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Abstract 

The decision of the UK public in July 2016 to vote to leave the European Union was greeted 
with surprise within the UK and across the world. However, should we really have been 
surprised? Surveys of attitudes towards freedom of movement to the UK over the last 10 
years have suggested an increasing negativity regarding immigration, and many debates 
before and after the vote have raised the issue of whether prejudice played a role in the 
outcome of the referendum. It is only within the last 12 months that a number of research 
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study findings have started to provide a more coherent, data-informed evidence-base 
suggesting that voting behaviour in the referendum may have correlates to prejudice 
personality styles, nationalism, Islamophobia, and implicit/explicit prejudice. We argue that 
recent evidence suggests that levels of prejudice towards â€˜othersâ€™ was a factor in the 
Brexit vote and that the attitudes underlying this vote must be explored in greater detail 
through cross-disciplinary scientific research, with legitimate concerns recognised and 
fallacies challenged. 

Introduction 

The referendum on membership of the European Union (EU) in June 2016, more commonly 
known by the portmanteau Brexit (Britain exit), highlighted deep divisions in the United 
Kingdom (UK). Regardless of the final overall outcome of the vote, campaigning before the 
referendum and discussions afterwards have raised issues relating to immigration, 
sovereignty, the economy, and particular representations of the cultural way of life in the UK. 
Many of these discussions, particularly in mainstream and social media, often tend to focus 
upon single issues whilst excluding others; immigration news stories may be separated from 
news stories about the economy or jobs and even when they are linked this tends to be at a 
fairly surface level. Whilst this paper is an informal opinion piece based upon empirical 
evidence, we argue that the intricate interplay between many of these issues, explored over 
decades of research in a number of related areas such as psychology, sociology, and political 
science, can help to explain peopleâ€™s voting in the EU referendum and current prejudice 
attitudes that exist in the UK towards racial and cultural groups. 

Whilst overt, blatant displays of prejudice have diminished over the last 50 years they still 
exist and sit alongside more covert, subtle forms of prejudice. These may take the form of 
unconscious biases, perceptions of cultural differences, and ethnocentrism. However, this 
must also be considered in the wider context of the rise in populism across the globe 
(MÃ¼ller, 2017), dissatisfaction with supranationalism leading to support of radical left and 
right parties in the European Union (Akkerman et al., 2017; Beaudonnet and Gomez, 2016), 
and legitimate concerns that people may have regarding their national identities (Goodwin 
and Heath, 2016). Nonetheless, the ability to reduce prejudice against individuals whilst 
recognising and debating the wider potential causes of these prejudices is one that we hope to 
address in this paper. We have deliberately tried to avoid using the term â€˜racismâ€™ in this 
paper where possible as we follow Brownâ€™s (2010) belief that the term â€˜prejudiceâ€™ 
can be regarded as synonymous in the social psychological perspective with sexism, racism, 
homophobia, and so on. 

Complexities of prejudice 

An immense amount of research has been carried out over the last 100 years on attitudes 
towards members of same and other racial and cultural groups. Whilst the basic premise of 
the word prejudice is that a pre-judgement is formed about a person based upon their group 
membership (e.g., pre-judging a person purely based upon their ethnicity), theoretical 
advances have led us to the point where we understand that prejudice has a cognitive 
component (belief about a person or group), an affective component (feeling) and a conative 
component (an associated behavioural action). Therefore, moving beyond the original pre-
judgement theory, we can consider prejudice to be an individual attitude (although it may be 



held by a vast majority of group members) towards groups and/or their members which either 
creates or maintains hierarchical relations between groups (Dovidio et al., 2013). 

As well as improvements in theoretical understanding, methodological improvements have 
also allowed us to explore prejudice at a far more nuanced level. The ability to measure 
conscious attitudes toward groups (explicit prejudice) or examine behaviour in interactions 
has been added to with the ability to study subconscious attitudes (implicit prejudice) using 
tools such as the Implicit Association Test (Greenwald et al., 1998) and functional magnetic 
resonance imaging (fMRI) to examine brain structure and function processes. Whilst 
questions exist regarding whether implicit prejudice predicts direct discrimination, and 
whether it reflects a lack of exposure to cultural knowledge rather than unconscious bias 
(Lamont et al., 2017), these measures provide us with a greater ability to understand 
prejudices at an individual level than we previously had. However, to be able to tackle issues 
in society it is also important for us to be able to find broader categories of prejudice that, 
nonetheless, create sub-categories of the too-encompassing â€˜prejudicedâ€™ or â€˜not 
prejudicedâ€™. A model of prejudice that we use in much of our research is the two-
dimensional model of Son-Hing et al., (2008) that takes scores on implicit and explicit 
prejudice to categorise people into four prejudice subtypes. This combination of conscious 
and unconscious attitudes provides a more comprehensive account of peopleâ€™s prejudices 
than can be calculated separately, and helps to further explain some concepts that have 
existed for a number of years. 

Those who score low on both implicit and explicit prejudice measures are classed as Truly 
Low Prejudiced in the Son Hing et al. (2008) model (we prefer the term Egalitarian as we 
feel it captures the true essence of these people); they show little bias towards favouring their 
ingroup over their outgroup, show empathy and understanding about issues that may affect 
outgroup members, and are the least likely to discriminate against outgroup members. Whilst 
one might hope that the majority in our society would act in this way, our findings 
consistently show that they make up between 23â€“30% of our participants (e.g., Sullivan 
and Hutchings, 2018a, 2018b). 

People scoring high on implicit (unconscious) prejudice but low on explicit (conscious) 
prejudice are classed as Aversive Racists (ARs)Footnote 1. Research suggests that they may not 
consciously believe that they are prejudiced but their conative actions may betray 
subconscious attitudes that can result in forms of discrimination (Dovidio and Gaertner, 
2004). Kovel (1970), who coined the AR term, suggested that this type of person may not 
actively dislike people of other groups, and would likely be mortified if it were suggested that 
this were the case. However, they may feel uneasy around people of different groups, may 
avoid interactions and keep their distance so as not to feel uncomfortable. Whilst this may not 
involve conscious prejudice and discrimination it can lead to similar outcomes. Whether it be 
non-inclusion in interactions or uncomfortable interactions, being less likely to be hired for 
work positions due to awkwardness in the interview or even not being invited to interview in 
the first place, the impact upon the outgroup member is often the same as if old-fashioned 
prejudice had been at work. This group tends to be the largest of our groups in our studies, 
with 25â€“35% of our participants tending to fall into this category (Sullivan and Hutchings, 
2018a, 2018b). 

Our third subgroup, Principled Conservatives (PC), are defined by scoring low on implicit 
prejudice but high on explicit prejudice. This may, at first, appear contradictory; why would 
someone consciously feel prejudice toward outgroups when their subconscious attitudes do 



not match? The answer to this seems to be linked to attitudes regarding what people are 
entitled to from a society. PCs appear to have concerns regarding state or legal interference in 
what they believe should be an individualâ€™s responsibility. Affirmative action to help 
disadvantaged group members is seen as giving an unfair advantage at best, or discrimination 
against the ingroup at worst. Whilst this may seem reasonable on the face of it in that, if 
anything, no discrimination is being shown, this view tends to dogmatically ignore that not all 
groups are equal and that state and legal intervention is sometimes required to address 
historical, hierarchical, and changing issues in society. Because the conscious intention and 
actions will likely lead to negative outcomes for outgroup members it is easy to see why this 
could be construed as overtly prejudiced behaviour when viewed in isolation. This group 
tends to be marginally the smallest of our subtypes, with between 20â€“26% of participants 
falling into this category (Sullivan and Hutchings, 2018a, 2018b). 

Our final prejudice subtype group are those who score high on both implicit and explicit 
prejudice; Modern Racists (MR). These people both feel subconsciously and report 
consciously that they hold prejudices towards outgroup members. In many ways this is the 
prototype group that people are likely to think of when hearing the words prejudice or racist. 
Between 25â€“30% of our participants tend to fall into this category (Sullivan and Hutchings, 
2018a, 2018b); that may appear to be a surprisingly high number, but this has been supported 
across social surveys over a number of years with similar or even higher figures (NatCen 
Social Research, 2014). 

Both Egalitarians and Aversive Racists are argued to be on the â€˜leftâ€™ spectrum of the 
political divide, with an interest in social justice and a shared society (Son-Hing et al., 2008). 
Conversely, Principled Conservatives and Modern Racists are therefore considered to be on 
the â€˜rightâ€™ of the political divide, with more of a focus upon personal responsibility and 
individualism (ibid). Whilst it is clear that a direct correlation cannot be drawn between 
political affiliation and prejudice subtype (right-wing supporting Egalitarians or Aversive 
Racists no doubt exist) it does provide us with a useful framework with which to examine 
some of the wider issues in our society relating to prejudice. 

Complexities of the Brexit vote and prejudice 

It is difficult to provide a clear narrative on how much prejudice attitudes played a role in the 
Brexit vote, largely because a multitude of social issues were caught up in a binary 
referendum question of whether to leave the EU or remain a member. However, there can be 
no doubt that issues relating to prejudice were paramount in many of the discussions leading 
up to the vote in 2016 (Berry, 2016; Geddes, 2016; Vasilopoulou, 2016). Those that may 
appear to be straightforward, such as the focus upon immigration numbers, are tied to 
additional areas such as availability of jobs or funding of additional services such as in 
schools and hospitals. Even those issues that do not appear to have a direct link to individuals 
and groups, such as the argument that leaving the EU would allow the UK to maintain 
sovereignty and make its own laws, lean towards concepts of nationalism; â€˜weâ€™ will not 
be told what to do by â€˜othersâ€™ from the continent. Despite having a proportional 
representation on all EU parliaments and committees, the discourse that â€˜theyâ€™ are in 
charge of the EU and would be in control of our nation was a powerful rhetoric throughout 
the referendum campaign. 

There can be little doubt that issues of immigration and border control played a role in the 
attitudes and subsequent decisions that many people made in casting their vote. The release 



of migration statistics shortly before the referendum vote in May 2016 showed that for the 
year ending 2015 net migration of EU citizens to the UK was 184,000 whilst non-EU net 
migration was 188,000, both similar figures to the previous year (Office for National 
Statistics, 2016). Within the overall figure, 308,000 were classified as migrating for work 
purposes and 130,000 of these (42%) arrived looking for work. There were also over 41,000 
asylum applications from countries such as Iran, Pakistan, Iraq, Eritrea, Afghanistan and 
Syria, an increase of 30% on the previous year but still well below the 2002 figure of 103,000 
applications (Office for National Statistics, 2016). The argument that 400,000 people from 
outside of the UK would be added, annually, to the population was fertile data for those 
wishing to use this information to influence peopleâ€™s votes. 

We have known for a number of years that attitudes toward immigrants and immigration have 
been changing. For example, Abrams and Houston (2006) found that attitudes toward legal 
migration in the 2005 National Survey were largely positive, with 48% of their respondents 
reporting being positive about legal migration and 19% negative (but see Meuleman et al. 
2009, for differences across a wider European perspective). Less than 10 years later a 
Migration Observatory survey of the perceived costs and benefits of migration showed a 
dramatic reversal of this figure, with 53% reporting negativity and 21% being positive about 
immigration, although this appears to have softened somewhat since the referendum vote 
(Blinder and Richards, 2018). During this time the UK has experienced, along with much of 
the world, the fallout from the global banking crisis of 2008. It has also experienced a number 
of years of â€˜austerity measuresâ€™ implemented by successive governments to balance the 
books as a result of that crisis. Whether expressly felt or simply perceived by people, there 
can be few in the UK who have not been aware of this over the last 10 years. Realistic 
conflict theory (Campbell, 1965) suggests that, at a time when concern over jobs, wages, and 
resourcing of social facilities are seen as critical issues in society, competition with outgroups 
for resources will impact upon peopleâ€™s attitudes. It must also be recognised that this is 
not purely a UK issue, with these concerns being voiced across much of Europe (e.g., 
Ceobanu and Escandell, 2008; Ponce, 2017). 

The complexity of society, however, rarely fits a newspaper headline. Data from Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation found that, whilst the 20 areas reporting lowest educational attainment 
in the UK voted leave in the EU referendum and the 20 areas with highest educational 
attainment voted remain, it is not simply a case of educational attainment; rather, it is an issue 
of relative deprivation and a feeling of being â€˜left behindâ€™ in society (Goodwin and 
Heath, 2016). In a similar vein, Colantone and Stanig (2016) found that attitudes towards 
migration were better predicted by the effects of â€˜import shockâ€™ of goods impacting 
manufacturing in an area than levels of migration to that area itself, although the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation findings do suggest that a sudden influx into an area (5â€“10% of a 
local population change in 10 years) does correlate with percentage of leave voters in those 
areas. Interestingly, and in support of Allportâ€™s (1954) seminal work on prejudice and 
discrimination which examined how intergroup contact could work to reduce prejudice, a 
fascinating comparison by Kaufmann and Harris (2015) sheds light on why some of the areas 
with the highest levels of immigration voted remain in the EU referendum whilst other areas 
with little immigration voted leave and cited immigration as a major issue. They found that 
positive attitudes towards migrants tended to be greatest in a locale that contained the highest 
number of migrants in an area, but that views were more negative outside of this local area. 
The finding itself cannot be more than marginally explained by those who do not like 
migrants moving from the area, and appear to be better explained by Allportâ€™s (1954) 
assertion that contact between groups fosters better understanding and tolerance. Meanwhile, 



those outside of this area may look with concern at these diverse neighbourhoods and fear 
that they may experience this next, not having had the opportunities for contact in their 
current residential area. 

The context of the Brexit vote must therefore be considered in terms of economic and social 
worries, opportunities to get on in life, and prejudice towards outgroups. It may be too 
simplistic to say that Brexit was a result of prejudice, but it would also be foolish to deny the 
impact that it had, in many nuanced ways. 

Contemporary prejudice in the UK 

There are many arguments within the field of prejudice and discrimination regarding whether 
prejudice has truly reduced over time or whether it has merely turned into something else; to 
use the dual-process model as an example, are some Modern Racists of the past now 
Aversive Racists, not outwardly prejudiced but still uncomfortable around other groups? 
Certainly, what Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) called â€˜hot, close and directâ€™ blatant 
racism has declined; however, it may be that it has been replaced with a subtle prejudice that 
is â€˜cool, distant and indirectâ€™ (Pettigrew and Meertens, 1995, p. 57). One of the 
problems that we do face, however, is that the language of the past literature can be 
restricting or confusing at best; at worst, it can be weaponised. Despite Muslims making up a 
small proportion of the EU population there is evidence that negative attitudes toward 
Muslims is increasing in the UK, and may have played a role in the Brexit vote (Swami et al., 
2017). Yet accusations of racism are often met with a response of â€˜Islam is not a race, it is 
an ideology, therefore I am not being racistâ€™. Whilst this may strictly be true, although it 
is currently unclear whether people psychologically associate being Muslim with being of an 
outgroup ethnicity and culture (cf. Nosek et al., 2010), it excuses the prejudice instead of 
addressing it. Similarly, it can be difficult to argue with someone that they are being racist 
when their ethnicity is similar to the person that they are discriminating against (e.g., a 
Caucasian British person being discriminatory towards a Caucasian person from another 
European country). Therefore, we argue that what we are faced with here is othering rather 
than racism. The threats to culture, way of life, prosperity and opportunities, come from 
various outgroups; but they are all â€˜othersâ€™. 

Whilst it is now just over two years since the Brexit vote, data examining the role of 
prejudice in this vote and subsequent attitudes are now starting to appear and do not make 
good reading for the cohesiveness of UK society. Findings from a study by de Zavala et al., 
(2017) show that higher scores on Right-wing authoritarianism and Social dominance 
orientation measures correlate with negative attitudes toward immigration and that these 
attitudes, in turn, were linked to voting behaviour in the EU referendum in their sample. 
Similarly, increased scores on nationalism and authoritarianism measures have been found to 
correlate with right-wing voting intentions and to have been predictive of support for the 
Brexit leave vote and opposition to immigration and the European Union, particularly in 
relation to free movement of labour (Zmigrod et al., 2018). Our own research on just over 
200 participants found that 80% of leave voters were from the Principled Conservative or 
Modern Racist sub-categories of the dual process model. Interestingly, those classified as 
Aversive Racists tended to vote to remain in the European Union in our study. At this stage it 
is unclear why they did so but it highlights the complexity of such a vote and suggests that we 
must go beyond a mere â€˜racists dislike the European Union and those who dislike the 
European Union are racistsâ€™ explanation of the Brexit referendum result that has 
dominated many discussions since the vote. Therefore, if Brexit brings nothing else, it 



provides the data that must give fresh impetus for us to look honestly at ourselves as a society 
regarding prejudice and discrimination, and also at our explanations for behaviour. In 
addition, it is important to recognise that the issues underpinning Brexit are not isolated to the 
UK but appear to exist across Europe (MÃ¼ller, 2017), and so should be addressed at a local 
and more global level. 

What have we learnt about prejudice from the Brexit 
vote? 

We fully realise the enormity of what we say when we state that over 70% of the UK 
population is prejudiced. â€˜Surely notâ€™, â€˜not meâ€™, â€˜we are a tolerant societyâ€™ 
are all natural responses; but let us look back at what we have considered as prejudice. Only 
one of our four subtypes can be considered to be not prejudiced (Egalitarians), either 
consciously or subconsciously; however, only one of our four subtype groups would 
consciously consider themselves to be prejudiced, the Modern Racists. Aversive Racists 
would not want to be prejudiced and may discriminate inadvertently or may explain it away 
to themselves as avoiding discomfort. Principled Conservatives are not likely to consider 
themselves to be prejudiced, as they are merely insisting that people are treated according to 
their own abilities and what they have earned in society. However, each of these three 
subtypes can impact negatively upon outgroups in their own way. If we return to our widely 
supported definition of prejudice, each of the three groups in their own way are made up of 
individuals with attitudes towards groups and/or their members which either create or 
maintain the hierarchical relations between groups, as defined originally by Dovidio et al. 
(2013). We must move away from the idea of prejudice and discrimination as being hot, 
direct, in your face racism. No doubt this still exists but it is joined by a more ambiguous 
â€˜life would be so much nicer without all these foreigners aroundâ€™, â€˜theyâ€™re 
getting more than me, itâ€™s not fairâ€™, â€˜I donâ€™t feel comfortable with people who 
arenâ€™t like meâ€™ othering. It all adds up. 

So what have we learnt about prejudice from the Brexit vote? The issues that face us have 
been recognised, explored and set out many times, albeit in different contexts such as racial 
prejudice. The Brexit vote has not necessarily changed UK society, but it has certainly 
highlighted some of the divisions and attitudes that often lie beneath the surface. Therefore, 
Brexit provides us with an opportunity to engage with the public at a time when it is most 
apposite. The vote to leave the European Union highlighted some uncomfortable truths in the 
UK that many do not wish to acknowledge, let alone discuss. Prejudice exists in many forms, 
and Brexit has highlighted how intrinsic it has become within our society and how poorly we 
recognise it. Our role, as academics and practitioners across disciplines, and as individuals in 
society, must be to address prejudice and discrimination towards individuals whilst also 
encouraging healthy debate about the underlying systems that may underpin these prejudices. 
This will not be an easy task to carry out, but an evidence-based and holistic approach, 
recognising legitimate concerns across multiple issues and calling out those that are not 
legitimate, should be our way forward. 
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Notes 

1. 1. 

In this paper we have used the terms from the prejudice literature, but we recognise 
that these terms need to be changed when engaging with the public. The term 
â€˜Aversive Racistâ€™ for example, is rooted in the original 1970s definitions, but 
telling someone that they are an aversive racist when they do not consider themselves 
to be racist is likely to be counterproductive. However, discussion on use of 
terminology is beyond the scope of the current paper. 
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