
 
Scottish Parliament Infor mation C entre l ogo 

ELECTION OF PARLIAMENTARY POSTS 

This paper was prepared for the Standards, Procedures and Public Appointment 
Committee. It describes the procedures for the election of parliamentary posts in various 
parliaments, including the Scottish Parliament.  

It provides specific information on the procedures followed in the UK House of Commons 
to election the chairs of certain select committees. The paper then provides information on 
the selection procedures for committees and their chair in a number of other, mainly 
European, parliaments. 

SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT 

Presiding Officer  

The Standing Orders of the Scottish Parliament set out the procedures for the election of 
the Presiding Officer (PO) and the Deputy Presiding Officers (Rules 3.2, 3.3 and 11.9) 

The election is by secret ballot and takes place during the voting period appointed under 
Rule 3.2 or 3.3. Where there is more than one candidate, there may be more than one 
round of voting. 

The result of the ballot is valid only if the number of members who voted is more than one 
quarter of the total number of seats for members.  

At the beginning of a round of voting the Member obtains a ballot paper from the Clerk. 
Any member who obtains a ballot paper must immediately mark their vote on that ballot 
paper and put it in the ballot box provided for that purpose by the Clerk.  

Where there is only one candidate in a round of voting, a member may vote for or against 
that candidate or abstain. At the completion of that round of voting the Clerk shall count the 
votes and inform the person chairing the meeting of the number of votes for the candidate, 
the number of votes against the candidate and the number of votes to abstain. The 
candidate is elected if a simple majority of is obtained. 

Where there is more than one candidate in a round of voting, a member may vote for one 
of those candidates or to abstain.  

Where there are 2 candidates in a round of voting, a candidate is elected if a simple 
majority is obtained. 

Where there are more than 2 candidates in a round of voting and the number of votes for 
one candidate exceeds the total number of votes for all the other candidates, that 
candidate is elected. 
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Where there are more than 2 candidates, but no candidate’s votes exceeds the total 
number of votes for all the other candidates, then the candidate or candidates with the 
smallest number of votes is eliminated. There is a further round, or rounds of voting, until 
the number of votes for one candidate exceeds the total number of votes for all the other 
candidates then that candidate is elected 

No candidate is elected if in any round of voting the candidates all receive the same 
number of votes, as such an election is taken to be invalid. 

Where no candidate is elected at an election, the person chairing the meeting will 
announce that fact and arrange for another election to be held as soon as possible. The 
Clerk will notify Members of the day and time appointed for the voting period at that 
election. 

Following a declaration that a candidate has been elected or that no candidate has been 
elected, the Clerk destroys all the ballot papers. 

Scottish Parliament Corporate Body 

The Standing Orders of the Scottish Parliament, Rule 11.10A, set out the procedures for 
the Election of members of the Scottish Parliament Corporate Body (SPCB) 

Voting under this Rule is held using the electronic voting system. If it appears to the PO 
that the electronic voting system cannot be used for any reason or that it has produced an 
unreliable result, the Presiding Officer will ask members to cast their votes again in a paper 
ballot of members, a roll call vote, or in any manner of voting the PO considers 
appropriate. 

The result of any vote is valid only if the number of Members who voted is more than one 
quarter of the total number of seats for members. In calculating the number of Members 
who have voted the Members who abstain from voting are included. 

Where the number of candidates for election is greater than the number of vacancies the 
Presiding Officer reads out the names of all the candidates.  

The PO then read out the name of each candidate in turn, in alphabetical order. After each 
name is read out, those members who wish to vote for that candidate cast their votes  

When the votes for the last candidate have been cast, members are given an opportunity 
to abstain.  

At the completion of each round of voting the Presiding Officer establishes the number of 
votes for each candidate and the number of votes to abstain. 

Where there are 2 candidates in a round of voting a candidate is elected if a simple 
majority of votes in that candidate’s favour is obtained. 

If there are more than 2 candidates in any round of voting and the number of votes for one 
candidate exceeds the total number of votes for all the other candidates, then that 
candidate is elected. 

Where there are more than 2 candidates in any round of voting, but no one candidate’s 
votes exceed the total number of votes for all the other candidates, then the candidate with 
the lowest number of votes is eliminated. 
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If in any round of voting the candidates all receive the same number of votes no candidate 
is elected or eliminated at that round. 

There is a further round, or rounds, of voting until either: 

 a candidate has been elected to each of the vacancies; or   

 the number of candidates remaining is equal to the number of vacancies remaining.  

If after the voting the number of candidates equals the number of vacancies then the 
Presiding Officer invites Members to agree that there should be a single vote to elect all 
the candidates. If any Member disagrees, then further procedure and voting is used (see 
details in next paragraph).  

If all Members are in agreement that there should be a single vote, the PO reads out the 
names of the candidates. After all the names are read out, a Member may vote for or 
against the candidates or to abstain. The candidates are elected if there is a simple 
majority of votes in favour of their election. The candidates are eliminated from the election 
if there is not a simple majority of votes in favour of their election. 

If further procedure and voting is required, a member may vote in accordance with the 
following procedure:  

 the PO reads out the name of the candidate whose name is alphabetically first  

 after the name is read out, a Member may vote for or against that candidate or to 
abstain.  

At the completion of the vote the PO establishes the number of votes for the candidate, 
against the candidate or to abstain. 

The candidate is elected if a simple majority of votes in that candidate’s favour is obtained. 
The candidate is eliminated from the election if a simple majority of votes in that 
candidate’s favour is not obtained. 

The procedure is repeated for each of the remaining candidates in turn until each of them 
has either been elected or eliminated. 

A candidate may withdraw their candidature at any stage between the rounds of voting or 
votes as  

Where the total number of vacancies is not filled during an election the Presiding Officer 
announces that fact and the Parliament holds a further election. 

UK PARLIAMENT 

Election of Speaker and deputies 

On 22 June 2009, the first election of Speaker under the new rules took place. 

The timetable and procedure for the election of a Speaker are set out in Standing Orders 
1, 1A and 1B. Standing order 1A had been used before in the re-election of the Speaker in 
2001 and 2005, but 2009 was the first time the system of exhaustive secret ballot, 
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introduced in 2001 and set out in Standing Order No. 1B, had been used to elect a new 
Speaker.  

The new system was adopted by the House following recommendations made by the 
Procedure Committee in a report published in 2000-01. 

Procedure for election of Speaker 

Nominations were formally tabled between 9.30 and 10.30 on the day of the election. 

In the absence of a Speaker the Father of the House (the longest serving MP) took the 
chair and presided over proceedings of the House.  

After the business began at 14.30 each candidate had a chance to address the House. 
The order of candidates speaking was chosen by the Father of the House by drawing lots 
earlier in the day. 

All MPs were then able to vote for their preferred candidate by secret ballot. As no 
candidate achieved over half the vote there were further rounds of voting.  

For the following rounds, any candidates who achieved less than 5% of the votes, the 
candidate with the fewest votes and any candidates who chose to withdraw from the 
election were removed from the ballot paper. This continued until one candidate achieved 
over half of the votes cast or only one candidate remained.  

A motion was put before the House proposing the successful candidate as Speaker.  

When the question was agreed, the Member then took the Chair as Speaker-elect. 
Traditionally he is pulled ‘reluctantly’ to the chair. The Speaker-elect took his chair at 
20.30. 

On 16 July 2009, the Procedure Committee announced in a Press Release that it was 
launching an inquiry into the procedure governing the election of the Speaker and the 
lessons to be learned with the intention of making recommendations on the rules 
governing the election of the three Deputy Speakers. 

The Committee published its inquiry report in February 2010. The Committee found that 
the election of the Speaker by secret ballot in 2009 was a success and should be used 
again in 2010.  

Procedures for the election of Deputy Speakers  

The Procedures Committee also made recommendations about the election of the Deputy 
Speakers to take place after the 2010 General Election, including that: 

 the House adopt STV for the purposes of electing the Deputy Speakers, with 
constraints that of those elected two candidates must come from the opposite side 
of the House to that from which the Speaker was drawn and one from the same 
side, and that at least one man and at least one woman must be elected across the 
four posts of Speaker and Deputy Speaker combined 

 the rules for the election of the Deputy Speakers stipulate that at least one man and 
at least one woman be elected to the team formed by the Speaker and Deputy 
Speakers. 
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The recommendations were accepted by the House and the election of the Deputies used 
STV for the count.  
 
The three deputy speakers (Chairman of Ways and Means, First and Second Deputy 
Chairman of Ways and Means) were elected by secret ballot. The names of the candidates 
needed to be with the Clerk of the House between 10.00 and 17.00 the day before the 
election.  

The election takes place between 11.00 and 12.00 in a place decided by the Speaker. 

Members each had one vote, which was transferable. They placed candidates in their 
preferred order using the figures ‘1’, ‘2’, ‘3’, etc. The figure ‘1’ represented the vote and 
was mandatory. The rest were optional but allowed the elector to influence the final result. 
Members were encouraged to give their preferences until they were unable, or did not 
wish, to differentiate between any of the remaining candidates. 

Proposals for the election of Committee Chairs and Members 

In 2007, the Nuffield Foundation funded a three year project, on the governance of the 
Parliament, to look at how much autonomy the House of Commons had over its own affairs 
– in particular its agenda, its committee system, and its procedures. In light of concern 
about government dominance of the UK Parliament, the researchers drew ideas from the 
legislatures of Scotland, Germany, New Zealand and Australia to set out a programme of 
reform that would strengthen the control exercised by backbench MPs and committees. 
See Annexes A and B for information gathered by the researchers on the selection 
processes used for the speakers and committee members and chairs in those legislatures. 

The researchers, led by Dr Meg Russell, published a report in October 2007, entitled The 
House Rules? International lessons for enhancing the autonomy of the House of 
Commons. One of the recommendations was to establish a Select Committee on Reform 
of the House of Commons. This recommendation was implemented by Prime Minister 
Gordon Brown in July 2009. The committee was chaired by Tony Wright MP and Dr 
Russell was appointed as its Specialist Adviser. 

The Wright Committee identified three overall approaches, and based on those, a number 
of potentially acceptable options, namely: 

 maintaining the current system but with democratic safeguards: meaning 
transparent intra-party elections of select committee members by secret ballot 
conducted under the auspices of the House authorities, and a secret ballot within 
the committee for election of a Chair from a party openly identified in advance 

 creation of a “selectorate” committee of senior members to whom application for a 
select committee place could be made, who would present their proposals to the 
House, based on Members’ “expertise” and demonstrable interest in the 
committee’s subject area 

 election by secret ballot of the House of members of select committees and/or of 
Chairs. 

The Committee recommended an initial system of election by the whole House of Chairs of 
departmental and similar select committees, and thereafter the election by secret ballot of 

http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/governance-parliament
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/governance-parliament
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/The%20House%20Rules.pdf
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/The%20House%20Rules.pdf
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/The%20House%20Rules.pdf
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members of those committees by each political party, according to their level of 
representation in the House, and using transparent and democratic means. The 
committees within this system should be the departmental select committees, plus the 
Environmental Audit Committee, the Public Administration Committee and the Committee 
of Public Accounts.  

The Committee considered that this system was the most likely to demonstrate the 
determination of the House to  more effectively to hold the executive to account, to give 
more authority to the scrutiny function of Parliament and at the same time to preserve the 
effective functioning of select committees.  

The Committee believed it would give a major boost to those select committees, helping to 
establish the position of their Chairs, and increase the standing of their elected members.  

Election of Committee Members 

The Wright Committee had recommended that members of departmental and similar 
committees should be elected from within party groups by secret ballot, each party 
choosing its own publicly declared method approved by the Speaker as democratic and 
transparent, and that the names then be transmitted to the House for its endorsement. 

In 2010, the House instructed the individual political parties that they should arrange for 
their members of select committees to be elected within each party in a transparent and 
democratic way. Each party group can decide on its own method of election. 

Election procedure for Committee Chairs 

Since June 2010, the chairs of departmental select committees and five other committees 
(Environmental Audit, Public Accounts, Public Administration, Political and Constitutional 
Reform and Procedure) have been elected by secret ballot of the House. 

The chairs are allocated to specific political parties under terms of paragraph (3) of 
Standing Order No. 122B (Election of Committee Chairs).  

Nomination statements by candidates have to be accompanied by the signatures of fifteen 
MPs elected as members of the same party as the candidate or ten per cent of the MPs 
elected to the House as members of that party, whichever is the lower. 

Statements may be accompanied by signatures of up to five MPs, who either belong to no 
party or are from a party different to the nominated Member.  

No MP can sign more than one statement for a candidate for the same elected post. 

For contested elections a ballot paper is produced with names of candidates in 
alphabetical order. Members vote by ranking as many candidates as they wish by 
preference, using numbers from 1. 

Members have to complete a ballot paper at one of the voting stations set up in the lobbies 
between 10.00 and 17.00 on the day of the election. If a Member is on the Parliamentary 
Estate, but incapacitated from voting in the lobbies, they can request that a Clerk bring 
them a ballot paper and place the completed ballot paper in a ballot box on their behalf. 

The ballot is then counted using the Alternative Vote system. Any candidate who receives 
more than half the first preferences is elected. If no candidate is thus elected, the 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmstords/900/body.htm#122B
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candidate or candidates with the lowest number of first preference votes is eliminated and 
their votes distributed among the remaining candidates depending on preferences they 
received. If no candidate has more than half the votes, the process of elimination and 
distribution is repeated, until one candidate has half the votes. For an example of the 
counting process, from the election of the Chair of the Defence Committee in May 2014, 
see Annex C. 

Certain committee chairs are entitled to an additional salary of £15,025. 

Review of the elections 

The Wright Committee called for a review after two years to include an examination of 
whether to extend this system of elections to other select committees.  

In 2011, the Procedures Committee held an inquiry into all the 2010 elections. It concluded 
that the move to elect candidates to key posts in the House has been right in principle as a 
sign of greater transparency, democracy and self-assertiveness on the part of 
backbenchers and has also worked well in practice. 

With regard to the selection of Committee members by political parties the Committee 
believed that it would be more in keeping with the spirit of the Wright reforms if each party 
published details of the process by which it elects members to select committees. It did not 
think it would be appropriate to include this in standing orders but it looked to the parties to 
give an undertaking to meet this requirement in future. 

The Committee suggested that a potential extension of election to other Committees 
should be examined as part of the general review of all recommendations made by the 
Wright Committee. The Procedures Committee did not wish to pre-empt that review but 
hope that it will look favourably upon extending the principle of election to posts on other 
select committees such as Administration, Selection and European Scrutiny and also 
perhaps to those held by backbench Members on statutory committees such as the House 
of Commons Commission. 

Review of Wright Committee reforms 

In 2013, the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee published its report Revisiting 
Rebuilding the House: the impact of the Wright reforms. The Committee looked at the 
changes to Committee selection and reported that: 

“Many witnesses considered that the introduction of election for committee 
members 
and chairs had been particularly important in reinforcing their credibility and 
authority; Professor Wright told us that “I think some huge gains have come out of 
the changes to the Select Committee system—the authority, legitimacy” and that: 
“There are key Committees that are being led in a different way now because of the 
fact of election.” Rt Hon Sir Alan Beith MP, Chair of the Liaison Committee, told us 
that “the key aspect of the Wright proposals that has strengthened the position of 
Select Committees has been the election of Chairs by the House as a whole and 
the election of members of the Committees within their parties.” This, he said, had 
had “indirect as well as direct effects on the self-confidence of Committees.”” 

 
The Committee found it unacceptable that appointments to public bill committees and ad 
hoc committees on draft bills are not even approved by the House, and often ignore the 
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claims of Members with specialised knowledge. It recommended that as a minimum the 
House should be asked to endorse, and where it so wishes amend, the proposed 
membership of public bill committees. It thought that ideally the membership should be 
elected for such committees on the same basis as for select committees.  

OTHER EUROPEAN PARLIAMENTS 

The committees in all European parliaments have a distribution of seats to the political 
parties in the committees, which is proportionate to that in the plenary. They select the 
proportion of political party members using a proportional method, such as d’Hondt. The 
members are then usually elected by the parliament as a whole. 

The parliamentary groups calculate their proportional share of committee seats. Then the 
parliamentary groups together agree on how committee seats will be divided. In the actual 
election in plenary session the number of candidates is exactly the same as the number of 
committee seats, so the election can be conducted unanimously. 

In most European parliaments, the distribution of committee functions is the result of 
negotiations between the parliamentary groups. In some parliaments the positions of chair 
and vice-chair of each committee are shared between government and opposition. 

The Chairs and deputy chairs are usually elected by the members of the committee. 
Committee chairmanships and deputy chairmanships often reflect parliamentary groups' 
relative strengths. 

The following is information on the selection procedures in specific European countries: 

Norway 

According to section 12 in the Rules of Procedure all Members of the Parliament (there are 
169), except the President, shall be assigned to one of the standing committees. At 
present there are 12 standing committees. The party groups should, as far as possible, be 
proportionally represented on the committees. 

Committee functions, such as chairperson, first and second vice chairperson, are 
distributed according to an informal political agreement based on a proportional 
representation. According to this agreement the committees assemble and each of them 
elects a chair, first vice chair and second vice chair. 

Sweden 

The committee members and alternates are elected by the parliament. For each committee 
the parliament decides on a joint list. The committee elections are prepared by the 
Nominating Committee (Riksdag Act, Chapter 7 Article 2). 

When the party groups' representatives in the Nomination Committee discuss a common 
list the starting point is the rules of the Riksdag Act Chapter 7 Article 4 for election by 
secret ballot. These provisions are based on proportional representation according to the 
d'Hondt system. Two or more parties can collaborate by going forward with a joint party 
designation (cartel collaboration). The Nomination Committee is not bound by Riksdag Act 
7:4. If the Election Committee agrees or has a single member with a dissenting view, it can 
submit another structured proposal for vote. 

http://www.riksdagen.se/Global/dokument/dokument/laws/the-riksdag-act-2014.pdf
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Each committee has a chairperson and a vice chairperson. Formally they are elected by 
the committee, but in practice the party groups agree on how these places should be 
distributed between the parties. It is common that if the chairman represents the governing 
party/parties, the vice chairman represents the opposition and vice versa. 

Regarding the election of chairs, it is stated that a body whose members are appointed by 
the Chamber in whole or in part shall elect from among its members a chair and one or 
more deputy chairs, unless otherwise prescribed (Ch. 7 Art. 13). The elections are held by 
acclamation or by secret ballot, if a member so requests (Ch. 7 Art 14). In the latter case, 
ballot papers are single sheets, folded and unmarked, and shall be identical in size, 
material and color. If the vote is tied, the election is decided by lot (supplementary 
provision 7.14.1).  

According to the main provision, each Riksdag committee thus formally elects a chair and 
vice chair(s) from among its members. In practice, however, these positions are distributed 
among the parties by agreement between the party groups. The positions are distributed 
according to the size of the parties and according to well-established practice the 
government party(ies) usually get the chairmanship in the “heavier” committees, such as 
the Committee on Finance, the Committee on Taxation and the Committee on Foreign 
Affairs (which is currently the case). Up until 1991, this also applied to the Committee on 
the Constitution. It was then agreed among the parties that it was inappropriate for the 
government side to chair the committee whose task it is to scrutinize the work of the 
Government and its ministers. Thus, since the 1991/92 Riksdag session, the chairmanship 
of the Committee on the Constitution is held by one of the opposition parties (currently the 
Green Party). If the chairmanship goes to a government party, the vice chairmanship goes 
to an opposition party, and vice versa. When the positions have thus been distributed 
among the parties, each party decides who should be. 

Finland 

The parliamentary groups calculate their proportional share of committee seats. Then the 
parliamentary groups together agree on how committee seats will be divided. In the actual 
election in plenary session the number of candidates is exactly the same as the number of 
committee seats, so the election can be conducted unanimously. 

The committee chairmanships are divided immediately after elections first quantitatively on 
a proportional basis (d'Hondt), so that the number of chairmanships received by each 
parliamentary group is proportional to the number of seats it has in Parliament. 

Then the largest parliamentary group gets to choose first which committee chairmanship it 
wants. The second largest gets to choose next and so on until all the chairmanships have 
been divided. 

After elections the formation of the government begins. Once the government has been 
formed, committee chairmanships are redivided following the same procedure outlined 
above. Here again the final result is that the number of committee chairmanships is 
proportional to parliamentary groups' relative strengths. 

Finland has long had majority governments, and the government parties thus have a 
majority of committee chairmanships. However, when chairmanships are divided, no 
attention is paid to whether a party is in the government or the opposition. 
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Czech Republic 

Generally, the political composition of the committees in the Chamber of Deputies is 
governed by the principle of proportional representation of all parliamentary parties. 
Proposals for members of a committee are submitted by political groups, with Deputies 
who are not members of any political group having the option to offer their mandate to one 
of these clubs. The Electoral Commission prepares a proposal of the establishment of a 
committee, whose final form is approved by the Chamber of Deputies. A Deputy who has 
not been included in any committee in this way is offered membership in a committee, and 
he/she is then elected in the majority way. 

The occupation of the places of the chairpersons and other functionaries of the committees 
is usually a part of the post-election discussions. The chairperson of a committee is elected 
by a committee itself but is additionally confirmed by the entire Chamber of Deputies. This 
is done by secret ballot in a two-round election, in the first round of which it is necessary to 
gain the votes of an absolute majority, and in the second round, to which the two most 
successful candidates from the first round continue, a simple majority is sufficient. 

Government political parties usually choose which committee chairmanship they want. 
Then, chairmanship in such committees is divided on a proportional basis between 
government parties (political agreement). Chairmanship in other committees is then 
divided between opposition parties. 

OTHER PARLIAMENTS  

Canada 

At the commencement of the first session of a Parliament, a motion is typically moved by 
the Government House Leader to appoint the Standing Committee on Procedure and 
House Affairs to act as a striking committee, that is, to prepare a list of the members to 
serve on the standing committees of the House (or, in the case of standing joint 
committees, the House members on those committees). The Committee is also 
responsible for naming members to legislative committees and for dealing with changes to 
the membership of standing committees. It may also be called upon to report a proposed 
membership for a special committee. The membership of the Standing Committee on 
Procedural and House Affairs continues from session to session throughout the life of a 
Parliament. The Committee has chosen to delegate to the whips of the recognised parties 
the authority to strike the membership of committees.   

Committee membership generally reflects the proportions of the various recognised parties 
in the House. Where the governing party has a majority in the House, it will also have a 
majority on every House committee. Independent members have not ordinarily been 
appointed to committees.   

The election of a committee Chair is the first order of a committee’s business. Chairs and 
Vice-Chairs are elected at the beginning of a session and, as necessary, during the course 
of a session. The election of the Chair, presided over by the clerk of the committee, 
proceeds by way of a motion, rather than the balloting procedure employed to elect the 
Speaker of the House 

Where several different motions are proposed, the clerk may take those proposed after the 
initial motion as notices of motion. The motions are put to the committee in order until one 
of the motions is adopted. Only a regular member of the committee may be proposed for 
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the position of Chair, but the member nominated need not be present at the meeting. 
When a committee Chair is elected in absentia, the clerk immediately proceeds to the 
election of an Acting Chair, who presides over the remainder of the meeting.  

When a motion for the election of a Chair is made, the clerk will first ask if the committee 
agrees to the nominating motion and will, if necessary, call for the “yeas” and “nays”. 
Members are free to request that the vote be a recorded vote, that is, that the names of 
those voting for or against the nominating motion be recorded in the minutes. On occasion, 
committees have had recourse to a secret ballot. This is done only when the committee 
members express a unanimous desire to proceed in this manner. As the meeting is called 
pursuant to Standing Order for the sole purpose of electing a Chair, and since the 
committee is not properly constituted until the Chair has been selected, the clerk who 
presides over the election has no authority to hear points of order or to entertain any 
motion except that for the election of a Chair, not even a motion to establish the manner in 
which the committee wishes to proceed with that election. As well, in the event of a tie 
vote, the clerk does not have a casting vote. 

If no motion proposing a member for the position of Chair is adopted, no other business 
can be transacted. When an impasse is evident, the members disperse and must be 
reconvened by the clerk at a later time, with the election of a Chair remaining their first 
order of business.   
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Annex A: Table of procedures in place prior to 2007
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Annex B: Table of procedures in place prior to 2007 
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Annex C: Results of the election of the Defence Committee Chair in May 2014 
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