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Abstract: Public attitudes are frequently central to constitutional change, yet the nature of such 
attitudes are often poorly understood. This paper explores attitudes towards autonomy in two of the 
UK’s minority nations, Scotland and Wales, which have been part of the global trend towards sub-state 
regional empowerment in recent decades. We use a measure based on a continuum anchored by extreme 
points of no and full self-government, to explore an important but neglected question: the relationship 
between preferences over autonomy and perceptions of the extent of autonomy currently enjoyed. We 
show evidence of substantial assimilation in public attitudes, rather than contrast: a strong tendency 
for individuals to perceive current reality to be relatively close to their own preferences. This assimilation 
is consistent across alternative question formats and is seen in both Scotland and Wales). We explore 
the extent to which assimilation may be accounted for by levels of political knowledge, interest and 
other factors, and consider its broader potential impact on public support for constitutional change. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The policy of devolution introduced by the UK Labour government in the late 1990s may have been, 

as suggested by Anthony King, a transfer of powers on “a scale unprecedented in the history of mainland 

Britain and possibly without precedent in the history of the democratic world” (King 2007: 347). But 

while substantial in scale, it was far from wholly unique in type. The rise of regional autonomy has been 

one of the most widespread and important contemporary trends in global politics (Marks et al 2008).1 

The growth in the scope of authority and level of powers wielded by many sub-state regional 

governments has produced a substantial re-casting of the structures of government authority in many 

states. Devolution has been of fundamental importance to the governance of the UK. But it is only the 

British manifestation of a much broader trend. 

 

Within democratic polities, at least, what people think about regional autonomy matters. Public 

attitudes can be relevant in several distinct respects. They can prompt regionalisation: while some 

regionalisation programmes are very much ‘top-down’ impositions of central government, in other cases 

regionalisation has followed ‘bottom-up’ popular campaigns. Where regional governments exist, public 

attitudes can provide, or withhold, popular legitimacy for institutions and governing arrangements. By 

influencing electoral support levels for autonomist parties, public attitudes can shape who controls 

regional governments and thus at least indirectly influence the articulation of demands for further 

regional autonomy. And public views sometimes directly input, via referendums, into decisions about 

either the creation or the further empowerment of regional political institutions. Given all this, 

understanding public attitudes to regional autonomy is of clear importance to political science. Such is 

unquestionably the case within the UK, given ongoing territorial-political constitutional debates in all 

the nations of the union. 

 

In this paper we make two contributions to the study of public attitudes to devolution. We propose an 

alternative approach to broad public attitudes: a continuum measure anchored by extreme points of no 

and full regional self-government. This approach can be grounded in the theory and practice of social 

                                                
1 The term ‘regional’ is used here, as in much of the literature, as an umbrella label for substantial 
geographic units within a state that have or aspire to their own level of government. Some of these 
places –  such as Catalonia, Scotland and Flanders –  have populations who view themselves as a 
distinct nation, while others do not. ‘Region’ is intended as a neutral collective term to describe them 
all. No statement about the validity or otherwise of national aspirations within any of these areas is 
intended. 



attitude measurement and validated by comparisons with established measures of public attitudes to 

devolution. We then show how continuum measures facilitate study of an important though neglected 

phenomenon: the relationship between individuals’ preferences regarding devolution and their 

perceptions of the extent of autonomy currently enjoyed. Using data from both Scotland and Wales, we 

demonstrate substantial assimilation in public attitudes: a strong tendency for individuals to perceive 

current reality to be relatively close to their own preferences. This finding is shown to be robust across 

both time and space, and also across alternative forms of the continuum measure. We explore the extent 

to which such assimilation in public attitudes is shaped by levels of political knowledge, interest or other 

factors. Finally, the conclusion considers the substantive implications of our findings for public attitudes 

towards constitutional change. 

 

2. Measuring Attitudes Towards Autonomy 

Attitudes towards sub-state regional autonomy can be explored in numerous ways. Important work has 

examined the extent to which people possess any fundamental identification with their region and/or 

the state, and the extent to which identifications may be experienced as overlapping, complementary 

or competing (Moreno 2006; Levy 2014). Other significant work has examined public views on the 

performance of regional and state-level governing institutions, or compared trust in politicians and 

governments at the two levels (Wyn Jones and Scully 2012). There have also been major studies of how 

and why people have voted in referendums on establishing regional governmental institutions or on 

extending their powers (Taylor and Thomson 1999; Wyn Jones and Scully 2012). 

 

But there is also a value in measuring broad, general attitudes towards regional autonomy. Should the 

region have distinctive governmental institutions? If so what extent of autonomy should the region 

have? Such questions have often animated, and at times even dominated, political debate within regions; 

scholars need to be able to provide convincing answers on the state of public attitudes to such questions, 

and to be able to understand what factors shape such attitudes. 

 

There are various forms of survey question that can seek to explore such attitudes. By far the most 

widely-used and reported approach in studies of devolution in the UK, and one also commonly used in 

studies in other contexts, such as Spain, is the multi-option constitutional preference measure. This 

question form typically asks respondents to select their most preferred governance option from a limited 

selection, including one equating to no autonomy, another at the other end of the spectrum some sort 

of full independence, and then a small number of intermediate choices. 



 

Contemporary studies of devolution in the UK have frequently used two such question formats. The 

first form (the ‘Assembly-Parliament’ question) was asked in ESRC-funded studies of the 1997 Scottish 

and Welsh devolution referendums, and has continued to be deployed in surveys in both nations over 

subsequent years. This question sought to offer respondents the main constitutional options then under 

debate: it thus presented respondents with two distinct independence options (concerning independence 

both inside and outside the EU); a no devolution option that equated to the status quo at the time of 

those referendums; and two intermediate choices that broadly equated with what was offered to the 

Welsh people in their referendum, and the rather more expansive form of devolution presented to the 

Scottish people in their two-question referendum. The Welsh variant of the question is displayed here: 

 

‘Which of these statements comes closest to your view?’ 

• Wales should become independent, separate from the UK and the European Union 

• Wales should become independent, separate from the UK but part of the European Union 

• Wales should remain part of the UK, with its own elected parliament which has law-making 

and taxation powers 

• Wales should remain part of the UK with its own elected assembly which has limited law-

making powers only 

• Wales should remain part of the UK without an elected Parliament 

• Don’t know 

 

An alternative question format emerged from a multi-national 2009 study that explored public attitudes 

across fourteen European regions (including Scotland and Wales). Needing a common question format 

that could work across multiple political and constitutional contexts, the Citizenship after the Nation-

State (CANS) study developed the following question (Welsh variant again shown): 

 

‘Which of these statements comes closest to your view?’ 

• There should be no devolved government 

• The National Assembly for Wales should have fewer powers 

• We should leave things as they are now 

• The National Assembly for Wales should have more powers 

• Wales should become independent, separate from the United Kingdom 

• Don’t Know 



 

This question been subsequently been used in numerous other studies. 

 

In either variant, this type of constitutional preference question has some distinct strengths. It provides 

respondents with a limited, manageable number of options from which they are asked to choose. These 

choices appear to make sense to survey respondents –  few are unable to offer an answer, or opt for the 

‘Don’t Know’ response. However, there are also some notable limits to this form of question. In 

particular, a great deal depends on how the limited options between the two end points are defined and 

phrased. A number of problems arise. 

 

The answer options in the Assembly-Parliament question made a great deal of sense in a particular time 

and place: Britain in the late-1990s. But this very context-specific question difficult to integrate into 

cross-national comparative research, as the CANS project found. Moreover, even within the UK it is 

not clear that the answer options have also remained constant in their meaning. This is most obviously 

so for Wales, where the nature of the devolution settlement in Wales has changed substantially since 

1999. It is not clear that the ‘Assembly’ option now carries quite the same meaning for respondents as 

it did in the 1990s. By defining its intermediate options in a much less context-specific way, the CANS 

question avoids some of these problems. But it does so at the cost of providing options that are distinctly 

ambiguous. What does the ‘more powers’ option, for instance, actually mean? How much more? And 

more than what, exactly? The CANS question defines its intermediate options in relation to the status 

quo but does nothing to provide us with clear information about how respondents actually perceive that 

status quo. 

 

Moreover, common to both questions is a lack of clarity regarding how different from each other the 

various options are. The ‘parliament’ option suggests more autonomy than the ‘assembly’ one, but will 

that be understood by respondents as meaning a lot more or only a little? Similarly, how different is 

the ‘more powers’ option from either the ‘leave as now’ one or from independence? This has substantive 

implications for how we understand the landscape of public attitudes, but also analytic implications for 

the level of measurement (nominal, ordinal or quasi-interval) the data from such questions should be 

understood to fulfil and the appropriate analytic techniques for the analysis of such data.2 Overall, 

                                                
2 Should multi-option constitutional preference data be regarded as quasi-interval in nature (and thus 
amenable to analysis via OLS regression techniques); clearly ordinal in nature (and thus perhaps to be 



existing questions are an exemplar case of both the importance, but also the difficulties often 

encountered, of social science measurement in ‘the grey zone’ between clearly defined extreme points 

(Goertz 2008: 107-109). 

 

An alternative measure of broad attitudes to devolution, which avoids these ‘grey zone’ problems, is to 

ask survey respondents to choose their ideal point along a continuum defined by end-points of no 

autonomy and independence. Such a question might be offered in textual form, placing no autonomy 

and independence at either end of a 0-10 or 0-100 scale. Alternatively, in-person or internet surveys 

might present respondents with a visual spectrum; responses might then be converted into numeric 

scores. 

 

Such questions have been deployed in at least one study in Spain, as well as several studies in both 

Scotland and Wales. This approach to measuring attitudes to autonomy is simply an application of the 

long-practised ‘thermostatic’ approach to the measurement of social attitudes. Its specific application 

here can also be linked directly to the Regional Authority Index, constructed by Marks et al (2016), 

which measures the autonomy of sub-state units on a continuous scale between end-points of ‘No 

autonomy’ and ‘Full Independence’. 

 

Furthermore, the continuum measure ‘works’ in practice: answers given by respondents on this measure 

correlate highly with those for both the Assembly-Parliament and CANS questions. This is illustrated 

shown in Table 1, which presents data from the 2016 Welsh Election Study showing the average rating 

on the 0-100 continuum measure of respondents’ preferred degree of political autonomy for Wales 

aggregated by those same respondents’ answers to the CANS question.3 Supporters of lesser degree of 

Welsh political autonomy on the CANS question have much lower average responses on the continuum 

measure. 

 

 

 

                                                
analysed via ordinal logistic regression); or as nominal-level data (in which case multi-nomial logistic 
regression would be a more appropriate technique)? 
3To minimise the possibility that answers given on one question might contaminate the other, the 
questions were asked in separate waves of sampling. Specifically, we take the continuum measure from 
the 2016 WES pre-election wave and responses to the CANS question from the post-election wave. 



 

 

Table 1: Mean 0-100 Continuum Preferences by Responses on ‘CANS’ Constitutional 

Preference Question, Wales 2016 

 

CANS Constitutional Preference Average 0-100 Scale Preference N 
No Devolution 9.9 461 
Fewer Powers 22.1 124 
Leave as Now 40.6 586 
More Powers 60.7 595 
Independence 85.0 145 
Don’t Know 41.8 190 

Source: 2016 Welsh Election Study 

 

To summarise: we have proposed here the use of an alternative measure of broad public attitudes to 

regional autonomy. The continuum measure outlined here is based on established practice in social 

attitudes measurement, and can be validated in relation to existing measures. However, the continuum 

measure offers not merely an alternative means of finding out things that existing measures already do. 

It also offers a means of assessing attitudes that is not tied to potentially context-specific answer options 

(unlike the Assembly-Parliament question), and which also –  by asking both about respondents’ own 

preferences and their perceptions of the current situation –  may avoid some of the uncertainties 

associated with answers to the CANS question. Furthermore, the continuum measure can very easily 

also be extended to enquire about respondents’ perceptions of changes over time in the extent of 

devolution, the perceived potential impact of proposed reforms, or the perceived preferences of key 

actors, such as major political parties. We believe that the continuum measure has much to commend 

it –  at the very least as a supplement to measures currently used. In the remainder of the paper we 

apply it to exploring one substantive question: the relationship between respondents’ own preferences 

over regional autonomy and their perceptions of the current situation. 

 

3. Preferences and Perceptions 

 

In this section of the paper, we explore the question of how –  if at all –  individuals’ constitutional 

preferences interact with their perceptions of the existing situation. While there has been lots of work 

studying preferences over regional autonomy in the UK, and other contexts, much less has been written 



about perceptions; nor has there been any significant amount of work studying the relationship between 

preferences and perceptions. Yet this relationship is likely to be important. If we assume that most 

individuals have some –  even if vague –  preferred position regarding the degree of autonomy that their 

region might enjoy, then the relationship between this position and the perceived position of the status 

quo is likely to be highly influential in terms of shaping their attitudes towards proposals for reform. 

Other things being equal, the greater the distance between an individuals’ ideal point and the status 

quo, the greater should be their likelihood of supporting a proposal for change that would move things 

in the direction of their desired position. 

 

However, such expectations assume that perceptions of the current reality are independent of 

respondent’s own preferences. This is not necessarily a given. Indeed, a well-established academic 

literature developed in other contexts suggests that two psychological processes may confound such 

expectations. These processes are Assimilation and Contrast (e.g. Markus and Converse 1979; Merrill 

et al 2001). Both have previously been observed in studies of people’s placement of the parties on issue 

scales (such as left-right ideological scales.) Assimilation appears to occur with regard to parties that 

respondents favour. Perhaps unsurprisingly, people tend to believe that parties they already prefer are 

close to them on issue scales. Contrast effects are observed with regards to parties that respondents 

oppose: people tend to place them farther away from themselves than any ‘objective’ evidence would 

suggest was the case. Both effects create problems for interpreting evidence on the relevance of observed 

issue-proximity for understanding voting patterns, as the causal arrow may not be going from issue 

proximity to party preference, but rather at least partially in reverse. 

 

Is it possible that we may see some analogous processes at work with regard to the potential relationship 

between respondents’ own ideal points and their perceptions of the current status quo? It is quite 

possible, of course, that these evaluations will be made essentially independently: that what people think 

about the location of the status quo is wholly unrelated to their own preferred position. But is it possible 

that some substantial groups of people will tend to assimilate the perceived status quo closer to their 

own ideal point? Alternatively, might some people –  such as those who are generally dissatisfied with 

politics –  tend to exaggerate the contrast between the status quo and how they would like things to be? 

 

 

 

 



4. Data  

We employ data from two sources. The first is the 2016 Welsh Election Study (WES), a survey of 4,163 

members of the Welsh public interviewed across a pre and post-election wave, in addition to a rolling 

campaign wave. This is by far the richest dataset available to us with 4,163 respondents and over 1,500 

variables. In addition, we employ two shorter, but identical surveys carried out in Scotland and Wales 

in November 2017. By analysing these data over two time-points, in two separate regions, we hope to 

demonstrate the reliability of our findings. These surveys also included a split-sample design where an 

alternative question format was utilised on half of the respondents (See Appendix B). This should help 

us to identify any potential question format effects.  

 

5. What explains perceptions and preferences? 

Table 2 shows the results of two OLS regressions to uncover the drivers of constitutional perceptions 

and preferences. Here, ‘constitutional perceptions’ is taken as a respondent’s answer on the 0-100 scale 

to the question “People sometimes talk about how Wales is governed. On the scale shown below, where 

one end means no devolution for Wales at all, and the other end means complete political independence 

for Wales, where would you place things as they are now?”, and ‘constitutional preferences’ is taken as 

a respondent’s answer to the “How would you like to see Wales governed?”. On both scales, scores of 

zero indicate no devolution at all, and one hundred indicates complete political independence. For now, 

identical explanatory variables are used in both models. Results are presented as unstandardized 

coefficients with robust standard errors. For information on variable measurement, see Appendix C.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2. OLS Regression for Determinants of Perceptions and Preferences 

Variables Perceptions Preferences 
  ! S.E ! S.E 

Age (Centred) -0.147*** -0.0428 -0.162*** -0.0495 
Female -1.79 -1.332 -2.815* -1.592 
Graduate 3.224** -1.443 5.523*** -1.76 
Born in Wales -5.273*** -1.402 -7.075*** -1.594 
Welsh National ID 6.874*** -1.583 15.32*** -1.945 
Labour 4.549** -1.981 1.101 -2.423 
Conservatives -8.747*** -2.267 -8.308*** -2.665 
Liberal Democrat 4.339* -2.511 0.295 -2.989 
Plaid Cymru 6.160** -2.653 16.64*** -3.208 
UKIP -6.952** -2.825 -9.870*** -3.19 
Knowledge Score -0.161 -0.896 0.399 -1.138 
Interested in Politics 0.181 -1.843 -2.44 -2.276 
Watches/Reads Welsh Media 4.316** -1.924 6.220*** -2.407 
Dissatisfied with politics in UK 3.441** -1.589 12.22*** -1.816 
Dissatisfied with politics in Wales -7.280*** -1.544 -10.57*** -1.772 
NAW Elections Personally 
Important 

1.287*** -0.272 2.219*** -0.329 

Left-Right Scale 0.0293 -0.0429 -0.134** -0.0531 
Constant 28.66*** -3.538 28.80*** -4.339 
Observations 1,588  1,588  
R-squared 0.216  0.399  

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
For ease of interpretation, Figures 1 and 2 show the results of significant effects only in both models as 

first differences. First differences tell us the expected change in Y (in this case 0-100 perception and 

preference scores) when an explanatory variable moves from its minimum to its maximum value, holding 

all others at the mean.  So, for example, Figure 1 tells us that moving the dependent variable ‘Age’ 

from its minimum to its maximum value would result in an expected change in the 0-100 perceptions 

score by -7.45, holding all other variables at their mean. This tells us that younger respondents perceived 

Wales to have more powers than older respondents. 

  

 

 

 

 



Figure 1. Perceptions 

 
Figure 2. Preferences 

 



As Figure 1 and 2 illustrate, the regression returned a number of significant results. When identifying 

variables that might affect a respondent’s perception of the constitutional status quo, the strongest 

effects come from those associated with partisanship, age, and whether a respondent considers NAW 

elections to be of importance, and dissatisfaction with democracy in Wales. Those who considered NAW 

elections to be important perceive Wales to be substantively more autonomous than those who did not 

by a margin of 13 points on the 0-100 scale. Age and dissatisfaction with democracy in Wales had the 

opposite effect, with older and dissatisfied respondents perceiving Wales to be less autonomous. The 

effect of partisanship varied substantively across party lines, with supporters of the Conservatives and 

UKIP viewing Wales as less autonomous, supporters of Plaid Cymru and Labour the most. Respondents 

who identified as ‘Welsh’ also perceived Wales to be more autonomous than those who did not.  

 

When compared with the findings presented with Figure 2, an interesting picture emerges. Here, as in 

Figure 1, the effects of partisanship, age, whether a respondent was born in Wales, national identity, 

and dissatisfaction with democracy in the UK and Wales all act in the same direction. That is, for 

example, supporter of Plaid Cymru both perceive Wales to be more autonomous in addition to wanting 

more autonomy. This direction of effect is the same for each effect significant in both models.  

 

Assimilation and contrast 

We now turn our analysis to the relationship between respondents’ constitutional perceptions and 

preferences. An initial analysis of the data reveals an interesting relationship, illustrated in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 is a simple scatter plot of respondents’ answers to the 0-100 preference and perception 

questions. There appears to be a clear positive relationship between people’s perceptions and their 

preferences. We refer to this as ‘constitutional wishful-thinking’, with those respondents who favour 

more autonomy perceiving their region to be more autonomous, with the opposite being true for 

respondents who would like less autonomy. This finding is replicated in both WES 2016 and the 2017 

Scottish and Welsh surveys, and consistent across different question wording (see Appendix B), as 

shown in Figure 4.  

 

The remainder of this paper shall focus on identifying what factors can explain the degree of  assimilation 

or contrast between respondents’ constitutional perceptions and preferences. 

 
 
 
 



 
Figure 3. Scatter plot of WES 2016 respondents’ answers to “Things as they are right 
now” and “How would you like to see Wales being governed” with line of fit and 95% 
confidence margins. Source: WES2016 
 

 



Figure 4. Scatter plot of 2017 Scottish and Welsh Survey respondents’ answers to “Things as they are right now” and “How would you 
like to see Wales being governed” with line of fit and 95% confidence margins.  



Descriptive Analysis 

 

Consistent with results presented in Table 2, we should expect that partisanship will be a powerful 

indicator of the degree of assimilation seen between a respondent’s perceptions and preferences. The 

question of regional autonomy can often be a confusing and abstract concept that incorporates a tangling 

of law, economics, and politics. In such a confusing information environment, it would be expected that 

voters would rely substantially on the heuristic of party identification by taking cues from the political 

party they feel closest to. For example, we would expect to see a greater amount of contrast for 

supporters of parties such as Plaid Cymru in Wales and the Scottish National Party (SNP) in Scottish. 

Both of these parties explicitly support independence movements in Wales and Scotland. By actively 

campaigning and making the issue salient among their supporters we would expect that supporters 

would be in favour of more powers than Scotland/Wales than they perceive there to be currently, i.e. a 

more considerable degree of contrast between their perceptions and preferences. We would also expect 

to see a degree of contrast, but in the opposite direction, for supporters of parties who have been hostile 

to the idea of regional autonomy in the past, namely the Conservatives and UKIP. Conversely, we 

would expect to see greater assimilation among respondents who identify as supporters of parties 

favourable to the status quo, such as the Labour Party and the Liberal Democrats.  

 

Figure 5 displays the average ‘distance’ between a respondent’s perceptions and preferences by partisan 

affiliation. If there is a great deal of assimilation among respondents –  i.e. their constitutional perceptions 

are consistent with their preference - we would expect the distance to be close to zero. A negative 

distance means that respondents are in favour of more autonomy than Scotland or Wales currently has, 

and a positive score means that respondents think there is currently more autonomy than there should 

be.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 5. Distance between respondents’ perception and preference with 95% confidence 
intervals, using 2017 Scottish Survey Data (top)and 2016 Welsh Election Study (bottom) 

 

 
Note: ‘Distance’ = (“Things as they are now”- “How I’d like them to be”). Therefore a negative 
distance indicates that respondents perceive there to be fewer regional powers than they would 
like, and a score of greater than 0 means that respondents perceive there to be more regional 
powers than they would like. 2017 Scottish Survey Data N=408, 2016 WES N= 2,109 

 
Consistent with our expectations, it is indeed the case that supporters of Plaid Cymru and the SNP 

display a great deal more contrast than supporters of other parties. In order to confirm the effect of 



partisanship we run a regression controlling for substantive factors identified in Table 2 that affect both 

perceptions and preferences. 

 

Multivariate Analysis 

 

Table 3 displays results from an OLS regression. The dependent variable here is the distance between 

respondents’ perceptions and preferences, running from -100 to 100. -100 would indicate that a 

respondent perceives Wales to have no powers at all, but would like Wales to be completely independent, 

0 would indicate a respondent’s perceptions and preferences to be identical, and +100 would indicate a 

respondent who perceived Wales to be completely independent but would like Wales to have no powers. 

Therefore, a negative coefficient means that a respondent wants more powers than they currently 

perceive there to be, and vice versa for a positive coefficient. The larger the coefficient, the larger the 

distance between their perceptions and preferences. 

 
Table 3. OLS regression with robust standard errors.  

Variables ! S.E 
Age (Centred) 0.0149 -0.0517 
Female 1.024 -1.372 
Graduate -2.299 -1.558 
Born in Wales 1.801 -1.431 
Welsh National ID -8.449*** -1.594 
Labour 3.448 -2.253 
Conservatives -0.44 -2.237 
Liberal Democrat 4.045* -2.354 
Plaid Cymru -10.48*** -3.348 
UKIP 2.918 -2.635 
Knowledge Score -0.56 -0.931 
Interested in Politics 2.621 -1.963 
Watches/Reads Welsh Media -1.903 -2.114 
Dissatisfied with politics in UK -8.784*** -1.592 
Dissatisfied with politics in Wales 3.294** -1.608 
NAW Elections Personally Important -0.933*** -0.266 
Left-Right Scale 0.163*** -0.0458 
Constant -0.141 -3.866 
Observations 1,588   
R-squared 0.185   

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 



 
 
Contrary to our expectations regarding partisanship, only effects for Liberal Democrat and Plaid Cymru 

support were significant. However, these effects were in line with the descriptive analysis of the paper, 

with the coefficient for Plaid Cymru supporters pointing to a large negative difference between their 

perceptions and preferences, and the coefficient for supporters of the Liberal Democrats being smaller 

and positive. Again, Welsh national identity also provided a strong negative effect, as does 

dissatisfaction with politics at a UK level. Conversely, respondents who were dissatisfied with politics 

at the UK level showed contrast in the opposite direction, indicating a perception that Wales was more 

autonomous than they would like it to be.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this paper we have proposed an alternative measurement of broad public attitudes to regional 

autonomy. The continuum measure outlined here is based on a well-understood and commonly-practiced 

approach to social attitudes measurement, while validation against established measures indicates that 

this approach works well. Moreover, as demonstrated here, the continuum measure avoids the problems 

associated with some extant questions of being tied to context-specific answer options, and facilitates 

the exploration of important and interesting research questions –  such as the relationship between 

preferences and perceptions of regional autonomy. 

  

In further work, we need to examine whether the assimilation found in Wales and Scotland is specific 

to the UK context or a more general phenomenon in relation to regional autonomy. If the latter were 

to be the case, then it might suggest one means by which regional autonomy can work (and develop), 

and why regionalisation has proven to be such a widespread phenomenon. That is, regionalisation may 

work, at least in part, because it allows for a degree of wishful thinking on the part of many citizens. 

Those with ambitions for very substantial autonomy are able to perceive elements in the situation that 

allow them to think that autonomy has developed to a very substantial degree. Others, who value the 

integrity of the state and have no desire to see substantial autonomy, are able to see enough elements 

of continuity to allow them to believe that the essential unity of the state is still intact and hardly 

disturbed. By splitting the difference, assimilation may allow these apparently contradictory positions 

within the public to co-exist in reasonable amity, and thus allow many regions to enjoy the ‘best of 

both worlds’. 



Appendix A: Variables and Measures 
 
Variable Name Observations Mean Std. Dev Minimum Maximum 
Perceptions 2780 38.29 23.71 0 100 
Preferences 2780 42.98 31.47 1 100 
Distance 2780 -4.69 23.88 -100 76 
Age (Centred) 3671 0.00 16.97 -32.54 36.46 
Female 3671 0.50 0.50 0 1 
Graduate 3671 0.29 0.45 0 1 
Born in Wales 3671 0.41 0.49 0 1 
Welsh National 
ID 2780 0.39 0.49 0 1 
Labour 2780 0.30 0.46 0 1 
Conservatives 2780 0.21 0.41 0 1 
Liberal Democrat 2780 0.06 0.25 0 1 
Plaid Cymru 2780 0.10 0.30 0 1 
UKIP 2780 0.08 0.27 0 1 
Knowledge Score 3671 0.00 0.83 -2.11 1.76 
Interested in 
Politics 2780 0.79 -.40 0 1 
Watches/Reads 
Welsh Media 3671 0.11 0.31 0 1 
Dissatisfied with 
politics in UK 3671 0.39 0.49 0 1 
Dissatisfied with 
politics in Wales 3671 0.35 0.48 0 1 
NAW Elections 
Personally 
Important 2669 6.77 1.90 0 10 
Left-Right Scale 2347 44.28 22.78 0 100 



Figure A1. Kernel Density Plots of Responses to “Things as they are right now” (Perceptions) 

 



Figure A2. Kernel Density Plots of Responses to “Where I’d like them to be” (Preferences) 

 



Figure A3. Kernel Density distribution of Dependent Variable ‘Distance’ used in Table 3 
 



Appendix B. Split Sample Design 
 
 
 Split Sample 1 Split Sample 2  
Question 
Wording 

People sometimes talk about how 
[Scotland/Wales] is governed. On the 
scale shown below, where one end 
means no devolution for 
[Scotland/Wales] at all, and the other 
end means complete political 
independence for [Scotland/Wales], 
where would you place...? 
 

People sometimes talk about how 
[Scotland/Wales] is governed. On a scale of 
0 to 10, where 0 means ‘abolishing the 
[Scottish Parliament/ Welsh Assembly] and 
returning to pre-devolution arrangements’, 
and 10 means ‘independence for 
[Scotland/Wales]’, where would you place… 

Items • "Things as they are right now” 

• “How you would like to see [Scotland/ Wales] being governed" 
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