[bookmark: _GoBack]Critically evaluate whether the Brexit vote was influenced by intergroup attitudes
ON the 23rd of June 2016, the United Kingdom held a public vote to determine whether or not the United Kingdom should remain a member of the European Union, with the majority voting to leave the European Union (48% Remain, 52% Leave; Electoral Commission, 2019) and resulting in a record turnout of 72.2% of eligible voters. This referendum, popularly referred to as “Brexit” has become a major source of conflict in the political landscape within the United Kingdom, and the reasons for people voting one way or another have become a topic of widespread public interest. The vote was seen to be controversial, and it has been claimed to not have been representative of the United Kingdom as a whole, particularly among those who voted remain. Following the vote, there was widespread public scrutiny of leave campaign group VoteLeave, who were accused of fearmongering regarding the European Union’s “Open border” immigration policy, a policy that allows citizens of the European Union to freely move around any of the countries of the Union (referred to as the European Economic Area) to live and work, without requiring a Visa. In particular, the net migration to the United Kingdom (the difference between emigration and immigration) was touted as being at unsustainable levels, and that immigration was putting strain on the United Kingdom’s economy and National Health Service (VoteLeave, 2016). From a psychological standpoint, researchers have been keen to explore the factors behind the rise in anti-European sentiment felt by leave voters, and how both leave and remain voters perceive themselves and others in terms of the Brexit vote, the European Union and on an international scale. 
[bookmark: _Hlk24477239][bookmark: _Hlk24477248][bookmark: _Hlk24477258][bookmark: _Hlk24477265][bookmark: _Hlk24477395]  Social Identity theory (Tajfel, 1982) proposes that people identify themselves through social groups, and as such gain a sense of personal pride and measure of self-esteem from the perceived strength and influence of said groups in comparison to others, as such we are motivated to maintain and protect said groups’ status in society. From this, social identity theory suggests that we use other people’s associations with different groups to determine social identity, those in the same groups are placed in the “in-group” category, and those belonging to different groups are placed in the “out-group” category. The interactions between those perceived in-group and out-group members (referred to as intergroup interactions) are a subject of intense interest in social psychology. In terms of the referendum, social identity theory is relevant to research as it offers an insight into individual’s feelings towards the United Kingdom, European Union and its member states in a psychological context as voting behaviours are not necessarily always a result of rational decision-making (Sears, Lau, Tyler, & Allen, 1980). Social identity theory is additionally relevant to Brexit due to the fact that migration was one of the main concerns highlighted by many leave voters. A report by Blinder and Richards (2018) found that 58% of respondents were in favour of reducing immigration to the United Kingdom. This finding is supported by Goodwin and Milazzo (2017) who report that public support for leaving the European Union was significantly stronger in local communities that had experienced higher rates of ethnic change. Goodwin and Milazzo found that in more than one quarter of all Leave constituencies, the immigrant population doubled in the ten-year period preceding Brexit, compared to an equivalent figure of 20% of Remain constituencies. In 2015, net migration peaked at 336,000, however the majority of migrants were from outside the European Union. Using simply this number may have contributed to an “us and them” ingroup/outgroup mentality in some voters, this information is not broken down by country of origin, ethnicity, age, job status or education, let alone life experiences, interests or culture. No identifiable data is included if just this number is provided, there is nothing that would help someone to identify with someone in this group, they are simply labelled as “immigrants”. According to social identity theory, this would lead to distrust among the ingroup (those born in the United Kingdom) of the outgroup (immigrants) as people from one group cannot find common social groups with the other. A large part of the Leave Campaign’s efforts focused on “Taking back control” of the United Kingdom’s borders from the European Union and restricting immigration. This seems to have been successful in targeting a key area of concern for many voters, evidenced by Hobolt’s (2016) findings that survey respondents who expressed concerns towards immigration were more likely to vote leave. 
[bookmark: _Hlk24477402][bookmark: _Hlk24477429]  Social identity theory offers a starting point to understand how social divides can occur, however deeper research into the interactions between ingroups and outgroups can offer an explanation of why such animosity can arise. Intergroup threat theory (Stephan & Stephan, 2017) works along the basis of “better safe than sorry”, that it is less costly to assume an outgroup is a threat and be wrong than it is to risk being vulnerable to the outgroup, this could have been represented in some people’s decision to vote to leave the European Union. The two factors explored in intergroup threat theory are symbolic threats (group integrity) and realistic threats (physical harm, loss of resources). Interestingly, Stephan and Stephan stress the importance that intergroup threat theory is based merely on the perception of threat, even if there is no evidence of a threat existing to the group, the theory suggests that there are still real-world consequences felt in intergroup relationships and attitudes, particularly in times of contention and uncertainty. The example given is Semyonov, Raijman, Tov, and Schmidt’s (2004; Cited in Stephan & Stephan, 2017) study of German attitudes towards immigrants. The study found that the proportion of immigrants within the participant’s locales was not a predictor of exclusionary attitudes towards immigrants. Instead, it was the perceived proportion of immigrants that predicted exclusionary attitudes. Stephan and Stephan also discuss how groups actually perceive and respond to threats, with high power groups reacting more strongly to perceived threats than low power groups. This is believed to occur as high power groups see themselves as having more to lose, as well as the resources to counter said threats, indicating that the relationship between threats and intergroup attitudes is stronger for high power groups than it is for low power groups. Interestingly, there is some evidence to suggest that asking ingroup members to focus on the similarities with outgroup members, as opposed to differences, may actually increase xenophobic attitudes. A study asking European Americans to focus on similarities between themselves and Mexican immigrants in areas such as work-related traits found that participant’s ultimately viewed the outgroup as equal in strength to their own group, and thus perceived the outgroup as a greater threat, leading to an increase in negative attitudes and prejudice towards immigrants. (Zarate, Garcia, Garza, & Hitlan, 2004). This would push the European Union and its members even further into the out-group category in the eyes of some voters.
[bookmark: _Hlk24477434][bookmark: _Hlk24477443]  Including Terror Management Theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986) when investigating people’s motivations may suggest that some people’s decision to vote to leave the European Union was due to fear. Greenberg et al. propose that when people feel threatened, they show a tendency to stand by their values and worldview even more.  An example can be found by studying the rise in Islamophobia in western nations over the last 20 years, following a long series of attacks in America and Europe by different terror groups who associated themselves with the Islamic faith. Belief in Islamophobic conspiracy was found to be linked with intention to vote to leave the European Union (Swami, Baron, Weis & Furnham, 2017) showing the effects of symbolic threats to the ingroup. Though this was found to correlate with racist attitudes towards Muslims in general, this shows an example of just one group that demonstrates social identity theory in action. 
[bookmark: _Hlk24477451][bookmark: _Hlk24477458][bookmark: _Hlk24477465]  A study by Van de Vyver, Leite, Abrams and Palmer (2018) explored the driving factors behind voting decisions made during the referendum. The study included data taken just before the vote, and self-reported voting behaviours immediately after. The results of the study showed that those participants who scored higher on dangerous worldview (that the world is a dangerous, threatening and unpredictable place) and conservatism perceived greater intergroup threats than lower scorers. Van de Vyver et al. chose these two person-centred factors due to relative stability over time, though the research cited in the report for dangerous worldview was carried out with males (Sibley, Wilson & Duckitt, 2007), something to be considered when Van De Vyver’s study (and the voting population) includes both male and female participants. The same study also found that  intergroup anxiety negatively predicted voting intentions, although the report did state that this may have been due to the multi-dimensional nature of intergroup anxiety. Intergroup anxiety would be an interesting area of research within the Brexit vote, as according to Stephan and Stephan (1985), intergroup anxiety may increase normative behaviour patterns in groups and cause both information-processing bias and effect emotional reactions of in-group members. Stephan and Stephan’s study also found that high levels of intergroup anxiety were associated with low levels of contact with outgroup members, stereotyping, and assumed dissimilarity, all things that the Leave Campaign have been accused of fostering during the referendum campaign.
[bookmark: _Hlk24477472][bookmark: _Hlk24477479][bookmark: _Hlk24477485]  Socio-economic status has also been linked to the decision to vote to leave the European Union (Alabrese, Becker, Fetzer & Novy, 2019). Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, (2009) also studied this and found that those with a lower socio-economic status tended to have lower levels of self-control and felt excluded from political matters, leading to a lower sense of control or involvement in socio-political issues. A focus on uncontrollable, external forces that influence their lives was also noted. Those with an external locus of control tend to have more anti-immigrant attitudes (Hearne, Semmens-Wheeler & Hill, 2019) which could manifest into  blaming the European Union  for their life circumstances, particularly if the European Union’s policy on immigration is as widely politicised and discussed as it was. Voting to leave the European Union in response to this may have been seen as an opportunity for these people to feel involved and heard in the UK political system. 
[bookmark: _Hlk24477502]  These theories may explain the reasons people voted to leave the European Union. However, if the decision to vote leave was based on an “us and them” mentality, why did nearly half of voters choose to remain in the European Union? It is a common predicament in social psychology to acknowledge individual differences while also trying to understand a population. If so many perceived threats were identified by leave voters, why did these not also influence those who vote remain? There is some research to suggest that factors such as empathy may mitigate prejudice (Vanman, 2018; Fido and Harper 2018). However the fact of the matter is that there were many more issues than immigration and social concerns discussed during the lead-up to the Brexit vote, and that robust psychological research into people’s decision to remain within the European Union is lacking.
  To conclude, aspects of people’s voting intentions in the Referendum do seem to be consistent with findings and theories of intergroup attitudes within social psychology. Social Identity Theory offers an explanation of how social divides between groups can occur, whereas Terror Management Theory and Integrated Threat Theory provide insight into how people’s attitudes and behaviours towards other groups may have been shaped in the political campaigns leading up to the 23rd of June 2016. The research provided throughout this essay would suggest that intergroup attitudes did indeed play a part in influencing people’s voting intentions in the Brexit vote, though as always with a secret ballot we will never be able to know for sure, and can only rely on participant’s willingness to discuss their views on such a controversial topic. It is important then, to be mindful of the fact that people do not always act in a rational manner, nor does everyone go through the same experiences and thought processes in a given situation. To assume that the findings in this essay can explain the reasoning behind every leave voter, even those who based their decision on immigration policies, would be a mistake, and it is important to remember that any attempt to apply theoretical models to a real-world situation is a task of well-known difficulty in the psychological community and should be treated with caution before applying findings to a general population.
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