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23rd June 2016, a date in which the British public decided on whether the United Kingdom should leave or remain in the European Union (EU). The leave vote won by 51.9% to 48.1%, with more than 30 million people voting, this is what is known as Brexit (Hunt & Wheeler, 2017). According to Golec de Zavala et al (2017), many individuals emphasised their anxiety over immigration and the need to obtain power of the United Kingdom borders, due to recent terrorist threats in the country. The vast majority of individuals who expressed this concern about immigration were more prone to vote to leave the EU. Leaving the EU will have drastic impacts on agriculture, fisheries, trade and much more. However, the main goal of departing the EU is to be free to negotiate the countries own free trade arrangements and to function on its own terms as a trading nation.

The highest Brexit support is seen from struggling areas where education, average incomes and skill levels are low. The vote from these areas reflect the deep-seated frustration about the current economic marginalisation, lack of opportunities and poverty. However, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2018) states that it is tremendously unlikely that leaving the EU will help to solve these financial problems, with the possibility of these issues becoming worse. Yet, with the result of the referendum, many questions were raised as to why the British public voted to leave. It is believed that some of the reasons for leaving the EU related to immigration, economic reasons and sovereignty. It was discussed by Chu (2016), that a large majority of the British public felt a us vs. them divide between the general public and immigrants. 

It is supposed that intergroup attitudes influenced the Brexit vote. According to the European Parliament (2019), intergroups are unsanctioned groups of MEPs who are all interested in a certain topic which does not fall within the scope of Parliament’s usual work but could potentially be of interest to the wider society. Intergroups are also not official bodies of Parliament and cannot express Parliaments views. Some examples of intergroups are pluralism which is seen as a salad bowl, with each culture having its own identity yet adds flavour to the whole bowl. Intergroups can however be extremely severe such as genocide, which is the most toxic intergroup relationship as it deliberately tried to annihilate another group (Lumen, 2019). These are some types of intergroup relationships, however when applying this to the Brexit campaign, various people go against what the parliament says, and tries to manipulate people into believing what they do. Examples of these are the press, social media, different types of MP’s or parties such as UKIP or Labour, which both run to take over parliament but have completely different approaches to how things would run in the UK (Robbins, 2006). However, many other factors may have played a part of the vote, one being, immigration.

As stated by Cap (2017), intergroup threats played a vital part in the link between the reasons for voting to leave. The people who voted to leave the EU had very different opinions about migration compared to those who voted to stay; therefore, it is believed that the main reason as to why individuals voted leave, is due to the ever-changing attitudes towards immigration. There are two types of migrants who travel over to the EU. One type are EU migrants who stated that their main reason for coming over to the UK was to either look for a job or to take a job they had secured before they had arrived. Another type of migrants is non-EU where most people migrants from outside of the EU came to study or they had family ties (BBC, 2017). Even though this article states that migrants only come to the UK to study, see family or to get a job, the question must be raised as to why the public have anxiety over them. 

A survey created by Blinder and Allen (2016) looked at people’s perceptions of whether they agreed or disagreed with migration, a staggering 53% of the votes were negative, 20% neutral and only 21% positive. An almost identical survey was created by Abrams and Houston (2006) almost ten years before the recent study, it showed that 17% of votes were negative towards legal immigrants, 35% neutral and 48% of votes were positive. This suggests that in recent times, the attitudes towards legal immigrants has changed drastically and much more negative compared to ten years ago. One reason for this could be due to intergroups changing people’s attitudes towards immigrants, especially within the media, i.e. news coverage, newspapers or social media.

One media coverage about migrants discussed how migrants were taking people’s jobs. (The Sun, 2017), the news article begins by stating that the UK borders have been a so-called magnet for cheap labour across the EU. The article also claims that the British public are suffering from migrants taking their jobs and how the British public need an immigration deal. The Sun is known for dramatizing every situation to the point it sounds like the world is going to end. Especially in the title where it says the public need a deal. The word need is extremely commanding and is the opposite to being tentative. The news article could possibly be an intergroup as it does not agree completely with what the parliament say yet it is trying to oppose thoughts into people’s heads as to why it is a good idea to leave. This also agrees with the economic factor of leaving the EU.

Research as demonstrates that individuals with a high implicit prejudice is more likely to classify a racially angry face as a Black person compared to those with a low implicit prejudice (Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2004). A recent study conducted by Hutchings and Haddock (2008) looked into extending this finding by examining whether the exact same expression of anger or frustration on a ethnically vague face was perceived to be intent when the face being judged was black or white. The results found that people high in implicit prejudice were reported to significantly classify angry faces as Black, in comparison to low in implicit prejudice. These findings found that implicit prejudice is not only related with racial classification of a face, but also apparent concentration of emotion showed. 

Prejudice is when an individual pre-judge someone or a situation based upon their group involvement, an example of this could be an individual judging someone for their race or gender which may be influenced upon other people’s perceptions of race or gender. They may also judge a person without any formed feeling beforehand or without knowledge of the person (Dictionary.com, 2019). Shortly after the decision was made to leave the EU, there was a 41% increase of offenses which were defined as being racially motivated, which means attacking someone physically or verbally because of their race or ethnicity (Forster, 2016). This may potentially indicate that racial prejudice played a part in the reasoning behind people voting to leave. Therefore, this links with the intergroup contact theory where it is obvious that prejudice is seen within groups of people.

The intergroup contact theory was first projected by Allport (1954) who theorised that tension between two or more groups, could be concentrated if the two groups have more contact with each other. It was also believed that these interactions between groups what have positive effects, which were characterised by four key conditions, intergroup cooperation, equal status, support by social and institutional authorities and common goals. There are two types of groups that an individual will experience within their life span, the first type is an ingroup. This type of group is where every person within has the same goals or interests, which is the opposite to the second type of group, the outgroup. This kind of group is where people usually they feel they do not belong, an example of this is a type of class, e.g. upper or working class. Although, even though the individual does not feel they belong, they do share similar motives, characteristics or features. This can be applied to the reason individuals voted to leave, especially with the anxiety over immigration (Brown and Hewstone, 2005). Contact theory has been shown by Hewstone and Swart (2011) to reduce the amount of promotion of more positive intergroup attitudes and to also reduce prejudice.

Social Identity Theory was proposed by Tajfel (1979). The theory suggests groups, such as social class, a football team or family, that people feel they belong to are an extremely important source of self-esteem and pride. Within the theory are in-groups which are groups an individual identifies with and feel a part of, and there are out-groups which individuals feel they do not identify with and with may even discriminate against. Mcleod (2008), describes the theory to have three stages, the first is social categorisation. In this stage, individuals label objects in order to understand then, in a similar way people label each other, including ourselves, in order to understand the social environment. The second stage is social identification, where individuals adopt an identity from a group, they feel they belong to. An example of the is if a person categorises themselves as a student, they will start to adopt the behaviourisms and manners in which they perceive students to act. The final stage of the theory is social comparison. This is where the group has a sense of needing to compare themselves with another group and start a rivalry. They may feel forced to compete for the members to maintain their pride and self-esteem, an example of this is within a football game. Culture could also be a reason that individuals voted to leave or stay within the EU, as it could possibly depend on where an individual was brought up and also when they were brought up, which could link with social identity theory.

Culture can have a considerably important role when deciding whether or not to leave the EU. This means that when a person was brought up, how old they are, their race or gender and also their religion can have an impact on how they vote, especially if one of the parties believes something negative about their race or ethnicity. According to Koch (2017), the EU referendum brought upon a culture war between the socially conservative values and liberal cosmopolitanism. The research conducted by Koch suggested that voters on both sides were seen to be driven by identity-based politics, however on a council-estate within England, they believed that this was their opportunity to reject the government as they know it. According to Glaser and Gilens (1997) the percentage of white adults who support laws against interracial marriage is high, which could possibly explain the reason to leave as it is linked with immigration. However, it is shown that very few white people have close black friends, it is shown within the intergroup contact theory that individuals from separate groups should have more time with eachother, however, Pettigrew (1987), believes that contact may not be enough as friendship is a critical factor. This can be applied to people within council-estates as they felt they were neglected which affected them economically. This leads into the Realistic Conflict Theory.

The Realistic Conflict theory created by Campbell (1965), backs the idea that people voted to leave in order to help the economy. This theory supports the economy factor by demonstration that during a time of concern over income, job security and the resourcing of social facilities, a competition with the outgroups will impact upon individuals’ attitudes. Brewer (1979) states that the hypothesis of the conflict theory suggests that intergroup discrimination occurs whenever economic resources are low. This means that. An experiment created by Meuleman et al (2009), investigated the changing attitudes toward immigration within Europe, from the years 2002-2007, using a dynamic group conflict theory approach. The paper used data from three rounds of the European Social Survey (ESS), in order to study the trend of anti-immigration attitudes between 2002-07 within 27 countries in Europe. The results found that country-specific developments in attitudes towards immigration were shown to coincide within national context factors, i.e. changes in unemployment rates and immigration flows. Although this study gives us an example of the changing attitudes towards immigration within Europe, if it were repeated since the Brexit referendum, there would be completely different results.

A final reason, but an important one, as to why people decided to leave the EU is sovereignty. According to The UK in a Changing Europe (2019), sovereignty is where a state or country attempts to govern itself and regulate its own policies and laws. There is also parliamentary sovereignty, which is currently seen within the UK, as it holds parliament as the highest source of authority, which can make its own laws without any restrictions. An electoral study created by Pammet and LeDuc (2001), states that many factors can influence a person’s decision to vote. However, in a Quebec referendum, it was obvious that leaders and parties were clearly identifies with different sides of a question, which indeed affected the voters’ decision making, particularly when it came to the campaign. The study showed the importance of sovereignty and how affective it can be when people vote for referendums. Sovereignty is extremely important in affective the outcome in a referendum, therefore, the outcomes of these referendums are not easily predictable in advance.

In conclusion, it can be shown throughout the essay that the Brexit vote was influenced by intergroup attitudes. However, it must also be noted that there are many other factors for people’s decisions to leave or remain within the EU. Reasons for a persons’ vote could be influenced by their culture, whether they were brought up to hate or like a certain group, or their background and in what period they were born. This means if they were brought up in an age where immigrants were disliked and thought of as outcasts, then they would be more likely to vote to leave the EU in hope that the UK borders would become tighter with letting people into the country.
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