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

Intergroup prejudice can be defined as an antipathy towards a group through internal belief or external expression to an individual of a group, or the out-group as a whole (Dutta, Kwon & Rao, 2018). It can be explained as a distorted opinion which provides a basis for aversion and hostility. The term can be applied in the Brexit vote as people would categorise themselves as “leavers”, and “remainers” in their opinions towards the vote. The Brexit vote was a referendum by the UK on a vote to decide whether they should leave or remain within the European Union. Although media influences can be held accountable for prioritising coverage exploring increasing immigration numbers within the UK, (Balch & Balabanova, 2014), this may have only spurred intergroup leave attitudes further in deciding the vote. While other factors like sovereignty and economy have also been acknowledged to have played a role on the influence of the Brexit vote, (Curtice, 2016; Zmigrod, Rentfrow & Robbins, 2018). This essay seeks to explore to what extent intergroup attitudes had on influencing the Brexit vote, and what other factors may have had an influence instead.
Immigration has been suggested to be one of the major factors that influenced the Brexit vote. The concept of anti-immigration is defined as a stance hindering immigration rights as immigrants could pose a threat to the national population, (Licata, Sanchez-Mazas & Green, 2011).  This is evident within media influence, depicting polish immigrants referred to as “floods”, moving to the UK and stealing jobs as framed by the media (Spigelman, 2013). This frame provided by the media portrays the immigration of polish immigrants in a negative spotlight, which suggests that leave voters may have been influenced by media in splitting attitude groups for the benefit of leaving the EU. This could suggest an explanation to attitudes towards legal migration of workers shifting in recent years as well. The migration observatory observed a large deficit in attitudes towards legal migration from 2005 to 2018, with 48% reporting positively about legal immigration in 2005, to 53% reporting negatively about legal immigration in 2018 (Abrams & Houston, 2006; Blinder and Richards, 2018). This highlights an increase in intergroup attitudes changing to a more negative perspective to immigration which suggests their attitudes were an influence on the Brexit vote.
Social identity is likely to have also provided a role in influencing Brexit voting. In a sample of 303 British adults who were questioned about their voting intentions and their identification of their national in-group (attitudes towards being British), and their attitudes towards Muslim immigrants, British adults who had stronger belief in Islamophobic conspiracy theories were more likely to be Islamophobic and have a greater intention of voting to leave, (Swami, Barron, Weis & Furnham, 2017). This research highlights intergroup attitudes influencing the Brexit vote as a sample of British participants felt threatened and prejudiced against a minority group of immigrants within the UK. This could imply support for the Realistic Conflict Theory (RCT). 
The Realistic Conflict Theory is a social psychological model of intergroup conflict which argues that intergroup attitudes interpret hostility and prejudice to an alternate group as a result of conflicting goals and resources. The RCT was supported by the robbers cave experiment (Sherif et al., 1961), which suggested that children’s hostility to other intergroups increased as they developed a social identity within their own social group at a camp study site when they competed for prizes and resources.  This could suggest an inference to the intergroup attitudes shown in the Brexit vote within immigration, as British adults felt an outgroup (immigrants), was stealing resources from the UK (Housing, Employment), which may have escalated negative attitudes towards immigration (Hutchings & Sullivan, 2019). This provides support for the influence of the Brexit vote being a result of intergroup attitudes, as open hostility increased as a result due to the lack of resources being made to their ingroup members of society in the perspectives of British people, which could have influenced a voters final decision.

Research supporting the role of anti-immigration prejudice and voting for leave can also be seen within intergroup contact. Intergroup contact is an integration between different cultural groups, with research supporting its effect in reducing intergroup prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). It is proposed therefore, that communities that have greater intergroup relations within a community will be less prejudice to other groups. Furthermore, Meleady, Seger and Vermue, (2017), found that positive intergroup contact was able to significantly predict lower prejudice and increase support for voting Remain while negative intergroup contact significantly predicted higher immigrant prejudice and increased support for Leave. This supports the significance of immigration and intergroup attitudes towards the Brexit vote as immigration attitudes have been able to significantly predict Brexit decision making. However, this research can be criticised as participants were only questioned about their intended vote towards Brexit, it did not question the participants on their actual vote on the day of the referendum. Additionally, as the sample did not gather data assessing where within the UK they lived, the sample gathered may not be nationally representative of the overall population in the UK. 
Further research involving media influence on immigration attitudes has found that participants completing the Implicit association test (IAT), which was used to measure bias on immigration, found that participants reading anti-immigration newspapers were more likely to have stronger negative attitudes to immigration in contrast to participants who read pro-immigration newspapers (Lynott et al., 2019).This indicates that exposure to biased language within the media could suggest an influence on intergroup attitudes towards immigration and their overall vote upon leaving or staying within the EU. 
In addition, attitudes towards immigration also appeared to have played a role in the referendum. Research has supported that bitterness appears to play a role in negative attitudes towards immigration, indicating negative intergroup attitudes (Poutvaara & Steinhardt, 2018). This supports the influence of the vote as bitterness was also associated with the extreme right, which are regarded as highly discriminative due to nationalism and authoritarianism. This also collaborates with the UKIP party at the time of the Brexit referendum, as a right-wing political party in support of Brexit due their attitudes towards immigration.
Factors of demographic also appeared to have played a role in influencing the Brexit vote. Research has supported that favouring Brexit was more common among less educated, poorer and older voters (Hobolt, 2016). This could suggest a link between age and education suggesting prejudice between different intergroups within the EU vote. This has been supported by YouGov, (2016), which found people aged over 65 was twice as likely as under 25’s to vote to leave. Additionally, education levels showed that 70% of participants with GCSE’s or lower voted to leave, in contrast to 68% of participants with a university degree voting to remain. This supports intergroup attitudes influencing the Brexit vote, as contrasting groups of education and age appeared to have played a role on voting choice for the election.
However, research challenging the idea that education and age played a role in voting choice comes from Park and Kim, (2018), which argued that education, age and gender were not dependent on the Brexit vote. Instead, they argue that employer skill levels were responsible for voting behaviour. This suggests that respondents of the study acknowledged the gains and losses of the Brexit referendum instead of ignoring the utility that the EU provided. The results of the study suggest that intergroup attitudes did influence the vote, however this research challenges the idea that simplified demographic intergroups such as age and gender can not be used to measure voting behaviour. Instead, attitudes towards Brexit were formed from the economic consequences formed from varying skill worker levels.
Research in support of Education playing a role in voting for Brexit comes from Goodwin and Heath, (2016), which found areas of low education within the UK supported UKIP, a political party based on Euroscepticism which supported Leaving the EU and voting for leave. In contrast, higher educational areas were more likely to support remain. This could suggest support that intergroups of education levels within the UK and their attitudes towards Brexit were supportive of their decision of whether to leave or remain.
The term sovereignty has been largely considered to be the empowerment and authority of a person’s own government, and over the identity of remaining within the EU could indicate a loss of “sovereignty” in parliament (Gee & Young, 2016). The realistic conflict theory would argue that anyone who disrupted that authority would be an outgroup and prejudiced against. As a result, the EU having control over political affairs within the UK would make the UK appear weak, and splitting from Brexit would result in a reaffirmance of UK political power within government in the eyes of some voters (Gee & Young, 2016). This sense of national identity within people who voted in the UK may contribute to their influence and voting behaviour in the Brexit vote. Research has supported that participants who had cognitive inflexibility were more likely to indicate higher levels of authoritarianism and system justification, which contributed to a greater majority of these individuals in voting ‘leave’ in the Brexit vote (Zmigrod, Rentfrow & Robbins, 2018). These individuals also reported to have greater levels of opposition to immigration, indicating intergroup conflict of opposition groups that would be supportive of Brexit. 
Sovereignty also applies to a person’s self-identity, as the concept of sovereignty would apply to pro-Brexit supporters (this group wished to leave the EU to return to the sovereign state of the UK), but not remain supporters. This contrasting groups of attitudes can be considered “affective polarization”, as these differing opinions causes distrust and negative opinions of the other party (Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra & Westwood, 2019). As such, the terms “Leaver”, and “Remainer”, were formed to associate opinion despite a person being additionally identified as a supporter of a political party (Hobolt, Leeper & Tilley, 2018). Hobolt and colleagues support the suggestion that the social identity of Brexit voters did influence the perspectives of their out-groups as being more negative, as intergroup attitudes were considered significantly poorer to other groups in contrast to their in-group.
This concept of affective polarisation stems from Social Identity Theory, which argues that a person’s identity is formed by their in-group, and their attitudes towards the out-group is more negative, which can result in prejudice to other groups (Hornsey, 2008). This results in enhancing a person’s self-worth and esteem by identifying themselves within a group. This could suggest an explanation towards attitudes towards immigration being a major issue for voting for Brexit, as the concept of an outgroup would be unfavourable to British civilians and may discriminate to remove them from the country, this would also result in people prejudicing immigrants that entered the country. However, criticism of this models application to Brexit identifies that it would be unclear why British people would identify EU members negatively as they share an association with being European (Beaumont, 2017), as their identity of being British and European would contradict the idea of the out-group being other fellow Europeans. This challenges the influence of intergroup attitudes on the Brexit vote as it does not explain how other Europeans can be considered the out-group.
Temporal Comparison Theory critiques this argument however, arguing that people do not just compare themselves to their in-group and how well they identify within the group, but also their past and former self. Beaumont, (2017), argues that the former idea of the UK was considered to be a proud sovereign country in the aftermath of the Second World War. This supports the statistics reporting older members of the British Population (as reported by YouGov), were more likely to vote Leave, which could suggest was an attempt to regain sovereignty and independence from the European Union. This supports intergroup attitudes influencing the Brexit vote as older groups of British people were voting Leave in regaining what they may consider a stronger UK by leaving the EU.
The salience of individual voters reasoning for the Brexit vote has also been explored. Research by Owen and Walter, (2017), measured issue salience in regard for the Brexit vote. The results suggested drastic differences in regard to what voters considered the most important reason for their voting for Brexit. Owen and Walter’s (2017) research found that people who indicated their intentions to vote leave were significantly more likely to consider immigration and sovereignty to be the most important issues, in contrast to Economy and the UK’s influence for remain. This conflicting paradigm exploring voters opinions on the most important effects that Brexit would have on the UK indicates intergroup attitudes influencing the vote. However, it does not give a complete explanation to why every remain and leave voter decided to vote. For example, it does not explain why some remain voters considered sovereignty to be the most important issue. While this could be explained by pro-Europeans considering sovereignty as an application to being both European and British, (Beaumont, 2017). However, it does not explain each individual’s interpretation. Implications would include exploring the minority groups discussed in this sample to gain a greater understanding of voter interpretations and consequences on the issue.  
Prejudice may also have influenced the Brexit vote. Voters attitudes towards immigrants and Europeans have already been discussed in their influences towards the Brexit vote, however an individual’s type of prejudice has also been suggested to have influenced the vote. Using a dual-processing model of explicit and implicit prejudice (Son Hing, Chung-Yan, Hamilton & Zanna, 2008), Research has found a significant relationship between prejudice sub-types and individuals voting behaviour in the Brexit vote (Sullivan & Hutchings, in press). The research of people’s attitudes towards their out-group highlighted explicit prejudice was significant among participants who voted leave, highlighting increased levels of racism and prejudice towards out-groups. This supports that a person’s intergroup attitudes were significant in influencing the Brexit vote.
Another factor that may have influenced the Brexit vote was the economy, as many voters saw an economic benefit of leaving the EU in contrast to remain, (Curtice, 2016). Within the sample, 80% of participants stated that the economic status would be better if they left the EU want to withdraw. This highlights the importance of economic consequences in Brexit voters within the sample. This suggests a challenge to intergroup attitudes influencing the Brexit vote as a majority of the participants argued that economic attitudes would improve the UK if they left the EU. However, this research results contrasts Owen and Walters (2017) research, as they suggested that the most important factors influencing the voters to vote leave was immigration and sovereignty. However, within Owen and Walter’s (2017) research, they argue for the most important issue people considered for the Brexit vote. Although the economic attitudes may be important, in the voter’s eyes it may not be considered the most important factor in the Brexit vote. This could suggest that sovereignty and immigration were more important than economy in the eyes of voters in regard to their voting choice; implying that intergroup attitudes of immigration and sovereignty were more influential in the Brexit vote. This is also supported by Matti and Zhou, (2016), which argued that demographics were more significant in explaining the Brexit vote in contrast to economic variables.


In conclusion, research has highlighted significant findings suggesting the importance immigration, sovereignty and prejudice type had on the Brexit vote, (Hobolt, Leeper & Tilley, 2018; Sullivan & Hutchings, in press; Swami, Barron, Weis & Furnham, 2017). These factors created intergroups which challenged and influenced the Brexit vote. As these attitudes defined and split groups among the UK within their voting choice, demographical groups of people were found to support particular voting choices (Hobolt, 2016). However, this was challenged to not be as simple as just demographics, as skill level also suggested voting choice (Park & Kim, 2018). Therefore, intergroup attitudes towards Brexit was influenced to a great extent by these factors. However, these factors were not the entire explanation for the Brexit vote, other factors included economical sustainability of the UK, and minority groups against the majority also indicate other influences that may have had an impact on the vote (Owen & Walter, 2017; Curtice, 2016). Therefore, while intergroup attitudes were influential in the final voting decision of Brexit, it is acknowledged that it was not solely responsible for the Brexit vote, as the voting decisions of the UK was far more  complex than social issues and prejudice (Hutchings & Sullivan, 2019).  
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