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In June 2016 the United Kingdom shocked the world by voting to leave
the European Union. As this book reveals, the historic vote for a Brexit
marked the culmination of trends in domestic politics and in the UK’s rela-
tionship with the EU that have been building over many years. Drawing
on a wealth of survey evidence collected over more than 10 years, this
book explains why a majority of people decided to ignore much of the
national and international community and vote for Brexit. Drawing on
past research on voting in major referendums in Europe and elsewhere,
a team of leading academic experts analyse changes in the UK’ party
system that were catalysts for the referendum vote, including the rise of
the UK Independence Party (UKIP), the dynamics of public opinion dur-
ing an unforgettable and divisive referendum campaign, the factors that
influenced how people voted and the likely economic and political impact
of this historic decision.
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Every week we send £350 million to Brussels. I’d rather that we control how
to spend that money, and if I had that control I would spend it on the NHS.

Gisela Stuart, 15 April 2016

Theresa May says it’s difficult to control immigration as part of the EU.
She’s wrong — it is not difficult, it’s impossible.

Nigel Farage, 29 April 2016

... maybe some point down the line, there might be a UK-US trade agree-
ment, but it’s not going to happen any time soon ... the UK is going to be
in the back of the queue ...

Barack Obama, 22 April 2016

I am absolutely convinced that our economic security will be better if we
stay in a reformed European Union and it will be seriously at risk if we
were to leave.

David Cameron, 15 May 2016

Napoleon, Hitler, various people tried this [unifying Europe], and it ends
tragically. The EU is an attempt to do this by different methods.

Boris Johnson, 15 May 2016

As Chancellor, I would have a responsibility to try to restore stability to
the public finances and that would mean an emergency Budget where we
would have to increase taxes and cut spending ... [Q]uitting the EU would
mean less money. Billions less. It’s a lose-lose situation for British families
and we shouldn’t risk it.

George Osborne, 15 June 2016

It’s a pretty overwhelming case when you have a huge body of economists
[that agree] that it’s going to cost [the UK], it’s going to be negative for
income purposes, it’s going to reduce trade most likely as a result of uncer-
tainty and those are blatant facts.

Christine Lagarde, 17 June 2016

We know how bad our government is at defending our borders, and
within a few years all of these people [Middle East refugees] will have EU
passports. We are much less safe as part of this European Union.

Nigel Farage, 22 June 2016
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Foreword

Brexit changed everything. Or at least so it seemed. For many amongst
what have come to be known as the ‘liberal metropolitan elite’, it over-
turned several decades of thinking about what Britain is and where it
is headed. “What have we become?’ became a common refrain around
middle-class dinner tables.

Obviously, and as ever, reality is slightly more complicated. Britain’s
decision to leave the European Union revealed as much about how its
society had been changing for many years as it did about the impact of
the short and bitter referendum campaign itself.

Yet there can be little doubt that the decision that was taken will
have profound consequences for the future of the country. Obviously,
the nature of its relationship with the European Union will change. As
important, however, will be the impact of the decision on our politics.

Already, we see the way in which the Scottish National Party is using
Brexit to further its own political and independence-related agendas.
There is lingering uncertainty about the future of the UK Independence
Party now its central aim has been achieved, and still more over where
its voters might go should they decide to withdraw their support.
Prime Minister Theresa May clearly has half an eye on these people
as she renews her pledge to reduce immigration and bring the country
out from under the jurisdiction of the EU’s Court. Meanwhile, the
Labour Party, largely ineffective within parliament as Her Majesty’s
Opposition, confronts the danger of haemorrhaging votes at the next
election as its leader’s popularity rating shows no sign of improving.

In order to understand the way in which politics might develop at this
unique moment in our history, it is crucial to have a firm understanding
of what has happened to date. And here it is important to understand
the importance of careful, detailed, empirically based analysis.

The failure of pollsters accurately to predict not only the Brexit out-
come, but also the election of Donald Trump and, 18 months earlier, of
a majority Conservative Government in the UK have led many people

x1il
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X1V Foreword

to conclude that an accurate understanding of contemporary politics
is impossible. Yet this is to confuse prediction with explanation. The
former has never been simple, and depends, in part, on the ability of
pollsters to predict who will vote at all. In contrast, whilst failing to
anticipate the outcomes, analysts have proven extremely good at iden-
tifying the kinds of choices that people are liable to make.

This book provides an excellent example of the way in which good,
clear, methodologically rigorous analysis can further our understand-
ing both of what has happened, and what the implications of these
events might be. Following the vote in June, we all knew our coun-
try was profoundly divided, but the nature of the divisions and their
potential to fundamentally reshape our politics are made abundantly
clear in what follows.

Moreover, what the authors have achieved here is to present their
findings in a clear and accessible way. Too much academic research
is simply impenetrable to non-specialists, meaning that their insights
into the social world remain largely undiscovered.

Brexit is too important for that. What follows is of relevance not
only to academics but to all those — politicians, journalists, civil serv-
ants and ‘the public’ — who want to understand what has happened
and where our politics might be going. I can’t think of a better compli-
ment than that.

Anand Menon

Director

The UK in a Changing Europe Initiative
Oxford
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Brexit: Why Britain Voted to Leave the European Union relies heav-
ily on survey data gathered in two projects. The first are monthly
surveys with representative national samples of the British elector-
ate conducted over the period April 2004 to June 2016. These ‘Essex
Continuous Monitoring Surveys’ (ECMS) have generated a wealth
of data on the dynamics of the political attitudes and behaviour of
the British electorate during a 12-year period when the country was
experiencing large-scale economic and social change and major politi-
cal upheaval. In the latter category, Britain’s long-lived political party
system was encountering serious stress from several sources, one of
the most important of which was the rise of the right-wing populist
United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP). After the 2010 general
election, UKIP support increased dramatically, setting in motion a
series of events that culminated in the United Kingdom’s historic deci-
sion in the 23 June 2016 referendum to leave the European Union. The
ECMS data provide us with a detailed record of the opinions, beliefs
and behaviour of the British electorate as these highly consequential
political dynamics unfolded.

The second data set we employ in Brexit is the product of a chance
encounter between two of the authors, Clarke and Whiteley, and the
third, Goodwin, at the September 2014 Elections, Public Opinion and
Parties annual conference in Edinburgh. Seated at the same table at the
conference banquet, as wine was poured (and consumed!), we talked
about the rise of UKIP and the work that we had been doing on the
party, as well as earlier studies of party activists in the UK, Canada
and the United States that Clarke and Whiteley had undertaken. But
UKIP was definitely the focus of attention. All three of us had been
using mass survey data to study factors affecting the growing elec-
toral support that UKIP was enjoying. In addition, for his recent book,
Revolt on the Right (co-authored with Rob Ford), Goodwin had done

XV

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107150720
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-15072-0 — Brexit

Harold D. Clarke , Matthew Goodwin , Paul Whiteley
Frontmatter

More Information

xvi Acknowledgements

in-depth interviews with UKIP’s leadership and fieldwork observing
the party’s local organizations and campaign activities.

As the conversation progressed (and more wine was consumed),
we agreed that it would be valuable to conduct a large-scale survey
of people who had become members of UKIP, using questions that
would permit comparisons with data on public attitudes gathered in
the ECMS. UKIP generously agreed to permit us to do the member
survey, provided us with contact information and, in November 2014,
we were in the field. The data gathered via our UKIP party member
survey help us to understand the sources of UKIP support and key fac-
tors motivating voters to choose the Brexit option in the EU referen-
dum. The analyses in the chapters that follow employ both the ECMS
and the UKIP members study data to help us understand the party’s
rise and its impact on the referendum decision.
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A Note About Data

In this book we draw on a wealth of quantitative survey data to
examine public attitudes and the vote for Brexit. Not every reader
will be familiar with this kind of data analysis. For this reason, we
advise those readers who are unfamiliar with quantitative methods to
focus their attention on the text that surrounds the tables and on our
write-up of the results, which we have tried to make as accessible as
possible.

For those who would like further information about the data that
underpins this book — including a description of the variables used in
the multivariate analyses, questionnaires, data and a data dictionary
for the pre- and post-waves of our EU referendum survey — please visit
the following website and click on ‘Brexit’: www.utdallas.edu/epps/
helarke/. The questionnaires, data and the data dictionary will also be
posted on the Harvard Dataverse Archive.

Readers can find further information relating to the book
at: www.cambridge.org/gb/academic/subjects/politics-
international-relations/british-government-politics-and-policy/
brexit-why-britain-voted-leave-european-union?format=PB.
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