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Introduction 

British political parties have been intensely analyzed for many decades, but seldom has the 

focus been on ‘parties abroad’. This is no doubt because ‘overseas electors’ have not been seen 

by political scientists as making a significant contribution to electoral outcomes in the UK, so any 

party activity abroad has been easily overlooked. Our paper corrects this oversight and shows that 

over several decades there have been interesting developments in terms of party abroad 

organizational efforts which deserve attention. Indeed, there are specific reasons for supposing that 

the recent context of British politics might provide significant incentives for the development of 

British parties abroad. This is a context in which two issues of particular importance to Britons 

living overseas have been prominent –‘Votes for Life’ and Brexit. The former concerns the 

question of whether or not British expatriates should retain the right to register and vote in UK 

elections and referendums after they have resided abroad for more than 15 years; a private 

member’s bill that would have provided for this was introduced but failed to pass during the 2017-

19 Parliament. Brexit carries with it potential negative consequences for the interests of Britons 

living and working in the EU, yet many were unable to vote in the EU Referendum because of the 

‘15 year rule’. In view of these developments, it is not surprising to learn that the number of British 

expatriates registering to vote in the UK has risen sharply in recent years, so the incentive for parties 

‘at home’ to enhance their overseas ancillary organiszations in order to mobilize the support of 

these citizens would seem to be obvious. To what extent have they in fact done so? This is the first 

research question that this paper addresses through an account of the historical background and 

the framework of electoral law in which parties must operate, and the  structures and 

activities of the Conservatives, Labour and Liberal Democrats abroad. In providing this 

account, we can draw on the typology developed by Rashkova and Van der Staak (2020) 

who identify three main types of party abroad organizations: informal, formal without 

influence and obligations, and formal with influence and obligations. The three main UK 

parties discussed here, Conservatives Abroad (CA), Labour International (LI) and Liberal 

Democrats Abroad (LDA), would all fall into the latter classification. As such, they are 

formally registered with and connected to the national party, have a formalized membership 

and potential influence over the party’s domestic policies. 

 

Our analysis confirms that the development of UK parties abroad has been closely associated 

with the highly contested issue of expatriate enfranchisement and party attitudes have been 



3  

shaped by their expectations of electoral gains (or losses) from voters abroad. At the same 

time, party abroad developments are constrained by the lack of designated seats in 

Parliament for overseas voters, as in France, Italy and Romania. But how far have the issues 

of expatriate enfranchisement and Brexit actually impacted on the political preferences of 

overseas voters? This is the second research question we address, through analysis of a 

unique survey of Britons living abroad in which we find that, among other things, Brexit has 

had a significant impact on realigning the support of EU-based expatriates away from the 

Conservatives and towards Labour and the Liberal Democrats since 2015; the Votes for Life 

issue does not appear to have a significant impact, however.   

 

Historical background 

The initial emergence of UK ‘parties abroad’ followed the introduction of voting rights for 

expatriates by the Representation of the People Act 1985 under a Conservative Government 

led by Margaret Thatcher. Pressure to extend the franchise to Britons abroad came from 

those working in the institutions of the EEC which the UK had joined in 1973, but the 

enfranchisement of non-residents was problematic at that time because British citizenship 

was not legally separate from that of the Commonwealth: the status of ‘British Subject of the 

UK and Colonies’ bestowed voting rights on all citizens of independent Commonwealth 

countries while resident in the UK, but there were no overseas voting rights. It was not until 

the British Nationality Act of 1981 came into force in January 1983 that this changed. 

 

For non-resident citizens, voting rights were made conditional on registration in the last UK 

constituency of residence. ‘Overseas electors’ thus became assimilated so that their votes 

could not be distinguished from those of domestic voters. The practical obstacles involved 

in registering and casting a vote from abroad help explain the historically low levels of 

registration since enfranchisement, which has in turn discouraged parties from investing 

resources into overseas operations, despite an estimated 1.4m eligible voters (Government 

Impact Assessment for Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19). The introduction of online 

registration from 2014 triggered a threefold increase in the number of registered overseas 

electors by 2015, and this rose again for the EU referendum in 2016 and the subsequent 

general election of 2017, although it subsided again somewhat thereafter (see Figure 1). Not 

surprisingly, this surge in political engagement by Britons living overseas has been 

accompanied by increased party involvement abroad. 
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FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

The idea of extending the franchise to citizens living abroad was, however, controversial for 

two closely connected reasons: first, because it represented a major departure from the 

traditional principle of voting rights being tied to residence and second, because those who 

lived ‘overseas’ were widely thought to be disproportionately affluent and therefore more 

likely to vote Conservative (Collard 2019: 674). Labour politicians claimed that many high 

earners had left the UK, some of them to tax havens, ‘specifically to avoid paying UK tax’ 

(Kilroy-Silk 1984a) and they invoked the principle of ‘no representation without taxation’ 

to argue that it was ‘quite unacceptable that the votes of tax exiles should decide the taxes of 

people working in Britain’ (Kaufman 1984). Lord Glenamara pointed to ‘the vast number of 

people that have now bought villas around the Mediterranean’, famously describing them as 

‘lotus eaters’ (Glenmara 1984), living in sun-drenched luxury as depicted in the BBC TV 

series of that name from the 1970s. Since this wave of expatriation had likely been triggered 

for some by the very high rates of tax imposed by Labour governments in the 1960s and 

1970s, it was logical to assume that few of these ‘tax exiles’ would be Labour supporters. 

Parliamentary debates are littered with Labour’s accusations of the Tories being motivated 

by ‘political gain’ (Winnich 1985) and ‘narrow party advantage’ (Kilroy-Silk 1984b): former 

party leader Michael Foot claimed that the Bill would bring ‘greater benefit to the 

Conservative Party than to any other party’ (Foot 1985), and the MP Tony Banks openly 

accused the government of ‘international gerrymandering’ (Banks 1989). Although lack of 

data prevented verification of these claims, two academic studies of the 1992 election 

showed that nearly 80% of overseas registrations were in Conservative-held constituencies 

and a post-election survey found that 60-65% of the overseas vote went to the Conservative 

Party (Tether 1994; Pattie et al 1996). The suspicions of expatriate preference for the Tories 

linger, especially within the Labour Party, although we show evidence below to suggest that 

it may now be somewhat misplaced. This political battle over the expatriate franchise 

continues to polarize the major parties on the issue of overseas voting, as confirmed by a recent 

(unsuccessful) attempt to modify the law through a Private Members’ Bill. Although it was 

supported by Theresa May’s Government as a ‘Handout Bill’ (ie, when the Cabinet Office 

prepares the legislation), the Bill came under attack from all opposition parties in Parliament 

led by Labour and was finally killed off in a dramatic filibuster in March 2019 (Collard, 
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2019). The prospect of a new VFL Bill was included in the Queen’s Speech prepared by Boris 

Johnson following his election in 2019, but given the findings of our surveys discussed below, it seems 

unlikely that this bill will be given high priority. 

 

The position of the third main party, the Liberal Democrats, has been less clear cut.  Principled 

support of life-long expatriate voting rights has been mitigated by the limited resources of a 

small party to operate abroad - but also by the suspicion that extension of the overseas 

franchise would favour the Conservative Party. T he coupling of support for Votes For Life in 

the 2017 election manifesto with a call for the creation of overseas constituencies to represent 

non-resident UK citizens could be seen as a way of reconciling this tension. It only very 

recently accepted creation of a formal party structure abroad when faced with a surge in 

membership from Britons abroad in the wake of the EU referendum. 

 
 
Conservatives Abroad: Organization, resources and activities 

CA was originally set up as a department inside the Conservative Party International Office 

(based at the party’s national headquarters) in 1985, following the initial enfranchisement of 

Britons abroad. It was established ostensibly to gather, in the words of its first Director David 

Smith, ‘votes and notes’ (ie, financial donations) (Tether, 1994). It is not formally constituted 

as a local Constituency Association, but rather as a virtual Association, or ‘a network of 

representatives all over the world’. This network consists of supporter-initiated branches 

which have no formal institutional connection with the main party, but must be constituted 

according to the legal requirements of the host country. Some branches are formally 

organized along the lines of UK Constituency Associations such as the well-established 

‘British Conservatives in Paris’ (BCIP), but others are more informal, and each branch is 

free to set its own rules. In some places, there is no branch as such, but there is a local 

representative: CA currently claims representatives in about 50 countries worldwide 

(Conservatives Abroad 2020) and members volunteer their time and support. 

 

Anyone living abroad and espousing support for the Conservative Party can join CA, and  

can participate in the election of the party leader in the same way as members of UK 

Conservative Constituency Associations. That is, after the parliamentary party has reduced 

a list of candidates to just two, the final choice is made in an all-member postal ballot. CA 
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members can also attend their own Annual CA Conference in London that takes place just 

after the main Autumn conference where the strategy for supporting the main party from 

overseas is adopted. In terms of policy input, the party constitution states that ‘the Leader 

shall determine the political direction of the Party having regard to the views of Party 

Members and the Conservative Policy Forum’ (Conservative Party 2009, p.6).  CA members 

can participate in the Conservative Policy Forum as do UK based members. This body may 

provide input on policy, though it does not decide it; the leader remains the final arbiter of 

policy. The most relevant policy input that CA has achieved in recent years was the adoption 

of Votes For Life in the 2015 party manifesto, but it has had less success in pursuing changes 

to rules on pension upgrades and the Winter Fuel Allowance (WFA), significant issues 

for its elderly members. After the 2015 election, party officers reported that CA members 

had made an important contribution to the campaigns in five marginal constituencies, as 

reported in the CA Chairman’s Annual Reports in 2014 and 2015.  

 

Although the finances of CA are not in the public domain, it would appear that it has 

sometimes been given considerable financial support from the central party in order to foster 

voter registration and donations to the party: first, during the launch period of 1985-7 

preceding the first election that allowed voting by expatriates; second, during the period 1989-

1992 after the extension of the time restriction on voting rights from 5 years to 20 and preceding 

the 1992 election; and third, during the period from 2012-2015 when CA’s profile was 

enhanced and developed under a reorganization of the Conservative Party International Office 

in London. The branches are also able to conduct their own fund-raising activities within the 

legal constraints imposed on all UK parties. Administrative support for CA is provided by the 

Conservative Party International Office in London at Conservative Campaign Headquarters 

(CCHQ). CA also has a website that was revamped in 2013, a Facebook page with 1915 

followers and a Twitter feed. 

 

Labour International: Organization, resources and activities 

Although a number of Labour groups previously existed in cities like Brussels and Rome and 

on the Spanish coast, LI was not formally constituted as an overseas party until 1997, when 

the party rules were modified to allow for a separate overseas membership, though this 

continued to be channeled through the London office (Labour International 2020a).  
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LI was set up as a Constituency Labour Party (CLP) like other CLPs in the UK, but with no 

geographic constituency its members are not involved in selecting MPs (as in the case of CA). 

Its executive was originally the Labour International Coordinating Committee (LICC), 

consisting of six members, re-elected every two years in March; face to face meetings 

generally only occurred at the national party’s annual conference. Since 2007 the rules of 

LI’s functioning have changed several times, notably with respect to LICC’s internal 

elections and financial procedures (Labour International 2020a). In particular, an entirely 

new structure and constitution was put in place following an influx of new members 

supporting Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership. The new structure, which came into force in April 

2019, brings LI more into line with CLPs in the UK by providing for the creation of a General 

Committee (GC) to lead the work of branches.  In addition, the new rules replaced the LICC 

by a new Executive Committee (LIEC), elected by all members. The LIEC is technically the 

servant of the GC, though its decisions are often based on LIEC recommendations. 

 

In political terms, the internal elections that took place in April 2019 produced an LIEC that 

was much more left wing than any previous LICC, though not all members are Momentum 

supporters. Most of those elected stood on a slate supporting the Labour International Left 

Alliance (LILA) Manifesto and action plan. LILA is a left-wing grouping which brings 

together supporters of Momentum, the Labour Representation Committee, Red Labour, and 

the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy (LILA 2020). The LILA candidates, who held 

the majority on the LICC from 2017-19, claimed that during these two years they had 

‘achieved major gains’ by increasing the number of functioning branches from 3 to over 20, 

and pursuing democratization of the candidate-selection procedures. The current leadership 

claims that the new rules LI have increased opportunities for input from members, thanks in 

part to the introduction of ‘Zoom’ video-conferencing, allowing all members cost-free 

participation in meetings regardless of geographical distance. 

 
All members are allocated to a branch, avoiding the problem of ‘free-floaters’ who do not live 

near an active branch. LI now claims more than 23 branches worldwide and contacts in about 

40 countries worldwide (Labour International 2020b). Only UK citizens can become 

members of the Labour Party, but non-UK citizens can be active supporters. After the party 
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leadership election victories of Jeremy Corbyn in 2015 and 2016, LI membership soared from 

about 600 to over 3,000, making it one of the biggest CLPs in the Labour Party. By June 2018, 

the LI website claimed 3316 members in over 70 countries, two thirds of them in Europe. 

More recently, membership has fallen somewhat: at the time of the elections to the new 

Executive Committee in April 2019, there were 2694 eligible members. All party members 

are entitled to vote in party leadership elections, and can attend the annual conferences as 

visitors, but as a CLP, LI also sends delegates, elected at a special Annual Membership 

Meeting (AMM). LI is also entitled to send a representative to the National Policy Forum 

(NPF). Under the new rules, the special AMM is held to allow members to hear proposals 

for conference motions, for conference delegates and for nominations for the party’s 

Conference Arrangements Committee (3 places) – the latter being vital in establishing the 

agenda for the party’s national annual conference each autumn.  

 

Membership fees go directly to the main party membership office in London. LI branches 

carry out their own fundraising activities and can donate to particular candidates in UK 

elections within legal restrctions. There is little administrative support for LI beyond that 

provided by the national party’s membership department in London. After 2017, the 

revamped LI website provided a much wider range of resources than previously, 

demonstrating a concern for greater transparency and broader dissemination of information 

(Labour International 2020c). It also created a new a Facebook page in April 2017, and has 

a Twitter account. Most branches also have their own Facebook pages. 

 
Liberal Democrats Abroad (LDA): Organization, resources and activities 

After the 2010 election and the formation of the Conservatives-Liberal Democrat coalition 

government, the party launched an organization for supporters living outside the UK, Liberal 

Democrats Abroad (LDA) (Duffett 2010). This venture was led by the International Office 

in London with a view to increasing registration for the 2015 election, emulating CA.  

However, after only a couple of years the project was abandoned. 

 
A second variant of LDA was triggered by a significant and spontaneous surge of new 

membership applications, mainly from Britons in the EU, following the EU Referendum of 
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June 2016. Membership of the only Liberal Democrat Local Party1 in Europe, Brussels and 

European Liberal Democrats (BELD),  quadrupled to about 1500, prompting the creation 

of the first separate branch called ‘LibDems in France’, comprising about 500 members. 

This was followed by a second branch of BELD in Luxembourg (about 40 members), 

triggering a reappraisal of BELD’s status and it was renamed ‘LibDems in Europe’. The 

French branch split off from it to become a Local Party in its own right, and formally  came 

into being in April 2018. Shortly afterwards, a third Local Party was set up covering 

membership outside Europe (‘LibDems Overseas’). 

 

There are now therefore three separate Local Parties grouped under the umbrella of the 

‘Liberal Democrats Abroad’, each with its own slightly different constitution, reflecting the 

main party’s federal structure. Administratively, LibDems Abroad is a sub-committee of the 

party’s Federal International Committee Relations Committee (FIRC) and has two 

coordinating committees, one for Europe and one for Overseas, which comprise the Chairs of 

the relevant Local Parties. This new structure was formally launched at the party conference 

in Brighton in September 2018. LDA is financed through a headquarters budget line from a 

proportion of its own membership fees, and the FIRC provides a small amount of 

administrative support. The three Local Parties all have their own websites that can be 

accessed either separately or through the umbrella site (Liberal Democrats Abroad 2020). 

They also all have their own Facebook pages and Twitter accounts. 

 
Applications for membership are made online and are dealt with by the main party HQ in 

London. Members do not have to have UK citizenship. Altogether, LDA has close to 2000 

members worldwide. As in the case of Labour and the Tories, all members of LDA are able to 

vote in party leadership elections. They also enjoy the right to attend the party conferences. 

LDA conducts periodic online policy consultations with a view to presenting policy 

proposals to the main party conference (Liberal Democrats Overseas 2020). Recent issues 

under discussion include Votes For Life, the possible creation of overseas constituencies, 

UK pensions, Foreign Office support for Britons abroad, access to UK universities for 

children of UK nationals living abroad, and the protection of UK residency rights. In this it 

                                                        
1 Local Parties are the basic unit of the party, as set out in Article 4 of the Liberal Democrats Constitution 
(https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/376/attachments/original/1575638700/Federal
_Constitution_November_2019.pdf?1575638700) 
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has gone further than other UK parties abroad in considering the development of diaspora 

support policies.  

 
 
To summarize, then, Labour International currently claims 2694 members, while the three 

Liberal Democrat parties abroad (LibDems Europe, LibDems France and LibDems Overseas) 

jointly claim 1998 members, and Conservatives Abroad has just 544 adherents.2 In terms of 

Rashkova’s analytical framework set out in this issue, all three sets of Parties Abroad can be 

regarded similarly. We might rank CA as ‘medium’ in terms of both organizational 

development and links to the national party: there are formal links to UK parties, but activities 

vary from case to case, and are sometimes regularized but often ad hoc. The three parties do 

accord their Party Abroad organizations some formal rights of participation and representation 

within national party arenas, and they might even feasibly claim a modest degree of policy 

influence. On the third dimenson of Rashkova’s framework, the legal context, this is non-

existent with respect to the registration or operation of UK parties abroad. 

 

 

Parties abroad and British expatriate voters: Data on the salient political factors 
 
If parties at home wish to engage the support of overseas Britons, they not only need 

organizational structures and resources, but to be sensitive to the political issues that matter 

to the expatriates. Specifically, have the two issues that have most obviously impacted directly 

on the interests of EU-based Britons of late, Brexit and Votes For Life, shaped their political 

preferences in recent elections? In order to understand this, we surveyed British expatriates 

immediately after general election of December 2019. Given the impossibility of knowing 

exactly how many British citizens there are living abroad, or their identities and locations, it 

was not possible to adopt conventional sampling methods. Instead, we sought to build 

awareness of the survey and encourage relevant individuals to participate by targeting British 

emigrant groups and organizations. The survey was launched from the ‘Britons Voting 

                                                        
2 Sources: https://www.labourinternational.net/uncategorised/2019/04/26/results-of-the-
election-to-the-li-executive-committee-2019/; 
https://twitter.com/LibDemPress/status/1169930984420196352; Chair, LibDems in Europe, 
October 2019; Data Officer, LibDems in France, October 2019; Chair, LibDem Overseas, 
October 2019; Treasurer of Paris Branch of CA, June 2019. 
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Abroad’ Facebook page associated with the research project, on December 15th 2019, and via the 

EU-wide citizenship rights group British in Europe (British in Europe 2020), its national sub-groups, 

and the three main parties abroad. Our sample of 3271 respondents was completed by 29th January 

2020. Freedom of movement within the EU has facilitated mobility for employment and 

retirement, triggering significant settlement in France, Spain and other European countries. 

UK governments have shown no interest in keeping records of British nationals through the 

embassy and consulate network (unlike Italy, for example), and historically, the British state 

has not developed specific policies for its diaspora (Hampshire 2013). Neither have British 

emigrants formed effective collective lobby groups to make any such demands, until very 

recently. For all of these reasons, Britons living abroad have been a hard to reach population 

for researchers, notwithstanding two reports published by the IPPR in 2006 (Sriskandarajah 

& Drew 2006) and 2010 (Finch et al 2010) which offered some useful insights into the global 

population of ‘Brits Abroad’, and which started to challenge established stereotypes of British 

ex-pats as wealthy retirees or even tax-dodgers living the high life in sunny locations, as 

portrayed in the novels of J.G. Ballard (1996, 2000).  Since then, however, the outcome of the 

EU referendum and its potential impact on Britons living in the EU has triggered the creation 

of new campaign and advocacy groups which have challenged both the loss of EU citizenship 

rights and the disenfranchisement from voting in the referendum of all those affected by the 

‘15-year rule’. As we saw in Figure 1, registration of overseas electors soared after 2010. 

Britons abroad have thus begun to emerge as a political force in UK politics, demanding 

voting and citizenship rights which have been the subject of parliamentary debates. 

 

While there is no way of knowing exactly how representative of the British diaspora our 

sample is, we can compare its profile with certain official estimates. According to Office of 

National Statistics estimates there are 784,900 Brits living in the EU, 69% of whom are 

resident in France, Germany or Spain (ONS 2019). In our sample of Britons resident in the 

EU, 66% are located in France, Germany or Spain. This clearly suggests that our EU-based 

sample is a reasonably accurate reflection of British expatriate locations across the EU. We 

have no other known populations parameters, but by this standard at least, this appears to be 

a broadly representative sample. In any case, as we will shortly demonstrate, even if the data 

are not perfectly representative of Britons in the EU in a demographic sense, they clearly show 

the changing patterns of their partisan preferences in recent years. 

 

Results 
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Table 1 sheds light on some of the political preferences of these respondents. While two-fifths 

of  our have lived abroad for more than 15 years (and would therefore no longer be eligible 

to vote in UK elections), some 57% are registered to vote ‘back home’. Looking at their voting 

patterns from 2015 to 2019, it is notable that the Conservatives appear to be less well 

represented than Labour and Liberal Democrats throughout. This is reflected in the more left-

wing and socially liberal attitudinal profile of those based in the EU, as revealed by the mean 

scores of respondents on standard ideological scales that have been widely used in British 

electoral research.3  

 

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
 
 

The most striking feature of Table 1, however, is the trend in voting patterns over the three 

general elections from 2015 to 2019. The EU-based expatriates show a definite trend away 

from Conservative support. Indeed, the decline of the Conservatives is little short of 

catastrophic: from a fifth of the vote in 2015, they drop to an eighth in 2017, and just a 

sixteenth in 2019. While there was a progressive Labour-Liberal Democrat preponderance 

across the period, it has grown correspondingly from a combined score of 56% in 2015 to 

77% in 2017 and fully 85% by 2019. Even if we cannot be certain that the overall profile of our 

sample reflects the true political make-up of Britons living in the EU, this trend is stark. The 

most obvious explanation for this apparent shift away from the Tories is Brexit; the 

referendum on this took place between the general elections of 2015 and 2017, with the 

Conservative leader Theresa May deciding to interpret the outcome of the referendum as a 

mandate to take the UK out of the EU, the Single European Market, and the Customs Union 

of the EU. The implications of such a ‘Hard Brexit’ were of great concern for many British 

expatriates living in the EU, who now feared that they would lose reciprocal rights that EU 

member-states accorded their citizens living in other EU countries. The Liberal Democrats 

took the clearest anti-Brexit line after the referendum, quickly arguing for a second 

referendum and promoting a strong preference for the UK remaining in the EU; by the time 

of the 2019 election under the leadership of Jo Swinson they argued for immediate revocation 

                                                        
3 The attitude scales are each constructed from responses to five questions first devised in the 1990s to 
tap left-right and liberal-authoritarian positions (Heath, A, Evans, G & Martin, J `The measurement of 
core beliefs and values: The development of balanced socialist/laissez faire and libertarian/authoritarian 
scales' British Journal of Political Science 24 (1994), pp.115-58. By contrast, the self-placement scale 
simply asks for the respondent’s subjective judgement about where they stand in left-right terms. The 
bivariate correlation between the subjective and attitudinal left-right scales is .42 (p<.000). 



13  

of the UK’s decision to leave the EU. Labour’s position under Jeremy Corbyn was somewhat 

more equivocal; its grassroots membership proved to be overwhelmingly pro-Remain (Bale, 

Webb & Poletti 2019: 65-71), as did the majority of its voters, but Corbyn (and parts of the 

Parliamentary Labour Party, it should be said) were wary of the high levels of support for Brexit 

in some Labour-held seats, especially in the North and Midlands. Accordingly, by the time of 

the 2017 general election, the party eventually settled on a policy of favouring a ‘Soft Brexit’ 

– that is, UK departure from the EU, while retaining membership of a Customs Union and 

‘close alignment’ with the Single Market. By 2019, this had evolved into an argument for 

renegotiating the terms of Britain’s Withdrawal Agreement with the EU, and then putting the 

outcome to the electorate in a new referendum in which remaining in the EU would also be 

an option.   

 

TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 

So, was Brexit a factor in our expatriates’ shifting political alignments? Table 2 suggests it 

might well have been. It reveals that 58% of EU-based expatriates voted in the 2016 

referendum – 95% of whom favoured Remain over Leave. The picture is virtually identical 

among those did not have the opportunity of voting in the referendum, but would like to have 

done so. Anti-Brexit sentiment is clearly overwhelming among EU expatriates, then – even, 

it would seem, among those who generally regard themselves as Conservative Party 

supporters, some 64% of whom claim to have voted Remain in 2016. That said, by the time 

of the 2019 general election, only 37% of Tory voters were Remainers, which suggests that 

the party did a good job of mopping up Leavers among British emigrants, just as it did in the 

UK istelf (McDonnell & Curtis 2019). Indeed, it seems obvious that Brexit was much on the 

minds of those overseas voters who took part in the 2019 general election, with some three-

quarters of EU based expatriates claiming that it ‘definitely’ influenced their voting choice. 

This is clearly consistent with the argument that the parties’ positions on Brexit must have 

swayed British expatriate voting choices away from their pre-referendum preferences. 

Plainly, the obsessive europhobia of a growing part of the Conservative Party – and the 

willingness of the leadership to bend their policy to accommodate it – seems likely to have 

undermined the electoral appeal of the party to Britons living in EU member-states.  

 

What of the further possibility that the Votes for Life issue might also have impacted on 

voting preferences of overseas voters – the second issue with obvious potential importance 
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for Britons living in the EU? Table 2 reveals that 58% believe that all British emigrants 

should be entitled to vote in UK elections, even those who cannot prove a registration to vote 

when resident in the UK. There is also some prima facie evidence that the issue may have 

played a part in their voting decisions in 2019, if not so clearly as in the case of Brexit: some 

46% of EU-based British emigrants claim it had some influence on their choices.  

 

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 

The best way to verify the impact of these issues on party support is through multivariate 

modelling. In Table 3, we therefore report the results of binary logistic regression models of 

voting for the Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal Democrats respectively, entering as 

independent variables the key factors reviewed here – attitudes towards Brexit and Votes For 

Life, plus general left-right and libertarian-authoritarian stances, and basic demographic 

background controls. The most striking feature of all three models is their consistency in 

confirming that it does indeed make a significant difference whether or not a respondent was 

a Remainer or Leaver in the Brexit referendum: Tory voters in 2019 were significantly more 

likely to have been Leavers, while Labour and Liberal Democrat voters were significantly 

more likely to be Remainers. General ideological positions also mattered in every case: the 

more left-wing or socially liberal a respondent was, the more likely they were to have voted 

Labour, while the more right-wing or authoritarian they were, the more likely they were to 

have opted for the Conservatives or Liberal Democrats. However, attitude towards Votes For 

Life did not impact significantly on vote for any of the parties, after controlling for the other 

factors in the models. Women proved significantly more likely to vote for Labour while men 

were more likely to favour the Conservatives, and younger respondents were significantly 

more likely to vote Labour, while older ones opted for the Tories and Liberal Democrats. 

Being a graduate significantly boosted the chances of a Conservative vote, but made no 

significant difference to voting Labour or Liberal Democrat. 

 

In view of this, the conventional view that expatriate Votes for Life would inevitably work 

to the advantage of the Tories now seems anachronistic. Brexit was the overwhelmingly 

salient issue in British politics from 2016-2019 and rendered most other things, including 

Votes For Life, relatively inconsequential, especially since the Conservatives had failed to 

keep their manifesto pledge on this under two successive governments. Logically, this would 
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be especially so for Britons living in the EU. Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats have 

been beneficiaries of this Brexit-driven realignment of expatriate preferences, as Table 4 

confirms. This shows the flow of the vote across the period 2015 to 2019: plainly, while 

Leavers stayed loyal to the Tories, many Remainers defected to Labour and the Liberal 

Democrats. Indeed, fewer than one-fifth of 2015 Tory Remainers voted for the party in 2019. 

By contrast, virtually none of the Labour or Liberal Democrat Remainers (of whom there 

were many) switched to the Tories. If the Conservative government had any insight into the 

damaging impact of Brexit on its expatriate support, it is perhaps no surprise that it 

eventually chose to kill the Private Member’s Bill that proposed expatriate Votes For Life in 

the 2017-19 Parliament (Collard, 2019). There would seem to be little or no future partisan 

advantage for the Conservatives in extending voting rights to all British expatriates, unless 

they are able to mobilize a new potential electorate beyond the EU as part of the drive to 

build a new ‘global Britain’. The previous government estimated that 3.5m Britons could be 

newly enfranchised (Impact Assessment for Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19, p.13) if the 15 

year rule is abolished. And when defending the previous government’s support of the 

Overseas Electors Bill, the former Minister for the Constitution, Chloe Smith, said: ‘Of 

course, following the British people’s decision to leave the EU, we need to strengthen ties 

with countries around the world and show that the UK is an outward-facing nation. Our expat 

community has an important role to play in helping Britain expand international trade, 

especially given two-thirds of expats live outside the EU’ (Smith, 2018). If the current or 

future Conservative governments take this claim seriosuly, then CA could be called upon 

once again to lead the way in engaging with this new electorate overseas. But at present this 

remains speculation. 

 

TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE 

 
Summary and conclusion 

In this paper, we have set out the history and organizational structures of the major British 

parties abroad and reported the results of a unique survey of British expatriate citizens, 

including many who are registered to vote in UK elections. This has revealed that 

longstanding conventional assumptions discussed earlier about the potential electoral 

benefits to the Conservatives of extending voting rights to those who have lived abroad for 

more than 15 years most likely no longer apply, at least not in so far as those based in the EU 

are concerned; as a result of Brexit, they appear to have swung decisively against the party. 
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All of which rather suggests that the likelihood of any Conservative administration 

introducing the necessary legislation in the near future is surely remote, regardless of 

manifesto promises. Beyond this, we might also reasonably infer that British party abroad 

structures and resources are generally disparate and poor; only the Conservatives have at 

particular moments expended considerable effort on seeking to mobilize and organize 

Britons abroad, based on their expectations of political gains. Otherwise, the general 

weakness of parties abroad is surely a reflection of the institutional context of UK general 

elections, as in the USA (see Kalu & Scarrow in this issue): with no reserved constituencies 

at Westminster for expatriates, the votes of duly registered Britons who are dispersed across 

the globe are scattered thinly across 650 parliamentary constituencies, their numbers rarely 

if ever being great enough to swing any particular contest decisively. This contrasts sharply 

with the situation in countries such as France, Italy and Romania (see articles by Piccio and 

Borz in this issue), where there are more obvious incentives to mobilize overseas voters 

though parties abroad. The advent of Brexit only seems to render still less promising the 

prospects of British parties abroad. 
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Table 1: Political profile of UK voters based in EU 
 

Characteristic EU-Resident Britons 
Registered to vote in UK (n=3191) 
Yes 57.2 
Voted in 2015 general election (n=3189) 
Yes 55.4 
If voted, for which party? (n=1664) 
Conservative 19.4 
Labour 36.5 
Liberal Democrat 30.8 
Green 8.2 
UKIP 0.5 
SNP 3.4 
Other 1.2 
Voted in 2017 general election (n=3229) 
Yes 54.3 
If voted, for which party? (n=1684) 
Conservative 12.0 
Labour 42.5 
Liberal Democrat 34.7 
Green 5.1 
UKIP 0.4 
SNP 3.9 
Other 1.4 
Voted in 2019 general election (n=3265) 
Yes 52.8 
If voted, for which party? (n=1691) 
Conservative 6.2 
Labour 51.6 
Liberal Democrat 33.4 
Green 2.3 
Brexit/UKIP 0.1 
SNP 4.4 
Other 2.1 
General political views (0=left or liberal, 10=right or authoritarian) 
Left-Right attitude scale 2.59 (n=3132) 
Liberty-Authority attitude scale 3.89 (n=3021) 
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Table 2: Attitudes towards Brexit and Votes For Life 
 

Characteristic EU Resident  

Voted in Brexit referendum? (n=3247) 
Yes 58.0 
How did you vote in the referendum? (n=1861) 
To leave EU 4.7 
To remain in the EU 95.3 
If you wanted to vote in referendum, but were unable to, how would you 
have voted? (n=1335) 
To leave EU 3.5 
To remain in EU 95.1 
Don’t know/other 1.4 
Percentage of partisan identifiers/general election 2019 voters who voted 
Remain in Brexit referendum (n=1826/1487) 
Conservative 64.6 37.4 
Labour 99.2 99.5 
Liberal Democrat 99.3 99.0 
Other 97.5 98.5 
In the 2019 general election, was your vote influenced by the issue of 
Brexit? (n=1681) 
Yes, definitely 76.9 
Yes, a bit 11.7 
Not much 7.0 
Definitely not 4.5 
Do you support the idea that all British citizens of voting age who are 
resident outside the UK should be granted the right to vote 'for life' in 
national elections? (n=3127) 
Yes absolutely, even if previous 
registration cannot be proven 

58.1 

Yes, but only if they have been 
previously registered in the UK 

34.1 

  No, there should be a time limit/ 
  No,  never 

7.8 

In the 2019 general election, was your vote influenced by parties’ 
positions on Votes for Life? (n=1644) 
Yes, definitely 25.4 
Yes, a bit 19.8 
Not much 34.6 
Definitely not 20.3 
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Table 3: Multivariate logistic regression models of voting choice by EU-based expatriate 
Britons, 2019 

 
 Conservative 

Vote 
Labour 

Vote 
Liberal 

Democrat Vote 
Left_Right_0_10 
 

.630 (.075)*** -.317 (.034)*** .197 (.031)*** 

Liberty_Authority_0_10 
 

.489 (.085)*** -.131 (.032)*** .066 (.032)** 

How did you vote in the EU 
referendum? (REF: Remain) 

4.239 (.415) *** -1.796 (.418)*** -2.738 (.384)*** 

Votes For Life?  
(REF: No) 

   

Yes, even if not previously 
registered 

-.631 (.528) -.104 (.217) .293 (.227) 

Yes, if previously registered 
 

-.070 (-.496) -.038 (.221) .079 (.232) 

Sex  
(REF: Female) 

1.042 (.341)** -.294 (.117)** .085 (.119) 

Age_Cat (REF: Over 70)    
Up to 39 
 

-.688 (.625) .545 (.231)** -.952 (.232)*** 

40-54 
 

-.498 (.500) .366 (.211)* -.436 (.201)** 

55-70 
 

-.642 (.465) .582 (.195)*** -.516 (.185)*** 

Education (REF: Graduate) 
 

-.861 (.353)** .050 (.127) .079 (.128) 

Nagelkerke R2 
Cox-Snell R2 

.748 

.351  
.232 
.174 

.123 

.089 
 
 Notes: All figures are logistic regressions coefficients, unless otherwise stated. Standard 
 errors in parenthesis. * p<.10, ** p<.05, ***p<.01. N=1447 for all models. Variable 
 descriptives are as reported in tables 1 and 2. 
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Table 4: Flow of the Vote among British expatriate voters, 2015-2019, by Brexit preference 
 

 Vote in 2015 
Vote in 2019 Conservative Labour Liberal Democrat Other 
 Leave Remain Leave Remain Leave Remain Leave Remain 
Conservative 90.7 17.0 0.0 0.0 50.0 0.3 100.0 0.6 
Labour 3.7 31.9 66.7 79.1 0.0 37.3 0.0 41.1 
Liberal Democrat 5.7 46.8 0.0 17.6 50.0 58.7 0.0 14.1 
Other 0.0 4.3 33.3 3.2 0.0 3.9 0.0 44.2 
 100.1 

n=54 
100.0 
n=188 

100.0 
n=3 

100.0 
n=488 

100.0 
n=4 

100.0 
n=397 

100.0 
n=3 

100.0 
n=163 

 
 
 

 


