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Ten years since the public voted to leave the European Union, the 
future of Britain’s relationship with Europe is re-emerging as a 
major unsettled question in British politics and society. 

New Prime Minister Andy Burnham has spoken about a deeper 
and more ambitious UK-EU relationship – but what will that mean 
in practice?  This Autumn’s UK-EU summit will be the first test 
of how far the UK government and its EU partners can agree on 
closer cooperation – or whether they remain too far apart on the 
terms and conditions to progress much beyond the mood music. 

The new government will be mindful of how much public 
permission it has to forge a closer relationship.  Some voices will 
warn against ‘betraying’ the public vote for Brexit; others will 
argue that the public has changed its mind, and push the PM to go 
further and faster. 

This British Future study seeks to illuminate these major debates 
about what the public thinks about Brexit now – and what people 
want to happen next.

It reports nationally representative polling and draws on a series of 
focus groups, across the nations and regions – hearing from those 
who were on different sides of the Brexit argument, as well as those 
too young to take part – to explore where people agree and disagree 
about the future options. The report further explores:

– What the public thinks about Brexit now – and what they want 
to happen next. 

– Public priorities for cooperation.

– How close a relationship people want – and how far the key 
Brexit debates about sovereignty, immigration and cost impact on 
the future relationship.

– The details of attitudes to immigration, examining how far 
freedom of movement is a barrier to a closer relationship. 

In doing so, the research offers a guide to how the next decade 
of arguments about UK-EU relations will be won or lost, and the 
challenges for the opposing sides in the Brexit debate.

Executive Summary
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There is broad public dissatisfaction with Brexit on all sides 
of the debate – but more mixed views of what to do next.

A decade on from the vote, the public see Brexit as “more of a 
failure than a success” by a margin of almost a three to one (57%), 
with just one in five (21%) feeling the process has been more of a 
success. 

Dissatisfaction with Brexit is especially strong among those 
who opposed it all along. However, we also heard significant 
dissatisfaction from those who voted Leave, many feeling the 
argument was “mis-sold” so changing their minds, though a smaller 
proportion blamed governments for not delivering a better Brexit.

Most people prioritise Britain’s relationship with Europe 
over the US

Asked who should take priority in the UK’s international relations 
for peace, stability and prosperity, more than half the public  
(52%) place the EU top, almost twice as many as the 28% who 
prioritise the USA or the one in five (20%) who saw the UK’s 
Commonwealth links as the priority. 

Most voters want a closer EU relationship than the Labour 
government’s red lines would allow – but differ on how far 
to go.

Rejoining the European Union is more popular than staying out 
– but the 46% to 29% margin in this survey does not represent a 
settled majority consensus. A quarter of the public are undecided, 
and not all of those who choose a side appear firmly committed.

A majority of the public (56%) would opt for a new relationship 
with Europe that went beyond the Labour  Government’s red lines 
in its 2024 election manifesto (which ruled out the single market, 
freedom of movement or a customs union, for this parliament at 
least). 

There is broad agreement that a public vote would be essential 
to establish a democratic mandate to rejoin the EU. Many focus 
group participants did not distinguish between re-joining as a full 
member or the Single European Market, so it is unclear whether 
they also felt this would apply to Single Market membership.

There is no settled consensus on the destination.

Joining the EU is the favoured option of over a third of the public 
(35%) while a quarter (24%) would prefer to join the single market, 
including free movement. Another 15% preferred a customs union.

Key Findings
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Relatively low awareness of the content of these different options 
also means public preferences are fluid. In focus groups exploring 
what these would mean in practice, some of those who saw joining 
the EU as an attractive final destination viewed single market 
and customs union models as a more staggered route to a closer 
relationship. 

A significant number of those leaning towards EU or single market 
membership continued to have mixed preferences about the likely 
terms and conditions. Discussing trade-offs, including paying into 
the EU budget, the UK losing the ability to negotiate its own 
trade deals or accepting free movement – dampens support for 
membership.

There is some wariness of another referendum and the 
possibility of a ‘punishing’ offer from the EU.

While there is a significant long-term shift in public opinion 
towards closer UK-EU ties, there are divided views and some 
wariness at the prospect of another referendum in the near term. 
People are concerned that this could reopen deep divides shown 
during the Brexit years or destabilise UK politics if each change of 
government alters Britian’s relationship with the EU. 

Some one in three respondents to our survey (34%) would hold a 
referendum on EU membership ‘as soon as possible, within five 
years’. Another three in ten look to the medium or long term, 
favouring a referendum either ‘within 5-10 years’ (15%) or on a 
longer timeline than that (13%). Only one in five would opt ‘never’ 
to hold another EU referendum (21%). 

Some participants worried that any attempt towards rejoining 
the EU might involve protracted and difficult negotiations with 
Brussels because the UK would not be able to re-join on its 
previous terms. Discussions on having to adopt the Euro or higher 
financial contributions saw more scepticism as the public focused 
on the merits and drawbacks of possible re-entry. 

Views on free movement are more fluid and less binary 
than many realise.

Whether or not the UK could accept free movement would be 
a key debate about any future bid to join the European Union or 
the single market. The issue continues to divide supporters and 
opponents of Brexit – with significant differences of opinion by 
age, education, social class and political allegiance. 

Yet the research also found attitudes towards EU immigration 
and free movement were considerably less polarised and binary 
than media and political discussion often assumes. The public 
are attracted by the prospect of greater mobility, especially for 
young people, and also the benefits it could unlock in terms of 
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better trade and diplomatic ties. Yet they are also concerned by 
the potential impacts of higher immigration. Government and 
advocates will need to engage with these debates to secure public 
consent for a closer relationship with the EU.

Only a quarter of the public (26%) express clear support for 
freedom of movement alongside the single market as a condition 
of EU membership. Yet outright opposition is also only voiced by 
a minority (12%). Most of the public fall into a moveable middle 
ground that see both sides of the debate or struggles to engage 
with it at all. Four in ten report interest in free market access 
together with scepticism about relaxing mobility (40%) and one in 
five answer ‘don’t know’ (22%).

Almost half of respondents (49%) say they would accept more 
immigration from EU citizens if it led to economic benefits; 
just over a third would forego such benefits to keep our current 
immigration controls. 

A majority of respondents (53% for, 12% against) believe it should be 
easier for UK citizens, or their children, to work in other EU coun-
tries – with reciprocity for workers from EU countries in the UK. 
This should not be interpreted as support for free movement, but it 
is an endorsement of easier mobility for work.

Yet the way in which discussions of mobility are framed clearly 
has an effect, with support falling to 39% when people are asked 
whether “The UK should have a closer relationship with the EU 
for work.” Focus group participants also raised concerns about 
perceived  high levels of immigration to the UK largely related to 
asylum seekers, and that a future relationship should involve some 
way of containing potentially high levels of immigration.

The return of free movement would also give priority to EU 
citizens, and this is more contentious: the public is evenly split 
between those who see it as unfair to non-EU migrants and those 
who view it as a pragmatic trade-off for a stronger EU relationship. 
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Most of the public supports a youth mobility scheme.

Agreement on a youth mobility scheme is expected to be a key 
outcome of the UK-EU summit later this autumn.

There is strong public support for youth-focused schemes, with 
focus groups expressing a sense of lost opportunity for young 
people since Brexit. Most of the public (57%) supports a reciprocal 
youth mobility scheme for 18–30-year-olds, with only 12% opposed.
 
Even among those who oppose rejoining the EU, youth mobility 
and exchange schemes were seen as a constructive middle ground 
for improving UK-EU relations. An important consideration for 
the public is that such schemes are socially inclusive and do not 
benefit only university students or more privileged young people.

The UK has proposed a cap on numbers for the Youth Experience 
Scheme currently under discussion with the EU. Almost half of the 
public would support a cap on numbers (48%), currently a sticking 
point with the EU. 

Half the public (49%) also say they want closer educational 
exchange arrangements with the EU. Joining the Erasmus+ scheme 
in 2027 was widely supported, in our focus group discussions, as a 
positive step. 

A tentative majority support cooperation for a ‘routes and 
returns’ asylum deal. 

The most salient immigration question for the public is small 
boats crossing the Channel, rather than free movement. Concern 
at the lack of control of asylum is widely held, and reaches across 
different political views.

Sympathy for asylum seekers differs starkly by different political 
views – with centre-left and Remain 2016 voters keener on safe 
routes for refugees than right-of-centre and Leave voters.

Despite such differences, there were shared frustrations in 
the focus groups regarding the inadequacies of recent policy 
approaches and open-mindedness to try new approaches. 

Just over half the public (55%) supports, in principle, the proposal 
that “The UK should agree with France a capped number of people 
that the UK will admit into the UK each year to claim asylum by 
authorised routes, in return for France agreeing to take back those 
who cross the channel without permission.” Around one in four 
(27%) are opposed and one in five (18%) ‘don’t know’. 

This would represent a scaled-up model of the current ‘one in 
one out’ pilot, with the vast majority of those who arrive without 
permission in small boats being returned, while at the same time a 
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limited number of people with the right to claim asylum would be 
able to come to the UK via an expanded, regularised route.

Majorities of voters considering Labour (64% support/22% 
oppose), Conservatives (59%/31% oppose) and Reform (52% 
support/38% oppose) show consent for the proposal. 

There is broader interest in cooperation on defence, trade, 
health and agriculture.

A clear majority back stronger links with the EU on trade (62%). 
Those supporting stronger ties include most people considering 
voting Conservative (62%) and Reform (56%) at the next election, 
rising to seven in ten of those likely to vote Labour, Lib Dem or 
Green.

Most people (57%) favour closer ties with the EU on defence, with 
focus groups airing anxieties about future armed conflicts and the 
UK’s deteriorating relationship with the USA. 

Similarly there is public support for collaboration on international 
health (56%) and agriculture (54%). 

Awareness and engagement on UK-EU policies is lower 
among young people.

While commentators often cite young people as the strongest 
advocates for a closer relationship, the research finds lower 
awareness and engagement among young people on aspects of the 
future relationship. Our survey finds higher ‘don’t know’ scores 
across key issues, such as when to hold a referendum, whether or 
not to rejoin and on attitudes to UK-EU trade deals . 

Many younger people felt negatively about the outcomes of Brexit. 
But many of those too young to vote in 2016 were less exposed to 
the high-profile debates and had not engaged with the arguments 
for or against cooperation, wanting to understand the nuances 
before taking a position. Disengagement and lack of interest in the 
issues is also apparent. Efforts across politics should look to better 
inform and engage this generation on the options available for 
their future.

The politics of a future relationship are now more 
challenging for right-of-centre parties than those on the 
left.

The assumptions of 2016 – that the left is divided by Brexit while 
the right has a united position – has been overturned in the last 
decade. 

With the question now ‘closer or not’ rather than ‘leave or remain’, 
there is a clear, shared consensus for pursuing closer EU relations 
among supporters of left-of-centre parties.  Our survey found 
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similar strength of majority support among Labour, Green and 
Liberal Democrat supporters for rejoining, single market access, 
customs unions and issues such as defence cooperation.

By contrast, right-of-centre parties face more challenges in uniting 
a coalition of voters with conflicting views, when looking to expand 
past their 2024 voter base. 

The core 2024 vote for the Conservative and Reform parties 
remains clearly in favour of the UK staying outside the EU. Yet 
their target voters – those saying they are likely to vote for these 
parties at the next general election – are more ‘on the fence’ 
about whether the UK should be part of the EU. Among those 
considering voting Conservative at the next election, only slightly 
more are in favour of staying out (46%) than rejoining (39%). Just 
over half of Reform considerers (51%) would stay out while three in 
ten (29%) would rejoin.

Segmenting public opinion on the future UK-EU 
relationship

While our research identifies two similarly sized blocs of people 
with fixed views about EU cooperation, this makes up only around 
four in ten of the public. Many people are more undecided, 
moveable in their views and often holding nuanced, even clashing 
priorities regarding UK sovereignty or stronger UK-EU ties.

To understand these groups better, and what may be needed to 
persuade them towards either closer ties or sustained separation 
from the EU, we developed an audience segmentation to assess 
their relative sizes, priorities and concerns. This divides the public 
into five groups:

i) ‘All in’ (22%)
- Comfortable with free movement.
- Favour bolder, faster action and a referendum soon.
- Left-of-centre and closely engaged on EU issues.

ii) ‘Contingent pro-Europeans’ (24%)
- Prioritise trade with the EU while hesitant on free movement.
- Less passionately pro-EU yet frustrated by Brexit outcomes.
- Support cooperation on defence, health and asylum.
- Politically plural, but opposed to Reform.

iii) ‘Pragmatic Sceptics’ (16%)
- Support closer trading ties but sceptical if this requires free 
movement.
- Seek controlled immigration but support a UK/EU youth deal and 
a ‘routes and returns’ asylum deal with France/the EU.
- Right-of-centre and largely unsupportive of the Labour 
government.
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iv) ‘Firmly Out’ (19%)
- Strongly opposed to warmer relations with Brussels based on 
concerns about sovereignty and border control.
- Do not support closer trade links or free movement.
- Right-of-centre but less politically active.

v) ‘Disengaged’ (19%)
- Consistently answer neutral or don’t know, due to low interest or 
awareness.
- Skews towards younger non-graduates.

Recommendations for Government

1. Make the UK-EU summit a success and agree a Youth 
Experience Scheme 
This year’s summit will set the tone for a reset of future relations 
and clarify the government’s ambitions. A Youth Experience Scheme 
is central to this, but the UK and EU must settle disagreements  
over numbers and higher education fees. Public support is broad, 
including among Eurosceptics, provided any scheme is genuinely 
inclusive by income,  and social class. The summit may also expose 
the limits of deeper economic cooperation while current ‘red lines’ 
remain.

2. Make visible progress on defence cooperation 
Cooperation on security, climate and asylum offers a practical way 
to demonstrate shared benefit, even where it happens via NATO 
or bilateral routes rather than the EU itself. Concerns about US 
reliability under Trump give defence cooperation broad, cross-party 
support through which the UK could explore stronger alliances, such 
as by joining the Security Action for Europe (SAFE) defence fund.

3. Expand the UK-France asylum pilot into an EU-wide 
scheme operating at sufficient scale to undermine the 
people-smugglers

On asylum, the UK-France returns deal should be pursued and the 
government should explore the potential to expand this EU-wide. A 
capped, returns-linked route commands majority public support and 
would work best with wider EU participation, including on data-
sharing. The current pilot with France will need to be expanded by 10 
or 20 times in its scale to effectively undermine the business model 
of people smuggling gangs.

Given high levels of public concern over Channel crossings compared 
with mobility, progress here could broaden support for UK-EU 
cooperation. 

It may prove challenging to bring reluctant EU member-states to the 
negotiating table on deeper asylum cooperation. However, building 
goodwill through parallel action on shared interests of defence and 
youth mobility may help open up further dialogue. 
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4. Maintain the red lines for this parliament — but prepare 
to dissolve them beyond that with a new mandate, while 
respecting the referendum result

The government has committed to its manifesto red lines 
(no customs union, single market or free movement) for this 
parliament. A future government could pursue closer ties with a 
new mandate, but the public would require a referendum before 
rejoining the EU.

5. Develop and broaden public engagement and 
understanding on the future UK-EU relationship 

UK public debate about Europe is currently dominated by 
polarised minorities. Wider public engagement, including a 
citizens’ assembly and a role for public service broadcasters, 
particularly the BBC, would help find common ground and improve 
public understanding of the real trade-offs.

6. The Labour Party should seek a broad base of support 
for its future position on UK-EU relations

Labour faces internal debate over how far and fast to go on Europe. 
Rather than chasing narrow majorities, it should build support 
among “Contingent pro-Europeans” and “Pragmatic Sceptics” 
by emphasising reciprocal benefits on trade and defence, and by 
framing closer ties around the UK’s global position and need for 
stable alliances. Cross-party coalitions, reaching beyond Labour’s 
own base, will be essential for durable public consent on any major 
change.

7. Be clear about the trade-offs of major changes to the 
relationship
 
The public are wary of the oversimplified and exaggerated 
narratives that marked the 2016 referendum. Government and 
advocates should be explicit about what membership, single market 
access or a customs union would actually require — including on 
budget contributions and migration — rather than overpromising. 
This would help build more stable, durable support.

8. Emphasise reciprocity when talking about free 
movement and mobility 

Views on mobility are mixed but open to change if the benefits 
are seen to be reciprocal.  The benefits to young British people are 
widely recognised by politicians and the public. There is also public 
support for expanding opportunities beyond the young, including 
where it can benefit skills and careers. 

It is important for politicians advocating free movement to 
acknowledge that its return would prioritise EU citizens over 
people from outside the EU. The public is evenly split on this issue.
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9.  Reassure the public about free movement by 
incorporating (permissible) safeguards on its impact 

There is greater public support for free movement if it comes 
with conditions to limit its perceived impacts. Some of these 
conditions the EU already permits — a work-within-three-months 
requirement, local registration, and limits on out-of-work benefits 
— none of which the UK applied while a member. A local impacts 
fund, or similar, could also be introduced where immigration is 
concentrated.

Challenges for rejoiners and for Brexit 
advocates

Committed pro-Europeans and Brexiteers both face a range of 
shared and distinct challenges in a debate that has moved on since 
2016, with a different electorate. Both will need to look forward 
and respond to the public hopes and anxieties of 2026 and beyond, 
rather than refighting the Brexit battles of a decade ago, in order to 
appeal beyond their existing base.

Rejoining now has a plurality of support, including majorities 
among Labour and centre-left voters, creating pressure for the 
Government to move faster. However, support is fragile, public 
interest is often low, and there is little political appetite for another 
referendum. Eurosceptics must move beyond the shrinking 
2016 Leave base. They will need to engage voters open to closer 
cooperation who do not support joining the EU, the single market 
or a customs union. A blanket rejection risks framing the choice as 
all-or-nothing.

Advice for Rejoiners

1. Pro-Europeans must win a new argument to join the 
EU, not rely on refighting the last referendum with a new 
electorate  

Campaigners should argue for “join”, not “rejoin”, since neither the 
2016 EU nor its relationship with the UK will be on offer again. 
Pro-Europeans should not be complacent about the generational 
shift in their favour – or believe it will inevitably continue. Younger, 
Brexit-sceptic voters are open to joining but poorly engaged; 
campaigns should be forward-looking and inclusive, not rooted in 
refighting the last referendum.

2. Appeal to the practical gains of closer UK-EU ties
Public appetite in the UK for closer ties with the EU is now 
pragmatic and issue-based (on health, trade and defence, for 
instance), rather than values- or identity-driven. Campaigns 
should centre on shared, practical gains from closer ties with 
the EU where there is pragmatic scope for new negotiations. 
Framing arguments around European values or identity has weaker 
resonance and risks reigniting polarisation.
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Advice for Brexit advocates

1. Offer a clear and pragmatic forward vision 
Rather than defending the status quo, Eurosceptics need a 
persuasive account of how the UK navigates a more hostile 
world from outside the EU. Blanket opposition and charges of 
‘betrayal’ are out of step with public pragmatism, including among 
Leave voters, on issues including defence, trade and asylum. New 
arguments must reach those open to cooperation but wary of free 
movement or constraints on trade deals.

2. Take the generation gap seriously

Support for Brexit skews older and advocates cannot rely on an 
appeal to  the 2016 base alone. Younger voters are less shaped by 
2016 but are often disengaged and uninformed. Fresh arguments 
for making Brexit work better are needed to keep this issue live for 
the next generation.
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Following the recent change in political leadership, the Burnham 
government faces an early test in translating its desire for a 
“deeper, more ambitious relationship”1 with Europe into a coherent 
diplomatic and political strategy. A decade after the referendum 
on the UK’s membership of the European Union, the question 
of Britain’s relationship with our European neighbours remains 
unresolved. Public opinion reflects this uncertainty, with ‘Leave’ 
and ‘Remain’ Brexit identities having faded over time.2 While there 
is widespread dissatisfaction with the current settlement, there is 
no consensus on the best path forward, with competing visions for 
the future of UK–EU relations. 

Several studies marking this year’s anniversary of the referendum 
vote have pointed to signs of growing regret among the public, in 
a difficult political and economic global context.3 There is some 
appetite to  re-explore the UK’s relationship with Europe  through 
closer alignment in some areas, but also through the prospect of a 
new formal relationship, including re-joining. 

At the same time, the salience of concerns on immigration has 
risen to levels not seen since 2015. Asylum seekers and small boats 
in particular have been at the centre of political, media and public 
debate.4 The campaign to leave the EU promised lower levels of 
immigration, yet numbers reached record levels in 2023 and 2024. 
Concerns about immigration have therefore continued to influence 
attitudes and debates about the future UK-EU relationship. 

British Future  conducted new research to understand the 
preferences of the British public today on when and how to 
cooperate with Europe. This report explores the distinctive 
role of attitudes to migration and mobility issues to better 
understand how these interact with broader choices about the 
future relationship. It looks in detail at the demographics of 
public attitudes on these issues, challenging some widely-held elite 
perceptions on where different groups stand on issues regarding 
Europe. This is expanded into new segmentation to help politicians 
and advocates understand the shifting  public ‘tribes’ to which they 
will need to appeal to secure broad support.

The report also identifies the areas of support for a future 
relationship that cross Leave/Remain fault lines, and those that 
risk provoking divisions. This will be of growing importance as the 
research also uncovers a reticence among much of the public to 
reignite the polarising arguments of the 2016 referendum.

1. Introduction
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Yet it remains clear that the question of Britain’s relationship 
with Europe remains unsettled and will feature with increasing 
prominence in our politics, as the government seeks ways to 
strengthen economic growth and political parties plan and prepare 
for the next general election. It is in this context that we hope 
this new analysis of public attitudes will help to inform politicians, 
commentators, advocates and others engaging on this important 
issue.

Research methods

Research for this report used mixed methods, combining a 
nationally representative survey with a series of focus groups and a 
roundtable discussion of policy experts.

Quantitative research

A nationally representative poll of 3,007 UK adults was carried out 
by Number Cruncher Politics from 2nd to 16th June 2026.

The poll results include demographic differences, including nation 
and region, ethnic group, education, socioeconomic group, as 
well as by 2016 EU referendum, 2024 election vote and current 
openness to voting for political parties at the next general election. 

Qualitative research

British Future undertook eight focus groups with 63 people 
between May and June 2026. 

The recruitment was designed to incorporate a proportionate 
mix of attitudes from 2016 Remain voters, Leave voters and 
participants who did not vote in the EU referendum or were 
too young to vote. Participants were also recruited to reflect a 
mix of attitudes based on gender, age, social class and views on 
immigration (using a screener survey question to identify those 
who feel positively towards immigration to the UK, those who 
are anxious and concerned about immigration, and sections of the 
public who see both pressures and gains from immigration).

Two focus groups also explored in more detail the views of young 
people who had not been old enough to vote in 2016. These 
groups examined participants’ levels of awareness on the UK-EU 
relationship, their preferences for the future and their attitudes 
towards whether or not another referendum would help or hinder 
UK politics. 
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Four locations were chosen for the focus group discussions to 
reflect a range of attitudes from communities with different 
attitudes on Brexit. Two groups were held in each location:
• Swansea, Wales.
• Ealing, London.
• Knowsley, Merseyside.
• Sittingbourne (and wider Swale postcodes), Kent.

Expert roundtable discussion

British Future then also convened a roundtable discussion with 16 
experts from academia, think tanks (across the left and right of 
politics) and public opinion researchers. The roundtable discussion 
sought to inform the research design of our attitudes data. It 
explored the potential policy cooperation which the UK and EU 
might pursue on themes of immigration and asylum, including the 
potential conditions or domestic policies that might reassure the 
public about any future changes to the relationship.  
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The UK has seen considerable upheaval since the referendum: 
the Covid 19 pandemic, cost of living crisis, international conflict 
and the re-emergence of fractious debates over our asylum and 
immigration systems.  As we mark, this year, the tenth anniversary 
of the decision to Leave, it is clear that the vote has yet to 
galvanise a shared view on our relationship with the continent, 
with a restless electorate now more open to reassessing our 
relationship with Europe. 

In many ways, however, the political debate of 2026 is distinct 
from that of 2016, not least because the UK-EU relationship is 
of much lower salience, cited as a top-of-mind issue by just 1% 
of respondents in the latest Ipsos Issues Index.5 With national 
parties beginning to discuss single market access, a customs union 
or potential plans to rejoin, our research sought to understand in 
detail the public’s current preferences and red lines for the UK’s 
ties with Brussels. 

We found that while cautious openness has extended beyond 
former Remainers to those now entering the electorate and some 
disgruntled Leave voters, advocates of closer links may need to do 
more to solidify this support into consent for major changes in the 
relationship. This includes increasing awareness and understanding 
on an issue unfamiliar to new voters, and on which many in the 
public feel uninformed and undecided. They must also learn the 
lessons of the referendum to avoid offering a simplified choice 
of prosperity versus sovereignty, to engage  concerns that most 
people hold about the trade-offs between the rewards of closer 
cooperation and risks of ceding national powers.

Brexit frustrations have grown among Leavers

Ten years on from the EU referendum, it is now just a third (32%) 
of the public that feels the UK made the right decision in 2016, 
with weakening certainty among Leave voters. The proportion 
who feel the UK was wrong to leave is 50% – a similar proportion 
to those that voted Remain in the referendum – while one in five 
(19%) now answer ‘don’t know’.

2. Preferences for a future relationship

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2026-05/May Issues Index tables.pdf
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Figure 2.1: Do people today think we made the right decision to leave the EU? By 2024 vote

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.

This echoes other recent studies which have found mounting regret 
at the choice to leave. In focus groups, we heard frequently from 
former Brexit voters who felt disappointed by a perceived lack of 
change and spoke of having been ‘mis-sold’ a different future. Some 
had voted Leave to ‘kick the government’ but now regretted many 
of the outcomes.

“I’ll be open and honest, that when I voted, I did seriously consider 
voting to leave more as a vote to kind of show a signal […] I wanted 
to show a signal that we actually do want to keep some sovereignty, 
and we do want to take back some controls in order to protect public 
services. A lot of people that I know didn’t dream that we’d actually 
come out of the European Union, so it was a little bit of a shock. But 
my actual opinion of the European Union and our relationship with 
them has changed massively since then. […] The only thing that I’ve 
seen that has changed are the visible things, the things that actually 
are worse, higher prices, longer queues, still having to take certain 
dictats coming from Brussels.” 

– Man, Knowsley
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Three quarters (75%) of Leave voters stand by their original choice, 
while one in seven (14%) now see Brexit as the ‘wrong’ decision 
and one in nine (11%) have shifted to ‘don’t know’. By comparison, 
a stronger majority (86%) of 2016 Remain voters feel the decision 
was wrong, with one in ten (9%) shifting to Leave and a fringe (5%) 
now on the fence.  

Views on the Brexit decision contrast sharply by party vote.  A 
strong majority of 2024 Reform voters continue to feel that Leave 
was the right choice (76% right vs 15% wrong; 9% don’t know). 
However, those who state that they are ‘fairly’ or ‘very likely’ to 
vote Reform in a future election – a broader coalition than at the 
last election – hold significantly more mixed views (56% right; 30% 
wrong; 14% don’t know). Reform UK leader Nigel Farage will need 
to consider carefully how to hold together this base if he wishes to 
challenge Labour at the next election.

A slimmer majority of 2024 Conservative voters feel Brexit was 
the right choice with one in three expressing scepticism (60% 
right; 32% wrong; 8% don’t know). This becomes a more divisive 
issue among those who say they are likely to vote Conservative in a 
future election (47% right; 41% wrong; 12% don’t know). 

Meanwhile there is stronger anti-Brexit sentiment among voters for 
left-of-centre parties. For 2024 Labour voters, less than one in four 
(23%) believe Leave was the right choice while two thirds (66%) 
feel it was the wrong call and one in nine (12%) are unsure. Similar 
patterns can be seen for Greens and Liberal Democrats, and for 
those considering these parties in a future election. 

In part, these patterns also reflect cleavages by age and shifting 
cohorts of voters. Previous studies have also shown how a 
substantial portion of Leave voters have died since the 2016 
Referendum. While our study did not survey 16- and 17-year-olds 
now able to vote, a majority of 18-24-year-old respondents (57%) 
also feel the decision was wrong and a much smaller proportion 
(12%) believe the decision was right compared to other generations. 

That said, a higher proportion – one in three young people – 
answered ‘don’t know’ (31%) compared to 25% of 25-34s and 11% of 
over-65s. While other research has previously found young people 
to be more passionately pro-Remain, our focus groups indicated 
that many of those too young to vote in 2016 felt they had not 
seen enough information to form their views on the topic, with 
many having been less exposed to debates at the time. Some had 
learned about Brexit and Britain’s shifting relationship with the EU 
through school or discussions in childhood with family, but while 
largely tilting towards a preference for closer ties, we regularly 
heard how young voters were open minded in their views about the 
future relationship, wanting to see more information to understand 
the pros and cons before taking a position.
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“In terms of discussing it with family and friends, I don’t think it’s 
ever been a point of discussion, really. I think I was 16 when the 
referendum was kind of happening, and so I had other things on my 
mind, like A-levels and whatnot. It’s only now when I’ve been kind of 
at a working age and thinking about my career in the future, we’ve 
had discussions about what could have been if we had stayed in in the 
EU, versus what the case is now.”

 – Man, Ealing

Figure 2.2: Do people think Brexit has been a success or a failure? By likely 
vote at next election

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.

Our survey finds that a majority (57%) of the public see Brexit as 
having been ‘more of a failure than a success’ while one in five (21%) 
feel it has been ‘more of a success than a failure’. Some 22% answer 
‘don’t know’. A majority of all under-65 age groups and half (50%) 
of over-65s perceive Brexit as more of a failure; as do majorities 
of people in each UK region. Discontent is also clear across party 
lines. Among those likely to vote Reform at the next election, a 
plurality (44%) believe Brexit has been more of a failure while 36% 
say more of a success (20% answer ‘don’t know’). Similar results can 
be seen for those likely to vote Conservative, while fewer than one 
in five supporters of left-of-centre parties see Brexit as more of a 
success than a failure. 
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A smaller but substantial portion of 43% also cite Labour and the 
European Union as having contributed to the failure of Brexit and 
this was raised in focus groups among those preferring a future 
outside the EU. Frustrated Leave voters who preferred to stay out 
of the EU questioned whether political parties and their leadership 
had wholeheartedly sought a successful post-Brexit Britain, with 
some questioning whether those in politics who had favoured 
Remain had shown a lacklustre commitment to see Britain reshape 
its global relationships. Some also aired a perception that the EU 
had imposed disadvantageous terms to ‘punish’ the UK for Brexit.

Among those who view Brexit as more of a failure than a 
success, our survey finds that some three quarters (73%) hold the 
Conservatives and Boris Johnson (74%) responsible, while six in 
ten (61%) attribute responsibility to Nigel Farage, in a list of key 
political parties, institutions and leaders. A frequent criticism 
heard in focus groups is that leaders behind the Leave campaign 
had lacked a clear shared vision and ‘roadmap’ for what would 
follow Brexit, while some felt misled by bold promises of change to 
services, immigration and UK democratic powers.

“I sort of got convinced by people like Nigel Farage and Boris 
Johnson to leave, and most of my friends probably voted to leave 
as well. But I think on that reflection, it was 2016 so a long time 
ago, a lot has changed in the world since then. I do think we need 
to go back. I think the country definitely needs stronger bonds with 
Europe for trade, and I think we do need to align with Europe as 
well, in the event of a third world war.” 

– Man, Swale, Kent

“It’s up to our politicians [to make Brexit work]. Certainly 
Welsh farmers are struggling, but it’s up to our politicians to 
take care of our people in the right way. If we had Brexited 
properly and taken advantage of the things that we could do, 
then our politicians – if they hadn’t been trying to stymie the 
whole thing – could have implemented lots of trade deals and 
everything quite early on. They didn’t do it because they didn’t 
want Brexit.” 

– Woman, Swansea
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The shape of public support for closer UK-EU ties

Looking to the future relationship, there is majority public support 
to pursue closer UK-EU ties, with particular interest in cooperation 
on trade and defence in an uncertain geopolitical climate.

When asked which of the UK’s international relationships they 
rank top for creating peace, stability and prosperity, our survey 
finds that slightly over half (52%) place the EU first, while 28% 
prioritise the USA and one in five (20%) select the relationship 
between the UK and countries in the Commonwealth, such as 
Australia and South Africa.

Figure 2.3: Which diplomatic relationship does the public think most important?

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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Compared to when British Future asked this same survey question 
in 2023, overall attitudes have remained static.6 Yet in focus 
groups, participants who prioritised the UK-EU relationship 
held stronger views than we encountered previously. Participants 
shared a sense of anxiety that the UK risked becoming isolated at 
a time of instability, lacking allies on the world stage amid growing 
risks from Russia, Donald Trump’s trade wars and concerns about 
global economic disruption. America, in particular, was felt to 
have become a less reliable ally amid ongoing news headlines about 
tariffs and the Iran War. 

“I am going to say we need to be closer, but that is a complete 
about turn from where I was 10 years ago and I think, as has been 
mentioned, we need a big brother now, because America seems to 
have gone rogue on us. And Europe is one of the largest, if not the 
largest, trading bloc.” 

– Man, Knowsley 

“With everything that’s going on, the insecurity, Donald is making 
decisions every day, you’ve got the Ukraine and Russia war, 
and now what’s going on with Dubai. I think that makes it so 
important that we are in conversations with the neighbouring 
countries right around us.” 

– Woman, Swansea 

As one might expect, Leave voters look more to the US than to 
Europe, with 40% selecting the US relationship relationship as 
most important, 32% choosing the EU and 28% choosing the 
Commonwealth. Meanwhile a clear majority of 2016 Remain voters 
(71%) pick the UK-EU relationship as most important.

By party preference, some two thirds of those likely to consider 
voting Green (66%), Liberal Democrat (66%) or Labour (63%) put 
the UK-EU relationship as most important. A plurality of likely 
Conservative voters (43%) also prioritise our ties with Europe, 
while one in three (34%) chose America and around a fifth (22%) 
the Commonwealth. Those considering Reform echo the 2016 
Leavers in preferencing trans-Atlantic ties (USA 41%; EU 35%; 
Commonwealth 25%). 
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Figure 2.4: Does the public think Britain should have a closer or more distant relationship 
with the EU on key issues?

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.

When asked across a range of issues whether the public would 
prefer closer cooperation with the EU, the status quo or a 
more distant relationship, we find that a majority support more 
alignment on issues of trade (62%), defence (57%), international 
health (56%) and agriculture (54%). 

On trade, even a majority of those likely to consider voting Reform 
at the next election showed appetite for closer cooperation (56%). 
This may pose difficulties for the party, in seeking to grow their 
voting coalition from a 15% party to one capable of winning a 
general election, should they have to appeal beyond voters with 
strong views on Brexit to those with balanced or softer views on 
the EU relationship. It should be noted that this question did not 
unpack the trade-offs of achieving closer economic ties, as others 
did in the survey and focus groups, but it does indicate the breadth 
of interest to explore this agenda.

Similarly a majority of likely Conservative voters (62%) want 
improved trade links, as do seven in ten or more of those likely to 
vote Labour, Lib Dem or Green. Just one in five (20%) favoured the 
status quo and only a fringe (8%) wanted more divergence from the 
EU. 
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In focus groups, public awareness of recent updated agreements 
with the EU was low and appetite to continue with efforts to 
reduce trading frictions was cited by Leave and Remain voters, as 
well as younger participants who had not been able to vote.7

“I work in a company, a clothing company, and we import a lot 
of things from abroad, and it’s really affected us financially. I just 
think there’s smaller businesses already trying to survive here, that 
try really hard to afford all the licencing and to be able to sell in 
different countries, and then that’s been stripped of them really when 
we left and became independent.”

 – Woman, Swansea

Majorities of people likely to vote Reform (53%), Conservative 
(61%), Labour (66%), Liberal Democrat (67%) and Green (68%) 
were keen to see further cooperation on defence, with headlines 
about Russian aggression and the Iran war in the headlines at the 
time of fieldwork. One in five (21%) overall favoured the status quo 
on defence while 9% wanted to see less cooperation with the EU.

Around half the public  favour closer work with the EU on 
environmental and climate policy (50%), education policy such as 
school trips and exchanges (49%), human rights (49%) and labour 
policy such as employment rights (46%). 

While our question did not specify membership of the ECHR, 
the public overall appears more in favour of alignment with the 
EU on human rights issues (49%) than pursuing a more distant 
relationship (18%), while 23% would keep the status quo. As we 
discuss in chapters 3 and 4, we found sharply divided opinions on 
the current rules of the EHRC and Britain’s future stance within 
it, amid hotly contested conversations on asylum policy. However, 
those considering a vote for Reform at the next election were split 
on human rights collaboration (37% closer cooperation, 23% status 
quo; 35% more distant) as were those considering Conservative 
(41%/27%/28%).

“A lot of employment laws and a lot of gender equality laws are 
contained in the ECHR, and I feel like going down the route of 
looking to come away from that has sort of widespread ramifications 
for workers’ rights, maternal rights, etc. […] If any politician were to 
promise that if they get in, they’re going to get us out of that without 
a form of referendum or anything like that, I would be scared 
personally.” 

– Man, Swansea
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In contrast, the public is marginally more likely to favour a more 
distant relationship with Europe on asylum policy (36% more 
distant; 19% status quo; 33% closer cooperation), as we explore 
further in chapter 4. While more are willing to support cooperation 
for migration to study and work, consent here is also lower than in 
other policy areas. 

Going beyond Labour’s ‘red lines’ on Europe

In total, just over half (56%) of the public would opt for a 
new relationship with Europe that goes beyond the current 
government’s red lines. These include not pursuing a customs 
union or return to the single market, or freedom of movement in 
this Parliamentary term.8 A further one in ten (10%) would opt 
for a closer relationship that did not cross these red lines, while 
one in six (16%) would either keep the status quo or prefer more 
divergence from the EU. 

Figure 2.5: What kind of UK-EU relationship would the public support? By likely vote at 
next election

(Note: respondents could choose more than one option so totals will not add to 100%)
Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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Our survey summarised the key information about different 
models for a future relationship, asking respondents to tick as 
many options as they would support. While 56% (in total) express 
openness towards greater EU alignment, there appear to be 
fragmented preferences on the best approach. Rejoining the EU 
as a full member was the most popular option, selected by one in 
three (35%). One in four (24%) ticked joining the single market 
(while accepting free movement); while one in six (15%) would seek 
a customs union. Hence there appears to be a hotchpotch coalition 
for closer ties, with not all who favour closer relations wanting 
to rejoin, nor all rejoiners proving fully open to more partial 
reintegration with the EU.

This is partly due to low public awareness about the benefits and 
trade-offs of the different options beyond joining or staying out. 
In focus groups, researchers shared an overview of information 
about each category, yet participants often needed to ask several 
questions about the options of joining a customs union or the 
single market to begin making a decision, frequently sharing that 
these were new and unfamiliar terms to them.

That being said, when participants showed greater awareness or 
considered the trade-offs, rejoin emerged across each of our eight 
focus groups as the preferred option for offering clearer influence 
and benefits, with other options seen as more of a ‘halfway house’ 
by the public. Participants mostly favoured having voting rights 
over the rules, even if this entailed higher membership costs and 
freedom of movement.  Single market or customs union options 
were often viewed with scepticism as other member states could 
attempt to disadvantage UK trade and, without voting rights, the 
UK would be in a weak negotiating position. The minority who 
chose these options felt that a longer route to rejoin might achieve 
wider public consent but rarely saw this as their first choice.

“There’s definitely benefits in terms of trade, but I think you’re 
giving too much up in terms of political rights, and I think it’s 
always going to be on a knife edge as well. Because the EU could 
ask for more money, they could up their demands and say ‘we want 
5 billion more a year for access to the single market’ and it means 
you’re tied in, and you don’t have any voting rights.” 

– Man, Ealing, on entering the single  
market but without full member status
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A slower, staggered route towards EU membership has been 
discussed within national politics, with the Liberal Democrats now 
arguing for a customs union and single market access. However, 
the survey data suggests this may provide limited additional gains 
in reaching a broader public audience compared to advocating for 
rejoin. Roughly similar proportions of 2016 Leave voters would now 
opt for a customs union (13%) as would support joining the single 
market (15%) or rejoining fully (11%). Indeed, there is stronger 
support among those likely to vote Reform in the next election for 
rejoining (19%) or entering the single market (22%) than joining a 
customs union to avoid free movement (14%). The same is true for 
likely Conservative voters, one in four of whom would rejoin (26%) 
or enter the single market (24%) compared to one in six (16%) that 
support a customs union.

“I think we need to really either be in or out. I think we need that 
clarity. Everything else is just a hybrid position. It’s going to confuse 
people. I don’t think everyone’s going to fully understand what the 
benefits or the negatives would be, so I think it would be better to 
progress any arguments if people did want to, to go fully back into the 
European Union. And I appreciate that that’s going to have some, you 
know, old arguments that are going to be brought back again, but I 
think now with some updated information and what we’ve seen, it’d 
be easy for people to make a more reasoned decision.” 

– Man, Knowsley
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Support for rejoining the EU

Public opinion polling in recent months has tended to show a 
growing majority in favour of rejoining the EU as a full member, 
albeit through a range of question framing designs, some of which 
have been more leading. Our survey sought to use question designs 
that unpacked the pros and cons of membership and the variety of 
models available for a future relationship, as well as offering choices 
of ‘don’t know’ and ‘would not vote’.

When asked how they would vote if a new referendum were 
to be called on rejoining or staying out, we see a sizeable but 
slimmer group of just under half that would choose rejoin (46%), 
while three in ten (29%) would stay out. One in six (16%) remain 
undecided (answering ‘don’t know’) while one in ten (9%) would not 
vote. Excluding those who would not vote, this would equate to just 
under 51% voting ‘rejoin’, 32% voting ‘stay out’ and 18% remaining 
undecided and moveable. 

The large swing across various polls based on differently phrased 
questions, along with high percentage scores for ‘don’t know’, 
would again suggest that the coalition of support for rejoining 
remains narrow, while support from wider sections of the public is 
tentative and fluid.
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Figure 2.6: Public support for rejoining or staying out of the EU, by likely vote at next 
election

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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There is considerable similarity in views across those considering 
left-of-centre parties of whom two thirds likely to vote Green 
(67%), Labour (64%) or Lib Dem (64%) would rejoin, while only 
one in six considering these parties would stay out and one in seven 
are unsure. 

By comparison preferences among right-of-centre voters are mixed. 
The core vote of 2024 Reform and Conservative voters remains 
in favour of the UK staying outside the EU (Reform: 73% stay 
out/15% rejoin; Conservatives: 59% stay out/30% rejoin). However, 
when looking at those who are ‘fairly’ and ‘very’ likely to vote for 
these parties, it is clear both will need to court sections of the 
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public more open to the idea of rejoining the EU. Among those 
considering voting Conservative at the next election, only slightly 
more are in favour of staying out (46%) than rejoining (39%) with 
12% unsure. Just over half of Reform considerers (51%) would stay 
out while three in ten (29%) would rejoin and one 16% are unsure.

It is notable that by age, views remain divided by generation but 
less so than in 2016. Though over-65s are more likely to choose 
to keep the UK separate from the EU, it is now less than half 
who feel this way (48% stay out / 36% rejoin / 12% don’t know), 
while a much lower proportion of 25-34s would vote against EU 
membership (20% stay out/52% rejoin/  17% don’t know). New, 
younger voters aged 18-24 skew towards rejoin but as noted contain 
a higher proportion who are unsure (43% rejoin /17% say out / 24% 
don’t know). 

This age split was apparent in our focus groups. We held two 
specifically with people too young to vote in 2016, where it 
appeared that rejoin-leaning peer groups had created a strong 
echo-chamber perception that a new referendum would see 
overwhelming support for EU membership. In our mixed-age 
groups, older generations were more likely to have a view from 
their own social networks that the public remained split on the 
issue. 

There are also stark differences by education. A larger majority 
support rejoin among graduates (58% rejoin/23% stay out/15% 
don’t know) while this is almost twenty percentage-points lower 
among those who did not go to university (39% rejoin / 32% stay 
out / 17% don’t know). These differences were also apparent in 
the focus groups. Other studies have found that the salience of 
Brexit divides have softened with time, but in some instances these 
reignited as participants in the focus groups gave contrasting views 
on the future relationship.9 On the one hand, participants with a 
university degree often held the strongest pro-Remain views and 
some with staunch beliefs crossed into caricaturing Leave voters 
as ‘stupid’ or gullible. Participants who had not gone to university 
were more mixed in their views on immigration and appeared more 
wary of closer ties where this would reduce controls. While this 
was cited for a variety of reasons, some tense conversations crossed 
into stereotypes of which immigrants were most or least likely to 
contribute to society.

While findings are fairly consistent across Britain, Scotland 
emerges as having the strongest pro-rejoin sentiment, with a 
majority in favour of EU membership (56% rejoin/22%stay out / 
14% don’t know). Preferences in Wales are in line with the mean 
GB scores (47% rejoin/ 30% stay out/ 1% don’t know). Within 
England, support for rejoin is highest in more urbanised regions 
of London (50%), the West Midlands (48%) and the North West 
(47%) and lowest in Yorkshire and the Humber (39%), the South 
West (42%) and the East of England (43%).
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Trade-offs and terms of rejoining

Our survey and focus groups find that public opinion on the 
UK-EU relationship is likely to shape and shift with the national 
debate. Where the issue has declined as a public priority in recent 
years, those with the strongest positions have retained their 
views while many more have paid little regard to debates and 
developments with Brussels. This latter group may start from a 
position of openness to stronger relations, but their views change 
when presented with new information.  

On trade deals, focus group participants generally favoured 
an arrangement that let the UK negotiate its own agreements 
independently. It was common for participants to wonder whether 
the UK would be able to pick and choose the areas in which it 
maintained sovereignty or integrated with the EU. As the trade-offs 
and conditions for membership became clearer, including the need 
to negotiate free trade arrangements with non-members as a bloc, 
people’s views on the future relationship softened and became 
more caveated.

“We don’t have to accept rules made in Brussels. We’ve got trade deals 
with all sorts of countries around the world. We can have trade deals 
with every individual country in the EU. You can argue that that 
takes longer to do, obviously, than negotiating with one entity, but if 
you have to accept rules from that one entity, is that really what we 
want to do? For me, it’s not worthwhile.” 

– Woman, Swansea

Meanwhile, asked specifically about contributions to the EU 
budget, opinion is also split. Some four in ten (43%) feel that “The 
UK should contribute to the EU budget where this means it can 
benefit from funding, e.g. for regional development” and a similar 
portion (40%) choose the current status quo that “The UK should 
not contribute to the EU budget but fund regional development 
and other forms of support from its own resources” (while 18% 
answer “don’t know”). 

This is true across regions such as the South West, Wales and 
North East that saw higher degrees of EU development funding. In 
focus groups, some participants felt that these areas had faced less 
investment after Brexit, while others were hesitant about how UK 
contributions to the EU would weigh on public finances.
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“I voted leave in 2016 on the basis we will leave the European Union 
more as a bureaucratic entity and a lawmaking entity. I didn’t vote 
Leave on the basis that we would leave the single market. And some 
things that we had with the European Union haven’t been replaced. 
I can’t remember the exact figure, but in terms of funding that comes 
into Wales, specifically the UK government’s alternative to that is 
short by a good couple of billion. A lot of stuff that we were getting, 
particularly poorer communities in Wales, from the European Union 
funds, is gone and we are worse off for it in that respect.” 

– Man, Swansea

“If I’m going to be contributing financially, obviously not as an 
individual but as a nation, I’d like to have a bit of a say in in how 
that money is being spent and the rules and regulations that we’re 
being subject to. [...] I wouldn’t want us to be paying more than 
other countries, I guess. By population head is one way of doing it, 
or to recognise that there are different European states at different 
stages of their economic and industrial development.” 

– Woman, Swale, Kent

A widespread concern expressed in the focus groups was also 
whether the UK could achieve a membership deal with the EU 
on similar terms to those it had before Brexit. Many worried 
that negotiations about rejoining might see the UK accept 
higher contributions or potentially the Euro. These concerns are 
legitimate, since it is likely that the terms of re-joining would, in 
reality, be different in a number of respects.

“The deal that was negotiated back in the 70s was a cracking deal 
for the UK, in terms of what we paid. We paid a lot less than a lot 
of other countries. We can probably become a full member again, but 
never on the advantageous monetary terms that we had last time. 
And I think that’s a crying shame, because if we do end up rejoining, 
we’re going to do it in a much more expensive way.” 

– Man, Knowsley
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Concerns about the impact of another 
referendum

A key issue that splits public opinion is whether and when to 
hold a future referendum to decide the UK’s relationship with 
the EU. While openness to closer cooperation with Brussels has 
broadened, this does not yet equate to broad support for a vote in 
the short term.

Figure 2.7: How soon does the public want another referendum on EU membership? By  
2016 referendum vote

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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Some one in three respondents to our survey (34%) would hold 
a referendum on EU membership ‘as soon as possible, within 5 
years’. Fieldwork took place shortly after widespread speculation 
about Keir Starmer’s resignation as UK Prime Minister, and media 
coverage on the potential for a future leader to explore a fast-
tracked route to rejoining the EU. Meanwhile another third of 
society looks to the medium or long term: one in six (15%) would 
hold a referendum ‘within 5-10 years’ and a similar proportion 
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(13%) prefer ‘not in the next ten years but maybe after that’. Only 
one in five would prefer ‘never’ to hold another EU referendum 
(21%) while 16% ‘don’t know’. 

Views were expectedly split among those who voted in the previous 
2016 referendum: with a strong majority of eight in ten Remain 
voters wanting a new vote either within five years (54%) or a 
longer time frame (29%) and just one in ten (9%) against a future 
referendum. Leave voters are almost the inverse, though less than 
half (47%) would never want a future referendum, while a quarter 
(27%) would accept one in the longer term and one in six (15%) 
support a vote in the next five years. 

This may pose a dilemma for parties on the political right in their 
attempts to appease a core voter base of 2016 Leave voters while 
appealing to a wider pool of the middle-ground electorate. Among 
Reform 2024 voters, just over half (53%) would never want another 
referendum while 20% would choose a new vote inside ten years. 
However, among those likely to consider voting Reform in a future 
election, the proportion shifts with those wanting a referendum 
inside the next decade (39%) slightly outweighing those who would 
never call one again (36%). The scales tip even further for the 
Conservatives, with 44% of those considering voting for the party 
open to a referendum in the next decade and just 32% choosing 
‘never’.

Nonetheless, there is also no easy consensus on which left-of-centre 
parties can build. Among those considering Labour, slightly less 
than half (45%) would opt for a new referendum inside five years, 
suggesting a limited mandate to move quickly on a new rejoin 
campaign. This grows to seven in ten when the 23% who would 
hold a vote inside ten years are included, while only a fringe of 
Labour supporters (10%) stand against ever holding a referendum. 
This may indicate more potential gains from discussing EU 
membership during the next Parliament, rather than floating this 
ahead of the 2029 election. 

Findings are similar for other parties on the left of centre. The 
Greens, who recently announced support for rejoining, may 
struggle to bring some supporters with them: only half of those 
considering the party (50%) support a referendum in the next five 
years (growing to 68% for a vote within a decade). Just under half 
(48%) of Liberal Democrat voters would opt for a new vote in five 
years, while 68% would hold a vote within a decade.   

Concerns about the risks of holding a new referendum were 
expressed by focus group participants, both those in favour of 
rejoining as well as those against. These were centred on potential 
divisions and overstated campaign claims by politicians and the 
media.  When asked whether a referendum would be necessary, 
there was broad agreement that a public vote on re-joining would 
be essential to establish a democratic mandate to rejoin the EU. 
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Very few participants believed it would be sufficient for parties to 
state their intention in their manifestos of election statements. 
Discussions on the need for a public vote focused on re-joining 
outright and joining the Single European Market. A closer 
relationship short of these was broadly supported. Some saw a 
customs union as an acceptable step to a closer relationship, and a 
test of how closer alignment might work for the UK. 

Many participants worried about the implications of having 
another referendum. They expressed strong concerns about the 
risk of reigniting the conflict and division experienced between 
supporters of Leave and Remain in the 2016 campaign . Some also 
feared the result would be too narrow to secure long-term support 
and cited worries about the UK destabilising with each change in 
government. 

“This was such a polarising issue. It broke up families, friends. My 
idealist side thinks we should have another referendum, but with 
all of the discourse, the social media activity, the hatred, the vitriol. 
It was such a polarising issue and I’m not sure how, but it would 
have to be handled with so much care. I think it would have to be 
a few years away. The only reason why I think we should have 
a referendum is so that the younger people, who this decision will 
affect, have more of a say.” 

– Woman, Ealing

While few retracted their original choices afterwards, there was a 
sense among most in the groups that UK society was not yet ready 
to relitigate the debate. We heard the point made that it would be 
the responsibility of a younger generation to reset relations. Others 
also said that misinformation could skew decision-making and 
expressed an interest in establishing better foundations to create 
robust, objective research that could inform their decision. 

“I do think there should be a referendum, but I think the issue is 
getting the right and the correct sort of narrative out there, and the 
correct information in the world of fake news and influencers […] 
because it can be influenced just in any way, shape, or form. [...] It 
would have to be backed up by independent research that can be 
verified and proved by companies that don’t have any political sort 
of sway.” 

– Man, Knowsley
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Younger people generally had not experienced the more embittered 
debates of 2016 and spoke of wanting to have a voice and say in 
the future. Yet it is notable that in the polling, just one in four 
18-24s (26%) would hold a referendum inside five years, the lowest 
score of any age group, while the proportion who answered ‘don’t 
know’ (23%) is double that of over-65s (12%). Their distance from 
the previous referendum suggests more work is needed to boost 
awareness of the UK-EU relationship within this group and to 
increase discussion about the relative merits or downsides of future 
options. 

This is not to say the public would wish to avoid re-considering 
the UK’s relationship with the EU. The research findings suggest 
that the public are hesitantly open-minded to a closer relationship, 
while often having not yet established clear, fixed views on their 
preferences. Many have limited understanding of the available 
options or necessary trade-offs that negotiations would involve . 
This is also combined with a lack of interest among many in the 
issue, regardless of its complexities.  

There is clearly potential for growing frustrations with Brexit 
and expanding support for closer EU ties to spark debate about 
reassessing cooperation with Brussels. But political, media and 
public debate on the issue will need to be clearer and better 
informed, clarifying the range of options, costs and benefits of 
staying out of the EU or getting closer. As we explore in the next 
chapter, efforts to advocate for a new relationship only on the basis 
of gains to growth, or for staying out solely to retain immigration 
controls, are unlikely to convincingly win over the public. 

© European Union, 202X, licensed under CC BY 4.0
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Immigration was a key issue in the 2016 EU referendum and one 
that strongly influenced the majority Leave vote. For some the 
influence was direct, a wish to bring free movement to an end 
and reduce what had been a substantial source of immigration. 
For others it was indirect, entailing assertion of control over 
policy and the UK’s borders rather than being bound by EU-wide 
agreements.10

Attitudes to immigration are in a constant state of change 
reflecting salience, political and media discourse and interaction 
with other pressures such as the cost of living. A year before the 
referendum two-thirds (66%) of the public wanted immigration 
reduced.11  The years following the referendum saw a marked 
shift in attitudes: by July 2022, some 42% of the public wanted 
immigration reduced, down by 24 percentage points.12 Our 
immigration tracker found two of the main reasons Brexit-
related: discussions since the leave vote about how much migrants 
contribute to the UK; and greater control over immigration since 
Brexit. 

Since 2022, attitudes have become more negative and are closer 
to those of 2015. For the whole of 2026 (to July), immigration has 
been the top issue in the Ipsos Issues Index, with forty-three per 
cent of Britons identifying immigration as a key concern in July 
2026.13

In this chapter we examine how attitudes to immigration and free 
movement are not fixed and how the public considers the pressures 
and gains. These offer scope for new UK-EU agreements involving 
mobility in some form and, depending on other trade-offs, the 
potential for the return of free movement between the UK and 
EU. 

Research participants views on immigration

Respondents were asked to say on a scale of 0-10 whether 
migration has had a positive or negative impact on Britain. As 
figure 3.1 shows, using British Future’s segmentation, 32% were 
‘Migration Sceptics’ (scoring 0-2), 43% were ‘Balancers’ (scoring 
3-7) and 21% were ‘Migration Liberals’ (scoring 8-10). A further 4% 
said they didn’t know.  

3. Free movement: a key factor in a  
closer relationship
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Figure 3.1: Segmentation of the UK public by immigration attitudes

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.

When asked their preference for immigration levels, 17% said 
they would like them to be increased, 55% to be reduced and 
21% to remain about the same. Attitudes vary by factors such as 
gender, age, education, social class and political allegiance. Younger 
people, graduates and those in higher social class groups feel more 
positively about immigration. People who vote for political parties 
to the left of centre feel more positive than those who support the 
Conservatives and Reform UK.

Figure 3.2: Would the public increase or reduce immigration numbers?

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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These general attitudes to immigration informed the views of focus 
group participants, particularly towards free movement. Many 
expressed ‘balancer’ views on immigration, recognising its benefits 
to the UK generally and particularly for the economy and people 
wishing to gain experience abroad. 

At the same time participants often talked of pressures on services, 
in particular health and housing. This led some to conclude that 
free movement would result in unacceptable pressures; others felt 
it would be beneficial if these pressures could be ameliorated. This 
might include, for example, restrictions or requirements for new 
arrivals.

Survey respondents with friends or family born in another EU 
country (19% of the total) were more likely to have balanced or 
liberal views on immigration than others. They were more likely 
to have voted Remain and to say they would do so in the event of 
another referendum. People who have worked with people from 
another EU country (18% of the total) were also more likely to have 
liberal immigration views and to favour rejoining. 

Focus group participants who were from EU countries themselves 
or had family living in other member states were more likely to 
see the benefits of migration and of free movement between the 
UK and the EU. While it was expressed more strongly by people 
with family connections in EU member states, other focus group 
participants also said that holiday travel within Europe had become 
harder since Brexit, with longer queues and more checks. 
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A closer relationship for migration for work

Survey questions about migration for work and freedom 
of movement showed varying levels of support for a closer 
relationship involving work migration and for free movement. 
We asked three related questions: first to gauge support for a 
closer relationship for work generally, which might include, for 
example, cheaper visas and improved business mobility; second 
about whether priority should be given to EU citizens over non-
EU citizens for migration for work; and third whether it should be 
easier for UK citizens to work in an EU country and vice-versa. We 
also asked specifically about free movement, as explained later.

When asked if they would like a closer relationship between the 
UK and the EU for migration for work, opinions were divided. 
Almost four in ten (39%) said they would like this to be closer. 
However, around a quarter said they would like the relationship 
to be more distant (26%) and a further 23% said it should stay 
about the same (1 in 8 said they didn’t know). Therefore, across the 
general population, almost half expressed a desire for little or no 
change. This varied considerably by sub-group: a closer relationship 
for work was more strongly supported by younger people, graduates 
and Remain supporters than others. 

Survey respondents were asked whether it should be easier than 
currently for UK citizens to work in another European country 
and for EU citizens to have reciprocal rights to work in the UK. 
This gained support overall, supported by 53% and opposed by 
only 12% (26% neither agreed nor disagreed). However, there were 
significant differences by politics and migration attitudes, along 
left/right lines.

Figure 3.3 shows responses by political support, that is the party 
that people would consider voting for at the next election. There is 
marked divergence, with majorities of prospective Labour, Green 
and Liberal Democrat supporters in favour of a closer relationship 
for work, while only just over a third of Conservatives and a quarter 
of Reform UK voters would do so. There is a similar pattern of 
support for giving priority to EU citizens.

The most interesting of the responses is to the question of whether 
it should be easier for UK citizens, or their children, to work in 
EU countries and for EU citizens to have the same access to work 
in the UK. A majority support this, including high proportions of 
Labour, Green and Liberal Democrat voters. There is also majority 
support from Conservatives and more than four in ten Reform 
UK supporters. This should not be interpreted as support for 
free movement, but it is an endorsement of easier access to work 
between the UK and the EU. 
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Figure 3.3: Public attitudes to UK-EU labour mobility by party support 
(likely vote at next election)

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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This divergence in opinion was mirrored in the focus groups, where 
participants expressed a range of views about a new relationship 
that enabled more labour mobility between the UK and EU. It was 
commonly felt that the UK would benefit in being able to attract 
people to fill skills and labour gaps. It was also felt that people from 
the UK would benefit from opportunities to work in European 
member states. Participants often mentioned opportunities for 
young people in this context, as we discuss later. At the same time, 
there were also concerns that levels of immigration to the UK have 
been too high, in the past if not now, and that a future relationship 
should involve some way of containing this. The possibility of 
‘brain drain’ from the UK to other European countries was also 
raised:

“I mean, free movement, there’s been people coming here, but also 
people leaving since we’ve left the EU, there’s been an exodus of 
young people to places like Australia that they think there are better 
living conditions, and I wonder if we run the risk of that happening 
if we do rejoin the EU.” 

– Man, Swansea
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Support for prioritising migration of EU 
citizens

As Figure 3.3 shows, people are divided on whether a closer 
relationship for work migration should give priority to citizens of 
the EU wishing to work here over those of other countries, with 
EU countries reciprocating. This would be the arrangement under a 
deal which included free movement. Very similar proportions are in 
favour (41%) and against (40%). Almost one in five (19%) say they 
don’t know. 

This divergence was expressed by focus group participants. Some 
participants said it would be unfair for the UK to give priority to 
EU citizens.  One participant said that in addition to concerns 
about criminal record checks:

“…The other thing that was wrong about the EU system, of course, 
was there with this blanket favouritism of EU citizens over, for 
instance, people from the Commonwealth.”

– Man, Swansea

It was also argued that giving priority to EU citizens would be 
better in practical terms and for the sake of achieving a better 
relationship with the EU:

“Maybe I don’t fully understand it, but I’m going to assume that 
it’s just easier for people in the EU to move in, and I guess people 
from other countries, maybe like America or something, it’s a bit 
harder for them to come, and I feel like that’s fine, because we’d have 
a stronger relationship with the EU, and I think I would maybe 
respect that more.”

– Woman, Swale, Kent

In general, priority to EU citizens was seen as preferable if it 
brought other benefits of membership. Outside of that context it 
raised concerns about fairness. At the same time, the reciprocal 
aspect was recognised and seen as a benefit for some, as discussed 
elsewhere. 
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Free movement as part of a new deal with 
the EU

As discussed elsewhere in this report, just over a third (35%) of 
survey respondents said they support rejoining the EU as a full 
member, just under a quarter (24%) would support joining the 
Single European Market, 15% support joining a customs union and 
a further 15% would support some other, unspecified, kind of deal. 

Being in the Single European Market would involve accepting 
freedom of movement for working, studying and living . We asked 
respondents for their views on the requirement to accept free 
movement as part of joining the Single Market. 

As figure 3.4 shows, just under half of respondents (48%) would 
accept free movement as part of joining the Single European 
Market. This comprises just over a quarter (26%) who would 
support free movement and 22% who said they were unsure about 
freedom of movement but would accept this to be part of the 
Single Market. However, just under a third (30%) said they would 
prefer to stay outside the Single Market rather than accept free 
movement (18%) or that they were against both being in the Single 
Market and free movement (12%). At more than 1 in 5 (22%), the 
high rate of ‘don’t know’ responses to this question suggests a fair 
degree of public uncertainty over what joining the Single European 
Market would entail. 

Figure 3.4: Attitudes to single market membership and freedom of 
movement

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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As with other questions on immigration, there are clear differences 
by Remain/rejoin support, higher education and migration 
attitudes. Figure 3.5 shows differences on this issue by political 
support, measured by intention to vote at the next general election. 
While most of the findings by party support are unsurprising, it is 
striking that a narrow plurality of prospective Conservative voters 
support single market access with free movement, and indeed that 
four in ten likely Reform UK voters feel the same.

Figure 3.5: Attitudes to single market membership and freedom of 
movement, by party support 

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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“Of course, with free movement, there are positives and negatives 
of both, with positives being more people would be coming to 
study and work, and of course, that is good for the economy, but 
on the other hand, sometimes we don’t know who’s coming in, and 
some people do not impact positively on our economy…. I think 
we’d really have to put it in place and see how we, as the United 
Kingdom, get on with it.”

– Woman, Swansea

One concern was pressure on services such as health and housing, 
as mentioned earlier, or more generally on population growth. 

Participants who more positively supported free movement saw 
it as a necessary step to rectify some of the damage incurred by 
leaving the EU. They saw it as good for the UK  and for people who 
want to work or study abroad: 

“I think it’s a positive for the country, so I would want free 
movement for everyone, and the simpler the better, really… I have an 
Irish passport, so it was very easy for me, compared to all my friends. 
I can only imagine how hard it is at the moment to sort yourself 
out to work here, and I think it would be better to just be a simpler 
process.”

– Woman, Ealing

Some focus group participants felt that free movement would have 
a positive impact by helping address skill and labour shortages. 
Other focus group participants said that, while they supported 
a closer relationship in some policy areas, they were opposed to 
free movement. For some this was because of the perceived loss 
of control over immigration. Others expressed it as a sovereignty 
issue. 

“I think migration for work…is important because obviously we 
need certain skilled people to come to this country… but I don’t want 
to rejoin the EU and have a free for all where anybody who’s in the 
EU can come and live in this country.”

– Woman, Swansea
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Some focus group participants argued that an increase in 
immigration resulting from free movement would create more 
competition for jobs in which UK applicants could lose out. 
A points-based system was preferred by these focus group 
participants. 

Other participants who said they would accept free movement 
also argued for restrictions which would not be possible since they 
would be restrictive. These included closer checks on new arrivals, 
or controls such as visas to limit risks of competition for jobs. This 
was described by some as a halfway house to free movement. They 
were often suggested by people who could see the benefits and the 
downsides of free movement and could not make up their minds:

“I agree that there should be more freedom of movement within the 
EU... I don’t believe in total freedom… I do believe there should be 
some sort of checks and some sort of monitoring, but still freedom to 
move as well, and work and study abroad. So, so, yeah, I’m a bit on 
the fence again there.” 

– Woman, Swale, Kent

“We should try and reduce those barriers as much as possible in terms 
of allowing people [labour mobility] so I wouldn’t like to go back to 
the model where it’s like completely free movement, but I’d also sort 
of like those barriers sort of to be removed in terms of what they are 
now.” 

– Man, Ealing

These findings indicate the need for clarity over terms such as free 
movement that politicians and advocates for free movement often 
assume are widely understood.  

Immigration in exchange for trade

As discussed above, focus group participants who supported 
free movement often saw it as a trade-off for economic benefits, 
including trade. The survey included two questions specifically on 
trade-offs between free movement and trade or other economic 
benefits from a future relationship with the EU. 
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The first of these asked whether respondents would accept more 
immigration from EU citizens if it meant that the UK benefited 
from greater trade with Europe. Almost half of respondents (49%) 
agreed with this statement. However, there is a clear division by 
future referendum vote: 71% of those who said they would vote to 
rejoin agreed with the statement, while only 31% of prospective 
Leave/stay out voters said they would. At the same time, more than 
four in ten (43%) of those who said they would like immigration 
reduced agreed with this trade off.

The second question asked whether respondents would prefer 
to keep current immigration controls, even if that had economic 
disadvantages in the UK’s future relationship with the EU. One 
third of respondents (34%) agreed with this statement: only a 
quarter (26%) of those who said they would vote to rejoin agreed 
with it, while 57% of those who would vote to stay out did so. 

The pattern of responses to these two questions reflects common 
divisions by left/right politics, age and higher education. 

Figure 3.6 shows differing responses by political allegiance (voting 
intention at the next election). Two-thirds of Labour, Liberal 
Democrat and Green voters would accept more immigration in 
exchange for trade benefits, compared to 49% of Conservatives 
and 38% of Reform UK supporters.  Support for keeping post-
Brexit immigration controls despite economic disadvantages has 
more support from Conservatives and Reform UK supporters, 
though only from around half of them.

Figure 3.6: How the public views trade and immigration trade-offs, by 
party support (likely vote at next election)

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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Managing free movement

As explained above, a common theme of focus group discussions 
was the need to manage the pressures and gains of immigration as 
part of a new relationship with the EU. Common concerns about 
free movement were pressures on services such as health and 
housing resulting from population increases. 

Under freedom of movement, the terms of immigration to the UK 
would be unlikely to allow much flexibility from those of other 
member states. However, the UK could include a small number of 
requirements on EU citizens exercising this right. These include, 
for example, requirements to find work within three months, be 
self-supporting and register their presence in the UK.14  The survey 
therefore asked four questions about such requirements, shown in 
Figure 3.7.  

Almost half of the public (47%) would support the option of having 
no restrictions, while 22% disagree, and another 22% neither 
support nor oppose. Having no restrictions is more strongly 
supported by people in favour of rejoining, from higher social class 
groups, graduates and with left political views. 

The options involving restrictions have broader support. Requiring 
people to find work within three months and register with the local 
council is supported by a majority (52%) but more by graduates, 
those on the left and in favour of rejoining. 

The third option, to put in place restrictions on out of work 
benefits, has wide support: 55% of people would support this 
measure and only 11% oppose it. Both those who support rejoining 
and staying out, and across political allegiance, support this policy. 
It finds favour with most Migration Liberals (54%), Balancers (54%) 
and Migration Sceptics (59%). 

Local impacts fund to support
integration

The UK putting in place conditions
that restrict access to out of work

benefits for people who arrive
from the EU

People from the EU being allowed
to work in the UK, if they find

work within 3 months and register
with the local council

People being allowed to move
freely between the UK and EU for

work without restrictions
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24%
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Figure 3.7: Public support for restrictions on freedom of movement

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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A common theme in the focus groups was for free movement to be 
better managed under a new relationship than it was in the past. 
Suggestions included screening of new arrivals, particularly for 
criminal records. Another suggestion was that efforts should be 
made to ensure that migrants settle in different parts of the UK:

“I would like free movement. I don’t think there were any 
problems that I can think of last time when we did have free 
movement. A minor concern is where in the country that people 
are going to go, because I think there are huge shortages in some 
areas, but are the people who come in necessarily wanting to go 
to these areas?”

– Woman, Knowsley

Restricting EU migration to particular parts of the UK would 
clearly not be possible, but regions and localities could encourage 
EU citizens to live and work in their areas. This approach was 
taken by the Scottish government in the 2000s.15

There was some support for restricting access to benefits for new 
arrivals, reflecting the survey findings. However, there was limited 
enthusiasm for this, partly because of a view that the benefits 
system needs reform more widely. Some participants proposed 
more limited restrictions than no access, for example a qualifying 
period (as existed prior to Brexit). This was to ensure that new 
arrivals come with the intention of working rather to claim 
benefits. It was supported by people in favour of free movement as 
well as those opposed or on the fence:  

“I’m all for free movement, because I think people, you know, 
should, should be able to live and work where they want to, 
but equally… I’d say, right, anyone that comes in, they don’t get 
access to the full benefit system, but you come into work and you 
lose your job, you’ve got x amount of time to, you know, and you 
get a bit of benefit.”

– Man, Knowsley

“I think freedom of movement would be fantastic. I think it 
does need some checks and balances, just for those who were to 
resettle here. I would add also housing to that as well.” 

– Man, Knowsley
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Another suggestion from the group discussions was that there 
should be no right to unemployment benefits, but a temporary 
hardship fund made available to people who take employment as 
part of free movement and then lose their job. 

Our final survey question on free movement was whether the 
UK government should provide an ‘additional local impacts fund’ 
to support integration and services in areas with high levels of 
immigration. As shown in figure 3.7, just over a third of respondents 
(35%) supported this suggestion, while around a quarter (26%) 
opposed it, and a similar proportion said they neither supported 
nor opposed the suggestion. The proposal is more strongly 
supported by graduates, those who support rejoining and those who 
vote for parties on the left. 

Views of young people on a closer 
relationship for work and free movement

Young people aged 18-24 who were not old enough to vote in the 
referendum responded to many of the survey questions in different 
ways to older age groups. More in this age group believe it was 
wrong for the UK to leave the EU (57% vs 49%), but they are much 
more likely than others to say they don’t know (31% vs 19%). A 
similar level of uncertainty is evident from questions on options 
for a future relationship: when asked their preference for re-joining 
as a full member, or for other options, 21% say they don’t know, 
compared to 15% of respondents overall. Nearly a quarter (23% 
vs 16%) say they don’t know whether there should be a second 
referendum or not; if one was held, almost 4 in 10 (39%) say they 
either do not know or would not vote. This compares to 25% of 
respondents of all ages. 

As recorded by many other surveys on immigration, ours found 
that young people aged 18-24 have more positive attitudes to 
immigration than other age groups and are less likely to favour 
reductions in immigration numbers. This does not necessarily mean 
they are more in favour of EU migration or free movement; their 
survey responses indicate a lack of opinion or understanding of the 
issues rather than opposition.

On the question of whether it should be easier to work in another 
EU country, 18–24-year-olds are less likely to agree than other age 
groups (46% vs 53%), and more likely to neither agree nor disagree. 
On whether post-Brexit controls should be kept, more than 1 in 5 
(22%) say they didn’t know, compared to 14% of all respondents. 
This age group are also more likely than other age groups to say 
they didn’t know whether they would accept free movement if it 
meant less trade (as well as being less likely to agree). 

As discussed earlier in the chapter, the survey asked a range of 
questions about possible measures to manage free movement, 
including requiring new arrivals to register and for restrictions on 
benefits. 
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There were also higher levels of ‘don’t know’ responses to these 
questions, almost twice as high as among respondents overall. As 
with other questions on specific options and measures, this is likely 
to reflect lack of understanding or interest in the issues. These will 
have been more familiar to older respondents given they were a 
focus of negotiations before the referendum.

It might be assumed that young people aged 18-24 would be more 
strongly in favour than others of the types of mobility that they, 
or their younger siblings, could benefit from. However, the survey 
finds this not to be the case. On the question of whether there 
should be a closer UK-EU relationship for school trips, 18–24-year-
olds are not more likely to agree than others (46% vs 49%), and 
somewhat more likely to say they don’t know (16% vs 11%). They 
are also no more likely than other age groups, other than the 
over-65s, to say they are in favour of a closer UK-EU relationship 
for study. On the question of youth mobility, explored in the next 
section of the report, 18–24-year-olds are less likely to support this 
measure (45% compared to 57% of all respondents). 

Opportunities for young people, including 
Erasmus+ and the Youth Experience Scheme

Some 41% of survey respondents said they thought that the UK 
should have a closer relationship with the EU for study; 23% said 
it should stay about the same while 23% said it should be more 
distant. With the exception of the over 65s, support for a closer 
relationship for study is similar across age groups. It is, however, 
much stronger among supporters of left-of-centre parties and 
graduates. 

When asked whether they would like a closer relationship on 
education such as school trips and exchanges, almost half of survey 
respondents (49%) said they would. Only 10% said they would not 
and 30% said they would keep it about the same (11% said they 
didn’t know). Support was similar across age groups but much 
stronger among those who said they would vote remain in any 
future referendum and among migration liberals. 

Separately, we asked respondents whether they would support 
a youth mobility programme where young people from the UK 
aged 18-30 could live, work and study in another EU country, with 
reciprocal rights for counterparts from EU member states. This 
was designed to assess support for a youth experience scheme as 
currently under negotiation between the UK and the EU. As Figure 
3.8 shows, this has majority support among 57% of the public, with 
only 12% opposed (and 23% neither in favour nor against). It is 
supported across age groups but somewhat more by graduates and 
those in higher social class groups. 
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There are  differences by political allegiance (voting intention at 
next election). Around three-quarters of Labour, Green and Liberal 
Democrat voters support a youth mobility scheme; a majority of 
Conservatives would do so too, but only a minority of Reform UK 
voters. Opposition to a scheme, however, is insignificant among 
most voters, and only 15% of Conservatives and one in five Reform 
UK voters (21%) are opposed. 

We also asked respondents if they would support for a cap on 
numbers, but did not specify what this would be. Recent reporting 
suggests that the UK government has proposed a cap of 50,000 
places a year  for the Youth Experience Scheme currently under 
negotiation between the UK and EU. The EU proposes a larger cap 
or an emergency brake. Other key aspects of the scheme are also 
yet to be agreed.16

Almost half of our respondents (48%) expressed support for a 
cap in principle, with only 14% opposed and 26% on the fence. 
Support is stronger among older than younger people as well as 
among Conservative and Reform UK voters. This suggests some 
uncertainty about a cap, particularly among younger people. 
Further research is needed on public support for this and other 
aspects of the scheme. It is important that public attitudes are fully 
understood since it is an important step towards closer UK-EU 
relations.

Figure 3.8: Public support for a youth mobility scheme

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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Figure 3.9: Public support for a cap on numbers participating in a youth 
mobility scheme

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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Opportunities for young people were also discussed in the focus 
groups. Specific themes raised with participants were educational 
opportunities through the recently concluded Erasmus Plus 
programme and a youth experience scheme still being negotiated. 
To take a closer look at the views of young people, two focus 
groups comprised young people who were not of voting age in 
2016. A general theme of these two groups was that Brexit was not 
their decision, whether they thought it had been a good idea or 
not. It was also common for participants to say they had missed 
out on opportunities to study and work in other EU member 
states. However , these sentiments were not reflected in the survey 
findings, as described earlier.

An interest in opportunities for young people was expressed across 
focus groups, by older as well as younger participants. Participants 
talked of the loss of opportunities for young people, including 
as a reason for the UK to form a closer future relationship. One 
participant compared opportunities for young people with those 
who are now in their thirties or forties:
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“It’s so sad to see young people don’t have opportunities like 
Erasmus to go abroad. You can’t, as you know, kind of see the 
world in the same way that people from my generation did get 
the opportunity when we were at university to do things like 
that.”

–  Woman, Swale, Kent 

Some young people said they would like a closer relationship for 
work and study to be a component of a future relationship with the 
EU:  

“As a young person, I’d be like to be able to go abroad and study. 
At the moment, I know with Brexit, that was something 
that was made much harder from research I’ve done, because 
I’ve looked into some opportunities and stuff. So, I’d say that’s 
probably one that stands out to me..”

–  Man, Swansea

“I’m 26 and I wasn’t able to vote at the time, obviously, but I 
feel like it’s really gotten in the way of a lot of opportunities and 
the free movement and stuff, especially for young people, because 
growing up there were, you know, initiatives and programmes 
that I wanted to utilise once I was old enough to do so, and of 
course I didn’t get to, so I feel like it’s really kind of stunted a lot 
of opportunities.”

–  Woman, Swale, Kent

Focus groups specifically with young people discussed the Erasmus 
programme, which the UK was no longer eligible to take part in 
after Brexit. However, in 2027 the UK will re-join the Erasmus+ 
programme, which is the EU’s funding scheme for education, 
training, youth, and sport. Broader than the original scheme, it is 
open to students, young people and staff working in education, 
youth and grassroots sports, wishing to travel abroad to study, train, 
teach or volunteer.17

There was some awareness of the programme, though largely that 
it had existed before Brexit and was just for university students. 
There was general agreement among the young focus group 
participants that the scheme offered several benefits. As one young 
person described: 
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Though some young people knew students who had been able 
to study abroad since Brexit, they thought that it became more 
complicated when the UK was no longer part of Erasmus. There 
was widespread support for a new Erasmus programme. An 
important condition for both young and older participants was that 
such a scheme should be inclusive so that young people from less 
advantaged backgrounds are able to join without financial or other 
barriers. It was also considered important that the application 
process should be easy to access and straightforward. Help with 
finding study or work placements was also seen as important to 
ensure wider take up.

There was also support from focus group participants for a Youth 
Exchange Programme, with similar conditions around inclusivity 
and ease of access. The main benefits were seen as experiencing 
different cultures, developing language skills and having new 
life experiences. Some participants also saw scope for skills 
development. One young person reflected: 

“There’s a lot to benefit in terms of just exposure for young people, 
in terms of like, you learn a lot about yourself, you live abroad, bit 
of independence from your family and your parents, but also the 
opportunities to learn new languages and just expand your knowledge 
and life.”

–  Woman, Swansea

“The youth mobility scheme sounds pretty good in terms of, I guess, 
getting experience to upgrade in your sector, in your field, to then 
maybe potentially come back to the UK and be a bit more specialised, 
a bit more qualified, and contribute to the economy overall. It seems 
like a kind of  net positive thing.”

–  Man, Ealing

Programmes for young people such as Erasmus+ and the Youth 
Experience Scheme have public support because of the benefits 
they give young people. The reciprocal nature of the programmes 
is also accepted. For those not in favour of re-joining in the short 
term, they are seen as a way of improving UK-EU relations:
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“I think that would be a good, you know, if we weren’t looking to 
just fully join the EU again. I think these schemes would be a really 
good example of how we could build a better relationship, and having 
some kind of middle ground to get those benefits of a good relationship 
without necessarily joining back the EU.”

–  Man, Swansea

For others who do wish to re-join the EU in the short to medium 
term, youth mobility and exchange programmes are seen as a step 
in the right direction.
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Perhaps even more so than 2016, fractious debates about our 
asylum system have polarised UK politics, pushing the issue 
salience of immigration to some of its highest levels since the 
referendum.18 High profile media coverage of boat crossings, 
individuals who have committed criminal offences, asylum hotels 
and the circulation of online misinformation were all cited in tense 
conversations throughout our focus groups. 

Where views on preferred policies differed sharply, there was a 
common sense of frustration with the UK’s political parties and the 
status quo. This is shared by those wanting to see more compassion 
to avoid deaths in the channel and also those citing preferences for 
greater control at the border. Neither the former Rwanda scheme 
of the Conservative government nor the small-scale ‘one in, one 
out’ agreement with France were felt to offer realistic solutions to 
addressing these issues. 

It is in this context that our research explored public attitudes 
on the perceived merits or drawbacks of closer EU partnership in 
asylum policies. As previous polling from British Future and others 
has demonstrated, there has been a hardening of public attitudes in 
recent years.19

4. Attitudes to asylum and UK-EU 
cooperation

Figure 4.1: Public attitudes to small boat arrivals have been hardening 
over time
How much sympathy, if any, do you have for migrants attempting to cross the English Channel 
by boat to come to Britain?

Source: British Future Immigration Attitudes Tracker, 2021-26
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Public concern over this contested policy area is high and attitudes 
may become more negative if numbers of irregular crossings 
are not reduced. Any attempts to reform asylum policy, with or 
without the EU, must also carefully balance the priorities of an 
electorate wanting to see both a humane and an orderly system. 
Though unlikely to include those with the strongest concerns 
about the numbers of arrivals or major reservations about the UK’s 
membership of the ECHR, a coalition of around half of society 
could be galvanised by efforts to pursue a UK-EU controlled safe 
route.

The asylum system was, consistently, a high salience issue 
throughout our focus groups and the primary lens through which 
participants shared views about UK immigration policy. Support 
remains for the principle of welcoming asylum seekers, and we 
heard impassioned comments from participants keen to avoid 
deaths in the Channel. Many also shared nuanced views, beginning 
from a clear defence of refugee protection for those fleeing conflict 
and persecution, before voicing preferences for policies to deport 
or deny asylum to individuals who fail their asylum applications or 
break the law. 

“In Wales, we have got the nation of sanctuary policy and Swansea 
is a City of Sanctuary. So asylum seekers do come into the country, 
if they are in Swansea, it is our government’s policy to properly 
integrate them within the communities they go into. So, you’ll see 
there’s large Middle Eastern communities that are integrated in 
their communities they get on perfectly fine, they get jobs, they learn 
things.” 

–  Man, Swansea

“My worry isn’t necessarily about asylum when it’s a genuine case. 
My problem tends to be when asylum is refused, so if someone has 
come into the country, they’ve tried to get asylum, we’ve rejected 
it. It’s what happens then, because you’re finding out that people 
are overstaying, or reapplying and the appeal process is very long-
winded and costly.” 

–  Woman, Knowsley
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Support for UK-EU cooperation on asylum 

In this febrile political climate, our polling presents a somewhat 
contradictory picture about the scale of appetite to forge closer 
links between the UK and Brussels on asylum strategies. This likely 
reflects the outcomes of different question framings, the climate 
of low political trust among different sections of the electorate on 
a contentious issue, and equally a desire for the detail, heard in the 
focus groups, on how governments could move beyond headline-
grabbing statements to workable systems.  

Figure 4.2: Public support for closer UK-EU cooperation on asylum policy

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.

When shown a list of multiple policy issues and asked about 
preferences for either closer links, more of the same approach or 
more divergence with the EU, it is notable that – as a foundation 
– the public are sceptical on asylum policy. This carries the lowest 
overall support for cooperation among the fourteen issues tested. 
One in three (33%) would favour closer working, predominantly 
within a base of left-of-centre voters. A slightly higher proportion 
(36%) would favour a more distinct approach from the EU, 
including majorities of over-65s, Reform and Conservative voters. 
One in five would maintain the status quo (19%) and one in eight 
(13%) don’t know. 

Framed another way, however, through the objective of achieving 
control in the Channel, support for UK cooperation with European 
countries grows from a third to half of respondents. Asked to 
choose between two statements, 50% agree that “To get control in 
the Channel, Britain needs to cooperate more closely with France 
and other European countries.” Some one in three (34%) prefer the 
statement “ To get control in the Channel, Britain needs to work 
more on its own, not cooperate more closely with France and other 
European countries”. One in six (16%) answer ‘don’t know’.

33% 19% 36% 13%

Closer About the same More distant Don’t know
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Figure 4.3: Does the public think working more closely with the EU could 
help Britain get control in the Channel? By intended vote in next election

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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Two thirds of those considering voting Labour (66%), Liberal 
Democrat (66%) or Green (68%) at the next election preferred 
closer collaboration, alongside a narrow plurality of Conservative 
considerers  (50% work closer/43% UK work more on its own). 
Appetite among those considering Reform UK was lower, yet four 
in ten (38%) backed the UK working more closely with European 
countries, while slightly over half (55%) preferred a more divergent 
approach. 

In focus groups, participants were first shown a summary of key 
information about the new Common European Asylum System and 
saw information about the potential gains and trade-offs of opening 
a controlled ‘routes and returns’ deal with the EU. This similarly 
found sizeable but tentative support. 

Those motivated primarily by a desire for a more humane system 
voiced a keen interest in enabling people to use a safe and orderly 
route to come to the UK to claim asylum, both to prevent them 
falling vulnerable to traffickers and to reduce avoidable deaths in 
small boats. Support for cooperation with the EU then also bridged 
to a more uncertain group who cited frustrations with the failures 
of previous policies to reduce irregular arrivals. These participants 
expressed a desire principally to try ‘anything that works’, 
contrasting their frustrations with the existing France deal (seen 
as too small-scale). Similarly, the Rwanda deal was seen to have 
damaged trust and was often viewed as a system not fit to address 
the scale of the crossings. 
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When pressed on whether their support would be impacted by 
trade-offs, such as contributing financially to initiatives in EU 
states that become ‘first safe countries’ of arrival, this did not deter 
participants. Similarly, most who showed openness to the scheme 
accepted that the UK would continue to share a proportionate 
responsibility for accepting some asylum cases on bases such as 
people’s family ties or English language, while cooperation could 
also see others who pass through other safe states returned. 

“I’d really like there to be some sort of agreement or collaboration 
just to stop people drowning in the English Channel. I think that’s 
a horrific, and I’d love to close the loophole that allows people 
[traffickers] to exploit their desperation to get here.” 

–  Woman, Swale, Kent

“It cannot be any more expensive than what we’ve got at the moment, 
because we’ve paid out millions to Rwanda, we’ve paid out millions 
to France in a bid to try and send people back and to be vetted 
properly, and it’s not worked. So that money has been wasted.”  

–  Woman, Knowsley 

A smaller but vocal section of focus group participants pushed 
back on the proposals. This was particularly evident among those 
concerned about the UK remaining a signatory to the ECHR, who 
wanted to see harder policies that sharply reduced numbers allowed 
to enter. While a minority, this group also questioned whether the 
EU or member states would cooperate in good faith, for example 
voicing uncertainty based on how bilateral efforts with France had 
failed to amount to tangible change.

“I personally feel that that maybe the EU is, it seems to me, 
allowing people to flow through their countries a lot easier in order 
to arrive in the UK. I don’t see any great reason why that should be 
allowed. I look at the Ukrainian scheme, and that shows how the 
British people really do adopt people who are struggling in war-
torn countries. But then I see those from other countries are passing 
through perfectly wealthy countries that could support them. […] 
I do believe the British people have a heart, but it’s the way that 
people arrive, which is the issue. I think the asylum issue is my 
biggest fear with rejoining the EU. Things might get worse.” 

–  Man, Knowsley
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Information sharing on asylum arrivals 

Where consensus appeared broader, within the focus groups, was 
in potential cooperation with EU member states over information 
sharing. Participants were shown a summary about Eurodac, the 
system through which participating states share data on people 
who apply for asylum within the EU, helping identify those 
who have made successful or failed claims before. The UK was 
disconnected from this system in 2021 after its withdrawal from the 
EU: in some cases this has allowed arrivals with successful claims 
elsewhere to make additional applications here, and those with 
failed applications to travel to the UK as a place of last resort.20 

Our discussions saw consensus agreement that the Government 
should explore opportunities to re-enter this system. We heard how 
this could improve public trust: both that the most vulnerable and 
valid claims are prioritised and that individuals gaming the system 
can be referred to other safe countries or do not make repeated 
failed claims. 

“I think there’s going to be a heightened level of safety here because 
we’ll have confidence in who’s coming in and we’ll know there’s a good 
system in place to kind of nit-pick certain people and put people who 
really need it before others.” 

– Woman, Swansea 

Safe routes and returns arrangements

Our survey tested a number of proposals about what UK-EU 
cooperation on asylum could look like to understand comparative 
levels of support. 

Asked about their views on a capped safe route for people seeking 
asylum, set at 2,000 arrivals a month, views are split. Slightly more 
support (42%) than oppose (38%) the proposal, while one in five 
(20%) answer don’t know. 



73British Future / Britain and Europe: How close should we get?

Figure 4.4: Support for a capped safe route for people to claim asylum in 
the UK by intended future vote

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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The policy carries support among just over half the most liberal 
group who would be open to levels of immigration being increased 
(54% support/34% oppose) but flips among those wanting lower 
numbers (35% support/49% oppose). Similarly, slightly over half 
of those considering a vote for Labour, Liberal Democrats or 
Greens are open to a safe alternative to small boats, while those 
thinking about voting Conservative tend to be more sceptical (42% 
support/46% oppose) and a majority of those considering Reform 
strongly so (34% support/57% oppose).

Yet support for cooperation grows to a majority of the public when 
a UK-EU scheme combines a safe orderly route with a deal to 
return people who enter the UK through unauthorised means. Just 
over half the public (55%), in principle, support the idea that “The 
UK should agree with France a capped number of people that the 
UK will admit into the UK each year to claim asylum by authorised 
routes, in return for France agreeing to take back those who cross 
the channel without permission.” Around one in four (27%) are 
opposed and one in five (18%) ‘don’t know’. 
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Figure 4.5: Public support for a UK-France ‘routes and returns’ deal on 
asylum by intended vote

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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This would represent a scaled-up model of the current ‘one in one 
out’ pilot with France (which as of May 2026 had only processed 
around 600 people in and out), to see the vast majority of those 
who arrive without permission in small boats returned, while at the 
same time welcoming a capped number of people with the right 
to claim asylum via an expanded, regularised route to the UK – 
undermining the smuggling gangs’ business model.21

Majorities of 2024 Labour voters (66% support/21% oppose), 
Liberal Democrats (73% support/21% oppose) and Conservatives 
(59% support/28% oppose) back the idea, while Reform voters are 
evenly split (42% support/43% oppose). Among those considering 
Reform at the next election, a majority support the plan (52% 
support/38% oppose). 

In focus groups, participants noted that the scheme could 
potentially bring more order to the asylum system and filter 
individuals without valid claims from entering the UK, while 
prioritising those with the strongest ties to enter. 
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“It would keep the process more organised, to sort of keep people 
there in France until we can bring them over one by one with 
sort of details of who everyone is, which is so much easier than 
having small crossings and safer for them as well.” 

–  Man, Ealing

Support in our survey was the same as when British Future polled 
the question in 2025 (55%), although overall opposition had ticked 
up from 15% then to nearly double now (27%). Partly this likely 
reflects growing public awareness, and frustration, that the France 
pilot deal had been slow in scaling up and some media coverage of 
returnees using the courts to stymy their removal, or re-entering on 
boats a second time. What became clear in focus groups too was 
a sense of low patience and low trust, with a desire to see a better 
functioning system differentiate those with successful claims from 
those failing to meet the criteria for asylum.

“The France thing doesn’t work, as all we’re doing is throwing 
huge, big bundles of cash across the channel, and as far as I can 
see, nothing’s happening. So we need to get the legislation, the 
processes, the procedures to work like a well-oiled machine. The 
system that we have at the moment is seized up and needs a 
good squirt of WD 40 to get it going!”

–  Man, Knowsley

Figure 4.6: Public support for a UK-France ‘routes and returns’ deal 
capped at 50,000 by intended vote at next election 

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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Even when a large number of authorised arrivals, 50,000 each year, 
is included in the policy proposal, public support still outweighs 
opposition by 46% to 32% (while 22% answer ‘don’t know). This 
would equate to a scheme approximately twenty times larger than 
the initial UK-France pilot. The number was chosen both because 
it is noticeably high, in order to test the resilience of public support 
(though it should be noted that there is much public misperception 
around immigration numbers – especially asylum); and because it 
reflects the scale required, based on other international examples, 
for a scheme to have the potential to undermine the business 
model of smuggling gangs.

With the numbers set at 50,000 asylum seekers per year, there is 
majority support from 2024 Labour (60% support/23% oppose) 
and Lib Dem voters (58%/20%). Conservative voters are split (45% 
support/43% oppose) while opposition is stronger among Reform’s 
base (29% support/59% oppose). Among those considering 
Conservative this tilts to 46% support/41% oppose and for Reform 
40% support/48% oppose. 

Within focus groups, it became clear that asylum sceptics could 
be split between those who wanted visible control and structure 
in ensuring the UK decided who entered, while those with the 
strongest concerns wanted an overall reduction in numbers. 

“My main concern with it would be the kind of being mandated to 
accept a certain amount of asylum seekers. I think that kind of takes 
a lot of power away from us as a country.” 

–  Man, Swansea
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Figure 4.7: Public support for a UK-France ‘routes and returns’ deal on 
asylum by intended vote

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics, n=3,007.
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It is noteworthy too that much of the public would opt for closer 
working on asylum if this entailed other conditions such as relaxing 
mobility for EU citizens. Some half (51%) of respondents agree 
with the statement “I would accept more immigration from EU 
citizens if it helped the UK work with EU countries to reduce 
small boat crossings in the Channel.” Three in ten are on the fence 
and just under one in five (19%) disagree.
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Even those who want the overall number of immigrants in the 
UK be reduced were twice as  likely to agree (50%) than disagree 
(25%) with the trade-off of more EU migration in return for greater 
control over irregular Channel crossings. Agreement also spans 
across political party lines, among two thirds of people likely to 
vote for left-of-centre parties, more than half of those considering 
the Conservatives (54%) and nearly half (45%) of those considering 
Reform.
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In focus groups, this appeared driven by a shift in the national 
conversation since Brexit, which had seen asylum debates eclipse 
the issue salience of EU immigration. When discussing themes 
of immigration, we heard limited concerns about the integration 
of EU migrants and generally neutral or positive attitudes where 
people had personal contact with citizens of members states. This 
contrasted with lower reported stories of contact and connection 
with people seeking asylum, where attitudes appeared more shaped 
by high profile media coverage of criminal incidents and arrivals on 
the Kent coast.

Policymakers seeking closer ties should take care not to read these 
findings as full-throated permission for free movement and a 
fast-track to the Common European Asylum System. The tangible 
frustrations shared in the focus groups highlight that tentative 
support for UK-EU cooperation is as much a vote against the 
status quo for socially liberal and conservative sections of the 
public alike, amid a restless public mood. Public attitudes can also 
be highly ‘thermostatic’ on immigration issues, and the low current 
issue salience of EU migration likely reflects a sense of post-Brexit 
control, which may shift if advocates for a stronger EU relationship 
were to push forward with free movement.

Yet the research does indicate an openness to give a hearing to 
new ideas that can unite a coalition of ‘balancers’: from those 
driven primarily by safety concerns for arrivals to others who 
want a humane system that offers greater control over who enters 
and at what pace. At least for the moment, this consent for new 
thinking would appear sturdy enough to sustain consent for higher 
initial numbers under a new route, or likely EU trade-offs to see it 
implemented. As parties ready their pitch for the next election, it 
appears there is at least fragile headroom to reassess relations with 
Brussels, in looking at new ways forward on asylum. 
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As the public considered the difficult trade-offs that come with a 
closer relationship with the EU, it became clear during our research 
how conflicted many were: particularly between seeking stronger 
trade relations while preferring decision-making power over 
immigration. 

To understand these groups better, and what may be needed to 
persuade them towards either closer ties or sustained separation 
from the EU, we developed an audience segmentation to assess 
their relative sizes, priorities and concerns. Across the policy 
debate, successfully bridging into these swing segments will be 
crucial to establishing a majority mandate for the future direction 
of the UK.

The segmentation identifies two similarly sized blocs of people 
with more certain, fixed views about EU cooperation. Yet between 
them they make up only around four in ten of the public: a 
substantial portion lie in-between and are more undecided, with 
moveable views and nuanced, even clashing priorities regarding UK 
sovereignty or stronger UK-EU ties. 

5. Segmenting Attitudes and the  
Moveable Middle

Figure 5.1: The five audience segments

Source: nationally representative survey of UK adults 2-16 June 2026 by Number Cruncher Politics

Our segmentation categorised the public into five groups based on 
their responses to two survey questions.22

1. ‘All in’ (22%)

Around one in five among the public (22%) comprise the ‘All in’ 
segment, holding the strongest preferences for a stronger UK-EU 
relationship. This group would prioritise single market access and 
express support for returning to free movement with the EU as 
well. If a future referendum were to be held, the vast majority (85%) 
would also vote to Rejoin. 

22% 24% 16% 19% 19%

All in Contingent pro-Europeans Pragmatic Sceptics Firmly out
Disengaged
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This segment is also the most ardently in favour of bolder, faster 
action towards stronger ties and more than two thirds (68%) 
would opt for a new membership referendum within five years. 
Focus groups suggested many with the strongest views felt highly 
frustrated by Brexit and are keen to overturn the result, with a 
willingness to reopen debates about membership if they might win 
this time around. 

This group also includes some people who are highly motivated by 
the need for economic recovery in the wake of the pandemic and 
cost-of-living crisis. They see the urgency of improving trade as 
trumping concerns about reopening Brexit divides.

The age profile of this group does not skew particularly younger 
than other segments. However, there are clearer differences by 
education level. Around half the segment (47%) are graduates, 
notably higher than the other segments. Those in the ‘All in’  group 
are also more likely to be affluent, in socioeconomic groups AB 
(43%) or C1 (23%) than C2 (13%) or DE (20%).

A majority of this group voted for left-of-centre parties (61%) in 
the 2024 election while only a fraction voted Conservative (12%) 
or Reform (3%). Looking ahead to their choices for a future vote, 
while some have moved to the right, currently half are considering 
Labour (50%), Green (53%) or the Liberal Democrats (48%). Some 
one in five (20%) are open to Reform but, overall, there is a strong 
anti-Reform sentiment, with seven in ten (69%) answering that 
they would ‘never’ consider voting Reform. 

There is overwhelming support in this segment for a youth 
mobility scheme (90% support/2% oppose/8% neither or don’t 
know), reflecting that ‘All ins’ are more likely to be located in 
British Future’s ‘Migration Liberals’ segment on the immigration 
attitudes spectrum.23 The group is also strongly in favour of a UK-
EU ‘routes and returns’ asylum deal that would establish a safe and 
controlled route in the Channel, backed by more than two thirds 
(68%) with just one in five (19%) opposed.

Overall, this segment will be highly engageable by parties wishing 
to bring the UK closer with Brussels. Challenges are most likely to 
arise from a relative sense of impatience at the timeline towards 
full membership, which marks this fifth of the public out from 
the rest. Focus groups suggest that there is often an echo chamber 
effect where many with the most fixed pro-EU views envisaged 
themselves as an overall majority, while at times harshly criticising 
those who had voted Leave in 2016 or who still hold reservations 
about rejoining. Parties pursuing closer ties will need to manage 
these expectations on the pace of change and be clear about the 
importance of bridging beyond this group, to establish successful 
coalitions that engage and persuade those more in the middle and 
undecided on the UK’s role in Europe.
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2. ‘Contingent Pro-Europeans’ (24%)

A similarly sized group of just under one in four (24%) hold positive 
and open views towards EU cooperation, but with caveats. This 
segment supports establishing closer trade links. They answer that 
they “don’t know” when pushed on whether they would accept 
freedom of movement, or “I would like the UK to be in the single 
market though I am unsure about freedom of movement. But I 
could accept this if needed to make the economic deal possible.”
The segment is mostly characterised by a less impassioned view 
on the EU but an antipathy with Brexit. A narrow majority (58%) 
would vote to rejoin if a future referendum were held while just one 
in six (17%) would stay out and a similarly sized group are on the 
fence. Seven in ten (69%) feel that Brexit has been more of a failure 
than a success. 

The group comprises a mix of 2016 (softer) Remain voters (39%), 
those who were too young or ineligible at the time (38%) and some 
switchers from Leave (23%) who feel the outcome has not delivered 
the independence or economic results they had hoped. 

Compared to those in the ‘All In’ segment, these Contingent Pro-
Europeans are less likely to be graduates, who make up one in three 
of the group (35%). While a majority (58%) are in more affluent 
socioeconomic groups, this is also less pronounced than among 
those with ‘All in’  views. 

Politically, around half (46%) in this segment voted for left-of-
centre parties (mostly Labour – 32%) in 2024, while a substantial 
one in three (34%) did not vote or were ineligible. Despite 
their more left-leaning views, parties will have a harder job 
persuading this section, who appear more disenfranchised with 
the mainstream. The Contingent Pro-Europeans  group skew 
towards saying they would be unlikely (58%) to vote Labour in 
a future election including 36% who would ‘never’ consider the 
party, while 35% still remain open. Similar views are held towards 
Conservatives, Liberal Democrats and Greens. The one party this 
group is more firmly decided against is Reform, for whom 60% 
would be unlikely to vote (47% never) compared to one in three 
(32%) considering them. 

On UK-EU policy proposals, this group comes out clearly in 
support of the mooted youth mobility deal (70% support/6% 
oppose). However, it straddles some more disengaged migration 
liberals (20% of the segment) with a high proportion of balancers 
who see both pressures and gains from migration (48%)24, as well as 
some migration sceptics25 (27%) that are anxious about asylum and 
net overall numbers but prioritise economic growth above controls. 

Cooperation on asylum may be one route through which advocates 
of closer links could reassure and cement the support of this group, 
where two thirds (65%) would support an asylum ‘routes and 
returns’ deal, compared to just 20% who would oppose this.  
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The group is also notably interested in pragmatic policy 
cooperation with the EU on strategic interests including defence 
(76% support closer cooperation) and international health policy 
(77%). Emphasising the opportunities for security, stability and 
trade could see this group overcome their reservations about 
increased EU migration arising from free movement.

3. ‘Pragmatic Sceptics’ (16%)

A smaller segment of one in six (16%) remain supportive of closer 
trading links to the EU but lean towards staying out of the single 
market if this means accepting freedom of movement. 
The group generally see Brexit as having been more of a failure 
(48%) than a success (31%). Yet this does not translate into 
an appetite, currently, for significant moves towards a closer 
relationship. If a future membership referendum were held 
then this group would narrowly vote to stay out (54%) while 
only a quarter (27%) would opt to rejoin. A majority feel that a 
referendum should either not be held at all (39%) or not in the next 
ten years (21%).

The Pragmatic Sceptics, despite their size, represent a crucial 
swing vote for policymakers setting an agenda on UK-EU ties. 
Advocates wanting a stronger relationship would need to persuade 
at least some in this section of society if they are to establish 
majority public support for their agenda and – if seeking a mandate 
for the long-run – would need to reach most of the group to form 
a supermajority. On the flip side, parties seeking to sustain the 
UK’s separation from the EU would need to firm up confidence in 
Brexit among this group despite Britain’s less advantageous trading 
position, building a case beyond maintaining the current status quo 
to address rising dissatisfaction. 

While the previous segments have a balanced age profile, the 
Pragmatic Sceptics skew older with a majority (55%) being over 55 
(including 36% over 65). The group is largely right-leaning, opting 
for the Conservatives (30%) or Reform (15%) in 2024, although 
a quarter did not vote and a fifth (21%) voted Labour. Since the 
election, Reform now emerges as the party this segment are most 
likely to consider next time around (54% likely/43% unlikely). 
Views are split but now tilt away from the Conservative Party (44% 
likely to consider versus 52% unlikely). 

Left of centre parties face a comparatively steep uphill struggle 
to engage the Pragmatic Sceptics. Just one in five (22%) would 
consider Labour, while three quarters are unlikely to vote for the 
party (and 56% would never consider them). Similar scepticism 
is found towards the Greens and Liberal Democrats. Campaigns 
aiming to engage this group on the merits of closer ties may 
therefore need to explore cross-partisan alliances or avoid centring 
party messaging if they are to build broader trust. 
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Principally this group can be marked out by its stronger concerns 
on immigration, which conflict with an appetite for a closer trading 
relationship. Three quarters (74%) of the group would prefer 
immigration levels reduced (59% by a lot), although as previous 
polling finds this also reflects that recent falls in net migration have 
largely gone unnoticed among the public.26 Nearly half the group 
(46%) are migration sceptics with one in three (34%) giving the 
most negative score, zero, on the impact of immigration, while four 
in ten (41%) fall inside the balancer middle. 

With strong reservations about ceding power to EU institutions, it 
is unlikely this group are open to switching towards single market 
access in the near term. However, those seeking closer ties may 
make in-roads among the Pragmatic Sceptics on other policy areas 
where attitudes are more amenable. A slim majority would support 
a youth mobility deal that opened opportunities for 18–30-year-olds 
(52% support/21% oppose). A majority would also back a capped 
routes and returns deal on asylum (56% support/34% oppose), 
which may in time soften concerns about border security, if such a 
proposal could reduce irregular entries. 

On wider issues, the group also favours pragmatic cooperation 
with the EU on key interest areas, which parties opposed to single 
market arrangements could look to accommodate and those 
advocating closer ties could emphasise. A broad majority of seven 
in ten (71%) would favour closer cooperation of defence policy, 
likely based on concerns about the UK’s geopolitical position at a 
tumultuous moment of history. Similar proportions support closer 
working on international health policy (69%) and agriculture (62%).
. 

4. ‘Firmly Out’ (19%)

Of similar size to those with the most ardently pro-EU views, 
one in five people (19%) hold staunchly oppositional attitudes 
to building a closer relationship with Brussels. The ‘Firmly Out’ 
segment shows comparative contentment with the status quo on 
the UK-EU trade relationship or would diverge further to see the 
UK prioritise other regions and nations. They are firmly against 
a free movement arrangement with strong prioritisation of UK 
sovereignty over immigration policy. 

This group are not necessarily invested in a 2016 Leave identity and 
in fact it is a relatively narrow majority (57%) that would vote to 
stay out in a future referendum, while 28% answer ‘don’t know’ or 
‘would not vote’. However, half (48%) say that a referendum should 
never be held and a further 19% would oppose a vote within the 
next decade.
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Much of this segment are politically disenfranchised: 39% did not 
vote in 2024, while Reform (21%) and Conservatives (19%) were 
favoured and only 12% voted Labour. Currently, a majority (56%) 
are considering voting Reform at the next election. Views are split 
on the Conservatives (43% likely to consider/51% unlikely). As with 
the Pragmatic Sceptics there is broad scepticism and mistrust of 
left-of-centre parties with seven in ten unlikely to consider voting 
for Labour (71%), the Greens (71%) or the Liberal Democrats (74%) 
at the next election.

On immigration, this segment in many ways looks similar to 
the Pragmatic Sceptics, comprised largely of migration sceptics 
(48%) with some immigration balancers (39%) who may be more 
motivated against the EU because of Brussels bureaucracy and 
concerns about democratic powers. 

What marks this group out is having consistently less interest in or 
openness to closer working with the EU. Incremental changes such 
as youth mobility carry lower support (27%), thought the group are 
more on the fence (38%) about the proposal than opposed (29%). 
Only one in four want to see a closer relationship on defence (27%) 
with markedly lower appetite for cooperation across the suite of 
policy areas. However, one area on which the segment is divided 
is asylum: the group is split (40% support/44% opposed) on an 
asylum ‘routes and returns’ deal between the UK and EU.

The breadth of Euroscepticism across the attitudes of this segment 
makes it unlikely that many could be persuaded by those seeking 
stronger UK-EU relations without firm red lines against free 
movement. Yet equally there are important lessons for parties 
looking to defend Brexit, that the group holds largely low trust and 
interest in political institutions. While fewer see Brexit as more of 
a failure, only 38% of the segment see it as more a success.  It will 
take effective mobilisation to persuade many to turn out to vote.

5. Disengaged (19%)

The final group comprises a one-fifth (19%) segment that are 
largely uninterested in the UK-EU relationship and in politics. 
Throughout the survey this group tend to opt for neutral or ‘don’t 
know’ response options, or in some cases follow contradictory 
patterns of answers. The neutrality of this group may be 
influenced by a range of factors, from being less exposed to the 
referendum debates for those unable to vote in 2016, to political 
disenfranchisement and low trust or low interest. Two thirds did 
not vote in 2024, while equal portions voted for left- and right-wing 
parties.
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Yet there may be some gains to groups trying to mobilise this 
segment on the basis of major changes to the future of the nation. 
Some three quarters of the disengaged segment still self-report 
that they would vote in a membership referendum (30% rejoin; 
20% stay out; 27% don’t know). The group are also almost twice 
as likely to say the UK was wrong to leave the EU (37%) than right 
(23%), while 40% don’t know. However, weak engagement across 
the other survey questions suggest that the stakes would need to be 
high to cut through, while other themes of pragmatic arrangements 
on trade, defence or immigration do not resonate.

The group skews notably younger than the others, with 42% aged 
34 or under. It is more non-graduate (73%) than graduate (27%) 
and stands out for having a higher proportion in less affluent social 
grades, with a majority of the group in C2 (18%) or DE (45%). It 
also leans more female (59%) than male (41%) compared to other 
segments.
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A decade on from the public vote to leave the European Union, 
the future of the UK’s relationships with its European neighbours 
remains a contested political question. Public attitudes are 
decidedly mixed.  There is broad dissatisfaction with the current 
relationship  and many competing views about what to do next. 

After the transition of leadership, the Burnham government will 
need to decide how to pursue its vision of the future UK-EU 
relationship, engaging more closely with the diplomatic, policy 
and political challenges of a closer relationship. In the short-term, 
the new Prime Minister needs to build the foundations of personal 
relationships with key EU leaders. The UK and EU will need to 
decide when to hold a mooted summit, rescheduled from July due 
to the leadership transition, intended to include talks about deals 
on agrifood, emissions trading and youth mobility. This may offer 
starting points to build further on the relations established by 
Starmer’s administration.
In the medium-term, Burnham needs to examine what to do about 
the ‘red lines’ of the 2024 Labour party manifesto: how far he can 
seek closer cooperation while retaining them, and whether or 
when he will seek to drop, soften or replace these constraints. Our 
research in this report finds that a majority of the public (56%) 
would opt for a new relationship with Europe that went beyond 
these.

The PM will also need to decide what arguments he wants the 
Labour Party to be making about Europe in its next general 
election manifesto, establishing the boundaries on what he will rule 
out in the next parliament. In the longer term, Burnham will then 
need to set out the bigger picture of the Government’s direction 
on UK-EU relations – such as the pros and cons of the UK joining 
the European Union, a customs union or the single market. Our 
research finds a lack of public understanding of these more specific 
arrangements, so public information may need to form part of the 
final arguments put forward.

Each of the competing political parties will have to make similar 
decisions about their own positions, including updating the case for 
staying separate in the post-Brexit political climate. Campaigners 
outside party politics, too, will be seeking to mobilise the sections 
of society with strongest views to influence the political arguments.

6. Conclusion and recommendations: 
What does this mean for the new UK 
Government under Andy Burnham? 
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Recommendations for Government
1. Make the UK-EU summit a success and agree a Youth 
Experience Scheme

The UK-EU summit will take place later this year and, if successful, 
could set a warmer tone for a future reset of the relationship. Its 
substantive content will also be important in signposting the scope 
and limits of the ambitions of the UK government and its EU 
partners, on how far there may be substantive changes during the 
current parliament. 

Finalising a Youth Experience Scheme could be key in the 
development of a stronger relationship. The Youth Experience 
Scheme is currently under negotiation, with agreement reached in 
principle. However, there is disagreement over both numbers and 
higher education fees. There is broad public support for a Youth 
Experience Scheme, including among those who have relatively 
sceptical views on the broader relationship. If introduced, young 
people in particular want these opportunities to be more inclusive 
– reaching across geography, income groups and social class. 

The new Prime Minister’s public statements have reflected and 
illustrated the conflicting pressures in the public debate about the 
UK’s post-Brexit approach. Having campaigned to remain in the 
EU in 2016, Burnham argued subsequently for Labour to show 
that it accepted the decision to leave. He became more critical 
of Brexit over time, telling a 2025 Labour party conference event 
that “I want to rejoin the EU. I hope it happens in my lifetime”. 
But Burnham placed much less emphasis on this long-term view 
when campaigning to be elected as MP for Makerfield in June 2026. 
“My view is that Brexit has been damaging, but I also believe the 
last thing we should do right now is re-run those arguments”, he 
said.  In his short and uncontested campaign to be the leader of the 
Labour Party, he wrote about his desire to “consolidate the progress 
made on the existing UK-EU negotiations” and “make further 
progress quickly”.

So could the Government accelerate its plans to build cooperation 
with Brussels? And  looking ahead , where might there be scope to 
reassess relations through larger changes beyond this Parliamentary 
term? Our recommendations below explore key steps that the new 
administration could consider in order to establish broad public 
permission for their plans, drawing on this new research into public 
attitudes to the UK-EU relationship. Sections also outline ideas 
and foundational principles for pro-EU and Eurosceptic policy 
influencers to engage beyond their base, in a landscape where 
attitudes on the EU are more tentative and moveable.
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It is possible that the UK-EU summit may illustrate the constraints 
on significantly deeper cooperation, particularly on a deeper 
partnership on economics and trade, without broader political 
changes, including to the ‘red lines’ constraints of the UK 
government. It may become apparent that the UK’s ability to set 
its own terms is quite limited. 

2. Make visible progress on defence cooperation

The government can improve the working relationship with 
European governments by making visible progress on cooperation 
around issues of security, climate and asylum – where the 
cooperation with EU governments often takes place within other 
multilateral forums, such as NATO, or bilaterally, as well as having 
an EU dimension. There are opportunities to demonstrate that 
work on shared interests can make a practical difference on issues 
which the public prioritise, such as by joining the Security Action 
for Europe (SAFE) defence fund.

Public concerns about the UK’s vulnerability in a Trump-era USA 
are also felt widely across the political spectrum, so cooperation 
with European partners within and beyond NATO on security and 
defence has broad support. 

3. Expand the UK-France asylum pilot into an EU-wide 
scheme operating at sufficient scale to undermine the 
people-smugglers 

On the issue of asylum, and boats crossing the Channel, the current 
UK-France deal on routes for returns was envisaged as a pilot for 
a pan-EU deal. The UK should pursue both the bilateral deal with 
France and its expansion to other EU partners.

The research shows that a controlled and safe UK-EU route can 
secure a public majority, when routes are capped and linked to 
returns. 

The model will only be effective if it is scaled up by a factor of ten 
or twenty times. This would return to France the vast majority of 
those who arrive without permission in small boats, while at the 
same time welcoming a significant number of people with the right 
to claim asylum via an expanded, regularised route to the UK – 
undermining the smuggling gangs’ business model.

It would also be more effective if it were EU-wide – since, without 
UK participation in the Eurodac data-sharing system on previous 
claims, there is an incentive for those who do not succeed with an 
asylum claim in the EU to try the UK as a last resort.27 Given the 
high public salience of this issue, with much more focus on asylum 
in the Channel than on mobility for work, progress on this issue 
could have a significant impact in broadening support for UK-EU 
cooperation across those with different partisan perspectives. 
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Challenges may arise of bringing some reluctant EU member-states 
to the table, including those originally opposed to the UK-France 
scheme and some still applying the nascent Common European 
Asylum System. However, proactive effort on defence and youth 
mobility may create positive will and leverage through which to 
address the difficult (and shared) challenge for European countries in 
addressing polarised public views on asylum.  

4. Maintain the red lines for this parliament – but prepare 
to dissolve them beyond that with a new mandate, while 
respecting the referendum decision 

Andy Burnham has said that his government will respect the 2024 
Labour Party manifesto. This would include the ‘red lines’ set out on 
the UK-EU relationship, which rule out membership of the customs 
union, the single market and the free movement of people. This 
could of course change in the next parliament, which could then 
pursue a closer relationship in line with its manifesto. 

However, our focus group findings suggest that the public would not 
accept moves to re-join the EU outright without a referendum. Yet 
there is also considerable public wariness about holding another 
public vote in the near future.  While most support a referendum 
in the longer term, they are a narrow majority (56%). Should the 
government wish to pursue re-joining, a longer run-up could help 
strengthen the public support to secure major changes.

5. Develop and broaden public engagement and 
understanding on the future UK-EU relationship 

A process of public engagement on the UK-EU future relationship 
could help to inform the government’s future position. Instead of 
framing this solely as ‘red lines’, this could include the scope and 
limits of a ‘green light’ from the public to negotiate on UK interests. 

Public debate about the EU tends to be dominated by the two 
quarters of public opinion with the most strongly held and polarised 
views. Broader public engagement would help to rebalance this 
bias, as well as increasing public understanding of the options 
under consideration.  A public engagement exercise which included 
a citizens’ assembly would help to raise the profile of the future 
relationship and highlight the centre ground, which sees the gains 
and the downsides. 

There would also be a role for public service broadcasters, 
particularly the BBC, in exploring how far those with different views 
on the question of membership can find common ground, or still 
differ strongly, in their preferences. 

Parliament could re-introduce a European Scrutiny Committee in 
the House of Commons to provide more opportunity for debate in 
the Chamber, strengthen attention on policy decisions affecting the 
future relationship and improve cross-party working.
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6. The Labour Party should seek a broad base of support 
for its future position on UK-EU relations

There will be a considerable, contested debate within the Labour 
Party about what mandate to seek at the General Election. Those 
inside and outside the party committing to go furthest and fastest 
will want the party to articulate support for joining the EU in 
principle – and to commit to holding a referendum during the 
next Parliament. Others in the party may want to rule out full 
membership of the EU or the single market. Each of Labour’s rivals 
on the left, centre and right of politics will face its own choices 
about what to advocate and what it might want to rule out.

While there will be pressure from some advocates to pursue new 
proposals on narrow 52-48 platforms of support, Labour will need 
to broaden the base of public support for its position among the 
‘Contingent pro-Europeans’ and ‘Pragmatic Sceptics’’ audiences 
identified in this report. Our research finds that highlighting the 
reciprocal benefits of mobility and trade are effective in engaging 
these groups. Concerns about the UK’s vulnerability in a Trump-
era USA are also felt widely across the political spectrum, and 
narratives focused on reshaping our international alliances for 
better stability can appeal to  wider audiences.

A longer-term ambition of significant alignment with the EU must 
also acknowledge that cross-party coalitions will be essential for 
broad public support. Public consent for UK-EU cooperation is 
broadening but some of this support derives from voters currently 
unlikely or outright unwilling to vote Labour in a future election. 
Building movements that bridge beyond partisan lines on left and 
right flanks will prove necessary to avoid narrowing the base of 
permission for major changes.

7. Be clear about the trade-offs of major changes to the 
relationship

Whether on EU membership, single market access or models such 
as a customs union, the public are wary of over-simplified campaign 
narratives that characterised the 2016 referendum, leaving many 
feeling they were ‘mis-sold’ a future. 

People commonly misunderstand what might be possible through 
a new relationship. For example, it was common for focus group  
participants  to assume that a relationship on the UK’s terms would 
be possible, for example combining free movement with EU visas. It 
is important for advocates to be clear about what  joining outright, 
or the Single European Market or a customs union, would entail.
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In any long-term plans for reshaping the relationship, Government 
spokespeople should be mindful not to overpromise, and should 
prepare the electorate for the reality of lengthy and tense 
negotiations ahead of any major changes. Hard trade-offs on 
monetary contribution and migration policy shifts will be essential, 
and it is unlikely the UK would join EU schemes on its previous 
terms. Building public consent on arguments that acknowledge 
rather than airbrush these challenges, and which highlight 
the long-term merits with key conditions priced-in, will prove 
necessary to stabilise support at a time when public opinion is 
often tentative and fluid. 

8. Emphasise reciprocity when talking about free 
movement and mobility 

Many people have mixed views on higher mobility and free 
movement with the EU and would consider changes where they 
benefit the UK and their communities and families. This creates 
space for closer UK-EU collaboration on labour mobility, managed 
free movement and youth experience schemes, even among those 
wary of, or opposed to, rejoining the EU outright. It is therefore 
important that any proposals involving free movement emphasise 
reciprocity. 

The public recognise benefits for young people in freer travel, 
study, work and life experiences in EU countries. However, they 
also want these opportunities for older age groups who might 
benefit from skills development and general life experiences. Free 
movement did give these opportunities to the over 30s. However, 
except for the EU’s EURES job mobility portal, individuals were 
left to explore and make such arrangements themselves. To be 
made more feasible and attractive, ways of facilitating take up of 
mobility opportunities for all age groups should be explored. 

Some people favour a ‘halfway house’ involving checks, visas or a 
points-based system rather than unrestricted free movement. This 
arrangement is not likely to be on the negotiating table with the 
EU. However, it does signal the scope for steps towards a closer 
relationship (for example youth mobility) to be regarded positively 
by those who are unsure how it would work.

The return of free movement would also give priority to EU 
citizens, and the public is split evenly on whether this is a trade-
off for a stronger relationship or an unfair practice. Advocates of 
free movement will need to consider this question to win public 
support for EU/non-EU disparity. 
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9. The public would be reassured if free movement included 
safeguards on its impact 

Focus group participants saw the economic benefits of immigration 
and the opportunities for UK citizens to work abroad as part 
of a future UK-EU relationship. However, they raised concerns 
about pressure on public services should free movement result in a 
significant increase in immigration. 
There is public support for operating free movement with 
conditions. These include requiring new arrivals to find work 
within three months and register locally and restricting access 
to out-of-work benefits. These are all permitted by the EU and 
operate in member states. The UK did not implement them when 
it was a member state but could have done so. 
A local impacts fund has some support where levels of immigration 
are high. This, or a similar measure to counter local and regional 
impacts, could be introduced. This is currently not widely 
understood by the public so clear communication about its benefits 
would be needed.

Recommendations for pro-EU advocates

What would success look and feel like for pro-Europeans in 
Britain? For the most committed, it would certainly involve the 
UK joining the EU once again, rather than settling for something 
short of membership.  For many, part of the motive is reversing the 
defeat of the 2016 referendum and addressing perceived injustices 
over how it was won.

The shift in public attitudes over the decade suggests this mission 
has stronger prospects in 2026 than it had in 2019. The idea of 
rejoining has a clear plurality over staying out: it is a majority 
view among Labour voters as well as Liberal Democrat and Green 
supporters. This places pressure from MPs, party members and 
civic society campaigners for the Labour government to go further 
and faster on a closer relationship.

Yet our research shows that support for rejoining the EU is 
potentially fragile, given the conflicted views among contingent 
supporters. There is also widespread lack of interest and apathy 
over the issue, which stands in the way of gaining support for a 
rejoin campaign. It will be difficult to gain the political support to 
hold a referendum, given collective memories of division in and 
after 2016. And it would not be a convincing basis for negotiations 
with EU governments  if there is not a stable public and political 
basis for future entry. 
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1. Pro-Europeans must win a new argument to join the 
EU, not rely on refighting the last referendum with a new 
electorate

One symbol of this would be to campaign more for “join” than 
“rejoin” since neither the EU of 2016 nor the UK’s relationship 
with it are likely to be on offer.

Those who were too young to vote in 2016 hold contrastingly 
mixed and undecided views compared to other age groups: they 
are somewhat more sceptical of Brexit than others but less likely 
to support rejoining. Many are poorly informed and not motivated 
to find out more, with almost 4 in 10 saying they would not vote 
or don’t know their preference. There is a view across age groups 
that young people were the group that have lost out most through 
Brexit because of loss of mobility. Advocates for re-joining will 
need to make concerted efforts to engage younger voters.  
 
They should also make clear that new programmes specifically for 
young people will be socially inclusive, since there is a widespread 
view that previous schemes were not. 

Pro-Europeans should not be complacent about the generational 
shift in their favour – or believe it will inevitably continue.  
Young people, overall, are less likely to find the core Eurosceptic 
arguments convincing, compared to those who were older. But 
being sceptical about the importance of sovereignty or what Brexit 
has delivered are not the same as being committed supporters of 
rejoining the EU. Those under 25 do not respond to arguments 
about the last referendum – which they were not part of and do 
not remember – so an argument which looks forward, not back, is 
more likely to engage them.

2. Shared interests have considerably more resonance and 
reach than shared values

The years following the UK’s official withdrawal from the EU have 
seen growing support for increased UK/EU collaboration. This is 
currently viewed through a pragmatic, issues-based lens, grounded 
in a public appetite to pursue closer ties on areas of mutually 
beneficial interests of the UK and EU such as health, trade or 
defence. Pro-EU campaigners working on developing the future 
relationship should centre their approach and communications in 
this frame, emphasising specific political areas of collaboration and 
the shared gains of cooperation.
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This approach is likely to yield more reward, with fewer risks, than 
an approach themed around European values or identity, which 
previous British Future research28 finds has less resonance with 
the UK public and a higher likelihood of reigniting polarisation. 
Indeed, feelings of European identity and belonging are relatively 
weak across most of the public and identity-focused campaigns will 
be unlikely to gain traction.

Recommendations for Eurosceptics

With frustrations at the current Brexit deal having grown, 
Eurosceptics and advocates for Brexit will also need to move 
beyond their shrinking base of 2016 Leave voters to engage those 
with contingent, moveable views on the arguments of staying 
separate. There is considerable support for a closer relationship 
short of re-joining outright, joining the Single European Market 
or a customs union. This includes closer cooperation over issues of 
trade, security and health. Rejecting these negotiations may lead 
people to believe that the choice is all or nothing. 

1. A clear forward vision

Rather than a defence of the status quo, parties and advocates 
campaigning for the UK to maintain its more distant relationship 
with the EU  will need a persuasive long-term vision of how to 
navigate new and mounting pressures arising over the past decade. 
These include more assertive global powers in Russia and China, 
a more distant and unreliable ally in the USA and the impacts of 
tariff wars on an island nation. 

Our research finds concerns about the UK becoming isolated 
that stretch across the political spectrum. The public see Europe 
as more of natural ally than the USA by almost two to one, and 
fewer still see Commonwealth cooperation as the model for future 
stability, security or prosperity. The public will need convincing 
that the UK can improve its economic performance, and respond 
to other geopolitical threats, without some kind of closer 
relationship with Europe.

2. Engage younger generations to embed changes

The declining base of support for Brexit is notably older in its 
age profile. Younger generations entering the electorate currently 
begin from different starting points to their forbears: of being 
unconvinced by Brexit but often having had less exposure to the 
debates of 2016. At the same time, many young people lack interest 
or understanding of the issues. Engaging these generations with 
fresh ideas of making Brexit work better will be key to providing a 
range of arguments about developing a future relationship without 
substantial realignment with Brussels.



96 British Future / Britain and Europe: How close should we get?

3. Be pragmatic on defence, trade and asylum deals 

Advocates for staying out should be wary to avoid a blanket 
opposition to closer UK-EU ties. They will need to understand and 
respond to the increasing pragmatism of the public (including many 
Leave-voting, Eurosceptic audiences) on issue-based cooperation 
that does not entail customs unions or free movement. Our 
research indicates this is particularly broad on themes of defence, 
trade, health and agriculture, where sceptics are supportive or 
neutral on cooperation with Brussels. 

Similarly, fatigue at Britain’s lack of success in addressing small boat 
crossings has created greater openness to UK-EU deals, among 
voters with a range of a views by party and EU politics. Arguments 
should emphasise UK interests rather than old grudges, centring 
the potential for post-Brexit politics to deliver an improved 
working relationship with Europe without ceding key changes from 
the referendum. This is likely to have more traction with audiences 
currently amenable to cooperation while holding reservations 
about free movement or the loss of rights to secure independent 
trade deals. 
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