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Pro-Independence Party Frames and 
Public Opinion: Do They Work?

CARLES FERREIRA 

Politics & IR, University of Kent, Canterbury, UK

ABSTRACT By employing an experimental design in Catalonia and Scotland, the present article 
explores whether citizens’ exposure to different pro-independence party frames helps shape 
people’s attitudes to secession. The results indicate that individuals hold strong pre-existing 
beliefs on independence, and the way parties frame secession does not seem to influence public 
opinion. These insights suggest that secessionist parties might prioritise the attainment of vote and 
office goals over policy outcomes when choosing their rhetorical strategies. The findings have 
wider implications for the field of territorial party politics by showing the limits of secessionist 
parties’ rhetoric in shaping policy preferences.

Introduction

Secession or independence is a constitutional option aimed at withdrawing a territory and its 
population from an existing state to create a new state on that territory (Pavkovic & Radan, 
2007, p. 1). In multinational democracies, citizens tend to be divided over the issue of 
independence—in regions such as Catalonia or Scotland, voters remain evenly split over 
whether they support secession (Liñeira & Cetrà, 2015). Although the importance of 
social movements, NGOs or the media should not be underestimated, political parties are 
the main actors in fuelling secessionist demands (Alonso, 2012; Barrio & Rodríguez- 
Teruel, 2017). Minority nationalist parties focus on mobilising the centre-periphery cleavage 
to aggregate and articulate the interests of stateless nations (Hepburn, 2009; Rokkan & 
Urwin, 1983). Although we know that they also place great emphasis on other dimensions 
of political competition, territorial politics is widely considered their ‘core business’ (Alonso 
et al., 2015; Massetti & Schakel, 2015; Meguid, 2008).

The academic literature has extensively explored the way these parties make their case 
for independence (Dalle Mulle & Serrano, 2019; Elias et al., 2023; Ferreira, 2023). 
However, the effects of these framing strategies on people’s attitudes towards secession 
has not been explored yet. By employing an experimental survey design in Catalonia 
and Scotland, the present contribution takes a first step in addressing this question. Terri
torial party politics scholars have recently identified an increasing trend towards a 

Correspondence Address: Carles Ferreira, Politics & IR, University of Kent, Canterbury CT2 7NP, UK. Email: 
cftf2@kent.ac.uk, X: @carlesferreira; Website: carlesferreira.com

Ethnopolitics 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17449057.2024.2386875

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduc
tion in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The 
terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or 
with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9985-7818
mailto:cftf2@kent.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17449057.2024.2386875&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-08-13
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


socioeconomic case for independence by secessionist parties (Dalle Mulle, 2016; Dalle 
Mulle & Serrano, 2019; Elias, 2019; Elias & Franco, 2021). They argue that these 
framing strategies might help secessionist parties achieving their goals, which include 
the capacity to sway public opinion in favour of independence. The literature on secession 
further supports this idea: the cost–benefit economic calculations trump identity issues 
when people take sides in the independence debate (Agneman, 2022; Blais & Nadeau, 
1992; Hierro & Queralt, 2021; Muñoz & Tormos, 2015; Muñoz & Tormos, 2015). The 
paper aims to test this theory, namely, whether parties increasingly frame independence 
in instrumental terms to enhance people’s support for secession.

The results of the experiment, however, show that people hold strong pre-existing 
beliefs on independence, and the way parties frame secession—focusing either on identity, 
economic or political matters—does not seem to influence people’s attitudes. Party frames 
might have an effect in the long run through repetition and prolonged exposition instead. 
More research is needed to fully capture framing dynamics in the territorial party politics 
domain. Therefore, this article opens up a promising new avenue of scholarly research on 
minority nationalist parties’ rhetoric and public opinion.

Beyond its academic importance, the study of secessionist framing strategies is relevant 
for the stability and territorial integrity of established states. High levels of secessionist 
support challenge the very existence of multinational countries, which cannot properly 
function under the constant threat of secession by their regions. Hence, to know 
whether parties’ framing strategies boost support for secession is crucial to facing the chal
lenges of territorial politics in these countries. The article is organised as follows: the next 
section reviews the literature on framing analysis and party politics. Section three outlines 
the theoretical framework and the main hypotheses of the research. Section four describes 
the research design and the methodology. Section five presents the results of the exper
iment and section six discusses and summarises the contributions this paper makes.

Party Frames and Public Opinion: Insights from the Literature

Frames are arguments aimed at describing and justifying a particular political position 
(Basile, 2016; Helbling, 2014). They present a policy or political choice by emphasising 
certain relevant features of reality and ignoring others (Oxley, 2020). A frame ‘suggests 
what [a] controversy is about, the essence of the issue … [and] generally implies a 
policy direction or implicit answer to what should be done about the issue’ (Gamson & 
Modigliani, 1987, p. 143). In sum, they ‘provide meaning to an issue and suggest how 
to understand and think about it’ (Slothuus, 2008, p. 3). The analysis of frames stems 
from the disciplines of social psychology and sociology (Tewksbury & Scheufele, 
2019), and most of the research so far has focused on the effects of media frames on 
public opinion (de Vreese, 2009; Price et al., 1997; Valkenburg et al., 1999).

Such effects are well-documented in the literature. For instance, a classic study on 
framing analysis shows that public tolerance for the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) is higher 
when the media frame a KKK rally as a matter of free speech rather than public order 
(Nelson et al., 1997). Similar media frame effects have been found across a broad 
variety of issues such as gun policy (Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2001), welfare spending 
(Druckman, 2001; Nelson & Oxley, 1999) or climate change (Spence & Pidgeon, 2010; 
Wiest et al., 2015). The academic consensus underlines the potential of frames in 
swaying public opinion, but the studies on political parties as a specific source of frame 
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production are relatively scarce, and heavily US-based (Leeper & Slothuus, 2014; Slothuus 
& de Vreese, 2010).

We know that political parties engage in framing strategies to advance their vote, office, 
and policy goals (Elias et al., 2015; Rovny & Edwards, 2012). Framing is one of the stra
tegic tools available to parties to compete in the electoral market and to persuade voters of 
the policies they promote (Elias et al., 2015). The use of frames by political parties aims to 
change people’s cognitive understanding of a given situation in a way that benefits them 
(Chong & Druckman, 2007). Most of the research on party framing effects, however, 
revolves around who frames—source credibility and party cues—rather than what they 
frame (Bechtel et al., 2015; Mullinix, 2016; Slothuus, 2010; Slothuus & Bisgaard, 2021).

The literature has nevertheless documented party frame effects on public opinion in 
issues such as income redistribution and European integration (Maier et al., 2012; 
Somer-Topcu et al., 2020) or welfare policies (Jerit, 2009; Slothuus, 2010). A meta-ana
lytic assessment of framing effects in the political realm—including parties and political 
elites as frame-producers—revealed that framing exerts medium-sized effects on citizens’ 
political attitudes and emotions (Amsalem & Zoizner, 2022). The success of party framing 
is moderated by contextual and individual conditions such as the existence of a priori 
opinion, age, gender, or risk-aversion attitudes (Adams et al., 2014; Miller & Fagley, 
1991; Slothuus, 2010). All these insights are based on framing strategies in a wide 
variety of policy domains. Although there exist some studies in the field of territorial poli
tics (e.g. Dekavalla, 2016, 2018a, 2018b), none of them have analysed the effect of party 
framing on public attitudes to secession.

Surprisingly, the subfield of territorial party politics has not focused on this aspect either. 
Recent publications have started to identify the pro-independence frames put forward by 
secessionist parties (Dalle Mulle & Serrano, 2019; Elias et al., 2023) and the conditions 
under which these frames are produced (Dalle Mulle, 2017; Ferreira, 2024; Griffiths, 
2021). A growing body of scholarship establishes that minority nationalist parties increas
ingly focus on the economy and welfare rather than identity when making their case for 
sovereignty (Dalle Mulle, 2016; Dalle Mulle & Serrano, 2019; Elias, 2019; Elias & 
Franco, 2021). Scholars argue that these framing strategies might help secessionist 
parties achieve their goals, which include the capacity to sway public opinion in favour 
of independence. However, the actual effects of secessionist parties’ rhetoric on 
people’s attitudes towards the constitution have not been addressed yet. This is the first 
contribution aiming to address this issue, and thus opens up a promising new research 
agenda on minority nationalist parties’ framing strategies and public opinion.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

By employing the classic conceptualisation by Rokkan and Urwin (1983), the present 
article identifies three different party frames deployed to justify the change of consti
tutional status: identity, socioeconomic, and political. The frames that fall under the ‘iden
tity’ category are the justifications for independence based on nationhood and the 
protection of a regional language and culture. For instance, the Parti Quebecois in its 
2008 manifesto justified the right to self-determination by stating that ‘there is a thing 
Quebecers have never doubted: that they are a nation’.1 The economy, welfare, and the 
environment constitute the socioeconomic dimension of party rhetoric. The Basque 
party EH Bildu in 2016 offered an example of this: ‘we want to develop our own 
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Labour Relations Framework to […] achieve better salary conditions, starting with a 
minimum wage of €1,200’.2 Finally, political frames are rhetorical statements around 
self-government, democracy, governance, and values—the latter meaning the envisioning 
of either a progressive or a traditional society. For instance, the Catalan JxC wrote in 2015 
that secession is ‘an opportunity to build a Catalan administration which would be simpli
fied, efficient, agile, and modern; continuously evaluated and at the service of citizens’.3

Recent insights suggest that pro-independence parties increasingly frame independence 
in instrumental terms, emphasising the economic and political benefit it would deliver for 
the population they claim to represent (Dalle Mulle, 2016; Dalle Mulle & Serrano, 2019; 
Elias & Franco, 2021). Instead, identity issues are far less prominent in their campaigns 
(Elias & Franco, 2021; Sanjaume-Calvet & Riera-Gil, 2022). Hence, the literature has 
identified a strategic shift towards a socioeconomic and political framing of secession. 
Although parties often pursue competing goals—they navigate between office, policy 
and vote-seeking strategies (Strom, 1990)—we expect secessionist parties to be particu
larly concerned about convincing constituents of independence and thus advancing their 
case for self-determination (Meguid, 2023). Their rhetorical choices ultimately seek to 
make a change in terms of policy—delivering independence once most of the population 
support it. From this perspective, parties would increasingly frame secession as means to 
improve people’s lives because they believe these arguments will increase support for 
independence. This is the theory to be tested in this paper.

The literature on secession further supports this hypothesis: cost–benefit economic cal
culations trump identity issues when people take sides in the independence debate 
(Agneman, 2022; Blais & Nadeau, 1992; Fullaondo & Zabalo, 2022; Hierro & Queralt, 
2021; Muñoz & Tormos, 2015). Beyond the economy, political issues such as the desire 
for self-government or the existence of democratic grievances against the host state also 
play an independent role in explaining people’s attitudes towards secession (Blais & 
Nadeau, 1992; Mendelsohn, 2003; Serrano, 2013). Altogether, socioeconomic, demo
cratic, and governance-based arguments for secession would help parties persuading 
people of independence. I therefore hypothesise that a discourse based on fuelling econ
omic and politic arguments should persuade more people of independence than a rhetoric 
based on identity and culture. 

H1: People exposed to an identity-based pro-independence frame will display a lower 
level of support for secession than those exposed to economic or political frames.

However, I also hypothesise that different forms of pro-independence discourse do not 
affect everyone equally. I pose that national identity moderates the relationship between 
secessionist frames and pro-independence attitudes. As previous studies suggest (Liñeira 
& Cetrà, 2015; Muñoz & Tormos, 2015), individuals with strong and exclusive national 
identities would not be easily swayed by the way independence is presented to them—as 
national identity and constitutional preferences largely correlate (Blais & Nadeau, 1992; 
Burg, 2015; McCrone & Paterson, 2002; Serrano, 2013). Conversely, a discourse based 
on delivering ‘material’ benefits to the population in the event of independence would per
suade more individuals of secession, particularly those with dual or ambivalent identities 
(Muñoz & Tormos, 2015; Zabalo & Iraola, 2022). Since their territorial attachments are 
ambiguous, this segment of the population is more likely to make decisions on secession 
based on democratic or socio-economic benefits with which the case for independence is 
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presented to them. Therefore, a political or socioeconomic discourse for independence would 
be more appealing to them compared to a rhetoric based on identity and culture. 

H2: A socioeconomic and political discourse or frame for independence will have a 
stronger impact among those citizens with ambivalent identities and less on those 
with exclusive identifications either with the region or the state.

Research Design and Methods

To estimate the causal effect of different forms of discourse on constitutional preferences, 
we need to move beyond observational research towards an experimental design. Unlike 
survey designs, experiments allow researchers to actively manipulate a treatment and 
thus clearly distinguish cause and effect (Gaines et al., 2007; Mutz, 2011). Respondents 
are assigned randomly to control and treatment conditions. By comparing the decisions 
of the respondents in the treatment groups, experiments reveal the causal effects under 
investigation. In this case, I compare the answers given by respondents when exposed 
to identity, socioeconomic and political pro-independence frames, as well as those in 
the control group—which have not been exposed to any frame.

Case Selection

The experiment has been run in Catalonia (Spain) and Scotland (UK), the regions in 
Western democracies which display the highest level of support for secession.4 These 
two cases are often compared in the literature due to their similarities, as key cases of min
ority nationalism and support for secession (Dalle Mulle & Serrano, 2019; Keating, 1996; 
Muro et al., 2020). Furthermore, the debate on independence was salient both in Catalonia 
and Scotland during the time the survey experiment was designed and administered in 
January 2023. Before we go any further, it is important to briefly account for the 
context in which the research was conducted.

In the case of Catalonia, gaining ever greater degrees of autonomy within Spain was the 
main goal of the nationalist movement until the late 2000s. However, the failure to achieve 
a new autonomy arrangement for the region—overruled by the Constitutional Court in 
2010—radicalised the movement and ultimately led to the so-called Catalan ‘process’ 
for independence (Anderson, 2020; Barrio & Rodríguez-Teruel, 2017; Ferreira, 2022; 
Serrano, 2015). In 2017, the regional parliament unilaterally declared independence 
while the Spanish senate temporarily imposed direct rule from Madrid. The consequences 
of this failed secession divided the pro-independence camp between the moderate repub
lican left (ERC) and the radical Together for Catalonia (JxC). They ruled together until 
October 2022, when JxC decided to leave the government because ERC—the senior 
partner—favoured a strategy of dialogue with Madrid. By the time the survey was admi
nistered, ERC promised to convince the Spanish government to call a binding referendum 
on independence inspired by Canada’s 2000 Clarity Act.

Concerning Scotland, the pro-independence Scottish National Party (SNP) benefited 
from the 1999 devolution arrangement and achieved office in 2007 after decades cam
paigning in favour of secession (Dardanelli, 2013; Elias, 2019). They have been in 
power ever since. In 2014, they managed to convince the British prime minister David 
Cameron to allow a referendum on independence (Cetrà & Harvey, 2019). Most Scots 
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voted to remain in the UK. However, the departure of the UK from the European Union 
reignited the constitutional debate—most Scots voted to remain in the EU—and led the 
former Scottish first minister Nicola Sturgeon to propose a second independence referen
dum. However, this time the British government rejected the proposal, and the Supreme 
Court ruled that Scotland does not possess constitutional powers to hold a referendum uni
laterally. By the time the survey was administered, the SNP proposed to turn the next 
general elections—to be held by late 2024—into a ‘plebiscite’ on a second independence 
referendum.

Therefore, the two cases share many features: both regions are ruled by a centre-left pro- 
independence party, the level of secessionist support amongst the population is close to 
50%, and by the time the survey was administered the debate on independence was 
salient and revolved around the holding of an independence referendum. However, the 
two regions are also different in a couple of respects that are relevant for this research. 
First, unlike Catalonia, Scotland does not possess a widely spoken regional language as 
a key element of its national identity (Argelaguet, 2006). Second, while Catalonia is one 
of Spain’s wealthiest regions—hence, its economic viability as a hypothetical independent 
state is often taken for granted—, the Scottish economy relies on the North Sea oil and its 
GDP falls slightly below the UK average (Dalle Mulle, 2017).

Experimental Design and Data Analysis Technique

I designed and administered two online experimental surveys—one in Catalonia and the 
other in Scotland—with 426 participants in the former and 446 in the latter. A power analysis 
using G-Power suggested 400 participants in each region.5 The analysis was based on a 
medium effect size ( f = 0.25), a significance level of 0.05 and a desired power of 0.95. 
The critical F-value for the specified effect size, significance level and power level was 
1.85. I selected a 0.25 effect size because it allows for a balance between sensitivity and 
realism. Furthermore, the population under investigation is expected to exhibit moderate 
variability in the responses. The supplement to this article—Part B—displays the full 
results of the power analysis.

To avoid responses from participants who paid insufficient attention to the treatment, I 
removed respondents who took less than 30 s to complete the survey in Scotland and less 
than 40 s in Catalonia.6 Recruitment to the panel was via Prolific Academic (PA),7 an 
online crowdsourced survey recruitment service. Each participant received 0.75 GBP for 
their time. The use of PA provides higher quality data than similar data collection platforms 
because, compared to other crowdsourcing providers, participants tend to pay more attention 
to instructions and consistently complete questionnaires carefully (Peer et al., 2017).

Concerning demographics, in Scotland, 53% participants were female and 47% male, 
with 77.3% holding a university-level qualification or above. The age range was 18–79 
years (mean = 42.7; std deviation = 13.12). In Catalonia, 44% participants were female 
and 54% male. The remaining individuals identify as non-binary or prefer not to answer 
(1.7%). 64.1% of participants in Catalonia held a university-level qualification or above, 
and the age range was 18–80 years (mean = 31; std deviation = 10.43).8 These samples 
are not representative of the wider populations of Catalonia and Scotland. This is not a 
drawback for the purposes of the current study, however. The goal is not to estimate the 
precise effects of the treatments in the real-world—for which purposes samples represen
tative of the populations would be required. Rather, the purpose is simply to identify 
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whether a fairly simple framing experiment produces any discernible effect on people’s 
attitudes to secession. For this purpose, a convenience sample is appropriate. Any exten
sion of the research—towards more precise estimates of any framing effects—would 
require testing on representative samples.

Before administering the survey, a pilot was run through the ‘Qualtrics’ platform to 
ensure that people appeared to understand the core treatment and could answer questions 
on the key variables. The pilot showed that respondents effectively navigated the survey 
smoothly and made informed choices. The PA samples were selected without using 
quotas. The respondents answered the survey in English in Scotland and in Catalan in 
Catalonia. While PA allows the researcher to select one of the four UK nations as the 
target population, in Spain the recruitment service is state-wide. The use of Catalan as 
the language of the survey aims at overcoming this obstacle, as most non-Catalan Spa
niards do not understand Catalan.9 Therefore, the first question in the survey asked 
whether the respondent held Spanish citizenship and lived in Catalonia. If not, the 
respondent was not allowed to take the survey. Both decisions were taken to ensure 
that the respondents were actual Catalans.

The survey included three demographic questions at the beginning—age, gender, and 
educational level. After this, the survey experiment randomly assigned respondents to 
different treatments: three groups were given a short vignette displaying a pro-indepen
dence frame—based on either identity, socioeconomics, or politics—and a fourth 
control group did not receive any vignette.10 The vignettes shown to the respondents 
were real-case statements made by secessionist parties in political manifestos. While 
it is true that very rarely people read manifestos, these are written in a language akin 
to politicians’ speeches, meetings, and press releases. The fact that these are actual 
frames—as opposed to invented ones—enhances the external validity of the results 
(Barabas & Jerit, 2010).

The vignettes did not specify which party made the statement to avoid bias—particularly 
in Catalonia, where three different secessionist parties coexist. In the case of Catalonia, I 
employed the 2015 Junts pel Sí (‘Together for Yes’) manifesto, as it was the only time 
when the two major secessionist parties ran together in a coalition. In Scotland, I used 
the 2013 ‘Scotland’s future’ document, launched by the SNP’s government—and endorsed 
by the Scottish Greens—to justify independence. All the vignettes are provided in the sup
plement to the article. Below I display an example of a vignette, shown to the Scottish 
respondents assigned to the socioeconomic frame treatment: 

Please read the following text which comes from a pro-independence political 
party’s election manifesto:
The Scottish economy has key strengths in growth industries such as food and drink, 
energy, creative industries, tourism, and life sciences. Per head of population, we 
have more top universities than any other country in the world. We perform strongly 
as a location for inward investment, and we have a strong financial services industry. 
However, under the Westminster system Scotland is treated as a regional economy 
within the UK. We are locked in to one of the most unequal economic models in the 
developed world. With independence, we can make Scotland the fairer and the most 
successful country we all know it should be. We can make Scotland’s vast wealth 
and resources work much better for everyone in our country.
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Following the administration of treatments, the survey recorded individuals’ preferences 
on independence by employing a 0–10 scale ranging from ‘very strongly against indepen
dence’ to ‘very strongly in favour of independence’. People’s attitudes towards secession 
are the dependent variable of the study. Using a numerical scale allows for precise analysis 
and statistical testing. Moreover, it is easy for participants to understand and respond to, 
enhancing the likelihood of obtaining reliable data. Finally, the survey recorded respon
dents’ national identity by asking the well-known Linz-Moreno question (Guinjoan & 
Rodon, 2016; Linz, 1993), allowing individuals to classify themselves as feeling ‘Only 
Catalan/Scottish’, ‘More Catalan/Scottish than Spanish/British’, ‘Both Catalan/Scottish 
and Spanish/British’, ‘More Spanish/British than Catalan/Scottish’ or ‘Only Spanish/ 
British’. This question was only asked at the end of the survey to avoid priming partici
pants before the treatment.

I employed the software R to perform the data analysis. I performed an analysis of var
iance or ANOVA, which is a statistical method that identifies any differences in the 
means of two or more groups (Sthle & Wold, 1989). I run first a one-way ANOVA to 
test whether the exposure to a particular pro-independence party frame affects people’s 
opinions on secession. This analysis tests hypothesis 1. After this, I run a two-way 
ANOVA by including the national identity variable in the model. I did this to assess 
whether national identity moderates the association between frame exposure and attitudes 
towards independence. This analysis tests hypotheses 2. I recoded the ‘national identity’ 
variable into three main categories: ‘very strong’ identity—exclusive identification either 
with the region or the state—, ‘strong’ identity—predominant identification either with 
the region or the state—, and ‘weak’ identity—equally identification with the region 
and the state.

Concerning the methodological limits of this research, the fact that there is no impact 
of frames on public opinion does not necessarily mean that framing strategies do not have 
an effect at all on the population as a whole. Due to the experimental design, the article 
does not fully capture the dynamics of framing in the real world. For instance, we know 
that frames are more powerful when repeated over time and people are exposed to them 
extendedly. The present research design exposes people to secessionist frames only once, 
and in a rather artificial setting. As it has been stated before, the added-value of this con
tribution is that it opens a new promising research agenda on party frames and public 
opinion in the field of territorial politics—irrespective of whether the results of this 
article are inconclusive.

Results

I begin by assessing whether the respondents’ exposure to different pro-independence 
party frames affect their opinion on secession. As we can see from Figure 1 (Catalonia) 
and Figure 2 (Scotland), the mean values of support for independence of participants 
exposed to different frames are very similar. One-way ANOVAs showed that these differ
ences are not statistically significant (Scotland: F(0.261), p = 0.853; Catalonia: F(0.125), 
p = 0.946).11 Therefore, hypothesis 1 is rejected: people exposed to an identity frame 
does not display a lower level of support for secession than people exposed to a socioeco
nomic or political frame.

Given these null effects, it is unlikely that any moderation effects by national identity 
exist. Indeed, there is no evidence that people with weak national identities are more 
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swayed by political or socioeconomic frames than people with strong national identities. 
Two-way ANOVAs show statistically insignificant results for the frame*identity inter
action term in Scotland (F(0.623), p = 0.712) and Catalonia (F(1.397, p = 0.215)).12 The 
full results are presented in the supplement to the article. Therefore, hypothesis 2 is also 
rejected: national identity does not moderate between pro-independence rhetoric and 
pro-independence opinions. Individuals do not respond differently to party frames depend
ing on the strength of their territorial attachments.13

Figure 1. Support for independence by type and frame exposure in Catalonia

Figure 2. Support for independence by type and frame exposure in Scotland
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Discussion and Conclusions

Party frames have been found to have an effect on attitudes to a wide range of political 
issues, so it is reasonable to hypothesise that they may have an effect on attitudes to inde
pendence as well. By employing an experimental survey design in Catalonia and Scotland, 
the present contribution takes a first step in addressing this question. It tests whether 
people’s exposure to different pro-independence party frames—identity, socioeconomic, 
and political frames—sways their opinion on secession. The results find no effects 
across the board, meaning that contextual and individual conditions trump party rhetoric 
in shaping people’s constitutional preferences.

However, we should take these findings with caution: the fact that this research has not 
found any effect in an experimental setting does not mean that we would not be able to find 
effects in the real world. More research is needed to fully capture framing dynamics in the 
territorial party politics domain. For instance, previous research has shown that frames are 
more effective when repeated over time (Lecheler and De Vreese 2016) and people are 
exposed to them extendedly. Furthermore, the experiment has been run in a very artificial 
setting, which impacts on the external validity of the study. Other relevant elements such as 
the expected effect size, employed to run the power analysis, might have led to these 
results. Further studies should assume that the effect of frames is smaller than expected, 
and thus work with larger samples. These methodological choices and limitations 
impede us to definitely establish null effects. Scholars should build their research up 
from here to further explore secessionist parties’ framing effects on public opinion.

Although the results are not conclusive, they suggest however that people hold strong 
pre-existing beliefs on independence, and thus party potential to persuade citizens of 
secession is severely limited by these beliefs. One key pre-condition is national iden
tity: people more attached to the state tend to be against independence, and individuals 
more attached to their region tend to be in favour, irrespective of the type of frames 
they are exposed to. Furthermore, the contribution shows that national identity does 
not moderate between secessionist rhetoric and people’s attitudes towards indepen
dence. Economic and political party frames do not shape policy preferences of individ
uals with dual or ambivalent identities. This finding clashes with previous research on 
framing by non-partisan actors and constitutional preferences, which established that 
economic arguments trump identity ones in people’s support for independence 
(Agneman, 2022; Druckman, 2001; Muñoz & Tormos, 2015). Scholars should 
explore further why party frames do not work the same way. One possible explanation 
might be related to source credibility; as political parties are not as renowned as uni
versity professors or business associations, which might have more potential to sway 
people’s opinions (Druckman, 2001).

These findings inevitably trigger another question: if socioeconomic and political pro- 
independence party frames do not sway public opinion, why do secessionist parties 
increasingly emphasise these frames in their campaigns (Dalle Mulle & Serrano, 2019; 
Elias & Franco, 2021)? The results suggest that minority nationalist parties might trade 
votes and office-seeking goals over policy: By presenting independence as means of 
achieving better standards of living, secessionist parties aim to increase their electoral 
appeal and to enhance their credibility as reputable ruling parties (Elias, 2019; Ferreira, 
2024). The socioeconomic case for secession might not seek to convince people to 
support independence, but to convince people to support these parties. In light of the 
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evidence, should shape and mobilise identities if they want to increase the support for the 
independence of the region they claim to represent.

As it has been noted earlier, nobody tested before which are the effects of secessionist 
party frames on public opinion. Hence, the present contribution opens up a promising new 
line of research. Null results contribute to the body of knowledge by indicating what does 
not work, and thus preventing other researchers from retracting unsuccessful paths. In this 
regard, the methodological transparency of this article might guide future contributions 
that will explore this issue further.
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Notes

1. Own translation from the original French: ‘Il y a une chose dont toutes les Québécoises et tous les Qué
bécois n’ont jamais douté, c’est qu’ils forment une nation’.

2. Own translation from the original Spanish: ‘Marco Propio de Relaciones Laborales […] para así conse
guir universalizar mejores condiciones salariales y laborales comenzando por un salario mínimo de 
1.200€’.

3. Own translation from the original Catalan: ‘estructurar una administració catalana propera, simplificada, 
eficient, àgil i moderna, que s’avaluï contínuament i que estigui al servei de la ciutadania’.

4. Excluding the undecided, recent polls in late 2022 show 49% support for independence in Scotland 
(Savanta, Dec 2022) and 46% in Catalonia (CEO, Nov 2022). The numbers in other regions with a 
strong nationalist sentiment are lower, such as in the Basque Country in Spain (42%, SV78, Oct 
2022), Quebec in Canada (39.5%, Léger, Oct 2022) or Wales in the UK (29.5%, YouGov, Nov 2022).

5. Testing for main effects and interactions.
6. The survey in Catalonia included an extra filter question, this is the reason why I added 10 s more as a 

low participant attention criterion.
7. For additional information, see https://www.prolific.co
8. In actual Scotland, there are 51% females and 49% males, 26% hold a university degree and the mean 

age is 43 years old (source: Scotland’s census, 2022). In Catalonia, there are 51% females and 49% 
males, 34% hold a university degree and the mean age is 43 years old (source: IDESCAT, 2023).

9. Instead, in Catalonia most of the population is able to read in Catalan—even if their mother tongue is 
Spanish. According to the regional statistical institute, about 85% of the population was able to read 
in Catalan in 2018. The remaining 15% are either migrants—many of them do not possess the right 
to vote—or old people who was schooled in Spanish and came to Catalonia from other parts of 
Spain. It is noteworthy to mention that Catalan is the only working language in schools since the 1980s.

10. In Scotland, 126 participants randomly received a vignette on identity, 97 on socioeconomics and 121 on 
politics. 102 participants were assigned to the control group. In Catalonia, 103 participants randomly 
received a vignette on identity, 119 on socioeconomics and 111 on politics. 93 participants were assigned 
to the control group.

11. Please note that, in Scotland, the mean number of independence support is 6.1. In Catalonia is 3.9. As it 
has been noted in section four, the sample is not representative of the wider population.

12. After this analysis, I recoded the ‘national identity’ variable again into three categories: ‘predominantly 
attached to the state’—feeling only or more British/Spanish—, ‘predominantly attached to the region’— 
feeling only or more Scottish/Catalan—and ‘equally attached to the state and the region’. The results of 
the joint effects of frame exposure and national identity on secessionist attitudes came negative again in 
both regions: The p-value of the joint effects was 0.588 in Scotland and 0.832 in Catalonia.

13. As most studies show, however, national identity and constitutional position do largely correlate. 
Respondents more attached to the region display more pro-independence opinions than respondents 
more attached to the state.
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