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Abstract 

Studies regarding the European Union (EU) referendums have long been an opportunity to 

analyse the voting behaviour of the citizens. Thereby, special attention was laid down to the 

referendum outcome, in order to determine if the referendum voting was influenced by the 

dissatisfaction or satisfaction with the incumbent government or the general attitude towards 

the EU. But, the recent focus has turned towards the referendum campaigns in order to 

understand the voting behaviour. Hereby, the attention is brought to the information which the 

voters gain during the campaigns in order to analyse how salient the referendum topic gets in 

the minds of the citizens. But these studies do not consider the emotions which can be used in 

the campaigns. Therefore this paper aims to identify with which specific emotions the ‘Leave’ 

and ‘Remain’ campaign played in the Brexit referendum. A content analysis of British 

newspaper articles is conducted and afterwards a statistically analysis. It is found that the 

‘Remain’ campaign played mainly with negative emotions, whereas the ‘Leave’ campaign 

played with a mix of positive and negative emotions in order to convince the voters. This 

study shows that campaigners need to take adequate research before the campaign in order to 

study what kind of relationship the voter has with the referendum topic.  
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1. Introduction 
Over the last decades, referendums and citizen initiatives have become an increasingly 

important instrument for executing or preventing legislation in countries around the world. 

Since the end of the Second World War, national referendums have been on the rise and are 

starting to play a crucial role in Europe regarding the process of European integration. In 1972 

the first referendum on European integration took place in France, since then more than 54 

referendums were held on European Union (EU) matters (European Parliament, 2016). 

Mainly, those were concerning issues about treaty ratification, membership or specific policy 

adoptions such as adoption of the Euro. But that is not the only purpose of referendums in 

regards to the EU.  

In recent studies, scholars have been focusing on the voting behaviour of citizens in EU 

referendums. In 1990, two scholars highlighted that referendums can be used to “answer 

questions other than those on the ballot paper” (European Parliament, 2016, pg 1). This voting 

behaviour has become known as the second-order election. In the case of second-order 

behaviour the satisfaction level with the incumbent government is the basis for the voting 

behaviour. Another voting behaviour, which has been studied, is known as issue-voting 

behaviour. Here, the voting behaviour is based on the voter’s attitude towards the European 

Union.  In all of these studies the voters were treated as a “uniformed mass” that have a 

common opinion and respond similarly to these issues; but the different individual 

preferences and interests were potentially overlooked (Hobolt, 2005, pg. 86). To this point, 

these findings have paid only little attention to the individual level. Thus the gap in this 

research has been identified.  

Given this gap in research, recent scientific debate has turned towards the impact of political 

information, especially campaigns, by analysing referendums on the topic about the European 

Union. These new studies consider campaigns in EU referendums as an important 

contributing factor in the voting behaviour. Campaigns are crucial because citizens of the 

European Union “lack direct interaction with the Union in their daily life” (Atikcan, 2018, pg. 

94). Therefore, EU citizens are mainly interested in how domestic politicians promote the 

referendum proposal. So it is important for new research to lay the focus on the effect of the 

provided information voters’ gain during the referendum campaigns in order to evaluate how 

domestic or European Union issues become salient.  

Another significant aspect of campaigns is how they can play with the emotions of the voters 

and thereby influencing the voting behaviour. Therefore, not only the informations which are 
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provided during the campaign play an important factor in influencing the voting behaviour. 

The words which are used by the campaigner in a campaign can have an important impact as 

well. Ted Brader is one of the leading scholars in this field, especially the effect of campaign 

ads. According to Brader, emotions can play a central role in whether and how campaigns can 

work. It is not only about getting the message out; it is also about how the message is 

delivered. Therefore, campaign ads can have a remarkably effect on the emotions of people 

and are able to significantly alter their influence on the voter. Influence attempts include for 

example the gathering of negative messages in fear-evoking music and images (Brader, 

2005). Brader also highlights that those emotionally expressive campaigns cannot only sway 

voters, but also change the way voters make decisions (Brader, 2005). Hence, campaigners 

are able to influence citizens voting behaviour in predictable manners.  

This thesis advances the literature by taking into account emotional appeals in European 

Union referendum campaigns. These emotional appeals are anger, fear/anxiety and 

enthusiasm. All of these emotions trigger a different reaction and behaviour by the individual. 

For example anger, lowers risk awareness by the individual and leads that the individual tries 

to remove perceived threats while still relying on their beliefs (Vasilopoulou&Wagner, 2017). 

In contrast fear and anxiety is connected with the avoidance system, hereby the individual is 

more likely to be riskier but cautious, which leads to a high information seeking (Druckman& 

McDermott, 2008; Valentino et al., 2009). The emotional appeal enthusiasm is different than 

the two former emotions, since it has a positive value. Enthusiasm is mostly connected with a 

goal-related behaviour but which relies, like anger, on its prior beliefs, and thereby reduces 

information seeking (Vasilopoulou &Wagner, 2017).  

Taking a closer look at emotions and campaigns in regards to EU referendums, recent studies 

(Atikan, 2018; De Vreese & Semetko, 2004) on referendums and public opinion advocate that 

the ‘No’ side has an advantage. It has previously been observed that the ‘No’ side can 

advance the fear of the citizens on a topic where they have limited knowledge about. 

According to Atikan (2018) the ‘No’ side only needs to mention concerns or link it to a less 

popular issue which is connected to the referendum proposal, in order to mobilise the fear of 

the voters. Also De Vreese and Semetko (2004) outline that the ‘No’ side can play effectively 

with its campaign if it conducts careful research in regards what the voters do not want and 

focus on this. Therefore, the ‘No’ campaign is more eager to promote risk aversions, which 

appeal to some voters, as well as that they are often holding this emotion as a monopoly. 
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Consequently, this means that referendums are biased because the anti-EU campaigns have an 

advantage since they can play with voters´ emotions, such as fear, more effectively.  

In order to gain new knowledge about the use of emotional appeals in referendum campaigns 

regarding EU referendums, the context of this paper is the Brexit referendum. In this 

referendum, the United Kingdom had to decide whether to leave or to remain in the European 

Union. The result of the British referendum sent shockwaves throughout Europe. The 

referendum made an historical impact for the European Union considering that no other 

member state ever decided to leave the European Union. As well as it gave a bigger platform 

to Euroscepticism and supporters of anti-immigration policies. Hobolt (2016) mentions that 

this was not a surprising outcome since Britain were very Eurosceptic right from the point 

where it entered the Union in 1973. Therefore she says was the referendum a close race 

between both camps.  

The two official campaigning camps were ‘Britain Stronger in Europe’ and ‘Vote Leave’. The 

main battle lines between both sides were the economy vs. immigration (Hobolt, 2016). The 

‘remain side’ argued that if people would vote for ‘remain’, they would avoid any economic 

risks. Whereas the argument of the ‘leave side` was to gain control back of the” British 

borders, British law-making and restrict immigration” (Hobolt, 2016, pg. 1262). Hobolt 

(2016) mentions that both campaign rhetoric were generally negative, whereby the ‘remain’ 

campaign put its attention on the threat of economic crash in case of leaving the European 

Union and the ‘leave’ campaign laid its focus on mobilizing peoples concern of immigration. 

Interesting to witness during the referendum, was the division within the governing 

Conservative Party, thus bringing the Eurosceptic message even more into the media (Hobolt, 

2016). Thereby, the media presence nationally but also internationally was decisive high. In 

this thesis, following descriptive research question will be answered to gain new insight of 

emotional appeals in referendum campaigns:  

“To what extent did the ‚Leave campaign’ and ‚Remain campaign’ in the Brexit referendum 

appeal to specific positive or negative emotions?”  

A content analysis will be used in order to answer the aforementioned research question. In 

the last decades, content analyses have been used in order to describe the content of political 

communication messages, as well as, for studies of agenda-setting of newspapers (Benoit, 

n.d.). Hereby, the research can clearly study the content of the messages and can evaluate with 

which emotions were played, as well as, which specific topics or words were used in order to 



6 
 

influence people. Druckman conducted in 2005 a research regarding newspapers and 

television news coverage regarding campaigns and how these media types influence the voter. 

In his study he used a content analysis; thereby Druckman (2005) discovered that newspapers 

play an important role in informing the voters rather than the television. Content analyses 

have also been used in regards towards general elections. Hereby the focus was laid down 

towards the frames which were used in the news media articles. Hence, it can be stated that 

content analysis are a useful tool to use for research in campaign messages.  

The aim of this paper is to analyse how both different camps played with specific negative, 

such as fear, anger and anxiety, and positive emotions like enthusiasm in their campaigns. 

This analysis shall thereby contribute to new knowledge about political emotions on the topic 

of referendums in regards towards the European Union. Furthermore, this paper aims at 

making politicians more aware of how influential and effective political campaigns, especially 

their wording, can be in these kinds of referendums. Since upcoming EU political decisions 

are contingent to be upon national referendums, it is important to understand the effect of 

emotions in political campaigns in referendums.  

2. Theory 

In referendums, mostly, citizens cannot relate to the issue about which the referendum is hold. 

Also partisanship plays in the decision making a less crucial role rather than in general 

elections. Hence, political campaigns have become an important function by influencing the 

voting behaviour. Mainly, the words which are used in campaigns are important, since 

through them the campaigner is able to play with the emotions of the citizen.  

In the last years, the field of political campaigns regarding EU referendums has gained a lot of 

relevance. Thus this gave importance to investigations of political campaigns and to studies of 

the relationship between political campaigns and emotions.  

2.1 The aim and effect of political campaigns 

Historically, political campaigns began to play a crucial role in elections when people started 

to become informed citizens. The first “modern campaign” was held in the United States of 

America which was about the “William Ewart Gladstone´s Midlothian campaign in the 

1880´s” (The Modern Political Campaign, n.d.). Through the establishment of “mass-base 

political parties” in the 19
th

 century, mass campaign rose (The Modern Political Campaign, 

n.d.).  
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The effect of campaigns changed over the decades. For a long time election campaigns were 

not seen as an essential tool to effect voters. The reasoning behind this fact was, that early 

deciders made a decision based on their partisan precommitment  (Farrell& Schmitt-Beck, 

2002). In turn, this meant that campaign effects were already sufficient enough. Only by 

voters who were lacking interest in politics, campaigns had little or no effect. Over the years 

this changed. Due to the development of “mass media and mass participation in representative 

democracies”, political campaigns gained importance (Farrell& Schmitt-Beck, 2002, pg XVi). 

Especially politicians started to treat political campaigns as an important tool. According to 

Farrell and Schmitt-Beck (2002), nowadays, all kinds of political actors such as lobby groups, 

parties and candidates, government and other political institutions, social movements and 

citizen´s associations, have recognised that political campaigns can be a positive contributing 

factor for their engagement in the process of policy making. Campaigns are capable to 

mobilize, persuade and to inform the citizens about the concern. Generally, it can be said that 

nowadays political campaigns play a great deal and matter.  

The aim of a political campaign can be defined as an organised attempt intending to influence 

a specific group in their decision making on a specific topic (The Modern Political Campaign, 

n.d.).These topics can be; voting for the next president or the next government or issues on a 

referendum topic. Usually in democracies, political campaigns refer to electoral campaigns 

where citizens elect their representatives or when referendums are decided (The Modern 

Political Campaign, n.d.). In general political campaigns function can be defined in 

accomplishing different aims such as “to create or strength the support for a candidate or 

policy, to mobilize voters, or to simply inform the electorate” ( Schuck, 2009, pg. 2). 

Campaign messages play thereby a central role. Hereby the ideas which the candidate wants 

to share with the citizens are promoted. The goal is that those who agree with these ideas start 

to support the candidate when he is trying to gain a political position. Therefore, campaigns 

are able to have a wide raging effect on contrasting opinions or behaviours which they can 

either reinforce, or alter and change (Schuck, 2009). Specifically via direct and personal or 

indirectly via the media is this effect of a campaign achieved. 

Another function which a campaign can have is to prime the aspects of an issue that voters 

find important (Beach, 2018). This does not mean that a campaign can change the general 

attitude of the citizen, such as, towards the European Union. But the campaign, however, is 

able to impact short-term perceptions of the issue which is decided in the referendum. Thus 

the provided information of the campaigns can shape how the electorate perceives the 
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advantage of the recommendation “in relation to what happens in the event of a no vote” 

(Beach, 2018, pg. 13). All in all, the main goal of a political campaign is to influence the 

voter.  

When comparing referendum campaigns with electoral campaigns, it can be highlighted that 

the informational context in referendums play a more crucial role rather than as in electoral 

elections. Since in referendums the voters are less familiar with the topic, political parties 

need to “provide relatively clear-cut information cues for the voters” (Hobolt, 2005, pg. 89). 

This means that the political parties need to give easy and understandable explanations and 

information about the referendum topic to the voter. Another difference is also, that 

referendum campaigns are more interesting than general election campaigns. This is, because 

referendum campaigns are generally defined by close races, an undecided or inconsistent 

electorate and the traditional party politics are less important by explaining the voter turnout 

and voting behaviour, which gives greater importance to the campaign events (De Vreese & 

Semetko, 2004). Furthermore, another crucial issue in referendum campaigns is that citizens 

seem to be more likely to be unstable in their opinion. Therefore new information about the 

issue can highly influence them; mostly the media is the reason for this.  

During referendum campaigns party attachments do often play a less crucial role, since the 

electorate even does not know the position of their party or candidate (De Vreese & Semetko, 

2004).  But still political parties play the key role as the actors of the referendum campaigns. 

Mostly, the Prime Minister or another politician is then chosen as the face of the campaign 

(De Vreese & Semetko, 2004). In referendum campaigns, political parties are confronted to 

define a clear message. This is because, generally the parties are internally divided and 

therefore it is more difficult for them to stay on the same message and thereby to mobilize the 

citizens in their favour.  As well as, referendum campaigns run mostly longer than campaigns 

in general elections. Another reason is as well, that citizen’s attitude can be “shaped by 

unforeseen developments or events during the campaign period” (De Vreese & Semetko, 

2004, pg.705). Therefore the development of strategic framing of their position on the 

referendum issue is crucial in order to gain citizens trust on their position. 

A referendum campaign could be characterised about mainly steering the vote in the preferred 

direction of the proponents or opponents of the relevant issue (Farrell & Schmitt-Beck, 2002). 

It is more about a single issue, with competing actors. However, this single issue mostly 

includes multifaceted and different aspects which can cause contrasting perceptions of the 

issue among the electorate (De Vreese & Semetko, 2004). Therefore, the information 
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environment before the referendum has become highly important, due to that voters form their 

opinion “in the context of the campaign environment” (Hobolt, 2005, pg. 89).  As a 

consequence it is assumed that the intensity of campaigns can have a big influence on the 

voter’s decision. Arguments, aspects and framing of the multifaceted topic which are made by 

the political actors and the media during the referendum campaigns appear to be highly 

important for the referendum outcome, especially when it is a close race between both camps 

(De Vreese & Semetko, 2004).   

When looking at political campaign strategies, the media has become an important tool for it. 

Especially via the internet, newspaper and television it is possible to reach all kinds of people 

(Farrell & Schmitt-Beck, 2002). Today, most of the people gather their political information 

about politics via the media (De Vreese, 2004).  According to a study of the Eurobarometer 

(51-58), television and newspaper have been identified by the citizens of the European Union 

as their key sources gaining political information. Since the volatility among the voters is high 

in referendums, the media even plays one of the most important roles in the campaign due to 

its function as the main information source for citizens.  

Evidence has shown that the citizens learn mainly from the high amount of quantity of 

information which gets via the media available during the each campaign (McCombs&Shaw, 

1972). But, citizens vary greatly in regards towards how they give attention to the media. 

According to McCombs and Shaw (1972), the better educated and politically interested 

people, which are often the ones which are unlikely to change their attitude, are actively 

seeking political informations. In contrast, they say, people who are not likely to be in interest 

of politics, gain their information with less effort; “It just comes in” (McCombs&Shaw, 1972, 

pg. 177). But  Berelson et al (1954) proved that the people which were using the media 

extremely to gather political information were most likely to know what the “issue of the 

election and to perceive correctly the candidates stands on the issue” (Berelson et al., 1954, 

pg. 248). Therefore, it can be stated that voters learn mainly via the media.  

What the electoral learns about the political campaigns is placed by the media. Lang and Lang 

(1966) observed that the mass media was able to put emphasises on certain issues; thereby 

they tried to tell the individual what they should think, know and feel about this specific topic. 

It is seen that the mass media has only little effect about the direction and the intensity of the 

topic. But still, the mass media is able to set the agenda about the campaign topics for each 

campaign and thereby influencing the attitude of the voters towards the political campaign. 

The general aim of the media coverage during the campaign time is to cover the process of the 
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election or referendum, to cover the campaign events, and especially to inform the citizen 

about the key standpoints of the political party or politician in order to promote the campaign.  

There are two perspectives of the role of the media: one side claims that the “media and 

political journalism contribute to political alienation, political inefficacy and a decline in 

participation in elections” (De Vreese, 2006, pg. 583). On the other side, the media and 

journalism are seen as a contribution to knowledge gain of the voter and political participation 

(De Vreese, 2006). Nevertheless, the media has also another function; it can be utilized as a 

source of feedback (Farrell& Schmitt-Beck, 2002). Since politicians know the powerful 

influence of the media, they are regularly examining their “reporting in order to anticipate 

what the media audiences think” (Farrell& Schmitt-Beck, 2002, pg. 5). Additionally, the 

competing sides are using the media as well “as a source of intelligence about its opponents” 

(Farrell& Schmitt-Beck, 2002, pg. 5).   

2.2 Emotions in politics  

As previously discussed campaigns play a crucial role in referendums. But it also plays an 

important role how the campaigns are framed and thereby how the campaigns play with the 

emotions of the voters. There is no doubt that campaigns are used in order to make 

strategically emotional appeals, in order to influence the voter’s political behaviour and 

attitude. Before discussing the different emotions which have been studied in recent years, 

firstly emotions will be discussed.  

Emotions can be defined as particular sets of “psychological and mental dispositions triggered 

by the brain in response to the perceived significance of a situation or object for an 

individual´s goal” (Jamtøy, 2012, pg.4). Emotions appear due to a brain process which 

supplies permanent feedback of the relationship between an individual and its environment 

(Jamtøy, 2012).  Due to its ability to make outside conscious aware, emotions can be 

described as organism which are adaptive and defence mechanisms which have the ability to 

change our behaviour (Kiss, 2012).  

A distinction needs to be made between feelings and emotions, since feelings are the 

“subjective awareness and experience of emotions” (Jamtøy, 2012, pg.4). This can be 

explained with following example, when a person experience anxiety, then the feeling of 

anxiety is the person feeling in that moment. The interesting point is that each individual feels 
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differently, which means that people experience ‘fear’ differently. Therefore feelings are 

consequences of emotions.  

Another distinction which has to be made is between mood and emotions. The difference is 

that emotions are individual responses to a specific provoked situation whereas moods are 

“diffuse positive or negative states that last for longer periods of time” (Jamtøy, 2012, pg.4). 

Kiss (2012), states Marcus (2000) that according to him the brain has three emotional 

subsystems. Those subsystems are working outside of the conscious awareness and thereby 

regulating the production of specific emotions. Those subsystems are called; the disposition 

system, the surveillance system and the flight and fight system (Kiss, 2012). The aim of the 

disposition system is to maintain the dependents on habits and previously learned strategies, 

whereas surveillance system checks the environment if it includes threatening stimuli (Kiss, 

2012). Lastly the flight and fight system gets activated when a physical threat to the body is 

identified; an automatic defence mechanism then gets activated (Kiss, 2012). According to 

Kiss (2012), positive emotions strengthen the disposition system by intensifying the reliance 

on habits, whereas negative emotions reduce the dependence on a habit which could foster a 

defection from the habit.  

Previous studies which were investigating emotions on political behaviour were focusing on 

the comparison between positive and negative affect (Garry, 2014). According to Valentino et 

al. (2008), the reason for this was that Marcus and his colleagues argued that “emotional 

responses only vary on two dimensions, positive and negative” (Valention et al., 2008, pg. 

250).  Recently this has shifted. Scholars are focusing now on specific implications of 

different types of positive and negative responses. A particular distinction has been made of 

the two negative emotions anxiety and anger in regards towards political behaviour (Garry, 

2014). The researcher’s argument is that these distinct emotions might be able to make it 

possible to describe the reaction of the people in certain situations. 

To analyse emotions, two different theories have been developed. Accordingly to the 

appraisal theories of emotions, situations which individuals experience can lead to distinct 

emotions resulting due to the cognitive interpretation of the individual (Vasilopoulou & 

Wagner, 2017). The neuroscientific theories are looking at emotions from a different angle, 

they conduct their research based on the “neural process that generates emotional responses” 

(Vasilopoulou & Wagner, 2017, pg.385). Therefore, a three-dimensional model of emotions 

has been established in order to make a distinction between fear, anger and enthusiasm 

(Vasilopoulou & Wagner, 2017). In general both theories are investigating in the political 
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psychology “the causes and consequences of anger, fear and enthusiasm as distinct emotions” 

(Vasilopoulou & Wagner, 2017, pg.385).  

These distinct emotions can evoke different types of actions and attributes. Anger is triggered; 

according to Valentino et al. (2008), when the individual knows with certainty where the 

cause of the threat comes from, and thereby preventing a specific or important goal. Different 

to fear, anger is evoked when the person feels that the perceived situation is under control 

(Searles & Ridout, n.d.). Therefore, anger can be characterised with certainty about the 

potential outcome as well as a feeling of betrayal (Searles & Ridout, n.d.).  According to 

Searles and Ridout (n.d.), anger has the power to effect the perception of an individual. Anger 

leads to specific and extremely policies or punishment, which can have a powerful effect in 

the political area. But the effect of it is that individuals start to blame the actor who 

established this specific policy, and forgets the situational character (Wagner, 2013). Blame is 

thereby often used as an expression of anger.  This lead towards that individuals who feel 

angry are more likely to be riskier, and to intervene actively, such as to support military 

actions. According to Vasilopoulou and Wagner (2017), anger often leads to more confident 

and aggressive responses, as well as, increased intolerance. This reaction can be explained, 

since anger provokes that individuals are more optimistic in regards to their future. 

The information-seeking process behaviour by anger is relatively low. Angry citizens are less 

willing to collect and integrate new informations, since they rely more on political habits and 

are less likely to compromise (Searles & Ridout, n.d.).  Therefore, according to Parker and 

Isbell (2010), citizens are more likely when they make a voting decision, to check if the 

candidate fits with their partisan and ideology perspective, rather than looking at the actual 

issue of the policy.  

Considering the emotions fear and anxiety, the main function of fear and anxiety is, according 

to Steimer (2002), to act if the individual experiences a signal of threat or danger. 

Accordingly to the neuroscientific perspective thereby fear leads by individuals that they are 

more open and cautions (Vasilopoulou & Wagner, 2017). But citizens are also more likely to 

establish “avoidance behaviour such as withdrawal, risk aversion, higher political intolerance 

via the affirmation of political values, and even miscalculation of risk” (Searles & Ridout, 

n.d). Thus, fearful citizens are not like angry citizens very optimistic and therefore more 

afraid of the outcome.  
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Considering enthusiastic citizens, this emotion is triggered by hope and proud. According to 

Searles and Ridout (n.d.), hope offers the individual to have the possibility to be able to 

change something and therefore to improve the future. It also motivates people to adapt “goal-

direct behaviours” (Searles & Ridout, n.d.). Proud evokes the emotion enthusiasm, since it 

motivates the people to express their opinion. The information seeking process by enthusiastic 

citizens is similar to angry citizens, they have “a less careful form of information-processing” 

(Vasilopoulou & Wagner, 2017, pg.385). But enthusiastic voters are more likely to engage 

politically and also more attempt to be riskier since they are more likely to be optimistic.  

Vasilopoulou and Wagner conducted in regard towards emotions and the European Union in 

2017 a study. When one applies all three emotions to the EU, Vasilopoulou and Wagner 

(2017) argue that angry citizens focus more on the negative news and spend less time 

searching for information than anxious citizens. Whereas the enthusiastic citizens are more 

concerned about positive news frames and are less willing to integrate negative informations. 

In their study on how emotions affect the public opinion on European integration, 

Vasilopoulou and Wagner (2017) found out that fearful and anxious citizens are favouring 

renegotiation of the terms and conditions of the EU membership. In contrast enthusiastic 

citizens are less in favour of it and angry citizens are willing to leave the European Union. 

Vasilopoulou and Wagner (2017) also concluded that enthusiastic and angry citizens attitude 

towards the EU is less “conditional on the perceived benefits of EU integration” than anxious 

citizens (Vasilopoulou & Wagner, 2017, pg.400).  Angry citizens’ attitude is more related to 

underlying factors regarding the EU which are not important for fearful and enthusiastic 

voters. As well as, angry citizens articulate less varied informations and views about EU 

policy issues, since they are lacking “careful information-seeking and more uniform opinion” 

(Vasilopoulou & Wagner, 2017, pg. 398).   

There is no doubt that political campaigns try to make appeals to the emotions of the voters. 

Specifically by television advertisements, must campaign managers not only deliver a rational 

campaign message, they also have to get with the voter on an emotional one. Ted Brader is 

one of the leading scholars among this topic. His work focuses particularly how campaign ads 

can effect and play with the emotions of the people. With his study in 2005 about how 

campaign ads play with emotions, he shows that via political campaigns, campaigners are able 

to provoke specific emotions by the electoral. During his investigation, Brader made a special 

emphasis on the effect of campaign ads.  According to Brader (2005), campaign ads are able 

to affect the political behaviour of the viewer in predictable ways. Notably the use of images 
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and music can help to manipulate emotions (Brader, 2005). He mentions that especially the 

use of fear-evoking music and images in regards to negative messages has an altering effect 

on the voter.  Brader (2005) argues that campaign ads aiming for fear can be a reason for 

changes in political choice. Concerning enthusiasm, his findings suggest that people have a 

“greater interest in campaigns, are more willing to vote, and rely more on pre-existing 

preferences to choose a candidate” (Brader, 2005, pg. 397). Enthusiasm can lead to the effect 

that they will rely more heavily on their prior believes (Brader, 2005). All in all, his research 

has proven that campaigns are able to evoke specific emotions by the voters.  

2.3. Hypotheses 

Based on the aforementioned theory, three hypotheses are derived. These hypotheses shall 

help to give a clear picture with which specific emotions the ‘Leave’ and ‘Remain’ campaign 

have played in the Brexit referendum, in order to persuade the voter to vote.  

Following the line of argument of the literature, enthusiastic people are characterized to be 

more reliant on their prior beliefs, are more risky, as well as being less willing to receive new 

informations. Enthusiastic citizens are also more optimistic and searching more for positive 

news framing rather than negative ones. As Vasilopoulou and Wagner have argued in their 

study regarding emotions and the EU, enthusiastic people are more in favour of staying in the 

EU. Based on these facts, I expect that in the Brexit referendum the ‘Remain’ campaign 

framed their campaign messages more towards positive emotions regarding to the European 

Union, rather than negative ones. Therefore the first hypothesis can be stated as:  

H1: The Remain campaign makes stronger appeals towards enthusiasm emotions in the Brexit 

referendum than the Leave campaign. 

Fear, anxiety and anger are seen in the literature as the negative emotions which can come up 

via a political campaign.  All three emotions can lead towards different reactions, but lead all 

to the same conclusion that people are perceive the referendum topic more in a negative 

aspect. Hence I expect that in general the ‘Leave’ campaign promoted more negative 

campaign frames in order to mobilize the citizens to be more negative towards the EU. Thus, 

the second hypothesis can be stated as:  

H2: The Leave campaign makes stronger appeals towards the emotions of fear, anxiety and 

anger in the Brexit referendum than the Remain campaign. 
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Vasilopoulus and Wagner (2017) have concluded via their study, that angry citizens are more 

in favour of leaving the European Union as well as they are more focused on negative news 

framing. Valentino also argues that citizens develop the emotion anger, when they know the 

cause from where the threat comes from. Looking at the relationship between the EU and the 

UK citizens, one could see that UK citizens were from the beginning on not in favour of the 

EU. As well as they saw more the negative aspects of the EU. Therefore I expect that the 

‘Leave’ campaign played especially with the emotion anger, since UK citizen’s attitude 

towards the EU has been more negative. Hence, the third hypothesis can be stated as:  

H3: The Leave campaign makes stronger appeals to anger emotions than to fear and anxiety.  

Since explicit studies about the topics which both camps have been promoting during the 

campaign period, have been conduct.  I expect that the ‘Leave’ campaign played with the 

negative emotions with the object of immigration. I expect that, since UK citizens were due to 

the immigration crisis in 2015 already more negative towards the EU. Lastly, hypothesis four 

can be states as: The Leave campaign used negative emotions more towards immigration than 

the ‘Remain’ campaign.  

3. Data/Documents 

3.1 Research Design 

The purpose of the study is to identify with which specific negative and positive emotions the 

‘Leave’ and ‘Remain’ campaign have played in the Brexit referendum in 2016. In order to do 

so, a content analysis by means of a media content analysis of newspaper articles will be 

conducted.  

Content analyses have been used for a long time in social science. It has been key to studies of 

policy preference, propaganda, mass media and social movements; as well as for research into 

communication of politics. Content analysis is one of the most widely used research designs 

to analyse political campaign communication research.  This research method, allows 

analysing the content of the political campaign messages in depth. Thereby, it is possible, to 

examine with which emotions or in which tone the campaigns were promoted.  

A content analysis can be defined as a research tool through which certain concepts or words 

in texts can be identified. It is particular useful for the examination of mass communication in 

order to analyse the messages. According to Krippendorff (1980) a content analysis is a 
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research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts to the contexts for 

their use.  It references to the “meanings, contexts and intentions contained in messages” 

(Prasade, n.d., pg.1) and can, thereby, determine emotions of groups. Hereby, the analyst 

draws conclusions about the sender’s message, characteristics of the message and what kind 

of effects the communication has on the audience (Prasade, n.d.). 

To establish content analysis, articles and texts need to be examined on the basis of units 

which can be paragraphs or single sentences. A coding scheme is needed in order to conduct 

the analysis. Firstly, the researcher has to create a coding sheet which is generated through a 

sample text that is comparable to the research question. Thereby all highlighted key words are 

grouped and put into different categories. The code sheet consist of different code categories 

such as  “issue”, “sentiment”, “tone” and “argument”. Afterwards, the remaining articles are 

analysed based on this developed coding frame. This will be done by going through the 

articles and conclude if they contain the certified information. The final step is to create 

database where the regularity of codes can be recoded. Concluding, this procedure can be 

identified as a simple content analysis.  

In order to analyse if certain emotions were applied on a specific object, a message content 

analysis will be used. The main difference between the simple and this specific method is that 

it centres its focus in the analysis on intended messages in articles. Based on the 

communication objectives, the key messages are developed. Following the translation of these 

communication objectives into codes in order to become base for the analysis. Each article 

will therefore be analysed and coded regarding the presence of the key messages which are 

included in their text. Afterwards, the codes are entered again into a database for statistical 

analysis.  

Humans and Computer software can be used for the coding. The advancement of the use of a 

software is that it can do the tasks fast and accurate such as recognising specific words. 

However, the use of a human in coding is useful in order to ensure that context and tone of the 

language in the article was clearly understood and thought-out in the coding process. When 

using human coders, two coders must at least extract, independently, data from the same 

material in order to have an overlap of coding. This step shall ensure reliability and validity of 

the content analysis.  
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3.2. Case selection and sampling 

To conduct the content analysis in regards towards the campaigns and their emotions, British 

national newspapers have been selected as a case selection and sample. The main argument 

for this selection is that the media has become the most important campaign strategy tool. As 

well as in the case of the Brexit referendum, the newspaper had a significant role in the voting 

behaviour of the citizens.  

To determine which newspapers have to be included in the case selection, the study about the 

evaluation of the national media regarding coverage of the “most significant decision made by 

the UK electorate in the 21
st
 century” published by the Reuters Institute for the Study of 

Journalism (RISJ) in conjunction with PRIME Research by Loughborough University and by 

Cardiff University, was used. This decision was made, since it was expected that the data 

availability will become more widen. Furthermore, it is expected that the campaign leaders of 

each campaign will be extensively promoted and therefore a clear analysis can be made about 

the use of specific emotions.  

In this study eight national newspapers were identified to have published more towards the 

Leave side: the Sun, the Daily Mail, the Daily Express, the Sunday Express, the Daily 

Telegraph, the Sunday Telegraph, The Sunday Times, and the Spectator. As well as eight 

national newspapers were supporting the Remain side: The Times, the Guardian, the 

Observer, the FT, the Independent, the Mail on Sunday, the Mirror, and the New Statesman. 

 Since in this research not all 16 newspapers can be examined, the newspapers will be  will be 

sampled in regards to the number of circulation based on the latest data from NRS PADD, as 

well as data by ABC and by newspaper available at the data source LexisNexis. LexisNexis is 

a database which contains more than 1, 3000 foreign full-text news resources from 1980 until 

today. It offers a quick research across all major global news agencies based on topic and 

time. Further, not only print articles of the newspapers can be retrieved also web articles can 

be used which in turn widens the data collection and increases the reliability of the results.  

Hence following newspapers have been selected:  

 

Leave Side: 

- The Daily Mail with an estimate of  1,394,385 circulations and 31,354 net reader 

- Daily Express with an estimate of 364, 933 circulations and 13,453 net reader 
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Remain Side: 

- The Guardian with an estimate of 151,625 circulations and 24,177 net reader 

- The Independent (United Kingdom) estimate of  54,187 and 10,442 net reader 

The time period for which the content analysis of British newspapers is conducted, is between 

February 22
nd

, 2016, and June 23
rd

, 2016. This period has been selected, because the period is 

long enough to really grasp the emotions from both campaigns. As well as, the data 

availability in regards to the official campaign time is insufficient. Therefore, February 22
nd

, 

2016, had been chosen as a starting point for the analysis by reason of that this was the day 

when David Cameron announced officially the referendum date.  June 23
rd

,2016, has been 

selected as the end date, since this was the day when the referendum took place.  

When selecting the data specific focus needs to be made about the content of the articles and 

not just the newspaper headlines. This means that the articles need to include relevant 

information regarding the Brexit referendum, the ‘Leave’ campaign, the ‘Remain’ campaign, 

as well as the politicians which were promoting the different campaigns. In order to retrieve 

these relevant articles in the LexisNexis database, specific key terms were selected. This 

selection is based on the campaign leaflets, which are retrieved from the official campaign 

webpage’s (www.voteleavetakecontrol.org; www.strongerin.uk.com), in order to get articles 

which are including the topics of the campaigns more specifically. Through this process, I 

want to make sure that not the news media agenda setting would sophisticate the results. 

Therefore, following key terms are selected: Brexit, Remain campaign, Leave campaign, 

European Union, Britain Stronger in Europe, jobs, Conservative campaign, Osborne, 

Security threat, Leave, UK-border, our money, economy, immigration, NHS, David Cameron . 

The key terms are entered in combination with each other. The search process was done by 

the search type ‘natural language’, as through this type the data availability rose.  

The article selection was established on my judgement. This judgment was based on; if the 

articles include the leader of the ‘Remain’ and ‘Leave’ campaign have been giving a 

statement. Another criterion has been if a speech was covered in this article, as well as, if it 

was clear pointed out what the stand point of the campaign was. Another important factor was 

that the articles should include a connection to the specific referendum and not just such as for 

example that one minister decided to support the leave campaign. All these criteria’s were 

selected, in order to clearly have relevant articles which were covering each perspective 

campaign and their campaign statements.  

http://www.voteleavetakecontrol.org/
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The focus of the selection of articles is compromised to only news coverage’s, and does not 

include any letters to the editor, reader’s ´opinion, or statement articles from the newspaper 

journalist. These types of articles have been excluded, since they could not clearly be 

identified as an element of the campaigns itself. Therefore, only articles had been chosen 

where campaigners expressed their opinion and made statements, or where campaign events 

were covered by the newspapers. This lead to a more reliable source.  

A first reading is conducted, whereby the retrieved articles are analysed in accordance with 

the relevance towards the research question. Only the articles which are relevant for the 

research are included in the sample, duplications or irrelevant articles have been excluded. 

The total number of articles is thus 114. Thereby, 26 articles are published from The 

Guardian, 25 from The Independent, 38 from The Daily Mail, and 25 articles from The 

Express. Concerning the length of the different newspaper articles, it can be stated that the 

range differed between around 600 words and 1300 words. Therefore, an average length of 

950 words per article is estimated. Comparing the different newspapers it could be identified 

that the range in The Guardian was between 600 and 1300 words, with an estimated average 

of 950 words per article. Followed by The Independent (United Kingdom) with a word range 

of 400 to 800 and an average of 600 words per article.  The newspaper articles in The Daily 

Mail could be identified with a length between 400 to 900 words, resulting an average of 650 

words per newspaper articles. Whereas the newspaper The Express was between 200 to 600 

words, followed by an average of 400 words per article. Through this the small difference in 

the total amount of newspapers between both referendum campaigns can be explained, since 

it could be noted that The Express had a relatively small word count per article compared to 

the other newspaper articles. Which therefore results that the coding number was limited 

compared to articles with a higher word count.   

3.3 Operationalisation 

For the content analysis a codebook is established, which entails information about the codes 

and emotions towards the Brexit referendum. These codes are based on the aforementioned 

theory part in this research and operationalised and translated into the codebook. But one 

needs to take into mind that the categories should not be held too general, since this can be too 

time consuming.  The data which will be used can be categorised as a mix of qualitative and 

quantitative, due to that the step of reading the texts and going through them can be identified 
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as qualitative, whereas the next step; the coding and statistical analysis process can be 

characterised as a quantitative.   

In this research paragraphs or whole sentences are coded and not only specific words. The 

advantage of this procedure is that hereby the emotion can be better identified and are better 

expressed, rather than just in one word. Therefore, the coding unit of analysis in this research 

is the article, whereas the sentence is the unit of observation. During the coding procedure, 

special attention is  taken in regards that only sentences get coded which are based on 

‘Remain’ or ‘Leave’ Campaigner. This means that in the newspapers of the ‘Remain’ side, 

only sentences got coded which were expressed by the ‘Remain’ side and not sentence from 

the ‘Leave’ side. This decision has been made, since the research focus was laid down on the 

content of the newspapers. As well as, it was expected that through this procedure the main 

aspects of the perspective campaigns were promoted by the favouring newspaper, in order to 

determine clearly which emotional appeals they used.  

In order to examine emotions in campaigns following procedure is made. Emotions can be 

recognised by the words itself like fear, anxiety, anger and enthusiasm. But since these words 

are not directly mentioned in the campaigns, other means have to be included in the coding 

scheme. For fear and anxiety, threat has been chosen. According to Steimer (2002), is the 

main function of fear and anxiety to react when a single of threat is experienced. In the Brexit 

referendum a threat can be identified as mass immigration or financial crisis. In regards to 

anger, harm and blame have been selected. This selection has been based on the literature 

review in this paper. According to Wagner (2014), anger is triggered when the individual 

believes to know who is responsible for the threat; literally it means they know who to blame 

or harm.  In regards to the Brexit referendum would this be the European Union or David 

Cameron. For the emotion enthusiasm, hope and proud have been selected. Since enthusiasm 

is triggered by hope and proud. So the emotional appeal might be made without the mention 

of an emotion word. For the coding scheme is this very important.  

Hence the coding scheme for the emotions fear and anxiety is present in an article, if the 

article expresses: 

 Threat 
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The emotion anger is in an article present, if the article expresses: 

 Blame  

 Harm 

Enthusiasm is present in an article, if the article expresses: 

 Proud  

 Hope 

This data/ document chapter has outlined which research design will be used. It has shown 

that a content analysis is best used in order to analyse which emotions have been used in both 

campaigns. Furthermore, it could be identified that as a case selection British newspapers 

were chosen. This choice has been made since campaigns are mainly promoted via the media. 

Especially newspapers give the voters a clear picture of the main arguments of the campaigns, 

as well as the informations which are needed for the voter. When accessing the 

operationalisation, it has been shown that by the coding procedure not the exact emotions can 

be examined and different means had to be used. In the following part the analysis of the data 

will be explained.  

4. Data Analysis 

The first step with the data was to upload the selected data in the programme Atlas.ti., in order 

to code the articles regarding their content and frequency of the codes.With the results, 

meaning the number of cases for each code, a statistical analysis follows. This statistical 

analysis is helpful, since it allows showing the researcher how many cases occurred in each 

category for each variable. Thereby it is then possible to observe how many cases were 

matching with the specific codes and to highlight important findings.  
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Table 1 - Number of coded newspaper articles per campaign 

Newspapers       

  

Article in favour 

of Remain 

Article in favour 

of Leave   

The Guardian 26 0 26 

The Independent  25 0 25 

The Daily Mail 0 38 38 

The Express 0 25 25 

    Total  51 63 114 

 

Table 1 gives information about the number of articles which were selected as unit of analysis 

in the coding process, for each campaign. The search which had been conducted via 

LexisNexis, lead to an overall total of 114 newspaper articles. The analysis shows that 26 and 

25 newspaper articles, from The Guardian and from The Independent, were selected which 

were in favour of the ‘Remain’ campaign. No favouring articles for the ‘Remain’ side were 

retrieved from the newspapers The Daily Mail and The Express. The reason for this is, that 

both newspapers were classified as in favour for the ‘Leave’ side. Therefore, even if they also 

reported about the ‘Remain’ side, the newspaper articles validity was not sufficient enough to 

be clearly categorised as ‘in favour for the Remain campaign’.  

The table above illustrates as well, that a total of 63 newspaper articles were in favour of the 

‘Leave’ campaign. Thereby, 38 articles were retrieved from The Daily Mail, and 25 articles 

were retrieved from The Express. To ensure validity of the newspaper articles for the ‘Leave’ 

campaign, no articles were retrieved from The Guardian and The Independent (United 

Kingdom). Main argument for this is that they were identified by the research from the 

Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (RISJ) in conjunction with PRIME Research by 

Loughborough University and by Cardiff University that they were in favour of the ‘Remain’ 

campaign.  

Looking at the articles number table 1 shows, that approximately the same amount of articles 

from The Guardian and The Independent were selected, which provides the information that 

both were with the same amount covering on the ‘Remain’ campaign. When looking at the 

number of articles which were in favour of the ‘Leave’ side, it can be seen that there is a 



23 
 

difference of 13 articles between The Express and The Daily Mail. This result illustrates that 

the Daily Mail was slightly more promoting the ‘Leave’ campaign than the newspaper The 

Express.  

All in all, this analysis shows that only valid articles were selected in regards towards the 

‘Remain’ and ‘Leave’ campaign.  It ensures that the articles were in favour of the campaigns 

and, therefore, promoting the respective campaign, which is need to conduct the analysis in 

regards towards the specific emotions.  

Table 2- Number of  the total number of relevant 

articles containing a specific factor 

 

  Leave Campaign Remain Campaign 

Blame 6 0 

Threat 8 27 

Harm 0 1 

Hope 6 2 

Proud 2 3 

   Total 22 33 

      

 

Taking a closer look at the content of the newspaper articles, table 2 illustrates how many of 

the total number of articles were containing one specific emotion.  Thereby, articles which 

were including more than one emotion were excluded from the count. This illustration 

therefore, helps to identify which emotion was how relevant to the respective campaigns.  

Table 2 shows that the ‘Leave’ campaign had in a total 22 articles which were classified with 

one specific factor which triggered a specific emotion.  Whereas, an even higher number of 33 

newspaper articles could be identified on the ‘Remain’ side. The results further show that the 

‘Leave’ side was mainly playing with a mix of emotions. This can be stated since 8 articles 

could be identified with the specific focus on threat, followed by 6 articles for hope and 

blame and 2 articles only concerning proud. The ‘Remain’ side was more on the contrary. In 

table 2 it could be identified that the ‘Remain’ campaign was mainly focused on one specific 

factor, threat, which leads to the emotion fear and anxiety.  Here the table shows that, 27 
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articles were identified containing this specific emotion, while the factors harm, hope and 

proud were rarely focused on. Only 1 article was particularly containing harm, 2 articles hope 

and 3 articles proud.  

The difference between the ‘Remain’ and ‘Leave’ campaign, according to the results of table 

2, is that when looking at the ‘Remain’ campaign the emotions fear and anxiety were mostly 

relevant for them. Whereas the ‘Leave’ side was more playing with a mix of fear, anxiety, 

enthusiasm and anger. It can be highlight, in accordance to the number of articles that for the 

‘Leave’ side a slightly higher relevance was given to the emotion fear compared to the other 

emotions. Another difference which could be recognised from the table above is that no 

specific newspaper article for harm at the ‘Leave’ side and no particular article of the emotion 

anger (blame) at the ‘Remain’ side could be analysed. This shows that non emphasis on these 

two emotions was made by the respective campaigns.  

Table 3- Total number of factors which were expressed in 

the specific articles of Table 2. 

 

  Leave Campaign Remain Campaign   

Blame 24 0 

 Threat 30 118 

 Harm 0 3 

 Hope 36 6 

 Proud 14 9 

 

    Total 104 136 

         

 

In order to see how often these factors were expressed in the specific newspaper articles, the 

above table illustrates this. As it can be concluded, the ‘Remain’ campaign used the specific 

factor 136 times, whereas the ‘Leave’ campaign only used them 104 times.  Which shows that 

the ‘Remain’ campaign expressed more often per article the specific emotion as the ‘Leave’ 

side did. One of the reasons for this result can be the length of the articles, as well as another 

reason can be that the ‘Remain’ campaign wanted to push more for this specific emotion; it 

really wanted to touch the voter with this emotion. Looking at the numbers in table 3, it can 

be seen that the ‘Remain’ campaign expressed threat, with 118 times the most in the specific 
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articles. The other emotions were again rarely expressed. Thus, it can be stated that the 

‘Remain’ campaign was particularly focused on threat in order to evoke the emotion fear or 

anxiety.  On contrast the ‘Leave’ side results show in table 3, that a mix of factors was used. 

Interestingly to see is that, comparing to Table 2 which showed that the factor threat was 

specifically used in 8 newspaper articles was less mention, with only 30 times, than the factor 

hope with 36 times. But comparing to the ‘Remain’ side number of articles which trigger the 

factor threat, the ‘Leave’ side used it relatively often. It also can be identified that the factor 

blame, which had the same amount of specific articles as hope, was only 24 times expressed. 

Therefore, it could be interpreted that the ‘Leave’ campaign was concerned to bring the factor 

hope, which triggers the emotion enthusiasm, close to the voter.  

Table 4- Average count on how often a factor was listed per article 

 

  Leave Campaign Remain Campaign   

Blame 1,37 0,35 

 Threat 1,25 3,18 

 Harm 0,54 0,29 

 Hope 1,7 0,67 

 Proud 0,95 0,7 

 

    Total 5,81 5,19 

   

 

    

 

When it comes to consider all articles in the analysis, table 4 illustrates the average count of 

the emotion per article for each campaign. The results revealed that on average the ‘Leave’ 

campaign listed slightly more emotions per article with a total of 5, 81 times, than the 

‘Remain’ campaign with 5, 19. Taking a closer look at table 4, it could be identified that the 

most used factor was hope with an average of 1, 7. Followed by blame and threat with 1, 37 

and 1, 25 on average. The factor harm was the least one which was expressed on average in 

the newspaper articles. Therefore, it can be stated again that the ‘Leave’ campaign was 

slightly focused on the factor hope in order to gain the voters on their side.  

But not only this, it can be seen again that the ‘Leave’ campaign included all factors in order 

to trigger a mix of emotions. Whereas the ‘Remain’ side was again chiefly focused on the 

factor threat, with an average use of 3, 18 per article, in order to trigger the emotions fear or 
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anxiety.  Surprisingly the analysis of table 4, resulted that the factor hope was the second most 

used one on average, with a score of 0.67. This shows that the ‘Remain’ campaign tried also 

to evoke enthusiastic emotions in the voter.  

 

Table 5- Relevance of each emotion for each campaign 

 

  Leave Campaign Remain Campaign 

 

Blame 24% 7% 

Threat 21% 61% 

Harm 9% 6% 

Total 54% 74% 

   Hope 29% 13% 

Proud 16% 14% 

Total 45% 27% 

   Total 100% 100% 

      

 

Broken down in to the relevance of each emotion for both campaigns, the analysis has shown 

that to 54% negative emotions were triggered by the factors of the ‘Leave’ campaign. By way 

of contrast, the ‘Remain’ campaign was even more eager to evoke negative emotions by 74%.  

Therefore, it is not surprisingly that the analysis shows that with only 27% the ‘Remain’ 

campaign tried to trigger positive emotions by the voter. The ‘Leave’ campaign unexpectedly 

put an emphasis by 45% on positive emotions. Nevertheless, both were focused on negative 

emotions.  

4.1. Hypotheses  

In hypothesis 1, the focus was laid down if the ‘Remain’ campaign was making stringer 

appeals towards enthusiastic emotions in the Brexit referendum than the ‘Leave’ campaign. 

As the analysis has shown, the main focus of the ‘Remain’ campaign was being made on the 

factor threat, which triggers the negative emotions fear and anxiety. 74% of the emotions 
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which were used by the ‘Remain’ campaign were appealed towards negative ones. Only 27% 

were made in regards towards enthusiastic emotions. As well as when a comparison was made 

about how often a factor was listed per article, it could be recognised that threat was with 3, 

18 the highest factor. Furthermore, 27 articles were identified to be specifically containing the 

negative factor threat, whereby six articles precisely used the word threat. Moreover, 118 

times was the factor threat expressed in the specific newspaper articles.  

Expressed was a threat in the newspaper articles, for instance, like “Britain does not succeed 

when we quit” (Stewart et al., 2016), “(..) Threat of plunging growth, a collapsing pound and 

soaring prices if Britain leaves.” (Stewart et al., 2016), “Leaving the European Union could 

wipe up to £32,000 off the average pensioner's wealth (...)” (Stewart, 2016).  Significantly, 

what could be noticed during the coding procedure was that the threat was mainly made in 

regards to the British economy. In conclusion, it can be stated that the ‘Remain’ campaign 

puts its emphasis more on negative emotions. Especially on the emotion fear and anxiety in 

order to mobilise the voters to vote ‘Remain’ in the referendum. Only little attention was 

made on enthusiastic emotions. Therefore, hypothesis 1 can be rejected.  

Going over to hypothesis 2, here the aim was to identify if the ‘Leave’ campaign makes 

stronger appeals towards the emotions of fear, anxiety and anger in the Brexit referendum 

than the ‘Remain’ campaign. Looking at the relevance of each emotion, it can be analysed 

that the ‘Leave’ campaign played more with negative emotions (54%) rather than with 

positive emotions (45%). But comparing these percentages with the ‘Remain’ side it can be 

identified that the ‘Leave’ campaign played less with the factors which were triggering those 

negative emotions. But that is not the only evidence. Also the analysis of the number on how 

often on average the emotions were expressed by article, revealed this result as well. This 

analysis proved that the ‘Leave’ campaign only used the factors blame (1, 37), threat (1,25) 

and harm (0,54) less than compared to the ‘Remain’ side which used the factor threat on 

average 3,18 per article. Considering the analysis of the numbers of articles containing a 

specific emotion, the ‘Leave’ campaign had 6 articles for blame and 8 articles for threat, 

which was compared to the ‘Remain’ side, 27 articles for threat, relatively low. Only the 

number of how often threat was used in these specific articles was relatively high on the 

‘Leave’ side, compared to the ‘Remain’ campaign, by 30 times mentioned in 8 articles.  

Taking a closer look at the analysis of the average number of emotions which have been used 

per article, it even can be seen that the factor hope was with 1.7 relatively high. As well as 

how often it had been used in the specific articles, 36 times mentioned in 6 articles, proofs 



28 
 

that the ‘Leave’ campaign was trying to play with enthusiastic emotions. This was mainly 

expressed in the newspaper articles like, “a British passport as he declared the referendum 

was Britain's one and only chance' to get a grip on mass immigration.” (Slack&Groves, 2016), 

“Here is our chance, maybe our one and only chance as a nation to get a grip on this.'” 

(Slack&Groves, 2016).  

In sum, it can be stated that the ‘Leave’ campaign did not make stronger appeals towards the 

negative emotions fear, anxiety and anger than the ‘Remain’ campaign. The analysis actually 

proved the opposite. The ‘Remain’ campaign made stronger appeals towards those emotions. 

In comparison, the ‘Leave’ campaign made stronger appeals to enthusiastic emotions than the 

‘Remain’ campaign. Therefore, hypothesis 2 can be rejected as well.  

Lastly, hypothesis 3 will be analysed. Hereby it will be tested if the ‘Leave’ campaign made 

stronger appeals to anger emotions than to fear and anxiety. As it was pointed out in Table 5, 

the factor blame was the most relevant factor in comparison to the factors threat and harm. 

Also on average was this factor with 1, 37 mostly used on average per article in comparison to 

the other two factors (1, 25 and 0, 54).  Only in regards the numbers of newspaper articles 

which were containing a specific emotion, blame was with 6 articles lower than threat which 

had 8 articles. In the newspaper articles was blame shown like “Mr Johnson accused the 

Prime Minister of not believing in Britain, suggesting that pro- Brussels campaigners don't 

believe in this country, they don't believe in our ability to stand on our own two feet'” (Groves 

& Stevens, 2016), “It was Government policy that "EU migrants should have a job offer 

before they come here". The Government failed to achieve this during the renegotiation of our 

membership.'” (Groves, 2016). In conclusion it can be stated that this hypothesis is actually 

true, and the ‘Leave’ campaign used mainly blame as a factor in order to trigger the emotion 

anger, instead of fear and anxiety. During the content analysis, it could be identified that 

anger was mainly made in regards towards David Cameron and the European Union.  

All in all, the analysis illustrated that the ‘Remain’ campaign actually played more with 

negative emotions than the ‘Leave’ campaign. Specifically, the factor threat was used by the 

‘Remain’ side; therefore the ‘Leave’ campaign was even right with their statement of “Project 

Fear” in regards to them. The ‘Leave’ side surprisingly used a mix of emotions, almost 50/50. 

Notably, the factor hope was used in order to evoke an enthusiastic emotion by the voter.  
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5. Conclusion 

The aim of the research was to use a content analysis of British newspaper articles about the 

Brexit referendum in order to analyse how the ‘Leave’ and the ‘Remain’ campaign played 

with specific negative or positive emotions. The main finding was that the ‘Leave’ campaign 

was playing with a mix of negative and positive emotions, whereas in contrast the ‘Remain’ 

campaign was playing only with the specific negative emotion fear.  

The content analysis of British newspaper articles of the ‘Remain’ and ‘Leave’ campaign 

showed that there was a slight difference by the newspapers favouring the ‘Leave’ side in 

regards towards promoting the ‘Leave’ campaign. The analysis showed that the ‘Remain’ 

campaign was mainly playing with negatives emotions. Following in line with hypothesis 1, 

where it was expected that the ‘Remain’ campaign plays more with positive emotions rather 

than negative ones, this hypothesis could be rejected. The ‘Remain’ campaign was 

specifically, playing with the emotions fear and anxiety playing. They did this by putting a lot 

of emphasis in their campaign on the factor threat, which evokes these emotions. This factor 

was mainly used in connection with the objective, British economy. Thereby the ‘Remain’ 

campaign tried to fear the voters that if Britain would leave the European Union the British 

economy would go down and pension would go down. Also the newspaper promotion of the 

campaign coverage showed that 27 articles were specifically related to the factor threat and 

only a small number of articles were related to the positive emotions.  The results of the 

investigation also showed that the ‘Remain’ campaign was less concerned about positive, 

enthusiastic emotions. Only 27% of relevance of positive factors was concluded in the 

analysis, where 14% were based on the factor proud. In general, the analysis has proven that 

the ‘Remain’ campaign was trying to communicate negative emotions to the voters, in order 

to gain the responds of a fearful citizen. As from the literature review retrieved, it can be 

assumed that the ‘Remain’ campaign was aimed to create an environment for the electoral 

where the voter is less likely to be risky, and therefore would chose to stay in the European 

Union. Considering the study of Vasilopoulou and Wagner in 2017, it also can be concluded 

that the ‘Remain’ campaign was trying with the emotion fear, to get the voters more in 

favouring renegotiations of the EU membership.  

In contrast, the ‘Leave’ campaign was playing with a mix of emotions. Only a slightly trend 

was analysed in the direction towards negative emotions, when considering the relevance of 

each factor for each campaign. Therefore,  hypothesis 2 in which it was expected that the 

‘Leave’ campaign was putting more emphasis on  negative emotions rather than the ‘Remain’ 
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side, could not be verified via the analysis. It could be concluded that the ‘Remain’ side was 

actually mainly playing with negative emotions rather than the ‘Leave’ side. Concerning the 

negative emotions, it could be analysed that the ‘Leave’ campaign was mainly concerned to 

play with the emotion anger, triggered by the factor blame. This proved that hypothesis 3, 

where we expected that the ‘Leave’ campaign would play more with anger than fear or 

anxiety was correct. With the emotion anger, the ‘Leave’ campaign was aimed to have a 

confident and aggressive response. The ‘Leave’ campaign tried through this emotion, to 

become the voters riskier and thereby more willing to leave the EU. During the conduct of the 

content analysis of the British newspaper articles, it could be seen that this blame was 

particularly against David Cameron and the European Union. Thereby, the ‘Leave’ campaign 

wanted to get a “face” for the people which they could blame, because, the literature review 

has shown, that anger arises when the threat is known where it comes from. That is why the 

‘Leave’ campaign always connected their blame towards an object with which the voters had 

maybe a negative emotion connected to.  

Considering the whole analysis for the ‘Leave’ campaign, the results showed that the main 

focus was on the factor hope. Through this factor, the ‘Leave’ campaign wanted to evoke 

enthusiastic, positive, emotions. They tried this in relation with the British national feeling, 

such, “The first point is this. This should be a British passport - it says European Union on it. 

I think to make this country safer we need to get back British passports so we can check 

anyone coming in.” (Slack& Groves, 08.06.2016). Through this enthusiastic emotion, the 

‘Leave’ campaign wanted to become the voter riskier but also tried them to become them 

more optimistic in regards towards leaving the European Union.  

In conclusion it can be stated, that the ‘Leave’ campaign was playing with positive and 

negative feelings. In contrast, the ‘Remain’ campaign was specifically playing with the fear 

and anxiety of the voters. The ‘Remain’ campaign even did not really try to play with any 

other emotion. Therefore, the statement “Project Fear” coming from the ‘Leave’ campaign 

can be proven as right. Via the analysis results and the connection with the literature review it 

can be seen what both campaigns tried to reach with the emotions. In general it can be 

concluded, that the ‘Leave’ campaign wanted to become the voters riskier, in order that they 

were willing to leave the EU. The ‘Remain’ campaign was on the contrary. The ‘Remain’ 

campaign was more eager to become the citizen less likely to be risky and to become more 

cautions.  
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5.1. Limits and Strength of the Research  

The limitations of this research of this bachelor thesis will be mentioned, this is for future 

research helpful, in order to be aware of those. The first limitation is that due to time 

concerns, speeches and statements could also have been included in the study. This would 

have been helpful to make aware if the campaigners were playing differently in those 

concerns with the emotions of the voters. Another aspect which could be criticised is the 

number of articles and the limited number of newspaper magazines. But due to the limited 

availability of the data in LexisNexis, it was not possible to take into consideration more 

newspaper magazines.  Limitations of a content analysis of newspaper articles in regards to 

campaigns, is that they influenced how the citizens perceived the campaigns. Another 

limitation which could be found was that not much data availability was regarding literature 

about emotions in election campaigns or referendum campaigns.  

The strength of this paper is the good literature review and the clear analysis. The selection 

process has been well-designed and the sample of the representative study has been sufficient, 

in order to gain a clear answer.  

Recommend for further research would be to conduct a content analysis of statements and 

speeches from the campaigners, in order to gain a clearer picture how the campaigner played 

with emotions. Thereby, the focus could also be laid down on the objectives of these 

emotions. This would help to understand in which relation the campaigners are using the 

emotions. For the campaigner such a research would be useful in order to understand with 

which objectives citizens associated which emotion. So they understand then better what 

happens when they use a specific emotion in relation with a specific object; which can include 

a positive or negative result.  

5.2. The overall conclusion 

Overall, this thesis has shown that in general emotions can have a big impact in regards 

towards the voting behaviour and campaigners have to take this into account when 

establishing their campaign. But, the Brexit referendum has shown that it is not easily to see 

for the campaigners how the voters react to the campaigns. So with which emotion they 

should play to convince the voter is not directly applicable. The analysis has also proven that 

the campaigns knew what kind of response they wanted to trigger with the emotions by the 

individual. But as, the Brexit case has proven, only one campaign was convincing enough. 

Therefore, it can be assumed that which emotion will win, depends on how the relationship 
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the voters have with the issue. Especially, in regards towards elections or referendums on EU 

issues, the campaigners need to take special care, because not every nation has the same 

feeling about the European Union.  It can be concluded, that campaigners have to change their 

emotion strategy during the campaign or have to make research beforehand in order to see 

what kind of emotional relationship the voters have in regards to the topic.  
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Appendix B: Number of coding applied to each article  
 

The Daily Mail 

Article /Code Blame Threat Harm Hope  Proud 

DM1 0 1 0 1 2 

DM2 1 0 0 1 0 

DM3 5 5 0 2 0 
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DM4 1 5 0 1 0 

DM5 0 2 0 3 1 

DM6 2 2 0 0 0 

DM7 1 1 0 2 0 

DM8 5 0 2 2 0 

DM9 2 3 0 2 0 

DM10 2 0 0 2 0 

DM11 2 4 0 3 1 

DM12 0 1 0 1 0 

DM13 4 5 1 2 0 

DM14 1 0 2 0 1 

DM15 0 1 0 0 0 

DM16 1 0 0 3 0 

DM17 0 2 0 0 0 

DM18 2 2 1 3 4 

DM19 1 0 0 2 0 

DM20 3 0 0 1 0 

DM21 3 2 1 3 0 

DM22 0 0 0 1 4 

DM23 3 1 0 0 4 

DM24 1 1 1 0 0 

DM25 0 1 2 0 0 

DM26 3 0 0 0 0 

DM27 1 0 1 2 0 

DM28 2 0 0 11 8 

DM29 4 0 0 5 2 

DM30 0 2 0 2 0 

DM31 0 0 2 2 0 

DM32 0 0 1 2 3 

DM33 4 0 0 0 1 

DM34 0 1 0 8 3 

DM35 3 0 1 0 0 

DM36 5 2 2 1 1 

DM37 0 0 1 0 0 

DM38 1 5 1 1 0 

 

 

The Express 

Article/Code Blame Threat Harm Hope Proud 

TE1 0 0 2 0 0 

TE2 1 1 1 2 1 

TE3 0 2 2 0 2 

TE4 0 2 0 2 0 

TE5 2 3 1 0 0 

TE6 1 0 0 1 0 

TE7 3 0 0 5 3 

TE8 3 0 3 2 2 

TE9 0 1 0 3 0 

TE10 0 3 0 1 0 
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TE11 1 4 0 1 0 

TE12 1 3 0 0 1 

TE13 1 4 0 1 1 

TE14 3 1 1 0 0 

TE15 1 2 0 0 0 

TE16 1 0 0 4 3 

TE17 1 0 0 2 1 

TE18 2 2 3 1 1 

TE19 1 2 0 3 0 

TE20 0 1 0 1 0 

TE21 1 0 0 2 2 

TE22 1 0 0 0 0 

TE23 2 0 1 4 4 

TE24 0 1 0 2 0 

TE25 0 0 0 1 2 

 

 

The Guardian (London) 

Article/Code Blame Threat Harm Hope Proud 

TG1 1 1 1 0 0 

TG2 1 2 0 0 0 

TG3 0 3 0 0 0 

TG4 0 0 0 3 0 

TG5 0 3 0 1 0 

TG6 1 4 1 1 0 

TG7 1 5 0 0 0 

TG8 2 4 1 1 0 

TG9 0 0 0 0 2 

TG10 0 8 0 2 3 

TG11 0 2 0 1 1 

TG12 0 3 0 3 0 

TG13 1 7 1 2 0 

TG14 0 2 2 0 0 

TG15 0 3 0 3 1 

TG16 0 3 0 0 0 

TG17 0 4 0 1 0 

TG18 0 3 0 0 0 

TG19 0 6 0 0 2 

TG20 0 3 0 0 0 

TG21 2 2 1 0 0 

TG22 0 1 0 2 3 

TG23 0 3 0 0 2 

TG24 0 3 0 2 1 

TG25 2 1 1 2 0 

TG26 0 0 0 0 1 

 

 

The Independent (United Kingdom) 
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Article/ Code Blame Threat Harm Hope Proud 

TI1 0 2 0 0 0 

TI2 0 2 0 0 0 

TI3 0 6 1 0 1 

TI4 0 0 0 3 3 

TI5 0 4 0 0 0 

TI6 0 2 0 0 4 

TI7 0 2 0 1 1 

TI8 0 3 0 0 1 

TI9 0 3 0 0 0 

TI10 0 4 0 1 0 

TI11 1 1 0 0 0 

TI12 0 1 0 0 1 

TI13 0 2 0 0 2 

TI14 1 6 1 1 0 

TI15 0 1 0 0 0 

TI16 0 10 0 0 0 

TI17 0 6 0 0 1 

TI18 0 4 0 0 0 

TI19 2 0 1 0 0 

TI20 0 0 3 0 0 

TI21 0 1 0 0 0 

TI22 1 7 0 0 1 

TI23 0 1 0 1 0 

TI24 0 5 0 0 1 

TI25 0 4 0 0 0 
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