Critically evaluate whether the ‘Brexit’ vote was influenced by intergroup attitudes. 

On the 23rd of June 2016, the public of the United Kingdom (U.K.) voted to leave the European Union (E.U.) with a majority vote of 52% in favour to leave in the British-European referendum: a result that divided the nation. Considering the roles played by social identity theory (Tajfel, 2019), Contact theory (Allport, 1954), alongside issues of prejudice classified within the dual process model (Son-Hing, Chung-Yan, Hamilton & Zanna, 2008) this essay will consider the extent to which intergroup attitudes influenced the outcome of the British-European referendum. 

A vastly developing body of literature has, and continues to investigate the factors that influenced the voting decisions of the British public within a British-European referendum, described as one of the most significant political decisions in over a decade (Sumner, Scofield, Buchanan, Evans & Shearing, 2018). Initial analysis of the data focused on the role of individual level characteristics, finding that people with the following characteristics were more likely to vote to leave the E.U.: those with no qualifications (75% leave), routine manual workers (71% leave), those aged 66 or above (59% leave), those not in paid employment (59% leave) and those with a household income of less than £20,000 (58% leave; Goodwin & Heath, 2016). Analysis at this level provides important information, however, considering this information in isolation only addresses part of the puzzle (Kauffman, 2016). It is important to consider also the role played by the media leading up to the referendum. The leave campaign utilised a powerful KISS (Keep it short and simple) strategy with the campaign line to ‘take back control’ (Berry, 2016). A message with strong connotations that control has been lost, playing effortlessly into issues of immigration, national identity and economics (the key issues identified to have impacted voting intentions most greatly; Blinder & Jeannet, 2018).

Immigration was a key element within both the leave and remain campaign, identified as the most salient and important issue facing the British population between June 2015 and June 2016 (Blinder & Jeannet, 2018; Goodwin & Milazzo, 2017). The British attitude towards immigration has changed considerably over the past fifteen years mirroring levels of actual immigration, where the higher the level of immigration, the greater public concern (Blinder & Jeannet, 2018; Office for National Statistics, 2019). In a large-scale study conducted by Abrams and Houston in 2006, the British population were found to hold primarily positive attitudes towards immigrants (48% positive, 35% neutral and 17% negative). In 2013, public attitudes towards immigration were less positive, with one study reporting 77% in favour of reducing immigration to the U.K. (Blinder & Jeannet, 2018). It is important to understand the limitations of attitude research within prejudice and discrimination as a result of the self-reported measures, often from self-selected participants (Kauffman & Harris, 2015). Considering the variable history of attitudes towards immigration into the U.K. the utilisation of immigration statistics during the referendum campaign (343,000 migrants in 2015; Office for National Statistics, 2019) appears to have had a profound effect on public opinion regarding immigration, both as a result of freedom of movement within the E.U. and the wider issues of border control. The issue of immigration therefore constituted a powerful frame leading up to the referendum, as it encompassed issues of economics, national identity, and security (Vasilopoulou, 2016).

Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1969) states that the groups with which one identifies, form an important part of a person’s self-concept and an extension of oneself. The categorisation process used to capture similarities and differences between those belonging within the group (the in-group members) and those outside of the group (out-group members) utilises stereotypes to categorise potential members (Hogg & Turner, 1987). During this categorisation process, favourable, idealised features are often emphasised for members of the in-group with less favourable features attributed to outgroup members. It has been argued that such inter-group comparison serves to maintain favourable in-group attitudes (Dovido, Hewstone, Glick & Esses, 2010), also serving to depersonalise outgroup members, which can lead to negative attitudes and behaviours towards the outgroup. However, as suggested by Tajfel (1969) and Putnam (2007) it is possible to identify positively with in-group members without negative attitudes towards outgroup members, dependent on the strength and significance one attaches to their group membership (Hogg, Abrams, Otten & Hinkle, 2004). 

The role played by individual and group level prejudice has a profound effect on issues such as migration. Individuals scoring highly on measures of prejudice are likely to associate outgroup members as a threat, thus strengthening an inter-group rivalry. Son-Hing et al., (2008) developed a dual process model which identified the interaction between implicit (unconscious) and explicit (conscious) prejudice, in which individuals can be placed in one of four categories: Egalitarian (low implicit/low explicit), Aversive racist (high implicit/low explicit), Principled conservative (low implicit/ high explicit), and modern racist (high implicit/ high explicit). These prejudice ‘sub-types’ have often found aversive racists and egalitarians to be on the ‘left’ spectrum of the political divide, with principled conservatives and modern racists more often found on the ‘right’ (Son-Hing et al., 2008). An analysis by Hutchings and Sullivan (2018) identified that over 70% of the U.K. is prejudiced to a greater or lesser extent when considering classification within the four sub-types of the Son-Hing (2008) model. It is important to note that the notion of prejudice extends beyond the realms of the historical blatant, hot racism, into more subtle, avoidant even ambiguous, indirect ‘cool’ behaviours (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995). In a further study, Sullivan and Hutchings (2018) identified that prejudice type was not only strongly associated with political affiliation as previously identified by Son-Hing et al., (2008), but also with voting behaviours. Identifying that 80% of leave voters within a sample of 226 participants that voted leave scored highly on measures of explicit prejudice, and as such, were characterised as either modern racists or principled conservatives.

Considering the geographical breakdown of voting behaviours in line with the demographic characteristics of such regions as was identified by Goodwin and Heath (2016) provides some vital information regarding the role that intergroup attitudes played within the 2016 referendum. Goodwin and Heath (2016) identified that the areas with the strongest support to remain within the E.U. such as Islington, Oxford and Cambridge are characterised as being affluent and highly educated, containing diverse populations. In contrast, the regions in which the strongest support to leave the E.U. such as Mansfield, Ashfield and Doncaster do not contain the same educational, and professional opportunities, with lower skill levels and lower average incomes. This finding has been investigated and interpreted in many ways. 

The referendum result has been considered a ‘protest vote’ resulting from a decline of faith in the political system from less prosperous regions (Jessop, 2017). Economic performance has emerged as a powerful factor, regions with poor economic performance, often containing a population with limited educational opportunities were considerably more likely to vote leave in the referendum. Such regions also contained low skilled workers, who were affected on a global level by ‘import shock’ as a result of the rise in importation of goods from countries such as China (Calotone & Stanig, 2016). Unfavourable attitudes towards immigration were primarily found in those workers  The voting population from such areas has been described as those ‘left behind’ in an increasingly global economy, with little opportunity to reap the benefits that an increasingly global society can provide (Goodwin & Heath, 2016; Goodwin & Milazzo, 2017). In line with social identity theory, these economic factors, creating a sense of limited resources, are likely to have heightened negative attitudes towards outgroup members (Dovido et al., 2010; Hutchings & Sullivan, 2018), despite studies finding immigration often leads to greater employment opportunities for native workers (Foged & Peri, 2016).

There is no doubt that the British Economy played a role within the referendum campaign, areas seeing economic benefit from membership being more likely to wish to remain, with those seeing poor economic growth and perceiving little membership benefit wishing to leave. However, the issue of immigration was identified as the most important and salient issue from June 2015 to June 2016, spanning the duration of the leave and remain referendum campaigns (Blinder & Jeannet, 2018). When referring back to Goodwin and Heath’s (2006) study alongside other analysis, the majority of geographical locations supporting to remain within the E.U. were multicultural, containing a consistently high migrant population, reporting positive attitudes towards immigration. In contrast, areas with traditionally low levels of immigration were more likely to support the leave campaign, reporting less positive attitudes towards immigration (Goodwin & Milazzo, 2017). When considered in line with social identity theory, the idea that areas containing the most ethnic diversity hold positive attitudes towards immigration could be explained through a weak national or regional identity, leading to a weak negative association with members of the out-group, in this case immigrants, or perhaps no negative association at all, as immigrants are not perceived to be out group members (Morrison, Plaut & Ybarra, 2010). 

Alternatively, considering Allport’s contact theory (1954) the regular positive contact of an in-group (in this case British nationals) and an out-group (in this case immigrant residents) served to reduce perceptions of threat, as their individuating characteristics override internalised stereotypes. Contact theory suggests that through frequent positive intergroup contact, the fear and threat that can lead to prejudiced and discriminatory behaviour can be reduced, with the potential to improve intergroup attitudes, relationships, behaviours and even social policy (Miklikowska, 2017). Areas such as London contain a high migrant population and as a result, their young educated population attracts further immigration (Calotone & Stanig, 2016). The findings that such regions predominantly voted to remain within the E.U. (Goodwin & Heath, 2016) provides a degree of support for Allport’s theory. This support is extended by the finding of Kauffman and Harris (2015) who identified that white nationals that describe their local area as being diverse, report greater acceptance of immigration. 

During times of threat, individuals whose self-identity is strongly connected to their group membership are motivated to think and behave in the in-group’s best interest (known as threat theory; Golec de Zavala, Guerra & Simao, 2017). This was demonstrated by Morrison, Plaut and Ybarra (2010) who found that those who strongly identified as white Americans were more likely to see immigration as a threat to the ingroup, than those who identified less strongly as white Americans. 

The change in diversity associated with immigration has been found to trigger a perceived threat response to individuals that self-identify strongly with the majority group, particularly in instances of rapid change (Putnham, 2007).  Goodwin & Milazzo (2017) identified a powerful illustrative example of the impact an immigration influx can have on intergroup attitudes at a local level, by utilising the migration influx of 10,000 to the communities of Corby and Derby over a ten-year period. Derby contained a diverse population prior to the influx, where Corby did not. Although the instances of migration were equal, and after which Derby had a greater migrant population, the rate of change in immigration levels in Corby was much starker. This rate of change can be viewed by a local population as a threat to their way of life, as such, integration is more likely to be rejected and worsen intergroup attitudes (Swami, Barron, Weis & Furnham, 2018). The theory of ‘White flight’ which suggests that those who are not comfortable with immigration move to less diverse areas. Areas which have largely been found to support political parties with an anti-immigrant stance (Kauffman & Harris, 2015). With this theory in mind, it is possible that the positive attitudes towards multiculturalism in diverse areas is in part due to individuals with greater prejudice moving away. 

Right wing authoritarianism, Social dominance orientation and collective narcissism have also been linked to attitudes towards immigration, and voting intentions (Zavala, Guerro & Simao, 2017). Right wing authoritarianism (RWA) combines submission to strength-based authority, aggressiveness towards social deviants, and support for conventionalism (Altemeyer, 1988). Described by Kauffman (2016) as order versus openness, individuals scoring highly on RWA display a preference for order, the law, are resistant to change, and were found to be considerably more likely to vote to leave the European Union. On a similar vein, social dominance orientation (SDO) appears to play a central role in intergroup attitudes, and can be described as a measure of support for general inequality between social groups, linked also with support to political parties upholding group-relevant social ideologies such as conservatism (Ho et al., 2015). Collective narcissists, characterised as individuals who believe in their nation's superiority, driven by the belief that out-groups threaten the in-group's safety, which when applied on a national scale is related to systematic rejection of foreigners and minorities (De Zvala, Iskra-Golec & Cichocka, 2013). Collective narcissism takes the idea of positive self-identity in association with group membership one step further, in which the group is not only seen as an extension of oneself, but with the added expectation that others should recognise the greatness of the member’s group, which in relation to the referendum were British nationals (Golec de Zavala, Cichocks, Eidelson & Jayawickreme, 2019). Collective narcissism was identified as a strong independent predictor of the referendums outcome, as a result of the perceived threat of immigrants held by a large amount of the British public (Golec de Zavala, Guerra & Simao, 2017).

It has been suggested that there is a stark incongruence between the opinions and stereotypes held by individuals, and those expressed, as a result of internalised motivation not to display prejudice, and social pressures for political correctness. Such individuals are difficult to place within the Son-Hing two-dimensional model (2008) as unlike aversive racists who are not consciously aware of their prejudices, such individuals consciously avoid displaying prejudices that are held. Such individuals, like aversive racists are prone to displaying aversive discriminatory behaviours or even endorsing ‘colour blindness’ (Plaut, Thomas & Goren, 2008). Blinder, Ford and Ivarsflaten (2013) identified that in such instances, antiprejudice social norms have the power to pull people away from voting for extremist parties, even if they support their policies. When considered in line with Brexit, this idea could in part explain the fast rise in popularity of the Brexit party, who despite having considerable overlap with UKIP policy, did not hold the negative connotations that may dissuade individuals support. 

In conclusion, providing a clear narrative of the role played by inter-group attitudes within the 2016 British-European referendum is a difficult, if not impossible task for a multitude of reasons. Firstly, a wealth of complex social, economic and identity issues were all rolled into a simple binary question that was posed to the British public on whether to remain a member of the European Union (Hutchings & Sullivan, 2018). Secondly, in line with social identity theory (Tajfel, 1969) an individual can hold membership to multiple groups, as such the in-group and out-group differs on an individual level, as does the importance placed on one’s group membership. It is clear from the wealth of literature that exists, that inter-group attitudes did played a role within the 2016 referendum outcome. Vital information which has been gathered at the individual level (Goodwin & Heath, 2016), the role played by the media (Berry, 2016), the role of financial inequality and low-income regions (Jessop, 2017; Goodwin & Milazzo, 2017) all impacted on the decision by the British public to leave the European Union. Issues of prejudice at an individual level (Son-Hing et al., 2008, Hutchings & Sullivan, 2018), considered in isolation and in combination with the perceived threat of immigration, were found to be strongly linked with voting behaviours, with those displaying greater level of prejudice, feeling increasingly threatened and therefore being strongly in favour of the leave vote. Right wing authoritarianism, social dominance orientation and collective narcissism (Zavala, Guerro & Simao, 2017) were all found to have impacted the referendum outcome, with those scoring highly in measures of these traits individually or collectively demonstrating greater support for the leave vote. 

It therefore appears from this analysis, that immigrants can be perceived as out-group members, from an economic, national identity, or immigration related stance. When coupled with economic insecurity, threat perceptions and prejudice held by the in-group, inter-group relationships have been found to worsen. These factors do not provide a definitive answer to the extent to which intergroup attitudes affected the outcome of the 2016 referendum but do, nonetheless offer valuable insight into the influence that can result from group membership.
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