having won the previous three elections. Since the last general election in 2005, however, 

there had been numerous changes. All three of the main parties had new leaders, none of whom had 

led a general election campaign before, and the global financial crash of 2008 had significantly 

changed the economic and political climate. The Conservative Party sought to build on a sense that 

the Labour Party had outstayed its time in office. 

The campaign 
As in every general election campaign, the political parties released posters, slogans and manifestos. 

Campaigning took place over 4 weeks. The main slogans used by the three main parties were: 

• Labour: ‘A future fair for all’; ‘Don’t let him [Cameron] take Britain back to the 1980s.’ 

• Conservative: ‘Vote for change’; ‘We can’t go on like this. I’ll cut the deficit, not the NHS.’ 

• Liberal Democrat: ‘Change that works for you. Building a fairer Britain.’ 

Television debates 
For the first time in a British general election, the leaders of the three main parties agreed to take part 

in live televised debates. These took place weekly, for 3 weeks, and the participants were not told the 

questions in advance. TV debates also took place in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland with key 

political figures in each nation. These debates significantly raised the profile of the Liberal Democrat 

leader, Nick Clegg, who had entered the election campaign as the least well known of the three 

leaders. Arguably, these debates had an impact on the final results. 

‘Bigotgate’ 
One significant challenge faced by the Labour Party while campaigning for the general election was 

Gordon Brown being caught on microphone following his meeting with a Labour voter, describing her 

as a ‘bigoted woman’. These comments reinforced a negative image of Gordon Brown. 

Results 
• Conservative: 306 seats (36% share of the vote) 

• Labour: 258 seats (29% share of the vote) 

• Liberal Democrat: 57 seats (23% share of the vote) 

The unusual election results reflected the success that Clegg had made of the TV debates, Cameron’s 

positioning as a fresh start, and continued — albeit much-reduced — support for Brown following the 
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financial crash. The results also highlighted issues relating to the first-past-the-post electoral system, 

with the Liberal Democrats only gaining 57 seats but receiving 23% of the vote. 

Consequences 
As no party had gained a majority of seats, for 5 days it was unclear who would end up as PM. The 

Liberal Democrats effectively acted as kingmakers: if they chose to work with the Conservatives then 

together they would form a majority government, or if they sided with Labour then they would have 

more seats than the Conservatives and, by working with other small parties, would be able to pass 

legislation. Following these 5 days of negotiations, the Lib Dems formed a coalition government with 

the Conservative Party, with Cameron as PM and Clegg as Deputy PM. The cabinet was made up of 

16 Conservatives and five Lib Dems. The two parties had a formal agreement which determined how 

the coalition would be organised and how any disputes would be resolved. This coalition government 

lasted the full 5 years until the general election of 2015. 

A key constitutional change that took place as a result of this general election outcome was the 

passing of the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act (2011). This Act legislated for a fixed date for general 

elections, which would now take place every 5 years. In order for a general election to be held earlier 

than this date, a vote of no confidence would need to happen, or a vote in favour of an earlier general 

election with a two-thirds majority in favour. Previously the timing of the general election had been 

determined by the PM, or as the result of losing a vote of no confidence, and it could take place any 

time up to a maximum of 5 years after the previous general election. A decision to return to this 

position formed part of the Queen’s Speech given in 2020. 

Conclusion 
As all three party leaders were new to the campaign trail, it was not clear at the start of the campaign 

what the outcome would be. Gordon Brown was the most well-known of the candidates, as both the 

incumbent PM and having previously been Chancellor of the Exchequer since 1997. Arguably he was 

too well known. Voters were looking for change, and the association of Brown with the economic 

impact of the financial crisis in 2008 diminished the appeal of the Labour Party. The format of the 

televised debates suited both Clegg and Cameron well and meant that it was much easier for them 

than for previous party leaders to raise their public profile. This resulted in the first coalition 

government since 1945, a highly unusual general election result. 

Questions to consider 
1. What does the 2010 general election tell you about the party system in the UK? 

2. How did the general election result increase demands for electoral reform? 

3. How and to what extent did the TV debates impact on the general election results? 

4. Do you think the slogans used by parties have any impact on the result of a general election? 

5. Is it easier to lose general elections than to win them? 
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