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ELECTION FACTS 

 The 2003 Scottish Parliamentary election left the parties with the following MSP 
numbers:

 Scottish Labour  50 

 Scottish National Party  27 

 Scottish Conservatives  18 

 Scottish Liberal Democrats  17 

 Scottish Greens  7 

 Scottish Socialist Party  6 

 Scottish Senior Citizens Unity Party 1 

 Independents  3 

 Turnout in the election was 49.43% in the constituency voting and 49.41% in the regional 
voting down from 58.16% and 58.07% in both votes in 1999 

 Of the 129 MSPs elected, 26 (20%) are new and 51 (39.5%) are women 

 There are no MSPs from ethnic minority groups 

 A total of 408 candidates contested first past the post (FPTP) seats in the Scottish 
elections, an increase of 85 from the 1999 election 

 All 73 FPTP seats were contested by Labour, the SNP, the Conservative Party, and 
Liberal Democrats, with the Scottish Socialists contesting 70 constituencies 

 There were 605 candidates on the lists in the eight regions, compared with 500 in the 
1999 election 

 All eight regions were contested by the six major parties as well as the Scottish People’s 
Alliance, the Socialist Labour Party and the UK Independence Party 
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SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT ELECTORAL SYSTEM 

The system used for elections to the Scottish Parliament is a form of proportional representation 
(PR) known as the Additional Member System (AMS). Prior to the first elections to the UK’s 
devolved administrations in 19991, such a proportional representational voting system had not 
been used for elections in any part of the UK.  

Using this system, each voter has two votes. The  first is cast for a constituency MSP, of whom 
there are 73, via the same First Past the Post system used for elections to Westminster. The 
second vote is used to elect the additional members, of whom there are 56. The additional 
members are elected at a regional level (there are 8 regions) to ensure that, as far as possible, 
the share of MSPs in the Scottish Parliament reflects the share of votes cast for each party.

Under the AMS system in the 1999 and 2003 Scottish elections, no single party achieved an 
overall majority. In 1999, the seats were distributed to the four largest political parties (Labour 
56, SNP 35, Conservatives 18 and Liberal Democrats 17), as well as one each for the Greens, 
the Socialists and the independent candidate, Dennis Canavan.  Table 1 outlines the overall 
changes after 2003, as well as the changes at the constituency and regional level. 

TABLE 1:  SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT ELECTION RESULTS 1999 - 2003 

Constituency Regional List Total

Party 

seats

Change 

from

1999 % vote 

Change 

from

1999 seats

Change 

from

1999 % vote 

Change 

from

1999

Total 

seats

Change 

from

1999

Labour 46 -7 34.62 -4.18 4 1 29.30 -4.30 50 -6

Scottish National Party 9 2 23.78 -4.92 18 -10 20.86 -6.44 27 -8

Scottish Conservatives 3 3 16.61 1.01 15 -3 15.50 0.10 18 0

Liberal Democrats 13 1 15.36 1.16 4 -1 11.78 -0.62 17 0

Scottish Socialist Party 0 0 6.20 5.2 6 5 6.68 4.28 6 5

Scottish Green Party 0 0 0.00 0 7 6 6.90 2.42 7 6

Scottish Senior Citizens 

Party 

0 0 0.08 0 1 1 1.50 1.47 1 1

Others 2 1 3.35 1.81 1 1 7.48 1.42 3 2

The 2003 election has seen a shift towards smaller parties and independents, and away from 
Labour and the SNP on both the first vote, second vote and the total seats.  This is shown on 
figures 1-3 below.  The Greens now have 7 seats, the Socialists 6, and there are seats for the 
Scottish Senior Citizens Unity Party (SSCUP), Dennis Canavan, Margo MacDonald and Jean 
Turner.

                                           
1
 AMS is also used for elections to the Welsh Assembly. The Northern Ireland Assembly uses another form of 

proportional representation, the Single Transferable Vote (STV).  
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Figure 1:  Share of First Vote by Party

Party 2003 1999

% %

Labour 34.6 38.7

SNP 23.8 28.7

Conservatives 16.6 15.5

Liberal Democrats 15.4 14.2

Green Party 0.0 0.0

SSP 6.2 1.0

Others 3.4 1.9
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Figure 2:  Share of Regional Vote by Party

Party 2003 1999

% %

Labour 29.3 33.6

SNP 20.9 27.3

Conservatives 15.5 15.4

Liberal Democrats 11.8 12.4

Green Party 6.9 3.6

SSP 6.7 2.0

Others 8.9 5.7
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Figure 3:  Total Seats by Party

Party 2003 1999

Labour 50 56

SNP 27 35

Conservatives 18 18

Liberal Democrats 17 17

Green Party 7 1

SSP 6 1

Others 4 1
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Figure 4:  Chamber Map 
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The electoral map of Scotland is divided into eight regions:2

Central Scotland
Glasgow
Highlands and Islands 
Lothians
Mid Scotland and Fife 
North East Scotland 
South of Scotland 
West of Scotland 

In each of these regions, seven “additional” MSPs are elected. The choice for voters in their 
second vote is between the different “party lists”. These lists are submitted by each registered 
party with their candidates in order of preference. If a party succeeds in winning one of these 
additional seats, the person named as first on the list will be elected. If a party wins two seats, 
then the first two will be elected, and so on.

There are two exceptions to the outcome portrayed above. First, a “party list” can be an 
individual person who is standing at the regional level rather than in a constituency. A prominent 
example of this in the 2003 election, was Margo MacDonald who successfully stood in the 
Lothians region. Second, a candidate can stand both in a constituency and on a regional top-up 
list. If they succeed in a constituency, this takes priority and their name is then removed from 
the regional list so they cannot be elected twice.

The formula used for deciding which parties win regional top-up seats is known as the d’Hondt 
system. First, party list votes are totalled from each of the constituencies making up the region. 
These totals are then divided by the number of constituency seats each party has won, plus 
one. The party with the highest total after this calculation elects one additional member. That 
party’s divisor is then increased by one (because of its victory in the first round) and new figures 
calculated. Again, the party with the highest total wins a seat. The process is then repeated until 
all seven additional members are elected. 

Under the d’Hondt system, it is intended that the parties which perform well in terms of 
constituency votes, but fail to translate that success into elected constituency members, will be 
rewarded via the additional member system. Conversely, parties which do well in terms of 
securing constituencies, will win fewer top-up seats.  

The effects of the AMS system are best illustrated by example. In Lothian Labour obtained 6 
seats with 35.4% of the constituency vote. The SNP on the other hand gained no constituency 
seats in Lothian despite obtaining 21.1% of the constituency votes.  The “top-up” seats aim to 
rectify this disproportionality; however, with over half of the seats allocated by the FPTP system, 
the regional vote cannot fully compensate for disproportionality on the constituency vote.  Thus
of the 16 seats available in Lothian, the Labour Party obtained 6 seats or 38% of the available 
seats.  The SNP were not allocated any seats from the Lothian constituency vote, but gained 2 
seats from the Lothian regional list equating to 12.5% of the total available seats in Lothian, 
correcting some but not all of the over-representation of Labour in the first vote. 

2
 The eight regions are based on the constituencies that used to form the basis of Scottish elections to the 

European Parliament. 
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TURNOUT

INTRODUCTION

Turnout at the 2003 election to the Scottish Parliament was 49.4% compared with 59% at the 
1999 election. The level of turnout at constituency level ranged from 35.41% in Glasgow 
Shettleston, to 58.42% in the Western Isles. In the 1999 elections, turnout ranged from 40.6% in 
Glasgow Shettleston to 67.7% in Stirling.

There were also differences in turnout for the 2nd “regional” vote. Table 2 outlines the turnout 
figure in each of the eight regions of Scotland, which ranged from a low of 41.45% in Glasgow 
to 53.25% in West of Scotland.

TABLE 2:  REGIONAL 2ND VOTE TURNOUT 

Region 2003 Turnout (%) 1999 Turnout (%) Change

Central Scotland 48.61 66.5 -17.89

Glasgow 41.45 48 -6.55

Highlands and Islands 52.22 61.43 -9.21

Lothian 50.52 60.88 -10.36

Mid Scotland and Fife 49.68 59.46 -9.78

North East Scotland 48.25 54.68 -6.43

South of Scotland 52.33 61.86 -9.53

West of Scotland 53.25 61.7 -8.45

Total Scotland 49.41 59.12 -9.71

There are significant differences in turnout patterns by housing tenure, social class, educational 
attainment and income. As several studies have illustrated, low turnout is more likely in areas of 
social exclusion (see Electoral Commission, 2002; Johnston and Pattie, 2002; Whitely, 2001). In 
Scotland, low turnout is generally more likely to be found in constituencies within cities, notably 
Glasgow, than in suburbs, small towns and rural areas.  The following map shows turnout 
across Scotland by constituency. 

Also, according to research carried out for the Electoral Commission (2002), in Scotland age is 
by far the most significant discriminator in determining voter turnout. Those aged 18-24 are 
three times less likely to vote than older people, a trend which is broadly similar in other parts of 
the United Kingdom.

The following section, written by John Curtice, considers the influences on voter turnout and the 
reasons for voter behaviour that has led to greater fragmentation of the system. 
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TURNOUT, ELECTORAL BEHAVIOUR AND FRAGMENTATION OF THE 
PARTY SYSTEM 

By John Curtice: 

Just under a half of Scots cast a valid vote in the Scottish Parliament election on 1 May. And of those
who did between a quarter and  a fifth cast their second vote for someone other than one of the four 
parties that dominated representation in  the last parliament.

These two facts present an apparent paradox. On the one hand devolution appears to be doing little 
or nothing to help re-engage Scots with their political system. On the other hand devolution seems to 
be having a profound impact on Scottish politics. Can both statements possibly be true?

A simple comparison and a little survey evidence provide us with some vital clues as to why turnout
was nine points down on the last election in 1999. First, the comparison. Even fewer people voted in
this election than did in the 2001 UK general election in Scotland (58%). But more voted than did in 
the Welsh Assembly election (38%) or in the English local elections (around a third of the vote except
where all postal ballots were held) that were held the same day.

Then the survey evidence. According to the 2001 Scottish Social Attitudes Survey, no less than 66%
of Scots believe that the UK government has most influence in Scotland, and only 15% the Scottish
Parliament. In contrast in 1999, only 39% thought the UK government would be the most influential 
body once the Scottish Parliament was up and running, whereas 41% thought the parliament itself
would be. 

The Scottish Parliament has more extensive powers than either the Welsh Assembly or the average
English local council – and more people voted in its election on 1 May. But within Scotland 
Westminster still appears to be the more important body in the public eye – and that perception is 
more widely held now than it was in 1999. And we find that fewer people voted than either did four 
years ago or did at the last UK general election.

So the turnout at this election appears to be a reflection of the stature of the parliament in the public’s
eyes – fairly important perhaps but not very important. Of course it is a matter of debate whether this 
perception is inevitable, given the range of the powers that the parliament can wield, or whether a 
more noticeably active exercise of the powers the parliament already has might persuade the public
that the institution is more important than it currently seems. But it would appear we can conclude that
devolution is unlikely to achieve its aim of helping to reconnect Scots with their political system unless
that parliament does grow in stature over the next four years. 

The advent of devolution has also done little to reduce the differences in the kinds of places and 
persons who vote. More rural middle class Scotland voted in larger numbers than more urban
working class parts of the country. Thus the three highest turnouts were in the Western Isles (58.4%), 
Eastwood (58.0%), and Argyll & Bute (57.8%), while the three lowest were in three Glasgow
constituencies, Shettleston (35.4%), Maryhill (37.1%) and Springburn (37.5%).

Yet those who voted produced a distinctly more politically variegated parliament than its predecessor.
No less than 17 of its representatives come from other than the four parties that have hitherto
dominated the parliament, compared with just three in 1999.

It is impossible to imagine this would have happened but for the use of the additional member 
electoral system rather than the single member plurality system used in elections to the House of
Commons. The additional member system imposes a de facto threshold of 5-6% in each region
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before a party is likely to win a list seat. By winning just under 7% of the second vote across Scotland
as a whole, both the SSP and the Greens had sufficient votes to surmount this hurdle in a majority of
regions. The hurdle was also passed by Margo Macdonald in the Lothians and by the Scottish Senior
Citizens Unity Party in Central Scotland. None of these performancess would have resulted in
success under single member plurality. Only the re-election of Dennis Canavan in Falkirk West and 
the election of Dr. Jean Turner in Strathkelvin & Bearsden was achieved through the constituency
part of the election. 

But how far the electoral system was also responsible for fragmenting the way that people voted as 
opposed to how their votes are represented is more debatable. After all, as many as one in ten voted
for someone other than the big four parties on the first vote. And the SSP’s share of the first vote (on
which it did not fight in three seats) was only half a point less than it was on the second vote. To
some degree then voters were clearly defecting from the traditional big parties irrespective of the 
electoral system. Whether they would have done so as well in a House of Commons rather than in a
Scottish Parliament election is a more difficult question to answer. But we might note that a greater
willingness on the part of voters to vote for smaller parties and independents is a common feature of 
elections to political bodies that are thought to be less important.

It seems then that both the electoral system and the perceived importance or effectiveness of the 
parliament played a role in the fragmentation of representation that occurred at this election. The
former feature is unlikely to change, but equally it is not guaranteed to provide the current level of
representation to either the SSP or the Greens in future – if either had secured just 1% less of the
vote across Scotland as a whole their level of representation would have been much diminished. In 
truth, neither party has much more than  a foothold on the ladder of representation at the moment.
Meanwhile as discussed earlier whether the perceived importance of the parliament can possibly be
changed is a matter of debate. But for the time being at least it is clear that devolution has indeed
instigated a profound change in the pattern of Scottish politics.

John Curtice is Professor of Politics, Strathclyde University
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STATE OF THE PARTIES 

INTRODUCTION

The electoral system used for elections to the Scottish Parliament has had a fundamental 
impact on the party political structure of Scotland. This proportional system makes winning an 
absolute majority much more difficult, and in the elections of 1999 and 2003, no party has been 
able to secure a majority to govern alone. Coalition government has become the norm, rather 
than the exception it is in FPTP voting systems.

Party proportionality has also resulted in the SNP being represented in numbers that more 
accurately reflect its share of the vote (in contrast to its experience under the FPTP system 
used for elections to Westminster), and become the official opposition. The electoral system has 
also benefited the Scottish Conservatives, who, despite winning 17.5% of the Scottish vote in 
the UK election of 1997, were left with no Scottish MPs at Westminster. In 2001, the 
Conservative’s 15.6% of the Scottish vote returned only 1 Scottish MP to Westminster.  In the 
Scottish Parliament elections however, the Conservatives’ 16.6% (first vote) and 15.5% (second 
vote) support has translated to 18 MSPs (14% of total MSPs).

The introduction of AMS has, therefore, ended the traditional representative hegemony of the 
political parties who thrived in a FPTP electoral system, and allowed for the emergence of 
smaller parties and independent candidates. The 1999 election saw an electoral breakthrough 
for the Socialist and Green Parties, who each gained one seat via the 2nd vote. This time, the 
2nd vote has led to the 7 seats for the greens, 6 for the Socialists, as well as successes for 
Margo MacDonald (via the Lothians list) and the SSCUP (via the Central Scotland list).  

There is little argument that the election has been a shock to the traditional political party 
structure of Scotland, with movement from a four to a six-party system. The Herald editorial of 3 
May pointed out that “no party commands the support of more than 17% of eligible voters 
(Labour hit that modest high point)” (Herald, 03/05/2003, p 16). Although this type of multi-party 
politics has developed as a result of the more proportional list voting, this election also saw a 
breakthrough for the political under-dog in a FPTP constituency, with Jean Turner defeating the 
Labour Party, repeating a feat that Dennis Canavan has now achieved twice.

In addition to the 2 constituency level independent MSPs (Canavan and Turner), as Table 1 
shows, the proportional system has allowed for the representation of 15 MSPs from outwith the 
traditional mainstream parties (7 Greens, 6 Scottish Socialists, Margo MacDonald and John 
Swinburne of the SSCUP).

The front page article by Murray Ritchie, entitled “Shaking up the old order”, in the Herald of 3 
May (p 1), said the following of the election result: 

Scotland shocked the political establishment yesterday by delivering the biggest upset 
to the old party system for generations.  

A chastened first minister promised to listen more to the people after seeing his 
Labour-led coalition majority shrink before the advance of minority parties, 
independents and single-issue campaigners. 

A second Labour-Liberal Democrat coalition now depends on tortuous negotiations 
beginning next week, and, if a deal is struck, it then must use a suddenly vulnerable 
working majority to overcome a potential rainbow coalition of radicals in the Scottish 
Parliament chamber.
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Stunning results, affecting six parties, and none, transformed Scottish politics, sending 
Jack McConnell a message that no seat is safe under home rule. Jean Turner, a 
hospital campaigner, proved the point when she humiliated Labour by taking what was 
once its safest seat in Scotland.  

In this section, Peter Lynch, among other things, will look at what the result means for Labour 
and the SNP, who, out of the big four political parties, were the only ones to lose seats in the 
election.
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THE IMPACT OF THE 2003 ELECTION ON THE SCOTTISH PARTY SYSTEM

By Peter Lynch, University of Stirling 

The irony of what seemed a dull campaign producing such a dramatic result should not be lost on 
anyone observing the 2003 election.  Voters not only exploited the wide range of choice available to
them at this election on the first and second vote, they actually saw their choices turned into seats.
Seventeen MSPs now come from parties outwith the big four.  This makes 2003 something of an 
earthquake election, with voters voting against the main parties or not voting at all. However, protest 
or not, this election will have an impact on the main parties and the parliament itself. A more colourful, 
single-issue oriented parliament beckons, one which voters might actually identity with more. 

The 2003 Scottish election saw three distinct patterns emerging. First, the two largest parties, Labour
and the SNP, slipped back seriously in terms of both votes and seats to a range of competitors. This 
latter fact makes their responses difficult. How do you get votes back from a disparate mix of Greens,
Socialists, hospital campaigners and Independents, without losing votes to other mainstream 
competitors? Second, the two smaller traditional parties, Conservatives and Liberal Democrats, stood
still in terms of seats and votes.  However, no progress was better than going backwards. Third, a 
large section of the electorate cast their votes for a variety of alternatives to the four main parties
which, in many ways, was the story of election night. The Greens with 7 MSPs and the Scottish
Socialist Party with 6 MSPs were the most obvious winners here and help make the parliament look 
distinctly European. But, other diverse voices succeeded such as Dennis Canavan in Falkirk West,
Margo MacDonald in Lothians, hospital campaigner Jean Turner in Strathkelvin and Bearsden and
John Swinburne of the Scottish Senior Citizens Unity Party on the Central Scotland list. 

For Labour, this election might involve some sighs of relief.  Its support fell dramatically on the first
and second votes, but so did that of its main challenger, the SNP. Labour emerged comfortably as 
the largest party, but is faced with the difficulty of governing with a narrow majority in coalition with the 
Liberal Democrats. Coalition formation and maintenance will be a challenge, but then so too will
mounting an electoral recovery after 2003.  Labour has survived, but it has to address the low turnout
amongst its voters as well as defections to the SSP, Greens and others. A more radical
environmental agenda was already on the cards from Labour before the election and more initiatives
are likely. Responding to the SSP is much more difficult as the party has occupied ground long since
vacated by Labour. How Labour can appeal to voters who have deserted it for the SSP is unclear,
especially as it would render coalition with the Lib Dems problematic and threaten future losses of
seats to the Tories. Further slippage in Labour's support in 4 years time would also bring a crisis for 
the party. How it can renew itself as a party when in government at all levels in Scotland and the UK 
is likely to become a major problem. 

The two parties who stood still at this election can take the biggest plaudits from the election
campaign and result. Standing still in the midst of a hurricane was impressive and, in the case of the
Conservatives, there is an argument that they have made some progress. The Tories' level of 
electoral support may be static but, a party with no FPTP seats in 1999 now has three. The Liberal
Democrats also saw some progress in terms of winning one more FPTP seat in Edinburgh, yet their 
vote stood still.  This latter aspect was surprising given the progress made by the Lib Dems at the
general election in 2001, when the party saw its vote rise by 2.2%.  Indeed, the lack of progress from
1999 to 2003 has not helped the Lib Dems negotiating position at the post-election coalition talks,
even though the party looks bigger because Labour has slipped back in the polls and seats.  Each 
party fared reasonably well compared to Labour and the SNP, yet neither actually grew their
electorates. Indeed, they are becoming 'niche' parties representing relatively small electorates. The 
Tories can comfort themselves with knowing that they have avoided disaster (again) but still have no
real role in the parliament.  By contrast, four years of Liberal Democrat coalition produced no more
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votes or seats for the party itself. The Lib Dems have therefore seen extensive policy benefits from
their role in government, but no actual electoral benefits, which is not a strong hand to play in
coalition negotiations.

In policy terms, the party with the biggest problem might well be the SNP.  The party fought a 
polished campaign as an alternative government that focused on delivering improved public services 
and the prospect of an independence referendum. In terms of policy choices, the SNP competed
reasonably well with its main opponents and its manifesto commitments were rarely challenged.
Independence became an issue of sorts during the campaign as Labour launched a reprise of its
1999 strategy of claiming 'divorce is an expensive business' and also declared that an independence
referendum could not be held before then stating exactly the opposite!

Fiscal autonomy was also an issue of sorts during the election, but the issue failed to catch fire just as
in 2001. Fiscal autonomy is just a bit too abstract for most voters, especially in the context of record 
levels of public spending in Scotland in the next 3-4 years. There was no big issue of conflict with
Westminster to politicise devolution either. Yet, moving to the left to regain votes from the SSP and
Greens is as difficult for the SNP as for Labour. The SNP wants to be taken seriously as a party of
government not a protest party, so it remains between a rock and a hard place at present.
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ELECTORAL BEHAVIOUR

INTRODUCTION

The outcome of the 1999 Scottish Parliamentary elections were somewhat disappointing for 
professional psephologists as whilst the outcome of the election was accurately predicted the 
ability of the polls to predict the relative strengths of the parties in terms of votes cast was less
robust.  Denver et al (2000) described the performance of the polls vis-à-vis the election result
in the following terms: 

The outcome of the election proved something of an embarrassment for the polls. ….
In terms of vote share, both the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats did better
than the polls had suggested while Labour’s vote was well below expectations and the
SNP’s slightly below (Denver et. al, 2000, p.208).

To a large extent this is unsurprising given that the elections were the first to be held to 
the Parliament under a voting system which was new to Scotland (and indeed the UK).
Over the four years of the first term of the Parliament the only major polling company to
provide a consistent set of polling data over this period was System Three for the 
Herald newspaper.  These polls therefore provide the most comprehensive set of data 
tracking voting intentions to the Scottish Parliament.

The NFO System Three opinion polls over the first term of the Scottish Parliament for the first 
and second vote are outlined in Figures 5 and 6.  Figures 5 and 6 provide a ‘moving average’ of
poll support over the four years of the previous Parliament.

Figure 5:  Trends In Opinion Polls: First Vote 1999 - 2003 
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Figure 5 details voting intentions on the first vote for the Scottish Parliament.  The polls clearly 
indicate that Labour and the SNP have been significantly ahead of the other parties in terms of 
voting intentions throughout the four year period of the Scottish Parliament.  For the first year of 
the Scottish Parliament Labour tended to hold a lead over the SNP of between five and 10 per 
cent.  However from March 2000 to March 2001 voting intentions for the two parties tended to 
fluctuate with neither party establishing a clear lead.  This period marked a turbulent time for the 
Labour party both in Scotland and the UK with opposition to Section 2a and the untimely death 
of Donald Dewar in Scotland and fuel protests across the UK.  From March 2001 onwards 
Labour regained a significant poll lead over the SNP with the gap between the two parties 
frequently around 10-15%.  However from January 2003 the two parties were virtually ‘neck and 
neck’ in terms of voting intentions until the latter stage of the election when the Labour party 
regained a lead in the polls.  The actual election result suggests that the polls were fairly 
accurate in measuring voting intentions with regard to Labour but rather overestimated support 
for the SNP. 

The Conservatives and Liberal Democrats both tended to poll between 10% and 15% of voters 
sampled by NFO System Three between July 1999 and the end of 2001.  However from 2002 
onwards the Liberal Democrats polled consistently above the level recorded for the 
Conservatives with the Lib-Dem vote tending to fluctuate around 15% and the Conservative 
vote at around 10-12%.  This trend continued in the NFO System Three polls up until the 
election.  In the early months of the Parliament separate data was not collected for the Green 
party and the SSP and therefore these two parties were included in the ‘other’ category 
accounting for the relatively high level of support for ‘other’ parties in the first six months of the 
Parliament.  The SSP tended to poll around 3-4% of the vote since 1999 although this rose to 6-
7% in early 2003.  The Green party polled fairly steadily throughout the lifetime of the 
Parliament at 2-3%.  Voting intentions for other parties was fairly consistent at 1-2% of the 
electorate’s first vote voting intention.  In terms of the election result the polls were broadly in 
line with actual votes cast, via the First-Past-the-Post vote, for the Liberal Democrats and the 
SSP but underestimated support for the Conservative party and, to a lesser extent, for other 
parties and independents. 
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Figure 6:  Trends in Opinion Polls:  Second Vote 1999-2003 
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Figure 6 depicts voting intentions amongst the Scottish electorate with their second vote as
recorded by NFO System Three since 1999.  Again many of the patterns evident amongst first
vote voting intentions are evident in Figure 6.  However some significant differences are 
apparent.  Firstly, the percentage of those polled considering voting Labour or SNP is
considerably lower (between 27% and 35%) than that for the first vote.  Whilst the proportion 
considering voting Conservative is broadly similar to that for the first vote, the Liberal Democrat 
vote is higher at between 15 to 18%.  Levels of support for the SSP, Greens and ‘other’ parties 
are also higher than for the first vote.  Such a trend is not surprising and clearly indicates that a 
significant proportion of voters are prepared to ‘split their ticket’ and recognise that voting for
some of the larger parties with their second vote may not translate into seats.  Such a trend 
indicates that voters are engaged with the options which the AMS system for the Scottish 
Parliament offers.  With regard to the eventual election result the polls appear rather less
reliable on the second vote than for the first. The polls overestimated the extent of support for 
the SNP whilst underestimating the degree of support for the Conservatives and independents /
‘other’ parties. 
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WHAT THE OPINION POLLS TELL US ABOUT VOTING BEHAVIOUR

By: Chris Eynon and Chris Martin, NFO System Three 

Background

The Herald / NFO System Three series of monthly polls has been the only continuous monitor of
Scottish voting intentions since 1974.  Polling data can be assessed on two levels.  By far the highest
profile use is in the period immediately prior to an election, and in particular in the ‘eve of election’
polls, to assess the likely result.  In this context, the focus is on the absolute figures for each party,
and the ‘accuracy’ of the polls is then assessed against the actual outcome of the election.  The 
second use of time series data such as the Herald / NFO System Three polls lies in monitoring trends
over time.  Regardless of the absolute levels recorded for each party, by tracking these levels over 
time, we can assess whether support is increasing or declining in each case. 

The trend data 

In the period from 1999 – 2002, perhaps the main point to emerge from the trend data was the
general consistency in party support.   With the exception of events such as the fuel price protest in
the autumn of 2000, when support for Labour dipped sharply for a month, the trend lines on the first
vote tended to show: 

Labour enjoying a consistent lead over the SNP, at around their share of vote from 1999

SNP relatively stronger in the early part of 2001, but then drifting back to 1999 election levels 

Conservatives consistently below their election share and making no real progress. We
acknowledge that these polls always underestimate the actual share which the Conservatives 
achieve in elections. The point in this context is that the polls detected no significant increase 
in party support over time, which has been proven to be the case 

Liberal Democrats gradually recovering from a weaker showing in 2001 to lie around their
election share going into 2003

Increased support for the minor parties, and the SSP in particular. 

On the first vote, then, the poll findings suggested no material shift in voter behaviour since 1999.  For 
all the huffing and puffing and the fact that we have seen three First Ministers over this first term of
the Parliament, voters remained relatively unaffected in their main party support.

On the second vote, the trend data put the gap between Labour and the SNP much less than on the
first, as Labour dropped below 1999 levels.  However the key issue was the emergence of the minor
parties and the SSP in particular. It was clear that these would have a more significant impact on the 
second vote in 2003 than in 1999. The potential for change on this vote was evident in the poll 
indications that over 40% were likely to switch their allegiance on the second vote.

THE POLLS IN THE RUN UP TO THE ELECTION

As the Iraq situation developed and public protests against the war grew, this was reflected in a sharp
decline in Labour support over February and March, to lie at the same level as the SNP. With no 
other parties picking up significant support at the expense of Labour, however, this was clearly a
protest vote.  While it demonstrated that Labour support could be vulnerable, it was equally the case
that none of the other parties was seen to offer an obvious home for disaffected Labour voters. With
the fall of Baghdad on the eve of a major Herald / NFO poll in mid-April, however, the effect of this 
was seen in a restoration of Labour fortunes – the so-called ‘Baghdad bounce’.    As the election
approached, the headline poll figures on the first vote were little different from the actual share of
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vote, with the exception of the Conservatives, who were down, and the SSP, who were up.  On the
second vote, both Labour and the Conservatives were down, with the minor parties looking stronger.

The final polls and the election 

The final Herald / NFO System Three poll was conducted over the period 23 – 27 April.  The table
below presents the headline poll figures based on all voters, on those who stated that they were 
‘certain’ to vote – 52% of the sample – and the actual share of vote in the election. 

First vote Second vote 

Total

voters
(%)

‘Certain’

to vote 

(%)

Actual

share

(%)

Total

voters

(%)

‘Certain’

to vote 

(%)

Actual

share

(%)

Conservative 10 12 17 9 11 15

Labour 38 39 35 28 28 29

Lib Dem 14 15 15 13 15 12

SNP 28 26 24 28 25 21

Green 2 1 - 7 6 7

SSP 4 6 6 10 9 7

Other 1 1 3 5 7 9

N(Unweighted): 761 461 744 455

Taking the ‘certain to vote’ figures as the benchmark, on the first vote, the poll overstated the Labour
share and understated Conservatives.  On the second vote, Conservatives were again understated,
but it was both the SNP and Liberal Democrats who were overstated on this occasion.

One of the factors in the differences between voting intentions as measured by the polls and the
actual election result is differential turnout.  When polls are conducted in the period between
elections, such as in the Herald/NFO time series data, they are measuring a hypothetical situation –
‘How would you vote if there were an Election tomorrow? The number refusing to answer, who don’t
know how they might vote, or stating that they would not vote is typically in the region of 15% in such 
polls.   However, with actual turnout 59% in 1999 and only 49% in the latest Election, there is a
substantial percentage in the poll happily stating which party they would support if they were to vote, 
but who do not actually turn out to do so.

If this percentage were evenly spread across the parties, things would be straightforward.  However
this is not the case.  Certain types of people – typically young people and lower socio-economic
groups (SEG) - are less likely to vote than others on the day, and this is the differential turnout factor.
Hence parties which draw more support from these groups are likely to record a lower share of the
vote compared to the polls, and the most affected in this way are the SNP (from fewer younger 
voters) and Labour (from the lower SEGs).  The main beneficiaries compared to the polls are the
Conservatives, since their older and more up-market supporters tend to be the most committed to 
turning out. 

The polls can attempt to limit this effect by asking for intention to vote and analysing the results based
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Opinion polls have historically under-represented support for the Conservative Party, most notably in
the 1992 Westminster election when, due to the closeness of the result, several polls pointed to a
Labour overall majority erroneously. Several reasons have been put forward for this, such as a
disinclination for Conservative voters to respond to interviewers – the ‘Shy Tory’ phenomenon – and
differential turnout between the parties.  Whatever the reason, it is perhaps less predictive to take the
Conservative poll ratings at face value.  In assessing the likely outcome in 2003, then, there was
perhaps more to be learned from the precedent of the eve of election poll in 1999.  Then, the 
Conservatives stood at 10% on both the first and second votes, and went on to record 16% and 15%
respectively in the election.  The corresponding figures of 10% and 9% in the latest eve of election
poll were little different from 1999, and so it turned out in the election that the share of vote was much
the same now as then. 

The overview

So what can we take from the polls?  The relative stability in the poll data over the last four years may
be less a sign of voter loyalty and more inertia and the inability of any of the major parties to
communicate fresh thinking and ideas to the Scottish electorate to attract additional support. It may
suggest that the electorate do not see ‘clear blue water’ or even ‘clear tartan water’ between the
policy priorities of the major parties. It was clear from the failure of the other main parties to capitalise
on Labour difficulties over Iraq that they were not seen to be offering a positive alternative, and this 
has remained the case throughout the campaign.  If the Labour vote has softened, then none of the
other major parties has communicated anything distinctive or positively different as an alternative.
The failure of the SNP and Liberal Democrats in this respect is further demonstrated by the decline in 
their share of second votes compared to the poll. Presenting the diversity of other parties or 
candidates on the second vote that are on offer on the ballot paper in a poll is problematic,
particularly before the announcement of which candidates are standing in each region. Yet when
voters were given this choice on the day, it was the SNP and Liberal Democrats which proved the 
more vulnerable to the attraction of the minor parties and independents.  It has fallen to the latter to
catch the imagination of the voters, and the voters responded accordingly.

only on those who say they are ‘certain’ to do so.  In the final Herald/NFO poll prior to the Election,
52% stated that they were certain to vote – reasonably close to the actual figure of 49%.  Even this is 
no guarantee, however.  Apart from the additional drop-out on the day and polling evidence of the
differential effect on share for the SNP and Conservatives, the percentage share for Labour among
‘certain’ voters actually increased by 1%.  This was contrary to all empirical evidence and past record 
in Labour heartland constituencies, where turnout has been often lower than elsewhere.  Indeed
turnout in Glasgow in 2003 was 41%, compared to at least 48% in all other regions.  Labour voters
continue to overstate their commitment to voting, and the polls continue to underestimate the
Conservative performance. 
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THE ELECTION CAMPAIGN 

INTRODUCTION

Manifestos 
The manifestos of each of the main political parties were published early in the campaign.  

Scottish Conservative and Unionist Party available at: 

http://www.scottishtories.org.uk/manifesto.html

Scottish Green Party available at: 

http://www.scottishgreens.org.uk/policies/2003/index.html

Scottish Labour Party available at: 

http://www.justthebeginning.org/

Scottish Liberal Democrat Manifesto available at: 

http://www.scotlibdems.org.uk/

Scottish National Party available at: 

http://www.releaseourpotential.com/manifesto/noflash.htm

Scottish Socialist Party available at: 

http://www.scottishsocialistparty.org/election03/manifesto.html

Prior to the start of the election campaign, BBC Scotland commissioned a survey (carried out by 
NFO System Three) asking Scottish voters for their political priorities over the next four years. 
Voters were asked to prioritise from a list of policy options by giving each option a mark out of 
ten for importance to them. The priorities were as follows:

1. More police on the streets 

2. Pay nurses more 

3. More money for farming and fishing communities 

4. Ensure all state schools and hospitals are built and run publicly, not privately 

5. Let some 14-year olds stop studying academic subjects and study a trade in school 

6. Take tougher action against nuisance neighbours 

7. Cut class sizes in primary and secondary schools 

8. Phase out nuclear power stations and replace with wind and wave power 

9. Change electoral system for councils to reflect better the number of seats compared to the number of votes 

10. Give private firms more money to start businesses 

11. Give free school meals to all schoolchildren 

12. Reduce taxes on business 

13. Cut number of MSPs in Parliament 

14. Spend more on health promotion rather than hospital treatment 

15. Hold a referendum on independence for Scotland 

16. Spend more on helping heroin addicts come off drugs 

17. Encourage more people to live in Scotland to stop population falling 

18. Phase out public funding of catholic schools 

19. Charge drivers for bringing vehicles into city centres 

20. Substantially increase spending on the arts 

21. Allow universities to charge students higher fees 

In the days after the party manifestos were published, some journalists claimed there was very 
little clear blue water between the political parties. Iain Macwhirter, writing in the Sunday Herald 
(13 April 2003, p21) said:

I hope the Scottish voters can tell the difference between the parties in this election 
campaign, because I’m not sure I can. Labour, SNP, Tory, LibDem – they all come 



providing research and information services to the Scottish Parliament 

25

boxed with the same standard features: more police on the beat, smaller class sizes, 
more nurses, no more income tax, bit less business tax, promotion of enterprise etc. 
The only exception is Tommy Sheridan’s Scottish Socialists who want the reverse of 
most of these. And the Greens who want to save the planet first. 

If there is a dominant theme emerging in this election, I can’t spot it yet. The range of 
issues on which the 1999 election was fought seemed narrow enough at the time, but 
in retrospect that campaign was positively overflowing with policy. 

These thoughts were echoed by Ian Bell, writing in Holyrood magazine:

This year the party wish-lists bear a family resemblance so strong they might have 
issued from the same pen. Mainstream politics is narrower, and duller, than it has ever 
been. So crowded is the centre ground, we might as well resort to congestion charging. 
Were it not for the dogged persistence of the Scottish Socialists, the Greens and single 
issue candidates, an election would hardly be necessary. The drawing of lots, with the 
assistance of a bingo caller, would suffice. (Holyrood Magazine, 22/4/2003, p10) 

Some key policies of the four mainstream parties might be summarised as follows: 

Justice: the SNP promised 1,000 more police officers, the LibDems would recruit 3,500 over 
the next four years, while Labour, although not committing to numbers, said they would 
“increase the number of police officers on operational duty in every Scottish Police Force year 
on year.” The Conservative party pledged to “take persistent young offenders off the streets.” 

Health: common themes running through the manifestos were: more doctors, nurses and pay. 
Labour pledged to increase the number of consultants by 600 and treble the number of nurse 
consultants. The SNP said they would increase the pay of nurses by 11%. 

Economics: the Conservatives committed themselves to reducing business rates to the same 
level as England. The SNP pledged to cut business rates to below the levels in the rest of the 
UK. Labour promised to freeze business rates in 2003/04, and would limit any increases to no 
more than the rate of inflation in the following two years. 

Education: all parties opposed the concept of top-up fees, and the Tories and SNP pledged to 
scrap the Graduate Endowment.

Environment: there was cross-party agreement on increasing the amount of energy generated 
from renewable sources.  

Opinion Polls 

Given these broadly similar policies, it is perhaps surprising that opinion polls fluctuated as 
much as they did during the election campaign. In the early part of April, the SNP and Labour 
were extremely close in the opinion polls. System Three had both Labour and the SNP at 31% 
on the first vote and the SNP on 29% on the second ballot, (3 points ahead of Labour). A poll by 
System Three published a week later, however, recorded Labour 13 points ahead of the SNP 
on first vote intentions. The final System Three poll (29 April) prior to election day had Labour 
10% ahead on first vote intentions, with Labour and the SNP equal on 28% on the regional vote.  

This dramatic fluctuation was attributed to a “Baghdad bounce” of support behind Labour in the 
wake of the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. Certainly, this was an election campaign 
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overshadowed by affairs outwith the official competencies of the Scottish Parliament.3 The war
in Iraq dominated much of the media coverage during the campaign and Tommy Sheridan, 
leader of the Scottish Socialist Party, called for the election to be treated as a “referendum” on 
the Iraq war. Beyond the war, the SNP argued that the date of the UK budget on 9 April4 was
inappropriate during the Scottish election campaign. It would seem from the polling evidence 
that matters “reserved” to the UK Parliament do have an influence on the voting intentions of the 
Scottish Parliament’s electorate, but that the impact of these issues results in varying outcomes 
in terms of voting patterns between Holyrood and Westminster elections. 

What the Papers Said 

At the end of the campaign newspaper editorials came out with their various messages to their 
readership.  

A common theme running through all the pre-election editorials was the importance of people 
turning out to vote. The Scotland on Sunday although not supporting any particular party (they 
were critical of each of the parties) urged their readers to vote:

Having chosen this route, Scots need to ensure that the devolution game is played with 
a full deck of cards – honest, hard working MSPs should be backed where they have 
delivered for their local communities and sophisticated use of second votes can help 
enrich the parliament’s mix. That means turning out, even if, as they say, it only 
encourages them. (Scotland on Sunday, 27 April 2003, p22) 

The Sunday Post had a similar message, arguing that “if you don’t bother to vote you certainly 
won’t be entitled to point the finger at the politicians if you don’t like what they do over the next 
four years.”

The Sunday Herald struck a conciliatory tone in its pre-election editorial: 

The recommendation of a newspaper to its readers is often seen as a test of what kind 
of publication it is. We have said from the outset that we aim to be an independent 
newspaper, one that respects our readers' intelligence, inquiring minds, aspirations, 
social concern, engagement with civic issues and commitment to an exciting 21st 
century Scotland. Our readers do not want to be told what to think. So our main advice 
is to reflect on the record of each party, seek out what each offers for the next four 
years and decide on the basis of where you live.  

Our concerns are to achieve an outcome in the early hours of May 2 that strengthens 
the reputation and performance of the parliament; that delivers an effective, stable, 
open Executive sharing our principles. Our tests for MSPs and the next government 
are: will they modernise politics and government, and in particular the electoral system 
for councils; will they dedicate themselves to quality, efficient public services focused 
on the needs of their users; will they promote justice, social justice and a tolerant 
society; and who offers the best vision of a confident, competitive and compassionate 
Scotland?

The Sunday Mail and the News of the World backed Labour. The News of the World praised 
Jack McConnell for his support of Tony Blair’s decision to take the country to war:

3
 This was also the case in the 1999 campaign, when British involvement in Kosovo overshadowed the 

campaigning for the Scottish election.  
4
 Gordon Brown moved the date of the budget back so that it did not coincide with the start of conflict in Iraq.  
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The News of the World believes Labour’s work leading the Scottish Executive deserves 
your continued support. First Minister, Jack McConnell has made a good start in his 
first 18 months in office. He has brought a much needed stability to devolution. And his 
unstinting loyalty to the Prime Minister over the war in Iraq has shown that McConnell 
is a serious politician, willing to take tough decisions in the face of critics….(27 April 
2003, p6) 

On election day itself, all major newspapers again urged their readers to vote, with few actually 
committing themselves to any political party. However,some editorials did state their political 
preference. The Daily Record was particularly partisan in its coverage. A front page cover had 
a baby surrounded by Labour rosettes, with the editorial stating:

McConnell is right to warn of the danger of complacency and the nightmare of Scotland 
“sleep-walking” into divorce from Britain under the SNP….. 

The Record believes Labour have earned the right to finish what has been started…. 

Vote for your lives. Vote for Scotland’s future. (1 May, p 8) 

The Sun also backed Labour, with their editorial stating that “we believe Labour has earned a 
second shot” (1 May, p8). The Daily Mail was critical of the Scotland Act for what they saw as 
the “flawed system of proportional representation that it [the Scotland Act] imposes.” According 
to the Daily Mail’s editorial, proportional representation unfairly allowed the Liberal Democrats 
(“Labour’s grumbling appendix”) “tail to wag the Labour dog” (1 May, p12). Later in the editorial 
they suggest the “only sensible response is to deny Jim Wallace the votes he needs to play the 
role of kingmaker.”

A complaint made by the smaller parties during the campaign period was that they were not 
being given adequate media exposure. Tommy Sheridan was particularly upset to not receive 
an invitation to the live televised leaders debates in the days before the election. Given the 
lesser degree of media coverage for the smaller political players in this election campaign, it is 
no small upset that the electorate have introduced to the parliament a block of 17 “non-
mainstream party” MSPs, a grouping equal in size to the Liberal Democrats and one less than 
the Conservatives.

The contribution in this section by Douglas Fraser of the Sunday Herald, looks at the key issues 
which dominated the media and the parties throughout the election campaign.
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THE MEDIA CAMPAIGN

by Douglas Fraser, political editor, Sunday Herald. 

It was deemed to be a boring campaign, and a fascinating result, but that is only half right.  For 
journalists, the 2003 Scottish parliamentary election campaign was ‘boring”, in that it was a struggle
to find any narrative. Multi-party politics between all-male, middle-aged leaders who agree on more
nurses, teachers and police is hard to fit into the news values by which the media operates.  In
retrospect, and particularly in light of the results, the campaign had much that was interesting.

Anyway, there was a war on.  This was a big worry for Labour, which began the campaign with a 
conference at which its botched attempt to cover over the internal split over Iraq was the only story to
emerge.  There was evidence that activists were particularly demotivated, when they were needed as 
political infantry.  The first half of the campaign was fought deep inside the newspapers and far down
the broadcast bulletins.  The parochialism of a campaign over Scottish hospitals, schools, crime and
business rates contrasted with the shock and awe of a new world order being forged on the 
Euphrates. With national media attention elsewhere, Labour’s Jack McConnell ‘went local’, through
weekly papers and radio stations. The Budget, which had been expected to be a major event in the
campaign, was eclipsed by the symbolic fall of a Saddam statue that day.  And by the end of the
campaign, Labour’s war fears had become a ‘Baghdad bounce’, with Tony Blair stressing leadership
in the final election broadcast.

Too much can be made of media coverage.  What matters is also what the parties try to convey and
more importantly, what the public hear.  This campaign was notable for the shortage of information 
about public opinion.  Several newspapers and broadcasters have been put off polling through 
reliable opinion researchers, by the cost and the limited commercial benefits. 

The key message emerging for public consumption, and pushed by both Labour and the SNP, was 
that this was a two-horse race.  In retrospect, of course, it was not, and both main parties will regret
doing little to contest the Greens‚ and Socialists‚ arguments.  The Labour/SNP approach gave media
prominence to both the attack and defence lines of these two parties.  For Labour, they sought to put 
the heat on Nationalists over independence, retreading the ‘divorce’ message from 1999, and
claiming their opponents did not want to talk about it. Yet the SNP’s John Swinney appeared relaxed
about responding, with his contrasting interpretation of his party’s core belief.

Crucial to an understanding of the SNP campaign is that it began in spring 2002 and was
meticulously planned - perhaps too inflexibly so - in an attempt to avoid the main weaknesses in the 
1999 campaign; chaotic management and rapid change on the key tax policy.  The main SNP attack
on Labour was over its health record, using a strong party election broadcast which implied Labour 
was responsible for the deaths of patients on NHS waiting lists.  Labour knew this was its weak point,
and used a theme from its 2001 Westminster campaign in defence, arguing that much had been
done, but there was still much to do. McConnell was effective at deflecting blame for the mistakes of 
the first years of devolution, and stressing his role only over the previous 18 months. 

In the months leading up to the April campaign, it seemed economic growth would be the key issue,
and it remained significant, but seemed to run out of steam as May 1 approached.   The SNP found
its other messages on class sizes, nurses‚ pay and police numbers gained less prominence than its 
attack lines.  Labour, by contrast, opted to simplify and prioritise its positives, with a core message 
about anti-social behaviour and youth crime, aimed at its heartlands voters.  That emphasis looks set
to continue into government. 

Liberal Democrats began the campaign confidently, with strong polling, boasting eye-catching ideas
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and holding the most press conferences.  In trying to avoid going negative, Jim Wallace’s attacks on
Labour were confined to its youth crime plans, which he said are ‘unworkable’.  That gained some 
prominence, while he had less impact with his lower-key assertion that Labour’s plans contrasted with
LibDems‚ in the extent of centralisation.  These were attempts to differentiate the two parties, in a way 
which will impact on coalition negotiations.

Wallace was rarely challenged on the same health service issues which dogged Labour, but his 
‘making the difference’ message was hampered by arguments over his claim to have scrapped tuition 
fees.  LibDems acknowledge that they gave tuition fees too high a profile in the 1999 campaign as a
coalition deal bottom line, and opted in 2003 to make a priority of everything and nothing.   Those
factors combined to give the public only a vague sense of the ways in which LibDems intend to ‘make 
the difference’ by 2007.  Even council voting reform was denied the status of a coalition ‘bottom line’. 

The Conservatives’ national campaign sought to tap into public disaffection with politics and the
Holyrood building project in particular, though opponents thought this only served to increase
antipathy to all politicians, including Conservatives.  They were notable also for running a more
targeted campaign than before, resulting in three gained constituencies.  Working with limited
resources (an important factor in Scottish election campaigns), that was true also of the SNP and
LibDems, all three parties gaining seats from Labour. 

But of course, the shock results were for Greens, Socialists and four independents.  The latter 
demonstrates the influence of local media.  The fifth and sixth parties of Scottish parliament politics 
ran campaigns notable for the dominant role of Tommy Sheridan and Robin Harper, and for
effectively targeting the second vote.  This damaged the SNP and LibDems in particular, in a way the 
larger parties had not foreseen.

Paradoxically, the success of the Greens and Socialists might have been helped by the lack of media
coverage.  Not appearing as mainstream parties or with the four main party leaders in two TV
debates allowed them to be portrayed as outsiders.  And this was a good election not to look or
sound like a politician. 
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REGIONAL VOTE 

INTRODUCTION

The second vote for the regional list represents the new component of Scottish Parliamentary 
elections which makes the allocation of seats to parties more proportional to the votes cast.  
The electoral system for Scottish Parliament elections is discussed above.  The presence of the 
second vote has added significantly to the strategies which both voters and political parties 
utilise for the Scottish Parliamentary elections.  Prior to the 1999 Scottish Parliamentary election 
there were concerns that the introduction of a new electoral system, as a consequence of the 
introduction of the second or regional vote, would confuse voters.  However of those who voted 
in 1999 the vast majority used both their votes. Denver et al (2000) considered the issue in the 
following terms: 

Across Scotland, just under 3,700 fewer votes were cast in the list election (out of more 
than 2.3 million) than in the constituency contests.  Excluding the Edinburgh West 
constituency, where there was a surprisingly large and unexplained decrease in the 
number of votes cast in the list election, the difference in votes cast in the two types of 
elections in Scotland as a whole was only 1,633.  Few voters appear to have been 
deterred by the lengthy list ballot papers that were required and the complicated 
counting arrangements involved (p209). 

In 2003 the difference in the total number of votes cast between the first and second ballot was 
more limited than in 1999 with only 723 fewer votes being cast in the second vote compared to 
the first.  The extent to which voters are using their two votes to vote for different parties is 
difficult to measure as there will be flows of votes both from and to parties across the electorate 
between the 1st and 2nd vote.  Table 3 attempts to provide an indication of the extent of this 
trend by comparing votes for each party across the 1st and 2nd votes.  However Table 3 does 
not take account of the flow of votes between parties and can therefore only give an indication 
of the extent to which voters will ‘split their ticket’. 

TABLE 3:  DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CONSTITUENCY AND LIST VOTES FOR PARTIES 
(REGIONS), 1999 
Region Con Lab Lib-Dem SNP Soc Lab SSP Green (1) Others

Central -0.4 -7.3 -0.4 -2.1 +1.9 +1.4 +1.8 +5.0

Glasgow +0.2 -5.4 -0.9 -2.4 +1.5 +1.0 +4.0 +2.1

H&I +0.6 -1.9 -6.8 -0.8 +1.4 +0.9 +3.8 +2.9

Lothians -0.1 -10.0 -1.3 -1.1 +3.3 +0.9 +6.9 +1.4

Mid & 

Fife

0 -3.0 -0.1 -2.8 +1.4 +1.0 +3.9 -0.4

NE +0.4 -0.7 -3.7 -0.7 +1.2 +0.3 +2.8 +0.4

South -1.2 -5.9 -2.7 -0.4 +4.4 +1.0 +3.0 +1.8

West -0.7 -5.0 -0.3 -1.0 +1.4 +1.3 +2.6 +1.5

Scotland -0.1 -5.2 -1.8 -1.4 +2.2 +1.0 +3.6 +1.8

Source: Denver et. al. (2000), p.210 

(1) All Green party votes count as an increase but candidates did not stand for the constituency vote. 

Table 3 suggests that voters in 1999 tended to vote for the same party with their regional vote 
as with their constituency vote.  However, there was some degree of variation between the 
parties.  The Labour Party experienced the largest decline in 2nd votes compared to the 1st vote.  
This may suggest that voters expected the Labour party to win most constituency seats and that 
therefore voters switched party allegiance with their 2nd vote in order to maximise its impact.  In 
contrast the Conservative vote does not vary greatly between the two votes.  This may indicate 
two possible scenarios.  Firstly, that Conservative voters perhaps considered that the party was 
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not likely to pick up many constituency seats and therefore voters were more likely to vote for 
the Conservatives on the second vote.  Secondly, that Conservative voters did not view any of 
the other main parties as an easy replacement for the Conservatives.  Table 3 also clearly 
indicates that the smaller parties were more likely to obtain the second vote of voters than their 
constituency vote. 

The 1999 election result demonstrated that the 2nd vote could benefit ‘smaller’ parties and 
independent candidates through the election of Scottish Green Party and Scottish Socialist 
Party representatives.  The number of candidates standing for election to the Scottish 
Parliament in 2003 was considerably up on the figure for 1999 with 408 candidates standing in 
First Past the Post constituencies (an increase of 85 from 1999).  There were 105 more 
candidates standing on the regional list in 2003 compared to 1999.  There were 605 candidates 
in 2003 compared to 500 in 1999 (Holyrood Magazine, 15/4/03, p.9).  The election of a 
representative from the Scottish Senior Citizen Unity Party and of Dr Jean Turner MSP, Margo 
MacDonald MSP, and Dennis Canavan MSP (via First Past the Post) as Independents, has 
again highlighted the potential of the electoral system to elect smaller parties and independents.  
The increased representation of the SSP and Green party also indicates that initial success on 
the regional list can be used to develop a platform for what were once ‘smaller parties’. 

The potential for the second vote to elect smaller parties has been evident through the number 
of independents and smaller parties standing for election on the regional list.  Notably the 
Scottish Green Party, as in 1999, only put candidates forward on the regional list.  Curtice 
(2003) commented on this trend in the following terms: 

Not all of the growth in candidate numbers can be put down to dissatisfaction with 
conventional politics either.  The Additional Member System used in elections to the 
Parliament must take some of the responsibility.  The realisation that as little as 6% of 
the vote might well be enough to secure election has encouraged a number of people, 
including the former SNP MSP Margo Macdonald and the fishermen’s champion, 
George Geddes, to try their luck on the lists (p.13). 

Table 4 compares the votes for each party across the 1st and 2nd votes in the 2003 election and 
suggests that vote switching between the two votes was more pronounced in 2003 than in 1999.  
The four largest parties in the Parliament all claimed a smaller proportion of the second vote 
than the first vote across Scotland as whole.  The Labour Party obtained 5.32% fewer votes on 
the second vote than the first vote in 2003 compared to 5.2% fewer in 1999, the Conservatives 
1.11% fewer in 2003 compared to 0.1% in 1999, and the Liberal Democrats 3.57% fewer in 
2003 compared to 1.8% in 1999.  Lastly the SNP obtained 2.92% fewer second votes in 2003 
compared to 0.7% in 1999.  Therefore the trend across the four main parties indicates that 
voters are increasingly ‘splitting their ticket’ and that the direction of this trend is for second 
votes to be cast for parties outwith the largest four parties in the Parliament.  Accordingly. 
‘others’ received 5.54% more votes on the second vote in 2003 compared to 1.8% in 1999.  The 
Green Party received 6.9% of second votes across Scotland with 12.01% of the second vote 
being obtained in Lothian.  The Green vote in 1999 was 3.6% across Scotland.  Only the SSP 
show little change between the first and second vote with only 0.49% more votes being polled 
on the second than the first vote in 2003. 
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TABLE 4:  DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CONSTITUENCY AND LIST VOTES FOR PARTIES 
(REGIONS), 2003 
Region Con Lab Lib-Dem SNP SSP Green* Others

Central -0.13% -4.89% 0.30% -2.59% 0.71% 4.66% 1.94%

Glasgow -1.24% -8.14% -2.13% -2.20% 0.70% 7.13% 5.88%

H&I -0.41% -0.36% -9.12% -3.14% 0.09% 8.27% 4.68%

Lothians -2.99% -10.88% -8.08% -4.86% -0.59% 12.01% 15.39%

Mid & Fife -1.65% -4.52% -2.10% -4.34% 0.05% 6.86% 5.71%

NE -0.16% -1.38% -5.53% -3.05% 0.95% 5.22% 3.95%

South -2.50% -5.25% -2.32% -1.83% 0.60% 5.72% 5.57%

West 0.53% -5.64% -1.24% -1.26% 1.32% 5.66% 0.64%

Scotland -1.11% -5.32% -3.57% -2.92% 0.49% 6.90% 5.54%

* All Green party votes count as an increase as did not stand for the constituency vote. 

Following the election result the Sunday Herald editorial commented on this trend as follows: 

If there is any message to be taken from the result, it would seem to be that voters – 
the 48% who turned out anyway – wanted to reinvigorate the devolution project by 
more fully taking up the new power of the second vote.  The eye-catching part of that 
was to elect 17 MSPs from the fringes…… Politics has just become much more 
continental and interesting (Sunday Herald, 4/5/03, p.8). 
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THE IMPACT OF THE SECOND VOTE

By Dr Nicola McEwen

“ Our vote was for a Parliament in which every significant strand of Scottish opinion will
be fairly represented… It (the regional list element of the system) reflects our
commitment to open the doors of the Parliament as wide as possible, and to encourage
new talent, possibly from outwith the political establishment. All that could add up to a
rough ride for the established political parties. If it does, so be it.” 

Donald Dewar 
House of Commons Debates

12 January 1998 

The Labour Party may have emerged triumphant from the 2003 Scottish General Election as the
largest party, but the symbolic winners were the smaller parties and independents. Small party and
independent representation in the Scottish Parliament has increased from the 3 elected in 1999 to 17
MSPs: 7 for the Scottish Green Party; 6 for the Scottish Socialist Party; 1 from the Scottish Senior 
Citizens Unity Party, and 3 independents. Of these 17 MSPs, some 15 are ‘additional members’ 
elected on the regional lists. 

The additional member electoral system was intended to establish a method of achieving proportional
representation while maintaining a constituency link. It gives electors two votes. The first is used to
elect 73 MSPs as constituency representatives on a ‘first past the post’ basis. The proportional
element in the system comes with the second regional list vote, used to elect the remaining 56 MSPs.
The list vote gives us the chance to vote for a party or independent list candidate, and is designed to
redress some of the imbalance in the first vote. 

In spite of some high profile constituency losses in the 2003 election, the Labour Party continues to
benefit disproportionately from the first-past-the-post element of the system. With 34.62% of the first
vote, Labour won 63% of constituency seats. This leaves the other parties, particularly the Scottish 
National Party and the Conservative Party, disproportionately dependent upon regional list votes to
generate parliamentary representation which is more in line with their share of the popular vote. For
parties dependent upon list votes, the second vote is crucial.

However, there is some indication that in the 2003 election, a significant number of Scottish electors 
used their second votes as an opportunity to vote for smaller parties and independents. All four main
parties polled less in the second vote than in the first. The average decline between the first and 
second votes was 1.11% for the Conservatives, 2.92% for the SNP, 3.57% for the Liberal Democrats
and 5.32% for the Labour Party.

Despite an explicit call from Tommy Sheridan for electors to use their second votes for the SSP, it 
appears that his party was not the main beneficiary of ‘ticket-splitting’. All 6 of the SSP’s MSPs were
elected as list members, but their list vote was only 0.49% higher on average than their share of the
vote in the constituencies. Rather, the main beneficiaries were independent list candidates and the 
Scottish Green Party, which only fields candidates on the regional lists.

The success of the smaller parties and independents is most notable in Scotland’s two largest cities.
In Glasgow, the SSP secured 14.53% on the first vote and 15.23% on the second. This placed them
as Glasgow’s third largest party, with just 2% fewer votes than the SNP on the second list vote. The
Scottish Green Party also elected a Glasgow list MSP, but the Greens’ heartland is undoubtedly in
Lothians, the region which encompasses Edinburgh. Here, the Greens won 12% of the regional vote,
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more than the Liberal Democrats and just 3% and 4% behind the Conservatives and the SNP 
respectively. Indeed, a majority of list MSPs in Lothians are now representatives of the smaller parties
or independent.

Although Labour experienced the biggest drop in support between the first and second vote, its 
continued advantage in the first-past-the-post element protects the party from any decline in its
support on the regional lists. The party to suffer most from the successes of the smaller parties and
independents was unquestionably the SNP. 

The biggest drop between the SNP’s first and second vote was in Lothians, suggesting that some
SNP voters may have given their second vote to Margo Macdonald, the former SNP MSP and MP.
Moreover, the Scottish Election Survey conducted in the wake of the 1999 Scottish Parliament
Election suggested that, in that election, disaffected Labour voters had been more likely to shift their 
allegiance to the SNP than to any other party. In 2003, they appear to have opted for more radical
alternatives. The example of Dundee East may serve to reinforce this point. The Scottish Socialist
Party chose not to field a candidate in Dundee East, to clear the way for the election of John
McAllion, an erstwhile left-wing Labour MSP. The absence of an SSP candidate helps explain why 
Dundee East had one of the largest swings from Labour to the SNP, enough to ensure an SNP
ictory.v

As Donald Dewar envisaged, the additional member electoral system opens the door to smaller
parties and independents to find success in the Scottish Parliament elections. We should not over-
estimate this success, however. The 2003 election confirmed that Scotland now has a six party
system, with the SSP and the Greens challenging the four main parties, but a number of high profile
smaller parties, including the Scottish Peoples Alliance and the Fishing Party, failed to get elected. Of
the 129 MSPs that will enter the Scottish Parliament in its second term, some 86% represent one of 
the four mainstream parties. Nevertheless, in the context of a PR system in which the governing
coalition has a very slim majority, small parties and independents can wield considerable influence.
There are a number of ideological and political differences between the small parties and
independents, and we should not assume that they will act as a coherent group. What seems certain,
however, is that the election of more members from radical parties will challenge the ideological
onsensus that has dominated mainstream devolution politics to date. 

r Nicola McEwen is a research follow in Politics at the University of Edinburgh. 
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COMPOSITION OF THE PARLIAMENT 

Proponents of a Scottish Parliament pre-devolution broadly shared the view that the manner in 
which the Parliament operated and the approach to policy-making should be different from that 
in Westminster.  This was reflected by the key principles adopted by the Consultative Steering 
Group to inform the development of the institution.  These principles were that the Parliament 
was expected to share power, be accessible, open, responsive, participative and, promote 
equal opportunities.  In recognition of the perceived need to change the culture and structures in 
which politics and policy-making was conducted the Consultative Steering Group commented: 

The Scottish Parliament must avoid adopting procedures which are obscure or archaic. 
It should adopt procedures and practices that people will understand, that will engage 
their interest, and that will encourage them to obtain information and exchange views. 
We have detected a great deal of cynicism about and disillusionment with the 
democratic process; it will require an effort both from the Parliament itself and from the 
people with whom it interacts to achieve the participative democracy many seek. 
(Consultative Steering Group, 1998, Section 2) 

One of the key mechanisms by which the Parliament could demonstrate a change had occurred 
from pre-devolution Scottish politics would be through a more diverse set of representatives 
being elected to the Scottish Parliament than had previously been the case in Westminster.  In 
particular, the achievement of a greater degree of gender balance was considered by both the 
Scottish Constitutional Convention and by the Consultative Steering Group to be a key means 
of achieving a ‘new’ form of politics in Scotland. 

The first Scottish Parliament (1999-2003) certainly enabled a broader range of political parties 
to be represented than was the case at Westminster.  At the dissolution of Parliament in April 
2003 there were six political parties and three Independents represented in the Parliament.  
Similarly the nature of the electoral system for the Scottish Parliament also appears to be 
encouraging a broader range of candidates to stand for election to the Parliament (see above).  
In terms of the gender balance of the first Scottish Parliament at the time of dissolution there 
were 48 female MSPs, representing 37% of all MSPs.  Following the 2003 election, the number 
of female MSPs has increased to 51 or 39.5% of all MSPs.  This proportion compares 
favourably with Westminster where, following the 2001 UK General Election, there were 118 
female MPs (two fewer than in 1997) representing 18% of all MPs (House of Commons, 2001, 
Research Paper 01/54, p8). 

Noticeably, however, the first Scottish Parliament did not contain any MSPs from an ethnic 
minority background and this remains the case following the 2003 election.  In comparing the 
first Scottish Parliament with the 1997-2001 Westminster Parliament, Shephard et.al. (2001) 
found that MSPs were more representative in terms of age, education and gender.  However 
they also found that: 

The emphasis on achieving gender parity has masked the realisation of other forms of 
representation also cited as important in the literature – noticeably in relation to the 
under-representation of ethnicity and the blue collar / industrial sector.  MSPs are less 
representative of ethnicity and blue collar / industrial employees than their Scottish 
counterparts at Westminster.  In addition, unlike Scottish MPs, MSPs are also more 
over-representative of the finance and business sectors. (Shephard et al (2001), p100) 

The Scottish Parliament elected in 2003 contains 26 new MSPs or 20.2% of all MSPs.  The 
following sections compare the composition of the 1999 Scottish Parliament with that elected in 
2003 in terms of age, educational background, political background and previous occupation. 
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Table 5 compares the age profile of MSPs elected to the Scottish Parliament in 1999 and 2003.  
The age profile of MSPs has aged slightly between 1999 and 2003 with fewer MSPs in the 20-
29 and 30-39 age bands in 2003 than was the case in 1999.  The proportion of MSPs in the 50-
59, 60-69 and 70-79 age bands has also increased in 2003 compared to 1999.  This gradual 
‘ageing’ of the Parliament is likely to be a reflection of the majority of MSPs having been re-
elected in 2003. 

TABLE 5:  AGE PROFILE OF MSPS 
1999 2003Age Band 

Number % Number % 

20-29 5 3.9% 1 0.8

30-39 33 26.0% 21 16.4

40-49 48 37.8% 46 35.9

50-59 33 26.0% 43 33.6

60-69 7 5.5% 14 10.9

70-79 1 0.8% 3 2.3

Total 127 100.0% 128 100.0

Table 6 compares the educational background of MSPs elected in 2003 to those elected to the 
1999 Scottish Parliament.  The educational background of MSPs in 2003 is similar to that of the 
previous Parliament with the majority of MSPs having been educated to either degree or post-
graduate level. 

TABLE 6:  EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND OF MSPS 
1999 2003Educational Background 

Number % Number % 

School 10 8.1 10 8.6

Vocational qualification 23 18.5 18 15.5

Degree level 52 41.9 52 44.8

Postgraduate 36 29.0 32 27.6

PhD 3 2.4 4 3.4

Total 124 100.0 116 100.0

The political background of MSPs shows some variation between 1999 and 2003 (see Table 7).  
The proportion of MSPs who have previous experience as local councillors has increased by 
4.4% whilst more MSPs (2.2%) have experience of contesting elections than was the case in 
the 1999 Parliament.  Accordingly there is a fall (1.7%) in the number of MSPs who have no 
formal political experience.  The 2003 Parliament also contains three fewer MSPs who have 
experience of Westminster as MPs than was the case in 1999. 

TABLE 7:  POLITICAL BACKGROUND OF MSPS 
1999 2003Political Background 

Number % Number % 

Local Councillor 41 32.0 47 36.4

Contested elections 25 19.5 28 21.7

MP 15 11.7 12 9.3

MEP 1 0.8 0 0

Other 14 10.9 12 9.3

No previous experience 32 25.0 30 23.3

Total 128 100.0 129 100

The occupational background of MSPs remains broadly similar in 2003 to that of the 1999 
Scottish Parliament.  The proportion of MSPs from an education background has increased 
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from 15.6% to 19.5% between 1999 and 2003, whilst there are also three more MSPs in 2003 
from a finance / business background than was the case in 1999.  The number of MSPs who 
were previously employed in legal occupations has declined from eight to four, whilst the 
number from a media background has also halved from six to three.  However, the 2003 
Parliament shows a remarkably similar occupational background to that of the 1999 Parliament. 

TABLE 8:  OCCUPATIONAL BACKGROUND OF MSPS 
Age Band 1999 2003

Number % Number % 

Blue Collar / Industrial 3 2.3 3 2.3

Education 20 15.6 25 19.5

Finance / Business 26 20.3 29 22.7

Legal 8 6.3 4 3.1

Local Government 7 5.5 7 5.5

Media 6 4.7 3 2.3

Social Welfare / Health 16 12.5 18 14.1

Trade Union 5 3.9 4 3.1

Other 17 13.3 17 13.3

Politician 20 15.6 18 14.1

Total 128 100.0 128 100.0

Source: SPP for 1999 
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APPENDIX 1:  MAPS SHOWING SHARE OF FIRST VOTE BY PARTY
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APPENDIX 2:  INDEX MAP OF PARLIAMENTARY CONSTITUENCIES 
1 Aberdeen Central 56 Moray 

2 Aberdeen North 57 Motherwell and Wishaw 

3 Aberdeen South 58 North East Fife 

4 Airdrie and Shotts 59 North Tayside 

5 Angus 60 Ochil

6 Argyll and Bute 61 Orkney Islands 

7 Ayr 62 Paisley North 

8 Banff and Buchan 63 Paisley South 

9 Caithness, Sutherland and Easter 

Ross

64 Perth

10 Carrick, Cumnock and Doon Valley 65 Ross, Skye and Inverness West 

11 Central Fife 66 Roxburgh and Berwickshire 

12 Clydebank and Milngavie 67 Shetland Islands 

13 Clydesdale 68 Stirling

14 Coatbridge and Chryston 69 Strathkelvin and Bearsden 

15 Cumbernauld and Kilsyth 70 Tweeddale, Ettrick and Lauderdale 

16 Cunninghame North 71 West Aberdeenshire and Kincardine 

17 Cunninghame South 72 West Renfrewshire 

18 Dumbarton 73 Western Isles 

19 Dumfries

20 Dundee East 

21 Dundee West 

22 Dunfermline East 

23 Dunfermline West 

24 East Kilbride 

25 East Lothian 

26 Eastwood 

27 Edinburgh Central 

28 Edinburgh East and Musselburgh 

29 Edinburgh North and Leith 

30 Edinburgh Pentlands 

31 Edinburgh South 

32 Edinburgh West 

33 Falkirk East 

34 Falkirk West 

35 Galloway and Upper Nithsdale 

36 Glasgow Anniesland 

37 Glasgow Baillieston 

38 Glasgow Cathcart 

39 Glasgow Govan 

40 Glasgow Kelvin 

41 Glasgow Maryhill 

42 Glasgow Pollok 

43 Glasgow Rutherglen 

44 Glasgow Shettleston 

45 Glasgow Springburn 

46 Gordon

47 Greenock and Inverclyde 

48 Hamilton North and Bellshill 

49 Hamilton South 

50 Inverness East, Nairn and Lochaber 

51 Kilmarnock and Loudoun 

52 Kirkcaldy 

53 Linlithgow 

54 Livingston 

55 Midlothian 
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