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Abstract
Can a scandal in one political sphere tarnish—or unexpectedly polish—the reputation of leaders and
politicians in another? This study investigates the impact of political scandals in multi-level political systems
and explores three possibilities: contagion, where trust erodes across all political levels; containment, where
evaluations are limited to the specific institutions involved; and contrast, where actors at other levels appear
more trustworthy in comparison. This paper presents the first experimental test of vertical contagion,
containment, and contrast effects following real-world scandals in UK and Scottish politics: Partygate and
Campervangate. We find weak evidence of contagion in the Scottish-level ‘Campervangate’ scandal, al-
though trust reductions were generally small and often not statistically significant. However, the ‘Partygate’
scandal reveals a distinct contrast effect: trust decreased in UK political actors but increased at the Scottish
level. These results suggest that scandals in multi-level polities can influence evaluations of otherwise
‘innocent’ political actors with troubling consequences for democratic accountability mechanisms.
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Political scandals – where political actors are perceived to have engaged in norm-breaking and/or
unethical behaviour – can have a corrosive effect on political trust and support (Entman 2012; Faris
et al. 2017; Sikorski, Knoll, and Matthes 2018). The most consistent and unsurprising finding across
contexts is that political scandals damage the approval ratings of individual politicians who are the
subject of them (Lanoue and Headrick 1994; Sikorski 2018). More concerning, perhaps, is evidence
of contagion: when the negative effect of scandals spillover from the original subject and citizens
tar a wider pool of politicians and institutions with the same brush. A recent meta-analysis reveals
plentiful evidence of such contagion (Sikorski 2018). Scandals involving a single politician have
affected citizens’ trust towards the government more broadly (Lee 2018), the party of the scandal’s
subject (Maier 2011; Leigh and Vulliamy 1997; Sikorski, Heiss, and Matthes 2020) and the wider
political class of politicians (Bowler and Karp 2004; Pattie and Johnston 2012; Puente-Diaz 2015).
Since trust, a bellwether for broader political support and legitimacy (Marien and Hooghe 2011;
Krupenkin 2021), is generally fairly stable over time (Devine and Valgarðsson 2023) the damage
inflicted on it by a landmark scandal can be long-lasting. Understanding the nature and scope of
contagion is therefore crucial to democratic health.

© Cambridge University Press 2024. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited.

larnerJM@cardiff.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


2 Jac M. Larner et al.

While the phenomenon of scandal contagion has been extensively studied horizontally—examining
how scandals affect trust in political actors and institutions at the same level of government—the
potential for vertical contagion across different levels in multi-level polities remains unexamined. This
gap in the literature raises important questions about whether scandals can affect trust in government
levels that differ in partisan composition and legislative competence from the scandal’s origin. This
possibility is of particular concern for democratic health, with scandal contamination leaving citizens
without a safe harbour of trusted governance at any level and potentially increasing susceptibility to
anti-democratic sentiments.

In this letter we provide a first empirical test of vertical scandal contagion using two survey
experiments in Scotland, and make three substantial contributions to the literature. First, we provide a
multi-level perspective on previous findings that typically focus on a single political echelon, allowing
us to discern how the effects of scandals propagate across, upward, and downward through political
hierarchies. Second, we provide a more nuanced understanding of contagion effects by considering
the hierarchical nature of political systems. Sub-state governmental levels, often conceptualized as
second-order arenas (Reif and Schmitt 1980; Schmitt and Teperoglou 2017), may be perceived as less
consequential than state-level politics, potentially leading to differential propagation of scandal effects
based on their point of origin. Third, we examine how individual-level factors, particularly alignment
with salient identity in-groups and out-groups at various territorial scales (Turner et al. 1987; Simon
and Klandermans 2001), influence reactions to scandals across governmental levels. Our findings
contribute to broader discussions on political trust, democratic resilience, and the complexities of
public opinion formation in federated or decentralized political contexts.

1. Existing Research
We have already noted the shortage of empirical evidence on the question posed in our study.
However, past research – both theoretical and empirical – does provide guidance about when and
how we might expect scandals to spill over to other levels of government. First, at a basic cognitive
psychological level, Schwarz and Bless’s (1992) inclusion/exclusion model posits that spillover or
contagion effects take place when incoming information seems applicable to both the subject and
the wider category to which they belong. So in the context of political scandals, the critical question
becomes: To what extent do voters view a scandal as indicative of broader issues within the category
of politicians and, if so, how far that category stretches? More specifically for our study: Does this
perception of broader implications extend vertically across different levels of government?

On the one hand, there is plentiful general evidence of interdependencies in multilevel systems
(Schmitt and Eijk 2008; Muñoz 2017). Looking specifically at trust, citizens’ ratings across different
levels of government tend to be clearly positively correlated (Muñoz 2017), suggesting a general
assessment of politics and politicians as a category that applies at multiple levels. If a scandal reshapes
that judgment, the effect is likely to filter up or down the system. Even if a scandal is tied to a specific
party rather than politicians in general, there is still scope for that filtering insofar as that party
operates across levels. Some circumstantial evidence suggests this possibility: in the decade following
the Watergate scandal, trust in all levels of US government declined, but the federal government
suffered a good deal more than the state and local levels (Zimmer 1979; Jennings 1998). These
arguments indicate scope for contagion. On the other hand, different levels of government are
often prominent and distinct and citizens are well capable of maintaining separate evaluations of
them, including trust (Anderson 2006; Fitzgerald and Wolak 2016; Elsas et al. 2020; Denemark and
Sharman 1994; Henderson 2010). This points more to containment than to contagion, where effects
on evaluations are limited to the specific level in question.

Given these conflicting predictions, it is more useful to classify the circumstances under which
contagion is more or less likely. One inhibitor of contagion is the distinctness or remoteness of a
certain level, such as the European Union compared to national institutions (Desmet, Spanje, and



British Journal of Political Science 3

Vreese 2012; Harteveld, Meer, and Vries 2013; Elsas et al. 2020). Another situation in which contagion
seems less likely is between two levels which each have considerable power and importance, such
as federal and substate governments in systems like Canada, Germany or our own case of Scotland
within the UK. In sum, the more distinct and salient the other arena(s) to which a scandal might spill
over, the more likely that its politicians will feel as if they belong in a separate category – such as ’EU
bureaucrats’ or ’those politicians down in London’ – and the more likely is containment rather than
contagion.

Those examples hint at another limit on vertical contagion. Trust judgements are likely to be
coloured by identity or affective considerations: that is, strong feelings of belonging to a given level,
in some cases accompanied by hostility towards a ’rival’ level (Muñoz 2017; Berg and Hjerm 2010).
It is hard to imagine, for example, that the Gürtel scandal, which ravaged Spain’s governing People’s
Party (PP) in Madrid, did anything to erode trust in politics at the Catalan level. Those on either
side of the constitutional divide are likely to have Spanish-level and Catalan-level institutions in
entirely separate categories. This is a particularly febrile example but there are many instances in
which citizens have at least mild preferences for or against the subnational, national or supranational
level and will either reject or embrace contagion accordingly. This argument runs parallel to the
familiar point that reactions to scandals are also driven by partisan identities and preferences (Fischle
2000; Sikorski, Heiss, and Matthes 2020). Indeed, the two converge in those cases – like the Gürtel
scandal and the cases studied here – where the partisan and territorial or ‘cross-level’ divides overlap.
Nationalist sympathisers in the Catalan electorate had still more reason to dismiss any contagion
from a scandal in Madrid given that the party engulfed was the quintessentially Spanish nationalist
PP.

In cases where relations between levels are rivalrous and overlaid with partisan animus - as is the
case in Scotland - not only is containment far more likely than contagion but there is even a third
possibility: a contrast effect. Far from belonging to the same generic category, politicians across the
two rival levels are liable to be seen as belonging to opposing categories, and a scandal casting one
level in a bad light could make the other appear more favourably by comparison. Certainly, those
hostile to the scandal-affected level have a strong incentive both to link the scandal to that level as a
whole and to suggest, implicitly or more likely explicitly, that the same thing would not happen at
their preferred level (Taber and Lodge 2006; Redlawsk, Civettini, and Emmerson 2010). But such a
contrast effect may also occur among those without strong prior commitments to criticise one level
and praise another. Provided that they see the two levels as alternatives or rivals, they may interpret
a scandal in one as reason to place more trust in politicians at the other.

Based on these considerations, we propose three competing hypotheses when examining the
vertical effects of political scandals:1

• Contagion: A scandal will negatively affect attitudes towards multiple levels of government2
• Containment: A scandal will negatively affect attitudes towards the level implicated, but not

towards other levels
• Contrast: A scandal will negatively affect attitudes towards the level implicated, but positively

affect attitudes towards another level

2. Cases
We test these hypotheses in two survey experiments, each fielded in Scotland: a historic-nation within
the UK with its own parliament and government with substantial fiscal powers and responsibility over
major policy areas. These ‘devolved’ institutions are familiar and prominent features on the political
landscape, meaning that most citizens make a clear distinction between this Scottish level and the UK

1. For completeness there is of course the possibility of no effects at all. This, in effect, is our null.
2. It should be noted that the extent of contagion is not specified in the first hypothesis, and a case of very mild contagion

could also be described as one largely of containment.
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or Westminster level (Johns 2011; León and Orriols 2019). Indeed, for many, the substate Scottish
level of government is the primary political arena (Henderson 2022). The two levels are divided
politically, too. This is partly because the independence referendum in 2014 hugely intensi�ed debate
about how power should be divided between the levels. It is also because, for more than a decade,
the two levels were governed by the two parties � the devolution-sceptic pro-union Conservatives at
Westminster and the secessionist Scottish National Party (SNP) at Holyrood (the seat of the devolved
Parliament of Scotland) � representing the poles of that debate. This combination has been shown to
generate the most partisan bias in evaluations of the di�erent levels government (Rico and Liñeira
2018). All in all, then, the Scottish context looks to represent a `hard' test for vertical contagion. A
scandal at either level seems quite likely to be attributed to that level rather than to politics more
broadly, either because the two levels are clearly distinct in the public minds (like McDonald's and
Domino's) or because citizens see the levels as competitors (like McDonald's and Burger King) and
want to assign blame in line with their preferences among the levels.

Our experimental treatments prime respondents to think about two real-world political scandals
that occurred in the UK and Scotland between 2021 and 2023. Study 1 focuses on the Westminster-
based 'Partygate scandal'. This concerned allegations that the UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson
and various other senior o�cials had broken COVID-19 lockdown restrictions by hosting parties at
Downing Street throughout 2020 and 2021. The information became public in January 2022 with
civil service and police investigations taking place between January and May of 2022 and very likely
contributed to Johnson's resignation later that year. Study 2 focuses on a substate political scandal:
the 2023 SNP �nance scandal. On 15 February 2023 Nicola Sturgeon resigned as First Minister of
Scotland. While there had been an ongoing investigation into the SNP's �nances, Sturgeon cited
personal reasons for her resignation. However, in April 2023 the investigation led to the arrest,3

questioning and release of senior party o�cials, including the party CEO, who is the First Minster's
husband, and the party's treasurer, as well as a high pro�le searches of the First Minister's residence
and party headquarters. It also led to the seizure of a campervan at the home of the First Minister's
mother-in-law, earning the ordeal the label 'Campervangate' from various sources. Both scandals
generated intensive coverage across the media for several months, a point illustrated in Figure 1 for
the four largest UK-wide broadsheet newspapers but one no less true of the Scottish-based media �
indeed, the latter gave even more attention to Campervangate.4

3. Research Design

Both studies were carried out as part of the Scottish Opinion (SCOOP) Monitor and were adminis-
tered online by YouGov. YouGov uses a sampling frame to approximate the demographic composition
of the Scottish population, and provides post-strati�cation weights so that model estimates can be
interpreted as nationally representative.5

3.1 Experimental Design

The studies are identical in design, using a simple split sample vignette. Our samples were randomly
divided into two groups: control and treatment. Both groups were asked whether they trusted
various political actors to behave ethically. Prior to being asked this question, the treatment groups
were shown a piece of text about a recent political scandal that had occurred at either the statewide
or substate level. The treatments are outlined in Table 1.

3. Readers should note that the barrier for arrest in Scotland is lower than that in England and Wales. In Scotland it is
necessary for police questioning, in England and Wales it is not.

4. Opinion polls at the time suggest this coverage really `broke through' into public awareness: 77% of Scottish respondents
reported following Partygate closely, while only 7% said they were unaware of Campervangagte.

5. Inclusion of weights makes no substantive di�erence to results, we present unweighted data per Mutz (2011)

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2022-04/ipsos-poll-johnson-sunak-fines-april-2022-tables.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2022-04/ipsos-poll-johnson-sunak-fines-april-2022-tables.pdf
https://d3nkl3psvxxpe9.cloudfront.net/documents/INTERNAL_Scotland_Results_230630.pdf
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Figure 1.Number of newspaper articles per month that included "Partygate" or "SNP �nance probe" in four largest UK
broadsheets (The Times, The Daily Telegraph, The Guardian, and the Financial Times)

Table 1.Description of experiment treatments

Treatment wording Sample N Fieldwork dates

Study 1 In recent weeks, there has been intense media coverage
of the Downing Street �Partygate� scandal. The Prime
Minister and his sta� are accused of holding multiple
social gatherings that broke COVID-19 guidelines and
laws.

YouGov 1,250 1-8th March
2022

Study 2 In recent weeks, there has been intense media coverage
of the Scottish National Party's �nance scandal. The
First Minster's husband and former chief executive of
the SNP and other party o�icials are accused of breaking
the law by mishandling party donations

YouGov 1,053 10-15th May
2023

3.2 Outcome measures
We estimate the e�ect of our treatments on a battery of survey items, each measured using a seven-
point Likert scale: �To what extent do you trust the following groups to behave ethically in their
job? (Not at all - To a very large extent). Given that scandals are generally understood to involve a
behaviour that is unethical (Dziuda and Howell 2021), this outcome gives a very direct test of the
e�ects of scandal contagion across levels � more direct than would be obtained by asking about,
say, trust in general. The distribution of control group responses (see Supplementary Materials)
demonstrates considerable variation in responses to di�erent categories. The base levels of trust are
considerably di�erent, too, with all UK-level actors substantially less trusted to behave ethically than
their Scottish counterparts.

3.3 Empirical Strategy
For main e�ects we present di�erence in group means with the average treatment e�ect, and visualise
the entire range of the outcome variables in our randomly formed treatment groups (Coppock 2021).
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We also test for heterogeneous e�ects across the treatments. Previous research by Sikorski, Heiss,
and Matthes (2020) has highlighted how partisan-motivated reasoning may alter how scandals are
perceived among partisans. In Scotland, the constitutional divide has acted as the major political
cleavage, with substantial numbers of the population taking on constitutional labels as social identities
(Henderson 2022). Constitutional preferences may therefore moderate a respondent's response to
each scandal. Supporters of independence should be more likely to engage in contrasting in the
Partygate scandal, using it to a�rm their hostility to Westminster and their preference for Holyrood,
with the same logic applied to supporters of the Union in the Campervangate scandal. To account for
this we also interact our treatment variable with a binary variable indicating whether a respondent
is in favour of Scottish independence or not. In Study 1 42.2% of respondents (N=519) supported
independence with 46% opposing (N=569). In Study 2 40.9% (N=422) supported independence,
44% respondents opposed (N=459). Respondents who answered 'Don't know' were excluded from
this analysis. In the supplementary appendix, we perform the same test but interact treatment with
incumbent support.

4. Main Results
The results of both studies are presented in Figure 2 . Focusing �rst on Study 1 (upper panel), we
observe almost a mirror e�ect across levels of governments. Exposure to the Partygate treatment
caused a reduction in trust in MPs (at the 90% level), UK Ministers, and UK civil servants � all
statewide actors. Conversely, the treatment resulted in anincreasein levels of trust towards MSPs and
Scottish ministers. The �ndings provide support for the contrast hypothesis. It is noteworthy that
the positive e�ects on trust in actors at the Scottish level are equivalent to the negative e�ects on trust
in the UK actors. While this may owe in part to a �oor e�ect � there being only so much lower that
trust in Westminster could go � it is nonetheless a strikingly powerful instance of a contrast e�ect.

These results did not replicate in Study 2 (lower panel). Priming respondents to think about a
scandal at the substate Scottish level (Campervangate) had very little e�ect on trust evaluations, and
certainly there was no contrast e�ect whereby UK institutions bene�ted from the Scottish-level
scandal. Given the limited e�ects on show, it is hard to classify the results neatly per the hypotheses.
The fact that the only two signi�cant reductions in trust were at the scandal-hit level � Scottish
civil servants and, at the 90% level, Scottish government ministers � is more consistent with the
containment hypothesis. But there is a hint of contagion given that the non-signi�cant results for
UK-level actors are at least all in a negative direction.

4.1 Heterogeneous e�ects: Do constitutional preferences shape reactions?
How far does the divide between supporters and opponents of independence explain the pattern
of response to the two treatments? Figures 3 and 4 visualise the interaction between constitutional
preferences and the experimental treatment. In Study 1 there is little clear evidence of constitutionally
motivated reasoning, with only one signi�cant negative e�ect observed among Independence
supporter's attitudes towards UK Civil Servants. However, we observe a containment e�ect among
unionists, with negative e�ects observed for every UK level actor and no e�ect among Scottish
actors. These �ndings reveal a nuanced pattern of response across the electorate, wherein the most
pronounced negative evaluations of UK political actors paradoxically emanate from those traditionally
expected to be their staunchest defenders.

Study 2 also produces little evidence of motivated reasoning in respondents' reaction to a scandal.
Among unionists, the only signi�cant e�ect we observe is one of containment towards Scottish Civil
Servants. Among independence supporters we observe no signi�cant changes in evaluations for UK
or Scottish actors.
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(a) Study 1 Partygate

(b) Study 2 Campervangate

Figure 2.E�ect of treatment on trust in X to behave ethically in their job with 95% con�dence intervals.
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