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Abstract
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1. Introduction

National identifications, cues from political parties and
leaders, and cost‐benefit calculations have been pointed
as the main determinants of individual preferences
about secession. These factors tend to remain stable
and, with them, preferences about secession. However,
independence support has changed dramatically during
the last decade in Scotland coinciding with three vot‐
ing shocks—the 2014 Scotland independence referen‐
dum, the 2016 EU membership referendum, and the
Covid‐19 pandemic—that may have changed not just
the levels of support for independence, but also the
relationship between secession determinants and seces‐
sion preferences.

In this article, I assess the determinants of secession
support paying special attention tomajor political events
such as the Brexit rupture and the crisis triggered by the
Covid‐19 pandemic, events with the potential to prompt
sections of the population to update their views on seces‐
sion. Brexit can reinforce the idea of a democratic deficit

due to the difference in preferences between Scotland
and the rest of the UK evidenced by the outcome of the
2016 EUmembership referendum,whereas the different
handling of the pandemic by the Scottish and UK gov‐
ernment may help build support for a valence secession,
that is, an independence backing grounded in the view
that Scotland would govern itself more effectively as an
independent country. Apart from these narratives with
a potential direct effect on secession preferences, both
shocks can also moderate the effect of secession deter‐
minants on secession support.

The article proceeds as follows. First, I present the fac‐
tors behind secession preferences across sub‐state poli‐
ties and discuss why the changes introduced by Brexit
and the Covid‐19 pandemic may have switched the inde‐
pendence choice of a segment of Scottish voters. Second,
I discuss the relevance of the Scottish case and present
the data. Third, I assess the effect of the 2014 Scotland
independence referendum and the existing evidence on
the effect of Brexit and the pandemic on secession sup‐
port, as well as analyse the change in the profile of the
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pro‐independence voter. Finally, I discuss the findings’
implications for the Scottish case and the broader debate
on the individual determinants of secession preferences.

2. Theory

The existence of different national communities and
projects is the defining characteristic of multi‐national
polities where different national identities co‐exist.
State‐wide identities are mainly promoted by cen‐
tral state institutions while sub‐state‐wide identities
are mobilised by sub‐state nationalist movements that
demand sovereignty in the form of self‐government insti‐
tutions or full secession (Lluch, 2014). The existence of a
distinct national identity in a sub‐state territory does not
necessarily translate into demands for self‐government
and secession. However, such claims have rarely existed
in history without the presence of a distinctive group
identity (Sorens, 2005, 2012).

Citizens within the multi‐national sub‐state territo‐
ries develop identifications with the alternative national
communities. National identifications provide individu‐
als with an affective link to a national community, a
sense of belonging, pride, and self‐esteem (Tajfel, 1974).
These national identificationsmay be exclusive or nested
(Medrano & Gutiérrez, 2001) and may vary in intensity
(Hierro, 2012). They are mainly the product of socialisa‐
tion and past experiences hence they rarely change over
short term periods (Dalton, 1999, p. 74; Hierro, 2012).
Due to their stability, they constitute one of the strongest
determinants of sovereignty preferences in those terri‐
tories where the national community of reference is a
contested and salient issue. Evidence fromQuebec (Blais
& Nadeau, 1992), the Basque Country (Serrano, 2020),
Catalonia (Guinjoan, 2021), and Scotland (Bond, 2015)
proves so.

Party cues are the second source of constitutional
preferences. Public opinion is cued by political elites and
parties constitute the most important political organiza‐
tion that link elites to the people. Decades of research
have persistently shown that parties provide citizens
with stances and arguments that help them to estab‐
lish their preferences (Zaller, 1992). Again, the sta‐
ble nature of parties helps them to perform this role.
Unlike more transient elements such as issues and candi‐
dates, parties give continuity and structure to the polit‐
ical debate. This enables citizens to develop a lasting
bond with some party (or, conversely, an enduring dis‐
like) that acts as a perceptual screen through which
they follow the political process (Campbell et al., 1960).
In multi‐national polities the salience of the constitu‐
tional issue affects this partisanship—some individuals
select their preferred party because of its constitutional
position rather than the other way around—though
the exogenous impact of partisanship on secession sup‐
port is well‐established (Clarke et al., 2004; Liñeira &
Henderson, 2021). The impact of partisanship on seces‐
sion preferences is particularly clear in secession refer‐

endums when parties and their leaders become one of
the main sources of information during the campaign
(de Vreese, 2007; LeDuc, 2003).

Cost‐benefit calculations constitute the third source
of constitutional preferences identified by Hooghe and
Marks (2005). Calculations differ in style and mood from
enduring predispositions such as national and party iden‐
tifications: The latter refer to affects and the emotional
side of politics, whereas calculations relate to its ratio‐
nal aspect. However, this does notmean that these kinds
of thoughts are unrelated. Political psychology shows
that individuals frequently engage in motivated reason‐
ing by relying on identifications and emotions to pro‐
duce arguments that favour the conclusion they want
to believe rather than the one that best reflects the evi‐
dence (Lodge & Taber, 2013; Redlawsk, 2002).

Economic considerations are the main cost‐benefit
calculation discussed by the literature on secession.
At the macro‐level, the relative economic status of
the sub‐state territory vis‐à‐vis the whole state deter‐
mines the economic discourse of sub‐state national‐
ism (Gourevitch, 1979). The dominant prediction is that
regions or groups that are better off than the rest of the
country will have a higher likelihood of demanding seces‐
sion (Bartkus, 1999; Hechter, 2000). Two mechanisms
would produce this relationship. First, as they often sub‐
sidise poorer regions, secessionmeans that more dispos‐
able resources would be available due to the elimina‐
tion of fiscal imbalances (Sambanis & Milanovic, 2014).
Second, secession would allow sub‐state territories to
provide public goods more efficiently since a smaller
community translates into an increased homogeneity of
preferences (Alesina & Spolaore, 2005).

The impact of cost‐benefit calculations on secession
preferences is difficult to assess. As mentioned, there
is always the possibility that citizens would express a
view congruent with their existing preferences when
asked about their expectations on the economic con‐
sequences of independence, that is, economic expecta‐
tions could be mere rationalizations of prior preferences
(Howe, 1998; Mendelsohn, 2003). However, a survey
experiment indicates that economic considerations may
play an independent role even if this impact is smaller
than the one exerted by national and partisan identifi‐
cations (Muñoz & Tormos, 2015). Economic considera‐
tions are particularly salient to citizens with ambivalent
national and partisan identifications (Muñoz & Tormos,
2015), but also to those exposed to economic disrup‐
tion in the event of secession (Hierro & Queralt, 2021).
Even if they are less relevant than other sources of
secession preferences, the marginal impact of economic
cost‐benefit analyses can be crucial when secession is
decided in an independence referendum and none of
the options shows a clear lead in the polls during the
campaign. Different accounts of the independence refer‐
endums in Quebec and Scotland point to the economic
question as crucial to the final outcome (Blais et al., 1995;
Curtice, 2015b).
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National identifications, partisanship, and cost‐
benefit calculations make a comprehensive list of the
substantive elements that condition preferences about
the territorial constitution across sub‐state territories.
Other elements, however, may affect the decision to sup‐
port independence. The literature has particularly under‐
lined the role that individuals’ attitudes towards risk play
in the choice, particularly when the independence ques‐
tion is determined in a decisive vote. Choosing a ballot
involves gambling on what is offered and promised with
that option, hence the individuals’ attitudes towards tak‐
ing risks can affect the vote choice, particularly when the
stakes are high.

Independence referendums are salient votes that
inevitably propose a change of uncertain consequences.
The independence decision is a high‐stakes one because
it has comprehensive consequences for the political
system. It affects the borders of the polity and the bound‐
aries of the political community; it implies drafting a
new constitution and introducing changes to the insti‐
tutional regime; it will probably affect the party system
and the politics of the sub‐state territory. The saliency of
the issue facilitates that the voter becomes familiar with
some of these questions, but uncertainty is prominent
and unavoidable. First, because the electorate can rely
on few precedents since independence referendums are
rare in the context of consolidated democracies. Second,
and most importantly, because independence specifics
depend on post‐referendum negotiations between the
government of the seceding state and the government of
the host state, the outcome of which is unknown before
the vote.

Faced with uncertain outcomes, risk‐averse voters
may disproportionally lean against change, creating a
powerful advantage for the status quo (Berger et al.,
2000; Christin et al., 2002). At elections, risk‐averse
voters avoid candidates with ambiguous issue posi‐
tions (Tomz & Van Houweling, 2009), challengers that
face experienced incumbents (Eckles et al., 2013;
Morgenstern & Zechmeister, 2001), and candidates who
argue for a departure from the status quo (Kam & Simas,
2010). It is not surprising, therefore, that opposition to
independence is higher among risk‐averse voters (Liñeira
& Henderson, 2021; Nadeau et al., 1999). Risk attitudes
particularly affect the vote choice of those less politi‐
cally aware and, hence, more uncertain about the con‐
sequences of secession (Liñeira & Henderson, 2021).

These four types of considerations—national identifi‐
cations, partisanship, cost‐benefit economic calculations,
and attitudes towards risk—constitute the fundamental
equation that explains secession preferences across sub‐
state territories. It is mainly through changes in any of
these factors—either a change in their aggregate levels
or a change in their relationship to secession support—
that we should expect a surge or a decline in the support
for independence. These factors do not change easily so
stability is the norm. In Scotland, secession preferences
seemed to have stabilized after the shock produced by

the 2014 independence referendum, but a recent surge
in independence support suggests that two new external
shocks may affect secession preferences: Brexit and the
Covid‐19 pandemic.

Electoral shocks have been recently defined as major
political events that have the potential to prompt large
sections of the population to update their political eval‐
uations and party preferences (Fieldhouse et al., 2019).
According to Fieldhouse and collaborators, electoral
shocks have three characteristics: (1) They represent a
sharp and often unanticipated change to the status quo
outside the normal course of politics; (2) they are highly
salient and manifest over prolonged periods, so they
have the potential to be noticed and recognised even
by people who are uninterested in politics and by those
who might otherwise select into information that fits
their partisan predispositions; and (3) they are politically
relevant and have the potential to change how parties
are perceived, the people’s vote and the party system.
Though electoral shocks might not have major conse‐
quences, they should be able to produce political change
in the short and long term.

This conception of electoral shocks can be used to
include all external events that affect issues such as
secession that may be relevant not just for elections and
party politics, but also for other kinds of votes such as
referendums. I will refer to events such as Brexit and the
pandemic as voting shocks. The mechanisms by which
these voting shocks led to secession preference switch‐
ing may vary. Fieldhouse et al. (2019) identify three ways
in which they can affect the vote: They can either change
the perceptions of competence, the salience of issues
and dimensions, or the image of the parties. I will now
discuss the potential mechanisms by which Britain’s exit
of the EU and the pandemic may have a direct or a mod‐
erator effect on secession preferences.

EU membership is a position issue orthogonal to the
question of Scotland’s independence. There is no logi‐
cal connection between the two issues: A person can
support or oppose independence combined with being
in favour or against EU membership. When voters in
Scotland went to the polls to give their verdict on inde‐
pendence in 2014, their view about EU membership
made little difference to how they voted: Thosewhowere
sceptical about Britain’s membership of the EU were no
more or no less likely than those who were more sympa‐
thetic to the organization to vote Yes (Curtice, 2015a).

Brexit potentially changes this. It is a major political
rupture that taps onto several secession determinants
that may affect the individual’s position on secession.
First, independence out of the EU affects the cost‐benefit
calculations of independence. The direction of the effect
depends on the general economic impact of Brexit and
may vary across individuals depending on their skills and
the sector in which they are employed—more skilled
workers and those occupied in sectors specializing in for‐
eign markets are more affected by the decision to close
the UK economy. Second, the economic consequences
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of Brexit are uncertain which may affect the secession
preferences of risk‐averse voters. These twomechanisms
would modify the impact of some of the secession deter‐
minants mentioned before.

However, Brexit also affects sovereignty narratives
which constitutes a distinct mechanism with a direct
effect on secession preferences. Scotland voted in favour
of staying in the EU in the 2016 referendum by 62 per
cent, but it ended up out of the EU because leaving
the EU won in the UK as whole. Scotland’s wishes were
overturned by the prevalent views in the rest of the
UK. As such, the historic “democratic deficit” which had
ultimately entrenched support for a distinct Scottish
Parliament in the 1980s and 1990s (Paterson et al., 2001)
could now translate into a new reason to support inde‐
pendence, producing a surge in secession support.

The other electoral shock came later with the out‐
break of the Covid‐19 pandemic, which immediately
became the main political issue. Unlike the EU member‐
ship divide, the pandemic is a valence issue: Rather than
stances on different policy goals, the Covid crisis involves
judgements about how effectively the different parties
pursue the widely accepted goal of halting the spread of
the virus while minimising the economic consequences.
It is a salient issue with the potential to affect secession
determinants and secession preferences in Scotland.

The effects of the pandemic on secession prefer‐
ences may also be direct and indirect. Indirect effects
include the moderation role that the Covid‐19 crisis
might have had on the relationship between secession
determinants and secession preferences. For instance,
Covid can change people’s expectations about the eco‐
nomic consequences of independence and other types
of cost‐benefit calculations. However, the multilevel
nature of the UK government also taps into a dimension
that potentially has a genuine and direct effect on seces‐
sion views: The pandemic has highlighted the capacity
of the Scottish government to make different decisions
in a devolved area of jurisdiction, with the Scottish gov‐
ernment following a strategy that seemed to privilege
health considerations which contrasted with the UK gov‐
ernment strategy that seemed to favour the economy.
As we will see, the Scottish public perceived such a dif‐
ference and was closely aligned with the strategy pur‐
sued by the Scottish government. Unlike other policy
divergences between the Scottish and UK governments
such as university tuition fees and prescription charges
(Curtice, 2006), this one affects a highly salient issue, one
that has the potential to create the view among the pub‐
lic that Scotland would have governed itself more effec‐
tively as an independent country. As such, it constitutes
an alternative potential driver of secession preferences.

3. Data and Method

The 2014 Scottish independence referendum is an exem‐
plary and prototypical case of the rare phenomenon
of votes to secede from a consolidated democracy.

Despite their long history—the first reference to an inde‐
pendence referendum dates back to the 14th century
(Mattern, 2019, p. 37)—and the fact that they have been
widely used in the case of secession (Qvortrup, 2014,
pp. 56–58), independence referendums in established
democracies such as the Quebec and the Scotland votes
are rare. Even within this tiny category, the Scotland ref‐
erendum stands out as exceptional. The questions asked
in the 1980 and 1995 Quebec votes were ambiguous,
and though the Canadian government participated in
the campaigns, the legitimacy of the votes was ques‐
tioned. By contrast, the Edinburgh Agreement between
the UK and the Scottish governments allowed a referen‐
dum process with no legitimacy queries. It also resulted
in a very clear referendum question—”Should Scotland
be an independent country?”—and a clear decision rule:
Independence or union would be decided by plural‐
ity vote.

The 2014 Scottish campaign was dominated
by sovereignty and economic concerns. The pro‐
independence campaign framed independence as an
opportunity to pursue policy goals without the inter‐
ference of the UK government based in London, allow‐
ing the Scottish government to pursue left‐of‐centre
policies that reflect the pro‐social justice values that
are often perceived by Scots themselves to distinguish
the Scottish electorate from the UK one (Henderson,
2014). The efficiency argument and the more disposable
resources claim were also used: Independence would
allow Scotland to follow strategies that suited its needs
and retain oil revenues (Scottish Government, 2013).
By contrast, the pro‐union campaign warned that inde‐
pendence would end the currency union and the finan‐
cial support of the Bank of England. It suggested that
Scotland might not be able to join the EU or, if it became
a new EU member, would be forced to join the Euro.
It also argued that independence would damage the
Scottish economy and finances (Keating, 2017).

I will use two survey projects to analyse seces‐
sion preferences in Scotland. First, the Scottish Social
Attitudes Survey (SSAS). It is a cross‐sectional study par‐
ticularly suited to analyse long‐term trends because it
has been tracking political attitudes yearly since 1999.
It contains a five‐option question on different constitu‐
tional alternatives that has been asked regularly through‐
out the two decades of devolution. Second, the British
Election Study Internet Panel (BESIP), which contains a
large Scottish sample and a specific module of questions
(Fieldhouse et al., 2020). As a panel survey, it is partic‐
ularly suited to analyse short term changes such as the
one produced by the pandemic outbreak.

4. Evidence

4.1. The Impact of the 2014 Independence Referendum

The 2014 independence referendum broke the Scottish
politics mould. The campaign legitimised the option of
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independence andmobilised unprecedentednumbers of
people behind a previously minority cause (Henderson
& Mitchell, 2018). As a result, the Scottish electorate
realigned around the independence issue. Since the
referendum, the Scottish National Party (SNP) near‐
monopoly over Yes voters has delivered a series of elec‐
toral victories at Westminster and Holyrood alike, largely
at Scottish Labour’s expense. The Scottish Conservatives
have also benefitted. Their unionist credentials place
them as the best agent to resist the SNP’s separatist
aspirations. They have become the official opposition at
Holyrood in 2016 (Johns & Mitchell, 2016) and 2021.

This realignment and its impact on the relationship
between secession determinants and secession prefer‐
ences is summarized in Table 1. It shows the percentage
of support for independence before and at the end of the
referendum campaign, by the three main determinants
of secession preferences: national identifications, parti‐
sanship, and perceptions of the economic consequences
of independence. The pattern is clear: The referendum
debate made the relationship between national identity
and independence support much stronger. Those who
identify themselves as only Scottish and more Scottish
than British increased their support for independence,
whereas the other identity groups showed little change,
except for the small group of those who identify exclu‐
sively with Britain.

Partisanship and Yes support also reinforced its rela‐
tionship: Those who identified with the SNP and the
Greens increased dramatically their support for inde‐
pendence. The referendum led a significant number of

voters to align their Scottish Parliament vote to their
position on independence. Before 2014, some voters
selected an SNP ballot at Scottish Parliament elections
but voted otherwise at UK Parliament elections and did
not support independence. A significant amount of them
switched their support to the SNP at general elections
and in favour of secession because of the independence
debate. The referendum forced the electorate to choose
from a Yes and a No vote for independence, breaking
the traditional mould of Scottish politics. The alternation
between Labour and SNP as the largest party at each
election level, and the dual voting behind this electoral
change, seems now something of the past (Henderson &
Mitchell, 2018).

A similar pattern emerges when we analyse the con‐
nection between economic calculations and indepen‐
dence support. Before the campaign, those who thought
independence would result in a better economy were
less inclined to support independence than by the end
of the campaign. The main effect of the campaign was
not one of persuasion but one of reinforcing the link
between attitudes, calculations, and the vote (Curtice,
2015a; Liñeira et al., 2017). As election campaigns fre‐
quently do, the referendum campaign provided voters
with an opportunity to learn more about the subject and
helped them to crystallize their updated views in the bal‐
lot box (Erikson & Wlezien, 2012; Gelman & King, 1993).

The referendum also made mainstream the pro‐
independence choice. Before the referendum, the sup‐
port for independence fluctuated between 23 and
32 per cent and according to the five‐option question

Table 1. Secession determinants and support for independence before and after the 2014 Scotland independence
referendum.

2012 2014 Change

National identity
Only Scottish 46 60 +14
More Scottish than British 23 43 +20
Equally Scottish and British 11 11 0
More British than Scottish 12 11 −1
Only British 4 10 +6

Party identification
SNP 57 78 +21
Green 17 44 +27
Labour 15 21 +6
Conservative 5 5 0
Liberal Democrat 9 14 +5

Evaluations of the economic consequences of independence
A lot better 78 88 +10
A little better 46 81 +35
No difference 32 35 +3
A little worse 10 11 +1
A lot worse 4 3 −1

Notes: Independence support is measured using the five‐option question on constitutional preferences, not the binary referendum
question; data for 2012 were collected between July and October 2012, while those for 2014 were collected between May and August
2014. Source: SSAS (ScotCen Social Research, 2013, 2016).
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on constitutional preferences asked between 1999 and
2012 by the SSAS (Curtice, 2015a). Figure 1 shows the
evolution of independence support since 2013, when
commercial polling started to gather data using the
binary question used in the 2014 referendum. From2013
to referendum day, independence showed a steady rise
that was particularly acute during the last weeks of the
campaign (Liñeira et al., 2017, p. 169; McGann et al.,
2019, p. 54). The rise was fed by undecideds dispropor‐
tionally leaning to Yes and, to a lesser extent, by former
No voters persuaded to change.

After the independence referendum, the gap
between No and Yes closed marginally, but Yes was
never ahead. The EU membership referendum did not
change this. Despite the collective will of Scotland being
defeated in the Brexit referendum, Figure 1 does not
show a remarkable change in the aftermath of the EU ref‐
erendum. Actually, the gap in favour of No increased dur‐
ing the months after the Brexit vote. The 2017 general
election resulted in a hung Parliament that was unable
to build a majority for a withdrawal agreement with the
EU or any alternative course of action. The stalemate
intensified the debate about Brexit and the issue came
to dominate the UK’s political agenda.

Before the 2019 general election—that crystalized
the expected Conservative majority—opinion polls had
already shown a rise in independence support. The gap

between No and Yes closed in the summer of 2019
(Curtice, 2019), but it was only in the summer of 2020,
after the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic, that
Yes became ahead in the polls. Autumn 2020 registered
the highest support for independence ever: Polls put Yes
up to 58 per cent, with average support of 54 per cent
(Curtice, 2020). Polls fromearly 2021 still place Yes ahead,
though its support slightly declined jointly with the
speedy UK vaccine rollout programme (Curtice, 2021).

4.2. The Impact of the Brexit Referendum

Though the EU membership referendum did not imme‐
diately change the aggregate support for Scotland’s
independence, it changed the nature of the indepen‐
dence debate (Curtice &Montagu, 2020). Since 2016 the
debate on secession has come to be framed as a choice
between an independent Scotland that would be aiming
to re‐join the EU and a Scotland that is part of a UK out of
the EU. This would seem to encourage voters to compare
what they think would be the consequences of indepen‐
dence with what they consider will happen as a result of
leaving the EU.

Though the Brexit referendum did not boost sup‐
port for independence, there were indications that
the Europhile and the pro‐independence outlooks
were bundling together. Following Phillips et al. (2018,

2013
0%

20%

40%

60%

Independence

referedum

Brexit

referendum

EU/UK

trade

agreement

2019 general

elec�on

2017 general

elec�on

2014 2015 2016 2017

Date

P
e

rc
e

n
t

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

No

Yes

Undecided

Figure 1. Independence voting intentions in Scotland, 2013–2021. Source: What Scotland Thinks (n.d.).
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pp. 196–225), Figure 2 classifies respondents into
Eurosceptics and Europhiles and tracks their respective
support for independence. Before the referendum, both
groups showed very similar levels of independence sup‐
port. However, a gap opened in 2016 and it has widened
every year since.

Initially, Brexit produced changes in secession pref‐
erences of similar size that cancelled each other.
The switch to pro‐independence positions by some
of those who voted Remain was initially counterbal‐
anced by increased opposition to secession among those
who voted Leave (Curtice & Montagu, 2020; Fieldhouse
et al., 2019, pp. 153–161). Brexit cross‐cuts the inde‐
pendence referendum debate creating four constitu‐
tional groups: Yes/Remain, Yes/Leave, No/Remain, and
No/Leave (Mitchell & Henderson, 2020). According to
the latest BESIPwave, theNo/Remain is the largest one—
the group that represented the status quo until the UK
left the EU in 2020—with 38 per cent. Unsurprisingly,
given Scotland’s sizeable Remainmajority at the 2016 EU
referendum, Yes/Remain is the second‐largest con‐
stituency, with 24 per cent of the electorate, followed
closely by the No/Leave group that comprises 23 per
cent of the electorate. Finally, the smallest group is the
Yes/Leave constituency which gathers 13 per cent of
the electorate.

The current configuration of this cross‐constitutional
cleavage leaves two of these groups in contradictory
positions. Whereas the Yes/Remain group is mainly rep‐
resented by the SNP and its independence within the
EU project, the Scottish Conservatives stand for the
No/Leave constituency with its proposal of a UK union
out of the EU. The other two groups are unrepresented

by the current political landscape and their members
may feel forced to choose between their position on
Scotland’s secession and their EU membership stance.
Table 2 shows the voting intention for independence of
these four groups in June 2020. The data show no contra‐
diction in the Yes/Remain and theNo/Leave groups: They
show overwhelming loyalty rates to their secession pref‐
erence of 83 and 86 per cent. Loyalty rates are, however,
weaker in the cross‐pressured groups: Around 1 out of
4 have switched to the other side of the independence
debate in the Yes/Leave and No/Remain groups. This
defection rate, plus the fact that the latter group is the
largest constituency, is behind the pro‐independence
surge shown in Figure 1.

4.3. The Impact of the Covid‐19 Pandemic

Table 3 shows the public’s judgment on the handling
of the first wave of the pandemic by the Scottish and
British governments. The data show a huge difference in
the assessments. Only 19 per cent of the Scottish pub‐
lic thought that the UK government had handled the
pandemic very or fairly well, whereas a clear majority
of 63 per cent had a negative view. By contrast, the
Scottish government handling received more positive
judgements: 58 per cent valued it positively and only
23 per cent had a negative assessment.

During the first weeks of the pandemic, there was a
heated debate about a potential trade‐off between tak‐
ing decisions prioritizing health or the economy. Faced
with a pro‐health vs. a pro‐economy dilemma, the
Scottish public thought that their pro‐health stance was
much better represented by the Scottish government.
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Table 2. Independence vote intention by constitutional preferences, 2020.

Yes/Leave No/Remain Yes/Remain No/Leave

Yes 60 23 83 8
No 27 64 9 86
Abstain/Do not know 14 14 7 6
(N) (324) (862) (606) (446)
Note: Scottish respondents only. Source: BESIP, wave 20—June 2020 (Fieldhouse et al., 2020).

Table 3. Perceptions of handling of the coronavirus crisis by the UK and Scottish governments.

How well has the UK Government How well has the Scottish Government
handled the coronavirus outbreak? handled the coronavirus outbreak?

Very well 2 20
Fairly well 17 39
Neither well nor badly 15 17
Fairly badly 24 13
Very badly 39 10
Do not know 2 2
(N) (1,214) (1,201)
Note: Scottish respondents only. Source: BESIP, wave 20—June 2020 (Fieldhouse et al., 2020).

On a 0 to 10 scale, where 0 means to stand for “reduce
infections even if it damages the economy” and 10
means “save the economy even if it increases infections,”
the Scottish public show a mean position of 3.3, that is,
the average voter is inclined to the pro‐health end of
the spectrum. Using the same scale to locate the par‐
ties’ positions, the Scottish public showed that they had
a very different perception of the strategies followed by
the government parties in Scotland and the UK. On aver‐
age, the public placed the SNP at 2.8 on the scale and the
Conservative party at 7.1. The party of the Scottish First
Minister was much more in tune with the views of the
public than the party of the UK Prime Minister.

However, the available data do not showa strong con‐
nection between assessments of the coronavirus han‐

dling and changing views on independence. Table 4
shows independence vote intentions before and after
the pandemic outbreak by the public’s view of the
Scottish government handling of the pandemics. It shows
small increases of Yes vote for all assessment categories
except for those that judged the management as “very
badly” who, logically, became more reluctant to support
independence. The last row of the table reveals that the
BESIP did not register a significant increase in support for
independence in June 2020: Yes supportwas only 0.7 per‐
centual points higher than a year before. Two reasons
maybebehind this lack of change. First, the survey’s field‐
work may simply be too early to see the full extent of
the coronavirus effect on independence support. By June
2020, Yes had only just begun to creep ahead in the polls.

Table 4. Handling of the coronavirus crisis by the Scottish government and independence voting intentions before and
after the pandemic.

Percentage vote intention for Yes, 2019 Percentage vote intention for Yes, 2020 (N)

Very well 65.5 66.8 (310)
Fairly well 45.2 45.7 (560)
Neither well nor badly 26.0 28.4 (250)
Fairly badly 16.7 17.6 (210)
Very badly 19.6 17.6 (148)
Do not know 23.3 20.0 (30)
Total 39.3 40.0 (1,508)
Note: Scottish respondents that participated in both waves only. Source: BESIP wave 19—December 2019, and wave 20—June 2020
(Fieldhouse et al., 2020).
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Most of the rise came later, peaking in autumn. Second,
respondents to the BESIP panel are generally highly polit‐
ically engaged: On average, wave 20 respondents have
answered 9 of the 20 waves and show a mean of 6.8 on
an eleven‐point political engagement scale. They likely
have firmer opinions on the independence issue than
the Scottish electorate as a whole. The panel may under‐
state the degree of change present in the population
over this period.

4.4. The Profile of the Pro‐Independence Voter

Table 5 compares the socio‐political profile of the inde‐
pendence supporter in 2014 and 2020. Two socio‐
demographic groups show substantive changes. First,
the gender gap has reversed. In 2014, men were more
likely to vote Yes than women by 6 percentage points,
and other surveys point to even wider differences
(Curtice, 2014, 2020). A majority of men supported Yes

in 2014, so the No victory appears to rest heavily on the
support of women.Women are more risk‐averse (Byrnes
et al., 1999; Weber et al., 2002), a characteristic that
prevents support against uncertain changes (Liñeira &
Henderson, 2021; Verge et al., 2015).

Now, the picture appears to be rather different.
Women have increased their support for independence
by 6 percentage points and men have dropped their sup‐
port by 7 points. The gender gap has reversed and now
women support independence by 5 percentage points
more thanmen. A possible factor behind the reversion is
that Brexit changed the perception of where the risk lies.
Back in 2014, the independence proposal was perceived
as the riskiest option, mainly due to economic uncertain‐
ties (Johns, 2016; Liñeira et al., 2017): 59 per cent of
Scottish respondents were unsure about what will hap‐
pen in the event of Scotland’s independence, whereas
only 31 per cent thought the same about the prospects
of Scotland remaining in the UK (BESIP, May–June 2014,

Table 5. Percentage of independence support by socio‐demographics, identities, and political preferences.

2014 2020 Change

Gender
Women 44 50 +6
Men 52 45 −7

Age groups
18–24 53 63 +10
25–39 54 59 +5
40–59 50 52 +2
60–64 47 43 −4
65 and over 35 34 −1

Occupation grade
Higher 45 47 +2
Intermediate 43 44 +1
Lower 52 49 −3

Educational attainment
Lower than secondary education 46 38 −8
Secondary education 49 46 −3
Higher education 47 52 +5

National identification
Only Scottish 89 89 0
More Scottish than British 60 63 +2
Equally Scottish and British 19 14 −5
More British than Scottish 12 14 +2
Only British 10 18 +8

General election vote recall
Conservative 14 6 −8
Labour 42 32 −10
Liberal Democrat 42 17 −25
SNP 85 87 +2

EU membership referendum vote
Leave/Stay out 42 22 −20
Remain/Re‐join 52 63 +11

Note: Independence support is measured through a vote recall question in 2014 and through a vote intention question in 2020. Source:
BESIP wave 3—September/October 2014, and wave 20—June 2020 (Fieldhouse et al., 2020).
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wave 2). By contrast, uncertaintywas on the Leave side in
the EU referendum: 38 per cent of Scottish respondents
were unsure about what would happen to the UK in the
event of Leave, whereas only 23 per cent thought the
same about Remain (BESIP, May–June 2016, wave 8).

Meanwhile, the age profile of the pro‐independence
and pro‐union sides works to the advantage of the for‐
mer. The link between age and independence support
is not new: Back in 2014 older cohorts opposed inde‐
pendence, whereas younger cohorts were more divided.
Now, support for independence is majoritarian for all
groups under 60 years old. Support has particularly
increased among people in their teens, twenties, and
thirties. The overwhelming support to Remain in the EU
by younger cohorts seems the likeliest factor behind this
change (Fieldhouse et al., 2019, pp. 163–187). Again, the
cross‐cutting debates of secession and EU membership
have changed the profile of the pro‐independence voter.

Independence support by education and occupation
levels show smaller amounts of change. However, they
significantly changed in the same direction. Education
was not a huge differential factor in 2014, but it appears
to be now: Those with higher educational attainment
have increased their support for independence, whereas
the opposite has occurred among those with fewer years
of academic education. A similar story, with smaller dif‐
ferences, has happened within the different occupation
groups. In 2014, independence only won among those
with lower occupation grades according to the National
Statistics Socio‐Economic Classification. In 2020, inde‐
pendence does not win in any occupation groups, but
independence support has increased in the higher occu‐
pation grades.

National identifications keep being strongly related
to independence support, but the direction and strength
of this relationship has not changed since 2014. The only
remarkable change is related to those who identify with
Britain rather than Scotland—a category mainly selected
by Scottish residents with English background (Bond,
2000, 2006)—who almost doubled their level of indepen‐
dence support in 2020.

However, the biggest change is related to the growing
association between political preferences and indepen‐
dence support. Table 1 shows that the 2014 referendum
reinforced the relationship between party choice and
independence choice. Table 5 shows that the relation‐
ship has become stronger since 2014. It also illustrates
the cross‐cutting of constitutional debates. Back in 2014,
the difference between Eurosceptics’ and Europhiles’
support for independence was 10 percentage points.
Now it is 41 points: 63 per cent of support for indepen‐
dence by those who favour to re‐join the EU and only
22 per cent among those who wish to stay out.

5. Conclusions

In this article, I have examined the factors that explain
secession preferences in Scotland and how they have

been affected by three external shocks: the 2014 inde‐
pendence referendum, the 2016 EU membership refer‐
endum, and the outbreak of the Covid‐19 pandemic.

The independence referendum was a critical junc‐
ture for Scottish politics. Independence used to be
a minority cause and it has become a mainstream
option. It transformed the party landscape and made
the SNP a dominant force that comes first at both gen‐
eral and Scottish Parliament elections. It also increased
the saliency of the independence dimension. This can
be observed in the closer alignment between party
choice and independence support, but also in the
stronger association between secession determinants—
such as national identification, partisanship, and eco‐
nomic evaluations—and secession preferences.

Brexit changed the nature of the independence
debate. Both debates show similar arguments about
the implications of what is proposed for the economy,
sovereignty, and influence in the world, and both also
touch upon people’s sense of identity and how they
would like that to be reflected in the arrangements under
which they are governed. The two debates were ini‐
tially separated but they are now intertwined. Back in
2014, there was no significant correlation between the
people’s position on one issue over the other, but this
is not the case anymore. Though it is a far from per‐
fect correlation—there are four distinct electoral con‐
stituencies in Scotland that result from the cross‐cutting
of these two debates—the two issues are not orthogo‐
nal: Thosewho support Scotland’s independence tend to
favour re‐joining the EU. The realignment was evident in
2016, but it was later, when the terms of Brexit became
clearer—a UK out of the single market and the customs
union—that it started to pay for the independence cause.
Much of the rise in independence support that started in
the second semester of 2019 draws from those who are
favourably disposed towards the EU.

Brexit has therefore weakened the perceived mer‐
its of the Union in the eyes of a modest but significant
body of voters in Scotland. Remain voters are far from
all being advocates of a highly integrated EU, but many
view Brexit with concern for the country’s prospects and,
particularly, the economic future. For some of these vot‐
ers, independence in the EU looks more attractive than
being part of a UK out of the EU. The economic concern
that prevented some voters to support independence in
2014 has changed sides to a certain extent. Brexit has
also confirmed that Scotland’s can be easily overturned
by England’s electoral will, which has led some voters to
embrace the independence project.

However, none of this means that Scotland is now
set firmly on a path that will eventually lead to indepen‐
dence. Many of the potential implications of an inde‐
pendent Scotland in the EU while the rest of the UK
is outside, ranging from the consequences of a single
market border between England and Scotland to the
relative merits of easy access to the EU single market
as opposed to the internal UK market, have yet to be
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debated. These debates may change minds in either
direction, as the 2014 referendum campaign illustrates.
Brexit has changed the levels of support for secession,
but it has also changed the meaning of Scotland’s inde‐
pendence: Secession is now a more disruptive project
than in 2014 when both England and Scotland were in
the EU. The impact of Brexit on Scotland’s chances to
secede is far from being determined.

By contrast, I did not find strong evidence that the
Covid pandemic was behind the last surge in indepen‐
dence support. Covid did not lead the Scottish public
to support a valence secession, that is, one based on
the view that Scotland would govern itself more effec‐
tively as an independent country. It seems that the
different handling of the pandemic encouraged a pro‐
independence surge during the second semester of 2020,
but the gap had already narrowed by early 2021. The fact
that the pandemic did not produce lasting effects on
secession preferences does not deny its nature as a vot‐
ing shock, though its potential for change seems to have
resulted in just a temporary bump on independence vot‐
ing intentions. If it produced an impact, it was a short
term one, and short term impacts only determine refer‐
endum results if they happen at the crucial time of an
independence referendum campaign.

However, the handling of the pandemic might lead
the public to update its view of the SNP, which may have
gained a more competent party image as a result. In the
short term, this could have facilitated the party’s victory
in the May 2021 Scottish Parliament elections. In the
long‐term, it may cement the idea that Scottish govern‐
ments led by the SNP handle things differently than UK
governments. If this should be the case, valence consid‐
erations could have lasting implications for both the SNP
and its pro‐independence project.
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