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

In July 2016, it was the UK’s decision to vote to leave the European Union. The referendum, or more commonly referred to as ‘Brexit’ has sparked controversy as to whether the result to leave the European Union was based on issues regarding immigration (Hutchings & Sullivan, 2019). Some of these issues have occurred due to individual and societal attitudes towards members of a different race or culture, where prejudgements are made based on their ethnicity, beliefs about a person, as well as feelings and behaviours towards those groups (Hutchings et al., 2019). Although it is uncertain how many members of the public voted to leave the European Union because of prejudice against immigration, there is no denying that it played a significant role in the outcome (Hutchings et al., 2019). Van de Vyver, Leite, Abrams and Palmer (2018) believe that speculations of what fuelled the ‘Leave’ vote was that individuals felt a divide of ‘us vs. them’ towards immigrants. In order to understand and critically evaluate whether the Brexit vote was influenced by intergroup attitudes, it is important to understand what is meant by intergroup attitudes.
Intergroup anxiety is described as an aroused state in which an individual will experience feelings of anxiousness, related to specific or general outgroups (Stephan, 2014). Intergroup anxiety may occur when an individual believes that their interaction with an individual from an outgroup will lead to negative consequences, for example; being discriminated against by the outgroup, physical harm, being misunderstood, fearfulness, unease and distress. Other factors which lead to intergroup anxiety include concerns of being negatively categorised and stereotyped by the outgroup and even being perceived as prejudiced (Stephan, 2014; Van de Vyver et al., 2018). Anxiety towards outgroups has appeared to be experienced when individuals believe that they will encounter rejection, as well as portraying an interaction with an outgroup individual as being more difficult than if they were to interact with an intergroup individual (Stephan, 2014). 
From previous literature, Price-Blackshear, Kamble, Mudhol, Sheldon and Bettencourt (2017) explain that people occasionally possess prejudiced attitudes towards members from other outgroups such as people of a different race and religion which could cause those who obtain these prejudices to behave in biased, discriminatory ways towards those outgroups. Price-Blackshear et al. (2017) explains that evidence has demonstrated that when all groups interact and have continuous contact, it displays the ability to improve attitudes towards the outgroup and reduces bias. This is also displayed in the Common Ingroup Identity Model (Van de Vyver et al., 2018). In addition to this, intergroup anxiety can cause awkward situations when interacting with members of an outgroup, thus causing increased anxiety towards that outgroup in the future. This can then lead to an increased prejudice (Price-Blackshear et al., 2017). Now it is understood what is meant by intergroup attitudes, this essay will critically evaluate whether the Brexit vote was influenced by intergroup attitudes.
Between June 2015 and June 2016 just before the EU referendum, it was in fact immigration that was continuously brought up as one of the most important issues being faced in the country which peaked at levels of 56% (Blinder & Allen, 2016). However, in surveys following the referendum, it showed that more specific questions were asked in these surveys that have specified the dependence of the type of immigration (Blinder et al., 2016). In a survey conducted in 2014 by the European Social Survey, the results showed that individuals reported how immigrants should only have access to the UK based on their skill levels; for example, professional or unskilled labourer. The results also showed how the British public prefer to emphasise a higher importance for skills and lower importance on the individual’s culture, religion and skin colour (Blinder et al., 2016). There are limitations to these types of studies however as they used phrases such as ‘immigrants’ and ‘immigration’ with very little definition; thus, likely to be viewed differently to different participants.
Regarding how these opinions have affected Brexit, views on immigration are subject to a major divide in society. People are strongly influenced by their own individual differences amongst society (Van de Vyver et al., 2018). It is argued that the media has painted ‘Brexit’ to have been driven by anti-immigration prejudice (Meleady, Seger & Vermue, 2017). However, it appears that as an average, remain voters tend to be more pro-immigration, younger individuals, with more education than those of the older generation (Hobolt, 2016) who are more anti-immigration and are more likely to have voted to leave the EU (Blinder et al., 2016). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Meleady et al’s (2017) study investigates these claims in more depth, it is explained how they expected that the more frequent contact between intergroups would influence the individuals voting intentions either positively or negatively. This study focuses on the differences between positive and negative encounters and explores them in a real-world situation. The ‘Leave’ campaign has continuously aimed its focus on the topic of immigration, it has stressed how immigration levels have become too high; and in order to cut back on immigration, Britain must leave the EU (Meleady et al., 2017). As the media and the ‘Leave’ campaign have focused heavily on this matter, immigrants are being more commonly perceived as the enemy, despite this; Meleady et al’s (2017) study found that individuals who were living in an area that obtain more immigrants were less likely to vote to leave the EU. This would suggest that the attitudes of the individuals with more exposure to those of a different race were not as likely to hold prejudice and discriminatory attitudes towards immigrants.
Another example of this shows how results gathered in London provided the highest amount of ‘Remain’ votes as the percentage of individuals born outside of the UK were at 38.8% of the population. However, in areas such as Norfolk where the percentage of individuals who were not born in the UK were at 6.6% provided a substantial amount of ‘Leave’ votes at 71.5%. An overall score that was conducted from all areas across the UK showed that on average, areas with a lower population of people born outside of the UK recorded higher scores of ‘Leave’ voters as high as 85%, thus carrying more prejudice. However, areas with higher levels of immigrants displayed lower votes to ‘Leave’ at 44% (Meleady et al., 2017). As can be seen from the results of this study, it would suggest the importance of how intergroup contact and its influence on voting decisions are possible, and that continuous integration of different groups can significantly reduce prejudice towards outgroups; essentially backing what Price-Blackshear et al. (2017) said. Prejudice attitudes towards immigrants were shown in this study to predict more support towards Brexit and leaving the EU due to negative experiences. Therefore, in this study Meleady et al. (2017) describe finding a strong correlation between intergroup attitudes and prejudice impacting the votes.
Evans and Kelly (2017) investigated prejudice towards immigrants as well as other races such as Muslims, Hindus, Jews and Gypsies, and whether the UK’s attitudes towards other ethnicities divided them apart from the European Union. This would aim to suggest that if their attitudes did set them apart, is this what swayed the Brexit vote; or are there wider issues yet to surface the EU in the future? Evans et al’s (2017) study focuses on how British individuals feel towards having working immigrants as neighbours. What Evans et al. (2017) wanted to find out from their survey was which individuals would the British public not like to have as neighbours and examining their prejudice against those outgroups by using phrases such as ‘immigrants/foreign workers’, ‘people of a different race’ and ‘people of a different religion’, as well as other options including ‘drug addicts’, ‘people who have aids’ and ‘homosexuals’ etc; however their main focus was prejudice against immigrants/foreign workers. In addition to this, Evans et al. (2017) then assessed the UK level of prejudice compared to other EU countries at the same amount of socioeconomic development, the results showed that British levels compared to other countries had relatively low levels of prejudice towards having outgroup neighbours. Despite this, Evans et al. (2017) explain that although Britain’s scores were reasonably low, it is still likely that prejudice towards outgroups was a cause of Brexit and explains that it could easily apply to many other EU countries in the future. Anti-immigration attitudes are growing slowly but surely in the UK which Evans et al. (2017) describes that this could be based off recent terrorist attacks causing concern and damaging social trust in outgroups.
Hobolt’s (2016) argument explains how the referendum was not just campaigned against immigration but also economy, where its messages were not just based on regaining control of British borders, the law and restricting immigrants. During the first few weeks of the Brexit discussion, campaigns focused their attention on economy, however the focus then moved heavily onto immigration where ‘Remain’ voters believed there would be less immigration in Britain according to a YouGov survey (Hobolt, 2016). Hobolt (2016) explains that individuals who voted ‘Remain’ related with economy, had the fear of losing security as well as additional benefits of being part of the EU. However, ‘Leave’ voters focused their concerns with immigration and ‘regaining the country’. Hobolt (2016) also found that individual’s attitudes towards immigrants also mattered as 32% of voters that thought Britain had too many immigrants were more likely to vote ‘Leave’. However, findings regarding the economy were just as important as immigration to those who were convinced that leaving the EU would impact trading and reductions in employment who were then more likely to vote ‘Remain’, in comparison to those who were not concerned with negative impacts regarding the economy, but more concerned about cutting down on immigration.
Additional support for intergroup attitudes influencing the Brexit vote, Van de Vyver et al. (2018) explains how perception of the world being a dangerous place can also be associated with exclusionary-immigration attitudes. These feelings can cause aims of securing and controlling the country however, to Van de Vyver et al’s (2018) knowledge, there has been no research in support of dangerous world believers and their voting decisions despite the conservative party portraying strong prejudice and anti-immigration attitudes. Van de Vyver et al. (2018) also goes on to explain how individuals may perceive intergroup threat as an issue that they could possibly encounter; when they believe members of that outgroup wish to or are able to cause them harm. They also state that the perceived intergroup threat would play a tremendous role in predicting the voting decisions for the referendum, so they examined this in their study. Van de Vyver et al. (2018) believed that voting decisions could be affected by situational threats, such as the Paris attacks and Manchester bombings; however, they explained that these temporary situations are very unlikely to have impacted major voting decisions. Intergroup anxiety and symbolic threat also negatively predicted the individuals voting decisions. Their findings overall suggested that as far as the EU referendum was concerned, it was in fact realistic threat that was a significant predictor of the Brexit voting decisions. A final important factor to this study was British identity which positively predicted voting intentions, as individuals displayed desire to strongly protect their national identity. These findings could suggest that the ‘Leave’ vote was established mainly to regain control and safety over potential threats and the desire to remain as part of their own category following negative experiences with outgroups (Van de Vyver et al., 2018).
To conclude, it appears that most of the evidence found in this research does support the question that intergroup attitudes did influence the Brexit vote. Even for individuals who believed that there were other contributing factors to the Brexit vote such as economy and desire to protect their own identity (Hobolt, 2016; Van de Vyver et al., 2018), there is no denying that intergroup attitudes towards immigrants played the most substantial impact when it came to voters. This is because the research continues to revert back to issues with immigration such as, the intergroup anxiety caused by lack of contact (Price-Blackshear et al., 2017), and even despite this as Meleady et al. (2017) explains with more frequent contact, comes less prejudice and less ‘Leave’ votes. Contrary to this, potentially increasing the individual’s anxiety levels by being around outgroups more often and possibly feeling loss of identity. Additionally, with the media heavily portraying perceived risk of threat or harm (Van de Vyver et al., 2018), leading to escalation of fear from previous terrorist attacks, this indicates why despite the British public displaying low levels of prejudice, they still voted to ‘Leave’ the European Union (Evans et al., 2017). Although in addition to this, since the Brexit vote, the question could now open regarding whether the individuals that are living with less immigrants in their area are subject to change in their attitudes towards immigrants should their environment house more people of a different race. As Meleady et al. (2017) explained how more exposure to outgroups on a more regular basis can cause a reduction in discriminatory attitudes and bias. From the research above, there is an excessive amount of evidence in support of intergroup attitudes and their affect on the Brexit vote with very little evidence against individual attitudes having an effect. This would strongly suggest that psychology theories can and do offer a relevant insight when understanding peoples voting intentions and decisions within the real world and that overall, negative intergroup attitudes towards outgroups did influence the Brexit vote (Van de Vyver et al., 2018). In the future, it would be interesting and important for research to consider investigating how the Brexit referendum may have its own unique impact on intergroup relationships (Meleady et al., 2017).
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