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Abstract: Research on mixed electoral systems demonstrates that members face different 
incentive structures when cultivating a personal vote. In this paper, we examine how Scotland’s 
mixed member proportional (MMP) system shapes the perceptions citizens have of their 
constituency and regional MSPs. Using original survey data, we find that Scots more readily 
recognize and have firmer impressions of constituent MSPs than regional MSPs. Although their 
perceptions of MSPs are mediated by partisanship, Scots are more likely to be have met, be 
satisfied with, and have attended a surgery held by their constituency MSP. They also regard 
their constituency MSPs as being more approachable and more likely to help them solve a 
problem. These findings hold even when controlling for a range of demographic variables and 
individual attention to politics. We argue that the electoral incentives faced by constituency 
MSPs make them particularly able to shape constituency perceptions through allocation of their 
representational allowances. We conclude by considering the consequences of these considerable 
informational disparities among the public concerning their elected representatives for the 
quality of representative government in Scotland and MMP systems more generally. 
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It is well-understood that legislators, under particular circumstances, fashion a personal 

vote to enhance their electoral prospects.1 This personal vote “originates in his or her personal 

qualities, qualifications, activities and record,” which often serves as a value proposition for 

voters distinctive from the policy promises or performance of the legislator’s party (Cain et al, 

1987: 9). Whether legislators spend time and representational resources building a personal vote 

depends largely upon electoral structures, the size of the district represented, party system 

strength, and how a legislator perceives her representational role. Some legislators face clear 

structural disincentives in terms of investing effort in cultivating a personal vote, while others 

encounter fewer impediments when engaging in constituent service activities, taking stances at 

variance with party manifestos, or participating in other representational activities emphasizing 

personal talents and skills when engaging with voters back home.  

In particular, balloting systems where parties control access to closed lists with single-

member districts and vote pooling provide the fewest incentives for developing a personal vote. 

Conversely, open lists with little or no party control, vote pooling, and voters casting “a single 

vote below the party level” are features of an electoral system maximizing the incentives for the 

establishment of a personal vote (Carey and Shugart, 1995). Less attention to personal vote 

maximization is also associated with parliamentary democracies with fused executives where 

strong party discipline is the norm (Carey and Shugart, 1995; Shugart and Carey, 1992). 

                                                           
1 The authors acknowledge research support from the Montana State University College of 
Letters and Science and Princeton Center for the Study of Democratic Politics that allowed us to 
conduct the survey reported in this paper. We are especially grateful to Montana State Dean 
Nicol Rae who provided these funds. MSU Undergraduate students Caitlyn Richter, Ashley 
Finley, and Madison Hansen gave our survey a test run, as did Ryan Browne, an exchange 
student from the University of Exeter. Finally, Mark Shephard at the University of Strathclyde 
also helped us shape question wording and uncover a slew of postcodes that we missed in our 
initial sweep. Any remaining errors are the sole responsibility of the Dark Lord Voldemort. 
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Research on the self-reported behaviour of legislators demonstrates that members behave 

rationally in response to these incentive structures, with personal vote cultivation most evident 

when legislators are directly elected in single-member districts with little party control in 

presidential systems with independent executives. Studies of mixed-member electoral systems, 

which provide differing incentives for the pursuit of a personal vote by legislators within a single 

legislature, show that members are more likely to pursue a personal vote if they represent a 

single constituency as opposed to multimember districts—with some of these studies examining 

at actual behaviour of members and not just surveys of self-reported behaviour of members 

(Parker and Richter, forthcoming). It is less clear, however, that these personal vote 

maximization behaviours (or lack thereof) matter for how constituents relate to their legislators. 

The cultivation of a personal vote is fundamentally about the proper relationship between 

constituents and their representatives, which is at the heart of scholarly debates surrounding 

democratic representation and accountability (Mansbridge, 2003; Rehfeld, 2009; Urbanati and 

Warren, 2008). There are at least three interrelated components that define the constituent-

representative relationship. The nature of the electoral system represents the first and most 

foundational of these. As intimated above, the behaviour of representatives is governed foremost 

by the electoral incentives that they face (Fenno, 1978; Mayhew, 1974). The second component 

is how elites make policy decisions on behalf of their constituents. This component is perhaps 

the most studied, with a majority of scholars distinguishing between two broad models of 

representation: the delegate model in which legislators faithfully enact the preferences of 

constituents, and the trustee model in which legislators make independent judgements about 

what they think is best for voters (Parkinson, 2003; Pitkin, 1967). Proportional electoral systems 

are most closely associated with a “gyroscopic” or “responsible party” version of the trustee 



   
 
 

 

3 
 

model (Mansbridge, 2003; Ranney, 1954). In all forms of gyroscopic representation, voters 

affect political outcomes by supporting a party rather than a candidate. In turn, the appointed 

representative is held accountable by the party rather than their constituents (Mansbridge, 2003). 

Representatives elected through majoritarian procedures may act either as a delegate or a trustee, 

but are nonetheless directly responsible to their constituents. The third component is how 

representatives interact with their constituents. Do representatives cultivate personal, symbolic, 

and charismatic linkages with their constituents? Or do they remain focused on programmatic 

efforts (Kitschelt and Wilkinson, 2006)? The personal vote represents a more personalistic type 

of linkage and is more likely to occur when representatives are faced with direct, majoritarian 

elections in single-member legislative districts—and when they have to worry less about 

reselection and seeking party office (Strøm 1997). 

Less well studied is how voters react to the representational efforts of elites. We suggest 

that this represents an important fourth component in the constituent-representative relationship. 

Much of the scholarship on democratic accountability has focused on the behaviour of elites, 

without symmetric attention to how voters respond. Yet the democratic linkage between elites 

and citizens likely runs both ways: just as constituent preferences constrain elite behaviour, elite 

behaviour may itself influence the constraints that constituents are able to impose. For voters to 

hold representatives accountable for their programmatic efforts, they must first know who they 

are and how they relate to their constituency. In this sense, personalistic linkages may be a 

crucial prerequisite for meaningful programmatic accountability. Relatedly, electoral structures 

and representational styles may influence the utility that voters gain from obtaining political 

information on individual representatives. 
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In this article, we make four key contributions to improve our understanding of the 

personal vote and its value. First, we examine whether balloting arrangements affect the 

perceptions constituents have of their legislators in one institutional setting. We choose the 

Scottish Parliament, which as a Mixed Member Proportional legislative body elects some 

members in First Past the Post (FPTP) elections to represent constituencies while other members 

are selected from closed party lists to reflect the party vote obtained in a region. Using original 

survey data we find, as we expect, that Scots have more information about and view more 

warmly their constituency members than regional members across a series of measures tapping 

constituent impressions of legislator activities. These results hold even when we control for the 

shared partisanship of respondents and their MSPs. 

Second, we fill a gap in the literature that exists concerning what legislators do and the 

constituent impressions of those activities. Building off Parker and Richter (forthcoming), we 

gathered information on the legislative and constituent casework activities of Members of the 

Scottish Parliament (MSPs) to see if they can meaningfully affect constituent impressions. We 

find that it is difficult for MSPs to establish a personal vote with their activities, especially for 

regional members who may wish to do so and for MSPs choosing to focus more on legislative 

matters than on constituency service. 

Third, our findings speak to the challenges subnational legislators face when bringing 

attention to their activities and establishing representational relations with constituents. 

Compared to many other subnational and regional legislatures, the Scottish Parliament is well-

financed2, has had increased power and responsibilities devolved to it recently, and is held in 

                                                           
2 The operating budget for the Scottish Parliament in 2015-16 was £89.6 million, which is about 
£17 per Scot. The House of Commons, on the hand, had net operating expenses of £211 million 
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high regard by citizens: 71 percent agreed that the Scottish Parliament “give[s] Scotland a 

stronger voice in the UK” and 59 percent believe it “give[s] ordinary people more say in how 

Scotland is governed.”3  Nevertheless, regional MSPs especially struggle for recognition and 

attention among constituents when compared to constituency MSPs and MPs serving Scots in the 

British Parliament. MPs and constituency MSPs are better known, better regarded, and more 

likely to generate constituent impressions than regional MSPs serving in Holyrood. Finally, we 

conclude by considering how the informational asymmetries baked into Mixed Member 

Proportional Systems have important consequences for representative government—especially 

the ability of constituents to hold regional representatives to account. 

The Personal Vote at Westminster, Holyrood, and Beyond 

The importance of the traditional personal vote has been documented in variety of 

legislative settings. Heitshusen, Young, and Wood (2005) found that representatives in Australia, 

Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom have strong incentives to engage in 

constituency work as they cannot distinguish themselves on policy by voting against the party 

without facing serious consequences. MPs selected from a list, facing similar consequences, 

                                                           
at the close of the 2016-2017 fiscal year. This is about £3 per citizen. The Wisconsin State 
Legislature had an operating budget of $151.3 million in the 2015-17 fiscal year, which is £115 
million as of October 2017 or £19 per Wisconsin resident. See Annual Report and Accounts of 
the Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body for 2015-16 (available at http://www.parliament.scot/
images/Parliament%20Publications/SPCB_Annual_Accounts_2015-16.pdf ), the House of 
Commons Annual Report and Accounts for 2016-17 (available at: http://www.parliament.uk/
documents/commons-expenditure/Admin%20Annual%20Accounts/
AdminAnnualReport1617.pdf) and the Comparative Summary of Provisions for the 2015-17 
Wisconsin State Budget (available at: http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/
2015_17_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_act_55_september_2015 ). 
 

3 Scottish Social Attitudes Survey conducted in 2016. Available at the Scottish Government's 
website: http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2017/03/4648 . 

http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2015_17_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_act_55_september_2015
http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2015_17_biennial_budget/101_comparative_summary_of_provisions_act_55_september_2015
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2017/03/4648
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attend to constituency matters less because they are more insulated from electoral pressures. 

Mcleay and Vowles (2007) use surveys of MPs in New Zealand to demonstrate that list MPs 

have less contact with their constituents and more strongly represent minority groups and special 

interest groups than constituency MPs. In the German Bundestag, which also features a mixed 

member electoral system, “MPs elected from districts engage in more constituency service work 

than those elected from lists” (Cain et al, 1987: 220) and are more likely to choose committee 

assignments allowing them to credit-claim for pork barrel projects aiding their constituencies 

(Stratmann and Baur, 2002). Ticket splitting by voters in New Zealand, Russia, Japan, and 

Lithuania is associated with the development of a personal vote by legislators according to 

Moser and Scheiner (2005). 

The features of the U.K. Parliament and the Scottish Parliament at Holyrood—strong 

parties maintaining tight control over access to the ballot—make it unlikely for legislators to 

build a personal vote. Yet there is evidence that some MPs at Westminster and MSPs at 

Holyrood work assiduously to cultivate a personal vote. Why? Although control over the 

nomination process by the parties is as strong as ever, loyalty to the Labour and Conservative 

parties among the electorate has weakened.4 As Norton and Wood (1993) note, “today’s MP . . . 

take more seriously the danger of losing the seat in an election” (144). And in the case of the 

Scottish Parliament, MMP in some instances encourages members to develop a personal vote 

based upon a reputation for constituency work, particularly among those MSPs representing 

constituencies or regional MSPs running with their names listed on the ballot (Parker and 

Richter, forthcoming). As dual candidacy is allowed and the majority of regional members run 

                                                           
4 It is too early to conclude that the 2017 General Election is a sign of a resurgence in Labour and 
Conservative support among the electorate. 
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for constituency seats, there is at least some incentive for list members not listed on the ballot to 

provide casework and constituency service in the area of the region of their office where they 

hope to stand as a constituency candidate.5 

Norris (1997b) finds that both psychological motivations and career structure affect the 

casework undertaken by MPs while acknowledging that compared to the United States “the 

British political system provides limited opportunities for individual politicians to establish a 

significant personal vote” (47). Norton and Wood (1993) report that legislators earlier in their 

career have more to gain from attention to casework and surgeries, and that there is evidence of 

this despite clear institutional disincentives in the U.K. system to pay much attention to these 

activities. Liberal Democrats, in particular, seem to have benefitted historically from a personal 

vote and incumbency (Smith, 2013; Townsley, 2015). More recently, Umit (2017) finds that the 

use of e-newsletters is more likely among freshmen Parliamentarians and those representing 

marginal constituencies, suggesting an increased need to pay attention to creating a distinct 

electoral reputation—and these results holds across the four parliamentary bodies operating in 

the United Kingdom.  

MSPs at Holyrood do behave differently depending on whether they represent a 

constituency or a region. Constituency MSPs prioritize constituency work while list MSPs spend 

more time doing committee work (Battle, 2010). In surveys, constituency MSPs rate the 

importance of engaging with constituents more highly, as well as spend a half day more a week 

on average doing constituency work, as compared to their regional colleagues who rank such 

work lower and perform less of it. Constituency MSPs also spend more time on surgeries 

                                                           
5 Labour did not allow its candidates to stand for constituency and regional seats prior to 2012, 
when the ban was removed (Hutcheon 2012). 
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(Bradbury and Mitchell, 2007). Regional MSPs also locate their offices strategically, placing 

them more often in marginal constituencies to provide them with the opportunity to contest that 

constituency seat—as opposed to a regional seat—in future elections (Carman and Sheppard, 

2007). Finally, using a range of measures of legislative behaviour and not self-reports of member 

activity, Parker and Richter (forthcoming) show that MSPs representing constituencies spend 

less time legislating and more time engaged in constituency service work. Regional members, 

conversely, lodge more parliamentary motions and sponsor fewer more members’ bills than 

constituency-based colleagues. In short, even in an electoral system where little benefit seems to 

accrue from cultivating a personal vote, there is evidence of legislators doing just that. 

In summary, some legislators engage in particular activities with the hope of creating a 

personal brand distinct from their party. What is less certain is how those activities make (or not) 

concrete constituent impressions. In the United States, Fenno (1978) documents the attention 

paid by House members to cultivating a personal vote by adopting particular home styles. Early 

work examining the electoral effects of home styles demonstrated limited benefit from 

constituency service and attention to casework (Cover and Brumberg, 1982; Johannes and 

McAdams, 1981; McAdams and Johannes, 1988). More recent scholarship, however, shows that 

constituents perceive the legislative activities as legislators would hope and members of the U.S. 

Congress successfully create at least the “impression of influence” among their constituents 

(Grimmer et al, 2014; Grimmer, 2013; Parker and Goodman, 2009; Parker and Goodman, 2013). 

Beyond the United States, Norris (2004) utilised the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems to 

explore whether ballot structure affected the knowledge of candidates by constituents and 

reported rates of candidate contact. Although she reports that “the use of candidate ballots does 

strengthen the extent to which individual politicians emphasize personalistic over party appeals” 
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(244, emphasis in the original), the actual activities of legislators and their connection to 

constituent impression are not further explored.  

There are precious few studies of the representational activities undertaken by legislators 

in subnational legislatures, and those that do exist often rely upon surveys of members and self-

reports of their activities (Freeman and Richardson, 1996; Goodman et al, 1986; Cooper and 

Richardson, 2006; Lundberg, 2006; Halligan et al, 1988).6 Tausanovitch and Warshaw (2013) 

innovatively create measures of citizen policy preferences at the state legislative district and 

large city level in the U.S., but do not investigate how citizens view their subnational or local 

legislators and their activities. Building on Adler and Lapinski (1997), Raymond and Holt (2017) 

show how constituency demand (measured with demographic variables) affects the committee 

assignments legislators pursue in the Northern Ireland Assembly and Dáil Éireann, while 

Bagashka and Clark (2016) make a compelling argument that even in a candidate-centred, weak 

party system like the United States state legislators are likely to focus on “delivery of localized 

benefits for groups of citizens in specific areas within a district” in a manner similar to 

parliamentarians operating in stronger party systems facing co-partisan competition in multi-

member districts (441).7 Both of these studies look at member behaviour and output, but do not 

assess constituency impressions. Vivyan and Wagner (2016) do find that voters in the UK prefer 

parliamentarians who balance constituency service with attention to national policy concerns, but 

                                                           
6 One overview of the literature on subnational legislatures notes that "the Atlantic divide is 
especially apparent on this dimension [legislative behaviour] of legislative studies, and genuinely 
comparative work remains scarce" (Downs, 2014: 616). 
 
7 Interestingly, Fouirnaies and Mutlu-Eren (2015) find evidence of particularistic spending in 
England when such behaviour is not expected theoretically given the presence of strong parties 
and the relative inability of individual parliamentarians to affect spending decisions. The authors 
show that the government steers more inter-government transfers to local authorities controlled 
by co-partisans than those dominated by the opposition or other minority parties. 
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their study asks respondents to assess hypothetical MPs rather than the behaviours of specific 

legislators and does not touch upon the devolved legislatures. To our knowledge, how 

constituents perceive MSPs generally and their representational specifically activities has not yet 

been examined by scholars. Furthermore, there have been no efforts to see if the specific 

personal vote activities performed by members affect the impressions constituents have of their 

constituency or regional MSPs. We aim, in this studIndepy, to systematically examine how 

constituents perceive the representational activities of their MSPs, how the behaviour of and the 

electoral incentives MSPs face influence those perceptions, and the consequences of these 

perceptions for democratic accountability. 

DATA AND METHODS 

To quantify constituent perceptions of regional and constituency MSPs, we collected 

original survey data from 2,286 Scottish respondents. Subjects were recruited by Qualtrics in 

February of 2017 using probability sampling to ensure an accurate representation of the national 

adult population. The average respondent age was 50.03, the median income bracket was 

£35,000-£40,000, and 35.1% had some form of university education. Women comprised 51.9% 

of the sample. Roughly 51% of respondents reported being affiliated with the Scottish National 

Party, 25% with the Conservative Party, 18% with the Labour Party, 3% with the Green Party, 

and 2% with the Liberal Democrats. 

Dependent Variables 

Our dependent variable indicators tap two dimensions of voter perceptions of MSPs: 

familiarity and approval. Although each member of the Scottish electorate is represented by a 

total of eight MSPs, we asked respondents only about their constituency MSP and two randomly 
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selected regional MSPs.8 Respondents were asked the same battery of questions about each of 

these MSPs. To measure familiarity, respondents were asked to indicate whether they had ever 

met a particular MSP; whether they had ever attended a surgery held by that MSP; and whether 

they had heard or read about that MSP in the news within the previous week. To measure 

approval, respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point scale how satisfied they were with a 

particular MSP; how helpful that MSP would be if they or their neighbour had a problem; how 

well that MSP looked after the interests of their constituency; how well that MSP did in terms of 

creating legislation and participating in parliamentary debate; and how likely they would be to 

enjoy having a pint with that MSP. MSPs were identified by name in each of these questions. To 

ensure that respondents were being asked about the correct MSPs, their postal codes were used to 

identify their constituency and region. Additionally, respondents who reported that they had been 

at their current home address for less than six months were screened out of the survey as they 

likely hadn’t been there for long enough to familiarize themselves with their MSPs.9 

Independent Variables 

 Our independent variable of primary interest is whether the MSP in question is a 

constituency or regional representative. In particular, we are interested in comparing familiarity 

and approval for constituency representatives versus regional representatives. Our expectation is 

that constituency representatives, by virtue of their electoral incentives and personal vote 

activities, will be more well-known and receive higher approval than regional representatives.  

                                                           
8 This design was chosen to avoid a lengthy survey that could produce fatigue and poor attention 
among respondents. 
 
9 The National Records of Scotland provides an index of postal codes linked to UK and Scottish 
Parliament constituencies at its website: https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-
data/geography/our-products/scottish-postcode-directory/2017-2 . 

https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/geography/our-products/scottish-postcode-directory/2017-2
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/geography/our-products/scottish-postcode-directory/2017-2
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 There are a number of factors that could have a moderating effect on the relative 

perceptions of constituency versus regional MSPs. The most obvious is partisanship. To the 

extent that partisan bias influences respondents’ perceptions of MSPs, they are likely to regard 

co-partisans more favourably than out-partisans. To measure respondent partisanship, we asked 

“Which party do you feel closest to?” To evaluate the moderating effect of partisanship, 

respondents were quasi-randomly assigned to one of three conditions. Respondents with a co-

partisan constituency MSP were randomly assigned to either the “in-in” or “in-out” conditions. 

In the “in-in” condition, respondents were asked about their in-party constituency MSP and two 

randomly selected in-party regional MSPs.  In the “in-out” condition, respondents were asked 

about their in-party constituency MSP, a randomly selected in-party regional MSP, and a 

randomly selected out-party regional MSP. Respondents with an out-party constituency MSP 

were assigned to the “out-in” condition. They were asked about their out-party constituency MSP 

and two in-party regional MSP’s. Due to the low probability of respondents having both an out-

party constituency MSP and an out-party regional MSP, we did not include an “out-out” 

condition. To account for differences in the probability of each combination of representatives, 

we set quotas to ensure that we had three groups of roughly equal size. Although we varied the 

partisan combination of MSPs that respondents were asked about, we did not explicitly prime 

partisanship. Respondents were given each MSPs name, but not their party affiliation. 

Control Variables 

 Our analyses control for a variety of confounding factors that are also likely to predict 

perceptions of MSPs. Our control variables fall into two categories: respondent-level variables 

and MSP-level variables. At the respondent level, controls included age, income, education, 

gender, the Moreno measure of Scottish national identity, length of residency, turnout in the last 
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election, political interest, and political knowledge. Controlling for these demographic 

characteristics ensures that our results are not merely a by-product of the quasi-random nature of 

our experimental design. Since the probability that a respondent would be assigned to a 

particular condition was conditional on their geographic location, symmetric demographic 

characteristics across conditions cannot be assumed.10 Respondent-level controls account for 

these differences. MSP-level variables included surgery expenses, news coverage in 2016, 

gender, electoral margin from the most recent election, standard motions, members’ bills, length 

of time in office, and whether the MSP served as a government minister. Including these controls 

accounts for any systematic differences between the characteristics of constituency versus 

regional MSPs (coding procedures for all variables are listed in Appendix A). 

Analytic Approach 

 Our data are organized such that there are three entries for every respondent. The first 

entry reflects perceptions of a respondent’s constituency MSP. The latter two entries reflect their 

perceptions of each regional MSP. Our research design requires that we combine information at 

the individual, constituency, and regional levels. This means that our data have a multilevel 

structure where MSP evaluations are nested within respondents, who are nested within 

                                                           
10 Given our design and the distribution of seats, certain experimental conditions are more likely 
to draw on particular geographic regions in Scotland. Some conditions were also easier for us to 
meet our quotas. For example, most constituencies are represented by SNP. Because of SNP’s 
strong showing in the constituency vote and the electoral formula used to distribute regional 
seats, only South Scotland and Highlands and Islands has any SNP representatives at the regional 
level. This means that SNP identifiers in our in-in condition will come from those two regions. 
Conversely, it is more likely that respondents in the out-in condition will be Labour, Liberal 
Democrats, Conservative, or Green supporters given most constituency seats are held by SNP 
and these other parties are more likely to hold regional seats. In-out was the easiest condition to 
fill across the entire country as SNP is the largest party among the electorate, SNP holds 59 out 
of 73 constituency seats, and only four regional seats are held by members of SNP in two of 
seven regions. 
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constituencies, who are nested within regions. This type of data structure can generate a number 

of statistical problems, such as nonconstant variance and clustering. Failure to recognize the 

hierarchical nature of the data can lead to underestimation of standard errors and thus, a higher 

probability of Type 1 errors (Steenbergen and Jones, 2002). Therefore, we estimate our models 

using statistical techniques developed for multilevel data structures. Specifically, we include a 

random effect for individuals, constituencies, and regions. This produces asymptotically efficient 

standard errors and provides a direct estimation of the variance components at each level of the 

model. Because our outcome variables are either binary or categorical, we rely on logistic 

analyses and derive predicted probabilities for improved interpretation of the results. These 

analyses are presented below. 

RESULTS 

About six out of ten Scots could recognize the name of their constituency MSP when 

presented with a list, about the same percentage who could recognize their Westminster MP (55 

per cent). Only ten percent, however, could pick out the name of one of their regional MSPs 

from a list of five names.  Overall, people exhibit low personal familiarity with their MSPs. Only 

24% of respondents had met at least one of their MSPs, only 21% had heard about at least one of 

their MSPs recently on the news, and less than 7% had attended a surgery for at least one of their 

MSPs. Despite this, respondents generally held their MSPs in high regard. On a five-point scale 

where higher values indicates a more positive rating, the average satisfaction rating was 4.12 

(σ2 = 0.87); the average helpfulness rating was 4.28 (σ2 = 0.93); the average representation of 

constituency interests rating was 4.15 (σ2 = 0.84); the average parliamentary performance rating 



   
 
 

 

15 
 

was 4.13 (σ2 = 0.82); (σ2 = 0.84); and the average rating for enjoying a pint was 3.89 

(σ2 = 1.0).11  

Familiarity 

As noted previously, we evaluate two dimensions of voter perceptions of MSPs: 

familiarity and approval. Table 1 shows hierarchical logistic regression results for familiarity, as 

indicated by whether respondents have met a particular MSP, attended one of her surgeries, or 

seen her recently on the news. For each outcome variable, two analyses are presented: a logistic 

regression that captures the main effect of MSP type (models 1A, 2A, and 3A), and a logistic 

regression that includes an interaction term to capture the moderating effect of co-partisanship on 

MSP type (models 1B, 2B, and 3B). All models include our full battery of controls for 

respondent and MSP characteristics, as well as random effects at the individual, constituency, 

and regional levels. For ease of presentation, however, we present only significant and 

substantively interesting controls here and report the full results in Appendix B. 

Table 1 about here 

Model 1A shows that voters are significantly more likely to have met their constituency 

MSP than their regional MSP. As the model contains controls for a range of MSP characteristics, 

this effect cannot be attributed to systematic differences between constituency and regional 

MSPs. For instance, an alternative explanation for this result might be that the 2016 elections 

resulted in greater turnover for regional than constituency MSPs, giving respondents less time to 

have met them. However, while term number does have significant effect on having met an 

                                                           
11 Respondents who answered, “Don’t know” were coded as either zero for binary outcome 
variables or centered at the neutral midpoint for ordered outcome variables.  
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MSP, it does not eliminate the effect of MSP type.12 Model 2A shows that voters are also 

significantly more likely to have attended a surgery held by their constituency MSP than their 

regional MSP. Finally, model 3A shows that voters are also more likely to report having recently 

seen their constituency MSP on the news. 

Although MSP type is the independent variable of primary interest, models 1A, 2A, and 

3A indicate that co-partisanship is also an important predictor of MSP familiarity. Given 

scholarly evidence about the scope of partisan bias, it is unsurprising that voters would seek out 

more information and contact with inparty MSPs than outparty MSPs. However, this raises 

important questions about the potential moderating effect of partisanship on MSP type. For 

instance, are voters still more familiar with a constituency MSP who is a member of the outparty 

than a regional MSP who is a member of the inparty? To test this, we extend our analyses to 

include an interaction term between co-partisanship and MSP type. A significant interaction term 

suggests that the effect of MSP type on familiarity varies by whether the MSP is a co-partisan. 

Model 1B shows that the interaction term is positive and significant for having met an MSP. 

Model 3B shows a significant interactive effect for having seen an MSP in the news. However, 

model 2B shows that the interaction effect is insignificant for having attended one of an MSPs 

surgeries. 

To make these results more interpretable, Figure 1 displays predicted probabilities with 

95% confidence interval for each measure of familiarity by MSP type and co-partisanship, 

                                                           
12 Even though our survey took place nine months after the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections 
which saw a number of members step down and some defeated, the ability of Scots to recognize 
and rate their constituency MSPs was similar to their ability to recognize their Westminster MPs, 
most of whom were first elected in 2015 when the SNP gained fifty seats (for a total of 56 out of 
59 seats in the Scottish delegation to Westminister). 
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holding all other controls to their means. It also shows predicted probabilities by MSP and co-

partisanship at both low and high levels of political interest. While a three-way interaction 

between MSP type, co-partisanship, and political interest required more statistical power than 

our data allowed for, the predicted probabilities suggest that political interest may also have a 

moderating effect on familiarity with MSPs. 

Figure 1 about here 

 The top panel of Figure 1 shows that when political interest is held to its mean, the 

probability of having met a constituency MSP is significantly higher than the probability of 

having ever met a regional MSP, regardless of co-partisanship. The probability of having met a 

outparty constituency MSP is 7.1%. This increases to 15.2% when the constituency MSP is a 

member inparty. Co-partisanship seems to have little impact on the probability of having met a 

regional MSP, at 1.9% for an outparty MSP and 1.7% for an inparty MSP. The middle panel of 

Figure 1 shows that when political interest is held to its mean, voters are equally unlikely to hold 

surgeries by either outparty constituency MSPs (0.07%) or outparty regional MSPs (0.06%). 

However, voters are significantly more likely to attend surgeries held by inparty constituency 

MSPs (0.33%) than inparty regional MSPs (0.06%). The bottom panel of Figure 1 shows that 

when political interest is held to its mean, the probability of having recently heard about an 

outparty constituency MSP on the news (3.63%) is marginally greater than for regional MSPs 

regardless of whether they belong to the outparty (1.07%) or outparty (1.28%). The probability 

of having heard about an inparty constituency MSP on the news (7.02%) is significantly greater 

regardless of regional MSP co-partisanship. 

Approval 



   
 
 

 

18 
 

 Turning to the second dimension of MSP perceptions, Table 2 presents hierarchical 

ordered logistic regression results for approval of MSPs. Five outcome variables are used to 

measure approval: satisfaction with overall MSP performance; perceptions of MSP helpfulness; 

evaluations of MSP efforts to secure benefits (pork) for their constituents; evaluations of MSP 

legislative acumen; and perceptions of MSP approachability as indicated by how enjoyable it 

would be share a pint. The results show that after controlling for respondent and MSP 

characteristics, constituency MSPs are rated significantly more positively on each of these 

measures. Table 3 evaluates the moderating effect of partisanship on MSP type by adding an 

interaction term to each model. In every case, the interaction term is positive and significant. 

This suggest that relative approval for constituency versus regional MSPs depends at least partly 

on whether they are co-partisans. 

Tables 2 and 3 about here 

 Figure 2 visually presents these results as predicted probabilities. In each panel, the 

probability of evaluating an MSP at least somewhat positively is presented by MSP type and co-

partisanship.13 For our outcome variables there are three similar, notable patterns. First, co-

partisan status has little effect on the probability that a regional MSP will receive a positive 

rating. Second, outparty constituency MSPs and outparty regional MPSs are equally likely to 

receive favourable ratings. Third, and most importantly, inparty constituency MSPs are 

significantly more likely to receive positive evaluations than inparty regional MSPs. Taken 

                                                           
13 Evaluations are on 5-point scale, where one is the most negative response option, three 
represents a neutral midpoint, and five is the most positive response option. Predicted 
probabilities reflect the probability of selecting either the fourth response option. They were 
derived by collapsing the scale to 3-points and re-running the logistic regressions, with 
substantially similar results (available from authors). 
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together, this suggests that when a constituency MSP is a member of the outparty, voters regard 

them at least as favourably as either their inparty or outparty regional MSPs. When a 

constituency MSP is a member of the inparty, voters regard them significantly more favourably 

than either their inparty or outparty regional MSPs.14 

Figure 2 about here 

DISCUSSION 

Taken together, our results on MSP familiarity suggest that (1) voters are overall more 

familiar with their constituency MSP than their regional MSPs; (2) voters are at least as familiar 

with outparty constituency MSPs as they are with either inparty or outparty regional MSPs; and 

(3) voters are far more familiar with inparty constituency MSPs than either inparty or outparty 

regional MSPs. Additionally, when the patterns for voters with high versus low levels of political 

interest are examined for each outcome variable, a consistent pattern emerges: Voters with low 

levels of political interest are generally unfamiliar with either their constituency or regional 

MSPs, regardless of co-partisanship. On the other hand, voters with high levels of political 

interest are persistently more familiar with their constituency MSPs than regional MSPs, 

particularly when both are MSPs co-partisans. This suggests that even among voters who are 

motivated to learn about their MSPs, gathering information and establishing contact with 

constituency MSPs seems to be relatively easier than for regional MSPs. It also points to a 

potential cost of divergent electoral structures incentivizing the cultivation and promulgation of a 

personal vote for constituency MSPs but not those representing regions. 

                                                           
14 The effects were similar at all levels of political interest. 
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 Voters are also more likely to form meaningful evaluations about MSPs with whom they 

are familiar. It is not that voters dislike their regional MSPs; they simply have no strong 

impressions of them. Regardless of whether respondents were asked about an in-party or out-

party regional MSP, the predicted probability selecting “don’t know” or expressing a neutral 

preference exceeded 75 per cent for every outcome variable. By contrast, the probability of 

indicating a neutral preference was less than 60 per cent for in-party constituency representatives 

on every outcome variable (see Appendix C for tables of predicted probabilities). The relatively 

more favourable evaluations granted to inparty constituency MSPs elucidates Fenno’s paradox: 

voters tend to feel more positively toward elected officials that they know represent their 

geographic area, even if they are ambivalent toward politicians. Geographic alignment alone, 

however, appears to be insufficient for fostering positive MSP evaluations. Instead, the electoral 

incentives MSPs face, and how they respond to those incentives, are critical in determining 

whether their constituents will view them positively. 

 To elaborate further, our results also show how difficult it is for MSPs to gain the 

attention of voters through the work they do at Holyrood. We included several measures of the 

“Holyrood work” in which members engage, including the number of members’ bills sponsored, 

total number of parliamentary motions made, the amount of money spent on advertising 

surgeries, and the total number of mentions made of the MSP in Scottish media outlets. These 

indicators of parliamentary work do not consistently achieve statistical significance, and those 

that do, underscore the advantages that constituency MSPs have in building a meaningful 

personal vote. The more often an MSP is mentioned in the news, the more likely constituents 

report attending an MSP surgery, mention that they’ve seen the MSP in the news, indicating that 

their MSP is helpful, and agreeing that their MSP does a good job introducing legislation and 
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participating in debate. Although regional MSPs do receive more media mentions than 

constituency MSPs, constituency MSPs are more likely to be mentioned in the news once 

population size is taken into account (although the difference is not statistically significant).15 

Regional members, at least in terms of attention received by the media, do not stand out relative 

to their constituency colleagues, further compounding the challenges they face should they wish 

to construct a personal vote. 

As noted by Parker and Richter (forthcoming), regional members are far more likely to 

engage in legislative work on the chamber floor while constituency members are more likely to 

conduct surgeries. The more an MSP spends on surgeries, the more likely a constituent reports 

attending a surgery and seeing the MSP in the news. Motion making is never significant in our 

models, and sponsoring a members’ bill (admittedly a rare and unusual activity), is a significant 

and negative predictor of having seen the MSP in the news and believing that the member is 

effective as a legislator. This suggests that it is difficult, outside of the campaigning period, for 

MSPs to establish a personal vote with voters while governing. But more importantly, the 

behaviours that voters are most likely to notice are those most associated with the activities that 

constituency MSPs perform: the holding of surgeries and the solicitation of casework. The type 

of reputations MSPs craft, shaped in large part by electoral structures, bake in a personal vote 

advantage for constituency MSPs. For all the floor work regional MSPs may do to develop 

policy and parliamentarian expertise, our results suggest that it simply does not register among 

voters. That’s not to say such work isn’t valuable: it likely makes a difference in the ranking of 

                                                           
15 Results available from the authors. 
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members by local selection committees. But it doesn’t seep into the collective political 

consciousness of the electorate. 

 The relative obscurity in which regional members operate is clearly a function of the 

ways in which they are selected at the ballot box. Two additional factors underscore the point. 

First, we asked respondents about their familiarity and approval of their Westminster MP in 

addition to their constituency and regional MSPs. Consistently, respondents reported levels of 

contact, recognition, and favourability with their Westminster MP similar to those reported about 

their constituency MSP—providing further evidence that simply listing candidate names on the 

ballot and the incentive structures flowing from that structural choice create a representational 

relationship grounded in personal vote activities. Second, the responses of more politically 

interested and engaged respondents suggest a rational response to the information environment 

predicated on the incentives created by ballot structure. Those who are more politically interested 

and pay more attention to politics are far more likely to report favourably on the activities of 

their constituency MSP and Westminster MP than regional MSPs because it is in electoral 

interest of constituency MSPs and Westminster MPs to craft and communicate a personal vote. 

Put differently, highly engaged constituents are most likely to seek out information about the 

activities of constituency MSPs and Westminster MPs because that information can be useful 

when making decisions at the ballot box. Any information gleaned about the Holyrood work of 

regional members, however, is of limited value because voters can only vote the party on the 

regional ballot and not for individual MSPs. Thus, it is rational to not know or care too much 

about what regional members due while governing because the information is not terribly useful 

come polling day.  

CONCLUSION 
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There has been much scholarly debate about how the relationship between constituents 

and representatives should be structured to produce superior democratic representation. Our 

findings speak to ongoing debates about the normative implications of various electoral 

structures, representational styles, and representative-constituency interactions. Specifically, we 

demonstrate the need for greater attention to constituents in discussions related to the 

constituent-representative relationship: voters’ capacity to engage in political evaluations and 

maintain accountability may itself be influenced by the actions of representatives. In indirect 

proportional systems, which tend to foster gyroscopic representation and programmatic linkages, 

voters often lack any awareness or meaningful information about their representatives. In direct 

majoritarian systems, which may foster either individual delegate or trustee representation and 

more personalistic linkages, voters are more likely to have information and stronger opinions 

about their representatives. Drawing on this, we offer a tentative discussion of the normative 

benefits and trade-offs associated with the constituent-representative relationships in each type of 

electoral system. 

In evaluating the democratic value of proportional versus majoritarian systems, most 

scholars focus on three normative criteria: government effectiveness, policy responsiveness, 

and social reflectiveness (Norris 1997a). Proponents of proportional systems tend to emphasize 

the value of reflectiveness. Whereas plurality rule favours two-party systems, proportional 

systems allow for the development of a multi-party system that can better incorporate a range of 

minority voices in government. Implicit in this argument is the notion that reflectiveness 

translates into responsiveness, with policy outcomes more equitably reflecting the balance of 

majority and minority preferences. On the flip side, those favouring majoritarian systems argue 
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that limiting government to two large party coalitions makes it easier to overcome collective 

action problems, allowing for more rapid and effective policy development.  

Our findings suggest, however, that the normative consequences of majoritarian and 

proportional systems are more complex. First, we find that the representatives who 

are most attentive to the needs of their constituents are those who are elected in majoritarian 

contests in single-member districts. Although proportional systems may improve descriptive 

minority representation, it does not automatically follow that proportional representatives from 

multimember regions are attentive to the needs of those minorities. At least by the yardstick of 

constituency service as perceived by the Scottish electorate, majoritarian representatives 

outperform proportional representatives. Second, because proportional representatives from 

multimember districts spend relatively less time with constituents and are not directly 

accountable to them, they are able to focus their attention on the development of sound policy 

and participating in the legislative process on the chamber floor. While we can say nothing about 

the relative productivity of majoritarian versus proportional bodies, proportional representatives 

appear to drive most of the policy development in the Scottish system. And yet, Scots do not 

credit these efforts as they rank constituency MSPs higher than regional MSPs on measures 

participating in parliamentary debates and producing legislation. 

 Our results also highlight the centrality of electoral incentives in determining 

representative’s behaviours and priorities. The way that a representative relates to both her 

constituents and party leadership represents a rational calculus about how it will influence her 

electoral chances. When parties act as electoral gatekeepers and insulate members from the 

effects of broader public opinion, representatives benefit from promoting the legislative goals of 

the party leadership. Conversely, when parties have less influence over electoral outcomes 
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(relatively), representatives will adopt a more individualistic approach and spend more time 

engaging with their constituency. In this sense, whether representatives are elected via a 

majoritarian versus proportional system may be less important than whether they are elected 

directly by general election or indirectly chosen by selectorates. It is clear that regional 

representatives suffer from an informational asymmetry relative to their constituency colleagues 

in the Scottish Parliament. This may be desirable if the goal is to make regional members 

accountable to party selection committees, activists, and party members rather than the median 

voter in the region. If, however, a personal relationship with constituents is a necessary condition 

for programmatic accountability, then the lack of information about regional MSPs is 

problematic. Future research should examine the linkages between programmatic accountability 

and meaningful connections between voters and MSPs in multiple member regions and single-

member constituencies. 
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Figure 1. Familiarity by MSP Type, Co-Partisanship, and Political Interest 
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Figure 2. Predicted Probabilities for Approval by MSP Type and Co-Partisanship 
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