
Brexit and Its Impact: A Case Study 

Introduction 

The United Kingdom’s decision to leave the European Union widely known as Brexit was a 

landmark moment in modern European history. After a narrow victory for the Leave 

campaign in the June 2016 referendum, the UK formally departed from the EU on January 

31, 2020, following nearly five decades of membership. What followed was not a single 

event, but an ongoing process of reconfiguring economic relations, political structures, and 

social ties between Britain and Europe. 

Supporters of Brexit saw it as a chance to reclaim sovereignty, control immigration, and 

pursue independent trade policy. Opponents warned of economic shocks, loss of international 

influence, and disruption to people’s daily lives. Almost a decade later, it is clear that Brexit 

reshaped the UK in ways both expected and unforeseen. This case study explores the 

background of Brexit, its economic consequences, its political implications, and its social 

and cultural impact, before evaluating winners and losers and looking toward the future. 

 

Background: Why Brexit Happened 

Brexit was not born in 2016—it was decades in the making. The UK had always been an 

ambivalent member of the European project. It joined the European Economic Community in 

1973, but skepticism toward deeper integration persisted. Britain stayed out of the euro and 

the Schengen Area, reflecting discomfort with ceding too much national control. 



By the 2000s, this skepticism intensified. The EU’s expansion to include Eastern European 

countries led to a wave of immigration into the UK, sparking debates about cultural change, 

job competition, and pressure on public services. For communities already feeling left behind 

by globalization and industrial decline, immigration became a powerful symbol of lost 

control. 

The Leave campaign focused on three themes: sovereignty, immigration, and economic 

freedom. The promise to “Take Back Control” struck a chord with many who believed EU 

laws and institutions limited Britain’s independence. Immigration became the most visible 

issue, with Leave campaigners arguing that ending free movement would allow Britain to 

design a fairer system. The economic argument emphasized freeing the UK from EU 

contributions and regulations, claiming this money and flexibility could boost domestic 

priorities like the National Health Service. 

The referendum revealed deep divides within British society. Younger, urban, and highly 

educated citizens leaned heavily toward Remain, while older, rural, and working-class voters 

preferred Leave. London, Scotland, and Northern Ireland voted strongly to remain, while 

much of England and Wales supported leaving. These divides highlighted tensions between 

globalized Britain and communities feeling excluded from its benefits. 

The Leave victory at 51.9 percent triggered David Cameron’s resignation and launched years 

of negotiations. The 2019 Withdrawal Agreement set the terms of departure, including 

arrangements for Northern Ireland, while the 2021 Trade and Cooperation Agreement 

(TCA) established a new framework for trade, security, and migration. Though Brexit 

formally concluded in law, its consequences remain ongoing. 

 



Economic Impacts 

Trade and Exports 

Brexit’s most immediate economic impact was the reintroduction of barriers to UK–EU trade. 

While the TCA preserved tariff-free trade for many goods, it introduced customs checks, 

rules of origin requirements, and regulatory divergence. These changes have been costly for 

exporters, particularly small and medium-sized enterprises. 

The London School of Economics found that UK goods exports fell by £27 billion in 2022, a 

decline of about 6.4 percent compared to a scenario without Brexit. Exporters of perishable 

goods such as fish and fresh produce faced costly delays at borders. Many firms that had 

previously traded seamlessly with the EU now face paperwork, compliance costs, and 

logistical challenges. 

Investment and Growth 

Investment has also suffered. The uncertainty surrounding Brexit discouraged foreign direct 

investment, while firms relocated operations to EU countries to maintain market access. 

Major banks shifted parts of their operations to cities such as Dublin, Paris, and Frankfurt, 

undermining London’s role as the undisputed European financial hub. 

The National Institute of Economic and Social Research projects that Brexit will leave the 

UK’s GDP several percentage points lower in the long run compared to if it had remained. 

Productivity growth, already sluggish, has weakened further due to reduced openness and 

diminished competitiveness. 

Sectoral and Regional Impacts 



Economic effects vary by sector. Manufacturing and agriculture—highly dependent on 

cross-border supply chains—have been hit hardest. Conversely, some service industries with 

less reliance on EU markets have adapted more easily. Regionally, London remains more 

resilient thanks to its global financial role, while manufacturing-heavy regions in northern 

England have felt sharper consequences. 

Overall, Brexit has introduced long-term economic drag, raising costs for businesses and 

consumers while offering fewer clear gains. 

 

Political and Governance Impacts 

Sovereignty and Regulation 

Politically, Brexit achieved its primary goal: the UK regained the ability to set its own laws, 

trade policies, and immigration system. EU law no longer has supremacy, and Britain is free 

to diverge in regulation. However, this sovereignty carries trade-offs. Divergence increases 

barriers to EU trade, while alignment preserves access but limits flexibility. This tension 

continues to shape British policymaking. 

Northern Ireland and Scotland 

Brexit also destabilized the delicate balance within the UK. The Northern Ireland Protocol 

sought to avoid a hard border on the island of Ireland by keeping Northern Ireland aligned 

with certain EU rules. This arrangement effectively created a regulatory border in the Irish 

Sea, angering unionists who see it as separating Northern Ireland from the rest of the UK. 

In Scotland, where voters overwhelmingly supported Remain, Brexit has fueled renewed 

independence sentiment. Many Scots argue they were taken out of the EU against their will, 



reviving calls for a second referendum on independence. Brexit has thus intensified internal 

divisions within the UK itself. 

Political Fallout and Public Opinion 

Brexit reshaped British politics. It toppled prime ministers, fractured the Conservative and 

Labour parties, and realigned voters along new cultural and regional lines. Public opinion has 

shifted since 2016, with some polls showing a majority now believing Brexit was a mistake. 

Yet the issue remains polarizing, and politicians tread carefully when addressing it. 

 

Immigration and Social Impacts 

Ending Free Movement 

One of Brexit’s clearest consequences was the end of EU free movement. EU citizens lost the 

automatic right to live and work in the UK, replaced by a new skills-based immigration 

system. Net migration of EU citizens dropped sharply, with some years showing more EU 

nationals leaving the UK than arriving. 

This has created challenges for industries reliant on European labour. Agriculture, hospitality, 

and food processing have faced shortages, leading to higher wages but also increased costs 

and reduced competitiveness. The health and social care sectors also reported staffing 

difficulties. 

Rise of Non-EU Migration 



While EU migration fell, non-EU migration rose. Students, skilled professionals, and 

humanitarian entrants increasingly come from countries like India, Nigeria, and China. 

Britain’s immigration system has thus become more global but less European. 

Social and Cultural Shifts 

The social impact has been profound. Families with cross-border ties face new bureaucratic 

hurdles. UK students lost automatic access to EU universities under Erasmus, while EU 

students coming to Britain face higher fees and visa requirements. Cultural exchange and 

mobility have declined. 

Public attitudes toward immigration have also shifted. Initially, immigration concerns drove 

Brexit, but as labour shortages mounted, businesses and even voters became more supportive 

of managed migration. This highlights the complexity of balancing sovereignty with 

economic need. 

 

Winners, Losers, and Lessons Learned 

Winners 

●​ The UK government gained more freedom to design its immigration and trade policy.​

 

●​ Some businesses, particularly those trading outside Europe, have found opportunities 

in new global markets.​

 



●​ Political actors who championed Brexit consolidated power, reshaping British 

politics.​

 

Losers 

●​ Small and medium-sized exporters who cannot absorb new compliance costs.​

 

●​ Labour-intensive industries such as agriculture and hospitality, facing worker 

shortages.​

 

●​ Consumers, who see higher prices due to disrupted supply chains and weaker 

currency.​

 

●​ Political unity, as tensions over Northern Ireland and Scotland grow.​

 

Lessons Learned 

Brexit illustrates the trade-offs of sovereignty. While political independence has symbolic 

value, it often comes at economic cost. It also demonstrates how referendums can expose 

deep social divides, leaving long-term challenges for national cohesion. 

 

Conclusion and Outlook 



Brexit has redefined the UK’s identity, reshaping its economy, politics, and society. It fulfilled 

promises of sovereignty and immigration control but at the cost of weaker trade, lower 

investment, and greater political division. 

The future of Brexit’s impact depends on choices yet to be made. If Britain aligns more 

closely with EU standards, trade barriers may soften but autonomy will be limited. If it 

diverges further, sovereignty may grow but economic isolation will deepen. At the same time, 

unresolved issues in Northern Ireland and Scotland will continue to test the union’s stability. 

In the long run, Brexit is not just an event but a process. Its effects will continue to unfold, 

shaping Britain’s place in the world and serving as a cautionary tale for nations weighing the 

balance between globalization and sovereignty. 
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