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Abstract

This paper explores the potential of elections to change our emotions and modify the relevance that voters
assign to self-interest and group-identity issues. We examine this question by analyzing the 1998-2016
period of the Catalan and Basque regional elections. The analysis exploits that Basques pushed to leave
Spain in the early 2000s, and Catalans pursued independence about fifteen years later. When the separatist
goal emerges, two issues gain relevance. First, there is a significant rise of identity politics, associated with
the territory’s culture and language, to the detriment of other issues that traditionally explain vote choice,
such as the left-right ideology, the degree of regional autonomy, or the economic discontent. Second, the
territory becomes more divisive, big cities align against dominant separatist parties, and rural areas align
with independentists. We conclude that material self-interests dilute and group-identity factors emerge to
determine vote decisions in times of national dissolution.
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Introduction

Significant events in our societies have the power to modify our emotional systems and change what
we think or what we do. Secessionism and the possibility of modifying national boundaries are events
that impact the social order and the individuals’ feelings. This paper aims to find evidence of human
response to those emotions associated with the sense of belonging to a nation. We use the example of
two Spanish regions, Catalonia and the Basque Country, where different nationalist parties launched
their separatist strategy fifteen years apart (Heller, 2002). We evaluate how voters’ relevance to distinct
issues and values is reflected when exposed to secessionist pressures. The Spanish case is not an isolated
example; nationalist movements are present in nations such as Belgium, Canada, Denmark, India,
Italy, Pakistan, and the UK, where, occasionally, the separatist goal surfaces in an overt effort to secede
(Brancati, 2006, 2014). Spain’s analysis sheds light on the mechanism with which regionally based
parties (and possibly, populist parties) can influence our emotional system and affect vote choices.
When a region seeks to leave a nation, we explore what ideas or values are activated within the
electorate of that region. The comparison of two Spanish regions, Catalonia and the Basque
Country, provides the perfect case study. In these similar regions, separatist efforts of the domi-
nant nationalist parties did not coincide in time (Conversi, 1997; Olivieri, 2015; Medrano, 1995).
The Basques pursued independence from Spain in the 2001 Regional Elections, and the Catalans
intensified secessionist efforts in the 2015 Regional Elections. We estimate the average weights
that citizens assign to each issue dimension when deciding their vote. We measure the relevance
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of self-interest and group-identity issues in voters’ preferences during six consecutive elections
from 1998 to 2016. Importantly, we seek shifts in the salience of the issues during the periods
where the regions intensified their separatist efforts. We interpret that such shifts reveal the under-
lying values activated in voters’ minds when exposed to secession. Notably, we cannot determine
the causal effect that links voters’ reactions to parties’ strategies. Instead, we provide evidence of
voters’ reactions when exposed to secessionist pressures.'

Methodologically, we propose an empirical model to estimate the salience of several issue
dimensions that determine vote choices. The underlying random utility model is based on the
spatial model of voting initiated by Downs (1957). Issue-salience is a broad concept that studies
the importance attached to issues as a policy attitude (Krosnick, 1990; Krosnick and Petty, 1995).
Usually, the salience of an issue is understood to respond to actual events, policymakers’ decisions,
and media agenda-setting (Dennison, 2019). Instead of analyzing reported responses to the most
important issues or most important problems (Bartle and Laycock, 2012), our study measures,
from a behavioral perspective, the relative weights attached to issues when making vote decisions.
We explore voting responses as a function of parties’ positional and valence issues. Thus, our main
concern is the average relevance that individuals assign to policy issues, whether self-interest or
group-identity issues (Miller et al., 2017).

We explore a data set including 23,800 and 28,600 personal interviews to the pre- and post-
regional election surveys for the Basque Country and Catalonia, provided by the Centro de
Investigaciones Socioldgicas (CIS).” The surveys contain similar questions in both regions on per-
ceptions about the economic assessment, individuals’ positions on the left-right and nationalist
dimensions, language usage, national identity, and vote choice. Our contribution combines the
theoretical framework of the spatial voting model and the extensive dataset provided by the
CIS to explore how voters in two similar regions react to parties’ secessionist movements. The
proposed theoretical framework can be applied to every democratic election where positional
and valence issues are determinants of vote choice and where analysts aim to explore voters’ reac-
tions to actual events.

Interestingly, our analysis reveals that secessionist efforts in Catalonia and the Basque Country
manifested in a deeper division of voters along two lines, urban-rural location and national iden-
tity. In line with Hatton (2016), our study shows that issue-salience, when directly measured in
voters’ behavioral responses, is not a stable but a volatile concept. Unexpectedly, we find no evi-
dence of voters expressing additional concerns about economic discontent, left-right differences,
or degrees of autonomy for the region. By contrast, when elections focus on separatism, the iden-
tity associated with the local language and the regional culture, along with the urban-rural divi-
sions, are factors that gain relevance to explain vote choice. We interpret that separatism produces
an emotional reaction that increases voters’ importance towards those group-identity issues
related to culture and customs.

The political science literature has independently developed theories explaining secessionist
movements and others analyzing vote choices through issue selection. Our contribution brings
these two strands of the literature together to show that secessionist efforts reflect on voters’ rele-
vance to different issue dimensions.

Secessionist theories describe the mechanisms dividing modern nation-states. A relevant expla-
nation is an expected improvement in economic conditions, connected to the poor performance of
central government politicians and the anticipation of the positive impact on the region of form-
ing a new independent state (Hierro and Queralt, 2021). Various authors suggest this line of argu-
ment for the Quebec secessionist movement (Blais and Nadeau, 1992; Clarke et al., 2004; Boylan,

'The theoretical literature explores why regional parties have incentives to launch a separatist strategy (e.g., Bolton and
Roland, 1997). We complement those studies by analyzing voters’ reactions to separatist efforts, whether motivated by parties
or political/judicial events.

“The CIS is a public entity of the Spanish Government.
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2015), but others have discarded the economic argument as an argument of Catalan nationalism
upturn (Cuadras-Moraté and Rodon, 2019).> A different explanation is related to identity and the
feelings of becoming more attached to their representatives, flag, and other cultural symbols
(Collier and Hoeftler, 2011; Sorens, 2012). For instance, speaking the regional language has been
shown to impact the electoral support of secessionist parties (Gellner, 1983; Sorens, 2005) and the
construction of new states (Laitin, 1988; Laitin et al., 1994).* Former studies of the Basque region
(by Costa-Font and Tremosa-Balcells, 2008) and Catalonia (by Serrano, 2013; Muifloz and
Tormos, 2015; and Rodon and Guinjoan, 2018) point to national identity and language as deter-
minants of self-reported responses to a hypothetical referendum on separatism.” Unlike Scotland
and Quebec, the Spanish Constitution does not envisage referendums on self-determination.
Thus, secessionist tensions reflect in regional elections.

On the other hand, the literature on issue selection explores how political parties compete on
political issues through emphasizing the matters on which the party has an advantage (Riker,
1993), or by better handling some political issues (Petrocik, 1996), or a combination of both
(Bélanger and Meguid, 2008). From a theoretical perspective, an increasing number of authors
establish a relation between particular issues and voting behavior (Borre, 2001). Recent theories
explore how campaign strategies modify the average relevance that voters assign to distinct polit-
ical issues (Dellis, 2009; Amords and Puy, 2013; Aragonés et al.,, 2015; Dragu and Fan, 2016;
Denter, 2020). While the empirical measure of the salience of political issues is a broad topic
of interest (Budge and Farlie, 1977, 1983; Ansolabehere et al., 2006; Gelman, 2008; Iyengar
and Kinder, 2010), these analyses have not examined so far the impact of separatist strategies
on the weights that voters assign to different issue dimensions. We fill this gap by exploring
the salience of self-interests and group-identity issues when regional parties pursue independence.

Previous analyses on secessionist votes explore global samples where each observation is a
region (e.g. Sorens, 2004, 2005) or an ethnic group (e.g. Saideman and Ayres, 2000). In those
studies, regional or ethnic characteristics such as percentage of the population speaking the local
language, group size, or local growth rate are independent variables that impact the regional vote
share for secessionist parties. Our individual-level analysis explores group-specific characteristics,
instead of attributes of the region, that explain vote choice in times of separatist pressures.

The rest of the paper organizes as follows. The following section explains the Basque and
Catalan case studies, their party systems and economies. We then present our theoretical model
and the empirical analysis We devote a subsequent section to measuring issue-salience. Finally, we
provide the conclusions.

The Basque and the Catalan case studies

The politics surrounding the separatist movements in the Basque Country and Catalonia provide
an ideal comparison for testing theories of secession and regional identity (Conversi, 1997, 2000).
The two Autonomous Communities have similar economies, comparable histories (both were on
the same side of civil wars in the 19th and 20th Centuries), and analogous party systems. Our
comparative strategy exploits the fact that separatist efforts in these regions have not coincided
in time, and the leadership of the dominant nationalist parties has alternated periods of

3Emizet and Hesli (1995) provide alternative theories for the Soviet Union, where high levels of social and economic devel-
opment together with concentrated populations provided the contextual environments most conducive to early demands for
sovereignty.

1As suggested by social psychologists, language and culture generate in-group effects among individuals who share the same
national identity (Tajfel, 2010; Collier and Hoeffler, 2011).

*In all these contributions, the dependent variable is the intended vote in a hypothetical referendum. Costa-Font and
Tremosa-Balcells (2008) use the 2001 CIS’s survey for the Basque Country whereas Serrano (2013), Mufoz and Tormos
(2015), and Rodon and Guinjoan (2018) use the surveys by the Centre d’Estudis d’Opinié (CEO), a Catalan public opinion
institute.
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Figure 1. Average parties’ perceived positions for the period 1998-2016.

integration and separatism. The President of the Basque Government, member of the Partido
Nacionalista Vasco (PNV), launched a secessionist proposal and tried to validate it in the
2001 Basque Elections. This separatist movement lost its strength in 2009 when its leader lost
the Basque Presidency. On the other hand, Catalan nationalist parties collaborated with the
Spanish Government until 2010, when the Spanish Constitutional Court struck down parts of
the regional 2006 Statute of Autonomy for this region. The Catalan secessionist movement acti-
vated, and the President of the Catalan Government, member of Convergencia y Unién (CiU),
launched a separatist strategy that tried to validate in the 2015 Catalan Elections.

We explore vote choices in six consecutive regional elections between 1998 and 2016. Previous
to such analysis, this section compares the party system and the economy of these regions to dis-
card the possibility of other sources of variability within the regions that could be affecting voters’
responses in these regions.

Party systems

The electoral system in the Basque and the Catalan Parliaments is proportional representation. In
each region, there is a dominant political party. In the Basque Country, since the approval of the
Spanish Constitution in 1978, the PNV has held the Basque Presidency for all but three years,
from 2009 up to 2012, when the Euskadi Socialist Party (PSE) got the Presidency. In
Catalonia, CiU has governed for more than 20 years, from 1980 up to 2003. After this period,
the Catalan Socialist Party (PSC) held the Catalan Presidency for two legislatures from 2003 until
2010 and, in the 2010 FElections, CiU was reelected.

We plot in Figure 1 the average perceived position of the parties in the left-right and nationalism
dimensions for the period 1998-2016 according to the post-electoral surveys run by the CIS.° The
left-right dimension represents the ideological position of parties regarding their degree of interven-
tionism in the economy or its socialist versus conservative values. Responses are reported on the 1 to
10 scale, where 1 means extreme left and 10 means extreme right.” Nationalism is understood as the

“In the post-electoral surveys, we cover an average sample size of 2,100 respondents to each Basque election and about 1,700
in each Catalan election. There is no party position question in the CIS surveys before 1998.

"There is a debate on the real meaning of left-right self-placement (Otjes, 2018). In particular, for the Basque Country, see
Strijbis and Leonisio (2012) and Dinas (2012).
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degree of political decentralization from national politics. Responses are reported on the 1 to 10
scale, where 1 means complete centralization (or minimal autonomy for the region) and 10 means
maximal decentralization (or full autonomy for the regional government).?

We compare the positions of the parties in these regions and deduce relevant observations:

First, the dominant parties in the regions, PNV and CiU, occupy a similar center-right nation-
alist position with no other close party.

Second, in both regions, the left-nationalist quadrant is occupied by Bildu in the Basque region
and ERC in Catalonia (in the Basque region, this left-nationalist party renamed on several occa-
sions as EH and PCTV).? Other smaller parties occupy a more extreme position in this quadrant,
the CUP in the 2012 and 2015 Catalan elections and Aralar in the 2005 and 2009 Basque elections.

Third, since 2015, nationwide parties have competed with other close parties. The PP competes
with C’s to dominate the right non-nationalist quadrant, and the socialist parties (PSE and PSC)
compete with Podemos and minor left-wing parties (IU, ICV+EUiA) for the left non-nationalist
quadrant.

Fourth, in both regions, the average respondent holds a center-left position with an interme-
diate nationalist position (labeled as “Voter’ in Figure 1). Besides, the average respondent in each
region is slightly more leftist than the two strongest nationwide parties, PP and the socialists, and
in between the main nationalist parties in their left-right dimension.!

Regarding vote shares, the nationalist parties have regularly added more than 50 percent of
votes in the Basque region. This percentage reached its maximum in the 2012 regional election
when nationalist parties captured about 60 percent of votes. In Catalonia, the nationalist vote
(including CiU, ERC, and CUP) reached its maximum of 48 percent of votes in the 2012 and
2015 elections.!! Remarkably, the 2001 Basque election confronted two blocks, the constitution-
alists with the Spanish People’s Party (PP) and the PSE on the one side, and the separatists with
PNV and EH on the other side. Similarly, the 2015 Catalan elections confronted similar blocks,
Junts pel Si (JxSi) that joined all the pro-independentist parties except for CUP on the one side,
and the constitutionalist parties PSC, PP, and C’s on the other side. Notably, lower nationalist
percentages of votes preceded these secessionist movements in the regions. Low vote shares
may have motivated nationalist parties to strengthen their separatist efforts. However, this is a
conjecture that we cannot test. We find that elections regularly worked in both regions before
the 2001 Basque and 2015 Catalan elections. Thus, other uncommon electoral motives did not
affect voters in these elections.

Economic indicators

Another interesting variable related to voting decisions and the rise of nationalist votes is the state
of the economy. During our period of analysis, two economic crises affected the Basque and
Catalan regional economies. The first one encompassed the period 1993-1995, and the second
took place in the period 2008-2014, coinciding with the global financial crisis. We show in
Figure 2 the GDP growth and unemployment rates from 1998 up to 2016. Notably, pro-
independence efforts did not coincide with a scenario of economic crisis, neither in the
Basque region nor in Catalonia. In 2001, the Spanish economy was in economic recovery with
diminishing unemployment rates in both regions and, similarly, 2015 shows a decreasing unem-
ployment trend. Note how the average growth rate of the Spanish economy is perfectly aligned
with the growth of the two regions. In addition to secessionist pressures, the response to the

8As Ordeshook and Shvetsova (2014) pointed out, the number of political parties multiply in heterogeneous societies.

The political party EH was renamed because it was banned in 2003 by the Supreme Court of Spain on the grounds that it
sympathized with the pro-independence terrorist group ETA.

10We provide a by-election year description of parties’ positions for the period 1998-2016 in the online Appendix A.

Election results (percentage of votes and seats) to the Autonomous Governments in Euskadi and Catalonia are described
in the online Appendix B.
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Figure 2. GDP growth and unemployment rates for 1998-2016.

economic crisis could motivate a change in the values that voters assign to different issues. We will
discard this possibility since, as we show in our empirical analysis, the perception of the economic
situation does not systematically determine vote choices in the years when regional parties pur-
sued independence.

The theoretical model

We use a spatial model of voting. The variables on which we base vote decisions are self-reported
responses on the left-right and nationalist positions and self-reported national identity. Our
regression model also includes the assessment of the economic situation and population size
as control variables.

Consider that there are two positional issues, X and Y, representing the dimensions of the left-
right and nationalism and that Z is an identity issue. The positional issues are such that political
parties can select and defend particular stands. The identity issue is more of a valence issue
attached to the cultural roots of voters. In contrast to standard valence issues, which are assumed
to be equal across voters, identity is identical within a group of voters, but different across groups
of voters (in line with the models of identity economics by Akerlof and Kranton 2000, 2011 and
identity voting by Ansolabehere and Puy, 2018). For example, voters with Spanish identity may
equally evaluate political parties on the identity issue; however, their valuation differs from voters
who share a Catalan identity.

Each political party j offers a policy platform in the positional issues, denoted by (x;, y;). Each
voter i has an ideal policy in the same two positional issues, (x;, y;), and possesses a specific iden-
tity denoted by z;.

The preferences of voters over political parties are represented by the sum of the negative qua-
dratic distances between the position of the party and their ideal policies on the left-right and
nationalist issues, plus the reward (or cost) derived from identity. Let u;(j) be the utility function
representing the preferences of voter i over party j, then,

ui(j) = —o;(x; — x)* = 8;(y; — y)* + Bijzi, (1)

where ¢;, §; > 0 measure the weights or salience assigned by voter i to each unit distance in the
left-right and the nationalist dimensions, and B;; measures the weight given by voter i to identity
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when evaluating party j. Identity can provide a particular reward or cost. If 8; > 0, an individual
with identity z; experiences an extra reward when evaluating party j, meaning that the individual
finds party j within the orbit of his/her identity. On the contrary, if B;; < 0, the individual with
identity z; evaluates that party j is far from his/her orbit and assigns an extra cost to this party.

Suppose that a voter compares two parties, j and I. We measure the differential utility of voting j
over [ which, simplifying yields

Au; = u(j) — ui(D) = —0; (67 — x7) — 87 — 1) + 205 — x)x; + 28,(y; — )y + ABiz;,
(2)

where AB; = B;; — B In this deterministic model, an individual is indifferent between voting j
and | when Au; = 0, he/she votes for j over /| when Au; > 0, and he/she votes for [ over j
when Auy; < 0.

We transform the proposed deterministic model into a probabilistic multinomial (logit) model.
We then estimate what issues are activated both in the Basque and the Catalan regional elections
during our period of analysis.

Consider a random variable y € (— 00, 00 ) that affects voters’ preferences and captures addi-
tional motives affecting voting decisions. Let y; denote the individual realization of the random
variable y. Hence, if Au; 4+ y; > 0, the individual votes for party j, and if Au; + y; < 0, the indi-
vidual votes for party . The probability with which an individual, randomly drawn from the pop-
ulation, votes for party j over party [ is measured by the probability Pr(Au; > — p). Substituting
the value of Auy; yields

Pr(Au; > —y) = Pr(ky + kyx; + kyy; + kszy > — p), 3)

where ko = —a;(x7 — x7) — 8:(y7 — y7), ki = 20;(x; — x1), ky = 28;(y; — y)) and k; = AB;. The
dependent variable is a discrete choice between voting for party j or party [, and the parameters
of the proposed random utility model can be estimated with a binomial logit regression where x;,
y; and z; are independent variables.

There are more than two political parties in the Basque and Catalan elections. Therefore, we use
a multinomial logistic model to estimate the probability of voting for party I against every other
party (see, e.g. Mc Fadden, 1993).'* We take the PNV in the Basque region and CiU in Catalonia as
base parties that are compared to all the others in the multinomial regression (party / in the pro-
posed model). This methodology provides an estimate of the logit coefficients ky, k;, k,, and k;
that we use to measure the average salience of each issue dimension in voters’ preferences, & and §,
through the formulas

ki ky
o=——and § = ——.
2(x — x1) 2(y;— )

We can also evaluate the average effect of identity on voting decisions through the formula
AP = ks, where the estimated value k; indicates the average concern for voters of each unit
of identity in each election year. In addition, we control for two other variables, individual’s assess-
ment about the economic situation and population size. In sum, the proposed model evaluates
which of the following four factors impact voting decisions:

(4)

o Positional voting, which measures how voters opt for parties closer to their ideal positional
issues. In this respect, we assess the impact of the left-right and the nationalist dimensions.

2For that, we need to assume that in each pairwise comparison between political parties, the corresponding unobservable
random variables are independent and identically distributed according to a Weibull distribution. As shown by Dow and
Endersby (2004), this assumption is not particularly restrictive in models of vote choice.
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o Identity voting, which is tied to the culture and the feelings for the territory. It captures how
voters move toward those parties that align with their identity (see Sorens, 2005;
Ansolabehere and Puy, 2016).

o Instrumental voting, which captures how voters care about the policy they get (see Fiorina,
1976). We explore whether perceptions about the economic situation in the region have an
impact on voting decisions.

o Community size, which captures geographical divides, a variable correlated with regional
party vote (Beck, 2000; Maxwell 2020).

The following section measures the relevance of these factors in voters’ preferences during a
period where regionally based parties alternated their strategy between integration and separatism.

The empirical model

We follow an empirical strategy in two steps. First, we estimate the logit coefficients and evaluate
which explanatory variables have an impact on voting decisions. Second, we calculate the esti-
mates that measure the average relevance of each issue dimension when voting along our period
of analysis.

The pre- and post-electoral CIS’s surveys to the Basque and Catalan Elections ask respondents
whether they voted and how. We join each election year’s pre- and post-electoral responses and
focus on three self-interest variables — left-right orientation, nationalist orientation, and assess-
ment of the economy- and two group-identity variables — national identity and population size.
The online Appendix C describes our data set specifying the variables contained in each pre- and
post-electoral survey, as well as summary statistics.'?

The left-right and nationalist orientation of each voter is captured by self-reported positions in
the 1 to 10 point scales.

A survey question measures national identities and reads as follows: “Which of the following
answers better identifies you?: (1) I feel only Spanish; (2) I feel more Spanish than Basque (or
Catalan); (3) I feel equally Spanish and Basque (or Catalan); (4) I feel more Basque (or more
Catalan) than Spanish; (5) I feel only Basque (or only Catalan)’. In this question, voters associate
themselves to a particular identity group. We interpret that this question reflects the cultural roots
of each respondent. There exist a link between national identity and language usage, Euskera in
the Basque Country and Catalan in Catalonia.!* The language questions, whether interviewed
speak Euskera and Catalan, can also capture identity. This question, however, is only present
in half of the surveys. We use the language question to perform a robustness analysis.

Regarding the assessment of the economy, since 1998 for the Basque region and 2006 for
Catalonia, the CIS’s surveys ask the same question: ‘What is your perception about your region’s
economic situation?: (1) Very good; (2) Good; (3) Regular; (4) Bad; (5) Very bad’.!® We use this
question to evaluate the effect of economic discontent.

Finally, population size is described in three categories numbered from 1 to 3, where (1) means
rural areas with less than 10,000 inhabitants; (2) means cities with a number of inhabitants
between 10,000 and 100,000; and (3) includes the remaining larger cities.

Vote choice or preference is the outcome of interest or dependent variable. The surveys branch
the voting question, asking people whether they voted (or planned to vote). Of voters (or likely
voters), the survey asks for which party or coalition of parties the individual voted.

BIn Appendix H, we conduct our analysis using the two samples (pre-electoral and post-electoral) and show that the
deduced regressions are statistically similar.

“In the online Appendix D, we study the relation between identity and the local languages in these regions.

15The question does not appear in all the CIS’s surveys. Tables A3 and A4 in the online Appendix C provide a detailed
description of what surveys contain the economic question (which we refer to as “econ”).
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Table 1. Explaining vote for party, multinomial logit. Basque Country 1998-2016

Independent Variables

Year Left-Right Nationalism Identity Popul Econ Obs
Choice k; (SE) k, (SE) ks (SE) ks (SE) ks (SE) Ps.R2
2016 1,226
PSE v PNV —.49*** (.09) 63*** (.06) —55*** (.15) 22(.17) —.1(.16) 38

PP v PNV T4 (.13) - 62*** (.09) —.76*** (.22) 54* (.32) —.02(.25)

Bildu v PNV —1.05*** (.08) —.04(.05) 1.57*** (.15) .05(.12) A5%** (113)

Pod v PNV —.93*** (.08) —4*** (.05) —.11(.14) 3** (.14) 24* (.13)

C’s v PNV .18(.2) —.6%** (.15) —.83** (.33) 7(.6) —.14(.4)

2012 2,104
PSE v PNV —.89*** (.07) —.55*** (.04) —1.09%** (.11) —.11(.1) —.11(.11) 47

PP v PNV 93*** (.12) —67*** (.07) —1.05*** (.18) 17(.2) .12(.19)

EH v PNV —1.21*** (.06) 07* (.04) 78 (.11) .07(.09) 1(1)

IU v PNV —1.33*** (.13) —.52*** (.07) —59*** (.18) .11(.19) —.28(.18)

2009 1,993
PSE v PNV —.66*** (.07) —.6*** (.04) —1.31*** (.13) 25%* (.1) —.07(.1) 39

PP v PNV 1.23*** (.13) —.76*** (.07) —1.65*** (.19) A44** (2) .19(.17)

Aral v PNV —6*** (.07) —.02(.05) 53*** (.16) —.14(.11) —.07(.12)

IU v PNV —1.1%** (1) —.46*** (.06) —.38** (.18) 34** (.16) .06(.14)

2005 1,845
PSE v PNV —.48*** (.08) —.8%** (.06) —1.55"** (.14) .07(.12) A27** (.14) 46

PP v PNV 98*** (.13) —1.1*** (.09) —1.74*** (22) 36% (.21) A5** (.2)

PCTV v PNV —1.43*** (1) .00(.07) 92*** (.19) 34** (.14) 58*** (.14)

IU v PNV —1.01***(.09) —.62*** (.06) —.37** (.15) .08(.14) 39%* (.15)

2001 1,052
PSE v PNV —57*** (1) —.73*** (.07) —1.47*** (.19) 51%** (.19) .14(.19) 53

PP v PNV T3 (111) —.84*** (.08) —1.52*** (.23) 66*** (.23) 31(.22)

EH v PNV —.94*** (1) .05(.08) 2.84*** (.45) —37** (.18) 59*** (.19)

IU v PNV —.88*** (.13) —.51*** (.09) —.84*** (.23) 4% (.25) .21(.22)

1998 991

PSE v PNV —79%** (.11) —74%* (1) — 4T (17) - 11( 19) .06(.21) 41

PP v PNV 81 (.13) —T74%* (1) —.84*** (12) 53(.26) —.05* (.28)

EH v PNV —1.35*** (.11) —.01(.09) 1.67*** (.26) pes (.16) 1.08*** (.19)

IU v PNV —1.21*** (.14) —52*** (1) —.19(.24) 82** (.32) 5** (.24)

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses *** p< 0.01, ** p< 0.05, * p<0.1.

Next, we compare the multinomial regression coefficients that explain vote choice in the
Basque Country and Catalonia.!® Our analysis covers six consecutive elections in each region,
which provides a comprehensive comparative analysis. The following Tables 1 and 2 describe
the estimated coefficients when the PNV and CiU are base parties. In the 2015 Catalan election,
CiU and ERC joined in a coalition denominated JxSi. We take such coalition as base party in this
election year.

Interestingly, regression results reveal that positional and identity issues are the driving forces
determining vote decisions, both in the Basque and Catalan regions. Population size and the eco-
nomic assessment do not exert systematic effects on voting patterns. Several comments are
in order:

First, we find evidence of positional voting. Voters self-located to the right are less likely to vote
for left-wing parties (PSE, PSC, Podemos, and other minor left-wing parties) against PNV or CiU
but more likely to vote for PP and C’s, and the opposite holds for respondents self-located to the
left. In the nationalist dimension, more nationalist self-declared respondents are less likely to vote
for non-nationalist parties against PNV, CiU, and Jx Si, and the opposite holds for less-nationalist
self-located respondents. In the comparisons Bildu v PNV, EH v PNV, or ERC v CiU, the

16A1l the questions of interest include a “don’t know” or/and “don’t reply” answer that we consider as missing observations
in our analysis.
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Table 2. Explaining vote for party, multinomial logit. Catalonia 1999-2015

Independent Variables

Year Left-Right Nationalism Identity Popul Econ Obs/
Choice ky(SE) Ty (SE) ks(SE) ks (SE) ks (SE) Ps.R2.
2015 932

PSC v JxSi —.29%** (.11) .54*** (.07) —1.9%** (.23) A45%* (22) .36** (.18) 41

PP v JxSi 1.46** (.2) —97*** (.17) —2.4%**(.34) 49(.41) .00(.31)

C's v JxSi .53%** (.12) —.72*** (.08) —1.83*** (.24) 26(.22) 17(.19)

CUP v JxSi —.89*** (1) —.22*** (.06) —.15(.19) .13(.15) 29* (.14)

Pot v JxSi —.76%** (.12) .53*** (.07) —1.41*** (.23) 31(.22) .33% (.19)

2012 2,950
PSC v CiU —.74*** (.05) —.38*** (.04) —1.28*** (.11) .36%** (1) .04(.09) 33

PP v CiU A9*** (.06) —.59*** (.05) —1.38*** (.14) 29** (.13) —.04(.12)

ERC v CiU —.84*** (.04) .01(.04) 347 (\1) .00(.07) .04(.07)

ICV v CiU —1.15*** (.06) —.29*** (.04) —.64*** (.12) 35 (1) .06(.1)

Cs v CiU —.01(.06) —.54*** (.05) —.99*** (.14) 377 (.14) 4% (14)

CUP v CiU —1.33*** (.11) —.29*** (.07) TT* (.24) .09(.16) 6*** (.19)

2010 2,961
PSC v CiU —.76*** (.04) —.24*** (.03) —5*** (.08) .14* (.08) —.53*** (.07) 27

PP v CiU A48*** (.05) —.36*** (.04) —.73*** (.11) A**(12) 28*** (.11)

ERC v CiU —.84*** (,05) .08* (.04) T2 (.11) —.22** (.09) —.24%** (,09)

ICV v CiU —1.06*** (.06) —.16*** (.04) —.22** (1) A3 (1) —.19** (.09)

C’s v CiU —.119* (.07) —.43*** (.06) —5*** (.13) A2*** (.15) 28** (.13)

2006 903

PSC v CiU —1.08*** (.1) —37*** (.06) —.46*** (.16) —.02(.14) 34

PP v CiU A6*** (.14) 42% (111) —1.12*** (.26) 49* (.29)

ERC v CiU —1.42*** (.11) .02(.08) 62%+* (21) —.11(.16)

ICV v CiU —1.64*** (.12) —.34*** (.07) .08(.21) .09(.18)

C’s v CiU —44*** (15) —.68*** (.12) —.42(.26) .86** (.34)

2003 2,309
PSC v CiU —.98*** (.05) —17*** (.04) —.67*** (.09) .08(.08) 29

PP v CiU 43*** (.06) —.3*** (.04) —.9%** (.11) 22% (.11)

ERC v CiU —1.14*** (.06) .09* (.04) 56%** (.11) —.19** (.09)

ICV v CiU —1.43*** (.08) —.18*** (.05) —.2(.13) .16(.12)

1999 2,968
PSC v CiU —.88*** (.04) —.16*** (.03) —.64*** (.07) .26*** (.06) .30

PP v CiU 55*** (.06) —.36*** (.05) — 67 (.1) 29%* (.11)

ERC v CiU —.97*** (.06) .07(.04) .85*** (.12) —.07(.09)

ICV v CiU —1.28*** (.09) —.2*** (.05) —.25% (.14) A4*** (115)

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses *** p< 0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

estimated coefficients of self-located nationalist positions are very low. It occurs because the
nationalist parties, PNV and CiU, and the most extreme left-nationalist parties, EH and ERC,
hold an almost indistinguishable nationalist position. A similar effect is produced between
CUP v CiU in the 2012 election.

Second, regarding national identity, we observe how the sign is negative in most of the com-
parisons. We interpret that, on average, regional identity, Basque or Catalan, implies a higher
probability of voting for the dominant party in the regions, PNV and CiU (or JxSi in 2015),
against other options. Less intense regional identity decreases the probability of voting for the
PNV and CiU against other parties. Only in those comparisons between the dominant party
and the most extreme left-nationalist parties in the regions Bildu/EH/Aralar/PCTV in the
Basque region and ERC in Catalonia, we find that, on average, the coefficients are positive.
Thus, we find the opposite effect to the one explained above. In the Basque Country, the identity
variable is the one that captures the heterogeneity among nationalist parties (see the high identity
coefficient in the comparisons Bildu v PNV or EH v PNV). We can interpret that for the Basque
region, the stronger the Basque identity (with respect to the weaker), the more likely (the less
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likely) it is for voters to opt for EH/Bildu compared to PNV.!” Due to the high correlation (about
.6 tau-c value on a range of plus one minus one) between nationalist self-positions and identity, we
expected that these two variables could not simultaneously have a significant effect on vote pat-
terns. Both variables, however, explain vote choices and capture different voting incentives.

Third, the assessment of the economy has an unstable impact on voting decisions. Higher val-
ues of the economy variable indicate a more negative perception of the regional economy. In the
Basque Country and for the 2005 electoral year, a positive economic perception increased the
probability of voting for the PNV against every other party. This effect can be interpreted as ret-
rospective voting since the PNV held office just before the 2005 election. In Catalonia, the regres-
sion reveals that in the 2010 election, the economic recession exerted a negative impact over the
PSC, ERC, and ICV, but a positive effect over CiU and PP. Thus, the recession punished the left-
wing parties among which the incumbent party, the PSC, lost the Catalan presidency. The eco-
nomic recovery in the 2015 and 2016 elections benefited the two dominant incumbent nationalist
parties, JxSi and PNV, over PSC, CUP, and Podemos in Catalonia and Bildu in the Basque
Country.

Finally, there is no systematic effect of population size on voting probabilities for the Basque
Country. The 2001 election is an exception where respondents living in large cities, in contrast to
small ones or the rural area, showed a higher likelihood of voting for one of the two nationwide
parties, PSE and PP, against the dominant nationalist party, the PNV. Catalonia exhibited a simi-
lar pattern in 2010, 2012, and especially in the 2015 elections, when the largest the city size of the
respondent, the higher the probability of voting for the Socialist Party against CiU. We also find
that respondents of small cities or rural areas compared to large cities showed a higher likelihood
of voting for more extreme nationalist parties (EH and ERC) against the PNV or CiU.'® It is note-
worthy, that territorial divisions activated in the two regions in those elections that confronted
constitutionalist and independentist. Territorial divisions are associated with economic activity
and old cultural histories. In line with Colantone and Stanig (2018), we interpret that individuals
living in large cities are more affected by the economic consequences of forming a newly inde-
pendent nation when compared to rural areas. Besides, citizens in large cities are generally less
attached to regional culture.

Measuring issue-salience

Our strategy to evaluate the effect of secessionist pressures on vote decisions consists of identifying
equivalent changes in the estimated regression coefficients corresponding to the 2001 Basque elec-
tion and the 2015 Catalan election. We use Catalonia as a control group to assert the validity of
Basque separatist efforts in 2001, and the Basque Country as a control group when analyzing the
impact of secessionist pressures in Catalonia in 2015. The proposed comparison between the two
regions shows relevant implications:

First, in the 2001 Basque election and the 2015 Catalan election, the perception about the eco-
nomic situation does not exert a systematic impact. When comparing the two largest nationalist
parties, respondents with a positive perception about the economic situation are more likely to opt
for the incumbent, the PNV, and Jx Si. In contrast, those with a negative perception show a higher
probability of voting for EH or CUP. This effect, however, is not particular to those election years

17For the 2016 Basque and 2015 Catalan elections, the online Appendix I provides separated regressions by province. We
find that the effect of identity in Gipuzkoa is stronger than in Alava and Biscay. In Catalonia, however, we find that the effect of
identity across provinces is quite similar.

Maza, Villaverde and Hierro (2019) in an analysis of the 2017 Catalan Elections at the county level show how geographical
location matters for the independence vote. Besides, the younger, more educated and the lower share of migrants increase the
independence vote. As suggested by Rodon and Guinjoan (2018), this could also be the consequence of a like-minded network
effect.
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Figure 3. Estimated saliences of the left-right and nationalist dimensions.

when nationalist parties put secession to the vote. Indeed, this effect is persistent and of equivalent
magnitude in the Basque Country for most election years.

Second, for the 2001 Basque and 2015 Catalan Elections, respondents living in big cities show a
higher probability of voting for the most significant nationwide party in the region, the socialists
PSE and PSC, against the dominant nationalist party, the PNV and JxSi. On the contrary,
respondents living in rural areas are more likely to opt for the dominant nationalist parties.
The geographical location, we observe, matters in times of secessionist pressures. When taking
Catalonia as a control group to check the internal validity of the population effect on the
2001 Basque elections, we observe that population size has no impact on vote decisions among
the two largest parties in Catalonia for the 2003 election and half the impact for the 1999 Catalan
election. Likewise, taking the Basque Country as a control group to validate the population effect
on the 2015 Catalan elections, we find that population size has no statistically significant impact
on voting decisions for the 2012 and 2016 Basque elections. The comparative suggests that terri-
torial divisions activate as a predictor of vote choice in times of secessionist tensions.

Third, there are three-issue dimensions that, in the two regions, have a persistent effect on
voting decisions, namely, identity and the two positional left-right and nationalist issues. We eval-
uate their magnitude and impact over time. The spatial model of vote choice provides a formula to
calculate the salience of the two positional issues, the left-right and the nationalist dimension, in
voters’ preferences. The salience of each positional issue is measured by the average increment in
marginal utility obtained by voters when the distance between their own ideal policy and the party
policy reduces in a unit. The salience of each positional issue is deduced through the expressions in
(4). We first compare which issue dimension, left-right or nationalism, matters more to the voters.
Separated from the positional issues, we secondly evaluate how the estimated coefficient that
assesses the relevance of national identity has varied over time.

For each region and each election year, we plot the estimated salience of each positional issue
together with its confidence interval across every comparison between the Socialist Party (PSE in
the Basque region and PSC in Catalonia) and the dominant nationalist parties in these regions
(PNV and CiU). Figure 3 summarizes the obtained estimates.'’

We observe that, in both regions and every election year, the left-right issue compared to
nationalism is more relevant. In Catalonia, the salience of the left-right issue is slightly higher
than in the Basque Country. Unexpectedly, and for the last considered election, the left-right
salience in Catalonia experiences a relevant but ambiguous shift (due to the wide confidence

YThere is no question on the perceived position of the parties in the left-right dimension for the 2001 Basque Election, and
we take the average party position between 1998 and 2005. Appendix F provides a numerical description of the estimated
parameters for all the comparisons between the dominant parties and every other party. Confidence intervals derive from the
estimated coefficients in the regression analysis.
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interval). We attribute this shift to the emergence of the JxSi coalition that joined two opposing
factions in the left-right dimension, ERC and CiU. Apart from this shift, neither the nationalist
nor the left-right dimensions capture any relevant movement along the analyzed years, not even
when elections were more strident about separatism.

We next compare how the national identity coefficients have changed over time. National iden-
tity can be interpreted as a valence attribute of a political party concerning its identification with a
national sentiment. The identity coefficients capture the average reward that voters assign when
evaluating those political parties that share one’s identity.”’ For example, a positive value in the
identity coefficient for the comparison between Bildu and PSE measures the extra reward (or util-
ity) when voting for Bildu over PSE associated with Basque identity voters. Thus, the higher the
identity coefficient, the more relevant is the identity variable over other variables that explain vote
choice.

The regression analysis in Tables 1 and 2 select PNV and CiU as base parties. We estimate
similar multinomial logistic regressions with the socialist parties (the PSE in the Basque region
and the PSC in Catalonia) as base parties. It permits vote choice comparisons between the
pro-independentist parties and the socialists. We plot in Figure 4 the value of the identity coef-
ficients over the analyzed period and compare the results for the two regions. Despite the common
political and cultural characteristics of the Basque Country and Catalonia, the plots exhibit dif-
ferent tendencies. Figure 4 reflects our most interesting result:

First, the comparison between the Basque region and Catalonia shows opposite paths; the low
relevance of identity in Catalonia up to 2010 contrasts with the up to 2005 high relevance of iden-
tity in the Basque region. The EH v PSE and the PNV v PSE comparisons reflect the strong
salience of identity in the 2001 Basque Elections and its decreasing impact afterward. In
Catalonia, however, the ERC v PSC and the CiU v PSC comparisons reflect an increasing salience
of identity that finds its maximum in the 2015 Catalan election when CiU and ERC formed the
JxSi coalition. Consider the 1998-2003 period. We observe how the relevance of identity is on the
rise in the Basque Country, but, for the same period, there is no relevant shift in the identity coef-
ficients in Catalonia. By contrast, for the period 2010-2016, and the comparisons among the larg-
est parties, the PNV v PSE or CiU v PSC, we find opposed tendencies; the Basque Country,
unexposed to secessionist pressures in this period, shows a decreasing path, while we observe
a rise of the relevance of identity in Catalonia.

Second, identity has been a less relevant variable to explain vote decisions in Catalonia.
Traditionally, the Catalan Socialist Party (PSC) has been close to the Catalan identity compared
to the PSE in Euskadi (Serrano, 2013). We deduce that, generally, identity has been a more rele-
vant issue in the Basque region, although differences vanish when comparing the 2015 Catalan
and 2016 Basque elections. The online Appendix F calculates estimated probabilities of voting for
the dominant parties in the regions as a function of identity. We show the deep division produced
by identity in the 2001 Basque and 2015 Catalan elections.

Finally, as a robustness check to our previous result, we analyze whether the language variable,
which indicates whether the interviewed speaks Euskera or Catalan, exerts a similar effect on vote
decisions in these two regions. We substitute the identity variable by language in the previous
regression analysis and estimate the impact of language as an issue dimension in the probability
of voting for the two largest parties in the regions. In the online Appendix G, we describe the
resulting coefficients for the comparisons between PSE v PNV and PSC v CiU. Due to the lack
of language questions in the Basque surveys previous to 2005, comparisons run over four election
years. Interestingly, starting in 2005, the impact of language follows an increasing effect on
Catalonia. By contrast, the influence of Euskera-speaking over vote decisions in the Basque
Country is diminishing for the same period. This finding corroborates our hypothesis, namely

2In contrast to valence issues as defined by Stokes (1963), where there is consensus among voters, we consider that con-
sensus is restricted to those voters that share an equal nationalist sentiment.
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Figure 4. Estimated salience of national identities.

that the identity associated with the culture and the language of the territory activates when
regionally based parties pursue secession and deactivates when leaving aside the secessionist goal.

Conclusion

This paper aims to find evidence of human response to those emotions associated with the pos-
sibility of forming a new nation. We explore how salience, understood as the relative importance
that an actor ascribes to a given issue in the political agenda, varies in times of secessionist pres-
sures. Issue-salience manifests in electoral choices, and we use vote decisions to evaluate the
weights that, on average, voters assign to self-interest versus social-identity issues.

Two regions with similar histories and political systems, the Catalans moved to leave Spain in
the second decade of the 2000s, yet, the Basques pursued independence in the early 2000s and
stopped afterward. Our comparative strategy exploits that separatist efforts in these regions
did not coincide in time.

When secession is put to the vote, we find that two dividing lines emerge and display their
potential to determine voting decisions. National sentiments and community size define these
new lines. Our analysis suggests that material self-interests dilute when the political agenda
focuses on separatism. The left-right and nationalist positions of the voters reflect self-
interests associated with taxation, public expenditure, or regional autonomy. We show that
the average importance of these issues diminishes in favor of other relatively fixed factors
related to group identities, such as national sentiment and territorial roots. The determinants
of voting become more social and less material. Besides, secessionist tensions did not emerge
in the midst of economic crises, and we cannot attribute the rise of group-identity issues to
economic factors.
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The Catalan and Basque comparison provides an instructive case and adds new evidence on the
importance of identity politics and territorial divisions in shaping modern nations. What has
occurred in Catalonia and the Basque region is a rising cultural division, not increased ideological
polarization or economic discontent. Even when the underlying secessionist motivation may be
associated with economic interests (Hierro and Queralt, 2021), our evidence demonstrates that
when voters are on the brink of separatism, they turn to their national identity and territo-
rial roots.

A key question is the external validity of our empirical results for other countries such as Italy,
the UK, or Canada, where pro-independentist regional forces coexist with others that defend inte-
gration into the nation (List, 2020). And more generally, we could explore which other elections
can potentially coordinate our emotional systems changing the relevance that we assign to self-
interest versus group-identity issues. These are open questions that we leave for further research.
Importantly, however, our proposed theoretical framework adapts to every multidimensional elec-
toral competition context and can be used to test voters’ responses to actual events.

In our analysis, voters’ decisions depend on parties’ positions, which are treated as given. We
do not address the question of why parties take these positions.?! In this respect, we follow the
empirical literature by Schofield (2004), Adams et al. (2011), or Mauerer (2020). Recent contri-
butions provide evidence of political parties’ response to voters” priorities when deciding which
policy issues to emphasize (Spoon and Kliiver, 2014; Stimson, 2015; Kliiver and Spoon, 2016).%*
We do not address this causality but instead provide evidence on how issue-salience measured in
voters’ preferences respond to national dissolution. Whether voters or political events fired the
secessionist strategy is a relevant question that we leave for further research.

Our analysis reveals that our emotions and values respond to political events and reflect in vote
decisions. Actual discontents or the threat of national dissolution activate our cultural and terri-
torial values to the detriment of other self-interests that usually drive the political agenda. Old
cultures become roots for contemporary electoral results.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1755773922000261.
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