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Paul Cairney and Sean Kippin Politics and Policymaking in the UK (BUP)  

Chapter 7 Who should govern the UK, and for 

whose benefit? 
 

Chapter highlights 
1. In 2016, the ‘Brexit’ campaign drew on the Westminster story to describe ‘taking back 

control’ of UK policy and policymaking. In 2020, the UK left the EU.  

2. The complex government story suggests that UK ministers have limited knowledge and 

control over policy processes. The Brexit process exposed those limitations, and 

changed only one of many drivers of fragmented and multi-level policymaking.  

3. Brexit created some confusion about the new responsibilities of devolved governments, 

and amplified demands for a second referendum on Scottish independence. 

4. Three approaches highlight key perspectives on these issues:  

• Policy analysis identifies how to address profound constitutional crises. For example, 

what case could people make to leave or remain in the European Union? 

• Policy studies identifies how governments address the impacts of constitutional change. 

What was the actual consequence of Brexit on policy and policymaking? 

• Critical policy analysis identifies and challenges inequitable processes and outcomes. 

Who won and lost from Brexit? Did it reduce or exacerbate inequalities? 

 

Introduction: did the UK take back control? 
The ‘Referendum on the United Kingdom’s membership of the European Union’ was held on 

the 23rd of June 2016. 17.4 million people (52%) voted for the UK to Leave the EU (Menon 

and Salter, 2016). Brexit campaigners described many reasons to leave the EU, including the 

idea that it would allow the UK to ‘take back control’ of policy and policymaking. They argued 

Brexit. A portmanteau, combining Britain and exit from membership of the European Union. 

The Referendum ballot wording was ‘Should the United Kingdom remain a member of the 

European Union or leave the European Union?’ and people could vote to ‘Remain a member 

of the European Union’ or ‘Leave the European Union’. 

European Union. A multi-national (or supra-national) confederation, to pool sovereignty 

and policymaking functions in pursuit of economic prosperity and peace (see Ludlow, 2016 

on the EU’s names before 1992). The UK was a member 1973-2020. The EU includes the: 

• European Council, made up of national representatives of the member countries 

(sometimes heads of government, other times relevant ministers). It defines the EUs 

policy direction and makes its most high-level decisions.  

• European Commission, the EU’s executive and bureaucracy.  

• European Parliament, which scrutinises Commission-initiated legislation.  

• European Court of Justice, which ensures that European legislation is applied 

consistently across the Union and that EU institutions abide by EU law. 
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that control of policy would allow the UK government to (1) make profound changes to 

immigration policies, largely to limit migration from other EU countries, and (2) use the money 

it saved from its EU financial contribution to fund UK public services (2016: 1305-10). Control 

of policymaking would allow Parliament and the public to hold the UK government directly to 

account, in contrast to a convoluted and distant policy process less subject to UK scrutiny.   

The UK withdrew from the EU in 2020. Post-referendum analysis has questioned this claim of 

control over policy, criticising the exaggerated and malicious claims about repatriating 

immigrants, and noting that the additional public spending did not materialise (partly because 

Brexit had a negative economic impact greater than the financial saving). There is also high 

uncertainty about Brexit’s impact across policy sectors (including environmental policy, 

Chapter 8).  

Claims about taking back control of policymaking are also exaggerated, and built on an 

uncritical analysis of the Westminster story (Chapters 1-3). The complex government story 

describes a different reality: the UK government operates in a multi-level policymaking system 

over which it has limited understanding, and policy outcomes appear to emerge despite 

attempts by the centre to control them. Brexit will prompt many changes to policymaking, but 

not a simple shift of power from one venue to another. Nor does it remove the influence of EU 

and other international organisations. The UK government now has the relative power to 

restrict activity (such as immigration) rather than create it (such as international trade). 

To some extent, multi-level arrangements result from the choice to share responsibilities with 

other governments. For example, before 2016, the UK’s EU membership reflected a choice to 

give some responsibilities to EU bodies and share others with devolved and local governments 

(albeit without full clarity on who does what – Box 7.1). Then, the UK government repatriated 

those powers and shared some with devolved governments. However, these arrangements also 

result from necessity, to reflect the inability of a single centre of government to control policy 

choices and outcomes, and the fragmentation of responsibilities across many levels of 

government and types of organisations. Brexit did not resolve wider issues of fragmented 

governance. Nor did it resolve constitutional crisis in the UK, since a large proportion of the 

public still oppose Brexit, and Brexit amplified demands for a second referendum on 

independence in Scotland (where 62% voted to Remain – Electoral Commission, 2019).   

Box 7.1 Before Brexit, who was responsible for what? 

In principle, it is straightforward to use the European Commission (2022) list of ‘Areas of EU 

action’ to identify the pre-Brexit division of powers. The EU controlled policies in relation to 

the ‘four freedoms’, or free movement of goods, persons, services, and capital. It had ‘exclusive 

competences’ regarding customs (the movement of 

goods), competition policy (business practices), 

trade agreements, and marine life (via the ‘Common 

Fisheries Policy’). For Eurozone countries (not 

including the UK), it controls monetary policy. The 

EU also had ‘shared competences’ with the UK. In 

some cases, the EU had a greater share of: EU citizen 

Eurozone. Describes the 19 countries 

that use the Euro and accept the 

conditions of monetary union, 

including the authority of the 

European Central Bank (and of the 

European Council to ‘rescue the euro’ 

during crisis, Glencross, 2016). 
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migration, ‘single market’, consumer protection, environmental, agricultural, and fisheries 

policies, and to pool resources to foster ‘economic, social and territorial cohesion’. In others, 

it had narrower powers in relation to employment, transport, energy, justice, and public health. 

The EU also ‘helps’ member states to foster policies for industry, culture, tourism, education, 

and humanitarian action.  

In practice, the EU’s role was more difficult to piece together, partly because most problems 

do not respect jurisdictional boundaries. Therefore, we describe the EU’s variable role in each 

case study chapter. For example, Chapter 8 describes the EU’s role as unusually important to 

environmental, agricultural, and fisheries policies, and highly important to energy, by obliging 

or encouraging UK (and devolved) action. In contrast, Chapter 6 (COVID-19 policy) barely 

mentions the EU, partly because Brexit had happened, and because population health 

protection was largely a UK and devolved government responsibility (although the UK may 

have been part of an EU negotiation of vaccine supply). This story would be different if we 

described longer-term measures for population health promotion or improvement. 

Responsibility for ‘healthy behaviour’ policy instruments was shared across EU, UK, devolved 

and local government levels. Tobacco control measures helped the UK become a world leader 

in policy change (Cairney, 2019a). Alcohol controls were more mixed, such as when Scottish 

Government policy was challenged in the EU (legislation to introduce a minimum unit price 

for alcohol had trade implications) and by local authorities (favouring ‘night time economy’ 

policies) (Holden and Hawkins, 2013; Nicholls and Cairney, 2022; Fitzgerald and Cairney, 

2022). 

Further, note the importance of perceptions of the reach of EU policy, incluoding ‘the EU’s 

expansion into policy areas traditionally the reserve of nation states’ (Richardson and 

Rittberger, 2020: 658). The claim, that there are few aspects of life not regulated by the EU, 

underpins organised opposition to EU integration (2020: 657; Boxes 7.2 and 7.3). 

This chapter examines these constitutional and governance issues through three lenses. First, 

policy analysis identifies how to connect the normative question ‘who should govern the UK?’ 

to a series of interconnected problems, asking:  

• What was the long-term case for and against the EU (Box 7.2)? What was the case for 

and against Brexit in 2016 (Box 7.3)? Is it similar to the case for Scottish independence 

(Box 7.4)? 

• What Brexit models were feasible during negotiations between the UK and EU? 

Second, policy studies situates this analysis in the context of real-world developments: 

• What forms of multi-level policymaking are feasible (and fair) in theory and practice? 

Who should be responsible for what, how should governments cooperate, and what 

actually happens? 

• What was the actual consequence of Brexit on policy? 

Third, critical policy analysis identifies who benefits or loses from these developments:  

• Who wins and loses from Brexit?  
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• Did it contribute to reducing or exacerbating inequalities?  

• Did these outcomes vary across the UK? 

In the conclusion, we reflect on the extent to which Brexit has prompted expected and enduring 

changes to policymaking. How does the Brexit process, and its consequences, inform our 

Westminster and complex government stories? 

Box 7.2 Europhile versus Eurosceptic views of the EU  

The Brexit referendum was one way to address longstanding debates about the value of EU 

membership. Europhile approaches identify the following advantages: 

• Solving problems. Pooling sovereignty addresses shared challenges across borders, 

with the UK able to lead agendas such as to address climate change (Hertner and Daniel, 

2017; Blick, 2016; Heseltine, 1989). 

• Boosting economic activity. A single market reduces trade barriers. Free movement of 

people allows workers to relocate according to their skills, and businesses to recruit 

from a larger pool.  

• Boosting social protections. The Social Chapter of the Maastricht Treaty introduced 

new rights for citizens and workers (Daniels, 1998; Busby and Zahn, 2013). 

• The peace dividend of membership. The development of European institutions helps to 

overcome divisions and keep powerful countries in check (Birchfield et al, 2017). 

• The enhancement of cosmopolitan liberal democracy. EU integration boosts cultural 

and social exchange and shared liberal democracy values (Robinson, 2020). 

Eurosceptic accounts emphasise the incompatibility between UK and EU approaches to 

democracy (Schmidt, 2020), economic policy (Thompson, 2017), or ways of life: 

• EU membership causes unfair competition that stifles UK business and free trade. The 

UK is at a disadvantage because it ‘gold plates’ EU laws while other countries do not 

(Richardson and Rittberger, 2020: 655). Leaving the EU would cut ‘red tape’ and allow 

the UK the freedom to change its laws and fiscal rules to become more economically 

competitive (Rutter, 2020; Cash and Jenkin, 2013; Thatcher, 1988; Gamble, 1992; 

Baker and Lavery, 2018). 

• The ‘creeping Europeanisation of British politics and government’ stifles UK ways of 

life (Gamble, 2018: 1224). EU policies place needless limits on British social and 

business behaviour (Haller, 2019; Wing Chan et al, 2020; Greer et al, 2018; Zappettini, 

2021; Rankin and Waterson, 2019).  

• Expansion and integration will keep getting worse, allowing uncontrollable 

immigration (Dennison and Geddes 2018). Expansion allowed mass migration from 

Eastern Europe. It puts unsustainable pressure on public services and diminishes British 

national identity (Virdee and McGeever, 2018). 

• The EU elite is eroding parliamentary sovereignty and taking power from the people. 

Unelected EU bureaucrats and judges are not accountable to British voters even though 

they threaten a British way of life (Iakhnis et al, 2018: 2; Mudde, 2007; Marsh, 2018; 

Hopkin, 2018; Gamble, 2018: 1229).  

https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/97261/1/Europhiles%20or%20Eurosceptics%2029%20October.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/97261/1/Europhiles%20or%20Eurosceptics%2029%20October.pdf
https://fedtrust.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/FEDERALISM_THE_UKS_FUTURE.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/01402389808425233?casa_token=JjP5GsIAjlAAAAAA:HZo_U7x__Dr4Aob24nEYsanQAD_xW6cE2zS66N4sVv9wJI30G1tCcdQOhCF0Y1jRUpFbqhi20AbT
https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/43877/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1369148116685274?casa_token=kSQ92WX0A78AAAAA%3AyuBs3XNG2BXmboJiU8gKm9aoT5WUlVXgGUSpgVPxDpKbW3poV9nIVPkI-sTuXcJtwwxBW2tw_Gya
https://www.thenewfederalist.eu/brexit-and-the-cultural-importance-of-erasmus?lang=fr
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/singapore-on-thames-is-dead-long-live-singapore-on-thames/
https://conservativehome.blogs.com/files/the-single-market-is-it-worth-it.pdf
https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/107332
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315169613-6/brexit-future-model-british-capitalism-andrew-baker-scott-lavery
https://www.oegfe.at/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/OEGfE_Policy_Brief-2019.22-2.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1468-4446.12790?af=R
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-923X.12506?casa_token=teHyxk5D7qwAAAAA:uXRch8YYKeyHuvRDyT5Klp0b86mSP9cgcbPFuA__k9svlvuM1IZTO1_EOChcD6Y5fLOccRwnW6cjnw
https://www.jbe-platform.com/content/journals/10.1075/jlp.19103.zap
https://www.jbe-platform.com/content/journals/10.1075/jlp.19103.zap
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/jul/14/boris-johnson-brussels-bashing-stories-shaped-politics
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01419870.2017.1361544?src=recsys
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2053168018773964
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• The ‘democratic deficit’ in the EU requires a radical solution (Richardson, 2002; Katz, 

2001; Bonde, 2011). It cannot be solved by trivial reforms to an EU governance system 

that few understand, or new low-profile elections (Gavin, 2002; Chalmers, 2017). 

• The EU is a capitalist project that undermines workers. While Euroscepticism is 

associated with right-wing arguments, there is a left-wing case (‘Lexit’) based on the 

EU favouring big business at the expense of worker rights and social protection (Worth, 

2017; Cini, 2001; Guinan and Hanna, 2017; (Wellings and Baxendale, 2014). The free 

movement of people – willing to work for less - undermines the ability of British 

workers to secure fair terms and conditions (Lewis, 2017; Morris, 2006).  

 

Policy Analysis: what exactly is the problem? 
The Brexit debate is difficult to relate to 5-step policy analysis. Debates on EU membership 

are lengthy and multi-faceted but not as coherent as Box 7.2 suggests. The vote for Brexit may 

look like a decisive act, but provides an unclear solution to a contested policy problem. To 

demonstrate, first we show that the Conservative party leadership used a Brexit referendum to 

address party in-fighting whenever a new debate on EU integration would arise. Second, we 

identify the disconnect between vague hopes for Brexit and the generation of actual policy 

solutions. People were voting for something that the UK government did not support and could 

not deliver. Third, more substantive policy analysis – by UK and EU policymakers - only 

appeared after the vote. Therefore, we use the 5-step language to analyse the aftermath: what 

were the UK government’s options during the process to leave the EU? 

The Brexit referendum: a poor solution to an ill-defined political problem 

The Conservative Party (2015) treated the Brexit referendum – ‘to let the people decide’ - as a 

quick and decisive solution to a long-term political problem (Blair, 2020). Conservative party 

divisions over EU expansion and integration have existed for decades. Successive leaders tried 

to manage the problem in two ways. First, using rhetoric to express support for EU membership 

but opposition to EU overreach. Second, using signs of Euroscepticism – among a vocal 

minority of MPs, print media with high circulations (including The Sun, Daily Mail, Daily 

Express, and The Telegraph), and public opinion – as a resource. They used it to negotiate 

exemptions from EU rules (such as the UK financial ‘rebate’ negotiated by Thatcher – 

Vernasca, 2016), or oppose further ‘transfers of power’ to the EU (Startin, 2015: 316; Bale, 

2016; Forster, 2002): 

• Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher supported EU membership, and the Single 

European Act 1986, but her ‘Bruges speech’ in 1988 opposed further integration and 

‘became a rallying cry for UK Eurosceptics’ (Startin, 2015: 314). 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1465116501002001003
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1465116501002001003
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24590804?seq=1
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-856X.00041?casa_token=DXZMAT1TMQUAAAAA:15-dDFY3Vw3_jL5-Rkd0n04gm2qoDTaVqvOddBD3Mo07aBb3Hwz22igqmN3nRg6sZH6yaNw03OS8Og
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1369148117723460#_i1
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0309816817711558c?journalCode=cnca
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0309816817711558c?journalCode=cnca
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13501760110041541?casa_token=mFqzyoKpM0sAAAAA:UtiKBODggIkjA6v5ek-PO2ux73L1dlre4sOmg_DU0dGfxvoCXoABVgYa88oeoQwYaa1gacOradLS
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/jcms.12207?casa_token=MtveZxwqs1UAAAAA:AzeAYRU754iwCWsw9KjWj2staxEN7g3TZWVp5zN2xFGnbLG0uc9EaEJrMO7e_clgBJ0qEYnDSU_trg
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2017/07/jeremy-corbyn-wholesale-eu-immigration-has-destroyed-conditions-british
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/eastern-europeans-take-jobs-britons-don-t-want-425281.html
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203402665/euroscepticism-contemporary-british-politics-anthony-forster
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203402665/euroscepticism-contemporary-british-politics-anthony-forster
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• John Major’s premiership came under pressure from a group of Eurosceptic 

Conservative MPs, particularly when seeking parliamentary support for more EU 

integration (Startin, 2015: 315; see also Box 5.2 on the ‘Black Wednesday’ financial 

crisis in 1990). In 1992, he could not prevent a large amount of MP rebellions in relation 

to the Maastricht Treaty, and - by 1995 - he initiated a party leadership contest to 

bolster his party position (Cowley and Norton, 1999: 90). Further, the treaty ratification 

process in other countries normalised the idea that each state should hold a referendum 

to give consent for more EU integration (Startin, 2015: 315).  

There followed 13 years of Labour government characterised as generally supportive of EU 

integration and expansion, particularly when Prime Minister Tony Blair could describe the 

UK’s special place in EU affairs, highlight EU flexibility (e.g. to maintain the UK ‘rebate’), or 

portray UK leadership of agendas such as climate change (Chapter 8). However, ministers were 

increasingly conscious of Eurosceptic newspaper coverage (2015: 317) and of public opinion 

in relation to EU immigration. During this time, the EU enlarged considerably - ten states 

joined in 2004 (Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, 

Slovakia, and Slovenia) and two in 2007 (Bulgaria, Romania). Labour had treated EU-to-UK 

migration as a mild boost to ‘economic activity and tax receipts’ on the assumption of modest 

activity (Sobolewska and Ford, 2020: 143). Yet, migration from Central and Eastern Europe 

was much higher – and more spread across the UK – than expected. It prompted public ‘concern 

about immigration’ to reach an ‘all-time high in 2007’, and Labour to amend its rhetoric to 

appear less tolerant (2020: 144-7; 163). It was also concerned that a proposed referendum on 

the Constitutional Treaty (2004) would have been lost (Cowley and Stuart, 2010: 134). The 

Lisbon Treaty (2007) was its more modest alternative. The Labour government rejected calls 

for a referendum on Lisbon, prompting substantive Eurosceptic media criticism and some 

Labour MP rebellions (to support the Conservative party’s amendment of EU legislation) 

(2010: 138). 

Single European Act 1986. A  ‘major reform of the founding treaties of the three original 

European Communities’ to foster greater integration, such as to increase the powers of the 

European Parliament, and establish European responsibilities for the ‘single market’, EU 

cohesion, and environmental policy (Dinan, 2020). 

Maastricht Treaty 1992 (to create the European Union). ‘One of the most important treaty 

changes in the history of European integration’: creating the conditions for an ‘Economic 

and Monetary Union’ (including the Eurozone), further empowering the European 

Parliament, extending the use of ‘Qualified Majority Voting’ (reducing the veto powers of 

individual countries), and extending EU competences to social and other policies (Laursen 

and Vanhoonacker, 2019). 

Lisbon Treaty. The original plan of EU actors and member states was to design a 

Constitutional Treaty (in 2004) that formalised the status of the EU and roles/ powers of 

its institutions. Referendums in France and The Netherlands (2005) prompted a retreat, in 

favour of the Lisbon Treaty (2007), to foster EU development but avoid the language of 

constitution development (Reh, 2009). 
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When the Conservatives re-entered government (from 2010, in Coalition), there were multiple 

signs of Euroscepticism that would prove more difficult to manage: 

1. The Daily Express ‘Britain out of Europe’ campaign (2010), and other papers’ routine 

criticism, helped to normalise Euroscepticism in public debate (Startin, 2015: 318).  

2. A vote in the House of Commons to hold a Brexit referendum (2011) was defeated 483 

to 111, but 81 rebellions plus 14-19 abstentions helped to produce ‘the largest 

Conservative rebellion of the 2010 Parliament to date, and one of the largest of the 

postwar era’ (Cowley and Stuart, 2012: 402).  

3. EU freedom of movement undermined attempts by the Conservatives to live up to their 

anti-immigration reputation. The UK government created a ‘hostile environment’ for 

migrants (under then Home Secretary Theresa May), but ‘substantial EU migration 

continued’ (Sobolewska and Ford, 2020: 169-73).  

4. Smaller parties – the British National Party (BNP) and UK Independence Party (UKIP) 

-  had enjoyed success in mobilising ‘ethnocentric sentiments’ against immigration to 

win votes (2020: 164). Then, UKIP (led by Nigel Farage, 2006-9 and 2010-16) became 

increasingly successful in combining ‘a strong anti-migration stance with trenchant 

hostility to the EU’ (2020: 175). For example, it won a plurality of UK seats (24 of 73) 

in the European Parliament elections in 2014, and a small number of defections by 

Conservative MPs.  

These developments put strong internal pressure on the party to produce a solution to its EU 

problem (Bale, 2022). By 2013, Prime Minister David Cameron promised that the UK would 

hold a referendum if the Conservatives won the next election (Bale, 2022: 3). Cameron’s 

account of this decision highlights inevitability, since party pressure was becoming 

unmanageable without a referendum (2022: 3; see also Frosini and Gilbert, 2020), and strategy, 

in which Cameron could (1) use the threat of Brexit to renegotiate the UK’s position in the EU, 

and perhaps (2) emulate previous referendum successes, to reject electoral reform in 2013 

(Curtice, 2013), and Scottish independence in 2014 (Box 7.4).  

The first part of this strategy backfired, since Cameron did not secure a new deal to live up to 

the expectations he created (2022: 30).  Further, this referendum campaign was nothing like 

the ones before. Compared to electoral reform, public interest was far higher and more 

emotionally driven (2022: 17-26), and the Conservative party was divided.  Many UK 

government ministers – including Boris Johnson - campaigned energetically for Leave, while 

some – including Theresa May – gave minimal support to Remain (2022: 26-7; 39-47). 

Compared to the Scottish referendum, ‘Project Fear’ – in which the UK government warned 

voters about the major economic costs of constitutional change – had less impact (2022: 29-

32). Cameron failed, and resigned on the 24th of June (2022: 47-9). 

The Brexit debate: a catch-all solution to too many problems 

We can use the Leave versus Remain campaigns to summarise the arguments made for and 

against Brexit, and therefore identify different perspectives on what exactly the Brexit 

referendum was designed to solve.  The Electoral Commission (2016) ‘designated’ the lead 

campaigns for each side: Vote Leave to support Brexit, and The In Campaign/ Britain Stronger 
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in Europe to oppose it. Designation allowed each organization to spend up to £7m each and 

enjoy access to public and media space and leaflet distribution (the UK government also sent 

each voter a leaflet supporting EU membership). We summarize their arguments in Box 7.3 

(see also Sobolewska and Ford, 2020: 224-49).  

Box 7.3 The main arguments of Vote Leave and Britain Stronger in Europe 

Vote Leave (2016: 1-15) Why should we Vote Leave on 23 June? 

1. EU membership has an excessive financial cost which could be better spent on public 

services. ‘The EU costs us over £350 million a weak. Enough to build a brand new, full-staffed 

NHS hospital every week’ (Boris Johnson campaigned with this message painted on a red bus 

- Menon and Salter, 2016: 1305-10).  

2. The EU directs UK immigration policy. Free movement undercuts UK workers and poor 

border control undermines the identification of terrorists. ‘We need to take back control of our 

borders so we decide who can come here - and who can’t … Voting to stay in the EU is a threat 

to our jobs and our security’. 

3. The EU will expand, exacerbating financial costs and immigration problems. ‘The next 

countries set to join are’ Albania, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Turkey (bordering Syria). 

4. The UK has ceded too much control to the EU, with no say for UK voters or accountability 

for harmful legislation. ‘We should take back the power to kick out the people who make our 

laws … Over half our laws are made by unelected EU bureaucrats in Brussels who we never 

voted for. The Eurozone has a permanent majority in the EU voting system – this means we’re 

always outvoted’. 

5. EU bureaucracy undermines UK business and limits trade. ‘Let’s take back control over our 

economy and trade’. ‘UK trade and jobs will thrive after we Vote Leave’. 

6. The UK Prime Minister failed to renegotiate the UK’s status in the EU, which will get worse 

after the referendum. ‘The European Court is still in charge of exactly the same things as it was 

before … The EU is already planning its next power grab’. 

Britain Stronger in Europe (2016: 1-8) Why Britain is Stronger in Europe 

1. EU membership improves the UK economy, trade, and investment. The EU has negotiated 

many trade deals, and companies invest in the UK to access the single market. ‘Europe’s single 

market facilitates greater trade and investment’. ‘The EU accounts for 44% of the UK’s 

exports, worth £229bn in 2014’. ‘200,000 British businesses trade with the EU’. ‘Between 3 

and 4 million jobs in Britain are linked to our trade with Europe’.  

2. EU membership reduces the cost of living. ‘We all benefit from access to a wider range of 

goods and services, which leads to lower prices… each household on average benefits by 

£3,000 a year from EU membership’ (including the cost of flights and mobile phone use). 

3. EU membership improves security. ‘Britain is able to influence key decisions and work with 

our partners to ensure a coordinated response to international threats such as terrorism, 

organised crime or climate change’ (such as the European Arrest Warrant). 
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4. EU membership protects workers. It fosters ‘minimum paid annual leave, protections against 

discrimination and harassment at work, and for statutory maternity and parental leave’. 

5. EU membership helps to address climate change. ‘Britain benefits from EU environmental 

legislation and funding’. ‘As part of Europe, Britain is taking a lead in fighting climate change’. 

6. There is no clear model for Brexit. All known alternatives to EU membership are bad. Some 

oblige the UK to follow EU rules without influence (‘Norway model’), while paying into the 

EU budget (‘Switzerland model’), or having no access to the single market for services 

(‘Turkey model’). Or, the UK would ‘would subject UK-EU trade to new tariffs and increase 

costs for businesses and consumers’. 

The government made a similar case for the value of EU membership (‘stronger economy’, 

lower cost of living, peace and security) and against a ‘decade or more of uncertainty’ as ‘the 

UK unpicks our relationship with the EU’. It described its ‘special status in the EU’ (after 

Cameron negotiated to maintain ‘border controls’, restrict ‘access to our welfare system for 

new EU migrants’, and avoid further EU integration) (HM Government, 2016).  

This comparison of campaigns is useful but incomplete. First, it helps to identify common 

points of debate, including how best to promote economic activity (trade, jobs, cost of living 

and doing business) and human security, and different agendas such as regarding immigration 

(Leave) or climate change (Remain).  

Second, however, a binary campaign and vote exaggerates the coherence of each position. 

Simple campaigns encourage voters to invest their own beliefs and aims in a vague and 

aspirational policy solution to their perception of the problem, without requiring a majority to 

define the problem clearly (or in the same way) before voting. There was no shortage of 

academic analyses warning against the economic costs of Brexit, but an evidence-informed 

comparison of the trade-offs associated with Leave/Remain was not a feature of the debate (or 

Brexit process - Dunlop et al, 2020: 710-13).  

Third, there were many actors involved, presenting different messages or prioritising one or 

two, without being subject to the same scrutiny as the official campaigns (Cadwalladr, 2017 

provides a famous account). Many messages drew 

on populism,  pitting ordinary (or allegedly ‘pure’) 

people against the corrupt elites - in the EU and UK 

Remain establishment – making policies at their 

expense (Jennings et al, 2017; Werner-Muller, 2017; 

Mudde, 2007; Stanley, 2008). For example, Nigel 

Farage led a campaign focused on whipping-up 

opposition to EU-driven immigration with reference to images of unwanted immigrants fleeing 

war or persecution (Sobolewska and Ford, 2020: 227). It was part of a wider discourse -

containing romanticised stories of a white British past (before high immigration), or concerns 

about a white working class community ‘left behind’ by EU-fuelled globalisation – suggesting 

that Brexit would help ‘to take our country back’ (Bhambra, 2017; Mondon and Winter, 2019; 

Populism. A political stance 

characterized by appealing to ‘the 

people’ (ordinary people in general, 

or specific ethnic groups) undermined 

by a corrupt ‘elite’ or ‘establishment’ 

(including elected politicians and 

unelected bureaucrats and judges). 
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Bale, 2022: 31-2; Spencer and Oppermann, 2020; see also Hobolt, 2016 on anti-immigration 

sentiment across the EU).  

Finally, while some organisations challenged Leave claims with reference to facts (e.g. Full 

Fact, 2017), a sole focus on ‘rational’ ways to consider EU membership would miss the point. 

Brexit discourse was often driven by emotional appeals tapping into hopes and fears, the 

mistrust of opponents, deeply held beliefs, and identity (Bale, 2022: 29-32; Richardson and 

Rittberger, 2020: 660-2). The debate exposed the significance of a specific English identity 

(Henderson et al, 2017). Identifying as Leave/Remain voters became far more important than 

traditional attachments to political parties (Sobolewska and Ford, 2020: 238). In that context, 

it is easier to appeal to these beliefs to encourage action – such as to vote - than to change them 

via campaigning (Jones and Crow, 2017; Sabatier et al, 1987). Indeed, the Leave campaign 

was more able to exploit deeply held feelings around identity to encourage action, than the 

half-hearted Remain campaign focusing largely on aversion to the risk of change (Sobolewska 

and Ford, 2020: 228-9). 

Analysing the vote for Brexit as a policy problem 
The vote for Brexit may look decisive, but it did not solve a specific policy problem. Indeed, 

Baines et al (2020: 742) argue that it could not do so, because the Leave case focused only on 

political success (see Box 5.3).  There was no possibility of process or programmatic success, 

because its case was ‘baseless’ and ‘unfounded in any policy analysis’ (2020: 742). Further, it 

raised the prospect of new constitutional crises, such as in relation to Scottish independence 

(Box 7.4). 

Box 7.4 Comparing the case for Brexit and Scottish independence 

The first Scottish independence referendum was held on 14 September 2014. There are many 

overlaps between both debates. First, they relate somewhat to national identity, with (for 

example) a strong link between people who feel (a) ‘Scottish, not British’ and favour 

independence (Cairney and McGarvey, 2013: 248; Keating and McEwen, 2020), or (b) 

‘English, not British’ and see the EU as a ‘Bad thing’ (Henderson et al, 2017: 638). Second, 

the ‘democratic deficit’ features strongly, with the added argument in Scotland that most people 

vote primarily for Labour or the SNP in General Elections but are governed by the 

Conservatives (Cairney and McGarvey, 2013: 27), Third, they focused strongly on the 

economic consequences of constitutional change, with the Yes campaign emphasising the 

benefits of an economic plan tailored to Scotland, and Better Together (the official campaign 

for the Union) emphasising the multiple economic risks of independence, including lower tax 

revenues to support higher Scottish spending, less resilience to economic shocks, and no ability 

to use sterling (Rioux, 2020: 9). Fourth, both campaigns had a negative focal point: for Yes, it 

was Conservative UK government; for Leave, it was the EU. Finally, independence and Brexit 

both represented all things to all people, with supporters expecting different things.  

However, we can also identify key differences. First, the SNP-led Scottish Government (2014) 

described specific plans for Scottish independence after a long period of consultation and 

debate (Swan, 2020; Keating and McEwen, 2020). The UK government did not, first when it 

opposed Brexit during the debate, and second when May’s team used the ‘Brexit means Brexit’ 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1369148117730542
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slogan to discourage debate (Dunlop et al, 2020: 708). Second, the Yes campaign and SNP 

focused on ‘civic nationalism’ (emphasising country of residence over birth or ancestry), with 

no equivalent to Brexit’s focus on immigration (Bennie and McAngus, 2020: 282; compare 

with Hill and Meer, 2020) or ‘jingoistic’ or ‘populist’ tone (Freeden, 2017; Calhoun, 2017; 

Inglehart and Norris, 2017). 

The prospect of a second referendum is unclear, but Brexit helped to make its case (Cairney, 

2017). First, the SNP argued that Brexit represented a substantive change in political 

circumstances. In the 2019 General Election it won 47/59 seats (80%, from 45% of the vote in 

Scotland) ‘on a platform committed to both independence and remaining in the EU’ (Keating 

and McEwen, 2020: 672). Second, although the EU was not a major feature of the 2014 debate, 

the assumption was that (1) people voted to stay in the UK which would remain in the EU, and 

(2) Scotland’s independence from the UK would make it problematic to re-join the EU. Some 

voters will now prefer Scotland/EU to Scotland/UK. Third, the Brexit arithmetic reinforces the 

following ‘democratic deficit’ argument: we voted for X but got Y because we are 

outnumbered by voters in England (62% voted Remain in Scotland). We have to accept 

governments and policies that we did not vote for (or challenge the outcome unsuccessfully in 

court - Kirkaldy, 2018; see also Sargeant, 2020; McEwen, 2021). Fourth, it challenges the idea 

that the independence aim is parochial: now, it is the cosmopolitan choice if rejecting a ‘Little 

England’ mentality. Finally, the UK Government did not pass on repatriated responsibilities in 

a way expected by the SNP Government, thus undermining the devolved government 

‘constitutional voice’ (McHarg and Mitchell, 2017). Yet, Brexit also supports the ‘Better 

Together’ case, since it shows that major constitutional change (1) is more difficult to achieve 

than advertised, and (2) has major short-term costs.  

This lack of a plan – and the fact that the referendum was advisory – gave some people the 

misguided hope (often entertained by the Labour Party) that the UK government might not 

seek Brexit (Gordon, 2016; Morgan, 2017). Really, the problem was how to turn Brexit into 

something more than a slogan. The process contributed to political crises in which the new 

Prime Minister, Theresa May (2016-19), proved unable to secure a deal that suited the EU and 

a majority of Westminster MPs. Boris Johnson’s premiership (2019-22) was built mostly on 

the 2019 General Election slogan ‘Get Brexit Done’. This approach helped to win that election, 

and secure the UK’s exit from the EU, but did not produce an outcome that could be 

meaningfully described as final. In that context, we use the 5-step policy analysis categories to 

help make sense of the process.  

Step 1.How could actors define the vote for Brexit as a policy problem?  

The policy problem is simple in principle, but ambiguous in practice: how to turn a vote for 

Brexit into a decision to leave the EU. It took years to resolve, demonstrating that the choice 

to leave was not in the sole gift of the UK government.  

First, the process began with uncertainty about how 

and when the UK should trigger Article 50 to give 

itself enough time to negotiate a feasible withdrawal 

agreement (it triggers a maximum two year timetable). 

Article 50. The provision of the 

Lisbon Treaty that allows a member 

state to notify the European Council 

that it will withdraw from the EU.  

https://www.holyrood.com/news/view,legal-challenge-over-scottish-parliament-brexit-bill-to-begin_9024.htm
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/sewel-convention-has-been-broken-brexit-reform-now-urgent
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00343404.2020.1735000
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1369148117711674?casa_token=dSFjleoSKU0AAAAA%3Aom995Y2Fcxv8kZFx4PK10FAt679xk9aQ_VvnNWtnZ4mERvJnB8TZg1KL4cx6PH0d3MIpoRjcvkJt
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09615768.2016.1250465
https://research-information.bris.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/100089116/4_Morgan_Glenn_1976_Brexit_1_.pdf
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May had signalled that the UK government would trigger it by March 2017, and sought to 

establish that the government could act unilaterally. Then, the High Court (‘Miller vs Secretary 

of State for Exiting the EU’, 3.11.16) ruled that Parliament had to approve this move, and the 

Supreme Court dismissed the government’s appeal (24.1.17). The House of Commons vote 

(498 to 114) allowed it to go ahead, with formal notification sent on 29.3.17 (UK in a Changing 

Europe, 2021: 6-7). A subsequent Commons vote (309 to 305) established that the UK 

government could not make a final withdrawal agreement with the EU with a ‘meaningful vote’ 

in Parliament (2021: 11). 

Second, it became clear, when UK and EU actors produced separate documents, that they 

described their approaches and expectations differently (HM Government, 2017; European 

Council, 2017). They agreed the ‘terms of reference’ and what ‘divorce issues’ to prioritise 

(‘citizens’ rights, the financial settlement … and a dialogue on the Ireland/ Northern Ireland 

border’) in June 2017, but the EU rejected the UK proposal to discuss their ‘future relationship’ 

until they made progress on the withdrawal agreement (UK in a Changing Europe, 2021: 9). 

This process already contrasted with referendum rhetoric (drawing on Westminster model 

images) suggesting that the UK would be in control of its exit. 

Third, May sought a snap election (approved in Parliament on 9.6.17) to give the Conservatives 

a larger majority and more authority during Brexit negotiations. However, the election 

produced a hung Parliament, with the Conservatives only able to maintain a majority of votes 

when backed – in a ‘confidence and supply agreement’ - by the Democratic Unionist Party 

(UK in a Changing Europe, 2021: 8-9). This agreement proved to be fragile when the DUP 

expressed opposition to initial plans on the Ireland/ Northern Ireland border (2021: 10). 

Step 2. Identifying feasible solutions.  

These issues help to explain a major gap between the technical and political feasibility of 

potential solutions: while many possible options could be described, few would secure enough 

support from EU and UK actors (McConnell and Tormey, 2020: 689-92). From a UK 

perspective, these options include: 

Soft Brexit: remain a member of the economic, but not political, union.  

For example, the UK could seek to join the European Free Trade Association bloc (Iceland, 

Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland). This option – often described as ‘rule-taker, not rule-

maker’ - would require the UK to meet a large proportion of EU rules regarding free trade 

(including environmental standards) without having a voice in EU political debates and 

negotiations (Hepburn, 2019; Menon, 2016). The meaning of ‘soft Brexit’ was unclear and 

contested, associated with very different plans, including ‘Norway Plus’, ‘Common Market 

2.0’, and a new customs union (Halfon and Powell, 2019; Wyatt, 2022). While supported by 

pragmatic Remain supporters, it held no appeal for Eurosceptics. For the latter, membership of 

the EU single market and customs union is too restrictive because it requires the UK to retain 

the ‘four freedoms’ of movement and therefore accept the authority of EU bureaucratic and 

judicial actors (Box 7.1) (Menon and Fowler, 2019; Ladrech, 2016). For example, Jacob Rees-

Mogg MP described it as making the UK a ‘vassal state’ of Europe (Edwards, 2018) 

https://labourlist.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Common-Market-2.0.pdf
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/why-keir-starmer-has-ruled-out-negotiating-a-soft-brexit/
https://theconversation.com/explainer-whats-the-difference-between-hard-and-soft-brexit-66524
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/a-hard-brexit-is-a-gift-to-no-one-except-political-extremists/
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Hard Brexit: leave the economic union and seek a new trading agreement with the EU.  

This option suggests that independence requires a decisive exit from all EU arrangements, 

focusing on negotiating a new relationship with the EU and the world (including a US that was 

led by Brexit-supporting President Donald Trump - Wilson, 2017). Labels such as ‘Canada 

plus’ described a desire to work with, but be separate from, the EU, and to tap into the UK’s 

historic role as a leader of Commonwealth countries (O’Carroll, 2019). It had limited value for 

pragmatic UK negotiators seeking to appeal to a wide range of UK (and EU) stakeholders 

(Edwards, 2018). In particular, it threatened the spirit of the Good Friday Agreement, since 

part of the ‘hard border’ between the UK and EU would be between Ireland and Northern 

Ireland (Powell, 2009; Doyle and Connolly, 2019; Lagana, 2020; McCrudden, n.d.; Muldoon 

et al, 2006).   

No Deal Brexit: go it alone, with no agreement possible. 

This option suggests that it is not possible to reach a feasible accord with the EU. Instead, exit 

the EU without any formal agreement and rely on World Trade Organisation (WTO) terms. 

It may have seemed like the ‘nuclear’ option in 2016, and was not a feature of the Leave 

campaign because it represents a lose-lose scenario. The UK would be required to manage 

import and export tariffs on goods and services, which would undermine its ability to engage 

economically with EU countries (firms in international supply chains would be subject to 

uncertainty and additional costs). The EU would be unable to establish the rights of EU citizens.  

However, it became more feasible each time the negotiations failed, and when the time to reach 

a deal began to run out. It found favour among Leave advocates including Nigel Farage (during 

a gap between leaving UKIP in 2016 and leading the Brexit Party from 2019-21), Conservative 

MPs such as Steve Baker, and the lobby group Economists for Brexit (now Economists for 

Free Trade) led by prominent Brexit-supporting economist Professor Patrick Minford. Its 

supporters called it a ‘clean’ Brexit, accompanied by a declaration of universal free trade and 

guarantee that the UK would ‘impose no tariffs of any kind of goods entering the UK market’ 

(Gamble, 2018; 1219). They argued that the absence of EU constraints would allow the UK to 

Good Friday Agreement (Belfast Agreement). A signed agreement between the UK and 

Ireland governments (supported by most political parties in Northern Ireland) on the future 

governance of Northern Ireland. It included agreement on: the principle of self-determination 

(such as to seek or oppose a united Ireland); plans to establish a Northern Ireland Assembly 

and Executive; a commitment for regular formal meetings between actors representing North 

and South (and to foster routine movement across a soft border) and between UK/ Ireland in 

the British-Irish Council; the decommissioning of weapons held by paramilitary 

organisations; the accelerated release of political prisoners; the reform of policing in Northern 

Ireland; and, a referendum to legitimize the agreement (Secretary of State for Northern 

Ireland, 1998). 

World Trade Organization (WTO). An international organisation that establishes and 

administers the rules of trade between countries (in cooperation with other international 

organisations), monitors implementation, and handles disputes. It has 164 members (98% of 

global trade). Agreements are voluntary, but ‘signed by the bulk of the world’s trading nations 

…to ensure that trade flows as smoothly, predictably and freely as possible’ (WTO, 2022). 

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1369148117713719?casa_token=3SwMCSeBMPgAAAAA%3A6mlVMEaas2I7Taq316AndbAqIaVkTCUHKxYGFsfcNqqTpZ7AwJVBcjwXNEHp7urVMVdzhqBnrFck
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/nov/12/can-uk-get-brexit-super-canada-plus-trade-deal-with-eu-by-end-of-2020
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-12418-2_4
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/97/TheGoodFridayAgreementBrexitandRights_0.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2007.00553.x?casa_token=2ZiXhOlpFFUAAAAA:QO1YiXbjetp0e8W0jIi3Y0-ljFv56jsbbEHJ4_4P2wbeFfdRwvG7yNWLLFdnTdx1E1thguLohQfq2Q
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2007.00553.x?casa_token=2ZiXhOlpFFUAAAAA:QO1YiXbjetp0e8W0jIi3Y0-ljFv56jsbbEHJ4_4P2wbeFfdRwvG7yNWLLFdnTdx1E1thguLohQfq2Q
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become the ‘Singapore on Thames’, or an ‘offshore’ hub for financial services and operating 

as a ‘high innovation’ and ‘low tax’ economy. This elite group used a romantic ‘myth of no 

deal Brexit’ to ‘re-mobilise support for their cause' (Kettell and Kerr, 2020: 1).  

Hold a second referendum to check if people want this Brexit 

This option would be to put the negotiated settlement to a public vote, largely as a way to 

oppose Brexit. It drew on previous EU strategies, in which the response to the first 

unfavourable referendum was to reform and repackage the offer (as with the Lisbon Treaty). It 

also reflected the Remain argument that people were voting for something that Leave could 

not offer, and would reject Brexit when they could see its full impact (Bellamy, 2019; see also 

Ellwood, 2022). The ‘People’s Vote’ campaign sought to generate public enthusiasm. Its rally 

in 2018 contained several hundred thousand people in London, and its petition gained over 1m 

signatures (although 17.4m had voted for Brexit) (Sabbagh, 2019). This idea had previously 

been suggested by the MP David Davis when he was standing for the leadership of the 

Conservative Party (Tempest, 2005), but rejected by Davis while Secretary of State for Exiting 

the EU (2016-19).  

Also note how these options are presented and ranked from an EU perspective. In December 

2017, the European Commission Chief Negotiator Michel Barnier (2017) summed up the 

options in a ‘staircase’ of models, arguing that (1) EU membership was at the top, and no-deal/ 

WTO rules were at the bottom, and (2) the UK’s insistence of ‘red lines’ would push the result 

to the bottom.  

Step 3. Using values and goals to compare solutions, and Step 4. Predicting 

the outcomes of solutions 

Chapter 6 suggests that steps 3 and 4 were not a strong feature of COVID-19 policymaking: 

governments were not making explicit trade-offs based on competing values, or able to predict 

well the impact of solutions. The same is true of Brexit, with two added elements. First, there 

was a major gap between (1) the hopes for a Brexit deal expressed during the 2016 debate and 

(2) political reality. Second, the UK central government is not the only audience for policy 

analysis. Rather, the Prime Minister sought a deal that would be agreed by the EU and 

Parliament, while honouring (their perception of) what people wanted when voting Leave. 

Debates on solutions were chaotic (Dunlop et al, 2021), but the main trade-offs were clear, 

between:  

1. Favour UK sovereignty and control over immigration and trade, versus  

2. Adhere to EU rules, to give the UK access to the economic union and maintain a soft 

border between Ireland and Northern Ireland.  

The prioritisation of ‘taking back control’ would lead to a hard or no-deal Brexit, producing a 

major negative impact on the UK economy (Van Reenan, 2016; Erken et al, 2020) and a crisis 

in Northern Ireland. Indeed, EU negotiators opposed any movement towards a ‘hard border’ if 

it would ‘risk the peace’ (Stevenson, 2017; McGormley-Heenan and Aughey, 2017).  

In that context, it became commonplace for Remain actors to identify how Leave campaigners 

had made misleading claims. The term ‘cakeism’ – keeping your cake but eating it too - 

http://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/105876380/kettells2020myth.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41304-018-0155-x
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/dec/18/theres-no-chance-now-how-the-peoples-vote-movement-died
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2005/nov/02/toryleadership2005.conservatives
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/brexits-long-run-effects-john-van-reenen.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00396338.2017.1325606?casa_token=oIEwTJIEmBwAAAAA:Z7GjNdZRCbIQnmA7FynXtGSWb4Jq7WPM2FTdVSMMPtpsb6nvKXgfOyylfJlGu-hYEkeQbywioHUS
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1369148117711060?casa_token=ppYZavtFPdMAAAAA%3A6Apx6ukTT2AX1cO-SfNZtsmSEMvksr2E659rUjSUIEottP0wdQ4nC-Tcl3PKeElATBaNdmm5kFJ1
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described the sense that Leave campaigners wanted access to the economic and trade benefits 

of EU membership without following any EU rules, even though the EU ruled out this outcome 

(Musloff, 2020; Barnier, 2017). Barnier (2017) and leaders such as German Chancellor Angela 

Merkel stated that ‘cherry picking’ different parts of membership was not an option and would 

harm EU interests (European Economic and Social Committee, 2017; Enderlein, 2018). 

Initially, Leave campaigners – including UK ministers in key positions, like David Davis, Liam 

Fox, and Boris Johnson  - argued that the UK ‘held all the cards’ in negotiations: needless trade 

obstacles would be opposed by EU businesses (who would complain directly to country 

leaders), and UK control of immigration would be a small price to pay for continued trade 

(Grey, 2017; BBC, 2020). Subsequently, they blamed EU negotiators and country leaders for 

failure, rather than admitting their complete misunderstanding of their counterparts' objectives 

and unwillingness to compromise key values and principles (Figueira and Martill, 2020).  

Step 5. Making recommendations 

This contestation helps to explain why the UK government failed to recommend a solution 

favourable to the EU and House of Commons (Schnapper, 2020), as well as the dysfunctional 

bargaining process (Dunlop et al, 2020: 715-18) and ‘policy fiasco’ that followed (McConnell 

and Tormey, 2020). First, when negotiating with the EU, May and senior ministers (including 

Davis, Fox, and Johnson) did not support ‘soft Brexit’. Their ‘red lines’ – including that the 

UK would leave the economic union and reject the jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice 

– ruled out that option (Richards et al, 2018). Second, the lack of a Conservative majority ruled 

out a ‘hard Brexit’ favourable to the UK and EU, since any vote would be undermined either 

by Eurosceptic MPs insisting on a ‘harder’ deal or DUP MPs dissatisfied with the impact on 

Northern Ireland. Further, May’s apparent strategy to ‘force party rebels to back down’ did not 

work (Heinkelmann-Wild, 2020: 723). 

Subsequently, May’s ‘Chequers Plan’ (agreed on 6.7.18 and published as a White Paper on 

17.7.18) sought an ‘attractive fudge’ (Gallagher, 2018): to keep the UK closely aligned to EU 

regulations to remain outside of the economic union but have access to EU markets and avoid 

a hard border. It suited neither side. Brexit supporting ministers (Davis, Johnson, and Baker) 

resigned following its publication, with Davis complaining that the UK was ‘giving away too 

much and too easily’ (8.7.18), and Johnson scathing about the UK’s ‘status of a colony’ 

(9.7.22) (UK in a Changing Europe, 2021: 13). Then, Barnier (26.7.18) and the European 

Council (20.9.18) rejected the approach to customs as ‘cherry picking’ and damaging to the 

single market (2021: 14).  

Any changes to the Chequers Plan would only suit one side. Negotiations with the EU (1) 

helped to produce (14.11.18) a ‘Withdrawal Agreement’, ‘Outline of a Political Declaration 

for the future UK-EU relationship’, ‘financial settlement’, deal on citizen rights, and temporary 

agreement (‘backstop’) to prevent a hard customs border in Ireland, which were (2) endorsed 

by the European Council on 25.11.18 (2021: 16; Cauvet, 2018; Wright, 2019). However, the 

agreement prompted further resignations from the UK government, and was never accepted in 

Parliament. Key events (summarised by UK in a Changing Europe, 2021: 17-25; see also 

Institute for Government, 2019; Kippin and Pyper, 2021) include: 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2020/02/13/having-cake-and-eating-it-how-a-hyperbolic-metaphor-framed-brexit/
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/press-releases/there-no-cherry-picking-brexit
https://institutdelors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/171024jdigrundfreiheitenenwebeinzelseitena4.pdf
https://chrisgreybrexitblog.blogspot.com/2017/07/the-german-car-industry-and-brexit.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-politics-54590278
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501763.2020.1810103
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501763.2019.1657485?src=recsys
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-923X.12488?casa_token=IFfmzVOaTugAAAAA:ssy0_1cGalzNVToUhI5EeVB-qLErp4Cl-n0f-8MkDoQTnH0hagVQBfHoAVElXdmVq37h4aXpOtP2XQ
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/91009/
https://journals.openedition.org/osb/2167
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/60364830/2019___UCL_EI_-_Brexit_Insights_-_Northern_Ireland__the_Backstop_and_No_Deal_-_July20190822-82993-1f25ved-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1654008656&Signature=OF8g3lqA0tbMO2EvCmaOtu9I312F1w7pclibeqAtsh6fLTzOWRXFG~5k~NhQPHxbwVsER00i6SqU1BRecuUuZSI6jlw6nhYPIwrNGRqE-XrWRnvSccCO20SDz3rRbKBG39hGme9M89EiaQUH-513NK2FRHr8EToBqwtzkKyjPOzK7I6PM74N471huGCZLThN0hZ0lAw92GA2P8HmUQLwiWiOUxqcsyTFB27EKOx7PMz5oA0Y3gqzb6iFVKGGLeq5N45L0KIh3tx8Uxek078QCT~CfiOm8oB5ZkzfPLQ4Ikva5qy9xSa~zsJOw3GG617mj7oW4a-yAlxuSRZVCi~b~w__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/printpdf/5109
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• The government suffered multiple parliamentary defeats (4.12.18) and delayed the 

‘meaningful vote’ (10.12.18) on a deal certain to be defeated.  

• The deal was rejected during the first ‘meaningful vote’ (15.1.19).  

• The government amended its proposals on customs (the ‘Malthouse Compromise’, 

3.2.19), and secured EU assurances about the flexibility of their deal (11.3.19), but the 

Commons rejected its proposals in the second meaningful vote (12.3.19) (2021: 19).  

• The Commons agreed that the UK should seek an extension of the Article 50 period, 

which the European Council endorsed on 21.3.19 (then on 10.4.19). 

• There followed a remarkable series of Commons votes on various options but with no 

clear winner (27.3.19 and 1.4.19), a third rejection of May’s deal (29.3.19), and a vote 

to rule out EU withdrawal without a deal approved by Parliament (3.4.19) (2021: 22). 

• Talks between the government and Labour party, ‘aimed at breaking the Brexit 

impasse, end without an agreement’ (17.5.19).  

• The Farage-led Brexit party won a plurality of the 2019 European Parliament vote 

(30.9%) (23.5.19). 

• Theresa May resigned as Prime Minister (7.6.19).  

• The government was rebuffed – in Parliament, then in the Supreme Court (24.9.19) - to 

prevent the UK leaving the EU while Parliament was not sitting.  

Boris Johnson became Prime Minister on 24.7.19 and initially sought to renegotiate the Brexit 

deal. The UK agreed a deal with the European Council (17.10.19), replacing the ‘backstop’ 

with a plan to leave the EU customs union but assign special status to Northern Ireland (a 

‘differentiated Brexit’ - Keating, 2022). However, the new deal did not receive timely 

Commons support. The delay necessitated a further extension of Article 50 and/ or – as Johnson 

favoured (22.10.19) – the abandonment of current legislation to ‘accelerate plans for a no deal 

Brexit’ (2021: 28). After initial opposition, Johnson secured enough support to call a new 

general election: giving the Conservatives a parliamentary majority (12.12.19), allowing the 

government to pass the EU (Withdrawal Agreement) Bill (20.12.19) and gain European 

Parliament approval (29.1.20), thus allowing formal withdrawal from the EU (31.1.20), 

followed by a ‘transition period’ until 31.12.20 (2021: 31). This act can be called ‘Brexit’, but 

did not resolve the policymaking problems associated with the Brexit vote. 

What forms of multi-level policymaking are feasible (and fair) in 

theory and practice?  
The Brexit process exposed longstanding debates about the feasibility and fairness of different 

ways to govern. Some policy analysis accounts focus on technical feasibility, to ask questions 

such as: can we identify an optimal division of policymaking functions? In this context, 

optimality relates to problem-solving concerns, such as the efficiency of delivering services at 

different scales (e.g. local or national), and the trade-offs between – say – the benefits of 

national or supranational uniformity (e.g. if a programme works and should be rolled out) 

versus local flexibility (e.g. if a programme is better to be tailored to each context) (Marks and 

Hooghe, 2000). It also relates to optimal ways to produce cooperation whenever multiple 

organisations are involved in policy delivery, such as to (1) avoid negative ‘externalities’, when 

the action of one has an unintended effect on another, and (2) maximise mutual trust to 
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minimise ‘transactions costs’, such as when designing and enforcing contracts (Swann and 

Kim, 2018). 

Some policy process accounts focus on political feasibility, to ask questions such as: what are 

the competing demands to take or share control? They include UK calls to reduce or remove 

EU powers, territorial demands for meaningfully devolved responsibilities or full 

independence (Box 7.4), and demands for greater local autonomy (or for less interference by 

the centre in the affairs of elected local governments). Further, there are regular tensions 

regarding which sectors or bodies should lead cross-cutting agendas. The former cases relate 

to feelings of national, regional, or local identity (Box 7.4), prompting calls for governmental 

boundaries to match the boundaries that people put between themselves and others (e.g. the 

state should be controlled by the nation). Further, routine ‘turf wars’ between jurisdictions can 

also relate to professional or administrative tensions (Carey and Crammond, 2015). 

Combined, these foci highlight two very different analytical concerns: the right to govern, 

which often relates to demands for political autonomy; and, the need to address policy 

problems, which relates to functional requirements of policymaking. Policy studies highlight a 

tendency to distribute  policymaking functions in relation to political contestation, not the 

technical concerns of policy analysts. Indeed, the word ‘technical’ is often misleading, since 

any question of ‘optimality’ is highly contested (Cairney et al, 2022: 6).  

Hooghe and Marks (2003: 233) combine these technical and political elements to argue that 

‘multi-level governance’ should be defended: ‘Centralized authority - command and control - 

has few advocates … the dispersion of governance across multiple jurisdictions is both more 

efficient than, and normatively superior to, central state monopoly.’ However, there are two 

different types of MLG to envision (2003: 236): 

1. Community or territorially focused. The formal allocation of a collection of policy 

responsibilities to a small number of governments (e.g. EU, UK, devolved), each with 

their own executive, legislative, and judicial functions. The focus is on a manageable 

number of authorities with clearly defined responsibilities. 

2. Task focused. A large number of organisations cooperate to address the same problem. 

The focus is on generating positive responses to a problem from any relevant 

organisation, emphasising flexibility, overlapping functions, and collaboration.  

In practice, we find combinations of both types. Regardless of the number of levels (e.g. when 

removing the EU level), we would still expect multi-level action to ‘overlap continuously when 

governments produce different policy instruments to deal with the same problem’ (Cairney, 

2020: 142). Indeed, we may find that UK policy is made in the UK but not driven by one centre 

(John, 2018: 14). Further, contestation to define and address problems is a feature not only of 

studies of national and regional policymaking, but also intersectoral agendas within each 

jurisdiction (2022: 6-7). Therefore, for example, we find very different intergovernmental 

relations in each case study chapter, from the strong ‘four nations’ approach to COVID-19 

(Box 6.1) to unresolved tensions regarding who is responsible for energy policies (Box 8.2). It 

will also take time for most interest groups in each sector to identify which venues to lobby, 

following a bruising period in which policy changed against their wishes (Richardson, 2018). 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3185193
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41293-017-0051-y
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Insights from critical policy analysis may prompt us to modify these questions to focus on 

inequalities in policy and policymaking. First, can we identify the equivalent of an optimal 

division of policymaking practices to reduce inequalities? Cairney et al (2022: 38; 52; 70; 108; 

153; 166) reply with a frequent and emphatic no. Governments or policy designers may seek 

or describe that aim in the abstract, but concrete discussions reveal routine contestation on who 

should do what and why. Consequently, ‘even if there was an optimal level, it does not explain 

why competences are placed where they are … their distribution is the outcome of political 

contestation in which claims to functional efficiency compete with interests, identities, and 

ideologies’ (2022: 6). Indeed, their case studies of multi-level policymaking - to foster health, 

education, and gender equity agendas across the EU - identify many models, each producing 

modest impacts on inequalities.  

Second, can we envisage more inclusive forms of policymaking - such as collaborative 

governance between governments and stakeholders – dedicated to reducing inequalities? This 

language could be part of the Brexit story, in which a reallocation of policymaking functions 

kickstarts a fairer, more democratic, and more prosperous UK (Johnson, 2016; Davis, 2016; 

Spencer and Oppermann, 2019). It has been used frequently when UK and devolved 

governments pursued ‘preventive’ policies to mitigate against the impact of social and 

economic inequalities on health and education outcomes (Cairney and St.Denny, 2020). Most 

recently, this commitment to more equitable policy and policymaking is a feature of the vague 

UK government ‘Levelling Up’ agenda devoted to improving outcomes associated with ‘left 

behind’ populations and districts. However, this aim is not new, and it tends not to lead to 

radical changes to policy, partly because UK policymaking reforms do not come with a 

commitment to use tax and spending to redistribute resources (Cocks, 2013; Bentley and Shutt, 

2010; Pike et al, 2018; Jennings et al, 2021). Nor does it lead to policymaking reforms, such as 

to foster greater ‘localism’, largely because the same governments also seek the benefits of 

Westminster-style centralisation (Chapter 3). Indeed, Baldini et al (2018; 2022) suggest that 

Brexit has prompted some movement back to a ‘majoritarian’ UK system. 

What was the actual consequence of Brexit on policy? 
At the time of writing, the UK had only experienced 1-2 years of non-EU membership, which 

makes it difficult to identify a substantive Brexit effect across government as a whole (Table 

8.1). There have been major changes in relation to salient issues, including the ending of the 

free movement of EU citizens, and new trading rules to replace the EU customs union and 

single market. Otherwise, policy change has been modest, with no ‘big bang’ of ‘major 

divergence from EU rules’ (Reland et al, 2022: 4).  

Table 8.1: Examples of policy changes following Brexit  

Sector Policy change  

Immigration A ‘points based’ system (with minimum-income requirements), initially 

to prioritise ‘skilled’ occupations then high-need sectors such as 

agriculture (following a mass exit of EU citizens - Sumption and Kierans, 

2021; Wadsworth, 2018; Portes, 2022a). These policies could have high 

short-term costs but long-term economic benefits (Portes, 2022b). 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/15/of-course-our-city-fat-cats-love-the-eu--its-why-they-earn-so-mu/
https://www.daviddavismp.com/david-davis-gives-a-speech-making-the-case-for-brexit/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501763.2019.1662828?casa_token=KNZ-76aOpDwAAAAA%3ADE30VL4YxcZDWXYRpgpixmMy1MpRnDsj-r4koTntuVN3_oJFtWeg8slTZjis1XwJUme3XGckvAkc
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09654313.2012.722955?casa_token=VewY77KgN3cAAAAA%3A-yZcY7XDxioKyNSQIG6ezJ4oigEkS3F0eWRmREzA5WgRXofUVOjw0uliPN4iNqrSw2UW0uiL7cLq
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02690942.2010.532356
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02690942.2010.532356
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-923X.13005
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/integration-in-the-uk-and-the-post-brexit-immigration-system/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/integration-in-the-uk-and-the-post-brexit-immigration-system/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1475-5890.12177?casa_token=Yhv9VNvWx8UAAAAA:jY-ZUbv4M1EuYEg2T14yvt3vv60D9nlFAwaLwoSkiaYLkt8lz6pQGj2ChD0XmtaLM3HP8bc9za2MOw
https://academic.oup.com/oxrep/article/38/1/82/6514758?login=true#327634768
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Trade The EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) created new 

restrictions (reducing exports/imports by 7%/14% - Fuscacchia et al, 

2022). Several ‘new’ international trade agreements replicated 

agreements that the UK enjoyed via the EU.  

Financial 

Services 

UK financial institutions lost ‘passporting rights’ to do business in the EU. 

The UK government has yet to deregulate financial services to the extent 

proposed during Brexit debates (Reland et al, 2022).  

Agriculture and 

Fish (Chapter 8) 

The UK Government phased out the Common Agricultural Policy, 

replacing it  with schemes to incentivise environmentally sustainable 

behaviours (Reland et al, 2022). The TCA replaces UK Common 

Fisheries Policy obligations, with a small increase in quotas for fishermen 

in UK waters, but more onerous trade regulations (Connolly et al, 2020). 

Climate 

Change and 

Energy 

(Chapter 8) 

The Environment Act 2021 and other measures replace EU directives. The 

Act contradicts the idea that Brexit would remove environmental 

regulations seen as burdensome, costly, and unnecessary (Burns, 2020; 

Reland, 2020). Nor did the UK end VAT on energy bills (so far) or make 

new arrangements for nuclear materials (Watson and Drummond, 2022). 

Crime and 

Justice  

The Human Rights Act remains in place (the European Convention on 

Human Rights is not an EU initiative), but the Bill of Rights (2022) is 

designed to replace key elements. Criminal law remains relatively 

untouched (Reland et al, 2021).  

Health Brexit’s £350m extra per week for the NHS did not materialise. Increases 

in health spending resulted from extra taxation (Chapters 5  and 6). There 

is speculation that the government will encourage more private sector 

involvement in health services (Health Foundation, 2019; Dayan, 2021).  

Devolution and 

governance 

The UK promised to send relevant repatriated powers to devolved 

governments, but the latter argue that this process did not happen 

(Torrance, 2020). Subnational institutions – English local Parish 

Councils, county, metropolitan, and unitary authorities, and Regional 

Combined Authorities  - have some increased responsibilities (Kippin and 

Morphet, 2022).  

 

The more immediate impact of the vote was uncertainty during negotiation and transition, 

delaying plans for policy change and making life difficult for organisations seeking to adapt to 

their new reality. For example, a new regime for trade regulations has been onerous on small 

businesses, and the loss of EU schemes – in relation to regional economic investment, 

agriculture (Chapter 8), and University funding and student mobility schemes – has 

necessitated a quick transition to new (and often less ambitious) arrangements (Brien, 2022: 

15; Marshall and Mills-Sheehy, 2022; Swatridge, 2021). The future impact is less clear, even 

to the most vocal proponents of Brexit. For example, in June 2022, Jacob Rees Mogg – when 

Minister of State for Brexit Opportunities and Government Efficiency - asked Daily Express 

readers for ideas to take advantage of Brexit. The response was calls to (for example) remove 

EU regulations on electrical products and vehicles (Wilson, 2022). Days earlier, Boris Johnson 

https://academic.oup.com/oxrep/article/38/1/27/6514752?login=true
https://academic.oup.com/oxrep/article/38/1/27/6514752?login=true
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/long-read/brexits-implications-for-environmental-policy/
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/long-read/brexits-implications-for-environmental-policy/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/sustainable/news/2022/jan/how-has-energy-policy-changed-after-brexit
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/the-brexit-referendum-five-years-on-what-has-it-meant-for-the-nhs
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/eu-powers-after-brexit-power-grab-or-power-surge/
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8527/CBP-8527.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8527/CBP-8527.pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/agriculture-subsidies-after-brexit
https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=997686
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had announced a plan to abolish hundreds of EU regulations in a ‘bonfire’, without providing 

details. 

Critical policy analysis: who wins or loses from Brexit?  
If we rely on Leave rhetoric, we would expect Brexit to have the biggest positive impact on the 

voters ‘left behind’ or damaged by EU integration, globalisation, and deindustrialisation. These 

voters were concentrated in towns in the North and Midlands of England, in places like 

Sunderland and Stoke, “as the emblematic sites of a ‘revolt’ against the ‘establishment’ and 

globalization; sometimes rendered as ‘Brexitland’ in media and social media accounts” (Sykes, 

2018: 148). This rhetoric builds on narratives of an English north/south divide which comes at 

the expense of a northern working class (McCann et al, 2021). Yet, Fetzer and Wang (2020) 

find that the immediate negative consequences of Brexit were felt more heavily in these Brexit-

supporting areas, particularly in districts with lower levels of education. Increased restrictions 

on trade may exacerbate the impact on manufacturing areas. Further, there has been a loss of 

direct European investment in regions, with replacement funding - such as the Towns Fund - 

not as large as the amount lost (Arnold and Pendelton, 2019).  

The worst Leave rhetoric suggests that the biggest negative impact should be reserved for 

people who had sought the benefit of migration to the UK, or whose way of life challenges 

romantic stories of the British past. Further, populist rhetoric tends to contribute to the further 

marginalisation of less powerful groups, such as threatening women’s, LGBTQ+, and minority 

ethnic and immigrant rights (Bugaric and Kuhelj, 2018; Kurylo, 2021; Rawad et al, 2021; 

Dustin et al, 2019).  

In that context, Hepburn et al (2019) identify 137 negative ‘social and equality’ impacts to 

Brexit. Many resulted from the loss of EU legal rights, with no guarantee that they will be 

replicated by the UK (further, the report highlights a lost opportunity to benefit from future EU 

advances). Their report identifies ‘potential impacts across equalities groups, including the loss 

of legal rights, employment protections, funding opportunities, healthcare rights, and impacts 

on food, fuel, and medicines’ as well as ‘employment, housing, spending/consumer and wider 

community impacts’ (2019: 5). It highlights direct impacts on three social groups in particular: 

1. Minority ethnic groups received a heightened amount of ‘explicit racial, ethnic and 

religious intolerance’ (UN Special Rapporteur on Racism, 2019; Nandi and Luthra, 

2021). Many will lose protections from EU legislation, including employment rights 

which protect against discrimination, or lose direct support from European Structural 

and Investment Funds which assist minority ethnic populations (Hepburn et al, 2019). 

Further, the UK government is fostering a hostile immigration system to address asylum 

seeking to the UK via entry to the EU (Alexandre-Collier, 2022). 

2. Women lost guaranteed economic and social rights, such as the Pregnant Worker's 

Directive, and the Agency Worker's Directive (Hepburn, 2019: 28), while European 

Structural Funds had provided dedicated support and training for women (Women’s 

Budget Group, 2018; Gupta, 2020).  

3. Disabled people lost guarantees of rights (e.g. related to non-discrimination) in the EU 

Charter of Fundamental Rights and the loss of recourse to the Court of Justice of the 

https://academic.oup.com/cjres/article/14/3/545/6366312
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/economics/research/centres/cage/manage/publications/wp486.2020.pdf
https://neweconomics.org/2019/03/deprived-towns-fund-is-insignificant-compared-with-staggering-cuts
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40803-018-0075-4
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/review-of-international-studies/article/abs/counterpopulist-performances-of-insecurity-feminist-resistance-in-the-face-of-rightwing-populism-in-poland/7ECE4DE1A08419CC44ED0A97D6AE2E11
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/social-policy-and-society/article/abs/people-and-their-social-rights-what-is-distinctive-about-the-populismreligionsocial-policy-nexus/1E7E6612272D27950151DCE10169BA3E
https://www.gov.scot/publications/social-equality-impacts-brexit/pages/18/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2021.660286/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2021.660286/full
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41295-022-00294-5
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Economic-Impact-of-Brexit-on-women-briefing-FINAL-for-print.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Economic-Impact-of-Brexit-on-women-briefing-FINAL-for-print.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/17/world/europe/brexit-women-impact.html
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European Union, while one fifth of the money allocated from European Structural 

Funds benefited disabled people (Hepburn, et al 2019; Whitmore, 2020; Lawson and 

Sayce, 2017). They could also suffer a loss of health and social services due to the 

consequences of tighter immigration rules on EU.  

Such reports also identify the more general – and disproportionate – impact of the economic 

slowdown following Brexit (and COVID-19) (Harari et al, 2022). Minority ethnic populations 

are more likely to work in public sectors vulnerable to service reductions and budget cuts, or 

low paid jobs in the private sector (Hepburn, 2019; Runnymede Trust, 2018). UK government 

budget cuts have a disproportionately negative impact on women (Women’s Budget Group, 

2018). Disabled people are more likely to live in poverty (due to the extra costs and barriers 

they face), while budget cuts hit the services that disabled people depend on (Hepburn, 2019; 

Whitmore, 2020). These issues reached crisis point in 2022, following a profound rise in the 

cost of living (Bell, 2022). 

It is more difficult to identify the genuine winners from Brexit. This group may include some 

UK manufacturers (if they benefit from new UK rules on product specifications) and non-UK 

financial institutions (if they can exploit the loss of UK financial passports) (Scott and Boyle, 

2021). There is also growing demand for Brexit-related services, such as to advise on new 

customs rules, while many hedge funds and currency traders have been able to exploit crisis 

for financial gain (Jones, 2022; Fletcher and Martin, 2019; Thevoz, 2022). The people who 

have benefited most seem to enjoy close proximity to powerful decision-makers, reflecting a 

troubling trend towards a decline of public standards (Dunleavy, 2021). More generally, we 

will find some groups ‘winning’ because they are more able to weather the effects of slow 

economic growth and a cost of living crisis.  

Conclusion: how does the Brexit process inform our Westminster 

and complex government stories? 
The ‘take back control’ narrative is built on the Westminster story of UK policymaking driven 

by a powerful centre of government in the UK, legitimised by a sovereign Parliament. While 

Brexit itself symbolises the success of that basic ambition, the Brexit process exposed the limits 

to UK central control. Ridiculous stories in 2016, of the likely ease of Brexit negotiations, gave 

way to the reality of major EU influence over Brexit negotiations and an enduring legacy of 

UK membership of the EU (compare Gstohl and Phinnemore (2021; Zappattini and 

Krzyżanowski, 2019). Nor did the UK government get its way during the passage of EU 

withdrawal legislation through Parliament. Rather, the government endured years of delays and 

defeats, provoking multiple crises of leadership that threatened to derail Brexit or bring down 

the UK government. While these events demonstrated the profound impact of Parliament, they 

also exposed the inability of the government and Parliament to function well enough to produce 

a clear resolution to an ostensibly simple policy problem (McConnell and Tormey, 2020: 695-

7). These events also caused the shortened premierships of both Cameron and May, which 

created a path for Johnson to produce a form of Brexit that suited Eurosceptic rhetoric but not 

their promises for improved policy and policymaking. The overall effect is a UK political 

system with a damaged reputation and unclear future.  

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2020/01/13/how-brexit-will-affect-disabled-peoples-lives-and-rights/
https://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/brexit-and-human-rights
https://www.disabilityrightsuk.org/brexit-and-human-rights
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9428/CBP-9428.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Economic-Impact-of-Brexit-on-women-briefing-FINAL-for-print.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Economic-Impact-of-Brexit-on-women-briefing-FINAL-for-print.pdf
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2020/01/13/how-brexit-will-affect-disabled-peoples-lives-and-rights/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/the-cost-of-living-crisis-is-going-to-hurt/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780429199509/british-politics-bill-jones
https://www.ft.com/content/cc491f18-15bc-11e9-a581-4ff78404524e
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/jacob-rees-moggs-new-brexit-post-make-him-richer/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07036337.2020.1818074
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Brexit prompts us to change, somewhat, how we describe the complex government story. On 

the one hand, the removal of an important level of policymaking reduces the need for multi-

level cooperation and responsibility sharing. The choice to pursue Brexit is a choice to simplify 

the formal division of powers in the UK (while maintaining the devolution or delegation of 

some powers). On the other hand, policymaking complexity is a necessity, reflecting bounded 

rationality and the inevitable delegation of most policymaking to a large number and wide 

range of actors across the UK political system. In that context, Chapter 8 is key to the 

consideration of a post-Brexit approach to existential issues such as climate change. Each case 

study helps to warn against the impression that one – albeit profound – change to the UK 

political system changes the ability to produce appropriate policy change in a complex 

policymaking system.  

Brexit has also created the conditions to threaten the security, wellbeing, and financial position 

of the most vulnerable groups in society. So far, we find strikingly few substantive winners 

from Brexit, and a great number of losers. We find a troubling drift towards populism in politics 

which may exacerbate regressive policies which remove safeguards from women, disabled 

people, and minority ethic people. The current economic stagnation, higher cost of living, and 

punitive welfare system, also produce a highly unequal impact. As Chapter 9 shows, the 

impacts of recession and state retrenchment hit marginalised groups. Therefore, Brexit 

represents not just a policy fiasco as a process, but also a set of real world impacts to those who 

lack the resources and power to comfortably ride it out.  
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