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Abstract 

 

This study examined the interplay of anti-immigrant prejudice and intergroup contact 

experience on voting intentions within Britain’s 2016 referendum on its membership within the 

European Union. In the days before the referendum we asked more than 400 British people 

how they planned to vote. We measured a number of demographic factors expected to predict 

voting intentions as well as individuals’ prejudice toward, and intergroup contact experience 

(positive and negative) with EU immigrants. Anti-immigrant prejudice was a strong correlate 

of support for Brexit. Negative intergroup contact experience was associated with higher anti-

immigrant prejudice and, in turn, increased support for ‘Leave’. Positive intergroup contact, on 

the other hand, seemed to play a reparative role, predicting lower prejudice and increasing 

support for ‘Remain’.   
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Examining the Role of Positive and Negative Intergroup Contact and 

 Anti-Immigrant Prejudice in Brexit  

On the 23rd of June 2016 the UK Government held a nationwide referendum to decide 

whether Britain should ‘Remain’ within, or ‘Leave’ the European Union (EU). Turnout was a 

high 72.2%, with more than 30 million people voting. Of this, a majority of 51.9% voted to 

leave the EU. The result, which sent shockwaves through the country, is particularly notable as 

it is the first time in history that a member state has voted to quit the EU. It has been argued in 

the popular media that ‘Brexit’ was propelled by anti-immigrant prejudice. In this paper we 

empirically test this claim, and further explore the role played by individuals’ intergroup 

contact experience. It was expected that the frequency with which individuals actually come 

into contact with immigrants would also be an important predictor of voting intentions. 

Importantly, we distinguish between positive and negative intergroup encounters, and examine 

the independent impact of both types of contact within this novel and important real-world 

context. 

Immigration is not a recent phenomenon in Britain, yet it continues to be at the 

forefront of both political discourse and public debate. A 2012 poll showed that 68% of the 

British public believed that immigration has a negative effect on Britain (YouGov, 2012). 

Another demonstrated that 57% thought tension between immigrants and people born in 

Britain was a leading cause of societal division (Ipsos MORI, 2012). The free movement of 

people is one of the founding principles of the European Union. EU citizens are entitled to live, 

work and study within any other EU member state. The popular perception that this system 

encourages an inflow of migrants to Britain without apparent control, particularly from the 

EU’s poorer nations, has made EU immigrants a prime target for discrimination and racially 

motivated violence in the UK (Blinder, 2011; 2015, Burnett, 2011).  
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The campaign to leave the EU was accused of stirring these feelings and “fanning the 

flames of division” in a bid to win the referendum (Cowburn, 2016). Referred to as ‘Project 

Hate’ by the Remain camp, the Leave campaign focused heavily on the topic of immigration, 

arguing that levels of EU migration had become too high and that Britain needs to leave the EU 

to cut immigration. The slogan ‘we want our country back’, became a powerful rallying cry, 

portraying immigrants as an enemy who needs to be expelled. One campaign poster featuring a 

queue of migrants and calling for Britain to take back control of its boarders was reported to 

the police for inciting racial hatred and breaching UK Race Relations law. Shortly thereafter a 

former chair of the Conservative Party quit the Leave campaign citing its “hateful and 

xenophobic” tactics (Elgot, 2016). In this study, we sought to establish the extent to which anti-

immigrant prejudice contributed to support for ‘Brexit’ amongst voters. 

Interestingly, commentators have noted an apparent paradox whereby the more 

immigrants live in an area, the less likely people in that area were to vote in favour of leaving 

the EU (Goodwin & Heath, 2016). Voting figures show that the highest levels of Remain 

voters were found in districts with high net migration, while some of the strongest Leave 

districts were those which have seen the fewest immigrants. For example, in Lambeth in 

London, which recorded the highest proportion of Remain votes, people born outside of the 

UK account for 38.8% of the population. Meanwhile in Great Yarmouth in Norfolk, 

immigrants account for just 6.6% of the population, but 71.5% of residents voted to Leave. 

Taken across all districts, areas with a lower than average proportion of people born outside the 

UK recorded a majority vote for Leave in 85% of cases, while districts with a higher than 

average proportion of immigrants voted to Leave in just 44% of cases (Lawton & Ackrill, 

2016).   

These figures suggest a possible role for intergroup contact in voting decisions. 

Intergroup contact occurs when members of different cultural groups interact and come to 
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know each other across group lines (Allport, 1954). This integration of social groups has been 

shown to powerfully reduce prejudice between them. Since Allport’s original formation, over 

500 studies have confirmed that there is a fundamental and robust negative correlation between 

intergroup contact and prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). This effect replicates across 

different implementations, participant populations and bases for group membership (for 

reviews see Al Ramish & Hewstone, 2013; Hewstone & Swart, 2011; Pettigrew & Tropp, 

2011). It may be then, that people living in areas with a high concentration of immigrants were 

more favourable towards Remain due to the increased opportunity for intergroup contact with 

this group. Of course, opportunities for intergroup contact should not be conflated with actual 

contact and do not necessitate that individuals will choose to engage in meaningful interactions 

with other groups (Hewstone, 2015, see also Christ et al., 2014). Accordingly, in this research 

we go beyond previous analyses of voting outcomes that rely on aggregate-level data of the 

proportion of immigrants living in an area by studying (self-reported) individual-level contact 

experience. It is expected that individuals with greater personal contact experience with EU 

immigrants will show lower prejudice towards this group and therefore be more inclined to 

vote ‘Remain’.  

 Another important consideration concerns the valence of intergroup contact. In much of 

the existing literature the word ‘contact’ is treated as synonymous with ‘positive contact’ or 

‘intergroup friendship’. The emphasis on using intergroup contact to improve intergroup 

relations has led to the exclusion of negative contact from most research designs (Pettigrew, 

2008; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). While it is now beyond any doubt that positive contact 

reduces prejudice, research has only recently begun to examine the potential for negative 

contact to increase prejudice. Emerging results suggest that while people tend to report more 

frequent positive contact, negative episodes of intergroup contact can have independent, 

detrimental effects on outgroup attitudes (e.g. Barlow et al., 2012; Dhont & Van Hiel, 2009; 
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Graf, Paolini, & Rubin, 2014; Hayward, Tropp, Hornsey, & Barlow, 2017; Reimer et al., 

2017). These recent findings highlight the importance of recognising positive and negative 

experiences as related but separate dimensions of intergroup contact. In the study we sought to 

apply this distinction by simultaneously examining the association between positive and 

negative intergroup contact and voting intentions within the referendum. In contrast to positive 

contact effects, negative contact experiences may be expected to confirm or enhance anti-

immigrant prejudice and, in doing so, push voters towards Leave.  

 

The Present Research 

The Brexit debate was dominated by the topic of immigration, with the Leave campaign 

accused on triumphing on the back of anti-immigrant prejudice. This study provides the first 

empirical test of the association between prejudice and support for Brexit. Importantly, we also 

explored the contribution of intergroup contact experience. A mediational pathway was 

expected in which intergroup contact experience would predict voting intentions via its effects 

on prejudice. Drawing on recent advancement in intergroup contact theory we examined the 

independent association between both positive and negative intergroup contact and voting 

intentions. Negative intergroup contact was expected to be associated with heightened 

prejudice, and increased intentions to vote ‘Leave’, in turn. Positive contact, on the other hand, 

was expected to be associated with reduced prejudice and increased intentions to vote 

‘Remain’. 

 

Method 

Participants 

 

 The study was conducted on the 14th and 15th of June 20161. A community sample of 

448 participants was recruited via an online participant panel (Prolific Academic). Participants 

received a small payment in exchange for their participation. Only British participants over the 
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age of 18 were eligible to take part. We asked participants if they had registered, and if they 

planned to vote in the upcoming EU referendum. An a priori decision was made to only 

include those participants who answered ‘yes’ to both questions. The sample size was chosen 

with the aim of collecting 400 usable participants. The final sample consisted of 417 

participants, (58% female, 1 not reported) aged between 18 and 66 (Mage = 34.98, SDage = 

11.78)2.  

Procedure 

The study was described as a survey on current events. Participants were told that they 

would answer questions regarding their attitudes towards the EU, and EU immigrants. We 

clarified that by ‘EU immigrant’ we meant someone who has come to live in Britain from 

another country within the EU. The order of all scales was counterbalanced, and a number of 

filler items were included to mask our hypotheses. 

Quantity of positive intergroup contact, and quantity of negative intergroup contact 

were measured as two independent dimensions with single items adapted from Barlow and 

colleagues (2012). In contrast to traditional measures of contact valence where positive and 

negative contact are treated as opposite ends of the same continuum, this approach recognizes 

that these experiences are not mutually exclusive but that people but may report high levels of 

both forms of contact, low levels of both, or any combination of the two.  Quantity of positive 

contact was measured with the item ‘On average, how frequently do you have positive/good 

contact with EU immigrants?’, and quantity of negative contact with the item “On average, 

how frequently do you have negative/bad contact with EU immigrants?” with participants 

responding on seven-point scales (1 = never, 7 = extremely frequently).   

To assess prejudice, we used a feeling thermometer (Haddock, Zanna, & Esses, 1993) 

which asked participants to indicate how cold (unfavourable) or warm (favourable) they feel 

towards EU immigrants, in general, on a scale from 0 ° to 100 °. Feeling thermometers have 



PREJUDICE, INTERGROUP CONTACT AND BREXIT  7 

been widely used in intergroup relations research and provide a less reactive measure of 

prejudice than those which explicitly ask participants whether they endorse negative statements 

about outgroup members (e.g. McConahay, 1986). To ease interpretation, the scale was reverse 

coded such that higher values indicate higher levels of prejudice.  

To measure voting intentions participants were asked how they planned to vote in the 

upcoming EU referendum on a five-point scale (1 = definitely Remain, 2 = leaning Remain, 3 = 

undecided, 4 = leaning towards Leave, 5 = definitely Leave). Finally, participants provided 

demographic information. Pre-referendum public opinion polls placed age, education, political 

orientation and gender among the most important correlates of voting choice (YouGov, 2016). 

We measured each of these variables here. Participants indicated their highest level of 

education from 1 = GSCEs or less to 5 = doctoral degree and placed themselves on a political 

spectrum from 1 = very liberal to 7 = very conservative. 

Results 

 

 Pearson product-moment correlations were conducted to examine the correlations 

between all variables. These are presented in Table 1 with means and standard deviations. A 

paired samples t-test indicated that people engaged in positive contact with EU immigrants 

more frequently (M = 4.13, SD = 1.71) than they engaged in negative contact with EU 

immigrants (M = 2.55, SD = 1.40), t (416) = 13.59, p <.001, d = 1.01.  

[insert Table 1 here] 

  A hierarchical regression analysis was then conducted to examine the extent to which 

prejudice and intergroup contact predicted voting intentions over and above standard 

demographic predictors (including political conservatism). Demographic factors were entered 

as control variables in Step 1, and prejudice and intergroup contact (positive and negative) 

were entered in Step 2. As gender did not show a bivariate correlation with voting intentions it 

was not included in the regression analysis. The remaining demographic factors explained a 
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significant amount of variance in voting intentions (see Table 2). Examination of the 

coefficients revealed that older voters, those with less formal education, and a more 

conservative political orientation expressed greater intentions to vote Leave.  

Importantly, the inclusion of prejudice and intergroup contact in Step 2 provided a 

significant amount of additional explained variance. As expected, individuals reporting greater 

prejudice towards EU immigrants were more inclined to vote Leave. Positive and negative 

contact also had significant, independent effects on voting intentions. More positive contact 

with EU immigrants predicted a stronger intention to vote Remain, while more negative 

contact with EU immigrants predicted a stronger intention to vote Leave.   

[insert Table 2 here] 

A mediational analysis was then conducted to examine the extent to which the 

association between intergroup contact (positive and negative) and voting intentions was 

accounted for by changes in prejudice towards EU immigrants. The analysis was conducted 

using bootstrapped mediation tests of the indirect effect of intergroup contact on voting 

intentions through prejudice (based on 5,000 bootstrapped resamples) using Hayes’ (2013) 

PROCESS macro (Model 4). An adaption to this model was used which allows for multiple 

predictor variables. Our model therefore simultaneously estimated the indirect effects of the 

two independent variables (through the same mediator) in a single model, rather than testing 

two separate models for each independent variable. Demographic factors were included as 

covariates. The results supported our mediation hypothesis. Positive intergroup contact was 

predictive of intentions to vote Remain, through reductions in prejudice (indirect effect = -.11, 

95% CI = -.1797 to -.0571). Meanwhile, negative contact was predictive of intentions to vote 

Leave, through increases in prejudice (indirect effect = .08, 95% CI = .0430 to .1323). Full path 

estimates are displayed in Figure 1.  
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[insert Figure 1 here] 

Discussion 

The present findings provide the first empirical support for the presumed role of anti-

immigrant prejudice in Britain’s decision to leave the EU. Prejudice towards EU immigrants 

was found to be a powerful predictor of support for Brexit. Importantly however, intergroup 

contact experience also played an important role. Intergroup contact theorists have long 

established that anti-immigrant prejudice is reduced when members of the national majority 

group have positive interactions with immigrants (e.g. Binder et al., 2009; Pettigrew, 1997; 

Pettigrew, Wagner, & Christ, 2010; Voci & Hewstone, 2003). Here, we demonstrate that as a 

consequence of its prejudice-reducing effects, positive intergroup contact was associated with 

increased support for Britain remaining in the EU. This finding provides an important 

illustration of the contact hypothesis at work and helps explain the seemingly counterintuitive 

observation that areas with low proportions of immigrants were those most likely to vote 

Leave. 

Of course, living in an area that experiences high levels of migration also affords the 

opportunity for negative encounters with outgroup members. Previous examinations of the 

effect of negative intergroup contact are limited, meaning that the contemporary understanding 

of intergroup contact is biased towards positive factors and positive consequences. Here, we 

simultaneously examined both forms of contact. Though negative contact was found to be less 

prevalent than positive contact (consistent with previous findings, e.g. Barlow et al., 2012; Graf 

et al., 2014; Hayward et al., 2017), it played an important, independent role in voting 

intentions. As anticipated, negative contact experience was associated with increased prejudice 

towards EU immigrants and thereby increased support for Britain to leave the EU.  

The present findings further highlight the importance of simultaneously considering 

negative contact when examining the benefits of positive contact, and extends the growing 
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literature on negative contact by demonstrating that it not only worsens intergroup attitudes, 

but may also motivate behavioural responses, in this case, with important political 

ramifications. Evidence of the impacts of negative intergroup contact does not dispute the 

merits of positive intergroup contact, but rather invites a full understanding of intergroup 

contact effects. It will be important for future research to continue to investigate negative 

intergroup contact and understand the full range of its attitudinal and behavioural 

consequences. It will be important also to understand what drives this prejudice-enhancing 

effect of negative contact. Emerging findings suggest that negative contact may not simply be 

the reverse of positive contact, but may be driven by different mediating processes (e.g. anger, 

resentment or fear; Barlow et al., 2012; Hayward et al., 2017).  

Importantly, the role of prejudice and intergroup contact in voting intentions is 

evidenced here after controlling several important demographic variables. We observed, in this 

sample, that older voters, less educated voters, and more politically conservative voters were 

those more inclined to vote to Leave the EU. This latter effect of political orientation was 

particularly strong. Prejudice and intergroup contact were then found to represent further 

predictors of voting intentions, over and above this standard toolkit of demographic predictors. 

Interestingly, we also observed a correlation between intergroup contact and political 

orientation where political conservatism is associated with lower reporting of positive contact 

and higher reporting of negative contact. The reasons for this are unclear. It is possible that 

conservatives have less opportunity for positive contact with members of other groups, or are 

more likely to perceive contact as negative when it does occur. Alternatively, it could be the 

case that intergroup contact may have the potential to promote more flexible, liberal belief 

structures (see Crisp & Turner, 2011). This represents another interesting avenue for future 

research.   
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Some limitations of the present study should be acknowledged. First, the data is cross-

sectional and thus we cannot make any firm conclusions regarding causality. The causal impact 

of intergroup contact has previously been evidenced in longitudinal (e.g. Binder et al., 2009; 

Paolini, Harwood, & Rubin, 2010) and experimental tests (e.g. Ensari & Miller, 2002; Paolini 

et al., 2014), and we interpreted our findings accordingly. However, it may be the case that the 

reverse pathway is also at work in which contact experience with EU is used as a post hoc 

rationalization for participants’ voting preferences. Further, for pragmatic reasons, intergroup 

contact experience (positive and negative) was measured with single item measures. These 

items were taken from previous contact investigations where their predictive validity has been 

established (e.g. Barlow et al., 2012). As such, we do not believe them to pose a serious 

problem in this study. However, we did observe a very strong correlation between intergroup 

contact (particularly positive contact) and prejudice, which could indicate that without using 

items that provide concrete examples of what constitutes positive and negative contact (see 

Reimer et al., 2017, for instance) participants may simply project their attitudes towards 

immigrants when reporting how positive or negative their experiences have been with this 

group. Nevertheless, the fact that the indices of prejudice and contact explained unique 

variance in voting intentions goes some way to alleviate concerns that they are measuring the 

same construct. 

Although we limited our sample to participants who intended to cast a vote in the 

referendum, we do not have a measure of how participants ultimately voted. In our cross-

sectional design, we opted to focus on measuring intentions prior to the referendum rather than 

post hoc reports of voting behavior due to the difficulty of measuring actual behavior in a 

secret ballot, and the tendency for respondents to overstate support for the winning side after an 

election (e.g., Atkeson, 1999; Wright 1990). It is still possible however, that participants’ 

voting behaviour may differ from their stated intentions. Additionally, although our sample is 
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much more diverse than traditional student samples, it was not a nationally representative 

sample. Our intention was not, however, to conduct an opinion poll but rather, to test the 

theoretical mechanisms underlying voting preferences. Nevertheless, we cannot confirm that 

the mechanisms observed here will generalize to the entire voting population.   

Britain’s decision to leave the EU will no doubt be a topic for much further enquiry. 

Whilst this study considered the role of prejudice and intergroup contact as drivers of voting 

intentions, it will be important for future research to also consider how the outcome of the 

referendum may impact intergroup relations. Britain has experienced a spike in racially 

motivated hate crimes following the referendum (National Police Chief’s Council, 2016). It 

remains to be seen what lasting effect Brexit may have on intergroup hostilities and 

animosities, especially when it may mean that opportunities for intergroup contact are less 

readily available. 
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Notes 

 

1 The data collection took place before the murder of MP Jo Cox which many commentators 

connected to referendum campaigning.  

 
2  No changes in the pattern or significance of results are found if we use the full data set which 

includes people who had not registered, or did not plan to vote (N = 448). 
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Table 1 

 

Correlations and descriptive statistics for all variables.  

 

 

 

 

M 

(SD) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

(1) Voting intention 
2.51 

(1.62) 
-        

(2) Age 
34.99 

(11.79) 

.15** 

 
-       

(3) Gender 
0.42 

(0.49) 
.002 -.14** -      

(4) Education 
2.75 

(0.99) 
-.17*** .02 -.02 -     

(5) Political 

conservatism 

3.33 

(1.62) 
.43*** .16** .02 -.14** -    

(6) Prejudice 
34.29 

(26.14) 
.51*** -.14 .08 -.17*** .43*** -   

(7) Positive contact 
4.13 

(1.71) 
-.40*** -.15** -.02 .23*** -.34*** -.59*** -  

(8) Negative contact 
2.55 

(1.40) 
.34*** .01 .10*    -.04 .22*** .46*** .  -.17*** - 

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  

 

Note: Higher scores for voting intention indicate a preference for Leave. 

Gender: 0 = female, 1= male. 
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Table 2 

Hierarchical regression analysis predicting intention to vote Leave from demographic factors, 

prejudice towards, and contact with EU immigrants. 

 β t sr2 

 

F R2 ∆R2 

 

Variable       

Step 1    35.09*** .20 - 

Age  .09 2.10*     

Education -.12 -2.65**     

Political Conservatism .40 8.78***     

       

Step 2     36.36*** .35 .15*** 

Age .07 1.56 .06    

Education -.06 -1.56 .06    

Political Conservatism .22 4.93*** .19    

Prejudice .25 4.33*** .17    

Positive Contact -.13 -2.52** .10    

Negative Contact .15 3.32** .13    

 

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Figure 1: A mediational model of the relationships among positive and negative intergroup contact with EU immigrants and voting intentions, 

through anti-immigrant prejudice. Demographic variables (age, education and political conservatism) are included as covariates in the model.  

Note. Higher scores on the voting intention scale indicates a preference for Leave. Standardised coefficients are reported. The coefficient above 

the path from the independent variables to the dependent variable represents its effect without the mediator in the model, the coefficient below 

the path represents its effect when the mediator is included in the model *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

 

Positive Contact 

-.13* 

.15** 

-.46***  

.33*** 

 

Negative Contact 

 

Prejudice 

 

Voting Intention  .25*** 

R2 = .52 

 
R2 = .35 

 

-.24*** 

.24*** 


