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ABSTRACT. A significant body of work examines the presence and strength of terri-
torial political identities (either subnational, national or supranational). A common as-
sumption of this literature is that the presence and strength of these political identities
are invariant over time. Given the importance of political identity, it is surprising that
this assumption has not been empirically tested. We address this omission by testing this
assumption through considering the question of who is most likely to exhibit variation
in the reporting of territorial identities and why. We posit that one source of instability
in territorially based political identity is rooted in cognitive dissonance which emerges
through the interaction of partisanship and electoral outcomes. We explore these ques-
tions using panel data from the British Election Study (1997–2001), the Canadian Elec-
tion Study (2004–2008). Results reveal that the territorial identities of Labour and
Liberal partisans, in Britain and Canada respectively, are compatible with expectations.
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Introduction

Political identities rooted in national and ethnic community have been a defin-
ing feature of the post‐Westphalian nation‐state order. History is littered with
violent conflict fought in part on the basis of conflicting national identities. In
the 20th century alone, justification and appeal to collective identities based on
national communities served to motivate both World Wars and many other
conflicts. At the same time, political identities founded on territorially based
political communities such as nation or some other form of political identity
can serve important purposes in solidifying democratic authority and legiti-
mating the exercise of political power. While not all salient political identities
are grounded in territorially based national or ethnic communities, many are,
and these identities have noteworthy implications.

There is a significant body of work examining factors that influence the
presence and strength of territorial political identities (either subnational, na-
tional or supranational) (e.g. Bellucci etal. 2012; Duchesne and Frognier
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1995; Fitjar 2010; Inglehart 1977; Marks 1999; Medrano and Gutierrez 2001;
Tajfel 1981, 1982; Turner 1975). This literature finds that territorially based
political identities can be driven by cognitive mobilisation, instrumental ratio-
nality, attitudes towards political community as well as institutional design
(e.g. Medrano and Gutierrez 2001). A tacit assumption common to all of this lit-
erature, however, is that the presence and strength of these political identities
are invariant over time.1 Given the continued centrality of national and subna-
tional identities and presence of many prominent regional secessionist move-
ments around the world, we find it very surprising that this assumption has
not been empirically tested.

We seek to address this omission in the literature by testing the assumption
of stability. We consider the question of who might be most likely to exhibit
variation in the reporting of national or regional territorial identities and
why.We posit that one source of instability in territorially based political iden-
tity is rooted in cognitive dissonance which emerges through the interaction of
partisanship and electoral outcomes (Festinger 1964). In particular, we suggest
that the partisan complexion of the national government, vis‐à‐vis that of indi-
vidual voters, should influence the stability of a national territorial identity.

We explore these questions using panel data from the British Election Study
(1997–2001) and the Canadian Election Study (2004–2008). These countries
are chosen for three reasons. First, both have histories with strong subnational
identification (Scotland and Wales in Britain and strong provinces, especially
Quebec, in Canada). Additionally, these countries are similar as both are ad-
vanced industrial democracies and have similar parliamentary and electoral
systems. Finally, both have panel data containing the survey questions neces-
sary for exploring the central questions of this paper.

Theory

Prior work on the correlates and causes of territorially based political identities
suggests a number of factors that can influence the relative preponderance of
different identities. With the advent of the European Union, much of this work
has considered how and why individuals may choose to identify with the EU
vs. national and/or substate regional territory. Bellucci, Sanders and Serrichio
identify four mechanisms that can be used to understand the bases of Euro-
pean identification (2012). Consistent with others (Duchesne and Frognier
1995; Inglehart 1977; Medrano and Gutierrez 2001), Bellucci etal. find that
cognitive mobilisation (including measures of knowledge of and exposure to
Europe as well as postmaterialist values) is a positive predictor of identifying
with Europe (2012).2 They also find evidence for instrumental rationality in
that an evaluation of individual and collective costs and benefits from integra-
tion within Europe positively drives identification (Bellucci etal. 2012; see also
Gabel 1998; Huddy 2003; McLaren 2006). Thirdly, the individual incidence of
European identity is strongly related to the politicisation of European integra-
tion and the mobilisation of this issue by parties, elites and media (Bellucci
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et al. 2012; Hooghe and Marks 2005). Finally, the character of national iden-
tity has an important influence on the likelihood of identifying with Europe in
that exclusive national identities (based on cultural or ethnic grounds) may un-
dermine this identification, while inclusive national identities (grounded in po-
litical and civic values) are found to strengthen EU identification (Bellucci etal.
2012; Citrin and Sides 1960; Haller and Ressler 2006; Mlicki and Ellemers
1996).

At the level of the subnational region, Fitjan develops a comprehensive ac-
count of the factors shaping identification with this level of political commu-
nity among Europeans (2010). Results emerging from these analyses suggest
the prevalence of five factors influencing the strength of subnational identifica-
tion. These include a regionally distinctive language, a geographic location
within the nation state that does not border the capital region (facilitating a
core–periphery power dynamic), high level of regional economic development
(GDP), a party system within the region that is distinct from the national level
party system and a strong level of support for the European Union (Fitjar
2010). Together, these factors suggest that publics within subnational regions
have a range of political and economic grounds upon which to collectively mo-
bilise to develop and maintain subnational territorial identities.3

Other work suggests that territorial identities need not be a zero‐sum en-
deavour, such that strong identification with different levels of political com-
munity can be mutually compatible (Brewer 1993; Calhoun 1994; Linz 1993;
Marks 1999; Medrano and Gutierrez 2001; Moreno 2006; Moreno etal.
1998). Identification with multiple levels of government may be a function of
different purposes for territorial identities. Calhoun suggests that different
identities may play separate roles for the individual such that some may serve
to distinguish individuals within groups of interaction and other identities may
contribute to making people feel that they belong to a broader community of
equals (1994). Building on this, Brewer suggests a role for nested identities in
which superordinate identity satisfies the need for inclusion in a larger collec-
tive while subgroup identity fulfils the need for distinctiveness (1993).

These literatures and findings identify the rationales for why individuals
adopt territorially based identities and how different levels of geographic ag-
gregation can influence this process. They do nothing, however, to answer
the question of whether and why these identities might change over time.

We suggest that changes in national identity may be the result of cognitive
dissonance on the part of some voters. Initially put forward by Festinger
(1957), dissonance theory suggests that the presence of inconsistent but related
cognitions can create a sense of psychological discomfort within the individual.
Individuals therefore have incentives to seek consistency among cognitions
(Worchel etal. 2000). A central means of reducing this discomfort is to alter
cognitions until they are no longer dissonant with one another. While it is
not true of all cognitions, many relevant cognitions can be altered by individ-
uals. For instance, while individuals cannot undo past behaviour, they can
change their opinion towards the acceptability of that behaviour. This theory
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has been found to have applicability to a wide range of social phenomena such
as economics, worker productivity, protection from STDs, smoking and reli-
gious behaviour (Adams and Rosenbaum 1962; Akerlof and Dickens 1982;
Aronson etal. 1991; Feather 1962; Festinger etal. 1956; Goetzmann and Peles
1997). Importantly for current purposes, the theory of cognitive dissonance
can be used to articulate how and why territorial identities may change over
time.

We propose, therefore, that cognitive dissonance may influence the tempo-
ral stability of territorially based identities, and assume that such identities rep-
resent an attitude that can change over time. Attitudes can be defined as one's
perceived favourability towards a specific object (Zanna and Remsdpel, 1988),
and we suggest that a country or a region represent such objects. Dissonance
theory suggests that attitudes can be influenced by knowledge, beliefs, affective
and behavioural factors (Festinger 1964; Worchel etal. 2000). Similar in spirit
to Zaller's theory of public opinion responses (1992), the expression of atti-
tudes reflects a sampling of these types of cognitions. The argument here is that
two such cognitions, partisan attitudes and awareness of election results (or
partisan control of the national government), can combine to create instances
of greater or lesser cognitive dissonance. Allow us to explicate our rationale.

Party identification, or partisanship, is widely viewed as a long‐term affec-
tive orientation towards a political party (Blais etal. 2002; Converse etal.
1960; but see Fiorina 1981). This orientation not only provides a heuristic for
individual voters to make sense of the political world (Sniderman etal. 1991)
but also acts a ‘perceptual screen’ through which new political information is
filtered (Converse et al. 1960). For example, Bartels demonstrates how parti-
sanship in the American case can create bias and directionally affect perfor-
mance evaluations, discernment of leadership traits, perceptions of objective
economic conditions and social policy issue positions (2002). A vast literature
has emerged which outlines the wide‐ranging effects of partisanship on a host
of other political attitudes and behaviour (see Holmberg 2007 for a review).

We suggest that partisanship has important implications for conceptions of
political community and territorially based political identity. In particular,
when expressing territorially based identity, one of the considerations accessed
by partisan individuals may be the partisan complexion of the national govern-
ment. Breakwell (2004) proposes that changes to social structures and context
may induce changes in identity, and we suggest control of the national govern-
ment can be a relevant contextual factor for many individuals. In particular,
we expect the control of government to be most likely to affect the identity
of partisans, for whom politics is both highly relevant and important (Bartels
2002). We suggest that, for example, when party X is in power at the national
level, partisans of party X should be less likely to experience dissonance when
expressing a primary identity with the national community, net of all the other
factors that might influence identifying with the national community. Indeed,
such individuals may experience dissonance if they do not feel a sense of na-
tional identification. Presumably, the partisans of party X agree with the
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actions of the national government controlled by their party and as a result are
more likely to hold positive feelings towards both the government and the
scope of the community that it encompasses. In this sense, we suggest that
there is a consistency between one's partisanship and identifying with the na-
tional community when one's party of identification is in office. By extension,
we suggest that partisans of other parties not in government may be in a more
likely position to experience cognitive dissonance by expressing a strong na-
tional identity.4

If the above is true, what might alter the conditions for the stable expression
of national identity? We suggest that the outcome of elections may be one such
factor which could shift the bases for evaluative (in)consistency and ultimately
create the conditions for greater (lesser) cognitive dissonance. The election of a
new party, for example, will induce dissonance among partisans of the
defeated governing party who hold a strong national identity. As we know,
dissonance can be lessened through the alteration of relevant cognitions. In
this case, we suggest that for some partisans, this will imply changing the de-
gree to which they identify with the national political community. We there-
fore expect that partisans of a defeated governing party should demonstrate
a decline in identification with the national community. Similarly, we suggest
that partisans of the party winning office will be affected by the electoral
change. By taking office, we expect that partisans of the new governing party
will be relatively likely to shift their responses to national identity and become
more likely to identify with the national political community.

It may also be the case that territorial identities could be altered without a
change in government after an election. National identifiers who are partisans
of a party kept out of power for consecutive elections may experience disso-
nance, and shift their attitudes as a result. At the same time, partisans of the
governing party are expected to be more likely to develop a national identifica-
tion if their party retains power at the national level. We suggest that this effect
may be due to election results themselves, or as a response to the implementa-
tion of government policy.

To summarise, we posit that the concept of cognitive dissonance provides a
strong theoretical basis to understand the conditions under which partisans al-
ter their expressed identity with the national political community. This discus-
sion allows us to state some specific expectations with respect to how the
theory of cognitive dissonance influences the stability of national identity.
Among partisans of the governing party, electoral defeat at the national level
should undermine the strength of national identity; maintaining a strong na-
tional identity should be more difficult if one's party has just been defeated.
By contrast, among partisans of an opposition party who take over govern-
ment through an electoral victory at the national level, levels of national iden-
tification should increase in order to maintain cognitive consistency. For
similar reasons of cognitive dissonance, the experience of one's party consecu-
tively winning (losing) national elections should serve to increase (decrease)
identification with the national community.
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Case selection

Canada and Britain are ideal cases for the study of territorial identity. As
noted above, both have strong histories of strong subnational identification
(Scotland and Wales in the UK and several provinces, especially Quebec, in
Canada). Indeed, subnational movements have led to (eventually unsuccessful)
secessionist referenda in both Canada (Quebec) and Britain (Scotland).

In the case of Canada, concerns of identity have been present since before
the country's birth. Indeed, the two primary ‘fathers’ of Confederation have
very different views on the subjects of nationality and identity. To John A.
Macdonald, Confederation (the joining together of several British Colonies
into a new, single colony) was meant to create ‘a great nationality, command-
ing the respect of the world’ (LaSelva 1996). To Macdonald, the colonists were
to cast aside their pre‐existing nationalities in favour of a new, overriding
Canadian nationalism. Meanwhile, for George‐Étienne Cartier, the new coun-
try was meant to be one in which multiple identities flourished simultaneously
(i.e. Canadian and Québécois, or Canadian and Nova Scotian). From the very
beginning of the Country's history, therefore, questions of territorial identity
have been part of mainstream political discourse.

Though Britain lacks the linguistic cleavage present in Canada, its constit-
uent units have an even longer history of territorial tension with one another.
The political effects of historical religious differences, a history of war between
the British regions and experience with independence on the part of Scotland
prior to the Acts of Union, 1707, are still present today. Demands for devolu-
tion fromWestminster to the regions culminated in the creation and empower-
ment of Assemblies in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland in the late 1990s,
and noteworthy separatist parties exist in all three regions (Bradbury 1997;
O'Neill 2004). In both Canada and Britain, therefore, the potential lure of sub-
national identification, at the expense of national identification, is particularly
strong.

Accordingly, we test our expectations with respect to territorial identifica-
tion using panel data from the Canadian and British Election Studies.
Canadian data are from 2004 to 2008,5 and British data cover the 1997 and
2001 elections.6 The 2004 Canadian election was won by the incumbent Lib-
erals, though the party was reduced from a majority to a minority government.
The Conservative Party won minority governments in both the 2006 and 2008
federal elections.7 The 1997 British election saw Labour take power after 18
years in opposition. The party won the 2001 election as well. Panel data are
necessary for us to evaluate changes in territorial identity, and to our knowl-
edge, these two sets of elections are the only ones for which appropriate data
(both in the questions posed and the panel design of the survey) are available.

Despite this limitation, these two sets of elections provide us with sufficient
variation on our key independent variable to test our expectations. In Canada,
the change in government means that we should see clear differences between
the Liberals, Conservatives and the rest of the population with respect to
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changes in territorial identification. The fact that we see no such change in
Britain provides us an opportunity to consider whether attitudes towards na-
tional identity are affected by the length of tenure of a party. If this is the case,
we should expect Labour and Conservative partisans to differ from the rest of
the population.

Methodology

Our analysis proceeds in two stages. First, we consider ‘static,’ or cross‐sec-
tional models to identify the correlates of national territorial identification in
Canada and Britain. Explanatory variables here include partisanship,8 region,
gender, education, a cognitive mobilisation variable,9 a measure of attitudes
towards an external political entity (the United States and Europe for Canada
and Britain respectively)10 and a retrospective economic evaluation measure
(Anderson and McGregor 2015).11 The dependent variable here is binary –

individuals identify most with the country as a whole or with some other terri-
torial entity (either sub or supranational).12 As our focus is upon the composi-
tion of national governments, our identity variables similarly focus upon the
national level. While we recognise the respondents might identify with multiple
territorial units (e.g. Moreno 2006), we focus upon the level with which they
identify most strongly.

Next, our ‘dynamic’ models evaluate changes in territorial identities within
the same individual over time. The dependent variable here has four values: In-
dividuals can be non‐national identifiers at both points in time, they can switch
from non‐national to national, they can switch from national to non‐national,
or they can be consistent national identifiers. Recall that we expect to see a rel-
ative decrease in levels of national identification among Liberal partisans, and
a relative increase among Conservative partisans in Canada through this time.
In Britain, levels of national identification are expected to increase among La-
bour Partisans, and be diminished for Conservatives. As many of the control
variables considered in the static models can change over time, the only con-
trols included in the dynamic models are region, gender and education level.13

The dynamic models are limited to those individuals who have constant
partisanship across the two elections (either Liberal, Labour, Conservative
or otherwise). The inclusion of cases where there is variation on this variable
would make it impossible to draw causal connections between our variables
of interest.14 For the Canadian data, we also limit this segment of our analysis
to those individuals who live in provinces where there was no shift in provin-
cial government between 2004 and 2008 (this includes all provinces except Sas-
katchewan, PEI and New Brunswick). Doing so allows us to control for the
potential effects of partisan identification and government at the provincial
level. This marginally reduces our sample size but nevertheless is a necessary
limitation.15 Note that the British Election Study does not include respondents
from Northern Ireland.
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Results

We begin by presenting the static models, in order to determine the correlates
of national identification at single points in time, considering two elections for
each country. Note that the results presented represent average marginal ef-
fects, based upon logistic regression models, and thus indicate the estimated ef-
fect of each explanatory variable upon the change in the likelihood of being
classified as a national identifier. All variables are coded from 0 to 1, or the
minimum to maximum values.16

With respect to our key explanatory factor, partisanship, there is a clear dif-
ference between several partisans groups and the base category (those individ-
uals who are not partisans of one of the major parties). In Canada, Liberals are
significantly more likely than the base group to be national identifiers, in both
elections, though there is no difference between Conservative partisans and the
base group in this respect. In Britain, Conservatives are more likely than the
base to be national identifiers in both years, while the same can only be said
of Labour partisans in 2001.

Unsurprisingly, many of the theorised control variables exhibit a relation-
ship with territorial identity. Region is a significant factor in both countries,
with individuals outside of the ‘centre’ of the respective countries much less
likely to be national identifiers. Quebecers and Atlantic residents have signifi-
cantly lower rates of national identification than do individuals in Ontario,
while the same can be said of Scottish and Welsh residents, compared with En-
glish respondents. University education is positively associated with national
identification in one election for each country, while retrospective economic
evaluations, cognitive mobilisation and gender are statistically significant for
one Canadian election each.

While Table1 is useful in allowing us to show differences between our par-
tisan groups and the baseline category for individual elections, it provides no
information on overall trends across time. In order to provide greater context
to the findings in Table1, Figure1 is presented. The figure shows predicted
levels of national identification for each partisan group for each election. These
estimates are produced using postestimation based upon the four models in
Table1 (note: Predicted values are calculated while keeping values of control
variables unchanged). Figure1 thus provides some indication of how territorial
identities shifted over time for the three partisan categories.

At first glance, many of the results in Figure1 appear to confirm our expec-
tations. In Canada, levels of national identification among Liberal partisans
declined from 2004 to 2008, as we might expect given the party's loss of power.
Similarly, supporters of the victorious Conservative Party registered an in-
crease in levels of national identification. In Britain, supporters of the Conser-
vative party, which lost power in 1997 and lost again in 2001, saw a decline in
national identification, as we should expect. Labour partisans also registered a
slight decrease in national identification; however, this decrease is less than
that experienced by Conservative partisans. These results suggest that
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partisanship is but one factor that might influence levels of national identifica-
tion. The ‘other’ group experienced a change in level of national identification
in both Canada and Britain, without the theorised effect of partisanship acting
upon them. These results therefore suggest that factors other than partisanship
can affect changes in territorial identities and that partisan patterns must be
considered in relative terms.

Table 1. The correlates of national identification – static models

Canada Britain

2004 2008 1997 2001

Liberal PID 0.11 (0.03)** 0.07 (0.03)*
Labour PID 0.03 (0.02) 0.05 (0.02)*
Conservative PID −0.04 (0.03) −0.04 (0.03) 0.09 (0.02)** 0.09 (0.03)**
West −0.05 (0.03) −0.05 (0.03)
Quebec −0.18 (0.03)** −0.25 (0.04)**
Atlantic −0.11 (0.04)** −0.24 (0.04)**
Scotland −0.35 (0.02)** −0.39 (0.02)**
Wales −0.22 (0.04)** −0.21 (0.04)**
University educated 0.03 (0.02) 0.06 (0.03)* −0.01 (0.03) 0.06 (0.03)*
Feelings of US 0.01 (0.05) 0.08 (0.06)
Feelings about
Europe 0.02 (0.02) 0.00 (0.07)
Retrospective
economic evaluations 0.10 (0.03)** −0.01 (0.04) 0.05 (0.04) 0.08 (0.05)
Cognitive mobilisation 0.08 (0.04) 0.15 (0.05)** 0.00 (0.04) −0.04 (0.04)
Female −0.03 (0.02) −0.10 (0.03)** −0.02 (0.02) 0.03 (0.02)
N 1458 1157 3010 2293
Pseedo‐R2 0.0537 0.0795 0.0821 0.0967

Entries report marginal effects and standard errors (in parentheses).
*p<0.05; **p<0.01.

Figure 1. National identification by partisanship.
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While largely compatible with expectations, the results in Figure1 cannot be
considered conclusive. The graphs in Figure1 are based upon cross‐sectional
data, and therefore do not provide information on how individual respondents
may react to election outcomes over time. Furthermore, the figure does not
provide an indication of whether observed differences are statistically signifi-
cant. To overcome these issues, we employ panel data from multiple elections.
Having information from the same respondents, over multiple election years,
allows for a more advanced evaluation of patterns of change (or stability) in
territorial identification over time.

Accordingly, Table2 shows the average marginal effect of each explanatory
variable upon the probability of belonging to each of the four categories of the
dependent variable (effects are calculated based upon multinomial logistic re-
gression models). Two of the categories involve no change in identity, and
two involve a change (either from national to non‐national, or vice versa).
Once again, we expect partisans of winning parties to move towards national
identity, and partisans of losing parties to move away from national identify,
compared with the base group.

For the purpose of this study, the most important parts of Table2 are the
two centre columns – the ‘change’ columns.17 Statistically significant results
in these columns indicate that the territorial identities of partisans are changing
over time, either more or less than the base category. Canadian results suggest
that Liberal partisans were nine percentage points more likely than the base
group to switch from national to non‐national identification, a finding consis-
tent with expectations. There is no similarly statistically significant finding for
Conservative partisans, however, who were no different from the base cate-
gory. In Britain, it is Labour partisans who differ from the base category.
From 1997 to 2001, Labour partisans were six points more likely than the
baseline group to switch their primary territorial identification to national.
Again, however, there is no difference between Conservative partisans and
the reference group when it comes to change in territorial identity within
Britain.

Results are thus partially compatible with expectations. Liberals in Canada
and Labour partisans in Britain behave as expected. The loss of power by the
Liberals was followed by a relative decline in the sense of national identifica-
tion among the party's supporters. In Britain, consecutive victories by Labour
were accompanied by a relative shift towards national identification among
Labour partisans. Interestingly, Conservative supporters in both countries be-
have no differently from the base category with respect to changes in iden-
tity.18 Though Figure1 reveals that levels of national identification changed
for Conservative partisans in both countries (increasing in Canada and de-
creasing in Britain), these changes were not statistically different than those ex-
perienced by the base category. Recall that we have no theoretical expectation
for the base group – these individuals are not partisans of one of the major
parties, and thus, we do not expect them to be influenced by election outcomes
through the partisanship mechanism. Put another way, while Liberal and
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Labour partisans appear to be affected by election outcomes, this is not the
case for Conservatives in either Canada or Britain.

Discussion

The results of this study reveal several noteworthy findings. First, results con-
firm that there are a great number of factors that influence one's sense of pri-
mary territorial identification. Region, in particular, is a significant factor in
both Canada and Britain. We also find modest evidence that education, eco-
nomic evaluations, cognitive mobilisation and gender have a relationship with
territorial identities. Addressing a matter thus far ignored in the academic lit-
erature, this paper has also shown that territorial identities can change over
time. We have observed changes in both Canada and Britain with respect to
levels of national identification. Additionally, we have been able to show that
these changes are moderated by partisanship. While Labour partisans in Brit-
ain experienced a relative increase in national identification, the level of na-
tional identification among Liberal partisans in Canada declined.

The results in Figure1 suggest, however, that factors other than partisan-
ship – factors which are unobserved here – can cause a change in levels of na-
tional identification. In the periods under study, levels of national
identification among the population as a whole tended to increase in Canada,
and decrease in Britain. Without speculating as to the reason for these popula-
tion‐wide trends, one thing that is clear is that Liberal and Labour partisanship
appears to have dampened these trends in Canada and Britain, respectively.
Liberal partisans were less likely to become national identifiers than were indi-
viduals in the base category, and Labour supporters were able to avoid the
population‐wide trend of declining levels of national identification. For sup-
porters of these parties, therefore, partisanship appears to play a role in shap-
ing the territorial identities. The data are therefore compatible with our
expectation that partisanship, in conjunction with election results, can influ-
ence one's territorial identity.

Taken together, these results provide evidence consistent with the expecta-
tions derived from the theory of cognitive dissonance. For partisans of major
parties, election outcomes contribute to shaping the conditions within which
territorial identity is reconsidered and possibly altered over time. In particular,
we find evidence to support the supposition that cognitive dissonance is expe-
rienced by some partisans after a change in partisan control of the national
government – Liberals in Canada and Labour in the UK appear most likely
to experience and respond to this dissonance by altering their primary territo-
rially based political identity.

Future research is required to disentangle the effect upon territorial identi-
fication of election outcomes from that of experiencing a government of a par-
ticular partisan stripe. Having one's preferred party either win or lose an
election may have an impact, but so too may the experience of years of policies
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implemented by a government. British data, in particular, suggest that the lat-
ter may have an important effect. Even though there was no change in govern-
ment from 1997 and 2001, feelings of national identification increased for
Labour partisans. As respondents were interviewed after the election in 1997,
any effect upon territorial identification brought about by the election itself
could have already taken effect by the time identity was measured. The ob-
served change in territorial identity of Labour partisans can therefore be attrib-
uted to experiencing four years of Labour government. Indeed, future research
might utilise a simple but powerful design to gauge the impact of election out-
comes on territorial identity by measuring territorial identity immediately be-
fore and after elections. Researchers might also consider studying this
question in other elections and settings to see if our findings hold.

An interesting question which stems from our findings is why Conservative
partisans seem to behave no differently from the base group with respect to
change of identity. This finding is particularly interesting given the fact that,
during the time periods covered here, both the Canadian Conservatives and
the British Labour Parties were strongly decentralist in nature. During their
tenure, both governments ‘devolved’ significant powers from the central gov-
ernment to regional/provincial legislatures. Indeed, Labour made promises
of devolution during the 1997 campaign, and were responsible for the creation
of Parliaments in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales shortly after their
election. For their part, the Canadian Conservatives pursued an active pro-
gramme of decentralisation, under the banner of ‘open federalism’ (Banting
etal. 2006). Why is it, in light of decentralisation in both countries, that gov-
ernment partisans behaved differently in the two countries? British government
partisans experienced a relative increase in national identification, while parti-
sans of the Canadian governing party were no different than the baseline group
in this respect.

The government/opposition distinction aside, the fact remains that statisti-
cally significant effects were discovered for Liberal and Labour partisans only;
Conservatives in both countries were no different from the baseline group. At
present, it is unclear whether Conservative partisans are immune to effects of
election outcomes or if the null findings for Conservative partisans are a func-
tion of considering a limited number of elections in this paper. We believe this
question deserves further study. One possibility for the differential effects be-
tween the parties may lie in ideological differences. Both parties exhibiting ef-
fects are centre‐left parties, and those that did not are centre‐right ones. While
we do not have a ready answer for why the results appear to align by party
family, future work may consider whether there is an ideological reason for
these divergent effects and why that might be. A related avenue for consider-
ation is the question of whether Conservatives differ from other partisans with
respect to their susceptibility to dissonance pressures. We know that ideologi-
cally conservative individuals can differ physiologically/neurologically and in
terms of personality from other voters (Amodio etal. 2007; Carney etal. 2004;
Kanai etal. 2011), so there are many reasons that may account for the
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differences observed here between Conservative and other partisans. Finally,
in light of the very real experience of both Canada and Britain with substate
nationalist movements, the implications of this paper's findings may extend
to secessionist movements. In particular, our results suggest that, for a not in-
significant number of voters, national‐level electoral outcomes may contribute
to shaping the relative salience of substate territorial identities. This effect can
be of substantial importance if there are territorial patterns to partisanship. If
the party in power nationally has little support in secessionist regions, this
could depress aggregate levels of national identification in such areas. Such a
finding has implications for the prospects for the success of secessionist refer-
enda, and for the territorial integrity of nations.

Notes

1 Marks (1999) observes that we know little about how and why territorial identities change over
time. While, Breakwell (2004) develops a theoretical explanation of how territorial identity in the
context of the European Union might change over time. This work suggests that identity change is
caused by social changes in the structure or processes of the social context. Individual identity
change in response to these changes, in turn, will vary by: 1) their personal relevance; 2) the imme-
diacy of the person's involvement in them; 3) the amount of change demanded; and 4) how nega-
tive the change is deemed to be (Breakwell 2004). However, we can find no empirical work
explicitly considering this question in the context of territorial identity.
2 Notably, the effects of postmaterialism are far less prevalent in the literature (Janssen 1991;
Medrano and Gutierrez 2001) and are not considered in our analyses.
3 See Hutchinson (2004) and Kaufmann (2008) for extensive treatment of how specific factors
unique to potential or actual nations (such as partisanship, ideology, territory, history and psycho-
logical resources) can influence the shape and character of nationalism.
4 The above discussion can be augmented with some consideration of partisan issue ownership
of national identity. There is a relatively well‐developed literature on issue ownership showing that
political parties can be perceived to own the more popular policy position and/or be more compe-
tent on particular issues (Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996) and that these effects are stronger
when the issues are considered salient among voters (Belanger and Meguid 2008). There has been
little extension of this literature to the topic of national identity. However, Sheets etal. (2011) find,
in the American case, that religion and national identity have grown in importance as a basis of
evaluating Presidential candidates and that the Republican Party has come to ‘own’ issues related
to patriotism in American politics. In the case of Canada, Nadeau etal. (2001) found that the
Liberal Party owned the national unity issue in the wake of the 1995 sovereignty referendum in
Quebec. Beyond this, there has been little work explicitly exploring whether political parties own
the issue of national identity. This would seem to be a topic for further research.
5 Though the Canadian data also cover the 2006 election, the measure of territorial identity was
not included in that year's survey. The 2011 election was also included in the panel, but the format
of the territorial identity is incompatible with the question used in 2004 and 2008, so this election
cannot be considered here.
6 All data are collected after the elections under study.
7 For Quebec voters, we assume that Canadian identity is correlated with voting for either the federal
Liberals or the federal Conservatives. Both parties have strong federalist (i.e. anti‐separatist) stances.
8 We consider only the two largest parties in each country (the Liberals and Conservatives in
Canada and Labour and the Conservatives in Britain). We expect that the effects of election out-
comes upon territorial identity stem from a belief on the part of party supporters that their party
has a reasonable chance at victory. Failure is likely to depress levels of national identification,
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while victory should heighten such sentiments. Supporters of other parties should therefore react
no differently to election outcomes than do non‐partisans. An analysis (not shown but available
from the authors upon request) of change in territorial sentiment for these two groups reveals this
assumption to be correct. In neither Canada nor Britain do non‐partisans behave differently than
partisans of minor parties with respect to patterns of change in national identity between elections.
As our theoretical interest is in the two major parties in each country, the decision was made here
to group these individuals together.
9 The cognitive mobilisation variable is based upon a measure of general political interest.

10 We recognise that our measures of attitudes towards an external entity are slightly different be-
tween our cases. For Canada, respondents are asked their opinions towards the United States
(a distinct political entity), and in Britain, respondents are asked if the country should remain a
part of the EU (which Britain is a member of). This difference is a result of the availability of data,
and we suggest that it is acceptable for two reasons. First, we expect that these attitudes should
have the same relationship with national identity – in theory, both should be negatively associated
with national identity. Second, this variable is only a control in our analysis and is not statistically
significant, meaning that it has no substantive effect upon our results.
11 Anderson and McGregor (forthcoming) find an association between territorial identities and
evaluations of government performance in Canada.
12 The question used to operationalise this variable in Canada is ‘Which of the following to you
identify with most? Your neighbourhood, town or city, your region, your province, Canada, North
America and the world as a whole’. In 2004 and 2008, respectively, 26.3 per cent and 28.6 per cent
of respondents were national identifiers. In Britain, respondents are asked which nationality best
describes them (response options were British, English, European, Irish, Northern Irish, Scottish
or Welsh); 45.8 per cent of respondents chose ‘British’ in 1997, while this number was 44.5 per cent
in 2001. While there are evident differences between these identity questions, we argue that both
clearly address respondents’ positions on the topic of territorial identity. Beyond this, the compar-
ative differences are not concerning as our analyses focus on the within‐case consistency of na-
tional identity through time and not the between‐case comparison.
13 We fully recognise that respondents in subnational regions like Quebec or Scotland will have
stronger subnational identities for a variety of cultural, psychological and linguistic (Quebec) rea-
sons. However, because we are focusing on changes in national identity, we make the assumption
that these highly relevant factors to national identity are invariant over the time period considered.
Additionally, we recognise that Scottish and Welsh devolution began during the 1997–2001 time
period under consideration in this paper. While the establishment of regional Assemblies in
Scotland and Wales may well influence the relative salience of subnational identities among these
communities, we argue that the effects of partisanship after a national election outcome on na-
tional identity would be equivalent for both the Labour and Conservative parties.
14 It is also conceivable that some individuals with strong territorial identities may shift their
partisan attitudes in response to election outcomes.
15 Another option considered here was to include a dummy variable indicating that the party in
power at the provincial level changed between federal elections. Given that Canada's provincial
party systems often do not match that of the national level, and because we have no information
on provincial partisan identification, this option was ruled out.
16 The survey questions employed in this study are listed in Appendix I.
17 Nevertheless, the external columns reveal interesting information. They suggest that, in
Canada, Liberal partisans are relatively unlikely to be stable non‐national identifiers and very
likely to be stable national identifiers. In Britain, it is Labour Partisans who are stable non‐national
identifiers and stable national identifiers.
18 Note that the interaction of partisanship and cognitive mobilisation produces no statistically
significant results for either country. Though one might expect the effect of election outcomes to
have a greater effect among individuals who are politically interested, this null finding is not
surprising, given the fact that partisans as a group tend to have relatively high levels of interest.
Similarly, we find no significant results when the regional and partisan variables are interacted,
indicating that the effect of election outcomes upon identity is not conditioned by region.
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Appendix I: survey questions and coding

National identity

Canada: Which of the following do you identify with most? Your
neighbourhood, town or city, your region, your province, Canada, North
America, the world as a whole? (Coded as 1 if response=Canada, otherwise
coded as 0).

Britain: What nationality best describes you? British, English, European,
Irish, Northern Irish, Scottish, Welsh, other? (Coded as 1 if response=British,
otherwise coded as 0).

Partisanship

Canada: In federal politics, do you usually think of yourself as a: Liberal, Con-
servative, NDP, Bloc Quebecois, Green Party, other? (Coded as Liberal and
Conservative dummies).

Does the respondent think of him/herself as: Conservative, Labour, Liberal
Democrat, SNP, Plaid Cymru, Green party, other, none? (Coded as Labour
and Conservative dummies).

Region

Canada: Regions are West (B.C., Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba), Ontario,
Quebec and East (New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, PEI, Newfoundland and
Labrador) (Coded as dummies).

Britain: Regions are Scotland, England, Wales (note that Northern Ireland
is not included in the British Election Study). (Coded as dummies).

University Education

Canada: What is the highest level of education that you have completed?
(Coded as 1 if Bachelor's degree or greater, otherwise coded as 0).

Britain: What is your highest education qualification? (Coded as 1 if degree,
otherwise coded as 0).

Feelings towards other political community

Canada: On a scale of 0–100, how do you feel about the United States?
(Recoded to range from 0 to 1).

Britain: Should Britain stay a member of the European Community?
(Coded as 0 if no, 1 if yes).
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Retrospective economic evaluations

Canada: Over the past year, has Canada's economy: gotten better, gotten
worse, stayed about the same? (Coded from 0=gotten worse to 1=gotten
better).

Britain: Describe the general economic situation in Great Britain in the past
year: Got a lot better, got a little better, stayed the same, got a little worse, got
a lot worse. (Coded from 0=got a lot worse to 1 got a lot better).

Interest

Canada: On a scale from 0 to 10, how interested are you in politics generally?
(Recoded to range from 0 to 1).

Britain: How much interest do you have in politics? A great deal, quite a lot,
some, not very much, none at all. (Recoded to range from 0=none at all to 1=
a great deal).

Gender

Canada and Britain: Coded as 1 if female, 0 if male.
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