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Abstract: Research on Mixed Member legislatures demonstrates that members face different 
incentive structures when cultivating a personal vote (Parker and Richter, forthcoming). Using 
the Scottish Parliament as a lens, we examine how electoral structures generate incentives 
affecting the ways members choose to utilize ministers’ questions to hold government to account 
and craft a representational style. We develop a unique database of all the questions asked during 
First Minister’s Questions Time during the first four sessions of the Scottish Parliament. We 
gathered and coded more than 12,448 questions lodged between 1999 and 2016 as negative, 
neutral or negative. We show that the total number of questions asked and the tone of those 
questions is largely a function of whether the MSP is serving in the governing party or not. 
Comparisons of oral questions to written questions submitted by MSPs underscores that 
Question Time differs from other activities undertaken by legislators in that personal vote 
considerations are trumped by the need of parties to advance their collective agendas and to 
burnish their electoral brands. We conclude with a consideration of how the relatively high level 
of combativeness of Question Time in the Scottish Parliament when compared to Westminster 
may erode trust in and support for the governing institutions at Holyrood. 
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All legislators have to decide how to allocate their official resources when establishing a 

representational style (Fenno, 1978; Searing, 1994; Cain et al., 1987). The choice of which 

representational style to adopt is a consequence, in part, of how parliamentarians are elected to 

office. This affects the type of activities in which legislators chose to participate during their time 

in office. In this article, we consider how electoral structures and the personal vote affect the 

decision of parliamentarians to participate in First Minister’s Questions in the Scottish 

Parliament and the type of questions those parliamentarians ask. 

Although designed to be different from Westminster, the Scottish Parliament shares one 

critical institutional feature with the House of Commons: Question Time (QT).  In both 

parliaments, Question Time is the principal and most public way to hold government to account 

(Martin, 2011a; Bevan and John, 2015). During QT, members can ask questions of government 

ministers including the First Minister. MSPs have the option to ask their questions in written or 

oral form and can use the asking of parliamentary questions in a variety of ways that include 

pointing to questions they have asked as evidence they are standing up for party or constituency 

interests (Kellerman, 2016). As members have limited time and must prioritize carefully among 

the types of activities in which they engage, the costs of asking written or oral questions in 

pursuit of government oversight provide few tangible benefits for individual members—

particularly when the benefits or costs of said oversight are often collectively experienced across 

the government or opposition party. 

 We focus on three important theoretical concerns. First, if Question Time is 

fundamentally concerned with providing legislative oversight of the executive, are Members of 

the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) who are elected directly by constituents less likely to participate 

than their regional colleagues selected from party lists given that the exercise is designed to 
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either tarnish or protect the party’s collective electoral brand with few benefits for the 

constituency? And, when they do participate, do they ask different types of questions? Second, 

do members of the governing party utilize Question Time to protect or bolster their party’s 

brand? Finally, is Question Time as combative and negative as the public is led to believe, 

especially given that the Scottish Parliament has adopted procedures and structures in an effort to 

make it more collegial, cooperative, and less adversarial than Westminster? To answer these 

questions, we develop a unique database of all the questions asked during First Minister’s 

Questions Time during the first four sessions of the Scottish Parliament. We gathered and coded 

more than 12,448 questions lodged between 1999 and 2016. To preview our findings, we show 

that the total number of questions asked and the tone of those questions is largely a function of 

whether the MSP is serving in the governing party or not. Comparisons of oral questions to 

written questions submitted by MSPs suggests that Question Time differs from other activities 

undertaken by legislators in that personal vote considerations are trumped by the need of parties 

to advance their collective agenda and to burnish their electoral brand. We conclude with a 

consideration of how the relatively high level of combativeness of Question Time in the Scottish 

Parliament when compared to Westminster may erode trust in and support for the governing 

institutions at Holyrood. 

The Role and Perception of Question Time 

Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQ) was added as a regular feature of the House of 

Commons in 1961 and in recent years Question Time has been gaining popularity among 

members (Harris, 2001). Historically, MPs in the House of Commons have been less willing to 

allocate resources towards participating in QT but increased pressure for members to act on 

behalf of their constituencies has encouraged many to propose the maximum allowable number 
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of questions (Norton, 2012). In Scotland, similar increases in the popularity of QT have been 

observed. Question Time, an order of business initially taking up 20 minutes of the day has been 

extended twice: once in 2003 to 30 minutes and again in 2016 to consume almost 45 minutes.1  

The initial extension to 30 minutes received wide support, and one minority party 

requested an even more generous extension to 40 minutes.2  In a 2003 report by the Procedures 

Committee, the committee expressed its views that a 30 - minute FMQ would better allow for all 

six selected questions to be asked and allow the Presiding Officer to create a better balance 

between questions and supplementaries.3 This change to the standing orders was passed bearing 

in mind that it might allow more back benchers to participate in FMQs and improve access to 

Question Time for smaller opposition parties.4 This discussion attempted to address the increase 

in the number of opposition parties in parliament since its establishment in 1999. 

The 2016 extension contained two parts, the first of which being the selection of eight 

questions (up from six selected previously) and the second being the lengthening of First 

Minister’s Questions from 30 to 45 minutes. This extension became permanent following a 

three-month trial period, after which the Presiding Officer indicated that the changes allowed for 

                                                           
1 Standards, Procedures and Public Appointment Committee First Minister’s Question Time – 
Standing Order rule changes (2016). This report is available at: http://www.parliament.scot/S5_S
tandards/Reports/SPPAS052016R04.pdf . 
 
2 A survey by the Procedures Committee found that 94% of members supported the extension of 
FMQs to 30 minutes. 
 
3 Procedures Committee 1st Report 2003 retrieved from: http://archive.scottish.parliament.uk/
business/committees/historic/procedures/reports-03/prr03-01-01a.htm#annexa . 
 
4 A transcript of this meeting is available at: http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/
report.aspx?r=2881&i=13773&c=506206&s =first%2520minister&#39;s question time standing 
rules . 

http://www.parliament.scot/S5_S%E2%80%8Ctandards/Reports/SPPAS052016R04.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_S%E2%80%8Ctandards/Reports/SPPAS052016R04.pdf
http://archive.scottish.parliament.uk/%E2%80%8Cbusiness/%E2%80%8C%E2%80%8C%E2%80%8Dcommittees/historic/procedures/reports-03/prr03-01-01a.htm%23annexa
http://archive.scottish.parliament.uk/%E2%80%8Cbusiness/%E2%80%8C%E2%80%8C%E2%80%8Dcommittees/historic/procedures/reports-03/prr03-01-01a.htm%23annexa
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/%E2%80%8Creport%E2%80%8C.aspx?r=2881&i=13773&c=506206&s%E2%80%8C%20=first%2520minister&%2339;s%20question%20time%20standing%20rules
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/%E2%80%8Creport%E2%80%8C.aspx?r=2881&i=13773&c=506206&s%E2%80%8C%20=first%2520minister&%2339;s%20question%20time%20standing%20rules
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/%E2%80%8Creport%E2%80%8C.aspx?r=2881&i=13773&c=506206&s%E2%80%8C%20=first%2520minister&%2339;s%20question%20time%20standing%20rules
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a better balance between questions from party leaders and backbenchers. These increases in 

duration and numbers of questions lodged show that MPs and MSPs potentially see Question 

Time as a valuable institution to accomplish their representational goals. 

Despite the increasing popularity of Question Time among members, public perceptions 

have not always been as warm. Prime Minister’s Questions are popularly viewed as a place for 

party leaders to score political points against the government and attract media attention to their 

platforms and criticisms of the current government, rather than a valuable opportunity to hold the 

government to account. When asked about their perceptions of PMQs, 67% of the public agreed 

that ‘there is too much party political point-scoring instead of answering the question’ (Hansard, 

2014). In an analysis of the opening sessions for PMQs for the last five Prime Ministers, it was 

found that PMQs have become increasingly dominated by the main party leaders (Bates et al., 

2014). This enquiry also confirms that PMQs have become rowdier over time. All of these 

elements have led to a decline in the reputation of Question Time and of Parliament as an 

institution. 

Given the contribution of Question Time to a less then favourable reputation of 

Parliament by members of the public, it is perhaps strange that the architects of the Scottish 

Parliament, whose goals included promoting coalition building, would bring such an adversarial 

institutional feature to Holyrood. In many respects, the Scottish Parliament was developed to 

remedy the perceived shortcomings of the House of Commons. Key differences include seating 

its members together in a U-shaped chamber and electing members via a Mixed Member 

Proportional Representation (Mitchell, 2010)—both features designed to encourage collaboration 

and cross-party cooperation. We believe the incentives provided by Scotland’s MMP system are 
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directly associated with who chooses to lodge parliamentary questions and the tone of those 

questions.  

Research about Question Time has centred on questions as a measure of constituency 

focus. Parliamentary questions are an alternative to interviews of members and analysis of their 

voting behaviour (Wood and Young, 1997; Valerie Heitshusen et al., 2005; Mitchell, 2010; 

Martin, 2011b). Advantages of studying parliamentary questions as a measure of representation 

include the lack of direct control of questions by party leadership, the fact than members don’t 

self-select into surveys, and questions represent a direct and un-edited measure of a member’s 

representational strategy (Martin, 2011b). 

Scholars in recent years have wondered whether participation in Question Time yields 

any electoral benefits. These enquiries have yielded conflicting evidence. When considering the 

total number of questions asked, Bjørn Rasch (2009) found evidence supporting an electoral 

connection in Norway. A similar review of parliamentary questions in the French National 

Assembly, however, found no clear electoral connection (Lazardeux, 2005). These investigations 

were strictly based on the number of questions asked and did not include analysis of questions 

based on tone or content. 

In his research into the question asking behaviour of Deputies in the Irish Dáil, Shane 

Martin (2011b) uses content analysis in addition to evaluations of the total number of questions 

asked. He tests several different variables that might affect a member’s propensity to ask 

questions and the content of those questions. These variables include a member’s level of 

education, distance of a member’s constituency from Dublin, and whether or not a close family 

member was also running for election/re-election. He finds that Deputies are less constituency-

focused than suggested by member surveys. Kellerman (2016) expands on these additional 
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variables by evaluating the influence of electoral vulnerability on question asking behaviour, and 

finds the relationship is insignificant. 

Government Scrutiny and Electoral Incentives 

How legislators allocate scare time, the representational roles they adopt, and they type of 

personal vote they craft is a function of the balloting arrangements governing selection of 

legislators. One popular method is Mixed Member Proportional (MMP). As representatives in an 

MMP system are elected in two distinct ways, how they are elected should affect the 

representational style they adopt. The Scottish Parliament, which elects some members of its 129 

in First Past the Post (FPTP) elections to represent single-member constituencies and others from 

closed party lists in multimember regions to reflect the party vote proportionately, provides an 

opportunity to examine how the incentive structures established by electoral systems affect the 

representational choices legislators make.  

MMP also makes it difficult for any one party to win an outright majority of seats. In 

doing so, the parliament’s founders sought to encourage coalition building and collaboration 

between members of different parties (Mitchell, 2010). MMP allows the parliament to 

accomplish dual goals through the election of and representation by its members. One of these 

goals is to promote constituency-based, geographic representation that is sensitive to local issues 

and concerns. The other is to have more, smaller parties represented in the chamber. By using an 

MMP system, the parliament’s founders didn’t have to choose between these two goals. 

Attempts to accomplish these aims via MMP may, however, have unintended effects on whether 

and how members hold government to account via question time.  
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One important consideration of MMP is the electoral incentives each type of member 

faces. For constituency members the focus is on cultivating the personal vote through credit 

claiming, position taking, constituency casework, and holding surgeries (Fenno, 1978; Cain et 

al., 1987; Parker & Goodman, 2009). All of these actions contribute to the member’s creation of 

a representational reputation based on personal qualities, qualifications, activities, and  policy 

record (Cain et al., 1987). As constituency members stand in FPTP elections there is incentive 

for these members to build name recognition with constituents in order to have voters attach 

these personal characteristics with the name appearing on the ballot.  

Regional members, elected by PR, have less incentive to cultivate the personal vote as 

their names do not appear on the ballot. There is less incentive for them to cultivate a personal 

reputation among constituents because they are selected from lists created by the parties. As a 

result, greater incentives exist for regional members to protect the party’s own reputation. This 

advantages them by showing party selectorates that they are active in advancing its collective 

interests, therefore making party members want to place the member higher on the list and giving 

them a higher chance of winning a seat. An additional incentive for regional members to advance 

and protect their party’s brand is simply that the better the party’s brand compared to its 

opponents, the more seats it is likely to receive in an election. The more seats the party wins the 

greater chance the member will be selected to fill one of those seats. 

Tension, however, exists between incentives to cultivate the personal vote and those to 

advance the party brand. Although constituency members may be incentivized to take positions 

contrary to their party’s leadership in order to cultivate a reputation of standing up for local 

interests, these members still depend on their party to select them to stand in their geographical 

constituency. They cannot rebel against the party so much so that they are delisted – without a 
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place on the ballot having the personal vote is irrelevant. Likewise, regional members who have 

their sights set on poaching a constituency seat may be more likely to see benefits in promoting 

their personal reputation over that of the party’s in order to cultivate their own personal vote 

(Carman and Shephard, 2007). Regional and constituency members must constantly make 

decisions about whether to allocate more resources to activities that promote the party or to those 

that help them cultivate the personal vote.  

Although the vast majority of research regarding cultivation of the personal vote by 

legislators has centred around the American political system, interest in the subject is growing in 

the British system as well (Cain et al., 1987; Norton and Wood, 1993; Searing, 1994; Carey and 

Shugart, 1995; Norris, 1997; Wessels, 1999; Norris, 2004). Most salient for the purposes of our 

enquiry is credit claiming and position taking in an effort to improve the party’s electoral brand.  

While PQs provide one of the most visible forums for credit claiming and position taking 

that may provide benefits for individual legislators working to burnish their personal brands, 

their intended purpose is to hold government to account and, as a result, it is often the party’s 

broader reputation that is under scrutiny. Oversight provides an opportunity for the opposition to 

attack the governing party’s record and its competence while asserting that they could do 

comparatively better. Oversight, while at once about legislative ambition countering executive 

ambition, is also about partisan conflict and control.  US enquiries into legislative oversight shed 

light on how oversight is used by members of legislatures to build their party’s brand. 

Congressional investigations as a means of oversight demonstrate how party brand building is a 

complex set of elements that include preserving existing favour, taking new positions, and 

making public not only the shortcomings and misdeeds of the opponent, but the attentiveness of 
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the party to identifying these shortcomings. Oversight provides an additional set of incentives for 

members of different parties. 

The propensity of Congress to investigate the executive is closely linked to the costs and 

benefits of investigations for individual members (Parker and Dull, 2009; 2013). These costs and 

benefits occur at the institutional, committee, and individual levels and demonstrate that 

oversight is not solely executed as a means for achieving good government (Epstein and 

O’Halloran, 1999; Parker and Dull, 2013). Particularly salient in the enquiry at hand are the costs 

and benefits to the individual legislators involved with investigations of the executive branch. As 

Members of Congress run for re-election based on their individual and partisan reputations, 

Congressional majorities will engage in oversight if their party reputation stands to gain from 

doing so and avoid oversight if engaging in it has potential to damage the party’s brand (Cox and 

McCubbins, 1993; Parker and Dull, 2009; 2013). 

As Parker and Dull (2009; 2013) demonstrate, periods of divided government are clearly 

related both to an increase in the number of congressional investigations and the intensity of 

those investigations. Although these conclusions are based on US congressional oversight, the 

strong role political parties in the United Kingdom makes it important to consider who benefits 

from a strong party brand. First Minister’s Questions (FMQ) provides a prime opportunity in 

which to observe the effects of tensions existing between the strong status of parties and the 

competing incentives provided for constituency and regional MSPs in a Mixed Member 

Proportional Representation.5 

                                                           
5 Not all MMP systems use regional lists (Ward, 1998). 
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In Mixed Member Proportional Representations, enquiries into the question asking 

behaviour of different types of members has received little attention. In their evaluation of 

written questions to the Scottish Parliament, Richter and Parker (forthcoming) examine the 

connection between question asking behaviour and the cultivation of the personal vote in MMP 

systems. They find that regionally elected MSPs ask significantly more questions than do their 

constituency counterparts. They also find that regional members are significantly more likely to 

ask questions about local issues than constituency MSPs. Richter and Parker attribute this 

difference to the possibility that constituency members have more immediate methods of 

addressing constituency issues and see written questions as a less effective method of signalling 

interest in local issues than regional MSPs who have less opportunities to do so. Alhough this 

analysis shows that questions submitted to the government in written form are neutral in tone, it 

does not account for the potential of members to use information gained from answers to written 

questions in oral questions that may or may not be of an adversarial nature. 

By evaluating institutional incentives through the function of question asking behaviour 

we seek to address how oral questions present both an opportunity to hold government to 

account and a public avenue where MSPs can, depending on their membership of the governing 

party or any of the opposition parties, defend their own party brand or tarnish that of the party in 

government. By evaluating both the number of questions asked by MSPs and the tone of those 

questions it will be possible to determine who stands to gain the most from asking questions and 

whether they use their questions strictly for gathering information or if they ask questions that 

build and protect their respective party brands.   

When reflecting on incentives for member behaviour in the context of Question Time it is 

critical not to neglect the fact that oversight in itself holds less benefits for the individual 
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legislators than for the party. Oversight has historically been split into two types “police patrol” 

and “fire alarm” and research has demonstrated the preference for one form – fire alarm – over 

the other (McCubbins and Schwartz, 1984). Individual members often see police patrol oversight 

as less efficient as it takes resources away from other potentially more effective credit-claiming 

activities. Fire alarms, rather, are perceived as less costly as they often rely on constituents and 

other interest groups to initiate investigations and provide members involved in the 

investigations with the most credit-claiming benefits when they respond and put out those fires 

(Parker and Dull, 2013). For parties, oversight provides greater benefits as it attempts to craft a 

reputation for good governance by the exposing waste, fraud, and abuse on behalf of the 

executive. If question time represents a regularly occurring police patrol oversight activity, 

individual members may perceive it as less beneficial for credit claiming and building the 

personal vote. Nevertheless, the ability to promote the party brand remains as Question Time 

presents an opportunity for the parties and their leaders to expose poor governance and promote 

their own alternatives for government policies. Individuals perceiving greater incentives from 

building the party brand will be more likely to initiate oversight by asking questions than those 

individual members who believe more benefits lie in promoting their individual reputations. 

Methods 

We analyse 12,448 oral questions asked of the Scottish Executive during First Minister’s 

Question Time (FMQ) from the first through the conclusion of the fourth session (June 1999 – 

March 2016), collected from the Scottish Parliament’s Open Data Portal. The fifth session of the 

parliament was not included in our enquiry as it is still ongoing. To understand the relationship 

between Question Time and the behaviour of MSPs we utilize oral questions asked to the First 

Minister which constitute the most public instance of members holding government to account. 
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Oral questions represent a valuable means of evaluating incentives to build the party 

brand due to both their public nature and their function in holding government to account. First 

Minister’s Questions receives extensive media attention and, consequently, is well known by the 

public. Although little data is available regarding the number of people who watch or listen to 

FMQs, surveys have been conducted into awareness of Prime Minister’s Questions in the UK 

Parliament. 54% of those surveyed claimed to have seen or heard PMQs either in part (38%) or 

in full (16%) in the previous twelve months’ time (Hansard, 2014). Though a comparable survey 

for First Minister’s Questions is not available, the similarities it shares with PMQ combined with 

the number of ways it is distributed to the public demonstrate its public nature.  

The public has numerous opportunities to consume FMQs as they are widely distributed 

by the media, the Scottish Government, and by members asking and answering questions. 

Citizens can access videos of First Minister’s Questions on various government websites, links to 

videos of FMQs are shared widely on the Government’s social media profiles, and are posted via 

YouTube. FMQs are also shared by various media outlets including Sky and the BBC. First 

Minister’s Questions are also available for download onto mobile devices via podcast and are, in 

fact, the main matter of parliamentary business that receives a governmentally produced podcast. 

Members of the public wanting to read transcripts of FMQs will also find they are available via 

the Open Data Portal. 

Members and ministers may also distribute portions of Question Time to their 

constituents via mailings and social media. If a member asks a question of significance to their 

constituency’s local interests they may want share that they are standing up for local interests in 

parliament. Government ministers and their party may find the prospect of sharing their answers 

to members’ questions lucrative, especially if those answers assert the quality of the 
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government’s handling of an issue or demonstrate how the government’s actions are superior to 

the remedies posed by the opposition. All of these modes and motives place First Minister’s 

Questions in the public consciousness and due to their public nature mean the stakes are higher 

during FMQs than in other business when considering how the public might perceive members 

and their parties. If members are truly concerned about cultivating the personal vote or building 

the party brand they will want to do it in as public of a place as possible. 

  In order to evaluate MSPs’ engagement in the process of holding government to account 

we have developed two measures of participation: the number of questions asked by members 

and the tone of questions asked by those members engaging in Question Time. Members that ask 

the greatest number of questions will be those who perceive they have the most to gain from 

allocating resources to tabling and asking oral questions. Conversely, members perceiving fewer 

benefits will be apt to ask less questions. 

 We coded each question based on the member asking it and the tone of the question. 

Questions are coded as Negative, Helpful, or Neutral. This method of coding is inspired by a 

similar evaluation of PMQs conducted by Bates et al. (2014) which categorizes questions as 

Standard, Unanswerable, and Helpful. Questions coded as Neutral are those that request 

information and are straightforward to answer. Examples of neutral questions include: 

“To ask the First Minister what the Scottish Government’s position is on the call 
from the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities for a constitutional convention 
to restore and strengthen local democracy.” Drew Smith (Lab), 23 March 2016 

This question qualifies as neutral as it requests information in a way that 
prompts a straightforward answer. Whether or not a primary question is 
coded as neutral has no bearing on whether or not its supplementaries will 
share its tone.  

“To ask the First Minister what the economic benefits for Scotland are of 
replacing Trident.” Christina McKelvie (SNP), 1 November 2012 
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Once again, this question is in itself a straightforward request for 
information. It is, however, important to note that it is followed by a helpful 
follow-up that allows the SNP’s position on Trident to be reiterated by both 
the member and the First Minister. 

Negative questions are those deliberately designed to provoke discomfort and evasion on 

behalf of the government (Bates et al., 2014). Negative questions often assert that the 

government has mishandled an issue or contend that the opposition is better equipped to remedy 

the issue. Examples of negative questions include: 

“The First Minister’s big idea on tax is the status quo—to do literally nothing. Is 
she not a little bit disappointed that, after waiting for 80 years to get these powers, 
she has been so timid with them?” Willie Rennie (LD), 23 March 2016 

This question is coded as negative as it asks for little substantive information 
and is rather a platform to provoke defensiveness or discomfort on the part 
of the First Minister. 

“I am sure that in that letter, our sensibilities and sympathies go, too, to the people 
of America in these difficult times. Last week, the Deputy First Minister’s 
spokesman said that there was a “cast-iron position” that an independent Scotland 
would retain the pound. I congratulate the First Minister on gaining such 
unequivocal agreement. When was the agreement with the Treasury and the Bank 
of England reached? When and where was it signed? When did negotiations 
start?” – Johann Lamont (Lab), 1 November 2012. 

This question qualifies as negative due to (1) it being on behalf of an 
opposition member and (2) relying heavily on sarcasm to point out the 
shortcomings of the government’s position. 

Helpful questions are those that provide an opportunity for the First Minister to set out 

his or her party’s agenda, take a position on an issue, or attack the opposition. Examples of 

helpful questions include: 

 “The Tories have definitively shown themselves to be the nasty party, with 
continued attacks on disabled people and our social security system, which was of 
course designed to provide a safety net to protect our most vulnerable folk. Can 
the First Minister assure me and disabled people in Scotland that the Scottish 
Government will continue to offer them the protection that they need and 
deserve?” Kevin Stewart (SNP), 23 March, 2016 

This question qualifies as helpful as it is (1) asked by a member from the 
party in government (2) attacks an opposition party and (3) provides the 
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First Minister with an opportunity to both attack the opposition and take a 
position on the government’s proposal and establish it as an alternative to 
those of the opposition.6 

“I join the First Minister in welcoming the positive impact of the Scottish 
Executive's spending strategy. Does he agree that the alternative of cutting public 
services rather than investing in them would cause massive and long-lasting 
problems for communities and businesses throughout Scotland, but especially in 
Lanarkshire? Does he agree that there is no place in Scotland for the slashing of 
public services, and that employees in the public services in Scotland should also 
benefit from the Executive's spending strategy to boost their morale?” – Michael 
McMahon (Lab), 5 October 2000 

This question is coded as helpful as it (1) allows the member to take a 
position on an issue and (2) makes a positive statement about the 
government’s spending strategy to which the First Minister is likely to reply 
in kind. 

In determining whether to code a question as helpful or negative it is important to take 

note of both the party affiliation of the MSP lodging the question and that of the First Minister 

answering that question. A question about the realities of an independent Scotland may be 

negative and sarcastic if asked by an opposition MSP to a SNP First Minister and helpful if 

asked by a member of the government’s party to an SNP First Minister.   Likewise, a similar 

question asked by an SNP member to a Labour First Minister may be coded as negative as the 

member is promoting the SNPs position as superior to that of the government of the day. 

Dependent Variables 

 Our dependent variables are both the number of questions submitted by each member and 

the tone of the questions those members submit. By evaluating which members ask the most 

questions during FMQs it can be better understood which members see the investment of 

resources in researching, tabling, and asking questions as valuable compared to other avenues 

through which they can meet their representational goals. The second dependent variable, tone, is 

                                                           
6 Questions asked by members of the party in government are only considered helpful if they 
share one or more other characteristics used to indicate a helpful question. 
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intended to provide insight into the type of questions asked by those members choosing to 

allocate resources toward Question Time. This also allows us to compare the level of conflict 

between Prime Minister’s Questions at Westminster and First Minister’s Questions at Holyrood. 

Independent Variables 

 As a chamber with Mixed Member Proportional Representation, the Scottish Parliament 

provides differing incentives to regional and constituency members. Since the former are elected 

by FPTP and the latter are elected by closed-ballot PR there is a strong possibility that the 

intended foci of each member was intended to be divided between addressing local issues 

(constituency members) and making national policy (regional members). This assumption is 

bolstered by both early guidance from the Presiding Officer and the MSP’s code of conduct. An 

expectation was established that MSPs were to clearly represent themselves to the public as 

regional or constituency members and that regional MSPs from the same party would pool 

resources in order to maintain a single regional office (Bradbury and Mitchell, 2007). 

Furthermore, Lundberg (2014) notes that the code of conduct for MSPs cited more explicitly an 

“expectation” that the “usual point of contact for constituents” would be a constituency MSP. 

Although this wording has since been removed, its influence in the formative years of the 

parliament has likely endured. 

 It is probable this early guidance supported the underlying incentives of FPTP and PR 

electoral structures and consequently encouraged constituency MSPs to take a primary role in 

addressing local issues and conducting casework. As a result, we expect constituency members 

will have more incentive to cultivate the personal vote through casework and surgeries than 

through oversight of the executive. Conversely, we expect regional MSPs to have greater 
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incentives to engage in holding the government to account via participation in First Minister’s 

Questions.  

 Although constituency members may see pursuing the personal vote through casework 

and surgeries a better use of their resources than building their party’s brand through oversight of 

the executive, it is important to note that the personal vote is not exclusively built on constituent 

service. MSPs can also build the personal vote by taking alternative positions on issues if their 

party’s interests are at odds with the opinions of their constituents. Though parties play a strong 

role in granting access to the ballot in FPTP elections, it would be expected that constituency 

members in the government’s party would be more likely than regional members of the party to 

ask a negative question to their party’s First Minister. Regional members in the governing party 

would in turn be less likely to ask negative questions and would be more likely to ask helpful 

questions as their ability to serve in parliament is a direct consequence of their placement on the 

party list. With a closed ballot, regional members possess few avenues for voters to reward them 

for taking stances independent of the party. 

 We include several variables to control for individual characteristics of members 

influencing the questions they lodge or whether they choose to lodge questions at all. As 

legislators are foremost interested in re-election (Mayhew, 1974), we include a measure of 

electoral vulnerability expecting that electorally vulnerable constituency members will forgo 

asking questions in favour of seeking the personal vote via more constituency-service oriented 

activities. Regional members who are electorally vulnerable are expected to ask more questions 
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than their more electorally secure regional colleagues so that they can demonstrate their 

commitment to building the party brand and earn a higher place on the party’s list.7 

 Members’ representational styles are often related to their pre-political careers (Norton 

and Wood, 1993; Norris, 1997). To account for this, we include whether or not the member was 

a lawyer or a professor prior to their service in the Scottish Parliament. Members with this 

experience may experience advantages stemming from their advanced education and may be 

more likely to seek legislative remedies to policy issues based in their area of expertise. It is 

likely that the more members take a legislative focus, the less resources they will allocate toward 

Question Time and holding the government to account. 

 Additionally, we take into account whether or not a member has previously held elected 

office, their seniority within the Scottish Parliament, and if they are a former MP. Members with 

greater seniority may possess less of a need to cultivate the personal vote through casework and 

constituency-centred activities due to a greater sense of electoral safety (Norton and Wood, 

1993). With less of a need to cultivate the personal vote and greater experience with complex 

parliamentary procedures these members may turn their attention toward legislation and 

achieving policy goals. Likewise, members having previously served as an MP or in other 

elected capacities may have more fine-tuned policy interests, especially regarding devolved 

issues and may devote more time to legislative solutions to these issues. 

                                                           
7 We adopt the procedure employed by André et al (2015). If a member represents a single-
member constituency, which is allocated to the winner a FPTP election, we use the vote 
percentage separating the member from the second place finisher in the last election as our 
measure of vulnerability. For members representing regions and selected from a party list, 
vulnerability is calculated as the member’s place on the party list divided by the total number of 
regional seats allocated to the party in the last election subtracted from one. Lower values 
indicate more vulnerability. See also Parker and Richter, forthcoming. 
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 Finally, given our focus on evaluating Question Time as an avenue to promote the party 

brand we evaluate whether a member is a government minister or a member of the governing 

party. It is expected that members of the governing party will be less likely to ask neutral 

questions as they are more likely to contact a minister directly as they would be a fellow partisan 

rather than put time and resources into lodging parliamentary questions. We do, however, expect 

these members to ask more helpful questions as helpful questions help promote the government’s 

party brand. 

Results  

 Before beginning a more sophisticated analysis, it is useful to simply look at the number 

of questions asked over time and to see whether question asking behaviour is becoming more 

negative as the Scottish Parliament becomes institutionalized and legislative activity becomes 

routinized. Table 1 represents the number of helpful, negative, and neutral questions asked 

during each of the first four sessions of the Scottish Parliament. The division between questions 

of each tone remained relatively consistent over the four sessions though the number of negative 

questions rose from 35% in session three to 39% in session four. This is likely attributed to the 

referendum on Scottish independence that occurred in 2014 (during the 4th session) and the 

heightened incentives to question the government on matters related to independence. 

-- Table 1 About Here -- 

 Table 2 examines the relationship between type of MSP to the number of questions 

asked. As our dependent variables are counts of questions asked—either the total number or the 

number of negative, neutral, or helpful questions asked—we employed a negative binomial 

regression for the analysis. We report the coefficients for each variable in the table, with 
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clustered standard errors in parentheses underneath. Negative binomial is the appropriate 

procedure when overdispersion is present, which it is for each of our dependent variables.  We 

find that a positive relationship exists between an MSP being an opposition leader and their 

propensity to ask more questions. This is expected given that opposition leaders are guaranteed a 

question and multiple follow-ups at every FMQ. Regional MSPs, and those MSPs having 

previously served in elected office asked fewer questions. MSPs from larger parties and those 

who hold ministerial positions also asked fewer questions. This can be explained by the fact that 

the largest party will always be the governing party. Members from the governing party and 

those holding ministerial positions likely have other channels through which to gain information 

that are less costly than lodging a question at FMQ. Finally, members who served a full term 

asked significantly more questions than members who did not finish their terms.  

--Table 2 About Here -- 

 Given that negative binomial coefficients are not directly interpretable, we derived 

estimates of the numbers of questions asked using Stata’s margins command to help understand 

the substantive effects of the independent variables on the number of questions asked by MSPs 

during First Minister’s Question Time. In Table 3, we created four scenarios. The first two have 

a hypothetical MSP serving in the governing party, with the last two our MSP is a member of 

one of the opposition parties. We then allowed seat type to vary from constituency to regional. 

We set party size at 69 in the governing party scenarios (representing the total number of seats 

held by SNP after the 2011 election), and at 18 for the scenarios where the MSP is serving in the 

opposition (the size of the Conservative party in the third session). All other categorical variables 

are set to zero, with the rest set to their mean value. In each instance, the point estimates are 

statistically significant from zero. There is no substantive difference between the probability of 
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constituency and list members asking question, however, as the confidence intervals overlap. 

More importantly, the difference between regional and constituency members in the total number 

of questions asked is between three and five. But the difference between a regional MSP serving 

in government and one serving in the opposition is five—and it increases to seven when that 

same member holds a constituency seat. This suggests that serving in the government is a far 

more important substantively in determining question asking behaviour than the type of seat an 

MSP holds. 

--Table 3 About Here -- 

 Table 4 demonstrates the relationships between MSP characteristics and the amount of 

questions of each type they ask. Opposition leaders ask significantly more neutral and negative 

questions. Regional members ask significantly less helpful questions as do members with a 

greater amount of seniority—but again, the substantive effects are slight as regional members in 

the governing party ask nine helpful questions as compared to five helpful questions if the MSP 

holds a constituency seat.8 Senior members also ask more negative questions. Members having 

previously served in elected office ask less neutral and negative questions. Government ministers 

ask less questions across all categories. Members of the governing party ask more helpful 

questions and less negative questions as do members of larger parties. There is also no 

significant relationship between members who are electorally vulnerable or those who have pre-

political careers in law or academia. As expected, members serving full terms ask significantly 

more questions of all types than do those members not serving their full term.  

                                                           
8 Analysis available from authors. We held the variables to the same values as discussed when 
analyzing the total number of questions asked. 
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--Table 4 About Here -- 

 Question asking behaviour seems driven, first and foremost, by whether an MSP serves 

in the governing party and the consequences of oversight for the government’s brand. Indeed, 

simply examining the total number of questions asked supports this contention. Nearly 90 

percent of all the helpful questions asked in the first four sessions of the Scottish Parliament were 

asked by an MSP serving in the governing party or governing coalition. Conversely, only one 

percent of negative questions (41 out of 4,053) were posed by member of the governing party. 

The opposition performs aggressive oversight, while the governing party works to protect and 

enhance the government’s image during Question Time. 

 Some have claimed that written questions, divorced from the public spectacle and point 

scoring of Question Time, are driven by member interests, personal vote incentives, and a desire 

to provide substantive oversight of government operations absent partisan brand considerations 

(Martin, 2011a). Our coding of written questions between 1999 and 2007 yielded but one 

negative question—with the remainder neutral in tone (Richter and Parker, 2017). Here, we 

calculated the total number of written questions asked between 1999 and 2016 in an attempt to 

see whether similar concerns drive the process of lodging written questions and ran the same 

models as before with the same controls (see Table 5). And, indeed, they do—even though 

written questions by their nature are less public and less adversarial. As with oral questions, 

members of the governing party and government ministers submit significantly fewer questions 

than their counterparts in the opposition. Party affiliation was the only variable that had a 

significant relationship to the number of written questions submitted by members except for the 

expected positive relationship between serving a full term and submitting more written 

questions. Seat type matters not at all; again, providing strong evidence that question asking is 
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more the opposition aggressively challenging the government with MSPs serving in the 

governing party circling the wagons to protect the government’s brand. If anything, it is possible 

that written questions provide an opportunity to test drive a question before asking a similar 

question during Question Time where the purpose may be less about the information sought and 

more about the partisan agenda that’s advanced in full view of the public. 

--Table 5 About Here -- 

Discussion 

 The preceding analysis suggests that despite our expectation that significant differences 

would exist in the question asking behaviour of regional and constituency MSPs, the most 

important factor when considering whether an MSP will ask questions during FMQs is whether 

they are a member of the opposition party. This shows that the incentives of Question Time are 

connected with its status as an oversight activity rather than simply a function of MSPs 

attempting to build a personal vote based upon the seat they hold. Electoral structures effect 

Question Time behaviour less, it would appear, than other legislative activities (Parker and 

Richter, forthcoming). 

Opposition members and party leaders are most likely to ask a higher total number of 

questions and a higher number of negative questions than members of the party in government. 

As Question Time is an oversight activity, the opposition has more to gain from questioning the 

executive. Since it is known that oversight provides few incentives for the individual member it 

should not be surprising that individual MSPs seeking to cultivate the personal vote will see it as 

less beneficial to achieving that goal than members of the opposition who pursue Question Time 

seeking a collective goal – to protect the party brand. Members of the governing party are also 
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more likely to hold constituency seats making it so the opposition ministers are mainly those 

representing regions and, consequently, regional members ask more questions than constituency 

members. 

Party size, on the other hand, also matters. The government is the largest party in the 

chamber so if one is a member of the governing party they will also be a member of the largest 

party. Members of the largest party may be put at a disadvantage in the question selection 

process as party is one of the factors considered when choosing which members are allowed to 

ask their questions during a given session of FMQs. As a balance between the parties is sought 

by those selecting the questions, each individual member of a larger party that has tabled a 

question will have less chance of being chosen relative to individual members of smaller parties. 

If members of the governing party, the biggest in the chamber, receive the opportunity to ask a 

question at all it is most likely will be a positive question designed to promote the government’s 

brand. Government ministers ask the least amount of questions during FMQ which can be 

attributed to the less costly avenues through which they can procure information. Lodging a 

question during FMQs is far more costly than emailing or writing a letter to the appropriate 

minister. 

That opposition party leaders ask more neutral questions is partially a result of the 

requirement that they start their questions with a scripted diary question.9 These questions were 

always coded as neutral and contributed to the total number of neutral questions asked by party 

                                                           
9 A 2017 report by the Commission on Parliamentary Reform recommends that diary questions to 
be removed as a regular feature of Question Time. This agrees with earlier suggestions that party 
leaders should no longer be required to ask scripted diary questions and should instead move 
directly to spontaneous and unscripted questioning in order to improve the attractiveness of 
Question Time to ordinary Scots observing at home. The report is available at: 
www.parliamentaryreform.scot . 

http://www.parliamentaryreform.scot/
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leaders. That said, most members start with a neutral fact-based question and shift to more 

helpful or negative questions during their follow-ups or when asking a supplementary to another 

member’s question. It has also been argued that the asking of diary questions submitted to the 

parliament in advance decreases the impromptu and topical “rapid fire” elements of Question 

Time.  

It is important to note that the story we tell here is incomplete because of two related 

factors: the question selection process itself and the fact that we have not analysed question 

answers. To evaluate properly the motives of members it would be necessary to review the 

questions submitted by all members not simply the ones actually selected for FMQs. This data is 

unavailable since the parliament does not keep records of questions lodged and not selected as 

they do not have any official status.10 This leaves us only with those questions selected, a result 

that is subject to the effects of the presiding officer’s selection procedures and the factors 

employed in determining which questions should be asked and which should not.  

Second, a possibility exists that the brand building opportunities provided to the 

governing party are under-represented in our analysis of PQs. As the party in government 

doesn’t ask as many questions as the opposition it may be that they seek to burnish their party 

brand by way of their answers to questions rather than through questions lodged by members of 

their party. Though members of the party on government get fewer chances to represent their 

party through the asking of questions, the bulk of the party’s participation in QT is in the 

answering of opposition questions where ministers have an opportunity to engage in credit 

claiming and position taking in order to defend the actions and policies of the government. They 

                                                           
10 Correspondence between the authors and Claire Turnbull, Head of Information Governance 
for the Scottish Parliament, dated 4 March 2018. 
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are advantaged in that they are the only party who provides answers to questions. An analysis of 

tone in the answers to questions during FMQ would shed light on this aspect of Question Time 

and the incentives it provides for the government and its ministers. 

Conclusion 

 Our findings show that whether or not a member chooses to ask a question during First 

Minister’s Question Time is more a function of the incentives provided by oversight than those 

related to the cultivation of the personal vote. Question Time seems to reward collective efforts 

to build the opposition party brand and publicly advocate alternatives to government policies. 

Although oversight of the executive is an important function of parliaments, it is a costly activity 

because of the questionable benefits participation yields for a member’s personal vote while the 

benefit—enhancing or advancing the party’s brand—is one that is enjoyed collectively. Even if 

an MSP from the governing party choses to participate, they are likely to ask helpful questions to 

protect the government from political harm than engage in substantive oversight that holds the 

government to account. It may be that asking a helpful question provides benefits for governing 

party MSPs—such as ingratiating the member with government ministers and the party’s 

selectorate—but there are likely better ways for MSPs to demonstrate they are loyal partisans to 

advance their careers within the chamber whilst protecting their chances of obtaining their 

party’s nomination (if representing a constituency) or their position on the party list (if 

representing a region). 

 Although Mixed Member Proportional Representation creates two very different types of 

MSPs facing different incentive structures when it comes to participating in legislative activities, 

it seems that this feature of the Scottish Parliament has very little effect on determining who 

holds government to account. Our findings confirm that the opposition leads in that respect—as 
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we would suspect given party leaders have precisely the tools and incentives to degrade the 

governing party’s competence for administration while making a case for the opposition’s 

readiness to lead a governing majority come the next election (Cox and McCubbins, 1993). What 

the incentives provided by MMP may have done is amplify existing desires to build the party 

brand (especially among the opposition) in a way that makes it, contrary to the desires of the 

Scottish Parliaments architects, more adversarial than Westminster. Although MMP should 

foster coalition building and make Holyrood less adversarial than Westminster, an initial 

comparison between the tone of questions asked during PMQs and our analysis of FMQs 

suggests that Question Time at Holyrood is more adversarial than in the House of Commons. 

When comparing our data on Question Time with that of PMQs we find that the highest 

proportion of negative PMQs is 19% compared to 39% at the highest point during FMQs and 

32% at the lowest (Bates et al., 2014).  

 The question of whether or not First Minister’s Questions is more or less adversarial than 

Prime Minister’s Questions contributes to a larger debate about how citizens view democratic 

institutions in general. In their work regarding public confidence in Congress, Hibbing and 

Larimer (2008) posit that the more legislators do their jobs, the less confidence the public has in 

Congress as an institution. This, they argue, is due to the degree to which people dislike conflict 

and gridlock. Legislative bodies are often designed so that debate and disagreement can assist in 

creating better considered policy. In other words, legislation should be difficult to pass so that 

the legislation that makes it through the process is of a higher quality. This is at odds with 

commonly held desires to avoid conflict, desires that fuel calls for legislators to “find common 

ground” and work together. These calls are based on a notion that there is an ideal path leading 

the body politic to good governance and that it can be found. The more the public sees conflict 
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between members and parties in legislative bodies, the more they distrust government and the 

more confidence in democratic institutions decreases. 

 What this means for Question Time is that aside from evaluating how well that institution 

holds government to account and inspires shifts in government policy, it must be evaluated by 

how First Minister’s Questions shapes public perceptions and confidence in the parliamentary 

institution. Evidence shows that Prime Minister’s Questions contribute to the negative reputation 

of the House of Commons due to the public’s perception of PMQ as an occasion for 

grandstanding and party point scoring. Our analysis of First Minister’s Questions suggests that 

public perceptions of FMQs are quite possibly even worse as they are even more negative in tone 

than PMQs. Question Time is one of the most publicly observed and transparent functions of the 

British and Scottish parliaments and is the basis through which citizens acquire information and 

form opinions about Parliament. If this way of holding government to account contributes to a 

negative reputation for Parliaments as democratic institutions it may be serving to reduce the 

public’s trust in government and erode its institutions.  
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Table 1: Number of FMQs Asked by Session and Tone, 1999-2016 

Parliamentary Session Helpful Neutral Negative Total 
First 8% 59% 32% 100% 

 177 1,286 700 2,163 
Second 6% 61% 33% 100% 

 166 1,823 993 2,982 
Third 5% 60% 35% 100% 

 134 1,714 1,008 2,856 
Fourth 7% 53% 39% 100% 

 245 1,837 1,352 3,434 

Total 6% 58% 35% 100% 
722 6,660 4,053 11,438 

Caption: Questions obtained from the Scottish Parliament’s Data Portal and Official Reports of 
Chamber Business. 
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Table 2: MSP Type and Total Questions Asked in FMQs, 1999-2016 

  Total Questions 

Member  
Opposition Leader 2.65* 

 (0.18) 
Regional MSP -0.23* 

 (0.12) 

Seniority 0.04 

 (0.07) 

Vulnerability 0.33 

 (0.27) 

Elected Office -0.29* 

 (0.11) 

Former MP 0.37 
 (.21) 

LawProf 0.19 

 (0.18) 

Full-term .96* 

 (.15) 

Political  

Party Size -0.01* 

 (0.00) 

Minister -1.21* 

 (0.16) 

Governing Party 0.03 

 (0.13) 

Constituency  

SIMD (% Most Deprived) 0.02 

 (0.32) 

SIMD (% Least Deprived) 0.70 

 (0.41) 

Session 2 0.18 

 (.11) 

Session 3 0.07 

 (.13) 

Session 4 .37* 

 (.16) 

Constant 1.80* 

 (0.23) 

N 531 
Wald χ2  473.48* 
* Significant at p<.05 or better; Clustered standard errors beneath coefficients in parentheses 
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Table 3: The Effect of Seat Type on Participation in FMQs, 1999-2016 

  Total Questions 95% Confidence Interval 
Governing Party, Constituency MSP 15.94* 2.98 15.79 
 (2.91)   
Governing Party, Regional MSP 12.11* 8.53 15.7 
 (1.82)   
Not Governing Party, Constituency 
MSP 22.37* 13.18 31.56 
 (4.68)   
Not Governing Party, Regional MSP 17.74* 12.00 23.5 
  (2.94)     

*Significant at p<=.05 or better. 

Point estimates with confidence intervals and standard errors in parentheses obtained from 
Stata’s margins command. Vulnerability and categorical variables set to zero. Party size set to 69 
for governing party, 18 for opposition party for the 3rd session of parliament. All other variables 
set to their means. 
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Table 4: Tone of Questions Asked in FMQs and MSP Type, 1999-2016 

  Helpful Neutral Negative 
Member    
Opposition Leader -0.05 2.16* 3.51* 

 (0.66) (.17) (.21) 
Regional MSP -0.53* -0.21 -0.34 

 (0.21) (0.12) (0.20) 
Seniority -0.29* 0.06 0.24* 

 (0.13) (0.07) (0.10) 
Vulnerability 0.60 0.35 0.08 

 (0.49) (0.26) (0.37) 
Elected Office 0.22 -0.25* -0.72* 

 (0.23) (0.11) (0.18) 
Former MP 0.71 .40 0.29 

 (.52) (.21) (.30) 
LawProf -0.24 0.18 0.26 

 (0.34) (0.18) (0.19) 
Full-term .59 .99* 1.22* 

 (.34) (.17) (.23) 
Political    
Party Size 0.02* -0.01* -0.01 

 (0.01) (.00) (0.01) 
Minister -0.95* -1.21* -1.48* 

 (0.24) (.17) (0.38) 
Governing Party 1.90* 0.08 -2.50* 

 (0.41) (0.12) (0.28) 
Constituency    
SIMD (% Most Deprived) -0.62 -0.13 0.39 

 (0.56) (0.33) (0.61) 
SIMD (% Least Deprived) -0.22 0.56 1.07 

 (0.88) (0.41) (0.83) 
Session 2 0.44* .25* -0.37 

 (.20) (.11) (.23) 
Session 3 0.52* 0.14 -.68* 

 (.26) (.13) (.23) 
Session 4 0.62 .41* -0.28 

 (.39) (.16) (.26) 
Constant -2.58* 1.53* 0.64 

 (0.55) (0.24) (0.37) 
N 531 531 531 
Wald χ2  212.36* 463.32* 744.02* 
* Significant at p<.05 or better; Clustered standard errors beneath coefficients in parentheses 



 
 

Table 5: MSP Type and Written Questions Submitted, 1999-2016 

  Total Written Questions 
Member  
Opposition Leader -0.42 
 (.24) 
Regional MSP 0.18 
 (.16) 
Seniority -0.00 
 (.08) 
Vulnerability 0.00 
 (.27) 
Elected Office -0.22 
 (.14) 
Former MP -0.36 
 (.30) 
LawProf 0.18 
 (.22) 
Full-term 0.85* 
 (.20) 
Political  
Minister -1.30* 
 (.18) 
Governing Party -1.14* 
 (.15) 
Constituency  
SIMD (% Most Deprived) -1.02* 
 (.46) 
SIMD (% Least Deprived) -0.28 
 (.53) 
Session 2 -0.27 
 (.16) 
Session 3 -0.21 
 (.16) 
Session 4 -.57* 
 (.17) 
Constant 5.69* 
 (.34) 
N 531 
Wald χ2 395.46* 

* Significant at p<.05 or better; Clustered standard errors beneath coefficients in parentheses 
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