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Summary  

In a previous ScotCen briefing it was shown that a third of all 
respondents to the 2013 Scottish Social Attitudes Survey 2013 had 
not decided which way to vote in the referendum.1 This new briefing 
looks at who is still undecided, as measured by the 2014 survey. 
Meanwhile following on from an earlier briefing on who was more 
and less likely to vote,2 we also examine the likely level of turnout in 
the referendum. In so doing we pay particular attention to the role 
played by voters’ educational background. 

Turnout 
The level of turnout looks likely to be high. The survey measured respondents’ likelihood of voting 

on a 10-point scale, with 10 meaning ‘very likely to vote’ and 0 ‘very unlikely’ to do so. As Table 1 

shows, nearly three quarters now say they are 10/10 very likely to vote, up from under two thirds 

in 2013. Nearly nine out of ten say there is more than a 50% chance that they will vote. 

 

Table 1. Likelihood of voting in referendum, 2013 and 2014 

 2013 2014 

Very likely to vote (10) 62% 74% 

Likely to vote (6-10) 81% 87% 

 

Moreover, as Figure 1 shows, voters’ reported likelihood of voting is up irrespective of whether 

they are inclined to vote Yes or No – and even if they are undecided. 

 

                                                           
1
  J. Eichhorn, The Undecideds: Don’t Care or Deeply Conflicted?, Edinburgh: ScotCen Social Research, 2014. Available 

at http://whatscotlandthinks.org/scottish-social-attitudes-reading. 

2
 J. Eichhorn, Who will Turn Up and Who Stay at Home?, Edinburgh: ScotCen Social Research, 2014. Available at 

http://whatscotlandthinks.org/scottish-social-attitudes-reading. 
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Figure 1. Likelihood of voting, by voting intention, 2014 

  
 

However, it remains the case that Yes supporters are somewhat more likely to say they will vote 

Yes than to say they will vote No. This is true even after we add to the Yes and No camps those 

undecided voters who say they are inclined to vote Yes or No. If it were to be replicated on polling 

day, this potential difference in turnout could add as much as two points to the Yes tally. Thus, as 

John Curtice explains in his briefing,
3
 once those who are wholly undecided are left to one side, 

39% of our 2014 sample say they will or are inclined to vote Yes. But, as Table 2 shows, if we 

weight each respondent’s vote choice by their reported likelihood of voting, the prospective Yes 

vote increases to 41%. 

 

Table 2. Referendum Voting intention, before and after weighting by reported likelihood of 

voting, 2014 

 Yes (%) No (%) 

Not weighted for likelihood 
of voting 

39 61 

Weighted for likelihood of 
voting 

41 59 

Note: Those who are wholly undecided are excluded from this table. 

                                                           
3
 J. Curtice, Has the Referendum Campaign Made a Difference?, Edinburgh: ScotCen Social Research, 2014. Available at 

Available at http://whatscotlandthinks.org/scottish-social-attitudes-reading. 
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Who are the undecided? 

Table 3: Key factors that identify the undecided, 2013 and 2014 

 Percentage undecided in 2014 (2013 score in parentheses) 

Sex 

Women Men 

33 26 

Party 

identfication 

Conservative Labour 
Lib 

Dem 
SNP None 

11 (11) 27 (36) 26 (15) 29 (35) 37 (48) 

Political 

interest 

A great deal 
Quite a 

lot 
Some 

Not very 

much 
None at all 

21 (20) 20 (30) 30 (36) 38 (39) 44 (47) 

Subjective 

Knowledge of 

Independence  

A great deal 
Quite a 

lot 
Some 

Not very 

much 
Nothing at all 

2 (19) 14 (17) 29 (32) 46 (49) 39 (48) 

Difference 

Independence 

would make 

to own life 

A great deal 
Quite a 

lot 
Some 

Not very 

much 
None at all 

12 (16) 22 (25) 32 (39) 41 (47) 43 (37) 

 

 

What characterises the undecided? Table 3 picks out those factors that were associated with the 

chances of someone being undecided in 2013, and shows that they remain important, albeit that 

the absolute level of indecision is down in all groups. For example, women continue to be more 

likely than men to be undecided. People who identify with Labour or the SNP are still more likely 

than Conservative supporters not to have made up their minds, while those who do not identify 

with any party continue to exhibit the highest level of indecision (if somewhat less so than last 

year).
4
  Those with less interest in politics also continue to be more likely to be undecided. Nearly 

all of those who feel they know a great deal about independence have now decided which way 

                                                           
4
 In the case of the Liberal Democrats the small sample size of just 66 in 2014 makes it unreliable to conclude that 

there has been any significant increase from the 15% who were undecided in 2013. 
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they are going to vote, but otherwise, as in 2013, those who feel they know less about the 

referendum are more likely to be undecided. Finally, again as in 2013, the more a person feels that 

independence would affect their life, the more likely they are to have made up their mind (though 

in truth very few people - just 4% - say that independence would not make any difference to their 

lives at all). In short, for the most part the referendum campaign has so far not been particularly 

helpful in enabling those voters who were finding it difficult to make up their minds to do so. 

 

An important source of uncertainty in deciding how to vote appears to be the very concept of 

‘independence’. The 2014 Scottish Social Attitudes survey (SSA) repeated a question that invites 

respondents to choose one of the options shown in Table 4. The word ‘independence’ was not 

used in this question, but rather the statement that ‘the Scottish Parliament should make all 

decisions for Scotland’. The table shows that since last year there has been a marked increase in 

support for that option, from 31% to 41%. 
 

Table 4. Constitutional preferences, 2013 and 2014 

 2013 (%) 2014 (%) 

The Scottish Parliament should make 
all decisions for Scotland 

31 41 

The UK government should make 
decisions about defence and foreign 
affairs; the Scottish Parliament should 
decide everything else 

32 29 

The UK government should make 
decisions about taxes, benefits and 
defence and foreign affairs; the 
Scottish Parliament should decide the 
rest 

25 22 

The UK government should make all 
decisions for Scotland 

8 6 

Don’t know/refused  4 3 
 

However, despite the rise in support for this ‘full powers’, those who favour the idea are no less 

likely to be undecided in 2014 than they were in 2013, with one in three of them still in that frame 

of mind. One in eight of them intend to vote No, while, as Figure 2 shows, only just over one half 

of them say they will vote Yes. 
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Figure 2. Referendum voting intention of those favouring the Scottish Parliament 
deciding everything, 2013 and 2014 

  
Part of the explanation for this apparent discrepancy between support for an ideal and voting 

intention lies in people’s views of the economic issues in the referendum debate. This can be 

seen in Figure 3, which for those who want the Scottish Parliament to make all decisions for 

Scotland, compares the economic evaluations of those who say they will vote Yes with those who 

say they will vote No or undecided.  

 

Figure 3. Economic evaluations among those favouring the Scottish Parliament deciding 

everything, broken down by referendum vote intention, 2014 

 

 
The two groups of voters have very different views of the economics of independence. Three-

quarters of those who say they will vote Yes believe the economy would be better under 

independence. In contrast, only around a quarter of those who say they will vote No or are 

undecided are of that opinion. So although the proportion who want the Scottish Parliament to 

run everything has grown substantially, those who would like that to happen are unlikely to vote 

for independence unless they are also convinced that independence can be afforded. 
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Meanwhile, those who favour maximal devolution within the framework of the UK, that is those 

who prefer the second option in Table 4, are also particularly likely to be undecided, though less 

so than in 2013. As Table 5 shows, whereas in 2013 at 45% those who supported maximal 

devolution were undecided, 15 points above the proportion amongst all other respondents, now 

the figure has dropped to 33%, just six points above that for voters of other views. 
 

Table 5.Proportion undecided, by whether or not respondent supports maximal devolution, 

2013 and 2014 

 2013 (%) 2014 (%) 

Maximal devolution 45 33 

All others 30 27 
 

The No side appears to have been the main beneficiary of this fall. As Figure 4 shows, support for 
Yes amongst supporters of maximal devolution has remained unchanged at around one in ten. The 
proportion saying they will vote No, in contrast, has increased from 44% to 58%.  Attempts by the 
Yes side to win over the support of those who want more devolution on the grounds that they 
cannot be sure that the Scottish Parliament would be given more powers in the event of a No vote 
appear to have borne little fruit. 
 

Figure 4. Referendum Voting intentions of those favouring maximum devolution, 
2013 and 2014 

 
 

The importance of education 
A topic which has not previously been investigated in connection with who is undecided is 

education. Might it be that the people who are taking longest to make up their minds are those 

who have most education, and who are therefore trained not to come to conclusions without 

evidence and debate? Educational background is summarised here by the highest qualification 

attained. In 2014, for 39% their highest attainment was a higher-education qualification, for 20% 
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it was an upper-secondary qualification (mainly Highers), for 22% it was a lower-secondary 

qualification (such as Standard Grades), while 18% had no formal qualifications at all.
5
 

 

One notable change has taken place with respect to education: as Figure 5 shows, in 2014 the 

percentage intending to vote Yes (excluding those simply inclined to vote Yes) was almost the 

same in all education categories, whereas in 2013 the Yes percentage was higher in the two 

middle education categories 

 

Figure 5. Percentage Yes Vote, by education, 2013 and 2014 

 
This weakening of the relationship between education and constitutional preference is 

unprecedented, as the long series of SSA surveys shows if we examine its longer-established 

measure of constitutional preference.
6
 Indeed, because people with large amounts of education 

also remain more in favour of maximal devolution than people with less education, overall support 

for greater Scottish autonomy is now stronger among the well-educated than among the rest of 

the population. This has never happened before; as Figure 6 illustrates for the period since 2010, 

previously Scottish self-government has always been most strongly supported by people who 

have not had much education. Analogous measures in previous surveys find an education 

gradient of the kind seen in 2010 as far back as the 1970s. 

 

                                                           
5
 The SSA series measures education levels reasonably accurately when compared with population data: for example, 

in 2011, the SSA percentages for highest qualification were, with Population Census figures in brackets: higher 

education 36% (36%), Highers etc 20% (14%), Standard Grade etc 23% (23%), no formal qualification 21% (27%). These 

Census figures are from Figure 1 of Release 2B of the 2011 Census: http://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/census-

results. 

6
 This is a question invites respondents to choose one of five options: Scotland should become independent, separate 

from the UK and the European Union; Scotland should become independent, separate from the UK but part of the 
European Union; Scotland should remain part of the UK, with its own elected parliament which has some taxation 
powers; Scotland should remain part of the UK, with its own elected parliament which has no taxation powers; 
Scotland should remain part of the UK without an elected parliament. For further details see J. Curtice, Has The 
Referendum Campaign Made A Difference?, Edinburgh: ScotCen Social Research, 2014. Available at 
http://whatscotlandthinks.org/scottish-social-attitudes-reading. 
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Figure 6. Percentage in favour of full powers or maximal devolution, by education, 
2010-14 

 
Yet at the same time, the better educated are also now more likely than other educational groups 

to be undecided how they will actually vote, in contrast to the position in 2013 (see Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7. Percentage undecided, by education, 2013 and 2014 

 
In other words, those with lower levels of education are indeed making up their minds more 

quickly. This is especially so among those with less education who favour maximal devolution 

(see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Supporters of maximal devolution: percentage undecided, by education, 
2013 and 2014 

 
We noted earlier in this briefing that supporters of maximal devolution have moved towards No. 

That is particularly true of maximal devolutionists with low levels of education, where the 

proportion saying they will vote No was over two thirds in 2014 (Figure 9). This suggests that the 

promises of more devolution from the No campaign seem to have got through particularly to 

supporters of maximal devolution with less education. 

 

Figure 9. Supporters of maximal devolution: vote intention, by education 

 
As analyses of SSA surveys have frequently noted and we have already seen in this briefing, 

positive evaluations of the economic prospects of an independent Scotland tend to be translated 

into Yes votes. As Figure 10 shows, that is particularly the case among people who are well- 

educated. The people represented in Figure 10 all expect independence to benefit the economy, 

but those amongst this group with less education are less likely to vote Yes than the better 

educated. True, in 2014 the percentage saying they will vote Yes is not particularly high for those 

with higher education, but this is only because that group also contains more people who are 

undecided.  If we include as Yes and No supporters those undecided voters who say they are 

inclined to vote Yes or No, the proportion of those with higher education who say they will vote 
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Yes is no less than 90%, whereas the equivalent figure among those with no qualifications is only 

75%. 

 

Figure 10. Percentage intending to vote Yes, among those who expect 
independence to benefit the economy, by education, 2013 and 2014 

 

Conclusion 
Despite one of the lengthiest political campaigns in the UK’s democratic history, around 30% of 

the electorate have still to make up their mind about which way to vote in September. This is not 

because people are not engaged: all the signs are that the turnout will be high, with 74% saying 

they are ‘very likely’ to vote, and 87% that they more likely to vote than not. The undecided are 

particularly in evidence amongst those whose votes have been fought over more fiercely  – 

among people who identify with Labour or SNP (each about 30% undecided) and those who 

support maximal devolution (33% undecided). Those who are well-educated are also now more 

likely than those who are not to be undecided (about 30% compared to about 25%). There is 

some evidence that the No campaign has been successful in persuading those who support 

maximal devolution and who have had minimal education that a Yes vote is too much of a risk: no 

less than 61% of this group now intend to vote No. But there is also evidence that, when the Yes 

campaign succeeds in persuading well-educated people that an independent Scotland would 

have a secure economic future, they are very likely to vote Yes: indeed no less than 90% of them 

now propose or are inclined to do so. 
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