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Can voting patterns be used to measure changes in satisfaction level

on a local scale?

Marion Burkimsher

LaboDémo, University of Geneva

“All effective organisations measure their performance in order to know how well they are doing and to identify opportunities for improvement.” (Audit Commission, 2006). This is the role of ‘performance indicators’ as proposed by a watchdog organisation set up by the British Government. 

There are many different indicators used at many different levels in society. At the national level, there are measures of GDP, unemployment levels and total fertility rate (TFR), to name just a few. Some of these can be applied to the local community level, and it is local level indicators that this paper discusses. Specifically, indicators at the commune level for the greater Geneva area will be investigated.

Performance indicators for local administrators

The idea behind local indicators is to pinpoint weaknesses or problems in order to facilitate effective policies to improve these situations. Local indicators, therefore, are designed to be used by local government administrators and local politicians. They can know where they should be focussing their resources and should then be able to tell their electorate how much improvement has been made.

Local indicators could be of interest to other people for other purposes, eg. businesses seeking to site a new factory; individuals wanting to find a commune in which they will feel ‘at home’. Their purpose of investigating local indicators would be quite different from that of local government. A business might try to find a commune with low cost per square metre of industrial land plus an educated workforce; a single professional man looking for where he would be happy living might look for an area with a concentration of educated single young women and a good night life. However, this paper concentrates on indicators which could be used by local government officials.

When used wisely, fair indicators can indicate a community’s ‘health’, in the broadest sense. Indicators may measure problem areas, eg. pollution, noise, criminality, school dropout rates. When compared over time, there should be some agreement about whether a particular problem in a community has been successfully tackled, or not.

Indicators may also measure the level of ‘good’ attributes, eg. number of playgrounds, access to public transport, doctors per 1000 population, etc. 

Levels of unemployment, proportion of people having completed tertiary education, average income and similar indicators are measures that describe a local population, often in terms of ‘best’ to ‘worst’. Sadly, these often turn out to be the same as ‘richest’ down to ‘poorest’. Although such indicators are often used for comparative purposes, their practical use is limited, as local administrators have little ability to change these indicators.

What would be desirable in a local indicator would be a measure of ‘happiness’, ‘satisfaction’ or ‘wellbeing’, or even ‘sense of community’ or ‘hope’. The first three concepts are growing in popularity and some attempts have been made to define and measure them. As an example, the Swiss Panel Survey (http://www.swisspanel.ch/) included questions on level of satisfaction with life in general, with one’s health, with leisure activities and work, etc. etc. Unfortunately for their use as good indicators, satisfaction levels are also generally correlated with wealth, so again the indicator may simply restate the average income of a local area. This would then have the same weakness as measures of wealth (or similar), namely that these cannot easily be changed over time.

I propose that the best type of indicator would be one that would capture change over time. It would then not be a question of whether a local area has a low or high absolute rating, but whether it is in the process of getting better or getting worse. In fact it is the level of hope that people live with that often defines their level of happiness. If conditions are difficult, but are improving or likely to improve, then there is hope. However, if conditions are getting worse, even if they are at a high absolute level, then people will be dissatisfied.

The Mayor of Ouagadougou (Burkina Faso) well summed up the problem at the World Forum on Cities and Quality of Life in Geneva 2006 by asking “What is the point of me using indicators? My city would always come out bottom!” However, if indicators which reflect change were used, then it would be an advantage to be at the bottom initially: it should be easier to achieve success using a rate-of-change indicator if you are at the bottom rather than at the top, where it is more difficult to maintain that rank.

Problems in the use of performance indicators

The Audit Commission in Britain keeps a tally of some 450 indicators, which must be a world record for government monitoring. Other countries may use a dozen or perhaps 50 indicators to measure the ‘quality of life’ in different local areas, but the wholesale use of performance measures by the British government is not necessarily something that other countries would want to emulate. The emphasis on ‘targets’ in every sector of public service puts a great deal of pressure on individuals in the system, with the parallel concepts of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’.

The essential problem, already touched upon, is that very many indicators are simply a reflection of the wealth or poverty of an area – and that does not easily change over time. Rich areas stay rich and poor areas stay poor. There should be no stigma attached to simply being poor, especially if that area is improving and there is a solid sense of community.

Another problem is in defining which fields need action. A local authority may see that petty criminality is a problem and so that is tackled, and the situation improves. But then the people, instead of being satisfied, complain about the bus service. And so on… In Baghdad, for instance, the problem is security at present. But as soon as the security situation improves, then the main problem will be reliable electricity and water supply. And as soon as those are fixed, then it will be unemployment. For local administrators, it is like trying to hit a moving target. As soon as one problem is solved, then another one will take its place.

Indicators can be, for local mayors, simply an ego trip. They like to be at the top rank. Mayors with communes at the bottom of the pile feel cheated and they have little incentive to improve if the indicators used provide no possibility for them to make a difference. There is also a common desire of mayors to be re-elected – so they have to tell their electorate how well they have performed. They tend to make rash promises eg. ‘ improve local schools’ – and then they have to prove they have done something. Indicators can thus be used as mere statistics to mollify the electors, without necessarily meeting their real needs.

Literature review

The Swiss Statistical Office states on its website that the aims of the quality of life indicators they use are the following: “Nos chiffres clés (indicateurs) donnent une vue d’ensemble de la qualité de vie, de ses différents aspects et de son évolution au fil du temps. L’intérêt porte sur l’ampleur et la structure des inégalités sociales: quels groupes de population sont privilégiés ou désavantagés dans les différents domaines de la vie? Les écarts sont-ils importants? Comment évoluent-ils au cours du temps ?” (OFS, 2006). This emphasises not only the role of absolute measures used in defining poverty and social deprivation, but also their change over time. Their relationship with people’s perception of wellbeing is also stated: “La qualité de vie dépend non seulement des conditions de vie objectives mais de la perception subjective qu’en ont les individus (bien-être, satisfaction)”. The importance of these measures in being monitors for social cohesion is also mentioned: “La qualité de vie est en rapport avec des valeurs telles que l’égalité des chances ou la cohésion sociale”.

Several factors have been found to have some correlation with happiness or ‘subjective wellbeing’ - income, number of friends, religious faith, intelligence, education, etc. (Diener, 2000). There are also correlations with age and gender. Young people and older people are happier than the middle-aged; women have both a higher frequency of happiness and sadness than men.
It is good to monitor and pinpoint areas in a society that need attention. However, changing them is difficult and local areas have a strong tendency to remain either rich or poor over the long term. A study of local areas in London found that: “when Booth's maps (defining rich and poor areas and made at the end of the 19th century) are updated using data from the last census, the changes are less striking than what has stayed the same. Not only do the broad patterns found in the 19th century hold - the East End is still poor, the West End still rich - but so do many local ones” (Economist, 2006a).

However, sub-populations of people can achieve greater equality over time (though this is not always the case). In the Economist magazine of 25 March 2006, there was a report on the Commission for Racial Equality, which announced that “Britain is becoming fairer”. They found that gaps in employment and education have been narrowing in recent years, especially for Afro-Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi men, as well as for the disabled (Economist, 2006b). The use of various indicators helped them to discover this welcome development.

A recent article in New Scientist magazine also tackled the issue of the effect of inequality on health and life expectancy (New Scientist, 2006). It is not just an absolute level of poverty that dictates differences in ‘life chances’. One’s relative position in society is also important. If inequality in society increases, then the people at the bottom will suffer more, even if their absolute level of income rises. Convergence is good for wellbeing, particularly for those at the bottom of the scale; divergence is unhealthy. It is not enough just to raise the average level of incomes, or even to mitigate poverty, but also to reduce inequalities.

This short study aims to try and develop a measure for satisfaction and its change over time for local areas.

Proposed use of election statistics

How can satisfaction be measured? Various surveys have included questions on satisfaction levels, such as the Swiss Panel Survey, but the information from such surveys is only of use at the regional or national level. One readily accessible data source, which is available at local commune level is voting results. Switzerland has a major tradition of voting – in local, regional and national elections, as well as in referenda which generally take place four times a year. Although participation rates may not be high (46% in the Geneva canton in the last national election in 2003), these rates are very much higher than for sample surveys. In addition, every adult (of Swiss nationality) has the right to have their say by voting, whether they exercise their right or not. Consequently, if people have strong opinions, they will generally be more motivated to vote (unless a boycott is proposed, though this has not happened in Switzerland).

Voting patterns at the national elections of 1999 and 2003 were chosen for this study. The hypothesis of this study is that these may give an idea of people’s level of satisfaction. My proposition is that if people vote for the principal parties in power, then they are happy with the status quo, whereas if they vote for more fringe, minority or extreme parties, they are expressing a certain measure of unhappiness, discontentment or frustration with the current situation in the country. General movements leftwards or rightwards between the major parties is of less interest than the proportion of people opting for the more radical parties (as an aside, it is somewhat confusing for an outsider that the Radical party of Switzerland is probably closest to the political centre!).

Probably the majority of people stick with voting for the same party from election to election. However, when they reach a certain level of frustration with the government, they can change their voting habits. Some will move from one to another of the main parties. Others will choose to vote for more extreme change. Others will become frustrated with the whole political process and not vote at all; yet others will be mobilised to vote when they have never done so before. Depending on how ‘hot’ the issues are, then the participation rates at elections can change. 

This analysis will not look at the rise and fall in popularity of the individual political parties. Instead it will look at the change in spread of votes across the parties. The study is less interested in whether there has been a movement towards the ‘left’ or ‘right’, but whether there has been convergence between the two elections, or whether there has been increased polarisation (or divergence). Indications of ‘convergence’ in communes will be considered to be a ‘good indicator’, while increased divergence will be considered unhealthy in respect to social cohesion.

To be able to measure convergence or divergence, the political parties had to be classified. This was done by giving them a left-right rating, with 1 being extreme left wing, 5 being the centre, and 9 being the extreme right wing. A mean value on a left to right scale could then be computed for each commune by multiplying the votes cast for each party by its ‘left-right rating’. In addition, the standard deviation could be calculated. It is the change in standard deviation (ie. spread of votes) between the two elections that was the focus of this study. Because the mean value could also change (in a commune, or the whole populace) indicating a move left or right, then a normalised value of standard deviation was required for comparative purposes: this is the coefficient of variation. An increase in coefficient of variation would indicate divergence; a decrease in its value for a commune would indicate convergence.

The following table gives the left-right ratings of the political parties in the Geneva canton Nyon district of Vaud in the 1999 and 2003 elections.

[image: image1.wmf]
The following graphs show the percentages of votes received by the different parties in the two cantons (note that percentage data for the parties for the Nyon district of Vaud is not available for 1999). 
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Advantages of using election statistics

The advantage of studying voting patterns is that they do not simply indicate whether a real change has occurred (as could be measured with convergence or divergence of incomes, for instance), but whether the people in the area are happy with the changes that have occurred.

In elections, everyone is free to voice their opinion, and to do so by secret ballot, so there should be no pressure to give the ‘right’ answer, as there can be if one is being interviewed (for instance in a panel survey).

Looking at the voting patterns in the different communes for national elections removes the problem of the strong influence of local issues and local personalities which pervade local politics.

Although most people vote for the major parties who will gain seats in the national government, a significant minority vote for the ‘fringe’ and ‘extreme’ parties. These individuals may not consider themselves to be extreme – they may have good reasons for holding the opinions that they do: however, they vote in the knowledge that the party they are voting for is highly unlikely to gains any seats in parliament. These people are casting what is termed a ‘protest vote’. They are not happy with the current situation and want to register their dissatisfaction at the ballot box. They may be the disaffected youth or grumpy old men, or simply idealistic individuals who would like to see a change. A certain range of viewpoints is healthy in society; however, if there is a significant increase in the proportion of people who identify with extreme political views – especially if there is a parallel growth of both far left and far right parties, this does not suggest a healthy community.
Problems of using election statistics

There are many practical problems in using election statistics to deduce changing levels of satisfaction. The attribution of left-right ratings to the different parties is very subjective and open to debate. It grossly simplifies the range of issues that the parties deal with. Lacking local knowledge, I was also uncertain as to how to classify some of the ‘fringe’ parties, eg. is the PAM Avenir Meilleur a far left or a far right party?

Some of the parties have different sub-lists, eg. PDC and PDC Jeune in 2003 in Geneva canton, Socialistes and Socialistes Femmes in Geneva canton in 1999. I chose to give the secondary lists a rating one more extreme than for the main party, eg. Socialistes Femmes were rated 2 while Socialistes (primary list) were rated 3; PDC Jeune were rated 7 while the PDC primary list was rated 6.

As well as voting patterns moving left and right over time, the parties themselves can do so. Should the UDC of 2003 have a different rating from the UDC in 1999? Having no knowledge on whether this could be so, I have attempted to give each party the same rating for both the 1999 and 2003 elections and across both cantons.

The variations in number of parties standing is quite marked from canton to canton and from one election to another. Of the two elections studied, the smallest number of parties standing was 11 in 2003 in Geneva; the largest was 15 in 2003, in Vaud. The more extreme parties that stand, the more votes they gain and so there will be an apparent increase in divergence.

There was another problem relating to the statistics for the fringe parties in the Nyon district in 1999. These were all combined together to give a percentage of votes for ‘other parties’. As these minor parties attracted a not insignificant proportion of the votes in some communes, then the mean rating of for those communes with a high proportion of voters choosing the minority parties could be skewed (eg. Vich with over 11%, Bassins and Coinsins 7%, and Prangins, Eysins and Le Vaud all over 5%.

Another major problem in deducing ‘satisfaction’ from voting patterns is that different sub-populations tend to support different parties. The Socialiste Femmes party could expect to gain more support from women. Young people will tend to support the ‘Jeune’ lists of their preferred party. Older people and the rural population will tend to be more conservative than more highly educated ‘liberals’. Mean income levels also have a significant effect on the way people vote: the following section looks at this. 

In local communes, the gender and age structure will change over time, and so changes in voting patterns may simply reflect these changes. A development of housing for low-income households may shift the voting pattern leftwards; a general ageing of a static population may shift voting patterns rightwards. 

As already mentioned in the literature review, different ages and genders have different average happiness levels, so changes in the structure of the population would affect that area’s general level of happiness. If there is a correlation between level of satisfaction with quality of life and voting patterns, as proposed in this paper, then a change in the population structure would change satisfaction levels which would affect voting patterns.

Presentation of election results by commune on a left-right scale

This section presents the mean left-right rating for each commune by canton for the elections of 1999 and 2003. The results from the two cantons are treated separately throughout because the number of political parties represented at each election is quite different.

The communes are plotted relative to the mean of all the communes. For Geneva canton, this changed from a mean of 4.9 in 1999 to 5.3 in 2003, which would suggest a general shift to the right (5 is the supposed definition of ‘centre’). For the communes of the Nyon district, the mean changed from 5.3 in 1999 to 5.5 in 2003, again a right swing. It is not surprising that the Nyon area is more right-leaning than Geneva, as it is more rural, and rural areas tend to be more conservative.
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These graphs show, not surprisingly, that communes tend to stay in a similar left-right position from one election to the next. The ones that show most movement tend to be ones that have only a small population, eg. Gy and several in the district of Nyon. 

There was some difficulty in calculating the results for the communes in Vaud because the minor parties were all combined together to give a total percentage vote for ‘others’. It is not known whether these would be considered left-wing or right-wing parties. To calculate the mean left-right rating (plotted on the graphs above), the figures for these ‘other’ parties were ignored. For the calculation of the standard deviation and coefficient of variation, then the total vote for the category ‘other’ was split between left-wing (rating of 1) and right-wing (rating of 9).

It would appear that in Geneva canton there has been a movement towards the average vote between 1999 and 2003; the bars for 1999 extend further left than the bars for 2003 for the left-leaning communes in the top half of the graph; for the right-leaning communes in the bottom half, it would also seem that the bars have moved towards the centre between the two elections. This is less obvious in the communes of Vaud.
Correlation of left-right ratings with income

As mentioned earlier, voting patterns reflect the structure of the population of an area in a number of different ways. This study looks at one specific influence on voting behaviour: mean income of a commune. One difficulty was that several small communes had been grouped together, and a combined figure given for mean income. However, voting results could not be aggregated in the same way, as each commune is quite distinct in its voting behaviour. As this analysis was simply to investigate in general terms the level of correlation between income and voting behaviour, then combinations of small communes that had been grouped to give a joint value of mean income were ignored. 

Rather than carry out a correlation analysis of vote rating against mean income, the ranks of each commune for each of these measures was used. The communes of Geneva canton were ranked from 1 to 45 by left-right rating and also by mean income. The following graph shows the scatter diagram of voting ranking against income ranking.
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This clearly shows that there is a correlation between voting behaviour and income: the poorer communes are more left-leaning; the rich ones vote on the right. The pattern for Vaud is less clear, though the problem could well be that many of the communes are small.

The extremes are very clear: Cologny is by far the richest commune (as measured by mean income, 230,000 CHF/year) and it also was the most right wing in both the 1999 and 2003 elections. Of the poorest 10 communes, 6 of these also ranked in the 10 most left wing (Vernier, with a mean income of 63,000 CHF/year, Meyrin, Carouge, Chene-Bourg, Lancy and Geneva city). It is a similar pattern with the extremes in the Nyon district: St Cergue ranks poorest (66,000 CHF/year) and voted 2nd most left wing, and Gland ranks 3rd on both scales. Founex is next to richest and also next to most right wing. However, one wonders why La Rippe comes to be most left wing while also having the highest mean income (though at 132,000 CHF/year this is not exceptionally high compared to some of the richest communes in Geneva canton).

It is most interesting to see which communes do not fit in to the general pattern: which vote more to the left than would be expected for their average income, and those which are more right-wing than would be expected. The graphs below show the difference in rank between voting behaviour and mean income. Communes to the left of the zero line voted more socialist in 2003 than would be expected (eg. Genthod, Confignon and La Rippe); those on the right are more conservative than would be expected from their mean income (eg. Meinier, Perly, Bardonnex and Prangins).
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Unfortunately, there is no obvious explanation as to whether these ‘mismatches’ would suggest happier or sadder voters. Perhaps the left-tending ones that are also quite wealthy are more free-thinking and have a higher proportion of intellectual liberals – while the poorer communes with right leanings may be moving towards the dangers of fascism and populist nationalism. But it would need a political scientist to develop this commentary and the interpretation could depend on one’s personal viewpoint.

Which communes are converging and which are diverging?

As mentioned earlier in this paper, the main purpose of the analysis was to see which communes showed evidence for convergence in voting behaviour between the 1999 and 2003 elections and which showed divergence. The first step of the calculation was to calculate, for each commune, the standard deviation of votes by party left-right rating. As already described, each party was classified on a scale of 1 to 9, with 1 being extreme left and 9 being extreme right. Averaging the standard deviations of all the communes of Geneva canton, this gave a result of 2.3 for the 1999 elections increasing to 2.8 for the 2003 elections. This would suggest widespread divergence in voting habits across the canton as a whole. In the Nyon district, however, the standard deviation remained roughly constant between the two elections, at 2.2.

For the communes of Geneva canton, the measure of standard deviation tended to reflect the same order of rich to poor and right to left leanings of the communes, particularly for the 1999 results. Thus communes with the lowest standard deviations included Cologny, Vandoeuvres and Russin, while communes with high standard deviations tended to be the poorer ones, eg. Vernier. Geneva town and Carouge. The order was much less marked in 2003.

As mentioned earlier, there was a general rightwards swing of voting from the 1999 election to the 2003 election, when the mean vote score moved from 4.9 to 5.3 in Geneva and from 5.3 to 5.5 in the Nyon district. To compensate for a change in mean, then the statistical measure of coefficient of variation (standard deviation divided by mean) is a better measure of dispersion. To then examine whether communes have seen convergence in voting behaviour or divergence, the measures of coefficient of variation for the 1999 and 2003 elections were compared. The results are shown in the graphs below. Negatives values of change, which are plotted above the centre line, show convergence of behaviour; positive values indicate divergence.
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This graph shows that Vernier, Geneva town, Carouge, Lancy, Onex and Chancy have seen convergence in voting patterns, while all other communes have experienced divergence, with Bardonnex seeing the largest increase in breadth of voting behaviour.
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The graph for Nyon district is markedly different from that of the communes of Geneva canton. A much greater proportion of communes have experienced convergence, though some have seen greater polarisation of voting habits.

It is clear that the rich-poor dichotomy is visible once again in these results, though with opposite manifestations for Geneva and Vaud. In Geneva, it is the poorest communes that have seen most convergence (as defined by the terms of this paper), while for the Vaud communes, the poorer communes have seen most divergence.

Critique of using changes in election results as an indicator

It is clear that the choice of coding of the different parties has a major bearing on whether the standard deviation increases or decreases. The interpretation of whether there has been a polarisation of voting habits depends on how you would class each party, ie. should the UDC be rated 8, and the Socialists 3? Although fine-tuning of these ratings may be able to improve the analysis, the classification of parties on a simple left-right scale may be over-simplistic. The rise and fall in favour of individual parties may hide whether extremism is growing or shrinking over time.

There was a particular problem in the voting statistics of the Vaud communes for the 1999 results. The minor parties were grouped together as ‘others’ and these votes were then split equally between the extreme left (rating of 1) and extreme right (rating of 9). This could be an erroneous assumption leading to false conclusions.

Changes in voting patterns did happen between 1999 and 2003. There was an overall movement to the right, particularly noticeable in the Geneva communes. This was much less marked in Vaud, which already had a right-of-centre bias. Geneva communes also experienced, in general, an increase in breadth of voting habits from 1999 to 2003, while in Vaud they stayed quite constant. The majority of communes in the Geneva canton saw increased polarisation, though the poorer communes showed evidence of convergence between the elections. The communes of the Nyon area had a mixture of converging and diverging trends, though the poorer communes appeared to show the most polarisation.

Do voting patterns indicate changing levels of satisfaction?

Although I believe the rationale behind this analysis of voting behaviour is sound, there are practical problems in its implementation. The effect of the changing fortunes of individual parties can have a disproportionate effect on the mean and standard deviation of vote ‘rating’ of each commune. It comes back to the basic problem of many comparisons of local areas – how to compare apples and pears. Each political party is unique – and it changes over time; each commune is unique, and is also changing over time. Attributing a single number from 1 to 9 to describe a political party is probably too simplistic.

I would suggest that there is evidence of an increase in general dissatisfaction with the central government between 1999 and 2003 with a general movement to the right and a growth in the polarisation of voting patterns, at least in the Geneva area. Whether this has affected some communes more than others, I would be more hesitant to confirm.

The analysis of which communes vote more ‘left’ or ‘right’ than would be predicted by their average income levels was interesting. Further development of these tools could be of interest to a political scientist.

If these indicators were adopted, how could local politicians influence them?

If an indicator based on voting patterns was used by local authorities to measure satisfaction levels, then there would be great political debate. Different political parties would argue ceaselessly about their left-right rating. Fringe and minority parties would be discouraged from standing, so that the centre was consolidated. Diversity of expression may be suppressed.

However, on a more hopeful note, local authorities could attempt to influence the indicator of convergence/divergence in a positive way. Rich communes would want to move more towards the centre, and so perhaps want to encourage more middle class housing to be built, rather than large mansions. Poorer communes might also want to move a little more up-market, but without wanting to invite the very wealthy in.

There could be an increased emphasis on making communities ‘happier’ than ‘wealthier’, which would be a step in the right direction. A good indicator should be able to pinpoint initiatives that successfully promote a sense of community, and draw in sectors of the population who currently feel disaffected from the system. Of course , local politicians are very self-motivated in developing a happy populace – because then they are more likely to vote them back into office.

Conclusion

It is interesting to look at how voting patterns change over time and how they vary from one commune to another. The influence of mean income on voting patterns is quite clear from this analysis. The link between voting patterns and levels of satisfaction is less easy to confirm.

It would be good to find an effective measure of satisfaction, so that local administrators can see whether the local inhabitants are getting happier or sadder over time. The overall aim should not be to simply achieve targets in specific measures, or get good rankings compared to other communes, but to have a happy community. The vast majority of indicators have a tendency to simply measure wealth indirectly. But it should be possible to be both poor and happy. Initiatives that aim to improve a sense of community may be better than ones that just try and tackle the problems of a local area. This would change the emphasis away from the negative (a speciality of the British way of monitoring) and towards the positive.

I would suggest that it is the change in indicators over time that is more important than their absolute level at any one time. Therefore an improvement should be more valuable than a high absolute level. 

It has been suggested that divergence in income levels over time leads to increased dissatisfaction; perhaps an investigation of this measure would be useful to develop further. However, further analysis of political trends and voting patterns is probably best left to political scientists. 
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