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Hate at first sight? Dynamic aspects of the electoral impact of 

migrations: the case of the UK and Brexit 

 

Eugenio Levi, Rama Dasi Mariani, Fabrizio Patriarca 

 Sapienza University of Rome 

 

 

Abstract: Recent studies provide evidence that immigration has a significant positive 

effect on the vote for parties with anti-immigration agendas. However, this result does not 

emerge if we apply the same empirical analysis to the UK, whether in the case of Brexit, 

or if we consider support for Ukip or the political intentions expressed in the BES survey. 

To account for this and other fragmented evidence in the literature on personal attitudes 

towards immigration, we formulate the hypothesis that the increase in anti-immigration 

views resulting from an increased number of immigrants in a neighbourhood is a temporary 

effect. Different underlying mechanisms may be at the root of such negative short-run 

effects, such as material concerns about the adjustment cost of new migration flows, or 

prejudicial attitudes, both denoting a “hate at first sight” effect. We build an econometric 

strategy to test for the existence of such a short-run effect in the case of Brexit and then 

assess the robustness of our result using a panel of the vote for Ukip and individual data 

from the BES survey. The evidence robustly supports our hypothesis and provides a basis 

for further analysis. 

 

Keywords: Immigration, Voting, Political Economy, Brexit, Biased attitudes. 
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1. Introduction 

Immigration has recently become a key issue in European and US public debate. Though 

hardly a new topic, immigration has gained a significant role on the political agenda and 

has influenced voting preferences in various recent elections. Recent studies (Otto and 

Steinhardt, 2014; Barone et al., 2016; Dustmann et al., 2016; Steinmayr, 2016; Halla et al., 

2017) have investigated the causal role of immigration on voting, i.e. how individual 

voting preferences are influenced by the stock of immigrants in the neighbourhood. Most 

of them provide evidence that living in an area with a higher number of immigrants 

increases the probability of voting for parties that promote tighter immigration policies. 

Nevertheless, a minority of these studies yield the opposite result for recent elections 

(Steinmayer, 2016; Colantone e Stanig, 2016), and the literature that has focused directly 

on natives’ attitudes towards immigration, rather than on voting, has not observed a 

significant effect caused by the stock of foreign-born individuals (Sheve and Slaughter 

2001; Card et al., 2005). Anecdotal evidence relating to the latest US Presidential Election 

points in the same direction.1 Furthermore, among the findings of the present paper, we 

provide evidence that if we apply the methodology used in previous literature, the positive 

correlation between immigration levels and anti-immigration positions is not confirmed in 

the case of the UK. Here neither the case of Brexit nor support for the UK Independence 

Party (Ukip), nor the political intentions expressed in the British Election Study (BES) 

questionnaires provide evidence of such an impact being produced by the immigrant stock. 

Basing ourselves on this puzzling framework, we formulate the hypothesis that increased 

opposition to immigration is a temporary effect. The effect of recent immigrant flows may 

be different than that produced by the overall stock of immigrants. In other words, the time 

dimension may hold the key to understanding the way immigration affects voting 

preferences. Disentangling these two effects is our paper's main innovation, and will give 

us insights into how immigration impacts political outcomes that could have relevant 

policy implications. Different underlying mechanisms may be at the root of such negative 

                                                 
1http://www.motherjones.com/kevin-drum/2016/11/support-trump-strongest-where- illegal-
immigration-lowest, http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/11/opinion/identity-over- ideology.html 
 
 



 
 

short-run effects, such as material concerns about the adjustment cost of new migrant 

inflows (the early phases of new immigrant integration), or prejudicial attitudes (initial 

attitudes not confirmed by experience), both denoting a “hate at first sight” effect. 

With regard to the former, it is important to note that integration does not happen overnight. 

In fact, initially immigration can place increased pressure on the welfare system and labour 

market, causing natives to react with hostility to the new immigrant flows. Over time, as 

local authorities and the native population learn to cope with the process, a potential initial 

situation of distress may be mitigated. The extensive literature that analyses personal 

attitudes to immigration has pointed out the negative attitudes regarding the effects of 

immigration on the labour market, on crime and on cultural homogeneity (e.g. Sheve and 

Slaughter, 2001; Card et al., 2005). These attitudes may not reflect the effects of 

immigration, but may simply represent perceptions influenced by a failure to anticipate the 

immigrants' integration. 

In the case of prejudicial attitudes, Arrow (1971) suggests that individuals only resort to 

stereotyping immigrants when they lack information on their habits, customs and traditions. 

Therefore, as soon as direct information on the new immigrant neighbours is acquired, the 

negative attitude produced by their presence should cease. A similar argument is that 

political narratives on immigration may be more effective where immigration is more 

recent, as recent changes in the composition of a neighbourhood's population may make 

them more salient. 

The fact that the perception of attitudes towards immigration are an issue in themselves is 

supported by evidence showing that the extent of the immigration (as a whole) is habitually 

overestimated. In the case of the UK (Ipsos Mori, 2016), British citizens think that an 

average of 15% of UK residents were born in another European country (the figure grows 

to 20% among Brexiters), while the actual figure is only 5%. Moreover, they think that 

European citizens make up only 25% of the immigrant population as a whole, whereas the 

actual figure is 37%. 

A recent multi-country experiment has confirmed how this powerful bias is also at work in 

other receiving countries (Gregorieff et al., 2016). Moreover, when subjects are provided 
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with correct information on immigrant population proportions, their attitudes towards them 

immediately and permanently become more positive.   

There is therefore already evidence to suggest that a process of learning about immigration 

may occur over time, mitigating the “hate at first sight” effect. This opens up a new area 

for analysis: i.e. how the resulting prejudicial attitudes are formed and how they can be 

overcome. 

The short-run negative effects of new immigration flows can be tested by examining 

whether areas of more recent immigration return more anti-immigrant votes than areas 

where immigration has a longer history. From this analysis, we may derive some insight as 

to why previous studies offer contradictory results. Furthermore, the fact that migration to 

larger urban centres generally goes back further than migration to more rural areas may 

account for the differences we observe in the effects of immigration in these two different 

contexts. 

Our case study is the 2016 UK Referendum on the country’s membership of the European 

Union. We start from the hypothesis that people’s views on immigration played a major 

role in the victory of “Leave” over “Remain”, i.e. the victory of the Brexit camp. In figure 

1 we show the Google News Trend index for three different topics: immigration, 

unemployment and industry. Unlike in the case of the two other topics, in the days 

preceding recent elections (the May 2014 European Elections and the General Election of 

May 2015) a surge of interest over immigration can be observed, which disappears shortly 

afterwards. This Index reaches its highest peak during the weeks leading up to the 

referendum on EU membership. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Figure 1: Google Trends in UK by topic 

 

 

An Ipsos MORI poll from June 2016 offers reasons to think that non-rational beliefs played 

a substantial role in the framing of the referendum. The research company reported that 33% 

of subjects said they would decide how to vote in the referendum based on the issue of the 

number of immigrants entering Britain, whereas more than 28% said they would base their 

decision on economic concerns. Only 12% reported that their decision would be 

nationalism-related. Some commentators state explicitly that the Brexit result was more 

about xenophobia than Europe. 

If we take these reports seriously, the referendum gives us an opportunity to observe the 

effects of immigration on the popular vote. Data from the European Social Survey also 

confirms that the question of Britain’s membership of the European Union has indeed been 

framed by the issue of immigration. 

We use estimation methodology common to recent literature and thus deal with 

endogeneity issues (Halla, et al. 2017, Barone et al. 2016) using the instrument proposed 

by Altonji and Card (1991), which looks at the network effect, i.e. the fact that immigrants 

tend to move to locations where a group of immigrants of the same ethnicity is already 

present. The assumption is that the local pull factors that attracted immigrants in the past 

(in 1981 and 1991) are uncorrelated with more recent political preferences. Data supports 
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our hypothesis, confirming that the effect of immigration on voting is a dynamic process. 

The short-run effect has a stronger negative impact than the long-run effect. 

Despite the relevance of the 2016 Brexit referendum as a case study, the data available 

suffers from the limitations that apply to cross sectional and regional level data. To 

overcome these drawbacks, we carry out robustness checks using two strategies: we 

analyse votes for Ukip, an extreme right wing party, in the 2004, 2009 and 2014 European 

Elections, using panel estimations with instrumental variables; then we analyse individual 

data on personal attitudes towards immigration and votes for Ukip and Brexit from the 

British Election Study. 

In the next section, we begin by providing a review of the literature on the political effects 

of immigration and discrimination. We then offer an overview of the Brexit case, focusing 

on the political impact of the immigration issue, before moving on to the econometric 

analysis in sections 4 and 5. The final section presents our conclusions. 

 

2. Related Literature 

This paper is related first and foremost to a literature looking at the effects of immigration 

on electoral outcomes. Most studies belonging to this branch (Barone et al., 2016; 

Dustmann et al., 2016; Halla et al., 2017; Otto and Steinhardt, 2014) find a positive 

correlation between the flow of immigrants to a region and votes for parties with clear anti-

immigration agendas. It should be noted, however, that these results are not without caveats. 

For instance, the panel dataset covering six general elections in Austria - on which Halla et 

al. (2017) base their work - allows the authors to break down the effect for each round of 

voting. What they find is that “[…] the immigrants’ cultural distance to Austrian society 

mattered (only) at the beginning of the sample period”.2 

More importantly, big cities are observed to behave differently in all the studies. Barone et 

al. (2016) suggest three alternative explanations for this pattern. Firstly, urban areas are 

                                                 
2Halla et al. (2017) p. 5. 
 



 
 

characterised by a more highly skilled population.3 A well-known result that emerges from 

the studies on natives’ attitudes towards immigration (Sheve and Slaughter, 2001; Mayda, 

2006; Facchini and Mayda, 2009; Card et al., 2012) is that natives may perceive immigrants 

with skill sets similar to their own as producing greater competition in the labour market. 

Given that immigration to the European countries is mainly unskilled, support for parties 

with an anti-immigration agenda will therefore tend to emerge among the low-skilled 

native population. Of note is the fact that the singularity of big cities holds even when 

controlling for the skill-composition of the population. Secondly, large urban areas contain 

more segmented neighbourhoods. Natives benefit from the positive effects of immigration 

(e.g. cheaper personal services), while they do not perceive any negative side effects, such 

as social segregation, crime or competition for local amenities. Otto and Steinhardt (2016), 

however, focus on the city districts of Hamburg (Germany) and what they find contradicts 

this hypothesis. What emerges from their disaggregated level of analysis is that immigrants 

induce changes in neighbourhoods and schools, and that districts with a higher 

concentration of immigrant children produce significantly higher shares of votes for 

extreme right-wing parties. Thirdly, “immigration in big cities may have started sooner 

than in small municipalities”.4  The process of integrating a foreign population into a 

receiving society takes time. Social and economic frictions may emerge at the beginning, 

but once the immigrant community has settled, additional inflows do not lead to further 

changes in natives’ attitudes. Most studies on the effects of immigration on voting 

behaviour make use of a panel data model, which fails to capture such dynamics. As we 

will discuss in further detail later, an analysis with fixed effects can show the effect of a 

variation in the number of immigrants on the change in the number of votes, regardless of 

the size or history of an existing foreign community. Our idea is that a direct experience of 

the phenomenon of immigration triggers a learning and adjustment process that mitigates 

the initial hostility. In the same vein, Steinmayr (2016) – the only one to find a negative 

                                                 
3In the Italian dataset of Barone et al. (2016), the share of graduates in urban municipalities is about 
double that of the population living elsewhere. 
 
4Barone et al. (2016) p. 7 
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correlation between the presence of refugees and the share of votes for extreme right-wing 

parties – interprets his results in the light of the contact theory (Allport, 1954). 

In our study we also refer to social psychology and behavioural economics to better analyse 

how the presence of immigrants affects natives’ attitudes. Allport (1954) is among the 

social psychologists who maintain that the meeting of different identities does not 

necessarily trigger social conflict. While ‘groupness’ originates as a survival strategy, rather 

than emerging from intergroup comparisons, the primary behaviour associated with groups 

is ingroup favouritism (Brewer, 2007). Individuals share stronger social preferences with 

members of the same group while not necessarily discriminating against members of other 

groups. In the absence of specific motives for outgroup hate, individuals from different 

groups interact only as individuals.5 The results of experiments conducted on cooperation 

and group identity are consistent with this theory (Ahmed, 2007; Yamagishi and Mifune, 

2009). 

However, other factors may be at work in the interaction between individuals with different 

identities. One of these is statistical discrimination (Arrow 1971). When individuals do not 

possess sufficient information on the habits, customs and traditions of another group, they 

resort to stereotypes. There is evidence that this is indeed the case where ethnic differences 

are concerned. In one experiment (Castillo and Petrie, 2010) subjects had to express their 

preferences for partners for a cooperation game. In one test, they only knew the ethnic 

group of their potential partner (Black, White, Asian, etc.). In the other, they had additional 

information on the potential partner’s behaviour in a previous cooperation game. Castillo 

and Petrie (2010) found discrimination at work against subjects from Black ethnic groups 

when the ethnic group was the only piece of information available. However, 

discrimination disappeared in the test where people were provided with additional 

information. These results support the hypothesis that prejudice can be used to explain 

                                                 
5There is some evidence that points in the opposite direction. For example, subjects discriminate 
against outgroups in trust games with minimal group identity (Hargreaves Heap and Zizzo, 2009; 
Corr et al., 2015). 
 



 
 

discrimination. It also implies that individuals provided with sufficient individual-level 

information on the members of another group may overcome discrimination. 

Another factor behind discrimination is the belief that there is a difference in status between 

the individual's group and another one. In this case, not only do people want to favour their 

own group, but also to maintain the perceived positive distinctiveness they associate with 

it (Tajfel and Turner, 1979). From this point of view, immigrants can be perceived as a 

threat, particularly if there is competition between groups over resources (Sherif et al., 1961; 

Campbell, 1965). Some support for this thesis comes from an experiment using an inter-

group conflict game in which subjects were found to over-contribute to their own group in 

order to sustain intergroup conflict, even when this behaviour resulted in highly inefficient 

outcomes when compared to their behaviour when playing as individuals (Abbink et al., 

2010). Where there is conflict over resources, inefficient competition between groups can 

be a lasting factor. 

A recent contribution by Sekeris and Vasilakis (2016) on the impact of the refugee crisis 

on the Greek elections highlights the effects of pure xenophobia. The context of the analysis 

and the timing of the vote offer an explanation for the effects of immigrant arrivals in a 

municipality in terms of the discriminatory attitudes of the receiving population. The 

present study also considers immigrant flows. However, by also taking into account the 

stock of immigrants in a region, our analysis can shed a light on the dynamic aspects of the 

political impact of immigration. 

 

3 The case of Brexit 

3.1 Politics and immigration in the UK 

Right from the very beginning of the national debate on the Referendum on UK 

membership of the European Union, the “Leave” option – which would eventually prevail 

on 23rd June 2016 with 17,410,742 votes, just under 52% –was linked to the issue of 

immigration. The two topics were linked throughout the discussion, by both public actors 

and the media. 
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During his campaign for the 2015 General Election, David Cameron committed to calling 

a referendum on UK membership of the EU and renewed the Conservatives’ pledge on 

immigration targets. Indeed, his manifesto for the 2010 election was to "[...] take steps to 

take net migration back to the levels of the 1990’s".6 "No ifs. No buts" was the slogan of 

the pledge to reduce entries to 100,000 per year. As a result of stricter controls on "bogus" 

colleges and a rationing of visas for non-EU citizens, immigration did begin to fall in 2011. 

Nevertheless, the ongoing economic crisis, which has led to a general increase in migration 

flows all over Europe, and the ending of European transitional arrangements for the free 

movement of workers from Bulgaria and Romania inverted the trend. Eurosceptics took 

advantage of David Cameron’s failure to keep his promise and Nigel Farage used it as 

proof of Britain’s limited ability to control its own borders as long as it remained a member 

of the EU. 

The composition of the current population of the UK reflects immigration flows to Great 

Britain since the independence of the Republic of Ireland in 1922. During World War II, 

due to the need for a greater workforce, the government chose not to introduce restrictions 

on inflows. Particularly significant was the arrival of individuals coming from the 

Commonwealth and other countries and regions that were previously part of the British 

Empire – particularly India, Pakistan and the Caribbean. At that time, these people all held 

British passports and they established important communities throughout Britain, such as 

the Indian community in London and the Pakistani ones in Birmingham and Bradford. 

Another important source of economic migration was the Guest Workers Programme, 

under which many Polish and Ukrainian citizens moved to the UK. These were unskilled 

workers and were expected to settle only temporarily. Immigration from Europe began to 

rise in 2004 and today European citizens living in the UK represent 37% of the total 

immigrant population. Less relevant in the history of the UK are asylum seekers arriving 

under the UN 1951 Refugee Convention.7 

                                                 
6http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/10/04/theresa-mays-devotion-to-david-camerons-net-
migration-target-is 
 
7OECD (2016), International Migration Outlook 2016, OECD Publishing, Paris 
 



 
 

Cultural and social concerns about the growth of the foreign population already existed 

among the conservative electorate, but the shift in legislation happened with the vast 

increase in unemployment during the 1970s. The British Nationality Act 1981 – in force 

since 1983 – distinguished between British citizens and British Overseas Territories 

citizens. It also changed the way nationality is inherited, thereby limiting the number of 

immigrants and their children who could enter and live in Great Britain. 

Another significant change was the points-based immigration system, introduced in 2006 

for workers and students coming from outside Europe. Immigration to the UK has become 

officially managed and highly educated individuals who bring skills which are in short 

supply in the UK are favoured. As previously mentioned, in 2010 Mr Cameron’s 

government imposed further restrictions on visas, namely on the quota of non-EU visas, 

and increased controls over immigration. What comes next is part of the current debate. 

 

3.2 The framing of the European issue 

Data from the 2014 European Social Survey (ESS) offers some evidence of the existence 

of a link between attitudes to immigration and people’s attitudes towards the European 

Union (Table 1). We analyse UK data from the 2014 survey, excluding observations from 

Northern Ireland and Scotland. There are two questions in this survey that capture people’s 

attitudes towards the European Union. The first, concerning people’s trust in the European 

Parliament, asks: "Please tell me on a score of 0-10 how much you personally trust each of 

the institutions I read out. 0 means you do not trust an institution at all, and 10 means you 

have complete trust. Firstly, how much do you personally trust the European Parliament?” 

The second one concerns the process of European unification. It says: "Now thinking about 

the European Union, some say European unification should go further. Others say it has 

already gone too far. Using this card, what number on the scale best describes your 

position?". At the lower extreme, i.e. 0, the answer corresponds to "Unification already 

gone too far"; at the upper extreme, i.e. 10, to "Unification should go further". This second 

question is basically “Leave” or “Remain” with a wider number of options and with less 

prominence given to the actual choices. 
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We find that self-reported attitudes towards Europe show a high correlation to issues 

relating to immigration, the economy and trust in the national government, as we observed 

in the Ipsos MORI poll at the beginning of this paper. We also find moderate but highly 

significant correlations with watching TV, with subjective happiness and with trust in other 

people. If we perform the same analysis for other European countries, we find more or less 

the same set of correlations with comparable magnitudes. Here we only report results from 

Germany, but these are consistent with those observed in France and Italy. This suggests 

that people’s attitudes towards the European Union do not depend on country-level political 

debates, but on some deeper mechanism. Therefore, the model we have suggested might 

capture not only a uniquely British attitude towards immigration and Europe, but rather a 

specific combination of psychological mechanisms and political conditions that seem to be 

at play in Europe during present times. 

 

Table 1 Framing of the European Union Issue 

 

Our elaborations on European Social Survey data, 2014 wave. 

 



 
 

There is a difference between the answers to the two questions on Europe. While 

correlations between trust in the European Parliament and the state of the economy or trust 

in the national government are over 30%, they lower to 13% if we consider the unification 

process instead. This may be because the answers to the former question are highly 

correlated to answers on trust in the national parliament (coefficient: 0.53; p-value: 0.00). 

Immigration issues are the only ones that remain highly correlated over both questions. It 

should be noted that this survey was carried out before the 2015 refugee crisis. Therefore, 

such correlations cannot be driven by the border control emergency and the sense of panic 

that derived from that situation. Furthermore, there seems to be no great difference in the 

correlations between attitudes towards immigrants from Europe and to those from the rest 

of the world. Answers to these two questions show an 83% correlation. It is therefore not 

welfare or labour considerations related to European legislation on internal migration or 

social rights that are responsible for this. Overall, the answers to all questions on 

immigration show a high level of mutual correlation, supporting the hypothesis that it is 

not a specific immigration-related economic phenomenon that drives the effect of 

migration on political preferences over Europe. 

 

4 Econometric analysis 

4.1 Econometric strategy 

Our econometric strategy extends the methodology used in previous studies, particularly 

in Barone et al. (2016), by analysing the effect of both the stock and the flow of immigrants 

on natives’ voting behaviour. This allows us to distinguish between 'old' and more recent 

immigration. 

In general, the estimating equation considered in previous literature can be written as: 

 

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝛽𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝜹𝒘𝒊𝒕 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡  (1) 
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where 𝑦𝑖𝑡 is the share of votes for anti-immigration parties or policies in region i at time t,  

𝑥𝑖𝑡  is the stock of immigrants (i.e. the number of immigrants divided by the native 

population), 𝒘𝒊𝒕 is a vector of control variables, and 𝜀𝑖𝑡 is the error term. Although panel 

data estimations - namely estimations with a within-transformation over differences - are 

common in previous studies, the underlying relation they estimate is still the effect of the 

level of 𝑥𝑖𝑡 on the level of 𝑦𝑖𝑡. If the coefficient is positive, we can state that an increase in 

the stock of immigrants brings about an increase in the share of votes for anti-immigration 

positions. 

According to our hypothesis, for the same stock of immigrants we should observe a 

preference for tighter immigration polices where the phenomenon is more recent. Therefore, 

we need to build an econometric strategy to test for short-run and long-run effects of 

immigration. We turn this idea into a formula by adding to equation (1) the effect of the 

recent flow of x (in relative or in absolute terms): 

 

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝛽𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝛾
Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡

𝑥𝑖𝑡−1
+ 𝜹𝒘𝒊𝒕 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡  (2) 

 

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝛽𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝛾Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝜹𝒘𝒊𝒕 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡 (3) 

 

We test whether the coefficient 𝛾 is negative and lower than β. Indeed, in our estimation 

we consider 𝑦𝑖𝑡  to be the share of votes for “Remain” over “Leave”, and thus the  

coefficient must be read with the opposite sign. 

The equation (3) can also be written as: 

 



 
 

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛼 + (𝛽+𝛾)𝑥𝑖𝑡 − 𝛾𝑥𝑖,𝑡−1 + 𝜹𝒘𝒊𝒕 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡 (4) 

 

If this model depicts the true dynamic of immigration and votes, equation (1) results to be 

biased. Indeed, in the case of OLS, the mean of the estimated coefficient of the current 

stock of immigrants is [β + γ(1 − ρ∆x)], where ρ∆x is the time autocorrelation of immigration 

flows. In other words, the estimation of equation (1) gives a coeffcient which depends on 

a combination of two different effects, that of the stock and that of the flow. If the two 

effects have opposite sign, the bias may also reverse the sign of the estimated coefficient. 

An alternative way to test for the negative short-run effect is to leave aside the stock of 

immigration and to consider a Finite Distributed Lag equation of the flows: 

 

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝛾0Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡 + 𝛾1Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 + 𝛾2Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡−2 + ⋯ + 𝛾𝐿Δ𝑥𝑖𝐿 + 𝜹𝒘𝒊𝒕 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡 (5) 

 

As in a standard case of a FDL equation, we impose a structure to the coefficients which is 

consistent with our underlying theoretical hypothesis, i.e. the distinction between the short-

run and the long-run: 

 

𝛾0 = 𝜆 + 𝜎 ;  𝛾1 = 𝜆 +
1

2
𝜎 ;  𝛾2 = 𝜆 +

1

3
𝜎 ; … ; 𝛾𝐿 = 𝜆 +

1

(1+𝐿)
𝜎 (6) 

 

where l is the lag, 𝜆 corresponds to the long-run effect (cf. β in equation 3), while 𝜎 is the 

short-run effect (cf. 𝛾 in equation 3) - which is decreasing with the number of lags. We can 

compute the following auxiliary variables: 
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�̃�𝑖1 =  Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡 + Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 + Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡−2 + ⋯ + Δ𝑥𝑖𝐿 

 

�̃�𝑖2 =  Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡 +
1

2
Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 +

1

3
Δ𝑥𝑖𝑡−2 + ⋯ +

1

1 + 𝐿
Δ𝑥𝑖𝐿 

 

 

and we can write equation (4) as: 

 

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝜆�̃�𝑖1 + 𝜎�̃�𝑖2 + 𝜹𝒘𝒊𝒕 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡  (7) 

 

Equation (7) justifies the exclusion of the stock of x from the regression model. We will 

estimate the model in (7) as a further robustness analysis. 

The vector of control variables w includes many possible determinants of the Brexit vote, 

recalled in the literature previously reviewed. Our analysis is at NUTS3 level, thus, in 

addition to the regional (NUTS2) fixed effects, we also introduced some local-unit specific 

controls: controls for the economic situation, such as per-capita income and unemployment; 

a variable capturing the effect of the urban feature, which embodies the effect of London 

and similar urban contexts; the socio-demographic structure represented by the share of the 

population aged over 65 and the share of the population with a higher level of education. 

An important body of previous literature (Card and Di Nardo, 2000; Borjas, 2006; Peri and 

Sparber, 2011) argues that cross-regional analyses are invalidated by the fact that natives 

decide to relocate in response to immigration flows. In our case, the effect of a negative 

sentiment relating to immigration may have pushed natives to migrate internally, thus 

reducing the number of people voting “Leave” in the areas with a high concentration of 

immigrants. There is very scant evidence of the so-called skating rink model, according to 

which “each new immigrant knocks a native off the ice”. However, we consider net internal 



 
 

migration flows in our empirical strategy to control for such potential bias. In particular, 

we distinguish between internal migrations of natives and foreign-born citizens, and we 

regress the net flows of natives on the flows of immigrants. Then, we use the fitted values, 

i.e. the relocation decisions of natives due only to immigration, as a control. Finally, we 

also consider the results of the 1975 UK referendum on the European Union. In this way, 

we further control, at the 1975 county council level, that the effect of immigration is not 

endogenously related to past historical attitudes towards Europe. 

The analysis concerns England and Wales and it is performed at the Local Administrative 

Unit Level (LAU1) for a total of 345 territorial units. From the total 348 territorial units 

we have excluded the LAU of the City of London (which is a small subset of what is 

commonly considered as London’s financial district) since, curiously, no correspondent 

data on immigration is available. We also exclude the Isles of Scilly and the Isle of Wight, 

for which income estimates are missing. 

For recent immigration flows we consider the relative and absolute variations in the stock 

of immigrants for the period 2012/2015. This is a period not characterised by major 

political changes and we purposely avoided the years of the economic crisis. 

The source for electoral data is the UK Electoral Commission while the other data is 

derived from the Office for National Statistics. Immigration, Income and Unemployment 

data are model-based estimates. Unemployment is the estimated rate at March 2016 by the 

Regional Labour Market Statistics office of the ONS. The other control variables are the 

latest available estimates at LAU level (2011) by the Ness (Neighbourhood Statistics), 

except for net internal migration flows data, which derives from the Internal Migration 

Dataset and refers to 2015. The dummy for the Cosmopolitan Areas concerns 50 local 

authorities which, in the classification for the 2011 Census, were included by the ONS in 

the three categories of London Cosmopolitan Central, London Cosmopolitan Suburbia and 

Business and Education Centres. 
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4.2 Identification strategy 

Comparisons between areas with different concentrations of immigrants are always 

problematic, as immigration flows can be endogenous to the phenomenon under analysis. 

Two issues in the previous body of the literature provide concerns with regard to 

endogeneity. Firstly, immigrants could avoid areas with anti-immigrant sentiments. The 

implication would be an upward bias in the effect of immigration on political outcomes. In 

areas with more tolerant attitudes the stock of immigrants would be higher than the 

expected stock predicted purely by push factors, which would in turn lead to an 

underestimation of the positive effect of immigration on votes for anti-immigrant agendas. 

Secondly, if there are underlying factors in an area that drive both sorting decisions and 

political preferences, there would be some spurious correlation between the effect of these 

factors and the effect of immigration. For example, Halla et al. (2017) suggest that an 

increase in votes for right-wing parties could be the result of a shift to greater pro-business 

attitudes. If these attitudes in turn determine a better economic performance in that area 

compared to other areas, it would create a pull factor for sorting decisions by immigrants. 

More generally, structural changes in the economy create the conditions for both a political 

shift in preferences and the emergence of a pull factor for immigration. This correlation 

could determine both an upward and a downward bias on the effect of immigration on 

political outcomes. The direction of the bias would depend on the relation between this 

underlying factor and political preferences. 

The sorting problem can be overcome by using an instrumental variable approach. An 

important body of literature argues that immigrants choose where to locate according to 

individual networks as well as job opportunities (e.g. Beine et al. 2011; Mayda, 2010). In 

other words, the location choices of people who are moving for economic reasons are 

driven by utility maximization strategies, which include the sharing of information to 

reduce the costs of migration, as well as spending time with people that speak the same 

language and share the same culture. Then, we exploit the tendency of migrants to move 

to areas where people from the same country already live (Bartel, 1989) and we predict the 

actual distribution of the foreign population by observing the past one. Therefore, we make 



 
 

use of the instrument suggested by Altonji and Card (1991), as slightly modified by Cortés 

and Pan (2014) and Barone et al. (2016): 

 

𝐼𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑡 = ∑
𝜆𝑖𝑛

𝑡−𝑙𝐼𝑚𝑚𝑛𝑡,−𝑖

𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑖
𝑡

𝑛
 

 

where 𝐼𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑡 is the predicted share of current immigrants in region i. It is equal to the 

number of immigrants coming from group n at time t at country level, net of contribution 

of region i to the total, apportioned to the fraction of people coming from the same country 

and living in region i at time t – l; all aggregated to the main foreign nationalities present 

in UK. 

This instrument is exogenous at one condition. The time t – l chosen must be such that 

unobserved variables that determine voting today are not correlated with the determinants 

of immigration in that year. In other words, the  historical sorting decisions of immigrants 

at that time need to be exogenous to current political preferences. 

To validate this condition, we proceed, in line with previous studies, to the choice of a year 

t – l  preceding a major change in political attitudes relating to the issue of immigration. 

We consider three aspects: major political changes such as the emergence of new parties; 

substantial increases in migration flows; and changes in the role of immigration in the 

political debate. Taking all these aspects into consideration, for the case of the UK we chose 

1981 and 1991, with the latter year being used only when we needed two instruments in 

the same estimation. 

The year 1991 precedes the Labour governments of the 1990s. In the case of 1981, we 

further expand our time horizon right back to the beginning of the Thatcher years. In 1991, 

extreme right-wing parties received well below 1% of electoral preferences, whereas now 

they receive over 15%. Ukip, a nationalist right-wing party that was at the forefront of the 

Brexit campaign with an anti-immigration agenda, was founded only in 1993. Moreover, 
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it started as a Eurosceptic party and only later in the 2000s proposed a policy of reducing 

immigration. In 1991 the three major parties (Conservative, Labour and the Liberal 

Democrats) received more than 95% of the vote, while in recent elections their share has 

been less than 70%. 

As to migration trends, during the entire 1970s and 1980s migration flows were relatively 

low. In 1981, the net total of migration was negative. More than 100,000 British people left 

the UK that year, while only 24,000 immigrants arrived. The percentage of immigrants in 

England and Wales (the parts of the UK considered in the analysis) increased from 5% to 

6% during those decades. 

Multicultural policies proposed by the Labour party in the early 1990s are usually 

considered to have helped the party to affirm itself at the national level. The loose 

immigration policies adopted during the Blair years produced a growing consensus in 

favour of the Labour party. These reforms produced a huge increase in immigration flows 

after 1997. The percentage of immigrants in the total population increased from just over 

6% to about 13%. From the year 2004 onwards, more than 200,000 immigrants settled in 

the UK per year. The existence of a pro-immigration political climate in the early 1990s is 

also confirmed by the UK's signature of the Amsterdam Treaty in 1997 and its position in 

favour of the enlargement of the European Union to Central and Eastern European 

countries. 

An example of this change in the role immigration plays in political debate is a straight 

comparison between the slogans used by Prime Ministers of the UK in the mid-1990s and 

today. Blair said that "a simple way to take measure of a country is to look at how many 

want in and how many want out", whereas now May argues that "the aim is to create here 

in Britain a really hostile environment for illegal migration." This issue is not the result of 

a difference between the Conservative and Labour parties. John Major, the Conservative 

Prime Minister who preceded Tony Blair (1990-1997), also expressed opinions in favour 

of immigration during his time in office: "There was a different social value placed on 

immigration (...) I saw immigration at very close quarters in the 1950s. They shared my 

house. They were my neighbours. I played with them as boys. I did not see people who had 



 
 

come here just to benefit from our social system. I saw people with guts and the drive to 

travel halfway across the world in many cases to better themselves and their families. And 

I think that is a very conservative instinct.” Furthermore, during the Brexit referendum 

Major supported Remain and accused Leave supporters from his own party of using 

arguments more akin to those of Ukip, rather than traditional Conservative arguments. 

We can therefore conclude that the role of immigration in political debate has changed in 

line with major changes in electoral results from the nineties onwards, and with changes in 

the size of migration flows. These elements provide support to the hypothesis that the 

sorting of immigrants in 1981 and 1991 was not correlated to actual political preferences. 

This justifies the choices of 1981 and 1991 as base years for the instrument.  

The figures for immigrant stocks in Local Authority Units in 1981 and in 1991 are taken 

from the corresponding censuses. We eliminated Harrogate from the units observed 

because it is missing from both censuses. These censuses divide immigrants into seven 

subgroups (Old Commonwealth, New Commonwealth, Pakistani, Irish, European 

Community, other Europeans and rest of the world). 

This instrument is used in different ways to correct for the endogenous nature of equations 

(1)-(4). Firstly, in order to compare with previous studies, we regress equation (1) by using 

the 1981 yearly base and instrumenting the stock of immigrants. Secondly, we run the same 

IV estimation on equation (2), but without instrumenting the flow of immigrants. This 

specification derives from the assumption that the endogenous components are time 

invariant, and thus the rate of growth is exogenous to the model. Thirdly, to avoid our 

assumptions being too restrictive, we instrument the stock of immigrants both at time t 

(1991) and at time t-1 (1981).  Since equation (4) takes the form of a Finite Distributed Lag 

equation, although with only one lag, to overcome the estimation problems typical of this 

functional form we also run a three-stage regression in order to avoid possible 

autocorrelation problems. 

To overcome the limitations posed by the cross-sectional nature of the Brexit case, in the 

robustness section we applied the same procedure to a three-waves panel data on Ukip. 

Additionally, to overcome the limitations of aggregated data we run an ordered probit 
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estimation on individual data. These data are taken from the British Election Study and 

reflect personal attitudes to immigration and the vote for Ukip and the Brexit Referendum. 

 

4.3 Results 

Tables 2 and 3 show the results of the OLS and IV estimations. The first column of both 

tables corresponds to the standard equation (1). The stock of immigrants is not significant 

in the OLS estimations, but it becomes significant in all specifications of the IV model. 

However, contrary to many previous studies (Otto and Steinhardt, 2014; Barone et al., 2016; 

Dustmann et al., 2016; Steinmayr, 2016; Halla et al., 2017), we do not find that the stock 

of immigrants has a negative effect on the vote for “Remain”: the coefficient is positive in 

both cases. 

Recent immigration flows always have a significant and negative effect, whichever model 

specification and identification strategy we choose. This last result provides evidence in 

favour of our hypothesis of a short-run effect: the coefficient of recent flows is negative 

and lower than the coefficient of the stock (which is actually positive). 



 
 

Table 2: OLS regressions
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Table 3: IV regressions

 

 

It is worth noting that columns 3 and 5 of the OLS estimations produce the same results, 

in spite of the fact that they correspond to different formulations of the same model (see 

eq. 3 and 4): the coefficient of the flows in column 3 is equal to the opposite coefficient of 

the lagged stock in column 3, while the coefficient of the stock in column 3 is equal to the 

sum of the two coefficients in column 5. 

Table 4 shows the results of the OLS estimations of the Finite Distributed Lag model in 

equation (7). Referring to the original formulation in equation (5), we consider five 

variables, each with a three-year lag. Although we do not have sufficient instruments to run 

an IV estimation, this formulation allows for a less restrictive short-run assumption, since 



 
 

we do not implicitly assume that the short-run effect lasts exactly three years and then 

suddenly disappears. In this case, the results also support our hypothesis: the coefficients 

of immigration flows increase on the lag. Indeed, considering equation (6), the coefficients 

of the variations are: 

 

𝛾0 =  −0,412; 𝛾1 = 0,167,5 ;  𝛾2 = 0,361 ;  𝛾3 = 0,457 ; 𝛾4 = 0,515 

 

and then they turn form positive to negative when l=0.551, i.e. after approximately five and 

a half years. 

In all the specifications, the control variables 'income' and 'urban' are always significant 

and positive: wealthier and/or more cosmopolitan areas returned a higher percentage of 

votes for “Remain”. Unemployment is not significant. Contrary to what has emerged from 

descriptive analysis on the impact of age,8 once other effects are controlled for (especially 

income), age structure is not a significant feature. Controlling for natives’ internal 

migration and the 1975 Referendum also finds them to be not significant. 

 

 

 

                                                 
8see for example http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-why-did-old-people-vote-
leave-young-voters-remain-eu-referendum-a7103996.html 
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Table 4: Distributed lag model

 

 

4.4 Robustness 

We carried out two robustness checks. As ours is a cross-sectional analysis, robustness 

checks were needed to provide some evidence that this dynamic process does not result 

from the effects of unobserved variables on our data. 

Firstly, we checked whether our results also held in other elections, namely with regard to 

votes for Ukip in the European elections. In particular, we exploited the panel nature of the 

data on Ukip to provide a fixed effect estimation, in line with Barone et al. (2016). Our 

second control used individual-level data from the British Elections Study to check whether 



 
 

this process was at work by looking directly at personal attitudes towards immigration and 

declarations of vote for Ukip and in the 2016 EU Referendum.   

 

4.4.1 Ukip votes 

Immigration must have been a relevant factor in people’s support for Ukip at previous 

European Parliament elections, just as it was in the Brexit vote. This is true for two reasons: 

1) in the 2016 Referendum, “Leave” received 52% of the vote; in 2014 Ukip received 26,8% 

of votes cast, in 2009 16%, and in 2004 16.1%.It thus follows that what is true for the 

Brexit vote should hold even more true when it comes to support for Ukip; 2) Ukip is a 

party with a clear anti-immigration stance. The increase in their share of the vote over time 

can be explained by the way in which they used the immigration issue to call the UK’s 

continued membership of the European Union into question. If our control does not confirm 

our previous results, then our idea of considering “Leave” votes as anti-immigration should 

be dismissed. 

We replicated our main model and provided an additional fixed effect panel model and then 

an IV panel fixed effect model. Contrary to our previous analysis on Brexit, this data 

permits us to use an econometric strategy that controls for unobserved fixed effects. Of 

course, we have to look at the sign of the coefficients in the opposite way, as more votes 

for Ukip here correspond to a positive coefficient. We should thus find more evidence in 

support of our hypothesis, with recent immigrant flows having a more positive effect than 

the immigrant stock. 
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Table 5: Panel Estimations on Ukip

 

 

Our robustness checks conclusively support our previous results. The flow of immigrants 

has a positive effect on votes for Ukip, while the immigrant stock has a negative effect. 

Fixed effects strengthen the coefficients, which are further increased in magnitude by the 

use of an instrumental variable strategy. This is in line with Barone et al. (2016). The stock 

has a bias in the opposite direction, but the bias on flows is consistent with the theoretical 

underpinnings of their results.  



 
 

Given that our cross-sectional analysis on Brexit may have raised concerns regarding the 

dependence of our results on unobserved fixed effects, it is reassuring to see these results 

confirm their validity. It should be noted that this provides evidence that this dynamic 

process is not time-dependent, as here we also consider the 2009 and 2004 elections, which 

are quite far removed from 2015 in terms of time. In terms of results, they tell the same 

story as our analysis of the Brexit vote. 

 

4.4.2 Data at the individual level 

In spite of our use of an instrumental variable approach, it is still be possible that our results 

are produced by some spurious correlation with political preferences at a regional level. 

There may be additional underlying regional factors that explain both immigration flows 

and political preferences, which were not taken care of by our instrumental variable 

approach. Therefore, it is useful to consider for robustness some finer data at the individual 

level that directly tests personal attitudes to immigration and people’s reported voting 

intentions with regard to Ukip and Brexit. 

We merge the 7th wave of the British Election Study, conducted by YouGov in 2015, with 

ONS statistics on the distribution of immigrants and exclude Scotland, Northern Ireland 

and all immigrants from the dataset. The flows we consider is the difference in the stock of 

immigrants between 2011 and 2014. The model is an ordered probit model on the questions 

"Do immigrants make the country a better or worse place to live", “If there were a UK 

General Election tomorrow, which party would you vote for?”, and "If there were a 

referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union, how do you think you would 

vote?", using the same variables of interest and controls as our baseline model. 
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Table 6: OLS on Individual Data

 

 

This check gives relevant support to our main results, because it tests the same short-run 

effect with variables at the individual level. We do not find a significant effect produced by 

the stock of immigrants (all p-values are above 5%), which is consistent with the weak 

significance it had in our previous analysis and with contact theories on intergroup relations. 

The effect of migrant inflows in recent times is significant and negative. Therefore, even 

when controlling for variables such as unemployment, income and demographics at the 

individual level, the effect of immigration is still significant and temporary. 

 

 



 
 

5. Conclusions 

Arguments relating to immigration, tinged with nationalist tones, play a key role in current 

political debate, particularly since the onset of the economic crisis. Nigel Farage, David 

Cameron, Marine Le Pen, Matteo Salvini and others have succeeded, not without the help 

of the media, in framing the question of Europe as a question of immigration. At the same 

time, over the last twenty years there has been an unprecedented rise in immigration flows 

right across Europe. Both issues determine the need to further investigate the political 

impact of migration. In particular, we wanted to analyse the dynamic aspects of the impact 

of migrant inflows on votes, testing for a negative short-run effect. In considering this issue, 

we have taken into account the potential role of prejudices - stereotypes born out of a lack 

of information and destined to fade over time, as people become more familiar with the 

new immigrant population. We have also mentioned how the integration of immigrants 

may take time because welfare systems and job markets are slow to adjust to the increased 

population. Given these processes, it is relevant to assess whether the effect of immigration 

on voting depends merely on the stock of immigrants per se, or whether it is influenced by 

the time-path of the immigration process. 

Our results show that the time-path is indeed the key. The effect of recent immigration 

flows is more negative than the effect of the stock of immigrants and of the lagged flows, 

thereby confirming a short-run effect. In general, while there are correlations between 

stocks and flows, estimates based on the stock alone may be biased. Trying to understand 

the effects of immigration on the popular vote by simply analysing the stock of immigrants 

per se can be deceptive. In the case of Brexit, where stock and flows are only weakly 

correlated, the effects on the electorate of the stock of immigrants per se would have 

returned a positive effect on votes, although one that was barely significant. Taking 

immigrant flows into account, however, enables us to find evidence that, in line with reports 

by research companies and evidence from the BES, immigration was indeed a key factor 

in the result of the Brexit referendum. Excluding income and the case of cosmopolitan 

areas, immigration seems to have been the referendum’s main determining factor. 
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This paper also contributes to the emerging body of literature on the political outcomes of 

immigration by proposing an explanation as to why there are differences between the 

impact of immigration in large cities and in small towns. In fact, migration to large cities 

goes back further than migration to small towns, with the result that the short-run effect 

that we have found may have long ago been overcome. Therefore, we suggest that by 

considering the time process of immigration it is possible to investigate this issue without 

having to distinguish between areas by density of population. 

In conclusion, we wish to point out that our analysis is necessarily only a starting point. 

We interpreted the evidence on Brexit as supportive of our hypothesis, but plenty of work 

is still required to analyse the factors that determine immigration’s effect on the vote. The 

elements underpinning the short-run and long-run effects and the relationship between the 

two are still to be investigated. For example, which aspect is more relevant: prejudice or 

material concerns? As for the former, there may be attitudes rooted in culture that may 

derive from historical events, such as decolonisation or racism. However, it could also be 

that failures in integration policies are responsible for these effects. Moreover, are we fully 

aware of the role played by the media and by political narratives? Given the current 

relevance of “post-factual” phenomena, there is a need to investigate this issue. It could be 

that there is no correlation between watching television and personal attitudes towards 

migration; alternatively, it could be that the media and political narratives influence 

people’s perceptions or that, more subtly, they validate previously-held beliefs, facilitating 

their propagation.   

In the 1930s, alternative facts and propaganda in Europe were already fuelling prejudices 

against ethnic or religious minorities. Back then, the same arguments over minorities were 

being propagated as over immigrants now. There would appear to be nothing new under 

the sun! However, given that the current popularity of anti-immigration agendas 

corresponds to increased immigration flows in recent years, there is need to better 

understand this relation. Our contribution to the subject is the conclusion that the effect of 

immigration on voting patterns depends on the specific time-path of immigration. 
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