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Abstract 

In referenda on membership of international institutions, such as the Brexit referendum, the consequences 
of a decision to leave are very uncertain. This is because these consequences depend on how the other 
member states react to this decision. They may choose to either: punish the leaving country to discourage 
others from doing the same, even if such punishment is likely to be costly for all parties involved; or strike a 
new deal more palatable to the unsatisfied member state to try to limit the damage. In such a context, Walter 
et al (2016: 8) argue that voters’ expectations about how foreign actors would react to a decision to leave 
are an important driver of voting behaviour. Using survey data from the British Election Studies, I show that 
this was the case in the Brexit referendum of June 2016: voters who believed the EU would punish the UK by 
excluding it from the European single market if it refused free movement of labour and EU regulation were 
less likely to vote Leave than those who believed the EU would be reluctant to lose the UK market and 
therefore be willing to grant it special treatment. 
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“That was pure illusion, that one can have the EU cake and eat it  

too. To all who believe in it, I propose a simple experiment:  

buy a cake, eat it, and see if it is still there on the plate.”  

Donald Tusk, President of the European Council  
(cited in Rankin and Stewart 2016) 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1. The UK and Euroscepticism 

 

Public regard for EU membership has always been significantly lower in the UK than the EU average, and the 
country is considered the home of the term “Euroscepticism”. However, for a long time, this Euroscepticism 
was of the passive kind, and the intentions measured by polls were not translated into actions. In the minds 
of the British public, leaving the EU was not an unattractive option, but it was also not a priority, and 
Eurosceptic groups failed to mobilise public support for decisive action. (Spiering 2004, 134-137) 

This changed in recent years, as the Eurosceptic UK Independence Party (UKIP) rose and the internal divisions 
on the European issue within the Conservative Party intensified. In the campaign before the 2015 general 
election, spurred by the fear of losing seats to UKIP and the hope of appeasing disagreements within his party 
with a clear Remain victory, David Cameron, the leader of the Conservative Party, promised an in/out vote 
should the party secure a majority in the election (Hobolt 2016, 1261). It was a risky gamble, and it failed 
spectacularly: on June 23rd 2016, the British electorate voted to leave the EU with a majority of 51.9%. How 
did this monumental decision come about? 

 

1.2. Explaining the Brexit vote 

 

To explain voting behaviour in the Brexit referendum, researchers have pointed to the three main categories 
of determinants of Euroscepticism: utilitarian factors, which lead people to vote to maximise their own utility 
according to a cost and benefit analysis; cue-taking factors, whereby people vote base on “cues” from 
political actors; and identity factors, which cause people to vote based on their attachment to their nation 
and their perception of people from other cultures (Hobolt and De Vries 2016: 420-422).  

In this contribution, I will outline a fourth category, which is related to these three approaches but does not 
fit neatly into any of them: that of expectations. Following a theory put forward by Walter et al (2016), I argue 
that, in a campaign characterised by stark uncertainty, diverging narratives and rampant misinformation, 
voters’ beliefs about the consequences of a Leave vote are likely to differ. More specifically, I show that 
people have divergent expectations about the reaction of the other EU member states to a Leave vote: some 
believe the EU will react by punishing the UK for its decision so as to deter others who might follow suit, 
while others believe it will accommodate the UK’s decision and offer a good deal because further cooperation 
is in its interest. The central argument of this thesis is that these expectations about the reaction of foreign 
actors to a Leave vote have an important impact on voting behaviour, with people who expect the 
“accommodate” outcome more likely to vote Leave than those who expect the “punish” outcome. 

The study of expectations is interesting from an academic point of view, as it suggests there may be a fourth 
approach to analysing voting behaviour on topics of European integration, beyond the three approaches – 
utilitarian, cue-taking and identity – which are now a staple in the Euroscepticism literature. Beyond the 
academic aspect, the question of expectations is also of societal and political relevance. First, understanding 
what Leave voter’s assumptions about the meaning and consequences of Brexit were is fundamental in 
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legitimising the government’s subsequent actions to implement the result of the referendum: if the British 
government negotiates an exit from the EU that differs from what people intended when they voted Leave, 
the democratic legitimacy of the procedure can be called into question. The emergence of a wide array of 
expectations also begs the question of how reasonable it is in the first place to ask a yes/no question on a 
political action such as leaving the EU which could take a number of different shapes. In this sense, the 
analysis of expectations can contribute to a wider debate on the desirability and optimal form of direct 
democratic instruments. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.1. Determinants of support for European integration 

 

In its early years, European integration was mostly studied from an elite perspective, whereby insulated elites 
cut deals on European integration while the general public was either indifferent or impotent – an era of 
“permissive consensus”. However, with the Maastricht Accord of 1991, decision making on European 
integration became politicised and entered the contentious world of party competition, elections and 
referendums. With this, an era of “constraining dissensus” started, in which elites were forced to take into 
account public opinion when making decisions on European integration (Hooghe and Marks 2008: 5-7). 
Therefore, it became interesting for scholars to study public attitudes on European integration, which were 
now relevant not only in themselves but also because they had direct implications for party politics and 
further European integration. 

The first strand of research on this topic, which emerged in the 1980s, focused on individuals’ evaluation of 
the consequences of European integration on their economic well-being: it held that voters supported 
further integration if they expected economic benefits from it (utilitarian approach). In reaction to this 
approach, a second strand of research emerged, which argued that the average voter is rather 
unsophisticated and often has neither the knowledge nor the time to figure out his economic interests in 
relation to European integration; instead, he relies on cues, for instance from the government, political 
parties or individual politicians, to determine his views on European integration, adopting the position of 
trusted sources and refuting that of disliked sources (cue-taking approach). Finally, in the 2000s, a third 
strand of literature began to engage with the role of national identity and how it shapes attitudes on Europe 
(identity approach) (Hooghe and Marks 2008, 9-11). 

The main factors in each of the three strands, along with the hypotheses typically derived from them, are 
summarised in the following table. 

 
Table 1: Determinants of voting behaviour in votes on European integration (based on Hobolt and De Vries 
(2016: 420-422) and Hobolt (2016, 1267)) 

Utilitarian approach: Individuals’ calculation of their personal costs and benefits shapes their attitude 

toward European integration. 

Age: younger people tend to be more able to take advantage of trade liberalisation, and therefore 

more in favour European integration. 

Education: better educated people tend to be more able to take advantage of trade liberalisation, 

and therefore more in favour European integration. 

Income: wealthier people tend to be more able to take advantage of trade liberalisation, and 

therefore more in favour European integration. 

Cue-taking approach: The cues that individuals receive from political actors shape their attitude toward 
European integration. 
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Party preference: people whose preferred parties oppose European integration tend to be less in 
favour of European integration. 

Satisfaction with government: people who are dissatisfied with the government – which is usually 

pro-Europe – tend to be less in favour of European integration (also known as the “second-order 

election” hypothesis: people treat referenda on European integration as a way to express their 

dissatisfaction with the government or the political establishment rather than to express their 

actual view on Europe). 

Identity approach: Individuals’ attachment to their nation and their perceptions of people from other 

cultures shape their attitude toward European integration. 

Identity: people with a strong national identity/weak European identity tend to be less in favour of 

European integration. 

Views on immigration: people who dislike people from other cultures tend to be less in favour of 

European integration1. 

Views on sovereignty: people who feel that European integration has undermined the sovereignty 

of national institutions tend to be less in favour of European integration2. 

 

2.2. Determinants of support for Brexit 

 

Since the EU referendum, several scholars have studied voting patterns to try to explain this unexpected 
result. These studies fall into two main categories: those based on aggregate data, which look at regional 
and local statistics to find out which contextual variables influenced voting behaviour; and those based on 
individual data, which use surveys to examine which individual variables influenced voting behaviour. 

 

2.2.1. Studies based on aggregate data 

 

A striking characteristic of the Brexit vote is its geographical component: there were very stark differences in 
voting behaviour among UK regions. It is therefore not surprising that some scholars have used these 
geographical differences as a starting point for their analyses, drawing connexions between characteristics 
of regions or local authorities and their share of Leave votes. 

Overall, these studies based on aggregate data produce a largely coherent picture, where socio-economic 
fundamentals have a great explanatory power: regions with older and less educated voters, lower GDP per 
capita and higher unemployment are significantly more likely to vote Leave. (Goodwin and Heath 2016: 328; 
Becker et al 2016: 54-55; Anorsson and Zoega 2016: 12; Fidrmuc et al 2016: 10). Regions which have 
experienced more fiscal cuts and pressure on public services such as the NHS are also more likely to vote 
Leave (Becker et al 2016: 53). These findings support the utilitarian approach to European integration, 
suggesting that areas with many “left behind”, who have not been able to take advantage of the benefits of 
trade liberalisation and globalisation, tend to vote Leave. However, one result speaks against the idea of a 
utilitarian cost-benefit calculation: regions which receive generous EU subsidies should be less likely to vote 

                                                           
1 Note that dislike of immigrants, while generally considered to be part of the identity approach, is also in some regards 
relevant to the utilitarian channel: if a person dislikes immigrants not because she dislikes their culture but because she 
feels they put pressure on the job market (taking jobs or driving down wages), this is a utilitarian consideration. 
2 This factor is not traditionally part of the identity model. I include it in my analysis because it was very salient in the 
EU referendum and the rhetoric used by Leave campaigners as well as the themes it was linked to make it most suited 
to the identity model. One example is the following statement by Nigel Farage, who wanted to see Britain “a proud, 
patriotic country that has control of its borders, represents itself on the world stage and makes its own laws in our own 
sovereign Parliament” (Farage 2015). 
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Leave, as they have more to lose from leaving the EU; yet Becker et al (2016: 23-24) and Fidrmuc et al (2016: 
10) find that EU subsidies have no predictive power3. 

Regarding cue-taking, Goodwin and Heath (2016: 328) and Becker et al (2016: 51) find, unsurprisingly, that 
the share of UKIP votes in the 2014 European Parliament elections is a strong predictor of Leave vote. Becker 
et al (2016: 51) also include variables for certain other parties, finding that areas with higher shares of 
Conservative and Labour votes are less likely to vote Leave, while there is no effect of the share of Liberal 
Democrat votes. 

Turning to the identity channel, both Goodwin and Heath (2016: 328-329) and Becker et al (2016: 23) find 
that high levels of EU migration – one of the biggest themes in the campaign – do not increase the probability 
of a Leave vote, but changes in the level do: areas which experienced an increase in EU migration in recent 
years are significantly more likely to vote Leave. In contrast, Fidrmuc et al (2016: 10) find no effect of the 
change in migration levels. Anorsson and Zoega (2016) include a battery of questions on attitudes from 
survey data in their analysis, for instance fear of the EU, dislike of minority groups and dislike of migrants. 
They find that such attitudes are indeed correlated with a higher share of Leave vote, but they argue that the 
structural variables – education, age and GDP per capita – are sufficient to achieve high predictive power, 
while the attitudes variables have limited explanatory power (Anorsson and Zoega 2016: 16).  

To sum up, the studies on aggregate data generally focus on utilitarian factors, since it is easy to obtain 
statistics on the demographic composition, the educational structure and the economic fundamentals of 
regions or local authority areas. The studies all find broadly consistent results on these utilitarian variables, 
supporting the argument that the “left behind” are more likely to vote Leave. Meanwhile, it is more difficult 
to draw conclusions on cue-taking because it is operationalised with the share of votes a party obtained in a 
constituency in the European Parliament elections of 2014 – an election in which turnout was only 35.6% 
(European Parliament 2014), meaning the shares parties obtained in this election may be very different from 
the shares of partisans they have in the population. Finally, the identity variables are difficult to 
operationalise with aggregate data: for example, it is hard to measure a region’s “identity” or its “view on 
sovereignty”. The increase in migration is also not a very good operationalisation of an identity variable, as 
an increase in migration can be viewed positively or negatively depending on one’s views on migration. In 
any case, the scholars who do include identity variables in their analysis suggest that these are mostly 
determined by the utilitarian variables and are not important predictors in themselves (Anorsson and Zoega 
2016: 16; Becker et al 2016: 29).  

To conclude, a more methodical consideration must be kept in mind: the downside of using aggregate data, 
as all the above-mentioned studies do, is that it is difficult to draw causal inference without running the risk 
of committing an ecological fallacy. In this sense, individual-level studies are more reliable.  Individual studies 
also allow a better operationalisation of many cue-taking and identity variables. For these reasons, I now turn 
to another set of authors, who have drawn on surveys to examine the determinants of voting behaviour on 
an individual level. 

 

2.2.2.  Studies based on individual data 
 

The most comprehensive of the individual-level studies is that of Hobolt (2016), who performs an extensive 
analysis with the binary variable Remain/Leave as the dependent variable. Thanks to the rich British Election 
Study (BES) data, she is able to test all three approaches: utilitarian4, cue-taking and identity. She also tests 

                                                           
3 There are several ways to explain this non-result: first, people may simply not be aware of the generosity of subsidies 
their region receives from the EU; second, the regions which receive subsidies tend to be the poorer ones, meaning the 
effect of being in a poor region (inclined to vote Leave) may counteract the effect of receiving generous EU subsidies 
(inclined to vote Remain); third, as suggested in Becker et al (2016: 23), EU funding may be perceived as a symbol of 
foreign dependence, leading regions who receive it to dislike the EU more because it offends their national identity – as 
Fidrmuc et al (2016) put it, “money can’t buy EU love”. In this third case, the effects of disliking subsidies from an identity 
point of view (inclined to vote Leave) may counteract the effects of liking subsidies from a utilitarian point of view 
(inclined to vote Remain). 
4 Called “socio-demographics” in Hobolt (2016)’s article.  
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a fourth model which she calls “attitudes”, which examines the effect of respondents’ opinion about the 
issues mobilised in the campaign (for example economy, sovereignty, identity, migration).  

With the utilitarian model, Hobolt (2016: 1268) finds that individuals who benefitted from increased 
international co-operation and trade – the better educated, the young and the well-off – are less likely to 
vote Leave compared to those who are “left behind”. This finding confirms the link which Goodwin and Health 
(2016), Becker et al (2016) and Anorsson and Zoega (2016) already observed at the aggregate level. Some of 
the variables which Hobolt (2016) includes in the fourth, “attitudes” model are also relevant to the utilitarian 
approach: people who feel that participation in the EU has not made the UK more prosperous or that free 
trade is bad for the UK are more likely to vote Leave. 

The cue-taking model includes predictors for two different types of cue-taking: the first, that people follow 
the advice from the parties they feel closest to; the second, that they treat referenda as a second-order 
election and use it to express their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the national government. Regarding 
cue-taking from parties, the author finds that, as expected, support for UKIP is strongly associated with 
support for Leave. However, although the Conservatives advocated Remain, their voters were more likely to 
opt for Leave compared to people without a preferred party. Supporters of Labour were more likely to vote 
Remain, while there was no effect for Liberal Democrat voters. Hobolt (2016) therefore concludes that party 
cues matter, especially when parties are united in the cause. Turning to the second-order election hypothesis, 
she also finds a strong impact of lack of trust in politicians and populist attitudes, showing that, for some 
voters, the referendum was also an opportunity to vote against the political class in its entirety. (Hobolt 2016: 
1270). 

The identity model shows that a strong European identity reduces the probability of a Leave vote, while the 
opposite effect holds for a strong British and English identity. According to the definition of the identity 
approach given in section 2.1, several variables which Hobolt (2016) includes in the “attitudes” model can in 
fact be grouped under the identity approach: people who feel the EU has undermined the distinct identity of 
Britain, people who believe the UK parliament should have more sovereignty and be allowed to override EU 
law, and people who dislike immigrants from the EU are all more likely to vote Leave. 

To sum up, Hobolt (2016) finds significant effects for all three approaches; however, since she tests the 
different categories of predictors in separate models rather than against each other, the question of which 
predictors are most relevant remains open from an empirical point of view. She argues that all these 
determinants are interrelated and suggests thinking of them as a “funnel of causality”, where 
sociodemographic factors and identities are causally prior to, and shape, political attitudes that in turn are 
the proximal cause of vote choice (Hobolt 2016: 1266). 

Vasilopoulou (2016) performs an analysis similar to that of Hobolt, using data from her own survey. The 
dependent variable is support for leaving the EU on a scale from 1 to 7. The findings, she argues, strongly 
support the utilitarian approach: like the above authors, she finds that income and education are negatively 
associated with support for Leave. The strongest effects in the model relate to citizens’ evaluations of 
whether the UK has benefited from being a member of the EU: those who feel that EU membership entails 
costs are more likely to support leaving the EU. (Vasilopoulou 2016: 224) 

Regarding cue-taking, she shows that partisanship is not a very strong predictor except for UKIP supporters. 
Factors associated with the second-order model of vote are also not strong predictors of the referendum 
vote. National economy evaluations and satisfaction with democracy either on the national UK level or the 
EU level do not have an effect on support for leaving the EU. (Vasilopoulou 2016: 224) 

Turning to the identity approach, there is no effect of the variable “European identity” on vote choice. 
However, attitudes towards freedom of movement have a strong effect, with respondents in favour of 
restrictions more likely to vote Leave, and these attitudes are in turn influenced by European identity as well 
as utilitarian concerns. Overall, the author argues that there is both an economic and a cultural component 
to these attitudes, which is why the issue of EU freedom of movement makes a powerful campaign frame 
(Vasilopoulou 2016, 225). 

In conclusion, these studies produce a more nuanced view of the determinants of Brexit than those based 
on aggregate data, confirming the importance of the socio-economic predictors linked to the utilitarian 
approach but also noting the relevance of several identity variables, especially the strength of British or 
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European identity and attitudes towards immigrants. The importance of cue-taking remains disputable, as 
Vasilopoulou (2016), under control of the utilitarian and identity variables, finds that only support for UKIP 
has an impact on voting behaviour. Moreover, the direction of causality of this link is probably inverted, as it 
seems likely that people support UKIP because they want to leave the EU rather than they want to leave the 
EU because they support UKIP. In her model with only the partisan affiliations as predictors, Hobolt (2016) 
finds significant correlations, but one cannot necessarily argue that this is because voters were following 
party cues. Especially in the case of the Conservatives, who officially campaigned for Remain but were 
internally divided and whose voters were more inclined to vote Leave, it is hard to argue that it was cues 
from the party that motivated voters. Furthermore, Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn’s unenthusiastic campaign 
for Remain has been accused of mobilising Labour voters too little (Hughes 2017: 65), thus suggesting cues 
may have been relatively unimportant for Labour voters as well.  

 

3. THEORY 
 

In the previous section, I have outlined the three main categories of determinants of public attitudes toward 

European integration and discussed several studies of the Brexit referendum within this framework. I now 

describe the fourth category, which is at the centre of my contribution: expectations. 

 

3.1. The role of expectations in disintegration referenda 

 

To vote in a referendum, an individual needs to know not only what his personal position on the relevant 

issues is, but also what implications a vote either way would have for these issues. This can be difficult in 

high-uncertainty referenda on complex issues. While all referenda involve making decisions with some 

degree of uncertainty about the outcomes, Walter et al (2016) argue that “disintegration referenda” – 

popular referenda that put a country’s participation in an international institution into question – are 

particularly unpredictable because of their international implications.  

The starting point of the argument is that one member’s decision to leave an international institution affects 

the other member states: it brings costs in the form of a reduction of trade and cooperation, and it can 

undermine the long-run viability of the international institution as a whole if other members decide to follow 

suit. If the referendum country does vote for the “disintegrative” option, the other member states may react 

in different ways: they can accommodate the democratically expressed wish of the other people and focus 

on salvaging as many of the cooperation gains from the existing arrangement as possible, at the risk of 

creating moral hazard and political contagion; alternatively, they can punish the referendum country for its 

move to defect in order to discourage similar referenda and disintegration moves amongst other member 

states, even though such punishment is likely to be costly for everyone involved. (Walter et al 2016: 7) 

It is hard to predict which option the other member states will choose, especially because they have 

incentives to misrepresent their true willingness to accommodate a disintegrative referendum outcome: to 

discourage voters from the disintegrative option, they are likely to threaten to punish the country if it decides 

to leave – even if they do not actually intend to do so and would prefer to try to strike a deal with the 

unsatisfied country to limit the damage. Knowing these strategic incentives exist, it is difficult for domestic 

voters to understand how seriously the threats should be taken and to form consistent beliefs about the 

potential consequences of a disintegrative vote ex ante. (Walter et al 2017: 7-8) 
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In this context, the campaigns surrounding high-stakes referenda are likely to be characterized by conflicting 

narratives about the risks and benefits associated with a disintegrative vote: the proponents of the 

disintegrative option emphasise the strategic incentives of the other member states to misrepresent their 

resolve ex ante and argue that ex post, foreign policymakers will accommodate a disintegrative referendum 

outcome; in contrast, opponents of the disintegrative option argue that the other countries will indeed 

execute their threats and deprive the referendum country of any further cooperation as punishment for its 

defection, even though this is costly for everyone. In this complex informational setting with conflicting 

narratives, voters develop different expectations about the consequences of a disintegrative vote, and these 

expectations in turn have an impact on their voting behaviour. This leads to the central argument: “voters’ 

expectations about how foreign actors will react to a disintegrative referendum outcome will be a main driver 

of voting behaviour in a disintegration referendum”5. (Walter et al 2016: 8) 

The authors test this argument in the case of the Greek bailout referendum of 2015. This can be classified as 

a disintegration referendum because, although officially a vote on the terms of the bailout package proposed 

by the Troika institutions, it was widely seen as a decision on whether the country would keep the euro or 

not. As such, the referendum put the irreversibility of the euro in question and posed a threat to the entire 

project of European monetary integration, meaning that the other member states had strong incentives to 

avoid such an outcome. In the campaign, two main narratives about the consequences of a disintegrative 

outcome prevailed. The first, supported by European policymakers as well as the moderate pro-EU parties in 

Greece, was the “punish” option: a refusal of the bailout terms would lead to Greece’s exit from the euro, 

which most Greeks did not want. The second, supported by the prime minister Alexis Tsipras and the radical 

right-wing and left-wing parties, was the “accommodate” option: Europeans would not want to damage the 

EMU project by pushing Greece out of the euro, so they would be willing to offer another bailout package on 

better terms, meaning less austerity for the country. (Walter et al 2016: 11) 

By analysing survey data, the authors show that, although the usual suspects among the determinants of 

voting behaviour in referenda – utilitarian, cue-taking and identity variables – also played an important role, 

expectations about the consequences of a disintegrative vote had a large impact on vote choice in the Greek 

referendum (Walter et al 2016: 27). In this thesis, I apply this argument to the Brexit vote and perform a 

similar empirical analysis to find out if such effects were also at play in this referendum. 

 

3.2. The role of expectations in the Brexit referendum 

 

The theory outlined above is highly applicable to the Brexit referendum. First of all, since it aimed to retract 

the UK from the EU, this vote was the purest form of disintegration referendum as defined by the authors: a 

popular referendum that puts a country’s participation in an international institution into question. Next, it 

is clear that the EU, already in difficult times as a result of the financial crisis and the refugee crisis, stood to 

lose from the loss of an important member, and Angela Merkel herself did not shy away from stating that 

                                                           
5 In fact, Walter et al (2016)’s arguments has two parts. This is the first part, which I focus on in this thesis: because of 
information problems, it is difficult for voters to understand the true resolve of foreign actors to punish a disintegrative 
vote, so they develop diverging expectations which in turn influence their voting behaviour. The second part, which I do 
not address in this thesis, is that foreign actors are likely to try to overcome this information problem by sending costly 
signals to show their willingness to punish the country for a disintegrative vote. The reason I focus only on the first 
argument (the formation of different expectations) and not on the second one (the foreign intervention and costly 
signals) is that, unlike the Greek bailout referendum, the Brexit referendum has no clear examples of foreign actors 
sending costly signals to show their resolve to punish the country if it left. 
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she “hoped and wished that Britain would stay part and parcel of the European union” (Stewart and 

Oltermann 2016). 

As in the Greek referendum, two main narratives dominated the Brexit campaign. The first, supported by key 
figures of the EU and by Remain campaigners, was the “punish” option: if the UK wanted to exit the EU to 
regain control over its borders and its legislation, this would inevitably lead to an exit from the European 
single market and an inferior free trade agreement with the EU. As in the Greek case, losing access to the 
European market was considered a negative outcome for most UK citizens: 71.3% of respondents in the 
British Election Study survey were in favour of free trade with the EU, and only 5.4% were against it. In 
support of this “punish” narrative, Remain campaigners insisted that the “four freedoms” of the EU (free 
movement of goods, services, capital and people) were inseparable, and that the UK would not be able to 
retain access to the single market if it wanted to curb immigration. Prominent figures of the EU also made 
comments to this effect: for example, Angela Merkel said that a post-Brexit UK would not receive the same 
“quality of compromise” if it did not share the costs of the single market as well as its benefits (Stewart and 
Oltermann 2016), and Wolfgang Schäuble warned that no “cherry-picking” would be possible (Oltermann 
2016). 

The second narrative was the “accommodate” option: in the event of a Leave vote, the EU would not want 

to lose the UK market, a big export market for several of its important members, and would therefore be 

willing to give it a good deal. Thus, Britain would be able to “take back control” of immigration and return 

sovereignty to the UK parliament, while still keeping access to the EU single market – having its cake and 

eating it. This argument was supported by prominent Leave campaigners: for example, Michael Gove claimed 

that the UK would be able to negotiate access to the single market but without being governed by its rules, 

arguing that “it would be very difficult for any German finance minister to say to BMW: I am afraid you are 

going to have to lay off workers because I want to punish the British for being democratic by erecting trade 

barriers...that won't happen” (BBC 2016). Solutions such as the “Norway option” or the European free-trade 

zone were flaunted as ways to have the best of both worlds (Parker and Barker 2016). 

Hence, it is not surprising that expectations about access to the single market were not homogenous in the 
British population. This is clearly illustrated by the answers to the following question from the British Election 
Studies survey, which I use in my empirical analysis: “When Britain negotiates leaving terms with the EU, 
what will it take for the UK government to get unrestricted access to EU markets for British business? Tick all 
that apply”. One of the possible answers was: “It will require accepting free movement of labour with EU 
countries”. 56.7% of people who answered thought this was true, while 42.3% did not, showing how different 
people’s expectations about this issue were. Another possible answer was: “It will require accepting EU 
regulations about the single market”. 66.8% of people who answered thought this was true, while 33.2% did 
not, again showing a notable variation in expectations.  

The main argument of my thesis is therefore that in the Brexit referendum, diverging expectations about the 

consequences of a disintegrative vote had an impact on the voting behaviour. More specifically, voters who 

believed the “accommodate” narrative were more likely to vote Leave than those who believed the “punish” 

narrative. This leads to my first hypothesis: 

 

H1: people who believe that it will be possible for the UK to maintain access to the single market without 

accepting freedom of movement (H1a) or EU regulation (H1b) are more likely to vote Leave than those 

who think it will not be possible. 

 

Note that the “accommodate” and “punish” narratives have two aspects: whether it will be necessary to 

accept freedom of movement and whether it will be necessary to accept regulation. These do not necessarily 

go together: for example, a person may think that the EU will be accommodating on the issue of freedom of 

movement but punishing on the issue of regulation. I am interested in seeing whether expectations about 
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both of these salient issues – immigration and sovereignty – have an impact on voting behaviour and, if so, 

which is more important.  

To sum up, hypothesis 1 is that expectations matter. To show this, I will test the hypothesis while controlling 

for all the factors identified by the previous literature on Euroscepticism listed in section 2.1, to see whether 

expectations have additional predictive power beyond that of the classic determinants of voting behaviour. 

In a second step, if expectations are shown to be relevant, I will test whether they matter equally for all 

voters or whether some are more likely to be influenced by their expectations than others: I will study for 

whom expectations matter.  

I argue that people who have strong prior attitudes towards the EU – that is, people who are firm Eurosceptics 

or firm Europhiles – are unlikely to be influenced much by these narratives, as they already know what they 

want to vote: Eurosceptics want to exit the EU and do not care whether this will entail some form of 

punishment, while Europhiles want to remain in it, independently of what they think would happen if they 

left. On the other hand, people in the middle, who have no strong prior opinions about the EU, are more 

susceptible to being influenced by their expectations about the reaction of foreign actors. This leads to 

hypothesis 2: 

 

H2: expectations about having to accept freedom of movement (H2a) and EU regulation (H2b) have a 

greater effect for people who had no strong prior opinions on EU membership before the referendum 

campaign than for those who already had strong prior opinions. 

 

Again, this hypothesis is declined in two versions, one for freedom of movement and one for regulation. This 

hypothesis is exploratory rather than derived from a specific theory: as far as I am aware, no other study has 

studied the interaction between prior conviction and expectations in shaping voting behaviour. In the next 

section, I describe the data and method I use, before proceeding to the empirical analysis. 

4. DATA AND METHOD 
 

4.1. Data 

 

The empirical analysis is performed with data from the British Election Studies (BES). Since 2014, the BES has 

conducted panel studies which follow the same survey respondents over time, resulting in different “waves” 

of data. The surveys include a wide array of questions, allowing for a good operationalisation of the variables 

of interest, and the large sample size makes it possible to obtain representative and significant results.  

To test hypothesis 1, I use items from waves 8 and 9 of the panel study. Wave 8 was carried out right before 

the vote (between the 6th May 2016 and the 22nd June 2016), while wave 9 was conducted right after the 

vote (between the 24th of June 2016 and the 4th of July 2016). After selecting all respondents who took part 

in both of these waves, removing respondents who stated that they did not vote in the EU referendum and 

discarding missing values, I have a large sample of 9797 respondents. Of these, 47.0% stated that they voted 

Leave. 

To test hypothesis 2, I need an item which represents prior, long-term opinions about the EU. For this, I use 

an item from wave 2 of the study, which was conducted between the 22nd May 2014 and the 25th June 2014. 

Since, at each new wave of the survey, some respondents are lost, including items from older waves reduces 
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the sample size. Therefore, the sample used to test hypothesis 2 with the prior from wave 2 only has 5776 

respondents, of which 44.5% stated that they voted Leave. 

 

4.2. Operationalisation 

 

The dependent variable (vote) is the vote cast in the EU referendum. This is a binary variable which takes on 
the values Remain and Leave, and it comes from wave 9 of the BES survey, which was conducted right after 
the vote. My sample only includes people who stated that they voted. 

The explanatory variables for H1 are two expectations variables, one for free movement and one for 
regulation. Both variables are binary and take on the values “Punish” and “Accommodate”. These variables 
are operationalised with the following question from wave 9 of the BES, already mentioned above: “When 
Britain negotiates leaving terms with the EU, what will it take for the UK government to get unrestricted 
access to EU markets for British business? Tick all that apply”. If the respondent ticked “It will require 
accepting free movement of labour with EU countries”, the free movement expectation (exp_freemov) takes 
on the value “Punish”; if he didn’t, it takes on the value “Accommodate”. If the respondent ticked “It will 
require accepting EU regulations about the single market”, the regulation expectation (exp_regulation) takes 
on the value “Punish”; if he didn’t, it takes on the value “Accommodate”. 

The explanatory variables for H2 are the same as for H1, with the addition of the prior opinion variable (prior). 
Prior is operationalised with the following question, asked in the oldest wave of the BES study, wave: “If there 
was a referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union, how do you think you would vote?”. I 
code this as a binary variable, which takes on the value “Strong” if the respondent gives a definite answer 
(“Leave” or “Remain”) and “Weak” if he gives an uncertain answer (“Don’t Know” or “I would not vote6”). 
Wave 1 of the study was conducted between the 20th of February and the 9th of March 2014, two years before 
the referendum and one year before the general election in which Cameron campaigned on a promise to 
hold an in/out referendum. This means that, at the time of answering the question in wave 1, the idea of a 
referendum was more of a thought experiment than a concrete issue. EU membership was not as salient, 
and the no political campaigns had yet tried to change voters’ minds. I therefore believe that this is a good 
variable to operationalise long-term prior opinions about the EU, as it reflects feelings people had before the 
beginning of the referendum frenzy. To check the robustness of my results, I also perform the analysis a 
second time with the same variable from wave 2 of the BES. This was conducted only a few months later, 
between the 22nd May 2014 and the 25th June 2014, but it was right after the European Parliament elections, 
which may have made the issue of EU membership more salient in voters’ minds. 

Finally, the regressions include control variables which operationalise the main factors described in section 

2.1. For details on the operationalisation of these variables, see appendix A. 

 

4.3. Method 

 

The hypotheses are tested with a probit regression model. I use probit regression because the dependent 

variable vote is binary (Leave/Remain). I use a hierarchical model because the Brexit vote was characterised 

by very different voting patterns in the three parts of Great Britain7 (England, Scotland and Wales), and the 

varying-intercept model accounts for this contextual variation. I implement this in R by adding a dummy for 

Scotland and one for Wales to the control variables: in this way, the intercept for England is β0, while the 

intercepts for Scotland and Wales are the sum of β0 and the respective coefficients. 

                                                           
6 Note that, since my data set only includes people who did end up voting in the EU referendum, the people who 
answered “I would not vote” must have changed their minds between waves. 
7 Northern Ireland is not included in the BES survey, which is why my analysis is limited to Great Britain rather than the 
entire United Kingdom. 
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To test hypothesis H1, I therefore estimate the following regression model (model 1): 

 

votei = β0 + β1 exp_freemovi + β2 exp_regulationi + xi 
 

where vote is the dependent variable (Remain/Leave), β0 is the intercept (for English citizens), exp_freemov 
is the first explanatory variable (expectations about free movement, Punish/Accomodate), exp_regulation is 
the second explanatory variable (expectations about regulation, Punish/Accomodate) and x is a vector of 
control variables. Note that H1a and H1b are both tested in the same model. 

 

In contrast, because of the interaction effects, H2a and H2b are tested separately. For hypothesis H2a, I 
estimate the following model, which is model 1 with the addition of the interaction between the free 
movement expectation and the prior: 

 

votei = β0 + β1 exp_freemovi + β2 exp_regulationi + β3 exp_freemovi*prior + xi 
 

To test hypothesis H2b, I estimate the following model, which is model 1 with the addition of the interaction 
between the regulation expectation and the prior: 

 

votei = β0 + β1 exp_freemovi + β2 exp_regulationi + β3 exp_regulationi*prior + xi 
 

5. FINDINGS 
 

5.1. Do expectations matter? 

 

Table 2 shows the results of model 1, which tests hypothesis 1. It includes the expectation variables as well 
as all the control variables, and positive coefficients indicate a higher probability of voting Leave. The most 
important result of this regression is the significant positive effect of the two expectation variables: people 
who believe it is possible to maintain access to the single market without having to accept free movement 
(the “accommodate” scenario) are significantly more likely to vote Leave than those who believe this is not 
possible (H1a confirmed); analogously, people who believe it is possible to maintain access to the single 
market without having to accept EU regulation (the “accommodate” scenario) are significantly more likely to 
vote Leave than those who believe this is not possible (H1b confirmed). These results therefore show that, 
even when controlling for all other relevant variables identified by the previous literature, expectations have 
a significant effect on voting behaviour. 

The control variables broadly display the expected effects. Regarding the utilitarian variables, the probability 
of voting Leave increases with age and decreases with education and income, thus confirming the 
expectation that people who are more able to take advantage of liberalisation and globalisation are more in 
favour of European integration.  

The cue-taking variables show that supporters of Labour and the Liberal Democrats are significantly less likely 
to vote Leave than those who have no party preference (the reference category), while supporters of UKIP 
are significantly more likely to do so. Interestingly, there is no significant effect for supporters of the 
Conservative Party, suggesting that, given its disunity and internal divisions, the party was not able to send 
convincing cues to its electorate. There is no significant effect for the supporters of other parties (smaller or 
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regional parties8). The probability of voting Leave decreases with government approval, confirming the 
second-order election hypothesis.  

Turning to the identity variables, results are again as expected: a strong British identity, disapproval of EU 
migration into the UK, and a desire for the UK to have more sovereignty in making its laws all increase the 
probability of voting Leave.  

Finally, the country variables show that respondents in Scotland and in Wales are significantly less likely to 
vote Leave than respondents in England (the reference category).  

                                                           
8 Scottish National Party (SNP), Plaid Cymru, Green Party, British National Party, other. 



Charlotte Grynberg 
 

15 
 

  Table 2: Probit regression predicting Leave vote 

 Model 1 

(Intercept) -3.024*** 
 (0.136) 

exp_freemovAccomodate 0.628*** 
 (0.035) 

exp_regulationAccomodate 0.356*** 
 (0.038) 

age 0.003* 
 (0.001) 

education -0.068*** 
 (0.013) 

income -0.022*** 
 (0.005) 

partyConservative -0.031 
 (0.055) 

partyLabour -0.363*** 
 (0.054) 

partyLiberal Democrat -0.364*** 
 (0.078) 

partyOther 0.111 
 (0.081) 

partyUKIP 1.194*** 
 (0.128) 

gov_approval -0.051** 
 (0.019) 

british_id 0.165*** 
 (0.009) 

want_less_immigration 0.152*** 
 (0.008) 

want_more_sovereignty 0.459*** 
 (0.018) 

countryScotland -0.233*** 
 (0.052) 

countryWales -0.161* 

 (0.064) 

 

Num. obs. 10524 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 
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Model 1 has shown that expectations have a significant effect on voting behaviour. Figure 1 shows that these 
effects are not only significant but also substantial. It depicts the predicted probability of voting Leave for a 
typical voter9, along with 95% confidence intervals, depending on his expectations about having to accept 
free movement and EU regulations. All else equal, the predicted probability of a typical voter voting Leave if 
he believes the EU will choose the “punish” option for both free movement and regulation is 32.1%; this 
probability rises to 69.8% if he thinks the EU will choose to “accommodate” on both issues. The two mixed 
scenarios show that the expectation about free movement has a greater impact on the predicted probability 
of voting Leave than the expectation about regulation: the predicted probability for a voter who believes it 
will be possible to avoid regulation (but not free movement) is 45.6%, while the predicted probability for a 
voter who believes it will be possible to avoid free movement (but not regulation) is 56.5%. 

 
Figure 1: predicted probability of voting Leave depending on expectations 

 
To sum up, hypothesis 1 is confirmed: expectations have a significant, substantial effect on the probability of 
voting Leave, even when controlling for all other relevant variables. Of the two expectations, free movement 
has a greater impact on the probability of voting Leave than regulation. 

 

5.2. For whom do expectations matter? 

 

Since they involve interaction effects, I test hypotheses 2a and 2b separately. To test hypothesis 2a, I estimate 
the regression in model 1 with the addition of the variable prior as well as its interaction with the variable 
freemov. As mentioned above, for robustness, I test this once with the prior from wave 1 (model 2a W1) and 
once with the prior from wave 2 (model 2a W2). The following table shows a comparison of model 1 (the 
basic model without priors), model 2a W1, and model 2a W2. 

                                                           
9 The “typical voter” in this graph lives in England, has no party preference and displays the mean value on all the other 
variables (age, education etc.). However, the results are similar with voters from other countries or with other party 
preferences, as shown in Appendix C. 
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 Model 1 Model 2a W1 Model 2a W2 

(Intercept) -3.024*** -3.225*** -3.301*** 
 (0.136) (0.185) (0.192) 

exp_freemovAccomodate 0.628*** 0.652*** 0.639*** 
 (0.035) (0.049) (0.051) 

exp_regulationAccomodate 0.356*** 0.349*** 0.406*** 
 (0.038) (0.049) (0.052) 

age 0.003* 0.005* 0.006** 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) 

education -0.068*** -0.051** -0.038* 
 (0.013) (0.016) (0.017) 

income -0.022*** -0.018** -0.016* 
 (0.005) (0.006) (0.007) 

partyConservative -0.031 0.018 -0.009 
 (0.055) (0.069) (0.074) 

partyLabour -0.363*** -0.375*** -0.429*** 
 (0.054) (0.068) (0.073) 

partyLiberal Democrat -0.364*** -0.553*** -0.534*** 
 (0.078) (0.105) (0.108) 

partyOther 0.111 0.199* 0.094 
 (0.081) (0.100) (0.104) 

partyUKIP 1.194*** 1.399*** 1.396*** 
 (0.128) (0.191) (0.204) 

gov_approval -0.051** -0.083*** -0.090*** 
 (0.019) (0.024) (0.025) 

british_id 0.165*** 0.179*** 0.195*** 
 (0.009) (0.012) (0.012) 

want_less_immigration 0.152*** 0.148*** 0.151*** 
 (0.008) (0.010) (0.011) 

want_more_sovereignty 0.459*** 0.472*** 0.446*** 
 (0.018) (0.023) (0.024) 

countryScotland -0.233*** -0.228*** -0.201** 
 (0.052) (0.064) (0.064) 

countryWales -0.161* -0.144 -0.129 
 (0.064) (0.075) (0.075) 

priorW1Weak  0.068  

  (0.088)  

exp_freemovAccomodate:priorw1Weak  -0.187  

  (0.133)  

priorW2Weak   0.192* 
   (0.088) 

exp_freemovAccomodate:priorw2Weak   -0.288* 

   (0.136) 

 

Num. obs. 10524 6631 6337 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 

 

 

Table 3: Probit regression predicting Leave vote 
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The results of models 2a W1 and 2a W2 are surprising: in the model which uses wave 1, the interaction effect 
is not significant; in the model which uses wave 2, the interaction effect is significant but does not go in the 
expected direction. Since I expected weak priors to amplify the effect of expectations, I anticipated that the 
interaction coefficient would go in the same direction as the expectation coefficient. Yet, they have opposite 
signs, meaning that having weak priors in fact weakens the effect of expectations. In other words, if a person 
had weak prior attitudes towards the EU when they answered wave 2 of the survey, their expectations played 
a smaller role in their decision in the Brexit referendum than it did for people with strong prior attitudes. 

This fact that the results were insignificant with wave 1 but significant with wave 2 may have to do with the 
European Parliament elections of 2014, which happened between the two waves. In this election, UKIP made 
big gains and became the largest party, which may have made the European issue more salient in voters’ 
minds. In fact, it is possible that UKIP’s campaign or its election result made some people who previously had 
strong priors reconsider the EU issue, making them less sure of what they would vote if such a referendum 
did ever happen, resulting in weak priors. The coefficient for weak priors is positive, meaning that these 
undecided people were more likely to vote Leave in the end. However, I do not see which mechanism can 
explain the negative interaction coefficient. 

Next, I test hypothesis 2b, once again first with the prior from wave 1 (model 2b W1) and then with the prior 
from wave 2 (model 2b W2). Table 4 shows a comparison of the results of model 1 (the basic model without 
priors), model 2b W1 and model 2b W2. The interaction terms in these models yield insignificant results, 
suggesting that respondents’ prior opinions about the EU neither amplified nor weakened the effect of 
expectations. In fact, prior opinions seemed to play no role at all, as the coefficients for the prior variables 
themselves are insignificant.  

It is interesting to note that the coefficient for the prior from W2 is significant in model 2a W2 but is not in 
model 2b W2, even though the data comes from the exact same set of people in the same wave of the study. 
The only difference between the two regression is that, in one case, the prior has an interaction with 
exp_freemov, while in the other case it has an interaction with exp_regulation. This means that priorW2 is in 
fact only significant because the interaction with exp_freemov is included in the regression, which makes the 
role of priors in determining voting behaviour even more ambiguous. 

In conclusion, the analysis of prior opinions about the EU yields an unclear picture, suggesting that they either 
play no role or play a role different from the one I postulated. It would be interesting for future research to 
study this mechanism in more detail. 
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 Model 1 Model 2b W1 Model 2b W2 

(Intercept) -3.024*** -3.220*** -3.284*** 
 (0.136) (0.185) (0.192) 

exp_freemovAccomodate 0.628*** 0.627*** 0.597*** 
 (0.035) (0.046) (0.048) 

exp_regulationAccomodate 0.356*** 0.348*** 0.425*** 
 (0.038) (0.053) (0.055) 

age 0.003* 0.005* 0.006** 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) 

education -0.068*** -0.050** -0.038* 
 (0.013) (0.016) (0.017) 

income -0.022*** -0.018** -0.016* 
 (0.005) (0.006) (0.007) 

partyConservative -0.031 0.019 -0.010 
 (0.055) (0.069) (0.074) 

partyLabour -0.363*** -0.376*** -0.430*** 
 (0.054) (0.068) (0.073) 

partyLiberal Democrat -0.364*** -0.557*** -0.537*** 
 (0.078) (0.104) (0.108) 

partyOther 0.111 0.199* 0.094 
 (0.081) (0.100) (0.103) 

partyUKIP 1.194*** 1.394*** 1.399*** 
 (0.128) (0.190) (0.205) 

gov_approval -0.051** -0.083*** -0.088*** 
 (0.019) (0.024) (0.025) 

british_id 0.165*** 0.179*** 0.195*** 
 (0.009) (0.012) (0.012) 

want_less_immigration 0.152*** 0.148*** 0.151*** 
 (0.008) (0.010) (0.011) 

want_more_sovereignty 0.459*** 0.472*** 0.444*** 
 (0.018) (0.023) (0.024) 

countryScotland -0.233*** -0.227*** -0.199** 
 (0.052) (0.064) (0.064) 

countryWales -0.161* -0.146 -0.133 
 (0.064) (0.075) (0.075) 

priorW1Weak  -0.018  

  (0.081)  

exp_regulationAccomodate:priorW1Weak  0.010  

  (0.143)  

priorW2Weak   0.103 
   (0.080) 

exp_regulationAccomodate:priorW2Weak   -0.118 

   (0.149) 

 

Num. obs. 10524 6631 6337 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 

 

 

Table 4: probit regression predicting Leave vote 
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6. CONCLUSION 
 

In this thesis, I have argued that, in disintegration referenda such as the Brexit referendum, the conflicting 
narratives about the consequences of a disintegrative outcome lead voters to develop different expectations 
about such consequences. This, in turn, influences voting behaviour: voters who believe the “accommodate” 
narrative are more likely to vote for disintegration than voters who believe the “punish” narrative. Using 
survey data from the BES, I have shown that this is true for voting in the Brexit referendum: people who 
believed it would be possible for the UK to regain control of its immigration and legislation without being 
excluded from the European single market were significantly more likely to vote Leave than those who 
thought this would not be possible. 

Having shown that expectations matter, I then tried to find out for whom they matter. Here, I argued that 
expectations were likely to play a bigger role for people without strong prior opinions about the EU. This 
hypothesis was proven wrong: priors from 2015 and 2016 had no significant interaction with the free 
movement expectation, and none of the priors had significant interactions with the regulation expectation. 
Only in one case did the interaction yield a highly significant effect: the interaction between the prior from 
2014 and the free movement expectation. However, against my predictions, this coefficient was negative: 
without strong prior opinions are in fact less influenced by expectations than those who have strong prior 
opinions.  

In relation to the theoretical framework, I have argued that expectations constitute a fourth approach to the 
determinants of voting behaviour on European integration, and have shown that these variables have 
significant effects on voting behaviour even when controlling for the main factors uncovered by the existing 
literature. However, there is an important caveat: one could argue that expectations do not constitute a new, 
independent pillar of voting behaviour but rather flow through the cue-taking channel: since it is difficult to 
figure out what foreign actors’ threats mean and what negotiating position the country would actually find 
itself in in the event of a disintegrative vote, people simply take cues from sources they trust to form their 
expectations. Therefore an individual’s expectations may simply reflect the narrative of his or her preferred 
source. In the regression analysis, it is hard to distinguish the two effects. As Walter et al (2017: 21) note, the 
effect of expectations observed in the regression analysis may simply be an artefact of partisan effects. 

While such concerns are justified, there are reasons to believe that voters in the Brexit referendum did not 
form their expectations based exclusively on cues from trusted political actors. First, theoretically, in a high-
intensity campaign, individuals should be less prone to cue-taking: in such contexts, information abounds 
and voters are expected to be more certain of their own issue preferences and better equipped to judge how 
the ballot proposal and the reversion point relate to these preferences. Therefore, they are more likely to 
vote according to their actual position on issues rather than follow cues (Hobolt 2009: 98, 148).  

Second, concretely, cues in the Brexit referendum were muddled: both the Labour and the Conservative 
party, while officially campaigning for Remain, were internally divided, thus giving their voters unclear 
indications about what they should vote for – let alone what they should expect about the result of 
negotiations in the event of a Leave vote. Looking into the data, the expectations variables are correlated 
with party identification, but not very strongly10: for example, Conservatives are almost equally split between 
thinking freedom of movement is necessary to retain access to the single market and thinking it is not; two 
third of Labour supporters think freedom of movement is necessary while one third doesn’t; the most drastic 
sign of an overwhelming majority agreeing with their party’s narrative is UKIP, where only 21.5% of 
supporters think the UK will have to accept freedom of movement in order to retain access to the European 
markets. 

Therefore, I believe that expectations are not driven only by cue-taking from national parties. However, it is 
clear that they are driven by something: they are not an innate characteristic of voters. Therefore, it would 
be interesting for future research to further examine expectations as a dependent variable, going back 
further into the causal chain to find out how people form expectations in confusing information contexts. For 

                                                           
10 Cramer’s V between the party variable and the expectation variables is always lower than 0.3, see appendix B. 
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example, knowledge and political sophistication are likely to play a role in expectation formation: a good 
grasp of the functioning of the EU, of its relationship with the UK or of international bargaining in general can 
affect a person’s beliefs about the consequences of a disintegrative vote. Another important factor, which 
Walter et al (2016) study in their paper, is how credible the threats of foreign actors are. What makes people 
more or less likely to believe these threats? Walter et al (2016: 27) show, for example, that the use of costly 
signals in the Greek bailout referendum was effective in convincing voters that the other member states 
would not accommodate a disintegrative vote. 

To conclude, I argued at the beginning of this contribution that expectations have implications for the 
legitimacy of the referendum result and of its implementation. Since the referendum, the EU has forcefully 
insisted that there can be no participation in the single market without complying with its rules and accepting 
freedom of movement: the UK cannot have its cake and eat it (Rankin and Stewart 2016, Watts 2017). 
Therefore, it seems that an important share of UK voters made a decision based on unrealistic expectations. 
If they had been convinced of the EU’s intractable position, they may have voted differently. In this sense, it 
is understandable that some have proposed holding a second referendum at the end of the negotiations to 
check whether people still want Brexit after they see what it actually looks like. More generally, such 
referenda with international implications are problematic because they create the potential for a particularly 
wide range of narratives, which in turn can mean the difference between voting Leave and voting Remain. 
Are voters’ speculations about the true intentions of foreign actors a good basis for monumental decisions 
whose consequences an entire country will feel for decades to come? 
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8. APPENDIX 
 

A. Operationalisation of control variables 

 
▪ age: respondent’s age. 

▪ education: age at which the respondent finished full time education, separated into 5 groups. 

▪ income: gross household income of the respondent, separated into 15 groups. 

▪ party: party the respondent feels closest to. This takes on the values “Conservatives”, “Labour”, 

“Liberal Democrats”, “UKIP”, “no party preference” and “Other” (which includes the smaller and the 

regional parties: SNP: Plaid Cymru, Greens, BNP). 

▪ Gov_approval: how much the respondent approves of the job the government has been doing on a 

scale from 1 to 5. 

▪ british_id: how British the respondent feels minus how European a person feels. This measures how 

exclusive the British identity is, on a scale from -6 to 6. 

▪ want_less_immigration: whether the respondent thinks more or less European workers should be 

allowed into the UK on a scale from 1 (many more) to 10 (many fewer). 

▪ want_more_sovereignty: whether the respondent thinks the British Parliament should be allowed to 

override all EU laws, 0 if no and 1 if yes. 
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▪ country: respondent’s country. 

 

 

B. Multicollinearity checks 

 

The following tables are correlation tables for all three samples used in the analysis.  

 
Table 5: correlation table for the sample used in hypothesis 1 
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exp_freemov 1.00 0.36 0.10 -0.23 -0.09 0.14 0.32 0.35 0.39 

exp_regulation 0.36 1.00 0.03 -0.22 -0.10 0.10 0.26 0.27 0.31 

age 0.10 0.03 1.00 -0.30 -0.14 0.06 0.12 0.11 0.13 

education -0.23 -0.22 -0.30 1.00 0.24 -0.07 -0.30 -0.30 -0.32 

income -0.09 -0.10 -0.14 0.24 1.00 0.07 -0.09 -0.09 -0.09 

gov_approval 0.14 0.10 0.06 -0.07 0.07 1.00 0.31 0.17 0.33 

british_id 0.32 0.26 0.12 -0.30 -0.09 0.31 1.00 0.52 0.58 

want_less_immigration 0.35 0.27 0.11 -0.30 -0.09 0.17 0.52 1.00 0.55 

want_more_sovereignty 0.39 0.31 0.13 -0.32 -0.09 0.33 0.58 0.55 1.00 

 

 
Table x: correlation table for the sample used in hypothesis 2 with prior W1 
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exp_freemov 1.00 0.37 0.01 0.09 -0.23 -0.09 0.15 0.32 0.35 0.39 

exp_regulation 0.37 1.00 0.01 0.04 -0.23 -0.10 0.10 0.26 0.28 0.31 

priorW1 0.01 0.01 1.00 -0.08 0.00 -0.01 0.06 0.02 0.01 0.02 

age 0.09 0.04 -0.08 1.00 -0.30 -0.15 0.09 0.13 0.09 0.13 

education -0.23 -0.23 0.00 -0.30 1.00 0.25 -0.07 -0.31 -0.30 -0.33 

income -0.09 -0.10 -0.01 -0.15 0.25 1.00 0.08 -0.08 -0.09 -0.10 

gov_approval 0.15 0.10 0.06 0.09 -0.07 0.08 1.00 0.32 0.18 0.34 

british_id 0.32 0.26 0.02 0.13 -0.31 -0.08 0.32 1.00 0.52 0.60 

want_less_immigration 0.35 0.28 0.01 0.09 -0.30 -0.09 0.18 0.52 1.00 0.56 

want_more_sovereignty 0.39 0.31 0.02 0.13 -0.33 -0.10 0.34 0.60 0.56 1.00 
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Table 6: correlation table for the sample used in hypothesis 2 with prior W2 
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exp_freemov 1.00 0.38 0.00 0.08 -0.24 -0.09 0.16 0.33 0.36 0.40 

exp_regulation 0.38 1.00 -0.01 0.05 -0.23 -0.10 0.11 0.27 0.28 0.32 

priorW2 0.00 -0.01 1.00 -0.06 0.01 0.00 0.10 0.05 0.03 0.05 

age 0.08 0.05 -0.06 1.00 -0.30 -0.16 0.09 0.13 0.09 0.12 

education -0.24 -0.23 0.01 -0.30 1.00 0.25 -0.08 -0.32 -0.30 -0.33 

income -0.09 -0.10 0.00 -0.16 0.25 1.00 0.08 -0.09 -0.10 -0.10 

gov_approval 0.16 0.11 0.10 0.09 -0.08 0.08 1.00 0.34 0.19 0.36 

british_id 0.33 0.27 0.05 0.13 -0.32 -0.09 0.34 1.00 0.54 0.61 

want_less_immigration 0.36 0.28 0.03 0.09 -0.30 -0.10 0.19 0.54 1.00 0.57 

want_more_sovereignty 0.40 0.32 0.05 0.12 -0.33 -0.10 0.36 0.61 0.57 1.00 

 

In all three samples, the variables british_id, want_less_immigration and want_more_sovereignty are rather 
highly correlated. Nevertheless, all three variables achieve high significance in the regression models. Other 
than that, there are no problematic correlations. 

Note that the variables “party” and “country” are categoric, so they are not included in the correlation table. 
I do, however, calculate Cramer’s V between “party” and the two expectation variables to check that they 
are not too closely related, as such a relation could be expected from a cue-taking point of view. 

 

Cramer’s V for the sample used in hypothesis 1 

Cramer’s V between exp_freemov and party: 0.259 

Cramer’s V between exp_regulation and party: 0.221 

 

Cramer’s V for the sample used in hypothesis 2 with prior W1 

Cramer’s V between exp_freemov and party: 0.257 

Cramer’s V between exp_regulation and party: 0.224 

 

Cramer’s V for the sample used in hypothesis 2 with prior W2 

Cramer’s V between exp_freemov and party: 0.279 

Cramer’s V between exp_regulation and party: 0.244 

 

C. Predicted probabilities for model 1 with other configurations 

 

Figure 1 in the paper showed the predicted probability of voting Leave for a person living in England, with no 
party preference and displaying the mean value on all other variables. Here, I present the result for other 
types of baseline voters. 
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Predicted probabilities of voting Leave depending on expectations, for a person living in England and 
displaying the mean value on all other variables – varying party affiliation: 
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Predicted probabilities of voting Leave depending on expectations, for a person living in England and 
displaying the mean value on all other variables – varying country: 
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Overall, the patterns of predicted probabilities are similar for all parties and all countries, just shifted upwards 
or downwards. The exception is UKIP supporters, for whom the probability of voting Leave is very high in any 
case and is therefore not very strongly affected by expectations. 


