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Introduction 

The Union faces a number of challenges, some of them seemingly permanent, others more attitudinal.1 

Britishness 

When we ask individuals to pick the national identity most important to them, in no part of the UK is 

there a majority selecting a British identity. Less than one third select British in Scotland (22%), Northern 

Ireland (22%) or Wales (28%), while the figure rises to 40% in England.   

Britishness means different things in different parts of the state. Even among those who share a British 

identity we see varying – at times opposite – preferences depending on where one lives. British identifiers 

voted Remain in England but Leave in Scotland and Wales in the EU referendum, but also hold different 

attitudes to devolution. This challenges efforts to generate a shared identity based around similar 

‘British’ values. 

Economic Solidarity 

There are inconsistent attitudes to economic solidarity. While survey respondents support the idea of 

sharing resources across the UK in principle, support drops if you specify which parts of the UK might 

receive support, with high levels of grievance about the UK-wide distribution of resources. 

Ambivalent unionism 

In each of the four parts of the UK, a majority are either supporters of independence or ambivalent 

unionists. The proportion indicating that the union is a priority is lower in England than in Wales or 

Northern Ireland. 

 England Scotland Wales NI 

I want independence/reunification for my part 19 49 31 31 

Union as is a priority for me 41 38 47 48 

I don’t want independence for my part but if other parts 
of the UK go, so be it 

40 14 22 21 

 

Other challenges surface because of a disconnect between the preferences of politicians and voters, or 

because of divisions within parties 

England 

The preferred solutions of the political class are not the preferred solutions of the electorate. A majority 

(including among English identifiers, British identifiers, Conservative or Labour supporters) prefer an 

England-wide solution to regional solutions.   

Muscular unionism 

Asked whether there is only a British nation, we can detect obvious disagreement within Labour and the 

Conservatives. Scottish and Welsh Conservatives are markedly out of kilter with their English 

counterparts, a challenging position for a governing political party. 

Only a British nation Con/DUP Lab/SDLP LD/Alliance SNP/Plaid/SF 

England 28 22 16 -- 

Scotland 48 27 27 5 

Wales 48 17 23 17 

Northern Ireland 44 (33 UUP) 4 10 7 
 

 
1 Data are from the 2021 Edinburgh/Cardiff State of the Union Survey. For further analysis with earlier data, see 

Henderson and Wyn Jones (2021) “Unions of the Mind: the UK as a subjective state” Comparative European Politics 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41295-020-00231-4  
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