Using the SES: a guide for journalists and political staff
The 2026 Scottish Election Study dataset contains a two-wave panel dataset conducted before and after the 2026 Scottish Parliament election.
What can you do with the SES?
The assembled variables allow researchers to:
1. track variation across demographic, socio-economic, political and geographic groups in campaign engagement, support for different constitutional options, trust in political institutions and party leaders, and satisfaction with government performance on the economy, health and education
1. identify predictors of vote choice for both the constituency and regional list vote, including vote switching since the 2021 and 2024 elections
1. identify predictors of voter turnout and of non-voting
1. compare pre- and post-election attitudes directly, since the same respondents were interviewed in both waves
1. build a longer pseudo time series by linking respondents to earlier Scottish and British election studies using the unique identifiers included in the dataset (for example w1ID_2024, w1ID_2021 and w1ID_BES)
The pre-election wave ran for four weeks before the election and each week has been assigned individual weights.  As a result, researchers can use the data to track how attitudes to the government, vote intention, government approval, political interest, trust or efficacy changed as election day approached.
The dataset can be used by individual researchers who are interested in voting behaviour, political engagement, nationalism, national identity, Scottish and British politics.
Where to find the dataset
All SES data are available via the SES website: https://scottishelections.ac.uk/data/ Earlier versions of SES data are also deposited with the UK Data Archive
For journalists
The SES gives journalists a representative, weighted check on impressions formed from the campaign trail, doorstep anecdotes or social media, and a running record of how opinion moved across the four-week campaign and into the post-election period. It can be used to:
1. report on where voters actually got their information during the campaign — television and radio news, print and online newspapers, party leaflets, doorstep contact, social media, messaging apps, AI tools, and online tactical-voting guides — and how this varied by age or constituency
1. cover the first Scottish election in which voters were asked directly about using AI chatbots to learn about parties or candidates, fact-check a claim, or decide how or whether to vote, and how confident they felt in the neutrality of what they were told
1. report the public’s verdict on party leaders — likability ratings for Swinney, Findlay, Sarwar, Cole-Hamilton, Greer, Mackay and Offord, and, separately, for the UK party leaders — rather than relying on impressions from set-piece events
1. report which parties the public trust most on the economy, law and order, health, education and “standing up for Scotland”, since the same battery was asked about all six Holyrood parties
1. report whether the public saw each party’s campaign as united or divided, promise-keeping or not, in touch or out of touch, and well or ill intentioned
1. cover the debate over Scottish Labour’s underperformance using the survey’s direct question on whether voters attributed it to the UK or Scottish leadership
1. report public attribution of blame for the state of the economy, the NHS, education and law and order between the Scottish and UK governments
1. gauge whether people felt the campaign itself mattered — whether it helped them decide, felt informative, or felt like parties were largely invisible — and how they reacted to the volume of polling coverage
1. report the public mood immediately after the results, using the open-ended question on how people felt looking back on election night
1. report on the most important issues facing Scotland, the UK and voters’ local areas, and which party the public thought was best placed to handle each
1. report on a genuine question-wording experiment on the perceived mandate for a second independence referendum, which tested how far telling people the SNP won without a majority, or that pro-independence parties won a majority of seats, changed perceptions of that mandate
For political staffers and politicians
Because the SES asks the same competence, image and campaign-contact questions about all of the main parties, it supports genuine competitor benchmarking rather than single-party polling. It can be used to:
1. benchmark your party against competitors on trust in handling the economy, law and order, health, education and “standing up for Scotland”
1. see which groups — working-class people, higher-rate taxpayers, business owners, young people, rural residents, women — the public thinks your party and its competitors actually serve, to inform message targeting and coalition-building
1. check how your party is perceived on unity, promise-keeping, being in touch, and good intentions, and compare this with rival parties, to inform message discipline and rebuttal strategy
1. evaluate which channels of campaign contact — leaflets, doorstep visits, street stalls, text messages, social media — voters recall receiving from each party, and from whom, to inform field and digital campaign planning
1. see where the voters you need actually get their information, including whether they used AI tools or online tactical-voting guides, to inform channel strategy
1. use the tactical-voting questions — which party someone really wanted to win versus which party they voted for to stop another winning — to understand where your vote share is being squeezed and by whom
1. use the panel’s links to 2021, 2024 and earlier SES waves to identify which voters switched, to whom, and analyse the demographic and attitudinal profile of switchers and waverers
1. use the independence-mandate question-wording experiment directly: it tests which framing of the 2026 result — an SNP majority, an SNP plurality, or a pro-independence majority of seats — produces the strongest perceived mandate, which speaks directly to post-election messaging choices
1. track which issues the public rated most important nationally, in the UK, and locally, and which party they credited as best able to handle each, to inform issue prioritisation
1. assess the reach and perceived impact of set-piece campaign moments such as the televised leaders’ debates and leader visits to constituencies
