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Foreword
Brexit is done. Its political ramifications, less so.
This should not, however, lead us to assume that the ‘Brexit effect’ will be with
us forever. Nor that Brexit’s impact will not decline as other issues come to
dominate the political agenda. So where does our politics now stand? What is the
state of public opinion?
To answer these and many other questions, this report brings together a stellar
collection of the leading scholars in the field. In keeping with the mission of UK in
a Changing Europe, they have provided short, accessible contributions outlining
what the best research tells us.
My first task, therefore, is to thank them not only for agreeing to write, but for
coping with what must have seemed like (and in some instances were) an endless
series of substantive and editorial demands with tremendous efficiency and with
great good humour.
Within our team itself, Paula Surridge and Alan Wager provided the intellectual
glue to hold everything together, with Alan flexing his organisational muscles
to keep track of the various contributions as they came in. Sophie Stowers
kept the show on the road with her usual bewildering air of calm, Joe Rachman
kindly proofread the entire document, while Tom Mansfield gathered everything
together and liaised with the printers and designers to get the copies finalised
just in the nick of time. Myself, I flapped a lot and intend to take credit for the
published report.
Said report, I think, makes a timely and definitive contribution to the state of our
knowledge about politics, parties and public opinion. I hope you will agree that it
is an interesting and informative contribution to the debate.

Professor Anand Menon
22 February 2022

Director, UK in a Changing Europe

INTRODUCTION
Anand Menon, Paula Surridge and Alan Wager

The title of this report — ‘British Politics after Brexit’ — invites a simple
question: are we really living through a ‘post-Brexit’ era in British politics? The
contributions that follow offer three potential answers to this question.
A first might be that talk of a ‘Brexit era’ was itself overdone. The decision to
leave the European Union was partly a function of shifts that long pre-date June
2016. To expect these simply to disappear now Brexit is (allegedly) ‘done’ is
not only naïve but is to miss the bigger picture. Equally, doubts about whether
it makes sense to talk about one ‘British’ politics while separate political
conversations take place in the UK’s four nations pre-date the referendum —
albeit, they have taken on greater urgency in the last half-decade. And finally,
while concerns about levels of trust and faith in our democratic institutions have
perhaps been heightened in recent times, these too cannot be explained simply in
terms of Brexit. They have their origins much further back in time.
A second answer might be that the Brexit era is far from over. Certainly, the
divisions aggravated and exposed by Brexit are, in some form or another, ‘here
to stay’. We present evidence that suggests a majority of voters still associate
with the labels of ‘Remain’ and ‘Leave’. And, while some may hope that the
debate about membership is behind us, the aggregate polls now show a narrow
majority for rejoining the EU. The politics of Brexit in Northern Ireland are not
just unresolved but remain highly uncertain. Factors which were related to how
people voted in the referendum such as age, education and the social status of
occupations are now relatively good predictors of the party we vote for. These
changes give every appearance of being here to stay and can be (partly) seen as
the result of the Brexit process.
A third response could be that we really are at the beginning of a ‘post-Brexit’
age. Over time, the consequences of Brexit are likely to be subsumed by some
issues and bleed into others. Responses to the Covid-19 pandemic are a clear
example of the ‘old’ politics of left and right once again proving more important
than divisions over social values. There is evidence in what follows that the tide
of Brexit polarisation, as reflected in support for the various parties, has receded,
with the Government shedding the votes of Leavers faster than Remainers. And
when it comes to the issues set to dominate the future — for example, attitudes
to net zero — opinions are far less related to Brexit divisions than some seem to
think.
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In truth, of course, all three apply: Brexit was in part a consequence of our politics
and will continue to be consequential to our politics. Yet, other issues — whether
health crises like the pandemic, an upcoming cost of living crunch, or the current
leadership problems faced by the Prime Minister — mean the practicalities of the
UK-EU relationship will be important, but most likely not central to the outcome
of the next general election.
Our political parties have to find a route to success through this context, and
this report starts by analysing the challenges (and opportunities) each confronts.
For the Conservatives, how to glue together a disparate electoral coalition held
together in large part by Brexit. For Labour, how to create a coherent alternative
that rebuilds from a historically low ebb. And for parties that sat on both ends of
the Brexit debate like Reform UK and the Liberal Democrats, it is about how to
remain relevant.
These dilemmas are now regularly discussed in terms of blue walls and red
walls in England, and party hegemonies in Scotland and Wales. This focus on
geography is important, but differences in the way places vote are often to do
with demographics and priorities: who is turning out to vote, for which party, and
what factors are the biggest motivators for those that do. On some issues like
immigration, public views have moved in a direction that few anticipated. In other
areas, like welfare, attitudes have been changed by events no one anticipated.
This report explores these differences of demography, geography and policy that,
together, make up the complexity of British public opinion.
We end by pondering the large, acute, issues of first principle: trust and faith in
our democratic institutions, and how questions about the UK’s constitutional
future might play out. What is clear is that a Brexit resolution of sorts has not
helped us resolve what kind of democracy we want to be.
In short, the landscape of British politics is as complicated as it has ever been.
But if you are looking to navigate it then this report, drawing on the expertise of
over forty of the best academic experts in their respective fields, is as good a place
to start as any.
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The Conservatives
Tim Bale

The Conservative Party after Brexit and the 2019 election
Brexit has changed the Tories but whether that change is permanent is
another matter. The Conservatives, after all, are one of the world’s oldest and
most successful political parties precisely because of their ability to adjust
to (and sometimes shape) the spirit of the age. Yet the scale and speed of the
transformation they have undergone in the last five years — from the avowedly
liberal conservative party led by David Cameron to effectively an ersatz populist
radical right party led by Boris Johnson — is breathtaking.
David Cameron assumed the leadership of the party in 2005, after three election
defeats to a Labour Party that had stolen many of its middle-class voters.
Cameron and his fellow-modernisers were determined to get them back. To do
so, they largely junked the right-wing populist approach they believed had been
tested to destruction by William Hague and Michael Howard in favour of a more
socially liberal and centrist programme.
Cameron’s strategy succeeded in winning over enough of those voters to return
the party to government. But this came at a considerable cost. By downplaying
immigration and Europe, the Tories created a gap in the market for a radical rightwing populist party — one rapidly filled by UKIP. Having won office, Cameron and
George Osborne swapped centrism for austerity while over-promising and underdelivering on cutting immigration, sowing the seeds of a protest vote against
politics-as-usual that — when given the chance to express itself in the 2016 EU
Referendum — swept them away.
Since then, the main task of Tory leaders has been to harness that vote. In other
words, to appeal to both ‘comfortable leavers’ in the traditionally Conservative
South and to the less affluent, working- and lower middle-class people of small,
‘left behind’ traditionally Labour towns in the Midlands and the North to prevent
them falling prey to the charms of Nigel Farage and his successors.
Theresa May began to do this by signalling a move away from the state-shrinking
austerity and (never wholly convincing) social liberalism of the Cameron era.
But she was prevented from completing the project by a calamitous election
campaign that blew her majority and, with it, her chance to achieve the UK’s
swift departure from the EU.
Boris Johnson, however, did get Brexit done. In so doing, he was able at the 2019
election to build on the advances the party had made two years previously in
10
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traditional Labour seats. Less affluent Leave voters were reassured that Brexit
would finally see the Conservatives address their concerns about declining and
cash-strapped public services. More affluent voters, on the other hand, were
obliged — unless they were prepared to risk a socialist government run by Jeremy
Corbyn — to set aside any worries they might have about a shift away from the
low-tax, low-spend model and (if they were Remainers) about the downsides of
Brexit.
What challenges and opportunities does the Conservative
Party face?
The question for the Conservative Party now is whether it can hold together this
coalition — a combination of well-heeled and less well-heeled voters united (if
they are Leavers) primarily by having left education before going to university and
holding socially conservative, nationalist and sometimes nativist values, and (if
they are Remainers) primarily by fear of the left.
We are already seeing the strains. Chancellor Rishi Sunak may have been prepared
to turn on the proverbial spending taps to prevent a pandemic turning into an
economic catastrophe. But he is clearly far more reluctant than his next-door
neighbour to splash the cash and to raise taxes in order to fix public services or
finance infrastructure projects to benefit supposedly ‘left behind’ regions of the
country.
The government’s social care plan looks set to benefit well-off homeowners in
the traditionally Tory South (whose opposition to planning reform had already
spooked the government) rather than those who own less valuable properties in
the recently-captured North. The same might be noted about the cancellation
of parts of the HS2 project and the difference between the manifesto promise of
forty new hospitals and the rather less impressive reality.
Presumably, the hope is that the ‘levelling-up’ cash directed to individual
constituencies by, for example, the government’s Towns Fund (which research
suggests is suspiciously skewed towards those won by the Conservatives) will
compensate for all this. Whether it can fully make up for a failure to honour
other, bigger pledges remains to be seen.
The same is true of the promise that Brexit would allow the UK to ‘take back
control’ of its borders — a promise that is already under pressure as increasing
numbers of people risk illegal crossings of the Channel from France to claim
asylum in Britain.
This raises the prospect of the reanimation of a competitor to the right capable
of leeching sufficient votes to render marginal Tory seats vulnerable to capture
by Labour and the Liberal Democrats. This is a greater risk now than it was
British Politics after Brexit
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previously since, as recent by-elections attest, it is increasingly obvious which of
the two opposition parties ‘progressives’ should vote for to get rid of Conservative
MPs.
The vast majority of Tory MPs are still convinced that Brexit will bring economic
benefits, even though it remains hard to see how the labour-market and standards
deregulation, originally touted as the key to unlocking economic growth, can
actually be implemented when it would hit many of the new Tory voters of 2019.
As a result, some advocate downplaying bread-and-butter issues in favour of a
more cultural, values-based approach — a war on ‘woke’, on lefty-lawyers, and
on the French — to keep the party’s target voters sweet until those economic
benefits eventually materialise.
Still, in spite of most Tory MPs being far less inclined to tax and spend than he
is, they have been happy to grant their election-winning leader the benefit of
the doubt. However, Johnson’s handling of corruption allegations, revelations
about parties in Downing Street, and the government’s measures to combat the
pandemic that jar with the libertarian instincts of some Tory MPs, seem to have
changed that. As a result, should Labour, on the back of those same issues, move
into a convincing and sustained lead in the polls, Boris will need to watch his
back.
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Labour
Rob Ford and Maria Sobolewska

The Labour Party after Brexit and the 2019 election
The 2019 election was a disastrous setback for the Labour Party, who returned
fewer MPs to Westminster than in any contest since 1935. This collapse reflected
both a large swing to the Conservatives, concentrated in Leave-voting seats,
and a longer term, adverse shift in the geography of Labour support, which has
become concentrated in urban, Remain seats. The task for Labour’s new leader,
Keir Starmer, at the next election is daunting: he needs a swing greater than that
achieved by Tony Blair in 1997 to secure a Labour majority. Labour will have to
reverse its dramatic losses in Leave leaning areas of England and Wales, while
retaining the support it has gained in Remain areas. The Party will need to bridge
the Brexit divide to build a broad, post-Brexit electoral coalition, take advantage
of any opportunities afforded by the stumbles of the incumbent government, and
exploit the emergence of new issues on the post-Brexit political agenda. Coalition
building, effective opposition and issue mobilisation are the three critical
ingredients for opposition success. Labour has not done well on coalition building
in the first two years of the Parliament, but effective opposition and issue
mobilisation may still provide opportunities for recovery in the time remaining
before the next election.
If Keir Starmer is to secure Labour’s first Commons majority in 20 years, Labour
will need to poll dramatically better than in 2019 with both Remainers and
Leavers. To date, Labour’s performance has been disappointing: the Conservatives
continue to dominate among Leave voters, whereas Remain support is still
fragmented. Labour’s performance in the local and devolved elections in May
2021 provided little evidence that the party had begun to reverse this Brexit
realignment and build a broad coalition. The Opposition lost support and seats
in Leave leaning parts of England, a retreat dramatically underlined by decisive
defeat in the Hartlepool by-election. Whereas the Conservatives fell back in
Remain wards, Labour shared gains with the Liberal Democrats and the Greens. A
Scottish Labour revival meanwhile remained elusive. Finally, although the Liberal
Democrats had two dramatic by-election victories over Conservative incumbents
in 2021; Labour have not flipped a Conservative seat since 2012.
Bad luck has played a role in this weak performance. The local elections took
place at the peak of the government’s ‘vaccine honeymoon’ and a majority of
the council seats had last been fought in May 2016, a month before the EU
referendum, making them particularly vulnerable to Brexit driven shifts in the
British Politics after Brexit
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vote. And, the news for Labour was not all bad. The party’s strong performance
in Wales, including in Leave voting areas, suggested that voters across the
Brexit divide were willing to reward strong performance by the devolved Welsh
government on Covid-19 and other issues. Strong new mandates for Labour
Mayoral incumbents in London and Manchester pointed in the same direction,
and the party was able to capture two new metro Mayors in Remain leaning
combined authorities.
What challenges and opportunities does the Labour Party face?
As the ‘vaccine honeymoon’ in May 2021 illustrates, the fortunes of oppositions
are somewhat hostage to the performance of incumbents. Here, though, there are
reasons to be cheerful about Labour’s future prospects. Starmer may not have
won a passionate personal following, but views of the Labour leader are much less
polarised by Leave and Remain than those of the Conservative Prime Minister.
Boris Johnson is more toxic with Remain voters than Starmer is with Leave
voters — a major problem for the Conservatives in the Remain areas of the ‘blue
wall’. Johnson may also be losing his magic touch with Leavers — he posted his
first ever net-negative approval with Leave supporters in November 2021, and
‘Partygate’ has accelerated this decline. How Starmer exploits this opportunity
could yet be the making of him.
The continued fragmentation of the Remain vote could also present an
opportunity for Labour, if growing anti-Conservative sentiment manifests in
tactical voting. A squeeze on Liberal Democrat and Green support in Conservative
held marginals could put Labour in a stronger position than national polling
suggests, while a tactical squeeze on Labour support in the swathe of seats in the
South, where the Liberal Democrats are the main challengers, could remove many
Conservative MPs that Labour could never defeat themselves.
The change of issues on the agenda may also assist Labour in the second half of
this Parliament. The dominance of Brexit was a major asset for the Conservatives
in 2019, helping them attract Leave voters who were sceptical of the party on
other matters. Brexit then gave way to the pandemic, another issue on which
the government held an advantage, first in having a ‘rally round the flag’ effect,
then for their successful vaccination drive. However, the effects of these
events are now fading and are unlikely to recur. Even if Covid-19 is resurgent,
the accumulating evidence of government corruption, incompetence, and rulebreaking mean a further ‘Covid honeymoon’ in the polls is unlikely.
As Brexit and the pandemic wane, the outlines of the new issue agenda likely to
define this Parliament’s second half are beginning to emerge: the environment hit
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new highs with the COP-26 climate conference, whereas concerns over the NHS,
poverty, inequality, and housing are all increasing.
These are all traditionally strong territory for Labour, and their re-emergence may
prove an electoral godsend in playing to Labour’s core ideological strengths, while
exposing Conservative divides. Johnson’s government was united over ‘getting
Brexit done’ but both its MPs and its voters are deeply divided over what to do
about climate change, public spending, and much else besides, which presents
Labour with an opportunity. Exploiting it remains a challenge for the Labour
Party, as voters have yet to warm to Starmer.

British Politics after Brexit
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The Scottish National
Party (SNP)
Nicola McEwen

The SNP after Brexit and the 2019 election
Scottish independence is the SNP’s core goal. Since the late 1980s, that goal
has been framed as being ‘independence in Europe’. Departing from its earlier
scepticism towards membership, the SNP came to regard the European Union as a
safe and secure political space within which Scotland could become independent,
with free access to European markets and a seat at the top table of EU decisionmaking.
Brexit has reinforced the SNP’s pro-European position and re-energised its drive
for independence.
Brexit exposed a democratic deficit within the UK political system. Scotland did
not want Brexit; 62% of Scots voted Remain in 2016. But this preference could
not be accommodated in the overall UK decision to leave. As Nicola Sturgeon,
First Minister and SNP leader, has frequently put it, Scotland was ‘taken out of
the EU against our will’.
The Brexit process has strengthened this narrative within the SNP. In the early
post-referendum period, the SNP government had put forward a compromise
position: in leaving the EU, the UK should remain within the Single Market (like
Norway) or, failing that, secure special status for Scotland to remain within the
Single Market (like Northern Ireland, at least with respect to goods).
Doubtless such an outcome would have been immensely complex and as
challenging to implement as the Northern Ireland Protocol. However, it was never
given serious consideration and, instead, the Brexit road chosen was about as far
removed from the SNP government’s preferences as it was possible to be.
The Brexit process has also created some challenges for Scottish selfgovernment. The SNP claims that Brexit laws, such as the European Union
(Withdrawal) Act 2018 and the United Kingdom Internal Market Act 2020,
threaten the authority of the Scottish Parliament. These laws were enacted
despite the Scottish Parliament withholding its consent, which had been sought
because of their impact on devolved powers and responsibilities, via a process
known as the Sewel convention.
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Nicola Sturgeon claims that ‘The Brexit process has emboldened a now powerful
Westminster faction, which perhaps never fully embraced devolution, and which
now sees an opportunity to rein in the Scottish Parliament’.
The SNP thus presents itself as simultaneously a committed advocate of EU
membership, defender of the devolved Scottish Parliament against the perceived
threats of Brexit, and champion of independence. That alignment is reflected in
the party’s changed voter base. In contrast to the pre-Brexit referendum period,
the team at the Scottish Election Study has identified much closer alignment
between support for the SNP, the European Union and Scottish independence.
What challenges and opportunities does the SNP face?
The SNP is the dominant political party in Scotland. It won 48 of the 59
Scottish seats in the 2019 general election and secured a fourth successive term
in the 2021 Scottish parliamentary election. Although elected as a minority
government, the Cooperation Agreement with the Scottish Green Party, alongside
an ideologically divided Opposition, should ensure that its programme for
government will face few hurdles within the parliament.
Beyond the Scottish Parliament, however, there may be considerable obstacles.
The SNP government is committed to introducing a referendum bill in 2022 to
pave the way for an independence referendum by the end of 2023, assuming the
Covid-19 emergency is over by then.
There are enough votes to ensure this legislation completes its passage in the
Scottish Parliament. However, it is likely to be challenged by the UK government
on the grounds that legislation intended to bring about an end to the Union
between Scotland and England is beyond the law-making powers of the Scottish
Parliament. It would then be for the Supreme Court to decide.
The court of public opinion, including in the next UK general election, may
determine what comes next. An election would give the SNP an opportunity to
put Scotland’s right to determine its own future at the heart of its campaign.
This would not be without risk, however. Scotland is split down the middle
on the independence issue; neither independence nor the Union represent
‘the settled will of the Scottish people’, as the late Labour leader John Smith
described a Scottish Parliament before it became a reality. Although opposition
to independence is split between three political parties, there was clear evidence
in the 2021 Scottish Parliament election of tactical voting amongst pro-Union
voters in an effort to defeat the SNP.
The SNP’s timetable for a referendum may also be impeded by the pandemic.
The prospect of recurring waves of infection during this parliamentary term
British Politics after Brexit

17

cannot be ruled out, which makes proceeding with referendum legislation
politically difficult. The pandemic also adds challenges to the broader programme
for government. For example, closing the educational attainment gap between
children from the least and most deprived backgrounds has been a top priority of
the SNP since 2015, backed by substantial investment. Some progress was made,
but recent data revealed the devastating impact that the pandemic has had on
literacy and numeracy, especially among children from the poorest families.
Although talk of her departure is somewhat premature, this is expected to be
Nicola Sturgeon’s last term of office as First Minister and SNP leader. Speculation
over her successor may cast a shadow over the independence debate. It could also
encourage the UK government to simply wait out the independence threat in the
hope that support for it subsides or, at least, does not increase further, and that
Sturgeon’s successor as SNP leader proves less effective and less popular among
Scottish voters.
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Liberal Democrats
David Cutts and Andrew Russell

The Liberal Democrats after Brexit and the 2019 election
Over the last five years, opposition to Brexit has seemed to be the Liberal
Democrats’ raison d’être. This helped them to second place in the 2019 European
Parliament elections and caused a surge in party membership that convinced
some that the Lib Dem obituaries had been premature.
However, the Lib Dems were not so much changed by Brexit as traumatised by it.
Despite longstanding Lib Dem pro-European credentials, structural, and political
failings — some unavoidable, others self-inflicted — left the party a bystander
in contemporary politics; despised in some quarters after the Coalition, largely
ignored in others, and apparently unable to capitalise on widespread anti-Brexit
sentiment.
Despite being the most pro-European British party, the Lib Dems were often
the repository for protest votes including anti-European populism. Moreover,
the party established heartlands in south-west English localities dependent on
farming and fishing. Knowing their audience, local Lib Dems often downplayed
their national pro-European stance. The party’s vote in such areas suffered after
2010, but when the 2016 European referendum brought these inconsistencies to a
head, Lib Dem prospects for recovery seemed bleak.
The 2015 election eviscerated the party. Stripped of its third-party ranking at
Westminster, the fall from grace was sudden and dramatic. Within weeks of
providing the nation’s Deputy PM and many of the key offices in government, the
Lib Dems were cast into the Westminster oubliette. New Lib Dem leader, Tim
Farron, was tasked with rehabilitating the party on a reduced platform. The 2016
Referendum might have been the chance for Lib Dems to make a comeback on the
national stage, yet Farron remained a marginal voice.
After the 2016 Referendum and 2017 General Election, the Lib Dems doubled
down on their pro-European stance. The 2017 return to Westminster of senior
figures, Vince Cable, Edward Davey, and Jo Swinson, gave the party a boost in
authority and spelt the end for Farron’s leadership. Cable took over and oversaw
the rebranding of the party as the Brexit resistance.
Fortunes improved: by-elections were won in Richmond Park and Brecon and
Radnorshire, and progress at the 2019 Euro and local elections meant party
membership soared to record levels. These new members seemed to be motivated
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by their opposition to leaving the EU as much as by their fealty to Liberal
Democrat ideology. As the party leadership baton was passed to Jo Swinson, the
Lib Dems were upbeat.
Structurally however the party was simply ill-equipped to capitalise on the 48%
of the electorate that voted to stay in the EU. The lack of established Lib Dem
credibility in Westminster seats where the Remain vote was split proved an
insoluble problem. Although it was the Lib Dems’ best shot at staying relevant,
the opportunity passed the party by. The ‘Revoke’ policy used in the 2019 General
Election was counterproductive — even some hardened Remainers recognised it
as undemocratic and illiberal.
What challenges and opportunities do the Liberal Democrats
face?
Defeat in the December 2019 election, and the legitimation of the Conservative
Brexit policy, might have rung the closing bell for the Lib Dems. Swinson began
the campaign running for Prime Minister, but ended it without a seat or a job. Lib
Dem gains were minimal, although they did recover some ground lost to others
in the aftermath of the coalition. As Covid-19 elongated the process to replace
Swinson, Ed Davey — the last remaining heavyweight from the coalition era —
was anointed as the new leader of the party.
The question now is whether the post-Brexit, post-coalition Lib Dems can
regenerate. The finality of Brexit should force the party onto different terrain, and
Davey was quick to rule out reapplying for EU membership. By-election success
came in Chesham and Amersham, while an incredible victory in North Shropshire
— a campaign motivated by sleaze and pandemic politics rather than Brexit —
offered hope that the Lib Dems could prosper again in non-Remain areas.
There are subtle signs that the political legacy of the pandemic might effectively
weaken the Leave coalition and open space for the Liberal Democrats. If, for some
Leave-leaning voters, Brexit was a transaction in 2019 (driven by a desire to get
it done and move on), then familiar voting cues could re-emerge. Higher costs of
living and underfunded public services might be used in Tory seats to persuade
Leave-leaning and soft Remain Tories to vote Lib Dem. The fortunes of the party
hinge largely on the unravelling of the Brexit cleavage. Geographically, Lib Dem
success requires them to build support around outer London and traditional seats
with a residual ‘Liberal legacy’ vote (where the party is a credible second force).
Getting the post-Brexit tone right is vital. The danger is any pitch to one set of
voters antagonizes the other, leaving the party stranded.
The Lib Dems remain enigmatic: the most pro-European party in British politics
was often strongest in Eurosceptic regions. Lib Dem growth was based on anti-
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Conservativism, yet they entered a Tory-led coalition in 2010. Brexit offered
the party an opportunity for rehabilitation, but it faltered again. The Lib Dems
must portray themselves as a new, vibrant political force but they keep choosing
coalition-era re-treads as leaders, and even if Brexit does not drive voters to the
party, the constituency characteristics that precipitated Remain voting in 2016
(the profile according to education, age, employment sector) are still the key
demographic features likely to trigger Lib Dem success.
Contemporary British politics should be fertile ground for the Lib Dems.
The pandemic has exposed questions about the balance of individual
liberty and government intervention. The Covid-19 pandemic and the global
climate emergency have encouraged many to explore engagement with local
neighbourhoods and formal institutions in the way that Liberals have long
envisaged. Even a Labour revival could be good news for a party that might benefit
in seats where they are the clear credible alternative to the Conservatives. In
short, the time could be right for a Lib Dem revival. The question is whether the
party is fit enough structurally to meet the challenge.
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Green parties
James Dennison

The UK’s Green parties after Brexit and the 2019 election
The UK’s withdrawal from the EU has had a profound effect on the UK’s three
Green parties, in England and Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland respectively.
In terms of European policy, the Brexit process marked the completion of their
long ideological journey from Euroscepticism to pro-Europeanism. In the 1989
European Parliament election, the pan-UK Greens’ won their best-ever result in
a national election — 14.5%, including the vote of a young Nigel Farage — on a
widely acclaimed Eurosceptic and environmentalist platform. By the early 2000s,
the Green parties had moved towards being an explicitly left wing party, well to
the left of Labour, and campaigning against a single European currency. However,
thereafter, their voters’ social bases increasingly align with the UK’s proEuropean demographics. Despite campaigning in England and Wales for an EU
referendum at the 2015 UK general election, the Greens were well positioned after
the Brexit vote to capitalise on an increasingly large segment of society defined
by youth, university education, and a global rather than national outlook, which
turned to Green parties to express their dissatisfaction with Leave’s victory.
The Brexit vote left the Greens happy to embrace unequivocally a third flagship
ideological position, adding to their environmentalism and the anti-austerity
left-wing politics that lead to the 2015 ‘Green surge’ but had been undercut
by the election of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader. For the Greens, the Brexit
process therefore offered a chance for renewed relevance as the only outspoken
pro-European and left-wing parties on both sides of the border, leading them to
shift their campaigning emphasis away from anti-austerity politics and towards
the large and, after 2017, untapped Remain vote. Indeed, the Green parties also
benefitted from the short-term instability caused by the process of Brexit, most
notably in the 2019 European election — when the three parties won a combined
12.9% of the vote — and in Scotland, where the Scottish Greens were given a
boost by Brexit as a left-wing alternative to the Scottish National Party, with
whom they currently share power in Holyrood.
What challenges and opportunities do the Green Parties face?
At least in England, the most certain factor for the Greens after the UK’s
withdrawal from the EU is also the most negative: the loss of the proportional
elections that afforded them additional seats, votes, resources, relevance,
and attention. The three Green parties have consistently underperformed at
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Westminster elections, where the inescapable logic of first-past-the-post has
pushed results-conscious electors to vote tactically. In Scotland, Wales, and
London, the Greens retain the benefit of proportional devolved elections, although
they tend to be crowded out by Plaid Cymru in Wales, where they failed to win a
seat in the 2021 Senedd election. Meanwhile, the party’s base in terms of local
councillors elected by first-past-the-post in England continues to grow, giving the
party local visibility and organisation; in the May 2021 local elections, the Green
Party of England and Wales (GPEW) won 151 seats.
More short-term tactics, such as electoral alliances with the Liberal Democrats
and, ideally, Labour, have so far — in 2017 and 2019 — yielded disappointing
results, despite being the best way to unlock polling majorities for left-wing
parties collectively in the UK, and the prize of electoral reform. As such, the
imperative of the Green Party of England and Wales remains winning a second
seat in the House of Commons — a tough hurdle to jump without the visibility
afforded by the European elections a year or less prior to general elections giving
millions experience of voting Green — whereas the Scottish Greens and, to a
lesser extent, the party in Northern Ireland, will focus on proportional devolved
assemblies.
The above changes have opened several strategic debates within the leadership
of the Green Party of England and Wales. First, and perhaps most ironically,
the Greens’ increased presence in local councils and experience of fighting
competitive local election campaigns has convinced some that the party should
be targeting Conservative voters. They have performed well in Conservative
voting areas, partially due to the current government’s by-election woes and the
decline of Brexit as a key issue both anticipated by the Green Party’s Executive
Committee. This leaves a large pool of former Tory voters with no obvious protest
party, particularly those that also voted Remain — and arguably an opportunity
for the Greens.
Second, some in the Green Party of England and Wales have questioned whether
it should frame itself as a single-issue environmentalist party, based on the
increasing public salience of the single issue that the Greens could own in the
medium term. On the other hand, Keir Starmer’s efforts to transform Labour may
have reopened the ‘old left’ pre-Corbyn space that brought the Greens to the
fore in 2015. The party remain well-positioned to advocate newer ideas of social
justice related to racial, gender, and sexual identities.
To some extent, these strategic debates were expressed in the unusually
competitive 2021 GPEW leadership contest, in which Carla Denyer and Adrian
Ramsay — whose campaign focussed on professionalisation, broad public appeal,
and electoral success — beat Tamsin Omond and Amelia Womack — who
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focussed on diversity and leading the party as the political wing of the climate
movement — and Shahrar Ali, whose campaign drew accusations of transphobia.
Meanwhile, following the 2021 Scottish Parliament elections, at which the
Scottish Greens won eight seats and eight per cent of the vote, the party’s coleaders Lorna Slater and Patrick Harvie entered the Scottish Government as noncabinet members, subsequent to their power-sharing agreement to support the
SNP. Although not a full coalition, whether this arrangement will ensure enough
distinctiveness for the Greens to continue to sell themselves to the electorate as
a pro-independence alternative remains to be seen.
Moreover, since the summer, both parties have plateaued with upper single
digit polling figures, showing little notable bounce during either the COP26
negotiations or the Johnson government’s long string of scandals. Overall, the
issue agenda, volatility, and dissatisfaction with the Brexit process accelerated
long-term trends that benefitted the Greens, perhaps above all by highlighting
its distinctive social basis. However the post-Brexit context, without European
elections and with larger left-wing parties able to find their feet again, is already
creating its own challenges for the parties.
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Reform UK
Paula Surridge
Reform UK after Brexit and the 2019 election
As the successor to the Nigel Farage led Brexit Party — widely regarded as the
successor to UKIP — Reform UK is the political party that has perhaps been
changed and challenged most of all by the UK’s exit from the European Union.
From being primarily identified by its ‘hard’ Brexit stance, the party has had to
find an entirely new policy agenda.
Formerly the Brexit Party, Reform UK was launched in January 2021 when the
change was accepted by the Electoral Commission. Nigel Farage had announced
this intention during the 2019 general election campaign and had set out the
initial goals of the party as being the reform of the electoral system and the
House of Lords (hence the new name).
In late 2020, as the world was in the grip of the Covid-19 pandemic, the party
also began to campaign actively against further lockdowns. The party now lists
low taxation, reform of the public sector (an expressed desire to see zero NHS
waiting lists), and reform of institutions including the House of Lords, the Civil
Service, and the BBC.
In March 2021 Farage handed over the reins of the party to Richard Tice, the
previous Chairman of the Brexit Party and the co-founder of Leave means Leave.
Reform UK under Tice has, to date, struggled to have the electoral impact of
UKIP or the Brexit Party. They had little impact in the 2021 local elections and
were unable to make a breakthrough in the Welsh Senedd elections, despite a
large UKIP vote in previous elections to the Senedd. In recent by-elections their
best result was third place with 6.6% of the vote for Tice in Old Bexley and
Sidcup.
However, the party have seen small gains in national polling as the Conservative
Party have run into difficulties over the allegations of lockdown rule-breaking in
10 Downing Street. At the end of January 2022, YouGov estimated that Reform
UK were the choice of around seven per cent of 2019 Conservative voters.
What challenges and opportunities do Reform UK face?
Without Farage at the helm, Reform UK have struggled for brand recognition
among the wider public. This is itself both a challenge and an opportunity.
The challenge is to find a way to gain that recognition among the public. The new
name is not as readily identifiable with a position as the Brexit Party brand, and
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Richard Tice does not have the same reach among the wider public that Farage
does. For example, the British Election Study internet panel shows that in 2021
only one in ten people were unable to say how much they ‘liked’ Nigel Farage on
a 0-10 scale. Three in four said the same for Richard Tice. For comparison, at the
same time just over half were unable to say how they felt about Ed Davey and
only 14 per cent said they could not rate Keir Starmer.
Reform UK face a similar challenge in getting the public to recognise their key
policy stances. Figure 1 shows the proportion of the population that say they
‘don’t know’ where to place each party on a 0–10 scale representing their ‘left–
right’ position, their position on making incomes more equal, their position
on allowing more or less immigration, and whether they would prioritise the
economy or reducing Covid infections.

For each issue Reform UK is the party with the highest proportion of ‘don’t
know’. In each case more than half of the public are unable to place Reform UK.
It is, however, worth noting that more than a quarter of respondents cannot place
the Conservative Party on these scales.
Since late 2020, Reform UK has been vocal in its stance against further
lockdowns, a policy area for which the highest proportion of voters are unsure
of their position. This certainly poses a challenge for the party and suggests
that it is failing to connect with the public on its core positions. However, it
also represents a significant opportunity for the party to reshape the public’s
perception of it.
Looking ahead to the next general election, and the challenge of generating public
recognition of its rebranding, two issues seem particularly pertinent. The first is
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the party leadership. There has been repeated speculation that Farage might stage
a ‘comeback’ to the British political arena. Even without assuming leadership of
Reform UK directly, a greater association with the party might help (for good or
ill) to solidify the brand in the minds of voters. Those who had previously voted
for UKIP or the Brexit Party under his leadership may begin to see Reform UK
as a continuation and therefore a viable party choice (of those who voted for the
Brexit Party in 2019, 61% answered ‘don’t know’ when asked about Tice, and
34% when asked about Reform UK).
If this presents an opportunity for the party, a shift in focus to the issues that
matter most to the public may provide a greater challenge. The cost of living is
already becoming one of the most important issues for voters, alongside worries
about the economy and the NHS. These are issues on which Reform UK are out
of step with a large proportion of former UKIP and Brexit Party voters. However,
there is also evidence that immigration remains a concern, particularly among
those who voted Leave, it is here perhaps that the greatest opportunity presents
itself for Reform UK to connect with these previous voters.
Although some have spoken about the possibility of a new ‘revolt on the right’,
Reform UK continues to struggle in the polls. However, it is premature to write
off a revival: the party is still relatively unknown among the public and may yet
be able to harness the dissatisfaction with Westminster politics to its advantage
(again).
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Northern Ireland
Jon Tonge

How have the parties responded to the Northern Ireland
Protocol?
Responses to the Northern Ireland Protocol have, predictably, fallen along unionist
(anti-) versus nationalist (pro-) lines, exacerbating existing fault lines and
precluding a coherent Executive response. There was little prospect for crosscommunity unity at Stormont this side of the May 2022 Assembly election,
and in February the DUP withdrew its First Minister from the power-sharing
Executive in protest against the Protocol. With the Deputy First Minister also
losing her job automatically under the rules, the DUP’s move ended collective
Executive government this side of the election, although other ministers
remained in post on an individual basis.
The DUP spent half of 2021 engulfed in its own leadership shenanigans. Arlene
Foster was ousted as leader in a coup, replaced by Edwin Poots, who lasted less
than a month before quitting, with Sir Jeffrey Donaldson taking over. The party
has been accused of being midwife to its own Protocol misfortunes. Having
backed Brexit and invited Boris Johnson to tell the DUP conference in 2018 that
no ‘British Conservative government could or should sign up’ to a border between
Great Britain and Northern Ireland, Johnson signed up to exactly that.
All three unionist parties in the Assembly — the DUP, Ulster Unionist Party
(UUP) and hardline Traditional Unionist Voice (TUV, which has been polling
well) — oppose the Protocol. The DUP and TUV are prepared to threaten the
long-term viability of devolved power-sharing in opposing the Protocol, whilst
the UUP does not back such a tactic.
On the nationalist side, there is strong support from Sinn Féin and the SDLP
for the Protocol, and similarly strong backing comes from Alliance, the only
non-unionist and non-nationalist party within the executive. Alliance draws
its support mainly from electors eschewing unionism or nationalism. For these
parties, the Protocol remains the only viable means of ensuring a seamless border
on the island of Ireland. Nationalist parties endorsed the EU’s proposals for
substantial reductions in the volume of checks on goods travelling between Great
Britain and Northern Ireland.
A combination of Protocol fallout and internal leadership chaos now threatens
the status of the Democratic Unionist Party which, since 2003, has been the
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most popular party in Northern Ireland. A University of Liverpool study found
that 62% of the Northern Ireland electorate believed the DUP had handled issues
around the Protocol badly. The most recent polling suggests Sinn Féin will win
the most Assembly seats in the May 2022 Assembly election and probably take
the First Ministership from the DUP. Formally, the posts of First Minister and
Deputy First Minister are equal. Nonetheless, such an outcome would represent a
significant blow to unionists.
What challenges and opportunities do Northern Ireland’s
parties face?
Although the Protocol is the latest catalyst, disaffection with Stormont has a
longer genesis. The Executive and Assembly have been prone to collapse, having
been suspended for 35% of the time since creation in 1999. The portents from the
experience are not promising for the DUP. At the last General Election, the DUP
and Sinn Féin suffered five and seven-point falls in vote shares respectively, each
blamed for the Assembly hiatus between 2017 and 2020 that had contributed
to a pre-pandemic NHS crisis. The electorate sees health, pandemic recovery,
and education as bigger issues than the Protocol — which is seen as the most
important by only nine per cent of the public in Northern Ireland.
It is now highly unlikely the DUP will return post-election whether to take the
First Ministership or, more likely, the Deputy First Ministership. Anxious to avoid
another meltdown of the institutions, the UK Government was already in the
process of legislating at Westminster to extend the period by which nominations
for First and Deputy First Minister can be made after an Assembly election from
6 to 24 weeks. After the elections in May, protracted prevarication over Executive
formation is likely.
The ‘New Decade New Approach’ deal that restored devolution in January 2020
did facilitate the creation of an official opposition. However, none of the main
parties seems interested, preferring to take seats in the governing coalition. The
fear of parties is that entering opposition will diminish their relevance.
The Assembly will be able to vote on whether to continue the Protocol in 2024. A
cross-community vote in support of it would mean the deal’s extension by eight
years, but such extensive consent seems inconceivable given unionist hostility. A
more likely scenario is a simple majority vote in favour, which would extend the
arrangement for a minimum of four years. Sinn Féin, the SDLP, Alliance and the
Green Party are all supportive.
Sinn Féin has called for citizens’ assemblies to discuss what a future united
Ireland would look like and demands a border poll. Under the terms of the Good
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Friday Agreement, the calling of a poll lies within the gift of the Secretary of
State for Northern Ireland — who is obliged to call one if it appears there is a
majority for constitutional change.
The polls have tended to coalesce around half of the electorate wanting Northern
Ireland to remain in the UK but vary considerably in reported levels of support for
a united Ireland, from 26% in the latest (2020) Northern Ireland Life and Times
survey to 42% in the latest LucidTalk iteration. A poll of post-Brexit polls puts
backing for a united Ireland at 38%.
The challenge for the unionist parties might be acceptance of a modified Protocol
that falls some way short of outright abolition. The challenge for nationalist
parties is selling a united Ireland within the EU to the large section (40%) of
the population who identify as neither unionist, nor nationalist, and may be
constitutional agnostics. Given there is very little support for direct rule from
Westminster and insufficient backing for Irish unity, the political institutions
may survive by default.
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How MPs have
Changed
Chris Butler, Rosie Campbell, and Jennifer Hudson

10 Key Changes in the House of Commons
1.

A record number of 220 women MPs were elected to the House of Commons
in 2019, taking the percentage of women up from 32% in 2017 to 34%. This
was further incremental progress towards gender parity, although women
remain in a minority in Parliament, and their proportion is far short of women
in the electorate, where they make up more than half of eligible voters.

2. All the major parties have increased the number of women in their
parliamentary parties over time, but the Labour Party and the Liberal
Democrats are well ahead of the rest. Labour returned 104 women MPs to their
benches in 2019 (51% of all Labour MPs). Labour and the Liberal Democrats
(64%) were far ahead of the Conservatives (24%) and the SNP (33%).
3. Another record was set in 2019 when 51 MPs who identified as lesbian, gay,
bisexual, or trans (LGBTQ+) were elected to the House of Commons, four
more than in 2017 (two further MPs have come out since the election). The
SNP remains the party with the greatest LGBTQ+ representation, with 21%
of their parliamentary party self-identifying as LGBTQ+. There are now 24
LGBTQ+ Conservative MPs, up from 19 in 2017, and 18 Labour LGBTQ+ MPs.
4. The 2019 general election also returned a record number of BAME MPs, with
65 (10%) describing themselves as BAME, an increase from just four in 1987,
and 37 are women (57%). This historic high is still somewhat below the
proportion of BAME individuals in the British population.
5. The overall progress towards ethnic minority representation also masks big
differences between the parties. There are currently 41 Labour (20% of the
parliamentary party), 22 Conservative (6% of the parliamentary party), 2
Liberal Democrat (18% of the parliamentary party) and no SNP BAME MPs.
6. Despite these record gains for some under-represented groups, there are areas
where there has been little progress. There was little evidence of further
broadening of the educational background of MPs in 2019: 48% of MPs
attended comprehensive schools, down from a high point of 52% in 2017. A
record 38% of Conservative MPs were educated at comprehensive schools,
but the proportion of MPs who attended a fee-paying school rose among all
the other main parties.
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7.

The proportion of MPs with degrees continues to rise, with 87% of MPs
elected in 2019 having attended university. Meanwhile, the proportion of MPs
who attended Oxbridge continues to decline slowly, with 22% of MPs having
attended Oxbridge compared to 24% in 2017.

8. In terms of MPs’ previous occupations, we see a continuation of previous
trends. The decline continues in the representation of MPs from traditional
‘brokerage’ occupations such as the law, education, and medicine. In 2019,
just nine per cent of Conservative MPs and nearly 12 per cent of Labour MPs
were drawn from a brokerage profession, nearly half the proportion found in
2017.
9. According to our data, there are currently no MPs who were employed in a
manual occupation immediately prior to entering Parliament. Perhaps the
most telling symbol of the transformation of traditional class politics is that
one of the only two former miners we have identified in the Commons is Lee
Anderson — newly elected Conservative MP for Ashfield. (The other is Ian
Lavery, Labour MP for Wansbeck.)
10. The nature of the Conservative backbenches has changed substantially
between 2017 and 2019. Overall, 25% of Conservative MPs are identified as
having been employed in business or commerce immediately before their first
election, down from 41% in 2017. The Conservative Party’s success in former
Labour ‘red wall’ seats has led to an intake of very different Conservative
MPs, many of whom were local politicians rather than working in commerce
or the City before their first election.
Key lessons
Although there has been a diversification of Parliament in terms of gender,
ethnicity, and sexuality, there has been a homogenisation in terms of educational
and occupational background, with little attention being paid by parties or by
the commentariat to representation in terms of class and what the longer-term
implications of that are.
The figures on female representation demonstrate the success of Labour’s
sometimes controversial all-women shortlist policy, and the contagion effect it
has had; both the Liberal Democrats and the SNP have adopted rules permitting
all-women shortlists.
The transformation of the educational and occupational backgrounds of
MPs continues. The homogenisation of MPs’ backgrounds across the parties
reflects not just the dominance of middle-class occupations but also the
changing composition of the Conservative benches. With a smaller proportion
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of Conservative MPs drawn from business backgrounds, immediately
before election, and the decline in privately educated Conservative MPs, the
parliamentary party is more socially diverse than ever before.
Add to that the fact that over half of MPs have only been elected since 2015
and may, therefore, lack experience and loyalty to the parliamentary party,
it will be interesting to see how this churn affects the behavioural norms of
MPs. It is already apparent that new Conservative MPs are more willing to
rebel than previous cohorts. When combined with the fact that they represent
more regionally and economically varied constituencies, the divergence in their
backgrounds may well add to difficulties in maintaining party discipline.
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Who are the ‘new’
Conservative voters?
Paula Surridge
How has the Conservative electoral coalition changed?
Despite being in government for the last decade, the Conservative Party have
increased their vote share at each of the last six general elections. The last time
the Conservative share fell was between 1992 and 1997. The largest of these
increases came between 2015 and 2017 at 5.5 percentage points, with the increase
between 2017 and 2019 being a more modest 1.3 percentage points.
However, in 2019 the results showed not only an increased vote share for the
Conservatives but also a changed electoral geography, capturing seats that had
been represented by Labour for generations. Using data from the British Election
Study Internet Panel, we can identify voters who voted Conservative in 2015 and
2019 and those who had not voted Conservative in 2015 but did so in 2019. There
are two main sources of ‘new’ Conservative voter: those who had voted UKIP in
2015 (around 19% of the 2019 vote) and those who switched from Labour to the
Conservatives (around 10% of the 2019 vote).
Dividing the ‘new’ Conservative voters according to their previous voting allows us
to see how they differ both from the earlier Conservative voters and from each other,
and paints a picture of the fault-lines that may lie within the Conservative coalition.
Around one in five ‘new Conservatives’, who previously voted UKIP or Labour in
2015, are in working-class occupations (classified as routine or semi-routine in
the ONS groups); this was 13% among those who had voted Conservative in 2015.
This difference is more striking when we look at class identity: more than half of
those who voted Labour in 2015 and then Conservative describe themselves as
working class, compared to 48% of those who voted UKIP then Conservative and
33% for those who backed the Conservative in each election.
Data on housing and income repeat this pattern, those who came to the
Conservatives from UKIP or Labour are both more likely to be in rented
accommodation (particularly from local authorities or housing associations) and
to live in households with income below £25,000 per annum.
Socially, the ‘new’ Conservative voters are different from the rest of the Conservative
voter coalition, they are less well-off, more likely to identity as working class, and less
likely to own their own home. What then are their shared interests?
The most obvious similarity between ‘newer’ Conservatives and those who
backed the party in 2015 and 2019 is how they voted in the EU Referendum in
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2016. A large majority of each group voted to leave the EU. In fact, those who
voted Conservative in both 2015 and 2019 are the least likely to have voted to
leave, but even among this group three in four did so.
Can the Conservative Party’s new coalition hold together at
the next election?
However, with Brexit ‘done’ and concerns such as the cost of living, the economy,
and the NHS becoming more prominent, can this alone be enough to hold this
coalition together at the next general election?
There is some reason to doubt this. First, when we consider the political values of
these groups of voters, we can see a tension emerge. On the ‘liberal–authoritarian’
value dimension (which was closely related to EU voting) these three groups are
similar, each having a mean value that is closer to the ‘authoritarian’ end of the
scale (and all close together as illustrated in Figure 1 below). However, when we
look at the traditional left–right economic value dimension the groups are more
distinct in their value positions. Those who moved to the Conservatives from
Labour are the most economically left-wing of the voting groups, closer in fact
to those voters who consistently voted Labour in 2015 and 2019 than to other
Conservative voters. Those who moved from UKIP to the Conservatives are also
more left-leaning; though are, on average, slightly closer to the Conservative
group than those who voted Labour at both elections.
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This suggests that when the political focus is on issues that most closely
relate to people’s economic values (about inequality, redistribution, and the role
of government) the Conservative coalition may be less solid. Some of these
divisions are, of course, already playing out among Conservative MPs representing
different types of constituencies — dramatically so in the case of Christian
Wakeford, the MP for Bury South who crossed the floor of the House in January
2022 arguing that ‘the Conservative government … are doing nothing to help the
people of my constituency and … only making the struggles they face … worse’.

The current difficulties faced by the Conservative Party also hint at how the fractures
in this coalition might influence the next election. Recent polling suggests a large
proportion of those who voted Conservative in 2019 are now undecided about how
they would vote. The ties that bind voters to parties are weak, and especially so among
those who switched to the Conservatives between 2015 and 2019. Although, among
those who voted Conservative in 2015 and 2019, more than four in five say they have
a Conservative Party identity, this is around half of those who switched from UKIP
and just one in four of those who switched from Labour. More than 40% of those who
switched from Labour to the Conservatives between 2015 and 2019 still identity with
the Labour Party, a link that may make it easier for this group to switch back. Among
those who voted for the Conservatives from either UKIP or Labour there is also a high
proportion without a party identity, around one in four of each group.
That the ‘new’ Conservative voters differ from the Conservative coalition in
terms of their social characteristics and economic values hints at where problems
could emerge for the party. However, it is in the (lack of) connection to the party
that the danger lies for the Conservatives and the opportunity for other parties.
This is a group of voters who are volatile, have recently changed party, and may
well do so again if their expectations are not met.
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Do ‘Remainers’ and
‘Leavers’ still exist?
Sara B. Hobolt and James Tilley

How have Brexit identities evolved?
When the Electoral Commission decided, in September 2015, that the referendum
question on leaving the EU would be easier to understand if ‘Leave’ and ‘Remain’
were the options rather than ‘Yes’ or ‘No’, they could not have imagined how
those labels would stick. Yet, the referendum gave rise to distinct political
identities that have polarised the nation ever since. These identities resemble
partisan attachments in the way they shape political attitudes and are, in fact,
more strongly held than traditional party identities. Even today, most people
continue to identify as Leavers and Remainers.
Figure 1 shows the proportion of people who identify as a Leaver or a Remainer
(based on a series of sixteen surveys from the beginning of 2017 until the end of
2021). Unsurprisingly, given that the UK has left the EU and since experienced
a pandemic, it reveals that Brexit no longer looms quite so large in voters’ minds.
There has been a drift downwards since early 2020 in the number identifying
with one side or the other. This is more pronounced for the Leave side.
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Nonetheless, nearly two-thirds (62%) of people continue to think of themselves
in Brexit terms, with slightly more Remainers than Leavers. If we look just at
those people who voted in the referendum, the figures are even more stark: 69%
of 2016 voters held a Brexit identity at the end of 2021, down slightly from 75%
in April 2017.
Brexit identities are also strongly held. In October 2021, 60% of Leavers and
67% of Remainers said that their identity was very or extremely important to
them. These numbers are lower than they were in the immediate aftermath of the
referendum, but clear majorities of Brexit identifiers still feel a strong attachment
to their identity. And those attachments are stronger than partisan identities:
only 34% of Conservatives, and 41% of Labour identifiers, think their partisan
identity is very or extremely important to them.
Brexit identities, moreover, continue to shape how people view the world. Leavers
tend to think that the British government is dealing with the pandemic better
than Remainers (even controlling for party affiliation). In October 2021, 44% of
Labour Leavers thought the government was dealing with the pandemic well or
very well, compared to only 15% of Labour Remainers.
This ‘Brexit lens’ extends beyond government action. Take economic
performance. Whereas 80% of Labour Remainers and 65% of Conservative
Remainers think the economy got worse over 2021, those figures shrink to 53%
for Labour Leavers and 45% for Conservative Leavers. Voters thus view events
through both a partisan and a Brexit lens. Leavers and Remainers also look
differently at the question of whether Brexit is the cause of any problems. When
asked to rate how responsible Brexit was for economic conditions on a 0–10 scale,
Remainers mainly attribute poor economic conditions to Brexit (average score of
8.5), whereas Leavers were much less likely to blame Brexit (average score of 5.8),
if they thought economic conditions were deteriorating. Although voters may
agree the economic situation is getting worse, they do not agree on who or what
is to blame.
How important are Brexit identities likely to be at the next
general election?
Is this Brexit divide likely to continue to matter? It is always difficult to
extrapolate into the future. If we were to do this, our data would suggest that
Brexit identities will gradually fade over time. But the future rarely conforms to
a continuing linear trend. Identities often depend for their maintenance on a web
of interactions that reinforce people’s attachments. There can often be a tipping
point at which identities stop being the norm, stop being reinforced and go into a
death spiral as people rapidly abandon them.
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Equally, however, identities are maintained to some extent by top-down
interventions and political events. If the pandemic recedes from view and
politicians continue to identify themselves as Leavers and Remainers, this may
help to keep those identities relevant for voters.
One of the most important unknowns is the extent to which Brexit identities
will be subsumed by party identities. Will ‘Leaver’ become synonymous with
Conservative and ‘Remainer’ with Labour? Figure 2 shows the proportion of
Leavers and Remainers within each partisan identity group as well as those with
no Brexit identity, in October 2017 and four years later in October 2021.
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Across all partisan groups, we see an increase in people without distinct Brexit
identities (‘Neither’). However, the source of this change is not symmetrical
across parties. The proportion of Labour, Liberal Democrat, Green, and SNP
partisan identifiers who identify as Remainers has barely shifted, whereas the
proportion of those party identifiers who are Leavers has drastically declined.
This pattern is less pronounced on the Conservative side, but overall it is
clear that party supporters are more unified in terms of their Brexit identity.
If someone is a Conservative now they are unlikely to be a Remainer, and if
someone supports Labour, the Liberal Democrats, the Greens or the SNP, they are
very unlikely to be a Leaver.
Although the Brexit issue used to split parties internally — with sizable
proportions of Leavers and Remainers in both main parties — partisan and Brexit
identities are now more closely aligned. Whereas Brexit matters less to voters
than it once did, a majority still have a Brexit identity. This suggests that it could
become a salient dividing line in day-to-day British politics again, especially
if events and political competition bring UK–EU relations back on to the front
pages.
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Who are the
non-voters?
Philip Cowley and Paula Surridge

How has turnout changed at recent elections?
There has long been a link between age and electoral participation — with the
young less likely to vote, the elderly more likely to turn out. This has remained
true in recent general elections, with stark differences in turnout depending on
age. Figure 1 shows turnout by age for the last three elections. With just one
small blip (the over-75s in 2017), as we go up the age groups, rates of voting
increase.
Yet the figure also shows some intriguing changes over time. Between 2015
and 2017, for example, turnout went up for all age groups — for all the talk of a
‘youthquake’, there was nothing distinctive about the change in the turnout of the
youngest voters in 2017 at all.
Yet, at the following election in 2019, while turnout continued to rise amongst
voters under 45s, rates of non-voting went up among older voters. Overall,
between 2015 and 2019 turnout among the under-45s increased by six percentage
points, while it fell by 2.9 percentage points among those age 45 and over. The
gap between younger and older voters narrowed, even if it remained substantial.
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Examining turnout solely by age, however, threatens to hide more than it reveals.
This becomes obvious when we look at the way levels of education interact
with age. The growth of higher education has been one of the key changes in
British society in recent years, and it is one that now manifests itself in electoral
participation, as Figure 2 shows.

In broad terms, the higher the levels of formal educational attainment, the higher
the levels of turnout. This is true among both younger and older voters. However,
these differences are smaller among the over-45s where turnout is higher, and the
education effects more muted.
For the under-45s the largest change in turnout between 2015 and 2019 was
among those educated to degree level or higher, who became almost eight
percentage points more likely to vote. Turnout among young voters with low
levels of qualifications changed by less than three percentage points. For the over45s the largest changes were for those with low or intermediate qualifications,
who became less likely to vote.
Again, these changes were not significant enough to alter the overall trends
shown in Figure 1, but they meant that by 2019 the difference in turnout between
those under and over 45 with high-level qualifications was smaller (15 percentage
points) than the difference within the under-45s between those with low- and
high-level qualifications (almost 32 percentage points). Indeed, by 2019, turnout
among those under 45 with high educational attainment was not massively
different from those aged over 45 as a whole.
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We know that education is closely connected to people’s broader values. Using
two value scales, one economic (measuring issues of redistribution, trade union
power, and economic fairness) and one non-economic (measuring issues of
tolerance, traditional values, and public protest) we can break the electorate into
a series of distinctive value groups as shown in Figure 3. This gives us an even
more precise insight into what is going on.

One group stands out as having seen dramatically increased levels of turnout:
those who are both left-wing economically and liberal on social issues; turnout
among this group rose by 17 percentage points between 2015 and 2019, more
than double the rate of increase of any other group. There was nothing out of the
ordinary about this group’s participation in 2015; by 2019 it was the group with
the highest electoral participation. This was not a general left-wing phenomenon:
for left-wingers who hold moderate or authoritarian social values, turnout in
2019 was lower than it was in 2015. Nor was it a more widespread liberal effect:
amongst liberal-centrists turnout rose, but by much less, whereas among rightwing liberals turnout falls by more than for any other group.
How important is turn out likely to be at the next general
election?
This has some important, and perhaps counterintuitive, implications for how
turnout might matter in a future general election. First, the liberal-left group has
been the most Labour leaning group in recent elections. Although Labour will
need to hold onto these voters in the next general election, there may also be few
voters left in this group to be motivated to turn out and vote. There may be more
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potential to encourage an increase in turnout among those on the left who are in
the moderate or authoritarian groups, each of which have relatively low turnout
rates and showed a greater propensity to stay at home in 2019 than in 2015 or
2017.
As these voters are on the left economically, it may seem that increasing the
turnout among those groups would be to the benefit of Labour or other parties on
the left. But in 2019 the Conservatives won a majority in the left-authoritarian
group (54%) and almost 1 in 4 of the votes of those in the left-moderate group.
The Conservatives also won a majority of votes in both the centre-moderate and
centre-authoritarian groups. It is far from immediately clear that higher turnout
among these groups would be to the benefit of Labour.
Recent elections, therefore, show that turnout rates among groups are not set in
stone and can change, depending on the political context. But it shows equally
the limits of electoral strategies based on turnout. Turnout between 2015 and
2019 rose precisely among those voters Labour might have wanted — the more
highly educated young, and those with socially liberal values — and yet Labour
lost in both 2017 and 2019, the latter badly. This is because these changes are
relatively small, insufficient to trump wider political forces and not of a scale to
alter some of the basic facts about turnout and non-voting — most obviously
that the elderly still vote more than the young. Although an electoral strategy
that ignores turnout is missing an important part of the wider picture, one based
on turnout alone is both unpredictable and unlikely to yield sufficient new votes
to be successful.
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Does social status
explain post-Brexit
politics?
Geoffrey Evans, Jack Bailey, and Jonathan Mellon

What is social status and has it become increasingly
politically important?
It used to be generally accepted that the primary division in British politics
was class. The traditional conflict was between left and right, between those
who favour redistribution of income and wealth and those opposed to it. The
process of leaving the EU has changed all that: immigration and national selfdetermination now compete with the economy as key areas of social and political
conflict. The politics of resource allocation have given way to the politics of
identity and control.
Concerns about identity, control, and external threats are closely linked to having a
lower social status. Given that Brexit has pushed these issues up the agenda, it has
provided conditions where someone’s social status can help shape their political
preferences and choices at the ballot box in a way that was less likely before.
Social status refers to differences in social prestige rather than resources and
power. It refers to someone’s standing in society, the respect they get from other
people. Social status is not the same as occupational class: the two have only a
moderate relationship and have different impacts on political attitudes.
Having lower social status is associated with a greater sense of threat, insecurity,
intolerance of difference, and uncertainty, whereas people with high status have
an enhanced sense of autonomy, freedom, and control. People with low social
status are therefore more likely to feel threatened by events such as large-scale
immigration, and their status anxiety can lead them to endorse political positions
that provide a sense of positive distinctiveness from outsiders.
So, is there now a divide in British society between the political beliefs and
behaviour of low- and high-status people? And, if so, who is in each group?
To understand this, we have developed a new measure of the status structure of
Britain, and where people locate themselves and others within it. This involved
an experimental study of 7,000 respondents to the 2021 British Election Study
Internet Panel and how they rate the social standing of over 8,500 combinations
of occupation, income, education, ethnicity, sex, and class background.
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We discovered how people rank others by asking them to choose the person with
the most social standing when shown two people with different sets of attributes.
The results in Figure 1 show the relative social standing of a range of occupations.

To some degree, these rankings capture long-standing social distinctions
between, for example, traditional manual versus non-manual jobs. Although
routine manual workers receive amongst the lowest status scores, health
professionals are amongst the highest. Interestingly, though, managerial jobs are
not seen to be as high in status as professionals. Having a high-status job is not
the same as simply earning a lot. Neither is it just another way of describing
someone’s social class: occupations that would be considered to be in the same
class have a broad range of social status scores.
The information from this analysis enables each of our respondents to be given
a status score. We can then examine the relationship between someone’s status
and their Leave–Remain preference, immigration attitudes and vote intention.
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When examining vote intention, we combine Conservatives with residual
supporters of fringe pro-Brexit parties — UKIP, the Brexit Party and Reform UK
— and contrast these with the relatively pro-EU Labour, Liberal Democrats, and
Greens. Figure 2 shows these relationships.

It can be seen clearly that low social status is strongly related to respondents’
expressed support for leaving the EU some five years after the actual referendum.
A similarly powerful association is seen with the belief there are too many
immigrants. In both cases the difference between those with low and high social
status is just over 50%. High-status people are three times as likely to be Remain
or to reject the idea that there are too many immigrants.
Party vote intention is also strongly, though not as strongly, related to status.
Low-status voters were twice as likely to vote Conservative and for other, smaller
right-wing parties, reflecting the fact that party choice also involves attitudes to a
broader range of issues, such as economic management.
How important is social status likely to be at the next
election?
How might this play out in the next election? The idea that low social status lies
behind not just opposition to the EU, but immigration more generally, implies
that it can continue to provide support for a certain brand of right-wing politics,
even if Brexit recedes as an issue.
British Politics after Brexit

49

However, predicting how status concerns might be mobilized and affect a future
general election is a fraught enterprise. It depends very much on what issues and
concerns the parties make salient in their electoral campaign and their credibility
with respect to delivery. Whether or not Brexit or immigration measures prove
effective in maintaining support for the Conservatives amongst voters who might
well be towards the bottom of ‘the pecking order’ is debatable.
Subjective inequalities may well influence voters’ choices, but so might more
material concerns. The government and particularly the Prime Minister have been
using up their electoral capital at an alarming rate. While it is clear that Boris
Johnson, specifically, added to the appeal of the Conservatives for these proBrexit and anti-immigration voters in 2019, if the government loses credibility
over its immigration control and stated intention of ‘levelling up,’ their appeals to
lower status voters may no longer work, and traditional patterns of class divisions
might instead reassert themselves.
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How big is the gender
divide?
Rosalind Shorrocks

Is there evidence of a growing gender divide?
The 2019 general election saw the largest difference between men and women in
support for the two main parties for more than fifty years. Women were nearly
eight percentage points more supportive of Labour than men, and men were
around five percentage points more supportive of the Conservatives than women.
Figure 1 shows the gradual realignment of this gender gap over time, illustrating
that these gaps were not only large in 2017 and 2019, but they had reversed in
direction compared to most of the post-war period, with women now more likely
to vote Labour and men now more likely to vote Conservative.

This shift in the gender vote gap has been particularly marked amongst younger
age groups. In 2019, women under the age of 35 were 13 percentage points more
supportive of Labour than men under 35, but there was very little difference in
Labour support between men and women aged over 65. Similarly, women under
the age of 35 were eight percentage points less likely to vote Conservative than
younger men; women over 65 were four percentage points more likely to vote
Conservative than older men.
The realignment of the ‘gender gap’ is closely entwined with two key political
developments over the last decade: austerity and Brexit. The seeds were sown in
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the 2015 election, when younger women’s concerns over the cost of living, their
household finances, and the NHS led them to vote Labour in higher numbers.
Consequently, this was first election in the post-war period when women were
(slightly) more supportive of Labour than men.
At the same time, despite the Conservatives’ pledge to hold a referendum on EU
membership, UKIP gained ground amongst (older) men. Older women were less
likely to support UKIP, and more likely to stick with the Conservatives, because
they felt less strongly about the EU as an issue and because they held less
favourable views of Nigel Farage.
The cost of living, economic and financial concerns again meant younger women
were particularly supportive of Labour in 2017. By contrast, without the effect
of UKIP, men were on average more supportive of the Conservatives. Political
competition over austerity was therefore key to understanding the gender gaps
in 2017. By 2019, however, Brexit was by far and away the most salient electoral
issue, and this resulted in party support being even more divided by gender.
Younger women were particularly unlikely to support Brexit in the 2016
referendum. At the time of the 2019 election, women — especially younger
women — were more supportive of a second referendum and less supportive
of leaving the EU without a deal than younger men and older voters. These
differences in attitudes towards Brexit were strongly associated with younger
women again being more likely to vote Labour in 2019.
The realignment of the gender gap is thus related to political competition over
economic concerns and Brexit. Importantly, three successive Conservative Party
leaders (Cameron, May, and Johnson) have failed to persuade younger women in
particular to support the party, indicating the gender gap goes beyond a ‘Boris
Johnson’ effect.
How important is gender likely to be at the next election?
What does this mean for the next election? The age component of the new
gender gap is important. In 2015, women under 35 were particularly supportive of
Labour, but this reversed for older age groups. In 2017 and 2019, the gender gap
in Labour support was present for all age groups under 60 and 70 respectively,
although it was still much wider for those under 35. This suggests Labour is
consolidating its support amongst women and is no longer appealing only to
younger women. This is likely because, although opposition to Brexit is strongest
amongst younger women, women across all ages are more ambivalent towards
Brexit than men. Current polling suggests that Labour continues to enjoy an
advantage amongst women. At the time of writing, an average of the last five
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polls from YouGov give Labour a seven-point lead over the Conservatives among
women, whereas men are more evenly split between the two main parties.
This does not necessarily suggest that Labour will continue with a strong
advantage amongst women into the next election. The close association between
recent gender gaps and the issues of austerity and Brexit raises questions about
what might happen should these cease to be dominant election issues. The recent
gaps appear highly context-specific, rooted in electoral competitions over salient
issues on which men and women differ in their experiences and preferences.
However, if the next election is fought on questions surrounding pandemic
response and recovery, and especially if there are meaningful differences between
the parties on these issues, gender gaps in party support may well continue.
Women tend to prioritise health as an issue to a greater extent than men.
Although men have had higher mortality rates than women, women have been
particularly vulnerable to some of the social and economic consequences of
the pandemic. Women are more likely to be employed in sectors that have been
badly affected such as healthcare, education, and hospitality, to be furloughed,
to work on insecure contracts (especially BAME women), and to take furlough or
redundancy to meet childcare demands.
It is also notable that the gender pay gap increased in 2021 compared to 2020,
although it remains smaller than in 2019.
These developments suggest that the female electorate — especially workforceage and BAME women, and mothers — could go into the next election feeling
particularly economically vulnerable and concerned about their financial security,
as they were in 2015 and 2017. In this context, the emergence of a significant
gender vote gap depends on whether the parties respond to these concerns in
different ways. Given Labour has usually been more willing to make the spending
commitments this requires, we might expect a ‘pandemic’ election to continue to
consolidate the gendered voting patterns observed in 2017 and 2019.
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How big is the
generation gap?
Bobby Duffy
Has there been a rise in generational division in British politics?
The 2017 general election produced the biggest age gap in party support ever
measured in the UK. This reduced slightly in the 2019 election, but the results
still showed a remarkable age gradient: only 21% of 18-to-24 year-olds voted
Conservative, and only 14% of those aged 70 or over voted for Labour.
This may already feel like a natural part of our politics, but looking at long-term
generational support for the two main parties shows just how rapid and unusual
the shift has been.
As Figure 1 shows, there has been hardly any generational basis to Labour Party support
since at least the 1980s, with the lines for each generation staying close together —
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until a generational explosion in 2017, when over half of Generation Z said that they
identified with Labour, compared with barely 20% of the Pre-War generation.
In contrast, the Conservative vote has always been more related to age. However,
this generational difference too has expanded hugely in recent years. This has
not been due to a collapse among the young so much as increasingly fervent
support from the oldest cohorts, who are now three times more likely to back the
Conservatives than the youngest generations.

The reasons for such dramatic swings are partly related to political events rather
than shifting generational tides. Labour gained some of its younger vote from the
collapse of the Liberal Democrats, whereas the Conservatives gained from the
decline of UKIP. Still, the future of the Conservative Party looks bleak from an initial
look at these patterns — given their supporter base is skewed towards generations
that are leaving the voting pool, and away from those who are arriving in it.
However, the ‘death of the Tories’ has been predicted many times before, and
there are reasons to be sceptical. To understand why, it is helpful to distinguish
between the three distinct forces that drive change in our attitudes and
behaviours: lifecycle, period, and cohort effects.
Lifecycle effects are those that change as we age and go through different lifestages, from leaving education, getting a job, having children, to retiring. Period
effects are experienced when attitudes or behaviours change across society as
a whole, spurred either by a particular event or through the slow evolution of
cultural change. And cohort effects occur when a generation is different, and stays
different, from other generations, often because of the different context they were
brought up in in their crucial formative years.
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Is generational division likely to be important at the next
election?
Our political attitudes and behaviours consist of an intricate and unpredictable
blend of all three effects. Misplaced certainty about the dominance of one effect
often lies behind confident political predictions. Yet there are good reasons to be
cautious in predicting what will come next.
First, the power of period effects — ‘events, dear boy, events’ — is a well-worn
cliché in politics for good reason. There will undoubtedly be further examples
that shape the context for the next election.
Second, there is also significant truth in that other saying about conservatism
growing with age, in a lifecycle effect. Figure 2 compares the proportions of two
groups who say they would vote Conservative: Generation X and those in the
18-to-29 age group in each year of the study. In the late 1990s, these groups
were exactly the same, but Gen X has aged, whereas the other group has been
constantly refreshed with new members.
As a result, the two lines have drifted apart, with Conservative support growing
more among the ageing Gen X than among 18-to-29 year-olds. Statistical
analysis backs this up. They find that the ageing effect is worth around 0.35% to
the Conservatives each year. This may not sound like a lot but is valuable over the
course of a political lifetime.
Consequently, confidence that ‘demography is destiny’, where those parties
that appeal to the younger ‘coalition of the ascendant’ can sit and wait for their
natural advantage to tell, is misplaced.
However, something has clearly changed in the generational structure of our vote
— and the timing of that shift points towards a key role for Brexit. The new age
gap in British politics is fundamentally linked to the discussions in the run-up
to and aftermath of the EU Referendum revealing and then reinforcing the split
between old and young.
In the late 1990s, hardly anyone saw immigration as a top concern in Britain —
but it shot up as European immigration increased in the early 2000s. Although
changes in attitude were similar across the generations, levels of concern were
utterly different: at the peak of this gap, the Pre-War generation was twice as
likely to identify immigration as a top concern as Gen Z.
The Leave–Remain divide between the generations is similarly huge and has
grown over time. In 2019, 67% cent of Gen Z said they would have preferred to
remain in the EU, compared with 29% of the Pre-War generation.
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Brexit and immigration may be less salient issues now, but they put concern
about culture change near the centre of our politics, which has since morphed
into a much broader series of issues around race, empire, gender identity, freedom
of speech, and much more. There has been a surge in political and media attention
on the ‘war on woke’.
Whether one sees this as an overdue correction to the glossing over of legitimate
concerns about how UK culture is changing, or a cynical political tactic to
appeal to a shrinking base, the result is the same. This focus on cultural change
inevitably builds generational divides into our politics.
And although this may seem like normal political tactics, it is dangerous —
because the scale of the generational divisions it creates can be a significant
barrier to forging a collective vision for the future. Setting old against young in
the next general election would be a risky choice.
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The End of
‘British Politics’?
Ailsa Henderson

Proclaiming the end of British politics sounds rather plaintive. Yet in many
senses it merely means that long-held assumptions about British politics no
longer resonate or acknowledging that the assumptions were never quite right
to begin with. One uncomfortable fact appears to be the very real differentiation,
not just in electoral preferences but in political ideals, that exists across the four
territories of the United Kingdom.
Put another way, if politics is an enduring argument about the best way to run
society, we have not all been having the same argument on these islands. Separate
discussions in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and England often comprise
four completely different debates, bearing little relation to any of the political
arguments occurring outside those borders. And on those occasions when we
are having the same argument — over Brexit, for example — we often come to
different conclusions. Fighting separate battles, or on opposing sides.
With respect to elections, the four different electorates opted for different parties
during the most recent UK general election. In 2019, Scots backed the SNP,
Welsh voters backed Welsh Labour, English voters backed the Conservative Party
and a majority in Northern Ireland backed the DUP, but this was also true in 2017,
and in 2015. There are some useful caveats here.
First, distinct partisan preferences have a long history. The relationship between
nationalist/unionist self-identification and party vote in Northern Ireland is so
obvious it complicates comparisons with the rest of the state. A plurality of the
Welsh electorate has now voted for Labour in every devolved or UK election since
1945, the last general election when the universities elected 12 MPs to represent
them. The Scottish electorate drifts leftwards of the English one, with a left or
centre-left party faring better there since 1970. Seen in a longer light, greater
symmetry across the British (as opposed to UK) electorate has occurred only
when the English electorate has changed its mind and drifted leftwards.
Second, those in devolved territories have more opportunities to vote, and
although Northern Ireland and Welsh voters have tended to back the same party
regardless of the territorial frame of the election, this is not the case in Scotland,
where voting preferences across Holyrood and Westminster elections have come
into greater alignment after the independence referendum and converged on
Holyrood voting patterns.
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Third, voting in Westminster elections could, by some measures, be considered a
second order contest in Scotland, Wales, and NI, with voting decisions divorced
from reserved areas of competence, and are more about having a say and defending
territorial interests within the state. Either way we have evidence of longstanding variation now manifesting itself as very real vote differences, made on
the basis of a different decision-making calculus in the four territories of the UK.
These different electoral preferences would seem to suggest very different
starting points in terms of attitudes to the state, and yet there is nuance here
too. Visions of what a state should do, what a state is for, are remarkably similar
across the four territories of the UK. Framed in terms of specifics of the UK state,
the answers drift apart: on many issues we hold the same values, but come to
very different conclusions about how this should work in the UK in practice. Take
for example, attitudes to sharing economic resources or inter-regional solidarity,
which in principle are supportive. But ask people in England if they would like
to share with Scotland, or ask people in Wales if they would like to share with
Northern Ireland, support plummets.
But what of the counter-argument, that British politics is not at an end, but that
these tensions are its defining characteristics? This is an easy argument to make.
British politics is unlike the politics we find in other pluri-national, multi-level
states for many reasons, two of which I outline.
First, the very label ‘British’ politics is symptomatic of a series of other elisions
and omissions committed within the Anglo-British state, where England
is simultaneously the point of reference but largely ignored as a political
community. Serial offenders here are UK ministers and government departments
that routinely refuse to acknowledge when they are announcing policy
developments for the state as a whole or England-alone. This is coupled with an
Anglo-British media that sees little merit in clarifying these distinctions to its
audiences (which has on occasional earned a warning from Ofcom).
This is not just practitioners at fault here. Academics routinely plonk ‘British
identity’ into regressions and find results (people who feel British think/do
this) without ever acknowledging that British identity works in different ways
in different parts of the state. This refusal to disaggregate the state into its
component parts for the purposes of clarity — an entirely normal practice in other
pluri-national and multi-level states — is an enduring, maddening, feature of
British politics with no end in sight.
Second, an Anglo-British aversion to radical thinking that prioritises tweaking, or
‘serial ad hocery’ as we have labelled it elsewhere. Efforts to understand the UK
state are typically Anglo-centric. Efforts to save the state tend to be focussed on
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the preferences of Scottish unionists, to the annoyance of its nationalists (which
one might see as a job well done), but with little regard to public opinion outside
Scotland. This provides yet more evidence of problems with fairness, feeding
further the union of grievance.
If the end of British politics means recognising variation that exists across its
four component parts, then this is no bad thing. Resolving the very different
preferences and priorities is another matter.
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What do red wall
voters think about
party politics?
Paula Surridge and Alan Wager

The 2019 general election gave us a new term for thinking about the electoral
geography of Britain, the ‘red wall’: a group of 42 seats identified by James
Kanagasooriam where the Conservatives had been underperforming relative to
their local social profiles. Not all of them fell to the Conservatives but many did,
and often for the first time in a generation or longer. The image of a crumbling
wall has proved irresistible to political commentators, with ‘what voters in the red
wall think’ now a touchstone of political analysis.
To try to understand voters in these areas better, we conducted a series of seven
focus groups in Autumn 2021. Our aim was to glean what voters (and non-voters)
in a sub-set of these seats in Yorkshire thought about politics, political identity,
and key policy areas such as ‘levelling up’.
The dramatic volte-face of political fortune in some of these seats had not gone
unnoticed by the people who live there:
‘ … it’s always been Labour, Labour, Labour, Labour and now we’ve got
a Conservative MP’
To understand how people in the ‘red wall’ understood politics, we asked about
their perceptions of the ‘typical voter’ for each of the major parties. Despite the
recognition of change, old perceptions of the parties remained. All of the groups
turned to class-based descriptions, at least initially, to describe typical Labour
and Conservative voters. The Labour voter as ‘working class’ was by far the most
common initial reaction, whereas ‘posh’ or ‘wealthy’ were most commonly used
for the Conservatives.
However, the changes in political parties and political loyalty were also apparent:
‘…all the flat-hat type people that I know were very Labour all voted
Tory. Yet I know so many young twenty-odd year-old women, they’ve
only been to uni, they’re governed by quite strict social rules. You
know, if you walk into their house and say the wrong thing, they’ll ask
you to leave’. (New Conservative Voter in 2019)
A key aspect of the identification of the ‘red wall’ was that these were areas that
had continued to vote Labour even when demographic shifts led us to expect
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changes. A key potential explanation for this has been the tradition of voting
Labour in these areas and the strength of identity with the party being passed
down over generations. Our focus group participants often articulated this as
follows:
‘You’ve been Labour all your life and it’s just a family thing…’ (Brexit
Party Voter)
‘It’s like which football team you follow’ (Brexit Party Voter)
‘…with Labour it was always for the working class wasn’t it. Well,
that’s what it was when I was a kid, and my mum voted Labour all her
life, my dad did, and over the last I’d say five or six years, old people I
live next door to, they’ve all not voted Labour…’ (Non-Voter)
What are red wall voters hopes and fears for the future?
Much has been made of the ‘levelling up’ agenda, and extent to which
Conservative fortunes rest on delivering infrastructure for these areas. However,
when asked to describe their own areas these participants highlighted the
natural beauty of the area, the community spirit, the friendliness, and — perhaps
surprisingly — the transport infrastructure.
‘The whole thing is just a natural beauty around here.’ (Green Party
Voter)
‘I can be in the city centre in twenty minutes as well as in the middle
of the Peak District in twenty minutes.’ (Conservative Voter)
‘…everything really easy, there’s lots of buses, trains, easily
accessible.’ (Conservative Voter)
The image of rundown town centres and a lack of opportunity was not the
immediate experience of these participants, though they did comment on empty
shops and anti-social behaviour as issues for their areas. The key concerns for the
future were expressed financially, both in terms of household budgets, and how
the country was going to pay for the cost of the pandemic.
‘How do we get this money back? And the only people that are going to
be affected are the workers. The people that get up every day, go to work,
they will be the ones that are affected, because we’re the ones that are
paying the tax and national insurance.’ (New Conservative Voter)
‘…wages are not going up, cost of living, food’s gone up, petrol’s gone
up, gas and electricity are going to soar through the roof, so how do
you make ends meet if our wages aren’t going up…’ (Conservative
Voter)
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That these issues were already being mentioned spontaneously almost six
months ago shows the depths of concern and financial worry among those living
in these areas, even before many of the largest economic shocks had been felt.
There is a danger that disconnection from political parties and disappointment
with what has been delivered for their areas and their households could lead to a
further increase in distrust and disengagement.
‘I just distrust so much at the moment, more than I’ve ever distrusted
any government and I second guess why they are saying things a
lot … there does seem to have been quite a lot of corruption as well.’
(New Conservative Voter)
‘I mean, people I speak to, it’s like they don’t want to talk about
politics nowadays, that’s what it’s got to, you know. Because I
think they’re annoyed, they’re angry, how do they express it?’ (New
Conservative Voter)
It is worth reiterating that these group interviews were conducted in Autumn
2021, well before any of the government lockdown scandals had hit the
headlines. That this level of distrust already existed may help to explain why the
revelations had such a potent effect on public opinion.
Looking ahead to the next election, these groups were not demanding
infrastructure projects, new bridges, or even more jobs. They wanted their
standard of living to be protected from the coming economic storms and for the
places they lived in to feel more vibrant. These are the messages that are most
likely to resonate with ‘red wall’ voters. The question is who will be able to
articulate them successfully.
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Is there a blue wall?
John Curtice

What is the electoral history of the ‘blue wall’?
Perhaps the most remarked upon feature of the 2019 election was the way
in which Labour lost what has come to be known as its ‘red wall’. This was
a collection of 19 seats that the party lost to the Conservatives at a general
election for the first time since at least 1931 (if not longer), and which were all
disproportionately working class and located north of Birmingham. They thus
would once have been regarded as part of Labour’s ‘heartland’. What they also
had in common was that a majority of their voters backed Leave in the 2016
referendum.
But with an eye to the next election, there has been some discussion of whether
there is an equivalent set of middle-class Remain-voting seats in the South of
England that have always voted Conservative, but which might now be vulnerable
for the first time to a challenge from one of the opposition parties.
There are 26 seats in England and Wales where the Conservative majority in 2019
was less than 15%, and where a majority voted Remain in 2016. They all have an
above average proportion engaged in professional and managerial occupations, and
all bar four are located south of a line from Cheltenham to Norwich (the four that
are not are on the suburban fringes of major conurbations). Much like the Labour
red wall, these seats might therefore be thought of as Conservative ‘heartland’
territory.
However, in contrast to the Labour red wall seats, the challenge to the incumbent
Conservatives in these blue wall constituencies comes from two different
directions. Although half are seats where Labour came second, the other half
are constituencies where the Liberal Democrats were runners-up. The blue wall
will only ever all come crashing down if both Labour and the Liberal Democrats
are able to make a significant advance in the seats where they are best placed to
win, an outcome that might perhaps be more likely if there were some tactical
switching by third-placed voters in favour of the better placed opposition party.
But the biggest difference between these Conservative Remain seats and Labour’s
red wall is that, middle class and predominantly southern though they may be,
they are far from all being seats that have always elected a Conservative MP.
Just eight have continuously elected a Conservative MP from 1950 onwards. The
remainder (or the nearest equivalent seat at the time) were grabbed by Labour in
1966 and/or 1997.
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This contrast reflects a significant difference between the long-term electoral
history of red wall and blue wall’ seats. In nearly all the red wall seats, support
for Labour had already shown signs of long-term decline well before the Brexit
referendum. Between 2005 and 2015, support for the party fell on average by -8.8
points, more than twice the average drop of -4.1 points registered in England and
Wales as a whole. Some of the traditional bulwarks of Labour support in these
seats — skilled workers in unionised workforces in heavy industry and mining
— were diminishing, whereas New Labour’s reduced class-based appeal also
undermined support.
So, the foundations of the red wall had already been eroded well before these
seats voted strongly — on average by 60% to 40% — in favour of Leave.
Consequently, when Labour voters who had backed Leave swung away from the
party after 2016, Labour support in the red wall seats fell on average by -8.4
points (whereas across England and Wales as a whole it edged up by +2.3 points),
this was enough to tip them into the Conservative column.
In contrast, before the EU referendum there was no systematic evidence of the
Conservatives losing ground in their blue wall seats. Indeed, at +7.6 points, the
average increase in the party’s share of the vote between 2005 and 2015 in these
seats was actually above the England and Wales average of +5.3 points. For the
most part, the Conservatives’ current apparent vulnerability in these seats is
entirely the product of the last two Brexit-focused general elections. Between
2015 and 2019 support for the Conservatives fell on average by -3.2 points in
these seats, well down on the average increase of +7.1 points the party enjoyed
across the country as a whole.
How important is the blue wall likely to be at the next general
election?
The shape and character of the blue wall is, then, significantly different from
its red wall counterpart. The Conservatives have only come to appear relatively
vulnerable in the last two elections. But might it still prove to be the party’s
Achilles heel at the next election?
There are at least two reasons why it might not. First, pro-Remain seats account
for only just over a quarter of all the seats in England and Wales where the
Conservatives were less than 15 points ahead of a second-placed Labour or
Liberal Democrat candidate in 2019. On their own they are too few in number
to eradicate the majority of 80 seats the Conservatives secured in 2019. The
opposition parties will need to bring down much more than the blue wall.
Second, we should bear in mind that, although a majority of voters in these seats
backed Remain in 2016, according to the British Election Study only around one
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in four of those who voted Conservative in 2019 did so (down from a third in
2017). The scope left for winning these seats simply by appealing to Conservative
Remain voters is rather less than their status as a seat where a majority voted
Remain implies.
The Conservatives’ loss of Remain voters in 2017 and 2019 certainly weakened
the foundations of the blue wall. However, even in these seats the Conservatives’
chances of mounting a successful defence at the next election will rest at least as
much on their success in retaining the support of their Leave voters as it will in
their ability to avoid any further losses among their Remain voters.
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How Divided is
Scotland?
Fraser McMillan and Jac M Larner

How divided are Scotland’s political ‘tribes’?
There can be no doubt that Scotland is a politically divided nation. The country’s
population has been split down the middle on the question of independence
from the rest of the United Kingdom since a referendum on the issue in 2014.
Rather than settle the constitutional question, the 2014 vote awoke the sleeping
giant of Scottish nationalism. The 2016 UK-wide Brexit vote, unpopular north
of the border, only guaranteed that the prospect of Scottish independence would
remain high on the agenda. Opinion polls on the matter have been close to 50:50
for several years, and, as Rob Johns discusses elsewhere in this report, the party
choices Scots make at the ballot box are now highly aligned with their preferences
on independence.
In comparably politically polarised democracies, clear social divisions often
reflect the central political cleavage, resulting in a phenomenon known as
‘affective polarisation’: the tendency for people of opposed political persuasions
to dislike one another. The United States is a classic example, with Democrats
and Republicans living in increasingly distant physical and cultural bubbles and
expressing growing mutual contempt. This has also been the case in the United
Kingdom in recent years in relation to Brexit, with Remain and Leave labels
inspiring strong partisan-style attachments and reflecting educational, social
class, centre–periphery, and other social divides.
As part of the 2021 Scottish Election Study panel survey, we measured levels
of constitutional, partisan, and identity-based affective polarisation in Scotland.
Looking at how people identify when asked if they consider themselves a
supporter of a given political party or constitutional camp, more Scots align
themselves with Yes/No (78%) and Remain/Leave (80%) than they do a political
party (61%), suggesting that these labels are highly relevant to people’s political
identities.
How do these identities spill over into attitudes and behaviours? We looked at
attitudes to various political and social groups including Yes and No independence
voters and Leave and Remain Brexit voters. We asked people, on a 0–10 scale,
whether they had an unfavourable or favourable view of each group. We also
asked respondents, in a further survey, how comfortable they would be about
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having friends from those groups, and if their child married someone from those
groups.
We initially, and unsurprisingly, find evidence of a preference for constitutional
fellow-travellers. On average, people who identify with one side of the
constitutional divide demonstrate favouritism towards their own group. This
tendency is stronger on the Yes side: Yes-supporting respondents give fellow
Yes-identifiers 7.6 on the 0–10 scale; the No-side give those on their own side
6.6. When it comes to assessments of the opposite camp, there is little difference
between Yes and No supporters, who fall on 3.2 and 3.3 out of 10 respectively.
Although these gaps in attitudes to in- and out-groups are not enormous, they
are also not trivial. However, they do not seem to spill over much into behavioural
dispositions: 80% of Yes-identifiers and 75% of No-identifiers said they would
be comfortable being friends with someone in the opposite camp. The numbers
for a child marrying across the divide were similar, at 83% and 78% respectively.
This suggests that, for most people, political disagreements about Scotland’s
future do not interfere with their personal relationships. However, if we look at
assessments of other groups, we find something interesting: Yes-identifiers are
more hostile to Leave-voters than No-voters, with just 71% saying they would be
comfortable having a friend who voted this way. What is going on here?
What happens when Brexit and independence divisions combine?
As Johns argues elsewhere in this volume, the 2016 EU referendum and its
fallout means that Scotland’s future relationships with the Union and European
Union are inextricably linked. Far from falling into a clean division along Yes/No
lines, support for Leave/Remain fell across the constitutional divide creating four
distinct identity ‘tribes’ in Scotland: Yes/Remain, Yes/Leave, No/Remain, and No/
Leave. Yes/Remain is now the biggest and most politically united group, whereas
Yes/Leave has virtually disappeared.
In Figure 1 below, we look at these same group favourability measures as above,
but across these four tribes. The different markers represent the average 0–10
unfavourable–favourable value assigned by the tribes on the left to each group
of voters. As you might expect, people tend to prefer those in their own group.
However, there are differences in the degree to which each group exhibits this
bias.
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Members of the Yes/Remain tribe are different to the other three tribes in
Scotland. Among this group, we see the biggest gap between in-group and outgroup evaluations: Yes/Remainers are more favourable to their own in-group
and less favourable to out-groups than others. They have a particularly negative
view of Leave voters. The large size and political unity of Yes/Remain likely has
something to do with this. Yes/Remainers are also by far the youngest group on
average and are the most likely to have a university education. These voters have
many political allies, and they are all singing from the same hymn sheet: 89%
voted for the SNP in their constituency in 2021.
The same cannot be said for the No-leaning groups, who must reach across Brexit
and partisan divides to take the fight to the SNP in Scottish elections. There
were relatively high levels of Conservative–Labour vote-swapping in 2021: 17% of
Conservative partisans voted Labour in their constituency ballot in 2021, whereas
9% of Labour partisans voted for the Conservatives in their constituency ballot.
Fully 21% of Labour constituency voters selected the Conservatives on the list.
This is not a case of inter-election volatility as seen elsewhere in Britain,
but people voting for both of these parties at the same election. This level of
unionist ticket-splitting for the two great rivals of British politics was unheard
of before 2014, but has now become a viable option for those sections of the
electorate who want to stop independence. It may, in turn, act as a brake on social
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intolerance. Ultimately, this creates an intriguing conclusion: as contentious,
cross-cutting political divides are introduced and overlap in Scotland, this
potentially prevents the calcification of individual cleavages into interpersonal
animosities.

72

British Politics after Brexit

Is Welsh Politics more
distinct than ever?
Roger Awan-Scully

Is Welsh politics diverging from English politics?
The English influence on politics in Wales has long been complicated. Wales
is a distinct and (partially) self-governing nation, yet also very much part of a
London-centric British political system.
Evidence of political difference is long-standing. The Conservatives last won a
general election in Wales in 1859; they have underperformed (in terms of vote
share) in Wales compared to England at every subsequent general election. These
differing electoral preferences of the Welsh were a major impetus to devolution
and, since the creation of the Assembly (now Welsh Parliament, or Senedd) in the
late 1990s, Wales has had an autonomous government and legislature with the
opportunity to pursue a distinct policy direction.
More recently, Wales has been part of a divergence in politics across the nations
of the UK. The 2015 general election was the first time that four different parties
won in the four UK nations — an outcome repeated at each of the following
general elections since. And while general elections in Scotland have come
to look and feel very different to those south of the border, the 2017 general
election also felt rather different in Wales: in the face of strong early polls for
the Conservatives, Labour’s (ultimately successful) response was a campaign
based almost entirely around the Welsh Labour brand and the leadership of First
Minister Carwyn Jones.
But the story is not wholly one of divergence. Conservative general election
underperformance in Wales compared to England has been diminishing in recent
times, and the 2019 Welsh Conservative vote share of 36.1% was their best since
1900. The six seats they gained in December 2019 meant that the Welsh Tories
contributed significantly to Boris Johnson’s overall majority. Meanwhile, although
Welsh Labour and the Scottish Conservative parties now have distinct leadership,
the Welsh Tories do not. The appetite for organisational autonomy or policy
distinctiveness among Welsh Conservatives seems limited.
Covid-19 has presented common problems to all the governments in the UK
(as it has, indeed, to just about all governments in the world). But the devolved
governments have been in control of much of policy response outside England
and have often followed a distinct course. That devolved elections were coming

British Politics after Brexit

73

in May 2021 in both Scotland and Wales generated certain political incentives for
their respective governments to take distinctive stances.
Labour won the May 2021 Senedd election with an electoral performance that
exceeded not only most expectations but also the results obtained by Labour
across most of England and Scotland. Welsh Labour’s victory appeared to
be based primarily on strong public evaluations of the Covid-19 response by
the Labour government, and in particular by First Minister Mark Drakeford.
Drakeford’s political approach and style contrasted starkly with that of Boris
Johnson’s at Westminster, and he polled very strongly with people in Wales.
What is the future of Welsh party politics?
Brexit happened against the will of the vast majority of the Welsh political class.
But the Welsh people had (narrowly) voted for it, and public opinion showed little
evidence of change in the following years.
Brexit certainly appeared to contribute to the Welsh Conservative advance in
December 2019 in places that had clearly backed Leave. This allowed the Tories
to capture seats that were already quite marginal, including several in north-east
Wales. But similar swings occurred in the south Wales valleys’ seats: longstanding Labour bastions with deeply-entrenched traditions of hostility to the
Conservatives. The Tories had too much ground to make up to win any of these
seats, but the direction of travel was very similar to that witnessed in other exindustrial but pro-Leave communities in England.
It remains to be seen whether, post-Brexit, such trends can be maintained. These
are very different communities from more traditional Tory heartlands, and there
was little evidence in the 2021 Senedd election of a continuing Conservative
momentum in such places.
As Richard Wyn Jones, Jac Larner and Daniel Wincott outline elsewhere in this
report, there is little support within the Conservative Party for significantly
greater devolution. This reflects not only the Party’s view of the union but
also the political reality of continued Tory failure to challenge seriously for
government at the devolved level. Although the May 2021 Senedd election
produced the largest ever contingent of elected Conservatives, the Party is no
nearer than at any other time to toppling Labour’s dominance. There is also little
apparent Conservative mood for greater organisational change within their party
to make Welsh Tories more distinct. Meanwhile, Plaid Cymru continue to be
much less convincing than their Scottish sister party, and currently pose little
threat to Labour dominance.
Mark Drakeford has indicated that he will stand down as First Minister before the
next Senedd election, and the Welsh Labour leadership race to succeed him will
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generate the opportunity for distinctive visions to be offered. But the political
realities of the weakness of the UK-wide Labour Party help underpin the more
autonomist wing of the Welsh party. Although there remains a strongly unionist
body of sentiment within Welsh Labour (in a tradition that can be traced back at
least to Nye Bevan), devolution provides opportunities for the party that are not
likely to soon be available elsewhere. A party able to implement its agenda in the
Senedd, but not at Westminster, will increasingly tend to focus on the former.
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What does the
Northern Irish public
think about the
Protocol?
Katy Hayward and David Phinnemore

How have attitudes to the Northern Ireland Protocol
changed in Northern Ireland?
Few issues fail to divide opinion in Northern Ireland; Brexit and the Protocol are
no exceptions. Yet, even in Northern Ireland, attitudes can change over time. This
is evident from polling data we have gathered every four months over the past
year, from an online panel of over 12,000 adults in Northern Ireland.
We found notable consistency from our representative sample on some of the
most fundamental questions. Unsurprisingly, given the 56% vote to Remain in
the 2016 referendum, a majority of our respondents continue to hold a negative
view of Brexit and expressed concern about the real and potential impact of
Brexit and the Protocol on Northern Ireland economically, politically, and
constitutionally. Meanwhile, a consistent two-thirds of our respondents have held
the view that Northern Ireland does need arrangements particular to it to manage
the effects of Brexit.
On the nature of the impact of the Protocol itself, however, we have seen some
change over the course of the year. Initially voters were evenly split on whether
the Protocol and its dedicated arrangements for Northern Ireland are ‘a good
thing’ (43% agreeing versus 44% disagreeing). By the third poll in October,
opinion had shifted: with a narrow majority (52%) agreeing the Protocol was ‘a
good thing’, with 41% disagreeing.
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A similar shift occurred in how voters want members of the Northern Ireland
Assembly (MLAs) to cast their ballot in the ‘democratic consent vote’ due to be
held in late 2024 on the continued application of the Protocol’s core provisions,
most specifically on the controls on goods moving from Great Britain into
Northern Ireland. Polling in March and June 2021 saw initial support for the
Protocol narrow to an even split (45%:46%) before widening in October to
a narrow majority (51%) wanting MLAs to vote for the Protocol’s continued
application, compared to 41% against.
In general, according to our polling data, voters’ views of the Protocol were broadly
less negative at the end of 2021 compared to the start of it. The March poll found
that more than two-thirds of respondents saw the Protocol as having a negative
impact on Northern Ireland’s constitutional position in the UK and its place in
the UK internal market. By October, the majorities had declined to 57% and 51%
respectively.
As to the impact of the Protocol on the Northern Ireland economy, whereas
initially only 33% viewed the impact as positive, by October the figure had risen
to 51% — although this was against a backdrop of extended grace periods on the
implementation of the Protocol and supply disruptions in Great Britain that were
not being seen in Northern Ireland.
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Positive assessments of the Protocol also outweighed negative ones in the
October poll regarding its role in protecting the 1998 Belfast (Good Friday)
Agreement and north–south cooperation on the island of Ireland. However, the
proportion of our sample who hold negative views on the impact of the Protocol
in these areas remains considerable — a reminder that this is a topic over which
people in Northern Ireland are politically divided.
What are the political implications of attitudes to the
Northern Ireland Protocol?
When we look more closely at the poll responses, we see an interesting pattern
that helps explain why the divisions over the Protocol are so acute. By and large,
if people opposed Brexit, they support the Protocol. The most significant variable
in determining people’s views on the Protocol is whether they were a Leave or a
Remain voter.
This is reflected in political affiliation too (see also the chapter by Jon Tonge
in this volume). In the 2016 referendum, a majority of unionists supported
Leave, with those who consider themselves to be ‘strongly’ unionist particularly
supportive. A large majority of nationalists and those who are non-aligned (i.e.,
neither unionist nor nationalist) supported Remain. Our polling on the Protocol
broadly mirrors this pattern. On the question of whether the Protocol is, on
balance, a good thing, we see unionists disagreeing and nationalists and ‘neithers’
agreeing that it is. Generally, any change from March to October 2021 came from
nationalists and ‘neithers’ moving away from being undecided on the Protocol to
being more firmly in favour of it.
As one would expect in Northern Ireland, connected to the above, religious
community is also significant (with Protestants predominantly negative
about the Protocol, Catholics predominantly positive). Other variables are less
significant, but still worth noting. Those in ABC1 social classes are more positive
about the Protocol than those in C2DE classifications. Women are more likely
to support the Protocol than men. And older people are less likely to support the
Protocol than younger people (46% over 65s thinking it a good thing, compared to
53–56% of under-44-year-olds).
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These polls were conducted in a social context in which the Protocol as a
topic has gathered a great deal of political and popular attention. However, the
consequences of the Protocol — or, indeed, Brexit — have not yet been fully
felt because of the grace periods that were in place over the course of 2021. The
matter of how to minimise the negative impact of the full gamut of rules and
requirements applying to goods moving from Great Britain into Northern Ireland
is the focus of the current talks between the UK and EU officials, under the
leadership of Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič and the current Foreign Secretary,
Liz Truss.
Our polling shows that the issues of most concern to people in Northern Ireland
are the supply of medicines, customs controls, and Northern Ireland having a
‘voice’ in the governance of the Protocol. These are tricky issues to address and
any solution is likely to involve compromise and complexity.
Whether 2022 sees public opinion continue to warm towards the Protocol or
move sharply in the opposite direction depends a great deal on the outcome of
these talks. With Assembly Elections due to be held by early May, the outcome
will be watched closely by local politicians.
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Local elections
Colin Rallings and Michael Thrasher
What are the trends in local elections in England since Brexit?
Opinion polls provide headline tracking of the ebb and flow of party support
and electoral attitudes. However, local elections can give a more politically and
geographically nuanced view of voter behaviour on the ground despite fewer than
half of electors usually casting a ballot.
There were, for example, signs of disillusionment with Labour in postindustrial England well before 2016. Independent candidates won the inaugural
mayoral elections in the party’s former strongholds of Hartlepool, Mansfield,
Middlesbrough, and Stoke-on-Trent as long ago as 2002.
Since the EU referendum, local elections have provided further evidence of a
fractured electorate. In May 2017, the Conservatives made some 400 gains
and took overall control of an additional eight county councils, often benefiting
almost directly from the collapse in support for UKIP compared with the contests
four years earlier.
Although this dominance did not persist nationwide for another five weeks
until the general election, substantial Conservative council gains in Cumbria,
Derbyshire, and Nottinghamshire foreshadowed parliamentary success in
Copeland, North East Derbyshire, and Mansfield. Of longer-term significance
too was the narrow Conservative victory in the mayoral contest for the combined
Tees Valley authority.
In 2019, and with Brexit continuing to be a persistent thorn in Theresa May’s
side, the Conservatives were caught in a pincer movement, suffering their worst
local election setback for a quarter of a century. Electors in many strongly Leave
and previously UKIP-supporting areas opted for Independent candidates. By
contrast, several places, which had been both Conservative and Remain — such as
Bath and North East Somerset, St Albans, and Winchester — swung decisively to
the Liberal Democrats.
Labour did not benefit from the swing of the pendulum. It did well enough in the
big cities, but often fell back sharply in towns outside the major conurbations.
Middlesbrough ended 45 years of unbroken Labour rule following a surge by
Independents. The party suffered a similar fate in Bolsover; in Ashfield, the party
slumped from 22 seats to just two.
The local elections in 2021 (including those postponed from 2020 due to the
pandemic) revealed a country still divided on Leave/Remain lines.
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Support for Conservative council candidates increased most in wards where more
people were employed in manual and routine occupations, where there had been
strong support for UKIP, and which appeared to have voted heavily in favour of
leaving the EU.
By contrast, although Labour support held up better in more affluent areas and
wards with more graduates, there was little sign of the party drawing a line under
the erosion of its core vote in the North and parts of the Midlands.
What should we look out for in the 2022 local elections in
England?
Nowhere is this new configuration of Labour support better illustrated than in
London, which dominates this year’s English local elections calendar. The capital
has remained reliably loyal to Labour since Boris Johnson stood down as mayor
in 2016. Sadiq Khan has twice comfortably won the mayoralty and, at the 2019
general election, the party’s share of the vote was the highest of any region in the
country.
The 2018 local elections, the benchmarks for May 2022, saw Labour return
more councillors in London (1120 out of 1833) than at any time since 1971.
The Conservatives by contrast posted their lowest total (511) since the London
boroughs were created in 1964, losing ground to both Labour and the Liberal
Democrats.
Boundary changes, in all bar seven boroughs, are extensive this time but would
appear to have only a minor political impact. Indeed, following 2018, it looks hard
for Labour to make much headway or for the Conservatives to fall much further
behind.
The Conservatives have their eyes on Croydon, where the Labour council has
suffered a number of well-publicised financial embarrassments. Labour’s hopes of
advance may be pinned on Wandsworth. Long seen as a Conservative low counciltax flagship, it voted 75% Remain with Labour registering a clean sweep of all
three parliamentary seats in the borough in 2019.
The Liberal Democrats seem secure in their predominantly Remain south-west
London heartland of Kingston-on-Thames, Richmond-on-Thames, and the rather
more marginal Sutton. On the other hand, in 23 of the total 32 boroughs they had
no councillors at all elected in 2018.
Outside London, in 2018 there was little to choose between Labour and the
Conservatives. The Labour Party’s task this year must be to do at least as well
as it did in 2018, but any such ‘success’ may not be reflected in seat gains. The
key indicator will be the post-election calculation of the ‘national equivalent
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vote’ — a measure of each party’s support if the entire country had gone to the
polls. In 2018 Labour was on 36%, just one point behind the Conservatives; in
2019 both parties dropped back to a 31% share of the vote. In 2021 however the
Conservatives recovered to 40%, giving it a ten-point lead over Labour.
In the metropolitan boroughs, Labour will be looking for signs that voters are now
driven more by a judgement on the performance and integrity of the government
rather than their views on Brexit. The Party won nearly 49% of the vote across
these councils in 2018, but only 42% in 2021. The same applies to several ‘red
wall’ district and unitary councils. Labour polled fully ten percentage points less
in Cannock Chase, Hull, and Nuneaton and Bedworth in 2021 than in 2018. That
must now be reversed.
As in London, the Liberal Democrats defend a handful of safe councils like
Cheltenham, Eastleigh, and South Cambridgeshire but may struggle to make
much further headway.
Wales, where every council seat is up for election, has more of a tradition of
non-party local government, especially in rural areas. There have been no local
elections here since 2017, but the loss of six constituencies to the Conservatives
in 2019 will concentrate Labour’s mind on rebuilding support in councils like
Bridgend and Wrexham.
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Inequality and welfare
Rachel Hesketh, Rebecca Benson, and Kirstie Hewlett

Has the Covid-19 pandemic changed attitudes to the state and
welfare?
There was a point in the pandemic, back when we were clapping for carers and
volunteering to deliver shopping and prescriptions, when it seemed possible that
the experience might just be making us a kinder, more sympathetic society.
Alongside the sentiment of ‘all being in it together’, there were other reasons to
think the experience of Covid-19 could reshape public attitudes towards welfare.
The crisis had brought many more people into contact with the benefits system,
with pandemic claimants different in important ways to existing claimants
— including being more likely to have a university education and to come
from higher social grades. We have also experienced massive new government
intervention to support the incomes of those unable to work, via the furlough
scheme.
We therefore set out to investigate how attitudes towards inequality, and towards
government intervention to tackle it, might have changed in the context of the
pandemic. This included looking at the attitudes of those with different political
views, both in terms of party affiliation and Brexit identity. Our conclusion,
reinforced by the work of other researchers since, is that, despite the unique
circumstances of the pandemic, support for intervention to tackle inequality has
changed little and remains closely connected to political identity.
An important starting point is that discomfort with inequality is widespread.
Over 80% of people said the gap between those with high incomes and those
with low incomes in Britain today was too large, including majorities of Labour
and Conservative supporters, Remainers and Leavers. This concern is not,
however, matched by support for redistribution to address the problem. Just
48% of respondents agreed that government should redistribute income from
rich to poor, with Labour voters markedly more supportive of redistribution than
Conservatives, and Remainers a little more supportive than Leavers. These results
echo long-standing trends recorded by the British Social Attitudes (BSA) survey,
before the pandemic (see Figure 1).
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This political dividing line in pre-existing beliefs about redistribution are
reflected in views about how the government should respond to the crisis. While
half of people agreed that the pandemic strengthened the need for government to
redistribute income, this was true of almost 80% of Labour voters, but less than
30% of Conservatives; Remainers were more likely than Leavers to believe Covid
had strengthened the case for redistribution, though the difference in views was
less stark.
Critically, we found that if people disagreed with redistribution in general,
they tended to disagree that Covid-19 strengthened the case for it, and vice
versa. This conclusion is again reinforced by BSA data, which shows that while
concern about inequality may have been heighted by the pandemic, support for
redistribution has not clearly increased.
We also looked at how the pandemic might have altered views of the benefits
system. We found that, while people in Britain viewed the furlough scheme
overwhelmingly positively, irrespective of their political views it was seen as
distinct from the system of unemployment benefits that is the usual recourse for
those who are out of work. People were more likely to associate unemployment
benefits with downsides, and less likely to associate them with positive
outcomes, than when asked the same questions about the furlough scheme. For
example, while a quarter of people said that furlough encouraged reliance on the

British Politics after Brexit

85

state, this rose to almost half when considering unemployment benefits. This
has been supported by other research showing that those who began claiming
benefits during the pandemic were viewed as being more deserving.
One possible reason why views on redistribution and welfare haven’t moved
further is that we haven’t fundamentally rethought our beliefs about the causes
of individual hardship. Britain is often characterised as a society wedded to
meritocracy, and we found that ideas of personal effort and responsibility
dominated even in the exceptional circumstances of the pandemic, with people
more likely to attribute job loss because of the coronavirus crisis to performance
at work than to bad luck. This belief in the relative unimportance of luck
differed little between those with different political views, though Conservatives
were more convinced of the importance of individual performance than Labour
supporters, with 57% attributing job loss to this, compared to 39% of Labour
voters.
What are the political implications of attitudes to Covid-19
and welfare?
So what do these findings tell us about how Covid-19 has shifted the political
context around welfare policy? In short, any shift seems to be limited. While
many people believe the pandemic justifies greater redistribution, this group
already tended be supportive of this measure, rather than being prompted by the
crisis to rethink their beliefs. And while there has been overwhelming support
for furlough, this has not obviously have translated into a more sympathetic
view of the benefits system, with underlying political views continuing to shape
attitudes towards welfare policy. For politicians who are looking to the pandemic
as a moment for reform, focusing on redistribution alone (or more generous
forms of income transfer, in particular) is unlikely to generate a clear mandate for
change; yet there is a fertile space for deliberation about action on inequality that
recognises how ideas of reward based on merit continue to have a strong pull for
voters.
Even when contemplating the impact of a global pandemic, a situation most of
us would concede is outside of our control, many people still attribute job loss in
this context to personal failing. Politicians wishing to make appeals for a more
generous welfare system — based on the argument that hardship is the product
of bad luck or structural factors — may find that they leave the public unmoved.
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Covid-19
John Mellon, Jack Bailey and Chris Prosser

Is Covid a ‘left–right’ or ‘liberal–authoritarian’ issue?
The 2019 election saw Boris Johnson returned to power with a mandate to ‘Get
Brexit Done’. The election saw a further entrenchment of the Brexit dimension
into party competition, with the Conservatives winning working-class voters and
seats long considered part of Labour’s core coalition. But then the pandemic hit
and something unimaginable happened. For the first time in five years, Brexit was
no longer the most important issue.
In June 2020 — a few months into the pandemic — we fielded a new wave of the
British Election Study Internet Panel to understand how voters were reacting to
the unprecedented political environment. Would the Covid-19 pandemic further
entrench the divisions around Brexit or would the Conservatives struggle to
balance the desires of different parts of their electorate, who agreed on little
besides Brexit?
Political attitudes generally fall into two broad dimensions: the economic left–
right dimension (taxes, redistribution, workers’ rights, support for unions, etc.)
and the liberal–authoritarian dimension (respect for traditional authority figures,
censorship, disciplining children, opposing immigration, etc.). Brexit’s strong link
to immigration meant that EU attitudes generally fell on the liberal-authoritarian
dimension. In 2019, this allowed the Conservatives to appeal to economically leftwing but authoritarian working class voters who had traditionally supported Labour
on economic grounds, resulting in the largest Conservative majority since 1983.
How would attitudes towards measures taken to halt the spread of the pandemic
fall onto the political spectrum? If, like Brexit, Covid attitudes mainly related
to the liberal-–authoritarian dimension, the effect of the pandemic on political
alignments would likely be to reinforce the Brexit divide. If, however, Covid
attitudes fell into the economic left–right dimension, the pandemic would have
the potential to disrupt the new Brexit-shaped political equilibrium. The results
of our survey show that, as of June 2020, different Covid policies fell onto
different parts of the political spectrum.
The figure below shows how ten different Covid policies relate to the left–right
and liberal–authoritarian dimensions of politics. If a policy is plotted on the right,
it means that it has higher support among economically right-wing people. If a
policy is higher on the plot, it means that the policy has higher support among
authoritarian voters.
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The first thing to note is that most Covid policies relate more strongly to the
economic left–right dimension, with much higher support for social distancing,
closing shops, closing schools, and making people stay at home among voters
who are economically left-wing. This may well be because the key debate around
Covid policy has often been framed as a trade-off between public health and
economic activity.
For economically right-wing people, the economic costs of these Covid prevention
measures may be too high even when set against the public health benefits.
However, there were two Covid policies which were more strongly related to the
liberal–authoritarian dimension of politics: support for fining or imprisoning rule
breakers.
What are the political implications of the structure of Covid
policy attitudes?
The structure of Covid policy attitudes poses challenges for the Conservative
Party in particular. Conservative MPs tend to be economically right-wing and
especially pro-business. Consequently, Conservative MPs have tended to be
sceptical of restrictionist Covid policies. As a result, the Johnson government has
put in place one of the least restrictive Covid regimes amongst all industrialised
democracies. Consequently, even by June 2020, the Conservatives were perceived
as valuing the economy far more than reducing Covid infections compared to
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the other parties as shown on the figure below. The Conservatives were the only
party which voters perceived to have a statistically significant position on Covid
measures to their own.

The mismatch between the Conservative Party’s natural inclinations on Covid
policy and public opinion is made even more stark by the 2019 election. The
2019 Conservative majority was built on an influx of socially authoritarian but
relatively economically left-wing voters in traditional Labour heartlands. These
are precisely the type of voters who — as of June 2020 — were more supportive
of strong measures to tackle the pandemic.
Figure 3 shows how workers in different social classes felt about various Covid
policies. Working-class voters were more supportive of closing schools, making
people stay home, and imprisoning people who broke Covid rules than middleclass voters.
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The Conservatives found a winning coalition based on opposition to the European
Union and immigration. However, this coalition is divided on Covid policy,
with the traditional right-wing part of the coalition supporting looser Covid
restrictions, and the new working-class part of the coalition supporting stronger
measures to fight Covid.
The cross-cutting nature of Covid preferences poses a challenge for the
Conservatives when it comes to holding their 2019 coalition together, but it
is not necessarily insurmountable. We have now experienced nearly two years
of Covid politics, and the Conservatives have managed to keep their levels of
support in the polls at high levels for most of this time.
Where there have been falls in support, this has generally been after instances
of perceived hypocrisy around Covid rather than being due to the policies
themselves: Dominic Cummings breaking lockdown in June 2020 and revelations
about the Conservative Party’s seemingly endless series of parties in 2020 and
2021. Similarly, the Conservatives’ largest surge in the polls came after the rollout
of the Covid vaccinations in early 2021.
Taken together, this suggests that performance on Covid may ultimately be more
consequential than the particular policies that the Conservatives choose to follow.
If the pandemic is finished and the economy is booming at the next election,
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Boris Johnson may be able to hold together his coalition despite the policy
disagreements among his voters. If the next election happens in the fifth year of
a stagnant economy and an endless pandemic, the policy splits will be the least of
the Conservatives’ problems.
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Net Zero
Stephen Fisher

Is there a Brexit divide on climate policy and net zero?
Environmental policy hardly figured in public deliberations over Brexit. Yet
attitudes to Brexit and climate change are related, at least in a statistical sense. In
late 2016, the European Social Survey found that those who voted Leave were less
likely to be very or extremely worried about climate change (17%) than Remain
voters (32%).
That finding is indicative of a more general pattern, in which Remain voters
typically take a more climate conscious view than Leave voters. Although, the
difference is generally modest and depends on the question framing. On aspects
where there is near universal agreement, such as whether climate change is
happening, the gap between Leave and Remain voters tends to be very small. For
climate issues where the public are more evenly split overall, a Leave–Remain
difference is more discernible.
In November 2021, Deltapoll asked about approval for the law requiring ‘the
government to reduce UK greenhouse-gas emissions to net zero by 2050’. Clear
majorities of both Leave and Remain voters back the net-zero law. Similarities
between the distributions for Leave and Remain voters are more striking than
differences. Although not by much, approval of the net-zero law is stronger among
Remain voters.
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Why views on climate change should be correlated to views on Brexit is not
clear. The correlation between the two is much weaker than if both were simply
a manifestation of some underlying cultural or postmaterialist dimension to
politics. Yet it is stronger than many would expect.
It may, of course, be due to party politics. Leave voters overwhelmingly backed
the Conservatives in 2019, and the Conservatives have historically advocated
weaker climate change mitigation policy than Labour, the Liberal Democrats or,
especially, the Green Party. All three of those parties backed a second referendum
at the last election and disproportionately attracted Remain voters. So, maybe
the parties’ environmental stances have rubbed off on their voters and the Leave–
Remain divide on climate change is the product of that?
However, Figure 2 shows that, although differences between Leave and Remain
voters are more modest among 2019 Labour voters, the Leave and Remain wings
of the 2019 Conservative coalition are divided on net zero.

What are the political implications of attitudes to net zero?
The British public overwhelmingly believes that climate change is happening
and is caused by humans. A large majority support the UK’s 2050 net-zero
target. There is widespread recognition of the need for carbon reduction policies,
including eating less red meat, minimising air travel, reducing consumption,
and energy use. People think that carbon reduction is more the responsibility
of government and businesses than their own, but there is a majority accepting
a personal duty. These aspects of public opinion on climate change have been
relatively stable in recent years and so are likely to continue to shape party
politics.
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However, the popularity of particular policies depends on their perceived costs.
Support for various policies dropped from more than 50% to 33% or lower, when
it was explained that, ‘you personally have to pay more’. In the case of frequentflyer levies and phasing-out gas boilers, policy support dropped by about a half.
Sensitivity to cost implications might be related to low levels of awareness about
the effectiveness of different policies in reducing carbon emissions. If voters
become more knowledgeable, patterns of support for policies may change. But not
necessarily in a pro-environmental direction, and the cost-of-living crisis may
reduce support for climate policies.
The Conservatives face noticeable challenges in pursuing an activist climate
policy: internal division and a challenge from the right. A significant proportion
of Conservative MPs are more inclined to prioritise the economy over the
environment than either the general public or even 2019 Conservative voters.
Around 40 Conservative MPs have formed the Net Zero Scrutiny Group, which
may be influential in moderating the government’s climate policy. The external
challenge comes mainly from Reform UK. They launched their Old Bexley and
Sidcup by-election campaign referring to ‘net-stupid energy policies’.
However, there are also risks for the Conservatives if they are not green enough.
Most of their voters support net zero, so Labour has and incentive to criticise the
Conservatives for not doing enough. In the summer of 2021 Labour MPs reported
climate change as the fourth most common topic of letters and approaches they
received. Labour has to be strong enough on climate policy to avoid losing votes to
the Greens or Liberal Democrats without scaring more centrist voters on its cost
implications.
North of the border, the SNP face a somewhat similar balancing act: between
their new coalition partners, the Greens, and the Conservatives, who might scoop
up votes if those dependent on the oil industry feel under attack. The SNP will
also be mindful that their economic case for Scottish independence has long
depended on fossil fuel revenues.
The 2019 general election was, according to Charlotte Burns and Neil Carter,
the first in which parties genuinely competed on the environment. The pattern
of voting might have been overwhelmingly driven by Brexit opinion on that
occasion, but the stage is set for climate change to be increasingly important in
shaping voting behaviour in electoral contests to come.
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Brexit
John Curtice

Is the British public still split on Brexit?
Brexit played a major role in shaping how people voted in the 2019 general
election. Around four in five of those who at the time of the election favoured
exiting the EU voted for a party that backed the immediate implementation of
Brexit. Equally, four in five of those who wanted to stay in the EU backed one of
the parties that were supportive of holding another referendum that might reverse
the 2016 result. As a consequence, there was a substantial reconfiguration of
both the character and the geography of party support, and especially that of the
Conservatives.
But, of course, Brexit has now been ‘done’ — albeit that some of the details of
its implementation still have to be ironed out. Meanwhile, although the SNP
continue to oppose Brexit, both Labour and the Liberal Democrats are disinclined
to pursue the issue. Although the Conservative government is keen to argue that
Brexit is proving a success, there is little debate between the parties about the
merits of the Brexit decision.
Given these circumstances, we might anticipate that Brexit will have relatively
little influence on voters by the time the next election comes around. But to what
extent, if at all, do the polls to date support this supposition?
There are two possibilities to consider. First, do voters now accept that Brexit has
been done and largely fallen in behind the decision to leave? Second, are people’s
views on Brexit now less closely aligned with the party they support than they
were in 2019?
Since the UK formally left the EU at the end of January 2020, pollsters have
gradually shifted from asking people whether they would vote ‘Remain’ or ‘Leave’
to asking people whether they would vote to join or to stay out of the EU. Figure
1, however, ignores this distinction and shows for all polls on attitudes towards
EU membership conducted since the end of January 2020 a running average of
the last half-dozen readings. ‘In EU’ means support for Remain or (re-)joining the
EU, while ‘Out EU’ refers to those who would back Leave, staying out, or would
vote against (re-)joining.
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Voters have continued to be relatively evenly divided between those who want to
be in the EU and those who prefer to be outside. Neither option has ever enjoyed
the support of as many as 54% of those expressing a view while, most recently
the balance has been close to 52:48. The electorate looks just as divided over
Brexit now as it did at the time of the referendum.
Within those narrow parameters, the balance of opinion has oscillated somewhat.
Polls conducted immediately after the UK left the EU identified majorities in
favour of being outside the EU. However, opinion then tilted narrowly in the other
direction, only to swing back again after the trade agreement with the EU was
concluded. Meanwhile, that lead in turn evaporated in autumn 2021 in the wake
of labour market shortages that some blamed on Brexit. In short, there is no sign
of any long-term waning in support for being inside the EU.
Will Remain and Leave voters continue to split down party
lines at the next general election?
Britain is, then, still split down the middle in its attitude towards EU
membership. However, given that Brexit no longer looms large in the debate
between the parties, perhaps Remain and Leave supporters will no longer continue
to have very different party preferences at the next election?
Table 1 shows the level of party support for Remain and Leave voters separately
as measured on average by the polls in December 2021 — at around the time of
the second anniversary of the 2019 general election. Despite the near absence of
vocal opposition to Brexit among the opposition parties, two years on it is still
the case that four in five Remain voters are supporting parties that two years ago
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were willing to hold a second referendum. In contrast, those who voted Leave are
less united in their political preferences than in 2019 — rather less than two in
three are recorded as now supporting the Conservatives or Reform/UKIP.

This asymmetry reflects in part a sharp decline in Conservative support across
the board at that time — following electorally costly allegations of lockdown
‘gatherings’ in 10 Downing Street earlier in the pandemic. Even so, support for the
Conservatives is down more among Leave voters than their Remain counterparts,
whereas Labour has advanced rather more among Leavers than Remainers. The
link between people’s views about Brexit and their party preference has weakened
since 2019.
Even so, that link is still as strong as it was at the 2017 election. Conservative
support has fallen since then among Leave and Remain voters by similar amounts,
whereas the change in Labour support in the two groups is almost identical
too. Much the same is true of the other parties. Meanwhile, if we take the
comparison back to 2015, the Conservatives are still much stronger among Leave
voters — and Labour among Remain supporters — than they were before the EU
referendum was held.
The tide may have receded somewhat, but we cannot assume that Brexit will not
leave its mark on the next election too.
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Immigration
Rob Ford

Has Brexit changed attitudes to immigration?
Immigration was the issue for which the slogan ‘take back control’ resonated most
with voters in 2016. Little wonder, then, that control of borders was one of the
UK’s negotiating ‘red lines’ shaping the Brexit negotiations and the Brexit process.
Brexit has in turn impacted on public views of this most contentious of issues
— though perhaps not in the way either Leave or Remain campaigners would
have anticipated. A large and sustained pro-immigration shift in opinion has been
evident across multiple measures since the Brexit vote.

The share of voters naming immigration as one of the nation’s most important
problems has nosedived since the EU referendum, hitting a 20-year low in
2019, even before Covid transformed the agenda (and temporarily brought
immigration to a near total halt). Although a large Leave–Remain divide still
exists on immigration attitudes, voters on both sides have become less prone to
see immigration as a problem, and more likely to recognise it as an opportunity.
Recent YouGov research revealed that, for the first time ever, a substantial portion
of the public now regard not enough immigration as a problem.
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Accelerated by Brexit, this liberalising trend in attitudes was evident well before
the EU referendum and is driven in part by long-term shifts, including the growth
of more cosmopolitan voter groups such as graduates, ethnic minorities and those
with a migrant parent, groups with more open understandings of British identity
and more socially liberal values. Before Brexit, this shift was masked by growing
polarisation. Although most voters drifted in a more liberal direction, the most
anti-immigration voter groups mobilised strongly on the issue, with migration
control becoming their number one priority.
The change since Brexit has been different, with a liberal shift now occurring across
the board — among nationalist Leave voters and cosmopolitan Remainers. Antiimmigration political mobilisation has been thrown into reverse, with a steep decline
in the salience of immigration among the more anti-immigration groups of voters.
This in part may reflect a widespread (and accurate) expectation that Brexit
would lead to a fundamental shift in immigration policies, away from the
‘freedom of movement’ model. The principles of the post-Brexit migration model
introduced by the government, with selection based on income, economic, and
educational criteria applied equally to migrants from all regions of the world,
are broadly popular. Migration liberals and conservatives, Remainers and Leavers
alike, largely approve of this framework, though they differ on how stringent
the selection criteria should be. When invited to discuss migration at length,
citizens on both sides of the Brexit divide converge on the view that migration is
beneficial, but entry should be selective and controlled.
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What are the political implications of attitudes to
immigration?
An unfamiliar problem is emerging in post-Brexit Britain: immigration controls
are now stricter than many voters want them to be. Large majorities of voters
favour lowering income requirements, applying less strict rules for migrants
joining family, and facilitating the entry of migrants coming to work in low wage
but high social contribution sectors like social care, or in sectors with serious
labour shortages like agriculture or logistics.
This is a major shift from the post-war status quo, where tough immigration
policies have long been seen as a one-way bet politically, whereas more liberal
approaches were seen as an electoral risk.
This new environment poses different challenges for the Conservatives and
Labour. The Conservatives need to keep on board socially conservative Brexiteers,
who have powered their recent electoral advance, most of whom remain relatively
sceptical about immigration, but also cannot ignore the sustained liberal shift in
public opinion. It is a hazardous strategy indeed for any political party to place
itself on the wrong side of demographic change, yet the Conservatives’ current
harsh rhetoric on asylum and the retention of intrusive and unpopular ‘hostile
environment’ enforcement policies risk doing exactly that. The groups alienated
by such policies — university graduates and ethnic minorities — are steadily
growing, whereas the group which most strongly supports them — older white
school leavers — is in long-run decline.
Labour faces the opposite dilemma: ideally the party would like to capitalise on
the liberal shift in opinion, but Labour needs to do this without jeopardising
efforts to rebuild support in ‘red wall’ type seats where voters are more migrationsceptic. Yet, for once, Brexit may come to the aid of the Opposition. Before Brexit,
Labour was hamstrung on immigration by its commitment to the EU, which
obliged them to support unrestricted free movement policies despite rising voter
discontent. Now, it can offer targeted liberal reforms within a broadly popular
framework of selection and control, potentially attracting support from migration
liberals without threatening migration-sceptics.
Both parties also face a common problem — the liberal shift in opinion has
left their policymaking elites operating with out-of-date political maps. The
leading figures in both the Conservatives and Labour cut their political teeth in
the 2000–2016 period when immigration was a divisive and often toxic issue.
Opponents of immigration made all the running, posing a running threat to
governments in elections and in the media.
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This bruising experience has shaped the outlook of both parties and risks
blinding them to the challenges and opportunities of today’s very different
environment. The Conservatives’ desire to lock in anti-immigration voters is
creating a growing opportunity, but Labour’s risk-averse approach to immigration
itself risks missing that paradoxical opportunity the incumbent government has
created: by increasing government control over immigration, Brexit may have
paved the way for a liberal migration system.
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The constitutional
question in Scotland
Rob Johns

How have attitudes to an independence referendum changed
since 2016?
In the week following the EU referendum, three polls were published reporting
vote intention in a future Scottish independence referendum. All three gave ‘Yes’
a clear lead. This seemed to confirm widespread expectations that the Brexit
vote, starkly illustrating the difference in values between England (which voted
53% Leave) and Scotland (where just 38% did so), would lead to a step-change in
support for Scottish independence.
It did not. A month later, No was back in the lead, and remained there in 53 of the
next 54 polls — despite these spanning a three-year period during which Brexit
completely dominated the political agenda at Westminster, and its implications
for Scotland were very prominent on the agenda at Holyrood. Whatever pressures
the Brexit vote placed on the Union, a surge in public support for independence
was not one of them.
There are two main reasons for this. One is that opinion on independence was
deeply entrenched by the 2014 referendum. Many voters were immovable and
very few felt more strongly about the EU than about independence. Moreover,
the sovereignty argument — that Scotland should not be dragged out of the EU
against its will — might have been potent but was hardly new to No-voters: it
was central to the case for independence they had considered and rejected less
than two years before.
The second reason why Brexit barely altered the polls overall is that it had led to
switching in both directions. Euroscepticism had not been confined to No-voters:
plenty of Scots wanted out of both unions, and some of them turned against
independence as it became ever more the Euro-enthusiasts’ position. With some
Remainers switching to Yes but some Leavers switching to No, the net effect on
the polls was minimal.
Polls are currently as near to 50:50 as makes no odds. Each shiver in the polling
graph is greeted by the beneficiaries as a decisive step in their direction — and
quickly proves not to be. Whether it was the Yes spike after the re-election of
Boris Johnson’s Conservatives or the No boost from the vaccine programme (or
anything else that pulls the undecideds one way or the other), the effect tends
soon to unwind.
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How important will Brexit and Independence ‘tribes’ continue
to be for party politics in Scotland?
In the 2021 Scottish Parliament election, 9 out of 10 voters chose a party that
shared their stance on independence. Although this marked an all-time high,
elections in Scotland since 2014 have been largely about voters restating their
constitutional preferences.
Two things are worth noting about this near-perfect alignment of party and
constitutional preferences. First, although the SNP retains a monopoly (at least
in majoritarian elections) of the Yes vote, it will continue to approach 50% of
the vote, enough to sweep the board in Westminster elections and hover around a
majority in Holyrood contests. Labour and the Conservatives can battle only over
who comes a distant second. The Tories owe their recent edge there partly to the
fact that their more full-blooded Unionism better suits the polarised nature of
Scottish public opinion. But they also benefit, as in British politics more broadly,
from a growing command over the Leave vote.
This brings us to the second point. Independence is such a powerful predictor
of voting, not because it trumps the EU issue but rather because the two
have moved into line. At the time of the Brexit referendum, the most common
combination in the Scottish electorate was No–Remain (Figure 1). By 2021,
however, almost half of those voters had either abandoned the Union or accepted
Brexit. The largest group is now Yes–Remain and the second largest is No–Leave.
These two ‘tribes’ — rather than simply Yes and No — are now the two opposing
poles of the Scottish party system, represented by the SNP and the Conservatives
respectively.
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A second independence referendum is not imminent. Unless the opinion polls
shift more decisively away from 50:50, the two sides will continue to argue about
a mandate for a referendum that neither side dares risk holding. Nonetheless, if
something does jolt Scottish politics out of the current stasis, and if a referendum
begins to look a realistic prospect, it is worth considering the likely role of Brexit
in that campaign.
It seems inconceivable that a future Yes-campaign would argue for anything other
than independence in the EU. Crucially, that association is ideological rather than
logical. In other words, it is based on what these options stand for — or against —
rather than their constitutional compatibility. In this case, both Yes and Remain
represent rejection of Conservative politics at Westminster.
The main feature of the Brexit debate across the UK was how Remain and
Leave became far more than stances on a specific (and hitherto rather niche)
constitutional question, instead quickly coming to symbolise and crystallise
deeper differences in society. Being pro-European became another way of
asserting Scottish political identity and highlighting its distinctiveness from the
Eurosceptic and Conservative majorities south of the border. Yes and Remain were
thus united by a common enemy.
This blend of ideology and identity won support for independence in 2014.
Although Yes lost the referendum, it won the campaign by some distance. With
pro-European attitudes now folded into the mix, it will remain Yes’s recipe for
campaigning in a future referendum. However, once that referendum is real rather
than hypothetical, the Yes–Remain combination will be tested for its practicality
as well as its ideological appeal.
Above all, an independent Scotland proposing to join the EU would have to erect
a hard border separating it from its largest trading partner. More broadly, Brexit
adds a range of uncertainties about customs, trade, and freedom of movement —
the kinds of uncertainties that probably stopped the Yes-surge short of the line
in 2014. If and when Indyref2 comes about, the shadow of Brexit will fall right
across it.
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The constitutional
question in Ireland and
Northern Ireland
John Garry

Where does the public stand on a United Ireland?
Is there going to be a referendum on a united Ireland anytime soon? The question
is dependent on public opinion. If it appears likely that a majority in Northern
Ireland would support a united Ireland, the Good Friday Agreement obliges the
Secretary of State to hold a border poll. There are, of course, a number of opinion
polls asking the public this very question.
These polls currently show minority support for a united Ireland, but with wide
variation, in part due to the different methodologies adopted by the survey
companies. In December 2021, Lord Ashcroft found 49% in favour of staying in
the UK and 41% favouring a united Ireland. In late October 2021, Pete Shirlow
put support for the status quo at 55%, compared to support for a united Ireland
at 33%. There is, then, no evidence yet of the clear majority support in Northern
Ireland needed to trigger a vote. But, as a referendum is at least plausible over the
next 10 or 15 years, it makes good sense to think carefully about it now.
The experience of Brexit highlights how important advance planning is for a
referendum on a major constitutional issue, so that voters have a clear idea of
what they are being asked to decide. ‘What does Leave mean?’ could become
the proud uncle of the newborn question of ‘What does a united Ireland mean?’
should a majority vote for unity in an under-prepared referendum on the future
of Northern Ireland. Post-referendum ambiguity in that context could make postBrexit disagreements look like a picnic.
The two most plausible answers to the question of Irish unity are shown in Figure
1. In an integrated, united Ireland, an all-island government in Dublin would
run the whole island, and Northern Ireland as a political entity would cease to
exist. In a devolved United Ireland, Northern Ireland would indeed continue as a
political entity, but as a devolved component of a United Ireland. It would keep its
power-sharing system of government and powers over some major policy areas.
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Currently, there is little public or political focus on which of these models would
likely be chosen.
Which type of United Ireland do citizens’ assemblies favour?
Opinion poll findings are an important means of ascertaining the level of support
for the general principle of Irish unity. But a different approach to assessing
public opinion is to examine what the public thinks about each option for a united
Ireland, once they have had a chance to learn about it and discuss it.
To achieve this, we conducted a one-day citizens’ assembly . A representative
cross-section of 50 people from across Northern Ireland were brought together to
learn in detail about the two possible types of united Ireland and to discuss the
merits and faults of each. We also conducted, along with Paul Gillespie, the same
exercise in the Republic of Ireland.
In both our Northern and Southern citizens’ assemblies, participants were keen to
avoid what they saw as the confusion of Brexit. Consequently, they were strongly
in favour of a clear explanation of what exactly was being voted on in any Irish
unity referendum.
Equally, they were surprised to learn that there were different possible types of
united Ireland. Most people had assumed that the traditional integrated model
would be the one implemented. We found, unsurprisingly, that Protestants in
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Northern Ireland do not like the idea of a united Ireland. More surprisingly,
we found that their views of the two types of united Ireland changed after
deliberation.
At the start of the day, Protestant members of the citizens assembly were much
less opposed to the devolved model than the integrated model. After learning
more about the options and discussing them, however, they became more
supportive of the integrated model than of the devolved model. This change is
in part attributable to a belief that the problems of power-sharing could be even
worse in a united Ireland, and in part to their conclusion that two systems of
policy making on one small island could be inefficient and confusing.
In the Republic of Ireland, we found that participants preferred the traditional
integrated model to the devolved model and did not change their minds after the
day’s learning and discussion.
Finding out what the informed and considered views of the Northern and
Southern publics are on the issue of types of a united Ireland is particularly
important for the government of the Republic of Ireland. It is the Irish rather than
the UK government that has the responsibility of making it clear what type of
united Ireland it will implement in the event of pro-unity referendum votes in
both parts of the island
Of course, given current Anglo-Irish sensitivities, it may be difficult for the Irish
government to publicly describe in detail its preferred version of a united Ireland.
But failing to do so well in advance of any referendum risks a Brexit Groundhog
Day of ambiguity.
It is important to identify the views of the public after they have been informed
and deliberated, via citizens’ assemblies, well in advance of any possible Irish
unity referendum. This will help both the public and politicians in both parts of
the island consider how best to hold a smooth referendum to maximise clarity,
minimise turbulence, and learn the lessons from Brexit.
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The constitutional
question in Wales
Jac M. Larner, Richard Wyn Jones, and Daniel Wincott

How have attitudes to the constitution in Wales changed
since 2016?
In the run-up to the 2016 referendum, it was clear that a Leave vote would
likely destabilise the union that underpins the United Kingdom. The possibility
was explicitly highlighted before the poll in a joint appearance by former prime
ministers Tony Blair and John Major. Even Boris Johnson, in his now (in)famous
pre-referendum pro-Remain tract, recognised that ‘an English-only Leave vote
could lead to the break-up of the union’.
It was the future of Northern Ireland and Scotland in the union that appeared
to be at risk. Wales formed no part of this calculus — an assessment apparently
confirmed by the fact that the Welsh electorate joined England’s in voting to
Leave by a narrow, if decisive, majority. Yet, since June 2016, Welsh independence
has moved onto the political agenda in a way that simply has no modern
precedent.
Support for Welsh independence jumped in the immediate aftermath of the
Brexit vote and has since increased gradually to stabilise at around 30% of the
electorate (if independence is posed as a straight Yes/No question). This growth
has taken place primarily among Remain voters. But of greater significance, given
the Party’s century-long dominance of the Welsh political landscape, is that a
substantial proportion of Welsh Labour voters — somewhere between one third
and one half according to survey data — now report that they would vote Yes to
independence.
Independence has been championed by the grassroots ‘Yes Cymru’ campaign.
Before a recent series of (frankly, bewildering) internal splits, this cross-party
organisation had grown to over 18,000 paid-up members, leaving it second only
to Labour itself as Wales’ largest political movement.
At the opposite end of the constitutional spectrum, Brexit may also have
galvanised support for the abolition of Wales’ devolved parliament. Yet, with
only a relatively modest 6% of the vote required on the regional lists to secure
seats in the Senedd, despite extensive media coverage and confident of success,
the Abolish the Welsh Assembly Party could only manage 3.7% of the vote
nationwide. Although there is in Wales, as in Scotland, a group of voters who
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remain unreconciled with devolution, they do not currently seem to form the
basis for a viable political formation.
Rather, despite the increased focus on both independence and abolition, and
perhaps uniquely among the constituent countries of the UK, Wales has firmly
embraced what in the nineteenth century was known as home rule. Broadly
speaking, its citizens like devolution and want more of it, while eschewing
outright separation (see Figure 1). It is a position which Welsh Labour — under
its popular leader Mark Drakeford — encapsulates nicely. The challenge for
Labour is that it is unclear if its position will remain sustainable in future.

How important will this be for party politics in Wales?
Key to understanding the potential significance of the constitutional question in
Welsh politics is the way the UK government has interpreted Brexit as justifying
a roll-back in devolved competences. This is part of a wider cultural shift, which
has seen the Conservative Party abandon its previous embrace of devolution.
Instead, the Tories regard it — implicitly, at least — as posing an existential
threat to the state’s integrity, with ‘take back control’ interpreted as a reassertion
of ‘traditional’ notions of parliamentary sovereignty. Even more so when, as
highlighted by the response to the Covid-19 pandemic, powerful devolved
institutions controlled by centre-left administrations have made a virtue of not
following the London-line.
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In addition to the undeniable overlap in Eurosceptic and devo-sceptic sentiment
at all levels of the Conservative Party, in the Welsh case at least there was also
the assumption that a negative attitude towards devolution could be electorally
beneficial. Would Leave voters, who had supported Labour or UKIP at the 2016
devolved election, but then propelled the Conservatives to one of their bestever general election results in Wales in December 2019, not be attracted by the
‘muscular unionism’ that Tories regard as a natural corollary of Brexit? Were
Euroscepticism and devo-scepticism not natural bedfellows among the wider
electorate as well as among the Conservative grassroots? It was these beliefs
that underpinned the Welsh Conservatives’ campaign for the May 2021 devolved
election.
The election proved a disappointment for the Conservatives. In terms of vote
share, the party achieved only a marginal improvement on its previous 2011 highwater mark and this despite the collapse of UKIP. One of the Conservative party’s
problems in Wales is that its key assumption about the relationship between and
Euroscepticism and devo-scepticism proved to be mistaken.
As shown by data collected by the 2021 Welsh Election Study, a substantial
majority of the Welsh electorate reject any diminution in devolved powers in
the name of Brexit. This view is shared even by a majority of Welsh Leave
voters. Although Conservatives may have been in tune with their own core, they
misjudged the constitutional attitudes of their target voters.

Nonetheless, the Conservatives remain committed to the view that devolved
competences must be reduced to deliver on their wider agenda. They also assume
that, if forced to choose between devolution and a union rebuilt in the Brexiters’
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own image, the Welsh electorate will inevitably settle for the latter. Equally
plausible is that by forcing this choice, an even larger section of the electorate
will conclude that it is time to give up on the union. This in turn would force
Welsh Labour to push for even more far-reaching autonomy or risk leaving a
flank open for Plaid Cymru to exploit. Doubtless the Conservatives would enjoy
the resulting discomfort but viewed through the lens of statecraft this appears to
represent a substantial and totally unnecessary gamble.
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Results from a Survey
on Democracy
Alan Renwick

What do the public want from politicians?
It is sometimes said that members of the public are not interested in political
process — they only care about whether the system delivers their preferred
outcomes. Our recent survey at the UCL Constitution Unit shows that to be
wrong. Few people have their heads around the finer institutional details of
democracy. But they do expect politicians to behave decently and follow the rules.
We conducted the survey — a comprehensive analysis of what the British public
want from the democratic system — in summer 2021. It was the first stage in
our project on Democracy in the UK after Brexit, which is examining attitudes to
democracy in the UK. The results both challenged conventional wisdom, while
providing a clear guide for future democratic reform.
We asked respondents to choose between two statements: ‘Healthy democracy
requires that politicians always act within the rules’ and ‘Healthy democracy
means getting things done, even if that sometimes requires politicians to break
the rules’. 75% of respondents chose the former option, and only 6% the latter.
We asked respondents to imagine ‘that a future Prime Minister has to choose
between acting honestly and delivering the policy that most people want’. 71%
chose honesty, only 16% delivery. Respondents favoured delivery over honesty
when the security of the country was at stake, but not otherwise.
As many previous studies have found, public trust in politicians is low: just 23%
of respondents said they ‘trusted’ or ‘strongly trusted’ the Prime Minister, and
just 24% the UK parliament.
The qualities that respondents thought most important in politicians were that
they should be honest and own up when they made mistakes. Being inspiring or
clever came last.
It is notable that all of these findings come from the summer of 2021, before
concerns about integrity in politics hit the headlines through government
U-turns, rows about parliamentary standards and MPs’ second jobs, and claims
about breaches of the Covid rules.
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What do the public want its political institutions to look like?
Given this scepticism about those we elect, it therefore shouldn’t be a surprise
that people are generally wary of concentrating too much power in the hands of a
few politicians. We also explored how this sentiment feeds into key institutional
debates: on the balance between branches of government, the importance of
neutrality of those with power in public office, and how the public could be
empowered more effectively.
On the role that respondents said should be played by judges, our survey set out
a scenario in which some people were arguing that a new law breached a specific
right. We asked whether courts should have the power to declare this law null
and void (as is possible, for example, in the United States), or ask parliament to
look at the matter again (as at present in the UK under the Human Rights Act), or
whether parliament and government should resolve the matter themselves.
Depending on the specific right that was put to respondents, between 65% and
77% said that the courts should have some role. Indeed, between 28% and 40%
said that the courts should have a strike-down power.
Part of this may be due to an enduring belief that judges are impartial and
trusted. The importance of neutrality and trust was also evident when looking at
the BBC and the civil service. 60% of respondents said that civil servants should
be ‘neutral and permanent government employees’, while only 13% said they
should be ‘people who are appointed by the government of the day’. And 57% of
respondents thought that someone who had previously said that ‘the BBC should
be neutral in its political reporting’ could be ‘a suitable candidate to be Chair of
the BBC’, while only 15% thought that of someone who had said that it should be
less critical.
When asked ‘How much influence do you think people like you have on how the
UK is governed?’, 77% of respondents said either ‘somewhat too little’ or ‘far too
little’; just 1% said ‘somewhat too much’ or ‘far too much’. Still, views on direct
democracy were more nuanced than might be expected.
Most people thought that referendums should be used to decide matters that
have previously gone to a public vote — such as rejoining the EU or changing the
voting system. A bare majority also favoured a referendum to decide ‘whether
terminally ill people should be able to get help to end their lives’. But on the other
matters we asked about — such as infrastructure projects, tax rates, and Covid
vaccination rules — the numbers favouring referendums were lower.
Increasing attention has focused of late on citizens’ assemblies as a more
deliberative way of enabling public participation in policymaking. Just over half
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of respondents supported the use of such assemblies, while only 17% opposed.
Strikingly, however, much of that support disappeared for a citizens’ assembly
whose recommendations would automatically become law. It was highest for
an assembly whose proposals ‘would be sent to parliament to help MPs make a
decision’.
The UK public want politicians who are honest, have integrity, and operate
within the rules. They do not want power to be too concentrated in the hands
of a few politicians in government — rather, they want power shared with
parliament, non-politicians, and the public. They show higher support for judicial
interventions than is often supposed. They think that people like themselves
have too little influence — but many are reluctant to get personally involved.
They think referendums are good for some topics, but not others. They are
interested in the greater use of citizens’ assemblies, but as advisory rather than
law making bodies. They may not attend much to the details of the political
process. But they know the basic principles by which they think our democratic
system should work, and they are not satisfied with how it is working at present.
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What has Brexit done
to political trust?
Will Jennings, Lawrence McKay, and Viktor Valgardsson

Has Brexit had an impact on who trusts politicians?
It has been argued that Brexit was an expression of the ‘geography of discontent’
as people in more peripheral areas of England — those areas outside the nation’s
capital and its major cities — voted predominantly to leave the European Union.
Indeed, distrust of Westminster politics was a significant predictor of voting
Leave.
In some ways, the Brexit vote and its aftermath promised a restoration of political
trust, marking a fundamental break in the social and economic settlement that
had dominated for decades, shifting the focus from the professional and graduate
class residing in cities, who — it has been argued — were the beneficiaries
of globalisation trends, to traditional working classes and those with fewer
qualifications residing in peripheral areas. But did this realignment of power and
trust materialise?
Using survey data for England from the British Election Study Internet Panel, it
is possible to compare the geography of political trust between the first wave of
the study, back in February 2014, over two years before the referendum, and the
most recent wave, in June 2020. We asked people how much they trust MPs on
a scale of 1-7, with 7 being highest and anything 5 and above being classed as
trusting of MPs
In both waves there is a clear pattern in which the likelihood of trusting MPs
declines the further a person lives from London. However, comparing the most
recent data with the 2014 responses shows that the average level of trust is now
substantially lower.
In addition, despite a clear overall geographical divide, it appears to have evened
out at the extremes: those living furthest from London are about as trusting as
others.
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Breaking the data down by Leave and Remain supporters reveals the drivers of
these dynamics. In 2014, Remainers were on average more trusting of MPs in
Westminster. By 2020, the pattern of trust had completely reversed. Leavers are
now more trusting than Remainers, though not more trusting than Remainers in
2014. This reflects the fact that trust is now lower overall.
Notably, the geographical pattern is clearer now for both groups — with trust
falling the further one goes from London. In 2014, there was little geographical
structure for Remain supporters, but in 2020 it is clear. In this regard, Brexit
appears to have reinforced the geography of discontent — at the same time as
realigning political trust — with the ‘winners’ of Brexit, Leavers, enjoying a trust
dividend, whereas the ‘losers’ have seen their levels of trust fall precipitously.
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There has been a similar realignment of the link between education and political
trust. Typically, trust has tended to be higher among those with a university
degree and lower for those with few or no qualifications. This certainly was
true for the period up to the general election in December 2019. However, the
most recent waves of the British Election Study have seen a reversal, with those
with GCSE qualifications or lower reporting higher levels of trust in MPs. It
seems that Brexit has delivered a partial recovery of political trust among this
demographic group, for now — even though trust remains below the high of just
before the 2017 general election.
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How important will this be for party politics in the next few
years?
What are the potential consequences for British politics in the years ahead?
Although Brexit has been ‘done’, it is possible that continued wrangling — over
the Northern Ireland Protocol and many other aspects of Britain’s navigation of
its new status in the world — could lead the boost in trust enjoyed by Leavers
to evaporate. With Remainers now more distrusting of the political class, the
Brexit legacy would then be an even more disillusioned public. As the Covid-19
pandemic has shown, trust is an important asset for governments — helping
secure compliance with public policy. A more distrustful public will be more
demanding and suspicious of government policies and pleas in this new era of
British politics.
Although Brexit is often at the heart of divisions in public opinion, it is notable
that a recent survey by YouGov suggests that the views of Leavers and Remainers
on the personal qualities of MPs are aligned. Few believe that MPs care deeply
about the problems of citizens or have a high personal moral code, whereas a large
number believe that MPs care more about keeping power, are more concerned
about special interests, make promises without the intention of fulfilling them,
and will tell lies if the truth hurts them politically. The widest gap between them
is on the question of whether MPs make a lot of money by using public office
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improperly, where 65% of Leavers hold this view compared to 57% of Remainers.
Not exactly a chasm.
It is too early to tell how the febrile public mood over the behaviour of MPs and
the conduct of the government relating to ‘partygate’ will unfold in the months
and years ahead. It is apparent that trust in British politics is at a relatively low
ebb, and the group that traditionally held the political class in higher esteem —
Remain-supporting university graduates — have become highly distrusting of
them. Rebuilding trust in a context where there is disappointment on both sides
of the Brexit divide will be very tricky.
There is a danger for the government that a tired, irritable, and increasingly
volatile public will swing against it at the next general election, although it
remains to be seen if other parties are able to inspire greater trust. Low levels
of trust overall could depress turnout, increasing the importance of parties’
motivating their core vote to head to the polls. If the next election campaign is
centred upon the trustworthiness of the parties and their leaders, the way that
Brexit has reshaped political trust may yet be a factor.
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