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Introduction

This resource aims to meet the standards set for the Higher Modern Studies unit Political Issues in the United Kingdom, study theme 1D: Electoral Systems, Voting and Political Attitudes.

In line with the unit descriptor, this resource analyses:

· the UK, Scottish, European parliamentary and Scottish local government electoral systems; effects on the distribution of power within and among parties, in elected bodies and between the electorate and the elected

· voting patterns; explanations of voting behaviour

· the shaping of political attitudes through the media; opinion polls; referenda; voter participation

· ongoing issues and proposals for change in respect of all of the above.

This resource aims to support classroom practice in meeting the purposes of Curriculum for Excellence. This unit provides an excellent opportunity to develop learners’ potential to become responsible citizens, because questions of democracy and the participation of the individual are raised. Many of the issues also provide opportunities for debate as learners are encouraged to consider opposing points of view and evaluate the merits of each. If these opportunities for debate are used in group and whole-class settings, learners will be helped to develop as confident individuals and effective contributors as they present their work to the rest of the class, encourage peer evaluation and undertake self-evaluation. 

The activities in this resource give learners the opportunity to develop their skills in planning and writing extended answers that meet the requirements of Higher Modern Studies, while the core text provides extended explanations of the unit descriptors, and is supported by a glossary. These features will help learners develop their literacy and communication skills. 

The resource also provides statistical information that can be used to develop numeracy skills, and points to further research opportunities. 

The skills opportunities provided by this resource represent a progression from Standard Grade or Intermediate level, point the way to further progression to Advanced Higher, university or personal study in the future, and aid the overall development of individuals as successful learners.

Section 1: What is democracy?

Democracy is a system of government in which decisions reflect the wishes of the people. The greater the number of people consulted, and the more often, the more likely it is that democratic decisions will be made. Virtually all government systems have some element of democracy. Some governments are more democratic than others though.

The most common form of democracy is representative democracy. In a representative democracy, every few years, voters elect representatives to make decisions on their behalf. If the representatives do not do what voters want, they can elect someone else next time.

It is unrealistic, especially when the population runs into millions, to exercise direct democracy whereby everyone is consulted every time a decision is made. People may not have the time to make informed decisions every time a question needs to be answered. In addition, it would be expensive to run the country as a direct democracy. 

Electing, maintaining and advising 129 members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) at Holyrood (home of the Scottish Parliament), 646 MPs at Westminster (home of the UK Parliament), 732 members of the European Parliament (MEPs) at Strasbourg (home of the European Parliament) and several thousand local councillors is more efficient and a lot cheaper than operating a direct democracy.

The system still has its flaws though, and is expensive. The fewer people choosing to exercise their vote, the less well representative democracy works. Representatives may not carry out their election promises, and cannot be held to account by the voters until the next election, which may be years away. New issues may arise between elections, and the representatives are not obliged to consult the people before deciding what to do; for example, the UK joined the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 without a popular vote on the issue. A government may not be the expressed choice of the majority of people. These flaws lead to a democratic deficit – a gap between what people want and what the government does.

The Scottish Parliament

In 1997, it was decided (by a referendum, a rarely used form of direct democracy) that Scotland would, for the first time since 1707, have its own parliament at Holyrood. Westminster would still make most of the big decisions affecting Scotland, and Scottish MPs would still sit in Westminster, but some decisions affecting Scotland would be made by its own parliament. This was a form of devolution, transferring some power to Scotland, and was designed to make Scotland more democratic. 

In the 2003 elections for the Holyrood Parliament, voter turnout (the percentage of voters choosing to exercise their vote) fell to 49.4%, below the symbolic figure of 50% for the first time in a national election in the UK. 

Turnout was expected to rise in the 2007 elections as a close result was predicted, but rose only to 52%. This reflected a longer-term pattern of falling turnout in Westminster elections, itself a matter of concern. The lowest turnout was among the 18–25 age group, implying that many of a new generation of voters were turning their back on parliamentary democracy, whether at Holyrood or Westminster. (See Section 4 for further information about the Scottish Parliament elections.)

Whatever the reason for the low turnout – for example, faults with the system, perceived deficiencies of politicians, lack of awareness, or simple apathy – the fewer voters turn out, the less well democracy works. How to engage with more voters and thus make Scotland (and the UK) more democratic has become a central concern for politicians.

Section 2: The 2005 General Election

General election campaigns play a big part in UK politics, and the 2005 general election highlighted several points of interest. 

Since the previous general election in 2001, some of the biggest demonstrations ever of public interest in political issues (the marches against the Iraq war and, to a lesser extent, the Countryside Alliance march) contradicted the notion that the public had no interest in how the country was governed. Tony Blair, Labour Prime Minister since 1997 as a result of landslide election victories in 1997 and 2001, was losing popularity in the polls; could the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats benefit? The 2003 Scottish Parliament election and the 2004 European Parliament election both saw an upward swing in support for minority parties; would this pattern be repeated in 2005?

Despite these questions, Labour was expected to retain control of government by winning an absolute majority (over 50%) of seats. Opinion polls correctly predicted a Labour victory with a reduced majority. Once all the results were in, Labour had won 356 seats (out of 646), the Conservatives were in second place with 198 seats, and the Liberal Democrats in third with 62 seats. 30 seats went to other parties or independent candidates. 

The full results were as follows:

Party
No. of seats (compared to 2001)
% of vote (compared to 2001)

Labour
356
(413)
35.2%
(40.7%)

Conservative
198
(166)
32.4%
(31.7%)

Liberal Democrat
62
(52)
22.0%
(18.3%)

Scottish Nationalist
6
(5)

Welsh Nationalist
3
(4)

DUP
9
(5)

UUP
1
(6)

SDLP
3
(3)

Sinn Fein
5
(4)

Respect
1
(0)

Independent
2
(1)

Total
646
(659)

DUP, Democratic Unionist Party; UUP, Ulster Unionist Party; SDLP, Social Democratic and Labour Party.

On closer study, what appeared to be a comfortable victory for Labour carried some interesting messages. Labour support had fallen by nearly 6% since the previous general election, with only 35.2% of all votes cast. No single-party majority government had ever been elected with a smaller share of votes cast. Smaller parties, despite their lack of MPs, were more active than ever in the 2005 general election. Westminster elections appeared to be becoming more open and competitive.
Section 3: First past the post

Unit coverage:

· Advantages and disadvantages of the First Past the Post system

· Links between electoral systems and election results

Like much of British politics, First Past the Post (FPTP) is an old idea, introduced long before our modern expectations of democracy. The system pre-dates the Conservative, Liberal and Labour parties and dates back to an era when only a select few people were given the vote. 

FPTP is the most simple of electoral systems. The UK is currently divided into 646 constituencies (this number has varied over the years) of similar size populations. Candidates are invited to put themselves forwards for election as members of parliament (MPs) for different constituencies. On election day, at a polling booth or by postal vote, voters put an ‘X’ by the name of the one candidate they want to vote for. The candidate with the most votes (it does not have to be 50% or more) is elected MP for that constituency ‘seat’ until the next election is due; the constituency must choose one MP for the next parliamentary term, and there are no arrangements for sharing the responsibility between two or more candidates.

In the 2005 general election, Frank Doran was elected MP for Aberdeen North with 42.5% of the votes cast, so 57.5% of those who voted chose someone else. However, these other votes were divided among four candidates, none of whom earned more than 23.9% of the votes cast. This left Frank Doran a clear winner, with more votes than any other candidate. 

In the 59 Scottish constituencies, only 19 MPs were elected with over 50% of votes cast in their constituencies. In the Ochil and South Perthshire constituency, 31.4% of votes cast was enough to win. 

Under FPTP, the party that wins the most seats forms the government.

FPTP is also used in the USA, Canada and India, but most democratic countries prefer systems of proportional representation (see Section 4). UK politics, however, is often adversarial (involving conflict or opposition), and sovereignty is viewed as something that is not to be shared: if you are not in power, you are in opposition. 
FPTP has advantages and disadvantages; from a strictly democratic point of view, it could be argued that it is not the best possible system; however, it does produce workable government most of the time.
Arguments for First Past the Post
Six main arguments are usually presented in favour of FPTP:

1. FPTP is a simple system, easily understood by all. 
The Arbuthnott Commission, however, points out that voters can also understand other electoral systems well enough to participate in them.

2. FPTP generates outright winners in each constituency, and has public approval in doing so. 
In the Winchester constituency in 1997, Liberal Democrat candidate Mark Oaten won by only two votes. The second-placed candidate successfully demanded a re-run of the Winchester election. In this re-run, Mark Oaten again won, this time by around 20,000 votes, supporting the original outcome.

3. FPTP encourages stable government by mostly favouring the two largest parties and giving an overall majority of seats to one party. 
No party has won 50% of votes cast in any of the 17 general elections since 1945, but only once (in February 1974) has one party failed to win more than 50% of seats.
4. Stable government is believed to lead to decisive government. 
The parliamentary system makes it slow and difficult to pass any significant legislation; a government in which one party has a clear majority can push important reforms through; a coalition government might dilute the reforms in the interest of compromise.
The Labour Government ran into problems after the 2005 election because of its reduced parliamentary majority, disrupting its plans for criminal justice and education reform. This check on government power is arguably good for democracy. Major initiatives such as old-age pensions and the National Health Service, however, successfully passed through Parliament only because of decisive government underpinned by a large majority of MPs.

5. As a result of FPTP, all UK citizens have their own MPs, one for each constituency. Voters can vote for an individual rather than the party that the candidate represents, and can hold MPs individually accountable at the next election. 
In the 2005 general election, for example, the late Peter Law won Blaenau Gwent as an independent, having been rejected as the official Labour candidate. He defeated the official Labour candidate in what had been one of the safest Labour seats in the UK. 
Peter Law had a track record as a local councillor in the constituency. His rival was based in London, had no track record in Blaenau Gwent and had been chosen as official Labour candidate via an all-women shortlist selected by the Labour leadership. 
Peter Law’s victory suggests that many voters regard the individual over the party, although the kind of sharp choice presented in Blaenau Gwent in 2005 is a rarity. 

The constituency MP is seen to provide an important link between the parliamentary process and the electorate. Some systems of proportional representation are based around votes for party lists, with no opportunity for the voter to choose one candidate over another on the same list. The voter might also be left without an MP specifically responsible for his or her constituency. 
In the Scottish Parliament, where both constituency and list MSPs (members of the Scottish Parliament) are elected, there is a perception that constituency MSPs play a more significant role in democracy because of their more direct link with voters.

6. Finally, the system seems to work and has done for a long time. Why change it?
Arguments against First Past the Post

FPTP has been called into question over the past 25 years. The Liberal Democrats have long favoured replacing FPTP with a system of proportional representation. This view is shared with some minor parties, the Charter 88 pressure group and also some influential figures in the Labour Party. 

FPTP was abandoned for European Parliament elections after 1994; the makers of the new Scottish Parliament rejected straight FPTP for its Holyrood elections (although it was retained as an important component of the electoral system that was adopted); and the Scottish local elections in 2007 no longer used FPTP to elect councillors. 

Seven main criticisms of FPTP can be identified:

1. Most of the votes cast do not directly affect which MPs are elected. 
Many voters have no effect on the end result and face the same situation in general election after general election, possibly throughout their lifetimes. 
For example, in the 2005 general election, 35.4% of votes cast in Dumfries and Galloway, 30.4% of votes cast in Perth and Perthshire North, and 25.1% of votes cast in Stirling went to the Conservatives. These votes did not lead to a Conservative MP in any of these constituencies; in fact, only one Conservative MP was elected in all of Scotland, despite the Conservatives winning over 20% of the votes cast in 15 constituencies, and 15.8% of the Scottish votes cast overall. A large number of Conservative voters and a large number of voters for other parties (an estimated 19 million throughout the UK) found that their votes made no difference to the end result. 

2. Votes cast for parties are often spread unevenly among constituencies. 
For example, in the 2005 general election, the Liberal Democrats had concentrated support in some Scottish constituencies and minimal support in others. As a result, the Liberal Democrats won 11 seats for 22.6% of the votes cast in Scotland. The Conservatives won just one seat for 15.8% of Scottish votes.

However, in the 2005 UK general election as a whole, based on a calculation that divides the total number of votes cast by the total number of seats won, it took 96,539 votes cast to elect a Liberal Democrat MP, but only 44,373 votes cast to elect a Conservative MP and 26,906 votes cast to elect a Labour MP. Labour would have won a majority in the 2005 general election even if the Conservatives had a 1% greater share of the vote, and the Conservatives would have needed to be 11.8% ahead of Labour in order to win an overall majority.

Labour was fortunate enough to have won enough of the votes cast to be the largest single party, and also to have support spread evenly enough to win more seats (55%) than the party’s share of the vote (35%). Voter
turnout was also lower in many safe Labour seats. This means that voters are represented unequally. 

3. FPTP is increasingly out of step with current electoral trends. 
The increasingly broad range of parties picking up votes and the decline in voter turnout are not evident in the make-up of the House of Commons. The Green Party and UK Independence Party (UKIP) – both involved in other representative assemblies (the Green party had seven MSPs at Holyrood during 2003–07, and both parties send MEPs to Strasbourg) – are invisible at Westminster. 
Labour’s 35% of UK votes cast in the 2005 general election looks even less impressive when the voter turnout rate of 61% is factored in; only one in five of those eligible to vote chose to support Labour, yet Labour governs with an overall majority and can choose not to call another general election until 2010.

4. The majority of seats are safe seats, where one party has a large enough majority to deter other parties from campaigning energetically. Voters receive less attention from the parties and have to rely mostly on media coverage of the national campaign to inform their voting choice.
In marginal seats, however, the voters exercise more power. This is recognised by the parties, and resources such as canvassers are diverted towards winnable targets. 
5. Although constituents can choose not to re-elect an MP, in a safe seat, an MP may feel confident of re-election and not compelled to pay close attention to the needs of the constituents. 

Furthermore, even the most conscientious MP is often faced with a socially diverse constituency and finds it impossible to represent all interests and opinions. Certain social interests may be in a minority in every constituency and overlooked everywhere as a result. 

6. Voters do not always vote for their preferred parties, because they realise that their votes may have no impact. This may lead to a decision not to vote at all, affecting turnout rates, or to vote tactically for whichever candidate seems most likely to defeat the candidate they dislike most – a negative approach. This can distort the final election results and give a misleading impression of true levels of support for each party.

7. Each political party usually puts up just one candidate in each constituency. Two or more candidates would split party resources and votes cast for that party, and the party may lose a seat that it might otherwise have won. Voters therefore have less choice of candidates than they would in a Single Transferable Vote system, for example.

Other more democratic systems than FPTP have been devised and are used successfully elsewhere. 

The 1997 Labour Party manifesto promised a referendum on the voting system for election to the House of Commons, and the Jenkins Commission was set up to prepare a proposal for an alternative system. This commitment has not been fulfilled yet, but as recently as February 2006, Gordon Brown attended and endorsed the launch of a report by the Power Commission calling for widespread electoral reform. 

Yet FPTP is likely to continue for the next general election and beyond. The Government has many reforms to push through the parliamentary process without diverting time to reform FPTP. 

FPTP suits the Labour Party’s interests now because it allows it to govern the UK without coalition partners; this may be one reason why the Jenkins Commission report of October 1998 that proposed replacing FPTP with an Alternative Vote Plus system has not yet been acted on. 

The Conservative Party does not support the reform of FPTP, and public indifference suggests that electoral reform is not a great vote winner. 

A change to FPTP for general elections may yet return to the government agenda, and criticisms of FPTP will be debated. One situation that might lead to a reform of FPTP is a hung parliament at the next general election and a resultant coalition between Labour and the Liberal Democrats, with the Liberal Democrats demanding electoral reform as a condition of their support.

Activity
Theme: Producing a balanced argument

Read the passage below. It puts a case for First Past the Post being a successful electoral system. Notice that it makes three points in favour of First Past the Post and backs each point up with an example.

After reading this passage, write a passage of your own which puts a case against First Past the Post being a successful electoral system. Include three points and back each point up with an example.

If both passages were included in an essay, this would give the essay balance – which is needed in Higher Modern Studies.

A case for First Past the Post being a successful electoral system

First Past the Post is well established and popular with the public, who accept as the rightful winner the winning candidate in each constituency. For example, when Mark Oaten won the Winchester constituency in 1997 by only two votes, the second-placed candidate demanded that the election take place again, but this time voters gave Mark Oaten victory by 20,000 votes. This showed voters expressing approval of the First Past the Post system.
First Past the Post provides voters in a constituency with their own MP who represents only their local area and can speak up for their local interests in Parliament. For example, when Peter Law (a respected local councillor) won the Blaenau Gwent constituency in 2005, he won as an independent candidate, beating all of the big political parties in doing so. This showed voters valuing the local connection when choosing an MP, and First Past the Post is the best system to provide this connection.
First Past the Post leads to more stable government because the largest party usually wins a majority of the seats in the House of Commons. For example, no party has won as much as 50% of votes cast in the last 17 general elections, but one party has won over 50% of the seats in all but one of these elections. This has enabled governments to successfully carry out their agendas for reform in between elections without disruption.

Now write your own passage:

A case against First Past the Post being a successful electoral system

You could use the two passages to help you answer the following essay question (you would also need to write an introduction and a conclusion):

How successful has the First Past the Post system been in recent UK general elections?
Section 4: Scottish Parliament elections

To elect the members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs), the Additional Member System, a system of proportional representation is used. A total of 73 constituency MSPs are elected using the First Past the Post (FPTP) system, and a further 56 MSPs elected through a regional list system to make the number of MSPs elected for each party proportional to the votes cast in the election. Proportional representation systems, including the Additional Member System, are discussed in Section 5.

The 2003 Scottish Parliament Election

In the 1999 Scottish Parliament election, of the 129 seats, Scottish Labour won 56, the SNP 35, the Scottish Conservatives 18, the Scottish Liberal Democrats 17, and there was one seat each for the Scottish Green Party, the Scottish Socialist Party and independent MSP Dennis Canavan. This led to a coalition government, with ministerial posts shared between Labour and the Liberal Democrats. The Scottish National Party (SNP) formed the official opposition.

Political observers awaited the 2003 election with great interest. The Scottish Labour–Scottish Liberal Democrat coalition had worked smoothly enough. The SNP had been pleased with the 1999 result and believed that it could take a step towards becoming the party of government in the future. 

The implications of the Additional Member System used to elect the Scottish Parliament were clearer this time around. Minor parties and independent candidates saw an opportunity for election to the Scottish Parliament through the regional list system. In Edinburgh South, for example, only five candidates were put up for the 2003 constituency election, but 17 names appeared on the second ballot paper for the regional list election. The Scottish Green Party campaigned throughout Scotland with the slogan ‘2nd Vote Green’, putting up no candidates for constituency seats and relying on regional list votes instead.

During the 2003 campaign, the four main parties put forward broadly similar policies on education, healthcare and law and order. It had been hoped that the Scottish Parliament, introduced in 1999, would lead to a new politics based on 
co-operation rather than negativity and point scoring. Spin and negative campaigning featured, and MSPs made personal snipes at each other in televised interviews and debates.

The image of the Scottish Parliament during 1999–2003 had been undermined by the forced resignation of a first minister and the spiralling costs – exceeding £400 million – of the new parliament building at Holyrood. It was unclear to voters whether the Scottish Parliament exercised any real power over people’s lives; key decisions on the economy and foreign policy were still made at Westminster. 

Voter turnout had been a disappointing 59% in the 1999 election, and the 2001 UK general election had seen turnout fall over 10% since 1997, so it was no great surprise that turnout in the 2003 election fell to 49%. This was still a big disappointment though; the 50% turnout mark had symbolic importance as a measure of voter support for the Scottish Parliament. By falling below 50%, the low turnout undermined the credibility of the election result.

The election result was intriguing. The table below shows the full 2003 result:

Party
Constituency
(% vote)
Regional
(% vote)
Total
(1999 

seats

list seats

seats
total)

Scottish Labour
46
(35%)
4
(30%)
50
(56)

Scottish Nationalist
9
(24%)
18
(22%)
27
(35)

Scottish Conservative
3
(17%)
15
(16%)
18
(18)

Scottish Liberal Democrat
13
(15%)
4
(12%)
17
(17)

Scottish Green
0
(0%)
7
(6%)
7
(1)

Scottish Socialist
0
(6%)
6
(6%)
6
(1)

Scottish Senior Citizens
0
(0%)
1
(2%)
1
(0)

Independent
2
(3%)
1
(7%)
3
(1)

The most notable feature of the 2003 election result was a swing away from the largest two parties – Scottish Labour and the SNP – towards smaller parties and independent candidates. The Scottish Conservatives and Scottish Liberal Democrats held their positions. 

These changes can be explained in several ways. Firstly, the fall in support for Scottish Labour fell in line with the growing unpopularity of the Labour party across the UK over the Iraq war and Tony Blair’s leadership. Even though Scottish Labour governed in coalition with the Scottish Liberal Democrats, Scottish Labour was regarded as the senior partner in the coalition and therefore most to blame if voters were unhappy with the government. The SNP, traditionally seen as an obvious repository for protest votes, might have 
expected to benefit, but members were disappointed with the SNP’s campaign and leadership. SNP leader John Swinney was forced to stand down the following year.

The Scottish Greens and Scottish Socialists were the main beneficiaries of the second ballot for regional list MSPs, and at least 11% of voters expressed a different preference on the second ballot to their preference on the first ballot. Some may have been confused by the system, but most are likely to have deliberately chosen a minor party or independent candidate on the second ballot in the knowledge that their second vote would not be a wasted vote. The media began to refer to the Scottish Parliament as a six-party system. Other minor parties and independent candidates also focused on the regional ballot in 2007, and are likely to do so in future.

The final result allowed Scottish Labour to resume government in coalition with the Scottish Liberal Democrats; however, cracks soon began to show in this coalition. Scottish Liberal Democrat leader Jim Wallace stepped down and was replaced by Nicol Stephen, who was less enthusiastic about the coalition. An SNP/Scottish Liberal Democrats/Scottish Greens ‘rainbow’ coalition was presented as a possibility by the media. By May 2006, the Scottish Greens, who had ruled themselves out of coalition government in 2003, were proposing a ‘confidence and supply model’, whereby they would back an SNP-led coalition government with Alex Salmond as first minister, and would vote for the Government’s budget in return for guarantees on key environmental issues (such as no new nuclear power stations), but would not take up any ministerial posts.

Voters took part in the 2007 election unsure what coalitions were planned, which was likely to affect which party or parties they voted for.

The 2007 Scottish Parliament Election

Unlike the UK electoral system, in which the Government has to call a general election at least every five years, but may do so earlier if it chooses, Scottish Parliament elections are, like US presidential elections, at fixed dates. Elections have taken place in 1999, 2003 and 2007, with the next election scheduled for 2011.

The SNP approached the 2007 election with a more professional and higher profile campaign than it had fought in the past. Two months before the election, a donation of £500,000 from Stagecoach boss Brian Souter increased the SNP’s campaign budget by about 50%. The SNP leadership showed an understanding of the importance of a leader’s image: it was suggested that their leader Alex Salmond had been advised to smile less, and his deputy, 
Nicola Sturgeon, had been advised to smile more; a helicopter was hired to transport Salmond around Scotland; and voters were given a regional ballot paper that renamed the SNP ‘Alex Salmond for First Minister’, which placed him top of the alphabetical list of parties to vote for.

No other party was able to match the impact of the SNP’s campaign, but individual candidates in marginal seats perhaps campaigned harder than before, and it was easier to differentiate between the parties’ policies than before. 

The possibility of an SNP victory made voters consider whether they wanted a referendum on independence (supported by the SNP, Scottish Green Party, Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) and Solidarity; opposed by others) and a local income tax to replace the council tax (supported by the SNP, Scottish Liberal Democrats and SSP), and also made voters consider a range of national and local issues such as the question of a rail link to Edinburgh Airport. Despite this, election turnout increased to only 52%.

The result of the election was overshadowed by the fact that approximately 140,000 ballot papers – about 7% of votes cast – were declared spoilt. This figure was about ten times higher than might have been expected. The high figure was blamed on the reworked ballot paper, which asked each voter to cast a regional vote first and a constituency vote second, on one colour-coded ballot paper, rather than issuing two separate ballot papers, as had taken place in 2003.
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(1) Scottish Parliament ballot paper, (2) local council ballot paper

The regional half of the ballot included a plethora of minor parties alongside the four major parties; in Glasgow and Edinburgh, important instructions on how to vote were taken off the top of the ballot paper to make room for the names of all the contesting parties. To add to the confusion, voters were given 
a second ballot paper to elect local councillors using the Single Transferable Vote system, which required voters to number their choices in order of preference.

The new electronic vote-counting system ran into problems on election night, and a number of voters had ignored instructions not to fold their ballot papers; for these reasons, many votes were checked by hand. Some completed ballot papers were soaked and ruined on the ferry from Arran to the mainland, which affected the vote count in the constituency of Cunninghame North, where the SNP secured victory by a margin of only 48 votes. It is unlikely that inclusion of the spoilt ballot papers would affected the overall result, but the democratic process was undermined.

The table below shows the full 2007 result:

Party
Constituency 
Regional
Total
(2003


seats
list seats
seats
total)
Scottish National
21
26
47
(27)

Scottish Labour
37
9
46
(50)

Scottish Conservative
4
13
17
(18)

Scottish Liberal Democrat
11
5
16
(17)

Scottish Green
0
2
2
(7)

Independent
0
1
1
(3)
The election result left the SNP as the largest single party in the Scottish Parliament, but well short of the 65 seats needed to secure an overall majority. The SNP quickly made a coalition deal with the Scottish Green Party but failed to secure support from the Scottish Liberal Democrats. Despite this, the SNP expressed its intention to form a minority government, and Alex Salmond was elected first minister shortly afterwards, with Scottish Labour voting against him, and the Scottish Conservatives and Scottish Liberal Democrats abstaining. 

Some initial concerns that a presiding officer might not be elected were overcome when Alex Fergusson, Scottish Conservative MSP for Galloway and Upper Nithsdale, was elected with support from all the major parties. This left the Scottish Parliament in an operational state, but the lack of a majority government may lead to problems in the future. 

One final difference between the 2007 and 2003 election results was the loss of seats by minor parties. The Scottish Green Party lost five of its seven MSPs, and the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP), already undermined by former SSP leader Tommy Sheridan’s breakaway Solidarity party, lost all of its six 
MSPs. The SSP’s share of the vote collapsed from 6% in 2003 to only 0.6% in 2007, behind Solidarity and the Socialist Labour Party. The Scottish Senior Citizens’ Unity Party also finished with no MSPs, and only one independent MSP remained – Margo MacDonald. Protest votes were shared among such a wide range of minor parties that none other than the Green Party won the 5% of votes needed to win a regional seat. 
Section 5: Proportional representation

The way in which the Scottish Parliament is elected is based on a principle called proportional representation. Each party receives the same percentage of available seats in Parliament as the percentage of votes cast for the party; for example, if a political party wins 27% of the votes cast in a parliamentary election, it is awarded 27% of the seats in Parliament. This is seen as fair and democratic, although it does not necessarily lead to more effective government.

PR is widely used in Europe but has only come into use recently in the UK. Westminster elections still use First Past the Post (FPTP), not proportional representation. However, it was decided that a form of PR be used to elect the Scottish and Welsh parliaments, which were introduced after 1997. PR is also used to elect local councils and in elections for the European Parliament.

Several different electoral systems are based on the principle of proportional representation. These include the Additional Member System, the Single Transferable Vote system, and the Party List system.

The Additional Member System

Unit coverage:

· Advantages and disadvantages of the Additional Member System

· Links between electoral systems and election results

Voters participating in the 1999, 2003 and 2007 Scottish Parliament elections were asked to vote not once, but twice during their visit to the polling station.

When the Scottish Parliament was restored through the 1998 Scotland Act, it was decided that a system of proportional representation should be used to elect the members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs). After considering different types of proportional system, the Additional Member System, already used in Germany and New Zealand, was chosen as the most suitable.

The constituency vote
In 1998, there were 72 Scottish MPs at Westminster. It was decided to use the existing constituency boundaries for the Scottish Parliament, although Shetland and Orkney, jointly represented by one MP at Westminster, would each elect an MSP. This meant that a total of 73 MSPs would be elected using the FPTP system.

The regional vote
To ensure proportional representation, 56 additional members (or regional members) would also be elected in the 1999 election. Scotland was divided into eight regions, and each region would send seven additional ‘list’ MSPs to Holyrood. To decide which additional MSPs to send, the parties would submit lists of candidates. Each voter would then submit a second vote, this time for a party list. 

In the 2007 election, the ballot paper was altered so that the first vote was submitted for a party list and the second vote for a constituency MSP.

The d’Hondt method of counting votes would then be used to decide who would win the additional seats. Parties that had not won as many constituency seats as their share of the vote would be given additional members to top up their total number of seats.

The example below from the 2003 Scottish Parliament election shows how this worked in practice across Scotland for two of the parties:

Party
Scottish Conservative
Scottish Liberal Democrat

First ballot (for 73 seats)
3 constituency seats

13 constituency seats

Share of the vote (second ballot)
16%

12%

Second ballot (for 56 seats)
15 regional seats

4 regional seats

Total seats (out of 129 seats)
18

17

In 2003, Scottish Labour won far fewer additional seats than the Scottish National Party (SNP), despite winning a larger share of the vote; this was because Scottish Labour had won so many constituency seats and the SNP so few.

The Scottish Greens and some independent candidates, as well as some small parties, chose in 1999, 2003 and 2007 only to stand for election as additional members, reasoning that the FPTP system used for the constituency seats gave them no chance of winning.

Arguments for the Additional Member System

Six main points can be made in favour of this method of electing the Scottish Parliament:

1. The Additional Member System ensures a direct link between constituency MSPs and their constituencies. Over half of the MSPs – 73 out of 129 – are seen to be more accountable to the voters as a result of this. There is a long tradition of MPs representing constituencies in the UK, and the Additional Member System incorporates this popular aspect of FPTP.

2. The Additional Member System ensures a reasonably proportional result. It may not provide a perfect fit between total votes cast and the number of seats won by a party, but it is far more accurate than FPTP on its own would be. The Scottish Conservatives, SNP, Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) and Scottish Green Party – four of the six biggest parties – would have been badly short-changed by a straight FPTP result in 2003. The Additional Member System gives voters the result they want, incorporating the best aspects of FPTP without the biggest disadvantages.

3. Few votes are wasted in the regional ballot for the additional members, unlike votes for the constituency seat, which may be wasted if a voter’s preferred candidate has no chance of winning. For example, SSP supporters (6% of those who cast their votes in 2003) may know that their constituency votes will not lead to their preferred candidate being elected, but that their regional votes may well do, as was borne out by the election of six SSP additional members in the 2003 election. (All six lost their seats in 2007 because a larger proportion of voters used their regional votes to help elect the SNP.) 

4. Voters can use their votes in different ways. For example, voters may wish to support a specific party or candidate in one ballot but a different party in another ballot. Voters may have a complex view of politics and not support one party in its entirety. For example, a voter may cast a constituency vote for Scottish Labour and a regional vote for the Scottish Green Party, reflecting the voter’s view of Scottish Labour as the best all-round package but also a specific concern for environmental issues. 
Voters can also use one of their votes as a protest vote. In 2003, Margo MacDonald, an independent candidate, ran a campaign that criticised aspects of Scottish government and struck a chord among voters. She won over 27,000 votes in the Lothian regional ballot – enough to have won two seats rather than one had this been allowed.

5. The Additional Member System reduces the temptation to vote tactically, something that may happen if a voter’s preferred party has no chance of winning, but the voter’s second preference has a chance of victory. A party’s MSP count will be topped up by the Additional Member System even if the party doesn’t come first in constituency elections. Tactical voting distorts voters’ true preferences and thus undermines democracy. However, there were signs of tactical voting in the 2007 Scottish Parliament election (see page 62).

6. The Additional Member System tends to lead to coalition or minority governments – this has been the experience for Germany since the Additional Member System was introduced and likewise for Scotland since 1999. However, the experiences of both Germany and Scotland show that coalition governments can be stable and effective. The need to work in coalition encourages genuine political debate between parties, and the resulting compromises, if not necessarily the best decisions that could be made, are more broadly in line with the wishes of the electorate. Since the May 2007 election, the SNP has managed to operate as a minority government, its February 2008 budget passing through Holyrood with only one vote cast against it.

Arguments against the Additional Member System

The Additional Member System has been criticised, and proposals have been made for change based on the way the Scottish Parliament has developed since 1999. However, some of these criticisms relate not to the Additional Member System, but more to the way in which it is used in Scotland:

1. It has been suggested that the Additional Member System is too complex to understand and this might have one of the following effects. 
· The complexity might put voters off, although the Arbuthnott Commission’s final report in January 2006 found no evidence to support this suggestion. Turnout for the Scottish Parliament elections in 2007 (52%), 2003 (48%) and 1999 (59%) was a big disappointment to politicians. However, turnout for UK general elections also fell during this period, from 71% in 1997 to 59% in 2001, so the Scottish Parliament’s experience was part of a wider trend. 
· Voters might not understand how each of the two ballots is used to choose MSPs. Again, evidence is lacking, but some voters may have supported two different parties across the two ballots because they believed they had to, or minor parties and independent candidates may have missed out on second ballot votes if the voter mistakenly believed that a vote for an independent candidate would be wasted, as it would be under straight FPTP. 

The Arbuthnott Commission claimed that voters would become more accustomed to the system after a few more elections. However, elections take place only every four years, so it will take time for voters to get used to the system. 

The Additional Member System lacks the simplicity of FPTP, and voters need to understand the system properly to best use it to express their democratic will. The decision to hold the 2007 Holyrood elections (using the Additional Member System) and the 2007 Scottish local elections (using the single transferable vote system) together may have added to voter confusion and contributed to 140,000 spoilt ballot papers.

2. The 56 additional members do not have the same constituency links as the 73 constituency MSPs, although they are linked to specific regions of Scotland. This makes them less directly accountable to the public, and they have been accused of being second-class MSPs, winning seats more by persuading fellow party members to give them a high position on the party list, rather than because of their appeal to voters. During 2003–07, the Scottish Conservative leader, Annabel Goldie, and the SNP leader at 
Holyrood, Nicola Sturgeon, had additional member status. The Arbuthnott Commission suggested that the Additional Member System be renamed the ‘mixed member system’ (MMS) to remove the stigma of being an additional MSP.

3. In the 1999, 2003 and 2007 elections, candidates could stand for constituencies in the first ballot and also appear on a regional party list for the second ballot (first and second ballots were reversed in 2007), although their names would be deleted from the regional party lists if they won their constituencies. Therefore, a candidate who had been rejected by constituency voters might still become a regional MSP. Labour MP Jim Devine introduced a Westminster motion in January 2006 proposing to prevent dual candidacies for the Scottish Parliament; if it becomes law, it would force aspiring MSPs to choose to stand either in a named constituency or on a regional list, but not both.

4. Scotland has 129 MSPs – all salaried by the taxpayer – which seems a large number for such a small country. After the 2001 UK general election, the Boundary Commission reduced the number of Westminster MPs representing Scotland from 72 to 59, bringing the average constituency population in Scotland more in line with populations in English constituencies. However, the Scottish Parliament rejected the opportunity to reduce its number of constituency MSPs at the same time and retained the full 73 plus 56 additional members. This has left Scottish Parliament constituency boundaries out of line with those used for Westminster elections. It has also raised the suspicion that the MSPs rejected the constituency changes to protect their jobs.

5. With the exception of the SNP, it is hard for the largest Scottish parties to present a distinctly different image to that of their Westminster counterparts. For example, voters may associate the Scottish Conservatives with UK Conservative leaders, and the Scottish Labour Party with the problems experienced by Labour at Westminster since the 2005 general election; Scottish Labour may have lost seats in the 2007 election due to the falling popularity of Tony Blair’s government. Therefore, voting behaviour in Scottish Parliament elections is distorted by Westminster politics.

6. The Additional Member System has brought greater diversity of political opinion to the Scottish Parliament, which may have generated debate and not enough decisive action. While the coalition governments that emerged out of the 1999 and 2003 elections have operated smoothly enough, there is no guarantee that this will continue. It is also possible 
that minor parties could hold a disproportionate amount of power if they serve as partners in a coalition. 
Former Scottish Liberal Democrat leader Jim Wallace proposed in late 2003 that the Additional Member System be replaced by the Single Transferable Vote for future Scottish Parliament elections. The Single Transferable Vote system was introduced in 2007 for the Scottish local elections, and there is a logic to using the same system for Holyrood elections. Jim Wallace believed that the Single Transferable Vote system would make it harder for minor parties to win seats and thus bring greater stability to the Scottish Parliament. The Steel Commission report (March 2006), which addressed proposals to devolve more power to Holyrood, also proposed the introduction of the Single Transferable Vote system for Holyrood elections.
While the FPTP system seems well entrenched at Westminster, the Additional Member System is a recent creation and, like many aspects of the Scottish Parliament, is seen as a working system as post-devolution government in Scotland goes through its early years, after just three Holyrood elections. The Arbuthnott Commission’s final report proposed that the Additional Member System be left unchanged at least through the 2007 and 2011 elections, on the grounds that any new system needs time to settle. However, calls to reform the Scottish Parliament’s electoral system before 2011 may yet be turned into action.

Activity
Theme: Using examples for analysis

What do the following examples tell us about the pros and cons of the way the Scottish Parliament is elected?

Write your answers below each example. Your answers could then be discussed in groups or as a whole class.

1. Scotland sends only 59 constituency MPs to Westminster but elects 73 constituency MSPs and a further 56 regional MSPs – a total of 129 MSPs – to the Scottish Parliament.

2. Margo MacDonald was elected as an independent regional MSP in both 2003 and 2007.

3. The SNP won the most votes and the most seats in the 2007 election, despite Scottish Labour winning most of the constituency seats.

4. The Scottish Socialist Party won 6% of the vote overall and six regional seats in the 2003 election.

5. The SNP, despite having only 47 out of the 129 MSPs in the Scottish Parliament, managed to steer through its February 2008 budget with only one MSP voting against it.

When writing a Higher Modern Studies essay, it is important not only to include examples but also to explain how these examples help to answer the question set – including this explanation will make your essay more analytical.

As an extension exercise, you could write an answer to the following question, which should give examples and explanations to present the case against and the case for the Additional Member System.

‘The Additional Member System has proved not to be a suitable system for electing the Scottish Parliament.’ Discuss.
The Single Transferable Vote
Unit coverage:

· Advantages and disadvantages of the Single Transferable Vote

· Links between electoral systems and election results

The Single Transferable Vote system is used in Northern Ireland’s local elections and the European Parliament elections. It was introduced into Scotland for the 2007 local elections and is promoted as a possible future system for electing the Holyrood and Westminster parliaments.

The Single Transferable Vote system requires large multi-member constituencies, each electing between three and five representatives. 

Voters rank the candidates in order of preference, putting a ‘1’ next to their favourite candidate, a ‘2’ next to their second choice, and so on. 

An electoral quota (also known as the Droop quota) is then calculated using the following equation: votes/(seats +1) +1, in which ‘votes’ is the number of votes cast, and ‘seats’ is the number of seats available. First preferences are counted and candidates reaching the electoral quota are elected. If seats remain vacant, surplus votes (above the Droop quota) for successful candidates are redistributed to the other candidates, starting with the one who received the most votes and passing surplus votes down until all seats are filled.
It is complicated to count up the votes in the Single Transferable Vote system, but it is simple for the voters to cast their votes. 

The Single Transferable Vote system does not tend to give an accurate proportional result, but it is more proportional than that given by FPTP and maintains a link between a member of the European Parliament (MEP) or councillor and the constituency, although this link is not as close as that provided by single-member constituencies (a feature of FPTP).

The 2004 European Parliament election operated the Single Transferable Vote system and divided the UK into multi-member constituencies. The big story of this election was the upsurge of the UK Independence Party (UKIP), given a publicity boost by the late appearance of Robert Kilroy-Silk as a UKIP candidate, which won 16% of the vote. The Single Transferable Vote system allowed this 16% to translate to 12 UKIP MEPs (up from three MEPs in 1999). 

In the 1989 European Parliament elections, when FPTP was used, the Green Party won 15% of the vote but no seats. In 2004, under the Single Transferable 
Vote system the Greens won 6.2% of the vote and gained two MEPs. The British National Party (BNP) won 4.9% of the vote but no MEPs, indicating that the Single Transferable Vote system is not strictly proportional.
The introduction of the Single Transferable Vote system for Scotland’s local elections in 2007 seems likely to shake up established practices in many of the 32 local councils. For example, in the Scottish Borders, there is organised opposition to the planned Waverley Line rail link between Galashiels and Edinburgh, led by Nicholas Watson, who heads the pressure group Save Scott’s Countryside. An anti-rail-link party, the Borders Party, was planned, and it won two seats on the Scottish Borders Council in the 2007 election, the Single Transferable Vote system allowing it to make more impact than it would have under FPTP.

The Single Transferable Vote system also seems likely to lead to more coalition-controlled councils, with an end to councils being controlled by a single party. For example, Edinburgh City Council was divided into 17 multi-member wards for the 2007 election. A Liberal Democrat–Labour coalition was expected to be formed after the election to supply the 30 councillors needed to constitute an overall majority; however, a coalition was instead formed between the Liberal Democrats (17 seats) and the SNP (12 seats), which relied on the Lord Provost’s casting vote to pass decisions. If a coalition has an overall majority, it offers stable and workable government. Therefore, if coalitions are planned and announced in advance, the prospective coalition partners may win more votes.

One example of a workable local coalition was created in Leeds City Council in 2004, after 40 Labour, 26 Liberal Democrat, 24 Conservative, three Green and six independent councillors were elected (using FPTP, but an electoral pact was in operation between the second- and third-placed parties). The Liberal Democrat and Conservative leaders took turns having six months each as council leader, while the Green leader chaired the all-party cabinet. Labour served as an opposition party. This proved to be surprisingly harmonious. Willingness to compromise enables council business to continue without being delayed by protracted coalition negotiations.

The Party List

Unit coverage:

· Advantages and disadvantages of the Party List

· Links between electoral systems and election results

The Party List is the most proportional of all electoral systems, provided that all voters want to vote for political parties rather than individual candidates. 

As with the Single Transferable Vote system, multi-member constituencies are created. Rather than voting for an individual, voters vote for a party’s list of candidates (candidates are ranked by the party in order of preference). Usually the lists are ‘closed’ party lists, and the voter has to accept or reject the list in its entirety. ‘Open’ party lists which allow the voter to vote for an individual candidate from a list are feasible. 

The d’Hondt method is used to calculate who wins which seat. The number of votes for a list is divided by the number of members of this list already elected plus 1. Therefore, the divisor starts at 1 (ie it has no effect), and in subsequent rounds the divisor is the total number of seats gained plus 1. 

This system is no longer used on its own in any UK election. However, it is used in conjunction with FPTP constituency elections to form the Additional Member System in Scotland. It was also used in the 1999 European Parliament elections after complaints about the FPTP system used in the 1989 and 1994 elections. This led to the Liberal Democrats winning ten MEPs in 1999 (compared with only two in 1994), and the SNP, Plaid Cymru (Welsh nationalists) and Green Party winning two MEPs each for the first time.

One of the main criticisms of the Party List system is that the representatives elected, while collectively accountable to their region, are not individually accountable to a small constituency as would be the case with FPTP. (The same criticism can be made of the Single Transferable Vote system.) Labour MEP Arlene McCarthy said that far fewer constituents contacted her during the 1999–2004 period than between 1994 and 1999 when the FPTP system was used. 

Furthermore, the parties, rather than the voters, choose the names on each list. Voters may be put off a list by an unpopular candidate appearing high up. Also, a list may consist of individuals of similar outlook and background, representing a ruling clique within a party. Parties can stifle independent and minority opinion within their ranks, and voters may miss out on the opportunity to elect talented politicians who are placed too far down the list. 

However, the experience of the Scottish Parliament shows that a popular politician can be elected through the list system if running as an independent candidate. Margo MacDonald achieved this in Lothian region in 2003 and 2007, but had to leave the SNP to do so.

Activity
Theme: Selecting examples to support points

Using the information on the preceding pages, select one example to support each of the points made below:

1. Single Transferable Vote is a good system to use in elections.


Your example:

2. Single Transferable Vote is not a good system to use in elections.


Your example:

3. The Party List is a good system to use in elections.


Your example:

4. The Party List is not a good system to use in elections.


Your example:

As an extension exercise, you could draw together your knowledge to compare two or more electoral systems. Consider the following essay question:

‘The Single Transferable Vote should be used to elect both the Westminster Parliament and the Scottish Parliament.’ Discuss.

To answer this essay question properly, you need to include the following points:

· Advantages of the Single Transferable Vote

· Disadvantages of First Past the Post

· Disadvantages of the Additional Member System

Then balance your essay by including the following points:

· Disadvantages of the Single Transferable Vote

· Advantages of First Past the Post

· Advantages of the Additional Member System

Remember that for each point you make, you need to select an example to back it up, and you need to explain how that example helps to answer the question set.

Other proportional representation systems

1.
The Supplementary Vote 

This system is used to elect the mayor of London and the other 11 elective mayors in England. 

The Supplementary Vote system is similar to FPTP, except voters may make a second choice as well as a first choice. If no candidate wins 50% of voters’ first preferences, the two candidates with the most votes go through to a second stage. The second-preference votes of the other candidates are examined. Any second-preference votes for either of the top two candidates are added to the leading candidates’ totals. The candidate with the most votes at the end of this process wins the seat. 

For example, in the North Tyneside mayoral election in 2005, Linda Arkley (Conservative) headed the first choice vote count with 34,457 votes, with John Harrison (Labour) close behind with 34,053 votes. The second-preference votes of the other candidates were then counted; 3991 of these were for Arkley, 6407 for Harrison and 4833 for neither of the top two candidates. This gave John Harrison victory with 40,460 votes to Linda Arkley’s 39,458 votes.

2.
The Additional Vote 

This system is not used in the UK but has been adopted by the Australian House of Representatives. 

The Additional Vote system extends the principle of the Supplementary Vote system so that voters can put all the candidates in order of preference. 

To be elected, a candidate must win over 50% of the vote. The second-preference votes of the candidate in last place in the first round are distributed appropriately to the other candidates. If no candidate has 50%, second-preference votes of the candidate in second-last place are distributed. This process continues until one candidate reaches 50% and is declared the winner.

3.
The Additional Vote Plus 

The Additional Vote Plus system was devised by the Jenkins Commission in 1998 as a proposal for future UK general elections, but has not been adopted anywhere in the world to date. 

The system is similar to the Scottish Additional Member System, but different in that the Additional Vote system rather than FPTP would be used to elect the constituency MPs, and that only 10–15% of MPs would be elected through regional lists. 

The Jenkins Commission’s proposals for the Additional Vote Plus system have not yet been acted on. The Additional Vote Plus system went some way towards overcoming the main criticism of the Supplementary Vote and Additional Vote systems: that while they were fairer than FPTP, they still did not provide a proportional result.

Section 6: Referendums
Unit coverage:

· The use of referenda

Referendums (or referenda) are a form of direct democracy. Voters are asked to express their preference, usually in the form of ‘yes’ or ‘no’, on a specific issue. 

In the UK, national referendums have rarely been used, and only for constitutional change. Before 1997, the only referendums in UK history were the 1975 referendum on European Union (then known as the European Economic Community) membership (the result was ‘yes’) and the 1979 referendums for devolved assemblies for Wales and Scotland (Wales said ‘no’; Scotland said ‘yes’, but turnout was too low for the result to be valid – over 40% of the whole electorate, not just of those choosing to exercise their vote, was needed). However, the election of Labour in 1997 was accompanied by referendums on devolution again, and this time both Wales and Scotland voted ‘yes’, leading to the Welsh Assembly and the Scottish Parliament.

The Labour Government followed the referendums for devolved assemblies with a referendum for London in 2000, asking voters whether they wanted an elected mayor. Despite the low turnout (only 30%), the ‘yes’ answer was accepted and elections for a mayor were held. Similar local referendums occurred in other towns and cities, and a number of mayors were elected. However, by April 2005, in 20 out of 31 referendums held (including Berwick-on-Tweed), voters decided not to have a mayor. The proposal in 2004 for a regional assembly for North-East England was also defeated by referendum; 77.9% of voters said ‘no’.

Local councils sometimes hold referendums on controversial local issues. A proposal to introduce congestion charging in Edinburgh was put to local voters in February 2005 and was rejected by a large majority: 45,965 ‘yes’ votes were outweighed by 133,678 ‘no’ votes. 

Advantages of referendums
1. As a form of direct democracy, referendums encourage participation and educate the public about a political issue.

2. Controversial issues can be openly debated through referendums, removing a government’s fear of introducing potentially vote-losing policies.

3. The referendum result should provide a single clear and final answer to a question.

4. Government decisions are seen by voters to be more legitimate if approved by referendum.

5. The UK party system is too rigid and limited to provide much voter choice on some issues; referendums can fill this choice gap.

6. The UK constitution has more credibility if it uses referendums to keep Parliament in touch with the public mood.

Criticisms of referendums

1. The sovereignty of Parliament is undermined if the will of MPs can be overruled by public opinion outside general elections.

2. If government ministers take different sides in a referendum debate, this can undermine the principle of collective cabinet responsibility. It will be known that some ministers do not agree with the decision they are implementing after the referendum.

3. The Government decides whether a referendum is held.

4. The question asked in the referendum may be worded in a manner that does not give voters the choice they want. Likewise a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer may be too simplistic to express public opinion fully.

5. Voters need to be properly informed about the issue if they are to use their votes wisely. Information may be lacking, or one side better funded than the other, creating an imbalance of information.

6. The result of the referendum may be indecisive, close to 50:50. Voter turnout may also be low, so it may be difficult for a government to decide whether a referendum decision should be binding.

7. The Government does not have to accept a referendum as a final decision, although this leaves it open to accusations of ignoring public opinion and may lose it votes at the next general election.

8. Voter turnout at referendums has been disappointing. Many voters lack enthusiasm for referendums, and ‘voting fatigue’ may set in if referendums are held too frequently.

Overall, the Labour Government seems to have learned to be wary of referendums. It is likely that the period 1997–2001, Labour’s first term of office, saw a peak in the use of referendums, and that they will not be used much in the future. 

One development that could lead to more use of referendums is if there is a hung parliament at the next UK general election, and the Liberal Democrats, or even a minor party, is able to demand a referendum on a constitutional issue as a condition of supporting the coalition leader.

Section 7: Voter Participation in Elections

Unit coverage:

· The importance of voter participation

· Postal and online voting

· Voter turnout for Scottish council, Scottish Parliament, UK Parliament and European Parliament elections: trends, local, regional and national variations; explanations for and consequences of

Politicians are vexed by the question ‘Why do so many people choose not to exercise their right to vote in elections?’ If you ask non-voters, they will tell you, but may give different reasons. It is accepted that there is no single or simple reason, but some reasons may be more easily addressed than others.

Between 1945 and 1997, voter turnout in UK Parliament elections was usually between 70 and 80%. The 2001 general election saw a sharp fall to 59%, and the 2005 general election only a slight increase to 61%. 

If Scottish politicians were disappointed with the 59% turnout in the 1999 Scottish Parliament election, they were alarmed by the 48% turnout in 2003. Turnout increased to 52% in 2007, but this was again disappointing in the context of a close contest between Scottish Labour and the Scottish National Party (SNP). 

In contrast, the 41% turnout in the 2004 European Parliament election was considered pleasing, because the turnout in 1999 had been just 24%. 

Recent local elections have averaged around 30% turnout, despite efforts to boost turnout by experimenting with postal and online voting. 

The fewer voters turn out, the less well democracy is working. Low voter turnout is seen as a sign of disengagement with politics. Turnout has fallen drastically since the early 1990s. The age group least likely to exercise their vote is that of 18- to 24-year-olds (only 35% turned out in the 2001 general election). Party membership has also fallen; for example, Labour Party membership fell from about 400,000 to about 200,000 between 1997 and 2006. 

However, there is growing interest in pressure groups. Pressure groups are not a new idea; the 2002 Countryside Alliance march and the 2003 demonstrations against the Iraq war, along with the Make Poverty History campaign in 2005, attracted hundreds of thousands of participants. The 18–24 age group, despite having the lowest turnout in elections, has the largest number of participants in political activities other than voting. The big issues, it seems, still attract people to politics, but not to parliamentary politics.

Reasons for falling turnout

Several reasons are given for falling turnout; some of these apply to certain types of election but not others.

1. National politics does not influence peoples’ lives as much as it used to. People are arguably more concerned with global issues which national governments may have little control over, or local issues which national governments seem remote from. 

2. UK politics has not adapted to changing social attitudes. Often there is a time lag before issues that concern voters are discussed by politicians. Voters may be put off by the issues that the mainstream parties are concerned with. 

3. Media reporting has become more intrusive and sensationalised, adversely affecting public opinion about politicians. Politicians have not necessarily become more prone to sleaze in recent years and the UK maintains one of the least corrupt political systems in the world. However, media focus on politicians can have far reaching implications. For example, the Scottish Conservative leader David McLetchie was forced to resign in 2005 over an expense claim for taxi fares; a seemingly minor case of corruption given an inordinate amount of focus by the media. 
Politicians should be scrutinised, but such scrutiny can create an impression of the average politician that puts people off voting. Janine Dermody and Stuart Hamner-Lloyd (‘Negative Media: Another Nail in the Democratic Coffin?’, Goldsmiths College, London, 2003) have presented the concept of a disengagement vortex: the media publicise politicians’ promises then attack politicians if they don’t deliver these promises. This leads to greater public distrust, cynicism and disengagement, to which politicians respond by making greater promises, which the media publicise, and so on in a downward spiral.

4. Politicians may raise public expectations to a level that cannot be fulfilled. Election manifesto and campaign promises, soundbites and spin, and the massaging of statistics all suggest that a government can deliver more than it really can. During the 2001 general election campaign, Sharon Storer, a member of the public, harangued Tony Blair outside a Birmingham hospital for not improving the NHS. This was widely reported in the media. In an interview with Jeremy Paxman afterwards, Storer admitted that she opposed tax increases, rejected any form of personal insurance and had no suggestions for how the Government might use NHS money more efficiently. Even so, she expected the Government to improve the NHS because the Labour Party had promised to do so without increasing taxes in its 1997 manifesto.

5. The mainstream parties have all used focus groups and come to a consensus about what voters want. All now promise improvements in public services such as healthcare and education, all promise to clamp down on crime and put more police on the street, all promise to keep taxes low. NOP opinion polls in 2001 and 2005 found that only 17% and 21% respectively of those surveyed thought there was ‘a great deal of difference’ between Conservative and Labour policies, compared to 88% in 1983 and 56% in 1992. This arguably led to dull election campaigns in which voters were not offered a real choice.

6. Modern election campaigns rely on the national media – television especially – to promote a party. At local level, parties tend only to target marginal seats, and many voters in areas with safer seats feel that no one is bothered about their vote. Voters may approach elections without seeing hustings advertised, receiving few or no leaflets, seeing few or no posters and meeting no candidates. 

7. In the past, the First Past the Post system was blamed for low voter turnout because many voters realise that their votes are likely to be wasted and are put off voting. This suggestion makes sense, but is not supported by evidence: the introduction of the Party List system, the Additional Member System, the Single Transferable Vote and Supplementary Vote for various elections within the UK since 1997 has not led to improved voter turnout.

8. Regardless of the electoral system used, if voters believe that an election result is a foregone conclusion, they are less likely to vote. During the 2005 general election campaign, a Populus poll suggested that 71% of voters believed that Labour would win, but only 10% believed the Conservatives would win. Meanwhile, a MORI poll suggested that 61% of voters considered themselves ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ interested in politics, the highest figure for 30 years. Turnout was generally higher in marginal 
seats, partly due to a greater level of party campaigning there, but also reflecting a belief among voters that the result was in the balance.

Proposals to increase voter turnout

1.
Postal and online voting

As yet, there has been little use of online voting to decide elections, because there are concerns that the system could easily be corrupted. In 2002, online voting was piloted in local elections for Swindon council, but turnout increased by only 2%. This increase in turnout was in line with that in other local elections for which online voting had not been introduced. 

Postal voting, however, has proved more popular among voters and was widely used in the 2005 general election. Over 12% of the electorate were issued with postal ballot forms in 2005; this varied from 45% of the electorate in Newcastle-on-Tyne to just 3% in Glasgow East. Voters issued with postal ballot forms are more likely to vote than voters who have to visit a polling station; this is no surprise, as postal voters have shown enough interest to apply for a postal vote in the first place. Local elections for Gateshead and South Tyneside Council in 2002 used an all-postal ballot, and voter turnout doubled – a clear success. Postal voting was also successfully used for the Edinburgh referendum on the congestion charge in February 2005, attracting a turnout of 62%.

Despite these successes, concerns have been raised about postal voting. In April 2005, a former Blackburn councillor was imprisoned for 3½ years for improper gathering of postal votes. In the same month, five Birmingham councillors were convicted of postal vote fraud. The 2006 local elections in Birmingham saw applications for postal votes fall from 70,000 to less than 60,000, but in five council wards the applications increased by up to 30%. Council leader Mike Whitby then asked the Chief Constable of West Midlands Police to deploy officers in these wards to try to ensure there was no corruption.

Postal voting does seem to have a future but it has been shown to be open to corruption, and this may undermine voters’ confidence in the system, as will the failure of many postal ballot forms to arrive on time for the 2007 Scottish Parliament elections.

2.
Reducing voting age to 16

The minimum voting age was lowered from 21 to 18 in 1969, and the Electoral 
Commission carried out a three-month survey in 2003 to assess the feasibility of a further reduction to 16. It was suggested that voters may be more engaged from that age rather than from 18. The idea was abandoned in the belief that lowering the voting age would lead to young people abstaining from voting from an earlier age. Both Germany and Austria have a minimum voting age of 16.

3.
Compulsory voting

Australia uses a system of compulsory voting, whereby voters failing to attend a polling station are fined a nominal sum (similar to a parking fine). As a consequence, in the 2001 Australian general election, turnout was 94.9%. Australian voters can spoil their ballot papers with impunity; an alternative might be to include a ‘none of the above’ option on a ballot paper. 
Labour ministers Peter Hain and Geoff Hoon declared their support for a 2006 proposal by the Institute of Public Policy Research to make it compulsory to turn up at a polling station, although casting a vote while at the polling station would not be compulsory. This proposal attracted the following criticism:

(a) The voting process may be devalued if large numbers of voters spoil their ballot papers or make ill-considered judgements, overlooking the lower-profile alternatives to the established parties, even picking a candidate at random. Voters may not do this though; many reluctant voters may play by the rules in the same way that they reluctantly undertake jury service but still take it seriously as a public duty.

(b) Surely it is a human right not to vote? This can be answered by the analogy with jury service: it is a citizen’s public duty to participate in the process of running the country. It is surely not asking too much for voters to make an appearance at the polling station, especially as the proposal by the Institute of Public Policy Research would allow them not to vote if they wish.

(c) Compulsory voting does not deal with the root causes of voter disengagement. In theory, compulsory voting might be used as a springboard to increase the public’s understanding of politics, but it cannot be assumed it would be effective. Even though the proposal by the Institute of Public Policy Research has merit, the current climate of voter disengagement makes it unlikely that voters would respond positively; being fined for not voting would be unlikely to raise voters’ opinions of politicians and the political system.

Activity

Theme: Organising and presenting an argument

Using the preceding pages to find information, prepare either a speech (to be delivered verbally to the rest of the class) or a letter (to be delivered in writing to the rest of the class) explaining reasons why your fellow students should use their votes when they are 18 or over. The more points you can make and explain, the more convincing your speech or letter will be.

What factors determine how people vote?

Unit coverage:

· The link between each of: social class, party affiliation, age, gender, ethnicity, issues, personality, location and voting behaviour

· Continuity and change in these links

Voting behaviour has attracted a great deal of academic study. However, there is not one overriding reason why votes are cast the way they are; people choose one candidate over another for a complex set of reasons, not all of which they recognise. Some of the main factors are put forward below to help explain voting behaviour; however, it is not possible to present a complete analysis of an electorate of millions. One factor – the influence of the media – is considered more fully in the next chapter.

1.
Social factors

The ‘social structures’ model suggests that social factors largely determine how people vote. These social factors can be broken down as follows:

(a)
Social class

It was argued in the 1960s that social class was the main basis of British politics. By the 1980s, a theory of class de-alignment was put forward, proposing that social class was no longer a major determinant of voting behaviour. Working class support for the Conservatives edged upwards during the 1980s, while Labour’s revival under Tony Blair, which led to a landslide victory in the 1997 general election, suggested that the party had maintained its traditional base and yet simultaneously widened its appeal to the middle class. A similar pattern was detected in the 2001 general election. 

The apparent class de-alignment may, however, have resulted from the parties changing their core messages to the electorate, rather than from changing class attitudes. For example, some traditional Labour voters were drawn to the Conservatives because the party was less pro-Europe and appeared to have a tougher approach to asylum seekers.

(b)
Regional and local differences

In the 1980s, a north–south divide was evident in UK politics, with most Conservative seats in the south and east of England, while Labour was dominant in the north of England, Scotland and Wales. 

This division was less evident in the 1997 and 2001 elections, when Labour won large numbers of seats in the south and east. However, in the May 2006 local council elections, when the Conservatives won 40% of the vote overall compared to Labour’s 27%, the divide was more evident. The Conservatives won control of a number of councils in London and the south-east, but made no headway in northern cities such as Manchester and Liverpool. 

The Conservatives’ only election victories in Scotland since 2001 have been in rural southern and central Scotland. The Dunfermline/West Fife and Moray by-elections in Scotland in 2006 saw the Conservatives failing to significantly increase their share of the vote despite the growing UK-wide popularity of the party under David Cameron’s leadership. 

Labour has seen some erosion of its position in the north by the Liberal Democrats, who enjoyed a 6.7% swing in the north-east and a 6.3% swing in Scotland during the 2005 general election, undermining the view that the Liberal Democrats are strong only in the south-east and south-west of England. 

The 2007 Scottish Parliament election also saw something of a north–south divide in Scotland, with the SNP winning greater support in Tayside and the northern half of Scotland than in the Lowlands and the central belt. The SNP did, however, win strong support all over Scotland, with five regional members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) in the South of Scotland, so the north–south divide should not be overstated.

(c)
Race, ethnicity and religion

Race, ethnicity and religion appear to have influenced voting behaviour in the UK more since the 2003 Iraq war. George Galloway’s Respect coalition, which had opposed the war vociferously, won Bethnal Green and Bow – a constituency with the second highest Muslim population in the UK – in the 2005 general election. Elsewhere, Respect won an average of 11.9% of the vote in constituencies where over 10% of the population were Muslim, but only 1% in constituencies with few Muslim voters. 

The Liberal Democrats also benefited as the only major party to oppose the Iraq war, with an 8.8% swing to their party in constituencies where over 10% of voters were Muslim, compared to a 3.4% swing where less than 5% of voters were Muslim.

In the longer term, ethnic minorities have tended to choose Labour over other parties; for example, 86% of black voters and 70% of Asian voters opted for Labour in the 1997 general election. (This figure disguises some variations; for example, Asians forced out of East Africa in the early 1970s are more likely than other Asian groups to vote Conservative.) It remains to be seen whether Muslim voters who abandoned Labour over the Iraq war issue will vote for Labour again in future elections.

There is also a link between the established Christian church and voting behaviour. Thirty-nine per cent of those who considered themselves followers of the Church of England voted Conservative in 2001, compared to 21% of those who did not consider themselves religious, and only 7% of those of non-Christian religions. However, the only region of the UK where religion is a core factor in voting behaviour is Northern Ireland, where the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) attract almost all of the Protestant support, with almost all Catholics opting for the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) or Sinn Fein.

(d)
Age and gender

Younger voters are thought to be more likely to switch their support from one party to another between elections. The 18–24 age group also has the lowest turnout rate of all age groups. 

Evidence from the 2005 general election suggests that constituencies with a large student population (most of whom are in the 18–24 age group) are more likely to vote Liberal Democrat. Liberal Democrat proposals to scrap all university tuition fees, along with their opposition of the Iraq war, are likely to have won the party greater support from students.

The older the voters, the more likely they are to vote Conservative. In the 2005 general election, the only age group among which the Conservatives won more support than Labour won was the 65s and over. Likewise, the 2007 Scottish Parliament election saw the SNP win a larger share of the vote from older people, but the party’s share of the 18–34 vote, while less impressive, was still substantial. This suggests that age is a factor, but not one of the more important factors in determining voting behaviour.

Gender no longer seems to be an important factor in voting behaviour either. In the 1950s and 1960s, the Conservatives won more of the female vote than other parties, but there is no longer a significant difference between men and women in voting behaviour. This change coincides with more equal opportunities in the workforce and Labour’s targeting of women voters in recent election campaigns (plus Labour’s introduction of all-female shortlists for party candidatures). A survey on the 2007 Scottish Parliament election, 
however, did suggest that the SNP drew about 10% more support from male voters than from female voters.

2.
Party affiliation

Party affiliation – also known as the ‘party identification model’ – is the theory that voters form a long-term attachment to a political party, voting for it even if they are not happy with all of its policies. 

For example, an ICM poll after the 2005 general election found that 39% of Labour voters opposed the Iraq war, and 40% felt the party was not tough enough on immigration control, yet they voted Labour anyway. It has been suggested that many disaffected Labour supporters chose not to vote at all rather than switch their support to another party. 

The combined share of the vote for Labour and the Conservatives in general elections has fallen from 97% in 1951 to around 70% in 2005, and turnout has fallen from around 80% to around 60% in the same period. This may have been caused by class de-alignment, ‘ideological disjuncture’ whereby a party’s policy drifts away from the wishes of its long-term supporters, and even growing criticism of the two main parties in the media. However, even at low points in each party’s history (1983 for Labour, 1997 and 2001 for the Conservatives), the parties have comfortably retained second place, reflecting stability in the party system. 

Case study of party affiliation: The Moray by-election, April 2006

This by-election took place following the death of SNP MSP Margaret Ewing, one of the best known politicians in Scotland. Ewing’s popularity, coupled with the local SNP organisation – ‘one of the best in the country’ according to the Scotsman – made the SNP favourites to retain the seat. 

Scottish Conservative candidate Mary Scanlon, however, played down her party affiliation and instead promoted herself as Ewing’s natural successor, saying ‘In many ways I have tried to model myself on her. In me, the people of Moray can choose another woman who has the same compassion and determination to do her best for local people.’ This enraged SNP supporters, and election posters in Moray carrying just the words ‘Mary Scanlon’ had the words ‘is a Tory’ daubed over them. In return, the Scottish Conservatives alleged that SNP candidate Richard Lochhead lacked local connections. 

The result was conclusive, however: the SNP increased its majority by 1200 votes to win more than twice as many votes as the Scottish Conservatives, with the Scottish Liberal Democrats and Scottish Labour taking third and fourth places respectively. The SNP had clearly built up a strong party affiliation in the Moray constituency and this ensured the party’s success. Final result:

Richard Lochhead (SNP)
12,653

Mary Scanlon (Scottish Conservative)
6268

Linda Gorn (Scottish Liberal Democrat)
5310

Sandy Keith (Scottish Labour)
2696

Melville Brown (NHSFirst)
493

3.
Issue-based voting
The theory of issue-based voting – also known as the rational choice model or the theory of judgemental voting – suggests that voters look at party policies and performance and relate these to the issues they consider to be important. This assessment can affect voters’ perceptions of whether a party is competent to implement its policies effectively, as well as whether a voter agrees with the policies. 

In theory, you would therefore expect voters to be swayed by national issues for national elections and local issues for local elections. However, there is a large overlap between the two.

(a)
National issues

The traditional view that economic performance determines whether a government is re-elected was challenged in 1992, when the Conservatives held on to power despite an economic downturn, and in 1997, when economic recovery did not save the Conservatives from a landslide defeat. 

In 1992, the Conservative party capitalised on a reputation for sound financial management, based on its record in the 1980s, while Labour was still shaking off its strongly left-wing image of the early 1980s. Months after the 1992 election victory, Black Wednesday saw sterling fall in value by about 15% against the Deutschemark when the Government withdrew from the Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM). This affected public perceptions of the Conservative Party’s economic competence. 

One major reason for the Labour Party’s successes in 1997, 2001 and 2005 was its constant focus on education and healthcare. While its performance was criticised in both areas, its broad policy aims were in line with voters’ wishes to improve state provision in these areas. 

The Conservatives’ defeats in the 2001 and 2005 general elections have been blamed on its policy agenda in both years. The key Conservative slogan in 2001 was ‘Keep the Pound’, a reference to the party’s opposition to the proposed introduction of the euro as the UK currency. However, this only mobilised the Conservative core vote and suggested that the Conservatives were less concerned with issues that the voters felt were important, such as education and the NHS. 

Despite the drop in Labour support in 2005, the Conservatives increased their share of the vote by only 1% with proposals for greater choice, but not necessarily greater funding, in education and healthcare – policies introduced against the advice of focus groups – not proving to be vote winners.

The war in Iraq was a vote loser for Labour in all elections from 2003 onwards. It was estimated that Labour lost as many as 30 Westminster seats in 2005 primarily due to the Iraq war, most notably to George Galloway’s Respect coalition in Bethnal Green and Bow. 

The Conservatives had declared their support for the Iraq war. It was therefore left to the Liberal Democrats to benefit in the 2005 general election as the largest UK party to oppose the war. This policy issue, as well as opposition to university tuition fees, boosted the Liberal Democrat’s share of the vote to 22%.

National issues can also affect voters’ behaviour in local elections. Labour went into the 2006 local elections with its national government’s reputation at a low ebb, most notably due to the Home Office’s failure to deport asylum seekers who had been imprisoned for offences committed in the UK. Over 300 Labour councillors lost their seats.

(b)
Local issues

Some national constituency elections are decided specifically on local issues, leading to the occasional election of an independent MP or MSP. 

One example is the 2001 election (and 2005 re-election) of Dr Richard Taylor in the Wyre Forest constituency, where Taylor campaigned against the closure of a local hospital. 

Similarly, the 2003 Scottish Parliament election saw Dr Jean Turner elected as an independent MSP in Strathkelvin and Bearsden after campaigning against the closure of Stobhill Hospital, while Dennis Canavan was re-elected in Falkirk West, where he had campaigned for a new local hospital in his constituency. These kinds of victories based on local issues are rare.

Local councillors, as already mentioned, may be affected by the national reputation of their party at the time of a local election, especially if local elections are held on the same day as a national election. 

There is evidence, however, that local elections are often decided on local issues. In Cambridge in 1997, Labour won the constituency as part of the general election, polling 27,000 votes while the Liberal Democrats polled only 9000 votes. However, in the local election on the same day, Labour polled 21,000 votes and the Liberal Democrats polled 18,000 votes, suggesting that at least 9000 voters drew a clear distinction between national and local issues.

The poor performance of Labour in the 2006 local elections in London might also have been affected by disruption in the London Underground that day, which was seen as a local issue although it was beyond the control of local councils.

Local elections are sometimes described as ‘wheelie bin elections’ because the election debate centres on the local council’s performance in providing services to the voters; if the local issues are visible enough, they can override national issues. 

For example, the borough council of Islington saw 12 Liberal Democrat seats won by Labour in the 2006 local elections, against the national trend. The debate centred around Arsenal FC’s new Emirates Stadium, which angered some Islington residents. Arsenal FC had originally promised underground parking for 40 coaches, £7.6 million to upgrade two local stations, and a new community sports centre, but had been allowed to renege on these promises after negotiating with Islington council. The Liberal Democrats consequently lost overall control of the council.

Case study of local issues:

The Dunfermline and West Fife by-election (UK Parliament), February 2006

This by-election took place following the death of Labour MP Rachel Squire in January 2006. Rachel Squire had won a majority of over 11,500 in the 2005 UK general election and, despite Labour’s falling popularity across the UK, Dunfermline and West Fife was regarded as a safe Labour seat. Chancellor Gordon Brown helped with the campaign, to boost Labour’s chances. 

The Liberal Democrats hoped to challenge for the seat but the party was leaderless following the resignation of Charles Kennedy in December 2005. Mark Oaten was then forced to pull out of the leadership contest after admitting to spending money on male prostitutes, leaving the Liberal Democrats’ image tarnished. However, Liberal Democrat candidate Willie Rennie won a majority of 1800 over Labour – a huge swing of over 16% to the Liberal Democrats. How was this possible?

The national media does not seem to have played a decisive role in this by-election; had it done so, the Liberal Democrats would have been expected to lose heavily. A credible Liberal Democrat candidate was able to exploit squabbles between Labour and Scottish Labour, and campaign on local issues including the debate on the Forth Road Bridge tolls and the emotive issue of the future of Queen Margaret Hospital. Any perceived deficiencies of the Liberal Democrats at national level did not influence the outcome.

Final result:

Willie Rennie (Liberal Democrat)
12,391

Catherine Stihler (Labour)
10,591

Douglas Chapman (SNP)
7261

Carrie Ruxton (Conservative)
2702

John McAllion (SSP)
537

James Hargreaves (SCP)
411

Thomas Minogue (AFBTP)
374

Ian Borland (UKIP)
208

Dick Rodgers (CG)
103

4.
The context of the election

The voter context model of voting behaviour presents the theory that voters are influenced by the purpose of an election and the circumstances surrounding it. A party that is perceived to be stronger on local issues than national issues is likely to win more votes in local elections than in national elections. 

Earlier, an example was given (see page 55) of the Liberal Democrats polling twice as many votes in a city council election in Cambridge as in the Westminster constituency on the same day in 1997. This reflects the success of the Liberal Democrats in local elections. It is only more recently that the party has begun to have such success in national elections: the party won 27% of the vote in the 2006 local elections and its 22% share of the vote in the 2005 general election was its best result since its formation in 1988. 

The Labour Party, in contrast, won only 26% of the vote in the 2006 local elections and only 23% of the vote in the 2004 European election. However, it won 35.2% of the vote in the 2005 general election, reflecting its greater strength on national issues.

The voter context model plays a large part in the fortunes of the minor parties. In the Scottish Parliament, the SNP is the leading party but it won only 18% of the Scottish vote in the 2005 general election. The SNP, however, regarded this as a good result, because many voters would have seen less value in SNP representation at Westminster than in the Scottish Parliament. 

The Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) similarly failed to build on its 6% of the vote in the 2003 Scottish Parliament election, winning only 1.8% of the vote in the 2005 general election. However, like the SNP, the SSP does not view Westminster as its priority. The SSP quickly moved on to take a leading role in protesting against the 2005 G8 summit at Gleneagles.

The Greens have never had a Westminster MP, and all of the seven Scottish Green MSPs elected in 2003 came through the regional list system. The Greens have a full range of policies but are considered strong on only one major issue: the environment. As a result, they attract support from voters who do not necessarily want a Green government but do want to see greater Green influence in politics. The Greens won 6% of the vote in the 2004 European elections, earning the party two MEPs, and the same share of the vote in London and south-east England in the 2006 local elections; for example, it earned nine councillors in Norwich City Council. This level of support was not matched in the 2005 general election.

Another good example of the voter context model is the contrasting fortunes of the UK Independence Party (UKIP) in European and national elections. UKIP was founded in 1993 with one policy aim: to withdraw the UK from the European Union. In the 2004 European elections, UKIP earned its best ever result, taking third place from the Liberal Democrats with 16% of the vote and earning 12 MEPs. In the 2005 general election, however, UKIP won only 3.2% of the vote. Instead, the voter context model helps explain UKIP’s performance in the general election. Like the Green Party, UKIP had a full policy programme, but its mass voter appeal was based on one issue: hostility to the European Union. Many voters saw this as a primary issue in European elections but only a minor issue in national elections.

5.
Protest voting

The theory of protest voting is closely related to the thinking behind the voter context model. Voters cast their votes for a party or independent candidate not because they want that candidate to enter government, but because they want to register a protest against the party in government, or indeed all of the major parties. 

The 2003 Scottish Parliament election result, which saw the election of 17 MSPs who did not belong to any of the four largest parties, illustrated the idea of protest voting. The low turnout at this election could also be interpreted as a form of protest: more than 50% of voters chose not to vote at all. The advance of the minor parties was almost entirely at the expense of the two largest parties, Scottish Labour and the SNP. The SNP had, before the creation of the Scottish Parliament, benefited from protest voting, but since 1999 it had become seen as an ‘establishment party’ at Holyrood, despite not having participated in government before May 2007.

Most protest voting takes place when voters think the overall result is unimportant but believe they can put pressure on an incumbent government to change its policies. European elections provide an opportunity to do this; few voters know who their MEPs are or what decisions are made in the European Parliament, and fewer than 10% of MEPs are elected by UK voters. 

For example, as discussed above, in the 2004 European elections, UKIP took third place. Even if UKIP had won the largest share of the vote, this would not have automatically resulted in the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union, although it would probably have forced the Government to hold a referendum on EU membership. It was clear in the days before the election that UKIP was likely to do well, and this pushed the Labour government into making a promise to hold a referendum before signing up to the new European constitution; a major concession to Euro-sceptics. 

The Green Party won 15% of the vote in the 1989 European election, and this led the prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, to declare a concern for environmental issues, even though there was no significant change to government policy as a result.

By-elections take place when an MP or MSP dies or resigns in between national elections, so voters know that their voting behaviour in a by-election will not usually lead to a change in government. By-elections also attract a lot of media coverage, giving an ideal opportunity for minority parties or independent candidates to promote their causes. 

The 2006 Dunfermline and West Fife by-election (see case study on page 57) had nine candidates standing, compared to only five candidates in the 2005 general election. When a seat is held by the party in government, it is common for the Government’s majority to be reduced or even overturned as voters seek to express dissatisfaction. The swing in support from Labour to the Liberal Democrats in the 2006 Dunfermline and West Fife by-election reflected this. 

It is quite common, however, for incumbent parties to lose seats in by-elections and then win them back in the next general election, when protest is less of a motivation for voters.

6.
Tactical voting

Tactical voting is far more common under the First Past the Post system than under other electoral systems, because supporters of the parties in second and third place realise that, if they join together in supporting either the second or the third placed candidate, they might unseat the leading candidate. This strategy has a link with protest voting because it might also serve to send a stronger message to the party in government. By-election results such as that in Dunfermline and West Fife (see page 57) can be explained by tactical as well as protest voting. 

Voters in Scottish Parliament elections may use their first votes tactically and express their true preferences in their second votes. In 1997, an opinion poll suggested that 8% of voters had voted tactically, compared with 6.6% in 1987. 

In recent years, tactical voting has mainly benefited the Liberal Democrats at the expense of the Conservatives. 

In 1997, a campaign called Get Rid Of Tories (GROT) advised voters how to vote tactically. 

In 2001, Billy Bragg organised a vote-swapping campaign via the internet in an unsuccessful attempt to unseat Conservative MP Oliver Letwin in Dorset West. Bragg proposed that Labour supporters in Dorset West would cast their votes for the Liberal Democrat candidate in return for Liberal Democrat supporters casting their votes for a Labour candidate in a neighbouring constituency. 

Tactical voting was less obvious in the 2005 general election. The Liberal Democrats encouraged tactical voting in an attempt to unseat leading Conservatives (including Oliver Letwin and the party leader, Michael Howard) who had small constituency majorities. This unseated only one of their targets, Tim Collins. However, post-election surveys and closer analysis suggested that as many as 25% of Liberal Democrat voters may have voted tactically, and that tactical voting may increasingly have taken place at the expense of Labour rather than the Conservatives. 

The 2007 Scottish Parliament election also showed signs of tactical voting (see the case study on the next page).

Case study of tactical voting:

Tweeddale, Ettrick and Lauderdale constituency election (Scottish Parliament), May 2007

This constituency election saw the incumbent Liberal Democrat MSP, Jeremy Purvis, strongly challenged by the SNP’s Christine Grahame. 

The 2003 election had seen Purvis elected by a margin of only 538 votes, a margin emphasised in Grahame’s 2007 campaign, during which the figure 05:38 was displayed alongside the SNP slogan ‘It’s Time’, and leaflets invited voters to go to Grahame’s website via a ‘538’ web address. 

Purvis and Grahame campaigned more actively than the other two candidates, and both warned voters that only they could beat the other. On election day, an 8% swing to the SNP took place; however, an 8% swing to the Liberal Democrats also took place, while the vote for Labour and, to a lesser extent, the Conservatives, fell. 

The 8% swing to the SNP reflected the national picture. However, the Liberal Democrat vote did not increase in most other constituencies, and the 8% swing to Purvis may be partly explained by tactical voting by Labour and Conservative supporters to keep the SNP out (and by Purvis’s personal appeal and track record as an MSP).

Final result:

Jeremy Purvis (Scottish Liberal Democrat)
10,656

Christine Grahame (SNP)
10,058

Derek Brownlee (Scottish Conservative)
5594

Catherine Maxwell-Stuart (Scottish Labour)
4019

7.
Media influence

Many voters rely on the media to inform their opinions, especially on national and international issues. See the next section, following the activity, for a full discussion of the influence of the media.

Activity
Theme: Research – using search engines on the internet to develop knowledge and understanding through case studies.

Tweeddale, Ettrick and Lauderdale was not the only intriguing contest of the 2007 Scottish Parliament election. Using the internet, research the following contests:

Cunninghame North

Glasgow Govan

Gordon

Roxburgh and Berwickshire

For each contest, compare the result to the overall result in Scotland and consider what it tells you about voting behaviour in the 2007 election. (Be careful not to mix it up with the 2005 general election; the 2007 election elected MSPs, not MPs.)

Influence of the media
Unit coverage

· Ways in which the broadcasting media may raise and influence political awareness, both directly and indirectly

· Press–party affiliations, and consequences; continuity and change

· Use made by the political parties of the broadcasting media, the press and the internet (party election broadcasts, soundbites, spin doctors, press columns, websites, radio and television interviews)

· Government regulation of the broadcasting media, the press and the internet, with regard to politics

· Opinion polls

While some people base judgements on their own experiences, especially on local issues, most voters depend on the media for their perceptions of a government’s performance, especially on national and international issues. Politicians and parties are well aware of this and present themselves in the most media-friendly fashion possible.

The media can help a candidate get elected, or destroy a political career. This power comes from the influence the media can exercise over the public, giving rise to the ‘dominant ideology’ model of voting behaviour, which suggests that the media can determine voting behaviour. 

However, rather than experiencing a sinister, all-powerful media influence, the UK today has fragmented media, run by different groups in competition with each other, and a sophisticated and fickle public. The media have an influence on, but do not control, voting behaviour.

During the 2007 Scottish Parliament election, while the Scotsman and the Herald cautiously expressed support for an SNP-led coalition government, the tabloid newspapers strongly attacked the SNP. On election day, the Scottish Daily Mail presented a front-page picture of Alex Salmond as a destroyer of Great Britain, while the Scottish Sun depicted a hangman’s noose which awaited Scotland if the SNP were elected instead of Labour. This may have reduced the SNP lead over Labour, but it was not enough to prevent an SNP victory.

1.
Party political broadcasts, spin doctors, soundbites and photo opportunities

Any political party that contests 106 or more seats in a UK general election is allowed at least one five-minute broadcast on terrestrial television. This is called a party political broadcast or party election broadcast. Each broadcast is shown once on each terrestrial channel at different times in one evening, so should reach several million viewers. The airtime is freely given, but the party has to pay for making its broadcast. The number of broadcasts allowed relates to the number of seats being contested or the number of seats already held, but parties cannot buy extra airtime. 

In the 2005 general election, the Labour and Conservative parties were allocated five broadcasts each, and the Liberal Democrats four. 

Labour’s use of its five broadcasts provides one example of how such broadcasts can be used: the first focused on Tony Blair and Gordon Brown as a team; the second was negative campaigning, criticising Michael Howard’s record in the 1990s Conservative Government; the third listed Labour’s achievements with the NHS; the fourth targeted the ‘mums’ vote’ by focusing on family tax credits, education and healthcare; and the fifth warned against voting for a third party because this would help the Conservatives to power.

The SNP, granted three party political broadcasts, used the same broadcast three times, using a Sean Connery voice-over and images of Scottish landscape and culture to frame an address by party leader Alex Salmond.

Party political broadcasts have become more subtle and sophisticated in the same way that commercial advertising has developed. The 1987 Labour party political broadcast profiling the Labour leader, Neil Kinnock, had a huge impact on voters’ perceptions at the time, but now this broadcast appears dated and clumsy. Since this 1987 party political broadcast, the party leader has been the public face of the party and election campaigns have had a more presidential air. New leaders are often showcased through a party political broadcast.

One recent trend has been for parties to present broadcasts that are less than the five minutes allowed; Labour has even suggested a larger allocation of 60-second broadcasts. This reflects a concern that voters will not sit still to watch party political broadcasts for long.

All major parties appoint spin doctors: media experts who suggest ways of putting political messages across effectively in the media. Soundbites are often used to summarise a political message in one short, memorable, quotable sentence that can then be used in short television news bulletins. Politicians 
making lengthy speeches find that only short extracts make the news, so soundbites are valuable.

As well as the content of soundbites, the timing of their release is important; when Princess Diana died in August 1997, Tony Blair was quick to react with an emotional tribute to Diana’s life and achievements. 

Bad news can be ‘spun’ into a more positive context or even downplayed by hiding it behind a bigger new story. Labour spin doctor Jo Moore sent an internal email on the day of 9/11 advising colleagues to release any bad government news that day because it would be buried under the reporting of the destruction of the World Trade Centre; she subsequently apologised. A few months later, Jo Moore sent a similar email on the day of Princess Margaret’s funeral, and resigned as a result.

The most famous spin doctor in recent times was Tony Blair’s former press secretary Alistair Campbell, who helped Blair win his first two election victories. The visual presentation of Tony Blair helped his cause: one recurring image is of a shirt-sleeved Blair standing up drinking tea from a mug, giving the impression of a man on the move, while an inspired photo opportunity, shortly before the 2005 general election, saw Blair holding two identical ice creams and then giving one to Gordon Brown, symbolising their unity. Less inspired was an attempt to portray Blair as a man of the people through an appearance on Ant and Dec’s Saturday Night Takeaway on ITV1, when an audience of over 7 million saw Blair being asked ridiculous questions and presented with a pair of bloomers for his wife. 

The Conservatives have been less effective than Labour in photo opportunities in the recent past; for example, in 1997, William Hague wore a baseball cap with ‘HAGUE’ on the front. Current leader, David Cameron, has been portrayed more effectively, holding meetings with colleagues in his kitchen, and riding a bicycle around Notting Hill and even dog-sledding on a Norwegian glacier to emphasise his concern for the global environment (despite –15 (C temperatures, he was not allowed to wear a hat for the cameras). 

It is difficult to measure the effect of political advertising through the media, but all mainstream parties now use spin doctoring, soundbites and photo opportunities through fear of losing ground against their rivals.


For the 2005 general election campaign, Labour spent £530,372 employing Mark Penn (former adviser to US president Bill Clinton) to present the party through the media. The Conservatives spent £441,146 employing Australian media guru Lynton Crosby for the same purpose. Politicians from all three 
main parties also spent considerable amounts on hairstyling, makeup and clothes, to look their best at all times. 

Local party organisations now have less of a role to play in directing election campaigns, and active party membership has consequently declined.

2.
Television and radio

Terrestrial television audiences fell by 6% between 1999 and 2004 (among 16- to 34-year-olds, the audience fell by 15%), and this figure will presumably have fallen further with the growing popularity of Freeview and competitive satellite and cable packages. With a greater range of channels to choose from, audiences have become fragmented. 

Television and radio channels do not expect to attract more viewers by providing election coverage. Most of the new channels avoided election coverage in 2005. The BBC News 24 and BBC Parliament channels, along with BBC2’s The Daily Politics are welcome additions for politically minded viewers. The vast majority of the public, however, receives election news only through the established news and current affairs programmes. 

The quantity and quality of terrestrial television and radio coverage of the 2005 general election was high. 

All three main party leaders were interviewed on Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour between February and April 2005. In addition, BBC1’s Question Time interviewed each of the three major party leaders in turn before an audience of over 4 million. Forty-two per cent of airtime on Radio 4’s extended news bulletins and 66% of the airtime of Channel 4 News focused on the general election campaign during April 2005, with the other terrestrial channels not far behind. This was impressive in the context of a month of major news stories, including the demise of MG Rover, the death of Pope John Paul II, a royal wedding, the murder of a policeman by a failed asylum seeker, and a vicious knife attack on a young mother. The BBC had launched an investigation following the low turnout in the 2001 general election, and had fine-tuned its news and current affairs programmes to appeal to a younger audience.

Overall, the main television and radio channels provided responsible and even-handed coverage of the election campaign. Despite this, the Labour and Conservative parties, in particular, were able to influence news coverage. Issues such as the environment and global warming, nuclear energy and Trident, homelessness and the funding of local government received little attention because one or both parties refused to publicly engage with them. The decision of all major parties to promote themselves primarily through their leaders was reflected, rather than challenged, by BBC1, ITV1, Channel 4, 
Channel 5 and Radio 4. Michael Howard was quoted 385 times; no other Conservative politician was quoted more than 29 times. A similar imbalance occurred in the other major parties; even Gordon Brown was quoted only 69 times compared to 317 quotes from Tony Blair. The political parties were therefore able to set the tone of television and radio election coverage.

3.
The press

Politicians, like football managers, often blame the press for negative coverage that encourages public dissatisfaction. As recently as 1992, press coverage provided one of the most memorable stories of the general election, with the most widely read newspaper in the UK, the Sun, launching a series of personal attacks on Labour leader Neil Kinnock. The result of the election was a narrow victory for the Conservatives. 

In elections since 1997, the Sun has switched its allegiance to Labour, culminating in 2005 in a day-before-the-election ‘exclusive’ interview with Mr and Mrs Blair, photographed in a flower garden, speaking of their love for each other. A minor story about a Conservative MP caught speeding was printed in the corner of the front page. The Daily Record joined in by portraying Conservative leader Michael Howard in a Margaret Thatcher wig, while the Daily Mirror portrayed him as Dracula, making a joke about how much was at stake in the election. The only tabloid newspaper to directly oppose Labour on election day was the Daily Express, portraying Tony Blair as a liar with a Pinocchio nose. All other newspapers, including the Scotsman and the Herald, chose not to express a front-page preference for one party over the other on election day, although the Daily Mail and the Daily Telegraph had backed the Conservatives for most of the election campaign. This reflects growing press de-alignment since 1992.

Newspaper coverage can provide detailed insight and add some amusement to election campaigns, but the notion that newspapers can control the voting behaviour of their readers is an overstatement and has become even less true in recent years. 

All national newspapers except the Daily Star and the Independent (the fifth most popular tabloid and the fourth most popular ‘quality’ newspaper respectively) saw their circulation figures fall between 2001 and 2005 by between 5% and 20%. All major newspapers experienced a fall in circulation during the 2001 election campaign, which was a concern for newspapers fighting to increase their circulation in a shrinking and highly competitive marketplace. In a 2002 survey, 75% of respondents said that TV and radio provided their main source of news, while only 15% said that newspapers were their main source. 

Most Daily Telegraph readers vote Conservative, and most Guardian readers vote Labour (or, increasingly, Liberal Democrat), but evidence suggests that voters choose a newspaper that reflects their political views rather than changing their political views in the light of what they read in the newspapers. As a result of this, political parties spend relatively little on newspaper advertising compared to their budget for party political broadcasts. In the 2005 general election, Labour filled 22 newspaper pages (across all newspapers throughout the campaign), the Liberal Democrats nine, and the Conservatives just four.

4.
The internet

All political parties make increasingly sophisticated use of the internet in an attempt to win more votes; the display of party web addresses on newspaper advertisements and hoardings is only a start. The main party websites are not cutting edge in appearance but do include regular news updates, which reach those who use the internet regularly and are also politically minded. 
Independent campaigners may also attempt to influence voting behaviour via the internet; for example, protest singer Billy Bragg set up www.votedorset.net in an attempt to encourage tactical voting against three Conservative candidates in Dorset in 2001 (see page 61).

An NOP survey found that 17% of internet users used the internet for information relating to the 2005 general election campaign, up from 6% in 2001. The most popular source of information proved to be the BBC website, widely perceived as neutral and authoritative, while Channel 4 ran a popular FactCheck website to check campaign claims. Over 50 candidates also maintained their own weblogs (blogs). 

The same NOP survey found that during the 2005 campaign, 13% of internet users (compared to 5% in 2001) sent an email discussing the general election, while 19% of users in 2005 (compared to 6% in 2001) said that information on the internet had helped them to make up their minds which way to vote. Alongside the growing percentage of the UK population that use the internet regularly, it therefore appears that a growing percentage of those who use the internet are influenced in their voting behaviour. 

Political parties use email to communicate with their members and supporters, who can therefore be mobilised in campaigns and used to raise extra funds. The major parties study US election campaigns for ideas; former Democratic presidential hopeful Howard Dean raised millions of dollars for his 2004 campaign by email during 2003, and Barack Obama’s victorious campaign in 2008 was partly funded by a campaign on Facebook.
Overall, though, the internet is not yet reaching its potential in influencing voting behaviour. Voters remain more influenced by traditional campaign methods than by any campaigning online.

Case study: www.davethechameleon.com
In the run-up to the 2006 local elections, the Labour Party ran two party political broadcasts on television (18 and 26 April 2006) portraying Conservative leader David Cameron as a chameleon, a humorous piece of negative campaigning putting forward an idea that Cameron would portray himself in different political colours to different people. (Cameron had appealed to Liberal Democrat supporters and promoted his party’s support for environmental issues by linking the colours green and blue.)

An accompanying website was launched, www.davethechameleon.com, including the two party political broadcasts, a downloadable screensaver and ‘Dave’s blog’. A section titled ‘Dave’s top ten flip-flops’ borrowed a term (‘flip-flopping’) used by the Republican Party against Democratic Party candidate John Kerry in the 2004 US presidential election campaign to describe contradictory policy statements made to please different audiences.

The website was well-presented, funny, and deliberately avoided any direct political message. The suggestion that the website was independent was crucial, as was the humour. It was hoped that internet users would embrace the online-gossip image of the website and that the website would indirectly influence voting behaviour.

However, a survey shortly after the 2006 local elections suggested that the website was an ineffective use of the internet to influence voting behaviour. The rather cute chameleon image was found to be more rather than less likely to influence voters into voting Conservative. Only 11% of respondents said that David Cameron most reminded them of a chameleon; a further 11% said that he most reminded them of a Labrador dog.

5.
Opinion polls

Opinion polls were first used in the 1920s and reached a peak in the 1992 general election campaign when eight different polling organisations produced 57 polls published in 18 different media outlets. However, most of the polls wrongly predicted a Labour victory; as a result, polls were published less frequently, falling to 29 in the 2001 election campaign. Polling organisations subsequently became more sophisticated in their surveys and analysis. This led to a resurgence in opinion polls, with 53 polls published in the 2005 campaign.

A typical poll surveys between 1000 and 2000 people, usually by telephone or online, and a process known as weighting is used to ensure an accurate cross-section of voter input. 

Around 80% of polls are commissioned by the press and broadcasters. For the 2005 general election campaign, The Times commissioned Populus, the Telegraph used YouGov, and the Guardian used ICM. The other 20% are commissioned by political parties for their own private use, although the results may be leaked to the public. 

In addition to opinion polls, parties use focus groups – groups of individuals taken from a cross-section of the population – to test voters’ reactions to new policy ideas and slogans. One Conservative slogan in 2005, ‘Taking a Stand’, was based on focus group research.

In some countries, opinion polls cannot be published during election campaigns in case they influence voters. It is hard to prove that opinion polls influence voting behaviour, but politicians fear that they do. 

The Labour Party claimed that published opinion polls predicting a comfortable Labour victory in 2001 and 2005 may have contributed to falling turnout among Labour supporters. 

Conversely, during the 2007 Scottish Parliament election campaign, all opinion polls predicted a large SNP lead until five days before the election, when polls published in the Sunday Times and Sunday Telegraph suggested that Scottish Labour had closed the gap and had almost drawn level. The eventual SNP victory margin of one seat was correctly predicted at this stage, although a margin of 43 to 42, not the actual 47 to 46, was predicted. These opinion polls may have increased turnout and affected voting behaviour, squeezing support for the Scottish Liberal Democrats and harming the prospects of the smaller parties as tactical voting for either the SNP or Labour increased.

Activity
Planning and writing an essay

A ‘BEADy’ essay will be successful in Higher Modern Studies Paper 1. What does ‘BEAD’ mean?

The exam markers will look for four main elements in any essay you write. Because you have only 22 minutes to write each essay in the exam, it is helpful to know what these four elements are and how to achieve them. They are:

Balance
Every essay question in Paper 1 will invite you to present two sides to an argument. It does not matter whether you agree with the statement or not as long as you show that you understand the arguments both for and against. So if you are asked how successful the Additional Member System is, you should write as much about the ways in which it is not successful as you do about the ways in which it is successful. It does not have to be a perfect 50–50 balance, but the more balanced it is, the better.

Examples
Every time you make a point for or against the statement in question, you should support it with an example drawn from real life (not a made up example). The more recent (post-2000 counts as recent) and the more clearly explained the examples are, the better.

Analysis
Make sure you answer the exact question that is set. Make sure that every paragraph of your essay refers back to the question. Do not leave the examples you include to speak for themselves; explain how they help answer the question.

Development
The best-developed answers are structured with an introduction at the start and a conclusion at the end. In between, you should allow one paragraph per point made. Each paragraph should make a point, support the point with an example, and explain how the example relates to the question. Writing three short paragraphs for each side of the argument is better than writing one long paragraph.

You can use the planning grid on the next page to help you plan your essays. The more practice essays you write before the exam, the better. Using the grid, try to plan an answer to this question:

How important are the media in influencing how voters cast their votes?

Higher Modern Studies Essay – Planning Grid
Aim for ‘BEAD’: Balance, Examples, Analysis, Development

Essay question

Introduction (2 or 3 sentences maximum):

Context of question
Line of argument

Arguments for the statement (at least three points with supporting examples):

Point 1

Example

Point 2

Example

Point 3

Example

Arguments against the statement (at least three points with supporting examples):

Point 1

Example

Point 2

Example

Point 3

Example

Conclusion (two or three sentences maximum):

Sum up the weaker argument

‘However…’ – sum up the stronger argument

Glossary
Abstaining

Opting not to cast your vote.

Additional Member System

The system used to elect the Scottish Parliament. Seventy-three MSPs are elected by the First Past the Post system, and a further 56 MSPs are elected as additional members to make the number of MSPs elected for each party proportional to the votes cast in the election.

Alternative Vote

A voting system in which voters list all the candidates in order of preference. When the votes are counted, the votes of the candidate who finished last are distributed to other candidates according to the voters’ second preferences. This process continues until one candidate has 50% of the votes cast.

Alternative Vote Plus 

The Alternative Vote system is used and a further 10–15% of representatives are elected as regional representatives to make the overall result more proportional.

Arbuthnott Commission

A government commission headed by Professor Sir John Arbuthnott, which studied the system used to elect the Scottish Parliament and produced a report recommending what changes were needed.

Black Wednesday

Wednesday 16 September 1992, when the UK Government (which was Conservative at the time) raised interest rates to 15% and attempted (unsuccessfully) to prevent a devaluation of the pound. This made the Government unpopular.

Charter 88

The name given to a campaign to make the UK more democratic, centred around a petition (or charter) written in 1988.

Coalition

A system in which two or more parties agree to work together and share power in government.
Congestion charging
A system used in London where, in an attempt to reduce traffic congestion, drivers are charged to bring their cars into a city centre.

Constituency

Scotland is divided into 73 geographical areas, most of these having roughly equal populations, each area electing one MSP to represent the inhabitants. The UK is divided into 646 geographical areas, most of these having roughly equal populations, each electing one MP. These areas are called constituencies.

D’Hondt method

A mathematical formula used in Scottish Parliament elections to calculate how many additional members from each party are elected in a regional ballot. The number depends on how many constituency MSPs that party already has and how many people voted for them. This formula is also used in the Party List system to calculate how many MEPs from each party are elected for a region.

Democracy

A system where government is based on the will of the people. The more people are consulted, the more often they are consulted and the more use is made of these consultations in government, the more democratic the system is.

Democratic deficit

If democracy does not work as well as it should – because of a time lapse between an election and a new development, or because of a government not doing enough to consider the will of the people – a democratic deficit exists.

Devolution

Transferring some political power from central government to regional or local government; for example, the creation of the Scottish Parliament in 1999 was a devolution of power from Westminster to Holyrood.

Disengagement vortex

A downward spiral: politicians raise expectations then are criticised by the media for not meeting these expectations, which leads to voters disengaging – being turned off politics. Voter disengagement leads to politicians making even more ambitious promises to win over the voters, and so on.

Direct democracy

A system in which voters cast a vote on every issue to be decided. This is not used in practice except in referendums.

Dominant ideology model

A theory that the way people vote is strongly influenced by the media.

Droop quota

A mathematical calculation used to work out how many seats should be given to each party in an election using the Single Transferable Vote system.

Electoral Commission

An independent body set up by the UK Parliament to ensure that elections are run smoothly and in a democratic manner.

Electoral reform

Any proposed change to the way an election is carried out, for example switching from First Past the Post to the Single Transferable Vote in council elections.

Euro-sceptic

Term used to describe someone who either wants to withdraw the UK from the European Union or at least does not favour closer integration into the European Union.

First Minister

The title given to the leader of the Scottish Government.

First Past the Post

The system used to elect the UK Parliament. The candidate who has more votes than any other single candidate wins the seat, even if that candidate has less than 50% of all the votes cast.

Flip-flopping

A term from the USA, used to describe the behaviour of politicians who express one point of view to win votes then later express a contradictory point of view to win over another group of voters.

Holyrood

The location of the Scottish Parliament, across the road from the Palace of Holyroodhouse in Edinburgh.

Hung parliament

A parliament in which no one party has as much as 50% of the seats, therefore either a minority or coalition government must be formed; i.e. the election result has left the makeup of the next government hanging in the balance.

Hustings

A public meeting held shortly before an election, where the candidates make speeches and take questions from the audience.

Ideological disjuncture

When the ideology (core beliefs) of a party changes over time, and long-term supporters lose enthusiasm for that party and feel it no longer represents their views.

Independent candidate

An election candidate who does not represent any of the established political parties. The candidate may campaign under a party name (e.g. the Mohican Haircuts on the NHS Party), but if this is just a way of presenting personal views then the candidate is really an independent candidate.

Institute of Public Policy Research

An independent organisation that presents ideas for making democracy work more effectively.

Jenkins Commission

A group set up by the Government after 1997 to consider alternative systems for electing the UK Parliament.

Manifesto

A set of ideas and promises made by an individual or party seeking election, usually presented in a written document.

Marginal seat

A parliamentary or council seat where the result was close at the previous election so more than one candidate has a realistic chance of winning the next time around.

MP

Member of the UK Parliament at Westminster.

MEP

Member of the European Parliament at Strasbourg.

MSP

Member of the Scottish Parliament at Holyrood.

Minority government

A government made up of a party or parties who do not have as many as 50% of the seats in parliament, so have to rely on the support of other parties or individuals outside the Government if they are to be able to govern effectively.

Multi-member constituency

A parliamentary constituency where more than one representative is elected; for example, for the purposes of the European Parliament, Scotland is a single multi-member constituency which elects seven MEPs.

Negative campaigning

A strategy to win votes by drawing attention to the shortcomings of opponents, instead of explaining what you can offer.

Online voting

Voting via the internet instead of visiting a polling station.

Opinion poll

A survey of, typically, between 1000 and 2000 voters, drawn from a cross-section of society, to establish their views on a given question, for example ‘If there were an election tomorrow, which party would you vote for?’ The survey results are not always reliable but are taken seriously by all parties. Several organisations, usually working with media outlets, carry out these surveys.

Parliament

An elected group of representatives who meet regularly to debate and vote on proposed new laws.

Party affiliation / Party identification

A theory that voters will develop a loyalty for, or identify with, a particular party and be more likely to vote for that party in subsequent elections.

Party de-alignment

A theory that voters have become less loyal to particular parties in recent years and are now more likely to switch from supporting one party to supporting another.

Party List

Under this system, voters choose a list of candidates representing a particular party. The more votes that party wins, the more of the candidates on the list are elected. The candidate who is top of the list has the best chance of being elected.

Party political broadcast/party election broadcast 

A short (five minutes or less) television broadcast made by a party to promote its cause, most commonly used at election times.

Postal voting

Voting by filling in a form and posting it instead of visiting a polling station.

Power Commission

A group of ten people formed to investigate why turnout at elections was falling, leading to a 2006 report – Power to the People – which included proposals on how to engage voters in politics.

Press de-alignment

The theory that newspapers are less likely to endorse a particular party than used to be the case.

Proportional representation

Any electoral system designed so that the number of representatives elected from any party reflects the overall percentage of votes cast for that party.

Protest vote

A vote that is deliberately cast against the party in government – often cast for a minor party – as an expression of dissatisfaction with the Government’s record.

Rational choice model

The theory that voters study the policies of the parties that are up for election, and decide which to vote for on the basis of which policies they agree with most and whether they consider that party competent to govern.

Referendum

When all voters are given a chance to vote ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to a specific political question, for example whether to introduce congestion charging in Edinburgh in 2005.

Regional ballot

Part of the Additional Member System used n Scotland, the regional ballot elects several representatives for a large geographical / demographic area, e.g. seven regional MSPs are elected for the whole of the South of Scotland, as well as the nine constituency MSPs already elected.

Representative democracy

A system to provide government according to the people’s wishes by holding elections (typically every four or five years) to choose representatives who will then make decisions in parliament using their own judgement. This is thought more efficient than consulting the voters on every decision.

Single Transferable Vote 

An electoral system in which voters can express a second, third etc preference for a candidate. These preferences can then be used if no candidate wins a majority of first-preference votes alone.

Sleaze

A broad term used to describe any corruption or immoral behaviour displayed by politicians, such as taking cash in return for asking questions in parliament, claiming unreasonable expenses or having extra-marital affairs.

Soft support

A term used to describe votes cast for a party which are in reality protest votes against another party – so the party receiving ‘soft support’ cannot count on winning those votes again in the future.

Soundbite

A short, easily quotable and memorable phrase used by a politician to promote their ideas – ideal for a television news programme where footage of the politician may last only a few seconds.

Sovereignty

The claim to have ultimate political power, the final say.

Spin doctor

A speech writer or media expert employed by politicians to present them and their ideas in the best possible light, even if that means distorting (or ‘spinning’) the truth.

Spoiled/spoilt ballot

A term used to describe a voting paper on which the voter’s intentions are accidentally or deliberately unclear. The paper is therefore regarded as spoilt and not counted.

Steel Commission

The government agency led by Lord David Steel to review whether the Scottish Parliament should be given more power.

Strasbourg

The French city where the European Parliament is located.

Supplementary Vote 

An electoral system in which voters make a second as well as first choice of candidate. The second choice is used if, after counting the first-choice votes, a decisive result is not achieved.

Swing

An election result when the percentage of votes cast for a party has changed from that cast at the previous election. For example, if the Liberal Democrats win 5% more votes than they did in the previous election, this is described as a 5% swing to the Liberal Democrats.

Tactical voting

When voters choose not to vote for their preferred candidate, but instead vote for the candidate most likely to beat their least preferred candidate.

Voter context model

A theory that voting behaviour depends on the nature of the election; for example, UKIP might win more votes in a European Parliament election than in a UK Parliament election, because the context of the election is different.

Voter turnout

The percentage of those eligible to vote who actually cast their votes in an election.

Westminster

The district of Greater London where the UK Parliament is located.

Wheelie bin election

A nickname for an election where local issues (such as the frequency of bin collections by the council) influence voting behaviour more than deeper policy issues.
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