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ABSTRACT: It is clear that coalition governments are likely to become a fact of political life in Scotland. In this paper we use data from the 2007 Scottish Election Study to examine how well the Scottish public understands these governing arrangements and whether they are developing stable and consistent attitudes towards coalitions in general.  The results suggest that, while currently there is considerable confusion, Scottish voters are slowly learning to cope with coalitions.

Coalition politics and Scottish voters

British voters have very limited experience with proportional electoral systems. The Westminster Parliament is of course elected using a single-member, first-past-the-post system, which tends to produce parliamentary majorities (Farrell 2001, Powell 2000).  This makes government-formation a trivial (and largely ceremonial) matter. On balance, the public seems willing to accept disproportional outcomes in terms of the seats-votes ratio, in return for the clarity of outcome generally delivered by majoritarian electoral systems. According to survey results, the public approve of the FPTP system for producing a ‘clear winner’, and on balance they believe it important that the governing party has a clear majority.
 


However, voting in the United Kingdom has become more complicated in the last decade. As of the May 2007 elections in Scotland, there are no fewer than seven different electoral systems used across the UK. In Scotland voters have to contend with single-member districts to elect Westminster MPs, closed-list proportional representation to elect members of the European Parliament, a mixed-member proportional (MMP) system to elect members of the Scottish Parliament, and single-transferable vote to elect local councillors. Whenever a new system is introduced voters are faced with the task of learning how to vote using an unfamiliar and (by traditional British standards) complex system. One part of this process – hardly trivial, as 2007 proved (Carman et al. 2008) – is learning how to use the new ballot papers to indicate candidate or party preferences.  But there is a deeper set of learning processes involved, concerning the range of possible outcomes, the ways in which pre-election poll ratings might translate into parliamentary representation, the tactical incentives for individual voters in their constituency (and in some cases regional) context, and so on.

In the case of Scottish Parliament elections many of those learning processes can be summarised under the heading ‘coping with coalitions’.  After all, the most important consequence of switching to a (broadly) proportional system was that no party was likely to command a parliamentary majority.  Following Powell’s comparison between these two models, voters needed to switch from the ‘majoritarian vision [in which] citizens use elections to choose decisively between two competing teams of policymakers, providing the winner with the concentrated power to make public policy, allowing the loser only to continue to challenge future elections,’ to the ‘proportional influence vision [in which] citizens use elections to choose political agents to represent their diverse views continuously in post-election bargaining that will influence policy making’ (2000: 233).  A decade after Scots voted for their own parliament, and after three elections under MMP – which have resulted in two coalition governments and one minority government – we can begin to assess how well Scots are coming to grips with the proportional influence vision.

A highly sophisticated voter could make a range of adjustments when considering coalition politics: assessing the likelihood of various coalition possibilities, interpreting the policy positions of these potential coalitions, and perhaps even voting ‘strategically’ for preferred coalitions (see Farrell and Gallagher 1999, Carman and Johns 2007). Such political sophistication is known to be extremely sparse in mass publics (e.g. Luskin 1987, Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Yet such knowledge is not necessary for voters to behave in a more or less rational way within a given set of institutional arrangements (Sniderman et al. 1991, Lupia and McCubbins 1998).  In order to ‘cope’ with coalitions, voters do not need extensive knowledge of the intricacies of MMP. Only fairly rudimentary awareness – what we below term ‘working knowledge’ – of the role of coalitions in the new Scottish politics should, in theory, suffice.

However, our interest goes beyond the acquisition of knowledge. Learning about new objects is only one aspect of ‘coping’ with them; another is to begin to evaluate them. Given their relative novelty for Scottish voters, coalitions can be classed as ‘emergent attitude objects’ (Stern et al. 1995), on which public opinion is likely still to be in its formative stages.  We therefore want to explore whether Scottish voters have formed – or at least seem to be forming – real attitudes to coalitions (see Converse 1964).
 There are particular reasons to focus on attitudes.  First, devolution was to institute a ‘new politics’ in Scotland marked by a more consensual approach fostered by coalitions and negotiated agreements between parties.  The democratic credentials of this new style are strengthened if voters have formed a genuine appreciation of coalition politics. Second, whereas in many countries coalitions are either inevitable or virtually unheard of, Scotland has already experienced variety in government formation.  The first two terms at Holyrood saw Labour and the Liberal Democrats form a majority coalition. Following the 2007 election, coalition negotiations were aborted and the largest party, the SNP, instead formed a minority administration (based on 31% of the list vote and 36% of the seats). It is worth considering whether voters endorse the simplicity of the minority government, or would have preferred another broader-based coalition.

In this paper we examine coalition knowledge and coalition attitudes in some detail. Our analyses are based on data drawn from the 2007 Scottish Election Study (SES). This was a three-wave panel survey administered over the internet by YouGov.  The pre-election wave was in the field the two weeks preceding the 3 May 2007 Scottish Parliament elections whilst the post-election wave began the day after the election and was in the field until 10 May. The third wave was in the field in mid-December 2007. The three waves have sample sizes of 1872, 1552, and 1166 respectively. All analyses presented here are based on weighted data.
 

Coalition knowledge 

We use a minimal definition of ‘working knowledge’, namely that voters needed to identify the parties that had formed a coalition in the term leading up to the 2007 election.  Though hardly a demanding criterion – certainly not by the standards of democratic theory – there is reason to doubt that it is invariably met. Coalition governments are a novelty for Scottish voters.  Moreover, in the two-party coalition that governed during the first two terms of the Scottish Parliament, the Liberal Democrats were clearly – in terms both of parliamentary arithmetic and media portrayal of the coalition – the junior partners.
  Many voters in Scotland may have only been dimly aware that there was a coalition government at all.

At the beginning of the SES Wave 1 questionnaire respondents were asked the following question: ‘As far as you are aware, which party or parties had ministers in the Scottish Executive between 2003 and the election on May 3rd? Please tick all that apply.’ Respondents were presented with a list of the four largest parties in Scotland (Conservative, Labour, Liberal Democrat and SNP) in addition to a ‘don’t know’ option. The question was repeated in the second wave of the survey, immediately following the election.  Table 1 reports the responses from both waves, and, in the right-hand columns, a breakdown of results according to whether the respondents reported voting in the 2007 election.  Table 1 also provides a summary measure of coalition knowledge, distinguishing four categories of respondent: those correctly choosing Labour and Liberal Democrats (and no other parties); those choosing a different and incorrect coalition combination; those choosing all four parties;
 and those answering ‘don’t know’.

[Table 1 about here]

Looking at the first column we can see that only one in three Wave 1 respondents correctly identified the two-party coalition that had governed Scotland since 2003. The post-election responses indicate that the campaign had some educative effect, with the proportion of correct respondents rising to 41%.  Still, one in six respondents was unable even to give an answer, and one in five continued to name an incorrect coalition.
  The picture is somewhat brighter if we consider only those who voted in 2007.  Large majorities of these respondents knew that both Labour and the Liberal Democrats had been in power, and almost half of them were able to name the correct coalition.  That said, plenty of these voters also got it wrong, or just named all four parties. 


One common argument in favour of majoritarian electoral systems is that the simple government outcomes improve accountability (Powell 2000, ch. 3).  With only one party in power, voters know who to punish or reward for what has happened during the past term (Fiorina 1981).  The results in Table 1 suggest that the lines of accountability in Scottish elections are anything but clear.  Many voters may have been wrongly crediting (or blaming) the SNP for the achievements (or failures) of the Executive since 2003. Equally, the Liberal Democrats may have been wrongly denied credit or spared blame.  To explore these possibilities in more detail, we compare the 2007 voting decisions of those who were and those who were not aware of whether a party had been in power between 2003 and 2007.  Respondents were asked ‘how good or bad a job of running Scotland do you think Liberal Democrat ministers in the Scottish Executive have done in recent years?’ (on a five-point response scale running from ‘very good’ to ‘very bad’).  Clearly we would expect those perceiving poor Liberal Democrat performance to be less likely to vote for the party.  The question here is whether that tendency is more marked among those who knew that the Liberal Democrats had had ministers in the Executive.  In Figure 1, we collapse the performance evaluation variable into three categories (bad, neutral and good) and show – both for those unaware and aware that the party had been in power – the proportion of respondents reporting a Liberal Democrat list vote.
[Figure 1 about here]

Voters’ responsiveness to perceived performance is conditioned by their knowledge.  The columns rise noticeably more steeply among those who knew that the Liberal Democrats had been in the 2003-2007 coalition. Of course we need to recognise the effect of endogeneity bias (Wlezien et al. 1997) on both groups: those already inclined to support the Liberal Democrats were also prone to evaluate the party’s performance more positively.  But the key point still holds, namely that the performance effect is stronger for those who knew that the party had been in government. 

Looking at support for the SNP we obtain a similar result.  For this analysis we constructed an index of evaluations of the Executive’s performance on six issues (health, crime, education, the economy, transport and the environment), and divided it into a three-category variable indicating whether respondents overall rated performance as bad, neutral or good.  We would expect those unimpressed by the Executive’s performance to be more likely to vote for the SNP, but also that this relationship would be dampened among those who believed that party to have been in power.  Figure 2 confirms these expectations.

[Figure 2 about here]

The impact of perceived Executive performance is much weaker among respondents who thought that the SNP had been involved in the coalition.  A considerable proportion (28%) of those voters rewarded good government performance by voting for a party that had in fact been in opposition ever since the parliament was established.


To sum up, then, many voters lack even rudimentary knowledge of coalition politics in Scotland, being unable to identify the parties in government.  This is not an abstract test of political sophistication, but a basic requirement for voting according to many models of party choice. Our evidence suggests that confusion about who is in power has impaired electoral accountability, with voters potentially making mistakes when reacting to the coalition’s overall performance. More broadly, voters’ shaky grasp on coalition politics raises suspicions about the strength of their attitudes on the topic.  There is ample evidence for the intuitively plausible notion that people who know more about an object also tend to have stronger attitudes towards it (e.g. Zaller 1992, Rhodes and Wood 1995).  We test these considerations in the next section.  

Coalition attitudes 

Are the Scottish public forming meaningful and durable attitudes to coalitions?  To address this question we take three indicators of attitude strength – stability, predictability, and influence on behaviour (see Petty and Krosnick 1995) – and present a range of analyses gauging Scottish voters’ coalition attitudes against each of these yardsticks.


There is a long tradition of using the stability of survey responses as an indicator of crystallisation of the underlying attitudes (e.g. Converse 1964, Inglehart 1985, Saris and Sniderman 2004).  At the aggregate level, coalition attitudes have remained remarkably stable.  Surveys at all three Holyrood elections have asked voters whether they favour government by a single party or by a coalition, and (excluding ‘don’t knows’) the proportion of respondents reporting a preference for coalition government was 56% in 1999, the same in 2003, and 59% in 2007 (Curtice 2006: 134).
  Similar proportions also favour coalitions for Westminster government (Curtice and Jowell 1997).  However, aggregate-level stability can conceal considerable volatility in individual attitudes.  We can check for this using the 2007 panel survey, in which the coalition attitudes measure was included in both pre- and post-election waves.  The two measures are not precisely comparable.  In Wave 1, respondents were asked whether single-party government, a two-party coalition, or a larger coalition of three or more parties would be best for Scotland.  In Wave 2, the latter two options were combined so respondents were simply choosing between single-party government and a coalition of two or more parties.  To get a sense of response stability between the two waves, we dichotomise the Wave 1 measure into a preference for single-party or coalition government.  Table 2 shows the distribution of responses based on these roughly comparable measures.

[Table 2 about here]

The overall levels of stability are not especially high. Only 57% of respondents expressed a consistent attitude for or against coalition government, and one in six switched from one side of the argument to the other.
  This instability is more striking given that the two waves were only around three weeks apart, and so consistency may well be inflated by memory effects.  We might expect greater instability over a longer time period.  To examine this possibility, we use a question from the third SES wave, conducted in December 2007.  This question is much less directly comparable with those used for Table 2, because rather than choosing between discrete options respondents were instead asked to locate their opinion on an eleven-point scale ‘where 0 means ‘coalitions are better because they represent a range of opinion’ and 10 means ‘single party government is better so you know who is responsible’’.  Nevertheless, we can again collapse categories to simplify comparison, in this case reducing the scale into a three-category variable: prefer coalitions (0-4), middle point (5), and prefer single-party government (6-10).  In Table 3 we crosstabulate this variable with the basic coalition versus single-party preference from Wave 1. 

[Table 3 about here]

Keeping in mind that the differences in our measures likely increase the amount of ‘noise’ in these data due to measurement error, we again find evidence of instability in coalition attitudes.  Of those who reported a preference for coalitions in Wave 1, less than half placed themselves to the coalitions side of the midpoint in the Wave 3 scale, and one in three took the contrary view.  Judging by the other column of data, it appears that those who dislike coalitions are more decided in that opinion than those who prefer them: two-thirds of those who chose single-party government in Wave 1 stuck to that preference in Wave 3.  However, as we see below, this may have more to do with the popularity of the (single-party) government outcome in 2007 than with staunch opposition to coalitions. Overall, our evidence demonstrates that coalition attitudes are quite volatile at the individual level.  While some voters have clear and unwavering attitudes either for or against coalitions, many other voters show no fixed preferences. 

We turn now to the predictability of coalition attitudes.  Clearly this is a close relation of stability.  However, Sniderman and Bullock argue that ‘the predictability of positions citizens take on specific issues given their general political orientations’ (2004: 337) is a distinct dimension of attitude consistency and thereby attitude strength.  The term ‘predictability’ matches the vocabulary of regression analysis, which is the stock empirical means of assessing the extent to which specific issue positions can be explained on the basis of general political orientations. Our concern is partly with which variables can predict coalition attitudes, but also with overall variance explained; that is, the predictability – and, by extension, the crystallisation or strength – of these attitudes.  Before reporting our regression analyses, we briefly discuss the chosen variables.

The question of why a voter might or might not support coalition government has received little attention. One notable exception is Karp and Bowler’s (2001) study based on New Zealand data.  Those authors posit two general grounds on which a voter might decide whether she favours coalitions.  The first is straightforward partisanship: ‘some of this assessment is likely to be based on whether their preferred party has enough support to govern alone’ (2001: 62; see also Pappi and Thurner 2002: 216).  Hence we include dummy variables indicating respondents’ self-reported partisan identification.  The second is based on the plausible notion that voters do not distinguish between coalitions in the abstract and coalitions in practice.  In this case they will answer the general coalition attitudes question by judging the performance of recent governments of either type.  We therefore include the 2003-2007 Executive performance evaluation used for Figure 2.

As well as testing Karp and Bowler’s model on Scottish voters, we extend it in various directions. The tendency of coalitions to deliver more consensual and less extreme outcomes means that we would expect them to be favoured by ideologically moderate voters. Our earlier research provides support for this hypothesis (Carman and Johns 2007).  Hence we include a dummy variable indicating whether, based on a series of left-right attitude questions, a respondent is more ideologically ‘extreme’ (i.e., in either the leftmost or rightmost quartile).  Leaving aside the policy outputs of coalitions, some voters may simply prefer the processes of coalition government, which is typically associated with a more cooperative, less adversarial style of policymaking. This may be why Karp and Bowler (2001: 66) found that more educated voters were more inclined to favour coalition government: education (especially at university) involves the kind of discussion, and is held to foster the tolerance for opposing viewpoints that is more characteristic of coalitions (Golebiowska 1995).  It may also lead us to expect women, who have been argued to favour a more consensual style of politics (e.g. Childs 2004), to be keener on coalitions. In addition to education and gender, age is also included in our models, on the grounds that older respondents are more steeped in the Westminster tradition, and might be more suspicious of the ‘new’ politics of coalitions.  If coalitions are thus regarded as something of an experiment, we might expect them to be more popular with those who believe that there is less at stake in Holyrood politics.  Thus we include responses to a question about how much respondents feel that Scottish elections matter.  Finally, we include the quiz-based measure of political knowledge mentioned earlier.
All of these predictor variables are available – with more or less identical wording – in both the 2003 Scottish Social Attitudes survey and the 2007 SES, and we test the model on coalition attitudes in both years. As the dependent variable in both cases is the straightforward two-category coalition attitudes variable (from Wave 2 in 2007), with ‘don’t knows’ excluded. we estimate logistic regression models (reported in Table 4).  We also report ‘percentage change in odds’ estimates for each significant coefficient, indicating the impact on the probability of favouring coalitions over single-party government for a unit change in that predictor variable.

[Table 4 about here]

Looking first at the party identification variables, the effects are as one would expect.  Identifiers with Labour, for a long time the largest party in Scotland, are less keen on coalitions, as are supporters of the Conservatives, traditionally the party least favourable towards proportional representation (and indeed devolution in general).  Equally predictably, those who support the Liberal Democrats – the party that won power between 1999 and 2007 through a coalition with Labour – are very pro-coalitions.  The interesting effect is for SNP identifiers, whose antagonism to coalitions emerges in 2007, as the party becomes a contender for single-party government. Turning to the demographic variables, the expected effects of gender and education are clear and strong by 2007, although there is no significant effect of age.  The effect for ‘how much do Holyrood elections matter?’ disappears by 2007, perhaps suggesting that coalitions are no longer seen as a low-risk experiment.  This weakening effect is the exception, however, since many of the predictors exert a stronger effect in 2007 than 2003.  Perceived executive performance becomes a significant influence on coalition attitudes, as voters increasingly judge constitutional arrangements by what is delivered.  And those who take a more moderate position (on left-right matters) are significantly keener on coalitions.  

The fact that several effects are stronger in 2007 is reflected in the noticeable increase of pseudo-R2 across the analyses.  While we should be cautious in drawing too much from these two data points, it does seem that coalition attitudes are becoming more predictable.  This reflects the learning processes described at the outset: voters are gradually coming to grips with whether coalition government suits their preferred party, their ideological standpoint, the way they like politics to be conducted, and so on.  However, such learning looks still to be at a very early stage, given that in absolute terms the explained variance remains very low.
  One reason why coalition attitudes remain highly resistant to prediction is the relative obscurity of the topic.  Converse (1964) famously reported that many American voters lacked stable attitudes on even the most controversial issues of the day and Butler and Stokes (1974) showed that the same applied in Britain.  ‘Nonattitudes’, or at least weakly-held opinions reported off the top of respondent’s heads (Zaller 1992), seem likely to be still more common on abstract constitutional questions like those tapping coalition attitudes.  And we have already seen that many voters’ reported coalition attitudes show one hallmark of nonattitudes, namely instability over time.  Our regression analyses reinforce the conclusion that, while most respondents did take a position for or against coalitions, in many cases these attitudes are far from deep-rooted.

Another means of gauging the strength of attitudes is in their influence on behaviour (Petty and Krosnick 1995).  Sadly there are few if any ways in which coalition attitudes can be directly manifested through behaviour.  But there is a more indirect way of inferring the behavioural impact of these attitudes.  It derives from the supposition that those favouring coalitions will, in a mixed system, be disproportionately likely to split their ticket between two parties.
  In earlier research using the 2007 SES data (Carman and Johns 2007) we found some support for this notion.  Of those who (in Wave 1) reported a preference for coalitions, 40% later reported splitting their ticket.  The corresponding percentage for those preferring single-party government was much lower (though still fairly high), at 22%.  Rerunning the analysis with a range of controls (similar to those in Table 4), the difference narrowed but remained significant: the odds of ticket-splitting were 15% higher among those who favoured coalitions.  In some cases, then, voting behaviour is clearly influenced by coalition attitudes.  However, the extent of ‘voting for a coalition’ should not be overstated.  Overall, just 8% of voters split their ticket between their preferred coalition partners.  This matches earlier evidence that strongly-held coalition attitudes are the exception rather than the rule.
We can also test the predictive potential of general coalition attitudes on subsequent evaluations of government formation in 2007.  Other things remaining the same, we would expect those who prefer coalitions to be noticeably less positive about the SNP’s decision to form a minority government.  Admittedly, many of those who endorsed coalition government may have been considering it in opposition to single-party majority government, and be less troubled by the idea of a much more constrained minority administration.  Equally, though, many may be even less keen on single-party government when that party did not win a majority, and – as in 2007 – may have won only a fairly small proportion of the popular vote. To explore this, we asked respondents in Wave 3 of the SES the following question about the 2007 election: ‘Which of these statements comes closest to your view about the government that was formed?’  The options offered are listed in Table 5, along with the breakdown of responses according to reported coalition attitudes in Wave 1.  In the right-hand panel of the table, we facilitate comparison by isolating a straight choice between SNP-led single-party and coalition government.

[Table 5 about here]

Clearly there was strong support for the SNP’s (unprecedented) step in forming a minority government.  This was probably boosted by a general ‘honeymoon’ effect, with the party riding high in opinion polls and the administration winning generally favourable reports on its first six months in office.  It is nonetheless striking that more than half of all voters explicitly endorsed the notion of minority government.  Second, this strong support was not much weaker among those who before the election had reported a preference for coalitions over single-party governments.  Conceivably some had been won over to the latter by the experience of the past few months.  Yet it is also quite possible that respondents’ evaluations of specific government formations are largely independent of their reported coalition attitudes.  That in turn raises questions about the influence and relevance of general predispositions toward coalitions.


These two points are underlined in the second part of the table, in which we discount those who chose another option, those who did not know, and those who (largely for partisan reasons) felt Labour should have formed the government.  Support for minority government is even clearer, and only 30% of those who had reported a preference for coalition government applied that principle to this specific case.  Most notably, controlling for partisan interests leaves these key findings intact.  In Figure 3 we show the percentages of respondents taking the view that the SNP should have sought partners for a majority coalition, broken down by coalition attitudes and partisanship.

[Figure 3 about here]

Predictably, SNP identifiers were least likely to think that their party should have looked for coalition allies.  More surprisingly, Labour identifiers shared the general tendency to endorse the minority government, even when their broader reported preference had been for coalitions.  Non-identifiers and supporters of other parties – which might have been called upon in such a prospective coalition – were least likely to endorse the SNP’s decision, but again the dissenters were in the minority.  In all cases, there was the same (statistically significant) difference according to coalition attitudes, but that gap is smaller than the partisan effects, and is swamped by the general tide of support for the SNP opting to go it alone.  Once more, we have reason to doubt the strength of coalition attitudes: respondents are willing to express a general preference for coalitions, but do not apply these preferences to specific government formations (even when partisan interests suggest that they ‘should’).
Summary and implications
Are Scottish voters coping with coalitions?  The answer, as usual with such questions, is that some are coping better than others.  Our analyses revealed a group of voters who know about the make-up of Scotland’s coalition government, react to its performance, and have a clear and stable preference between coalition and single-party government.  We cannot calculate precisely the size of that group, but it looks like less than half of the electorate.  For many in the Scottish public – and not just the politically disengaged – coalitions are a hazy political object.  While most reported an attitude for or against coalitions, many of these answers resembled top-of-the-head responses: they were unstable across time, they were not predictably driven by broader political predispositions, and they seem not to have been invoked when respondents were considering the outcome of the 2007 government formation. Most concerning, the evidence is clear that, where coalitions are in play, even knowing who is in power is far from trivially easy for voters. 


In the light of that finding, we should consider the nature of accountability in Scottish electoral politics.  One argument is that the reward/punishment (or ‘valence’) model of voting, for which knowing who was in power is obviously crucial, is less relevant in this context.  Majoritarian systems encourage convergence on the median voter, a downplaying of ideology, and so government performance becomes the key driver of party choice.  But in proportional systems, as for the Scottish Parliament, there are more parties and a wider variety of ideological stances.  Voters can choose between parties on the basis of the different policies that they offer for the future, rather than simply reacting to what they have delivered in the past.  However, there is reason to suppose that performance matters in the context of Holyrood elections (see Johns et al. 2008).  The Scottish Parliament has primary legislative authority over a wide variety of key valence issue areas, such as health, education and crime. The major parties show few major differences in policy or ideology (aside from their views on Scotland’s constitutional future).  And Scottish voters, socialised into the Westminster system, are accustomed to the valence politics that dominates in that system (Clarke et al. 2004).  Their voting decisions are therefore likely to be guided by perceptions of the performance of the Scottish Executive, in which case knowing who to reward or to punish is important.


We noted earlier that voters can make sensible decisions even if they are short on political knowledge, and the same applies here.  Labour was the dominant partner in the two coalition executives formed so far, and most voters recognised this.  It would make sense for them to reward or punish Labour according to the perceived performance of the Executive, even if they were unaware that the Liberal Democrats were also involved.  So we should not overstate the damage to accountability implied by the results in Table 1.  Nonetheless, we did see evidence that the complexity of coalition politics, combined with a generally low level of political interest and awareness in the electorate, can lead voters to make mistakes.


On the positive side, the evidence from our regression analyses on 2003 and 2007 data raises the possibility that voters are slowly coming to grips with coalitions. They are on a learning curve, even if not far up it at the moment.  In analyses at future elections we would expect the measures of knowledge and attitude strength reported here to improve.  This is important because, the current minority government notwithstanding, coalitions are likely to become common in Scotland. This is especially the case if we consider that the results from the 2007 Scottish council elections, held using the single-transferable vote system, indicate that coalitions will be the norm at the local level (see Baston 2008 and this volume). The complexity of coalition governments and the lack of clear party accountability are likely to be new facts of political life with which Scottish voters will have to learn to cope. 
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Table 1

Knowledge of which parties had ministers in the Scottish Executive, 2003-2007

[image: image1.emf]Wave 1 Wave 2

% saying 'yes'

all all Voted Did not vote

Conservative 30 25 26 22

Labour 77 81 88 56

Lib Dem 68 73 81 45

SNP 37 35 36 32

% correct coalition

33 41 47 18

% wrong coalition

22 20 19 25

% all four parties

26 22 24 17

% don't know

19 17 10 41

N 1872 1552 1210 342

Wave 2


Table 2

Stability of coalition attitudes between Wave 1 and Wave 2

[image: image2.emf]Single-party Coalition Don't know N

Single-party 22% 8% 3% 514

Coalition 8% 35% 4% 727

Don't know 3% 6% 11% 310

N 527 756 268 1552

Pre-election

Post-election


Table 3

Crosstabulation of coalition attitudes, Wave 1 and Wave 3

	Wave 3 preference (derived from 11-point scale)
	Wave 1 preference
	N

	
	Single-Party
	Coalition
	

	Coalition
	15.8%
	45.4%
	318

	Middle category
	17.5%
	20.3%
	181

	Single-party government
	66.7%
	34.3%
	443

	
	
	
	

	N
	372
	570
	942


Table 4

Logistic regression models predicting preference for coalitions, 2003 and 2007

[image: image3.emf] 

b s.e. % ∆ odds b s.e. % ∆ odds

Sex (female) 0.24 0.12 +28 0.36**  0.13 +44

Age -0.01 0.00 -1 0.00 0.00

Educ - degree 0.40* 0.18 +46 0.66** 0.15 +98

Educ - beyond 16 0.01 0.14 0.47** 0.16 +62

Political knowledge 0.04 0.03 0.02 0.15 +2

Exec performance 0.02 0.03 0.40** 0.08 +48

Ideologue

0.01

0.13

-0.22

0.15

-21

SP elections don't matter 0.14* 0.05 +12 0.04 0.06

Conservative ID -0.58* 0.24 -45 -0.63** 0.23 -49

Labour ID -0.32 0.17 -31 -0.41* 0.17 -32

Lib Dem ID 2.00** 0.63 +623 0.62* 0.32 +86

SNP ID 0.09 0.22 -1.03** 0.18 -63

Other ID -0.08 0.48 -0.37 0.39

Constant -0.57 0.47 -1.82** 0.45

N

Cox & Snell R

2

2007

0.11 0.05

2003

1155 1276


* p< 0.05; ** p< 0.01

NB 2003 results from Scottish Social Attitudes survey

Table 5
Opinions of 2007 government formation by general coalition attitudes 
	
	Wave 1 coalition attitudes

	
	Single-party
	Coalition
	
	Single-party
	Coalition

	SNP was right to become a minority government
	59%
	51%
	
	78%
	70%

	SNP should have found partners to form a majority coalition
	15%
	20%
	
	22%
	30%

	Labour should have found partners to form a majority coalition
	14%
	14%
	
	--
	--

	None of the above
	7%
	5%
	
	--
	--

	Don't know
	5%
	10%
	
	--
	--

	N
	343
	485
	
	268
	389


Figure 1

Perceived party performance and list vote for the Liberal Democrats by whether party was known to be in the 2003-2007 executive
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Figure 2

Perceived executive performance and list vote for the SNP by whether party was believed to be in the 2003-2007 executive
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Figure 3

Opinion of 2007 government formation by party identification and Wave 1 coalition attitudes
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� Survey conducted 16-21 May 2003 by YouGov for the Constitution Unit/ICPR, N=2,705. Three-quarters of respondents indicated that it is ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ important (on a 5-point scale) that ‘an electoral system produces a clear winner’ and for the ‘governing party to have a majority of the seats [in Parliament]’. At the same time, it is not uncommon to find considerable variability in support for electoral reforms in the UK, depending both on the wording and the framing of questions (see Curtice and Jowell 1997).


� In this study we use the term ‘coalition attitudes’ rather than ‘coalition preferences’. We are concerned with whether a voter would like to see coalition government, rather than which particular coalition they would favour.


� Question wordings and data are available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.scottishelectionstudy.org.uk" ��www.scottishelectionstudy.org.uk�.


� This is in no way to argue that the Liberal Democrats did not play a substantial role in influencing policy (see Mitchell 2004, Paterson et al. 2001).


� We treat this as a separate category because it may be that the wording misled some respondents.  If they interpreted the question as ‘politicians in the parliament’ rather than ‘ministers in government’, then naming all four parties would be the correct answer.


� Part of the pre-to-post improvement may be due to panel attrition removing a disproportionate number of less knowledgeable voters.  


� These knowledge effects hold up in multivariate analysis.  There is a significant interaction between perceived performance and knowledge of a party’s 2003-2007 status in logistic regression models predicting both Liberal Democrat and SNP support in 2007. 


� The comparative data from 1999 and 2003 are taken from the Scottish Social Attitudes survey, and were therefore collected using a different mode (face-to-face interviews rather than the internet as in the SES). 


� These apparent changes of mind are not reactions to the SNP’s decision to form a minority government, since Wave 2 was fielded some time before that outcome was announced.   


� This is not specific to coalition attitudes in Scotland: Karp and Bowler’s (2001) similar regression yielded a pseudo-R2 of 0.06.


� Such a strategy would not be strictly rational in the Scottish system, because only the list vote determines seat shares, and so voters cannot improve the chances of more than one party gaining representation.  Understandably, though, many voters do not grasp this point, and so they may well seek to use their two votes to maximise the chances of a coalition government. 
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