The Holyrood elections 2007:
Explaining the results
David Denver
Robert Johns*
James Mitchell

Charles Pattie
* corresponding author

Department of Government

University of Strathclyde

McCance Building

16 Richmond Street

Glasgow G1 1XQ
Tel: 0141 548 2668

robert.johns@strath.ac.uk
In this paper we draw on evidence from the Scottish Election Study 2007 to build an explanation for the narrow SNP victory in the Holyrood election. The theoretical focus of the paper is on valence models of voting, increasingly important following dealignment and ideological convergence in the Scottish party system, and as Scottish governments flex their executive muscle. Exploring the valence battleground reveals mixed but on balance negative evaluations of Labour’s performance in government, and suggests narrow advantages for the SNP in terms of issue competence, leadership and party image. Modelling party choice at the individual level shows that key valence variables – performance evaluations, economic competence, and party image – have strong and significant effects, unlike hitherto prominent factors like religion, class and national identity. Constitutional preferences are important too, but their effects suggest a further valence link: the SNP’s strong showing amongst voters seeking further devolution but opposed to independence could be due to their credentials as battlers for Scottish interests. In contrast, Labour’s stand against ‘more powers’ may have tarnished its own reputation on that score. We conclude that the SNP edged home in 2007 by persuading enough voters that it had a positive agenda for governing Scotland within the current constitutional arrangements, and that it could deliver on that agenda.

Introduction

In this paper we offer an explanation of the results of the 2007 elections to the Scottish Parliament (SP).  Since a detailed and all-encompassing account would require much more space than is available, we choose a particular perspective – that of valence politics – from which to look at the elections, both the overall outcome and individual voting behaviour.  This is not to imply that other aspects of the elections, such as their implications for Scotland’s constitutional future, or their location on the first- to second-order continuum, are unimportant.  They will rightly receive attention elsewhere.  Here, though, we follow the valence politics agenda, which has been relatively neglected in studies of Scottish voters to date, yet is likely to be of increasing importance in SP elections.
The evaluation of governments – both past and future – is at the heart of the valence model.  Although around two in five voters chose other parties in 2007, that election was widely portrayed as a battle between Labour and the SNP for office (whether governing alone or leading a coalition).  Hence this study is concerned primarily with votes for those two parties.  Again, our focus on the central battleground of the election should not be read as implying that voting behaviour for the other parties is of no interest (or indeed that valence concerns will not play a part there too).
We begin by setting out the valence approach in more detail, and noting various reasons why this approach merits more attention than it has received hitherto, in studies both of voting behaviour in general and SP elections in particular.  Then we argue that there are strong links between valence politics and the issues of national identity and constitutional preferences that seem to have become ever more salient in Scottish politics.  Having briefly outlined the data and measures to be used, we begin the empirical sections by examining the distribution of the key independent variables in valence models of voting.  This confirms that neither of the two major parties enjoyed a clear advantage in the run-up to the 2007 election.  Then we report a multivariate analysis of party choice, which highlights the potency of valence predictors, and the complex interplay of party image and constitutional preferences.  In the concluding section, we use our findings to evaluate retrospectively the parties’ campaign strategies, suggesting that Labour may have chosen its battlegrounds unwisely.

Valence politics

In the valence politics model, there is broad agreement on the desired outcomes of policy, and political competition is about which contender for office is most likely to deliver them (Stokes 1963, 1992).  Valence issues, then, are those – like educational standards or crime – on which voters share the same goals but may differ in their evaluations of parties’ capacity to achieve those goals.  They are contrasted with position issues, those – like the Iraq war or the introduction of ID cards – on which voters adopt a pro- or anti- stance.  Having been coined to describe a brand of issues thus, the term valence has since been broadened into a general description for the politics of consensus rather than conflict, and competence rather than commitment to particular ideological or policy standpoints (Key 1966; Fiorina 1981; Clarke et al 2004).
For understandable reasons, valence politics has not been high on the agenda of students of Scottish voting behaviour.  Prior to devolution the focus was on Westminster elections, and specifically on whether and how Scottish voters behaved differently from the English (e.g. Budge and Urwin 1966; Miller 1981; Brown et al 1999), bringing national identity and constitutional preferences rather than valence issues to the fore.  More generally, British students of voting behaviour were during that era concerned principally with ‘position’ politics – class locations, ideological stances and policy preferences – rather than valence politics (e.g. Butler and Stokes 1969; Heath et al 1985; Rose and McAllister 1986).  Again understandably, valence also took a back seat in studies of the first two SP elections, studies which were instead driven by questions about how voting behaviour was influenced by beliefs about and attitudes towards the new parliament and its powers (Paterson et al 2001; Bromley et al 2006).  There are, however, numerous reasons to believe that valence politics warrants closer attention.  Here we note three sets of such reasons: first, why valence issues were probably always more significant than was widely thought; second, why they are more important now in Scottish politics than before; third, why SP elections are increasingly likely to be characterised by valence competition.

Even in the supposed heyday of class politics, a substantial proportion – on average, around 30% – of electors voted for the ‘wrong’ party given their social class.
  This is much more than ‘embellishment and detail’, and it is most convincingly explained with a valence account: the Conservatives were rewarded by working-class voters in the 1950s because they had delivered affluence, and Labour won middle-class support in the 1960s because they were increasingly seen as better equipped than the Conservatives to run Britain in a modernising era (Abrams et al 1960; Goldthorpe et al 1969; Clarke et al 2004).  Meanwhile, studies of belief systems in Britain revealed that left-right ideological commitment, another cornerstone of the ‘position’ politics model, was the province of a minority (Butler and Stokes 1969; Klingemann 1979).  Recognition and understanding of left-right as a concept was very limited, and many voters’ attitudes showed little consistency across issues or across time.  In this light it was less surprising that the conditions for voting on position issues – that the voter must know about the issue, take a clear stance on it, and recognise the parties’ stances – obtained relatively seldom (Butler and Stokes 1969).  Insights from political psychology indicate that, while an aware minority of the electorate shows coherent ideology and strong position issue preferences, most voters work instead with general perceptions and broad impressions of the parties (Trilling 1975; Hamill et al 1985; Grynaviski 2006).  In Crewe’s words, “cohesion, purpose, and success take precedence over policy and ideology in the voters’ eyes” (1988, 49).  His reference to ‘success’ highlights the link between party image and valence politics.  Fiorina (1981) conceptualises such impressions as running tallies of evaluations of party performance, and most of the dimensions along which party image has typically been operationalised in Britain – ‘united/divided’, ‘capable/not capable of strong government’, ‘keeps promises/breaks promises’, ‘trustworthy/untrustworthy’ – are valence-flavoured (e.g. Crewe and Thomson 1999).

The foregoing suggests that valence voting was more common in the ‘era of alignment’ than has been thought; the ensuing period of class and partisan dealignment is likely to have made it still more common (Denver 2003; Clarke et al 2004).  Class consciousness and its link to parties has persistently been somewhat stronger in Scotland than England (Budge and Urwin 1966), and even in the 1990s there were still moderate relationships between social class – subjective or objective – and party choice (Brown et al 1999; Bennie et al 1997).  Nonetheless, there has been dealignment north of the border, too, with Labour enjoying an increasing proportion of middle-class support, and losing working-class votes to the SNP (Paterson 2006).  Such trends are closely tied in with ideological convergence, another phenomenon liable to promote valence voting.  In Scotland, ‘new’ Labour’s shift to the centre is important partly because it reduces the gap between the party and the Conservatives, but mainly because it has virtually eliminated any left-right ideological difference with the party’s main rival, the SNP (Bennie et al 1997, 150; Brown et al 1999; Paterson et al 2001, 162-3; Paterson 2006).  The parties are left clearly distinct only in terms of nationalist ideology and constitutional preferences.  Hence, in 1999, left-right position was a significant predictor neither of Labour versus SNP voting nor of defection from a Labour vote in 1997 (Paterson et al 2001, chs. 4, 8).

Dealignment and ideological convergence have thus created the potential for valence voting in SP elections.  However, this potential will only be realised if Scottish voters attribute significant power and responsibility to Holyrood governments.  Otherwise there is little point in tracking their performance and rewarding or punishing accordingly.  The early indications were of disappointment with the limited influence of the SP compared with Westminster (Park and McCrone 2006).  However, plenty of voters regard Holyrood elections as important, and steadily increasing proportions report that their choice in these elections is based on what is going on in Scotland as a whole (Curtice 2006).  This makes sense, as the devolution settlement becomes better established, and Scottish governments reach further into people’s lives.  As government does more, voters have a clearer basis for valence choice.  Moreover, they can build up images of the contending parties: their capacity to govern, their reliability, their willingness to stand up for Scottish interests, and so on.  This is easier in the case of those parties – until 2007, only Labour and the Liberal Democrats – that have been in government.  Nonetheless, media coverage of the other parties and their activity inside and outside parliament also allows for impression-formation.  Voters also form impressions of party leaders, who are not only increasingly prominent in British elections more generally (Foley 2000; Bartle and Crewe 2002) but also serve as psychologically intelligible embodiments of parties, which are more abstract and multifaceted notions (Clarke et al 2004, 29).  Evaluations of Scottish party leaders affected vote choice in 1999 and 2003 (Paterson et al 2001, 37-8; Curtice 2006, 100-2), reinforcing the relevance of valence concerns even in those early elections.  In 2007, with Jack McConnell more familiar as First Minister, and the SNP led by the long prominent figure of Alex Salmond, the effect of leaders seems likely to have been magnified.
National identity, constitutional preferences and valence politics
As we have seen, then, there is considerable scope for valence voting in Scottish elections, and indeed studies of previous SP election campaigns confirm that valence issues play prominent roles (e.g. Allardyce 2004).  Yet the influence of valence concerns might be thought dwarfed by the influence of the constitutional question, which seemed as crucial in 2007 – albeit with a different centre gravity – as in 1999.  This looks like a classic position issue, with voters ranging along a continuum from a return to pre-devolution arrangements to complete independence.  Moreover, until recently these issue positions were typically interpreted as expressions of national identity, a feeling of Scottishness, rather than an instrumental evaluation of the country’s likely performance under different constitutional arrangements (e.g. Budge and Urwin 1966; Nairn 1997; Hearn 2000).  Yet more recent studies have suggested strong links between valence politics and the constitutional question.

The first important point is that the empirical relationship between national identity and constitutional preference, while reasonably strong, is very far from deterministic.  Plenty of strong Scottish identifiers are opposed to independence, and plenty of those who voted for devolution in 1997 were not particularly strong Scottish identifiers (Brown et al 1999, ch. 6; Denver et al 2000, 166-8; Paterson et al 2001, 112-13).
  The question then arises: in those cases where constitutional preferences do not derive from national identity, what is driving them?  Mounting evidence points to valence concerns as the answer; that is, voters endorse the constitutional option that they deem most likely to deliver the desired outcomes.
  Brown et al (1999, ch. 6), in a survey prior to the 1997 devolution referendum, found vote intention to be influenced more by anticipated welfare and economic performance than by national identity, and more by expectations for policy than by expectations for democracy.  In a post-referendum study, Denver et al (2000, 159-68) found that national identity was a weaker predictor of choice than approval of the Westminster government record, or even than evaluations of Tony Blair.  (Valence concerns were also fairly prominent in responses to an open-ended question about reasons for referendum choice.)  More recently, Surridge (2006) reports that attitudes to the union and to independence remain strongly influenced by valence considerations such as the current system’s capacity to deliver economic benefits.  As Brown et al summarise: “Scots do not distinguish fundamentally between judging the effectiveness of policy and assessing the adequacy of the constitutional framework through which policy is made” (1999, 162).


Valence factors are thus an important determinant of constitutional preferences.  And constitutional preferences are in turn a powerful predictor of voting in Scottish elections (Miller 1981, 258; Paterson et al 2001, ch. 3; Curtice 2006, 105-6).  In other words, over and above their direct impact on the vote, valence considerations also exert an important indirect influence because they lead voters to prefer particular constitutional options, and to choose a party accordingly.


These arguments concern voters’ favoured constitutional options.  There is another reason to connect valence politics to the constitutional issue, independent of the voters’ own preferences.  The key here is party image.  Despite their considerable importance, party images have received little explicit attention in the Scottish voting literature.
  Nonetheless, many studies emphasise the importance of being seen to support Scotland’s interests (Miller 1981, 258-9; Bennie et al 1997, ch. 10; Brown et al 1999, 157-8; Curtice 1999, 37; Paterson et al 2001, 40-1).  This is a rather abstract and general notion, and so voters may need more concrete and specific cues in order to estimate whether parties are willing and able to stand up for Scotland.  The parties’ constitutional preferences are just such a cue.  Hence, for example, the Conservatives’ unpopularity since the 1980s, and especially in the 1997 and 1999 contests, owes considerably to their opposition to devolution, not just because the majority of voters disagreed, but because it made them appear anti-Scottish (Mitchell 1990; Brown et al 1999, 89-90).  In contrast, ‘standing up for Scotland’s interests’ is more or less the SNP’s raison d’être, and so even those opposed to independence are nonetheless inclined to believe that the party could deliver benefits to Scottish voters.
  Thus, the SNP’s stance on independence might win it valence support from voters, regardless of their own personal constitutional preferences.  Given the acknowledged importance of standing up for Scotland’s interests for a party’s image, the potential gains from this valence-based support are considerable.

For the SNP to realise such potential, two conditions need to be fulfilled.  First, they need to enjoy a significant advantage on this count over not just the Conservatives but over Labour, their main rival.  The evidence suggests that they do. Paterson et al argue that “the principal reason for Labour’s ‘under-performance’ in the first Scottish election was that it was not thought sufficiently capable of standing up for Scotland’s interests within the Union” (2001, 41; see also Brown et al 1999, 110).  And in 2007 Labour was arguably the least willing of the major parties to countenance further devolution of powers to Holyrood.  The importance of the constitutional question, coupled with the shortage of other major ideological or issue differences between Labour and the SNP, meant that one of Labour’s most prominent stances had considerable potential to cost it valence votes.  The second condition relates to perceptions of the likelihood of independence in the event of an SNP victory.  A strong commitment to independence may win the Nationalists credit for their devotion to Scottish interests even from opponents of independence, but it will not win those voters’ support if they think the party can and will deliver independence.  Put simply, the less credible the SNP’s commitment to independence, the better it will serve them in terms of vote share. This argument of course hinges on there being, as in 2007, no other party offering a more credible such commitment.  In any case, talk of a credibility gap may be misleading, because it suggests SNP weakness.  Other factors may keep independence at bay.  As the recent history of Scottish politics attests, a strong SNP performance on a platform of independence seems the scenario most likely to produce further devolution short of independence.  And this is the plurality preference in the electorate (see below).  So the rational strategy for many of these voters may be to vote for the SNP, provided again that they see a Nationalist victory as more likely to deliver extra powers for Holyrood than to deliver independence itself.
There are links to party image here, too.  We have already argued that the SNP’s long-standing commitment to independence gives its image an important boost in terms of commitment to Scotland’s interests (see Miller 1981, 258).  However, some of this advantage is liable to be wasted if the party appears too hell-bent on securing that outcome as soon as possible.  It would thus risk being seen as a single-issue and perhaps also as rather an extreme party.  Leaving aside the voters’ own constitutional preferences, they seem more likely to be impressed by a Nationalist party with independence as a clear medium- to long-term goal but conditional on public support, and with plenty else to say and to do in the meantime.  That was the SNP’s campaign plan, and – according to Philip Gould (2007), no less – it was largely successful.  Here, then, we have further reason to expect the party to poll strongly among those regarding an SNP victory as making independence only moderately more likely.  In the next section, during which we assess the parties’ ratings on various valence criteria as polling day approached, we look in detail at this ‘perceived likelihood of independence’ variable.  Meanwhile, it only remains to note that Labour’s campaign was also conducted with that variable squarely in view, with the party looking to play on “doubts about the SNP and the financial risk of independence” (Gould 2007).  The downside of this was that the campaign appeared predominantly negative – ‘relentlessly’ so, according to an advisor to Jack McConnell (Gray 2007) – and that may have tarnished Labour’s image.
Valence politics and the state of the parties in 2007

The arguments above suggest that valence variables can go a long way towards explaining individuals’ party choice.  We test that suggestion in the next section.  However, to understand the role of valence in a particular election we need to consider which parties stood to benefit from such performance-driven voting.  So our purpose in this section is to map out the valence battleground in the 2007 election.


The analyses in this and the next section are based on data collected in the Scottish Election Study 2007 (SES).  This is a three-wave panel survey, administered over the internet by YouGov, with fieldwork two weeks before polling day (‘pre-’), again in the period immediately after polling day (‘post-’), and once more around three months after the election (‘follow-up’).  For this paper we use data from the first two (pre- and post-election) waves of the survey.  The total Ns for the two waves are 1,872 and 1,552 respectively.  All analyses are based on weighted data.


There is an important advantage in having access to survey data collected before polling day, namely that it is less subject to ‘rationalisation’, or ‘endogeneity bias’ (e.g. Wlezien et al, 1997; Evans and Andersen, 2006).  In a post-election survey, the vote already cast tends to colour exactly those perceptions that we might adduce as explanatory variables when modelling that party choice.  Where possible, then, our measures of the variables that might influence vote choice are taken from the pre-election wave of the survey.  But this serves only to reduce such bias.  Even before the election, those whose minds are already made up – especially those with longstanding partisan attachments – are liable to evaluate their chosen party more positively on various criteria, whether or not these criteria were genuinely influential over their decision.  Controlling for reported party identification helps us to assess the state of the parties in 2007, and the likely impact of valence concerns, net of the biasing impact of pre-existing preferences.   
The valence context
Before turning to evaluations of the parties, we consider two aspects of the context for valence voting: perceived differences between the parties, and perceived influence of Scottish governments.
Valence is brought to the fore when the main competing parties are ideologically close, and there are few major policy differences between them.  SES respondents were asked: “Considering everything that the SNP and the Labour party stand for, how much difference would you say there is between them?”  The responses are in the upper panel of Table 1 below.  Respondents were also asked to locate the parties on three 0-10 issue placement scales: i) from ‘cut taxes a lot and spend much less on public services’ to ‘raise taxes a lot and spend much more on public services’; ii) from ‘tough on criminals’ to ‘tough on the causes of crime’; iii) from ‘abolishing the Scottish Parliament and returning to pre-devolution arrangements’ to ‘independence for Scotland’.  Their mean placements of the parties are in the lower panel of the table, along with dependent-sample t-tests of the differences between the two parties.

Table 1
Perceived differences between Labour and the SNP: i) overall; ii) issue scales
[image: image1.emf]i) How much difference between Labour and SNP?  (N=1411)

A great deal 26.4%

Quite a lot 41.6%

Some 21.0%

Not very much 9.3%

None at all 1.7%

ii) Mean placements on issue scales 

Lab SNP Difference

Cut/raise taxes and spending 5.85 5.83 0.02

Tough on crime/causes of crime 5.26 5.05 0.21

Abolish SP/independence 4.42 9.15 4.73***


*** = p<0.01; ** = p< 0.05; * = p<0.10
Looking first at the overall picture, electors saw considerable difference between the two leading parties.  Only around one in ten respondents perceived ‘not very much’ or no difference at all.  However, the subsequent results suggest that the key difference was on the crucial constitutional question.  Predictably, the parties were placed wide apart on that issue scale, but respondents perceived no significant difference on standard left-right and libertarian-authoritarian dimensions.  The first of these is particularly telling, given that a noticeably left-wing stance was previously Labour’s ‘unique selling point’ among the major parties.  Beyond nationalism and the constitutional question, then, there is limited scope for ideological and issue voting, and ample scope for valence concerns to matter.


 Yet there is little point in evaluating and rewarding performance at Holyrood if Scottish governments are seen as largely powerless.  To check on voters’ attributions of responsibility, we asked respondents whether they regarded a variety of policy areas as mainly the responsibility of the Westminster or the Holyrood governments.  One such is the economy, which has traditionally been regarded as the pre-eminent valence issue (e.g. Fiorina 1981; Clarke et al 1998).  On all issues, but perhaps especially the economy, voters must decide not only which level of government is responsible (Anderson 2006) but also the extent to which any government can affect outcomes in a complex global economy.  Respondents were also therefore asked about the absolute capacity of both Westminster and Holyrood governments to influence Scotland’s economic performance.  The results are in Table 2.

Table 2

Attributions of responsibility for various policy areas 

[image: image2.emf]Issue

Westminster Holyrood DK

Law and order 39.1% 50.2% 10.7%

Health 30.8% 59.3% 9.9%

Education 20.2% 69.6% 10.2%

Economy 60.2% 26.2% 13.6%

Transport 24.0% 61.3% 14.7%

Environment 38.0% 46.0% 16.0%

Westminster Holyrood

26.3% 7.5%

52.0% 38.8%

10.3% 39.0%

1.4% 3.6%

10.0% 11.1% DK

A great deal

Quite a lot

Not very much

None at all

Mainly responsibility of…

Influence on Scotland's economy


Amid a fair amount of uncertainty, majorities of the electorate regard Scottish governments as principally responsible for many of the most important policy areas.  The obvious exception is the economy, but as the lower panel of results shows, even there almost half of respondents perceive Holyrood governments as wielding ‘a great deal’ or ‘quite a lot’ of influence.  Again, then, there is ample scope for ‘domestic’ valence voting: that is, evaluating the capacity of SNP- and Labour-led administrations to deliver the chosen outcomes in health, education, law and order and so on.
Party identification

The obvious next step is to look at respondents’ evaluations of Labour’s performance in government, and their views on how an SNP-led executive would have performed.  However, given the likelihood that such evaluations will be coloured by partisan bias, it is worth first checking the distribution of such partisan attachments.  Any party going into the election with a substantially larger number of identifiers is at a considerable advantage, partly because such voters are highly likely to vote for that party anyway, and also because, other things remaining the same, their performance will be evaluated more positively thanks to such bias.  SES respondents were therefore asked: “Generally speaking, do you consider yourself the supporter of any one political party?”
  Those who said no were then asked if at least they felt a little closer to one party.  The results, set out in Table 3, give an indication of the proportions both of identifiers and residual sympathisers, or ‘leaners’.  (The denominator for each percentage in the table is the total sample.)
Table 3

Proportions identifying with and leaning towards the major parties

[image: image3.emf]Identifiers (%) Leaners (%) Total (%)

SNP 14.1 5.9 20.0

Labour 18.8 6.7 25.5

Conservative 7.4 3.7 11.1

Lib Dem 4.8 3.3 8.1

Others 2.2 2.6 4.8

None 52.5 77.9 30.6


Less than half of the Scottish electorate describe themselves as supporters of a particular political party.  A further quarter was willing to report some leaning.  Clearly, with 30% of voters reporting no long-term sympathy with a particular party, there was plenty of scope for more short-term considerations – many of them valence-related – to determine the outcome of the election.  Among both identifiers and leaners, Labour enjoyed an advantage over the SNP, amounting to a head-start in the 2007 election.  However, the gap was narrow, narrower perhaps than would be expected given that Labour was until recently in charge in what amounted to a dominant-party system.
  Again, then, there looked to be plenty to play for.
Performance evaluations
We begin with general evaluations of the performance of the coalition executive.  The key question is about Labour ministers in the Scottish executive, but for comparison respondents were also asked about the performance of Liberal Democrat ministers in the executive and of the UK Labour government.
  All three questions used a five-point scale from ‘very bad’ to ‘very good’, broken down here into ‘bad’, ‘neither’, and ‘good’.  The upper panel of Table 4 reports the results.  Then, focusing on the ‘Labour in the Scottish executive’ question, we break responses down by party identification, thus estimating the effects of partisan bias and examining the views of non-identifiers.
Table 4

Evaluations of Labour performance in the executive (and by party identification)

[image: image4.emf]How good a job done by…

Bad Neither Good

Labour in Scottish executive 38.8% 29.5% 31.7%

Lib Dems in Scottish executive 29.5% 40.2% 30.3%

UK Labour government 44.6% 19.8% 35.6%

Labour in Scottish executive

Labour identifiers (N=267) 7.9% 24.7% 67.4%

SNP identifiers (N=219) 65.8% 21.0% 13.2%

Con identifiers (N=116) 62.1% 26.7% 11.2%

LD identifiers (N=74) 28.4% 36.5% 35.1%

Non-identifiers (N=734) 38.8% 33.0% 28.2%


The overall report for Labour in government in Scotland between 2003 and 2007 is not particularly favourable.  More respondents gave negative than gave positive evaluations.  The same is true of opinion about Labour in Westminster – not necessarily good news for Scottish Labour, of course – whereas the performance of Liberal Democrat ministers in the executive was rated somewhat better.  Worryingly for Labour, the evaluations of the crucial group of non-partisans (in the bottom row of the table) showed a slightly more pronounced negative slant than was the case for the sample as a whole.  On the plus side for the party, even a few SNP or Conservative identifiers (and plenty of Liberal Democrats) gave Labour a positive rating.  So, although the results confirm the strong effects of partisan bias, there was evidence of independent judgement.  And these judgements, though mixed, were on balance not especially positive for Labour.


As the 2007 election approached, though, voters had to consider not just Labour’s record but also whether their chief rivals, the SNP, would have performed better.  SES respondents were asked about the executive’s performance in the six specific areas – all basically valence issues – from Table 2, and in each case also to estimate the likely performance of an SNP-led executive had it been in power over the same period.  Table 5 shows the results.  In the rightmost column we report odds ratios summarising the differences between the two parties in the balance of positive and negative evaluations.
  Ratios over 1 indicate an advantage for the SNP.
Table 5

Evaluations of Labour/expectations of SNP performance on six key issues
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would SNP-led executive handle:

Badly Neither Well Odds ratio

Health

Executive 2003-07 39.4% 27.3% 33.3%

SNP-led executive 32.3% 31.8% 35.9%

Education

Executive 2003-07 31.9% 31.8% 36.3%

SNP-led executive 31.1% 33.1% 35.8%

Law and order

Executive 2003-07 39.5% 36.2% 24.3%

SNP-led executive 31.7% 33.4% 34.9%

Economy

Executive 2003-07 28.6% 39.5% 31.9%

SNP-led executive 41.3% 21.5% 37.2%

Transport

Executive 2003-07 39.0% 35.2% 25.8%

SNP-led executive 32.5% 30.6% 37.0%

Environment

Executive 2003-07 28.6% 40.8% 30.5%

SNP-led executive 28.4% 34.3% 37.3%

1.72

1.23

1.32

1.01

1.79

0.81


Like those in the previous table, these results are fairly mixed, but on balance suggest that the valence playing-field sloped rather against for Labour.  On four of the six issues there is a noticeable advantage for the SNP, especially on law and order, a prominent concern for voters according to campaign polls (BBC/ICM 2007).  The only good news for Labour is their lead on the economy, which owes partly to positive evaluations of the party’s record but mainly to that being the one issue on which well over one-third of respondents expected the SNP to perform badly.  This suggests the economy as fertile campaigning territory for Labour, with crime safer ground for the SNP.

One weakness of Table 5 is the implicit presumption – no doubt wrong in many cases – that the issue in question matters to the respondent supplying the evaluation.  Respondents were also asked – both pre- and post-election – the following open-ended question: “What will be the single most important issue for you when deciding how to vote in the Scottish Parliament election?”  Health, education, and law and order were each mentioned by 6% of those citing an issue.  These proportions, while far from negligible, are dwarfed by the 26% of respondents who cited the constitutional question (or some related term: ‘independence’, ‘a referendum on Scotland’s future’, or ‘more devolution’).  This is therefore an opportune time to turn to public opinion on the constitutional issue, and in particular to explore empirically its links with the valence politics agenda as discussed above. 
Constitutional preferences and valence politics

We begin by examining the basic distribution of constitutional preferences, and assessing their relationship with national identity.  Table 6 is based on a question about likely vote in a referendum with three options: ‘keep the Scottish Parliament with its existing powers’; ‘give more powers to the Scottish Parliament’; ‘make Scotland an independent state’.
  In the middle part of the table responses are broken down by self-reported national identity using the standard Moreno question.  Finally there is a parallel breakdown, this time by party ID as in Table 4.
Table 6
Likely vote in a 3-option referendum (and by national and party identity)

[image: image6.emf]Likely referendum vote

Keep SP with 

existing powers

Keep SP with 

greater powers

Make Scotland 

independent

All voters (N=1330) 31.6% 44.6% 23.8%

Scottish not British (N=321) 9.7% 36.4% 53.9%

Scottish more than British (N=408) 21.3% 53.9% 24.8%

Equally Scottish and British (N=347) 48.1% 45.2% 6.6%

More British than Scottish (N=68) 63.2% 33.8% 2.9%

British not Scottish (N=103) 59.2% 37.9% 2.9%

Labour identifiers (N=250) 43.2% 47.2% 9.6%

SNP identifiers (N=216) 2.3% 27.8% 69.9%

Con identifiers (N=107) 72.0% 21.5% 6.5%

LD identifiers (N=79) 26.6% 67.1% 6.3%

Non-identifiers (N=650) 30.9% 51.1% 18.0%


Looking first at the sample as a whole, a clear plurality of respondents would prefer further devolution.  Almost twice as many chose this option as favoured independence.  Only around one in three respondents reported that they would opt for the status quo.
  The breakdown by national identity shows the usual strong but far from deterministic relationship.  Those disclaiming any British identification are predictably most favourable to independence, but still almost half of them preferred one of the alternative options.  Meanwhile, large minorities of predominantly British identifiers would like to see more powers devolved from Westminster to Holyrood.  As argued above, valence considerations – that is, the capacity of each option to deliver results – are an obvious reason why constitutional preferences diverge from national identity in this way.  A similar story – of strong but imperfect correlation – is in evidence in the breakdown by party identification.  More than a quarter of SNP identifiers would prefer more powers rather than independence, and comfortably over half of Labour identifiers preferred one of those two options to the status quo defended by the party in its 2007 campaigning.  Importantly, the ‘more powers’ option is not only more popular overall but is especially so among those non-identifiers most likely to swing the election.  We therefore subject their constitutional preferences and beliefs to closer scrutiny.

Earlier we suggested that those who favour more powers may be inclined to support the SNP, on the grounds that the party’s commitment to Scotland’s interests and its capacity to win concessions from those opposed to independence might combine to deliver that further devolution.  We also noted that such support was unlikely to be forthcoming from those seeing independence as a very real threat rather than a bargaining tool.  In Table 7 we report the relationship between constitutional preferences and two variables: first, support for a referendum; second, the perceived connection between an SNP victory and the likelihood of independence.

Table 7
Likely vote in a 3-option referendum by i) support for a referendum; ii) connection between an SNP victory and the likelihood of independence
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Attitude to a referendum

Support 30.5% 66.7% 98.1%

Oppose 69.5% 33.3% 1.9%

SNP win makes independence…

Inevitable 10.3% 6.9% 9.0%

Much more likely 45.5% 42.3% 55.5%

A little more likely 31.2% 36.8% 30.3%

Makes no difference 13.1% 14.1% 5.2%


Generally voters are in favour of being consulted, and so it is not surprising that overall support for a referendum is fairly high.  However, the difference between the ‘status quo’ and ‘more powers’ respondents is stark, with the latter much less fearful of a vote that might result in independence.  That group splits 2:1 in favour of the referendum offered only by the SNP in 2007.  Turning to the perceived likelihood of independence, views differ little by constitutional preference (apart from a slight tendency towards optimism, with supporters of independence tending towards the ‘much more likely’ option and opponents more likely to say ‘makes no difference’).  Respondents cluster in the middle two categories.  Going by earlier arguments, it is probably helpful for the SNP that few voters chose ‘inevitable’, but the large proportion opting for ‘much more likely’ may not be such a positive sign.


Such speculation is premature without a more direct test of the thesis that the SNP image was most positive among those regarding the party as making independence more but not much more likely.  To provide that test, we ran an analysis of variance, with liking for the SNP (on a 0-10 rating scale) as the dependent variable and both constitutional preferences and perceived impact of SNP victory as independent factors.  Both main effects and the interaction were significant, and the mean differences are illustrated in Figure 1.
 
Figure 1
Mean differences in like/dislike ratings of the SNP by: i) constitutional preferences; ii) connection between an SNP victory and the likelihood of independence
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The vertical distance between the lines illustrates the unsurprising main effect of constitutional preferences on feelings about the SNP.  Of more interest here are the gradients of the lines.  The dotted line slopes noticeably downward, indicating that supporters of independence are considerably less keen on the SNP if they regard the party as unlikely to deliver independence.  (Of course, this does not mean that they will desert the Nationalists on election day, since there is no other party more likely to do so.)  The curve of the dashed line confirms the arguments above about the SNP’s commitment to independence, its image, and its capacity to bring about further devolution.  Respondents favouring ‘more powers’ tended to dislike the SNP if they thought a win for the party would make independence inevitable.  Yet they were also relatively unimpressed if they saw the party as powerless to bring about constitutional change.  Such respondents liked the SNP best if they saw it as raising the spectre of but without delivering independence.  A similar though less pronounced pattern is evident among those opposing more powers to the Scottish Parliament.  It appears that the SNP’s image depends on the perceived ability, as well as the willingness, to fight for Scottish interests, and they win respect for this even among voters with rather different views on how best to do this.  Constitutional preference, the classic position issue, also has a strong valence streak via its links with party image and perceived capability to deliver.
The parties’ campaigning

Another aspect of the election relevant to party image and thus in turn to valence politics is the nature of the parties’ campaigning.  Leaving aside the perennial question of whether negative or positive campaigning are in practice more effective, it is reasonable to assume that a party will gain if its campaign is perceived to be more positive.  SES respondents were asked to rate the major parties’ campaigns on a scale from 1 (very positive) to 5 (very negative).  The mean rating for Labour’s campaign was 3.7, clearly towards the negative pole, compared to an on balance positive rating of 2.7 for the SNP.  Non-identifiers delivered a similar mean comparison.  Even Labour identifiers, who rated their own party’s campaign at 2.9, were unable to claim that it was significantly more positive than the SNP’s, which on average they rated at 3.1.  Insofar as perceptions of the nature of parties’ campaigning influences vote choice, the SNP was at a clear advantage in 2007.  
Leader evaluations
The final set of valence variables to consider is leadership evaluations.  Respondents were asked to report how much they liked or disliked major party leaders – from both north and south of the border – on the same 0-10 rating scales as used with the parties.  Table 8 reports mean ratings for Jack McConnell and Alex Salmond, realistically the only two candidates for First Minister, and also for the outgoing and incoming UK Labour leaders (in case Westminster leadership effects spilled over into the 2007 Scottish elections).  Since leader evaluations are also strongly subject to partisan bias, we also provide mean ratings by party identification.  
Table 8
Mean ratings on leader like/dislike ratings (and by party identification)
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Mean

3.9 4.8 3.8 4.4

(S.D. 2.9 3.3 3.3 3.1)

Labour identifiers (N=343) 6.2 3.4 7.0 7.1

SNP identifiers (N=259) 2.9 8.6 2.4 3.2

Con identifiers (N=136) 2.3 2.8 2.0 1.9

LD identifiers (N=89) 4.1 3.9 3.1 4.6

Non-identifiers (N=823) 3.7 4.5 3.4 4.2

All voters


None of the leaders proved all that popular with SES respondents.  However, there was a distinct though hardly overwhelming advantage for Salmond over McConnell.
  (The SNP leader also tended to polarise opinion slightly more, as the standard deviation statistics confirm.)  Insofar as Westminster leader evaluations played a part, the impact was not clear: outgoing Prime Minister Blair was the least popular of the four, but Gordon Brown was relatively popular with his compatriots.  The breakdown by party identification confirms the strong partisan skew, but also shows that Salmond was much more popular with his own party than was McConnell.  Furthermore, his overall lead was equally evident among voters without a partisan attachment.

It is difficult to summarise the wealth of information in this section, but the task is made easier by the general tendency in the results on key valence variables – in particular leadership, evaluations of executive performance and perceptions of issue competence – for the SNP to have a small but discernible lead.  Counter-balancing that is Labour’s advantage in terms of prior partisan loyalties.  This reinforces the notion that the constitutional issue – already seen to be clearly uppermost in voters’ minds in 2007 – had the potential to decide the election.  Clearly the SNP will struggle to win support from those implacably opposed to independence; equally it can count on overwhelming support from those strongly in favour.  It is more likely to have been the connection between constitutional preferences and valence politics – what the Labour and SNP stances implied about their respective levels of commitment to Scottish interests – that tipped the balance in 2007.  We say more about this in the concluding section. 
Modelling party choice in 2007

In this section we investigate the power of the variables discussed above to predict party choice.  The technique used is multivariate logistic regression, with a binary dependent variable of ‘Labour versus SNP vote’.  Voters for other parties are omitted from analysis.  In the Scottish mixed electoral system electors have two votes: one in a first-past-the-post constituency, and one in a party list region.  We consider both here: first, we build a model based on the constituency (first-past-the-post) vote, and then we test it against the regional vote.  There are two reasons for beginning with the constituency votes.  First, our main concern here is to explain why voters would choose Labour rather than the SNP or vice versa, and the party system and electoral system interact such that this is a choice more often made in the constituency than the regional vote.  The second reason, purely practical matter, follows from this: there are more Labour v SNP cases (764 as opposed to 666) in the constituency vote, extra numbers which are important when estimating large multivariate models.  It is nonetheless important to model regional votes too, because the easing of tactical pressures in the PR component makes these better indicators of voters’ ‘real’ preferences.


The construction of the voting models follows the ‘funnel of causality’ conceived by the Michigan scholars (Campbell et al 1960).  Model 1 comprises socio-demographic background variables, and the identifications – class, nation, and party – that are argued to derive from these social locations.  In Model 2 we add constitutional preferences, and then in Model 3 position issues.  Valence issues, closest to the vote choice in causal terms, are added in Model 4, which is then tested on the regional vote as well.  With a view to maximising parsimony (both for theoretical reasons and in view of the rather small sample size), variables that are clearly non-significant (p>0.10) in a model are omitted from the subsequent stage.
  In the tables we report beta coefficients, standard errors, and the results of significance tests. The results for Model 1 are contained in Table 9 below. 
Table 9
Binomial logit Model 1 of constituency vote for SNP (=1) versus Labour (=0)
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B s.e.

Age 0.04*** 0.01

Gender 

(1=Female, 0=Male)

-0.95*** 0.24

Lives outside central belt 0.42* 0.25

Lives rural area 1.30*** 0.27

Home owner -0.20 0.24

Education

 (base=up to 16)

16 to 18 0.07 0.32

Beyond 18 -0.17 0.32

Newspaper readership

 (base=none)

Tabloid -0.23 0.31

Broadsheet 0.31 0.31

Social class 

(base=unclassified)

Professional/managerial 0.70 0.50

Non-manual worker 1.05** 0.49

Manual worker 1.36*** 0.52

Subjective class

 (base='none'/DK)

Middle class -0.04 0.54

Working class -0.41 0.51

More in common with… 

(base=DK)

Same class, different nation -0.32 0.34

Same nation, different class -0.09 0.34

National identity

 (base='other')

Scottish not British 0.71 0.54

Scottish>British 0.10 0.52

Scottish and British equally -0.70 0.54

British>Scottish + British not Scottish -1.36** 0.62

Religion

 (base='other')

Protestant -0.37 0.30

Catholic -0.25 0.29

None -0.99* 0.50

Party ID

 (base=other/none)

Labour -3.51*** 0.34

SNP 2.73*** 0.59

Constant -0.88 0.73

N

Cox & Snell pseudo-R

2

% correctly classified

82.2

747

0.47


*** = p<0.01; ** = p< 0.05; * = p<0.10
With a Cox & Snell R2 of 0.47, Model 1 is not conspicuously successful in predicting SNP versus Labour voting.  Much of the explanatory work is done by the party identification variables, which are predictably powerful, with only a handful of other variables having a significant impact.  Rather unusually for voting models, these are more often the basic demographic variables – the SNP being more popular with older voters, with males, and with those in the rural periphery – than the identification variables.  Even without constitutional preferences in the model, national identity is a surprisingly poor predictor of constituency votes, with the only significant tendency being the Labour support among the ‘British not Scottish’ category of voters.  This reinforces the point made earlier, that Scottish elections are certainly not now (even if they ever were) mainly about the affective aspects of nationality.  The only other point to note is that the SNP is significantly more popular among both manual and non-manual workers, with Labour polling relatively well among those who could not be categorised in terms of social class (usually those outside the labour market).

In Table 10, we report the results of Models 2 and 3, in which constitutional preferences and then other issue stances are added.

Table 10
Binomial logit Models 2 and 3 of constituency vote for SNP (=1) versus Labour (=0)
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B s.e. B s.e.

Age 0.03*** 0.01 0.03*** 0.01

Gender 

(1=Female, 0=Male)

-0.85*** 0.28 -0.94*** 0.27

Lives outside central belt 0.84*** 0.28 0.79*** 0.28

Lives rural area 1.00*** 0.30 1.09*** 0.29

Social class 

(base=unclassified)

Professional/managerial 0.56 0.58 -- --

Non-manual worker 0.79 0.58 -- --

Manual worker 0.92 0.61 -- --

National identity

 (base='other')

Scottish not British 0.43 0.67 -- --

Scottish>British 0.02 0.66 -- --

Scottish and British equally 0.02 0.66 -- --

British>Scottish + British not Scottish -0.15 0.75 -- --

Religion

 (base='other')

Protestant -0.40 0.34 -- --

Catholic 0.18 0.33 -- --

None -0.66 0.55 -- --

Party ID

 (base=other/none)

Labour -3.68*** 0.40 -3.36*** 0.40

SNP 2.23*** 0.65 2.41*** 0.65

Views on a referendum 

(base=DK)

Support 0.58 0.43 0.44 0.41

Oppose -0.77* 0.46 -0.96** 0.45

Vote in referendum 

(base=DK/wouldn't vote)

Status quo -1.15** 0.48 -1.48*** 0.47

More powers -0.23 0.42 -0.56 0.41

Independence 1.83*** 0.56 1.37** 0.55

SNP win and independence 

(base=inevitable)

Much more likely -0.31 0.59 -- --

Little more likely 0.34 0.60 -- --

No difference/DK 0.21 0.62 -- --

Issue placements 

(0-10 scales)

Taxes and spending

 (10=increase both)

-0.10 0.07

Crime 

(10=tough on causes)

0.00 0.03

Council tax

 (1=anti, 0=pro)

0.14 0.30

Iraq war

 (1=anti, 5=pro)

-0.29** 0.12

Trident 

(1=pro, 5=anti)

0.22** 0.10

Constant -0.67 1.17 -0.36 1.28

N

Cox & Snell pseudo-R

2

% correctly classified

86.7

747

0.54

Model 2 Model 3

747

0.55

87.2


*** = p<0.01; ** = p< 0.05; * = p<0.10
Looking first at Model 2, the quartet of demographic variables remains significant, as of course does party identification.  However, introducing constitutional preferences renders everything else non-significant, including now all of the national identity variables.  The effects of the constitutional variables are predictable: Labour was disproportionately popular among those opposing a referendum and favouring the current constitutional arrangements, while the SNP won support in particular from those wanting independence.  It is noticeable that those preferring ‘more powers’ did not favour one party over the other, suggesting perhaps that they did not particularly fear the SNP and its independence agenda.  The ‘likelihood of independence’ effects are in the expected direction, but fall comfortably short of significance.  Overall, the addition of constitutional preferences gives a perceptible though unspectacular boost to both R2 and the percentage of voters correctly classified.


The same cannot be said of issue positions, which when added in Model 3 increase R2 by only 0.01, and correct classification by only 0.5 percentage points. (They also leave the rest of the coefficients largely unaltered.)  Unsurprisingly, given the parties’ proximity on these scales, neither the tax/spending nor the crime issue placements can predict party choice at all.  Much more surprisingly, preferences on local taxation – a very prominent campaign issue – also fall well short of significance.  Neither of the two issue positions that are significant, attitudes to the Iraq war and the renewal of Trident, are devolved matters.  However, they have strong links to national identity and to party image, both symbolising a perceived willingness on Labour’s part to subjugate Scottish interests to pursue a Westminster agenda.  These links to party image give Iraq and Trident a valence aspect.


In Model 4 we add a range of valence and valence-related concerns.  Because there are quite a few of these variables, and because partisan bias means that they tend to be quite closely correlated with each other and party identification, multicollinearity is a concern here.  The results have passed two robustness tests: first, none of the independent variables show tolerance below the conventional danger-mark of 0.2; second, the coefficients of all of the variables remain very similar – and the substantive conclusions identical – against a huge range of model re-specifications.  Table 11 reports two sets of estimates for Model 4, for the constituency and then the regional vote.
Table 11
Binomial logit Model 4 of constituency and regional votes for SNP (=1) versus Labour (=0)
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B s.e. B s.e.

Age 0.02 0.01 0.05** 0.02

Gender 

(1=Female, 0=Male)

0.46 0.34 0.41 0.62

Lives outside central belt 0.71* 0.28 0.29 0.59

Lives rural area 1.18*** 0.30 0.24 0.59

Party ID

 (base=other/none)

Labour -2.82*** 0.52 -3.76*** 0.89

SNP 0.86 0.68 -- --

Views on a referendum 

(base=DK)

Support 0.21 0.51 0.64 0.93

Oppose -0.59 0.56 -1.94* 1.03

Vote in referendum 

(base=DK/wouldn't vote)

Status quo -1.59*** 0.60 -1.30 1.08

More powers -0.50 0.49 1.25 0.88

Independence 0.09 0.67 2.63** 1.24

Iraq war

 (1=anti, 5=pro)

0.13 0.17 0.70** 0.30

Trident 

(1=pro, 5=anti)

0.14 0.13 0.01 0.22

Job done by Labour at Westminster -0.03 0.26 0.73 0.49

Job done by Labour in Scottish executive -0.59** 0.30 -2.13*** 0.66

Party competence gap on issues

Law and order -0.29 0.21 -0.18 0.35

Public services 0.15 0.20 0.32 0.38

Economy 0.50*** 0.19 0.93*** 0.34

Party best on 'most important issue'

Labour -0.09 0.49 -0.47 0.74

SNP 0.82* 0.45 0.10 0.78

Leaders

Blair -0.06 0.08 -0.49** 0.20

Brown -0.07 0.08 -0.08 0.15

McConnell -0.09 0.09 0.20 0.16

Salmond 0.06 0.07 0.16 0.12

Positivity of campaign

Labour -0.34** 0.16 -0.81*** 0.31

SNP 0.73*** 0.17 1.77*** 0.39

Constant -1.07 1.32 -1.365 2.35

N

Cox & Snell pseudo-R

2

% correctly classified

Model 4

636

0.69

96.3

Regional vote

91.9

747

0.62

Constituency vote


*** = p<0.01; ** = p< 0.05; * = p<0.10
Dealing first with the constituency votes, it is clear that valence issues add explanatory power to the model: R2 rises above 0.6 and correct classification tops 90%.  A diverse range of variables are responsible for this impact, and several coefficients are worthy of note for their non-significance.  First, evaluations of Labour’s overall Holyrood performance are strong and significant, while the corresponding variable for performance at Westminster has no effect.  There was a different asymmetry with the ‘party best able to handle the most important issue’ variables, with only the SNP coefficient significant.  Among perceptions of performance on specific issues, the economy registered as highly significant, unlike other issues that – as we saw in Table 2 – are more readily seen as under Holyrood’s influence.  None of the leadership evaluations were significant or even close to it (though they were at least in the expected direction).  Most strikingly of all, perceptions of the party’s campaigns had clearly significant and strong effects.  The power of these campaign variables to predict vote even while holding party identification and a range of other variables constant is remarkable, and is testament to the importance of the images that the parties projected in 2007.

Introducing valence variables also had important impacts on the other coefficients.  The age and gender effects are rendered non-significant.  Most notably, the SNP identification effect becomes non-significant.  This suggests that the party’s accumulation of constituency votes in 2007 owed relatively little to its core support, and more to its persuading non-identifiers of its positive agenda and its greater capacity than Labour to deliver on important issues, notably the economy.  The same conclusion may be implied by the fact that the ‘support independence’ coefficient is also non-significant in Model 4.  Again, the SNP’s constituency vote was not a vote for its long-term constitutional agenda, but for its short- to medium-term potential to govern within the current constitutional arrangements.  That said, constituency votes for Labour were motivated in part by a desire to maintain the status quo.

These results, and the suggested conclusions, reinforce the importance of testing the model on regional votes, which are more likely to reflect a party’s core support.
  Comparing the two sets of estimates in Table 11 reveals more similarity than difference.  There are two key differences: first, the SNP’s regional vote is more a vote for independence (and Labour’s is less a vote for the status quo, apparently being more about opposition to a referendum); second, attitudes to Iraq and feelings about Tony Blair become significant predictors.  The ‘core support’ hypothesis can account for the first; the second probably reflects a greater willingness to cast a protest vote in the regional list.  The key similarities lie in the continuing importance of valence concerns, with Labour still judged on its performance at Holyrood, and the two parties still compared on their capacity to handle the economy and on the nature of their campaigns.  Indeed, the campaigning effects here are even stronger than in the constituency vote analysis.  In short, valence and party image matter as much in the regional vote – which, of course, ultimately determines seat shares – as in the constituency vote.
Discussion

Discussing the 1974 general election, William Miller accounts for the SNP’s success as follows:
…the purely party, as distinct from policy characteristics of the SNP were far from repulsive.  While the party might never have been able to take up a large measure of its natural support without the help of conditions such as those in 1974 which predisposed people throughout Britain towards deserting the old governing parties, the SNP had the image, the organization, and the enthusiasm to take the opportunity in 1974… (1981, 258)

The central message of this paper is that much of that description applies equally to the 2007 Scottish elections.  The SNP did not win due to its policy stances, whether on the constitution or anything else.  A hardcore of supporters of independence continue to provide the bedrock of its support; an equally determined section of the electorate vote against the SNP precisely because of its commitment to independence.  Yet a clear plurality of the electorate are more open-minded about, and less preoccupied by, the constitutional question.  The SNP edged the election in 2007 by persuading enough of these voters that it was a realistic option for government in Scotland, and in particular that it offered a more positive agenda than Labour.  Plenty of voters will have remained unpersuaded, especially on the economy.  Moreover, in such a close contest, almost any factor can be cited as that which tipped the balance.  Nevertheless, the coefficients in the models of party choice suggest that the SNP’s edge on valence issues – and in particular its clear lead on campaigning positively – were an important element in its narrow win.

Those same models suggested that national identity exerts virtually no independent influence over vote choice.  This is not to say that it is unimportant in Scottish elections.  However, it needs to be reconsidered.  Responses to the Moreno question suggest that Scottish identity is so widespread that it is almost a valence issue in itself: everybody is concerned about Scottish interests, and the big question for voters is which party can best serve them.  For some voters, constitutional preferences are the key term in that calculation.  For others, valence judgements are a better guide.  But the interaction between the two should not be ignored.  Labour went into the 2007 election as the major party least favourable towards further devolution, whereas the Nationalists could afford to make concessions – such as offering a referendum – yet remain the major party keenest on transferring powers to Scotland.  This contrast is likely to have markedly boosted the SNP’s claims to serve the national interest.

It also probably contributed to the important advantage the party held over Labour in terms of the nature of campaigning.  Our results suggest that Labour’s campaign was somewhat misdirected in tone and content.  Relentless reference to the risks posed by independence not only accentuated a negative tone, but also served as a constant reminder of Labour’s own stance on the constitutional issue, which the SNP could then in turn characterise as anti-Scottish.  A more sensible focus would have been the SNP’s inexperience in running the economy, an issue which (as we have seen) mattered to voters in 2007, and an area of relative Labour strength.  Meanwhile, the Nationalists’ strategy – of emphasising the referendum rather than independence per se, and of using business endorsements to boost their economic credentials – looks more shrewd, and certainly won admirers in the electorate.

These results also carry implications for those researching Scottish electoral behaviour.  The basic ‘position politics’ model – social location, national identity, ideology and policy preferences – was not very good at accounting for party choice in 2007.  Moreover, unless the major parties sharply diverge ideologically, which does not at the moment seem very likely, the explanatory power of that model will not increase noticeably.  Valence concerns, which have been neglected rather in studies of Scottish voting to date, need to be much more prominent. This in turn calls for a more detailed scrutiny – not provided in this fairly basic study – of performance evaluations and attributions of responsibility.  We have seen that economic evaluations exerted an important independent influence on party choice in 2007; obvious next questions, particularly with reference to the SNP, are where they came from and why they were so important given the limited economic leverage available to Scottish governments.  Party image, currently something of a black box concept, also merits much closer attention – and much better measurement than was available in the SES 2007.  In this study, the campaigning variables – that were such startlingly powerful predictors of Labour versus SNP support – probably served in part as a rough proxy for party image.  More direct and accurate measurement, desirable in itself, would allow us test the tentative hypotheses offered here about its links with national identity and constitutional preferences.  It is in that nexus that the results of the 2007 election can be most plausibly explained.
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� Still more voters lacked a spontaneous subjective class identification (Clarke et al 2004, 44).


� Not surprisingly, since national identity was not that powerful a predictor of voting on whether a Scottish Parliament should be brought into being, it has similarly proved not to be a particularly powerful predictor of vote choice in elections to that parliament (Paterson et al 2001, ch. 4; Bond and Rosie 2002). 


� The clamour for devolution – and the key SNP breakthrough – in the early 1970s was driven less by a sudden surge in nationalist spirit and more by a feeling that Westminster rule was not going to defend Scotland’s material interests, and in particular its North Sea oil (Miller 1981).


� The major exception is Bennie et al (1997, ch. 11).  Brown et al (1999, 89-90) also describe something very similar to party image, though they refer to it as ‘political ethos’.


� The SNP’s 1970s surge was regarded as a good thing for Scotland by large majorities even of Labour and Conservative supporters.


� To obtain further details on all aspects of these surveys, to read the questionnaires, and to download the data, visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.scottishelectionstudy.org.uk" ��www.scottishelectionstudy.org.uk�.


� The first three issues (and the economic influence questions) were asked about on the pre-election survey and so the N is 1,872; on the latter three issues the N is 1,552, since those questions were asked in the post-election survey.


� This is the standard British Social Attitudes survey measure of party identification, and is preferable to the standard British Election Survey question which, because it lacks the prior filter, tends to presume an identification, and therefore elicits an inflated measure of the proportion of identifiers (Bartle 2001; Clarke et al 2004, 196).


� The narrowing of the partisanship gap is itself more consistent with a valence reading of party identification (as a running tally of performance evaluations) than with the notion of enduring loyalties central to the Michigan model. 


� The survey questions used in this section referred explicitly to the 2003-2007 term.  However, the same Labour/Liberal Democrat coalition had been in power in the previous term too, and respondents may well therefore have been delivering a verdict on performance since the inception of the devolved government.  An earlier question asked about the make-up of the executive between 2003 and 2007, and one in three respondents was unaware that the Liberal Democrats had had ministers in the government.   The corresponding proportion for Labour was almost one in four.  This reinforces the point that these evaluations may be imprecise and without particularly firm foundations.  That does not of course render them electorally irrelevant.


� So the ratio for health indicates that the odds of evaluating the SNP positively are 1.32 times the odds of evaluating Labour positively on that issue (i.e. [35.9/32.3]/[33.3/39.4] = 1.32).


� The survey also included the standard 5-option preferences question (see e.g. Park and McCrone 2006), which offers the option of abolishing the Scottish Parliament and also specifies an option of independence outside the EU.  For these analyses we prefer the 3-option approach, because our ultimate interest is in constitutional preferences and the vote, and neither of those two extra ‘extreme’ options was realistically on the electoral table in 2007.  


� There was also a question about likely vote in a simple two-option referendum: status quo or independence.  Respondents split almost exactly 2:1 in favour of the status quo (with 15% saying that they didn’t know).   These results are out of line somewhat with pre-election poll trends, which suggest closer to a 50:50 split when only those two options are available (Miller 2007).  Our sample may then be unusually anti-independence, or it could be that responses to these questions – which were asked in the post-election survey – were influenced by the result: voters were less keen on independence now that a party more widely credited with standing up for Scottish interests was poised for power. 


� Unlike in the previous tables, the cell entries in Table 7 are column percentages – i.e. the columns sum to 100% – because in these analyses constitutional preferences are the independent variable.


� The full results of the ANOVA are available from the authors on request.


� A separate analysis, not reported in full here, revealed that 44% of respondents preferred Salmond to McConnell, 31% took the opposite view, and 25% liked (or disliked) the two equally.


� This is something of an over-simplification, especially in Labour strongholds like Glasgow, in which the party’s dominance of the constituencies meant that regional votes for it were highly likely to be wasted.  Such tactical complexities are important; however, in this paper there is no scope to take full account of them.


� This means that comparisons of R2 across models are indicative rather than precise.


� When Model 4 was tested on this alternative dependent variable, the SNP identification coefficient proved impossible to estimate accurately: despite several re-specifications, the B remained around 17 with a reported standard error of around 2,300.  This variable was therefore omitted.  Its inclusion or omission had little effect on the other coefficients or R2, and in particular did not affect the results of any significance tests.
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