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1. Introduction 
1.1 Background 
Scotland’s public petitions system is unique in its conceptualisation, 
design and implementation. Due to its innovative nature the Scottish 
system has become a model that is looked to by countries with older 
petitioning systems (e.g., Germany) to develop new methods of 
administering their systems and by parliaments wishing to develop their 
capacity for public engagement. The Scottish Parliament’s Public 
Petitions Committee has hosted delegations from parliaments ranging 
from the German Bundestag and the Australian House of 
Representatives to South Africa’s Provincial Legislature of Gauteng.  

To date the Public Petitions Committee (PPC) has received more than 
1,200 petitions covering all manner of issues. Petitions have resulted in 
a wide range of actions, from changes to law and policy direction, 
chamber debates and even official government apologies for past 
wrongs. There is also little doubt that the Scottish public petitions 
process has had a significant influence on how business is conducted 
within the Parliament, itself. The committee system has evolved to 
include understandings between committees on the handling of 
petitions referred to other committees. During committee consideration 
of petitions, many of the ideas raised in petitions have been 
incorporated into existing and developing legislation.  

Approaching the submission of the 1,000th petition in 2006, the PPC, 
through the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe), 
commissioned Dr Christopher Carman to research into the workings of 
the petitions process between 1999 and 2006. The aim of this research 
was to better understand how the petition process had worked and how 
petitions had been handled. More importantly, the goal of that research 
was to better understand who submitted petitions to the Parliament and 
how they evaluated their experiences. The final report demonstrated 
that whilst petitioners generally rated their experiences with the PPC 
highly, the sorts of people petitioning were, overall, from a rather 
narrow socio-demographic range. Dr Carman’s report found that the 
average petitioner was white and more likely to be middle class, much 
better educated and older than the average Scot. As one MSP on the 
PPC put it, petitioners tend to be, “the usual suspects – old grey men in 
old grey suits”. Further, a slight majority of petitioners tended to identify 
themselves as acting on their own behalf and did not claim to be 
associated with any particular community or interest group. Given 
these findings, one core recommendation from Dr Carman’s report was 
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that, “The PPC must engage in extensive outreach to enhance social 
inclusion”1. 

Following-on, the current membership of the PPC has voiced their 
commitment to increasing democratic engagement within Scotland and 
ensuring that all segments of Scottish society are able to make use of 
the petitions system.  An inquiry was launched by the PPC in June 
2008 with the aim to identify, investigate and implement measures to 
improve: 

• awareness of, access to and participation in, the public 
petitions process 

• the processing of public petitions 

• scrutiny of public petitions and the role of the PPC. 

As part of this inquiry, Ipsos MORI and Dr Carman were commissioned 
by SPICe to undertake research in relation to the first objective of the 
inquiry.  This report presents the findings from the research. 

1.2 Research aims and objectives 
The overarching aim of the research was to provide the PPC with 
actionable, research-based information on how it can increase both 
awareness and the use of the public petitions system among social 
groups which currently make little or no use of the system.  The 
specific aims of the research were to: 

• identify the sections of society which do not engage with 
the political process 

• explore the reasons why different socio-economic 
groups use or do not use engagement mechanisms such 
as the public petitions process 

• identify different ways that the PPC can make the 
petitions process more relevant to the sections of society 
which are least likely to engage 

• identify the skills and tools necessary to increase 
participation from the least engaged groups and suggest 
how these might be acquired or improved. 

                                                   
1 Carman (2006) The Assessment of the Scottish Parliament's Public Petitions 
System 1999 – 2006, Scottish Parliament: Edinburgh 
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1.3 Research Methodology 
The research comprised four components:  

• a module of questions on a national face to face 
omnibus survey 

• qualitative research among the general public 

• a literature review 

• an international comparison study. 

Details of the methodology used for each component are provided in 
Appendix A. 

1.4 Structure of the report 
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the key findings from this research 
and the recommendations that flow from these findings. Chapters 3 to 
6 present the findings from the general public survey and qualitative 
research.  Chapter 3 seeks to contextualise the research findings by 
looking at awareness and perceptions of different forms of engagement 
among the public.  Chapter 4 builds on these findings by looking at 
perceptions of petitioning specifically as a means of public 
engagement.  Chapter 5 focuses on awareness, experience and 
perceptions of the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process.  It 
also considers barriers to engaging with the system. Chapter 6 
explores ways in which the PPC might best promote awareness of and 
engagement with the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process in 
the future.  Finally, Chapter 7 sets out the findings from the 
international comparison study while the literature review is provided in 
Appendix B. 
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2. Key findings and 
recommendations 
2.1 Key findings 
The research has highlighted a range of key messages which are 
important to understanding the level of awareness of, and engagement 
in, the Scottish Parliament’s petitions process, and in the Parliament 
more generally.  

Firstly and most fundamentally, the findings from the qualitative 
research show that there is widespread ignorance of the remit of the 
Scottish Parliament and a perception that the Scottish Parliament has 
little power.  This underpinned and was reflected in the comments 
participants made about the petitions process and is perhaps the most 
significant challenge for the PPC moving forward.   

As is implicit in the above point, the public is not well informed about 
the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process.  This was highlighted 
frequently in both the focus groups and the survey research. In the 
focus groups, participants rarely expressed awareness of the petitions 
system let alone having experience of using it. The survey data reveals 
that the public did not distinguish between the general right to petition 
and the Scottish Parliament’s specific public petitions system.  

Beyond this, awareness of the opportunities to engage with the 
Scottish Parliament, including the ability to sign and submit public 
petitions, varied significantly across socio-demographic groups. 
Individuals from lower social grades (C2DE) were less likely than those 
belonging to the higher social grades (ABC1) to be aware of the 
petition system or to have engaged with the Scottish Parliament on any 
level.  

Internet access was another significant predictor of awareness of the 
petitions system and other engagement opportunities. Survey 
respondents who did not have internet access were 26 per cent less 
likely than those with who did to know that they can submit a petition to 
the Scottish Parliament. Of course, there is a strong relationship 
between social grade and having internet access in that internet 
access diminishes substantially as one moves down social grade. 

The research also identified a clear link between awareness and 
knowledge of the petitions system and views held about it. Those who 
were knowledgeable and/or had experience of engaging in the system 
were more likely to speak highly of it than those with no awareness or 
experience.  In addition, once focus group participants were informed 
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of the main features of the petitions system, their reactions were mainly 
positive and there was agreement that petitioning the Scottish 
Parliament was “worth a try”.   

There is a broad consensus that the most effective way of increasing 
awareness of the petitions system, particularly among underserved 
groups, would be through television coverage and advertising. There 
was a preference for ‘short and snappy’ messages that are clear, 
concise and easy to understand. 

2.2 Recommendations 
In light of the findings outlined throughout this report, we propose that 
the Public Petitions Committee should consider the following 
recommendations: 

1. Redesign existing promotional material 

The PPC should consider redesigning the existing promotional material 
to ensure that such material is more appealing to the target audiences.  
The focus group research indicated that the public find references to 
the ‘principles’ of ‘transparency’ and ‘accessibility’ upon which the 
Parliament was founded tedious, distracting and confusing.  They are 
far more interested in knowing about the process involved in petitioning 
the Scottish Parliament and to be assured that this process is fair and 
impartial. 

The PPC should also consider developing material which specifically 
aims to increase awareness of the public petitions processes to 
complement the existing material which provides guidance on how to 
submit a petition to the Scottish Parliament.  This will ensure that 
awareness-raising material is kept short and concise which is important 
in terms of attracting disengaged audiences. 

2. Use a wider range of communication methods  

Different communication methods will serve to stimulate the interest of 
different people – this is particularly important given the PPC’s focus on 
enhancing engagement among underserved groups.  As well as the 
existing communication methods, consideration should be given to the 
following range of methods:  

Television  

Television is likely to be the most effective way of communicating with 
the mass of people who are currently unaware and disengaged, 
including the underserved groups. 
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Communication through television could be done through a range of 
means from advertising during popular television programmes to using 
the ‘political’ segments on broadcast media to raise awareness of the 
petitions system.  The PPC could draw on existing audience research 
to identify times when underserved groups are more likely to be 
watching television and plan any advertising or coverage accordingly.   

The PPC could also consider coverage on the radio and newspapers.  
However, it is worth noting that the research shows that such coverage 
is less likely to be favoured by those belonging to the underserved 
groups. 

Any television, radio or newspaper coverage should be concise and 
snappy to attract the attention of those least likely to engage with the 
Scottish Parliament. 

 Public Information Co-ordinators 

To further bolster public awareness of the public petitions process and 
of the Parliament generally, the PPC, working with the Corporate Body, 
might consider looking to the Welsh example of using Regional Public 
Information Co-ordinators. According to the Welsh Assembly’s 
website2: 

Regional Public Information Co-ordinators are based 
locally in their respective regions. Their main 
responsibilities include networking with local, 
community and regional groups by attending their 
events and exhibitions and holding exhibitions at 
community venues such as libraries and leisure 
centres offering visitors information on the Assembly. 
The Co-ordinators are also available to give 
presentations to local groups about the role and work 
of the Assembly. Each presentation is customised to 
the geographical area or subject area of particular 
interest. The booking can be tailored to each group 
and can last between 20 - 45 minutes. 

 
Information Co-ordinators could specifically target young people by 
visiting schools and colleges to disseminate information on the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions process along with the other public 
engagement opportunities.  In addition, Information Co-ordinators could 
target specific geographic areas to maximise exposure to underserved 
populations. In time, such activities may lead to a better understanding 
of the role and powers of the Scottish Parliament and encourage 
greater participation across all sections of society. 

                                                   
2 http://www.assemblywales.org/gethome/get-assembly-area.htm 
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Public awareness events to compliment PPC external meetings 

If people are unaware of the public petitions system, then they are 
obviously unaware of the Public Petitions Committee, its role and 
functions, its procedures and its practices. The Committee might 
consider organising public meetings in communities prior to external 
meetings to help increase public awareness of the PPC and knowledge 
about how the Committee works. These would be far more effective if 
they are positioned as less formal events, where people can learn 
about the petitions system and how they might be able to use it for their 
own benefit. Simple facts - for example, that petitions need only be 
signed by one individual and that all petitions have to be formally 
considered by the PPC – could help increase public confidence in the 
system.  

Of course, one of the main challenges involved in organising the 
meetings would be recruiting people to attend. One possibility would be 
a public leaflet campaign that provides short, bold facts about the 
petitions system and how people have used it. Leaflets with statements 
such as: ‘Did you know it only takes one signature to submit a petition 
to your parliament? To learn more…’ could be effective in attracting 
interest. 

Beyond this, or instead of public meetings, the PPC could position the 
Information Co-ordinators in kiosks or simply at tables in highly public 
areas such as shopping malls or local supermarkets. Experiments in 
the United States demonstrated that people wishing to vote early in 
elections found it very convenient to vote in shopping malls and in food 
stores. A similar strategy, targeting deprived areas, could easily be 
used to increase public awareness among underserved groups of the 
Scottish Parliament’s petitions system. 

Leaflets 

Flyers, pamphlets and other forms of print communication might reach 
those who are interested in politics and already consider themselves 
likely to participate in politics. However the research suggests that 
leaflets tend to be far less effective in reaching underserved groups. 

3. Improving and extending existing web-based tools 

The PPC should consider improving the existing web-based tools as 
well as using a wider range of ICT to further increase awareness and 
knowledge of the petitions system.  However, where ICT may be most 
effective is in targeting already interested people and people in 
younger age groups (with internet access) who are keen to participate 
in public life but lack the appropriate knowledge.  
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Weblinks to the petitions system website 

The public petitions system could have a more prominent position on 
the Scottish Parliament’s homepage as it once did. Currently, the 
petitions system has an easily overlooked hypertext link. Though it 
would likely have a limited effect on increasing general public 
awareness, a section drawing attention to the public petitions system 
on the main page could serve to assist interested persons in learning 
about the petitions system. The main page should, in the least, have 
clear links to the e-petitions system and discussion forums. 

The PPC might also consider positioning additional links to the 
petitions system under the “Visit, Learn, Interact” section of the website 
which aims to inform the public of the different ways individuals can get 
involved in the Scottish Parliament.  Given the misconceptions about 
petitions identified in this research, a new “Making your voice heard” 
link could be created covering petitions and other forms of public 
engagement.  Arguably, renaming the link so that it is more relevant to 
individuals should increase the accessibility of the petitions system. 

Extending beyond the Scottish Parliament’s website, the PPC could 
examine the possibility of placing weblinks to the e-petitions system on 
media, news and public service websites, potentially increasing traffic 
to the e-petitions site. Even casual traffic to the e-petitions site would, 
in the long-term, serve to increase awareness of the petitions system 
among those with internet access.  

On-line discussions 

The PPC might also consider extending the petitions section of the 
website to make use of expanded ‘Web 2.0’ technologies that allow 
petitioners and interested people to organise and discuss petitions 
online. First, the ‘join the discussion’ comment pages associated with 
e-petitions could be made easier to locate. Beyond this, the e-petitions 
system could be adjusted to allow for threaded discussions on the ‘join 
the discussion’ pages associated with e-petitions. The PPC may also 
consider methods to increase two-way information flows between 
petitioners, interested persons and members of the PPC. 

Wider technologies 

The PPC could expand the range of ICT it uses to contact and share 
information with interested persons and petitioners.  Specifically, it 
could consider using RSS feeds to disseminate information on petitions 
and PPC announcements. Twitter or social networking sites such as 
Facebook could be used to disseminate information, call for comments 
on petitions and even allow PPC members to comment on petitions 
being considered by the Parliament. The PPC could establish a 
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dedicated YouTube ‘channel’ to post digital recordings of committee 
meetings.  

A PPC blog, with regular contributions from the PPC convener and 
PPC members (following a similar model to the Lords of the Blog 
website, see http://lordsoftheblog.wordpress.com/), could help to 
increase public awareness of how the petition system operates, 
demonstrate that petitions are taken seriously by members of the PPC 
and help to broadcast petitions ‘successes’.  Additionally, the blog 
could allow former petitioners to serve as ‘guest bloggers’ and discuss 
their experiences with the petitions system. 

4. Engaging with local government 

As well as engaging the public directly, there is scope for the PPC to 
work more closely with local councils.  The qualitative research 
indicated that participants, including those from the underserved 
groups, saw their councillors as a key source of information on a range 
of issues.  Thus, the PPC might consider a campaign to enhance 
councillors’ awareness and knowledge of the public petitions process 
enabling them to signpost constituents to it, as and when appropriate. 

Several local councils in Scotland have set up petitions systems of their 
own which have been modelled on the Parliament’s system.  Thus 
there are opportunities for more joined-up approaches to increase 
awareness of the different petitions systems.  The PPC could work with 
individual councils on joint awareness strategies using council 
intelligence and networking strategies, providing benefits to both 
organisations in terms of awareness of the systems.  

An additional benefit of such a joined-up approach is that it would allow 
for the transfer of petitions between councils and the Scottish 
Parliament as appropriate.  This would decrease the burden on 
petitioners and increase the accessibility of all the different petitions 
systems.  However, in establishing petition transfer protocols great 
care would need to be taken to ensure that petitioners see all 
processes as fair, politically neutral and are not left feeling that different 
institutions are ‘passing the buck’ from one level to another. 

 
 



 12

3. Awareness and perceptions of 
different forms of engagement 
Key findings 

Participants in the qualitative research were able to identify a wide 
range of ways of making their voices heard on issues that are 
important to them.  Different forms of engagement mentioned included: 
direct action, engaging with the media and contacting a local elected 
representative.  Petitioning was also mentioned but usually after other 
forms of engagement and comparatively fleetingly. 

Young people in the qualitative research tended to mention less 
conventional forms of engagement such as protest art and alternative 
lifestyles choices.  In part, that was a reflection of the fact that they felt 
alienated from mainstream political institutions and processes. 

Of all the different forms of engagement discussed in the focus groups, 
participants generally felt that direct action was the most effective in 
“getting results”.  The effectiveness of petitions was perceived to 
depend on the number of signatures collected, as well as the range 
and relevance of signees. 

In terms of the extent to which the public are likely to use different 
forms of engagement, nine in 10 respondents to the national survey 
indicated that they would sign a petition on an issue that was important 
to them.  Notably, signing a petition received a higher proportion of 
responses than the other forms of engagement asked about in the 
survey. 

To contextualise awareness and perceptions of the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions process, this chapter examines awareness 
of different ways the public can make their voice heard on issues that 
are important to them. It also considers the perceived effectiveness 
these different forms of engagement and the extent to which the public 
are likely to use them.    

Awareness of different forms of engagement    
Participants in the qualitative research were asked to describe the 
different ways in which they could make their voices heard on issues 
that are important to them.  Various forms of engagement were 
mentioned, including direct action, engaging with the media, contacting 
a local elected representative and petitioning.  More specifically, 
examples of direct action given were strikes in the workplace and 
demonstrations, while examples of engaging with the media included 
writing letters to newspapers and sending views into comment 
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programmes such as Question Time.  When discussing elected 
representatives, participants usually referred to councillors and MPs; 
MSPs were mentioned comparatively infrequently and only by people 
who appeared to be more informed on the political system or were 
active in community groups.  Petitioning was referred to only fleetingly 
and usually after the other forms of engagement already mentioned. 

Younger participants tended to mention less conventional ways of 
getting their views across, such as protest art and alternative lifestyles 
choices.  Many of them felt somewhat alienated from mainstream 
political institutions and processes, often commenting that they 
wouldn’t know how to contact their elected representatives or that 
politicians do not seem particularly interested in listening to the views 
of young people.  

I suppose you can pass messages through 
art, songs and theatre.  

 Female, 18-25, Edinburgh 
 

There’s a place at Bilston Glen just outside 
Edinburgh, a protest site where people are 
living in trees in the forest there. 

Male, 18-25, Edinburgh 
 

I think I know where the office is in Leith 
Walk, but it’s not as if they put something 
through my door saying, do you want to 
give your views, you can contact us this 
way and that way. It just doesn’t seem 
approachable to me.  It just feels like 
something on TV. 

Female, 18-25, Edinburgh 
 

Effectiveness of different forms of engagement 
Of the various forms of engagement discussed in the groups, direct 
action was generally perceived to be the most effective in terms of 
“getting results”. Underpinning this view was a belief that it is usually 
difficult to ignore direct action because of the disruptive impact that it 
can have on everyday life and the media coverage it tends to generate.  

The only thing that works really is demonstration, […] 
where you’ve got TV coverage.  

Male, 18 and over, Oban 
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Things like the petrol strike years ago, and the 
Government realised [that] they had to do something 
then, [as it] couldn’t keep going without any petrol.  

Female, 18-25, Melrose 
 

Views on the effectiveness of contacting elected representatives varied 
although there were repeated suggestions that councillors tend to be 
more accessible and responsive to their constituents than do MPs.  
Indeed, several participants felt that MPs only take an interest in their 
local community during election time when there are votes to be won. 
Again, MSPs were rarely mentioned during these discussions but the 
minority of participants who had come into contact with their MSP 
generally discussed these experiences in very positive terms.  

They don’t usually listen anyway except the councillors.  
They don’t pay any heed to the local Joe Bloggs on the 
street.  

Female, 18 and over, Oban 
 
You very rarely get anything back even if you write to the 
MP, you very rarely get a letter back from them, unless 
it’s something in their patch and they’re pushing for a 
vote, that’s the only time you’ll ever hear from them.  

Male, 18 and over, Stirling 
 

As regards the effectiveness of petitions, participants felt that this 
depended on a number of factors with the most important one being 
the number of signatures collected.  All participants felt that a petition 
with numerous signatures is more likely to be successful than one with 
comparatively little support.  This perception contrasts with empirical 
evidence showing that, statistically, there is no relationship between 
the number of signatures on a petition and whether the Scottish 
Parliament’s Public Petitions Committee refers a petition further3.  

Maybe if you've got ten, twenty, thirty thousand 
signatures yes it’s effective.  

Male, 18 and over, Aberdeen 
 
[The number of signatures] lets the Petition Committee 
and the Government know that there is a strong opinion 
out there.  [It shows] the strength of belief and the 
strength of feeling out there for that petition. 

Female, 18 and over, Dumbarton 
 

                                                   
3 Carman (2006) The Assessment of the Scottish Parliament's Public Petitions 
System 1999 – 2006, Scottish Parliament: Edinburgh 
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Another factor that was seen as having an important bearing on the 
likely success of a petition is the range of signees it attracts.  
Participants generally felt that it would be important to have the support 
of people who are most directly affected by the issue on which the 
petition focuses, and of any relevant expert or professional groups - for 
example, lawyers and medical professionals. 

Likelihood of using the different forms of engagement 
To gauge the public’s appetite for different forms of engagement, 
respondents in the survey were presented with a list of ways they could 
make their voices heard on issues that are important to them, then 
asked how likely they would be to do each.  It is worth noting that these 
questions referred to different forms of engagement in general and not 
in relation to the Scottish Parliament.  Overall, the findings show that 
signing a petition and contacting a local elected representative are the 
only things that a majority of respondents would be likely to do.  As 
Figure 3.1 shows, 89% said that they would sign a petition while 
around two-thirds (64%) said they would contact a local elected 
representative.  In contrast, just over a third (33%) would write to a 
newspaper, 28% would take an active part in a political campaign and 
22% would actively organise a petition.  Only 12% would donate 
money or pay membership to a political party.   

Figure 3.1: Likelihood of using different forms of engagement 
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Sign a petition
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to a political party
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political campaign

Q. If there was an issue that you felt strongly about, how likely or unlikely would you be to do 
each of the following?

 

Looking at sub-group differences, women were more likely than men to 
say that they would sign a petition (92% versus 85% respectively) and 
that they would organise a petition (26% versus 18% respectively). 
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The sub-group analysis also shows that respondents who belong to the 
lower social grades C2DE were more likely than those belonging to the 
higher social grades ABC14 to state that they would organise a petition. 

There is further variation in the results by age; young people aged 18 
to 24 years were less likely than average to say that they would sign a 
petition (19% versus 10% overall) or that they would contact an elected 
representative (53% versus 35% overall).  

It is very important to note that these findings are based on what 
people say they would do, not what they actually do. Some people may 
have overstated the likelihood that they would use the various forms of 
engagement in an effort to give what they deemed to be socially 
acceptable or politically correct responses. Further, this is only a 
measure of the broad types of ways people say that they would 
participate in public life. The response options, such as ‘sign a petition’ 
could refer to any petition in any context, not necessarily the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions system.  

                                                   
4 Social grades ABC1 includes: people in supervisory or clerical and junior 
managerial, administrative or professional positions (C1); intermediate managerial, 
administrative or professional positions (B); and higher managerial, administrative or 
professional positions (A). Social grades C2DE includes: skilled manual workers (C2); 
semi and unskilled manual workers (D); and casual or lowest grade workers, 
pensioners and others who depend on the state for their income (E). 
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4. Perceptions of petitioning 
Key findings 

A small number of participants in the qualitative research had 
experience of organising petitions; these people tended to speak in 
positive terms about the potential impact of petitioning. Those without 
such experience tended to hold a more negative view about the 
potential for petitions to have an impact. 

The average petitions organiser was seen as someone active in their 
local community and someone who regularly campaigns on different 
issues. 

Participants in the qualitative research recognised that petitions can 
focus on an infinite range of issues, from local to global issues.  
However, regardless of the subject few spontaneously identified the 
Scottish Parliament as a place to lodge petitions. 

In part this reflected a general lack of awareness of the respective 
powers of the UK and Scottish governments, and indeed of the 
difference between the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish 
Government. 

After exploring awareness and perceptions of different ways in which 
the public can make their voices heard, the research focused in more 
detail on petitions.  Participants in the qualitative research were asked 
what they thought about petitions in general, what types of people 
organise petitions, what types of issues people petition about and to 
whom or where petitions tend to be submitted. 

A minority of participants in the qualitative research had experience of 
organising a petition and a couple had been involved in petitioning the 
Scottish Parliament. These people tended to speak in very positive 
terms about petitioning and the impact it can have.   Among those with 
no experience of petitioning, perceptions were more negative and 
appeared to have been shaped mainly by experiences of being 
“pestered” on the high street.  Such experiences lead to a feeling that 
there are too many petitions and that people often sign them without 
understanding fully what they are about.  Indeed, some participants 
admitted to signing petitions “just to get rid” of petitioners.   

When asked who organises petitions, respondents tended to say that it 
is a certain “type of person”; either someone who is actively involved in 
their local community or a “hippie-type” who is constantly campaigning 
about different issues. 
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You always find it is just a handful of people who bother 
[…] whether it’s running the local youth club, or 
[organising] petitions, or tidying up the country parks, 
always just a handful of people.  If they are doing one 
petition […] the chances are they’ve done ten or eleven.  

Male, 18 and over, Dingwall 
 

Reflecting these findings, 73% of respondents in the survey agreed 
that “petitions are something that other people organise, not people like 
me”.  Notably, respondents who belonged to the lower social grades 
C2DE were more likely to agree with the statement than those 
belonging to the higher social grades ABC1 (76% versus 70% 
respectively). This is consistent with findings from Carman’s 2006 
study of the Scottish Parliament’s petitions system highlighting the 
predominantly middle-class profile of petitioners.  

On the question of the types of issues which people petition about, 
various themes were mentioned from “not in my backyard”  issues, to 
campaigns against the closure of local services or facilities (Post 
Offices were frequently mentioned) and national or global issues such 
as crime, education and nuclear weapons. 

Reflecting this wide range of issues, participants indentified 
many institutions and authorities to which a petition might be submitted, 
including the Prime Minister, the Westminster Parliament, the Scottish 
Government, councils, social landlords, the police, the army, the NHS 
and employers.  The Scottish Parliament was mentioned very rarely, 
and only by those individuals who had prior experience of the public 
petitions process.    

From comments made during the discussions, it was apparent that 
participants had some awareness of the remit of councils, particularly 
in relation to planning, housing, and the maintenance of local areas 
and facilities. However, they had very little understanding of the 
respective powers of the Scottish and UK governments, or, indeed, of 
the difference between the Scottish Government and the Scottish 
Parliament. The prevailing view was that Westminster has "all of the 
power" and the Scottish Parliament/Government "can't do anything".  
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5. Awareness and perceptions of 
the Scottish Parliament’s public 
petitions process 
Key findings 

Around half (53%) of survey respondents were aware that they can add 
their name in support of a petition to the Scottish Parliament while 39% 
were aware that they can submit a petition to the Scottish Parliament.   
These findings should be treated with caution as respondents may 
have overstated their awareness due to social desirability effects.  
Notably, participants in the focus groups were generally unaware that 
they could petition the Scottish Parliament. 

When asked how much they know about the Scottish Parliament’s 
public petitions process, the majority stated that they did not know very 
much about it. 

Despite this, when asked to consider the likely effectiveness of the 
Scottish Parliament’s petitions process, views were positive to some 
extent.  The majority of survey respondents agreed that petitions to the 
Scottish Parliament are an “effective way for people to make their 
voices heard” and that petitions “can make a difference to the way the 
country is run”. At the same time however, over half agreed that 
“politicians probably don’t pay much attention to petitions” and a further 
half agreed that “the Scottish Parliament will not formally consider all 
the petitions it receives”. 

Overall, information on Scottish Parliament’s petitions process was 
positively received.  All participants in the qualitative research were 
surprised at the number of issues that fall under the Parliament’s remit 
and the fact that only one signature is required to submit a petition. 

There was unanimous agreement among participants in the qualitative 
research that it is important to increase public awareness of the 
Scottish Parliament’s petitions process. 

The survey included a number of questions to gauge awareness, 
experience and perceptions of the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions 
process.  These themes were also explored in some depth in the 
qualitative research.  This chapter presents the findings from each 
strand of the research in turn.  
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Awareness and experience of the Scottish Parliament’s 
public petitions process 
Respondents to the survey were presented with a list of different ways 
the public can engage with the Scottish Parliament and asked which of 
these they were aware of.  As Figure 5.1 shows, a majority of 
respondents were aware that they can watch Scottish Parliament 
debates on television or the internet (69%), add their name in support 
of a petition to the Scottish Parliament (53%) and visit the public gallery 
of the Scottish Parliament (51%).  In contrast less than half of 
respondents were aware that they can submit a petition to the Scottish 
Parliament (39%), respond to a Scottish Parliament consultation (27%) 
and attend a Cross-Party Group meeting (13%). 

Figure 5.1: Awareness of different ways of engaging in the Scottish 
Parliament 

13%
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Base: All respondents (1013) 

Watch Scottish Parliament debates
on TV or the internet

Add your name in support of a public
petition to the Scottish Parliament

Visit the public gallery of the 
Scottish Parliament

Submit a public petition to the Scottish 
Parliament

Respond to a Scottish Parliament
consultation

Attend a Cross-Party Group meeting

Q. Which, if any, of these things are you aware that you can do?

 

Sub-group analysis of the findings shows that awareness that the 
public can sign a petition or submit a petition to the Scottish Parliament 
was highest among: 

• respondents belonging to the higher social grades ABC1 
(62% were aware that they can sign a petition and 48% 
were aware that they can submit a petition) 

• those living in the least deprived areas of Scotland (63% 
and 50% respectively) 

• and those who have access to the internet (61% and 
48% respectively). 

As socio-demographic characteristics are closely inter-related (for 
example those who belong to the higher ABC1 social grades are more 
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likely than those who belong to the lower social grades C2DE to have 
access to the internet) regression analysis was undertaken to assess 
simultaneously the relative impact of the different variables. 

The analysis confirmed that social grade and access to the internet 
were both significant predictors of awareness of the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions process.  The regression analysis also 
showed that younger respondents (aged 18-24) and older (aged 65 or 
over) respondents were significantly less likely to be aware that they 
can submit a petition to the Scottish Parliament. 

Looking at the wider findings in Figure 5.1, on average respondents 
were aware of 2.58 of the six ways presented to them.  Consistent with 
the findings relating to the petitions process, regression analysis shows 
that as social grade decreases, awareness of the different ways of 
engaging with the Scottish Parliament also decreases.  Similarly, those 
without access to the internet were less likely than those with internet 
access to be aware of the different methods of engagement.  When 
examining the results by age, awareness is lowest among the younger 
(aged 18-24) and older (aged 65 or over) respondents. 

In terms of respondents’ experiences of the different ways of engaging 
with the Scottish Parliament, around two-thirds (64%) of those who 
were aware that they can watch Scottish Parliament debates on 
television or the internet had done so, while 41% of those who were 
aware that they can add their name to a petition to the Scottish 
Parliament had done so (Figure 5.2).  The figures were much lower for 
the other forms of engagement although not insignificant.  For 
example, 21% of those who were aware that they can respond to a 
Scottish Parliament consultation had done so. 

Figure 5.2: Experience of engaging with the Scottish Parliament 
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Watch Scottish Parliament debates
on TV or the internet
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Visit the public gallery of the 
Scottish Parliament

Submit a public petition to the Scottish 
Parliament

Respond to a Scottish Parliament
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Attend a Cross-Party Group meeting

Q. And which of these things have you ever done?
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Regression analysis shows that experience of signing or submitting a 
petition to the Scottish Parliament was lowest among people belonging 
to social grades C2DE and those without internet access5.   In addition, 
younger (aged 18-24) and older respondents (aged 65 or over) were 
less likely than middle aged respondents to state that they had 
submitted a petition to the Scottish Parliament.   

When interpreting these results, it should be borne in mind that 
responses to this question may partly reflect a social desirability bias in 
that respondents may have overstated their awareness and experience 
of engaging with the Parliament in an effort to give what they deemed 
to be socially acceptable or politically correct responses.  It is also 
possible that respondents were unable to distinguish between 
petitioning the Scottish Parliament and petitioning in general.  In the 
Hansard Society’s 2008 Audit of Political Engagement which surveyed 
people across Britain, 40% stated that they had signed a petition in the 
last two or three years6, which is similar to the finding from this survey 
which specifically asks about petitioning the Scottish Parliament.  
Furthermore, in the qualitative research it was clear that most 
participants did not know that they could petition the Scottish 
Parliament.   

Sources of information and knowledge of the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions process 
Respondents who were aware that they can add their name to a 
petition to the Scottish Parliament or submit their own petition, were 
asked to identify from which sources they found out about the Scottish 
Parliament’s petitions process.  As Figure 5.3 shows, the most 
common response was through a TV report, mentioned by 48%.  
Meanwhile, around a third (37%) mentioned word of mouth, 31% 
mentioned articles in national newspapers and a slightly smaller 
proportion (28%) mentioned articles in local newspapers.  Around a 
quarter (26%) cited personal experiences and 16% mentioned 
experiences of friends or family.  The Scottish Parliament website and 
Scottish Parliament leaflets in libraries were each mentioned by 6%.  

                                                   
5 For more details on this regression analysis see Appendix C. 
6 Hansard Society and the Electoral Commission (2008), An Audit of Political 
Engagement 5, London: Hansard Society and Electoral Commission. 
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Figure 5.3: Sources of information of the Scottish Parliament’s public 
petitions process 
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Base: All who are aware of submitting or signing a petition to the Scottish Parliament (604) 
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Article in local paper

Personal experience

Radio report

I just know about this

Experiences of friends or family

Scottish Parliament website

Scottish Parliament leaflets in libraries

Q. From which, if any, of these sources did you become aware of petitions to the 
Scottish Parliament?

 

Respondents who were aware that they can add their name to a 
petition to the Scottish Parliament, or submit their own petition were 
asked how much they know about the Parliament’s public petitions 
process.  Seven in 10 said that they did not know very much about the 
process and a further 18% said that they had heard of it but knew 
nothing about it (Figure 5.4).  Only 10% said that they knew a fair 
amount (9%) or a great deal about the petitions process (1%). 

Figure 5.4: Knowledge of the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions 
process 
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Base: All who are aware of submitting or signing a petition to the Scottish Parliament (604)

Q. How much would you say you know about the Scottish Parliament's petitions system?  
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Reinforcing these findings, nearly 7 in 10 respondents (69%) agreed 
with the statement: “if I wanted to organise a petition, I wouldn’t know 
where to start”.   

Regression analysis shows that self-reported knowledge of the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions process was lower among respondents 
who belong to the lower social grades C2DE and those who do not 
have access to the internet (see Appendix C for more details).  C2DE 
respondents were also the group most likely to say that they “wouldn’t 
know where to start” in terms of organising a petition (74% compared 
with 63% of ABC1s). 

Perceptions of the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions 
process 
Despite their low levels of knowledge of the Scottish Parliament’s 
public petitions process, respondents to the survey felt able to offer 
views on the likely effectiveness of the system.  To some extent these 
views were positive: over three-quarters (78%) of respondents agreed 
that “petitions are an effective way for people to make their voices 
heard”, and around half (55%) agreed that “petitions can make a 
difference to the way the country is run”.  Moreover, 57% disagreed 
that “petitions to the Scottish Parliament are a waste of time because 
the Scottish Parliament has little power”. 

At the same time however, over half (56%) of respondents agreed that 
“politicians probably don’t pay much attention to petitions” while a 
similar proportion (53%) agreed that “the Scottish Parliament will not 
formally consider all the petitions it receives”.  These findings chime 
with results from the 2007 Scottish Social Attitudes Survey7, discussed 
in Chapter 7, highlighting public disillusionment with the political 
process.   

                                                   
7 Ormston, Rachel. (2008) Scottish Social Attitudes Survey 2007 Core Module Report 
1: Attitudes to Government in Scotland, Edinburgh: Scottish Government Social 
Research 
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Figure 5.5: Perceptions of the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions 
process 
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Sub-group analysis of the results shows men were more likely than 
women to hold negative views of the potential value of petitions. 
Specifically, more men than women agree with the statements: 
“petitions to the Scottish Parliament are a waste of time because the 
Scottish Parliament has little power” (40% versus 31% respectively) 
and “politicians probably don’t pay much attention to petitions” (62% 
versus 51% respectively). These differences may partly be attributed to 
the higher proportion of “don’t know” responses among women. 

Respondents belonging to the lower social grades C2DE tended to be 
more cynical about the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process 
than those belonging to the higher grades ABC1.  Specifically, they 
were more likely to say that “petitions to the Scottish Parliament are a 
waste of time because the Scottish Parliament has little power” (39% 
versus 31% respectively) and that “the Scottish Parliament will not 
formally consider all the petitions it receives” (58% versus 49% 
respectively).   

There were also differences based on respondents’ knowledge of the 
Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process.  Those who indicated 
that they knew a great deal or a fair amount were more likely than 
average to agree that “petitions are an effective way for people to make 
their voices heard” (90% versus 77% overall) and to disagree that 
“politicians probably don’t pay much attention to petitions” (63% versus 
37% overall). This point reinforces the finding from the focus groups 
(outlined in Chapter 4) that those with experience of organising 



 26

petitions are more likely to speak positively about the potential impact 
of petitioning the Scottish Parliament.  

As well as sub-group analysis, correlation analysis was conducted on 
four of the statements which asked respondents to evaluate the 
Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process, namely: 

• Petitions are an effective way for people to make their  
voices heard 

• Petitions can make a difference to the way the country is 
run 

• Politicians probably don’t pay much attention to petitions 

• The Scottish Parliament will not formally consider all the 
petitions it receives. 

The aim of this analysis was to identify whether respondents who 
agreed with one statement were also more likely to agree with any of 
the other statements. 

Overall, the results show that there is very little consistency in 
responses across the four statements.  The only notable correlation 
was between the statements that petitions are an effective way for 
people to make their voices heard and that petitions can make a 
difference to the way the country is run8.  The lack of correlation across 
the other statements may partly reflect respondents’ lack of detailed 
knowledge of the Scottish Parliament’s petitions system, and in turn 
suggesting that respondents were answering based on ‘gut feeling’ and 
intuition. 

Barriers to using the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions 
process 
To identify barriers to engaging with the Scottish Parliament’s petitions 
process, those who were aware of the system but had never used it 
were asked whether there was anything that would make them unlikely 
to do so.  A variety of responses were given and these are presented in 
Figure 5.6.  Overall, the most common response was “I’ve never had 
an issue that I wanted to petition about” (mentioned by 24%).  
Consistent with other findings reported above, the next most common 
answers were: general apathy towards politics, a feeling that nothing 
would be achieved by petitioning and general disillusionment with 
politicians (mentioned by 17%, 14% and 8% respectively).  Other 
responses cited were lack of time and issues relating to the petitions 

                                                   
8 For a full discussion of the results of the correlation analysis please refer to 
Appendix C. 
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process, such as lack of information about the process or anxiety over 
procedures. 

Figure 5.6: Barriers to using the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions 
process 
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Lack of time 

 

Significantly, there is no sub-group variation in the findings suggesting 
that barriers to using the Scottish Parliament’s petitions process are 
similar across the population. 

The qualitative research provided an opportunity to explore perceptions 
of the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process in a more 
deliberative manner and to identify considerations underpinning 
responses to the survey questions.  As already noted, most 
participants were unaware that they could petition the Scottish 
Parliament.  When they were told about the process and asked 
whether they felt this would be an effective way of making their voice 
heard, their initial reactions were fairly negative.  Underpinning these 
reactions was the wider perception, as discussed previously, that the 
Scottish Parliament has little power. 

It is however worth noting that the minority of participants who had 
experience of petitioning the Scottish Parliament had very positive 
perceptions of the process, and in particular, they commented on the 
extensive support they received from the Parliament clerks.  This 
reinforces the survey findings that knowledge of the petitions process 
was linked to more positive views of the process.  

Participants were given a brief presentation about the public petitions 
process which included information on: the criteria a petition must meet 
if it is to be considered; the devolved matters that the public can 
petition the Scottish Parliament about; and the process involved in 
submitting a petition.  Following the presentation participants were 



 28

asked to give their opinions on the information they were given.  One of 
the most common initial reactions was considerable surprise at the 
number of issues that fall within the Scottish Parliament’s remit.  
Participants were also surprised by certain features of the public 
petitions process, particularly: the fact that only one signature is 
required to submit a petition, that the process is not as complicated as 
they imagined it to be and that all petitions have to be formally 
considered by the Public Petitions Committee.  Young people in the 
qualitative research also commented that the e-petition system made 
the whole process very accessible.  In all, the presentation led most 
participants to regard the petitions process in a very positive light. 

I think it’s excellent. 
Male, 18 and over, Oban 

 
Some people will be scared because of a lot of 
paperwork to do and a lot of effort, but it seems like it 
wouldn’t be too much effort to do it.  

Male, 18-25, Edinburgh 
 

The fact that someone definitely looks at it.  
Female, 18-25, Melrose 

 
The fact that you can get it on the internet makes it very 
accessible as well. 

Male, 18-25, Edinburgh 
 

Despite these views, there was still some cynicism towards the 
process.  A minority of participants remained unconvinced that the 
process is as easy as it sounds while others were sceptical that a 
petition with one signature would be taken as seriously as one with 
numerous signatures.   

I’m not buying that at all, no, I mean if it was just one 
person they’re not going to bother setting aside too much 
time to sort out [the] issue.  

Male, 18 and over, Dingwall 
 

It was also noted that there might be a ‘political’ aspect to the process.  
Specifically it was suggested that because the membership of the 
Public Petitions Committee reflects the balance of parties in 
Parliament, one, or a coalition of, parties might be able to control which 
petitions are referred for further action.  On a similar point; there was 
some suggestion that politicians may only take an interest in a petition 
when they believe there may be votes to be won by doing so. 
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I don’t believe too many politicians sit up and take notice 
unless there’s votes to be won and unless there is some 
political gain for them.  

Male, 18 and over, Dingwall 
 

Notwithstanding such views most participants said that they would 
consider petitioning the Scottish Parliament in the future if there was an 
issue that they felt strongly about.  There was consensus that it would 
be “worth a try”, even if the desired outcome of the petition was not 
achieved.  This broadly reinforces the findings of previous research 
which shows that perceptions of the petitions process have a greater 
impact on participation in the process than the outcome of petitions9. 

There was unanimous agreement that it is important to increase 
awareness of the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process.  
Participants felt that low public awareness of the system was key to 
explaining why it is not more widely used.  There was also some 
suggestion that by not doing more to publicise the petitions process the 
Parliament is denying people “their right” to know how they can make 
their voices heard. 

I don’t see the point in [the] Scottish Parliament if you 
don’t know it’s there.  

Male, 18 and over, Glasgow 
 
More publicity about [the Scottish Parliament] so people 
know what’s going on there, because a lot of people don’t 
really pay attention to it.  

Male, 18 and over, Oban 
 
Make sure that people know [about] all the different 
things [that] can definitely be taken [up], because you can 
always be nagging about something in your local 
community that you’ve never liked, but if you know that’s 
an issue you can take to Parliament then you’re more 
likely to [do so].  

Female, 18-25, Melrose 
       

 

                                                   
9 Carman (2006) The Assessment of the Scottish Parliament's Public Petitions 
System 1999 – 2006, Scottish Parliament: Edinburgh 
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6. Engaging with the public 
about the petitions process 
Key findings 

There was a consensus among the survey respondents and focus 
group participants that television coverage or advertising would be the 
most effective way of increasing awareness of the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions process. 

Views on door-to-door leafleting were more divided, with only around 
half of respondents to the survey stating that “leaflets through the door” 
would capture their attention.  In the focus groups, some participants 
said that they read everything that is posted through their doors while 
others said they tend to throw leaflets “straight to the bin”. 

In the focus groups, participants mentioned a variety of ways in which 
the PPC might target young people, specifically: placing adverts on 
social networking sites such as Facebook, visiting schools to educate 
pupils about the petitions process and producing posters for display in 
colleges, youth clubs and other places frequented by young people. 

In terms of the content of communications, there was clear preference 
for “short and snappy” messages.  There was also repeated suggestion 
that it is necessary to highlight the range of issues that the public can 
petition the Scottish Parliament about. 

This section considers how the Scottish Parliament Public Petitions 
Committee might best engage with the public about the petitions 
process in the future. It examines the means by which the public prefer 
to receive information, as well as their thoughts on the specific type of 
information they would like to receive. Specific consideration is given to 
ways of engaging with underserved groups, particularly young people.   

Preferred modes of communication 
Respondents to the survey were presented with a list of ways in which 
the PPC might communicate with the public and asked which of these 
would be most likely to capture their attention.  As Figure 6.1, shows 
the most common response by far was television coverage, mentioned 
by 73%. This was followed by leaflets through the door (46%), 
coverage in local papers (33%), coverage in national newspapers 
(32%) and radio coverage (31%). Comparatively few respondents said 
they would welcome an email newsletter from the Scottish Parliament 
(10%).  
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Figure 6.1: Preferred modes of communication 
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There are few notable sub-group differences, although respondents 
living in the least deprived areas of the country were more likely than 
those living in the most deprived areas to favour coverage in national 
papers (35% versus 24% respectively) and coverage on the radio (39% 
versus 25% respectively).   

The findings in Figure 6.1 were very much reflected in the focus group 
discussions. Participants repeatedly suggested that television coverage 
is the most effective mode by which to communicate with the public 
because “everybody watches telly” and because people tend to 
remember what they have seen on television - not least when they are 
repeatedly exposed to a particular message over a sustained period.  
In this respect, television adverts or short information bulletins 
broadcast at peak times were seen as being a particularly good way to 
reach a maximum number people. When discussing this point, some 
participants referred to Scottish Government public information adverts, 
commenting that these tend to be effective at getting messages across. 

The reason advertising on TV works so well 
is [...] because you remember it after the 
advert until you need something. If you put 
that on TV, even if you just run it for half a 
year, it would stick in people’s minds and 
when stuff does come ‘round, they could at 
least have some way they could think, 
‘where did I hear about that?’ and they 
could go from there. 

Male, 18 and over, Dingwall 
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If you had [an advert about the petitions 
process] in the ad break between 
Emmerdale, Coronation Street or whatever, 
that’s the time to catch people. 

Female, 18 and over, Dingwall 
 

Newspaper coverage, whether in the form of adverts or short articles, 
was similarly cited as an effective means by which to reach a large 
proportion of the public.  Consistent with the survey findings, there was 
a particular emphasis on local newspapers as it was felt that people 
tend to pay more attention to these than to the national press.    

Views on the effectiveness of door-to-door leafleting as a mode of 
communication were more divided. While some people said they read 
everything that comes through their doors, others, including many of 
the younger participants, said they tend to throw leaflets “straight into 
the bin”.  Still, most people agreed that leaflets in public places, 
including Drs’ surgeries, would be more likely to capture their attention.   

Leaflets are okay, if you’re sitting in a Dr’s 
surgery and you’re waiting and want 
something to read. 

Female, 18 and over, Aberdeen 

Notwithstanding these views, there was also some recognition that 
communication strategies need to be tailored to particular target 
audience(s).  In discussing this point, several participants, made 
suggestions as to how the PPC might best target young people. These 
included placing adverts on social networking sites such as Facebook 
and Bebo; visiting schools to educate pupils about the petitions 
process and about the Parliament more generally; and producing 
posters for display in schools, colleges and other public places 
frequented by young people. 

Put two adverts on the front page of Bebo 
and you’ll double the amount of petitions 
you get from young people in a week. 

Male, 18 and over, Dingwall  

Down the side of Facebook and stuff like 
that it’s always got bits to do with gambling 
and online bingo and what not. If you were 
to replace that with something [about the 
petitions system...] 

Female, 18 and over, Aberdeen 
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Take something like this into the schools 
get them young so they know by our age 
what the Scottish Parliament is all about. 

              Female, 18 and over, Aberdeen 

Content of communications 
In terms of the desired content of communications, there was a clear 
preference for “short and snappy” messages that are easily digestible.  
Accordingly, the Parliament’s information leaflet, ‘How to submit a 
petition to the Scottish Parliament’ was not particularly well received in 
the groups and indeed was variously described as “dull”, “boring”, “too 
long” and “not very appealing”.  

For young folk like myself, is there no’ 
another way of putting it across that would 
be more appealing to me? If you put that 
through my door I wouldn’t even look at it. 

Male, 18 and over, Stirling 

I think if someone looks at this, they would 
think, ‘oh I can’t be bothered to read that.’ 

Female, 18 and over, Aberdeen 

Reflecting their preference for media-based communications, 
participants spoke at some length about possible content of television, 
radio and newspaper adverts about the petitions process.  Some 
suggested a short advert which begins with a very brief introduction to 
the petitions process, before providing details of how to obtain further 
information.  Another person suggested more of a ‘case study’ 
approach, whereby the advert would chart the progress of a specific 
petition to illustrate how the process works and, ultimately, to 
demonstrate that people can have a real influence over the work of the 
Parliament.   

If there was a short thing saying, ‘did you 
know if you wanted to... there is this’ and 
then if you wanted to find out more it would 
have like the website or a phone number.  

Female, 18 – 25, Melrose 
 
Even if they highlighted one of their cases 
that they had solved like you were saying, 
like really showing how it was carried out. 

Female, 18 and over, Aberdeen 
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Significantly, there was repeated suggestion that any communication 
about the petitions system should highlight devolved matters to make 
people aware of the range of issues about which they can petition the 
Parliament, and to promote political awareness more generally.  

They need to express what the Scottish 
Parliament can actually do. I thought that 
everything that gets to the Parliament goes 
down to London anyway but it obviously 
doesn’t.  

Male, 18 and over, Aberdeen 
 

While participants were clearly in favour of the PPC doing more to 
inform the public about the petitions process, many also felt strongly 
that elected representatives, including councillors, MSPs and MPs, 
have an important role to play in drawing people’s attention to the 
system as and when appropriate.  

If you go to your local councillor, they 
should be able to tell me about this, or put 
you in the right direction; pass you on to 
your MSP. 

Male, 18 and over, Dingwall 

 
Public Petitions Committee outreach meetings 
One way in which the PPC has been attempting to increase awareness 
of the public petitions process is through holding outreach meetings at 
various locations across Scotland.  These events are open to the public 
and provide the opportunity for people to find out more about the 
Scottish Parliament’s petitions process as well as observe the PPC 
hearing evidence on current petitions.  Five depth interviews were 
undertaken with individuals who had attended one of these meetings 
and were asked about their experiences. 

Overall, feedback on the outreach events was positive.  Interviewees 
felt that the meetings were interesting and well organised. Moreover, 
they were pleased to have been given the opportunity to speak to the 
MSPs on the Committee and the Parliament clerks.    

In terms of how the events could be improved, respondents felt that the 
PPC needs to be clearer about the purpose of the meetings when 
publicising them.  One respondent noted that even though she 
received an invitation to attend the meeting she was unsure of what to 
expect.  Another respondent noted that the PPC could be more “public 
friendly” by using less formal language at the events.   
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7. Parliamentary public 
engagement: a comparative 
analysis 
Given the belief that public engagement is beneficial for public support 
of institutions (and, therefore, compliance with the law and public 
satisfaction with legislative outcomes), law-making bodies have 
increasingly sought to expand the range and scope of public interaction 
with political institutions. Interestingly, as the Scottish Parliament’s 
Participation Handbook states, participation is, ‘seen as a means of 
strengthening representative democracy rather than being in opposition 
to it, or offered as an alternative model.’10 

Certainly the model of ‘representative democracy’ could use some 
strengthening. The latest report of the House of Commons’ Committee 
on Standards in Public Life shows that four in ten respondents to the 
2008 survey thought that the conduct of public office holders has 
deteriorated in the past few years. Survey analysis also shows that 
fewer people in 2008 thought that all or most UK government ministers 
tell the truth and are in touch with what the public thinks important.11  
Similarly, the Hansard Society recently published survey results 
revealing that ‘an overwhelming majority of people feel that Parliament 
is unrepresentative of British society’12 and ‘only a third of the 
population is satisfied with how the institution works’.13  

Yet these figures are nowhere near unique to public perceptions and 
satisfaction with democracy in the United Kingdom. The literature 
review undertaken has demonstrated that scholars examining other 
established, industrialised democracies have broadly identified similar 
trends14. The overall perception is that publics believe themselves to be 
disconnected from representative institutions. With this point in mind, 
law-making bodies have adopted a wide range of systems and 
mechanisms in an attempt to reverse these identified trends and 
‘reengage’ electorates with their political institutions. 

The systems adopted vary widely from the wholesale change in 
electoral systems to the creation of online forums. To better understand 
                                                   
10 The Public Participation Team (2004) Participation Handbook. Edinburgh: The 
Scottish Parliament. 
11 Hayward, Bruce et al. Survey on Public Attitudes Towards Conduct in Public Life 
2008, prepared for the Committee on Standards in Public Life November 2008. 
12 Kalitowski, Susanna. Parliament and the Public: Knowledge, interest and 
perceptions. (London: Hansard Society). 
13 Hansard Society and the Electoral Commission (2007), An audit of political 
engagement 4 (London: Hansard Society and Electoral Commission). 
14 For more details please refer to the literature review provided in Appendix B. 
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these systems, this project undertook a qualitative analysis of the 
systems and mechanisms used by parliaments in established 
democracies. As a key question of this strain of the research is ‘by 
what means are publics able to engage with their parliaments?’, the 
deliberate decision was taken to attempt to discern the means of public 
interaction with the parliaments through publicly available information. 
The findings of this report demonstrate that whilst parliamentary 
officials and staff may see certain systems as being crucial to public 
political engagement, the mass public may actually have little 
awareness of these systems. What systems, then, are readily 
identifiable through an analysis and search of parliaments’ websites? 

To underpin this analysis, we turn to the classic typology of 
mechanisms adopted by political institutions concerned with fostering 
citizen participation. Sherry Arnstein’s article “A Ladder of Citizen 
Participation”15 distinguishes between eight rungs of participatory 
policies, ranging, at the low end, from ‘Manipulation’ to the most 
participatory policies that encourage ‘Citizen Control’. As is shown in 
Figure 7.1, Arnstein places the eight rungs of the ladder into three 
broad categories ‘Nonparticipation’, ‘Tokenism’ and ‘Citizen Power’. 

 
Figure 7.1: Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation 
 

Citizen Control 

Delegated Power 

Partnership 

Citizen Power 

Placation 

Consultation 

Informing 

Tokenism 

Therapy 

Manipulation 
Nonparticipation 

 
 
Arnstein argues that as policies move up the ladder, they progress 
from being ‘shams’ that are intended to make people think they have 
some say in public policy formulation (but do not actually provide the 
citizenry with any power) to policies that are specifically designed to 
integrate the public fully into the policy process. In the highest rung of 
the ladder citizens are involved in the policy process from the 
conceptualisation through the formulation and finally legitimation 
                                                   
15 Arnstein, Sherry R (1969), ‘A Ladder of Citizen Participation’ Journal of the 
American Institute of Planners 35 (4): 216-224. 
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stages. As policies progress up the ladder, they integrate components 
that are specifically designed to provide information to citizens, then, 
midway up the ladder, offer some degree of information exchange 
between public officials and the mass public. Beyond information 
exchange, policies begin to equip the public with input in policy 
proposal and formulation. Finally, at the top, citizens have non-trivial 
input in policy adoption. 

Using the basic progression described by Arnstein, we can stratify the 
public engagement systems adopted by law-making bodies into those 
that, at the lowest level, simply provide a system of information 
transmission from the parliament to the mass public. At the highest 
level, these systems integrate the citizenry in legitimisation of law. We 
divide the policies used by established parliaments to connect with 
citizens into four broad categories: 

1. Information Transmission and Provision 

2. Information Exchange 

3. Public Participation 

4. Public Control 

 
Below, we explore to each of these public engagement policies in turn. 
 
Information Transmission 
To Arnstein, information transmission and provision policies fall under 
the category of ‘tokenism’. These policies provide for the one-way 
presentation of information, where the institution presents information 
to the citizenry on their rights and responsibilities.  

Information provision is important, even if only one-way. Information is 
an invaluable tool that civic society organisations and members of the 
citizenry may use to help to hold their governing institutions to account 
for decisions taken (or not taken). According to Bruce Cain and his 
colleagues, ‘in most nations democratic change has included rising 
expectations about openness and transparency in government. Even 
states that have had strong paternalistic and state secrecy traditions 
have been pressured in recent years into adopting laws that grant—on 
paper at least—more citizen access to information.’16 Whilst 
academics, pundits and activists have yet to arrive at a consensus on 
how much information is actually needed by a citizenry to monitor their 
                                                   
16 Cain, Bruce E., Patrick Egan and Sergio Fabbrini (2003) ‘Towards More Open 
Democracies: The Expansion of Freedom of Information Laws’ in Bruce E. Cain, 
Russell J. Dalton and Susan E. Scarrow, eds., Democracy Transformed? Expanding 
Political Opportunities in Advanced Industrial Democracies. Oxford: University of 
Oxford Press, page 115. 
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governing officials and institutions, most agree that open and 
transparent governments have a responsibility to make as much 
information available as possible without undermining state security. 

Research has demonstrated that, ‘the right of access to public 
documents is increasing, creating more possibilities for citizens than in 
the past.’17 Whilst this may be the case, there is variance in the extent 
to which parliaments make their freedom of information policies clear 
on their websites. The UK House of Commons has placed a clear link 
(‘Freedom of Information’) directly on its splash page. Both the Scottish 
Parliament and the Danish Folketing have pages on their websites 
devoted to specifying freedom of information policies and laws. In both 
instances, these pages are relatively easy to navigate to (following the 
term ‘information’ from the splash, or main, page), requiring about three 
‘clicks’. The websites of other parliaments studied completely fail to 
include this information or nest it so deeply within the website that is it 
extremely difficult to locate (requiring the use of a search function). 

Of course, beyond freedom of information laws, parliaments adopt a 
variety of other techniques to transmit information. The simple creation 
of a website is a first step. As one might imagine, there is a wide 
degree of variance in the relative ease of use/navigation of 
parliamentary websites. In some cases, the websites almost 
overwhelm visitors with information and links on the splash (main) page 
(e.g., the Scottish Parliament’s main page contains a great deal of text 
and includes a large number of hypertexted links). Other websites are 
more streamlined (e.g., the Estonian Riigikogu initially provides the 
upcoming agenda and a large number of links).  

The vast majority of parliamentary websites surveyed for this project 
are mired in ‘Web 1.0’ technologies and approaches, offering little 
beyond straightforward information provision. To clarify, it is generally 
argued that ‘Web 1.0’ approaches to the World Wide Web are those 
that rely on the provision of ‘read-only’ material. In contrast, ‘Web 2.0’ 
approaches to website design and technology emphasise the 
facilitating of communication, information sharing and, potentially, 
collaboration between users. The Irish Houses of the Oireachtais and 
the Maltese Kamra Tad-Deputati, whilst not being static websites, offer 
visitors little in the way of interaction. Other parliaments are heading 
toward ‘Web 2.0’ sites and are beginning to offer limited sections such 
as a forums page (e.g., see the website for Estonia’s Riigikogu).  

Most European parliaments have also adopted the practice of providing 
some degree of information on their webpages in multiple languages. 
Here the Scottish Parliament seems to be at the forefront. Other 
parliaments tend to provide information in English and their indigenous 

                                                   
17 Ibid. page 117. 
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languages, but are less progressive in presenting information in 
languages used by immigrant communities. 

Other information provision systems make extensive use of new 
electronic media. A great number of parliaments now ‘broadcast’ their 
sessions over the internet. In some cases these ‘Web TV’ broadcasts 
are limited to the meetings of the parliament in the whole, whilst other 
also broadcast other events such as committee meetings and meetings 
of affiliated groups. Most of these broadcasts must be accessed 
through the parliament’s web pages and many are limited to visitors 
using Windows based software. Other parliaments (the European 
Parliament, for example) also offer podcasts that may be downloaded 
and viewed when not online. Some parliaments have also established 
dedicated YouTube.com18 ‘channels’ to further expand the accessibility 
of their broadcasts.  

Additionally, some parliaments have also adopted the use of RSS 
feeds on their main pages, making it easier for subscribers to know 
when new information has been posted to their parliament’s webpage. 
RSS feeds, however, tend not to be tied to pages that are below the 
level of the main, information page. That is, RSS feeds are not tied to 
pages that document the activities of committees, for example. 

Finally, a few parliaments are experimenting with other ‘new’ 
communications tools to provide information to the public. The UK 
House of Commons, for example, broadcasts ‘tweets’ that can be 
followed using the popular social networking website Twitter.19 While 
the use of Twitter by elected members of parliaments has begun to 
gather some attention in the popular press20, fewer institutions are 
‘Twittering’ on a daily basis. We would project that once the popular 
social networking site Facebook begins to incorporate its new design 
for its main page, offering organisations the chance to post ‘status 
updates’ (similar in many ways to Twitter’s ‘tweets’),21 we may begin to 
see parliaments adopting this means of ‘communication’ as well.    

Beyond the World Wide Web, Wales has instituted a Regional Public 
Information Service programme. Located across the four electoral 
regions in Wales, the regional public information co-ordinators seek to 
build networks with civil society and community organisations by 
providing information on the National Assembly at meetings and 
community functions.  

                                                   
18 UK Parliament’s YouTube channel is available online at: 
http://www.youtube.com/ukparliament?gl=GB&hl=en-GB 
19 See: http://twitter.com/UKParliament 
20 See also the website maintained by a media collective, http://tweetminster.co.uk/ 
21 See http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/technology/2009/03/facebook-pages.html. 
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Also off-line, the relative degree of openness of the institution, itself, 
may well be thought to influence the degree of information members of 
the public receive. Both the Danish Folketing and the Scottish 
Parliament allow the public access to sittings of the parliament. Of 
course, the Scottish Parliament also allows members of the public to 
attend most sessions of committee meetings (though committees may 
opt to hold some portion of their meetings in private22). Obviously as a 
vehicle for relaying information to the public, this is a very limited 
mechanism. Whilst it is certainly the case that journalists and members 
of the media may publicise the more high profile moments of these 
meetings (e.g., which party leader ‘won’ First Ministers Questions), only 
the most highly engaged and interested members of the public (with 
flexible schedules) will be able to attend public parliamentary or 
committee meetings.  

Whilst there are broad arrays of methods being adopted by parliaments 
to transmit information to interested citizens, we must recognise two 
important points. First, as a strategy for encouraging public 
engagement with political institutions, systems falling in the information 
provision category are extremely limited. These systems are designed 
to provide a one-way flow of information from the parliament to the 
citizenry. These systems are not designed to enhance the exchange of 
information. Second, interested individuals must make some degree of 
effort to receive this information—and it is only the interested who will 
make the effort to receive the information being provided by 
parliaments. While these systems may serve to deepen engagement 
amongst the previously engaged, they will do little to expand the 
breadth of engagement throughout society. 

Information Exchange 
Slightly further up Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation, systems 
allow for the exchange of information between the political institutions 
and the mass citizenry. At this stage, interested individuals and civil 
society organisations provide input into the policy-making process.   

Several parliaments have attempted to institute some sort of online 
forum to allow members of the public to raise issues of concern, make 
points on proposed bills or inquiries and comment on the posts of other 
members of the public or parliament. The Estonian Riigikogu 
established an online forum23 on which interested persons may post 
questions to the Riigikogu information services. The responses to the 
questions are generally posted on the forum site as well as comments 
from other interested persons.  

                                                   
22 The Scottish Parliament does provide the statistics on the amount of time 
committees meet in private, or closed, session (available online at: 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/corporate/anrep-accts/index.htm).  
23 See http://www.riigikogu.ee/?c_tpl=1041&rep_id=31508 
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As part of consultation exercises, several parliaments have created 
online forums to allow members of the public to comment on topics of 
public importance. The National Assembly for Wales has created a 
moderated online public forum on Assembly members’ pay and 
allowances to help inform an independent panel examining the issue.24 
In the thirteen weeks since the forum was created by asking the 
question ‘What are your views on Assembly Members’ pay and 
allowances?’, the forum has received two posts (both posted in 
December of 2008).25 Even on the hot-button topic of elected officials’ 
pay and allowances, the response to the online forum has been 
extremely limited.  

Addressing the issue of the future of the post office network in the 
United Kingdom, the House of Commons’ Business and Enterprise 
Committee has established on online ‘eConsultation’.26 The 
‘eConsultation’ exercise has posted questions online, inviting public 
response. On the three days questions have so far been posted (4, 5 
and 6 March 2009), 88, 82 and 107 responses have been posted, 
respectively. While this response is obviously far greater than the 
response to the Welsh Assembly’s online consultation on members’ 
pay and allowances, the response to the Business and Enterprise 
Committee’s eConsultation is still far from overwhelming given that the 
future of the postal network is an issue of substantial national concern.  

Though lacklustre in response, the online consultation does provide a 
mechanism for the hyper-interested to easily address comments to 
ongoing inquiries and consultations. These online models do increase 
accessibility and the potential for comment beyond more traditional 
calls for consultations responses (as are often placed on the Scottish 
Parliament’s website27).  Both the Maltese Kamra Tad-Deputati and 
Irish Houses of the Oireachtais post calls for evidence on their 
websites, but participants must submit responses in the traditional 
manner. 

The Scottish Parliament’s website does, of course, offer individuals 
interested in public petitions the opportunity to discuss the merits of the 
petitions online through the e-petitioner system. Individuals from all 
over the world may virtually ‘sign’ petitions and may post comments. 
The exchange here is between interested persons and rarely seems to 

                                                   
24 See http://www.assemblywales.org/gethome/cmt-forum-irp.htm 
25 The two responses to the online question read as follows: from John Anthony 
Nadin, ‘No member should be out of pocket whilst following assembly business. But 
to improve the quality at the publics expense is immoral. This is not public service,’ 
and from Charles Grisedale, ‘value for money essential in particular not abusing 
second home allowances’. 
26 See http://forums.parliament.uk/post-office-future/index.php?index,1 
27 For example, see 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/ellc/inquiries/SchoolsConsultationBill
CallforEvidence.htm 
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involve members of parliament. It is unclear (from the online FAQ28) 
how the online comments influence petition consideration.  

Westminster has experimented using alternative technologies and 
methods beyond the online consultation to engage with members of 
the public. One example from the House of Lords is the Hansard 
Society maintained blog site called ‘Lords of the Blog’. According to the 
website, ‘Lords of the Blog is an experimental project to encourage 
direct dialogue between web users across the world and Members of 
the House of Lords. Commissioned by the House of Lords, the pilot 
project is conducted by the Hansard Society who are working directly 
with Members of the Lords to bring their blogs to the wider online 
audience.’29 This interesting experiment involves members of the 
House of Lords posting on matters arising in the House as well as on 
the major issues of the day. The Lords bloggers often engage people 
commenting on the post in some degree of exchange on the topic. 
Professor Lord Norton of Louth, one of the UK’s leading parliamentary 
scholars, is particularly active on this site, posting on matters arising 
and addressing questions raised by those commenting on his posts.30 
This form of exchange does have great potential, though it is fairly 
obvious that posted comments come from a rather small group of 
regularly active readers. 

In addition to experimenting with blogs, the Hansard Society has also 
helped trial alternative methods of engaging the public. Reporting on 
the Digital Dialogues project, a joint project with the Ministry of Justice 
that uses multi-platform approaches to online engagement and 
deliberation, the third published report states: 

Our research shows that online engagement exercises with clear 
objectives have fared better than those with undefined goals. 
Websites that combine careful planning and appropriate 
marketing with the development of reflexive engagement 
strategies have a greater chance of success. In such cases, 
policy leads have benefited from user input with government 
departments seeing enhanced public trust and receiving positive 
feedback from stakeholders. In turn, end-users report more faith 
in the political process and better understanding of government.31  

In another pilot project, the Hansard Society administered an initiative 
by the Home Affairs Select Committee which encouraged young 
people to respond to an information request using their mobile phones 

                                                   
28 See http://epetitions.scottish.parliament.uk/#afterSubmission 
29 See http://lordsoftheblog.wordpress.com/ 
30 For example, see http://lordsoftheblog.wordpress.com/2009/03/03/the-
westminster-system-of-government/#comments 
31 Reports available online at: 
http://hansardsociety.org.uk/blogs/edemocracy/archive/2007/11/13/Digital-
Dialogues.aspx 
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(through SMS (‘short message service’), or ‘text’ messages). Overall, 
the piloted project seemed to only very moderately expand the level of 
engagement of young people in the legislating process.32  

Whilst mechanisms and systems that allow for the two-way follow of 
information between the citizenry and electoral institutions are an 
improvement on the one-way information provision systems discussed 
in the preceding section, information exchange remains a limited form 
of public engagement. As Arnstein states, ‘When they are proffered by 
powerholders as the total extent of participation, citizens may indeed 
hear and be heard. But under these conditions they lack the power to 
insure that their views will be heeded by the powerful. When 
participation is restricted to these levels, there is no follow-through, no 
“muscle,” hence no assurance of changing the status quo.’33 

Further, information exchange systems must be more than simple 
‘steam valves’ that allow members of the public to vent their 
frustrations but not have any actual means of moving beyond the 
venting stage. Information exchange does not necessarily equate to 
public participation if the exchange ends with the parliament simply 
being a receiving vessel for complaints and concerns without there 
being a meaningful response. 

Finally, it would seem that online consultations and forums remain a 
limited form of information exchange. There is little, if any, interaction 
and ‘exchange’ (in terms of a conversation or the exchanging of ideas). 
Instead, online ‘consultations’ and forums often post questions to which 
interested persons provide some response. The process usually ends 
at that point. On some of the forum sites there may be some degree of 
ongoing exchange between individuals posting to the site, but this 
generally is limited to interested members of the public and does not 
tend to involve elected officials. Yet, as the Hansard Society research 
demonstrates, with carefully specified objectives, watchful monitoring 
of discussion groups and designing sites specifically to foster public 
deliberation, information exchange (as opposed to information 
transmission) may help to promote public confidence in governing 
processes.  

Public Participation 
With systems and mechanisms designed to foster Public Participation, 
concerned citizens and civil society organisations are able to become 
directly involved in the policy-making process. While the final decision 
taking authority remains with the political institution, individuals are able 

                                                   
32 Report available online at: 
http://www.hansardsociety.org.uk/blogs/edemocracy/archive/2007/10/01/Citizen-
Calling-.aspx 
33 Arnstein, Sherry R (1969), ‘A Ladder of Citizen Participation’ Journal of the 
American Institute of Planners 35 (4): 216-224. 
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to have meaningful input in the political process of developing policy. 
As might be expected, the number of systems designed to engage the 
public in direct participation in the policy making process are far more 
limited than are information transmission and exchange systems.  

The most readily identifiable of public participation mechanisms are 
legislative petitions systems. Looking across six petitions systems, 
Richard Hough states that, ‘The purpose of legislative petitions 
systems is to provide a direct link between parliament (and 
government) and the citizen; to better enable public participation in the 
political process; and to inform executive scrutiny.’34 Hough also notes 
that, ‘a well-structured and adequately resourced petitions system can 
send out a positive symbol that parliament is interested in and 
receptive to the views of people….’35 The concept of the parliament 
being receptive to the ideas of the public is vital to the success (in 
terms of engaging the public) of petitions systems. As Carman has 
previously shown, petitioners’ perceptions of the relative fairness of 
procedures may have a significant impact on their evaluations of the 
entire political system.36 This seems to be particularly the case for 
individuals who may not have had much interaction with the political 
system prior to submitting a petition. Indeed, Carman’s findings are 
mirrored in the comments of the focus group participants discussed 
previously in this study. Despite being given a description of the 
petitions system, some focus group participants expressed a degree of 
cynicism about the petitions processes, thinking that there may be 
‘political’ motives underlying the system. 

As the previous sections of this report have shown, however, public 
awareness of the Scottish Parliament’s petitions system is rather 
limited. Certainly, as Carman showed in his 2006 report for the Public 
Petition Committee, the uptake by members of the public in the 
opportunity to petition their parliament has been relatively limited (in 
number of petitions). As the findings from both the quantitative and 
qualitative analyses presented in this report have demonstrated, the 
wider public across Scotland is generally unaware of the Parliament’s 
petitions system and even those survey respondents who say they are 
aware of the system readily admit to knowing almost nothing about the 
system.  

                                                   
34 Hough, Richard. (2009) ‘A comparative analysis of legislative petitions systems,’ 
Research Proposal, University of Hull.  
35 Hough, Richard. (2009). What factors determine the effectiveness of legislative 
petitions systems? Dissertation, University of Hull. 
36 Carman, Christopher. (2006) The assessment of the Scottish Parliament’s Public 
Petitions System 1999-2006. Edinburgh: The Scottish Parliament. See also, Carman, 
Christopher (2007) “Modelling Petitioner Engagement with the Scottish Parliament 
Petitions System: Procedural Fairness and Participatory Democracy.” Paper 
presented at the Annual Meeting of the Elections, Public Opinion and Parties study 
group of the Political Studies Association, Bristol, UK, 7-9 September. 
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In his comparative analysis, Hough distinguishes between the relative 
institutionalisation of legislative petitions systems as well as the degree 
to which these systems are ‘accessible’ and ‘active’. He finds that, ‘the 
German system is the most accessible and institutionalised of those 
studied. The Scottish Parliament also ranks highly in all three 
categories, scoring full marks in terms of accessibility and activity. 
Despite this, the Scottish system receives fewer petitions per head 
than the Canadian system which scores relatively poorly in all three 
categories. Improving accessibility, therefore, does not necessarily 
appear to increase participation.’37 

To a lesser extent, some consultation exercises may cross over from 
information exchange to public participation programmes. As discussed 
above, the Hansard Society has found that with careful design and 
implementation strategies, online consultations may take on 
characteristics of deliberative sessions. For this to happen, the policy-
makers (i.e., those individuals who will be taking the final decisions and 
have the authority to suggest amendments to the policies being 
considered) must also engage in the online consultation, exchanging 
ideas with public participants. 

Generally speaking, this analysis shows that as the degree of control 
that systems could allow citizens increases (that is, as we move up 
Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation), the opportunities decrease. 
There are a far greater number of systems in place to provide citizens 
with information than there are systems to allow for meaningful 
information exchange between citizens and parliaments. Further, there 
are more information exchange systems than systems that allow for 
real public participation in the policy-making process.38 As the next 
section shows, there are even fewer systems in place to promote 
Public Control. 

                                                   
37 Hough, Richard. (2009) ‘A comparative analysis of legislative petitions systems,’ 
Research Proposal, University of Hull. 
38 We have not considered Ombudsman systems within the context of public 
participation. There is, of course, a range of activities that Ombudsman systems are 
expected to undertake; however, it is usually the case that these systems react to, 
and attempt to resolve, complaints raised by citizens. In this sense, members of the 
public are able to raise issues of concern and therefore this could be thought of as a 
method of public participation. However, Ombudsman systems are usually limited to 
matters relating to individual concern and problems specific to the individual raising 
the issue. Of course, there are public policy implications from many rulings made by 
Ombudspersons in the course of resolving these individualised complaints (e.g. 
matters relevant to the accessing of public services or the availability of specific 
services). That said, as the premise of ombudsman systems is the resolution of 
specific, individualised complaints, these systems are not discussed in the body of 
the report.   
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Public Control 
There are very few mechanisms that establish the mass public as the 
final decision taker on matters of public policy or law. Under some 
constitutional arrangements, the parliament is obliged to hold referenda 
(binding or non-binding) on particular issues. In Denmark, for example, 
the Folketing is obligated to hold referenda on certain international 
treaties, constitutional amendments and provisions altering the voting 
age. Other systems allow for the public to request that referenda be 
held on matters of public import. New Zealand allows for ‘citizen 
initiated referenda.’ These public votes on matters of law are initiated 
with ten percent of eligible voters signing a petition calling for the vote. 
Of course, many countries allow for referenda, though they are rare 
(such as the UK). 

Initiatives and referenda are an extreme form of citizen participation in 
which the citizens may (using initiative systems) propose changes to 
existing law, then hold a public binding vote on those issues. This 
process is generally seen as by-passing established parliamentary 
controls and therefore may be beyond the scope of this project’s remit. 

Conclusion 
Though there has been little systematic published research comparing 
the public engagement systems adopted by parliaments to try to bridge 
the gap between political institutions and mass publics, there seems to 
be a general sense amongst academics interested in the topic that the 
newer parliaments tend to be the more innovative parliaments. It is 
certainly the case that the Scottish Parliament, particularly at its 
inception in 1999, has been at the forefront of citizen engagement. 
There are, however, lessons to be learned by looking at other 
parliaments.  

First, addressing web technology, the Scottish Parliament, as an 
institution, may consider adopting a website that is far more interactive, 
increasing the degree of information exchange between the institution, 
Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) and members of the 
public. As it stands, the Scottish Parliament’s website integrates some 
features of Web 2.0 strategies, though these are mostly focused on the 
public petitions systems. There is certainly scope for the committees to 
use eConsultation strategies. However, as the Hansard Society report 
on the Digital Dialogues pilot projects has argued, the adoption of 
interactive, consultative strategies must be designed with clear, specific 
goals (beyond ‘engaging the public’) and must be carefully 
implemented and moderated. Further, these strategies are likely to be 
far more effective in serving as a catalyst for meaningful online 
deliberation if they actually involve input from relevant MSPs.   

In addition to addressing the way in which the web might encourage 
participation, or at least the increase of information flows, the Scottish 
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Parliament might consider some of the newer communication methods. 
One could imagine that the use of Twitter, or related social networking 
interfaces such as Facebook, could help in public engagement 
strategies. Committees might attempt to build very large panels 
comprising members of the public as well as civil society organisations 
and other non-governmental organisations that can be contacted by 
Twitter and asked for responses to brief questions relevant to inquiries. 
Though this method of ‘consultation’ could not replace more formal 
models, they could be viewed as a supplement.   

For the Scottish Parliament, the Welsh National Assembly’s Regional 
Information Service programme might offer one method that could 
influence the degree of engagement with the public petitions system. In 
addition to providing information on the parliament and the range of 
involvement opportunities available, regional information co-ordinators 
could, conceivably, help to expand the scope and depth of information 
members of the public have about the petitions system.  

Most of the lessons to be learned from this analysis actually relate to 
the wider political and institutional system and how the system, as a 
whole, deals with public dissatisfaction with the workings of the 
parliament. Many of the potential systems that the Public Petitions 
Committee could consider to help increase engagement with the 
petitions system and help to increase public awareness would not be 
best implemented on a piecemeal or ad hoc basis, committee by 
committee. Instead, it would seem that the Scottish Parliament, as a 
corporate entity, must consider the issue and adopt strategies that 
could be rolled out broadly to increase public participation and 
engagement. Many of the members of the focus groups convened for 
this project, for instance, seemed to believe that a television campaign 
aimed at informing the public about the petitions system might increase 
public awareness and engagement. However, it is likely that such a 
campaign would be more effective (and efficient) if it were developed 
within the context of a wider programme designed to inform the public 
about other engagement opportunities, using both traditional and ‘new’ 
media and communication technologies.  
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Appendix A: Research 
methodology 
The research methodology was designed to gain an enhanced 
understanding of the issues facing the Public Petitions Committee 
when attempting to engage the general public in the Scottish 
Parliament’s petitions process.  Specifically, the research comprised 
four components: 

• a module of questions on a national face to face 
omnibus survey 

• qualitative research among the general public 

• a literature review 

• an international comparison study. 

Details of the methodology used for each component are provided 
below. 

A.1 The national survey 
The main aim of the national survey was to collect quantitative data on 
awareness of, and attitudes towards, the Scottish Parliament’s public 
petitions process among the general public.  This is the first time that 
such data has been collected. 

A module of questions was placed on Ipsos MORI’s Survey of Scottish 
Issues.  This is a national face to face quota survey which allows 
organisations to collect robust data on the characteristics and opinions 
of the Scottish population.  Ipsos MORI interviewed a representative 
quota sample of 1,000 adults (aged 18+) in 104 randomly selected 
MORI Double Output Areas39 (MDOA) across the country.  Within each 
selected MDOA, interviewer quotas were set by gender, age and 
working status.  The survey took place between 14th February and 22nd 
March 2009. 

Questionnaire design 
The module comprised seven questions and was designed by Ipsos 
MORI in close consultation with Dr Carman and the Scottish 
Parliament.  The main themes covered in the questionnaire were: 

• awareness and experience of the different ways the 
public can engage with the Scottish Parliament 

                                                   
39 Each MDOA has an average of 250 households. 
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• attitudes towards the Scottish Parliament’s public 
petitions process 

• reasons for not using the Scottish Parliament’s public 
petitions process 

• ways that information about the public petitions process 
can be provided 

A copy of the survey questionnaire is provided in Appendix D. 

All fieldwork was conducted using Computer Assisted Personal 
Interviewing (CAPI) where the questionnaire is programmed into 
laptops used by Ipsos MORI interviewers.  The main strength of CAPI 
is that interviewers do not need to check questionnaire routing and 
there is no need for a separate data entry process, which leads to 
improved data quality.  It also facilitates the rotation of question items 
thus minimising ordering effects. 

Analysis 
Before the data could be analysed, certain weights had to be applied 
so that the data would be representative of the population.  Specifically, 
the data have been weighted by age, gender, working status and social 
class using 2001 ONS census data. 

Computer tables were prepared to facilitate reporting.  Each question in 
the module was analysed by a number of key variables, namely: 

• gender 

• age (18-24, 25-34, 35-54, 55-64 and 65+) 

• employment status (working, not working and retired) 

• socio-economic groups of chief income earner (ABC1 
and C2DE40) 

• affluence area (20% least deprived areas and 20% most 
deprived areas) 

• internet access 

• awareness of the Scottish Parliament’s petitions process 

                                                   
40 Social grades ABC1 includes: people in supervisory or clerical and junior 
managerial, administrative or professional positions (C1); intermediate managerial, 
administrative or professional positions (B); and higher managerial, administrative or 
professional positions (A).  Social grades C2DE includes: skilled manual workers 
(C2); semi and unskilled manual workers (D); and casual or lowest grade workers, 
pensioners and others who depend on the state for their income (E). 
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• knowledge of the Scottish Parliament’s petitions process. 

In addition to the tabulations, additional multivariate analysis – primarily 
regression analysis – was undertaken on the data.  The main benefit of 
using regression was to distinguish the different effects of the various 
factors.  As previous research showed41 engagement in the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions process is closely linked to social grade 
and age, by including these variables in the regression models, it is 
possible to separate the effect of each variable.  This helps overcome 
the danger that the effect of one variable (social grade for example) is 
confused with the effect of another (age for example).  The following 
variables were routinely included in each of the regression models: 
age, gender, social class and internet access. 

A.2 Qualitative research 
Focus groups 
Seven focus groups were conducted between 2nd and 11th February 
2009 across Scotland.  These were designed to provide an in-depth 
understanding of why certain socio-economic groups fail to engage in 
the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process and to identify ways 
to increase participation among these groups. 

Composition and recruitment of focus groups 

The composition of focus groups was designed to capture the views of 
adults from a broad range of socio-economic backgrounds and 
particular emphasis was placed on people belonging to social groups 
C2DE, younger adults (18-25) and black and minority ethnic groups 
(BMEs).  Four focus groups were composed of people belonging to 
social grades C2DE only, two focus groups were composed of 18 to 25 
year olds only and quotas on BMEs were set for three groups.   

A recruitment questionnaire was designed so that only people who 
satisfied the criteria set out were invited to take part in the focus 
groups.  In addition to the project specific criteria, the questionnaire 
screened out people who work in market research, media, advertising, 
PR and/or had attended a group discussion or workshop in the 
previous six months. 

Participants were recruited face to face in their homes between 26th 
January and 8th February 2009 by experienced recruiters from 
Magnetic Field. 

Ten participants were recruited for each group on the assumption that 
eight will turn up at the scheduled time.  Participants were telephoned 
prior to the groups to check that they would be attending.  Table A.1 
                                                   
41 Carman (2006) The Assessment of the Scottish Parliament's Public Petitions 
System 1999 – 2006, Scottish Parliament: Edinburgh 
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sets out the composition of each group and provides details on 
attendance. 

Table A.1: Focus groups composition 
Group Date Age Class Ethnicity No. 

attended
Glasgow 02/02/09 18 and over C2DE At least 2 BMEs 8 
Oban 03/02/09 18 and over Mixed Any ethnicity 6 
Edinburgh 04/02/09 18 - 25 Mixed At least 2 BMEs 6 
Aberdeen 05/02/09 18 and over C2DE At least 2 BMEs 9 
Dingwall 09/02/09 18 and over C2DE Any ethnicity 6 
Stirling 10/02/09 18 and over C2DE Any ethnicity 11 
Melrose 11/02/09 18 - 25 Mixed Any ethnicity 8 
 

All attendees were reimbursed to cover any costs they might have 
incurred as a result of attending the focus groups. 

Topic guide 

A topic guide was designed by Ipsos MORI with input from Dr Carman 
and the Scottish Parliament.  The guide was used to facilitate the focus 
groups discussions.  The main themes covered in the guide were: 

• general awareness and experience of different forms of 
political engagement 

• knowledge and perceptions of the Scottish Parliament’s 
public petitions process 

• different ways that the Scottish Parliament can 
encourage engagement in its public petitions process. 

Depth interviews 
Five depth interviews were undertaken between 9th and 20th March 
2009 among individuals who had attended the PPC outreach meeting 
in Dumbarton.   

Respondents were recruited by Ipsos MORI using attendance 
information provided by the Scottish Parliament.  All interviews were 
conducted over the telephone by a member of the research team. 

The depth interviews covered the themes explored in the focus groups 
and were also designed to capture opinions of the PPC’s outreach 
meeting. 
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A.3 Interpretation of research findings 
It is important to note that findings derived from quantitative research 
different to those derived from qualitative research. 

Specifically, quantitative research allows us to infer assumptions about 
the general population.  However, all survey results are subject to 
sampling variability which means that observed differences between 
sub-groups may not always be statistically significant i.e. they may 
have occurred by chance. Throughout the report, we have only 
commented upon differences which are statistically significant at the 
0.05 level.  It is worth noting that where percentages do not sum up to 
100%, this may be due to computer rounding, the exclusions of “don’t 
know” categories or multiple answers.  

In contrast, the aim of qualitative research is not to generalise about 
the wider population in terms of the prevalence of attitudes or 
behaviour, but to identify and explore the different issues and themes 
relating to the subject being researched.  The assumption is that issues 
and themes affecting participants are a reflection of issues and themes 
in the wider population.  Although the extent to which they apply to the 
wider population, or specific sub-groups cannot be quantified, the value 
of qualitative research is in identifying the range of different issues 
involved and the way in which they impact on people. 

A.4 Literature review 
Between February and March 2009 Dr Carman undertook a review of 
academic and public sector literature to examine the relationships 
between public distrust of political institutions, political disengagement 
and participation. 

The purpose of the literature review was to provide context to the 
findings from the research. 

A.5 International comparison study 
As part of the research objective to identify the skills and tools 
necessary to engage with underserved groups and suggest how these 
might be acquired or improved, a comparative study was undertaken to 
identify the mechanisms and systems other parliaments use in an 
attempt to engage their publics. 

Dr Carman undertook a qualitative analysis of the public engagement 
policies described on the websites of fourteen parliaments, covering a 
mixture of big and small, old and new parliaments.  Specifically, the 
analysis looked at the websites of the following parliaments: Australia, 
Denmark, Estonia, European Union, France, Germany, Ireland, Malta, 
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New Zealand, Scotland, Sweden, Tasmania, United Kingdom and the 
Welsh National Assembly.   

This approach was taken to identify those policies that would be readily 
identifiable to citizens or civil society organisations seeking to interact 
with the parliament or raise matters of public concern42. Following the 
accessing and documenting of public engagement methods on each 
parliament’s website, the engagement methods were placed into a 
typology of political engagement policies. 

                                                   
42 It is possible that this analysis does not provide a complete overview of all 
‘engagement’ policies adopted by the parliaments studied. That was not the point of 
the exercise. Instead, the exercise intended to identify those engagement 
mechanisms that members of the public would be able to readily identify by pointing 
their web browser to their parliament’s website. This should provide a more accurate 
view of the engagement systems publics are likely to use. For example, while the 
Scottish Parliament might list the Cross-Party Groups (CPGs) as a method of public 
engagement (most CPGs are open to citizen members for no fee), it is not at all likely 
members of the public would be aware of CPGs or know how to join them. Even in 
the Parliament’s pamphlet ‘Making the Scottish Parliament Work for You’ (available 
online at 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/vli/publicInfo/mtspwfy/documents/MTSPWFY-
Eng.pdf) mentions the CPGs under point six of the ’10 ways to get involved section’ 
by stating ‘Join one of the Cross-Party Groups (CPGs): Joining a CPG will enable you 
to meet with MSPs and other individuals and organisations who share the same 
concern or interest.’ This hardly provides the degree of information an average 
person would need or find helpful in ‘engaging’ with the Parliament. 
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Appendix B: Literature review 
Comparative analyses examining public trust in political institutions 
across most established democracies consistently show that mass 
publics are disenchanted with their political institutions (Dalton 1999, 
2004, Norris 1999).  Surveys conducted across countries with 
established parliaments reveal that sizeable proportions of mass 
publics feel, at best, that representative institutions are failing to 
accurately reflect public values and preferences. The decline in public 
trust and support for leaders and institutions across democratic 
countries has been attributed to intensive coverage of scandals, the 
personal failings of politicians, partisan arguments and divisions in 
lawmaking bodies and the persistent criticism that governmental 
policies are inefficient and ineffective (see Dalton 1999). Some 
analysts have proposed that as a result of changing patterns of social 
connections within societies there has been a general decline in social 
capital and a concurrent increase in the disjuncture between citizens 
and political institutions (Putnam 1994, 1995, 2001). Still other scholars 
have argued that given the changing nature of issues addressed by 
governments (Inglehart 1997), popular expectations grew to include 
increased participation in governance (Dalton 2004). As governing 
institutions persistently failed to meet these expectations, public 
disillusionment with democratic institutions has increased (Dalton 1999, 
2004). 

At the same time, however, it is clear that the disillusionment with 
‘politics’ felt across established democracies is limited to attitudes 
toward political institutions – especially parliaments (Norris 1999). 
There is no evidence that publics (in established democracies) are 
expressing decreased support for the ideals of democratic governance 
or decreased commitment to their political communities. So at the 
highest, most diffused level of political support, publics are still 
committed to democratic systems. 

Where the decline in support is in evidence is at the lower, more 
specific level that involves evaluations of specific political institutions 
and leaders. Bromley, Curtice and Seyd report that, ‘We have, in truth, 
never been highly trusting of politicians and government.  But over the 
last decade, trust and confidence in government have declined further.  
One measure of this is whether people feel they can trust governments 
of whatever party to put the needs of the nation above those of their 
political party.   Even thirty years ago, only four in ten reckoned that 
governments could be trusted in this way either ‘most of the time’ or 
‘always’.  But now no more than one in five do so.’43 In addition to 

                                                   
43 Bromley, Catherine, John Curtice and Patrick Seyd. (2004) Is Britain Facing a 
Crisis of Democracy? Working Paper Number 106, Centre for Research into 
Elections and Social Trends. 
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negative perceptions of parliament and the government, public 
attachments to political parties have also waned.44 The mass public 
generally supports the ideals and aims of democracy and still feels 
attachment to the wider political society, but it is also increasingly 
disenchanted with the workings of ‘politics’ and representative political 
institutions.  

What about in Scotland? Do people in Scotland exhibit levels of distrust 
in political institutions that resemble those in the rest of the UK? 
According to the regular Scottish Social Attitudes survey series that 
monitors public opinion in Scotland, 2007 saw a significant rise in trust 
in the Scottish Government, up around 20 percentage points (to 71%) 
from the 2006 survey. This ‘represents the highest level of trust in 
devolved government since 1999, where results arguably reflected 
aspirations for the new institutions rather than assessments of their 
performance in practice’.45 It is, of course, highly likely that this 
significant surge in ‘trust [in] the Scottish Executive to work in 
Scotland’s best interests’ reflects a honeymoon period with the new (at 
the time of the survey), minority SNP Government. The expectation is 
that these levels would slip over time. However, it is also the case that 
the 2007 Scottish Social Attitudes survey revealed a upswing in ‘trust 
[in] the UK government to work in Scotland’s best long-term interest’, 
rising from 21% in 2006 to 35% in 2007. Thus, a far greater percentage 
of Scottish respondents are likely to say that they ‘trust’ the Scottish 
Government over the ‘UK government’.46 On average, Scots seem to 
rate their political institutions somewhat higher than they do political 
institutions in London.  

That said, there is still cause for concern regarding public confidence in 
Scotland’s governing institutions. According to the 2007 Scottish Social 
Attitudes survey, less than half of the Scottish public believes that they 
                                                   
44 Dalton, Russell, L. (1999) ‘Political Support in Advanced Industrial Democracies,’ 
in Pippa Norris, ed. Critical Citizens Global Support for Democratic Governance. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press). 
45 Ormston, Rachel. (2008) Scottish Social Attitudes Survey 2007 Core Module 
Report 1: Attitudes to Government in Scotland. (Edinburgh: Scottish Government 
Social Research). 
46 Some concern could arise with the apparent conflating of the terms ‘Scottish 
Government’ with ‘Scottish Parliament’ in the Scottish Social Attitudes research. 
However, researchers at the National Centre for Social Research have found that 
survey respondents tend to not distinguish between the Scottish Government and 
Parliament in responding to questions.  Researchers conducted a split-sample 
experiment, asking half of the survey sample about trust in the Scottish Parliament 
(as was asked in the Scottish Social Attitudes series prior to 2004) and the other half 
about trust in the Scottish Executive (as it was called in 2004). They found that, 
‘Views were almost identical regardless of the wording and it is therefore safe to 
conclude that any differences in trust between the two bodies recorded in the 
preceding years can not be explained by the fact the survey asked about different 
types of institutions. Indeed, the knowledge questions…confirm that, five years into 
devolution, for a significant minority of the population the terms are interchangeable.’ 
See Bromley, Catherine and Lisa Givens. (2005) Public Perceptions of Scotland after 
Devolution. (Edinburgh: Scottish Executive Social Research). 
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can ‘trust’ the Scottish Government to make ‘fair decisions’. While the 
percentage of survey respondents saying they trust the Scottish 
Government to make fair decisions exceeds the percentage saying the 
same about the UK government (47% compared with 33%), in both 
cases less than half of Scotland thinks that they can trust their 
government to be ‘fair’. Public concern about the processes of 
governing in Scotland are also reflected in the fact that only 43% of 
survey respondents think that the Scottish Government is ‘good’ at 
listening to people’s views before taking decisions.47  

Overall, then, somewhat over half of the mass public agrees with the 
broad goals of democracy, yet distrusts the institutions of democracy to 
operate in a ‘fair’ manner. The belief amongst a majority of the public is 
that the institutions of government do not listen to the ‘people’s views’ 
in making decisions. In short, there is a gap between how the people 
believe that democracy should work and how they believe it does work. 

Yet, despite the relative consensus about the declining trend in public 
satisfaction with the representative and political institutions, both within 
Scotland and across the established industrial democracies, ‘there is 
little agreement about [the] consequences’48 of this distrust. One 
possibility is that increased levels of distrust are correlated with 
decreases in mass political participation. Certainly, scholars have 
indentified a general decline in electoral turnout across the UK. While 
the general election of 2005 saw a slight recovery over the 2001 
election, turnout remains well below the historic average for the UK.49 
The picture of public participation in elections becomes even bleaker if 
we look at turnout for the Scottish Parliament elections, where only 
49.4% voted in 2003 and 51.7% voted in 2007. Traditional forms of 
political participation, whether it is measured in terms of voting in 
elections or party membership is declining.  

The most obvious interpretation of these facts is that Scotland, the UK 
and, indeed, most established democracies could be facing a ‘crisis of 
democracy’ in which publics are increasingly disengaged and ‘turned 
off’ by political processes. On the other hand, preeminent scholars of 
democracy, such as Pippa Norris, have argued that the ‘tensions 
between ideals and reality’ may lead to the development of ‘critical 
citizens…who adhere strongly to democratic values but who find the 
existing structures of representative government, invented in the 

                                                   
47 Ormston, Rachel. (2008) Scottish Social Attitudes Survey 2007 Core Module 
Report 1: Attitudes to Government in Scotland. (Edinburgh: Scottish Government 
Social Research). 
48 Norris, Pippa (1999) ‘Introduction: the Growth of Critical Citizens,’ in Pippa Norris, 
ed. Critical Citizens Global Support for Democratic Governance. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press). 
49 See Denver, David. (2007) Elections and Voters in Britain, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to be wanting….’50 In response to 
dissatisfaction with ‘traditional’ methods of political participation, these 
‘critical citizens’ have begun to seek out, and increasingly use, 
alternative forms of participation in the political system. 

Examining the data collected through the 2000 and 2001 surveys of the 
Citizen Audit, Pattie, Seyd and Whiteley51 have found that public 
participation in the political sphere is multi-dimensional. That is, there is 
not just one type of political participation; instead we need to think of 
there being several different broad categories of political participation. 
They also found that while some people may be more inclined toward 
one type of participation, other people are inclined toward other types 
of participation. Further, alternative, non-traditional forms of 
participation and civic engagement, such as product boycotts, ethical 
shopping, fundraising for causes, participating in public demonstrations 
and signing petitions are much in use across Britain.  

Reporting similar findings, the Power Commission concluded that, ‘The 
area of decline is in formal politics: turnout for general elections has 
declined very significantly since 1997; turnout for other elections has 
remained stubbornly low for years; party membership and allegiance 
has declined very severely over the last thirty years; elected 
representatives are held in very low esteem and widely distrusted.’ 
However, despite this, ‘the British public are not apathetic. There is 
now a great deal of research evidence to show that very large numbers 
of citizens are engaged in community and charity work outside of 
politics. There is also clear evidence that involvement in pressure 
politics – such as signing petitions, supporting consumer boycotts, 
joining campaign groups – has been growing significantly for many 
years.’52  

Yet, similar studies, such as the Hansard Society’s Audit of Political 
Engagement series, however, offer a far less sanguine assessment of 
the state of public political engagement. The most recent report states, 
‘Around 12% of people are politically active, according to our definition 
(i.e., in the last two or three years they have done at least three political 
activities from a list of eight). Almost half of the public (48%) report not 
having: signed a petition, boycotted products for political reasons, 
urged someone to contact an MP, contacted an MP, been to a political 
meeting, taken part in a demonstration, donated money or paid a 

                                                   
50 Norris, Pippa (1999) ‘Introduction: the Growth of Critical Citizens,’ in Pippa Norris, 
ed. Critical Citizens Global Support for Democratic Governance. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press), page 3. 
51 See Pattie, Charles, Patrick Seyd and Paul Whiteley. (2003) ‘Citizenship and Civic 
Engagement: Attitudes and Behaviour in Britain,’ Political Studies 51: 443-468; 
Charles, Patrick Seyd and Paul Whiteley. (2003) ‘Civic Attitudes and Engagement in 
Modern Britain,’ Parliamentary Affairs 56: 616-633. 
52 The Power Inquiry. (2006). Power to the People, The Report of Power, An 
Independent Inquiry into Britain’s Democracy. (London: The Power Inquiry). 
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membership fee to a political party or taken part in a political 
campaign’.53  

As public bodies allow for alternative forms of political participation, the 
uptake in these forms of participation increases. However, we do need 
to view these alternative forms of participation with some degree of 
caution. Recall that over half of the population in Scotland likely thinks 
that the Scottish Government does not arrive at decisions in a ‘fair’ 
manner and believe that ‘ordinary’ people’s views are excluded from 
decision processes. These attitudes exist despite the fact that the 
Scottish Parliament has been a leading institution in the development 
of alternative forms of public political engagement and participation. 

                                                   
53 Hansard Society. (2008) The Audit of Political Engagement 5, The 2008 Report. 
(London: Hansard Society), page 4. 
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Appendix C: Detailed statistical 
analysis 
 

Key findings 

Social grade was found to be an overwhelmingly significant predictor of 
individuals’ awareness of the petitions system.  People identified as 
being in the C2DE social categories were far less likely to know of the 
petitions system and to have claimed to have made use of the petitions 
system. 

Having access to the internet is a substantial predictor of awareness 
and claims of using the public petitions system. People without the 
internet were far less likely to be aware of the petitions system and 
were far less likely to have claimed to have made use of the petitions 
system. 

It is doubtful that simply having the internet is a panacea for lack of 
knowledge and engagement with the petitions system. As this report 
has noted elsewhere, internet access is closely correlated with other 
important socio-demographic factors that influence the extent to which 
one feels that they are able to influence public decisions, their input 
has ‘value’ as well as their knowledge of how to engage and 
participate. Further, it is also likely that these are individuals who have 
less technical expertise and may well not know how to use the internet 
(or computers more generally). 

Younger and elderly survey respondents were significantly less likely to 
be aware of the petitions system and to have claimed to have used it.  

There are few consistent predictors across the statements which ask 
respondents to evaluate the Scottish Parliament’s public petitions 
process. This would seem to reinforce the finding that, generally 
speaking, the people of Scotland know very little about the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions system and tend to confuse it with 
petitions systems in general.  

In an attempt to deal with some of the ‘noise’ in the data, a scale was 
constructed of respondents’ evaluations of the petitions system. 
Looking at all the potential predictors of respondent evaluations of the 
petitions system, we find that the only significant predictor is 
respondent (self-reported) knowledge of the petitions system. Those 
respondents who said that they knew about the system were more 
likely to express positive evaluations of the system. 

This section outlines the findings from the detailed statistical analysis 
that was undertaken on the survey data.  Firstly, the findings from the 
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geographical analysis of the survey are presented to provide some 
context.  This is followed by the findings from the statistical analysis of 
the data on awareness, experience, knowledge and evaluations of the 
Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process.  

C.1 Contextual Analysis: Predicting awareness with 
geographical data54  
 
Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) analysis 
 
When comparing ‘Low SIMD’ (the bottom 30% of people, or those with 
SIMD scores of 3, 2 or 1) to all others: 

• Across the board, in simple bivariate analyses, those 
people living in areas of relatively high deprivation are 
less likely to be aware of the Scottish Parliament’s 
petitions system, less likely to be aware that they can 
sign petitions and less likely to claim to have either 
submitted or signed a petition.  

• People living in areas of relatively high social deprivation 
are less likely to have knowledge of the petitions system. 

 
Scottish Parliament Electoral Region analysis 
 
For this analysis, respondents were clustered by their electoral region 
of residence.  There are clearly identifiable patterns.  

Using multivariate analysis comparing people who live in each of the 
Scottish Parliament election regions to respondents residing in the 
Lothians region55, we find that people residing in the Central, Glasgow 
and West of Scotland regions are significantly less likely to say that 
they are aware that they can submit a petition to the Scottish 
Parliament (Table C.1). 

                                                   
54 Consistent with the rest of this report, only relationships statistically significant at 
the .05 level or better are discussed in Appendix C (unless otherwise noted). The .05 
level is the generally accepted threshold for accepting a relationship as ‘statistically 
significant’. In this context, ‘significant’ indicates that we can be reasonably sure that 
the relationship being discussed did not occur by chance. Using the accepted .05 
threshold, only 5 in 100 times will the relationship have occurred by chance. 
All statistical analyses in this Appendix use Ipsos MORI’s data weights to reflect the 
social-demographic characteristics of Scotland. 
55 Logistic regression analysis for dichotomous dependent variables. Independent 
variables in this model are a series of ‘dummy’, dichotomous variables indicating the 
electoral region in which respondents reside. For this analysis Lothians is the 
comparison category.  
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In contrast, survey respondents residing in the Northeast of Scotland 
region are the most likely to say that they are aware that they can 
submit a petition to the Scottish Parliament. 

Table C.1 Logistic Regression: Respondent awareness of ability to submit 
petitions to the Scottish Parliament on electoral region (geographic) indicators 

Region Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

Z 
statistic 

Change in 
Probability 

Central -.51 .24 -2.17 -12% 
Glasgow -.50 .25 -2.01 -11% 
Highlands and 
Islands -.28 .29 -1.00  

Mid Scotland and 
Fife .36 .27 1.34  

Northeast of 
Scotland .56 .23 2.43 +14% 

South of Scotland -.33 .23 -1.44  
West of Scotland -.65 .27 -2.39 -14% 
constant -.32 .15 -2.10  
 
N = 1013  Psuedo R2 = .03 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, category for this analysis is the Lothians electoral 
region. Change in predicted probability listed for statistically significant results. 
Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 

Turning to respondent awareness that the public can sign petitions to 
the Scottish Parliament, Central and Glasgow region respondents are 
about 14 percent less likely to be aware that they can do so (Table 
C.2). 

Similar to above, survey respondents in the Northeast of Scotland 
region are about 11 percent more likely to say that they are aware that 
they can sign petitions to the Parliament. 
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Table C.2 Logistic Regression: Respondent awareness of ability to sign 
petitions to the Scottish Parliament on electoral region (geographic) indicators 

Region Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

Z 
statistic 

Change in 
Probability 

Central -.58 .23 -2.55 -14% 
Glasgow -.57 .24 -2.36 -14% 
Highlands and 
Islands -.50 .28 0.04  

Mid Scotland and 
Fife -.02 .28 -0.09  

Northeast of 
Scotland .47 .24 1.94 +11% 

South of Scotland -.11 .23 -0.47  
West of Scotland -.32 .26 -1.23  
constant .29 .15 1.91  
 
N = 1013  Psuedo R2 = .02 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, category for this analysis is the Lothians electoral 
region. Change in predicted probability listed for statistically significant results. 
Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 

Obviously the geographic units used as predictor variables in these 
statistical models are serving as surrogates for other variables that 
could be included in these models. However, even after controlling for 
relative deprivation levels in the respondents’ area of residence, as well 
as demographic factors (e.g., respondent age, sex, social grade and 
disability as well as internet access) evidence of geographic patterns 
remain. Once all of the controls have been introduced in these 
‘summary models’, people residing in the Highlands and Islands (at 
p=.059) and the West of Scotland (p=.01) are less likely to be aware 
that they can submit petitions to the Parliament (i.e., the probability of 
being aware of the petitions system drops by 14 percent). After all the 
controls have been introduced, people residing in the Northeast of 
Scotland remain (significantly) the most aware of the petitions system 
(Table C.3).   

We should also note that the geographic, electoral region variables do 
not explain a great deal of the variance in survey respondents’ 
awareness of their ability to submit petitions to the Scottish Parliament. 
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Table C.3 Logistic Regression: Respondent awareness of ability to submit 
petitions to the Scottish Parliament on electoral region (geographic) and 
socio-demographic  indicators 

Region Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

Z 
statistic 

Change in 
Probability 

Central -.53 .29 -1.83  
Glasgow -.49 .31 -1.57  
Highlands and 
Islands -.61 .32 -1.89 -14% 

Mid Scotland and 
Fife .37 .32 1.17  

Northeast of 
Scotland .63 .30 2.12 +16% 

South of Scotland -.37 .28 -1.33  
West of Scotland -.81 .31 -2.60  
SIMD -.02 .03 -0.66  
Age .46 .18 2.60 +67% 
Age Squared -.05 .02 -2.41 -56% 
Women -.03 .16 -0.19  
Social Class C1 .04 .21 0.19  
Social Class C2 -.09 .23 -0.40  
Social Class D -.74 .29 -2.56 -17% 
Social Class E -.73 .34 -2.18 -16% 
No Internet -1.12 .23 -4.91 -25% 
Disabled .22 .24 0.91  
constant -.52 .47 -1.09  
 
N = 868  Psuedo R2 = .10 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, region category for this analysis is the Lothians 
electoral region. The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this 
analysis are Social Classes A&B. Change in predicted probability listed for 
statistically significant results. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
C.2 Individual-level Analysis: Awareness of Participation 
Opportunities (Scale) 
 
This analysis creates an additive scale of the number of participation 
opportunities (from question battery QSP2A). The scale ranges from 0 
to 6.  On average, people say they are ‘aware’ of 2.58 of the options 
presented (mean = 2.51 if weighted data used) 

First, looking at simple bivariate analyses using difference of means (or 
‘t-tests’), statistically significant differences (at .05 level or better) 
are found for: 

• People from social grades C2DE are almost a point 
lower on the ‘awareness scale’ than are people in the 
ABC1 categories (mean of 2.10, versus mean of 2.95 
[weighted data]).   
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• People without internet access report, on average, 
being aware of 1.17 fewer participation options than do 
people with internet access (means, 1.72 versus 2.89)  

• People who rent public accommodation are 
significantly less likely to be aware of participation 
options than do people who own their accommodation 
(means = 1.93 versus 2.73) 

• People who are disabled are somewhat less likely to be 
aware participation options than are the rest of society 
(mean= 2.14 for disabled, this is a statistically significant 
difference) 

• Retired persons tend to be aware of fewer options than 
do non-retired persons (mean = 2.26 for retired persons)  

Notably respondent sex is not a significant predictor of awareness of 
the different participation opportunities. 

In a multivariate regression analysis, with the awareness scale as the 
dependent variable56(Table C.4): 

• Lack of awareness of participation options increases 
as social grade decreases. It is particularly striking that 
the coefficient drops for each subsequent decline in 
social grade. 

• Despite the bivariate finding that retired persons tend to 
be slightly less aware of participation options, the 
multivariate analysis reveals that once we control for 
social grade (or, in separate analyses, income), older 
people are slightly more aware of participation options. 
However, the relationship between age and awareness 
of participation options is not linear. Instead, this 
relationship is better modelled as curvilinear, where the 
people in the middle of the age scale tend to be more 
aware of participation options than are people at the 
ends of the scale (that is, the younger survey 
respondents and the very elderly respondents). 

• After controlling for social grade and age, respondents 
without internet access are substantially less likely 
to know about participation options than are people 
with internet access. This effect is substantially larger 
than social grade identification. 

                                                   
56 Statistical note: Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression results are presented 
here for ease of interpretation though, technically, a negative binomial regression 
would better model the count variable’s distribution. All analyses were confirmed 
using negative binomial regression and no differences in interpretation were evident. 
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• After controlling for the other variables in the model, 
there is no significant difference between disabled 
persons and the rest of the population, or between 
women and men on the scale of awareness of 
participation options. 

 
 
Table C.4 OLS Regression: Respondent awareness of number of 
participation opportunities on socio-demographic indicators (with standardised 
beta coefficients) 

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

t 
statistic 

Standardised 
Beta 

Social Class C1 -.32 .15 -2.09 -.08 
Social Class C2 -.59 .18 -3.22 -.13 
Social Class D -.81 .19 -4.26 -.18 
Social Class E -.87 .23 -3.73 -.16 
Disabled -.01 .16 -0.08 -.00 
Age .52 .12 4.28 .62 
Age Squared -.05 .01 -3.43 -.50 
No Internet -1.06 .15 -7.28 -.27 
Women .04 .11 0.38 .01 
constant 2.17 .27 7.97  
 
N = 927 R2 (adjusted) = .15 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes A&B. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
 
 
C.3 Individual-level Analysis: Awareness of the Scottish 
Parliament’s public petitions process 
 
These analyses use the dichotomous variables indicating whether a 
respondent said s/he was aware of her/his ability to submit petitions to 
the Scottish Parliament (QSP2A_4) and ability to sign petitions to the 
Parliament (QSP2A_5). 

Multivariate Logistic Regression analyses with awareness of submitting 
a petition as the dependent variable (Table C.5): 

• Looking at social grade as a predictor of whether people 
know that they can submit petitions, the real distinction is 
between people at the bottom end of the social ladder 
and everyone else. The probability that people in the 
last two social grade categories (D & E) are aware 
that they can submit a petition is about 17 percent 
lower than people in highest social grade category. 
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• Age, as above, tells the same story. The young and 
elderly are significantly less likely (the probability 
dropping by almost 50 percent) to be able to identify 
submitting a petition as a participation option.  

• People without internet access were about 26 
percent less likely to be aware that they can submit a 
petition to the Parliament. 

 
Table C.5 Logistic Regression: Respondent awareness of ability to submit 
petitions to the Scottish Parliament on socio-demographic indicators  

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

Z 
statistic 

Change in 
Probability 

Social Class C1 -.11 .19 -0.58  
Social Class C2 -.14 .21 -0.67  
Social Class D -.74 .27 -2.78 -17% 
Social Class E -.78 .33 -2.38 -17% 
Disabled .23 .22 1.02  
Age .37 .16 2.23 +56% 
Age Squared -.04 .02 -2.00 -47% 
No Internet -1.18 .21 -5.69 -26% 
Women -.04 .15 -0.30  
constant -.57 .36 -1.56  
 
N = 927   Psuedo R2 = .07 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes A&B. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
       
Multivariate Logistic Regression analysis with awareness of signing a 
petition as the dependent variable (Table C.6): 

• A similar story is repeated when looking at awareness of 
being able to sign a petition. The probability that 
someone is aware that they can sign a petition 
decreases by social grade in a striking fashion. 
People in social grade C2 are 12 percent less likely to 
identify signing a petition, while people in social grade E 
are 18 percent less likely to be aware that they are able 
to sign petitions submitted to the Scottish Parliament. 

• Again, the same pattern emerges with the lack of 
internet access on awareness of participatory options. 
People without internet access are 24 percent less 
likely to know that they are able to sign petitions. 
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Table C.6 Logistic Regression: Respondent awareness of ability to sign 
petitions to the Scottish Parliament on socio-demographic indicators  

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

Z 
statistic 

Change in 
Probability 

Social Class C1 -.17 .19 -0.84  
Social Class C2 -.48 .22 -2.24 -12% 
Social Class D -.56 .25 -2.25 -14% 
Social Class E -.74 .31 -2.41 -18% 
Disabled -.13 .20 -0.67  
Age .10 .16 0.61  
Age Squared -.00 .02 -0.12  
No Internet -.99 .19 -5.15 -24% 
Women .26 .15 1.76  
constant .32 .35 0.92  
 
N = 927   Psuedo R2 = .06 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes A&B. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
 
C.4 Individual-level Analysis: Experience of using the 
Scottish Parliament’s public petitions process 
 
These analyses examine whether a respondent claimed that they had 
submitted a petition to the Scottish Parliament (QSP2B_4) and signed 
a petition submitted to the Scottish Parliament (QSP2B_5). 

A very important caveat must be made at this point. It is fairly clear, in 
examining these survey responses, that respondents to the survey 
must have confused the Scottish Parliament’s system with ‘petitions’ 
more generally. Also, it is possible that this question encourages some 
degree of ‘social desirability response bias’ – meaning that survey 
respondents felt that they should claim to have done something even 
though they, in fact, have not.  Extrapolating from the responses to 
question QSP2B_4 to a general Scottish population of roughly 5 million 
people, we would expect that there are roughly 160,000 petitioners in 
the general population. There have, however, only been about 1,224 
petitions submitted to the Scottish Parliament to date.  

Multivariate Logistic Regression analysis of people claiming to have 
submitted a petition to the Scottish Parliament (Table C.7): 

• Despite the important caveat just discussed, a pattern 
similar to the previous analyses continues to hold: 
people classified in the lower social grade categories are 
far less likely to have claimed to submit a petition to the 
Scottish Parliament.  



 69

• Younger and elderly respondents are far less likely to 
claim to have submitted a petition. 

• People without internet access are substantially less 
likely to claim to have submitted a petition to the Scottish 
Parliament. 

• Though these survey responses do not, in all likelihood, 
reflect the true level of petition submission to the Scottish 
Parliament, the findings are consistent with the other 
analyses: social grade, age and lack of internet access 
are highly significant predictors of participation in the 
Scottish Parliament’s petition process. 

 
Table C.7 Logistic Regression: Respondent claims to have submitted a 
petition to the Scottish Parliament on socio-demographic indicators  

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

Z 
statistic 

Change in 
Probability 

Social Class C1 -.11 .19 -0.58  
Social Class C2 -.14 .21 -0.67  
Social Class D -.74 .27 -2.78 -17% 
Social Class E -.78 .33 -2.38 -17% 
Disabled .23 .22 1.02  
Age .37 .16 2.23 +56% 
Age Squared -.04 .02 -2.00 -47% 
No Internet -1.18 .21 -5.69 -26% 
Women -.04 .15 -0.30  
constant -.57 .36 -1.56  
 
N = 927   Psuedo R2 = .07 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes A&B. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
 
Multivariate Logistic Regression analysis of people claiming to have 
signed a petition to the Scottish Parliament (Table C.8): 

• Again people classified in the lower social grade 
categories (C2DE) are far less likely to have claimed to 
have signed a petition submitted to the Scottish 
Parliament.  The probability that people classified as C2 
claim to have signed a petition is 12 percent lower than 
people in the AB categories, while the probability that 
people classified as E claim to have signed a petition is 
18 percent lower.  

• People without internet access are substantially less 
likely to claim to have signed a petition to the Scottish 
Parliament. 
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• In this analysis, age is not a significant predictor of 
claiming to have signed a petition. 

 
Table C.8 Logistic Regression: Respondent claims to have signed a petition 
to the Scottish Parliament on socio-demographic indicators  

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

Z 
statistic 

Change in 
Probability 

Social Class C1 -.17 .19 -0.84  
Social Class C2 -.48 .22 -2.24 -12% 
Social Class D -.56 .25 -2.25 -14% 
Social Class E -.74 .31 -2.41 -18% 
Disabled -.13 .20 -0.67  
Age .10 .16 0.61  
Age Squared -.00 .02 -0.12  
No Internet -.99 .19 -5.15 -24% 
Women .26 .15 1.76  
constant .32 .35 0.92  
 
N = 927   Psuedo R2 = .06 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes A&B. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
 
C.5 Individual-Level Analysis: Knowledge of the 
Petitions System 

Survey respondents were asked: ‘You mentioned that you’re aware of 
petitions to the Scottish Parliament. How much would you say that you 
know about the Scottish Parliament’s petitions system?’ (QSP3) Four 
response categories were offered: ‘A great deal’, ‘A fair amount’, ‘Not 
very much’, and ‘Heard of it but know nothing about it’.  

For this analysis, people who did not indicate they were aware of the 
petitions system in the previous question (QSP2A_4 and QSP2A_5) 
were coded to a category ‘0’ in the knowledge variable. This creates a 
knowledge variable ranging from 0 to 4, with a score of ‘0’ = not at all 
aware of the petitions system and score of ‘4’ = know a ‘great deal’ 
about the petitions system. The mean of this variable is 1.13, with a 
standard deviation of 1.04. 

Beginning with a bivariate analysis of knowledge about the petitions 
system: 

• Difference of means tests between people classified in 
the ABC1 categories and C2DE categories reveal 
significant differences between ‘high’ and ‘low’ social 
classification groups. Individuals in C2DE categories 
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tend to say they have less knowledge of the 
petitions system (mean for C2DE = .96, t = 5.46). 

• Though the substantive differences are not huge, 
disabled people tend to report knowing less about 
the petitions system than non-disabled persons (mean 
for disabled = .97, t = 2.19). 

• Similarly, retired persons report knowing less about 
the petitions system (mean for retired = 1.00, t = 2.17) 

• People who rent public housing also report knowing 
less about the public petitions system (mean for 
public housing renters = .89, t = 4.56). 

• Consistent with all the analyses presented in this report, 
people without internet access report knowing 
significantly less about the petitions system than do 
people with internet access (mean for people without 
internet access = .77, t = 7.22). 

 
Multivariate analysis using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression 
of knowledge of petitions system (Table C.9): 

 
• Looking across the full range of the knowledge variable, 

we would expect people with low socio-economic grade 
to be almost 2 points below people of high socio-
economic grade. That is, knowledge of the petitions 
system consistently declines as social grade 
declines. 

• People without internet access are likely to have 
significantly lower levels of knowledge about the 
petitions system than are people with internet 
access. 
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Table C.9 OLS Regression: Respondent self-reported knowledge of the 
Scottish Parliament’s public petitions system on socio-demographic indicators 
(with standardised beta coefficients) 

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

t 
statistic 

Standardised 
Beta 

Social Class C1 -.07 .09 -0.79 -.03 
Social Class C2 -.20 .10 -1.91 -.07 
Social Class D -.24 .13 -1.96 -.09 
Social Class E -.34 .15 -2.21 -.10 
Disabled .05 .11 0.48 .02 
Age .12 .08 1.55 .25 
Age Squared -.01 .01 -1.08 -.17 
No Internet -.52 .09 -5.61 -.22 
Women .08 .07 1.13 .04 
constant 1.10 .17 6.41  
 
N = 927 R2 (adjusted) = .07 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes A&B. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
C.6 Individual-level Analysis: Evaluations of the Petitions 
System 
 
These analyses make use of four statements asking respondents to 
evaluate the public petitions system:  

• QSP6_1: Petitions are an effective way for people to 
make their voices heard 

• QSP6_2: Politicians probably do not pay much attention 
to petitions 

• QSP6_3: Petitions can make a difference to the way the 
country is run 

• QSP6_5: The Scottish Parliament will not formally 
consider all the petitions it receives 

For each statement respondents were offered four response categories 
ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’. In this analysis the 
variables were recoded so that positive evaluations of the petitions 
system are given higher values. 

Correlation analysis:  

• There is not a great deal of consistency across 
responses to the questions asking about respondent 
assessments of the petitions system. Given this, we 
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would urge that the following results be interpreted with a 
great deal of caution. 

• The correlation table of these four measures indicates a 
great deal of variation in the relationship between the 
measures. The highest correlation is between the belief 
that petitions are ‘effective’ and that they can ‘make a 
difference’, at .44. The lowest correlation is between the 
belief that petitions may be effective and the statement 
indicating the belief that petitions will not be fully 
considered by the Scottish Parliament. 

• Note that it is possible that this series of questions 
involved too many ‘reverses’, or questions that would 
require a respondent to respond using double negatives 
(to answer in the affirmative). 

Multivariate analyses: Identified common predictors of evaluations 

• There are few patterns across the four evaluation 
statements. This reflects the findings from the bivariate 
correlations: it is highly likely that evaluations of the 
petitions system reflect the population’s overall strikingly 
low knowledge of the petitions system. While there are 
several ‘significant predictors’ in the four models run 
(Tables C.10, C.11, C.12, C.13), the lack of consistent 
findings across the models would seem to indicate that 
mainly these equations reflect ‘non-attitudes’ and a 
general lack of information. Therefore, respondents 
seem to be answering these questions based on ‘gut 
feeling’ and intuition rather than from a basis of solid 
knowledge. 

• The generally low ‘R2’, or ‘explained variance’, 
coefficients support the argument that there is little 
systematic variance to be explained in these equations. 

• Of course, another interpretation is that there are 
variables that are not being included in the models. 
However, a wide variety of models were tested, none 
with better explanatory power. 

• In the equations predicting the belief that petitions may 
be effective and that the Parliament will pay attention to 
petitions, respondent knowledge of the petitions system 
is a statistically significant predictor, though the size of 
the effect is rather limited.  
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Table C.10 OLS Regression: Respondent evaluation: Petitions are an 
effective way to make people’s voices heard on socio-demographic indicators 
(with standardised beta coefficients) 

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

t 
statistic 

Standardised 
Beta 

Social Class C2DE .13 .06 2.33 .08 
Disabled .03 .08 0.31 .01 
Age -.03 .06 -0.41 -.07 
Age Squared .00 .01 0.33 .05 
No Internet .02 .08 0.19 .01 
Women .08 .06 1.45 .05 
Claimed to submit 
petition .02 .06 0.37 .01 

Claimed to sign 
petition .01 .09 0.14 .01 

Knowledge of 
petitions .09 .04 2.12 .12 

constant 2.79 .13 21.33  
 
N = 904 R2 (adjusted) = .02 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes ABC1. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
 
Table C.11 OLS Regression: Respondent evaluation: Politicians pay attention 
to petitions on socio-demographic indicators (with standardised beta 
coefficients) 

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

t 
statistic 

Standardised 
Beta 

Social Class C2DE -.09 .06 -1.42 -.05 
Disabled -.10 .09 -1.22 -.05 
Age .01 .06 0.13 .02 
Age Squared -.00 .01 -0.67 -.11 
No Internet .06 .09 0.70 .03 
Women .17 .06 2.72 .10 
Claimed to submit 
petition .08 .08 1.00 .04 

Claimed to sign 
petition -.14 .09 -1.52 -.08 

Knowledge of 
petitions .15 .05 3.07 .18 

constant 2.20 .13 16.37  
 
N = 904 R2 (adjusted) = .02 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes ABC1. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
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Table C.12 OLS Regression: Respondent evaluation: Petitions can make a 
difference on socio-demographic indicators (with standardised beta 
coefficients) 

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

t 
statistic 

Standardised 
Beta 

Social Class C2DE .12 .06 1.82 .07 
Disabled -.02 .11 -0.17 -.01 
Age -.15 .07 -2.08 -.35 
Age Squared .02 .01 2.01 .34 
No Internet -.03 .09 -0.32 -.01 
Women .05 .06 0.83 .03 
Claimed to submit 
petition -.04 .07 -0.57 -.02 

Claimed to sign 
petition .12 .11 1.09 .07 

Knowledge of 
petitions .10 .05 1.85 .12 

constant 2.58 .15 17.12  
 
N = 885 R2 (adjusted) = .03 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes ABC1. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
 
Table C.13 OLS Regression: Respondent evaluation: The Scottish Parliament 
will consider petitions on socio-demographic indicators (with standardised 
beta coefficients) 

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

t 
statistic 

Standardised 
Beta 

Social Class C2DE -.17 .07 -2.63 -.11 
Disabled -.08 .09 -0.82 -.03 
Age .04 .07 0.62 .11 
Age Squared -.01 .01 -0.77 -.14 
No Internet .02 .09 0.20 .01 
Women -.01 .06 -0.21 -.01 
Claimed to submit 
petition .09 .08 1.18 .06 

Claimed to sign 
petition -.06 .09 -0.72 -.04 

Knowledge of 
petitions .04 .05 1.05 .06 

constant 2.31 .15 15.91  
 
N = 781 R2 (adjusted) = .02 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes ABC1. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
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Multivariate Analysis of the Petition Evaluation Scale (Table C.14): 

• One common method for dealing with ‘noisy’ data (that is 
variables with a great deal of measurement error) such 
as the evaluations of the petitions system is to create an 
index variable that adds together the component 
variables. For this analysis, a scaled index variable was 
created, adding together respondent evaluations. The 
argument is that scaled indices can help to cancel out 
some of the measurement error (or ‘noise’) by allowing 
‘errors’ to cancel each other. 

• An OLS regression analysis with the scaled petitions 
system evaluations variable as the dependent variable 
reveals only one significant predictor of evaluations of 
the petitions system: knowledge of the petitions system. 

 
Table C.14 OLS Regression: Respondent Evaluations of the Scottish 
Parliament public petitions system (additive scale) on socio-demographic 
indicators (with standardised beta coefficients) 

 Coefficient 
Robust 

Standard 
Error 

t 
statistic 

Standardised 
Beta 

Social Class C2DE .10 .18 0.55 .02 
Disabled -.09 .28 -0.31 -.01 
Age -.11 .19 -0.59 -.11 
Age Squared .00 .02 0.07 .01 
No Internet .20 .25 0.80 .04 
Women .25 .18 1.42 .06 
Claimed to submit 
petition .17 .21 0.80 .04 

Claimed to sign 
petition -.22 .29 -0.76 -.05 

Knowledge of 
petitions .47 .14 3.47 .22 

constant 9.86 .42 23.54  
 
N = 733 R2 (adjusted) = .05 
Source: Ipsos MORI Survey of Scottish Issues, 14th February and 22nd March 2009 
The excluded, or comparison, social class categories for this analysis are Social 
Classes ABC1. Statistically significant predictors in bold. 
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Appendix D: Survey 
Questionnaire 
I’d like to begin by asking you some questions about the different 
ways people can make their opinions heard on issues that they 
care about. 
 

QSP1. 
 

If there was an issue that you felt strongly about, how likely or unlikely 
would you be to do each of the following? 

  Very 
likely

Fairly 
likely

Not 
very 
likely 

Not 
at all 
likely 

Don’t 
know 

Refused
 

 Write to a newspaper 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 Organise a petition 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 Sign a petition 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 

Contact a local elected 
representative (i.e. local 

councillor, MSP, MP or 
MEP)

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
Donate money or pay a 

membership to a political 
party

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 

Take an active part in a 
political campaign (e.g. 

demonstration, picket or 
march, public meeting or 

rally)

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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The next few questions are about how the public can make their 
voice heard by the Scottish Parliament. 
 

QSP2A 
 
QSP2B 

Which, if any, of these things are you aware that you can do? 
 
And which have you ever done? 

 Respond to a Scottish Parliament consultation 1 
 Visit the public gallery of the Scottish Parliament 2 
 Attend a Cross-Party Group meeting 3 
 Submit a public petition to the Scottish Parliament 4 

 Add your name in support of a public petition to the Scottish 
Parliament 5 

 Watch Scottish Parliament debates on TV or the internet 6 
  None of these                  7 
 Don’t know 8 
 Refused 9 

 
QSP3 
 
 

You mentioned that you’re aware of petitions to the Scottish 
Parliament.  How much would you say you know about the Scottish 
Parliament’s petitions system? Would you say you know… 

  A great deal 1 
 A fair amount 2 
 Not very much 3 
 Head of it but know nothing about it 4 
 Don’t know 5 
 Refused 6 

 
QSP4 
 

From which, if any, of the following sources did you become aware of 
petitions to the Scottish Parliament? 

 TV report 1 
 Radio report 2 
  Article in local newspaper 3 
 Article in national newspaper 4 
 Parliament website 5 
 Other website 6 
  Parliament leaflets in libraries 7 
 Other parliament publications 8 
  Word of mouth (e.g. friends, family) 9 

 Personal experience (e.g. asked to sign a petition on the high 
street) 10 

 Experiences of friends or family 11 
  Other (please specify) 12 
 I just know about this 13 
 Don’t know  
 Refused 14 
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QSP5 
 
 

We are interested in finding out why some people don’t use the 
Scottish Parliament’s petitions system.  Is there anything that would 
make you unlikely to use it? 

  General apathy/not interested in politics 1 
 Not aware of the Scottish Parliament’s petitions system 2 
 Lack of time/too busy/other commitments 3 

 Waste of time / not convinced that anything would actually be 
achieved 4 

 Lack of support/information about petitions 5 
 Anxiety about the petitions process/formality/procedures  6 
 Never had an issue that I wanted to petition about 7 

 Disillusioned with politicians/politicians are untrustworthy/they 
do not listen 8 

 Other – write in 9 
  Don’t know 10 
 Refused 11 

 

QSP6 
 
 
 

I am now going to read out a number of statements about petitions to 
the Scottish Parliament and I’d like you to tell me to what extent do 
you agree or disagree with each statement.  Don’t worry if you feel 
you don’t know much about these things, we’re just interested in your 
impressions. 
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 Petitions are an effective way for 
people to make their voices heard

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 Politicians probably don’t pay 
much attention to petitions

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 Petitions can make a difference to 
the way the country is run

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 

Petitions to the Scottish 
Parliament are a waste of time 

because the Scottish Parliament 
has little power

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
The Scottish Parliament will not 

formally consider all the petitions 
it receives

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
Petitions are something that other 

people organise, not people like 
me

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 If I wanted to organise a petition, I 
wouldn’t know where to start

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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The Scottish Parliament is keen to let more people know about all 
the different ways they can make their voices heard by the 
Scottish Parliament. 
 

QSP7 Which two or three ways from this list are most likely to get your 
attention? 

 Leaflets through the door 1 
 Leaflets at the library 2 

 Leaflets in public places e.g. supermarkets, local shops, pubs, 
betting shops 3 

 Coverage on the radio 4 
 Coverage on TV 5 
 Coverage in national newspapers 6 
 Coverage in local newspapers 7 
 Email newsletter from the Scottish Parliament 8 
 Other 9 
 Not interested in Scottish Parliament information 10 
  Don’t know 11 
 Refused 12 

 
QA Respondent’s Gender  

    
  Male 1  
  Female 2  

 
QB Respondent’s Age  

    
  18-24 1  
  25-34 2  
  35-44 3  
  45-54 4  
  55-59 5  
  60-64 6  
  65-74 7  
  75+ 8  
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QC Working Status of Respondent:        

    
  Working - Full time (30+ 

hrs)
1  

              - Part-time (9-29 
hrs)

2  

  Unemployed 3  
  Not working - retired 4  
     - looking after 

house/children
5  

    - invalid/disabled 6  
  Student 7  
  Other (PLEASE 

SPECIFY)
8  

 
 QD Occupation of Chief Income Earner 
Position/rank/grade 

Industry/type of company 

Quals/degree/apprenticeship 

Number of staff responsible for 

 
QE Respondent’s Social grade  

    
  A 1  
  B 2  
  C1 3  
  C2 4  
  D 5  
  E 6  

 
QF How many cars or light vans are there in your household?   

    
  1 car or light van 1  
  2 cars/light vans 2  
  3+ cars/light vans 3  
  None 4  
  Refused/don’t know 5  
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QG Do you have any long-term illness, health problem or disability 

which limits your daily activities or the work you can do?   
 

    
  Yes 1  
  No 2  
  Refused/don’t know 5  

 
QH What is your household’s total income from all sources over the 

last 12 months? Just read out the letter from the card.  
 

  Per Week Per Year  
  Less that £100 Less that £5,200 1 
  £100 to £199 £5,200 to £10,399 2 
  £200 to £299 £10,400 to 

£15,599
3 

  £300 to £499 £15,600 to 
£25,999

4 

  £500 to 699 £26,000 to 36,399 5 
  £700 to £949 £36,400 to 

£49,399
6 

  £950 to £1,199 £49,400 to 
£62,399

7 

  £1,200 to  £1,499 £62,400 to 
£77,999

8 

  £1,500 or more £78,000 or more 9 
 

No. of adults in the household  1 2 3 4 5+ 
        
No. of children up to 15 years old 
in the household  

0 1 2 3 4  

QI What ages are the children in the household? 
 0-4 1 
 5-7 2 
 8-10 3 
 11-15 4 
 Don’t know 5 

 
QJ Which of these best describes the ownership of your home?   

   
 Owned outright (including 

leasehold) 
1  

 Buying on mortgage 2  
 Rented from Council 3  
 Rented from housing 

association 
4  

 Rented from private 
landlord 

5  

 Other 6 
 


