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Critically evaluate whether the ‘Brexit’ vote was influenced by intergroup attitudes
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        On the 26th of June 2016, Britain was faced with the choice to either ‘leave’ or ‘remain’ in the European Union (EU). A national referendum was held and over 30 million people, or 72.2% of the eligible population turned out to vote (Electoral Commission, 2019). In an extremely close result, 51.9% voted ‘leave’, a shocking result with massive implications for Britain. The term ‘Brexit’ was coined to define the act of leaving the EU. It has been argued that anti-immigration played a huge role in influencing how the public voted (Goodwin & Milazzo, 2017). A poll by NBC found that 75% of those who take issue with immigration voted ‘leave’ (NBC News, 2016). The purpose of this essay is to explore how intergroup attitudes influenced the ‘Brexit’ vote.
	When discussing the role of intergroup attitudes, it is important to define what this means and distinguish the differences in the groups. The term intergroup comes from the word in-group, which is defined as “ a social category or group which you identify with strongly” whereas out-group refers to “a social category or group with which you do not identify” (Giles & Giles, 2013, p. 142). Findings from the Office for National Statistics (2014) show that an overwhelming 87.2% of the British population identifies as White British. Using this as a basis, it can be suggested that 87.2% of the UK population is an in-group of ‘White British’, making any ethnicity outside of this an out-group.
Campaigns for Brexit focused on the belief that out-group minorities from poorer countries immigrate over to the UK and take money, jobs and social resources from British taxpaying citizens. Brexit campaigner Iain Duncan Smith claimed that unemployed British people or people on low pay were competing with millions of people from abroad for jobs (Smith, 2016). This is a common misconception amongst British people, so by claiming this is due to remaining in the EU it was feeding right into many of the populations pre-existing stereotypes. Office of National Statistics figures suggest that rates of British employment surpass those of immigrants, with 29.10 million British nationals in employment compared to 3.56 million foreign nationals (Office of National Statistics, 2019). The same report also found that employment rates for British nationals increased by 372,000 compared to last year, whereas foreign national employment decreased by 61,000 from the previous year. This directly contrasts the statements being made by Brexit campaigners such as Iain Duncan Smith.
UK opinion polls have suggested that racial factors influence opinions on immigration. A report by Oxford University (Blinders & Richards, 2018) found that British people have preferences for immigrants based on their country of origin. Their research found that only 10 percent of British people think no workers from Australia should be allowed to immigrate over to the UK, compared to 37 percent for Nigerian and Pakistani workers. As Australia is a predominantly ‘white’ country in comparison to Nigeria and Pakistan, black and Muslim majority countries, this suggests that there are racial undertones to people’s attitudes towards immigrants. However, the same research also found that respondents attached higher importance to skill level of immigrant workers, meaning if workers were unskilled, they were less likely to want them to be allowed in the UK and vice versa. It cannot be entirely blamed on racist beliefs to dictate one’s attitudes towards immigration.
The negative framing of immigration in campaign propaganda can influence how people vote. The ‘leave’ campaign placed a great importance on how leaving the European Union would allow stricter control of the flow of immigrants to the UK. The Mayor of London at the time Boris Johnson, a supporter of the leave campaign, was quoted as saying “the only way to take back control of immigration is to vote leave on 23 June” (Johnson, 2016). The phrase ‘take back control’ suggests that immigration was becoming uncontrollable and has negative connotations. 
Research suggests that British people see immigrants or asylum seekers as criminals who are let in without thorough screening (Rolfe, Ahlstrom-Vij, Hudson-Sharp, & Runge, 2018). Focus groups were conducted to examine the attitudes towards immigration policies. The consensus from this research regarding immigrants being criminals was that the border patrol ‘let anyone in – even if they are murderers etc’. The participants views lined up with the depiction of immigrants by the leave campaign. However, it is important to note that focus groups are typically made up of a small amount of people, so one cannot that the opinion is shared with all those who voted Leave. 
Though immigration was a large part of people’s decisions to vote Leave, the promise of increased funding for the NHS was also a large part of campaign propaganda. Bus advertisements and posters promised that voting leave would allow 350 million pounds of European Union dividends to be funded to the NHS every week instead of to the EU. (Holmes, Baird, & McKenna, 2019). The NHS is currently under intense pressure and scrutiny, with funding being cut across all health boards and departments, so the promise of such a large amount of funding going towards it is an enticing way of convincing people to vote leave. However, experts have criticised these claims. Independent organisations have stated that of the 350 million pounds we pay to Brussels each week, we are rebated 100 million pounds before the money even leaves the UK. Of the 250 million pounds leftover, 90 million is spent by the EU in the UK anyway (Full Fact, 2017). The Institute for Fiscal Studies implies that Brexit will lead to a net fiscal loss for the UK (Emmerson, 2017). The huge claims of 350 million pound being funnelled into the NHS should be treated as false, and many politicians who previously support the claims such as Boris Johnson have now distanced themselves from them.
Whilst the Leave campaign focused on the stricter control on border patrol, research suggests Brexit could make it worse. The Eurobac database is employed when identifying and screening asylum seekers at the border who have already completed an application, and Brexit could mean that the UK would lose access to this completely (European Union Committee, 2019).
Studies have suggested that the in-group prejudice towards ‘others’ influenced the Brexit voting result. Hutchings and Sullivan’s (2019) suggests that the release of migration statistics shortly before the national referendum fed into the pre-existing beliefs people had against immigrants. The Office for National Statistics (2016) found that approximately 400,000 people would be migrating from other countries to add to the population. This data was easily utilised by the Leave campaign to suggest that these people were taking jobs and using up financial resources. However, research suggests that low-skilled immigrants are beneficial for the UK economy (Rolfe, Ahlstrom-Vij, Hudson-Sharp, & Runge, 2018). Low-skilled workers often fulfil the unemployment gaps in jobs that are seen as undesirable by the British population. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, the Brexit vote was certainly influenced by intergroup attitudes. It can be suggested from the evidence presented in the essay that factors such as pre-existing prejudice to race and religion factored into peoples voting behaviours, especially regarding immigration. The promise of increased funding for a struggling NHS also factored into this. 
At present, the UK is facing the proposition of a second referendum, as well as a general election in December. Voters who feel they were misled by the original Brexit policies and propaganda may utilise this as an opportunity to rectify what they may feel was a mistake. 17.8% of the UK population people did not vote in the original referendum, a figure that could easily sway a voting outcome. Those who did not vote may also be more inspired to vote, as the result of the first referendum was seen by some as a shock result. Recent polls show that 53% of people would now prefer to remain in the EU (National Centre of Social Research, 2019). To strengthen this research, this essay could be completed again after the second referendum to see if the same interplay between intergroup voting attitudes and prejudice surfaces again.
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