
Politics and Governance (ISSN: 2183–2463)
2021, Volume 9, Issue 4, Pages 386–398
https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v9i4.4563

Article

Preferences in Between: Moderates in the Catalan Secessionist Conflict
Laia Balcells 1,* and Alexander Kuo 2,3

1 Government Department, Georgetown University, USA; E‐Mail: laia.balcells@georgetown.edu
2 Department of Politics and International Relations, University of Oxford, UK; E‐Mail: alexander.kuo@politics.ox.ac.uk
3 Christ Church, University of Oxford, UK

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 29 May 2021 | Accepted: 11 August 2021 | Published: 10 December 2021

Abstract
Recent research on territorial preferences focuses on explaining who supports or opposes independence. However, this
research overlooks the relevance of an “intermediate” category of citizens who may oppose the territorial status quo of a
sub‐state territory but not support independence. We use evidence from the critical case of Catalonia to illustrate the rel‐
evance of individuals with such preferences for policies and outcomes highly relevant to secessionist conflicts. We present
four sets of findings using two‐wave panel data from December 2017 (just prior to the December regional elections when
Catalan independence was themost salient and contentious issue) and September 2018. First, we find that a sizable plural‐
ity within Catalonia supports greater autonomy short of independence; conventional sociodemographic variables explain‐
ing support for independence do not strongly account for this preference. Second, such pro‐autonomy individuals have
considerably more intermediate attitudes regarding the key “on the ground” actions that the Spanish and Catalan govern‐
ments pursued during the crucial independence drive in 2017. They were more opposed than pro‐independence individu‐
als to the unilateral independence efforts, andmore opposed than pro‐status quo individuals to the Spanish government’s
actions to counter these efforts. Third, they expressed emotions around the secessionist conflict similar to pro‐status quo
individuals. Finally, using an embedded survey experiment, we find that pro‐autonomy individuals are more trusting of
both the central and regional governments regarding their abiding by an agreement to resolve the conflict, and are less
easily “polarized” through priming. Overall, these findings indicate the importance of further analyzing individuals with
intermediate territorial views in secessionist conflicts.

Keywords
autonomy; Catalonia; federalism; secession; Spain; territorial conflict

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Secessionism in Liberal Democracies: What Do We Really Know About the Explanations
of Secessionism?” edited by Ferran Requejo (Pompeu Fabra University, Spain) and Marc Sanjaume‐Calvet (Pompeu Fabra
University, Spain / Open University of Catalonia, Spain).

© 2021 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu‐
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

The recent study of territorial preferences in secession‐
ist regions has primarily focused on explaining who sup‐
ports or opposes independence. This is understandable
due to the increasing salience of secessionist move‐
ments, as in Catalonia and Scotland. However, there
is often a category of citizens who oppose the terri‐
torial status quo of a sub‐state territory, but do not
support secession (i.e., they support more autonomy

for the region, but not independence). Although this
“pro‐autonomy’’ category is overlooked in the scholarly
literature, it can be key to the political dynamics of
the region, such as by withholding support of seces‐
sionist political parties. Further, territorial “moderates”
can have a role in mitigating social polarization surfac‐
ing during secessionist crises. Such individuals often con‐
stitute a non‐negligible share of the population even
when self‐determination issues are politically salient; in
Scotland, for example, recent surveys show that over
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40% of the population would want “increased pow‐
ers for the Scottish parliament” but not independence
(YouGov, 2021).

This article presents evidence from the critical case of
Catalonia to illustrate the relevance of individuals who
have intermediate territorial preferences (i.e., between
the status quo and secession), whichwe classify as gener‐
ally pro‐autonomy. What are the political implications of
these preferences in terms of resolving secessionist dis‐
putes? As relatively few studies of this preference exist
(particularly from recent years), our goal is to present
baseline theoretical expectations and instructive empir‐
ical patterns. We examine sociodemographic correlates
of this preference and analyze how it correlates with sup‐
port for policies and attitudes relevant to secessionist
conflicts. We also explore whether such individuals dif‐
fer in terms of their emotional reactions to the seces‐
sion issue. Finally, we assess whether pro‐autonomy indi‐
viduals differ in their trust of both regional and central
governments in a hypothetical territorial agreement sce‐
nario, which would be a key component in long‐term res‐
olution of the conflict.

We find that that the most relevant distinguish‐
ing feature of pro‐autonomy individuals is that they
self‐report moderate levels of Catalan identity and are
slightlymore likely to be older and female; few other con‐
ventional sociodemographic characteristics distinguish
them from those who support the territorial status quo
or less autonomy for Catalonia (hereafter labeled “SQ
& less autonomy”). Such pro‐autonomy individuals tend
to agree with pro‐SQ & less autonomy individuals on
opposition to actions the Catalan government took, and
had similar emotions regarding the political context, but
they also show more moderate sentiments than those
in the two territorial extremes. Also, pro‐autonomy indi‐
viduals oppose more firmly the repressive actions of
the Spanish government towards the pro‐independence
movement than pro‐SQ & less autonomy individuals.
Finally, pro‐autonomy individuals display similar levels
of trust towards both the Spanish and Catalan govern‐
ments and are the least susceptible to trust priming, as
captured by an experiment embedded in our survey.

1.1. Literature Review and Motivation

Our study is motivated by the recent proliferation of
literature focusing on the individual‐level correlates or
determinants of support for secessionwithin democratic
countries, but that generally examine binary policy pref‐
erences (see, e.g., Bourne, 2014; Hierro & Queralt, 2021;
Muñoz & Tormos, 2015; Serrano, 2013). This literature,
in unpacking group‐level claims and focusing on indi‐
vidual preferences, challenges and builds upon classic
works focusing on support for secession based on group‐
level sub‐state identities, which tended to downplay
the nuances of individual territorial preference in favor
of a group‐level analysis (see Horowitz, 1981, and his
typography regarding ethnic separatism; for typologies

of political struggles of nations see Guibernau, 1999;
Hechter, 2000).

Such recent explanations for secessionist prefer‐
ences largely fall into two main categories: identity
(ethnno‐cultural, religion) and material‐based (often
described as economic benefits or elided as “rational‐
ist” explanations). For example, Balcells et al. (2015)
consider regional redistributive preferences and their
impact on support for independence in Catalonia. Some
authors note the difficulty in differentiating the causal
role of these factors, and that they can be mutually rein‐
forcing. For example, Sorens (2008), after differentiating
between secessionist and regionalist parties, finds that
secession is more tied to economic interests, whereas
regionalism is more tied to cultural and identity‐based
interests. Several recent studies have focused on the con‐
fluence of economic and ethnic factors in accounting
for individual‐level preferences for secession in select
regions. For example, Curtice (2013) uses survey data
among Scottish/British citizens to argue that nationality
(or identity) has much less to do with support for inde‐
pendence than material (economic) factors. Similarly,
Muñoz and Tormos (2015) find that economic considera‐
tions are an important driver of territorial preferences in
Catalonia. However, they note the importance of looking
at variation in reasons for pro‐independence views and
find that economic considerations mostly matter when
people do not have a strong national identity. Ormston
(2014) meanwhile finds that women tend to support
independence less than men, due to their uncertainty of
what benefits independence would yield.

Few studies discuss the viability of an “intermediate”
category of citizens, or consider the “in between” group
as a meaningful unit of analysis. One older exception is
Guibernau (2006), who presents descriptive data regard‐
ing support for various forms of federalism or territorial
reforms in Canada, Spain, and Britain from the late 1990s
and 2000s. However, that study considers a period in
which secessionism in the two European countries was
much less salient in the political arena and does not focus
on the correlates and implications of these territorial
preferences.We also note a tradition of studying support
for the devolution process in Scotland in the early 1990s
(e.g., Pattie et al., 1999), as well as research on decen‐
tralization preferences in other contexts. For example,
Ricart‐Huguet and Green (2018) find that ethnic identity
and wealth are correlated with preferences for greater
regional decentralization in Uganda.

Overall, neglecting those with “intermediate” pref‐
erences is significant, not only because such individu‐
als constitute an important segment of the population,
but also because such preferences can have key politi‐
cal implications. As Guibernau (1999) and others have
noted, although a vocal fraction of stateless nations seek
independence, increased autonomy within existing insti‐
tutions has frequently been proposed as a long‐term
solution, even though such reforms’ empirical record
at reducing independence demands remains mixed and
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contentious. Our broad point is that in caseswhere seces‐
sionism is salient, those who are against the status quo
but are not in favor of secession merit greater under‐
standing. Such individuals might change their territorial
preferences in either direction, which makes them piv‐
otal in such political contexts. To this end, we explore
the pro‐autonomy, “intermediate” category at the height
(thus far) of the secessionist conflict in Catalonia, when
such an option was less visible and salient than the more
extreme territorial positions. Who are the people that,
amid the polarizing secessionist conflict, support greater
autonomy?What are the implications of the existence of
this differentiated group?

2. The Case of Contemporary Catalonia

Contemporary Catalan nationalism has its roots in the
19th century (Balcells, 2013). In the 1930s, Catalonia
achieved autonomy within Spain, with a regional par‐
liament and a government, among other institutions
of self‐rule. However, during the Francoist dictatorship
that followed the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), cul‐
tural rights for national minorities in Spain (i.e., Basques,
Galicians, Catalans) were repressed, and Spanish nation‐
alism was imposed by state institutions (Balcells &
Villamil, 2020). Since the transition to democracy after
1975, national minorities regained some level of self‐rule
in a decentralized system that fell short of full feder‐
alism (Beramendi, 2012). The process of decentraliza‐
tion was uneven among national minorities, with the
Basque country and Navarra regions attaining fiscal priv‐
ileges not afforded to the other regions. This differential
lack of fiscal autonomy, grievances over regional redis‐
tribution, and desire for increased political autonomy,
combined with commitment problems between the cen‐
ter and the periphery (Amat & Balcells, 2021; Requejo
et al., 2020), have historically spurred tensions between
Catalonia and Madrid.

In 2010, after a long set of negotiations that culmi‐
nated in central and Catalan government approval of a
new Catalan statute of autonomy (a regional constitu‐
tion), the Spanish Constitutional Court revised and inter‐
preted the statute in a manner that significantly weak‐
ened the region’s autonomy. Support for independence
then increased from a previous level of 15% in 2006
to around 45–50% in 2012 (Centre d’Estudis d’Opinió
[CEO], 2021). Support for more autonomy was a preva‐
lent choice in Catalonia until around 2010, when sup‐
port for independence grew at the expense of this mid‐
dle category. Political support for separatism further
increased in 2015, when the Catalan premier Artur Mas
called for a snap election around the independence issue.
The Together for Yes (Junts pel Sí) coalition won a major‐
ity of the seats in the Catalan Parliament (71 seats; 44.4%
of the popular vote) with a program to implement inde‐
pendence within 18 months. Carles Puigdemont, the
new Catalan premier, then called for a unilateral refer‐
endum on independence. The referendum was sched‐

uled for October 1, 2017, and controversially approved
by a set of laws passed in the Catalan Parliament (38% of
MPs did not participate and an additional 8% abstained
in the vote).

In the weeks prior to the referendum, the political cli‐
mate became increasingly heated as the Catalan govern‐
ment continued its preparations while the Spanish gov‐
ernment tried to prevent it, including detaining several
members of the Catalan government whowere allegedly
involved in its organization. The Spanish government
sent thousands of national policemen to Catalonia to
deter and prevent voters and activists from organizing
(Barceló, 2018). Despite the Spanish Constitutional Court
suspension of the referendum laws and central govern‐
ment threats about legal consequences, the Catalan gov‐
ernment proceeded with the referendum on October 1.
This led to an unprecedented crackdown by Spanish
police forces as they attempted to shut down polling sta‐
tions (Balcells, Dorsey et al., 2021). On October 3, the
King of Spain delivered a controversial speech against
Catalan separatists and there was a labor strike and
large demonstration in Barcelona against the actions
of the state. A few days later, there was a counter‐
rally against the independence process and the actions
of the Catalan government. The crisis continued with
the Catalan Parliament passing a resolution declaring
Catalonia independent of Spain on October 27 (although
with no operational effects), and the Spanish Senate
quickly voting for the temporary suspension of Catalan
autonomy, activating for the first time a constitutional
clause (article 155) allowing the central government to
impose direct rule in a region. This led to the dissolu‐
tion of the Catalan government, and the central govern‐
ment called for new regional elections, which were held
on December 21, 2017.

Meanwhile, the Spanish judiciary began the prosecu‐
tion of prominent secessionist leaders, including social
activists Jordi Cuixart and Jordi Sànchez, who were
jailed under charges of sedition for attempting to block
police raids on Catalan governmental offices. Members
of the former Catalan government and the High Chair
of the Parliament were charged with sedition and rebel‐
lion. Some fled the country; those who stayed in Spain
were imprisoned and were later brought to trial in the
Supreme Court of Spain.

In the December 2017 regional elections, the three
main pro‐independence parties secured another parlia‐
mentary majority (with 48.5% of the vote), then led by
Quim Torra. In June 2018, socialist leader Pedro Sánchez
won a motion of no‐confidence in the Spanish Congress
and became President, replacing conservative Mariano
Rajoy. Although this led to some prospects of negotia‐
tions between the central government and the Catalan
government, the stalemate persisted. In October 2019,
after the sentencing by the Supreme Court of the impris‐
oned politicians and social organizers to 9–13 years of
prison on charges of sedition, mass demonstrations and
violent protests occurred throughout Catalonia. In June
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2021 the central government officially pardoned the
nine Catalan separatist leaderswhowere jailed and nego‐
tiations between the Spanish and Catalan government
resumed shortly after.

3. Expectations

In the context of a secessionist conflict, who are the
individuals supporting intermediate options such as fed‐
eralism or more autonomy for the region, but neither
outright secession nor maintaining the territorial status
quo? Building on documented correlations between sub‐
state identity and secession support (Hierro & Queralt,
2021; Muñoz & Tormos, 2015; Serrano, 2013), we first
expect a correlation between individuals who have
moderate levels of sub‐state national self‐identification
(in this case, Catalan as opposed to Spanish) and like‐
lihood of preferring a “greater autonomy” option rel‐
ative to independence or the status quo. Similarly, a
reasonable expectation is that individuals who are in
a mixed‐language (Catalan and Spanish) household are
more likely to support greater autonomy relative to the
two other options.We further expect that pro‐autonomy
individuals might be less supportive of actions by either
central or regional governments that are perceived to be
illegal or extreme. That is, such individuals may be ori‐
ented towards “process” concerns as a component of
policy preferences (for them, how to achieve a goal may
be as important as the goal itself).

4. Empirical Design

Catalonia is a natural and important testing ground for
measuring how much people support an intermediate
territorial outcome in the context of a secessionist con‐
flict, and what are the implications of such intermedi‐
ate preferences. To examine these issues, we designed a
survey, which we fielded online between December 11
and 20, just prior to the 2017 regional elections. Our
representative sample consisted of 2,537 residents of
Catalonia aged 18 or older, fulfilling age‐category and
gender quotas. The survey was fielded by Respondi in
Catalan or Spanish (respondents chose their preferred
language at the beginning of the survey). To test the
stability of preferences after the elections and after the
re‐imprisonment of several independentist leaders, we
fielded a follow‐up survey between September 19–30,
2018; 63% respondents were re‐interviewed in the sec‐
ond wave (we registered two pre‐analysis plans with
EGAP prior to receipt of data, and the study received IRB
approval from Georgetown University and the University
of Oxford). Tables A1 and A2 in the Supplementary File
provide basic descriptive statistics of the sample, includ‐
ing territorial preferences, language spoken at home,
family origins, education, income, and gender. The com‐
position is representative of the regional population,
very similar to the samples used by the CEO, with a slight
skew of younger respondents across waves (our results

remain substantively very similar when estimated with
weights by age and gender).

Our main variable of interest is territorial preference,
with attention to support for the intermediate category
of greater autonomy.Wemeasure territorial preferences
by asking individuals for their preferred political status
of Catalonia. Following standard survey questions on this
issue (i.e., those by the CEO), the response options were:
They prefer Catalonia to be an independent state (wewill
also call this option “Catalan Republic”); Catalonia should
havemore autonomy but not independence (wewill also
call this option “more autonomy”); the status quo should
be kept; Catalonia should have less autonomy. For our
analyses below, we recode to consider three broad cate‐
gories: “Catalan Republic,” “more autonomy,” and “SQ &
less autonomy.” The Supplementary File (Part B) includes
coding details of the control variables, and Tables A1 and
A2 display the descriptive statistics of all our data.

The bulk of our empirical results focus on the first
wave of the survey; we present selected results from the
second wave here and more in the Supplementary File.
The second wave patterns are very similar to the first,
indicating a remarkable stability of preferences over time
(see Table A3 in the Supplementary File). In addition to
the observational analyses,which focus on the correlates
of the intermediate territorial preference (i.e., more
autonomy) and on the implications of such preference—
for example, for political choice (i.e., vote), views on
governmental actions, and emotions—we also present
the results of an embedded experiment (within the sec‐
ond wave of the survey) that assesses relative trust of
the Catalan versus Spanish governments with regards
to their abiding by a hypothetical center‐region politi‐
cal agreement.

5. Results

5.1. Correlates of “More Autonomy” Support

In the first wave of the survey (N = 2,537), 44% of respon‐
dents prefer a separate Catalan state, 35% want more
autonomy, 20% support the SQ & less autonomy. In the
second wave (N = 1,721), the patterns are very simi‐
lar, with slightly more supporting independence (nearly
47%), 33% supporting more autonomy, and 21% sup‐
porting the SQ & less autonomy (see Table A3 of the
Supplementary File).

Which variables are correlated with support for
greater autonomy? One interpretation of territorial pref‐
erences is that they constitute a natural “ordering” from
greatest autonomy (independence) to least (the status
quo), but we avoid estimating an ordinal logit regression
as the baseline specification after conducting a Brant
(1990) test and ascertaining that the proportional odds
or parallel regression assumption is violated. We esti‐
mate a multinomial logit regression model, and focus
on the following independent variables: female gen‐
der, education, age, adjusted income, left‐right ideology,
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primary language spoken at home, and national self‐
identification or Catalan identity (see coding details in
the Supplementary File, Part B). In alternative models
(Supplementary File, Table C1 and Figure D2), we also
assess the effect of family origins (a variable basically cap‐
turing if the respondent and their parents were born in
Catalonia or not). Figure 1 displays the plotted marginal
effects of the sociodemographic variables on each of
the three territorial preference categories, using the first
wave of the survey (note that the results of the second
wave are very similar; see Supplementary File, Figure D1).
Although our focus is on “more autonomy” (the mid‐
dle panel), we find it instructive to compare the relative
marginal effect of covariates on all three territorial pref‐
erences. All figures should be interpreted such that if the
plotted coefficient’s confidence interval overlaps with
the vertical line there is not a precisely estimated effect
relative to the baseline level of the variable. Each of the
plotted predicted effects can be interpreted in percent‐
age points: For example, the upper right figure indicates
that those with high levels of Catalan self‐identification
are nearly 80 percentage points more likely to support
independence relative to the baseline category, which
are those with lowest levels of Catalan identity.

Figure 1 does not indicate support for our hypoth‐
esis regarding the role of language but does confirm
the expectation regarding identity. For the language cat‐
egories, relative to the “Spanish language only” group,
both “mixed language” and “only Catalan language” indi‐
viduals are less likely to be more pro‐autonomy; the
latter are much less likely to be pro‐autonomy than
the other two language categories because they are
more strongly pro‐independence (people who speak
only Catalan are 20 percentage points more likely to
support a Catalan republic). The top two lines of the
figure indicate stronger support for the role of Catalan
(vs. Spanish) national identity in accounting for moder‐
ate territorial preferences.To measure national identity
we use the following question: “Could you describe on

the scale if you feel very Spanish or very Catalan, with 1
indicating you feel only Spanish and 10 indicating you feel
only Catalan?” We recode the answers as approximate
“terciles” of 1–4, 5–7, 8–10. The figure shows a strong cor‐
relation between identity terciles and territorial views.
The middle tercile is most strongly correlated with sup‐
port for autonomy andmore so than with independence.
The effect is large, 30 percentage points relative to the
lowest tercile. The highest tercile of Catalan identity is
negatively correlatedwith support for autonomy, as such
individuals overwhelmingly prefer independence. While
we are not claiming a causal relationship, we highlight
this intermediate identity as a relevant variable that polit‐
ical elites seek to influence (Hierro & Gallego, 2018) and
that is strongly correlated with the pro‐autonomy pol‐
icy preference.

In the first wave of the survey, we also posed a
follow‐up question about the reasons for autonomy,
focusing on the distinction between fiscal autonomy
andpolicy control. For pro‐autonomy individuals, respon‐
dents chose between two options: “Greater autonomy
for Catalonia should imply, most importantly, greater
autonomy over the use of Catalan fiscal resources,” and
“Greater autonomy for Catalonia should imply, most
importantly, more control of public policies by the
Catalan institutions, with less interference from the cen‐
tral state.” Sixty percent chose the “fiscal resources”
option, and the rest chose “more control of public
policies.” The only statistically significant (and posi‐
tive) covariates for the fiscal resources (vs. public poli‐
cies) choice are (right‐wing) ideology, the wealthiest
income quintile, and the third age group (45–54). See
Supplementary File Table F1 for regression results.

Figure 1 indicates that female gender is positively
correlated with support for autonomy, although the
marginal effect is small at around 5 percentage points.
The figure also shows that education, unemployment,
and income levels surprisingly do not differentiate terri‐
torial preferences. Older individuals (45+) aremore likely
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Figure 1. Correlates of territorial preferences: Multinomial logistic regression marginal effects (wave 1).
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to support autonomy relative to the other two territo‐
rial positions. Ideology is also correlated with these pref‐
erences; more right‐wing individuals are more likely to
favor SQ & less autonomy and more autonomy, while
more left‐wing individuals are more likely to display pro‐
independence preferences. Catalan speaking individuals
and those with greater levels of Catalan national identity
are less likely to support autonomy (again, they aremore
likely to support independence).

5.2. Territorial Preferences and Key Policy Views

Is the preference for greater autonomy (but not inde‐
pendence), particularly during a secessionist escalation,
a meaningful one that correlates with obvious “on the
ground” government actions? As a partial validation exer‐
cise of this preference, in the survey we measured sup‐
port of a series of salient actions by both the Spanish
and Catalan governments during the contentious period
of the referendum and the repressive response by
the Spanish government, which we have summarized
above. We assessed support on a five‐point scale for
the following government actions (see full wording in
Supplementary File, Part B): the unilateral independence
referendum of October 1, the actions of the Spanish
government on October 1, the declaration of indepen‐
dence by the Catalan government on October 27, the
arrest of the two prominent Catalan pro‐independence
civil‐society leaders (Jordi Cuixart and Jordi Sànchez, or
“Jordis”), the arrest of Catalan politicians who led the
independence effort (i.e., the members of the Catalan
government at that time), and the passage of article 155
(which imposed direct Spanish government control over
the region). While there were other actions by both the
Spanish state and the Catalan government during this
crucial time, this group of policies constitutes a reason‐
able summary of the actions of both actors prior to the
centrally imposed December 2017 regional election.

Figure 2 shows via “violin” plots the decomposition
of support or opposition for the central and regional gov‐
ernments’ actions based on the three territorial prefer‐

ences (these variables capture, on a 1 to 5 scale, the
degree of support for the policy). The plots in Figure 2
show very clearly that, for the six policies, pro‐autonomy
individuals have levels of support largely in between
those who prefer the territorial SQ & less autonomy and
those who prefer independence, and thus more moder‐
ate degrees of support/opposition. If we consider binary
support for each of these actions (see Supplementary
File, Tables E1 and E2), 39% of the pro‐autonomy group
supports the October 1 referendum compared to 94%
among pro‐independence and 6% among pro‐status
quo individuals. Also, 82% of pro‐autonomy individu‐
als oppose the actions of the Spanish government on
October 1, compared to 98% of pro‐independence indi‐
viduals. Interestingly, pro‐autonomypeople aremore sup‐
portive of the referendum than of the Catalan parlia‐
ment’s declaration of independence, which was politi‐
cally linked to the referendum. Only 9% of pro‐autonomy
individuals supported the independence declaration, as
opposed to 79%of pro‐independence individuals. Indeed,
many pro‐autonomy people perceived the referendum
a legitimate act of self‐determination, but did not per‐
ceive the declaration of independence as such. This is sug‐
gestive evidence that pro‐autonomy individuals aremore
averse to actions and policies that are more extreme.

Figure 3 shows that this pro‐autonomy pattern of
support/opposition falling in between that of pro‐status
quo and pro‐independence individuals generally holds
when controlling for sociodemographic variables. The fig‐
ure shows, for each of the six government actions, the
plotted coefficients from a linear model with the territo‐
rial positions and sociodemographic controls. The base‐
line policy preference is support for independence, so
plotted coefficients in either direction of the vertical line
indicate greater support or opposition relative to pro‐
independence individuals. The figure shows that over‐
all, territorial preferences are the most important corre‐
late of views towards these specific government actions.
Also, for each government action, the coefficient of pro‐
autonomy is generally smaller than the pro‐SQ coeffi‐
cient. Figure 3 shows that pro‐autonomy individuals are
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Figure 2. Views on policies by the Spanish state and the Catalan government, by territorial preference (waves 1 and 2).
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Figure 3. OLS regressions on support for government actions by territorial preferences (wave 1).

closer to pro‐independence individuals regarding oppo‐
sition to the Spanish government’s actions (i.e., repress‐
ing the vote on October 1, imprisoning social activists
and members of the Catalan government, and activat‐
ing article 155 of the Constitution). At the same time,
pro‐autonomy individuals are closer to pro‐SQ individ‐
uals in terms of their opposition to the referendum
and the independence declaration by the Catalan par‐
liament. The results in Figures 2 and 3 potentially sug‐
gest a difference between views about “process” versus
“outcome”: While pro‐autonomy individuals share some
goals with pro‐SQ & less autonomy as well as with pro‐
independence individuals, they have a different vision
of how to achieve these goals. With regards to achiev‐
ing greater self‐government for Catalonia, they indicate
greater valuing of the existing rule of law (i.e., in not sup‐
porting a unilateral declaration of independence); with
regards to defending the unity of the Spanish state, a goal
they share with the SQ & less autonomy individuals, they
value proportionate state action (i.e., they are less sup‐
portive of jailing social activists and politicians) and do
not support extreme measures such as the suspension
of Catalonia’s autonomy (i.e., article 155) as much.

In the second wave of the survey, we also asked
individuals how much they support or oppose the lead‐
ers of the central and regional governments, Pedro
Sánchez and Quim Torra, respectively. These results (see
Supplementary File, Part E) indicate that pro‐autonomy
individuals show preferences for these politicians that
are closer to the SQ & less autonomy group than to the
pro‐independence group.

There is also a natural correlation between pol‐
icy views and partisan preferences. We examine the

relationship between territorial preferences and vote
choice, measured with a vote‐intention question for the
December 2017 regional elections (in the first wave)
or on hypothetical future regional elections (in the sec‐
ond wave). The results of the linear probability mod‐
els on vote choice for the main political parties are
presented in Figure 4 (1 indicates vote intention for
that party, 0 not; the results for the second wave
are very similar; see Supplementary File, Figure I1).
We observe that those with intermediate territorial pref‐
erences resemble status quo individuals in that they are
less likely to vote for pro‐independence parties (Esquerra
Republicana de Catalunya [ERC], Junts per Catalunya
[JxCat], and Candidatura d’Unitat Popular [CUP]). Unlike
the status quo voters, those in the more autonomy cat‐
egory’s preferred political party is not Ciudadanos (Cs),
but they are more likely to vote for this party than for
pro‐independence ones. Pro‐autonomy individuals are
more likely to vote for Partit Socialista de Catalunya (PSC)
and En Comú Podem (ECP or Comuns), which have 33
and eight seats, respectively, in the 135 seats of the
Catalan parliament (thus, these parties are far from hav‐
ing amajority of the seats, but they hold a non‐negligible
share of 30%). As compared to pro‐independence voters,
they are not more likely to vote for Partido Popular (PP),
the main Spanish conservative party (currently holding
just three seats in the Catalan parliament).

5.3. Emotions and Territorial Preferences

Another key facet by which pro‐autonomy individuals
might differ from those with other territorial prefer‐
ences concerns emotions about the political context.
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Figure 4. OLS regressions on vote choice by territorial preferences (wave 1).

Such differences are relevant, as political parties or the
media may use various frames or campaigns to sway
emotions, particularly in the wake of potentially trau‐
matic or salient events such as a unilateral referendum
and its crackdown and protests (Balcells, Dorsey et al.,
2021). We measured emotions about the political situ‐
ation in both waves, using standard questions (follow‐
ing Watson & Clark, 1988) about positive emotions (of
feeling determined, enthusiastic, inspired, and proud),
and negative emotions (of feeling afraid, ashamed, dis‐
tressed, irritable, nervous, and upset; see the full word‐
ing in the Supplementary File, Part B). We assess on
a five‐category scale how much the person feels each
emotion regarding the political context in Catalonia.
In our empirical analyses, we focus on whether the
“intermediate” bloc has different emotions from the

other two. We find that overall, those supporting more
autonomy had similar emotions to pro‐SQ & less auton‐
omy individuals, with those supporting independence
having different emotions. Figures 5 and 6 display lin‐
ear regressions of emotions on territorial preferences,
controlling for sociodemographic covariates (Figures A2
and A3 in the Supplementary File depict these pat‐
terns with descriptive “violin” plots). These figures
show the marginal effects relative to the baseline of
pro‐independence individuals. Figure 5 shows that, in
December 2017, pro‐autonomy individuals felt substan‐
tially more ashamed and slightly more afraid than pro‐
independence individuals. Moreover, Figure 6 shows
that pro‐autonomy individuals felt less of all four positive
emotions than this baseline group, and that the magni‐
tude of these coefficients is similar in point estimates to

Distressed Upset Ashamed Nervous Afraid Irritable

Catalan Republic is the Base Category. Controls: Female, Adjusted Income, Age, Unemployed, Educa on, Ideology

More

Autonomy

SQ & Less

Autonomy

0 .5 1 1.5–.5

Distressed Upset Ashamed Nervous Afraid Irritable

0 .5 1 1.5 2–.5

Wave 1

More

Autonomy

SQ & Less

Autonomy

Wave 2

Figure 5. OLS models on negative emotions. Coefficients for territorial preferences.
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Figure 6. OLS on positive emotions. Coefficients for territorial preferences.

that of pro‐SQ individuals. Thus, pro‐autonomy Catalans
were not particularly positive about the political context
in the wake of the independence bid by the Catalan gov‐
ernment and its crackdown by the Spanish government.

In the Supplementary File, we present the results
of sentiment analyses, using the text in an open‐ended
question included in each of our surveys, which show
that those with intermediate territorial preferences
express different sentiments than those in the two
extremes. In general, these individuals show more mod‐
erate sentiments, for both positive and negative affect.
One interpretation of these results is that by having
less intense sentiments about the political context, pro‐
autonomy individuals might be less susceptible to politi‐
cal entrepreneurs who try to sway emotions.

5.4. Territorial Preferences and Government Trust:
Evidence From a Survey Experiment

Are pro‐autonomy individuals different in how they
might trust the regional versus central governments
regarding the territorial issue? Is such trust stable?
The territorial conflict in Spain is partially defined by com‐
mitment problems between the majority group and the
minority groups, which are represented by the central
government and the different regional governments, par‐
ticularly those with substate national groups aiming for
more self‐government (Amat & Balcells, 2021; Requejo
et al., 2020). Given that a possible resolution to the terri‐
torial conflict involves an agreement between regional
and central governments, ideally solving the commit‐
ment problems between them—and quite particularly
limiting potential agreement defections, we explore the
correlation between territorial preferences and trust
in the different governments abiding by the terms of
an agreement. In our second survey wave, we exam‐
ined whether trust in the Catalan versus Spanish gov‐
ernments, in a hypothetical situation of agreement, dif‐
fers by territorial view. We also assess susceptibility to
order effects of being asked about trust in the (Catalan

or Spanish) government, which is a simple way of testing
whether positive/negative priming of trust in one author‐
ity affects trust in the other. Our focus is on whether pro‐
autonomy individuals trust both governments more so
than other individuals, and if they differ in sensitivity to
trust priming.

Figure 7 presents a plot with the relationship
between trust in both governments and territorial pref‐
erences, which pools the preferences of those in the
treatment and control groups. We observe that pro‐
autonomy people are thosemore likely to trust both gov‐
ernments quite similarly, pro‐independence people are
more trusting of the Catalan government and pro‐SQ &
less autonomy people are more trusting of the Spanish
government. This relative distrust in the “other” govern‐
ment abiding by a territorial agreement is a good illus‐
tration of the commitment problem underlying the terri‐
torial conflict(s) in Spain, which seems to be less salient
among those with intermediate territorial preferences.
Pro‐independence individuals show the biggest gap in
trust between the two governments.

It is beyond the scope of this study to assess the com‐
mitment problem theory or other underpinnings of rela‐
tive trust in governments abiding territorial agreements.
Also, we deliberately do not specify the terms of such
an agreement in the survey question; some respondents
may conflate trust with support for such an agreement
(for example, an agreement encompassing the possibil‐
ity of a self‐determination referendum is different from
an agreement without such a provision). Yet, these find‐
ings are relevant insofar as they show that there are dif‐
ferences in trust in the different governments across ter‐
ritorial preference groups.

The results of the survey experiment are also quite
illustrative of the divergence in trust across groups. As a
reminder, the treatment in the embedded experiment
was the order in which the government’s trustworthi‐
ness (Spanish or Catalan) was asked about. This is a
standard priming experiment embedded in a survey,
where the treatment is reversal of order of a question
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Figure 7. Trust in Catalan and Spanish governments abiding by an agreement, by territorial preferences.

or set of questions (e.g., Sniderman et al., 2004). This
allows us to examine whether responses are primed by
random assignment of consideration of specific issues
(in this case considering trust in the regional govern‐
ment). The text of the question was as follows, with
the slash indicating the alternative identity of the gov‐
ernment randomized (half the respondents received
the Spanish‐Catalan order; the other half received the
Catalan‐Spanish order): “Suppose that the Spanish gov‐
ernment and Catalan government were to reach a long‐
lasting agreement about the political future of Catalonia.
How much do you trust the [Spanish/Catalan] govern‐
ment to abide by the terms of such an agreement?”
The response options were: strongly trust, somewhat
trust, somewhat distrust, strongly distrust. The follow‐
up question, with the same response options, read: “And
howmuchwould you trust the [Catalan/Spanish] govern‐
ment to abide by the terms of such an agreement?”

We label the “control” group as those asked about
trust in the Spanish government first, and the “treat‐
ment” group as those asked about trust in the Catalan
government first. Our main quantities of interest are
how relative trust in the different governments under an
agreement scenario varies by territorial preference, and
whether such preferences moderate susceptibility to
order effects. The treatment group in this design is simply
whether they are assigned to assess trust in the Catalan
government prior to that of the Spanish government (so,
again, “treated” respondents are primed to assess trust
in the Catalan government first). Interestingly, within the
baseline “control” condition, only 35% strongly trust or
somewhat trust the Spanish government to abide by an
agreement, while 63% strongly or somewhat trust the
Catalan government to do so.

To account for possible systematic differences in lev‐
els of trust, we measure relative trust in the govern‐
ments: We rescale both trust measures, take the differ‐

ence, and rescale the trust‐difference in a 0–1 scale so
that higher values indicate more trust of the Catalan gov‐
ernment relative to the Spanish government (a value
of .5 indicates equivalent trust of both institutions to
abide by an agreement). The average value of this
rescaled trust within our artificially labeled “control” con‐
dition is .59. Within this group, 53% have the same level
of trust both governments, 40% trust the Catalan gov‐
ernment more so, and 7% trust the Spanish government
more (note, this could mean that a person somewhat
distrusts the Spanish government but strongly distrusts
the Catalan government). Those who support indepen‐
dence have a relative trust score of .68; those who sup‐
port autonomy have a trust measure of .51, and those
who support the SQ & less autonomy have a score
of .49. Thus, consistent with Figure 7, those who are
pro‐independence aremuchmore trusting of the Catalan
government vs. the Spanish government.

We now turn to the effect of the treatment condi‐
tion (being asked about trust in the Catalan government
first). For pro‐independence and pro‐SQ supporters, ask‐
ing about the Catalan government first affects trust in
expected directions. Pro‐independence individuals trust
the Catalan government more in the treatment versus
the control condition (.76 vs. .68, p < .001). Moreover,
pro‐SQ individuals’ relative trust in the Spanish govern‐
ment is higher in the treatment condition (.33 vs. .48,
p < .001). Thus, the simple act of priming assessment
of the Catalan government first has a significant polar‐
izing effect. When primed this way, pro‐independence
people are more relatively trusting of the Catalan gov‐
ernment, and pro‐SQ people are more trusting of the
Spanish government. However, pro‐autonomy individu‐
als are basically not affected by the treatment (.53 vs. .51,
p < .05); the confidence intervals between the control
and treatment groups overlap with zero. For the pro‐
autonomy group, the relative trust in the governments
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is in between that of those with other territorial pref‐
erences and there is no main effect in the treatment
(.60 vs. .59, p = .27). Figure 8 shows the plotted predicted
probabilities from an OLS model controlling for the
key sociodemographic variables (i.e., gender, education,
employment status, household income, and Catalan ori‐
gins). The figure shows that the pro‐autonomy individ‐
uals’ relative trust remains the same, whereas individ‐
uals with other territorial preferences are primed in
opposite directions (see Supplementary File, Table G1,
model 4, for the full regression results, where the coef‐
ficient of interest is the interaction term between treat‐
ment assignment and territorial preference).

Overall, within the “control group,” pro‐indepen‐
dence individuals trust the Catalan government more
than the Spanish government, but pro‐autonomy and
pro‐SQ individuals’ trust in the Catalan government is
fairly equivalent to that of the Spanish government.
However, pro‐autonomy individuals are not susceptible
to priming effects, whereas individuals on either policy
extreme are. In the treatment group, relative trust in
the Catalan government is larger for pro‐independence
individuals while it is smaller for pro‐SQ individuals.
The above suggests that pro‐autonomy individuals may
have more stable views on the different actors and out‐
comes relevant to the resolution of the conflict.

As a final piece of evidence (omitted due to space
constraints), in the Supplementary File (Part H), we
present additional descriptive findings on social net‐
works that indicate why pro‐autonomy individuals may
be difficult to persuade (which could indicate one rea‐
son for the lack of susceptibility to trust priming). In the
survey, we asked people to estimate the percentage of

people in their network (relatives and friends) who sup‐
ported independence. We find that pro‐autonomy peo‐
ple are the most balanced subgroup regarding the com‐
position of their social networks;most of such individuals
report around 50%pro‐independence individuals in their
network. By contrast, the other two groups have more
imbalanced networks, in that they have greater percent‐
age of like‐minded individuals in their networks. The role
of social networks on territorial preferences should be
further investigated, butwebelieve that this is consistent
with evidence in this article and in other research sug‐
gesting a somewhat curbing role of pro‐autonomy indi‐
viduals in the context of political and social polarization
around territorial issues (Balcells, Fernández‐Albertos
et al., 2021).

6. Conclusion

This article has shed light on a subgroup of individ‐
uals who, in a secessionist conflict, take intermedi‐
ate positions between secessionist and pro‐status quo
views. We used individual‐level evidence from the case
of Catalonia, where a secessionist drive led by the
Catalan government turned into an unprecedented insti‐
tutional crisis in the fall of 2017. Using data from a
two‐wave online survey, we analyze the correlates of
pro‐autonomy views and consider different implications
of these preferences regarding key government evalua‐
tions, vote choice, emotions, and trust of the Spanish
and Catalan governments on a hypothetical agreement
to resolve the conflict. The evidence overall suggests
that there is a subgroup of individuals who have dis‐
tinct views from those at the extremes of the territorial

.4

.5

.6

.7

.8

T
ru
st
 o
f 
C
a
ta
la
n
 v
s.
 S
p
a
n
is
h
 G
o
v
e
rn
m
e
n
t

Asked if trust Span govt first Asked if trust Cat govt first

Trust prime

Catalan Republic

More Autonomy

SQ & Less Auto

Trust treatment by territorial preferences

Figure 8. Trust prime experiment results, by territorial preferences.

Politics and Governance, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 4, Pages 386–398 396

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


dimension, but we find limited evidence that standard
socio‐demographic factors explain this specific prefer‐
ence. There remains only a strong correlation between
age and “intermediate” levels of Catalan (vs. Spanish)
identity and preference for more autonomy.

Interestingly, the more autonomy group shares with
the SQ & less autonomy group some emotions around
the conflict and some evaluations of the actions of the
Catalan and Spanish governments during the secession‐
ist crisis. This implies that, while this subgroup is prob‐
ably more sympathetic to independence as a goal than
to the SQ & less autonomy (after all, they prefer more
powers for the region), this constituency is probably
hard to strongly persuade by secessionist actors. For
example, pro‐autonomy individuals did not feel comfort‐
able around the declaration of independence and other
unilateral secessionist actions; as argued above, they
seemed to disagree with secessionists on the process
more so than on the actual territorial outcomes they
were trying to achieve. While they did not agree with
some actions of Spanish state actors, more autonomy
individuals seem closer in specific policy views to the pro‐
SQ/less autonomy bloc than to the pro‐independence
one. Finally, pro‐autonomy individuals seem to have
less intense sentiments around political issues, be simi‐
larly trusting of both Catalan and Spanish governments
with regards to a potential negotiated solution to the
conflict, and be less affected by trust primes. Our evi‐
dence and findings hopefully justify further exploration
of these individuals.
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