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[SCS0030]

Written evidence submitted by Professor Susan Banducci (University of Birmingham), Professor
Katharine Tyler (University of Exeter), Dr Jessica Fagin (University of Sheffield), Dr Joshua Blamire
(University of Wolverhampton), Dr Alejandro Tirado Castro (CSIC, Spain) and Julia van Zijl (University
of Birmingham)

Addressing Candidate Security in Contemporary Election Campaigns

We are a research group funded by an ERC Advanced Grant (Pl Professor Susan Banducci,
University of Birmingham) investigating candidate’s experiences of sexism and misogyny
during election campaigns including the 2024 British Election. The team of researchers
contributing to this written evidence includes: Professor Katharine Tyler (Exeter), Dr Jessica
Fagin (Sheffield), Dr Joshua Blamire (Wolverhampton), Dr Alejandro Tirado Castro (CSIC,
Spain) and Julia van Zijl (Birmingham).

Summary of Findings:

— Broad Types of Threats: Threats to candidates and MPs extend beyond physical violence
and include psychological, sexual, and economic harm, occurring both online and offline.

—Under-Reporting and Normalisation: Candidates often minimise or fail to identify
harassing behaviour as threats. This is partly due to a belief that hostility may be a
generalised response to politics on the part of politics, motivated by anger about
contemporary political events. Political parties sometimes exacerbate negative
experiences and under-reporting through inadequate support or a dismissive “grow a
thicker skin” culture.

— Intersectional Disparities: Women, particularly those from racialised or working-class
backgrounds, face a heightened risk of abuse. Sexual violence threats are more prevalent
for women candidates.

— Campaign Visibility: Increased visibility—whether through social media or active
campaigning—raises the likelihood of abuse. Women face a “double bind,” needing
visibility to compete while risking further threats.

— Personalisation of Politics: Campaigns are increasingly focused on individual candidates’
personal traits, generating rapport but also attracting targeted abuse based on identity
(e.g., gender, race).

—Voter Anger and Political Climate: Candidates feel that many forms of abuse stem from a
broader frustration with politics, rather than purely personal animosity. Nonetheless,
racialised and class-based hostility is often entangled with general voter anger.

—Lack of Public Understanding: Misperceptions about politicians’ roles and responsibilities
contribute to hostility. Greater civic education could reduce misunderstandings about
elected officials’ work and compensation.

— Our policy recommendations are 1) Improved data collection: Regular, robust surveys of
candidates (including those not elected and aspirants not selected to stand) are crucial to
document threats and understand their impact—especially given the frequent under-
reporting to authorities. 2) De-Personalise Campaigns: Parties and media should shift
away from highly personalised campaign strategies that invite identity-based abuse. 3)
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Civic Education: Raising public awareness of the role and responsibilities of elected
officials could alleviate some forms of hostility rooted in misunderstanding.

Evidence:

In our submission we address 7 questions from the terms of reference related to the factors
influencing threats to security, their drivers, and feelings of security among especially
women candidates across racialised and minoritised identities.

Our evidence, focused on election campaigns and candidates, draws on ethnographic
fieldwork conducted over the past 3 years in Britain and a post-election survey conducted in
July-August 2024. During the 2024 British Election we observed the day-to-day experiences
of 13 women parliamentary candidates across 11 constituencies, representing Labour,
Conservative, Liberal Democrat, Green and Independent candidates. This included 48 days
of canvassing and leafleting, attendance at 9 community events, 6 campaign launches, 27
hustings, and 5 party conferences. In addition, from March to May 2022, we observed the
campaigns of 8 women candidates (Labour and Conservative) standing in local elections in
the Midlands and Southwest. We have also completed over 40 in-depth interviews with
women candidates in Britain. The women candidates who were shadowed and interviewed
came from a range of racial, ethnic, religious and socio-economic backgrounds.

Factors influencing threat levels against candidates and MPs

[1] What factors influence the level and nature of threats targeted at candidates and MPs?

Nature of the Threats: We hold the view that the nature of threats are not confined to
physical threats of violence but include psychological, sexual and economic threats as well
(Krook 2020). Our fieldwork uncovered examples of all of these threats to candidates. Only
by employing this understanding about the nature the threats faced by candidates can
appropriate interventions be put in place so that free and fair elections can be secured.

—These threats occurred not only in online spaces but in offline spaces as well — on the
doorstep when interacting with voters and within political parties during selection
processes.

— Identifying moments of threats on the campaign trail was not always straightforward or
clear cut for the candidate. They did not always view negative experiences as threats — the
harassing behaviour would be explained away. When one candidate was asked about any
experiences of harassment, or abuse on the campaign trail, she described being shouted
at, but suggested that: “it's possible this might have happened whatever gender I'd been
and whatever party I'd been representing”. Similarly, when another candidate was asked
the same question, she explained that she had not, but that she would first: “have to be
able to identify abuse and | haven’t been able to identify it. Perhaps I’'ve been in politics too
long, maybe it goes over my head”.
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Level of threats: Research evidence suggests that men and women experience similar levels
of threats as candidates. However, according to evidence collected in candidate surveys
women candidates are more likely to experience threats of a sexual violence. We found
evidence that women with racialised identities and from working class backgrounds suffered
more threats and abuse

— Campaign visibility online and offline increases threats, especially among women. Thus,
the more candidates engage with campaign activities online or offline, the more abuse
they attract. However, this represents a double bind for women as they need to visibly
campaign in order to wage competitive campaigns.

—When voter anger was directed at racialised groups or “immigrants”, candidates from
racialised minorities experienced this as a directly personal attack. However, they might
qguestion whether they were being overly sensitive to issues of racism and therefore
lacked the confidence to publicly call out racism.

— Much academic and media attention has been paid to the abuse and harassment which
political candidates, and in particular, women, and women of colour, experience on social
media. However, negative experiences on social media came up infrequently during our
informal conversations while shadowing candidates. This is not to minimise the online
abuse because participants did recall instances of abuse and harassment which required
police involvement, but these concerns were minimised. Muslim women in particular
spoke about the racist and Islamophobic abuse and harassment they experienced online.

— Across racial and ethnic lines, there was a level of deflection and acceptance that social
media is a “cess pit”, and did not reflect genuine interactions with their constituents or
“real” threats. Social media was described as a tool which was “managed” and used
sparingly to promote local events, as opposed to political opinion. Campaign teams were
sometimes responsible for monitoring social media to protect candidate’s well-being.

—We do not minimise the threats experienced by candidates on social media but very few
of our local candidate participants had experienced antagonism or harassment via
sustained social or traditional media, largely because they were primarily operating at
local levels and their social media output, if any, avoided controversial national political
conversations, only focussing on publicising local issues or their local activities. In other
words, local candidates may have instinctively avoided social media.

[2] What effects do the approach to, and conduct of, campaigning have on candidates’
security?

Our evidence suggests that the increased personalised campaigns — where individual
politicians rather than political parties take centre stage — can impact the threats
experienced by candidates. There is an emphasis on performing authenticity, likability, and
affinity which replaces the ideological and policy-driven appeals of traditional parties
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—Candidates are directed by their parties to emphasise their personal characteristics (“local
mum of two”) in campaigns in order to build rapport with voters. However, it is also these
personal characteristics that can attract abuse from voters.

—While this shift affects all candidates, it imposes additional burdens on women, whose
emotional expressions and personal lives are already subjected to gendered scrutiny. The
emotional and social costs of this personalisation of politics weighs heavily on women
candidates, reshaping their engagement with political life. Women candidates across
parties foregrounded the importance of emotionally relating to voters to show that they
are “human”, in challenge to voters’ negative perceptions of (often male) politicians.

[4] What are the drivers of these behaviours?

Our research has identified several drivers of these behaviours that are related to the
political climate, personalisation in politics and reactions of political parties.

— All candidates experienced angry voters on the doorstep, yet this was rarely identified as
“abuse” or harassment. Rather, candidates deflected these encounters rationalising that
“people just need someone to shout at” and that “it’s not really about me.” However,
there were nuances to these approaches, which were shaped by candidate’s classed and
racialised identities. Increasingly, this shouting or hostility directed at candidates is viewed
as legitimate political participation by some members of the electorate.

— Experiences on the doorstep were consistent with our survey of a representative sample
of 2500 British respondents after the election revealed that voters also detect an increase
in hostility in the political environment. When asked where they though that the violence
and intimidation used in politics has increased or decreased, 55% of respondents said
violence had increased.

—Many candidates underscored that voter hostility was also driven by a lack of
understanding about what elected official did, how much they were compensated
(particularly local councillors), their jurisdictional responsibilities and competencies. They
felt school curriculum should encourage increased understanding of the roles of
candidates and elected officials.

—Our research has also uncovered to nuanced ways in which political parties can act to
exacerbate everyday experiences through lack of support, active denial (“grow a thicker
skin”). Some women were reluctant to bring complaints of sexism and harassment to
political parties because they feared backlash, assumed no action would be taken or were
concerned about potential to their political careers.

Securing free and fair elections

[1] What are the barriers to an individual feeling safe and able to stand, campaign and serve
as an MP? And how can those barriers be removed?
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Our participant candidates identified several barriers to feeling safe.

—Voters: Identifying moments of injustice on the campaign trail was not always
straightforward or clear cut for the candidate. Some altered their routes or campaign
activities to avoid negative and hostile encounters while others did not. Often in their
accounts, candidates would identify voter hostility being a result of a more generalised
frustration with politicians or the political landscape. Candidates pointed to this as an
explanation of the complexity of the representational relationship (between the candidate
and the public), arguing they could not identify voter hostility as sexist or racist as it was
frequently entangled with, or overshadowed by, other discourses and practices.
Participants instead pointed to how voters would ‘vent’ or exhibit aggression because of
general antipathy towards politics and politicians, or because of frustrations with local and
national issues, such as the cost-of-living crisis.

— Political Parties: Women frequently reported being subjected to emotional policing,
having their concerns dismissed, and facing unfair treatment in candidate selection. These
experiences often felt more isolating and disheartening than anything they faced from
voters. While they were able to excuse the hostile behaviour on the doorstep, they were
less able to dismiss the lack of support from political parties when they reported abuse.

—Because the support provided by political parties does not recognise the varied
experiences of candidates of colour or working-class candidates, the impact on
campaigning and democratic representation is uneven.

—Though it varied across participants, some candidates did opt out of particular activities
(e.g., social media campaigning). However, more than making behavioural or scheduling
changes, candidates expended mental and emotional work in order to deal with instances
of sexism or in spaces or interactions where they experienced abusive behaviour. This
additional emotional political work is not recognised by other party members and is also
unevenly distributed among political women according to existing racialised or class-based
patterns of inequality and marginality.

—Our interpretation of media reports that women are opting to stay out of politics because
it is a hostile, uncivil place, based on our fieldwork, is that women may choose to leave
politics when their concerns about negative or unfair treatment are not always taken
seriously by political parties.

[3] How do threats, abuse and harassment affect the staff and families of candidates and
MPs? And how does the impact on staff and families affect decisions about standing,
campaigning and serving as an MP?

— Candidates who spoke of this suggested that police involvement can heighten concerns
among family. Again, this means candidates are less likely to report to police. They may be
more likely to report to their political parties if they find a supportive environment.
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Policy Recommendations: Threat Reduction

— Robust data collection on candidate and political aspirant experiences: As in any other
workplace, evidence is needed to understand the extent and nature of threats
experienced and their impact on democratic legitimacy, especially the impact on the
decision to stand for office and campaign activities employed. The Representative Audit of
Britain captures the experiences of candidates and campaigning has informed previous
reports on the abuse and harassment targeted at candidates and MPs. Because our
research shows that many threats are not viewed as such and will go unreported to
authorities, a survey of candidates and political aspirants is the most rigorous way to
collect this important data. These data will also allow an intersectional analysis by gender
and other candidate characteristics.

— Enactment of Section 106 of the Equality Act 2010: Section 106 mandates the collection
and publication of comprehensive data on candidates’ protected characteristics—such as
sex, ethnicity, and disability status—for both those elected to Parliament and those
standing for election. In parallel, mechanisms should be established to effectively capture
data on unsuccessful candidates at the nomination stage. To ensure a consistent approach
across all levels of government, Section 106 should be extended to cover local authority
elections. In combination with surveys of political aspirants and candidates, these data can
reveal the impact of threats to security on who stands for political office.

— De-personalise campaigns and shift culture of political parties: There are many forces that
shape personalisation of campaigns from the FPTP electoral systems, digital campaigns, to
populist leaders. Our evidence shows that a focus on personalised campaigns can attract
abuse and threats and, thus, parties should intervene to counter-act the personalisation of
politics. This will require a culture shift in national and local parties who should also
employ appropriate training and complaints procedures to ensure reports of threats are
addressed.

— Encourage civic education and understanding of the role of elected officials: Our evidence
shows that candidates attributed voter hostility to a lack of understanding of their role
and responsibilities. Raising public awareness of the role and responsibilities of elected
officials could alleviate some forms of hostility rooted in misunderstanding.

We would be pleased to provide further information to inform this inquiry.

7 February 2025
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