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Abstract
Despite a relationship between gender and support for populist causes in cross-
national research, including in the 2016 US Presidential election, the role of gen-
der has been missing in analysis of support for Brexit, most likely because women 
and men showed no average aggregate-level differences in voting Leave or Remain. 
This misses an important explanation for Britain’s vote to leave the European Union. 
We demonstrate how gender-based resentment motivated Leave votes in the EU 
referendum through perceptions of discrimination against men, among men. Using 
novel survey measures, we demonstrate (i) the distinct nature of perceptions of dis-
crimination towards men in comparison with discrimination towards women; (ii) the 
sociological sources of perceptions that men are discriminated against; and (iii) the 
role of these perceptions in Brexit support. Our findings reveal that the Brexit refer-
endum provided an opportunity to express broader social grievances than have, to 
date, been identified as relevant. The paper therefore offers a novel contribution to 
understanding the cultural backlash behind Britain’s vote to leave the EU, and by so 
doing, insight into the potential for gender-based backlash effects in elections where 
gender isn’t significantly primed, unlike the 2016 US presidential election where 
gender was a major political focus.
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Introduction

Concerns over a gender ‘backlash’ have been growing in recent years. From Donald 
Trump in the US to Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, voters are electing candidates who have 
taken explicit stands against prevalent norms of gender equality. In the US, voters 
who believed that women had unfair advantages and that men were discriminated 
against were particularly likely to vote for Trump in 2016 (Cassino, 2016; Goldman, 
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2018). Despite this, there has been no examination of the effects of such attitudes 
elsewhere, although cultural backlash theories argue that certain groups—specifi-
cally older, white, economically disadvantaged men—are reacting with anger and 
resentment against long-term economic, social, and cultural change that they per-
ceive has left them behind, challenged their social and economic status, and left 
them nostalgic for their previously higher status (Gest, 2016; Gidron & Hall, 2017; 
Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Increasing gender equality and economic competition 
with women represent some of the largest changes to society and should lead us to 
expect that any cultural backlash contains a gendered dimension.

In this paper, we examine the gender dimension of the backlash in the British 
case, and specifically in the referendum on the UK’s EU membership in June 2016 
(Brexit). Britain is an especially useful context since it has been directly compared 
to the US in terms of experiencing a backlash against economic and cultural change, 
expressed in the vote to leave the EU as a desire for sweeping changes not directly 
associated with EU membership (e.g. Goodwin & Heath, 2016; Gest et al., 2018). 
However, gender was not overtly politicised as part of the EU referendum campaign, 
and the binary-choice referendum offered options which did not clearly map onto 
existing party ideologies and programmes. The EU referendum thus presents a hard 
but important test of the role of a gender backlash in political behavior in a compara-
tive context.

We show how gender discrimination attitudes shaped EU referendum vote choice. 
Leveraging novel measures in the British Election Study Internet Panel (Fieldhouse 
et  al., 2015) for c.17,000 respondents, we show that perceiving discrimination 
against men increases voters’ likelihood for voting Leave, especially amongst men, 
and that the substantive size of the effect is comparable to that for attitudes about 
racial discrimination. These findings are robust when we control for past EU refer-
endum vote choice. We assess the extent to which respondents perceive discrimi-
nation against men and women as a measure of gender-based grievance (Cassino, 
2016; Kehn & Ruthig, 2013), and provide new insights into the nature of different 
discrimination perceptions by gender, in particular how these do not actually vary 
by income, social class, or by education level. Examining the source of these per-
ceptions, we find that men are more likely to perceive discrimination against men 
than women are. This is true for men of all ages, but is particular the case for young 
men out of work. This grievance-basis of political attitudes is more nuanced (by age 
and working status) than existing accounts which focus on levels of income and edu-
cation. We argue that perceiving discrimination against men is a gendered element 
of the broader cultural backlash and nostalgia, associated with voting Leave because 
of how the Leave campaign presented itself as a broad rejection of the status quo, 
offering an outlet for resentments and dissatisfaction with changes in society, as well 
as being specifically about sovereignty and EU membership.

We conclude that we should take gender far more seriously in theoretical and 
empirical work on the cultural backlash thesis, supporting other work that posits this 
effect (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). While the experiences of men have been high-
lighted by several influential works, we need a deeper understanding of why men 
demonstrate greater propensity to vote against the status quo, in support of populism, 
and on the basis of perceived discrimination against men. Changes with respect to 
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gender equality have been as drastic as changes to the economy or racial diversity in 
established democratic societies, but the possible consequences of this have received 
much less attention. Our findings show that the gender backlash is widely relevant 
for political behaviour, even in a context where gender was not particularly salient, 
providing an important comparative example where this gender-backlash effect is 
in play. Overlooking gender discrimination effects overlooks an important phenom-
enon shaping recent political outcomes.

Previous Literature and Theoretical Expectations

Backlash and Gender Resentment

Resentments and grievances related to economic, social, and cultural change have 
become a prominent part of explanations for why some voters support populist and 
radical right parties, including Donald Trump in the United States, and Brexit in the 
United Kingdom (e.g. Gest, 2016; Gest et al., 2018; Gidron & Hall, 2017; Norris & 
Inglehart, 2019). Certain segments of the populace—especially white, older, work-
ing class men—feel marginalised and resentful as a result of social, economic, and 
cultural change that has ‘left them behind’. They form part of a backlash against 
these changes by voting for radical or populist options at the ballot box. While it is 
argued that the backlash is largely concentrated amongst (some) men, and indeed 
there is a consistently noted gender gap in support for populist radical right par-
ties, the extent to which grievances and resentments are based on gender is rarely 
explicitly explored, especially outside of the US. In US research, sexism and percep-
tions of gender favouritism were clearly associated with voting for Trump in 2016 
(e.g. Bock et al., 2017; Goldman, 2018), but the specifics of that election (Donald 
Trump’s record, behavior and tone, the salience of the gender of the candidates, and 
the longer-term importance of a gender gap in US elections) make the generalisabil-
ity of gender-based resentment effects on electoral behaviour challenging.

The ‘backlash’ argument is rooted in the marginalisation of certain social groups 
related to economic precarity, declining social status, and the diminishing of tradi-
tional cultural values; three developments which are overlapping and intertwined. 
Economic precarity has grown amongst the white working class as a result of 
declining job security, rising socioeconomic inequality and declining social mobil-
ity, and the decline of traditional, ‘respectable’ working class jobs in the manufac-
turing industry (Gidron & Hall, 2017). As a result, the white working class have 
been described as holding a sense of ‘nostalgic deprivation’ (Gest, 2016; Gest et al., 
2018), based on the idea that they used to have greater status but their previously 
high status is now held by other groups. They blame elites for their changing cir-
cumstances and so react against the status quo (Gest, 2016; Steenbergen & Siczek, 
2017). This resentment is fuelled by political and media discourse, directing a sense 
of status loss into resentments towards elites, immigrants, and other minorities 
(Bonikowski, 2017).

Crucially, developments such as those described above are seen as particularly 
affecting men in white working-class communities who used to hold the secure, 
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stable, manual jobs which have been declining over past decades. Gidron and Hall 
(2017) find that it is particularly men without a college education whose subjective 
social status has declined over time in post-industrial societies, and who are more 
anti-elitist, anti-immigrant, and anti-globalisation. Gidron and Hall explain this loss 
of male status by arguing that working-class men have been particularly negatively 
affected by technological change, low pay, and low job security, and have been una-
ble to take advantage of changes to the economy which mean higher rewards accrue 
to those at higher levels of education. Women, on the other hand, have experienced a 
relative status increase as they have entered the workforce in growing numbers.1 As 
a result, Gidron and Hall (2017) find that the gap in subjective social status between 
men and women without a college education has declined over time: women per-
ceived a lower status in the 1980s but as men’s subjective social status declined, 
the gender gap became non-existent by 2010. This gender difference in the experi-
ence of economic change has also been linked to the gender vote gap in support 
for radical right parties. Women are consistently less likely to vote for radical right 
parties than men, although the size of the gap varies across countries (Givens, 2004; 
Spierings & Zaslove, 2015). This has been partly explained by men’s greater rep-
resentation in blue-collar occupations that are especially vulnerable to low pay and 
job insecurity as a result of globalisation (Givens, 2004; Immerzeel et  al., 2015). 
Although women’s position in the workforce is also often precarious in compari-
son to men’s—through lower on average pay and the greater propensity to part-time 
work—this is not linked to globalisation and the decline of manufacturing in the 
same way as men’s precarity. It is also important to note that the male status loss 
argument relies on a comparison between working class men’s perceived relative 
social status in the past and present, rather than a direct comparison to women today.

Gidron and Hall (2017) test the effects of subjective social status decline on sup-
port for populist parties, immigration attitudes, and anti-elitism, but they do not 
examine whether men—whose social status has declined—feel resentful on the basis 
of their gender. They do argue that cultural frameworks have increasingly empha-
sised and promoted gender equality, reinforcing the negative effects of economic 
change that working-class men have experienced. This suggests that the effects of 
economic precarity and declining social status are compounded by cultural change 
with respect to gender equality and the decline of traditional values. Others have 
similarly argued that the salience of the divide between ‘traditionalists’ and those 
who are accepting and tolerant of ethnic diversity and gender equality has risen, 
with the traditionalists feeling like ‘strangers in their own land’ (Norris & Inglehart, 
2019, p. 123). Norris and Inglehart emphasise that it is older white men and non-
graduates who are most likely to be ‘traditionalists’, because they feel marginalised; 
both culturally and economically. Similar cultural divides have been identified in 
Britain, where people in ‘cosmopolitan’ areas are more pro-immigration, pro-EU, 
and supportive of gender and racial equality, whilst people in towns and rural areas 

1 For example, in 1971 the UK gap between the proportion of men and women in work was 39.3 per-
centage points, and in 2019 it was 8.2 points. See Office of National Statistics data: http:// ow. ly/ hzuS3 
0p8ryw.

http://ow.ly/hzuS30p8ryw
http://ow.ly/hzuS30p8ryw
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are more anti-immigration, anti-EU, and nostalgic for the past (Jennings & Stoker, 
2016, 2017). This ‘bifurcation of British politics’ has become increasingly impor-
tant, both in the lead up to the 2016 EU referendum and also afterwards.

In summary, the literature on backlash and grievance politics emphasises that 
economic changes such as globalisation and the decline of manufacturing have had 
particular negative consequences for working class men, that (some) men have per-
ceived a greater status loss and hold traditional values as a result of sweeping eco-
nomic, social, and cultural change, and also that gender-traditionalism is a compo-
nent of these sources of political resentment. At the same time, economic shifts such 
as rising female labour force participation, and cultural shifts such as rising political, 
institutional, and public support for gender equality, have fundamentally re-shaped 
society, even if full gender equality has not been reached. This strongly suggests 
that gender-based resentment—and specifically male resentment—is part of the 
backlash. However, the extent to which gender-based resentment is held amongst the 
‘left behind’, or the extent to which it can influence political choices, has not been 
empirically tested.

We focus in this paper on the concept and measure of gender discrimination, 
specifically on male resentment and grievance. A gender backlash can be measured 
through perceptions of discrimination, specifically through measuring perceptions 
of discrimination against men, and/or discrimination in favour of women. Such a 
measure is different to, for example, attitudes towards traditional gender roles or 
hostility towards women (‘hostile sexism,’ Glick & Fiske, 1996, 2011)), because it 
explicitly focuses on attitudes about men’s position in society and enables us to ana-
lyse the extent to which men feel discriminated against as men.

Sources of Perceptions of Discrimination Against Men

Research into perceptions of gender discrimination in the US suggests that men are 
more likely than women to perceive a bias against men (and women are more likely 
than men to perceive bias against women) (Kehn & Ruthig, 2013). Men also see bias 
against men as increasing over time, whilst women do not, and both men and women 
see bias against women as decreasing over time. That is to say, men see a growing 
divide between men and women’s status, but the same perception of a divide is not 
increasing among women. These findings are explained by the argument that men, 
as the traditionally dominant group, perceive gains in the status of women occurring 
at the expense of men, i.e., they see gender bias as zero-sum. Women, on the other 
hand, do not view women’s progress in society as happening at the expense of men. 
This is, in turn, consistent with the finding that men have higher social dominance 
orientations, and thus have preferences to maintain the social hierarchies within 
which they are dominant (Pratto et al., 1994). Women do not have this preference 
as a result of their lower status in the hierarchy. This is similar to racial bias find-
ings in the US, where white males see increases in the status of blacks occurring at 
the expense of the traditionally dominant group, whites, whilst women and black 
respondents do not see the same zero-sum relationship between declining anti-Black 
bias and rising anti-white bias (Norton & Sommers, 2011).
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The cultural backlash literature (discussed above) suggests that it is not all men 
who should be particularly resentful on the grounds of gender; it is specifically 
economically, socially, and culturally marginalised men who are most likely to 
hold these views. Men in economically precarious positions should be most likely 
to perceive discrimination against men and discrimination in favour of women—
as they have experienced the most status decline, whilst women’s social status has 
risen (Gidron & Hall, 2017; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). This should especially 
be the case if men see traditional manufacturing and industrial employment as 
‘male’ jobs, which seems likely to be the case given occupational sex-segrega-
tion, especially in manual occupations (Roos & Stevens, 2018). Consistent with 
this expectation, working class men with lower levels of education are in gen-
eral more likely to vote for populist radical right parties and hold authoritarian 
and populist views (Gest et al., 2018; Gidron & Hall, 2017; Givens, 2004; Nor-
ris & Inglehart, 2019), but the presence of resentment—and especially gender-
based resentment—amongst this group has not been measured. We thus draw on 
cultural backlash theories and test directly the extent to which low-income, low-
education and working-class men are especially likely to perceive discrimination 
against men.

We also have some doubts about the extent to which economic position should 
matter for gender-based resentment, and specifically for the extent to which men 
perceive discrimination against men, despite this being the expectation generated 
from the existing literature. This is because it is also possible—likely even—that 
men with higher socioeconomic positions, who are not necessarily economically 
marginalised, are just as likely to perceive discrimination against men in terms of 
gender equality, and relative to women. In recent years, whilst women’s employ-
ment rates have increased fairly slowly, there has nonetheless been an increase in 
women entering into especially professional and managerial professions (Fitzen-
berger & Wunderlich, 2004; Kay, 1996). The occupations which have experienced 
an increase in women’s employment relative to men have tended to be those that 
require higher levels of education, and women have made inroads into even such 
occupations which have typically been, and often remain, ‘masculinised’ e.g. in the 
‘hard’ sciences. At the same time, skilled or semi-skilled ‘masculine’ occupations 
have seen an increase in masculinisation and continuing occupational sex-segrega-
tion (Roos & Stevens, 2018). Therefore, even with persistent occupational sex-seg-
regation, men in professional and managerial occupations are more likely to experi-
ence more women in the labour force than men in the lower skilled jobs that remain 
masculinised, yet more precarious. Importantly, women in such professional work 
environments have been found to indeed experience a backlash. Women experience 
bias in hiring processes and are perceived as less capable and effective than men 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002; Phelan & Rudman, 2010). This suggests that if women are 
perceived as less effective but are still hired and promoted, discrimination is thought 
to take place in favour of women and against men. The backlash faced by women in 
employment is also especially strong in industries deemed ‘incongruent’ with femi-
ninity (Garcia-Retamero & López-Zafra, 2006). This indicates that it is especially 
in traditionally masculine professions which still have a larger proportion of male 
employees to female employees, that women should be perceived negatively.
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The arguments above suggest that men across all class levels would have rea-
son to perceive men to be discriminated against: those at lower socioeconomic 
positions because of the loss of status for traditional, working-class, ‘men’s’ jobs, 
and those at higher socioeconomic positions because of their more direct experi-
ence of increasing competition with women entering the labour market and con-
sequent backlash against this development. Thus, despite the implicit expectation 
in the literature about lower income, lower-educated men being the males who 
should be most resentful, a competing expectation is that socioeconomic posi-
tion does not matter for gender-based resentment. Our first set of hypotheses thus 
specify two competing expectations:

H1A Perceptions of discrimination against men will be higher amongst men with 
low incomes and men with lower levels of education.

H1B Perceptions of discrimination against men will be higher amongst men of all 
income and education levels, relative to women.

Older generations are especially likely to hold traditional and authoritar-
ian views compared to younger generations (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). More-
over, women’s position in society has changed quickly, especially since the 
1970s:  the women’s employment rate has grown from below 60% in 1975 to near-
ing 80% today, with much of the increase driven by increases in women’s full-
time employment, which grew from 30% in 1985 to nearly 45% today (Roantree 
& Vira, 2018). These increases have largely been driven by married women 
entering the workforce at much higher levels than in the past. Thus, whilst eco-
nomic activity is the norm for younger generations of women, older generations 
will recall when the traditional male-breadwinner model was dominant. This is 
reflected in clear generational differences about gender roles, with older genera-
tions being more supportive of traditional configurations for work and family life 
(Berridge et al., 2009; Scott, 2008). Older men in particular are the most likely 
to perceive anti-male bias, and also, as discussed, see this as zero-sum (Kehn & 
Ruthig, 2013). We therefore expect that older generations, especially older men, 
will be more likely to perceive discrimination against men, as their expectations 
and early life experiences have been challenged by changes in the workforce and 
wider social change.

An extension of this argument is that we should specifically expect older men 
in the workforce to be the most likely group to perceive discrimination against 
men and in favour of women. The growth of women’s economic activity in the 
workforce, as well as their rising education rates, has been a key change to social 
life in the UK (Scott, 2008). For younger employed men, women in the work-
force has always been a consistent feature of their work life experience. However, 
older men in the workforce will remember a time when men were much more 
dominant in the workplace, and have witnessed the growing entry of women. It is 
not the case that women have just increased their presence in female-dominated 
workplaces; as described above, they have also entered into higher skilled and 
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professional occupations where they increasingly work alongside men and com-
pete for the same jobs (Fitzenberger & Wunderlich, 2004; Kay, 1996). It is thus 
the older men in the workforce who can both remember a more male-dominated 
environment and who have experienced changes in female employment levels, 
who we expect to perceive the most discrimination against men. This expectation 
is quite different to that produced by literature emphasising economic and social 
marginalisation. Instead, our argument suggests that gender-based resentment 
should be more prevalent amongst those whose current experience is most at odds 
with their past experience and who therefore feel marginalised and more econom-
ically precarious as a result—i.e., those who are in workplaces where women are 
gaining ground, but were socialised into their workplace life at a time when men 
were much more dominant and women were excluded. Whilst older men outside 
the workplace may have more traditional views on gender roles, we expect them 
to have lower levels of gender resentment than those in the workforce because 
they are not directly experiencing the rise in the status of women in the same way. 
We specify our second and third hypotheses as follows:

H2 Perceptions of discrimination against men will be higher amongst older men.

H3 Perceptions of discrimination against men will be higher amongst older 
employed men.

Gender Resentment and Support for Brexit

The vote to leave the EU was for some voters a ballot expressing dissatisfaction 
with the status quo (Steenbergen & Siczek, 2017) and in particular an expression 
of “intense angst about rapid social, economic, and cultural change” (Goodwin & 
Heath, 2016, p. 331; see also Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Leave voters were con-
cerned about the decline in service provision and financial support during auster-
ity (Becker et al., 2017; Fetzer, 2019), the consequences of increased globalisation 
(Colantone & Stanig, 2018), increasing experiences of low-paid and precarious 
employment (Hobolt, 2016), and the social, economic, and cultural consequences of 
immigration (Clarke et al., 2017; Goodwin & Milazzo, 2017; Iakhnis et al., 2018). 
The Leave vote was not, therefore, just a policy-based rejection of European mem-
bership per se. Voting Leave was a broad rejection of the status quo, motivated by 
concerns and resentments about a sweeping array of social, cultural and economic 
change.

This backlash in the EU referendum rested on nostalgia for a previous, more desir-
able past. Nostalgia in various forms has been linked to voting for populist radical right 
parties in Europe (Steenvoorden & Harteveld, 2018) and for UKIP and Donald Trump 
(Gest et al., 2018). Leave voters were substantially more likely to think that things were 
better in the past than were Remain voters (Swales, 2016), suggesting that the cam-
paign to Leave successfully mobilised those who wanted to reverse widespread societal 
change. Richards et al. (2020) argue that we need to examine the specific content of 
nostalgia in the Leave vote, since existing accounts do not always specify exactly what 
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Leave voters were nostalgic for. They show that Leave voters are ‘traditional nostal-
gics’, who think that ethnic diversity, same-sex relationships, and women entering the 
workforce are aspects of modern life that have made life worse.

Following these findings, we argue that perceptions of gender discrimination, 
measuring the gender dimension of the ‘backlash’, is a form of resentment about 
change and nostalgia for the past, and as such should be associated with vot-
ing Leave, alongside other predictors. In further support of this perspective, Kehn 
and Ruthig (2013) find that perceptions of anti-male bias have increased over time 
amongst (older) men, suggesting they should be nostalgic for a time when men’s 
status was more dominant. This could then have contributed to their decision to vote 
to Leave, which was presented by the campaign as a nostalgic enterprise, taking 
Britain ‘back’ to a better past. Others have similarly noted that Brexit voting was 
partly driven by a perception of over-time relative gains amongst out-groups (Green 
et al., 2021), a logic which could also apply to gender. It should also be noted that 
although gender was not explicitly visible within either the Remain or the Leave 
campaign (Guerrina & Murphy, 2016), the UK Independence Party (UKIP) and 
especially Nigel Farage (the leader of UKIP and a prominent campaigner for Brexit) 
portrayed a particularly ‘masculine’ image, with Nigel Farage adopting a ‘blokeish’ 
and ‘working man’s’ persona, and making a series of derogatory comments about 
working women in particular (Daddow & Hertner, 2019). Therefore, insofar as men 
perceiving discrimination and disadvantage by their gender were seeking represen-
tation in the UK’s political debate, the foremost champion of leaving the European 
Union provided some of that representation. At the same time, the EU itself was 
associated with gender equality guarantees in the minds of some voters (Bromley-
Davenport et al., 2018).

We thus expect the Leave vote to be associated with gender-based resentment, 
specifically the perception that men are discriminated against. This demonstrates 
the depth and complexity of the backlash and nostalgia elements of the Brexit vote, 
going beyond economic decline and anti-immigration sentiment. We also therefore 
expect that perceiving discrimination against men should matter particularly for the 
Brexit vote of men. Whilst women might perceive discrimination against men, we 
should expect such gender-based resentment to matter more for men because they 
see themselves as the group who are disadvantaged by this discrimination. This dis-
cussion leads us to specify the following hypotheses:

H4 Leave voting is more likely if people perceive discrimination against men.

H5 Leave voting is more likely amongst men who perceive discrimination against 
men.

Data and Methods

We designed new survey questions to measure people’s perceptions of discrimina-
tion for and against men, and for and against women, and we fielded these items 
alongside equivalent measures of discrimination for and against white British 
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people, and ethnic minorities. This allows us to (a) examine whether discrimination 
for or against men corresponds to discrimination against or for women (are these 
attitudes symmetrical, that is, zero-sum, and if so, for whom); (b) examine the direc-
tion of perceptions of discrimination; whether respondents felt that there was dis-
crimination against men, or in favour of women; and (c) benchmark perceptions of 
any gender-based discrimination against the effects of perceived racial discrimina-
tion, and control for those other perceptions in our models. The question stem was 
worded: “How much discrimination do you think there is in Britain today for or 
against each of the following groups?” with responses for ‘men’, ‘women’, ‘black 
and Asian people’, and ‘White British people’, where 0 = a lot of discrimination in 
favour and 10 = a lot of discrimination against. Don’t know responses were removed 
from the analysis.

The questions were answered in the November 2016 wave (10) of the British 
Election Study Internet Panel (BESIP) by approximately 24,000 respondents. Our 
analysis is limited to a subset of c.17,000 of these respondents once we omit those 
who have missing values on the relevant control variables. The BESIP sample is 
weighted to be representative of the British population, and has the advantages of 
a large sample size as well as a range of control variables and questions about sup-
port for Leave in a hypothetical future referendum (wave 10 was fielded shortly after 
the 2016 EU referendum), as well as preferences over EU integration, which we use 
in robustness checks. As it is a panel, we are also able to control for respondents’ 
prior support for leaving the EU (wave 9, the post EU referendum wave) in order to 
address possible endogeneity between EU referendum vote and our discrimination 
perception measures.

Our first dependent variable in the analysis is scores on the discrimination meas-
ures, focusing on perceptions of discrimination for or against men. Our subsequent 
dependent variable is vote intention: “If there was another referendum on EU mem-
bership, how do you think you would vote?”, with responses Leave the EU (1) 
and Remain in the EU (0). Our explanatory variables across both sets of models 
(age, gender, education level, household income, social class identification,2 mari-
tal status, work status) are summarised in Table A1 in the Online Appendix along 
with controls (immigration attitudes, liberal-authoritarian values, left–right values, 
strength of British identity). We compare analyses—where useful—with perceptions 
of discrimination for or against women, white British people and black and Asian 
people. We report results with and without controls for liberal-authoritarian values 
(and left–right values) where we analyse the interaction effects with education level 
or age, since these demographics are strongly associated with authoritarianism, or 
social conservatism (Grasso et al., 2019; Surridge, 2016; Tilley, 2005).

2 At the time of writing, social class classification based on coded occupation status is not available. We 
therefore use subjective social class in a set of robustness checks on the results using household income.
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Results

Examining Discrimination Attitudes

Figure  1 shows the distribution of responses across the four measures. Overall, a 
minority (19.2%) of respondents perceive high levels of discrimination against men 
(scores of 6 and above). Higher proportions perceive discrimination against women 
(49.3%), black and Asian people (57.6%), and white British people (33.5%). Fur-
thermore, higher proportions perceive discrimination in favour of men than they 
do against men. Interestingly, the scales are not symmetrical between perceptions 
of discrimination against women and for men, or against ethnic minorities and for 
white British. Perceptions are not zero sum on average and across the population as 
a whole.3

Fig. 1  Distributions of discrimination perceptions, British Election Study, November 2016. (Note 0 = a 
lot of discrimination in favour, 10 = a lot of discrimination against)

3 Don’t know responses are relatively high for these variables: 17% for discrimination against men; 16% 
for discrimination against women; 16% for discrimination against Black and Asian people; and 17% 
for discrimination against white people. It is notable, however, that the questions about discrimination 
against men and white people elicit similar levels of don’t know response as the questions about discrim-
ination against women and Black and Asian people. Women are also more likely to say they don’t know 
than men: between 12–14% of men said they didn’t know, compared to 18–21% of women. It should 
therefore be noted that whilst perceptions of discrimination are quite strongly held by some sections of 
the population, and are related to their political behaviour (as we demonstrate below), there is a subset of 
the population for whom these attitudes are not particularly meaningful.
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This lack of symmetry can be seen more clearly with correlations between the 
measures, in Table  1. None of these correlations exceed 0.5, and the correlation 
between perceptions of discrimination towards men and women is only -0.26. This 
may be to do with discrimination itself, which may lead someone who is discrimi-
nated against to recognise the discrimination on their own group, but not to see a 
dominant group as being the beneficiary. The correlations support the measurement 
of these attitudes separately.4

We also compare the correlations between these perceptions by gender, in 
Table 2, and find differences in the strength of relationship in discrimination per-
ceptions between men and women. The correlation between perceiving discrimi-
nation towards white British people and discrimination towards men is higher for 
men than for women, implying that men perceive ‘white British people’ as ‘white 
British men’ to a greater extent. Correlations are higher for men for all comparison 

Table 1  Correlations in perceptions of discrimination

All data are weighted by wt_new_W10, N = 23,999

Men Women White British Black and Asian

Men 1.0000
Women − 0.2575 1.00
White British 0.4880 − 0.1245 1.00
Black and Asian 0.2551 0.3844 − 0.4528 1.00

Table 2  Correlations in perceptions of discrimination by gender

All data are weighted by wt_new_W10

Men Women White British Black and Asian

Sample: women
 Men 1.0000
 Women − 0.1865 1.00
 White British 0.3966 − 0.0547 1.00
 Black and Asian − 0.1653 0.3127 − 0.4189 1.00

Sample: men
 Men 1.0000
 Women − 0.2380 1.00
 White British 0.5705 − 0.1596 1.00
 Black and Asian − 0.3053 0.4292 − 0.4749 1.00

4 This is in contrast to a question fielded, historically, in the British Election Study post-election in-
person surveys (which we use in robustness checks in this paper): “Please say whether you think these 
things have gone too far or have not gone far enough in Britain: Attempts to give equal opportunities to 
women” (responses 1 = not gone nearly far enough, and 5 = gone much too far). We discuss in the robust-
ness checks section how these questions also show important and comparable effects, but the discrimina-
tion questions provide unique information on mechanisms, explanation and conditional relationships.
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groups,5 but neither gender relates white British people to their perceptions about 
women. There is only a weak correlation among men for the relationship between 
perceptions of discrimination towards women and men, which is weaker still among 
women, whereas men and women are similarly likely to evaluate discrimination 
towards white British people as negatively correlated with discrimination towards 
ethnic minorities (though never correlating more strongly than − 0.47).

We also look at the descriptive relationships between perceptions of discrimina-
tion and our political outcome of interest; supporting Leave in the Brexit referen-
dum, shown in Fig. 2a and b. A higher proportion of Leave voting men—36.9%—
report perceiving male discrimination. For Leave supporting women, the equivalent 
figure is much lower, at 13.2%. Note that Leave voting respondents are much more 
likely to choose the mid-point than Remain voting respondents, suggesting that 
they are either more ambivalent about whether there is discrimination in an active 
or overt sense, or more reluctant to state that there is discrimination in favour of 
men (which women are much more likely to report) or strongly against. These dis-
tributions underline the value of modelling variance in attitudes across the whole 
distribution of responses, since we are interested in the explanatory power of these 
attitudes; their revealed behavioural importance across the 0–10 scale.

The descriptive data give us a sense of the size of possible substantive effects of 
perceptions of gender discrimination. To set this in context, 51.6% of Leave voters 
perceive discrimination (≥ 6) against white British people, and 36.9% perceive dis-
crimination in favour of ethnic minorities. Perceptions of discrimination against men 
among male Leave voters (36.9% %) are close in range but not as high as levels of 
perceived discrimination against white British people. As these two are correlated 
for men, we control for the other discrimination perceptions when modelling the 
relationship between perceptions of male discrimination and EU referendum vote.

Explaining Perceptions of Discrimination Against Men

Table 3 reports the results of our OLS models of male discrimination. To recap, the 
literature pointed to greater gender-based resentments and grievances among low 
income, low education males (H1a). However, our expectations concerning increas-
ing competition between men and women across different income and education lev-
els also pointed us to expect higher perceptions of discrimination among men across 
all education and income levels (H1b). Table 3 presents results from OLS models, 
where model 1 is an additive model, model 2 adds an interaction between gender 
and age, model 3 adds an interaction between gender and education, and model 4 
adds an interaction between gender and income.6

6 Figure A1 (e) in the Online Appendix presents the results with subjective social class, which are con-
sistent with those found for income in Table 3.

5 The correlations for men are statistically significantly stronger than they are for women in all cases, as 
tested by regression models with dependent variable of perceptions, and independent variable of other 
perceptions interacted with gender.
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Model 1 shows that men are significantly more likely than women to perceive 
discrimination against men, even when socioeconomic characteristics are included 
in the model. The findings for models 3 and 4 show that this is the case across 

(a)

(b)

Fig. 2  a Perceptions of male discrimination by EU referendum vote (among men). b Perceptions of male 
discrimination by EU referendum vote (among women)
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Table 3  OLS model of male discrimination perceptions

Coefficients are log odds. Standard errors are in parentheses
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Age 0.002 0.000 0.002 0.002
(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001)

Gender − 1.354 − 1.547 − 1.250 − 1.288
(0.032)** (0.099)** (0.093)** (0.064)**

Income − 0.002 − 0.002 − 0.002 0.002
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.005)

GCSE − 0.041 − 0.038 0.007 − 0.041
(0.058) (0.058) (0.080) (0.058)

A-level 0.007 0.013 0.042 0.007
(0.059) (0.059) (0.080) (0.059)

Degree − 0.100 − 0.095 − 0.019 − 0.101
(0.056) (0.056) (0.077) (0.056)

Not in paid work − 0.007 − 0.009 − 0.009 − 0.006
(0.041) (0.041) (0.041) (0.041)

Other − 0.046 − 0.046 − 0.045 − 0.046
(0.064) (0.064) (0.064) (0.064)

Spouse 0.134 0.139 0.134 0.135
(0.036)** (0.037)** (0.036)** (0.036)**

Left–right 0.167 0.166 0.167 0.167
(0.008)** (0.008)** (0.008)** (0.008)**

Libertarian-authoritarian 0.175 0.175 0.174 0.175
(0.008)** (0.008)** (0.008)** (0.008)**

Gender*age 0.004
(0.002)*

Gender*GCSE − 0.096
(0.115)

Gender*A-level − 0.067
(0.113)

Gender*degree − 0.161
(0.105)

Gender*income − 0.007
(0.006)

Constant 3.011 3.100 2.960 2.973
(0.098)** (0.107)** (0.106)** (0.102)**

R2 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.14
N 17,260 17,260 17,260 17,260
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education levels and income levels, as neither of the interactions are statistically sig-
nificant. Income and employment status are also not statistically significant in the 
additive model, but those with a spouse are less likely to perceive discrimination 
against men. These results hold when we model the effect of income as a categori-
cal variable, when we remove controls for left–right and liberal-authoritarian values 
(see Online Appendix), and when we use subjective social class instead of house-
hold income (see Online Appendix). It is not therefore the case that perceptions of 
discrimination—or potential gender-based grievances about rising gender equal-
ity—are confined to lower income men, lower social class males, or men with lower 
levels of education.7 They are simply more prevalent among men.

Age is not predictive of perceptions of discrimination in the additive model 
(model 1), which is inconsistent with prior research in the US (Kehn & Ruthig, 
2013), but the interaction with gender is statistically significant and positive, sug-
gesting that women are more likely to perceive discrimination against men as they 
get older but that there is little or no age effect for men. This is contrary to what 
we expected in H2, but using a polynomial smoothing function we plotted the rela-
tionship between age and perceiving discrimination against men for both men and 
women (shown in figures A2a and A2b in the Online Appendix). This shows that 
the age effect for men is non-linear, with men becoming more likely to perceive dis-
crimination against men up to about age 60, but then becoming less likely again at 
older ages. A curvilinear term was also significant when added to the additive model 
in Table 1.

We also ran the same models reported in Table 3 for different discrimination per-
ceptions (towards women, white British people, and black and Asian people) and 
found, in all instances, that men held higher perceptions of discrimination against 
men, in favour of women, against white British people and in favour of black and 
Asian people, but the gender difference did not vary as predicted in the literature by 
low levels of income, education level, or working class social status.8 These addi-
tional results—with and without controls for left–right and liberal-authoritarian val-
ues where informative—are presented in Figures A.1 (a-e) in the Online Appendix.

We further argued that discrimination should be felt most among older men 
employed in the workforce, which led us to H3: that male discrimination will be 
higher for older employed men. We test this hypothesis directly by adding a 
three-way interaction for gender, age and employment status [employed, not in 
paid work (including retired)], or other (including students) to our model of male 

7 We do not confine our analysis to white working class or white lower education males, since specific 
racial expectations are related to perceptions of discrimination against working class white people, not 
working class men. Men of different ethnic backgrounds could equally perceive discrimination against 
men.
8 Higher income women were slightly less likely than higher income men to perceive discrimination 
against white British people but there were no significant differences at low income levels; degree hold-
ing women were more likely to perceive discrimination against women, and degree holding men were 
less likely than men with A’ Levels or GCSE level qualifications to perceive discrimination against men. 
Degree holding men and women were more likely to perceive discrimination against black and Asian 
people. All results can be found in Fig. A2 (a-e).
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discrimination perceptions.9 The predicted values for the relationship between age 
and discrimination perceptions for people in the workforce, separately for men and 
women, are shown in Fig. 3 (the full model can be found in Table A2 of the Online 
Appendix).

The results displayed in Fig.  3 do not provide support for H3. There is some 
evidence that older men in the workforce are more likely to perceive discrimina-
tion against men, as are older women in the workforce (indeed, the slope for age 
among working women is notably steeper than it is for out-of-work women). How-
ever, the distinction between in- and out-of-work males across the age distribution is 
important, as we find that it is younger out-of-work males who perceive the greatest 
discrimination against men. This also points to an economic-competition explana-
tion for perceptions of discrimination against men, and a source of political griev-
ance. While we cannot decisively tell whether it is competition with women in the 
workforce per se that leads to this relationship, we can deduce that the effect of age 
among men is complicated by work status.10

The explanation of men’s perceptions of discrimination towards men is different 
to women’s perceptions of discrimination towards men. Men do hold perceptions of 
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Fig. 3  Predicted discrimination values by age and work status, for men and women

10 We note, however, that only the effect of employment/not working among older men is robust once 
we remove the left–right and libertarian-authoritarian value controls as a robustness check, and so we are 
tentative in our conclusions regarding younger out-of-work males.

9 We cannot break down the type or sector of employment, and the sample is insufficiently distributed to 
examine type of non-employment, with the proportion unemployed 3%, retired 29.5%, student 4.5% and 
not working/other (undefined) 10.3%.
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greater discrimination against men if they are older, but the effect of age is stronger 
for women, who are less likely overall to think there is discrimination against men. 
Furthermore, while the literature points to greater sources of potential gender-based 
competition and resentment among lower-income, less-educated and working-class 
males, we find that perceptions of discrimination are higher among men than women 
across the income distribution, across education levels, and also across social class 
identification, whilst these variables in themselves do not predict perceiving dis-
crimination against men.

Each of these observations is consistent with a gender-based backlash against 
changes in the workforce which have increased (although not equalised) opportuni-
ties for women, and increased economic competition for men. The next stage of our 
empirical analysis examines whether there has been a political backlash in the form 
of a gender-based discrimination vote in support for Britain’s exit from the Euro-
pean Union; an event argued to have been driven by the resentment and nostalgic 
preferences of many voters who wanted to reverse a broad array of economic, social, 
political and cultural changes that have taken place over time.

The Effects of Male Discrimination Perceptions on Brexit Vote

We predicted that there will be an effect on Leave support of perceiving discrimi-
nation against men (H4), and that this effect will be greater among men, since a 
resentment basis to vote choice should be identified most strongly within the group 
that experiences the particular grievance (H5). We examine the relationship between 
male discrimination perceptions, for men and women, in a logistic regression model 
of EU referendum support. We report the effects for discrimination with (model 2) 
and without (model 1) controls for the other perceptions of discrimination, and with 
the lagged dependent variable (model 3). Models 2 and 3 present a conservative test 
of our hypotheses, since perceptions of discrimination against white British and men 
are correlated, particularly for men, and since both perceptions of discrimination and 
EU referendum preference are expected to be quite stable over the two panel waves. 
We further report, in Fig. 4, the results of a model interacting all of the discrimina-
tion measures with gender, in order to provide a benchmark for these relationships. 
The full results for these models are found in Table A3 in the Online Appendix.

The results in Table  4 reveal that discrimination perceptions are important for 
understanding people’s motivation to support Leave in the EU referendum. Believ-
ing men are discriminated against increases the likelihood of voting Leave amongst 
both men and women. Furthermore, this effect is significantly greater for men com-
pared to women; a finding that holds in each of the three models, including the 
other discrimination perceptions (model 2), and also including the lagged dependent 
variable (model 3). We suggest that these are conservative tests of discrimination 
perceptions. This is because we control for past EU referendum vote, but we also 
control for liberal-authoritarian values, which may be causally downstream of per-
ceptions of discrimination for some individuals, and we control for education levels, 
which will likely shape gender-based discrimination perceptions.
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Figure 4 shows that the effect of male discrimination perceptions is substantially 
stronger among men. The effects of the other discrimination perceptions are also 
larger amongst men than women, although the gender difference is greatest for per-
ceptions of discrimination against men. The predicted values on Leave voting are 
of an equivalent size for perceptions of discrimination against men (among men) as 
they are for the measures of discrimination against white British people and black 
and Asian people; roughly doubling the likelihood of voting Leave across the scales.

In summary, gender-based discrimination (against men) is a significant predictor 
for Leave support in the Brexit referendum, consistent with a gender backlash expla-
nation in the referendum, and men are more likely to support Leave on the basis of 
resentment or grievances towards women. These effects are of an equivalent size, 
among men, to the effects of perceptions of discrimination towards white British 
people and ethnic minorities.11

In a final set of analysis (not shown here), we explored whether the effects of per-
ceiving discrimination were greater for low income or low education males (includ-
ing an interaction effect for gender and income, and gender and education level), 
and older and younger men in employment, or not working. This serves to further 
test whether grievance voting is greater among lower income or low education men, 
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Fig. 4  Predicted Leave vote intention by discrimination perceptions, for men and women

11 We note that a series of robustness checks point to the interaction between gender and male discrimi-
nation as the stronger of the two interactions, across model specifications. For example, when liberal-
authoritarian values are removed from the model, male discrimination perceptions, and its interaction 
with gender, is unchanged in statistical effect, but the gender differences in the effect of perceiving dis-
crimination in black and Asian people are overlapping.
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even if discrimination perceptions were not predicted by these combinations. In no 
instances did we find evidence of a conditioning effect of low income or low educa-
tion among men, but we did find a stronger effect of discrimination-based EU ref-
erendum support for younger males out of work, consistent with their stronger per-
ceptions (see Fig. 3 and A3 in the Online Appendix). People acquire perceptions of 

Table 4  Logistic regression model of discrimination against men predicting EU referendum vote with 
alternative model specifications

Coefficients are log odds. Standard errors are in parentheses
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

(1) (2) (3)

Discrimination against men 0.195 0.075 0.133
(0.014)** (0.016)** (0.033)**

Gender 0.369 0.204 0.456
(0.094)** (0.097)* (0.220)*

Discrimination against men*gender − 0.097 − 0.052 − 0.097
(0.020)** (0.021)* (0.046)*

Age 0.019 0.017 0.015
(0.001)** (0.001)** (0.003)**

Income − 0.004 − 0.007 0.007
(0.004) (0.004) (0.009)

GCSE − 0.269 − 0.289 − 0.125
(0.074)** (0.075)** (0.162)

A-level − 0.324 − 0.337 0.126
(0.075)** (0.076)** (0.169)

Degree − 0.656 − 0.653 − 0.097
(0.070)** (0.071)** (0.159)

Authoritarian-libertarian values 0.224 0.196 0.046
(0.012)** (0.012)** (0.028)

Immigration attitudes − 0.552 − 0.496 − 0.333
(0.014)** (0.014)** (0.031)**

British Identity 0.128 0.128 0.134
(0.014)** (0.014)** (0.032)**

Discrimination against women − 0.045
(0.013)**

Discrimination against white British 0.160
(0.011)**

Discrimination against Black and Asian − 0.092
(0.011)**

EU referendum vote in Wave 9 (June–July 2016) 5.274
(0.100)**

Constant − 1.316 − 0.710 − 3.877
(0.168)** (0.190)** (0.412)**

N 17,455 17,455 11,295
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discrimination as a function of the combination of their gender, age, and working 
status (as shown in Sect. 4), but the relationship of those attitudes to Brexit prefer-
ence is not significantly stronger as a function of being in work (among older males), 
or having a lower income or education level, but it is among younger out of work 
males. Our findings show that perceiving discrimination against men has a substan-
tial and significant effect on Brexit vote intention, most notably among men, and is 
consistent with a gender-based backlash explanation resulting from the experiences 
and perceptions of younger men, particularly those not in the workforce, as well as 
being greater and more significant among men overall.

Robustness and Extension of Results

The BES internet panel affords a range of possible extensions and checks on our 
results, some of which have been discussed already. In addition, we examined the 
longevity of effects on subsequent Brexit preference in later BES panel waves, and 
found the effects to be robust. We modelled the effects of discrimination on Brexit 
preferences instead of vote intention, since vote intention after the EU referendum 
may be influenced by expectations and attitudes about another referendum. Using an 
alternative dependent variable (attitudes towards independence or integration, where 
0 = unite fully with the European Union, and 10 = protect our independence from the 
EU) produced very similar support for our argument and our hypotheses. The results 
can be found in Fig. A4 of the Online Appendix.

We also modelled the effects of a different attitudinal measure concerning gen-
der equality. This question, which represents a long-standing item in BES in-person 
post-election surveys,12 does not provide us with the ability to examine whether 
attitudes about men and women are symmetrical (zero-sum) or directional (for or 
against each group), but it does enable us to explore whether it also produces an 
additional explanation of Brexit support. This was indeed the case. Agreeing that 
‘equal opportunities for women have gone too far’ is a strong and significant predic-
tor of EU referendum vote intention, in addition to the same controls used in our 
models in Sect. 5. However, we find no significant differences by gender, or by age, 
in how this variable is related to EU referendum vote. The problem with the ‘gone 
too far’ measure is that we do not know what is meant by the mean score: ‘about 
right’, which could mean that gender equality, or gender inequality, is about right, 
thereby not providing meaningful interpretation.

Finally, we explored the impact of confining our results to only white Brit-
ish respondents in the BES. While we have insufficient numbers of ethnic minor-
ity respondents to condition each set of results on ethnicity, as might be implied 
in the literature pointing particularly to white working class male resentments and 

12 “Please say whether you think these things have gone too far or have not gone far enough in Britain: 
attempts to give equal opportunities to women”. The item has not been asked sufficiently continuously to 
provide a useful time series.
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grievances, restricting our results to only white British respondents (91% of the sam-
ple), led to (unsurprisingly) equivalent results.

Conclusions

It is not entirely clear why researchers have largely ignored the possible effect of 
gender and gender equality related economic and social change on Brexit vote 
choice. One reason could be the absence of aggregate-level differences between 
men and women in the overall vote. Another might be the absence of explicit gen-
der-based campaigning in the EU referendum campaign itself. These two reali-
ties ignore the importance of grievance-based accounts of votes for populism and 
populist causes which relate in particular to white, working class men. By refer-
ring back to the literature on this topic, we generated a series of hypotheses about 
the possible impact of a broader gender-based backlash in the Brexit referendum 
than has been identified to date.

Using novel measures in the British Election Study Internet Panel measuring 
perceptions of discrimination against and in favour of men and women, we found 
that one in five respondents perceived discrimination against men. This was high-
est amongst men of all ages, although it was particularly substantial for younger 
men who are not employed. Interestingly, income and education were not predic-
tors of perceiving discrimination against men, indicating that the gender-based 
backlash is not just a product of socioeconomic disadvantage as commonly con-
ceived. This suggests that the cultural backlash cannot be completely tied to eco-
nomic marginalisation without consideration of gender, working status and age. 
With this in mind, studying the sources of men’s resentment on the grounds of 
gender is an important future research agenda, especially as rising gender equal-
ity may well polarize attitudes further along the lines of gender, age, and employ-
ment status.

We also found that perceiving discrimination against men is a significant pre-
dictor of voting Leave at the EU referendum, especially for men, even when con-
trolling for socioeconomic status, other attitudes related to the referendum vote, 
other discrimination perceptions, and prior EU support. These findings show that, 
whilst there was no gap between men and women in support for Leave/Remain at 
the referendum, gender nevertheless played a role in the outcome. This is impor-
tant because it shows that even in contexts where gender is not particularly primed 
or salient, gender-based resentment is still important for political behaviour. The 
findings from the US show that perceptions of gender favouritism and hostile sex-
ism mattered for voters’ choice of Trump in the 2016 presidential election. We 
show that these have the potential to be generalised to other contexts where they 
also have explanatory power. Future research into populist outcomes especially, 
as well as elections more generally, should pay more attention to gender-based 
resentment. Moreover, these findings show that large-scale social changes, such 
as rising gender equality, may have consequences for political behaviour that we 
should study further. This includes also examining the effects of holding progres-
sive or egalitarian gender attitudes, as well as the gender backlash.
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In terms of Brexit, the significant relationship between gender-based resent-
ment and vote choice lends support to the argument that the vote to leave the EU 
represented a rejection of social, economic, and cultural change. It was not just 
a vote about policy direction, but about the direction of society as a whole. This 
perhaps indicates that men who hold gender-based resentments may be a group 
that becomes particularly frustrated if a post-Brexit Britain does not live up to 
their expectations. More broadly, the results also suggest that there is a signifi-
cant minority of men who may vote in British elections on the basis of anger and 
resentment about the unfair treatment of men in society. More attention should be 
given to the implications of this for future political outcomes, as well as how to 
increase support for gender equality across the whole population.
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