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Abstract

We know from election studies which demographic characteristics best predict vote choice, but we

know far less about how citizens perceive their similarity to one another in terms of these characteristics.

Previous research suggests that such perceptions may be crucial for the politicization of social identities

and the emergence of political identities. I present results from a novel measurement strategy where

respondents are presented with the profiles of two fellow citizens, including several demographic attri-

butes. Respondents are asked which of the two they perceive themselves to have more in common with

in terms of politics. Respondents’ implicit trade-off of different demographic similarities allows me to

measure the relative strength of their perceived political similarities. I find an important role for shared

ethnicity, noticeably surpassing shared social class, age and education. Finally, I find that shared ethnicity

receives substantially more weight among 2017 Conservative and 2016 Leave voters than among Labour

and Remain voters.
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Electoral results are often analysed in terms of the demographic attributes of each party’s elect-
orate. Frequently, these analyses seek to show more than mere descriptive associations. One
mechanism by which these associations could arise is through the politicization of social iden-
tities (see, for example, Campbell et al. 1960; Huddy 2001). Social identity theory (Tajfel 1974;
Tajfel et al. 1979) argues that a person’s demographic attributes and the feelings that person
has towards these categories may provide an essential part of that individual’s identity.
However, analysing the associations between demographic groups and voting does not reveal
the relative importance of the corresponding social identities to politics. How can we determine
which social identities are more important for how people perceive political commonality
between themselves and other citizens?

This research study makes novel contributions to our understanding of social identities in pol-
itics and to the methodology with which we study them. Respondents for this study were taken
from the pool of regular respondents in the British Election Study (BES) online panel. All demo-
graphic variables for the respondents to the experiment were thus measured in surveys completed
before the experiment. The experiment consisted in presenting two profiles with ten demographic
attributes. Respondents were then asked to choose, in terms of politics, with which of the two
they perceived they had more in common. These two profiles were themselves sampled from
the BES, ensuring that the two citizen profiles that respondents were assessing for relative political
commonality were representative of the actual characteristics of British citizens across the full
experiment. This method relates to traditional conjoint experiments, but instead of a distribution
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where profile attributes are independently randomized, I have randomly selected complete pro-
files following their actual distribution in the population.

The study introduces a new approach to the measurement of social identities and their politi-
cization. The previous reliance on the association between demographic attributes and electoral
results to assess the relevance of social identities confounds the fact that group membership is
different from social identity, as well as that some social identities may be relevant for the popu-
lation’s perception of political commonalities even if they are not being mobilized by political
parties, while other social identities may predict voting behaviour well without playing an import-
ant role in individuals’ perceptions of politics. This approach reorients analysis of social identity
in politics away from asking which demographic characteristics most strongly predict shared
behaviour (for example, voting) and towards asking which social identities cause people to see
their fellow citizens as potential allies in politics.

Social and Political Identity

The tradition of social identity theory and intergroup relations was established by Tajfel (1974)
and further developed by Tajfel et al. (1979). This theory argues that a person’s social category
(such as class, religion or ethnicity) and the feelings that person has towards that category provide
a ‘self-definition that is a part of the self-concept. People have a repertoire of such discrete cat-
egory memberships that vary in relative overall importance in the self-concept’ (Hogg, Terry and
White 1995, 259). This original perspective of social identity is complemented by the notion of
‘self-categorization’ (Turner et al. 1987). The self-categorization element of social identity is the
cognitive process by which a person highlights differences from out-group individuals and simi-
larities to in-group individuals. In other words, group identity emerges as a feeling of similarity to
the ‘typical member’ or prototypical group member (Huddy 2013).

Membership in a social group is a necessary but not sufficient condition for the emergence of
social identity, and social identity is a necessary but not sufficient condition for political identity.
Huddy (2013, 739) defines political identity as ‘a social identity with political relevance’.
Following this definition, for group membership to become a political identity, two elements
must be present: first, the presence of a salient social identity is required (Huddy 2001, 2013);
and, secondly, this identity must rest on ‘political content’ (Huddy 2013, 739).

One implication of this definition is that, as Egan (2020) has argued, these identities are not
merely antecedent to political attitudes. Rather, political contexts can affect them, especially
through social sorting (Mason 2015; Mason 2018). The aim of this study is to operationalize
an analysis of this phenomenon by identifying which social identities are more relevant in
terms of perceived political commonalities.

When social identities are measured directly, comparisons of the relative salience of these identities
tend to be difficult. This is partly a methodological issue, as many studies of competing social iden-
tities rely on direct one-item questions, without measuring relative strength (see, for example, Evans
and Mellon 2016). Social identity measurements in nationally representative surveys have been criti-
cized for, among other reasons, not adequately measuring the intensity of identification (Huddy 2013;
Wong 2010), thereby making comparisons between different identities virtually impossible. On the
other hand, more complex multi-item measurements, with identity scales, are typically designed
for specific social groups, making comparisons across multiple dimensions of identity hard. For
example, even the widely used multigroup ethnic identity measure (MEIM), developed by Phinney
(1992), is designed for comparisons only among individuals and groups in ethnic terms.

Social Identities in Britain

A persistent debate about competing social identities in Western democracies has revolved
around the importance of social class in politics. A long line of research has shown a historical
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relationship between social class membership and voting behaviour in the Anglo-American
context (see, for example, Alford 1967) and in Europe (see, for example, Houtman,
Achterberg and Derks 2008; Jansen, Evans and de Graaf 2013). Additionally, as several studies
have focused their attention on other characteristics of the European population that may
explain electoral behaviour, the importance of ethnicity (see, for example, Zick, Pettigrew
and Wagner 2008), age (see, for example, Maggini 2016) and education (see, for example,
Ford and Jennings 2020) in predicting political attitudes and behaviours has become increas-
ingly prominent. Some have claimed that these new demographic patterns are the result of new
emerging social cleavages that have replaced the old class divide (Marks et al. 2021; Stubager
2010).

In this broader context, I have focused on the British case because of its interest as an
example of the general trend described earlier. The relevance of class for political outcomes
and party identity in the UK has a long tradition (Butler and Stokes 1969; Butler and Stokes
1971). However, even if class has maintained its status as an important social identity in
Britain (see, for example, Evans and Tilley 2017), several studies have shown that it has become
less salient in politics. Some see this as owing to changes through which the parties have
become less aligned with social class identity but without social class identity being less salient
to individuals (see, for example, Evans and Tilley 2017; Heath 2015). This study, by focusing on
respondents’ sense of commonality with other people, sets aside the question of whether the
parties are providing a social-class salient choice and focuses on whether citizens feel that
their social class is important.

Additionally, this study was carried out in the context of the Brexit debates, following the
European Union (EU) referendum of 2016. Specifically, the data for the study were collected
shortly after the European Parliament elections of May 2019, in which the Brexit Party became
the largest party, with twenty-nine seats. Brexit and the debates it sparked may have brought upon
the emergence of new political identities, and ‘these new identities reflect pre-existing but less
politicized social divisions’ (Hobolt, Leeper and Tilley 2021, 3). For example, Sobolewska and
Ford (2020) find that ethnocentrism may have played a pivotal role in the Brexit vote. This per-
spective on the shifting importance of social identities for political behaviour in Britain is also
strengthened by the fact that in the 2017 general election, age replaced class as main predictor
of party choice (Sloam and Henn 2019).

Data and Methods

This article presents a novel measurement strategy for assessing the relative salience of social
identities for perceived political commonalities. Respondents were presented with two randomly
selected profiles of fellow citizens, characterized with ten demographic categories frequently con-
sidered as determinants of voting behaviour. Respondents were then asked to assess, in terms of
politics, with which of the two profiles they perceived they had more in common. An example of
how this appeared to respondents can be seen in Figure 1.

The format of previous studies on the political relevance of social identities encourages respon-
dents to think of demographic characteristics one at a time. In contrast, this design requires
respondents to evaluate each attribute in the context of many at once, which means that there
is an implicit trade-off between the different attributes. Additionally, because the task requires
respondents to evaluate profiles with several attributes simultaneously, there is less risk of social
desirability bias or conflating identity with sympathy. The fact that the prompt explicitly asks for
political commonalities, rather than general closeness, comes from the definition of political iden-
tity as a ‘social identity with political relevance’ (Huddy 2013, 739).

The profiles of characteristics presented to respondents were profiles of real people who were
randomly selected from the respondents of the 2017 post-election BES. The randomization was
carried out in a probability proportional to size (PPS) manner, with the probability of sampling
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proportional to the 2017 general election turnout weights. This meant that the profiles presented
to respondents followed the distribution of British voters. This is important because it ensures not
only that the distribution of individual characteristics is realistic, but also that the ( joint) distri-
bution of combinations of characteristics is realistic. If an arbitrary distribution had been used,
the relative magnitude of the coefficients on different similarities could have reflected those arbi-
trary aspects of how different characteristics were put together in the experiment. The experi-
ment, as designed, asks the question of how people choose which of two people is closer to
them politically, where those two people are sampled from Great Britain’s voting population,
rather than from a distribution made up by the experimenter.

This method is closely related to traditional conjoint experiments (Bansak et al. 2021); how-
ever, instead of a distribution where profile attributes are independently randomized, I have ran-
domly selected complete profiles following their actual distribution in the population. Since the
estimates derived from conjoint experiments are obtained by averaging over the treatment distri-
bution, using this external benchmark for the distribution helps with the external validity of esti-
mates but implies that I cannot use the non-parametric identification of the causal effects of
individual attributes, introducing model dependence into the analysis of the data (De la
Cuesta, Egami and Imai 2022).

The profiles’ characteristics included in the study were: gender, age, religion, region, home sta-
tus, education, annual household income, subjective class and subjective family class. The pos-
sible levels for each characteristic are detailed in Table 1 in the Online Appendix. The
experiment was fielded by YouGov between June and August 2019. The prompt was presented
five times per respondent, with different profiles each time. The order in which the attributes

Figure 1. Survey prompt with example profiles.
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were listed was randomized per respondent. A total of 1,656 respondents from Great Britain were
recruited for the experiment (8,280 responses). In the analyses, I use sample weights provided by
YouGov that make the data representative of the British population on standard demographic and
past vote variables.1

To analyse the results of the experiment, information on the respondents’ self-categorization is
combined with that of the profiles presented to them and their choices. The analysis seeks to
assess the probability of a respondent choosing one profile if that profile shares an attribute
with the respondent and the other alternative profile does not.

To perform this analysis, two dummy variables, mAij and mBij, are created to reflect whether
the respondent’s self-categorization on task i matches profile A on attribute j and whether it
matches profile B on the same attribute j (two dummy values per iteration per attribute).
The difference between the two dummy variables is the explanatory variable of interest, dij =
mAij −mBij. If, for task i, the two profiles present the same levels as the respondent on attribute
j, or neither of them do, dij will be 0. If the matching attribute is only 1 in the first person
(‘Person A’), then dij will have the value of positive 1. If the matching attribute is only 1 in
the second person (‘Person B’), then dij will have the value of −1. The choice of the respondent
for task i, that is, the outcome of interest, ci, is then coded in an equivalent way, with 1 meaning
the respondent chose Person A, −1 meaning that the respondent chose Person B and 0 mean-
ing the person chose ‘not sure’. The reason the data are coded this way is that this means that
matches with A and B are treated symmetrically and each coefficient describes the effect of
moving from no match to a match for a single characteristic, holding the other attributes
and the other profile constant.

With these variables, the following subsections will examine how important every dij is for
every attribute j in explaining the respondents’ choice ci. I will then examine if this relative
importance of the attributes varies by respondents’ past political behaviour (electoral choice in
the 2017 general election and the EU referendum).

Results

Relative Importance for Political Commonality of Each Social Category

The results of regressing respondents’ choice explained by the relative matching attributes in an
ordinal logistic model2 are presented in Figure 2. The coefficients correspond to how strongly a
respondent matching a profile on a given attribute predicts the respondent choosing that profile
as having more political commonality with themselves. All the matching coefficients are statistic-
ally significant at the 95 per cent confidence level. This confirms that, on average, people are more
likely to feel political commonality with people who share their social identity categories for all
the characteristics in the study.

Since the levels of the different attributes are correlated, both among respondents and among
profiles, the matching variables are correlated. Thus, the inclusion of several economic variables
could dilute the strength of class matching when compared to ethnicity due to collinearity. To
confirm how robust the estimates are, a regression model that includes all attributes and ten
regression models that include each single attribute are presented in Figure 2, which shows
that the described trends remain largely unchanged.

Overall, this first analysis points to the importance of ethnicity for political commonality. Age,
education and matching subjective class, while playing some role in perceived political

1Further details on the levels of each category and their distribution among respondents and experiment profiles are given

in the Online Appendix.
2The results are largely unchanged with a linear model, as can be seen in Figure A6 in the Online Appendix.
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commonality, seem to do so to a lesser extent. The same is true for the different attributes related
to class, such as home status, income and subjective family class.

Social Identity, Perceived Political Commonality and Vote Choice

Does perceived political commonality depend on different attributes for Conservative versus
Labour voters or Leave versus Remain voters? The relationship between perceived political com-
monality and vote choice is analysed by including the corresponding interaction effects in the
regression model. As Figure 3 shows, the importance of ethnicity differs by party and referendum
vote to a degree unmatched by any other attribute. Specifically, compared to Labour and Remain
voters, Conservative and Leave voters give significantly more weight to this aspect for perceived
political commonality. These findings suggest that ethnicity might have become a politicized
social identity and that the demographic association between the ethnic self-categorization of a
respondent and vote choice is not the result of mere policy preferences. In the Online
Appendix, Figure A7 shows the interactive effect of party vote and EU referendum vote.
Labour voters who voted Leave give a similar weight to ethnicity as both Conservative Leave
and Remain voters. While the large confidence interval warrants caution, these patterns are con-
sistent with Hobolt, Leeper and Tilley’s (2021) findings of Brexit politicizing social identities that
escape the traditional party divisions, such as ethnicity.

Subjective family class

Subjective class

Religion

Region

Income

Home status

Gender

Ethnicity

Education

Age

−1 0 1 2 3

Political commonality for each social category. Multivariate models (odds ratio)

−1 0 1 2 3

Age

Education

Ethnicity

Gender

Home status

Income

Region

Religion

Subjective class

Subjective family class

Political commonality for each social category. Bivariate models (odds ratio)

Figure 2. Perceived political commonality by social identity.
Note: Multivariate regression (top) and one variable at a time (bottom).
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Conclusion

This study presents a novel measurement strategy of the relationship between social identities and
the perception of political commonalities. By using this measurement strategy, I can compare the
relative strength of different social identities in the population from the perspective of how citi-
zens perceive one another politically, rather than from their tendency to vote together. Instead of
relying on electoral predictors or identity scales designed for one specific social group, this

0 1 2 3 4

Age

Education

Ethnicity

Gender

Home status

Income

Region

Religion

Subjective class

Subjective Family class

General Election

Labour

Conservative

Political commonality for each social category by party vote in 2017 (odds ratio)

0 1 2 3 4

Age

Education

Ethnicity

Gender

Home status

Income

Region

Religion

Subjective class

Subjective family class

EU referendum

Remain

Leave

Political commonality for each social category by 2016 EU referendum vote (odds ratio)

Figure 3. Political commonality by Party vote in the 2017 General Election (top) and by 2016 EU referendum vote (bottom).

Multivariate ordinal logistic regression.
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method allows for comparison of the relative importance of several social identities for perceived
political similarities, reducing risks of social desirability bias and of confounding group member-
ship and policy preferences with social identity.

Using this novel methodology allows me to show the substantive role that ethnicity plays in the
perception of political commonalities for British citizens. Additionally, there is some evidence
that the relative importance of ethnicity is itself associated with electoral behaviour, with
Conservative and Leave voters significantly more sensitive to this category. The fact that this attri-
bute is the most salient one for political commonalities may suggest that this social identity has
acquired ‘political content’ and may reflect the emergence of a political identity, as defined by
Huddy (2013). Since both the respondents and the profiles presented to them are representative
of Great Britain, the importance of ethnicity is mainly pushed forth by white respondents. These
findings complement the emerging literature showing the political influence of ethnicity among
majority white citizens in established democracies (see, for example, Abrajano, Elmendorf and
Quinn 2015; Nandi and Platt 2020; Xu, Farver and Pauker 2015). Additionally, the employed
methodology allows a more nuanced interpretation of previous evidence that age and education
have become relevant predictors for voting behaviour (Sloam and Henn 2019). Specifically, I find
little evidence that they loom large in citizens’ perceptions of political commonality. This might
suggest that the correlation between these demographics and voting behaviour is related more to
policy preferences than to new politicized social identities.

The evidence I present appears to be in line with the opinion-based identity groups argument,
as has been proposed by Hobolt, Leeper and Tilley (2021), in which the EU referendum and the
debates it sparked have brought about the emergence of new political identities. Ethnic social
identity might not be a new phenomenon, but its organization around Brexit and the party divide
suggests a relevant politicization of this social identity versus others. One question for future
research is how much of the relevance of ethnicity in sections of the population comes from
in-group preference versus out-group demarcation. In any case, the findings of this study
imply important challenges to the way parties translate these social tensions and the need to
employ new measurement strategies to disentangle the importance of politicized social identities.
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