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Drawing on data from the Scottish Referendum Study, this book provides 
the first in-depth analysis of how voters engaged with the independence 
referendum in 2014 and what impact this has had on vote choice, polar-
isation and engagement in Scotland since then. The book is written in 
accessible language, for a wide audience, and while it engages with the 
wider academic literature on voter behaviour, it does so only when it helps 
to explain how the Scottish experience is different. The book contains 
eight chapters, and discusses how voters engaged with the referendum 
campaign, explains vote choice by examining reactions to the cues of 
parties, leaders and events, and compares the importance of these to 
calculations about risk. In so doing, it provides the first comprehensive 
analysis of vote choice in the referendum itself but it also looks at how 
the referendum has changed Scotland, exploring the impact of voting in 
subsequent elections, comparing the impact of the independence refer-
endum to the impact of the Brexit referendum, and examining whether, 
if Scotland has changed, these impacts are felt evenly throughout it. The 
book challenges widely held assumptions about what mattered during the 
campaign, and what has happened in Scotland afterwards. Throughout, it 
compares the effects of the 2014 independence referendum to the 2016 
Brexit referendum, arguing that in most instances, the former has had a 
far stronger impact on voting behaviour in Scotland.
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CHAPTER 1  

Studying Referendums and Voting 
in Scotland 

Abstract This chapter sets the scene for the entire book, outlining why 
we might want to study the 2014 Scottish independence referendum, 
how it may be located within the study of independence referendums 
more broadly, its unique features and possible impacts. The chapter then 
discusses the data used throughout the book and the general approach to 
analysis. It ends by outlining the structure of the remainder of the book. 

Keywords Referendum · Comparative politics · Deliberation · Voting · 
Elections 

It would be tempting to divide contemporary Scottish politics into two 
periods, the first capturing everything leading to the referendum on 18 
September 2014, when 45% of Scots voted for independence, and the 
remainder tracking what happened afterwards. The referendum, after all, 
seems to have had a significant impact on engagement, the electoral 
fortunes of political parties and knock-on institutional changes at Holy-
rood and Westminster. Surely, if one is interested in Scottish voting, it 
can be seen as a play in two acts, separated neatly by September 2014. 

The alternative view is that such a division is misleading. The surge in 
SNP support to 50% at the 2015 Westminster election appears to have 
receded somewhat. Support for independence has increased a little but

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
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most polls now show it is stubbornly stuck within, or slightly outside, 
the margin of error of 50%. Surely, it would be more accurate to divide 
Scottish politics into everything that happened before and after the 1997 
referendum on the establishment of the Scottish Parliament. Or perhaps 
before and after a first SNP government in Holyrood. Or even before and 
after the 1979 devolution referendum. Or before and after the UK voted 
to leave the European Union in 2016, a fact which fundamentally trans-
formed the landscape in which independent statehood for Scotland might 
be achieved. Scottish politics has not been short of seismic moments in 
the last fifty years. 

Nor has it been short of trips to the polls, especially recently. Between 
2010 and 2021, Scots went to the polls thirteen times in eleven years, 
including six times in a span of 34 months. This included the full range 
of local (2012, 2017), devolved (2011, 2016, 2021), Westminster (2010, 
2015, 2017, 2019) and European (2014, 2019) elections, as well as 
referendums on electoral reform (2011),1 independence (2014) and EU 
membership (2016). Scots have multiple arenas in which to cast ballots 
and each result has the potential to exert a knock-on effect on subsequent 
trips to the polls. For voters, however, some results are more significant 
than others. 

This book focuses on this flurry of voting activity, and in particular 
on the 2014 independence referendum as a pivotal moment in Scottish 
politics, examining the ways in which it has (and some ways in which it 
hasn’t) had a profound impact on Scottish politics: on the choices voters 
make at the ballot box, on the extent to which citizens engage in politics 
and on how they feel about the wider democratic system. Our focus is on 
Scotland but the broader lessons—about how constitutional preferences 
are influenced by and influence voting in elections, on the importance of 
leaders and perceived competence, about how electoral systems influence 
voters—are important beyond our immediate surroundings. Scotland is 
treated here as an instance of something larger, a case study of the types 
of attitudinal and behavioural change that can smoulder or erupt within 
modern democratic states. 

Throughout this book, we rely on data that we collected before 
and after the 2014 independence referendum. The main data source 
is the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC)-funded Scottish

1 The UK-wide referendum on an alternative vote took place on 5 May 2011, the same 
day as elections for the Scottish Parliament. 
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Referendum Study, which polled voters before and after the referendum 
(August and September 2014), and conducted a follow-up survey in 
September 2015.2 We have merged these surveys with the ESRC-funded 
2016 Scottish Election Study, which polled voters before and after the 
election that took place one month before the 2016 Brexit referendum. 
We also draw on surveys conducted after the 2017 UK General Election, 
and before and after the 2019 UK General Election. All of these surveys 
ask about vote choice in elections and referendums, a range of other polit-
ical attitudes and behaviour, and information about those completing the 
survey: their age, gender, education and social class, religion, ethnicity and 
national identity. We provide additional detail on the surveys in Appendix 
1. These data allow us to examine the powerful impact of the 2014 inde-
pendence referendum—and the less powerful but still discernible impact 
of the 2016 Brexit referendum—on Scottish political attitudes, allegiances 
and voting behaviour, including voter dealignment and polarisation. 

Referendums in Comparative Perspective 

To understand how the referendums might have influenced Scottish 
politics, we need to begin by examining referendums in general and inde-
pendence referendums in particular. This helps us to grasp not only how 
voters cast ballots in this particular type of democratic exercise, but also 
what impact such referendums might have on the wider polity. 

Referendums on sovereignty are not that uncommon, with over 200 
taking place since 1791, although these can include issues of indepen-
dence, border disputes, state unification or the ceding of sovereignty 
to supra-state organisations such as the European Union (He, 2002; 
Laponce, 2010; Mendez & Germann, 2018; Qvortrup,  2014; Sussman, 
2006; Tierney,  2012). If we are speaking of referendums on independence, 
specifically efforts to create a new state from within an existing state, that 
number drops substantially to between 43 (Mendez & Germann, 2018) 
and 56 (Qvortrup, 2014). 

Not all referendums have the same legal and political effect, however. 
Some are binding, others are merely advisory. Some provide a mandate 
to negotiate independence while others are confirmatory referendums on 
agreements. In some, the government is a neutral arbiter without a stated

2 Scottish Referendum Study (2014–2015) ESRC grant number ES/M003418/, 
Scottish Election Study (2016–2020) ESRC grant number ES/N018060/1. 
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view on the outcome, as is most obviously the case when referendums 
follow deliberation from Citizens’ Assemblies who then make recom-
mendations. In other referendums, the government calling for the vote 
campaigns for a particular side. Referendums also vary in their capacity for 
or openness to external influence, in terms of international involvement 
in the definition of the franchise, formation of the question or tallying of 
results (Tierney, 2012). The Council of the EU for example approved the 
threshold (55%) for the 2006 Montenegrin referendum on independence 
from Serbia. 

Some referendums offer straightforward options, while others offer 
ambiguity on what a yes vote would mean. Issue ambiguity can be exacer-
bated by complex or ambiguous referendum questions. The Quebec 1980 
referendum question is typically used as an example of a non-pithy ques-
tion (though perhaps clear in intent) and demands a charitable definition 
of the word ‘question’: 

The Government of Quebec has made public its proposal to negotiate a 
new agreement with the rest of Canada, based on the equality of nations; 
this agreement would enable Quebec to acquire the exclusive power to 
make its laws, levy its taxes and establish relations abroad—in other words, 
sovereignty—and at the same time to maintain with Canada an economic 
association including a common currency; any change in political status 
resulting from these negotiates will only be implemented with popular 
approval through another referendum; on these terms, do you give the 
Government of Quebec the mandate to negotiate the proposed agreement 
between Quebec and Canada? 

The referendum fifteen years later had a shorter question but arguably 
was less clear on the consequences of a Yes vote. 

Do you agree that Quebec should become sovereign, after having made 
a formal offer to Canada for a new economic and political partnership, 
within the scope of the bill respecting the future of Quebec and of the 
agreement signed on June 12, 1995? 

Here, voters wanting independence would vote Yes, hoping that the 
offer of partnership would be rejected, but voters wanting partnership 
would also vote Yes. 

The 2014 referendum question in Scotland, as originally proposed by 
the Scottish Government, read ‘Do you agree that Scotland should be
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an independent country?’, a formulation that the Electoral Commission 
deemed to be leading. As a result, the final question on which voters 
cast their ballots was ‘Should Scotland be an independent country?’ The 
options Yes and No thus became both the options on the ballot and the 
currency of the campaign, those opposed to independence arguing that 
this meant a positivity bias in favour of the other side. There certainly is 
evidence from surveys that, when asked a Yes/No question, respondents 
are slightly biased towards the positive answer—even adding the words ‘or 
not?’ at the end can shift opinion several percentage points away from Yes 
(Schuman & Presser, 1996: ch. 7). Probably more powerful but much 
harder to estimate is the purported advantage afforded by campaigning 
under a Yes rather than a No banner. There is only mixed evidence from 
psychologists on this point; in any case, it is very difficult to separate the 
benefits of a Yes message from those of a change message, since the latter 
also triggers positive reactions like hope and efficacy. What is clear, as 
Chapter 2 shows, is that voters saw the Yes campaign as much more posi-
tive. How much this has to do with the name as opposed to the contents 
of the campaign is hard to say, although the length of the campaign— 
and hence the time voters had to go beneath a label—probably points to 
content mattering more. 

Some referendums are agreed, in the sense that the host state (or colo-
nial power) agrees to allow one part within it to hold a referendum. 
Agreed referendums on independence are comparatively rare, with 16 in 
the twentieth century, many of them decolonisation referendums held 
between the end of the Second World War and the late 1960s.3 More 
recent examples include East Timor in 1999, and, in the twenty-first 
century, Montenegro in 2006 and South Sudan in 2011. Those not 
agreed, including many other decolonisation referendums in the twen-
tieth century, include the October 2017 referendum on independence in 
Catalonia, which the Constitutional Court of Spain declared illegal the 
month before it was held. The Catalan case also highlights the possible 
consequences of pressing ahead with a referendum that does not have the

3 Most decolonisation referendums were not agreed referendums. The first twentieth-
century independence referendum was in Norway in 1905. Others include Outer 
Mongolia 1945, Faroe Islands 1946, Comoros 1947, Samoa 1961, Algeria 1962, Soma-
liland 1967, with a subsequent referendum one decade later, Quebec 1980, Eritrea 1993, 
Quebec 1995, St Kitts and Nevis 1998, East Timor 1999, Serbia and Montenegro 2006, 
South Sudan 2011. See Remond 2017 for a useful analysis of the impact of referendums 
on the success of secessionist movements. 
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full support of the state. Sometimes the extent to which a referendum is 
agreed is not clear. The 1995 Quebec referendum on sovereignty partner-
ship, for example, was not opposed by the Canadian federal government 
but federalists maintained throughout the campaign that the terms of 
the referendum, including the prospect of partnership, were fanciful. 
Agreement on process is not the same as agreeing to the outcome. 

Even from this brief discussion, it is clear that not all sovereignty refer-
endums are the same, and within this not all independence referendums 
are the same. In a comparative context, therefore, the Scottish refer-
endum was a non-binding referendum that would offer a mandate to 
negotiate independence. Both sides agreed on the timing, franchise and 
question, where a Yes vote was clearly linked to independence (rather 
than sovereignty partnership or sovereignty association). The Scottish 
referendum is the only time a modern democratic state has agreed both 
to the process of an independence referendum and the implementation 
of its outcome. This point, striking in itself, is highly relevant for what 
follows about the heat of the campaign and the extent of voter interest 
and engagement. In more contentious contexts, cynical citizens could be 
forgiven for doubting the link between their vote and the constitutional 
outcome. Such doubts were strikingly absent from this referendum. 

Referendums have a bad reputation for not allowing sufficient oppor-
tunity to deliberate. They can offer voters a chance to cast ballots on 
highly technical but low salience issues in which the costs of being 
informed are high, but where the motivation to bother to dig out all 
the relevant information can be low. A typical example of this would 
be some (though not all) ballot propositions, or citizen-initiated consti-
tutional amendments. Proposition 24 in the US state of California, for 
example, offered voters the opportunity in 2010 to repeal complex busi-
ness tax breaks gained through the mechanics of calculating taxable 
business income.4 Referendums are also criticized for serving as votes on 
other things, such as attitudes to the government of the day or attitudes 
to leaders. Here, they become proxies for government support rather than 
democratic soundings on the issue under study. The Euro currency refer-
endums, for example, were seen as much as an assessment of national 
elites or national sovereignty as they were referendums on currency as 
such (Downs, 2001; Gabel  & Hix,  2005; Miles, 2004; Widfeldt, 2004).

4 https://ballotpedia.org/California_Proposition_24,_Repeal_of_Corporate_Tax_Bre 
aks_(2010). 

https://ballotpedia.org/California_Proposition_24,_Repeal_of_Corporate_Tax_Breaks_(2010
https://ballotpedia.org/California_Proposition_24,_Repeal_of_Corporate_Tax_Breaks_(2010
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There is considerable debate among researchers about whether the 
decision-making process in referendums is similar (Clarke et al., 2004, 
inter alia) or dissimilar (Laycock, 2013) to the decision-making process 
in elections. Pointing to dissimilarity, the absence of party cues and the 
highly technical nature of some questions means that many voters lack 
prior—or, at least, strong prior—opinions on the referendum issue. This 
heightens the importance of calculations made by voters and thus makes 
campaigning, media coverage and the short-term acquisition of political 
knowledge more important. However, many of those arguments, and 
their implication that voting is different from the electoral context, do not 
apply in the same way to referendums on independence. After all, inde-
pendence referendums are not on narrow, technical issues, rather they are 
complex and very broad. Instead of being of interest to a small minority, 
they are highly salient to many voters. Almost all will at least have consid-
ered the question before; many voters will already have strong views 
rooted in emotional commitments like national identity. This significance 
to voters is not surprising: these referendums have wide-ranging impli-
cations about the state’s borders but also offer opportunities to define 
who is included in the polity. Independence referendums thus have the 
capacity to be both demos-shaping and demos-creating.5 

Where sovereignty issues are prominent, party cues are often of 
relevance because the structure of partisan politics already reflects the 
constitutional debate. In such contexts, it is typically possible to iden-
tify the constitutional preferences of political parties—certainly for those 
at the poles of constitutional debate. Indeed, where independence refer-
endums have been held, we can often speak of two axes structuring 
partisan competition: one left–right, the other constitutional (Bélanger 
et al., 2018; Carman et al., 2014). In these cases, parties distinguish 
themselves not only by whether they would raise or lower taxes, prioritise 
education or health, but whether they want more or less autonomy. The 
zero-sum nature of many constitutional issues can make it easy for parties 
to identify a clear position. Parties can of course offer a precise and clear 
policy view on one of the axes of competition but serve as a broad church 
on the other. The Welsh Labour Party, for example, is avowedly centre left 
but includes those in support of the union as well as a growing ‘Labour

5 If the demos is the population in a polity, and referendums can create new borders 
for new political systems, then they can also define new populations, the population of 
New Country X. See Canovan 2005. 
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for an Independent Wales’ movement. In 2019, even the current Welsh 
Labour First Minister Mark Drakeford suggested that his support for the 
union was not unconditional (ITV Wales, 2019). The SNP, by contrast, 
supports independence but was (at least until recently) a broad church of 
opinion on economic policy (Hassan, 2009; Mitchell et al., 2012). 

Party messaging can provide the same sort of heuristic cues or infor-
mation shortcuts to voters that occur during elections. But the effect on 
voters will not be uniform. If individuals support a political party with a 
clear constitutional position, and support it solely because of that position, 
then the way in which voters arrive at their voting decision on election 
day or referendum day might well be very similar, with the primary differ-
ence being the additional role of risk aversion in a referendum contest. 
If individuals support political parties for a range of reasons, some of 
which might have nothing to do with their constitutional positions, then 
we might anticipate that the decision-making calculus in any referendum 
would draw on the range of factors summarised by Liesbet Hooghe and 
Gary Marks (2005) under the three headings of community (or identity), 
calculations (including risk) and cues (including party ties). 

We also know that referendums are subjected to a status quo bias, with 
late swings in public opinion towards the status quo as referendum day 
approaches (e.g. Bowler et al., 1998; LeDuc,  2003; Dyck & Pearson-
Merkowitz, 2019). This has routinely been described as an instance of 
risk aversion and uncertainty avoidance, although it may also reflect in 
part the intensification of campaigning by a status quo side that is typi-
cally more ‘establishment’-based and better resourced. But we also know 
that the popularity of campaign leaders, the perceived performance of 
the government calling the referendum and attachment to community 
can each influence vote choice. From the voters’ point of view, referen-
dums are thus similar to elections in some respects but unlike them in 
others—and are more similar for some voters than others. 

What is more clear-cut is that referendums can deliver external shocks 
to the system, with consequences to individuals and the electorate or 
indeed the entire political system. For individuals, they may prompt a re-
evaluation of long held beliefs—about the parties they support, or about 
whether to start or stop being involved in politics. For the electorate, 
they can lead to voter dealignment, a rapid rise or fall in the electoral
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fortunes of political parties.6 For the system as a whole, they can deliver 
fundamental change: a new electoral system, a new method of selecting 
a head of state, or indeed a new state. Some of these changes depend 
on the referendum delivering a particular result, specifically a successful 
Yes result. In some ways, however, referendums and their campaigns 
can influence individual voters, the wider electorate and political system 
regardless of the actual referendum result. An independence referendum 
that doesn’t produce a new state can still have enduring impacts on voters 
and on politics more broadly. 

The binary nature of the debate in referendums and the fact that the 
results can seem more final than the results of elections that are called 
every four or five years can have a polarising impact on the electorate and 
can harden party positions that then makes compromise difficult (Hobolt, 
2016). Referendums can also, regardless of their result, lead to lower 
levels of democratic satisfaction among those who backed the losing side. 
This is obviously more true in those cases where change occurs, and less 
true if there is the prospect, in the eyes of referendum losers, that they 
can try  again in a few years.  

Finally, it is also worth noting that referendum effects can be exag-
gerated. Referendums are often called by parties who are elected on 
platforms of change, and for such parties to win elections, they must 
be supported by sizeable portions of the electorate. Some of the ways 
in which polities appear to change after a referendum can be linked to 
the wider political context in which the vote was called rather than the 
campaign or outcome itself. Referendums may indeed serve largely as 
legitimation devices for changes that a government or regime either wants 
or has accepted as inevitable anyway (Remond, 2017). In this sense, we 
must be mindful to tease apart the impact of the referendum and the 
impact of the wider political context.

6 If voters are aligned to particular political parties, habitually backing the same parties 
in election after election, then electoral change happens in one of two situations: if voters 
dealign, and no longer support the parties that they used to, or if they realign, and detach 
themselves from former parties and begin supporting a new party. The classic reference 
for this is Key 1949. See also LeDuc 1985, Rosenof 2003. 


