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Abstract
In this paper we examine three forms of regret in relation to the UK’s hugely significant 
referendum on EU membership that was held in June 2016. They are: (i) whether ‘leave’ 
voters at the referendum subsequently regretted their choice (in the light of the result), (ii) 
whether non-voters regretted their decisions to abstain (essentially supporting ‘remain’) 
and (iii) whether individuals were more likely to indicate that it is everyone’s duty to vote 
following the referendum. We find evidence in favor of all three types of regret. In particu-
lar, leave voters and non-voters were significantly more likely to indicate that they would 
vote to remain given a chance to do so again; moreover, the probability of an individual 
stating that it was everyone’s duty to vote in a general election increased significantly in 
2017 (compared to 2015). The implications of the findings are discussed in the context of 
the referendum’s outcome.
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1 Introduction

This paper contributes to the large and growing literature spawned by the UK’s decision to 
leave the EU in 2016, or ‘Brexit’. A central focus has been on the characteristics of leave 
and remain voters and theories as to what caused voters to vote as they did. The outcome of 
the referendum was perceived by most people as a shock, including many ardent leavers. 
Most experts argued (and still do) that Brexit will be costly for the citizens of the United 
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Kingdom.1 Identifying the characteristics of voters and explaining how they voted clearly 
has been the main focus of research on the ballot itself (Clarke et al., 2017; Sobolewska 
& Ford, 2020). A common argument made in some media outlets is that because remain 
was expected to win, many leave voters registered a protest leave vote and regretted it 
afterwards.2 Using the British Social Attitudes Survey (BSAS), we will study such regret, 
but also shift focus towards those who did not vote on the referendum. Another common 
argument made after the referendum was that non-voters could have changed the outcome 
to remain had they voted.3 In particular, frustration frequently was expressed among remain 
voters concerning younger people not voting in the proportion that older people did, because 
younger voters predominantly associate with remain and older voters are more associated 
with leave.4

If a very high level of regret is expressed after an election, the natural instinct of many 
commentators is to see voters’ remorse as a serious cause for concern.5 But one might 
respond that remorse is just the nature of electoral decision-making. A constitutionally 
accepted process is applied in collective decision-making and sometimes the decisions will 
be very close and potentially represent sources of regret. We agree that for constitutionally 
accepted electoral rules it is hard to establish whether regret is a significant problem given 
that, in a democracy, opportunities to correct mistakes will be available at the next election. 
However, for a referendum, such as Brexit, aimed at changing the constitution itself, it is 
recognized explicitly that an opportunity for correction will not arise in any near future. 
Such a concern with regret in such cases brings into play prominent themes in constitutional 
political economy stemming back to Buchanan & Tullock (1962). It raises questions as 
to whether referendums should require supermajorities or whether a second referendum 
should be held for issues when the eventual outcome is unknown at the time of the first 
referendum and should be subject to a confirmatory referendum. Those are thorny norma-
tive issues that we do not engage herein. Our concern is to test for significant regret after 
the Brexit referendum. However, the analysis to follow does beg questions regarding the 
validity of a simple majority rule for major constitutional change. A key difference between 
a close election and a close referendum, we would argue, is that the first naturally has more 
legitimacy than the latter. Elections generally are outcomes of commonly accepted consti-
tutional rules and readily offer opportunities for mistake corrections. Referendums aim to 
change constitutional rules and do not readily offer voters opportunities to remedy mistakes. 
Therefore, a tight referendum result can appear illegitimate to those on the losing side in a 
way that a close election defeat (supposing that the relevant rules were known and adhered 
to) is not viewed as illegitimate by the losers. Hobolt et al., (2022) and Matsusaka (2020, 
Chap. 12) study the issue of the Brexit referendum and political legitimacy.6

1  ‘How the pollsters got it wrong on the EU referendum’, The Guardian, 24 June 2016.
2  ‘I thought I’d put in a protest vote’: the people who regret voting leave’, The Guardian, 25 November 2017.
3  The turnout at the referendum was 72.2%.
4  ‘Young people are so bad at voting - I’m disappointed in my peers’, The Guardian, 28 June 2016.
5  We emphasize that we are using the term ‘regret’ somewhat loosely. The common way to think about regret 
is having made a mistake. However, a voter may not have made a mistake if they believed they were making 
the correct choice, but then learned afterwards that it was the wrong choice. The data on which we rely do 
not allow us to distinguish between mistakes and learning because the survey respondents are not asked why 
they changed their minds, but we think it reasonable to group both types as ‘regret’.

6  Matsusaka (2020) offers Brexit as an example of a badly designed referendum. He advances three main 
reasons for that conclusion: First, failing to present voters with a concrete proposal in the event of leaving 
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For the Brexit referendum, we can see that two types of post referendum regret often are 
posited. First, that some voters regret voting ‘leave’. That proposition, while widely stated, 
has been hard to sustain as a source of regret affecting large numbers of leave voters.7 While 
it may be that survey respondents do not wish to acknowledge their regret, we do still find 
some evidence that leave voters would be more likely than remainers to switch on a new 
ballot. However, the second form of regret attributed to non-voters can be established more 
clearly; it comes in two forms, one familiar and one not.

The familiar form of regret is that non-voters would now vote in significant numbers on 
a new referendum and that a majority of that group of new voters would vote remain. The 
less familiar form of regret concerns voter motivation. Not surprisingly non-voters were 
much less likely than voters in the referendum to state duty as a motive for voting. We show 
that non-voters appear to revise their own attitudes to voting substantially after 2016, with a 
significant increase in abstainers stating ‘duty’ as a motive for voting. Therefore, an indirect 
effect of the Brexit referendum is the influence it may have had on attitudes to voting. If 
Brexit triggered a rising sense of civic duty (especially amongst the young), the revised atti-
tudes could have significant effects on the turnout of future elections and their outcomes. Of 
course, any change in voting attitudes may be short-lived but it is also possible that Brexit 
may have been a shock from which the after-effects persist not just economically and politi-
cally but also in terms of attitudes to democratic participation that would in turn feed into 
future politics and economics.

An important question is whether the sources of regret that we identify would be suffi-
cient to overturn the result of 2016. Clearly, data taken from survey results must be treated 
with caution and a (very unlikely) fresh referendum would, no doubt, trigger passions in a 
way that cannot be predicted in advance. However, we show that a significant majority sur-
veyed claim that they would vote remain in a new referendum and that, we argue, is driven 
by leave voters being more likely to switch to remain than vice versa; by non-voters in 2016 
being significantly more likely to vote and vote remain and, moreover, that a stronger sense 
of duty may contribute to higher turnouts amongst those who support remain.

The paper is organized as follows. In the next section we discuss the related Brexit litera-
ture. In Sect. 3 we provide a simple theoretical approach and discuss the literature that helps 
us construct the hypotheses to be tested. We then conduct the empirical analysis in Sects. 4 
to 6 and finish with some concluding comments.

2 Related Brexit literature

Broadly, two types of literature have emerged from the referendum. The first is concerned 
with the characteristics of those who voted and theories as to why they voted the way they 
did. The second literature is concerned with the consequences of Brexit in terms of future 
EU-UK relations, UK relationships with the rest of the world and the implications for the 
future of the UK economy, governance and indeed the sustainability of the UK itself (Aidt et 
al., 2021; Born et al., 2019; Chen et al., 2018; Johnson & Mitchell, 2017; Sampson, 2017). 

the EU. Second, the referendum left little room for policymakers to return to the voters with a further ballot 
question and, third, the use of simple majority rule in a one-off vote to determine the outcome.

7  ‘Have UK voters changed their mind on Brexit?’, John Curtice, UK in a Changing Europe, 17 October 
2019.
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The analysis presented here falls into the first group by focusing on the referendum itself 
also with attention to the characteristics and motivation of non-voters. However, it also 
touches discussions about the future if the referendum triggered attitudinal changes toward 
voting.

The contrasting characteristics of leave versus remain supporters have been revealed in 
a number of articles. Various studies confirm that low educational attainment, low income 
and older age were strong predictors of voting leave (Alabrese et al., 2019; Arnasson and 
Zoega 2018). Alabrese et al., (2019) point to additional leave voting determinants like white 
ethnicity, infrequent use of smartphones and the internet, receipt of public benefits, adverse 
health and low life satisfaction. The last of those issues likewise is studied in Powdthavee 
et al., (2019) and Carreras et al., (2019), who rely on prospect theory to explain why voters 
who felt that they had little to lose were more willing to take economic risks by voting for 
Brexit. That evidence stands, in contrast, to Clarke et al., (2017), who found younger people 
to be significantly more likely to emphasise the risks of Brexit.

A rich literature focuses more on reasons why voters vote remain and especially leave. 
Norris & Inglehart (2019), while acknowledging that the two are not completely separable, 
distinguish between economic insecurity and cultural backlash. On economic insecurity 
Fetzer (2019) argues that had it not been for austerity remain would have won. Liberini 
et al., (2019) argue that age is not as strong a predictor as is often thought, with only the 
very young being clearly predictable as pro remain. They argue that economic insecurity 
is clearer in predicting leave. Several authors point to the long run effects of globalization 
on industrial structure and culture, e.g., Colantone & Stanig (2018), who study the role of 
import shocks from China in leave voting. They also argue that those votes primarily were 
sociotropic rather than pocketbook responses.

Concerns about immigration fall under both economic insecurity and cultural backlash 
hypotheses; that influence on voting leave is highlighted in Hobolt (2016) and Ford & Good-
win (2017). Such evidence is contested because many leave voting constituencies have few 
immigrants, contrasting sharply with some of the strongest urban remain areas. Goodwin & 
Milazzo (2017) argue that the key factor is the rate of immigration at the local level and the 
perceived lack of control over it. Carreras (2019) argues that economic insecurity converts 
into cultural backlash, by showing that British citizens living in economically depressed and 
declining districts are more likely to develop cultural grievances and especially anti-immi-
grant and Eurosceptic views. The merging of economics and culture also is evident in Green 
et al., (2022), who argue that economic concerns influenced Brexit views perceived through 
the lens of relative gains and losses of various social groups. Hobolt et al., (2021) demon-
strate the extent to which the referendum solidified identities and intensified polarization.

An important point, however, is that while clear demographic characteristics of leave 
versus remain voters, along with non-voters as a third category, can be discerned and, more-
over, that the underlying motives for voting leave or remain and abstaining are identifiable, 
the question of the seriousness of conviction lurks in the background. Specifically, what if 
leave voters and non-voters regret their decisions not to vote remain? A large number of 
voters might argue that, had they known on 23 June, 2016, that the referendum would be so 
close, they would have voted and voted remain. Goodwin et al., (2020) examine the impact 
of remain and leave publicity campaigns on the EU referendum and find that the arguments 
favoring EU membership were understated. If large-scale regret is expressed, such senti-
ments call into question how one should interpret the implications of the empirical work 
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on the demographic characteristics and motivations of leave voters and of non-voters. For 
example, should we be as quick to conclude that immigration is as major a concern if leave 
voters regret their choice? Or do we likewise conclude that identity with the European 
Union is weak among the young if they regret not voting?

3 Theoretical background

The theoretical basis for our paper lies in the interplay of two related but distinct concepts, 
regret and the motivations of voters. In the rational choice literature, the idea of regret can 
be brought to bear theoretically as an ex ante or ex post concept. Ferejohn & Fiorina (1974) 
relied on ‘anticipation of regret’ to explain higher voter turnout rates in elections than stan-
dard rational choice analysis would predict. The other form of regret, which the present 
paper follows, is ex post as studied by Bol et al., (2018). They find high levels of regret 
after the 2015 Canadian general election. That electoral setting is, of course, quite different 
from a binary referendum. Constituencies are contested by multiple parties and a voter’s 
favorite party may not be competitive locally, which may provoke strategic votes for the 
most favored of those parties that are competitive. Bol et al., (2018) rely on a mixed-utility 
model incorporating both instrumental and expressive preferences. The distinction is well 
established now in voting models (see Hamlin & Jennings 2011, 2019). Instrumental pref-
erences concern how a voter will be affected by the policies of the winning party or ballot 
proposition and will be weighted in the voting decision by the voter’s expected probability 
of being decisive in determining the election’s outcome. Instrumental motives supply indi-
rect benefits such that the voter votes for x to obtain an expected benefit z. An expressive 
benefit is the direct benefit from voting for x unrelated to an election’s actual result. Bol et 
al., (2018) identify two forms of regret. The first is when a voter votes expressively for their 
favorite party x but regrets doing so because the election proved close and their least favor-
ite of the competitive parties won the seat. The second is when a voter votes strategically 
(instrumentally) for y, but regrets doing so because y either won or lost by a large margin 
and the voter would have been better off abstaining or voting expressively for their favorite, 
though uncompetitive, party x.8

The Brexit referendum setting clearly differs from the Canadian election in that it is 
binary, but we can see that the first type of regret potentially is relevant. As such, a voter may 
vote expressively for Brexit when that vote is not decisive but regret the choice because the 
referendum was close. That is, instrumental and expressive preferences pulled in different 
directions. A realization that instrumental concerns were in retrospect more serious than 

8  Courtin et al., (2018) likewise rely on instrumental (strategic) and expressive motives in the context of 
the first round of the French presidential elections in 2017. They report evidence for both types of regret. 
Collins et al., (2022) examine whether survey respondents indicated that they would vote differently in the 
summer of 2017 than they did in the 2016 referendum. However, the data sample they study consists of just 
1500 individuals; they thus are able to identify only a small number of respondents who would have voted 
differently. In addition, their sample is skewed highly towards individuals who voted in the referendum and 
were remain supporters. In particular, 55.1% reported that they had voted remain in the referendum, 29.5% 
that they had voted leave and 15.4% abstained or refused to provide an answer.
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many voters realized may be sufficient to weigh instrumental concerns more heavily ex post 
than they had been weighed ex ante when the decision to vote leave was cast expressively.9

In addition to instrumental and expressive benefits, a third type of potential voting ben-
efit is satisfying a sense of duty. The focus on duty stems from Riker & Ordeshook (1968) 
and can be a crucial factor in determining whether to vote or not. Blais & Galais (2016) 
explain, duty differs from instrumental and expressive concerns because it is unrelated to 
identifying with issues or party positions. If the sense of duty is strong enough a citizen will 
vote and how they vote will then be determined by instrumental and expressive concerns. 
For those who abstained in the Brexit referendum, a rational choice model would suggest 
that instrumental and expressive benefits and a sense of duty were too small to overcome 
the cost of voting. Research by Hur (2017) and Goodman (2018) suggests that duty may 
depend crucially on context. Goodman discusses the idea of ‘conditional duty’. She argues 
that the sense of duty to participate in an election will be affected by factors such as whether 
the stakes are high, how close the election is expected to be and whether major differences 
exist in parties or policy positions. Going into the Brexit referendum, many non-voters did 
not think that the outcome would be close (expecting remain to win) and possibly did not 
see major differences in positions (after all, many leave campaigners argued for maintain-
ing very close alignment with the EU).10 After the referendum, on observing how close 
the referendum was and that the possibility of ‘hard Brexit’ became very real, many non-
voters may have revised their sense of duty upwards. The BSAS contains questions on vote 
motives, which include duty.11 In our empirical section we investigate if reporting of a duty 
to vote rose significantly after the Brexit referendum.

We now formulate the three forms of regret that we will test empirically. We rely on a 
rational choice model containing the four components of discounted instrumental benefits, 
expressive benefits, duty and the costs of voting. A voter will vote for Brexit rather than 
remain if.

 p (IB − IR) + (XB − XR) > 0,  (1)

where p is the probability of being decisive, IB  and IR  are the instrumental payoffs from 
Brexit and Remain, and XB  and XR  are their expressive payoffs

Regret Type 1: The first form of regret concerns voters who voted for Brexit but would 
now vote Remain

Regret could materialize if, at the time of the referendum, XB > XR  and IB − IR < 0 
but p is perceived to be so small that IB − IR  largely is discounted. In addition, before the 

9  We accept that other models of voting behavior have been proposed. A rationally irrational voter (Caplan, 
2007) is a close cousin of the expressive voter. Caplan also starts from the premise that the probability of 
being decisive is very small in mass elections, so the voter is free to ignore instrumental concerns. The dif-
ference, however, is that a rationally irrational voter has rationally chosen not to incur the costs of correcting 
any bias they may harbor such that they believe (incorrectly) that they also are choosing in their instrumen-
tal interests. An expressive voter can understand what their instrumental and expressive preferences may 
be, so choosing expressively can lead to regret on the instrumental domain. On the other hand, it is hard to 
see how a rationally irrational voter could ever experience regret because they believed their choice to be 
in their instrumental interest.

10  fullfact.org/europe/what-was-promised-about-customs-union-referendum/.
11  Drinkwater & Jennings (2007) relied on the same question to help identify who might be labelled ‘expres-
sive voters.’
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referendum the gap between IB  and IR  may have been viewed as smaller than it came to 
be viewed after the referendum because hard Brexit was not expected or understood. There-
fore, after the referendum, the sign of (1) is reversed to negative because p is viewed as 
larger than it was beforehand and IB − IR  as more strongly negative

Regret Type 2: The second form of regret concerns non-voters regretting not voting and 
not voting remain

Here we do not need to consider conflicted voters for whom instrumental and expressive 
preferences are in opposition. We depict a non-voter who instrumentally and expressively 
favors remain. However, they abstain because the following holds

 p (IR − IB) + XR + D < C,  (2)

where D is duty and C is the cost of voting. For such individuals, the summation of the three 
types of voting benefits fails to exceed the cost of voting.12 First, we can identify a regretful 
remain non-voter on instrumental and expressive issue dimensions. The reasons might be 
found in an appreciation, as discussed earlier, that p and the gap between IR  and IB  are 
larger than was thought at the time of the referendum. If non-voters took the EU for granted, 
they may have underestimated their expressive attachment to the EU in the style of ‘you 
don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone’. So XR  is revised upwards. Such issue related 
reflections may be sufficient to change the sign of (2).

Regret Type 3 The third form of regret is that after the 2016 referendum one observes a 
significant increase in citizens giving duty as an answer when asked about vote motives.

Following our earlier discussion of conditional duty, the reflection that the referendum was 
high-stakes, close and that sharp differences in opinions were voiced may cause D to increase 
in (2). Empirically, we separate those possibilities from the questions of how respondents 
would vote (or not) in a fresh referendum. Instead, we check to see if we observe a signifi-
cant increase in the number of respondents giving duty as a motivation for voting after 2016.

4 Data

Our data have been obtained from the BSAS, which is a repeated cross-sectional survey that 
provides a representative sample of adults living in Great Britain. The 2017, 2018 and 2019 
surveys all contained questions on whether respondents had voted in the EU Referendum as 
well as on how they voted. In addition, respondents were asked how they would vote if they 
were given the chance to vote again on the same referendum. Therefore, we rely on informa-
tion from each of the three surveys by combining responses across the years in our analysis. 
A question on respondents’ views of voting (in a general election) likewise has been asked 
in several years of BSAS data.13

12  Rudolph (2020) applies the Riker and Ordershook (1968) framework regarding rainfall’s contribution to 
increasing the cost of voting within the context of the 2016 Brexit vote.
13  The precise questions asked in the surveys are reported in the Appendix. The questions on whether and 
how respondents voted in the EU referendum were posed to around only a third of the full sample of respon-
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Table 1 presents a cross-tabulation of how respondents would vote in a referendum cat-
egorized by each survey year against whether they voted in the referendum.14 The table 
reports all answers to those questions, including the respondents who indicated that they 
preferred not to say, didn’t know/refused and didn’t remember whether they had voted in the 
referendum − 59 out of 4,994 respondents in the latter group. Only 1.7% of respondents who 
voted in the referendum reported that they would not vote in another referendum, compared 
to almost 29% of those who did not vote. In terms of the data presented in Tables 1, 56% of 
those who would vote if given the chance in a new referendum would vote remain and 44% 
would vote leave.

Table 2 reports how respondents would vote against how they actually did so in the ref-
erendum. Again, the table includes all responses to the questions. It reveals that the major-
ity of individuals would vote in the same way they did in the EU Referendum if they were 
given the chance to do so again. Around 93% of remain voters would have voted in that 
way again. The equivalent percentage was lower for leave voters at 85%. Just under 9% of 
that group indicated that they would vote remain if given a chance to do so.15 The table also 
indicates that more remain voters than leave voters are included in the combined samples of 
BSAS data on which we rely. It is a feature of survey datasets that asked about which side 
respondents supported in the referendum. However, the percentage of leave supporters in 
our sample (48.1%) is far closer to the percentage in the actual referendum (51.9%) than 
covered in other large representative surveys of the UK population, where the percentage 
supporting leave was 42.5% (Alabrese et al., 2019; Liberini et al., 2019; Curtice, 2016) 
argues that the BSAS provides high quality data on political and other issues because the 
relatively time-consuming and expensive process of random sampling that underlies the 
data collection process supplies a reliable method for achieving representative samples.16

Table 3 presents the information reported in Tables 1 and 2 without the indeterminate 
categories such as prefer not to say, don’t know, and don’t remember. As a result, the table 

dents in 2018 and 2019. All of the interviews were carried out between July and November in each of the 
survey years.
14  The table reports unweighted data, as does the rest of the analysis in the paper.
15  If instead of looking at Table 1, which shows 56% for remain, we use the original 2016 vote as the base 
and ask what would happen if switching amongst voters and switching from non-voters to voters happened 
as recorded in Tables 1 and 2, the result would be 54% for remain and 46% for leave.
16  The BSAS has been used to examine a range of issues. See, for example, Dustmann & Preston (2001), 
Georgiadis & Manning (2012) and Grasso et al., (2019).

Table 1 Responses to questions on whether voted in the EU referendum and how would vote if given another 
chance
How would vote if given chance to again Did you manage to vote in the EU referendum?

Yes No Prefer 
not
to say

Don’t 
remember

Don’t 
know/
refusal

Total

Remain a member of the EU (%) 51.9 38.8 7.7 28.8 24.2 48.4
Leave the EU (%) 42.9 22.8 7.7 23.7 6.1 37.8
I would not vote (%) 1.7 28.9 23.1 13.6 6.1 8.1
Prefer not to say (%) 0.9 1.2 46.2 1.7 0.0 1.1
Don’t know/refuse to say (%) 2.6 8.3 15.4 32.2 63.6 4.7
 N (unweighted) 3,764 1,125 13 59 33 4,994
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highlights more clearly some of the differences between leave and remain voters, as well as 
in comparison to non-voters. For example, almost 10% of leave voters indicated that they 
would vote in a different way if given the chance to do so again, compared with just under 
5% of remain voters. Leave voters also were more likely to indicate that they would not 
vote if given another chance. The percentage of non-voters indicating that they would vote 
remain if they were able to vote again was 20 points higher than the percentage indicating 
that they would vote leave.

5 Empirical modelling

With respect to the first type of regret, a binary logit model relating to whether respondents 
voted in the referendum is estimated to identify those voters who would have voted differ-
ently if they were given the chance to do so again. Therefore, the dependent variable takes a 
value of one if those who voted at the EU referendum would have voted in a different way 
in a second referendum (for example, leave voters in the EU referendum who would have 
voted remain if they had the chance to do so again or vice versa) and zero for respondents 
who would have voted in the same way again. The key explanatory variable in the model 
relates to a dummy variable that takes a value of one if the respondent voted leave at the EU 
referendum and zero if they voted to remain. The model also contains controls for a standard 
set of socioeconomic characteristics, especially those that have been found to be important 
in empirical studies of voting on the EU referendum. Specifically, they are gender, age, 
education, region, marital status, children in household, ethnicity, religion and economic 
position.

Table 2 Responses to questions on how voted on the EU referendum and how would vote if given the chance 
to again
How would vote if given chance to again How voted on the EU referendum

Remain Leave Prefer 
not to 
say

Don`t 
remember

Don’t 
Know/
Refusal

Total

Remain a member of the EU (%) 92.9 9.3 13.6 5.6 4.4 51.9
Leave the EU (%) 4.8 85.2 4.6 22.2 4.4 42.9
I would not vote (%) 0.7 2.3 13.6 27.8 4.4 1.7
Prefer not to say (%) 0.1 0.7 59.1 11.1 21.7 0.9
DK/Refusal (%) 1.5 2.6 9.1 33.3 65.2 2.6
 N (Unweighted) 1,921 1,780 22 18 23 3,764

How would vote if given chance 
to do so again

How voted on the referendum
Leave Remain Did 

not 
vote

% Remain 9.6 94.4 42.9
% Leave 88.0 4.9 22.8
% Would not vote 2.4 0.7 31.9

Table 3 Percentage of switchers 
by referendum vote
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To test for the second type of regret outlined in the theoretical background section, we 
initially estimate multinomial logit models in which the dependent variable that relates to 
how the respondent would vote if given the chance to do so again takes one of three values. 
They are: (1) remain in the EU, (2) leave or (3) would not vote. Those individuals who indi-
cated that they preferred not to say, did not know, or refused to respond have been excluded 
from the models that have been estimated. The first model includes individuals who voted in 
the EU referendum as well as those who did not, with a dummy variable entered to identify 
the latter group. Therefore, it is a pooled model that combines voters and non-voters.17

The third type of regret is examined by estimating binary logit models in which the 
dependent variable takes a value of one if the respondent stated that it should be everyone’s 
duty to vote in a general election and zero if they gave another answer. The other two possi-
ble responses are (1) that it really is not worth voting and (2) people should vote only if they 
care who wins, as indicated in the Appendix. Table A1 in the Appendix reports responses to 
the same question in every year that a general election took place since 2000.18 The general 
election years are 2001, 2005, 2010 and 2015, as well as 2017. The table shows that the per-
centage who thought it should be everyone’s duty to vote in a general election has increased 
since 2010, with the percentage of respondents giving a positive response indicating that it 
is everyone’s duty to vote increasing from less than 68% in 2015 to more than 72% in 2017. 
The percentage of respondents in the other two categories, people should vote only if they 
care who wins and it’s really not worth voting, fell by 2.6 and 1.8% points respectively over 
the period. In terms of the key variable of interest, we enter a dummy variable to indicate 
whether the respondent appeared in the 2017 or 2015 survey, after controlling for the same 
explanatory variables entered into the multinomial logit models, with the exception of the 
children in the household dummy. We also estimate, for comparative purposes, equivalent 
logit models for several two-year periods in which a dummy variable is entered for the 
general election year in relation to the previous year in which a general election was held.

6 Results

So as to test the first form of regret, Table 4 contains the estimated coefficient and associated 
standard error from the key explanatory variable included in the logit model estimated with 
the dependent variable identifying voters who would have switched how they would have 
voted had they been given the chance to do so again. The coefficient attached to the variable 
indicating whether the individual was a leave voter in the EU Referendum, relative to being 
a remain voter, is positive and significant after controlling for a range of demographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics. That finding indicates that leave voters were significantly 
more likely than remain voters to report that they would have voted in a different way (i.e., 
in favor of remain) if another referendum were held, despite the fact, that the majority of 
voters at the EU referendum would have voted in exactly the same way had they been 
given the chance to do so again. The marginal effect reported in the table indicates that the 
probability of respondents reporting that they would vote differently if given the chance to 
do so again was around 5% points higher for leave voters than for remainers. That effect is 

17  Respondents who gave a different answer to the question about whether they voted on the EU referendum 
have been excluded from the econometric analysis.
18  The question has been omitted from several surveys, including those conducted in 2018 and 2019.
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consistent with the unadjusted data reported in Table 2 where the percentage of leave voters 
who would have voted differently in a second referendum (9.3%) is around double that of 
remain voters (4.8%).

To gain further insights into voter regret following the referendum, we focus on differ-
ences between educational groups, given that Wegenast (2010) argues that educated indi-
viduals face lower information costs. We examine the influence of education in two ways, 
firstly by estimating the logit model reported in Table 4 separately for three educational 
groups: high, medium and low education and, secondly, by entering a highly educated 
dummy variable, rather than the full set of educational qualification dummies, in a logit 
regression and interacting it with the leave dummy. The results from those regressions are 
reported in Table 5. In terms of the separate educational groups, the leave dummy returns the 
largest positive coefficient and is significant at the 1% level for highly educated individu-
als – those who have either earned college degrees or other higher education qualifications. 
The leave dummy is positive significant at the 5% level for respondents with medium levels 
of education but insignificant for those with low levels of education. Those results indicate 
that more highly educated leave voters are far more likely to regret their decisions than less 
educated leave voters. The same finding is confirmed by observing the interaction term in 
the final column of Table 5: it implies that leave voters with high levels of education were 
significantly more likely to indicate that they would vote differently given the chance to do 
so again.

Table 6 presents the results from a (pooled) multinomial logit model. The coefficients 
and standard errors are measured relative to the base category of would vote to remain. Of 
most relevance to the second type of regret are the estimates associated with the explana-
tory variable that identifies individuals who did not vote at the referendum. The coefficient 

High
education

Medium
education

Low
education

Interac-
tion

Leave voter 1.425***

(0.273)
0.605**

(0.248)
-0.080
(0.282)

0.346**

(0.168)
High education -0.906***

(0.262)
High 
education*Leave 
Voter

1.514***

(0.328)

Pseudo R2 0.123 0.080 0.052 0.051
N 1466 1145 927 3,538

Table 5 Logit estimates of vote 
switching for educational groups

Notes: Models also controls 
for gender, age, region, marital 
status, children in household, 
ethnicity, religion, economic 
activity and year of interview. 
Robust standard errors in 
parentheses. *** and ** indicates 
significance at the 1% and 5% 
levels based on two-tailed tests

 

Coefficient Mar-
ginal 
effect

Voted leave at the referendum 0.743***

(0.169)
0.045***

(0.010)
Pseudo R2 0.041
N 3,538
Notes: Model also controls for gender, age, education, region, marital 
status, children in household, ethnicity, religion, economic activity 
and year of interview. Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 
indicates significance at the 1% level based on two-tailed tests

Table 4 Logit estimates of vote 
switching if given chance to vote 
again
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attached to that variable is negative and significant at the 5% level in the results relating 
to would vote leave. The finding indicates that non-voters in the EU referendum are sig-
nificantly less likely to vote leave, in comparison to remain, if they were given the chance 
to vote again, thus providing fairly strong support in favor of the second type of regret. In 
contrast, the coefficient attached to non-voters is positive and significant. That result is not 
surprising since it shows that those who did not vote at the EU referendum are significantly 
more likely not to vote again rather than voting to remain.19

Table 7 reports the results from a binary logit model that is estimated for whether the 
respondent stated that it should be everyone’s duty to vote in a general election. In terms of 
the main variable of interest, the dummy variable indicating that the individual was inter-
viewed in 2017 (rather than 2015) is positive and significant at the 5% level after controlling 
for other covariates. While we accept that the evidence is suggestive and causality with the 
EU referendum cannot be established, the results in Table 6 can be interpreted as supporting 
regret type 3 in that duty significantly increases as a reported motivation for voting between 
2015 and 2017. The remaining information in Table 6 relates to the changes in the incidence 
of respondents indicating the duty motive for voting between the other years in which a 
general election was held in the UK in the 21st century prior to 2017. In the other three 
cases, the year dummy is insignificant, which lends weight to the argument that the 2016 
referendum had a significant effect on vote motivation. Heath and Goodwin (2017) anal-
yse the 2017 general election and find that turnouts were higher in pro-remain areas with 
younger, more ethnically diverse and educated populations. They argue that their findings 
relate to the Brexit decision; they also align with our argument that civic duty has become 
more salient as a stated motivation for voting. Further evidence supporting that relationship 
is shown in Table A2 in the Appendix, where it can be seen that the change in the percentage 
of survey respondents indicating that it is everyone’s duty to vote was highest amongst the 
youngest age group (18–29 year olds) – the group that was least likely to have voted in the 
EU referendum.

7 Conclusion

The present paper relies on survey data to examine three forms of voter (and non-voter) 
regret based on the historic EU referendum that took place in the United Kingdom in June 
2016. Although we report evidence of leave voters being significantly more regretful than 
remain voters, the majority of those who voted in the referendum would cast their votes in 
the same way if they were given the chance to do so again. The analysis also uncovers clear 
evidence of regret in relation to those individuals who did not vote. Abstention can (partly) 
be explained by demographics in the sense that non-voters, who were in 2016 more concen-
trated amongst the young, would be more likely to vote remain if given the chance to do so 
again. We also find that individuals who were interviewed in 2017 were significantly more 
likely to state that it is everyone’s duty to vote in a general election, even after controlling 
for whether they had voted in a general election.

Given how close the vote on Brexit was, the evidence presented for the three types of 
regret that we identify should be a cause for concern when interpreting the referendum’s 

19  The other estimates reported in Table 4, those relating to would vote leave if given the chance to do so again 
align with empirical studies of the actual Brexit vote (Alabrese et al., 2019; Liberini et al., 2019).
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Table 6 Multinomial logit estimates of how would vote if given chance again
Mean Would vote leave Would not vote

Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E.
Did not vote on the referendum 0.219 -0.199** 0.100 3.100*** 0.166
Female 0.546 -0.394*** 0.071 -0.119 0.138
First degree 0.267 -1.405*** 0.115 -1.664*** 0.235
Higher education below degree 0.115 -0.515*** 0.124 -0.722*** 0.256
 A level or equivalent 0.156 -0.556*** 0.120 -0.594*** 0.213
O level or equivalent 0.174 0.015 0.116 -0.286 0.201
CSE or equivalent 0.077 0.070 0.147 0.340 0.238
Foreign or other qualification 0.018 -0.525** 0.257 -0.343 0.402
Age 30–39 0.166 0.371** 0.155 0.401* 0.227
Age 40–49 0.163 0.566*** 0.156 0.448* 0.243
Age 50–59 0.163 0.654*** 0.158 0.562** 0.260
Age 60–69 0.180 0.830*** 0.179 0.596* 0.325
Age 70 and over 0.213 0.850*** 0.204 0.680 0.415
North East 0.048 0.727*** 0.197 0.410 0.341
North West 0.123 0.644*** 0.159 0.334 0.286
Yorkshire and the Humber 0.100 0.842*** 0.167 0.738*** 0.286
East Midlands 0.086 0.727*** 0.171 0.720** 0.296
West Midlands 0.085 0.889*** 0.170 0.221 0.332
East of England 0.101 0.421*** 0.165 -0.342 0.335
South West 0.097 0.681*** 0.165 0.060 0.313
London 0.099 0.007 0.175 0.011 0.321
South East 0.134 0.469*** 0.156 -0.283 0.307
Wales 0.049 0.736*** 0.197 0.923*** 0.332
Living as married 0.100 -0.295** 0.128 -0.038 0.230
Separated or divorced 0.133 -0.031 0.107 0.154 0.207
Widowed 0.101 -0.099 0.127 0.426 0.305
Not married 0.210 -0.047 0.109 0.189 0.187
Children in household 0.672 -0.093 0.091 -0.093 0.166
Ethnic minority 0.104 -0.381** 0.150 -0.581** 0.259
Roman Catholic 0.072 -0.101 0.139 -0.324 0.266
Church of England/Anglican 0.167 0.178* 0.098 -0.126 0.230
Other Christian 0.186 0.223** 0.095 0.097 0.177
Other religion 0.059 -0.208 0.193 -0.213 0.329
Unemployed 0.043 0.561*** 0.184 0.056 0.284
Student 0.024 -0.682** 0.301 -1.280** 0.565
Permanently sick 0.040 0.324* 0.193 0.566** 0.270
Retired 0.317 0.118 0.129 -0.280 0.305
Looking after the home 0.053 0.145 0.161 0.342 0.238
Other economic activity 0.001 0.158 0.363 0.775 0.527
Interviewed in 2018 0.019 -0.092 0.090 0.209 0.170
Interviewed in 2019 0.208 -0.093 0.084 0.117 0.172
Constant -0.585*** 0.225 -3.424*** 0.395
Pseudo R2 0.189
N 4,626
Notes: Reference categories are No Qualifications, Aged 18–29, Scotland, Married, No Religion, Employed 
and Interviewed in 2017. ***, ** and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels respectively using 
robust standard errors and two-tailed tests
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result. In much of the debate that followed, the phrase the ‘will of the people’ was heard 
repeatedly and stemming from that interpretation, calls for the hard Brexit that the govern-
ment subsequently pursued were justified in terms of the expression of a collective will. But 
the existence of widespread regret calls into question just how strongly held a large portion 
of expressed individual positions were, particularly the assumption of absence of will that 
could be attributed to those who did not vote. The rise in ‘civic duty’ as a stated motive for 
voting, we suggest, may be related to the referendum result and it will be interesting to see 
if democratic engagement also rises to avoid regret after future elections or referendums.

Perhaps, the most important implication of our analysis is that the presence of wide-
spread regret in the Brexit referendum should serve as a warning for the design of refer-
endums for major constitutional change. As we argued in the introduction, and think is 
important to reiterate, close referendums are not the same as close elections. Close elections 
emerge from constitutionally agreed rules of politics and if widespread regret is expressed, a 
chance for correction exists at the next election. And crucially, the legitimacy (which is vital 
for democratic performance) of a close election result is not or should not be questioned, 
supposing that the election was conducted fairly. A close referendum result such as Brexit 
changes the constitution (the rules of politics) without the prospect of overturning the result 
in a scheduled future vote. The absence of error-correction opportunities has led to the 
legitimacy of the Brexit result and subsequent decisions arising from it to be questioned. 
Those questions include the sustainability of the United Kingdom itself given the large vote 
in favor of remain in Scotland or the constitutional difficulties caused in Northern Ireland 
(which also voted remain) by the Northern Ireland protocol (Irish Sea Border). Anticipation 
of the perceived legitimacy of a close referendum result should be a central focus in the 
design of referendums.

8 Appendix

Question about whether voted on the 2016 EU referendum:
Did you manage to vote in the referendum about the European Union?
Question about how voted on the 2016 EU referendum:
Did you vote to ‘remain a member of the EU’ or to ‘leave the EU’?
Question (and responses) on voting on the EU referendum if given another chance:

2005 v. 
2001

2010 v. 
2005

2015 v. 
2010

2017 v. 
2015

Year coefficients -0.040 -0.056 0.071 0.184**

(0.070) (0.098) (0.097) (0.073)
Marginal effects -0.009 -0.012 0.015 0.037**

(0.015) (0.022) (0.021) (0.015)
Pseudo R2 0.103 0.118 0.103 0.094
N 4,446 2,524 2,582 4,124
Notes: Models also control for gender, age, education, region, marital 
status, ethnicity, religion
and economic activity. Robust standard errors in parentheses. ** 
indicates significance at the 5%
level using two-tailed tests.

Table 7 Logit estimates of every-
one’s duty to vote in a General 
Election
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If you were given the chance to vote again, how would you vote - to remain a member of 
the EU, to leave the EU, or would you not vote?

Question (and responses) on voting in a general election:
About general elections. Which of comes closest to your view … In a general election 

it’s not really worth voting OR people should vote only if they care who wins OR it’s every-
one’s duty to vote?
Table A1 Views of voting in a general election, 2001–2017

% Not worth 
Voting

% Only vote if 
care who wins

% It is every-
one’s duty to 
vote

% Not answered % Duty N

2001 11.3 23.0 64.3 1.3 65.2 2,759
2005 12.1 21.9 64.8 1.2 65.6 1,711
2010 17.1 18.4 62.9 1.7 64.0 905
2015 12.2 19.4 66.2 2.2 67.7 1,772
2017 10.4 16.8 71.2 1.6 72.4 2,371
Notes: % Duty relates to the number of respondents indicating that it is everyone’s duty to vote expressed 
as a percentage of those giving a positive response to this question. N is the number of respondents giving 
a positive response to this question in each year

Table A2 Percentage indicating it is everyone’s duty to vote and whether voted on the referendum by age 
group

% indicating everyone’s 
duty to vote in a G.E.

% Voted 
on the 
EU 
referen-
dum

2015 2017 Change 
2015-17

Aged 18–29 54.3 62.3 8.0 56.0
Aged 30–44 59.3 65.0 5.8 63.7
Aged 45–59 68.2 70.8 2.6 80.2
Aged 60–74 77.3 80.7 3.4 89.2
Aged 75 and over 80.0 82.7 2.7 89.1
All Age Groups 67.7 72.3 4.6 75.2
Note: Percentage voted on the referendum is calculated using responses to the question asked in the 2016-
19 surveys
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