
Commentary on Scottish Parliament sub-constituency results data

On May 3rd 2007, the Scottish Parliament elections were counted electronically which meant that, for the first time, it has been possible to hold information on results at a sub-constituency level. The Secretary of State for Scotland was provided, as part of the contract with DRS Data Services Ltd, with elections results data at batch level. He received representations from the Scottish Affairs Committee to release the data publicly in the interests of providing information to the public, political parties and academics interested in voting behaviour. 

Polling district, place or station

The commitment was given to provide data at polling district level. The batch level information that was made available by DRS Data Services Ltd generally represents a ballot box and/or polling station.  Information was sought from Returning Officers on their polling place schemes to allow batch numbers to be identified with their polling district, and polling place. This information was not always available. In some instances, only polling place information was provided. 
We have therefore presented the data at batch level, with a look-up table cross-referencing to polling districts and polling places where available. 

Methodology for combining batches of less than 200 votes
To ensure that an individual’s voter preferences cannot be identified, the decision was taken to aggregate the data for batches where there a low number of votes cast. A threshold of 200 votes has been set to strike the right balance between maintaining the secrecy of the votes and providing information at a level that is useful. 
Because of the variety of constituencies - urban, rural and mixed - combining batches has not been an exact science, but was guided by certain criteria as follows:

We have aimed to combined batches that are close geographically, particularly in rural areas. We have also aimed to combine, where sensible, island communities with other island communities, villages with other villages, rather than combined a village with a large town. 

The presumption has been to combined batches of less than 200 votes, rather than combine a batch that has less than 200 votes with a batch that has more than 200 votes.  But in situations where a <200 batch is geographically distant from a similarly sized station, we have opted to combine with a larger station. 

Where batches are from the same polling place, we have combined, irrespective of size.  A table showing the combined batches has also been provided for information.
Postal Votes

We have combined all postal votes. Practice varies in how postal votes are opened and ‘batched’ up for counting. Some batches have over 2000 votes, others have a handful. The information at batch level is not necessarily helpful therefore for making a realistic assessment of voting patterns at sub-constituency level. 
Tables

All data has been subject to checks against public information on constituency and regional level results provided by the Scottish Parliament website. There are a number of differences between the information provided on the Scottish Parliament website and the data provided by DRS Data Services Ltd.  Most of these discrepancies relate to the number of spoilt papers quoted on the Scottish Parliament website but there are a number of differences that we are unable to explain. 
The postal vote numbers have been checked against the returns made by Returning Officers. There are significant discrepancies between these numbers, which we cannot easily explain. However, we are aware that the completion of the returns was not always made on the DRS Data Services Ltd data but using alternative methods.  

General caveat

The data from the DRS Data Services Ltd system provided the official results that were returned by Returning Officers on completion of the count.  However, we do not accept full responsibility for the accuracy of the information provided on polling places and polling districts. If errors are identified, we will undertake to investigate as far as we are able from the information that was provided to us.  
Contact Details
If there are any queries or comments on the data provided, please contact Sheila Scobie at the Scotland Office by email to sheila.scobie@scotland.gsi.gov.uk or by phone on 0131 244 9007.
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