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There is a substantial group of respondents in the 2013 SSA – 33% of all
respondents – who, when given the explicit opportunity to say so, indicate that
they have not decided how they will vote in the independence referendum.

Table 1. Proportion of undecided respondents
In the referendum, you will be asked, 'Should Scotland be an
independent country?' If you do vote, will you vote 'Yes' or vote 'No' - or
haven't you decided yet?
Yes

20%

No

42%

Not decided yet

33%

Definitely will not vote

4%
100%

Who are these undecided voters? This briefing explores whether they are
simply the “usual suspects”, the kinds of people who typically take less interest
in or have firm views about politics, or whether the referendum is apparently
giving some voters particular difficulty in deciding how to vote.
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Demographics
As many previous studies have shown, men are more likely to have made up
their minds (70%) than women (61%). This difference arises because women
are less likely to feel that they already know enough about the referendum while
they are also more likely to agree that the referendum is a rather complicated
issue – subjects to which we return further below. Once we take these feelings
into account, the difference between men and women largely disappears.
Undecided voters are to be found in more or less similar proportions amongst
both the young and the old (Figure 1).
Figure 1. Proportion of voters undecided by age group
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Similarly, those in middle and working class occupations are just as likely to be
undecided (Figure 2). Such differences as we do observe between certain
occupational groups disappear when we take into account other characteristics
such as sex and age.
Figure 2. Proportion of voters undecided by social class
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Political attitudes
As we might anticipate, those who are less interested in politics are more likely
to be undecided (Figure 3).
Figure 3. Proportion of voters’ undecided by interest in politics
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However, it should be noted that the big differences are between those in the
two extreme categories (‘a great deal’ and ‘no interest at all’). In the three
middle groups the proportions who are undecided are much the same. Only
10% of respondents to the SSA survey say that they have ‘a great deal’ of
interest in politics, while equally only 12% say that they have ‘none at all’.
Evidently we should not exaggerate any claim that people are undecided simply
because they are not interested in politics.
Which party, if any, people support clearly makes a difference (figure 4). Those
who support1 the Conservatives or the Liberal Democrats have nearly all made
up their mind. In contrast over one in three SNP and Labour identifiers say they
are still undecided. However, the group that is most likely to be undecided
comprises those who do not identify with any political party at all.
Figure 4. Proportion of voters undecided by political party identification
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Defines as those who either say they would vote for the party, would support them or feel close to them.
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Meanwhile those who have a dual national identity (that is that they feel some
mixture of both Scottish and British)2 are more likely to be undecided (37%)
than those who feel either Scottish or British (30%).
In summary, there is a small group of people who appear to be undecided
merely because they have little interest in politics. However, this appears to be
only part of the story. Indecision appears to be quite common in most groups.
Meanwhile the fact that Labour and SNP supporters are more likely to be
undecided than Conservative and Liberal Democrat ones – and those with a
dual sense of national identity more so than those with a single one – already
suggests that some voters are finding it particularly difficult to make a decision
in this referendum.

Efficacy evaluations
Those who feel they know a lot about independence (and only 22% say they
know ‘a great deal’ or ‘quite a lot’) are more likely to have made up their minds
than those who say they do not (Figure 5).
Figure 5. Proportion of voters undecided by reported knowledge of
independence3
A great deal

19

Quite a lot

17

Some

32

Not very much

49

Nothing at all

48
0%

20%

40%
Decided

60%

80%

100%

Undecided

Overall, 30% of voters say that independence would not make very much or any
difference at all to their everyday lives. Indecision is also more common
amongst those who feel that way (figure 6).

2

“More Scottish than British”, “Equally Scottish and British” or “More British than Scottish”
Reported knowledge was obtained as follows: ”Some people say they feel they don’t know much about Scottish
independence. Other people say they feel they know quite a lot. How much do you feel you know about Scottish
independence?”
3
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Figure 6. Proportion of voters undecided by perceived independence on
everyday life4
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These two patterns matter. When we undertake regression analysis of who is
and who is not undecided (not reported here) we find that how much people feel
they know about independence and how much impact they think it would have
on their everyday life clearly makes a difference to how likely they are to be
undecided. In contrast many of the other patterns we have uncovered so far,
such as those between men and women, age groups and social classes, as
well as those with differing levels of political interest all more or less disappear
once we take these considerations into account. Evidently much of the
indecision about what to do arises from the apparent remoteness of the issue in
some people’s eyes and a feeling that they do not know enough about what is
at stake.

Is something missing in the process?
There is one other crucial reason for people’s indecision: their constitutional
preferences. In the 2013 SSA, 32% state that their preference would be that
“The UK government should make decisions about defence and foreign affairs;
the Scottish Parliament should decide everything else.” – a preference
commonly labelled “Devo Max”. Those holding this view are much more likely to
be undecided about how to vote (45%) than are those backing either
independence or the existing devolution settlement (30%).
Figure 7. Decidedness by constitutional preference
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Measured as follows: “How much difference do you think Scotland becoming independent would make to your
everyday life?”
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As many as 52% say they would have like there to be a second question on the
ballot paper, that is they reckon that rather than ‘Voters should only be able to
say Yes or No to independence’ (an option backed by 38%) they believe that
‘Voters should also be able to say Yes or No to giving the Scottish Parliament
more powers while remaining part of the UK’. Such voters are also more likely
to be undecided (40%) than are those who are happy with a one question ballot
(22%).
Figure 8. Decidedness by second question desirability
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So voters who feel that the referendum does not give them the opportunity to
vote for the option they most prefer are more likely to be finding it difficult to
make up their minds. For them the decision to exclude ‘devo-max’ from the
ballot paper has made casting a vote more difficult. It evidently is a group on
which both sides need to focus their appeals.

Conclusion
While there is a small group of voters who have not made up their minds
because they are not very interested in anything to do with politics, this is only a
small part of the picture. Indeed as many as half of those who are undecided
(50%) say they will definitely vote. Rather, much of the indecision amongst
voters arises from the character and the circumstances of the choice being put
before them. For some at least making a choice is difficult because they are not
sure they know enough about what independence means and are as yet
unconvinced it would make much difference to their lives.
Crucially, however, a significant group of people appear to be undecided
because they feel that neither of the options on the ballot paper conforms to
their views. For them the exclusion of ‘devo max’ from the ballot paper has
presented them with a particularly difficult choice. If either campaign is to win
over a substantial number of undecided voters, they will evidently have to
convince them that they present the best alternative to being able to vote
directly for more devolution.

Scottish Social Attitudes: The Undecideds: Don’t care or deeply conflicted?

6

Acknowledgement
Funding for the 2013 results reported here was provided by the Economic and
Social Research Council as part of its research initiative on ‘The Future of the
UK and Scotland’. Further details about this initiative can be found at
www.futureukandscotland.ac.uk. Responsibility for the analysis and views
expressed here lies with the authors alone.
ScotCen Social Research
73 Lothian Road
Edinburgh EH3 9AW
0131 228 2167
www.scotcen.org.uk
www.whatscotsthink.org
Twitter: @scotcen @whatscotsthink

Scottish Social Attitudes: The Undecideds: Don’t care or deeply conflicted?

7

