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commitment to the British state structure. Rather, the expansion 
of state welfare in the post-war period had fortuitous nation-
building consequences, by strengthening a sense of solidarity 
across the national state territory and reinforcing an attachment 
to the state as the guarantor of social and economic security. 
(McEwen, 2010: 86)

From the 1980s, however, it seems clear that this reconcili-
ation of national identifications has begun to slowly unravel, 
punctuated by the establishment of the Scottish Parliament in 
1997 and critically underlined by the unanticipated scale of 
the Yes vote in the Scottish referendum and, recently, the 
Scottish National Party’s (SNP’s) historic landslide result in 
the UK General Election of 2015. It may be suggested that 
what was a slow-burning ember of national self-determina-
tion in Scotland, and an associated rejection of the trajectory 
of the political culture that has developed at Westminster, was 
suddenly and full ignited in the months preceding the referen-
dum. It has been suggested that views on Thatcherism, and 
indeed ‘Blairism’, had long been divided to some extent, with 
the more prosperous middle classes being more supportive 
(or at least less averse) with respect to the United Kingdom’s 
neoliberal political consensus and, thus, less likely to support 
independence (Curtice, 2014; Johnston and Pattie, 1989). 
However, as is discussed in more detail below, an increasing 
unease across a large swathe of, in particular, Scotland’s less 
affluent populace with respect to UK politics since the rise of 
Thatcherism – a trend punctuated by the imposition of the 
poll tax in the late 1980s – appeared to have gained further 
traction in response to the post-crisis austerity politics 
embraced by the Conservative led coalition government. In 
effect, the referendum appeared to emerge as a focus for cur-
rent and longstanding discontents that had hitherto lacked a 
political vehicle or outlet for expression (Davidson, 2014; 
Keating, 2010). Moreover, growing support for the SNP’s 
‘offer’, and independence itself, appeared further influenced 
by the perception that the Labour Party, the once unassaila-
bly dominant party in Scotland, no longer offered a signifi-
cant opposition or alternative that chimed with the political 
culture of increasing sections of the Scottish public, and par-
ticularly those from working-class backgrounds (Curtice, 
2014; Davidson, 2014; Davidson et al., 2010). Some com-
mentators have suggested that these trends may be fairly 
complex in that, at an individual level, Scots may only be 
marginally more ‘leftist’ than their English counterparts. 
Nonetheless, there appears to be a significant divergence 
with southern England in terms of the broader political cul-
ture (Keating, 2011):

It is not that Scots are further to the left than the English. Surveys 
show them only very slightly to the left and close to voters in the 
North of England (Rosie and Bond, 2007). In Scotland, however, 
resistance to Thatcherism had a vehicle in national identity, with 
the nation being reinvented on social democratic lines. Since 
devolution, policy in Scotland under both Labour/Liberal 
Democrat and SNP administrations has been more traditionally 

social democratic than in England, with no quasi-privatization 
in the health service, support for comprehensive education and a 
generally more Universalist attitude to social services. (Keating, 
2010 as cited in Keating, 2011: 8)

Aside from such nuances in terms of the underpinnings of 
Scotland’s emerging self-determination, the growing extent 
of the cleavage with the South and Westminster politics 
appeared came as a surprise to the UK government and 
opposition parties, who had been reasonably sanguine 
regarding the outcome just months before:

David Cameron is growing increasingly confident the UK 
government will win its battle for a single-question referendum 
asking the Scottish people to simply vote Yes or No to 
independence. The Scotsman has learned the Prime Minister is 
prepared to let the SNP delay the poll until its preferred date of 
October 2014 in the knowledge he will win the crucial argument 
in favour one straightforward question. Senior No 10 sources 
suggest Mr Cameron’s belief that he will outflank Alex Salmond 
on the framing of the ballot paper has been bolstered by the SNP’s 
cave-in on the Scotland Bill. (The Scotsman, 24 March 2012)

In fact, at the time of assenting to the referendum, as the 
above implies, David Cameron, was considered to have laid 
the Scottish question largely to rest by avoiding a ‘devo 
max’1 option on the ballot, where a yes vote looked like a 
clear possibility, in favour of a straightforward full independ-
ence question, where the latter had looked virtually impos-
sible at that time.

The increasing fragility of this assumption became ever 
clearer in the weeks prior to the referendum vote, precipitat-
ing a ‘panicked’ trek northwards from leaders of all of the 
main Westminster parties to present what became known as 
‘the vow’ on increased Scottish parliamentary powers. This 
was accompanied by a concomitant series of emotional pleas 
from Westminster politicians, highlighted in the national 
media, aimed at averting the break-up of the United Kingdom:

I speak for millions of people across England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland – and many in Scotland, too, who would be 
utterly heartbroken by the break-up of the United Kingdom. 
Utterly heartbroken to wake up on Friday morning to the end of 
the country we love. (Prime Minister, David Cameron, The 
Independent, 16 September 2014)

In terms of our project, as noted, both the apparent speed 
of this political transition, and its potential impact or UK 
politics as a whole, captured our interest. Principally, we 
were concerned with the factors that had shaped the pre-ref-
erendum debate in Scotland and how might we come to an 
understanding of its wider effects, if any. This latter consid-
erations led to us widening the scope of the study to explore 
Twitter data related to the subsequent UK general election 
(taking place some 8 months later), as well as referendum 
related data, with the aim of identifying synergies and dis-
parities with respect to the issues being raised in relation to 
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Data analysis
Many existing studies use custom-made research tools 
that are barely discussed and so cannot be validated by 
other scholars and the excuse often hinges around the 
argument that Twitter and other social media platforms 
are relatively new, and interdisciplinary approaches for 
the qualitative and quantitative study of datasets drawn 
from social media platforms are not standardized. This 
undermines the potential to replicate and translate such 
studies to similar contexts. In this section, we, therefore, 
outline the research approaches adopted in this work, and 
provide more detailed methodological background to our 
research. This will allow other researchers to apply these 
approaches to their own areas of research, to generate 
comparable datasets, and to replicate or challenge our 
findings.

Text and opinion mining sits at the heart of social media 
analytics because most platforms utilized the micro-blog-
ging approach, which allows users to express their views 
and opinions with a mixture of text, images, and gestures 
(in the form of emoticons). We utilized a variety of tools 
and packages in R to process the dataset gathered from 
Twitter. For example, we employed basic statistics and text 
mining techniques to count and compare specific commu-
nicative patterns within the dataset. Such analysis could 
provide metrics and statistics that describe the Twitter 
activities captured in the dataset. Specifically, we counted 
the frequency of relevant terms/keywords within the data-
set and used standard information retrieval techniques such 
as stemming and stem completion to normalise the key-
words. The volume of the dataset was large and time con-
suming to process and so a representative sample was 
chosen (that is tweets communicated one day before, dur-
ing and after the Scottish Independence Referendum and 
UK General Election). To do this, the dataset was filtered 
for relevant tweets using specific keywords and specified 
timeframes only (since we did not collect the user details 
including screen name, User ID, location, and so on due to 
ethical considerations discussed in the Ethics Section). In 
this light, we considered tweets, which had at least one of 
the hashtags in the list of hashtags and was tweeted or 
retweeted for these events during the selected time frame.

As outlined below, we conducted some content analysis 
and could identify most prominent keywords within the cor-
pus. For the next phase, we are utilising latent dirichlet allo-
cation (LDA) to identify topics in the dataset and create topic 
models, which allow the probabilistic modelling of term fre-
quencies in a corpus. The fitted model can be used to esti-
mate the similarity between tweets as well as between a set 
of specified keywords using an additional layer of latent 
variables, which are referred to as topics. We also intend to 
employ sentiment analysis techniques to gauge attitudes to 
particular themes associated with keywords that have 
emerged as being prominently represented in the data.

Ethics revisited
As noted above, the ethical scenario with respect to web data 
has shifted to some extent in tandem with the rapid develop-
ment of both techniques, the digital landscape itself and, to 
some extent, in the way in which many universities have 
extended oversight in this area. One particular hurdle we had 
to negotiate was that, in line with the latter, ethical decisions 
no longer rest with individual academics, research teams or 
even disciplines but often have to be ratified by institutional 
committees prior to bids being submitted and/or work com-
mencing. This was the case for our project team. While we 
did not experience serious difficulties in this regard, it can be 
suggested that the requirement to achieve ethical clearance 
can be seen to be particularly problematic for online research-
ers, given the fact that, as noted above, this type of work can 
raise quite novel considerations while the application of 
standard ethical guidelines may not be appropriate or 
workable.

In our case, when applying for ethical approval, it was 
anticipated that there may have been some issues regarding 
the fact that we would be exploring personal political opin-
ions and, further down the line, potentially presenting 
responses from specific individual posters as we ‘drilled 
down’ through various levels of the data. Certainly, we were 
aware that any personal identifiers would need to be 
excluded. What we were less prepared for was a suggestion 
that there might be an issue with us collecting data from 
minors (under 13), as this was brought to our attention by the 
committee. While this was always a possibility, we consid-
ered it fairly unlikely or extremely minimal in relation to a 
study of this nature, while our ethics committee came to the 
view that this was not a serious issue. However, one condi-
tion of approval that, in retrospect, does seem problematic is 
that, with the aim of supporting posters’ anonymity, we were 
not allowed to collect global positioning system (GPS) loca-
tion data with the tweets. We could not then subsequently 
conduct one aspect of our proposed analysis that might pro-
vide insight with respect to regional variations in keyword/
topic frequencies that may have further illuminated our find-
ings. Evidently, we would not have presented location data 
associated with individuals, but the ability to group responses 
together on a regional basis is something that would not have 
compromised the interests or privacy of subjects. This is 
something that we intend to address in relation to future 
work.

Preliminary findings
For the specific purposes of this piece, as noted, it is only 
possible to offer a flavour of ongoing work at this stage, 
given that both the data analysis and the tools being devel-
oped are very much works in progress, albeit that to attempt 
to go further would also have been unwieldy and beyond the 
scope of this largely reflective piece. However, we have 
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presented some preliminary findings drawn from a selection 
of the data at the ‘top level’ of analysis, covering the relative 
frequency of keywords related to two of the key hashtags 
being explored on dates around the Independence 
Referendum 2014 and General Election 2015. As can hope-
fully be gleaned from the discussion below, this preliminary 
stage in the analysis has nonetheless revealed some interest-
ing results.

We have approached this stage, as suggested above, on 
the assumption that the frequency of aggregated keyword 
usage within Twitter postings is broadly representative of an 
associated issue’s significance in relation to the political pro-
cesses being commented upon and discussed, that is, in rela-
tion to associated hashtags. As noted, the keywords/topics 
were those that the team considered were reflective of some 
the key contemporary political and socio-economic issues 
permeating the referendum and subsequent general election 
debates among politicians, online pundits, web forums and 
as represented in the mainstream mass media. By applying 
the same set of topic related keywords in relation to referen-
dum and general election associated hashtags, we also hoped 
to gain an impression of consistencies and disparities in 
terms of the relative frequency and, thus, potential signifi-
cance of political and socio-economic concepts and issues in 
each case. Evidently, this stage of the research process is nec-
essary in terms of identifying topics and issues for further 
exploration and excavation within the data, although this 
does not reveal attitudes in relation to particular concepts and 
issues, as deeper (contextual and sentiment) analysis is evi-
dently required here, which will be conducted in a further 
phase of the analysis. Nonetheless, we consider that it is 
legitimate to offer some provisional observations based on 
the prominence, or lack of, with respect to particular key-
words, when considered against the backdrop of the wider 
debate associated with the referendum and general election 
(see Table 1).

The Scottish independence referendum 
(18 September 2015)
Figures 1 to 3 illustrate, as obviously anticipated, many of 
the terms being circulated on Twitter around the period of the 
referendum poll refer directly to the political parties and pol-
iticians involved. It is also the case that, as might be expected, 
‘nationalistic’ terms, that is, Scots, English and so on are 
highly prominent. The specific context in which these 
phrases were employed will be the subject of further analysis 
as we ‘drill down’ through the data. What will be interesting 
is the extent to which the employment of these terms is sim-
ply descriptive or, in fact, reflects something more meaning-
ful in terms of a pre-existing or emerging ethno-national 
dimension to the independence process. This is interesting 
given that numerous commentators, including prominent 
members of the SNP, retain the view that the independence 

movement has been largely mobilised via a rejection of UK 
politics and economic policy, as suggested above, as opposed 
to nationalistic or, indeed, anti-English sentiment per se.

As to the prevalence of more generic political and socio-
economic keywords, a few notable terms were consistently 
employed across this selection. Oil features prominently in 
each data selection, reflecting its longstanding centrality to 
the Scottish independence debate. Work, tax, pay, NHS, cuts 
(and austerity), banks, pension related terms also feature 
across the 3 days selected, pointing towards some of the key 
socio-economic factors that concern those engaged on the 
online independence debate. These are areas where we would 
expect to find that pro-independence commentators would 

Table 1.  Search terms for Independence Referendum and 
GE2015.

Hashtags, Keywords and Search terms

Debate Rich deficit
Westminster housing austerity
Cameron second homes independence
Miliband banks nationalism
Sturgeon banking Scotland
Clegg bankers England
Farage economy Wales
UKIP crisis Ireland
Plaid Cymru recession Scottish
Libdem recovery Scots
Liberal bailout English
Communist interest rates Irish
Labour socialist Welsh
Labor socialism cuts
Conservative red tories health
Tories neoliberalism NHS
Liberal Democrat globalisation privatisation
UKIP globalization oil
SNP consumption energy
Green protest housing
left wing budget house price
right wing business renting
left-wing consumer rents
right-wing benefits mortgages
employment scroungers buy to let
unemployment skivers BTL
work hard working tax
jobs immigration taxation
wages emigration inequality
pay pension tax evasion
salaries pensioner tax avoidance
low Pay public service insecure work
part time insecurity
  zero hours
  welfare
  public spending
  debt
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Figure 1.  Drawn from filtering of 28,630 tweets – Generic terms Scotland; Independence; Referendum; Scottish excluded from data as 
high responses skewed presentation – frequencies <10 also excluded.

Figure 2.  Drawn from filtering of 28,611 tweets – Generic terms Scotland; Independence; Referendum; Scottish excluded from this 
data as high responses skewed presentation – frequencies <10 also excluded.

Figure 3.  Drawn from filtering of 28,466 tweets – Generic terms Scotland; Independence; Referendum; Scottish excluded from this 
data as high responses skewed presentation – frequencies <10 also excluded.










