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It was a mere two years ago that we were all talking about the return of 
two-party politics. For every four voters in the 2017 election, three put a 
cross in a box next to a Conservative or Labour candidate. In the space 
of 2 years UKIP had collapsed from 13% to 2% in the polls, with the Lib 
Dems struggling to achieve more than 8% of the popular vote.

And here we are in 2019, 2 years on from the 2017 election. This time 
round fewer than one in four voters chose Labour or Conservatives at 
the recent European election, half the proportion at the previous 
European elections in 2014. The Brexit Party – a party that didn’t even 
exist two years ago – romped home in the election, getting almost 
twice as many votes as any other individual party. Good results also for 
the string of parties usually considered to be ‘smaller’ – the previously 
languishing Lib Dems finished in second place, with strong 
performances for the Greens and nationalists in Scotland and Wales.

If a week is a long time in politics, 2 years feels like an era. 

Utilising our exclusive post-election analysis of voter behaviours and 
attitudes, ICM have identified 6 things we have learnt from this election.

1. 2019 was, finally, the year of ‘The Brexit Election’

2. Both Tories and Labour were punished for being unconvincing on 
Brexit

3. Rose-tinted European glasses: Labour remain voters see what they 
want to

4. Even in the ‘Brexit election’, there’s still room for party loyalties

5. An impressive Lib Dem performance, but how long-lived will it 
prove?

6. Don’t underestimate the Brexit Party’s support
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It may seem an obvious point to make, but voters were highly polarised 
in terms of attitudes towards Brexit. The most successful parties were 
chosen for their Brexit stances: our post-election poll shows that 97% of 
Brexit party voters say they voted as they did to show their support 
for leaving, while 91% of Lib Dem voters did so to show their support 
for remaining. Having a crystal clear position on Brexit was the route to 
success for both Lib Dems and the Brexit Party, as this election came to 
be defined almost entirely by the UK’s ongoing relationship with the EU.

2019 WAS, 
FINALLY, THE 
YEAR OF 
‘THE BREXIT 
ELECTION’

“I WANT US TO 
LEAVE THE EU AS 

QUICKLY AS 
POSSIBLE”
Brexit Party voter
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In the European Parliament elections

I CHOSE THE PARTY I VOTED FOR TO SHOW MY SUPPORT FOR…

Leaving the EU Neither Remaining in EU

“THEY ARE A 
REMAIN PARTY 

AND I AM A 
REMAINER”

Liberal Democrat voter





This is the flip-side of the same coin: where the successful parties were 
rewarded for having a clear position on Brexit, the unsuccessful parties 
were punished for being unconvincing in this area.

Our analysis suggests that two in three voters (65%) at this election 
who voted Labour at the 2017 election chose a different party this 
time around. The equivalent figure for the Tories is even more striking, 
with only 20% of those turning out this year sticking with their 2017 vote 
choice.

This is a pretty unprecedented mass desertion of support for both main 
parties at the same time. 

A clear majority (54%) of 2017 Conservative voters turning out in 2019 
did so for the Brexit Party, with 12% opting for the Lib Dems. More than 
one in five 2017 Labour voters casting their ballot in 2019 did so for the 
Lib Dems (23%), with 15% opting for the Brexit party.

Both main parties’ electoral coalitions were broken apart by Brexit. 

BOTH TORIES 
AND LABOUR 
WERE PUNISHED 
FOR BEING 
UNCONVINCING 
ON BREXIT

“I HAVE ALWAYS 
BEEN 

CONSERVATIVE 
BUT FEEL 

BETRAYED OVER 
THE BREXIT 

MESS.”
Brexit Party voter

“LABOUR ARE 
TRYING TO 

PLEASE BOTH 
SIDES TO GARNER 

VOTES AND ARE 
NOT BEING CLEAR 

ON THEIR VIEW 
ON BREXIT AND A 

SECOND 
REFERENDUM.”

Liberal Democrat voter
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Giving voters an opportunity to clearly signal their support for Leave or 
Remain proved the path to success for Brexit Party and Lib Dems 
respectively. And it’s clear that, even when analysing the 9% who 
decided to vote Conservative, the party failed to provide an outlet for 
Remainer or Leaver identities. When asked why Conservative voters 
chose the party, 44% say it is to show their support for leaving, a quarter 
(26%) for remaining in the EU, while three in ten (30%) say neither applies.

Turning our attention to the 14% of voters who chose Labour makes for 
an enlightening comparison. We get a similarly large proportion saying 
neither statement applies (26%), suggesting that Labour also suffered 
from a lack of clarity on Brexit. But, in a striking difference from 
Conservative support, three in five Labour voters (59%) say they chose 
the party to show their support for remaining in the EU. This is despite 
the Labour leadership repeatedly insisting that they are in favour of 
leaving the EU in the run up to the election.

This could be presented as a case of wishful thinking from Labour 
Remainers – convinced that the party is Remain at heart despite its 
leadership’s public statements to the contrary. But this could also turn 
into something of a self-fulfilling prophecy – as our analysis implies that 
Labour Remainers were significantly more likely to stick with Labour in 
these elections compared to Labour Leavers (37% vs. 27%). The heavily 
reduced Labour ‘core vote’ at this election looks increasingly remain.

ROSE-TINTED 
EUROPEAN 
GLASSES: 
LABOUR REMAIN 
VOTERS SEE 
WHAT THEY 
WANT TO

“I HAD TO HOLD 
MY NOSE THIS 

TIME AS I WISH 
LABOUR WOULD 

SUPPORT REMAIN 
BUT I COULD NOT 
BRING MYSELF TO 

VOTE AGAINST 
LABOUR”

Labour voter
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In the 2016 EU Referendum vote

I VOTED TO…

Leave Did not vote/Don’t know Remain
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Of course the headlines are going to be dominated by the largely 
unprecedented degree of vote switching and the collapse in support for 
Labour and Conservatives at this election, and rightly so. But we should 
be careful of getting carried away with this narrative.

This was a unique election, and the comparison with 2017’s election (a 
recent high point for the two main party’s combined vote share, and a 
general election) exaggerates the magnitude of the change.  And while 
seven in ten voters (69%) say they chose the party they voted for 
because of its position on Brexit, a not insignificant proportion (19%) 
voted because of their party’s position on other issues.

And this proportion comes through most strongly among Labour voters 
– of which almost half (48%) say they voted for the party because of the 
party’s position on issues other than Brexit. At the opposite end of the 
scale, only 1% Brexit Party voters chose the party for its position on non-
Brexit issues.

This gives clues as to the source of recovery for Labour – who will 
benefit from any future election being framed around a broader set of 
issues than Brexit. But it also demonstrates that the two main parties still 
have a depth of support – that even in an election all about Brexit, 
there will still be a core of Labour and Conservative voters who will 
find other reasons to continue their longstanding support for the 
party.

Our qualitative analysis corroborates this point, with many Conservative 
and Labour voters justifying their vote because they have always voted 
for that party.

EVEN IN THE 
‘BREXIT 
ELECTION’, 
THERE’S STILL 
ROOM FOR 
PARTY 
LOYALTIES

“I AM AND 
ALWAYS WILL BE 

FOR LABOUR”
Labour voter
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In the European Parliament elections

I CHOSE THE PARTY I VOTED FOR BECAUSE OF THE PARTY’S…

Position on Brexit Neither Other issues

“THERE IS STILL 
ONLY ONE PARTY 

ABLE TO LEAD 
THE COUNTRY”

Conservative voter
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It’s easy for pollsters and public opinion experts to repeat the age-old 
wisdom: in a first past the post general election with a higher turnout 
and taken more seriously by the electorate at large, we’ll see the main 
parties recover from their previous kicking at the ballot box and 
normality will resume. The logic runs that the Brexit Party, Lib Dem and 
Green support derives from protest votes – important protest votes –
but votes that will largely come back to Labour and Conservatives in 
due course.

There’s a reason that this is an age-old wisdom – we would expect 
Labour and the Conservatives to perform better in the context of a 
Westminster general election than they have done in the EU elections.

However, neither of the two main Westminster parties can afford to be 
complacent, and we see early signs of the Brexit Party potentially 
posing a bigger threat than the Lib Dems. 

The Lib Dems do have many reasons to be thrilled with their results 
from these elections. But there are several findings that suggest the Lib 
Dem success is in a more conventional protest party mould. There are 
limited signs of voter identification with the Lib Dems beyond their 
strong Remain positioning. For example, only 22% of those voting Lib 
Dem did so because of the leader of their party, compared to 43% for the 
Conservatives, 45% for Brexit Party and 54% for Labour. 

Of course there are other factors at play here, with Vince Cable having 
already announced his plans to step down. But our poll also suggests 
that Lib Dems benefitted from Remainers being slightly more likely to 
turn up for the EU elections. Perhaps most importantly, there appears to 
be limited enthusiasm among new Lib Dem voters – under half (49%) 
chose the party with enthusiasm. Only the Conservative Party – going 
into the election in complete disarray – achieved a lower score on this 
question (42%).

AN IMPRESSIVE 
LIB DEM 
PERFORMANCE, 
BUT HOW LONG-
LIVED WILL IT 
PROVE? 
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In the European Parliament elections

I CHOSE THE PARTY I VOTED FOR…

Because of leader Neither In spite of leader

“I FEEL THIS WAS 
A TACTICAL VOTE 

TO HELP BRING 
ABOUT MORE 

COMPROMISE TO 
GET A DEAL DONE 

WITH THE EU”
Liberal Democrat voter
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Of all the national parties, Brexit Party supporters were the most chuffed 
with their vote choice – two-thirds (65%) of Brexit Party voters say the 
chose the party they voted for ‘enthusiastically’. 

We should be careful to not over-interpret one question and, more 
generally, should bear in mind the age-old wisdom when trying to draw 
conclusions for future politics from low turnout elections. 
Notwithstanding this, the high enthusiasm for the Brexit Party among its 
supporters is hard to coalesce with the conventional protest party 
narrative of Conservative or Labour voters reluctantly lending another 
party their support between general elections before returning back to 
their natural political home. The Lib Dem vote, while resurgent and 
important, looks much more like this – a coalition of Remainers wanting 
to make their voices heard. 

There is one big unanswered question in this analysis of the European 
elections. Around twice as many people voted in the 2017 general 
election compared to these elections. Those who turned out in 2017 but 
stayed at home in 2019 are likely to be less engaged voters, and quite 
possibly not as concerned by Britain’s relationship with Europe. How this 
group choose to vote may well prove crucial in a future general election.

But as long as Brexit remains unresolved, the electoral dynamic shown 
in the European elections is one which the Labour and Conservative 
parties cannot afford to underestimate. 

DON’T 
UNDERESTIMATE
THE BREXIT 
PARTY’S 
SUPPORT

“THEY ARE 
VOICING MY 

OPINIONS ON THE 
WHOLE 

SITUATION. 
BREXIT MEANS 

BREXIT!”
Brexit Party voter
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In the European Parliament elections

I CHOSE THE PARTY I VOTED FOR…

Enthusiastically Neither Reluctantly



ICM Unlimited interviewed a representative online sample of 2,007 
adults aged 18+, between 24th – 28th May 2019. Interviews were 
conducted across Great Britain and the results have been weighted to 
the profile of all adults in Britain. 

Data weighting: Data were weighted to the profile of all adults aged 18+. 
Data were weighted by sex, age, social class, household tenure, work 
status and region. Additional weights have been applied on EU 
referendum 2016 vote, general election 2017 vote and EU Parliament 
2019 vote.

All polls are subject to a wide range of potential sources of error. On the 
basis of the historical record of the polls at recent general elections, 
there is a 9 in 10 chance that the true value of a party’s support lies 
within 4 points of the estimates provided by a poll, and a 2 in 3 chance 
that they lie within 2 points

ICM is a member of the British Polling Council and abides by its rules.

For further enquiries, please contact alex.turk@icmunlimited.com

METHODOLOGY 
NOTE
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