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Abstract

What drives partisan affect? Do citizens evaluate parties based on substantive policy consid-

erations or partisan identity? Studying this question is difficult because policy preferences and

party identification are usually aligned, making their effects observationally equivalent, even in

experimental settings. To overcome this challenge, this study leverages a major real-world polit-

ical event that induced a sudden change in a party position. Following the razor-thin victory of

the Leave side in the EU referendum, the Conservative Party shifted its Brexit stance overnight

from supporting Remain to supporting Leave. Because Brexit preferences cut across traditional

party lines, this change provides unique observational leverage to compare policy-based updating

against the partisan identity mechanism. Using an interrupted time series design with data from

the British Election Study Internet Panel, I examine citizens’ reactions between waves conducted

immediately before and after the referendum. The results provide evidence consistent with the

policy mechanism: non-partisans, out-partisans and in-partisans updated their feelings towards the

Conservative Party based on their own Brexit preferences rather than partisan identity. Across

all groups, Leave supporters grew warmer (even among out-partisans), while Remain supporters
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grew colder towards the Conservative Party (even among in-partisans). These reactions persisted

and even strengthened over the following year. Moreover, changes in affective polarization across

groups were also more consistent with policy agreement rather than with partisan identity. Overall,

these findings challenge the accounts portraying partisans as motivated mainly by their identities

rather than by substantive policy considerations, at least on salient issues on which citizens hold

clear preferences.

Introduction

Scholars increasingly warn that affective polarization may be placing democratic systems under

serious strain. It has been linked to erosion of regime legitimacy, weakening of democratic norms,

and increased dysfunction (Finkel et al., 2020; Kingzette et al., 2021; Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2019;

Graham and Svolik, 2020). Affective polarization can also foster a political environment in which

citizens perceive their political opponents as threats to the nation (McCoy and Somer, 2019), have

stronger partisan bias (Ahler and Sood, 2018), pay less attention to policy outcomes (Druckman,

Peterson and Slothuus, 2013), and report lower satisfaction with democracy (Wagner, 2021). More-

over, it also shapes how ordinary citizens interact, increasing dissatisfaction with inter-party mar-

riage (Iyengar and Westwood, 2015) and spilling over into non-political spheres like scholarship

attribution (Iyengar and Westwood, 2015; Rudolph and Hetherington, 2021). Understanding what

drives partisan affect is therefore essential for both diagnosing and potentially mitigating these

democratic threats.

Yet consensus on what drives partisan affect remains elusive. Much of existing literature em-

phasizes the role of group identity, portraying citizens as driven more by partisan affiliation than

by ideological commitments (Mason, 2015, 2018; Huddy, Mason and Aarøe, 2015; West and Iyen-

gar, 2022; Redmond, 2022; Achen and Bartels, 2017). This view frames affective polarization as a

product of identitarian politics, emerging from in-group versus out-group dynamics (Iyengar, Sood

and Lelkes, 2012; Iyengar and Westwood, 2015; Reiljan, 2020). More recently, however, schol-
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ars have highlighted the ideological foundations of affective polarization, suggesting that partisan

affect can stem from substantive policy disagreements rather than identity alone (Banda and Clu-

verius, 2018; Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Renström, Bäck and Carroll, 2021; Algara and Zur,

2023; Harteveld, 2021a). The difficulty in resolving this debate however stems from a fundamen-

tal empirical challenge: policy stance and party identification are deeply intertwined (Orr, Fowler

and Huber, 2023; Dias and Lelkes, 2022). Policy cues identity, identity cues policy, and the two

typically align, producing observationally equivalent outcomes.

Two key obstacles complicate studying the relationship between policy, identity, and affect.

First, party positions change gradually, and both perceived and actual positions are endogenous

to citizens’ feelings towards parties. This creates causal ambiguity: Do elites simply respond to

public opinion, or does elite behavior shape mass affect? Second, policy stances tend to be sorted

along party lines, making it difficult to isolate the effect of policy disagreement from partisan

identity. Because the two provide equivalent information, observing that partisans dislike an out-

party tells us nothing about whether this stems from group identity or policy disagreement.

Experimental designs offer some leverage but face their own limitations. Real-party exper-

iments suffer from pre-treatment bias: respondents have already been exposed to party dynam-

ics, potentially obscuring effects (Slothuus, 2016). Furthermore, manipulating positions on major

issues may seem unrealistic, while manipulating minor-issue positions restricts findings to low-

stakes domains where voters may care less to oppose their parties’ stance, thereby creating the

false impression that party identity alone drives affect.

To avoid pre-treatment bias, scholars resort to hypothetical parties. Yet, even in such designs,

disentangling the influence of policy stance and party identity on partisan affect remains challeng-

ing. First, manipulating party positions in experiments may fail to capture the complexities of

real-world political dynamics. Second, since policy is in identity, and identity is in policy, they

are informationally equivalent (Dafoe, Zhang and Caughey, 2018). So, manipulating one automat-

ically influences perceptions of the other (Orr, Fowler and Huber, 2023). When individuals are

given a hypothetical party’s stance on an issue, they often draw parallels to real-world politics and
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think of the party—or vice versa. This usually leads to misattributing the influence of policy to the

identity. Third, evaluations of non-existent parties may not reflect genuine partisan affect.

Given these challenges, Orr, Fowler and Huber (2023) conclude that “scholars will have to

find new research designs if they want to convincingly estimate the effects of identity or loyalty

independent of policy substance.” This paper takes up this challenge by examining a real-world

case in the United Kingdom, where the Conservative Party, following a razor-thin victory of the

“leave” side in the 2016 Referendum, changed its position on Brexit overnight. The empirical

leverage comes from Brexit preferences cutting across established partisan identities, which creates

groups for which policy alignment and partisan loyalty make opposing predictions about changes

in party affect. Therefore, this unique case offers a rare opportunity to compare policy-based

updating against the partisan identity mechanism: a major political party shifted its position both

abruptly and unexpectedly on a salient, cross-cutting issue.

In most political contexts, especially in the United States, policy preferences and partisan iden-

tity are highly sorted: Democrats support liberal policies and Republicans support conservative

policies. This sorting makes it empirically very difficult to determine whether affect towards parties

stems from identity or policy because both mechanisms predict the same patterns. Brexit’s cross-

cutting nature breaks this sorting in three ways. First, it creates observationally distinct subgroups

where the two mechanisms make opposing predictions. For instance, among Conservative Remain-

ers, the identity mechanism predicts increased warmth (due to heightened in-group salience), while

the policy mechanism predicts decreased warmth due to disagreement with the party’s pro-Brexit

shift. Second, even in observationally equivalent cases such as Labour Remainers or Conservative

Leavers, where both mechanisms predict changes in the same direction, within-party variation by

Brexit preference still provides leverage. For example, if identity dominates, all Labour identifiers

should respond uniformly regardless of Brexit stance. If policy dominates, Labour Leavers should

show smaller decreases in Conservative warmth (or even increases) compared to Labour Remain-

ers because they agree with the Conservative Party’s new position. Third, non-partisans provide a

useful test of policy effects since the partisan identity mechanism makes no predictions for those
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lacking partisan attachments. By examining whether responses vary within partisan groups by

Brexit preference, I can test the mechanisms that are typically impossible to distinguish when

policy and identity align.

The findings are more consistent with the policy mechanism than with the identity mecha-

nism. Conservative identifiers who supported Remain became significantly less positive towards

their own party, directly contradicting identity predictions, while Labour identifiers who supported

Leave became more positive towards the out-party (i.e., the Conservative Party). Non-partisans

also updated their affective evaluations based on Brexit stance, confirming that policy considera-

tions operate independently of partisan identity. These patterns persisted and often strengthened

over the subsequent year. The findings speak to a broader theoretical question about whether citi-

zens evaluate parties based on policy substance or partisan loyalty. At minimum, the results chal-

lenge the identity-centric views that portray partisans as unconditionally loyal to their parties, at

least under two conditions. First, Brexit was a highly salient issue on which most citizens held clear

preferences, and the effects of position changes on less salient issues may differ. Second, timing

matters: policy considerations may outweigh partisan identity when preferences are pre-formed

but not yet fully linked to identities. Over time, cross-cutting issues can become identity markers

themselves (as Brexit later did), but studying the immediate response to party position changes

allows us to examine changes in party affect before Brexit identities became more consolidated.

The paper proceeds as follows. I first develop a theoretical framework distinguishing identity

and policy mechanisms and derive testable predictions. I then describe the British case, showing

how the Conservative Party’s Brexit shift and the cross-cutting structure of Brexit preferences pro-

vide empirical leverage to compare the two mechanisms. After presenting results demonstrating

that the patterns are more consistent with policy-based updating, I examine implications for affec-

tive polarization, provide sensitivity analyses, and discuss what these findings mean for democratic

politics more broadly.
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Mechanisms of Party Affect

The literature has identified two main mechanisms to explain the feelings towards political par-

ties. The first mechanism relates to identity and draws on social identity theory’s core insight that

mere categorization into groups triggers in-group favoritism and out-group discrimination (Greene,

1999; Tajfel et al., 1979; Tajfel, 1981). Throughout, the identity mechanism refers to partisan iden-

tity, that is, citizens’ psychological attachment to a political party. When individuals develop self-

identification with a political party, it acts as a social identity (Huddy, Mason and Aarøe, 2015),

leading them to categorize themselves into in-groups and out-groups (Greene, 1999; Tajfel et al.,

1979; Tajfel, 1981). Furthermore, as group members are motivated to maintain their identities by

distinguishing themselves from the out-groups (Leeper and Slothuus, 2014; Petersen et al., 2013;

Mason, 2015), they tend to view their own group more favorably and the out-groups less favorably,

even when these groups are formed randomly (Tajfel et al., 1979; Tajfel, 1981). This psychological

need to maintain social identity naturally leads to liking one’s own group, while disliking the other

groups (Huddy, Mason and Aarøe, 2015). Naturally, one has a tendency to think more favorably of

their in-group while to think less favorably of their out-groups, even in the absence of substantive

policy disagreement.

However, this does not mean that any party position change should automatically activate these

group biases in affective updating. For a position change to have identity-based consequences,

it should be sufficiently visible and concern an issue that is salient enough to increase perceived

differentiation between partisan groups. When a party takes a more distinctive position on such

an issue, the contrast with other parties grows and makes partisan group boundaries more salient.

Importantly, the identity implications of a party position change are relational. For instance, the

same shift may increase differentiation from some partisan groups while reducing it from others,

depending on where competing parties stand on this issue. I return to these context-specific expec-

tations in the next section. This heightened identity salience should, in turn, strengthen in-group

favoritism and out-group negativity, independently of whether citizens personally agree with the

party’s new position. Therefore, when political conflict intensifies (i.e., when groups clash with
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each other), the salience of partisan identity increases, making the feelings towards parties more

strongly tied to group identity. Citizens can interpret competition between parties as symbolic

competition between groups, which activates defensive reactions. Moreover, when the salience of

identities increases, citizens’ affective evaluations of parties can become less responsive to policy

substance and more tied to group loyalty.

Party identification is a particularly pervasive and relevant group identity when studying party

affect. It functions as a social and psychological political identity and provides cues about demo-

graphic characteristics and non-political identities among group members, such as religious affil-

iation, social class, or ethnicity (Orr and Huber, 2020). When non-political identities align with

partisan identity, the latter informs the perceived social composition of groups (Harteveld, 2021b;

Mason, 2016), which in turn influences how individuals feel toward those groups (Ahler and Sood,

2018; Mason and Wronski, 2018). Therefore, the identity mechanism also has an indirect influence

on feelings towards groups.

In short, the identity perspective proposes that during times of increased competition or policy

disagreement between parties on salient matters, partisan identity becomes more salient, hence

leading to an increase in in-party warmth and a decrease in out-party warmth due to the group bi-

ases. Crucially, this mechanism predicts uniform responses among in-partisans in that they should

respond similarly to their party taking a new position, rallying around their party regardless of

whether they agree with the party’s new position. This implies a form of partisan loyalty where

group attachment supersedes policy evaluation.

H1 When a political party changes its position on a salient issue in a way that increases dif-

ferentiation between parties, in-partisans will become more positive and out-partisans of

increasingly distant parties will become more negative regardless of their policy agreement.

The second mechanism, the policy mechanism, assumes that citizens evaluate parties accord-

ing to the substantive alignment between their own preferences and the party’s policy positions.

Drawing on spatial theories of politics (Downs, 1957), this perspective suggests that affect toward
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parties reflects policy congruence: citizens feel warmer towards parties that share their prefer-

ences and colder towards those that do not. When a party changes its position, citizens should

update their affective evaluations depending on whether the new party position aligns or conflicts

with their preferences. Unlike the identity mechanism, this framework predicts heterogeneous re-

sponses within partisan groups, implying that party affect is contingent on policy agreement rather

than partisan loyalty.

As policy differences between parties increase, the stakes of political outcomes increase (APSA,

1950), intensifying both positive and negative affective reactions towards parties (Orr and Huber,

2020; Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016). Intense elite conflict clarifies parties’ ideological brands

(Dassonneville and Çakır, 2021; Lupu, 2013), making distinctions between in- and out-parties

more salient. When citizens perceive such ideological divergence, they experience deeper value-

based disagreements that heighten affective evaluations (Enders and Lupton, 2021).

Consider the domain of economic policy. The left typically favors redistribution through pro-

gressive taxation and social spending, whereas the right prioritizes free markets and limited gov-

ernment intervention, relying on the market to address the negative effects of income inequality

(Jost, Federico and Napier, 2009). As elites polarize around these competing principles, citizens

interpret the divide as a clash of incompatible worldviews, which amplifies perceived threat from

the out-group (Renström, Bäck and Carroll, 2021). As a result, individuals feel warmer towards

parties that share their ideological commitments and colder toward those advocating contrary po-

sitions.

In contrast to the identity mechanism, the policy mechanism predicts that these affective re-

actions extend beyond partisans. Individuals without partisan attachments can also adjust their

feelings towards parties based on policy alignment. If affect towards parties is primarily policy-

driven, both partisans and independents should update their evaluations following party position

changes: warmth should decline when a party’s stance conflicts with personal preferences and
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increases when it aligns.1

H2 When a political party changes its position on a salient issue, citizens will update affect based

on policy agreement, even when this contradicts identity predictions.

While identity and policy mechanisms are often treated as competing explanations, of which

only one can be correct, it is also possible that they are competing considerations whose rela-

tive weight depends on the context (Jenke and Huettel, 2016). They may also operate at different

stages. Partisan identity establishes baseline levels of party affect, that is the accumulated positivity

or negativity reflecting long-term psychological attachments and historical experiences. However,

changes in these affect following a shift in party position reveal whether citizens update their

evaluations based on policy agreement or maintain identity-based loyalty regardless of disagree-

ment. This distinction resolves a key empirical challenge: decomposing existing partisan affect

into identity versus policy components is practically impossible since these drivers co-evolved over

decades. But observing how individuals respond to party position changes when policy preferences

cut across partisan identities provides leverage to assess whether affective updating is more con-

sistent with policy congruence or established partisan loyalty. If all in-partisans respond uniformly

regardless of their policy preferences, this would be more consistent with the partisan identity

mechanism; if reactions vary systematically by policy agreement, this would provide evidence for

policy-based updating. This framework shifts the question from “what explains current levels of

partisan affect?” to “what drives changes in party affect?”, while clarifying when elite behavior

can reduce or exacerbate affective polarization. Although the focus here is on changes in party af-

fect, such changes may also occur alongside partisan realignment when salient policy conflicts cut

across existing partisan attachments. Previous research shows that such conflicts can reshape party

identification and electoral support (Fieldhouse et al., 2020; Schonfeld and Winter-Levy, 2021;

Hobolt and Tilley, 2026).

1The extent of this reaction may vary among supporters of different partisan out-groups, but
the theoretical focus here is on the direction of change: whether feelings become warmer or colder
as a party’s position moves toward or away from their preferences.
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Empirical Challenges in Studying the Drivers of Party Affect

Both party identity and policy mechanisms predict similar expectations: changes in party affect

are driven by heightened identity salience or the activation of policy differences. Disentangling

these effects, however, is notoriously difficult because the two are endogenous: individuals may

identify with parties whose positions they share, or adopt their party’s positions once identifying

with it. When one is manipulated, individuals automatically update the other, even without explicit

information. For instance, knowing only a candidate’s party identity leads people to infer policy

positions, and vice versa (Orr, Fowler and Huber, 2023). This is because party identification and

policy considerations are informational and observational equivalents (Dafoe, Zhang and Caughey,

2018; Orr and Huber, 2020). For instance, support for reproductive rights cues a Democratic

identity, and vice versa. Even when information on both identity and ideology is provided, they still

cue each other, indicating the effect of ideology can still prompt identity which in turn influences

affect (Lelkes, 2021).

Without explicit policy information, ideological considerations can be misattributed to party

identification, especially when policy preferences align with party labels. Empirical studies high-

light this complexity. Orr and Huber (2020) show that when individuals lack policy information,

party identification strongly influences candidate evaluations. However, once concrete policy in-

formation becomes available, its influence decreases sharply, while policy considerations persists

as a major driver of affect. Similarly, Lelkes (2021) finds that when given information on both can-

didate ideology and partisan affiliation, policy stance influences warmth more than party affiliation.

Specifically, the more extreme the policy preference of the candidate is, the more pronounced the

affect towards the candidates becomes (Lelkes, 2021).

Because of this informational equivalence, scholars sometimes assume both mechanisms are at

work, or default to the view that identity mechanism overshadows the policy mechanism. This is

the main challenge in studying the mechanisms of party affect, and the gap that this research aims

to contribute to.

Moreover, when policy is sorted along identity, which is usually the case, their independent
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effects become observationally equivalent. Even in experimental settings, policy and partisan iden-

tity cue each other (Orr, Fowler and Huber, 2023), making it practically impossible to study these

mechanisms even in hypothetical cases. Therefore, studying these mechanisms requires a case

with a sudden and clearly observable change in party position on a salient issue that is not sorted

along partisan lines in the real world and is widely observed by citizens.

To overcome these empirical limitations, a case that allows us to study these mechanisms must

meet five criteria. First, we should observe a sudden shift in party position that was not anticipated

by citizens. This way, we can examine affective updating around the position change, which was

not a response to voter preferences. Second, the issue in question should not be pre-sorted along

partisan lines. This ensures that party identity does not automatically cue ideological content,

and vice versa. Third, the issue in question should be a salient one, meaning that citizens are

attentive and motivated to update their evaluations in response to the party’s stance. If citizens do

not know or care about the issue, there is little reason to expect affective updating, hence, a lack

of change in feelings could then simply reflect limited awareness or weak preferences rather than

the absence of either identity or ideology mechanism. Fourth, the change in party position should

be clearly perceived by citizens within a short period of time so that we can credibly measure

affective responses before the shock is absorbed into broader partisan narratives. Lastly, it should

take place in the real world rather than in hypothetical or low-information settings so that any

observed responses reflect what citizens genuinely prioritize. This ensures that findings are not

experimental artifacts but they are generalizable to actual political behavior. The empirical setting

examined in this study meets all five of these conditions, providing a rare and unusual opportunity

to compare identity- and policy-based mechanisms of partisan affect in a real-world context where

the two are not observationally equivalent by design. In the next section, I present a unique context

that satisfies all these criteria.
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Case Study: Sudden and Unexpected Shift in the Conservative

Party’s Brexit Stance

To test the identity and policy mechanisms to explain affect towards political parties, I focus on

a unique case in the United Kingdom. Following the razor-thin victory of the Leave side in the

2016 referendum, the Conservative Party suddenly shifted its position on Brexit, a salient issue,

from supporting remaining in the European Union to advocating leaving it. Moreover, this position

change was widely perceived by citizens. Importantly, Brexit attitudes cross-cut traditional party

lines, which allows for the empirical study of mechanisms of party affect.

David Cameron promised to hold a referendum on whether the United Kingdom should remain

in or leave the European Union if the Conservative Party was to form a majority government fol-

lowing the 2015 general elections (Higgins, 2013). He kept this manifesto promise and scheduled

the referendum for June 23rd 2016. Both the Conservative and Labour Parties officially cam-

paigned to remain in the European Union during the 2016 referendum. David Cameron was a

supporter of the EU and thought that a victory for the remain side would be almost certain. De-

spite some division within the party, the Conservative Party leadership backed the Remain side

with 24 out of 30 cabinet ministers campaigning for remain (Schonfeld and Winter-Levy, 2021).

Leading up to the referendum, polls did not show a clear victory for any side, however, it was

leaning towards the remain side (Duncan, 2016). For example, a survey among 600 journalists

overwhelmingly predicted (87%) a remain victory two weeks prior to the referendum (Jennings

and Fisher, 2016), and a YouGov survey on the day of the referendum predicting a narrow remain

victory (YouGov, 2016). Following the narrow victory of the “leave” side (51.9% versus 48.1%)

on 23rd of June, David Cameron announced on 24th of June that he would step down so that a

new leadership in the Conservative Party should start the formal process of withdrawal from the

EU. Therefore, the day after the referendum, the Conservative Party signaled that they would shift

its official position in favor of Brexit. However, this shift only materialized with Theresa May

replacing David Cameron. Under the new leadership, the Conservative Party adopted a solid pro-
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Brexit stance (Hayton, 2022). This increased elite ideological polarization, with the Labour Party

as the pro-EU camp and the Conservative Party as the pro-Brexit camp. Tilley and Hobolt (2023)

put nicely the unexpected nature of the results: “The decision by a narrow majority of British voters

to leave the European Union (EU) in 2016 was a political earthquake that few had seen coming.”

After the referendum, contentious debate persisted and British politics entered a prolonged period

of gridlock as the parties struggled to agree on a Brexit deal. This sudden reversal of Conservative

Party’s position provides a unique opportunity to examine how feelings toward parties respond to

a party’s position change.

It is important to note that Brexit stance gradually turned into a social identity (Remainer vs.

Leaver). This study does not claim that Brexit never became an identity—it clearly did (Hobolt,

Leeper and Tilley, 2021; Tilley and Hobolt, 2023; Sorace and Hobolt, 2021). The key point, how-

ever, is timing. Issue stances do not crystallize into social identities overnight. While Sobolewska

and Ford (2020) show that the value divides underlying Brexit preferences developed over decades,

the question for this study is when these divides became labelled group identities, which Tilley and

Hobolt (2023) locate in the referendum itself. The referendum provided a clear binary catego-

rization and an act of political self-expression, while the continuing mobilization, constitutional

conflict, and disputes over democratic legitimacy that followed deepened the Leave–Remain di-

vide and contributed to the consolidation of these identities (Brändle, Galpin and Trenz, 2022;

Hobolt and Tilley, 2026). Google Trends data are consistent with this interpretation: web searches

for identity labels like “Brexiteer” and “Remainer” were minimal during the referendum period,

only spiking substantially from 2018 onward during the prolonged withdrawal crisis (see Appendix

A for details). This pattern suggests that while the referendum triggered Brexit identity formation,

the identities themselves consolidated later. This study therefore captures a window in which

Leave and Remain identities were emerging rather than consolidated, and Brexit stances primarily,

though not exclusively, reflected substantive preferences over EU membership that cut across par-

tisan lines, which is precisely the condition that makes it possible to compare policy and identity

mechanisms. I cannot rule out, however, that part of the updating observed here was reinforced by
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these emerging identities. More generally, when a highly salient policy conflict such as Brexit cuts

across existing partisan divisions, policy congruence may initially outweigh established partisan

identity, while the same substantive division may later become the basis for new political identities.

This shift in the Conservative Party’s position is also reflected in citizens’ perceptions. Fig-

ure 1 illustrates the perceived mean positions of the Conservative Party and the Labour Party

on European Integration. For instance, during wave 7 (April/May 2016) and wave 8 (May/June

2016), which are pre-referendum waves, the Conservative Party’s position is perceived as pro-EU

(4.45 and 4.4, respectively) even though both parties also had MPs that disagreed with their party.

However, immediately following the referendum and Cameron’s announcement of his intention

to resign when a new leader is elected (wave 9, June/July 2016), the Conservative Party’s per-

ceived position shifts slightly to a less pro-EU stance (4.8). With Theresa May’s appointment as

prime minister, the Conservative Party adopts a clear pro-Brexit stance, and by wave 10 (Novem-

ber/December 2016), its perceived position becomes clearly pro-Brexit (6.1), representing approx-

imately a 1.4-point change between wave 9 and wave 10. In contrast, the perceived position of

the Labour Party remains stable over time, consistently around 3.5 from wave 6 to 10. As a result,

perceived polarization on Brexit increased: the perceived polarization grew from 1 point in wave 7

(pre-referendum) to 2.5-points in wave 10 (post-referendum). This divergence further continues to

grow over time as the Conservative Party adopts a more rigid pro-Brexit stance. However, my fo-

cus is on the immediate shift that took place during the transition from Cameron to May, triggered

by the EU Referendum outcome.

In short, the unexpected results of the 2016 Referendum caused a position change in the Con-

servative Party that increased elite polarization over the issue of Brexit. This provides a good

opportunity to study (1) how in-partisans, out-partisans and non-partisans react to party position

change on a salient issue and (2) investigate the policy and identitarian drivers of party affect.

Empirically, I adopt an interrupted time series design around a major political event, focusing on

two closely spaced waves (8 and 9) of the British Election Study Internet Panel (BESIP): the field-

work for wave 8 ended on 22 June, the referendum took place on 23 June, Cameron announced
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his resignation on 24 June, and the fieldwork for wave 9 started the same day.2 Given that the

Referendum results were uncertain, if anything it was leaning towards a win for the Remain side

(Duncan, 2016), the interruption (i.e., change in the Conservative Party’s position) is surprising

and sudden.3 Moreover, Appendix C shows no consistent evidence that the public anticipated a

change in the Conservative Party’s position before the referendum. Moreover, other parties’ po-

sitions remained the same. Altogether, these allow me to examine whether the change in party

affect after the Conservative Party’s overnight shift in its Brexit stance was in line with the policy

or identity mechanisms.4

2Respondents who participate in one wave may drop out in subsequent waves but may return
in other waves. However, Appendix B shows that attrition does not bias the results.

3Conditional on a Leave victory, the Conservative Party’s shift towards a pro-Brexit position
was predictable; what was uncertain before 23 June was the referendum result, and therefore the
direction in which the party’s position would move.

4Other political reactions to the referendum may also have contributed to the observed patterns
of affective updating, although their relative contribution cannot be determined.
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Figure 1. Perception Position of the Labour and Conservative Parties on EU Integration

Notes: Lines indicate respondents’ mean perceived positions of the Conserva-
tive Party (blue) and Labour Party (red) on European integration. Higher values
indicate more Eurosceptic positions, while lower values indicate more pro-EU
positions. Vertical dashed lines indicate key political events, as labeled in the
figure.

To examine affect towards the Conservative Party, I rely on a question that asks panelists to

indicate their level of liking or disliking for each party on a scale that ranges from 0 (strongly

dislike) to 10 (strongly like).

To define partisan groups, I rely on respondents’ party identification prior to the Conservative

Party’s position change. Panelists are asked to respond to the question “Generally speaking, do

you think of yourself as Labour, Conservative, Liberal Democrat or what?” Based on respondents’

party identification in the last wave before the change, which is pre-Referendum wave 8 (May/June

2016), individuals are categorized as identifying with the Conservative Party, Labour Party, Liberal

Democrats, UKIP, or others (SNP, Plaid Cymru or Green Party).

Figure 2 shows referendum vote intentions among partisan groups based on wave 8 (based
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Figure 2. Distribution of Referendum Vote Intention across Partisan Groups

Notes: Bars indicate the proportion of respondents supporting Remain, Leave, or without a referen-
dum preference, separately by partisan group. Party identification and referendum vote intentions
are measured in Wave 8 (May/June 2016), before the referendum.

on party identity prior to the Conservative Party’s position change). With the exception of UKIP,

whose identifiers overwhelmingly favour leaving (roughly 95%), attitudes toward the EU cross-cut

most parties. Among non-partisans, around 10% are unsure, 35 % prefer remain, and 50% would

vote leave. About 60% of Conservatives say they would vote leave, compared to 35% who would

remain. The pattern is reversed among Labour identifiers, with roughly 55% favouring remain and

40% leaning leave. As for Liberal Democrats, around 70% support remain, while identifiers of

other parties mirror Labour’s leanings at roughly 60% remain and 30% leave.

Figure 3 illustrates the theoretical expectations based on the British case to examine how in-

partisans, out-partisans and non-partisans should react to the Conservative Party’s change in posi-
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Figure 3. Party Position Change and Ideological Agreement Explains Affect toward Parties: the
Case of Brexit

remain leave

L1 I1 C1 L2 I2 C2

Labour Party

Before the 2016 Referendum

Conservative Party

remain leave

L1 I1 C1 L2 I2 C2

Labour Party

After the 2016 Referendum

Conservative Party

Notes: The figure presents six hypothetical individuals and the real positions of the Conservative
Party and the Labour Party before the referendum (top panel) and after the referendum (bottom
panel). L1 and L2 represent two Labour identifiers; C1 and C2 two Conservative identifiers; I1
and I2 two independents. The dashed blue line indicates the Conservative Party’s position before
the 2016 referendum. The black vertical line represents the mid-scale. L1, I1, and C1 are pro-
remain, while L2, I2, and C2 are pro-leave.

tion on Brexit. For simplicity, the figure focuses on independents, Labour identifiers and Conserva-

tive identifiers. Both panels show the Brexit stances of hypothetical Labour partisans (L1 and L2),

Conservative partisans (C1 and C2) and non-partisans (I1 and I2), with vertical lines marking the

positions of the Labour Party (red) and the Conservative Party (blue). Top panel represents the sit-

uation before the 2016 Referendum, where both parties campaigned to remain in the EU, meaning

that their positions were similar, as seen in the proximity of vertical lines, indicating low polar-

ization between the two parties on this issue. The bottom panel, however, represents the situation
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after the 2016 Referendum, where Conservative Party adopted a pro-Brexit position, increasing the

polarization between the two party.

When the Conservative Party adopted a pro-Brexit stance, this meant that the party moved away

from L1, C1 and I1, while approached L2, C2 and I2. First, according to identity mechanism, irre-

spective of their stance on Brexit, Conservative partisans (C1 and C2) should like the Conservative

Party more, while Labour partisans (L1 and L2) should dislike it more. This is because the in-

creased polarization between the parties renders the identities more salient. As for independents,

identity mechanism does not predict any change, as they lack any identity with either of the par-

ties. Second, according to policy mechanism, in-partisans, out-partisans, and non-partisans should

react differently based on their alignment with the party. As L1, C1 and I1 now disagree with the

Conservative Party’s new pro-Brexit position, they should update their feelings towards the party

to like it less. At the same time, the Conservative Party aligns with the preferences of L2, C2 and

I2, which means that these hypothetical individuals should like the Conservative Party more.

Table 1 summarizes how identity and policy mechanisms predict changes in partisan affect

based on party identification and referendum stance. Certain conditions produce observational

equivalence such as Remainer Labour partisans or Leaver Conservative partisans, where both

identity and ideology predict the same directional shift in partisan affect, making it impossible

to tell which mechanism is driving the change. However, Brexit attitudes cross-cut party lines (See

Figure 2), creating observationally distinct conditions (e.g., Leaver Labour partisans or Remainer

Conservative partisans), where identity and policy mechanisms predict different outcomes.

Examining individuals without a stance on the referendum helps further isolate the mechanisms

at work. If partisans who lack a referendum preference still update their feelings towards the

Conservative Party following its position change, this indicates an identity-driven effect. However,

if they do not respond, this is lack of evidence for identity mechanism although not necessarily

against it. Likewise, if non-partisans only change their affect when they hold a pro- or anti-Brexit

stance, that points to an policy basis. Since identity and policy cannot be disentangled in the

observationally equivalent subgroups (Remainer Labour partisans, Leaver Conservative partisans),
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Table 1. Empirical Expectations to Detect Identity and Ideology Basis of Partisan Affect

Mechanism Conservative Party warmth observational equivalent

Conservative
partisans

Remainer
Identity increase no
Policy decrease no

Leaver
Identity increase yes
Policy increase yes

No opinion
Identity increase no
Policy no change no

Labour
partisans

Remainer
Identity decrease yes
Policy decrease yes

Leaver
Identity decrease no
Policy increase no

No opinion
Identity decrease no
Policy no change no

Liberal Demo-
crat partisans

Remainer
Identity decrease yes
Policy decrease yes

Leaver
Identity decrease no
Policy increase no

No opinion
Identity decrease no
Policy no change no

non-partisans
Remainer Policy decrease no

Leaver Policy increase no

No opinion Policy no change no

the focus will be on the observationally distinct subgroups: Leaver Labour partisans, Remainer

Conservative partisans (only the feelings towards the Conservative Party), all non-partisans, and

partisans with no referendum stance.

Overall, the theoretical framework suggests that non-partisans can also react to the changing

position of the Conservative Party, they cannot serve as a counterfactual group. Consequently, a

difference-in-difference design, comparing changes among partisans to independents, is not fea-

sible. Instead, I focus on within-individual changes between the pre- and post-referendum waves

within each partisan groups. This design controls for observed and unobserved time-invariant

factors, which alleviates concerns about omitted variable bias. Because the estimates represent

within-respondent changes, they also do not suffer from differential item functioning (DIF) due to

differences in how individuals interpret like-dislike scale (Hare et al., 2015; Bauer et al., 2017).
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Results

Identity Mechanism

Based on the identitarian basis of party affect, when parties differ more starkly from each other,

identities become more salient, hence leading in-partisans to like the party more and out-partisans

to dislike the party more. This means that we should observe an increase in warmth towards the

Conservative Party among the Conservative identifiers. However, note that this expectation is re-

lational when it comes to feelings towards the Conservative Party among different out-partisan

groups. For the partisans of the Labour Party and the Liberal Democrats, we should observe a de-

creased like, as their own parties, having campaigned to remain in the EU, now differ more strongly

from the Conservative Party. Regarding UKIP partisans, the difference between the Conservative

Party and the UKIP is less pronounced, as UKIP campaigned to leave. As for independents, iden-

tity mechanism cannot predict any changes because they lack a partisan identity. Average within-

individual changes in feelings towards the Conservative Party before and after the position change

among partisan groups are visualized in Figure 4.

Inconsistent with the identitarian basis, Conservative identifiers did not grow more positive

towards the Conservative Party. Their feelings became slightly less positive by 0.1-point (panel

2). Still inconsistent with the identitarian basis, Labour identifiers’ dislike towards the out-party

did not intensify: they became less negative towards the Conservative Party by 0.1-points. This

suggests that, for both Labour and Conservative partisans, the observed changes are difficult to

explain through a uniform partisan identity mechanism. Whether these reactions instead follow

policy considerations is examined in the next section. This is also corroborated by non-partisans:

even though they lack a partisan attachment, they also updated their feelings by becoming more

positive towards the Conservative Party (by 0.05-points). While these changes in feelings are not

large, they clearly go against the expectations in hypothesis 1. Moreover, inconsistent with the

identity mechanism, Liberal Democrats did not change their feelings towards the Conservative

Party, either.
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Figure 4. Change in feelings towards the Conservative Party among partisan groups

Notes: Points indicate estimated average within-individual changes in feelings towards the Con-
servative Party between waves 8 and 9. Positive values indicate increased warmth, while negative
values indicate decreased warmth. 95% confidence intervals are indicated.

As for UKIP identifiers, they grew warmer towards the Conservative Party (0.39-points). Both

identity and policy mechanisms predict an increase among UKIP partisans because the decreased

divergence between the Conservative Party and UKIP made the identity less salient and increased

policy agreement at the same time.

Given that out-partisans often adjusted their feelings towards the Conservative Party in the

opposite direction to what the identity mechanism predicts (e.g., among Labour and Conservative

partisans), and that non-partisans adjusted theirs as well, the identity mechanism itself cannot

explain the observed changes. Even though the position change increased the Conservative Party’s

distinction from the Labour Party and the Liberal Democrats, its own partisans did not rally around
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it and out-partisans did not turn against it. This should not, however, be read as evidence that

partisan identity is irrelevant for party affect in general. Partisan identity clearly structures the

levels of affect: Conservative identifiers remain far warmer towards their party than any other

group (Figure 6).

Policy Mechanism

Overall, neither in-partisans nor out-partisans reacted to the increasing polarization in line with

the predictions of the identity mechanism. However, identity mechanism should be examined

along with individuals’ ideological agreement with the parties’ policy positions. According to

the policy basis of party affect (see Table 1), in-partisans, out-partisans and non-partisans who

agree with the Conservative Party’s new Brexit position should become warmer towards it, while

those who disagree should become colder. For example, if party identity mechanism is the driving

force, regardless of their policy agreement with the Conservative Party, we should see an increase

in warmth among all Conservative identifiers, which was not the case in Figure 4. However, if

Conservative partisans who agree with the party’s new position grow to like the party more, but

those who disagree with it grow to like the party less, this would indicate that policy mechanism

explains the changes rather than the identity mechanism.

Figure 5 examines whether these shifts, measured as average within-individual predicted changes,

are moderated by individuals’ referendum vote intention (remain or leave) in wave 8 (before the

referendum).

Partisans’ reactions are consistent with policy considerations. For example, Conservative parti-

sans who supported Remain (around 35% of Conservative identifiers) became less positive toward

their party (by 0.24-points), whereas Leave supporters and those without a preference did not

change their feelings. This helps explain why, overall, Conservative partisans became less posi-

tive about their own party (as observed in Figure 4). Among independents, Remainers grew less

positive, while Leavers became more positive, which is a pattern also observed among Liberal

Democrats. Likewise, Labour partisans who supported the Leave side (around 30% of Labour
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Figure 5. Feelings towards the Conservative Party based on Brexit stance

Notes: Leavers are indicated in blue, Remainers in red, and those without a preference in
black. Points indicate estimated average within-individual changes in feelings towards the
Conservative Party. 95% confidence intervals are indicated.

identifiers) warmed to the Conservative Party, while Labour Remainers did not shift their feelings

of the Conservative Party, leading to a net increase in positivity among Labour partisans as a group.

In fact, across nearly all groups, Leavers became warmer toward the Conservative Party except for

Conservative partisans themselves, while Remainers became cooler except for Labour partisans.

To connect these findings with the expectations laid out in Table 1, focusing on observationally

distinct conditions reveals strong evidence against the identity basis and in favour of the policy

basis. Observationally distinct categories (Remainer Conservative partisans, Leaver Labour par-

tisans, Leaver Liberal Democrats, non-partisans and those without a stance on Brexit) all consis-

tently point to the policy basis of party affect with the exception of Labour partisans who did not

have a stance. For instance, Leaver Labour and Liberal Democrat partisans grew more positive
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towards the Conservative Party, and Remainer Conservative partisans grew less positive towards

their party, as the policy mechanism predicts and the identity mechanism does not. Overall, the

pattern is striking in its consistency: in every case where party identity and policy considerations

predict different outcomes, the findings support the predictions of the policy mechanism over those

based on partisan loyalty alone.

How Durable are These Affective Reactions?

Are the observed changes in citizens’ affective reactions short-lived, reverting to their previous

levels over time, or do they persist in the long run? To answer this, Figure 6 shows how feel-

ings towards the Conservative Party evolved among different partisan groups by pre-referendum

Brexit stance.5 The partisan groups are defined using party identification measured in wave 8,

before the referendum, regardless of whether respondents later changed their party identification.

Consistent with the policy basis of affect towards parties, those who already supported the Leave

camp prior to the position change started to grow more positive about the Conservative Party. This

finding applies to all partisan groups and non-partisans. For instance, among Leaver indepen-

dents, average feelings increased from 3.34 pre-referendum to 3.52 immediately after, to 4.15 in

November/December 2016 and to 4.97 in April/May 2017, which represents a total increase of

1.63 points on a 11-point scale. Similarly, Leaver Labour partisans showed a gradual warming as

well: their average feelings rose from 1.52 in May/June 2016 to 1.74 immediately after the refer-

endum (June/July 2016), to 2.67 in November/December 2016, to 3.00 in April/May 2017. Even

among Leaver Conservatives, who showed no immediate change, feelings towards their own party

increased from 7.30 pre-referendum to 7.86 in November/December 2016, to 8.12 in April/May

2017, which points to a lagged effect. On the contrary, Remainer Conservatives experienced a

different trajectory. Their pre-referendum feelings decreased to 7.41 immediately after the ref-

5UKIP partisans are not included in the figure because of lack of variation in Brexit stance.
However, the increased warmth among the UKIP partisans is noteworthy. The average warmth
towards the Conservative Party rose from 3.1 pre-referendum levels to 3.5 immediately after the
position change and to 6.0 in less than a year.
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erendum from 7.65, then remained stable and recovered only slightly afterward, never reverting

to pre-referendum levels. This divergence between Leavers and Remainers within each partisan

group, particularly the contrasting patterns among Conservative identifiers themselves, is more

consistent with policy-based updating over the partisan identity mechanism.

Given that the Conservative Party’s new pro-Brexit position consolidated over time, increased

warmth among Leavers across partisan groups makes sense. However, caution should be exerted

to attribute the subsequent changes in feelings to the Conservative Party’s position change only,

as other factors such as persuasion or motivated reasoning might have influenced these trends.

Nevertheless, these results offer two important takeaways. First, the immediate changes in feel-

ings towards the Conservative Party were not short-lived but reinforced over time in most cases.

Second, the effect sizes are substantively meaningful: the immediate effects observed in Figure 5,

which represent affective reactions to the Conservative Party’s initial position-change announce-

ment before it materialized into a hard-Brexit stance, grew larger as the party’s commitment be-

came stronger and clearer.
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Figure 6. Evolution of feelings towards the Conservative Party among partisan groups by pre-
referendum Brexit stance

Note: Estimates are based on panel data OLS regression with individual fixed effects and cluster
robust standard errors at the individual level. The models are run separately for each partisan
group as measured in wave 8 (May/June 2016). The estimates indicate within-individual aver-
ages. Leavers are indicated in blue, Remainers in red, and those without a preference in black.
95 percent confidence intervals are indicated.

Moreover, although Figure 6 tracks the same individuals based on their initial party identifica-

tion, some of them may have changed their party identification over time. The over-time trends

should therefore be interpreted in light of the Brexit-based partisan realignment that followed the

referendum, and they also speak to research on this realignment (Fieldhouse et al., 2020; Schonfeld

and Winter-Levy, 2021; Hobolt and Tilley, 2026). Additional analyses in Appendix G show that
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subsequent changes in party identification differed by pre-referendum Brexit stance and took place

alongside changes in feelings towards the Conservative Party.

Implications for Affective Polarization

This exploratory section investigates how the Conservative Party’s position change relates to changes

in affective polarization. Figure 7 plots the changes in affective polarization among partisan groups

by their Brexit stance. Following Wagner (2021), affective polarization is measured as the spread

of party evaluations, which allows for including independents in the analyses as well.

The patterns are strikingly similar to changes in feelings towards the Conservative Party in that

those who grew warmer towards the Conservative Party became less affectively polarized and those

who grew colder became more affectively polarized. Overall, Remainers became more affectively

polarized, while Leavers became less affectively polarized. For instance, Remainer non-partisans

became more affectively polarized, while Leaver non-partisans became less polarized. One might

think that affective polarization is necessarily bound to follow policy considerations among inde-

pendents because they lack a partisan identity, but Conservative identifiers and Liberal Democrat

identifiers also follow this same pattern. As for Labour partisans, there is a general tendency to-

wards less polarization, as Remainer, Leaver or those without a Brexit stance all depolarized. This

is also consistent with policy basis of affective polarization because even though all depolarized,

Remainer Labour identifiers became much less affectively depolarized compared to Leaver Labour

identifiers.

In short, these results among non-partisans, out-partisans and in-partisans suggest that changes

in affective polarization follow patterns consistent with policy-based updating following the Con-

servative Party’s position change on Brexit.
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Figure 7. Policy-Basis of Affective Polarization Among Partisan Groups

Notes: Leavers are indicated in blue, Remainers in red, and those without a preference in black.
Points indicate estimated average within-individual changes in affective polarization. 95% confi-
dence intervals are indicated.

Robustness and Further Analyses

Additional checks support these conclusions. Analyses in Appendix B show that attrition between

the two waves does not challenge the findings. While attrition was not predicted meaningfully by

socio-demographic characteristics and political attitudes (e.g., euroskepticism and political atten-

tion), respondents who were weaker partisans, older and more educated were somewhat less likely

to drop out by wave 9. Replicating the analyses by controlling for these variables, with inverse

probability weights, or with survey weights that make the sample representative of the British
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electorate does not meaningfully change the interpretations.

Appendix C examines pre-referendum trends in party affect and the possibility that the public

anticipated the Conservative Party’s position change on Brexit. First, it examines whether partisan

groups followed similar affective trends before the referendum (i.e., pre-position-change). Sec-

ond, it addresses the possibility that the public may have anticipated Conservative Party’s position

change. If that were happening, we should observe that Leavers from different parties were warm-

ing up to the Conservative Party, while Remainers grew colder towards it. Analyses provide no

consistent evidence for this possibility. On the contrary, Remainer Labour partisans warmed up

to the Conservative Party, as it was also campaigning to remain in the EU, while Leavers across

partisan groups did not change their feelings towards the Conservative Party between waves 7 and

8. Moreover, analyses also show that UKIP partisans, who warmed up to the Conservative Party

when the latter changed its position post-referendum, would also have warmed up to the Conser-

vative Party pre-referendum if they had anticipated a potential position change, but they did not.

Appendix C also presents analyses exploiting the timing of interviews within each wave, including

daily trends before and after the referendum and replications restricting the pre-referendum period

to the final 7, 14 and 21 days of the campaign, which yield results similar to the main analyses.

Did Conservative partisans adopt a more euroskeptic position when the party adopted the Leave

stance? Analyses in Appendix D provide three important findings. First, all groups became less

euroskeptical: non-partisans and Conservative partisans by 0.65 points, Labour partisans by 0.77

points, Liberal Democrats by 0.81 points and UKIP partisans by 0.23 points. However, com-

pared to independents, there was no effect of party cue on Conservative identifiers. Brexit stance

moderates this: while Leaver Conservatives did not differ from Leaver independents, Remainer

Conservatives indeed became less euroskeptic compared to Remainer independents. This provides

clear evidence that Conservative partisans did not follow their party and adjust their opinion on

Europe.

One might be concerned that partisanship measured at a single time point may contain mea-

surement error or reflect recent switches in response to the referendum campaign, which would

30



make it endogenous to the position change. To address these concerns, Appendix E replicates the

main analyses restricting the sample to consistent identifiers, those who maintained the same party

identification across waves 6, 7 and 8.

Lastly, partisan identification strength did not moderate the findings (See Appendix F).

Discussion

This study examined whether changes in party affect are driven by policy considerations or party

loyalty. By leveraging the Conservative Party’s sudden shift from supporting Remain to embracing

Brexit following the 2016 referendum, I was able to compare the predictions of these two mech-

anisms, which is typically challenging due to their observational equivalence. The findings are

consistent with the view that policy agreement with parties, rather than party loyalty, drives the

changes of citizens’ affective evaluations of political parties. Remainer in-partisans (i.e., Conser-

vative Remainers) became less positive toward their party following the position change, while

Leaver out-partisans grew warmer towards the Conservative Party. Importantly, these reactions

were not short-lived but persisted over time (1 year). Moreover, the results show that changes in

affective polarization in the British context are also more consistent with policy considerations than

with partisan identity. In this sense, these results converge with those of Algara and Zur (2023) in

that there is a spatial logic to affective polarization.

These findings do not suggest that partisan identity is irrelevant to affective polarization. Rather,

they clarify how identity and policy matter at different stages. Partisan identity establishes a base-

line level of party affect: individuals like their own party a lot more than out-parties even in the

absence of policy disagreement. This baseline creates the foundation for affective polarization

in political systems. However, when parties change positions on salient issues on which citizens

hold clear, pre-existing preferences, changes in affect, hence changes in affective polarization, are

driven by policy considerations. This distinction between levels and changes reconciles seemingly

contradictory findings and clarifies when identity vs. policy mechanisms dominate.
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The finding that out-partisan affect responds primarily to policy considerations rather than iden-

tity salience carries important implication for affective polarization. If out-party dislike was pri-

marily identity-driven, it would be resistant to change: social identities are sticky, slow to form, and

difficult to manipulate (Huddy, Mason and Aarøe, 2015). Political elites would have limited ability

to reduce affective polarization except through long-term efforts to reshape group boundaries or

reduce identity salience. In contrast, if affective polarization is policy-driven, it is inherently more

malleable. Parties can moderate their positions, seek compromise, or emphasize cross-cutting

issues to reduce affective divisions. Moreover, the durability of policy-based affective changes

observed in this study suggests that such elite moderation could have lasting effects.

One implication is for the recurring debate in the affective polarization literature concerns

whether changes are driven primarily by in-party enthusiasm or out-party animosity (Iyengar et al.,

2019; Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes, 2012; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017; Bassan-Nygate and Weiss,

2022; Lelkes and Westwood, 2017; Algara and Zur, 2023). The results suggest that this question

has no single answer: the relative importance of in-party and out-party feelings depends on how

party positions shift relative to individuals’ own preferences. That is, the question that we ask

should not be whether in-party or out-party feelings drive the change in affective polarization

because the affect is conditioned by a spatial logic integrating both citizens’ and parties’ policy

positions.

Overall, the results of this study converge with those of Orr and Huber (2020) and Orr, Fowler

and Huber (2023) in that policy considerations outweigh partisan identity when it comes to out-

group affect. By comparing the two mechanisms in a real-world setting where they make opposing

predictions, this study adds to the growing evidence in favour of the policy mechanism in explain-

ing how much citizens like or dislike parties, hence, suggesting that changes in affective polariza-

tion are rooted, at least in part, in ideological considerations. This challenges the identity-centric

approaches to affective polarization. Moreover, the results are also compatible with the findings

that policy polarization drives affective polarization (Webster and Abramowitz, 2017; Rogowski

and Sutherland, 2016; Lelkes, 2021; Harteveld, 2021a; Gidron, Adams and Horne, 2022; Kawecki,
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2022; Banda and Cluverius, 2018; Algara and Zur, 2023). The similarity of the results across the

US and UK contexts suggests that the importance of policy substance for partisan affect can extend

beyond institutional differences, from a presidential two-party system to a parliamentary multiparty

system.

Moreover, these findings reveal important limits to partisan motivated reasoning. Given that

cognitive dissonance, which arose when the party’s new pro-Brexit position went against Remainer

Conservatives, should lead partisans to rationalize their party’s position or adjust their own pref-

erences to decrease dissonance (Kunda, 1990; Matz and Wood, 2005; Leeper and Slothuus, 2014;

Petersen et al., 2013; Achen and Bartels, 2017; Barber and Pope, 2019; Lenz, 2013), Conservative

Remainers did neither. Appendix D shows that they did not become more euroskeptic to align with

their party’s new pro-Brexit stance. Instead, they grew colder toward the Conservative Party, indi-

cating that on salient issues where citizens have already formed clear preferences, partisan identity

does not outweigh policy considerations. This finding is consistent with research from the United

Kingdom that (1) pro-EU Conservative identifiers disaffiliated from the party, while Eurosceptics

became more likely to identify with it (Schonfeld and Winter-Levy, 2021) and (2) when the Labour

Party adopted a more left-wing position under Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership, Labour partisans did

not follow their party (Çakır, 2024). These findings challenge the depictions of partisans as “blind

followers” who automatically adopt their party’s positions (Achen and Bartels, 2017). Moreover,

Leaver out-partisans grew warmer towards the Conservative Party, while Remainer out-partisans

grew colder. This demonstrates that partisans incorporate information from opposing parties when

evaluating them (Fowler and Howell, 2023; Coppock, 2023), challenging the idea that partisan

identity filters away party-inconsistent information.

There is also a limitation that warrants consideration. First, this study examines a single issue

(Brexit). While this focus is precisely what provides leverage to compare the policy and partisan

identity mechanisms, it raises questions about generalizability to other issues. Brexit was an un-

usually salient, cross-cutting issue that dominated British politics for years. The effects of party

position changes on less salient issues, or on issues that are more sorted along partisan lines, may
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differ. Salience should therefore be understood as an important scope condition: salient conflicts

can both make policy preferences more accessible and make partisan group boundaries more polit-

ically consequential for feelings towards parties. Moreover, in highly sorted systems, policy-based

and identity-based accounts make the same predictions and cannot easily be told apart. At the

same time, cross-cutting conflicts on salient issues can also weaken partisan loyalty itself (Carsey

and Layman, 2006), which may give policy-based reactions more room to appear. In line with

the view that policy and identity are competing considerations whose relative weight depends on

the context (Jenke and Huettel, 2016), the weight of policy considerations may be smaller in more

sorted systems, which remains an open question for future work. The contribution is therefore not

that the study provides a general test of the identity mechanism across all political contexts, but

that it identifies an important limit to identity-based accounts of party affect. When an issue is

highly salient and citizens hold clear prior preferences, policy disagreement can override the usual

effect of party identity. The broader theoretical logic underlying the policy mechanism should

apply broadly to other issues that are salient, hence extend beyond Brexit, but whether the same

pattern emerges under less salient conditions remains an empirical question for future research.

These findings also provide several avenues for future research. First, scholars should seek

additional cases of party position changes on cross-cutting issues in other contexts. While such

cases are rare, they provide particularly informative evidence on mechanisms. Comparative anal-

yses across multiple cases could establish whether policy considerations consistently dominate or

whether identity becomes more important under certain conditions (e.g., on cultural vs. economic

issues, or on low-salience issues where citizens lack clear preferences and identity cues may play

a larger role). Second, research should investigate the downstream consequences of policy-driven

vs. identity-driven affective polarization. If citizens withdraw affective support from parties due

to policy disagreement, do they also become less likely to tolerate undemocratic practices? Fi-

nally, scholars should develop and test interventions to reduce affective polarization based on these

findings. If policy considerations drive affective evaluations, then interventions that clarify party

positions, highlight areas of agreement, or emphasize policy trade-offs may be more effective than
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those focused on reducing identity salience or promoting contact between partisan groups.
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A Brexit as a Social Identity

One may be concerned that Brexit stance itself is a social identity, specifically, a Brexit identity as

a Remainer or Leaver. If that was the case, this would undermine the argument that Brexit stance

captures policy preferences, the findings would reflect the effects of two different social identi-

ties (party identity versus Brexit identity) rather than isolating policy mechanism from identity

mechanism.

While this concern is valid, it is precisely the timing of the study that makes it valuable for

comparing these mechanisms. Issues can crystallize into social identity markers over time. This

is a gradual process through prolonged elite mobilization, sustained public attention, and the de-

velopment of identity labels that allow citizens to categorize themselves and others into in-groups

and out-groups. For instance, pro-life vs. pro-choice preferences transformed into a marker for re-

ligious identity, or redistribution attitudes transformed into a marker of social class. While Brexit

preferences initially captured attitudes towards the European Union, they have crystallized into a

social identity marker as Leaver and Remainer that formed a new political cleavage. However, this

identity did not emerge overnight.

Critically, Brexit stance consolidated into a social identity after the referendum rather than be-

fore it. Over time, Brexit identities generated affective polarization comparable to partisan divides

in that Leavers and Remainers developed stereotypical perceptions of each side (Hobolt, Leeper

and Tilley, 2021). However, this Brexit identity formation gradually started to emerge during the

referendum and consolidated after (Hobolt, Leeper and Tilley, 2021; Sorace and Hobolt, 2021;

Tilley and Hobolt, 2023). While Brexit stance was not purely a policy preference devoid of any

identity content prior to the referendum, it had not crystallized into a consolidated social identity

yet. Instead, it primarily reflected policy preferences that cross-cut existing partisan identities,

precisely the condition that makes it possible to compare the two mechanisms. This gives this re-

search leverage: it focuses on a time window where policy stances are not yet consolidated identity

markers, as it is only when policies are not yet crystallized into identity markers and aligned with

partisan identity that we can study the effect of policy stance and party identity.
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Using Google Trends data, Figure A.1 plots the evolution of the web searches for the identity

labels “Brexiteer” and “Remainer” from January 2016 to December 2020. It is clear that these

terms were minimally used during the referendum period compared to 2018 onward, when web

searches of these terms spiked substantially. This is consistent with the Brexit stance consolidating

into a social identity during the prolonged political crisis that followed the referendum, rather than

during the initial policy debate. At the time of the referendum (June 2016), citizens held policy

preferences about EU membership but had not yet adopted these labels as a social identity marker.

Figure A.1. Google Trends of Brexit Identity Labels
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B Addressing Attrition Concerns

In this Appendix, I examine whether attrition between Waves 8 and 9 could pose a problem for

the interpretation of the results. Because the main analyses rely on within-individual changes,

they are based on respondents who participated in both waves. Between Waves 8 and 9, 17.7%

of respondents (5,867 out of 33,158) dropped out. I proceed in four steps. First, I examine which

individual characteristics predict dropping out. Second, I examine whether dropping out varies

by pre-referendum Brexit stance and by its interaction with party identification. Third, I compare

the composition of partisan groups by Brexit stance in the full Wave 8 sample and in the balanced

panel. Finally, I replicate the main analyses with controls, with inverse probability weights, and

with survey weights that make the sample representative of the British electorate.

Figure B.1 plots how individual socio-economic characteristics and certain political attitudes

relate to dropping out. As party identification strength leads to the exclusion of non-partisans

when introduced to the model alongside party identification, the left panel shows the results from

the model without identification strength and the right panel shows those without party identifi-

cation. Attrition is only modestly related to individual characteristics. Older and more educated

respondents were somewhat less likely to drop out. Every 10 years of age is associated with a 3

percentage-point decrease in the likelihood of dropping out by Wave 9. Partisan strength is barely

related to dropping out: 17.5% of very strong, 17.8% of fairly strong, and 17.3% of not very strong

partisans dropped out between Waves 8 and 9. Once other characteristics are controlled for, re-

spondents whose party identification was not very strong were slightly less likely to drop out (by

1.7 percentage points) than those with a very strong party identification. Importantly, neither po-

litical attention nor Euroscepticism predicts dropping out, and feelings towards the Conservative

Party are at most weakly related to it.
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Figure B.1. Who dropped out from wave 8 to wave 9?

Next, I examine whether dropping out varies by pre-referendum Brexit stance and by its in-

teraction with party identification. Table B.1 presents models predicting dropping out between

waves 8 and 9 based on party identification, Brexit stance (Remain as the reference category), and

their interaction, with and without controlling for age, education, gender, and political attention.

Leave supporters were 1.6 percentage points less likely than Remain supporters to drop out (Model

1), which is no longer statistically significant once socio-demographic characteristics and political

attention are controlled for (Model 3). Importantly, none of the interactions between party iden-

tification and Leave support is statistically significant, either with or without controls (Models 2

and 4). That is, the difference between Leavers and Remainers in their likelihood of dropping out

does not vary across partisan groups. The only significant interactions concern Labour and UKIP

identifiers without a referendum preference in Model 2, but these interactions are no longer signif-

icant once the controls are included. The UKIP estimate is based on a very small group (only 43

UKIP identifiers without a preference) and is therefore highly imprecise. The Labour estimate is
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no longer significant once socio-demographic characteristics and political attention are controlled

for (Model 4), which suggests that it reflects the composition of this group rather than its Brexit

stance. Importantly, neither concerns the difference between Leavers and Remainers, which is cen-

tral to the main analyses. Moreover, it is also reassuring that party identification and Brexit stance

together explain almost none of the variation in dropping out (R² = 0.001).
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Table B.1. Attrition by Party Identification and Brexit Stance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Baseline Interaction Controls Interaction + Controls

Party identification (ref = independent)
Conservative Party -0.001 -0.013 0.028∗∗∗ 0.017

(0.006) (0.010) (0.007) (0.011)
Labour Party 0.000 -0.007 0.021∗∗ 0.019∗

(0.006) (0.009) (0.007) (0.010)
Liberal Democrats -0.005 -0.005 0.018 0.021

(0.009) (0.012) (0.010) (0.013)
UKIP -0.002 0.024 0.021∗ 0.007

(0.009) (0.053) (0.010) (0.054)
Brexit stance (ref = Remain)

don’t know 0.020 -0.010 0.016 -0.008
(0.010) (0.016) (0.011) (0.017)

leave -0.016∗∗ -0.020∗ -0.003 -0.004
(0.005) (0.010) (0.006) (0.011)

Party identification × Brexit stance
Conservative Party × don’t know 0.038 0.041

(0.026) (0.029)
Conservative Party × leave 0.014 0.012

(0.013) (0.014)
Labour Party × don’t know 0.052∗ 0.041

(0.026) (0.028)
Labour Party × leave 0.005 -0.005

(0.013) (0.014)
Liberal Democrats × don’t know 0.026 0.023

(0.042) (0.044)
Liberal Democrats × leave -0.019 -0.026

(0.021) (0.022)
UKIP × don’t know 0.192∗ 0.161

(0.092) (0.101)
UKIP × leave -0.032 0.010

(0.054) (0.055)
Constant 0.183∗∗∗ 0.189∗∗∗ 0.331∗∗∗ 0.334∗∗∗

(0.006) (0.008) (0.015) (0.016)
Controls No No Yes Yes
Observations 29,973 29,973 25,429 25,429
R-squared 0.001 0.001 0.016 0.016

Notes: Entries are coefficients from linear probability models. The dependent variable
is dropping out between Waves 8 and 9. Controls include age, education, gender, and
political attention. The inverse probability weights are based on a logit model with the
same specification as Model 4. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01,
∗∗∗p < 0.001.

Consistent with this, Table B.2 shows that the composition of partisan groups by Brexit stance

is virtually identical in the full Wave 8 sample and in the balanced panel. Within every partisan
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group, the shares of Remainers, Leavers, and respondents without a preference differ by less than

one percentage point between the two samples.

Table B.2. Brexit Stance within Partisan Groups: Full Wave 8 Sample and Balanced Panel

Full Wave 8 sample Balanced panel
Party identification in Wave 8 DK Remain Leave DK Remain Leave
Independent 11.78 40.50 47.72 11.76 39.96 48.27
Conservative Party 4.53 33.02 62.45 4.36 32.92 62.72
Labour Party 4.46 64.09 31.44 4.22 63.86 31.92
Liberal Democrats 5.10 70.93 23.97 4.94 70.19 24.87
UKIP 1.61 2.28 96.12 1.16 2.15 96.69
Total 5.91 44.41 49.68 5.72 44.05 50.23

Notes: Entries are row percentages. Party identification and Brexit stance are measured
in Wave 8. The balanced panel includes respondents who also participated in Wave 9.
Within every partisan group, the distribution of Brexit stance differs by less than one
percentage point between the two samples.

Figure B.2 plots the results of the main analyses’ replication controlling for age, education,

gender, and political attention. The interpretations remain unchanged. The only difference emerges

among Liberal Democrats who did not have a Brexit stance prior to the referendum: they warmed

up to the Conservative Party, similar to Liberal Democrats who supported the Leave side.
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Figure B.2. Replicating the main analyses with controls

Notes: The left panel presents average within-individual changes in feelings towards the Conservative
Party by partisan group, and the right panel by partisan group and Brexit stance, controlling for age,
education, gender, and political attention. Leavers are indicated in blue, Remainers in red, and those
without a preference in black. 95% confidence intervals are indicated.

Finally, I replicate the main analyses using inverse probability weights. Respondents who

stayed in the panel are weighted by the inverse of their predicted probability of staying. That is,

respondents who resemble those who dropped out, and were therefore less likely to stay, receive

more weight, while respondents who were very likely to stay receive less weight. This way, the

balanced panel resembles the full Wave 8 sample on the characteristics that predict dropping out.

The predicted probabilities come from a logit model with the same specification as Model 4 in

Table B.1, that is, party identification, Brexit stance, their interaction, age, education, gender,

and political attention. Because these predictions require complete information on all of these

variables, the weighted analyses are restricted to respondents with non-missing values. Figure

B.3 therefore presents the weighted estimates together with unweighted estimates for the same

respondents. Note that the unweighted estimates are based on the same respondents as the weighted

estimates, so that any difference between the two reflects the weighting rather than the sample.
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The results remain substantively unchanged (Figure B.3, middle panel). Conservative Remain-

ers still became less positive towards their own party, Labour Leavers still became more positive

towards the Conservative Party, and independents still updated their feelings based on their Brexit

stance. The only notable difference compared to the main analyses (Figure 5 in the manuscript)

concerns Liberal Democrat identifiers without a referendum preference. However, this difference

appears in both the weighted and unweighted estimates, which means that it stems from restricting

the sample to respondents with complete information on the control variables, as in Figure B.3,

rather than from the weighting itself. Of course, this approach only accounts for attrition related to

the variables included in the model.

I also examined whether the results hold when the sample is made representative of the British

electorate. The BES provides survey weights that make each wave’s sample resemble the British

population, for instance by correcting for the oversampling of respondents in Scotland and Wales.

To do so, I combined the BES Wave 8 survey weight with the inverse probability weights described

above. That is, the survey weight makes the Wave 8 sample resemble the British electorate, while

the inverse probability weight makes respondents who stayed in the panel resemble the full Wave

8 sample. Combining the two, the panel resembles the British electorate before the referendum,

while also accounting for attrition. The inverse probability weights themselves are not extreme

(ranging from 1.07 to 1.91). However, the BES survey weights include a small number of very

large values, which also produce very large combined weights (up to 27). To prevent a handful of

respondents from driving the results, I truncate the combined weights at the 99th percentile.

The right panel of B.3 shows that the results remain substantively unchanged. Conservative

Remainers still became less positive towards their own party, while Conservative Leavers did not

change their feelings. Labour Leavers still became more positive towards the Conservative Party,

while Labour Remainers did not. Independent Leavers became warmer and independent Remain-

ers colder towards the Conservative Party. The only difference is that the cooling of Liberal Demo-

crat Remainers is no longer statistically significant, although the estimate is in the same direction,

and Liberal Democrat Leavers still became clearly warmer towards the Conservative Party than
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Liberal Democrat Remainers did. As expected, the estimates are somewhat less precise, because

combining the two weights increases their variability.

Figure B.3. Replicating the Main Analyses with Inverse Probability and Survey Weights

Notes: Leavers are indicated in blue, Remainers in red, and those without a preference in black.
Point estimates indicate average within-individual changes in feelings towards the Conservative
Party between Waves 8 and 9. The left panel presents unweighted estimates. The middle panel
presents estimates weighted by the inverse of the predicted probability of remaining in the
panel. The right panel presents estimates weighted by the product of the BES Wave 8 survey
weight and the inverse probability weight, truncated at the 99th percentile. All panels are based
on the same respondents. 95% confidence intervals are indicated.

Taken together, these analyses show that, although attrition is not entirely random, it is not

related to the combination of party identification and Brexit stance on which the main analyses

rely, and accounting for it does not change the results. The results also hold when the sample

is weighted to resemble the British electorate. Note that the within-individual estimates apply to

respondents observed in both waves.
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C Did the Public Anticipate the Position Change?

In this Appendix, I address a concern that the Conservative Party’s position change might have been

anticipated by the public. If that was the case, we would expect to see that Leavers from different

parties were warming up to the Conservative Party and Remainers growing colder towards the

Conservative Party. I examine this in two ways. First, I compare feelings towards the Conservative

Party across the two pre-referendum waves. Second, I use the interview dates within each wave to

examine whether the changes are concentrated around the referendum.

C.1 Pre-referendum Trends across Waves

To test this, I check how feelings towards the Conservative Party changed before the referendum

results, focusing on wave 7 (14 April - 4 May) and wave 8 (6 May - 22 June).

Figure C.1 shows these within-respondent changes in feelings towards the Conservative Party

between Wave 7 and Wave 8 among Remainers (in red), Leavers (in blue) and those without a

preference (in black). The pattern is inconsistent with an anticipation story. If voters had ex-

pected an imminent pro-Brexit pivot and adjusted affect in advance, Leave supporters should have

warmed to the Conservatives while Remain supporters cooled. Instead, Leave voters among par-

tisans of the Conservative Party, Labour Party, Liberal Democrats and other parties do not show

evidence of warming towards the Conservative Party. Only non-partisans became slightly more

positive towards the Conservative Party, but this effect is not distinguishable from that among Re-

mainers. Moreover, there is no evidence of cooling among remainers. On the contrary, there is

evidence that partisans of the Labour Party, Liberal Democrats and other parties became slightly

more positive towards the Conservative Party—a pattern that contradicts the anticipation concern.

Overall, the changes in feelings among Leavers and Remainers largely overlap, indicating no clear

pre-referendum divergence by EU stance.
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Figure C.1. Change in Feelings Towards the Conservative Party

Note: Estimates are within-individual average changes in feelings towards the Conserva-
tive Party between wave 7 and wave 8. Positive (negative) values indicate that feelings
become more positive (negative). Partisan groups and referendum vote intentions are de-
fined based on wave 7.

Another possibility is that if the Conservative Party’s post-referendum position change was

anticipated, we would expect UKIP partisans to already start warming up to the Conservative Party

before the referendum results. Note that UKIP partisans warmed up substantially following the

position change announcement by Cameron (See Figure 4 in the manuscript). As UKIP partisans

are pro-Brexit (2579 against 39 who are pro-EU and 28 who have no preference), they are not

included in Figure C.1, but the results in Table C.1 show that UKIP partisans did not anticipate the

Conservative Party’s shift on Brexit.

Lastly, Figure C.2 shows the evolution of feelings towards the Conservative Party before and

after the referendum (indicated by dashed vertical line). The trends are parallel leading up to the
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Table C.1. UKIP Partisans did not warm up to the Conservative Party with the anticipation of the
post-referendum position change

Model 1
change in Conservative Party feelings

Partisanship in wave 7 (ref = independents)
Conservative Party -0.104∗∗∗

(0.026)
Labour Party -0.005

(0.025)
Liberal Democrats -0.014

(0.040)
UKIP -0.019

(0.045)
other parties -0.010

(0.033)
intercept 0.095∗∗∗

(0.021)
N 23005
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

referendum across partisan groups, but there is a slight difference in the wave immediately fol-

lowing the position change announcement, and this change becomes even starker in the following

waves.
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Figure C.2. Change in Feelings Towards the Conservative Party

Note: Estimates are within-individual average changes in feelings towards the Conserva-
tive Party. Positive (negative) values indicate that feelings become more positive (nega-
tive). Partisan groups and referendum vote intentions are defined based on wave 7.

C.2 Interview Timing within Waves

The analyses above compare waves. Because Waves 8 and 9 were both fielded over several days

or weeks, I also use the interview dates directly in two ways.

First, Wave 8 was conducted as a rolling daily survey, with a subsample of respondents invited

to complete the survey on each day of the referendum campaign, so the timing of pre-referendum

interviews was largely determined by the survey design. Figure C.3 plots feelings towards the

Conservative Party by interview day, separately for Leavers and Remainers within each partisan

group, relative to each group’s campaign average. It draws on respondents with valid Conservative
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Party feeling scores in both waves, uses the BES daily campaign weights for Wave 8, and covers the

first six days of the post-referendum wave (24–29 June), which is before Boris Johnson withdrew

and Theresa May launched her leadership campaign on 30 June. Note that the figure presents daily

trends across respondents interviewed on different days, while the main analyses examine within-

individual changes. Moreover, as Wave 9 was not fielded as a rolling survey, post-referendum

interview timing partly reflects how quickly respondents took part, so I present the daily trends as

descriptive evidence.

Figure C.3. Feelings towards the Conservative Party by interview day before and after the referen-
dum, by partisanship and Brexit stance

Notes: Lines show smoothed daily feelings towards the Conservative Party, relative to each group’s
weighted Wave 8 campaign average. Leavers are in blue and Remainers in red. Kernel bandwidths
are 5 days before and 2 days after the referendum. Shaded areas indicate 95% confidence intervals.
The dashed line marks the referendum on 23 June. Wave 8 trends include respondents with valid
observations in both waves, while Wave 9 trends include only interviews from 24–29 June. Estimates
use Wave 8 daily campaign weights. UKIP identifiers are shown for Leavers only.

Figure C.3 shows three things. To begin with, during the campaign, there is no consistent
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pattern of growing divergence between Leavers and Remainers across partisan groups, although

some fluctuations are visible. Among Conservative identifiers, for instance, feelings towards the

party declined slightly among both Leavers and Remainers before the referendum. Moreover, clear

differences emerge immediately after the referendum, particularly among Conservative identifiers.

Conservative Remainers reported substantially lower feelings towards their party, whereas Con-

servative Leavers’ evaluations remained relatively stable. Among UKIP Leavers, feelings towards

the Conservative Party also increased considerably immediately after the referendum. Among

independents, both Leavers and Remainers became slightly warmer in the final days of the cam-

paign. Remainers did not become colder towards the Conservatives before the referendum, but

their feelings declined immediately afterward. Finally, among Labour identifiers, Leavers’ feel-

ings towards the Conservative Party fluctuated during the campaign and were already increasing

in its final weeks, so part of their change between Waves 8 and 9 may reflect this trend. However,

their warming did not fade but continued to grow as the Conservative Party’s pro-Brexit position

consolidated: their average feelings rose from 1.52 before the referendum to 1.74 immediately

after and to 2.67 by November/December 2016 (Figure 6 in the manuscript).

Second, I replicate the main analyses by restricting pre-referendum observations to respondents

interviewed in the final 7, 14 and 21 days before the referendum (Figure C.4). These restrictions

bring the pre- and post-referendum interviews closer together in time. In the narrowest window,

the two interviews are at most 18 days apart. Because Wave 8 was a rolling daily survey, these

restricted samples are largely determined by the survey design rather than by respondents’ own

choices about when to participate. The restricted analyses produce estimates similar in direction

to the main results: Remainers tend to become less positive towards the Conservative Party, while

Leavers tend to become more positive. As expected given the smaller samples, the estimates are

less precise in the narrowest window, and not every subgroup effect remains statistically significant.

Among Labour Leavers, the estimated change is smaller in the narrowest window, consistent with

the increase in their warmth during the final weeks of the campaign shown in Figure C.3. The gap

between Labour Leavers and Remainers, however, remains similar across windows.
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Figure C.4. Changes in feelings towards the Conservative Party, by length of the pre-referendum
window

Notes: Leavers are in blue, Remainers in red, and those without a preference in black. Points
indicate estimated average within-individual changes in feelings towards the Conservative Party
between Waves 8 and 9. The first panel uses the full Wave 8 period. The other panels restrict Wave 8
interviews to the final 21, 14 and 7 days before the referendum (from 2, 9 and 16 June, respectively).
UKIP and other party identifiers are included in the models but not shown. 95% confidence intervals
are indicated.

Overall, these analyses show that the main patterns are not simply a continuation of a system-

atic divergence during the campaign. The changes are visible in the first days after the referendum,

and the results are similar when the pre-referendum period is restricted to narrower windows.
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D Did Conservative Partisans Follow the Party and Become

more Euroskeptic?

In this Appendix, I check whether Conservative partisans adopted the Conservative Party’s new

pro-Brexit position. In order to test this, I focus on attitudes on European Integration. Left panel

of Figure D.1 shows that all partisan groups became less euroskeptic following the referendum.

While testing whether Conservative partisans followed their party and adjusted their views (i.e., to

test party cue effects), we need to compare it independents who lack an identification with a party.

Doing so reveals that Conservative identifiers did not react differently than independents. This

means that, overall, Conservative partisans did not follow their party and became more euroskeptic.

The right panel in Figure D.1 focuses on whether their pre-referendum Brexit stance moderates

this effect. Did Conservative partisans, who supported the remain side, became more Euroskeptic

compared to independents? The answer is no, on the contrary, there is a backlash effect in that

they became even less Euroskeptic, while Conservative partisans who supported leaving the EU

did not significantly differ from independents. This is clear evidence that partisans did not follow

the Conservative Party and adopt its new position to better match their party.
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Figure D.1. Did Conservative Partisans Follow their Party’s New Position? (wave 8 - wave 9)

Importantly, Figure D.2 shows that these patterns are not general trends and are specific to the

period of study under examination (i.e., wave 8 and wave 9). For instance, looking at the changes

between wave 7 and wave 8, independents did not change their opinions on Europe, Conservative

partisans became slightly less euroskeptical, UKIP partisans became more euroskeptical while

Labour and Liberal Democrat partisans did not change their attitudes on Europe. The right panel

of Figure D.2 shows that, overall, remainers across partisan groups became more positive towards

the EU, while leavers became more negative towards the EU. However, there is no partisan trend,

as leavers across partisan groups did not differ from independents. But, Conservative partisans

who supported the remain side significantly differed from other remainers in that they became

more positive towards the EU. This means that, despite the division within the Conservative Party,

the leadership’s campaign to remain in the EU succeeded in consolidating the positive attitudes.

However, Conservative partisans who already supported the leave side was not convinced by the

Conservative Party’s campaign to remain in the EU. This shows constraint party cue effects, limited

to reinforcement of pre-existing congruence rather than persuasion.
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Figure D.2. Did Conservative Partisans Follow their Party’s Campaign Position during the Cam-
paign Period? (wave 7 - wave 8)

21



E Replicating the Analyses with Consistent Partisans

In this Appendix, I replicate the results by limiting the sample to those who consistently identified

with the same party or as independent in wave 6, 7 and 8. Even though this leads to a substantive

loss of observations (from 25,990 to 10,799), it is still informative because it restricts the analysis to

respondents with stable prior party identification and tests whether the results hold in this subgroup.

The results show broadly similar patterns and remain supportive of the interpretations.

Figure E.1. Feelings towards the Conservative Party
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F Partisan Strength does not Moderate the Results

Figure F.1. Feelings towards the Conservative Party
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G Partisan Realignment Following the Brexit Referendum

In this Appendix, I connect the results with previous research documenting partisan realignment

around the Brexit divide (Fieldhouse et al., 2020; Schonfeld and Winter-Levy, 2021; Hobolt and

Tilley, 2026). In the main analyses of the manuscript (Figure 6), respondents are grouped based

on their party identification in wave 8, before the referendum. This allows for examining how the

same partisan groups changed their feelings towards the Conservative Party over time. However,

it is possible that some respondents also changed their party identification during this period. For

example, Labour Leavers who became warmer towards the Conservatives might have subsequently

started identifying with the party. Similarly, Conservative Remainers who became colder towards

the Conservatives might have stopped identifying with the party. Therefore, in this Appendix, I

first examine how party identification changed after the referendum and whether these changes

differed by pre-referendum Brexit stance. I then examine whether changes in Conservative Party

affect are associated with subsequent party identification.

First, Table G.1 presents descriptive patterns on the party identification of respondents in waves

10 and 12, separately for Labour and Conservative Remainers and Leavers identified in wave

8. The results show that the majority of respondents maintained their initial party identification,

although there are some differences by Brexit stance. Among initial Labour identifiers, Leavers

were less likely than Remainers to remain with Labour and more likely to become independent

or identify with the Conservative Party. Among initial Conservative identifiers, Remainers were

more likely to move to Labour or the Liberal Democrats, while Leavers were more likely to move

to UKIP. These patterns are similar across waves 10 and 12, suggesting that Brexit preferences

were associated with subsequent changes in partisan alignment.
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Table G.1. Changes in Party Identification by Pre-Referendum Brexit Stance

Wave 10 Wave 12
Party identification in wave 10 or 12 Remain Leave Remain Leave
Panel A: only among Labour identifiers in Wave 8
Independent 5.90 10.98 5.83 8.78
Conservative Party 0.97 2.29 0.76 2.65
Labour Party 89.22 81.54 88.72 84.94
Liberal Democrats 2.25 0.87 2.67 1.12
UKIP 0.06 2.79 0.05 1.53
Other parties 1.60 1.53 1.97 0.97
N 3,506 1,831 3,964 1,959
Panel B: only among Conservative identifiers in Wave 8
Independent 6.90 4.69 8.10 6.43
Conservative Party 89.97 91.53 86.98 88.88
Labour Party 1.13 0.38 1.49 0.85
Liberal Democrats 1.51 0.35 2.83 0.45
UKIP 0.11 2.58 0.10 2.83
Other parties 0.38 0.47 0.50 0.55
N 1,854 3,413 2,013 3,994

Notes: Entries are column percentages. Party groups are defined according to respondents’ party
identification in Wave 8. Brexit stance is measured in Wave 8. Wave 10 and Wave 12 percentages
are calculated using respondents with available party identification in the respective wave. Sample
sizes therefore differ across waves. ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

Next, I examine whether pre-referendum Brexit preferences predict subsequent changes in

party identification post-referendum. I focus on respondents who identified with Labour or the

Conservative Party in wave 8 and examine their party identification in waves 10 and 12. I dis-

tinguish between respondents who moved to another party and those who became independent,

since individuals may stop identifying with their initial party without immediately identifying with

another party. I estimate linear probability models with robust standard errors, controlling for age,

gender, and education measured in wave 8. Table G.2 presents the results.

Among respondents who identified with Labour in wave 8, Leavers in wave 8 were more likely

than Remainers to subsequently identify with the Conservative Party. The difference is 1.0 per-

centage point in wave 10 and 1.5 percentage points in wave 12. However, the difference is larger

when focusing on becoming independent. Labour Leavers were 5.0 percentage points more likely

to become independent in wave 10 and 3.0 percentage points more likely in wave 12. These find-

ings suggest that changes in partisan alignment among Labour Leavers did not necessarily involve
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immediately identifying with the Conservatives. Some instead stopped identifying with Labour

without identifying with another party.

Among wave 8 Conservative identifiers, the results are somewhat different. I do not find sig-

nificant differences between Remainers and Leavers in the overall likelihood of leaving the Con-

servative Party or becoming independent. However, Conservative Remainers were significantly

more likely to move to Labour or the Liberal Democrats. The difference is 1.5 percentage points in

wave 10 and 2.9 percentage points in wave 12. These findings are consistent with previous research

showing that the Brexit divide was associated with changes in partisan alignment (Fieldhouse et al.,

2020; Hobolt and Tilley, 2026).

Table G.2. Brexit Stance and Subsequent Partisan Alignment

Panel A: Party identification in Wave 10
Labour →

Conservative
Labour →

Independent
Conservative →

Non-Conservative
Conservative →

Independent
Conservative →
Labour/Lib Dem

Leave 0.010* 0.050*** -0.006 -0.012 -0.015***
(0.004) (0.009) (0.009) (0.007) (0.004)

Demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 4,669 4,669 4,344 4,344 4,344

Panel B: Party identification in Wave 12
Labour →

Conservative
Labour →

Independent
Conservative →

Non-Conservative
Conservative →

Independent
Conservative →
Labour/Lib Dem

Leave 0.015*** 0.030*** -0.008 -0.003 -0.029***
(0.004) (0.008) (0.010) (0.008) (0.005)

Demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 5,156 5,156 4,905 4,905 4,905

Notes: Entries are coefficients from linear probability models with robust standard errors in parentheses. Party identification and Brexit stance
are measured in wave 8. Panel A predicts party identification in wave 10, while Panel B predicts party identification in wave 12. Remain is
the reference category. The first two outcomes focus on initial Labour identifiers, while the remaining outcomes focus on initial Conservative
identifiers. Conservative → Non-Conservative includes respondents who became independent or identified with another party. All models control
for age, gender, and education measured in wave 8. ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

Next, I examine whether changes in feelings toward the Conservative Party are associated with

subsequent changes in party identification among all initial Labour and Conservative identifiers.

For the shorter-term analysis, I use changes in feelings towards the Conservative Party between

waves 8 and 9 to predict party identification in wave 10. For the longer-term analysis, I use changes

in feelings between waves 8 and 11 to predict party identification in wave 12. I estimate linear

probability models with robust standard errors, controlling for pre-referendum Brexit stance, initial
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feelings towards the Conservative Party, age, gender, and education. Table G.3 presents the results.

Among respondents who identified with Labour in wave 8, becoming one-unit warmer to-

wards the Conservative Party on an 11-point scale between waves 8 and 9 is associated with a

0.9 percentage-point higher probability of identifying with the Conservatives in wave 10. The re-

lationship remains similar over the longer period. I do not find a significant association between

change in feelings and becoming independent in wave 10. However, becoming warmer towards the

Conservatives between waves 8 and 11 is associated with a 1.4 percentage-point higher probability

of becoming independent in wave 12.

Among wave 8 Conservative identifiers, becoming one-unit warmer towards the Conservative

Party between waves 8 and 9 is associated with a 2.7 percentage-point lower probability of leaving

the party in wave 10. More specifically, it is associated with a 1.8 percentage-point lower prob-

ability of becoming independent and a 0.6 percentage-point lower probability of identifying with

Labour or the Liberal Democrats. The relationships are also present over the longer period. A

one-point increase in Conservative Party affect between waves 8 and 11 is associated with a 5.2

percentage-point lower probability of leaving the party in wave 12, including a 3.2 percentage-

point lower probability of becoming independent and a 2.0 percentage-point lower probability of

moving to Labour or the Liberal Democrats.

The results also show some differences between Remainers and Leavers after controlling for

changes in Conservative Party affect. Among initial Labour identifiers, Leavers are 4.6 percentage

points more likely to become independent in wave 10, although the difference is not statistically

significant in wave 12. Among initial Conservative identifiers, Leavers are 1.9 percentage points

less likely to leave the party in wave 10 and 1.9 percentage points less likely to move to Labour or

the Liberal Democrats in both waves. These results should be interpreted as associations rather than

evidence that changes in party affect explain the relationship between Brexit stance and subsequent

party identification.

Finally, I focus specifically on Labour Leavers and Conservative Remainers, the two groups

for which Brexit preferences conflicted with their initial party identification. I examine whether

27



Table G.3. Change in Feelings Toward the Conservative Party and Subsequent Partisan Alignment

Panel A: Party identification in Wave 10 (affect change W8–W9)
Labour →

Conservative
Labour →

Independent
Conservative →

Non-Conservative
Conservative →

Independent
Conservative →
Labour/Lib Dem

Change in Conservative affect 0.009*** 0.002 -0.027*** -0.018*** -0.006**
(0.002) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002)

Leave (ref. Remain) 0.008 0.046*** -0.019* -0.018* -0.019***
(0.004) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.005)

Baseline Conservative affect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 4,166 4,166 3,885 3,885 3,885

Panel B: Party identification in Wave 12 (affect change W8–W11)
Labour →

Conservative
Labour →

Independent
Conservative →

Non-Conservative
Conservative →

Independent
Conservative →
Labour/Lib Dem

Change in Conservative affect 0.010*** 0.014*** -0.052*** -0.032*** -0.020***
(0.002) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003)

Leave (ref. Remain) 0.003 0.010 0.008 0.008 -0.019***
(0.005) (0.009) (0.011) (0.009) (0.006)

Baseline Conservative affect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 4,083 4,083 3,859 3,859 3,859

Notes: Entries are coefficients from linear probability models with robust standard errors in parentheses. The first two outcomes focus on all initial
Labour identifiers, while the remaining outcomes focus on all initial Conservative identifiers. All models additionally control for pre-referendum
Brexit stance (Remain as the reference category). Party identification and Brexit stance are measured in wave 8. In Panel A, changes in Conservative
Party affect between waves 8 and 9 predict party identification in wave 10. In Panel B, changes in affect between waves 8 and 11 predict party
identification in wave 12. All models control for initial feelings towards the Conservative Party, age, gender, and education measured in wave 8.
∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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changes in Conservative Party affect are associated with subsequent partisan alignment within

these two groups. The models control for initial feelings towards the Conservative Party, age,

gender, and education. Table G.4 presents the results.

Among Labour Leavers, becoming warmer towards the Conservative Party is associated with a

higher likelihood of subsequently identifying with the party. A one-point increase in Conservative

Party affect is associated with a 1.0 percentage-point higher probability of Conservative identifi-

cation in wave 10 and 1.1 percentage points in wave 12. Over the longer period, warming towards

the Conservatives is also associated with a higher likelihood of becoming independent. Among

Conservative Remainers, becoming colder towards the Conservative Party is associated with a

higher likelihood of leaving the party, including becoming independent or moving to Labour or

the Liberal Democrats. A one-point decrease in Conservative Party affect is associated with a 3.6

percentage-point higher probability of leaving the party in wave 10 and 6.7 percentage points in

wave 12.

Table G.4. Change in Feelings Toward the Conservative Party Among Labour Leavers and
Conservative Remainers

Panel A: Party identification in Wave 10 (affect change W8–W9)
Labour →

Conservative
Labour →

Independent
Conservative →

Non-Conservative
Conservative →

Independent
Conservative →
Labour/Lib Dem

Change in Conservative affect 0.010* -0.002 -0.036*** -0.025*** -0.010*
(0.005) (0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.005)

Baseline Conservative affect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1,453 1,453 1,363 1,363 1,363

Panel B: Party identification in Wave 12 (affect change W8–W11)
Labour →

Conservative
Labour →

Independent
Conservative →

Non-Conservative
Conservative →

Independent
Conservative →
Labour/Lib Dem

Change in Conservative affect 0.011*** 0.014*** -0.067*** -0.030*** -0.037***
(0.003) (0.004) (0.007) (0.006) (0.007)

Baseline Conservative affect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1,387 1,387 1,268 1,268 1,268

Notes: Entries are coefficients from linear probability models with robust standard errors in parentheses. The first two outcomes focus on Labour
Leavers, while the remaining outcomes focus on Conservative Remainers. Party identification and Brexit stance are measured in wave 8. In Panel
A, changes in Conservative Party affect between waves 8 and 9 predict party identification in wave 10. In Panel B, changes in affect between waves
8 and 11 predict party identification in wave 12. All models control for initial feelings towards the Conservative Party, age, gender, and education
measured in wave 8. ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

29



It is important to note that these results should not be interpreted causally. Although changes

in party affect are measured before party identification in the subsequent wave, affect and party

identification may have evolved together during the period covered by the analyses. This is par-

ticularly relevant for the longer-term analyses, since party identification may have changed before

the final measurement of affective change. Therefore, these analyses do not establish that changes

in party affect caused changes in party identification. In addition, the models including affective

change require observations for party affect in multiple waves and therefore have different sample

sizes from the models examining Brexit stance alone. For this reason, changes in the coefficients

for Brexit stance across specifications should not be interpreted as evidence of mediation. Rather,

they indicate that the changes in Conservative Party affect documented in the main analyses are

closely associated with subsequent changes in partisan alignment.
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