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Abstract 
In the early 21st century, the United Kingdom (UK) witnessed a significant rise in net immigration, partly caused 
by freedom of movement within the European Union (EU). In response to political pressures, a referendum on EU 
membership was held in June 2016, resulting in a narrow majority for leaving the EU. This paper analyses the 
relative impact of contact and perceived threat on prejudice and voting behaviour in the referendum based on a 
sample of 1127 UK adults. While racial prejudice was a significant predictor of stated voting behaviour in the 
referendum, the relationship of voting with perceived threat was greater.  Both factors were around five times 
more predictive of voting behaviour than contact.  Both prejudice towards and perceived threat from EU 
immigrants was significantly more predictive than the same measures across all immigrants, suggesting that the 
impact of these variables on voting behaviour was more nuanced than a general negativity towards immigrants. 
There was no evidence that any positive effect of contact in reducing prejudice cumulates over multiple 
touchpoints. 
 
Keywords: Intergroup Threat, Contact Theory, Prejudice, Brexit, Immigration, Voting Behaviour 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In the last 20 years, there has been a large increase in immigration into the United Kingdom (UK) (Office for 
National Statistics 2017), with net immigration over four million – about 30% of them from the European Union 
(EU). During the parliament of 2010 – 2015, the United Kingdom Independence Party, who campaigned for a 
referendum on whether to leave the EU, became the third most popular party in the UK.  In this parliament, the 
Prime Minister promised that following the 2015 UK general election, there would be a referendum on the UK’s 
membership of the EU.  In the referendum, held in June 2016, the UK voted to leave the EU.  Although most 
immigration comes from outside the EU, the Leave campaign used EU immigration as a central plank of their 
strategy (Hall, 2016).  Whilst there were many reasons for people’s voting decisions, immediately after the 
announcement of the decision to leave the EU there was a 41% increase in crimes defined as being racially 
motivated (Forster, 2016), potentially suggesting that racial prejudice played a part (Khaleeli, 2016). 
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Whilst high levels of immigration can cause many varied effects, psychological theory highlights the potential for 
two opposing outcomes: improved racial attitudes from increased contact (Allport, 1954) and worsening racial 
attitudes arising from greater perceived intergroup threat (Cottrell and Neuberg, 2005).  The objective of this study 
was to understand the extent to which contact with, and perceived threat from immigrants were factors in 
individuals’ voting behaviour in the EU referendum.   
 
Contact theory states that tensions between two groups can be reduced if people in one group have more contact 
with those in the other (Brown and Hewstone, 2005).  Allport (1954) stated four conditions needed for contact to 
improve intergroup relations: equal status between groups, common goals, co-operation between groups, and 
external support for the contact. Whilst the theory was designed to apply to ingroups and outgroups in general, 
much of the early work focussed on race as the basis for group membership. In the present paper, the words race, 
racial and ethnic are used in their colloquial meaning (Kittles and Weiss, 2003), although even at the time of 
Allport’s early work there was little support for a genetic definition of race (e.g. Montagu, 1941). 
 
A focus of contact research was on the desegregation of schools. Bullock (1978) showed that whilst increased 
contact did improve intergroup relations, Allport’s (1954) condition of equal status was important, and that the 
positive impact of contact was greater among whites (the majority group) than blacks (the minority group). Further 
evidence has been presented for (e.g. Wood and Sonleitner, 1996) and against (Schofield, 1979) the existence of 
long-term effects of contact.  
 
Other work looked at contact effect within mixed neighbourhoods.  Morris (1973) found that simply living in 
mixed racial areas didn’t improve racial attitudes, but when there was actual contact by having both races visiting 
each other’s houses, attitudes improved.  This is similar to Pettigrew’s (1967) distinction between desegregation 
of students, (e.g. busing black students to schools in predominantly white neighbourhoods) and integration, where 
students genuinely mix with a sense of equality.  However, because integration requires a purposive decision to 
mix, there is an element of self-selection involved.  Consequently, any correlation between contact and racial 
attitudes is potentially an effect of attitudes causing contact rather than contact changing attitudes. 
 
More recent work has looked at a wider variety of ingroup / outgroup situations than simply racial, including 
sexual orientation (Heinze and Horn, 2009), disability (Slininger et al., 2000) and the elderly (Schwartz and 
Simmons, 2001). Another important change from the earlier work is that, particularly in the UK, minorities from 
a wider range of racial backgrounds have been included in the studies. A meta-analysis showed a very consistent 
positive contact effect size (average r = -.21) in terms of intergroup contact reducing prejudice (Pettigrew and 
Tropp, 2006) and that contact effects were greatest when Allport’s conditions were satisfied – but they still 
occurred when there was no evidence that any of them had been met.   
 
Opinions are divided on the mechanisms that cause contact effect. McClendon (1974) suggests that the mechanism 
is linked to Sheriff’s (1975) theory of superordinate goals where individuals put aside differences to achieve a 
common goal.  However, Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) found evidence for contact effect when there was no obvious 
superordinate goal. They proposed that the underlying mechanism for contact effects is linked to Zajonc’s (1968) 
theory of mere exposure, where basic familiarity increases liking, reduces anxiety about the outgroup, increases 
empathy and (to a lesser extent) enhances knowledge.  This mechanism of anxiety reduction is now commonly 
linked to the concept of intergroup threat theory. 
 
Intergroup threat is an offshoot of the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 2010).  Tajfel (1970) showed experimentally 
that even randomly dividing people into groups caused members of one group to discriminate against members of 
the other.  This suggested that intergroup conflict and prejudice was not necessarily caused by existing 
predispositions among individuals in a group, but it could arise from group membership itself (Tajfel and Turner, 
1979).  
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 Intergroup threat theory (Stephan and Stephan, 2000) is specifically concerned with the perceived threat that one 
group feels from another, affecting their attitudes towards the outgroup.  Riek et al. (2006) found a moderate 
relationship between five types of threat (realistic threats, symbolic threats, anxiety, negative stereotypes and group 
esteem) and outgroup attitudes.  Later work by Stephan and Mealy (2011) concluded that intergroup threat could 
adequately be described on two dimensions: realistic threat such as taking people’s jobs, burdening the welfare 
state etc. and symbolic threat which impact groups’ system of meaning – such as religion and other culturally-
based belief systems.   
 
Shimoni and Schwarzwald (2003) showed that the type of threat varied depending on the different ingroups and 
outgroups and the circumstances of each group.  Whilst Jews in Israel perceived the threat from Arabs as realistic, 
religious Jews perceived the threat from secular Jews as symbolic. Much recent work on intergroup threat shows 
realistic threat being significantly more important in driving prejudice than symbolic threat (e.g., Maher et al., 
2017). In this line, Vasilopoulou (2016), using results of survey research, cites provision of education and health 
services, higher levels of crime among migrants and restriction of the right to work for immigrants as key factors 
affecting individuals’ EU referendum voting intentions in the UK – consequently, the current study uses realistic 
threat as the measure of intergroup threat. This decision is also supported by recent work published after this study 
was conducted (van de Vyver et al., 2018) which showed a significant relationship between realistic threat, but 
not symbolic threat, and referendum voting behaviour. 
 
Although there has been research on the role of contact in reducing both realistic and symbolic intergroup threat 
(e.g. Blascovich et al., 2001), there has been very little work on the relative impact of the two effects (contact and 
intergroup threat) on attitudes towards immigrants. Pettigrew and Hewstone (2017) discuss in detail the balance 
between contact and intergroup threats, but they only speculate on how this applied in the 2016 UK EU 
referendum. Whilst there were multiple reasons for individuals’ voting behaviour in the referendum (with racial 
attitudes being just one possibility), by including stated voting behaviour as the dependent variable, this study 
provides quantitative values for the impact of each dimension. 
 
Given the abovementioned arguments, we made the following hypotheses. H1: Contact effect is cumulative. 
Individuals having contact with other ethnic groups across multiple touchpoints are less negatively prejudiced 
towards these groups. H2: There is a positive relationship between levels of perceived threat from immigrants in 
the UK and racial prejudice. H3: The measured levels of perceived threat have a greater impact on racial prejudice 
than the measured levels of contact. H4: Racial prejudice is a statistically significant predictor of stated voting 
behaviour in the 2016 Brexit referendum. H5: The measured levels of perceived threat have a greater impact on 
stated voting behaviour in the 2016 EU referendum than the measured levels of contact. 
 
2. Method 
 
2.1 Participants 
Participants in the study were UK citizens (n = 1127) aged 18+ at the time of the 2016 UK EU referendum (M = 
46.6, SD = 14.1).  Table 1 summarises the sample demographics, with the UK data as a reference. 
 
Table 1. Sample and population demographics 

 Sample Population 
Sex   
 Female 58.7% (n = 661) 50.68% 
 Male 41.2% (n = 464) 49.32% 
 Other 0.2% (n = 2) - 
Age group   
 19-24 5.1% (n = 57) 8.5% 
 25-34 20% (n = 225) 17.8% 
 35-44 22.4% (n = 253) 16.6% 
 45-54 22% (n = 248) 18.4% 
 55-64 20.5% (n = 231) 15.1% 
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 65-74 8.5% (n = 96) 12.9% 
 +75 1.5% (n = 17) 10.6% 
Country of residence   
 England 82.2% (n = 926) 88.9% 
 Scotland 7.9% (n = 89) 8.2% 
 Wales 7.4% (n = 83) 4.7% 
 Northern Ireland 2.6% (n = 29) 2.8% 
Ethnicity   
 White 89.9% (n = 1013) 87.1% 
 Asian 

Afro-Caribbean  
Non-UK EU             
Other 

5.8% (n = 65) 
1.9% (n=21) 
1.5% (n=17) 
1.0% (n=11) 

12.9% 

Notes: (1) Sex, age and country populations in 2016 as per Office for National Statistics (2017); (2) Ethnicity as 
per Census 2011 (Office for National Statistics 2011); (3) Age group percentages in the population refer to adults;  
(4) The 19-24 years group in the population contains only 20-24 years old. 
 
Three hundred and two participants (26.8%) claimed education at GCSE / O Levels / CSE, 27.9% (n = 314) 
claimed to have education at A level, 27.6% (n = 311) claimed a Bachelor’s level degree, 11.2% (n = 126) said 
they had a postgraduate degree, 2.8% (n = 32) had a Doctorate, and 3.7% (n = 42) had other type of education. 
Respondents were recruited via an invitation sent out on an access panel of individuals provided by Facts 
International, an independent sample provider – access panels contain a wide spread of individuals in terms of age, 
gender, region, education, etc., although not necessarily representative of the population under study. All 
respondents had previously agreed to take part in research interviews. 
 
2.2 Procedure 
After obtaining ethical approval from the University where this research was conducted, potential respondents 
were sent an email explaining that the study concerned social attitudes in the UK following Brexit. If they wished 
to take part, they were provided with a link for access to the online questionnaire, preceded by an information 
sheet and a consent form. Data were collected between 21 April and 1 May 2017.   
 
2.3 Materials 
An online questionnaire was developed addressing the five main elements in the research: demographics, 
prejudice, contact, intergroup threat and voting behaviour. 
 
2.3.1 Demographics  
Demographic questions included respondents’ age group, sex, education level (from compulsory secondary to 
doctorate), citizenship status (British citizen / not British), and ethnicity (White UK, Asian, Afro-Caribbean, 
North/South American, other European).   
 
2.3.2 Prejudice 
We considered prejudice as “an antipathy based upon a faulty and inflexible generalization” (Allport, 1954, p. 9), 
which “tend(s) to form ideological beliefs that justify discrimination” (Pettigrew and Meertens, 1995, p. 58). Racial 
prejudice was measured using an adaptation of the Subtle Prejudice Scale by Pettigrew and Meertens (1995). This 
is a 10-item scale addressing traditional values (4 items; e.g. “Immigrants from the EU living here teach their 
children values and skills different to those required to be successful in the UK”), cultural differences (4 items; 
e.g., “How different do you think that immigrants from the EU are to the rest of the UK population in their religious 
beliefs and practices?”) and positive emotions “sympathy” and “admiration” (2 items), with 4-point Likert 
response format from strongly disagree to strongly agree, and reported alphas in the original study from .73 to .82. 
We modified the answer format to include a middle point (neither agree nor disagree) for traditional values, and 
to measure both existence and valence of perceived differences – different in a positive way (1), not really different 
(2), different but neither better nor worse (2), different in a negative way (4). Also, we excluded one of the items 
for traditional values (“[outgroup] should not push themselves where they are not wanted”) because we considered 
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it a blatant rather than a subtle item. To account for the differences in racial attitudes towards different ethnic 
groups (Hammersley and Woods, 1993; Pettigrew, 1997), the 9 items in the scale were repeated three times – in 
relation to persons with Asian origins, with Afro-Caribbean origins, and in relation to non-UK European 
immigrants. In addition, respondents were also asked a similar set of questions looking at social class to reduce 
the focus on race (these items were not scored or included in the analyses). The order of asking about each group 
was randomised for each participant.  
 
A factor analysis using direct oblimin rotation was conducted to determine whether the 27 items could be 
considered as a single scale. A parallel analysis with 999 iterations revealed a solution with six factors, three of 
which were driven by a single outgroup. In contrast, further factor analyses revealed that, when the items 
addressing each of the three outgroups were considered as sub-scales, a single factor solution accounted for 
roughly a third of the total variance in each case (see Table 2). The KMO statistic was between .70 and .75 for 
each solution, which is adequate (Kaiser, 1974); and Bartlett’s Test for sphericity was highly significant for each 
analysis. The sub-scales’ Cronbach’s alphas were acceptable between .71 and .75, and no alpha would increase if 
any item were removed. In consequence, multiple linear regression was utilised to create three separate prejudice 
scores for each participant – one for each of the racial groups–, and the three results were averaged to create an 
overall prejudice score. Thus calculated, overall scores ranged from 3.37 (most prejudiced) to -2.57 (least 
prejudiced) (M = -.06, SD = 0.87). 
 
Table 2. Properties of the prejudice scale by racial group 

 % variance in 
1st factor KMO test 

Bartlett’s 
sphericity test Cronbach’s α 

Max. α if item 
deleted 

Asian 29.0% .751 .000 .752 .740 
Afro-Caribbean 33.3% .702 .000 .707 .695 
Non-UK EU 
immigrants 32.8% .746 .000 .742 .725 

 
2.3.3 Contact 
We measured contact across four touchpoints – current local neighbourhood, current or most recent work 
environment, school and online social media. We excluded contact with friends because the potential for self-
selection was felt to be too great (e.g. Binder et al., 2009). The same self-selection argument could potentially be 
applied to social media, although to a lesser extent as social media contacts can be friends, followers or just 
contacts (Kietzmann et al., 2011).  
 
For each of the touchpoints, participants indicated whether ‘I am the only person of my racial group’, ‘I am one 
of just a few of my racial group’, ‘There are roughly equal numbers of people of different racial groups’, ‘Most of 
the people are of my racial group’, or ‘All of the people are of my racial group’ (scores 1-5). In addition, where 
contact had taken place, respondents were asked whether this included contact with Asians, Afro-Caribbeans 
and/or non-UK Europeans. A total contact score was calculated by adding the score for each touchpoint. 
 
2.3.4 Intergroup Threat 
Realistic intergroup threat was measured using five items taken from scales developed by Stephan et al. (1998). 
Participants were asked to indicate their degree of agreement with “[outgroup] are taking jobs away from UK 
citizens”, “are contributing to the increase in crime in the UK”, “should not have immediate access to the National 
Health System”, “are putting too big a burden on the school system”, and “are contributing to an increase in drug 
usage”. The items were rated in a 5-point Likert-type scale from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree”. As with 
contact, the four questions were asked repeatedly for Asians, Afro-Caribbeans and non-UK Europeans. 
 
A factor analysis using a direct oblimin rotation revealed that the 12-item scale was one-dimensional – the first 
factor accounts for nearly 60% of the total variance and is spread consistently across all racial groups. Cronbach’s 
alpha was high at .95. As a result, an overall threat variable was created from the responses across all racial groups 
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using a regression on the first factor.  However, sub-scales associated with each racial group did also present good 
psychometric properties and were used in some analyses (see Table 3). 
 
Table 3. Properties of the intergroup threat scale 

 
% variance 
in 1st factor KMO test 

Bartlett’s 
sphericity 

test Cronbach’s α 
Max. α if 

item deleted 
Total perceived threat 58.9% .916 .000 .950 .948 
Asian threat 63.2% .853 .000 .866 .858 
Afro-Caribbean threat 62.3% .822 .000 .847 .825 
Non-UK EU threat 65.6% .855 .000 .866 .861 

 
2.3.5 Voting Behaviour 
Respondents were asked how they voted in the EU referendum (not vote, Leave, Remain, rather not say).  In 
addition, a second question was asked about the intensity of their conviction about the selected option (a little 
better, much stronger, extremely strongly). The result was a classification in six groups ranging with values from 
–3 (extremely strongly Remain) to +3 (extremely strongly Leave).  
 
2.4 Pilot Study 
The questionnaire was piloted between 10 and 13 April 2017.  As the analysis suggested that the questionnaire 
was too long, a section of the study dealing with gender issues (not included in this report) was removed.   
 
2.5 Analysis 
Data analysis was conducted with SPSS v.21.  The data consisted of continuous variables, ordinal variables and 
simple binary variables.  Consequently, a range of analyses were used including Pearson product-moment 
correlations, simple and multiple linear regression for continuous variables and Spearman’s rank correlations and 
binary logistic regression for ordinal and binary data.  
 
3. Results 
 
H1: Contact effect is cumulative.  Individuals having contact with other ethnic groups across multiple touchpoints 
are less negatively prejudiced towards these groups. 
 
As we measured racial prejudice towards Asian, Afro-Caribbean and non-UK EU individuals, this hypothesis was 
only tested on the white population – for non-white UK residents, contact with other racial groups would include 
white residents. Significant negative Spearman correlations were found between prejudice score and contact 
through social media (r = -.15, p < .001), school (r = -.10, p = .002), neighbourhood (r = -.07, p = .024), and total 
contact score (r = -.12, p < .001). Correlation through work failed to reach significance (r = -.05, p = .104). 
It can be argued that age may affect the correlations above, as, for example, younger individuals tend to use more 
social media than older ones – and young age has been found to be associated with lower racial prejudice. In the 
present study, there was indeed a positive correlation between age and prejudice (r = .14, p (1-tailed) < .001). 
Therefore, a mediation analysis using regression was conducted to control for the effect of age on the correlation 
between dichotomous contact and prejudice. Results are shown in Table 4, with the r values approximately 80% 
of the initial value. The correlation with prejudice for the sum of contacts was the highest, although the difference 
compared to the correlation with social media was not significant; z = .40, p (1 tailed) = .343. This again does not 
support H1. 
 
Table 4. Correlation of dichotomous contact and prejudice, controlling for age 

 Direct effect r 
value Sign. (2-tailed) 

Indirect effect r 
value 

Direct effect as 
proportion of total 

School  -.11 .001 -.04 73% 
Neighbourhood -.05 .108 -.01 80% 
Work -.06 .055 -.01 89% 
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Social media -.14 < .001 -.03 80% 
Sum of 4 contacts -.15 < .001 -.03 82% 

 
H2: There is a positive relationship between levels of perceived threat from immigrants in the UK and racial 
prejudice. 
 
To test this hypothesis, Spearman’s correlation was calculated between threat score and prejudice score, with a 
highly significant result at r = .64, p < .001. As before, H2 was only tested on the white population. 
 
H3: The measured levels of perceived threat have a greater impact on racial prejudice than the measured levels 
of contact. 
 
A regression analysis was conducted with prejudice as the dependent variable and threat and dichotomous contact 
score as the independent variables.  Both predictors are highly significant (standardised beta = .625 for threat and 
-.106 for contact, both p (2-tailed) < .001), but the effect of threat is significantly higher than the effect of contact 
(z = 13.13, p < .001). The model has a total R value of .646. 
 
Due to the significant correlations between age and prejudice (r = .14, p < .001), and education and prejudice (r = 
-.19, p < .001), both were included as potential mediating variables in the regression analysis, though only the 
latter reached a significant beta coefficient. The inclusion of education marginally increased the R value to .652, 
with all beta coefficients (.615 for threat, -.093 for contact, and -.088 for education) significant at p (2-tailed) < 
.001. The overall pattern of results is similar to the unmediated regression, with threat still significantly more 
predictive of prejudice than contact (z = 13.08, p < .001). 
 
H4: Racial prejudice is a statistically significant predictor of stated voting behaviour in the 2016 Brexit 
referendum. 
 
About equal numbers of respondents indicated they had voted Remain (42.9%) and Leave (42.6%), with 11.5% 
who did not vote, and an additional 3% who refused to answer the question. The intensity of conviction about the 
selected option was similar for ‘Leavers’ and ‘Remainers’ – approximately half of each group felt extremely 
strongly that their decision was the right one, whilst the other half had some reservations; see Table 5. 
 
Table 5. Intensity of conviction about the selected voting option 

 Leave Remain 
There were reasons for voting either way, but in the end, I thought that [the option] was 
a little better 

25.8% 20.9% 

While there were arguments for both sides, I felt that [the option] had a much stronger 
case overall 

22.9% 28.8% 

I felt extremely strongly that [the option] was the right thing for the UK 51.3% 50.3% 
 
 
To test H4, a binary logistic regression analysis was first conducted with dichotomous voting behaviour 
(Remain/Leave) as the dependent variable and prejudice as the predictor variable. The results revealed a highly 
significant relationship between prejudice and voting Leave; r (Wald) = .32, p (1-tailed) < .001, 66.4% correctly 
predicted. Due to the significant correlations between age and voting Leave (r = .12, p (1-tailed) < .001), and 
education and voting Leave (r = -.20, p (1-tailed) < .001), both were included as potential mediating variables in 
the regression analysis. Only education showed a significant effect. The result of the regression including 
education increased the correct prediction to 68%, but the change in r value, from .32 to .30, was not significant 
(z = .45, p = .657).  Thus, although the level of education does help to predict voting behaviour, it is not 
significantly changing the impact of racial prejudice. 
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The level of prejudice presents a clear monotonic pattern across the six groups formed by the combination of type 
of vote (Remain/Leave) and intensity of conviction (a little better, much stronger, extremely strongly); see Figure 
1. An ANOVA revealed that differences are significant (F (5,957) = 41.70, p < .001), and post-hoc Tukey’s HSD 
tests showed a greater level of differentiation in terms of prejudice between the different intensities of voting Leave 
than of voting Remain (Table 6). In addition, the correlation between prejudice and intensity of voting Leave was 
significant (r = .42, p (1-tailed) < .001) and higher than the correlation between prejudice and just voting Leave or 
Remain; z = 3.80, p = 0.001. 

 
 
Table 6. Post-hoc Tukey’s HSD tests for differences in prejudice between voting groups 

  Remain  Leave   
  Medium Strong Weak Medium Strong 
Remain Weak t(960) = 063, p = 

.495 
t(960) = 2.25, p 
= .108 

t(960) = 2.70, p 
= .038 

t(960) = 3.95, p 
= .001 

t(960) = 7.80 
*** 

 Medium  t(960) = 1.73, p 
= .254 

t(960) = 3.60, p 
= .002 

t(960) = 4.91 
*** 

t(960) = 9.46 
*** 

 Strong   t(960) = 5.70 
*** 

t(960) = 7.06 
*** 

t(960) = 13.14 
*** 

Leave Weak    t(960) = 3.26 
*** 

t(960) = 5.08 
*** 

 Medium     t(960) = 3.29,  
p = .007 

*** p < .001 
 
The overall prejudice score utilised in the analyses above was the result of averaging the three separate prejudice 
scores – one for each racial group – obtained for each participant, as explained before. However, when looking at 
a decision to leave the EU, the most critical factor would likely be the prejudice towards non-UK EU immigrants. 
To test this, additional binary logistic regression analyses were conducted with dichotomous voting behaviour 
(Remain/Leave) as the dependent variable and the prejudice score associated with each racial group as the predictor 
variable. Table 7 summarises the results. The r value found for prejudice towards non-UK EU immigrants was 
significantly higher than towards Asians (z = 1.76, p = .039) and Afro-Caribbeans (z = 3.75, p < .001), but not than 
the total prejudice result (z = .66, p = .511). 
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Table 7. Binary logistic regression of race-specific prejudice on dichotomous voting Leave behaviour 
 % correctly predicted r (Wald) p value 
Asian  63.9% .28 < .001 
Afro-Caribbean  61.7% .23 < .001 
Non-UK EU  66.7% .33 < .001 

 
H5: The measured levels of perceived threat have a greater impact on stated voting behaviour in the 2016 EU 
referendum than the measured levels of contact. 
 
To test H5, a binary logistic regression was conducted with dichotomous voting behaviour as the dependent 
variable and total threat and total contact as the independent variables. The results were significant for threat (r 
(Wald) = .35, p (1-tailed) < .001), but not for contact (r (Wald) = -.03, p (1-tailed) = .071); 67.4% correctly 
predicted. Another regression analysis with intensity of voting as the dependent variable found significant effect 
of both total threat (standard beta = .46, p (2-tailed) < .001) and total contact (standard beta = -.09, p (2-tailed) = 
.002), with the former significantly more relevant than the latter (z = 8.56, p < .001); total R = .480.  
 
Three additional regression analyses were conducted with dichotomous voting behaviour as the dependent 
variable; IV1 consisted of the scores in the race-specific threat subscales, and IV2 was the dichotomous total 
contact score associated with that racial group. The results are shown in table 8; the differences between the total 
and EU models is significant (z = 2.44, p = .027). For non-UK EU, the r value for perceived threat is significantly 
greater than for contact (z = 6.81, p < .001).  Finally, the r value for the relationship of perceived threat and voting 
behaviour was significantly greater than the r value for the relationship of prejudice and voting behaviour.  The 
test was conducted using an asymptotic z-test (Steigher, 1980) and software developed by Lee and Preacher (2013). 
The z value and probability are z = 3.050, p (2 tailed) = .002.  
 
Table 8. Binary logistic regression of race-specific perceived threat and race-specific contact score on dichotomous 
voting Leave behaviour 

 % correctly 
predicted 

r (Wald) 
(threat) 

p value 
(threat) 

r (Wald) 
(contact) 

p value 
(contact) 

Total  67.4% .35 < .001 -.03 .071 
Asian  66.0% .32 < .001 -.04 .195 
Afro-Caribbean  65.8% .31 < .001 -.00 .906 
Non-UK EU  69.2% .37 < .001 -.06 .019 

 
 
4. Discussion 
 
H1  
The first factor analysis provides evidence that in the UK, people have different prejudices towards the three 
groups (Asians, Afro-Caribbeans and non-UK EU nationals).  This is consistent with the work of Hammersley and 
Woods (1993) and different to the findings of Pettigrew (1997) who concluded that Asians and Afro-Caribbeans 
could be grouped together.  The latter analysis was conducted across Europe and it is possible that the historic mix 
of immigrants would lead to greater discrimination between Asians and Afro-Caribbeans in the UK.   
 
The correlation results indicate that the first hypothesis is not supported as the effect of contact combined across 
all four touchpoints was smaller than the largest single effect (social media contact). Clearly this could reflect a 
genuine lack of accumulation.  Other factors though could potentially have influenced the result. Social media 
contact is more susceptible to self-selection bias than school, work or neighbourhood contact. Also, in the line 
with the proposals on superordinate grouping (Gaertner et al., 1993), some of the more obvious identifiers of group 
differences (e.g. colour, accent, language etc.) are not necessarily present in social media – which could heighten 
the importance of the superordinate group membership such as Facebook friends, mothers on Mumsnet, etc. 
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The second highest relationship between contact and lower prejudice comes from school contact. This is the most 
long-term of the four contact effects and our result is consistent with the work of Wood and Sonleitner (1996) in 
showing that contact effects can be long lasting. However, with the significant recent increase in immigration, 
contact might increasingly be with first generation immigrants, which has been shown to have a less positive effect 
than contact with second generation at schools (Janmaat, 2014).   
 
This study shows a statistically significant positive effect on racial prejudice from neighbourhood contact, although 
the correlation was quite low.  This is different to the findings of Morris (1973) who could not establish a 
significant relationship between neighbourhood contact and prejudice at an overall level; only when he took mixed 
race visiting into account was the effect significant. It is possible that, for many people in the present study, contact 
was merely desegregation rather than integration – and we did not assess the extent to which any of Allport’s four 
conditions for positive effects of contact (Allport, 1954) were met.   
 
H2  
Unlike prejudice, perceived realistic threat forms a single factor across all three racial groups. Thus, whilst there 
are quite high correlations between the three individual racial prejudice measures (average r = .65), this is 
significantly lower than the average correlation between the three individual racial threat measures (average r = 
.87).  This might indicate that whilst people hold different stereotypes of different racial groups, leading to varying 
levels of prejudice across them; perceived realistic threat is more homogeneous for all immigrants, regardless of 
ethnicity 
 
The observed correlation between perceived realistic threat and prejudice (r = .64) is higher than in previous 
literature and supports hypothesis 2.  With the same variables, correlations of r = .31 (Stephan and Stephan, 1996) 
and r =.46 (Stephan et al., 1998) have been reported, and McLaren (2003) found r = .42 between perceived realistic 
threat and desire for expulsion.  Contrarily, Velasco González et al. (2008) found no significant relationship 
between perceived threat and prejudice among Muslims in the Netherlands. 
 
H3  
In this study, perceived threat had about six times the impact of intergroup contact on racial prejudice, which 
provides support to H3.  This is broadly consistent with the findings of Schlueter and Scheepers (2010) who 
calculated that perceived threat was about five times stronger than contact in predicting prejudice; however, they 
found a much stronger effect of contact reducing perception of threat. Fossett and Kiecolt (1989) also discussed 
the variation in outcomes resulting from different social contexts, implying that there is unlikely to be a simple 
ratio between the different impacts of threat and contact on prejudice.  Also, they argued against a consistent 
percentage, because when the size of the outgroup starts to increase, the rise in perceived threat outweighs the 
decrease in prejudice associated with higher contact. 
 
H4  
The data also confirmed that racial prejudice was a significant predictor of voting behaviour in the 2016 
referendum. It is important to consider this result in a wider context. Using data from the European Values Study, 
Evans and Kelley (2017) showed that levels of prejudice in the UK towards people of other religions and 
immigrants in general are among the lowest in Europe, and very similar to those observed in Germany. This is 
important as there is little evidence to indicate that Germany would vote to leave the EU (Mansfield, 2016).  The 
corollary of this would be that other factors pertaining to the role of the EU itself, e.g. social, economic, situational 
etc., are weaker in the UK and these were important drivers of the Leave majority. In fact, prejudice against EU 
immigrants specifically was more predictive of the Leave vote than general racial prejudice. The Leave results 
may reflect an increased desire for “Englishness” following the imposition of austerity measures after the major 
global financial crisis in the early part of the century (Virdee and McGeever, 2018). 
 
Looking at the intensity with which individuals voted also highlights valuable findings. There is a strictly 
monotonic reduction in prejudice from committed Leavers at one end to committed Remainers at the other. 
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However, whilst the variation between the level of prejudice among the three Remainer groups is non-significant, 
there is a greater level of variance among the Leave groups, with a group of individuals who were totally committed 
to Brexit linked to very strong racial prejudice.   
 
H5 
The final hypothesis was also strongly supported.  In the regression on actual voting behaviour, the ratio of the 
effect of perceived threat is about four and a half times greater than that for contact. The ratio for intensity of 
voting is about four to one. These numbers are similar to the ratio that is found when regressing prejudice against 
perceived threat and contact. Again, threat from non-UK EU immigrants produces a better model than that 
achieved from total threat, and also produces a statistically better model than using prejudice towards non-UK EU 
immigrants. 
 
A key difference though is that, although prejudice towards non-UK EU immigrants is lower than towards the 
other groups, the perceived threat is significantly higher.  As discussed earlier, this indicates clear discrimination 
in individuals’ minds between their prejudice towards non-UK EU immigrants, and their perceived realistic threat 
from the same group. 
 
Wagner et al. (2006) argued that the impact of perceived threat is much stronger when threat is higher up the 
political agenda – and during campaigning for the referendum, the Leave group focussed heavily on the realistic 
threat posed by non-UK EU immigrants both to people’s job security and to institutions such as schools and the 
National Health Service (Koch, 2017).  However, whilst across the variables measured in this study, perceived 
realistic threat from non-UK EU immigrants is the greatest predictor of voting behaviour in the 2016 EU 
referendum, it should be noted that it accounts for just under 20% of the variance, so more than 80% of the decision 
to vote Leave comes from other sources. In this line, Abrams and Travaglino (2018) found that threat had an 
especially strong link to intentions to vote Leave when it was combined with a lack of trust in politicians – and it 
has been suggested that the referendum might have become a vote against the establishment, “a popular uprising 
against Britain’s own ruling elites” (Kagarlitsky, 2017, p.112). 
 
5. Conclusions 
 
Our results highlight the complexities involved with both intergroup threat and contact theories. As hypothesised, 
racial prejudice is a significant predictor of stated voting behaviour in the 2016 Brexit referendum, and perceived 
threat had a greater impact on that behaviour than contact. Similarly, the impact of perceived threat on racial 
prejudice is significantly greater than the impact of contact. However, contrary to our expectations, there was no 
evidence that any positive effect of contact in reducing prejudice cumulates over different touchpoints. 
 
It is possible that the effects of contact on perceived threat and hence on voting behaviour were moderated by 
where voters looked to for guidance.  This contact-cue interaction (Dyck and Pearson-Merkowitz, 2014) posits 
that the effect that contact has on behaviour is linked to cues derived from a trusted political elite. Although this 
couldn’t be tested in this research, the data did show a significantly lower tendency for contact to reduce perceived 
threat among the committed Leave voters than among other groups. 
 
Interestingly, prejudice towards non-UK EU immigrants was significantly lower than towards immigrants from 
other countries, but perceived realistic threat from this group was significantly higher. This suggests some 
individuals could perceive a threat from non-UK EU immigrants without it directly leading to prejudice. 
 
The study was conducted almost a year after the referendum. It is possible therefore that the views expressed in 
the study reflect a post-hoc attempt by individuals to justify their voting behaviour. Asking the prejudice and threat 
questions before questions on voting behaviour should have reduced this effect (Kahneman, 2011), but it cannot 
be ruled out as a potential bias. 
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There would also be a benefit in conducting additional work to understand why, although perceived threat appears 
to be a homogeneous concept across all ethnic groups, racial prejudices are much more distinct between them. 
This could be a genuine effect, with people holding different stereotypes about different racial groups, but with all 
of them capable of threatening the indigenous population. Alternatively, it could be a function of the wording of 
the measuring instrument. The fact that there was less prejudice against non-UK EU immigrants but more 
perceived threat from them is also worth investigating in more detail. This might have been influenced by the 
language used in the Brexit campaign, so measuring the linkages between the two measures and whether this has 
changed in the intervening time period would be valuable in understanding the influences on public perceptions. 
 
It is arguable that comparing threat and contact is a false comparison.  Contact is an input, an element in people’s 
lives that has potential to change attitudes. Perceived threat on the other hand is an output, the result of what 
individuals have read, seen, been told, etc.  Consequently, threat is inherently more likely to link to other attitudes 
and even behaviours than contact. Nonetheless, the analysis indicates that simple contact is a fairly blunt 
instrument without taking valence into consideration.  In their analysis of claimed voting intentions for the 
referendum, Meleady et al. (2017) looked at the impact of positive versus negative contact on the decision, and 
Barlow et al. (2012) found that negative contact had more power to increase prejudice than positive contact had 
to reduce it. It would therefore be valuable to extend this work to try and measure a more nuanced indicator of 
contact, allowing for social context including Allport’s (1954) four conditions. This could enable the research to 
define the optimum conditions for achieving positive contact, and the extent to which this can be an antidote to 
the high impact of perceived threat on increasing prejudice. 
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