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A REGIONAL ANALYSIS iii 

ABSTRACT 

On June 23, 2016, the United Kingdom voted to leave the European Union. This project aims to 

answer the question of why Leave was more popular in some regions and Remain in others. Past 

research has divided the reasons into two camps: economic and cultural. In order to answer this 

question, this paper conducts a hybrid study. First, there is a quantitative aspect where bivariate 

relationships are established between various variables and the vote to leave the European Union, 

aggregated by region. Second, the paper conducts case studies on the following regions: London, 

the West Midlands, and Scotland. While the quantitative aspect presents a story that excludes the 

economic argument, the case studies indicate that the reasoning is much more complex. Once the 

reasons for success of the ‘Leave’ vote are understood, policymakers can better address the 

underlying needs of the different regions and prepare the country for its exit from the European 

Union.
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It is safe to say that the United Kingdom is going through a bit of a mess right now. The 

United Kingdom was originally scheduled to leave the European Union on March 29th but was 

pushed back to April 12th. Then, Theresa May secured another extension, with the UK scheduled 

to leave on October 31st. Since then, May has resigned, and Boris Johnson is now the Prime 

Minister. The Brexit deadline has been pushed back to January 1, 2020, and Johnson has secured 

a strong Conservative party majority with the December 12th general election. With the deadline 

to leave the European Union looming and no deal in sight, Boris Johnson’s government is 

struggling to prevent the consequences of a no-deal Brexit. One would think that it would not be 

incredibly difficult to come up with a satisfactory deal since the majority of the nation voted to 

leave the European Union, but that has proven not to be the case. The process of leaving the 

European Union has dominated the United Kingdom’s national politics for years at this point and 

has only gotten more dramatic as each deadline has inched closer. It has cost the United 

Kingdom millions upon millions of pounds a week already and the cost continues to grow. With 

such a big and costly national endeavor, it is no wonder tensions are rising between the Leave 

and Remain factions. Given how costly Brexit has already proven to be, why did Leave prevail 

in 2016? Additionally, why was Leave more popular in some regions and Remain in others?  

These questions are distinct from previous research, which has largely focused on the 

aggregate causes of the referendum result—factors that are assessed from a nationwide 

perspective. This research aims to analyze these factors at a more regional level—what factors 

led London and Scotland to vote to remain and Wales to vote to leave? By analyzing a few 

specific factors at a more regional level, it will become clearer why people voted the way that 

they did. Once these factors are fully understood at a regional level, policymakers can move 
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forward in their negotiations for a deal that would best benefit their constituents or stop the exit 

from the European Union and address these issues in a more direct manner.  

To answer why was Leave more popular in some regions and Remain in others, I will 

first examine the existing literature. In doing so, I will better understand what factors led 

individuals to vote in a particular way. Next, I will illustrate the relationship between various 

demographic factors and the vote to leave the European Union through bivariate statistics, in 

order to provide context for the thesis as a whole. Then, I will conduct a case study using three 

different regions within the United Kingdom. Through the case studies, I will be able to connect 

individual voting preferences to regional differences. Finally, I will draw hypotheses from the 

evidence that I collect that future scholarship might take up in order to refine our explanation for 

the relative importance of various factors in the context of regions.  

 

Literature Review 

Economic Argument 

Previous literature has focused on two main areas of concern when analyzing Brexit 

results: the economic argument and the cultural backlash argument. However, rather than pitting 

them against one another, the economic and cultural argument can come together as pieces of 

globalization, with differing relative importance. There is a relative lack of consensus about the 

impact of economic factors on the Brexit result. The basis of the economic argument is that the 

“left-behind,” meaning lower-skilled, less wealthy, and older people, were more likely to vote 

Leave (Goodwin and Heath, 2016; Hobolt, 2016; Inglehart and Norris, 2016). Generally, these 

people were adversely affected by globalization, while younger, more highly skilled workers 

have benefitted. Because of globalization, lower-skilled jobs have started moving overseas, 
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leaving the low skill workers at home with fewer opportunities and continuously low wages. 

Evidence has shown that there was a stronger level of support for Leave in the regions of the 

United Kingdom that have been hit hard economically in recent years—regions that have higher 

unemployment, higher levels of low skill work (such as manufacturing), lower wages, and the 

like (Goodwin and Heath, 2016; Colantone and Stanig, 2018). 

Some have even argued that support for leaving the European Union stems from the 

import shock from China over the past decade. Regions that were more affected by competition 

from Chinese imports were also more likely to vote Leave—they have had higher levels of 

unemployment and lower wages as a result (Colantone and Stanig, 2018). Colantone and 

Stanig’s study contextualizes the increased level of globalization that has left many regions in the 

United Kingdom feeling as if they had been left behind. The country’s interconnectedness with 

China and its imports have led to many communities suffering economically. They cannot 

compete with China’s cheap imports, and they lack the resources to help them overcome this 

economic distress. Thus, voting to Leave is their way of taking back their voice and expressing 

their desire to return to better economic fortunes.  

 

Cultural Argument 

Although a few pieces of literature focus on a variety of economic factors as the reason 

people wanted to vote Leave, quite a few show that economics is not as significant of a factor as 

the more cultural argument, or factors such as identity, immigration and education. Research has 

shown that overall, economic interests (such as trade and employment) carry little relevance in 

regard to why people voted Leave (Matti and Zhou, 2017; Inglehart and Norris, 2016). 

Interestingly, Inglehart and Norris also found that it was those who voted Remain who were 
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more concerned about the economic factor. In this case, those who voted to remain worried 

about the risk posed by leaving the European Union; it would likely have negative economic 

consequences for the United Kingdom (2016). Previous scholarship seems to lean towards the 

argument that economic factors were not as influential as some of the other factors present when 

United Kingdom citizens decided to vote to leave the European Union. A more localized analysis 

of regions within the UK is useful in determining whether this general theory holds true. It is 

possible that Leave voters were more concerned about cultural issues, but it remains true that the 

Leave vote was largely concentrated in areas that were not as economically successful. This 

concentration of Leave voters can also lend itself to the cultural argument; their region’s relative 

lack of economic success can alter their worldview in such a way that lays the blame on a recent 

influx of immigrants or lack of sovereignty of their government within Europe. 

The existing literature tends to place much more emphasis on the role of a ‘cultural 

backlash’ as the reason for the Leave vote. One of the main factors in this concept is 

immigration; scholarship has been mixed in how they present this, but generally come to similar 

conclusions. The Leave campaign advertised that exiting the European Union would help British 

citizens ‘take back control’ and restrict immigration (Hobolt, 2016). Some studies have found 

that higher immigration in general is not associated with more support for leave; in fact, areas 

with higher proportions of immigrants tended to vote to Remain (and vice versa) (Becker, Fetzer, 

and Novy, 2017; Colantone and Stanig 2018; Goodwin and Heath, 2016). Goodwin and Heath 

have found that it is an increase in EU migration that may have led to the Leave vote; areas with 

higher levels of migration tended to be more for remaining in the EU, but areas that have 

experienced a sudden influx of immigrants in the past decade were more likely to be for leaving 

the EU. Basically, places that are ‘used to’ higher levels of immigration were less likely to vote 
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to leave the European Union than areas that are not. The people in these areas (in combination 

with economic factors) likely view immigrants as the ones who cause their economic misfortune. 

The low skill workers that immigrate in these regions may be seen as people who are taking jobs 

away and taking government assistance away from the hard-working Britons who have lived 

there for years.  

The cultural backlash argument also supports the idea that those who voted to leave the 

European Union were part of the ‘left behind’ due to factors of globalization. This time, it 

centers around immigration and cultural diversity, rather than the economic argument. Many 

scholars have found that Leave voters were more likely to be older, white men (Becker, Fetzer, 

and Novy, 2017; Goodwin and Heath, 2016; Inglehart and Norris, 2016). This group of people 

feels left behind in a more diverse world with more progressive values where older white men no 

longer have the same level of influence. They are not used to this change and want to return to 

the ‘good old days’ where they held a majority and had immense amounts of privilege. This 

group in society likely feels marginalized in their own home and want to strike back at the 

reasons they believe caused it to become that way (such as immigration and diversity).  

Additionally, this backlash from older, white men could stem from an issue of 

sovereignty (Hobolt, 2016). They are tired of an outside governing body telling them what to do, 

rather than having their own sense of self-determination as a nation. In fact, one of the main 

reasons people voted to leave was because they believed that “decisions about the UK should be 

taken in the UK” (Ashcroft, 2016). The UK has long been skeptical of European Union 

membership, with the Brits questioning the ability of the EU to override laws of the UK (Auer, 

2017). Many are tired of an outside body telling them what to do, rather than their own elected 

parliament. More recently, the Eurozone debt crisis has further led to a decline in British trust for 



A REGIONAL ANALYSIS 6 

European Union institutions (Hobolt and de Vries, 2016; Auer, 2017). Again, those who vote to 

leave want to take back control from what they view as a government that does not necessarily 

represent their best interests. 

One aspect of the cultural backlash, and potentially the most influential, is education. 

Studies have consistently found that the Leave vote tended to prevail amongst lower educated, 

lower skilled people (across all regions) (Inglehart and Norris, 2016; Strausz, 2019). Remain 

largely prevailed in areas that were made up of more young graduates and well-educated 

professionals (Hobolt, 2016). The reason for this is likely because the less educated (who tended 

to work in more low skill jobs) have been hurt by the forces of globalization. Firms are moving 

their sources of employment elsewhere (such as China) or are hiring more immigrants 

(especially from Eastern Europe) that are cheaper to employ. This class of people is more 

vulnerable; they have been “pushed to the margins” by the United Kingdom’s recent economic 

transformation (Goodwin and Heath, 2016). The education argument generally supports the 

economic argument; however, educational attainment is not merely a facet of the economic 

conversation. Education is a way in which to move people toward more ‘modern’ values, often 

interpreted as more ‘progressive’ or ‘elitist’ values. Those with lower education levels who voted 

to leave the European Union were pushing back against the elites (which is a much more cultural 

argument), which is indicative of a larger populist movement across the globe. In fact, the Leave 

campaign framed the referendum as a vote between elite values (Remain) and the values of the 

common man (Leave) (Goodwin and Heath, 2016; Hobolt, 2016). They believe that the elites do 

not represent their values and used the referendum as a way to make their voices heard.  

Interestingly, Scotland and London had the tendency to be outliers; their vote for Leave 

was lower than what was to be expected, based on their respective education levels. Their 
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removal strengthened the association between education and the Leave vote (Goodwin and 

Heath, 2017). This same phenomenon occurred with age, where given their respective age 

profiles, their Leave vote was lower than expected (Becker, Fetzer, and Novy, 2017; Goodwin 

and Heath, 2016). Many of the tested relationships became stronger once these two regions were 

removed. In terms of a closer regional study, why did these two regions skew the general 

pattern?  

 

Populist Movement 

Scholarship has found that, in general, the Brexit vote (as well as the election of President 

Trump) has not necessarily led to a successful populist movement across the globe. After these 

two events, populist parties have had less traction in other countries (Silver, 2017). In other 

nations, such as Japan, a significant inflow of immigration does not necessarily lead to populist 

and anti-immigrant sentiment (Strausz, 2019). Really, the success of the Leave campaign in the 

United Kingdom can be attributed the fact that it was a mainstream party who called the 

referendum; there are populist parties in other European Union nations that would like to leave, 

but the parties who are in the mainstream are pro-EU (Hobolt, 2016). Although it seems as if the 

successes of the United Kingdom and United States may seem like outliers at the moment, it is 

important to consider the direction of these movements in other EU nations. Populist parties are 

growing in size and may soon exert enough influence to call referendums in their own countries.   

Overall, the vote to leave the European Union can be seen as a backlash in many ways; it 

is a backlash against the establishment, a backlash against increased immigration, and a backlash 

against modern elitist values that is considered to be a part of membership in the EU. The 

relative importance of each factor differs, with the cultural argument generally outweighing the 
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economic argument in terms of significance. Rather than viewing economics and culture as 

competing arguments, they can be seen as elements of a wider phenomenon. Elements of 

economics, immigration, education, sovereignty, etcetera all fall under the umbrella of 

globalization. The Brexit referendum result is largely a backlash of the move towards 

globalization in recent decades, with each of these elements making up a piece of the puzzle.  

 

Analytical Framework 

This piece analyzes these elements as a whole, similarly to what previous scholarship has 

done, but then goes into a closer study on a small number of regions to evaluate their individual 

stories in the context of the Brexit vote. In doing so, the findings of previous scholars in regard to 

the influence of these factors will be evaluated to see whether their theories stand up regionally. 

In addition, this paper explores the reasons why similar looking regions (demographically, 

etcetera) may have voted differently, or why quite different regions may have voted in the same 

way. Regions that voted to leave tended to vote in their own economic self-interest, while those 

who voted to remain were more concerned about the economic interest of the nation as a whole. 

What leads these voters to split in that kind of thinking? Evaluating different regions helps to 

explain why certain voters are more concerned with their own economic well-being than others.  

In summary, here are the elements that I focus on: 

• Overarching theme of globalization made up of pieces from economic and 

cultural arguments 

• Economic factors 

• Immigration as a cultural factor 

• The ‘left-behind’ as part of the cultural argument 
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• Sovereignty as a cultural factor 

• Education as an aspect of the cultural argument 

I will examine evidence and cases that will help me hypothesize about the relative impact of each 

of these factors.  

 

Research Design 

 This research design is a hybrid of Large-N study and comparative case study. For the 

most part, my study will be focused on data drawn from 2011 census data until the 2016 

referendum results. So, my study will largely be within that five-year boundary. When I analyze 

demographic changes over time, I will go back further to the 2001 census data, thus expanding 

the boundary conditions of my study to fifteen years. I will first use bivariate statistics to show 

the relationship between different demographic factors (as indicated in the analytical framework) 

and percent voting to leave the EU. In this case, the dependent variable is the percent of those 

who voted to leave the European Union. This variable is measured at the ratio level, since it is in 

percentage form. It will be collected from data provided by the UK Electoral Commission.  

One independent variable is the economic health of a region, which will be measured by 

unemployment rate, median wage rate, as well as proportion of skilled to unskilled labor. Each of 

these pieces of data comes from the Office of National Statistics; I will use datasets from 2015 

when possible. Another independent variable is immigration, measured by percent makeup of 

immigrants within the population, as well as rate of immigration to the UK since 2001. Here, 

2011 (as well as 2001) census data will be used, which is provided again by the Office of 

National Statistics. Another independent variable is age. Another independent variable is level of 

education. To better measure the cultural factors, I will also include the ethnicity makeup as well 
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as percent urbanization. Again, these will be obtained through the Office of National Statistics 

from 2011 onward. All of the independent variables will be measured at the interval level, with 

the exception of level of education, which will be measured at the ordinal level. To better 

demonstrate how each independent variable is connected to some of the elements I focused on in 

the analytical framework, I have provided a table below. Each column is a different factor that I 

have discussed, and the various independent variables that are connected to that factor are listed 

below. 

Economic Factor Immigration as 

Cultural Factor 

The ‘left-behind’ as 

Cultural Factor 

Education as 

Cultural Factor 

Unemployment Rate Percent Makeup of 

Immigrants 

Age Level of Education 

Median Wage Rate Rate of Immigration Ethnicity Makeup  

Proportion of Skilled 

to Unskilled Labor 

 Percent Urbanization  

 

 In order to gather this information, I will use statistics obtained by the Office for National 

Statistics. This office actually designs and carries the census in England and Wales, as well as 

works with the governments in Scotland and Northern Ireland to carry out their census. For most 

of the variables, I will be using 2011 census data, as it is the most recent official data on national 

demographics. Where there is more recent data available from the Office for National Statistics, I 

will use it instead. When assessing the rate of immigration, I will use data from both the 2001 

and 2011 censuses to calculate the percent change in immigrant makeup to establish the rate at 

which immigration may have increased over the ten-year period. Given that these statistics are 
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pretty standard, they likely have high reliability and validity (people are not likely to change 

what they say their age is upon repeating questioning, etcetera).  

 In addition to this census data, I will supplement my independent variables with survey 

questions obtained from Wave 9 (the 2016 post-referendum wave) of the British Election Study. 

These questions analyze attitudes toward the independent variables of interest. For example, it 

will include attitudes about a region’s economic health, immigration, national identity, and 

sovereignty. I take the individual level data from the survey and determine the average response 

in each region. These average responses are interval level variables.  

The United Kingdom is divided into 650 parliamentary constituencies, with each 

constituency containing about 70,000 of the electorate. These constituencies can then be 

combined into different regions within the United Kingdom. In determining what constitutes a 

region, I use the Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) 1 areas. I use NUTS 1 

because it is the geocode standard developed by the European Union for statistical purposes and 

are not prone to change. This creates 12 regions within the United Kingdom, with nine in 

England, and then Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales as their own regions.  

In selecting cases, I use Mill’s Method of Disagreement; Scotland has similar 

demographics to the West Midlands, but Scotland voted to leave while the West Midlands voted 

to remain. The West Midlands represents a typical case—it follows the predicted indicators as to 

why it voted to leave. In Scotland, on the other hand, the leave vote was substantially lower than 

what was to be expected from its demographic indicators. I also selected London as an outlier—

it too had a lower leave vote given its demographic profile. Basically, London and Scotland have 

similar age and education profiles to other, more typical regions, but came out with a different 
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result during the referendum. This makes them interesting cases in terms of comparison to a 

typical case such as the West Midlands.  

It is important to remember that more general statistics about a region’s voting behavior 

should not be attributed to individual voting behavior. Instead, I go into a case study of a few 

regions to connect individual voting preferences to regional differences. This means taking 

individual data from voting constituencies and applying them to each region, to get a better 

picture of how voters’ preferences may have differed due to regional differences in economy, 

demography, and other such factors. So, within regions I more closely analyze various factors 

related to the economic and cultural/identity argument. I do a more in-depth analysis of the 

economic health of each region, and what type of economy that particular electorate is generally 

a part of. Basically, the independent variables used in the large-n portion of the study will also be 

applied to individual regions in order to determine which ones had a greater impact on the vote 

result.  

Creating this picture allows one to understand the relative impact regional differences 

may have had on how people voted and why that may be the case. Studying regions helps one 

connect individual voting preferences to regional differences. What this means is evaluating 

economic and cultural factors on a national level, and then determining how those factors may 

have affected a region’s referendum result. From the evidence I collect, I draw hypotheses in my 

analysis and my conclusion. 
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Results 

Quantitative 

 Before going into a case study of the regions I have selected; it is important to establish 

some of the relationships that I found as a whole. The first portion of my thesis is a Large-N 

study and focuses on various bivariate relationships found between demographic factors and the 

referendum result. For demographics, I collected data from the 2011 British census from the 

Office for National Statistics as well as a survey from the 2016 post-referendum wave of the 

2014-2018 British Election Study Internet Panel. I obtained the referendum results from the 

United Kingdom Electoral Commission. The data that I had collected for the various variables 

that were of interest was all on an individual-level format. For the purposes of my study, I 

decided to aggregate this data into the twelve different regions of the United Kingdom. 

Additionally, I combined the census data and the survey data into one dataset in order to more 

easily explore any and all significant relationships. When exploring various relationships, the 

dependent variable remained consistent; it was the percent of people who voted to leave the 

European Union. Once I had aggregated all of the data under the twelve regions, I was able to go 

in and begin assessing various relationships. It is important to note, however, that by aggregating 

the data under twelve regions, I am left with a quite small sample size, which may influence the 

significance of the relationships discussed below.  

 The first method I used to explore various relationships was through bivariate 

correlations. If I had found any significant relationships, I would create a scatterplot in order to 

better visualize what the relationship actually looked like. I also looked at scatterplots for various 

variables that were not significant in the original bivariate correlation; this was to see if there had 

been any outliers influencing the significance and strength of any of the relationships. For the 
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remainder of this analysis, I will split up the various variables based on the overarching 

independent variables I had decided to focus on in the research design, and then go into any 

variables that did not necessarily fit in with the original independent variables, but were 

interesting, nonetheless. 

In the research design section, the first independent variable introduced was economic 

health. First, I looked at independent variables such as risk of poverty, risk of unemployment, 

and questions about class. These were all questions taken from the survey: “risk of poverty: 

times when won’t have enough money,” “risk of unemployment,” and “do you ever think of 

yourself belonging to any particular class?” None of these variables showed a significant 

relationship with % voting for Brexit. I decided to look more in depth at employment status, 

which was obtained from the British census. Again, no significant relationship between 

employment and the percent who voted to leave the European Union. However, it is important to 

note that in the scatterplots of various employment statuses versus percent vote to leave, many of 

the regions clustered around one another, while Scotland and London were clearly far removed 

from the rest of the regions.  

Additionally, factors such as social grade (basically skilled versus unskilled labor) and 

occupation did not have a significant relationship with the percent voting to leave. This indicates 

that economic factors, when looking generally at the referendum, may not have had a huge 

impact on the direction British citizens voted. However, one variable under the umbrella of 

economic health was quite noteworthy. This variable was a question in the British Election Study 

and was asking whether the economy was getting better, worse, or staying about the same. This 

relationship has a Pearson’s R of .905**, which indicates a very strong, positive relationship. In 
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a sense, this means that rather than actual, measurable economic health, it may simply be a 

perception of the state of the economy that influenced the direction of the vote. 

The next independent variable category I focus on is immigration as a cultural factor. I 

found the relationship between opinions on immigration and percent vote to leave highly 

significant. Those surveyed were asked whether they wanted to allow more or fewer immigrants. 

The values were coded on a scale of 0 to 10, where ‘allow many fewer’ was 0 and ‘allow many 

more’ was 10. This has a strong, negative relationship (with a Pearson’s R of -.951**), meaning 

the percent vote to leave went up as the survey moved more toward allowing fewer immigrants.   

 The next category of interest, also encapsulated by the cultural argument, is the concept 

of the “left-behind.” This includes factors such as age, ethnicity, urbanization, etcetera. For age 

as a variable, in order to provide useful data, I have taken the age groups I was provided with in 

the census and combined them until I got a variable called percent under 30 and a variable called 

percent over 65. This makes it easier to determine whether there is a relationship between being 

relatively young and the leave vote as well as being at retirement age and the leave vote. 

Interestingly, the relationship between percent leave and percent under 30 was not significant, 

and the percent over 65 was significant at the .05 level. The significant relationship was positive, 

Self: Allow More or Fewer Immigrants? 

 
0=Allow many fewer; 10=Allow many more 
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although not very strong. This finding is actually relatively surprising, because I had thought that 

age would have been a much more significant factor in the vote to leave the European Union.   

The next variable I analyzed when exploring the left-behind as a cultural factor was 

ethnicity. I found no significant relationship between percent leave and various ethnicities 

provided by the survey and census. Since ethnicity itself was not significant, a similar variable I 

looked at was “Britishness” as well as “Europeanness.” These variables are the British identity 

scale and European identity scale, respectively. The relationship with the Britishness variable 

(.877**) was positive, while the relationship with the Europeanness variable (-.969**) was 

negative. Basically, what this means is that the stronger British one feels, the more likely they 

are to vote to leave, while the stronger European one feels, the less likely they are to vote to 

leave the European Union. 

British Identity Scale European Identity Scale 

  
1=Not at all British; 7=Very Strongly British 1=Not at all European; 7=Very Strongly European 

 
 A factor under the left-behind that I had not previously explored in depth involves 

opinions about the European Union. Britons feel ‘left-behind’ due to this large government body 

making decisions without their input or permission and they may not benefit from these 

decisions in the long run. So, I looked at the variable “approval of EU decisions” as one way to 

analyze this relationship. It is an incredibly strong, negative relationship (-.937**), indicating 

that the more people approved of EU decisions, the less likely they were to vote to leave the EU.  
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Approval of EU Decisions 

 
1=Strongly Disapprove; 5=Strongly Approve 

An additional factor related to opinions about the European Union itself involves its 

integration, or the extent to which Europe is unified under the umbrella of the European Union. 

The variable in the data set was based off of opinions on integration. The question posed was 

“Some say European unification should be pushed further. Others say it has already gone too far. 

What is your opinion?” The opinions about EU integration indicated that there was a strong, 

positive relationship (.941**), meaning that the more one wanted to protect their independence, 

the more likely they were to vote to leave the European Union. This likely stems from the idea 

that Britons felt that they were giving up their sovereignty to a foreign government body that did 

not directly benefit them.  

Some say European unification should be pushed further. Others say it 
has already gone too far. What is your opinion? 

 
0=Integrate further; 10=Protect Independence 

 



A REGIONAL ANALYSIS 18 

Many Britons liked the idea of single market access, since it helped them economically, 

but did not want the strings that came attached with it. They hold such negative opinions of the 

European Union that they would rather suffer economically by leaving instead of remaining a 

member. This relationship can be seen in survey questions about single market access. The first 

question about single market access asked whether it requires the United Kingdom to continue 

paying the EU. At -.940**, this has a very strong, negative relationship with the leave vote. 

Basically, Britons who held the opinion that the UK would have to pay the EU for continued 

single market access were less likely to vote to leave. Additionally, there was a question about 

whether single market access would require none of the surveyed circumstances. This 

relationship is the reverse of the previous situation; it is strong, but positive at .910**, indicating 

that those who believe the UK would not have to give anything to the EU in return for single 

market access were more likely to vote to leave. Essentially, Britons want to maintain their 

sovereignty, so if they believe that they can still maintain the economic positives of single 

market access without having to follow any of the European Union’s requirements, they would 

want to leave.  

Single Market Access Requires: Continue Paying EU Single Market Access Requires: None of These 
  

0=No; 1=Yes 0=No; 1=Yes 
 

One of the more widely discussed independent variables surrounding the referendum 

involves education. Much of the existing literature dives into this argument to some extent. In 



A REGIONAL ANALYSIS 19 

this case, the variable “education level,” which scaled from no qualifications to post grad, 

showed an incredibly strong, negative relationship (-.913**). More highly educated people were 

less likely to vote to leave, and vice versa. An interesting variable to consider is a question about 

intellectualism. It is posed as follows: “I’d rather put my trust in the wisdom of ordinary people 

than the opinions of experts.” There is a strong, positive relationship (.869**). This relationship 

signifies that the less trusting one is of highly educated individuals, the more likely they were to 

vote to leave.  

Average Education Level I’d Rather Put My Trust in the Wisdom of 
Ordinary People Than the Opinions of Experts 

  
0=No Qualifications; 5=Postgrad 1=Strongly Disagree; 5=Strongly Agree 

 
One interesting factor that had a relationship with the percent leave vote was a person’s 

personality. A person’s openness, determined from the British Election Study, had a negative 

relationship with voting to leave (-.564*). Basically, if a region had more people who were open, 

the were less likely they were to vote to leave. Additionally, agreeableness had a positive 

relationship at .527*, meaning that regions with more agreeable individuals were more likely to 

have voted to leave. One other relationship, although not significant initially, is worth noting. 

Extraversion actually has a moderately strong, negative relationship with the vote to leave at -

.683* once I removed Scotland and London from the data set. With the exception of the outliers, 

regions with more extroverts were less likely to vote to leave the EU. These personality traits are 
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actually quite telling when analyzing factors that influenced the referendum vote. It seems 

logical that more closed off (rather than open and extraverted) people would want to leave the 

EU—they, as individuals, keep more to themselves, and that is mirrored in how they voted for 

their country to behave.  

When collecting my data, I discovered another interesting category of variables from the 

British Election Study that warrants discussion—opinions on Britain itself. The first question 

posed was: “Britain has a lot to learn from other countries in running its affairs.” This is a strong, 

negative relationship at -.880**. Those who more likely to vote to leave were also more likely to 

believe that Britain did not need to learn from other countries; the nation can look to and rely on 

itself. Next, there was an incredibly strong, positive relationship between the leave vote and the 

opinion, “I would rather be a citizen of Britain than of any other country in the world” at .922**. 

Similarly, there are strong, positive relationships between the vote to leave and the opinions 

“people in Britain are too ready to criticize their country” and “the world would be a better place 

if people from other countries were more like Britain.” These relationships make sense in that 

people who were, in a sense, more patriotic were more likely to vote to leave the EU so Britain 

could regain sovereignty they believed it had lost. However, this is also indicative of an 

unwillingness to listen to those from different backgrounds or countries, where those who voted 

to leave would rather only listen to and rely on their own.  
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Britain has a Lot to Learn from Other 
Countries in Running its Affairs 

I Would Rather be a Citizen of Britain than of 
Any Other Country in the World 

  
1=Strongly Disagree; 5=Strongly Agree 1=Strongly Disagree; 5=Strongly Agree 

 

Lastly, opinions on political efficacy seem to have a major impact on the vote to leave the 

EU; I will point out a few noteworthy ones in particular. Firstly, the opinion “it takes too much 

time and effort to be active in politics” has an extremely strong, positive relationship at .934**, 

showing that those who were more likely to vote leave were also more likely to think that it takes 

too much effort to be politically active. Another strong, positive relationship is with the opinion, 

“politicians don’t care what people like me think” at .808**. Basically, people who voted to 

leave did not seem to think that their politicians listened to them and their opinions, so their vote 

was really trying to send a message to the elites in London. The last relationship of note is a very 

strong, negative one at -.909**. This involves the statement, “understands the important political 

issues facing our country.” This follows much of what has been already said about those who 

voted to leave the European Union; the less informed and less educated on the issues one is, the 

more likely they are to vote to leave.  
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It Takes Too Much Time and Effort to be 
Active in Politics 

Understands the Important Political Issues 
Facing Our Country 

  
1=Strongly Disagree; 5=Strongly Agree 1=Strongly Disagree; 5=Strongly Agree 

 

 Now that general relationships between the independent variables and the vote to leave 

the European Union have been outlined, it is possible to move into the case study section of this 

paper. These case studies will explore both the economic and cultural/identity arguments in more 

detail, so one can assess whether either factor plays a larger role in why some regions were more 

likely to vote to leave the European Union than others.  

 

Case Study 

London 

 The Greater London region is the wealthiest region in the U.K., as well as the region with 

the densest population. Additionally, it has the largest GDP per capita (approximately £46,000) 

out of the nation (approximately £26,000). In fact, the region of London has a larger economy 

than several European countries (European Commission, 2019). London is known as a global 

city, being one of the biggest financial centers in the world. It is home to over 100 of Europe’s 

largest companies and is a major hub for international trade (European Commission, 2019). 

However, it also has an unemployment rate higher than that of the country as a whole (5.3% in 

2017 compared to the national rate of 4.4%). It is important to note that London’s wealth is not a 



A REGIONAL ANALYSIS 23 

recent phenomenon; in fact, in 1978, the region “had incomes of 125.6% compared to the 

national average” (Nguyen, 2019).  

The global financial crisis of 2008-2009 has had a major impact on the economic 

performance of each of the different regions within the United Kingdom. Although London 

generally has stronger economic prospects than the rest of the country, it could not avoid the 

negative impacts of the crisis, with a decline in output of 2.5%. The major difference between 

London and the other regions lies in the recovery from the crisis. Compared to the rest of the 

United Kingdom, London was able to bounce back from the crisis more quickly after 2009 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2018). This is because of London’s increased share in the country’s 

gross value added (GVA), due to both the growth and a share of the “professional, technical, and 

scientific services” sector (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2018). Basically, because of London’s share 

in sectors that have grown relatively more quickly than sectors dominant in other regions, it has 

been able to grow more quickly than the rest of the country.  

Additionally, in contrast with the rest of the United Kingdom, London is not very 

dependent on European Union markets for its economic prosperity. This is because London, as 

stated earlier, is a global city. It has connections all over the world, rather than just its neighbors 

in the EU. Yes, London’s overall trade with the EU is greater than the rest of the country, but “it 

accounts for a relatively smaller share of its GDP” than the rest of the country (Los et al., 2017). 

Basically, London, as a region, is much less dependent on the EU for its success and is much 

more self-reliant in general. More specifically, London’s level of exports to the European Union 

is 10 percentage points below any other region in the United Kingdom. Its level of exports to the 

rest of the world, however, is about 10 percentage points higher than the other regions (Los et al., 

2017). London’s large and incredibly diverse economy with a focus on services (rather than 
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manufacturing, etcetera) has allowed it to prosper, especially relative to the rest of the UK 

regions.  

Why might a region less dependent on the European Union vote overwhelmingly to stay 

in it? This is a puzzling question, because there are aspects of London’s economic story that do 

not seem to align with its vote to remain in the EU. Much like the rest of the country, London 

was hit by the global financial crisis. However, its recovery was much smoother than the other 

regions’. London’s relative economic security has the potential to be a major factor in its vote. 

Because it is less dependent on the EU, London does not have to face particular uncertainties, 

such as whether the EU faces an economic downturn. In that case, London’s participation in the 

world economy insulates it from this possible damage, thus leading to a more positive outlook on 

membership. Essentially, remaining a member of the European Union does not serve as a 

significant risk to Londoners, so they are more willing to leave things the way they were.  

Overall, London looks like an entirely different country from the rest of the United 

Kingdom. Its economy is structured rather differently than many of the other regions of the UK, 

as it has focused on the service and financial sector rather than a more industrial manufacturing 

base. London’s economy is rather diverse, insulating the region from the worst outcomes of 

economic crises and allowing it to recover more easily than regions whose economies are more 

concentrated in one sector. Additionally, its successes have largely remained confined within the 

region, with little spillover to the rest of the country. It is less dependent on the EU for its 

economic prosperity, instead finding success on the global stage. Even on purely economic 

grounds, it is evident that London has a much different story from the rest of the United 

Kingdom.  
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London’s economic story constitutes at least a partial explanation as to why it 

overwhelmingly voted to remain in the European Union, even if purely quantitative methods do 

not find much solid evidence of that possibility. 

 Londoners have an incredibly strong sense of regional identity. In fact, several surveys 

have shown that London residents prefer to be considered a Londoner over being British 

(O’Sullivan, 2018). This, in large part, stems from the inclusiveness of the London identity, in 

comparison to an English identity. London has an incredibly high level of diversity along with a 

high level of immigration. Immigrants are able to develop a sense of local identity and obtain a 

level of acceptance rather quickly (O’Sullivan, 2018). It is much easier to create a sense of 

common identity when more people are able to be a part of it. London’s ability to maintain a 

strong regional identity stems from its vast diversity, where in some places, that same diversity 

could prevent a common identity from developing.  

 Another way to view London’s identity is without the ethnic lens at all. Because the 

region is so diverse, the regional identity may not be connected to ethnicity at all. Rather, it 

stems from simply belonging to the place (Arjun Neil Alim, 2019). London is a highly 

multicultural city, and its diversity is often considered as a uniting force. It does not matter what 

one looks like or where their family has come from. All that matters is that they have found a 

home in London, and that connection to London as a place is what drives the region’s identity as 

a whole. As previously stated, it is rather easy for immigrants to develop a sense of local 

identity—they find it rather easy to become connected to London as a place. They do not feel 

that it is necessary to give up their native identity in order to become a Londoner, which is less 

likely in the case of Englishness.  



A REGIONAL ANALYSIS 26 

 Additionally, although much of London’s current identity is tied to its position as a global 

city and champion of diversity, there is still a place for its more historical identity. This part of 

London’s identity is connected to the working-class native Londoner, otherwise known as a 

‘cockney.’ The media’s depictions of London have often included depictions of a cockney—

"white, working-class, and from the east of the city” (McDermott, 2014). This is the type of 

Londoner one imagines when thinking about Jack the Ripper and other aspects of Victorian 

London. That clearly does not represent London as it is today. London today is much more 

diverse, though not without its problems. Rather than a connection to one’s place of birth, the 

London identity has more of a connection with where people choose to be, without them having 

to give up their original identity.  

An important aspect of the identity argument in general is the recent rise of the UK 

Independence Party (UKIP). Experiencing general success as a party in 2009, UKIP directly 

addresses issues with the European Union. This party taps into British Euroscepticism and has 

advocated for the country’s withdrawal from the European Union (Lynch & Whitaker, 2011). 

During the 2009 elections, where UKIP saw a high level of success, the party did worse in the 

London region than the other regions in the country (Lynch & Whitaker, 2011). 

Overall, London’s strong regional identity as a global, diverse city is what has allowed it 

to vote to remain within the European Union. It has become home to people from all around the 

world, which has allowed its residents to be of the opinion that remaining a member of the EU 

has more benefits than downsides. Nationalist parties do not have a strong hold on the region and 

London has not resorted to turning inward in times of uncertainty. When connecting London’s 

strong individual identity and independent economy, it becomes clear how its vote was different 

from most of the UK.  
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The West Midlands 

 Historically, the West Midlands region was one of the most prosperous in the country, 

with a strong manufacturing base; in fact, it has been regarded as the birthplace of the Industrial 

Revolution. A mere half century ago, the region was experiencing rapid population growth, rapid 

growth in economic output, and rapid growth in employment (Advantage West Midlands, 2006). 

However, with the recent rise of globalization and market liberalization, the economy of the 

region has been hurt dramatically. Due to these factors, the region is an underperformer in 

comparison to the rest of the country. For example, the 2017 unemployment rate of the West 

Midlands was 5.5%, whereas the unemployment rate for the United Kingdom as a whole was 

4.4% (European Commission, 2019). Additionally, its manufacturing sector (employing 10% of 

the region’s citizens) is larger than that of the U.K. average (employing 8% of the country’s 

citizens). Much of the economic activity is centered around Birmingham and other major cities 

(European Commission, 2019).  

 Beyond the impact of globalization and market liberalization, much of the blame for the 

West Midlands region’s poor growth rates has been placed on “low rates of innovation and a 

poor record on skills” (Advantage West Midlands, 2006). The relative lack of education and 

training in the region (its largest sector, manufacturing, does not require a high level of skill) has 

prevented it from growing at the rates of more highly skilled regions.  

Aside from Northern Ireland, the region was the worst hit during the global financial 

crisis of 2008-2009, where it experienced a decline in output of nearly 3%. Intriguingly, the 

region did relatively well in the recovery period; its growth rate of 2.2% after the crisis was 

actually slightly higher than that of the pre-crisis period (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2018). This 

can be attributed to the improvement in the “export-focused manufacturing sector” (which is 
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predominant in this region) due to a strengthened global economy (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 

2018). The rather large swing in growth during the different time periods (before the financial 

crisis, during the financial crisis, and after the financial crisis) indicates that the region relies 

heavily on its manufacturing sector. Because the region has not diversified its economic output, 

it is trapped under the whims of the global economy. So, before the financial crisis (as well as 

before the increase in globalization seen in the 1990s onward), the manufacturing sector was able 

to do well, and thus boost the region. During the financial crisis, because there were no 

‘backups’ in the sense of another sector that was not as reliant on export-based trade, the region 

was hit harder than most. Once the recovery gained traction, and there was a demand for exports 

once more, the region has once again been able to grow. 

Even though the region has been able to grow since the financial crisis, it is still an 

underperformer compared to the rest of the country. As previously discussed, the West Midlands 

relies heavily on its export-based manufacturing sector and has been hurt by the forces of 

globalization. More specifically, that harm can be attributed to “import competition from China” 

(Foliano & Riley, 2017). Essentially, China was exporting goods that the West Midlands had 

been specialized in and had been exporting. China has often been able to undercut prices of its 

competition (typically due to its low wages for its workers). So, there is more demand for 

China’s products rather than the more expensive products produced in the West Midlands, thus 

harming the region’s ability to participate in the global market. This is a major explanatory factor 

for why the West Midlands has been unable to perform as an equal to the other regions of the 

UK. 

At first glance, it seems that competition from China has no relation to the United 

Kingdom’s relationship with the European Union or why the voters of the West Midlands chose 
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to leave. The impact of Chinese competition on Brexit is more of an indirect impact—voters do 

not necessarily know that it is China that is causing problems. Rather, they associate the entire 

act of globalization with their relative economic hardship in comparison to the rest of the country 

(Colantone & Stanig, 2018). Voters associate a relative dependence on other countries, most 

evident in the relationship with the EU, with a lack of control and thus their own economic 

uncertainty. Essentially, it may not make economic sense that the West Midlands chose to leave 

the EU because of competition from China, but voters associated their economic weakness with 

globalization as a whole. They want to ‘take back control’ of their destiny, and the clearest way 

to accomplish that is through leaving the EU. 

In sum, the economic situation of the West Midlands provides at least a partial 

explanation for why it overwhelmingly voted to leave the European Union. With an economy 

focused largely on export-based manufacturing, it has been more directly impacted by 

fluctuations in the global economy. So, when the global financial crisis occurred, it hit the West 

Midlands particularly hard. When the global economy does well, so does the region. In addition, 

the successes from London’s economic output do not tend to spill over into regions such as the 

West Midlands. So, they have struggled in the economic arena, thus giving credence to the idea 

that economic factors influenced the Leave vote. 

 It is quite difficult to pin down what exactly the West Midland identity is. There is very 

little scholarship and much of what is available points toward more of a lack of regional identity. 

Even the combination of the West and East Midlands has few images associated with it. It is a 

region that people travel through to get somewhere else; the term “Midlands” is not frequently 

used outside of the “news contexts of weather and travel” (Shore, 2014). The region tends to get 

ignored in terms of national debate, as it is more focused on a north-south divide. With the 
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Midlands right in the middle, there is no place for it in debate. A lack of common identity comes 

from within the Midlands as well. Some consider it to be the “heartland” of England—not only 

geographically, but economically and culturally (Green & Berkeley, 2006). However, the people 

within the Midlands do not want to be lumped into one group. They maintain a strong sense of 

individualism and tend to reject notions of being a Midlander (Shore, 2014). They are from 

within the same region, yet people from one part of the Midlands do not believe they have a 

common identity with people from a different part. A lack of unity leads to a lack of identity, as 

a region.  

 In the context of the north-south divide that dominates much of national debate, the 

Midlands is an interesting case. In a survey about whether people consider themselves to be a 

part of the north or the south, Midlanders, though most likely to say ‘neither,’ were “more likely 

to consider themselves northern than southern” (Elledge, 2018). This indicates a greater affinity 

to the north than the south, indicating a greater affinity to regions with a more ‘industrial’ 

identity rather than a more urban one.  

The West Midlands region has had little contact with immigrants, in the sense that it has 

“one of the lowest levels of EU migration in the country” (Goodwin & Heath, 2016). This 

indicates that the population of the region as a whole does not generally interact with EU 

immigrants on a regular basis. Although the region has had little contact with EU immigrants, it 

actually has a high level of ethnic diversity. In fact, it is only second to London in “the 

proportion of its residents from minority ethnic groups” (Green & Berkeley, 2006). Additionally, 

the UK Independence Party received the highest shares of the vote in the West Midlands in the 

2009 European elections (Lynch & Whitaker, 2011).  
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Both the West Midlands’ regional identity (or lack thereof) and minimal contact with EU 

immigrants play a major role in the explanation for its vote to leave the European Union. The 

West Midlands has largely been ignored in the national debate, which has been amplified in 

terms of a European Union relationship. The West Midlanders do not have a national 

government speaking up for their interests and perceive the elites to be making decisions without 

regard for them. Their vote to leave the EU was a vote to reclaim their voice at a time when it 

has been ignored. In terms of the region’s lack of contact with EU immigrants, the West 

Midlands has not been able to directly experience any benefits these immigrants may bring. 

Because they do not see an impact on their community due to the presence of EU immigrants, 

they can place blame on them for the struggles they endure. If someone is unable to obtain a job, 

it is easier to blame an immigrant for ‘stealing’ it because that individual has not interacted with 

an immigrant. There is a level of separation, which has helped in the region’s decision to leave 

the European Union. 

Scotland 

 Scotland is an interesting case. Although it had a huge manufacturing sector that was hurt 

by globalization, it was better able to adapt than the West Midlands. In response to the process of 

globalization, Scotland actually restructured its economy; it moved toward more service-based 

industries. In 2015, services made up about three quarters of the region’s economy (European 

Commission, 2019). Interestingly, even with a more service-based economy, the GDP per capita 

of Scotland (£25,000) is actually lower than the nation’s average (£26,000) (European 

Commission, 2019). Additionally, Scotland’s economic growth rate from 2010 to 2017 was only 

1.6%, which is lower than the 2% rate of the U.K. as a whole (Harari, Ward 2019). Although the 

region’s growth rate is lower than the rate of the country as a whole, it suffered the least during 
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the global financial crisis from 2008-2009, with a less than 1% decline in output 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2018).  

 Just because the region suffered the least from the recession does not mean that it did not 

suffer. In 2015, seven years since the beginning of the crisis, Scotland was still in recovery 

mode. For example, Scotland’s underemployment, where people are employed less than full time 

or at jobs that do not meet their skill level or needs, was 32% higher than it was in 2008. Also, 

real wages were much lower than the levels they were at before the recession. Furthermore, 

Scotland has had major issues with poverty and income inequality; in 2012, 16% of Scottish 

citizens lived in relative income poverty (Scotland's Economic Strategy, 2015). 

 Much like the West Midlands, Scotland has historically had a significant manufacturing 

base. Although it has, in general, restructured its economy, there are still areas that rely heavily 

on the manufacturing sector. These areas, again like the West Midlands, have faced high levels 

of import competition from China (Foliano & Riley, 2017). In Scotland’s Economic Strategy, 

part of their goal to rebalance the economy is to actually strengthen the role of their 

manufacturing sector. In doing so, they hoped to address regional imbalances and provide well-

paying jobs. They also aim to increase the region’s exports, as the increased global competition 

(such as from China) encourage higher levels of productivity within manufacturing firms 

(Scotland’s Economic Strategy, 2015). Thus, as the global economy strengthened after the 

recession, Scotland has tapped into the increasing demand for exports. This is similar to the West 

Midlands, since its export sector has also benefitted from a strengthened global economy. 

However, it does not negate the fact that Chinese export competition remains very much a 

problem. Scotland still has some issues in terms of their economy, which likely stems from this 

very competition. In 2015, the Scottish government predicted such competition would increase 
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productivity, but that increase in productivity has not outweighed the incredibly low prices China 

is able to sell its goods for. This is why Scotland still has a growth rate and GDP per capita that 

is lower than the United Kingdom’s average.  

 Scotland is one of the only regions whose economic story does not make sense in terms 

of their vote to remain in the European Union. Their economic history, which is quite similar to 

that of the West Midlands due to their long-rooted connections to their manufacturing base, 

indicates that Scotland should have voted to Leave, but they had strong support for Remain. 

Thus, it is important to analyze their identity story, as that may provide a more comprehensive 

explanation for their vote.  

 In the case of Scotland, the reasons for voting Remain seem to be much less rooted in 

their perception of their economy, and more about their identity and ideas about independence. 

Scholars speculate that the reason Scotland voted to remain in the European Union when its 

demographic factors tended to suggest that it would have voted to leave is because they may “see 

EU membership as important for their future as an independent state” (Arnorsson & Zoega, 

2016). Scotland has a long history with England, and therefore the United Kingdom, and has had 

an independence referendum as recently as 2014. Although the vote for independence failed, it 

was clearly still a popular sentiment, considering it received 44.7% of the vote with 84.6% 

turnout (GOV.UK, 2014). It is important to note, however, that the reason Scotland’s 

independence vote failed can be attributed to the anti-independence campaign arguing “that only 

by remaining in the UK could Scotland’s future in the EU be guaranteed” (Pattie & Johnston, 

2017). Therefore, Scotland has historically been less Eurosceptic than most of the UK’s regions.  

 Scotland has a rich history, and with that comes a strong national identity. The term 

national identity is used here because both scholarship and the Scottish people themselves do not 
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consider Scotland to be a ‘region’ within the United Kingdom. Instead, it is a nation within the 

UK. Scotland has an incredibly strong identity due to its “sense of place, sense of history, and 

sense of self” (Scotland performs: National identity, 2019). In fact, this sense of national identity 

is evident in the 2011 census. In response to the question “what do you feel is your national 

identity,” 62% of the population of Scotland felt “only Scottish,” with an additional 20% feeling 

“Scottish along with other national identities” (Simpson & Smith, 2014). Rather than simply 

being ‘British,’ which encompasses the entire country, Scots also lay claim to their 

‘Scottishness.’ The majority of the Scottish population identifies with this national identity in 

some form, which distinguishes the region from the rest of the country, where Britishness trumps 

regional identities.  

 Without knowing much about Scotland, images that often come to people’s minds when 

it is discussed include tartan, kilts, haggis, and bagpipes. However, there is much more to 

Scottish national identity than these stereotypes. Scotland’s historical relationship with England 

plays a major part in this identity. Scots endured immense hardship with the unification of the 

England and Scotland. Highlander culture was snuffed out as lands, language, and tartans were 

taken away or prohibited by the English. A national identity was born out of this hardship; it was 

a national identity associated with “social justice” and “resistance” (Little, 2014). This identity 

strengthened during the period of globalization and de-industrialization. As Scotland’s industries 

were hurting, the Scottish people felt “abandoned by Britain;” they became angrier and began to 

feel much less ‘British’ (Little, 2014).  

Why is Scottish national identity still so strong? Although a common history plays a 

major role, another contributing factor is its inclusivity. On the whole, the Scottish national 

identity is much more inclusive than ‘Englishness,’ as minority communities within Scotland 
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“were more likely to claim a Scottish identity in Scotland, than an English identity in England” 

(Simpson & Smith, 2014). By being able to include those who are not from Scotland, the region 

is better able to articulate a national identity. In England, where minorities are less included in 

national identity, there is less of a common message for a national identity to get behind. 

Scotland has taken advantage of its diversity when crafting its identity, whereas England’s 

inability to do the same has hindered its ability in creating a national identity.  

Scotland’s national identity plays directly into its vote to remain within the European 

Union. Membership within the European Union allowed the Scottish people to connect with 

countries that do not have the deep-rooted power relationship that Scotland has with the UK. 

They are able to create more of a ‘horizontal’ relationship with a new country rather than 

maintain a more ‘vertical’ one with the UK. With the UK out of the EU, Scotland is once again 

dependent on this power relationship it has had to face throughout much of its history. The desire 

for Scotland, as a nation, to be able to develop and maintain more equitable relationships with 

other nations has directly impacted its vote. The region wants to remain in the European Union, 

where these types of relationships are possible.  

 

Conclusion 

 The inclusion of the case studies complicates the general view that economic factors play 

a lesser role than that of cultural factors. While the first portion of this piece finds little support 

for economic arguments, the case studies show that both arguments contribute to the reasons for 

leaving the European Union. What this leads me to conclude, as a result, is that it is not 

straightforward numbers and statistics that make people more likely to vote to leave. So, a 

region’s unemployment rate or percent immigrant makeup is not necessarily going to lead a 
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person to vote to leave. Instead, it is the perception that matters. So, a person (or region) may be 

more likely to vote to leave if they think that their region’s economy is doing poorly, or if they 

think that immigrants harm their version of society, even if that is not what reality deems it to be. 

Additionally, because it is about perception, the people of the UK are able to place the blame on 

the European Union, even if they do not know what is actually causing their grievances. Thus, 

competition specifically from China is merely perceived as a threat of globalization or 

dependence on the EU. Furthermore, a region’s identity is made up of more than its history and 

symbols. A major aspect of regional identity in the context of Brexit is that region’s perception 

of sovereignty. Basically, the West Midlands saw itself as dependent on the whims of 

government elites and the global economy, while London sees itself as independent from 

external forces.  

 Based on these findings, I am able to generate hypotheses to answer, ‘why was Leave 

more popular in some regions and Remain in others?’ First: the greater the perception of poor 

economic health in a region, the more likely the region is to vote to leave the European Union. 

Second: the more negative the region’s perception of immigration, the more likely it is to vote to 

leave the European Union. Third: the less sovereign a region perceives itself, the more likely it is 

to vote to leave the European Union.   

 By understanding the relative impact of various demographic and economic factors on 

the result of the referendum, policymakers can go forward in a number of ways. First, they can 

be better equipped to negotiate a deal with the European Union that provides greater benefit to 

their constituents. This is because they will understand whether different regions had different 

motivations and concerns and would better be able to address those concerns directly when 

negotiating a deal. On the other hand, they can use this newfound understanding to cancel the 
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exit from the European Union and instead directly address the concerns individual regions have. 

This way there can be a better payoff for UK citizens, who would have their needs met without 

the chaotic fallout from exiting the EU. Either way, understanding why Leave was more popular 

in some areas than others will help policymakers know why their citizens are hurting, and 

potentially have a way to remedy that pain. 
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