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The feel-good factor of an England football victory could see the new PM call a
snap general election
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The Makerfield MP could ride the warmth of an England triumph to the polls Credit: Nigel French/PA Wire
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If I were a betting woman, here is the wager I would place this month. Not on
England winning the World Cup. After all, England have not lifted the trophy
since 1966 and we've still a quarter, semi and final to get through. The bet I
would take is that if England do win football’s greatest prize, incoming prime
minister Andy Burnham will call a snap general election within weeks.
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To date, talk of whether Burnham will go to the country early has revolved
around the electoral prospects of Reform and the Greens. Seen through that
lens alone, Burnham has a good case to move fast. Nigel Farage is under
pressure, triggering a by-election after receiving a £5m gift he has not
convincingly accounted for.
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Even before this controversy heated up, an Ipsos poll at the end of June cut
Reform’s lead to two points over Labour, down from seven just a month before.
As for Zack Polanski, his star has been waning. The week after Keir Starmer
said he would resign, YouGov polling showed Labour up two points and the
Greens down by the same amount.

Yet deciding to call an election to deliver a new personal mandate purely on the
basis of his main rivals’ current challenges would be a high-stakes gamble. An
election is a bet on the national mood and the mood this summer may be set
less by how voters feel about the competence and character of Farage or
Polanski and more by what happens on a football pitch.
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If England win, Andy Burnham could call a snap general election within weeks Credit: Julian Finney/FIFA

Win the World Cup and the country spends August in a good temper: flags on
wing mirrors, strangers talking to each other in pubs, newspapers trumpeting a
positive national story that’s not about decline. A new prime minister could ride
that warmth to the polls. Lose, and the mood curdles fast.

Researchers have established versions of the “winner’s victory”. A Goldman
Sachs equity-strategy report found, for example, that World Cup winners’ stock
markets typically outperformed global markets by an average of 3.5 per cent in
the first month after lifting the trophy. More pertinently, a 2010 study in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences found that when a local
American college football team won just before an election, the incumbent
party’s share of the vote rose by around a point and a half in that team’s home
area in senate, gubernatorial and presidential races.
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Harold Wilson learnt the hard way that the opposite can also hold. In June
1970 he called an election as the clear favourite. Four days before polling day,
England’s two goals up against West Germany turned into a 3-2 loss and
England going out of the World Cup. Four days later Wilson lost too. He was
not the only one to blame the football.

Harold Wilson learnt after the 1970 game that the opposite can also hold Credit: Rolls Press/Popperfoto

The fuller story of 1970 is inevitably more complicated. Inflation, trade figures,
devaluation and turnout also are likely to have played a part. But why England’s
defeat became part of the mythology of that election is that it captured
something real: Wilson had gambled on the country feeling good about itself.
Eleven footballers in Le6n took that feeling away.

So by all means watch how things play out with Farage and Polanski this month
as you try to predict whether we’re heading to an election. Burnham will be for
sure. But if you want the real tell, watch the football. Every England goal
between now and the final in New Jersey shortens the odds on a prime minister
who has waited a decade for his moment in the sun deciding that this is the
summer to shoot. And every goal England concedes is Wilson’s ghost at his
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shoulder, reminding him what happens to the leader who calls the nation’s
mood wrong.
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