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Introduction
International trade was a major talking point in post-war Britain, with the balance 
of trade rather than GDP representing the economic indicator of choice. In 
the two decades preceding the EU referendum, however, British trade policy 
appeared to have become a marginal issue. Indeed, with trade policy firmly 
within the EU’s arena of competence, the prominence of international trade in 
public debate seemed to have fallen away to the extent that by the late 1990s 
it had become viewed largely as the concern of economists, those in sensitive 
industries such as agriculture, and those protesting against the effects of 
globalisation.

This is no longer the case. In the event that the UK leaves both the EU and 
customs union, as an individual member of the World Trade Organisation the UK 
will once again become responsible for negotiating its own international trading 
arrangements. As a result, the UK’s trade policy has gone from being seen as 
a largely technocratic endeavour negotiated by the European Commission to 
an issue of major public and policy interest where public opinion is increasingly 
important.

The government’s post-Brexit vision involves creating an adequate replacement 
for the UK’s current arrangement with the EU at the same time as cultivating new 
relationships with other nations. With this in mind, this briefing examines British 
attitudes to trade and discusses what the public’s current perspective means for 
those negotiating Britain’s exit from the EU.
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The importance of public attitudes to 
trade post-Brexit
The nature of the UK’s links with the European Union post-Brexit will be at least 
partially defined by the establishment (or otherwise) of favourable trade deals 
between the two. As the UK government attempts to establish ‘a new partnership 
between the EU and the UK’ whilst beginning to explore trade deals beyond 
Europe, we will increasingly be exposed to debates previously once-removed 
from British politics. Recent media coverage suggests such debates will range 
from macro-issues of whether to prioritise deals in North America or Asia, to 
micro-issues such as whether to allow the importation of chlorine-washed 
chickens. During this period, it will be vital for policymakers to understand the 
nature of public opinion on questions of trade and to take this into account when 
endeavouring to strike new international agreements. 

Research approach
In August 2017, NatCen asked a series of questions about attitudes to trade as 
part of the innovative, award-winning NatCen Panel. The NatCen Panel uses a 
random probability sample drawn from the high-quality British Social Attitudes 
survey (BSA), run annually by NatCen since 1983. By using random-probability 
sampling and allowing respondents to participate either online or by telephone, 
the panel is able to include a more representative cross-section of people than 
might be expected from commercial internet panels. This means that we can 
be confident that the Panel reflects the attitudes of the British public with a high 
degree of accuracy.

The set of questions about trade was first asked as part of the British Social 
Attitudes survey in 2003 and repeated in 2013. As a result, this year’s data not 
only provide a valuable picture of where public opinion towards trade stands 
following the UK’s decision to leave the EU but, placed against the backdrop of 
previous research, also enable us to begin to explore whether attitudes may have 
shifted over the past fourteen years.

It is however important to treat direct comparisons between 2017 NatCen Panel 
data and previous BSA data with some degree of caution. While BSA also 
employs the principles of random-probability sampling, in contrast to the NatCen 
Panel it is conducted using face-to-face interviews with respondents. It should 
also be noted that the 2003 and 2013 surveys carried the questions examined 
here in a different order to that in which they appeared on the Panel. Thus, whilst 
past BSA data provide us with highly valuable context in which to place the latest 
data, any differences between previous BSA figures and those produced by the 
2017 NatCen Panel should be treated as indicative.
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The latest data
The August 2017 NatCen Panel asked three questions designed to assess the 
public’s attitude towards a more liberal approach to trade:

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Free trade leads to better products becoming available in Britain

Large international companies are doing more and more damage to 
local businesses in Britain

Britain should limit the import of foreign products in order to protect its 
national economy

The data show that almost two-thirds of the public acknowledge one of the 
central perceived benefits of tariff-free trade, with 63% holding the belief that 
‘free trade leads to better products becoming available in Britain’. At the same 
time, however, a majority also recognise one of the potentially adverse aspects of 
a liberal trade policy, with 53% asserting that ‘large international companies are 
doing more and more damage to local businesses in Britain’.

When asked whether ‘Britain should limit the import of foreign products in 
order to protect its national economy’, 36% of people agree that Britain should 
impose limitations. At an aggregate level, the proportion who take an avowedly 
protectionist stance is slightly greater than the 30% who actively disagree with 
this approach (the remaining 34% state that they ‘neither agree nor disagree’).



NatCen Social Research    Embracing the World? Changing Attitudes to Trade6



NatCen Social Research    Embracing the World? Changing Attitudes to Trade7

Is there a suggestion that attitudes may 
have changed?
Placed against the context of previous research, this pattern of response may 
indicate that a softening of attitudes towards more liberal trading arrangements, 
first measured by BSA between 2003 and 2013, is continuing. 

In 2003 BSA found that 62% were of the belief that ‘large international 
companies are doing more and more damage to local businesses in Britain’, 
with this figure falling to 56% in 2013. At the same time, BSA found that while 
57% felt that ‘free trade leads to better products becoming available in Britain’ in 
2003, this figure had risen to 63% by 2013. The proportion of those adopting an 
explicitly protectionist stance towards trade also fell between these years, with 
56% agreeing in 2003 that ‘Britain should limit the import of foreign products in 
order to protect its national economy’ compared with 48% in 2013. Although not 
directly comparable, today’s NatCen Panel figures suggest that this movement 
towards greater support of the principles of free trade may be ongoing.

Table 1: Attitudes to trade, 2003-2013, 2017

British Social Attitudes
NatCen 
Panel*

% who ‘Agree Strongly’ / ‘Agree’ that… 2003 2013 2017

…Large international companies are doing more and more 
damage to local businesses in Britain

62 56 53

…Free trade leads to better products becoming available in 
Britain

57 63 63

…Britain should limit the import of foreign products in order 
to protect its national economy

56 48 36

Weighted base: 881 894 2159

Unweighted base: 873 904 2169

Source: British Social Attitudes 2003, 2013; NatCen Panel August 2017 

*Differences between BSA data and NatCen Panel data should be treated as indicative  

A deeper examination of the data, however, reveals that the picture is far 
from simple. Despite relatively high aggregate levels of support for a more 
liberal approach to trade, differences in attitudes appear to persist amongst 
various sub-groups. It is also apparent that any broader societal shifts towards 
acceptance of a more liberal trading approach seem to be driven by the 
differential attitudes of particular demographic groups, with some sections of 
society remaining relatively wary of adopting such a stance. Clear differences are 
also evident when attitudes are examined by EU referendum vote, with Leave 
supporters considerably more likely to favour a more protectionist approach to 
trade than their Remain counterparts.
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Demographics
While a divergence in attitudes towards the aspects of international trade 
examined here is discernible between various groups on a number of measures, 
demographic differences are most consistent between age groups. The data 
suggest that those aged 18-34 may be becoming increasingly more likely 
to favour a more liberal approach to trade than those aged 55+, hinting at a 
generational shift in attitudes to trade that is likely to continue.

In 2003, BSA found that those aged 55+ were more likely than their younger 
counterparts to recognise the potential negative impacts of international 
companies upon local businesses (68%, compared with 62% of those aged 18-
34 and 58% of those aged 35-54). BSA identified that views on this issue had 
shifted across society between 2003 and 2013, with the rate of change similar 
amongst all age groups – by 2013, 60% of those aged 55 and over felt that large 
international companies were doing increasing amounts of damage to local 
businesses, compared with 53% of those aged 18-34 and 52% of 35-54 year-
olds.

Today’s data however suggest that young people are now far less likely than their 
older counterparts to feel that ‘large international companies are doing more and 
more damage to local businesses in Britain’. The NatCen Panel found that 43% 
of those aged 18-34 agreed with this sentiment, compared with 52% of those 
aged 35-54 and 60% of those aged 55+.

These figures highlight a considerably larger age gap than that identified by 
BSA in both 2003 and 2013. They also suggest that whilst attitudes amongst 
older age groups towards the impact of large international companies upon 
local businesses may be at similar levels to those identified by BSA in 2013, 
the attitudes of those aged 18-34 may be continuing to move in a more liberal 
direction.

Table 2: ‘Large international companies are doing more and more damage to 
local businesses in Britain’ by age, 2003-2013, 2017

British Social Attitudes
NatCen 
Panel*

% who ‘Agree Strongly’ / ‘Agree’ that ‘large international 
companies are doing more and more damage to local 
businesses in Britain’

2003 2013 2017

Age

18-34 62 53 43

35-54 58 52 52

55+ 68 60 60

Weighted base: 881 894 2159

Unweighted base: 873 904 2169

Source: British Social Attitudes 2003, 2013; NatCen Panel August 2017 

*Differences between BSA data and NatCen Panel data should be treated as indicative  
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A similar (though slightly more complex) pattern is apparent when looking at 
whether people feel that tariff-free trade brings better products to the UK. In 
2003, BSA found that a considerably lower proportion of those aged 18-34 
than those aged 55+ agreed that ‘free trade leads to better products becoming 
available in Britain’ (perhaps because this younger age group had grown up 
relatively accustomed to the availability of a wide range of both domestic and 
foreign products, whilst older generations may recall a marketplace where choice 
was considerably more limited). In 2013 this gap had closed from 20 percentage 
points to 13 percentage points, with 56% of those aged 18-34 of the belief that 
‘free trade leads to better products becoming available in Britain’ compared with 
69% of those aged 55+.

Today’s NatCen Panel data, in contrast, find that while a slightly higher proportion 
of those aged 55+ than those aged 18-34 might agree that tariff-free trade 
brings better products to the UK, this difference is not statistically significant. 
Thus, following on from previous research that noted a closing gap between the 
attitudes of younger and older age groups on this issue due to increasing levels 
of agreement amongst those aged 18-34, today’s data hint that the attitudes of 
those aged 18-34 may now be more broadly aligned with those aged 55+.

Table 3: ‘Free trade leads to better products becoming available in Britain’ 
by age, 2003-2013, 2017

British Social Attitudes
NatCen 
Panel*

% who ‘Agree Strongly’ / ‘Agree’ that ‘Free trade leads to 
better products becoming available in Britain’

2003 2013 2017

Age

18-34 47 56 60

35-54 55 62 62

55+ 67 69 66

Weighted base: 881 894 2159

Unweighted base: 873 904 2169

Source: British Social Attitudes 2003, 2013; NatCen Panel August 2017 

*Differences between BSA data and NatCen Panel data should be treated as indicative  

A relationship can also be seen between age and people’s attitudes towards 
whether ‘Britain should limit the import of foreign products in order to protect 
its national economy’. In 2003, BSA found that 63% of those aged 55+ were in 
favour of the imposition of limitations on the import of foreign goods, compared 
with 52% of those aged 18-34 and 35-54. By 2013 the proportion of those who 
took a protectionist stance had fallen across all age groups. However, the decline 
appeared to be most notable amongst those aged 18-34, resulting in the gap 
between those aged 18-34 and 55+ expressing a protectionist stance widening 
from 11 percentage points to 19 percentage points.
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The 2017 NatCen Panel data replicates this pattern. Today’s figures show that 
a minority of people across all age groups feel that ‘Britain should limit the 
import of foreign products in order to protect its national economy’. However, 
at 45% the number of those aged 55+ who favour a protectionist approach is 
considerably greater than the equivalent figures of 23% for those aged 18-34 and 
25% for those aged 35-54. According to today’s data, the gap between those 
in the youngest age group and those in the oldest age group in terms of the 
prevalence of protectionist attitudes stands at 22 percentage points.

In addition to differences by age, differences are also observable by education. In 
2003, BSA found that almost three-quarters (74%) of those with no qualifications 
believed that ‘Britain should limit the import of foreign products in order to 
protect its national economy’, compared with one-third (33%) of those with a 
degree-level qualification or above. In 2013, BSA measured the equivalent figures 
at 68% for those with no qualifications, compared with 30% of those who held a 
degree or above.

Today’s NatCen Panel data show that 52% of those with no formal educational 
qualifications agree that Britain should limit the import of foreign products in 
order to protect its national economy, compared with 23% of those with a 
degree-level qualification or above. Thus, alongside age, education appears to 
be heavily linked with attitudes towards the imposition of limits upon foreign 
products entering the UK.

Table 4: ‘Britain should limit the import of foreign products in order to 
protect its national economy’ by age and education, 2003-2013, 2017

British Social Attitudes
NatCen 
Panel*

% who ‘Agree Strongly’ / ‘Agree’ that ‘Britain should limit 
the import of foreign products in order to protect its national 
economy’

2003 2013 2017

Age

18-34 52 37 23

35-54 52 48 25

55+ 63 56 45

Education

Degree or above 33 30 23

A-level/HE below degree 49 45 31

O-level/GCSE/equivalent 62 56 45

No qualifications 74 68 52

Weighted base: 881 894 2159

Unweighted base: 873 904 2169

Source: British Social Attitudes 2003, 2013; NatCen Panel August 2017 

*Differences between BSA data and NatCen Panel data should be treated as indicative  
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Differences by EU referendum vote
In the context of the UK’s ongoing negotiations with the EU, arguably the most 
interesting distinction is that observed between Remain and Leave supporters. 
Although relatively slight differences are visible between Remain and Leave 
voters on whether tariff-free trade brings better products to the UK and whether 
international companies damage local businesses, the divide between those 
who support Remain and those who back Leave is clearest when examining their 
relative levels of support for protectionism.

According to today’s data, around a quarter (24%) of those who voted Remain 
in 2016 agree with the adoption of a protectionist approach to trade while 41% 
disagree. Amongst Leave voters the picture is remarkably different, with 50% 
agreeing that ‘Britain should limit the import of foreign products in order to 
protect its national economy’ and just 18% disagreeing. Today’s data therefore 
suggest that caution should be exercised in arguing that those who voted Leave 
in 2016 did so in order to enable the UK to pursue an avowedly liberal trade 
policy post-Brexit.

Taking into account the demographics of the Leave vote, which comprised 
a significantly larger proportion of older people and those with fewer formal 
educational qualifications than the Remain support base, perhaps this is 
not surprising (as illustrated above, age and education both appear to be 
associated with attitudes towards imposing limits on foreign products entering 
the UK). Indeed, it has been hypothesised that a considerable section of the 
2016 Leave vote consisted of those who were less able to compete in an 
increasingly globalised economy – precisely those who may feel they stand to 
lose most not only as a result of freedom of movement, but also from any new 
trade agreements that open up the UK economy to increased competition from 
overseas. 

Figure 1: ‘Britain should limit the import of foreign products in order to 
protect its national economy’ by 2016 EU referendum vote

Weighted base: 2159 
Unweighted base: 2169 
Source: NatCen Panel August 2017
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Conclusions
Today’s data illustrate that a large proportion of the public may be supportive of 
the government’s desire to pursue a liberal approach to trade post-Brexit. Around 
two-thirds believe that free trade brings better products to the UK, while there are 
signs that the proportion of people concerned about the impact of multinational 
companies upon small businesses may be decreasing. It also appears that 
shifting attitudes towards liberal trading principles may be driven by the young, 
with the attitudes of those aged 18-34 changing at a more rapid rate than their 
older counterparts. 

A large proportion of people acknowledge both positive and negative aspects 
of a liberal approach to trade – indeed, almost two thirds (64%) of those who 
agreed that ‘large international companies are doing more and more damage to 
local businesses in Britain’ also agreed that ‘free trade leads to better products 
becoming available in Britain’. It is therefore important to undertake further 
research aimed at understanding how the public wish to strike a balance between 
these positive and negative aspects, and whether they feel that the benefits of 
preferential international trade agreements outweigh the disadvantages that may 
be felt by certain actors in the domestic economy.

It also appears that the proportion of the public who take an avowedly 
protectionist stance may be decreasing, again suggesting that the government’s 
desire to pursue a liberal approach to trade post-Brexit may be more acceptable 
amongst voters now than it might have been in the past. There are however 
important differences both by demographics and by EU referendum vote. This 
spread of public opinion, particularly amongst Leave supporters, may pose 
something of a political conundrum to those seeking to strike trade agreements 
not only with the European Union but also with other nations across the globe. 
The goal of implementing ‘the will of the people’ in the delivery of Brexit 
may prove challenging to reconcile with the pursuit of a liberal approach to 
international trade post-Brexit that may be at odds with the views of at least half 
of those that voted to Leave.

Today’s data also touch upon the debate surrounding the Labour party’s better 
than expected 2017 general election result, interpreted by some as a growing 
public rejection of the economics of neo-liberalism. However, while the British 
Social Attitudes survey has found a growing disquiet with austerity (albeit with 
support for more tax and spend well below 1990s levels) and others have 
measured high levels of support for the nationalisation of some industries, these 
data suggest that any growing unease with liberal economics does not extend to 
attitudes to trade, particularly amongst younger voters.
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