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Abstract 
In taking a context and culture-sensitive comparative research approach on a single-country study, 
this paper tries to understand young people’s ideas and perspectives on growing up in England in 
the time of Brexit. In this study, 17 focus groups were conducted with young people aged 15 to 17 
in spring 2019. In these focus groups, participants conducted cross-country and regional compari-
sons to position themselves and underline their ideas. These comparisons give insights into young 
people’s experiences with Brexit and beyond. Additionally, the findings allow an understanding of 
the array of contextual conditions that are meaningful for youth citizenship participation. 

1. Introduction 
The EU referendum debate has divided opinions in the United Kingdom (UK) be-
tween those who wanted to remain and those who wanted to leave the European 
Union (EU) (Fox & Pearce, 2018; Goodwin & Ford, 2017; Jennings & Lodge, 2019). 
Although a majority voted in favor of leaving the EU, the decision was narrow and 
the opinions differ, e.g. between different regions and different age groups (Lord 
Ashcroft, 2016; The Electoral Commission, 2018). Young people under 18 were not 
eligible to vote at the EU referendum and are growing up to be adult citizens in a 
time of political insecurity and tension, which includes increased hostility between 
so-called ‘leavers’ and ‘remainers’ as well as a surge of racist incidents (Pitcher, 
2019; Virdee & McGeever, 2017). These tensions ranged from the governmental 
level to everyday encounters as the Brexit debate continued (Coban, 2018; Spirit, 
2019; Spratt, 2018). 
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This paper focusses on an explorative element of a single-country study that was 
interested in youth, citizenship and sense of belonging in the time of Brexit. Seven-
teen focus groups were conducted with young people (aged 15 to 17) discussing 
Brexit. Brexit was understood as partly shaping the political contexts in which young 
people were becoming adults but had little to no co-determination about it.  

Whereas Brexit impacted many participants indirectly, it did not necessarily di-
rectly impact on how participants encountered their everyday lives. Participants ex-
plained their experiences by conducting cross-country or cross-regional comparisons 
allowing a more holistic perspective on how they felt. These comparisons described 
as ‘everyday comparisons’ will be explored in this paper inspired by the special  
issue.  

Analytical frameworks to better understand the function of these everyday com-
parisons will be applied such as wild comparisons, reference societies and social 
locations (e.g., Amelang & Beck, 2010; Waldow, 2016; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Fur-
thermore, the paper will discuss the context and culture sensitivity of the study in the 
methodological part of the paper. 

In the following sections, youth citizenship, participation and Brexit are dis-
cussed, and then the methodology of everyday comparisons and context and culture 
sensitivity is elaborated. Afterwards, the research design of this study is described, 
then the findings are outlined, ending with a discussion on the matter. 

2. Youth citizenship, participation and Brexit 
Young people between 15- and 17-years-old are in the transitional phase from being 
youth citizens to becoming adult citizens who have not yet received full adult citi-
zenship rights (France, Meredith & Sandu, 2007; James, 2011; Lister, 2007; Wood, 
2017). Citizenship theory is helpful to understand the possibilities and limitation of 
participation of members in, e.g., a country or a supra-national community. Fre-
quently, T.H. Marshall (1950) is referred to by citizenship scholars emphasizing the 
interplay between citizens and the state. This interplay focuses strongly on social 
(e.g., welfare) but also political (e.g., voting) and civil (e.g., freedom of expression, 
the rule of law) rights and responsibilities (Isin & Turner, 2002). The rights and re-
sponsibilities describe how areas of participation are interlinked, e.g., how the right 
to education as an element of welfare is understood to enable participation in the 
public sphere as in labor or politics. 

However, this conception has been deemed as a limited view on citizenship, de-
scribing a passive citizenry, while not taking different intersections and legal statuses 
into account as well as viewing children and youth as ‘citizens in the making’ rather 
than full citizen members of society (Isin & Turner, 2002; Lister, 2007; Turner, 
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2009). It should be noted that citizenship rights and obligations are not universal and 
distinguish between those who have the rights and those who do not (Isin & Turner, 
2002). Hence, not all members of a country will have the same citizenship rights as 
it depends on their legal status, but also citizenship will not function for everybody 
in the same way (e.g., Banks, 2017; Isin, 2009; Janoski & Gran, 2002; Roche, 2002; 
Turner, 2009). In this sense, a person may have the right to health care, education, 
and work but not the right to vote. 

In the context of Brexit, citizenship theory is helpful to understand how young 
people experience the situation of not being enfranchised for the EU referendum and 
how their current and future participation may be affected. Depending on the way 
Brexit is negotiated, it can have an impact on youth’s citizenship rights which is 
experienced more directly in the form of freedom of movement and definitely in the 
right to vote for the European Parliament or the access to everyday resources in case 
of a no-deal Brexit1. Nevertheless, these impacts do not necessarily affect participa-
tion on a day to day basis. 

3. Methodology: Everyday comparisons and context and 
 culture sensitivity 
The qualitative focus group study this paper is based on was conducted within a fel-
lowship project titled ‘Youth, Citizenship and Sense of Belonging in a (Post-)Brexit 
England’ funded by the German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft – DFG) from 2019 to 2021. To develop a context and culture-sensitive mind-
set for the UK, I moved to England to be embedded in the research context and to 
familiarise myself with the context and the prevailing discourses. 

Even though the study was a single-country study, context and culture sensitivity 
was a relevant issue. In developing this research objective for this study, it was taken 
into account that countries are not ‘independent’ or ‘isolated’ (Amelang & Beck, 
2010, p. 155; Scheunflug, 2003) but are connected to global and historical develop-
ments, structured and embedded within a global context (Dale, 2015). England was 
identified as a relevant country context for the study because the EU referendum was 
recognized as a contextual condition symbolic for struggles and changes in the EU, 
but also the global political arena and could be related to youth citizenship consider-
ing young people’s co-determination in politics (Feld, 2021). The referendum vote 
seemed incredibly divisive in England compared to the other three countries of the 
UK (Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, which is not to neglect that the result of 
the EU referendum has created political tension in all of them). It has also been ar-
gued that English nationalism fed into the EU referendum vote (Salter & Menon, 
2016; Virdee & McGeever, 2017). 
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In reviewing the focus group, it was noticeable that the participants themselves 
were making cross-country or regional comparisons to describe their living situation 
in the UK. The descriptions referred to the stability, the benefits of welfare measures 
and security within the UK compared to other countries. Motivated by the special 
issue topic, I wanted to make meaning of these comparisons inspired by concepts 
discussing comparisons and their functions.  

Comparisons can function as a form of positioning in an everyday situation, and 
even in cases where comparisons are more systematic and seemingly objective, cul-
tural preconceptions can frame them. Wild comparisons describe comparisons made 
by participants in the context of research. Amelang and Beck (2010) explain how 
participants in their research (focus groups and individual interviews) made com- 
parisons to other localities to position themselves and embed their arguments:  

Specifically, they frequently used references to various national, cultural or social ‘others’ 
to specify individual positions, subjective views, and culturally held convictions. (Amelang 
& Beck, 2010, p. 159) 

In their study, these comparisons were not conducted systematically, but at times, 
participants tried to support their arguments by employing statistical evidence.  
Rather than distance themselves from the comparative element, participants tried to 
explain their position by cross-country and regional comparisons. The comparisons 
allowed comprehending how the participants understood other contexts and how they 
positioned themselves towards them, thereby elucidated information about the par-
ticipants’ context. 

In this positioning, wild comparisons are not necessarily judgmental. For com-
parisons leading to positive or negative references, it is a different case. Embedded 
in cross-country comparisons that evaluate country indicators, positive or negative 
references claim to be systematic. When taking a closer look, a notion of ‘wildness’ 
can be identified in these forms of referencing. Waldow (2016) explains that in the 
course of the coverage of ILSA (international large-scale assessments) in Germany 
as in PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment), achievement results 
of participating countries were either framed positively or negatively by researchers, 
journalists, politicians as well as educational stakeholders despite them having  
similar (high) achievement rates in the tested areas. The referencing of countries 
seemed to be at times shaped by cultural preconceptions. 

Similarly, Alarcón (2015) explains that references are not necessarily rational but 
selective. In establishing a reference, there can be a whole history of references made 
to a specific element of the country (e.g., education system), in a way that is not 
necessarily uninformed but based on a range of preconceptions towards the country 
(Waldow, 2010). In contrast to the wild comparisons as an everyday comparison, 
however, these comparisons feed into policy, e.g., educational transfer (Waldow, 
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2010, 2016). Even though the notion of reference societies as referenced here has 
been applied in making sense of comparisons conducted by professionals such as 
researchers, it helps us understand why participants conducting everyday compari-
sons may compare themselves in a specific way. 

Expanding the idea of wild comparisons and the tendency to identify positive or 
negative reference societies, social locations can feed into our understanding of how 
the own positioning those comparing is framed within and beyond context. Yuval-
Davis (2006) explains how social positions are framed by social locations formed by 
intersectional experiences such as ethnicity, race, gender, and class but also the place 
of abode. The concept of social locations is helpful to understand from which per-
spective positioning through comparisons are conducted. Hence, it explains why one 
participant will compare the one way and the other another way. In the same way, 
wild comparisons give insights into the participants’ context; the conception of social 
locations explains how this context may be perceived differently from intersectional 
positions. 

4. Research Design
The overall question of the study this paper based on was how young people in the 
transitional phase of being and becoming citizens felt impacted by Brexit. Focus 
groups were conducted with young people (aged 15 to 17) in spring/summer 2019 in 
England. The focus groups were planned for shortly after the original date of when 
the UK had planned to leave the EU on 29th March 2019. Due to the postponement 
of this date, the focus groups took place in the middle of the Conservative Party 
leadership election, and the interview phase ended with Boris Johnson becoming the 
party leader and simultaneously the British Prime Minister. The overarching Brexit 
debate in different media outlets also shaped the context. However, this change of 
plans allowed a discussion about the perception of Brexit in the phase of negotiation 
but not about the consequences of everyday lives and future participants after the UK 
had left the EU. 

Regional EU referendum results and social mobility indicators served as sampling 
indicators to identify different areas in England to access schools for the focus groups 
interviews (Social Mobility Commission, 2017; The Electoral Commission, 2018). 
This was due to receive multiple perspectives of young people embedded in different 
regional contexts, as suggested as a context and culture-sensitive approach by Lange 
and Parreira do Amaral (2018). However, sampling was dependent on whether ac-
cess to schools was granted, hence, it was not exhaustive and targeted as planned. 
Due to the responses from school contacts, the study focused mainly on sixth-form 
students2 pursuing their A-levels and following a more academic pathway at the time. 
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Seventeen focus groups were conducted in different areas in England, with 83 
students participating in total. The schools the focus groups were conducted varied 
in terms of indicators such as percentage of students receiving free school meals 
(FSM) in a school,3 ethnic background, geographical area and result of the EU refer-
endum (see Table 1). The ethnic background of the focus groups was derived from 
students self-reports in the background questionnaire. The focus groups were allo-
cated into binary gendered groups to moderate certain forms of gender-related group 
dynamics (Hollander, 2004). However, this study did not consider young people who 
did not want to classify themselves in binaries and may have felt excluded by how 
the groups were sampled. For the focus of this paper, the background descriptors are 
rather informative and are only weakly integrated into the interpretation of the data. 

Table 1: Description of the focus groups 

Group 
number Area Ethnic background FSMs* (%) EU  

referendum Gender 

1 London Black, Asian, Arab, White 22–30 remain female 
2 London Black, Asian, White 22–30 remain male 
3 London Black, Asian, White 22–30 remain female 
4 London White and Black 22–30 remain female 
5 London White 22–30 remain male 
6 London Asian and White 14–17 remain female 
7 London Black, Asian and White 14–17 remain male 
8 city/town White and Asian 14–17 remain female 
9 city/town White and Asian 14–17 remain male 
10 city/town White 14–17 leave female 
11 city/town White 14–17 leave male 
12 city/town White 14–17 leave mixed 
13 city/town White 14–17 leave female 
14 city/town White 2–3 leave female 
15 city/town Black and White 2-3 leave female 
16 city/town White and Asian 2-3 leave male 
17 city/town White and Asian 2-3 leave male 

Note: The order in the column ‘ethnic backgrounds’ is explained by the number of participants 
in the respective focus group. The background with the highest number of participants is listed 
first. Others follow in decreasing order. 
* Free school meals in school.

Participation was voluntary, and participants signed a consent form when they agreed 
to participate (additional parental consent was given for participants under 16). The 
study received institutional ethical approval. Due to the General Data Protection 
Rules (GDPR) and to protect students  anonymity, broader descriptions of the 
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regional context of the focus groups were obviated or only conducted on an abstract 
level.  

The focus groups allowed the participants to “bounce ideas off each other” (Chad-
derton, 2012, p. 365) and position themselves individually within the group and ex-
press shared understandings (Amelang & Beck, 2010, p. 158). The interview sched-
ule that structured the focus groups involved discussing school affairs, political top-
ics at school, or thoughts on pressing political issues and Brexit. In the process of 
this study, a broad question complemented the interview schedule. It asked how it 
was currently like to live or how it felt to grow up in the UK. This question intended 
to see whether the topic of Brexit would come up without stimulating it directly. 
However, depending on the course of the focus group, the question was in some cases 
modified. Hence, asking how it was like growing up in the time of Brexit or the 
question was asked after a discussion about Brexit. Handling the interview schedule 
flexibly allowed an undisrupted flow of the conversation. These questions and other  
elements of the focus groups led to participants making cross-country and regional 
comparisons. 

The data analysis was based on ‘empirical grounded type construction’ (Kelle & 
Kluge, 2010). Theoretical considerations allowed developing categories a priori as 
well as categories ad hoc during the analysis. In the case of this paper, the analysis 
was inspired ad hoc in the study process. Hence, trying to make sense of the com- 
parisons conducted by the participants. For this, concepts as wild comparisons,  
positive and negative reference societies and social locations were deemed useful. 
Methodically it meant contrasting different statements made by the participants and 
finding similarities or differences in them. However, based on the explorative nature, 
the analysis was more descriptive than providing a clear typology. Coding was con-
ducted in NVivo (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2010). The objective of this study was 
not to develop generalizations about young people but to uncover insights in multiple 
perspectives of young people about their societal participation and perspectives 
shortly before transitioning into legal adulthood in the time of Brexit. 

The methodical approach has limitations because it was a solo research project; 
hence, the data were not analyzed in intersubjective manner for this paper. In a con-
text and culture-sensitive research approach, having in-depth conversations about the 
data could broaden the perspectives on the study (Lange & Parreira do Amaral, 
2018). In preparation for this paper, parts were selected in which the participants 
conducted cross-country and regional comparisons. The findings are preliminary and 
illustrative rather than comprehensive, which follow up on note-worthy patterns in 
the focus groups and are inspired by the topic of this special issue. 
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5. Findings 
The findings of this paper start with general discussions on how young people expe-
rienced the impact of Brexit in their everyday lives. Further, elaborating on contex-
tual conditions beyond Brexit impacting the participant’s everyday lives. In the fol-
lowing sections, different cross-country comparisons will be discussed that the par-
ticipants made to exemplify how they felt living in the UK. It will allow to better 
understand how young people position themselves to other contexts and which func-
tion these positions have. 

5.1 Brexit and other contextual conditions 

In talking about the impact of the EU referendum, some participants described the 
insecurity they felt due to Brexit constantly being discussed in the news and not being 
resolved, not knowing which implications this would have for their future. Other 
impacts were not having the right of co-determination, having to live with the con-
sequences, being confronted by an increased hostility between those in favour of 
remaining and leaving the EU and anti-migrant discourses. A few participants felt 
concerned by the scenario of a ‘no-deal Brexit’, as one participant explains. 

I’d say living in the UK right now is kind of scary compared to what it was like five or 10 
years ago. Mainly because of Brexit. Like I was worried about food prices because they 
were saying, you can’t stockpile fresh foods so that would mean there would be a shortage 
if there was a no-deal, which there wasn’t in March, so then that would mean they go up and 
just stuff like that. (city/town) 

In this statement, the participant described the consequences of the transfer of goods 
on their everyday life in not having secure access to resources such as food in the 
case of a no-deal Brexit. Nevertheless, only for a limited number, Brexit was antici-
pated as having tangible consequences beyond the experienced limitation of having 
a say in Brexit. These were that studying abroad as well as working for international 
firms in the UK was assumed to be more difficult after Brexit. For others, there was 
the realization that in future, Brexit might have a consequence for them mediated 
through the economy; however, these consequences were unknown at the time when 
focus groups took place. Others argued that they did not feel impacted in their  
everyday lives through Brexit beyond it being frequently discussed in the media (see 
Feld, 2021). Hence, one participant argued that the debate about Brexit in their 
friendship group had died down and was not really impacting them. As a standalone 
opinion, one participant argued that they did not experience a difference at all: 

Not really. Like I can’t see how my life has actually changed from like five years ago to 
now because I’ve just been doing my own thing and until, I don’t know, like school starts 
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shutting down over it, then maybe I’ll be a bit concerned but at the moment my life hasn’t 
really been affected … (city/town) 

This statement shows that Brexit as a contextual factor was experienced with a 
different relevance in the participants’ lives. However, those experiencing an impact 
referred strongly to the discursive level of impact, missing co-determination and 
insecurity about the outcome being the main issue, emphasizing their missing 
citizenship rights. The positions are understandable due to the consequences of 
Brexit being unknown and not experienced then. Due to the composition of the 
sample, experiences of hostility due to Brexit directed at them were not mentioned. 
This stood in contrast to cases of hostility against Polish citizens living in the UK 
(Virdee & McGeever, 2017) as well as young people born in Central and Eastern 
Europe (CEE) describing insecurity because of their right to reside being in limbo 
since EU referendum (Tyrrell, Sime, Kelly, & McMellon, 2019).  

Contextual conditions described by participant impacting their everyday lives tan-
gibly were strongly focused on education: decrease of school funding, strong STEM 
(Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) focus in school education, a 
reduced arts and humanity focus in schools, trajectories to VET (vocational educa-
tion and training) and universities, academization4 of schools, university fees and 
pressure caused by educational testing in schools. School played a central role for 
the students, which was experienced as a central context impacting their everyday 
lives. Other non-school related issues were the increase of knife crime and youth 
centers closing due to funding reduction. 

In this sense, the context that impacted everyday life and schooling can be ex-
plained by austerity measures introduced in 2010 and a neoliberal shift to more com-
petition, employability and entrepreneurship (Hoskins, Kerr, & Liu, 2016). This is 
possible to relate to citizenship in that the modification of the welfare state impacted 
young people in their everyday experience of education and social infrastructure. In 
this sense, shifts in education have impacted educational trajectories, how much time 
students have outside school to be involved in civil societal activities. However, tan-
gible impacts of the implementation of a Brexit deal of any kind were not known at 
the time of the focus groups, hence, not experienced in the same way as other con-
textual conditions. 

5.2 The UK as a safe country: Comparing living in the UK to living  
in a war-torn country 

In the light of the concept of wild comparisons, in some focus groups either in addi-
tion to referring to Brexit or not mentioning Brexit at all, participants made cross-
country comparisons to illustrate how they felt better off in the UK than if they would 
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be living in other places. One example of cross-country comparisons was that par- 
ticipants in some focus groups felt safe living in the UK. Sudan was referenced in 
two focus groups as a country of comparison, which in spring/summer 2019 was 
reported on widely in the news and shared on social media due to the events happen-
ing in the South Sudanese civil war at the time. Participants were reflecting on cur-
rent affairs to argue their position, their feeling of being safe and living an uninter-
rupted life in the UK: 

Yeah, so I just think there’s obviously a lot of conflict going on around in other places like 
Sudan obviously recently, so I feel like I’ve never really experienced that, and I’ve always 
been like just going out anywhere. I sort of feel comfortable, so I can’t really imagine what 
it would be like for anyone else. (city/town) 

At that time, no references were made to Yemen’s civil war, Syria’s civil war, Mali’s 
civil war or any other war, which can be explained by how the media coverage on a 
specific country led to these comparisons. Remarkably, some participants referred  
to a widely reported war to exemplify how they felt safe living in the UK and that 
they had not experienced any major disturbances as a civil war would entail. Simul-
taneously, this does also put the topic of Brexit in a global context, where the conse-
quences are expected economically, on citizenship rights and insecurity and in-
creased hostility has been experienced, but is understandably not perceived as having 
devastating impacts as a civil war on everyday interactions and life trajectories. 

5.3 Better places and welfare: Comparing yourself to EU member states 

In other focus groups, the comparisons were made discussing differences between 
the UK and EU member states. In two focus groups, young people made references 
to Eastern European countries, arguing how they felt better off living in the UK. In 
one focus group, the participants could understand that either Bulgarians or Hungar-
ians would rather refer to themselves as European than them, who would describe 
themselves as British if they were travelling. In another group, the following was 
stated: 

P1: I mean, I’m not really looking at myself living here but like if you were moving from 
another country, say you’ve immigrated from Poland or whatever, you know, this is a way 
better place to live. 
P1: I’d agree it’s much better than lots of places. (city/town) 

The first participant explains ‘constant political unrest’ and ‘a big right wing’ upris-
ing in Poland. In the discussion, the participants reflect that this happening ‘all over 
the world, isn’t it.’ In these comparisons the participants describe a global dimension 
of political unrest, where in contrast, the ‘UK is pretty nice and neutral’; however, 
they also argue that Poland has a worse infrastructure than the UK due to its Soviet 
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history and World War II. These reflections are interesting in the context of the UK 
compared to Eastern European countries, as there has been much debate on Eastern 
European migration to the UK due to EU expansion in 2005, which was a topic that 
was stirred up in the Brexit debate (Nowicka, 2018; Tyrrell et al., 2019; Virdee & 
McGeever, 2017). 

Western Europe was referred to as a positive place to live in one focus group 
compared to other places. A participant who was planning to study in Germany ar-
gued that the welfare system (especially the pension system) in Germany was attrac-
tive compared to other countries. These examples illustrate the different perceived 
positions of countries due to contextual factors playing a role in cross-country 
everyday comparisons. The indicators that were applied relate to welfare, political 
stability and status different countries provided and how participants described these 
as a more or less attractive place of abode. Similarly, positioning was not conducted 
with a direct comparison, but it was argued that welfare in the UK was an indicator 
of feeling well off in the UK. The National Health System (NHS) was praised for 
being free, which understood as genuine to the UK. This opinion was, however, put 
into perspective by the perception that it was underfunded and the service entailed 
long waiting times.5 

In one focus group, participants also saw themselves confronted with the other 
side of ‘wild comparisons’ as their relatives living outside Europe imagined living in 
the UK and Europe in a manner very contrary to the experience the participants de-
scribed themselves, which portrayed ‘everything to be like the perfect dream’ (Lon-
don). Confronted with these ideas, the participants had to argue that this comparison 
did not reflect their everyday experiences and explained that living in the UK was 
nothing like their relatives imagined. 

5.4 Regional differences: London compared to rural areas 

In the focus groups, it was noticeable that at times those living in London were de-
scribing differences to those living outside of London or in more rural areas. Some 
London-based participants argued how Londoners were more accepting of diversity 
and welcoming than more rural areas in England. However, this regional comparison 
was not made vice versa by those living outside London or in more rural areas. In 
focus groups living away from London, they thought that accepting diversity was a 
general to Britain and, in some cases, genuine to being British. This example illus-
trates how a wild comparison functions more as positionality rather than giving in-
sights to the compared place’s perceived experience. It also illustrates that compari-
sons are dependent on the indicator of comparison, which can function positively or 
negatively, as shown in the following example. 
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Talking about growing up in the UK stimulated in some focus groups to differen-
tiate between how it was to grow up in London compared to other areas in the UK in 
one focus group: ‘There’s like a really big difference with that because people from 
outside of London and like in more rural areas tend to stay kids for longer, if that 
makes sense’ (London). Growing up in London was described as more troubling 
compared to living in the countryside due to worries and threats that parents saw 
their children face in London: 

Yeah, like things along that line like knife crime and danger and like rape and things like 
that. In London because parents are more worried, because I have a friend who lives in [other 
region] and she is allowed to go out with her friends late and like being able to just chill 
with her friends. It’s more laid back and danger is not constantly on your mind and you’re 
more free to go around but in London, it’s more you have to be home by this time because, 
I guess it has to do with parents themselves but it’s also has to do with the danger of things 
out on the streets. (London) 

The participant discussed threats when navigating through the city. It illustrates how 
locations within a country or even within a city influences everyday life and feeling 
safe. In the study, this is the only focus group in the sample discussing these kinds 
of threats. This London experience can be contrasted to the experience of one par- 
ticipant living in a small market town answering how it was like to grow up in Britain 
at the time loving to live in the countryside: 

I love it … Because I specifically love this part of like the world, like the country because 
we’re surrounded by fields and I love that and the cows and animals, I just love it. (city/town) 

In this focus group, the most pressing issue young people were confronted with was 
that young people were viewed as anti-social by some adults due to hanging out and 
listening to loud music, which led to young people campaigning against these per-
ceptions. 

Amelang and Beck (2010) argue how wild comparisons exemplify implicit theo-
ries which the participants apply. To understand these theories, we can refer to the 
concept of positive and negative reference societies (Waldow, 2016) in the way 
young people try to position themselves towards other countries based on the criteria 
that suit the situation and different social locations (Yuval-Davis, 2006). These com-
parisons, however, allow putting their perceptions in a global context and give an 
additional understanding of young people’s everyday lives.  

The countries the participants chose to compare their situation to are noteworthy 
as they were in some cases directly related to current affairs or indirectly embedded 
around the discussion of Brexit. However, these comparisons can be described as 
fuzzy and very much related to the questions that have been probed. Hence, they are 
not necessarily something that participants would discuss in an everyday conversa-
tion but are stimulated by the context and the structure in which the focus groups 
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took place (Amelang & Beck, 2010). In conducting regional and cross-country com-
parisons, the participants tried to explain “their personal, social and cultural selves” 
(Amelang & Beck, 2010, p. 160) rather than claiming a kind of objectivity. Hence, 
the participants were not producing knowledge that would be reproduced or embed-
ded in common sense as it may be the case of the positive and negative references 
made in news reports or research studies. 

6. Discussion
Using Brexit as a contextual dimension allows us to reflect on youth citizenship and 
participation and its interconnection to global developments. However, as the general 
described experiences with Brexit in this paper underline, the direct impacts of Brexit 
are more subtle and by no means experienced as something relevant for everyday life 
in a consistent manner for most of the participants. Since the focus groups were con-
ducted, a dramatic global contextual shift as the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted 
young people’s lives and perceived future trajectories unprecedentedly. COVID-19 
in 2020 led schools to close, home-schooling emerge, and young people were forced 
to rearrange their lives dramatically. In a scenario where this study would have been 
conducted in 2020, the perceived impact of Brexit for young people would have been 
overshadowed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The findings of this paper give insights into the relevance Brexit has on the par-
ticipants’ everyday lives. Even though lack of co-determination and insecurity are 
experienced through the Brexit debate, other elements of the participants’ context, 
such as austerity measures as cuts in school funding, the experienced testing regime 
seems to be more tangible. Furthermore, the findings answer the question of the func-
tion of the everyday comparisons conducted by the participants. The findings under-
line how cross-country and regional comparisons allow participants to position and 
explain themselves in the context of focus groups. These comparisons can be related 
to the (political, temporal and cultural) contexts the participants are embedded in and 
give an idea about their preconceptions of some countries or regions and how par- 
ticipants perceive their context. At the same time, it shows that the participants did 
not see their context disentangled to other context but positioned themselves to ex-
plain themselves. With this positioning, participants emphasized what was important 
to them and what they valued about their context. Whereas some participants valued 
the safety, stability or welfare compared to other contexts, others argued that they 
longed other contextual conditions such as moving more freely in their everyday life 
or in which the welfare system was functioning better. In these comparisons, there 
was always an emphasis on a better or a worse element considering a specific con-
textual condition to which the participants compared themselves. 
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In contrast, to think about context and culture sensitivity in comparative research, 
everyday comparisons have a narrower function as they do not try to compare some-
thing with a mutual emphasis. Even though a context and culture-sensitive mind-set 
may be something to aspire to in research and everyday life, it is not necessarily 
something to apply in everyday comparisons. However, on the contrary, an everyday 
comparative mind-set may not be something to aspire to when conducting compara-
tive research. 

Due to the conception of a single-country study, the wild comparisons made by 
the participants cannot be expanded by the view of participants within a cross-coun-
try comparison, which would help to establish a deeper explanation of the compari-
sons made. Further, as it is a cross-sectional study, changes and developments in 
these comparisons over time based on discourses evolving from currents affairs were 
not captured. A more holistic research design, e.g., considering horizontal, vertical 
and transversal axes of comparison (Bartlett, 2014; Bartlett & Vavrus, 2019), would 
have captured context and culture-sensitive elements to a more considerable extent. 
This, however, would have required a higher amount of resources (e.g., time, people 
and finances) to implement such a project. 

The ideas and thoughts in this paper were inspired by thinking about culture and 
context sensitivity in this special issue and evolved from the focus group data. This 
paper and study makes use of comparative methods but cannot be assigned to inter-
national comparative education in the strict sense. Nevertheless, it provides insights 
into areas that allow the development of future studies on young people’s citizenship 
and participation in a comparative sense. 

Notes
1. No-deal Brexit in 2019 meant that the UK would leave the EU institutions without an agree-

ment. This was thought to be prohibited setting out the Brexit Withdrawal Agreement between 
the UK and the EU in October 2019: ‘The Withdrawal Agreement settled issues of citizens’ 
rights, determined the UK’s financial settlement and put in place long-term arrangements to 
avoid the re-emergence of a hard border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, 
by introducing a regulatory and customs border in the Irish Sea’ (UKICE, 2020, p. 4). However, 
a more detailed relationship between the UK and the EU was due to be negotiated within the 
transition period of 2020. This included regulations trade, transport links, fishing, security and 
judicial cooperation. Due to the complicated negotiation process between the UK and the EU, 
a no-deal Brexit scenario after the transition period end of 2020 was back on the table again 
(UKICE, 2020). By the end of 2020, the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) was agreed 
on and put provisionally in force on 1st January 2021. Nevertheless, the implications of Brexit 
in 2021 were still not clear at the time (e.g., trade deals with other countries, conflicts about 
the Irish Sea border). 

2. Educational phase for advanced school-level qualification after receiving GCSEs (General Cer-
tificate of General Education). 
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3. In 2019, 14.1% of students of the total secondary student population in England received free
school meals (FSM) (Department for Education, 2019). Free school meals function as an indi-
cator of economic deprivation in England.

4. Academies are state schools with increased autonomy and run by an academic trust (GOV.UK.,
2020; Hatcher, 2011). The conversion into an academy is based on school assessment results
by Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills) in cases where
schools are rated as ‘inadequate’ and are obliged to be academised. At the same time, schools
themselves can decide to convert to an academy voluntarily.

5. It should be noted that the funding of the NHS was debated leading up to the EU referendum
vote, which was fostered by the Vote Leave campaign arguing that if the UK left the EU, the
UK would save money that it could invest in the NHS.

References 
Alarcón, C. (2015). ,Referenzgesellschaft‘ als semantisches Konstrukt – ‚Deutsche‘ Bildungs- und 

‚Preußische‘ Militärreformen in Chile, 1879–1920. Tertium Comparationis, 21(1), 27–48. 
Amelang, K. & Beck, S. (2010). Comparison in the wild and more disciplined usages of an epis-

temic practice. In T. Scheffer & J. Niewöhner (Eds.), Thick comparison. Reviving the ethno-
graphic aspiration (pp. 154–179). Leiden: Brill. 

Banks, J.A. (2017). Failed and transformative civic education. Educational Researcher, 46(7),  
366–377. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X17726741 

Bartlett, L. (2014). Vertical case studies and the challenges of culture, context and comparison. 
Current Issues in Comparative Education, 16(2), 30–33.  

Bartlett, L. & Vavrus, F. (2019). Rethinking the concept of ‘context’ in comparative research. In 
R. Gorur, S. Sellar & G. Steiner-Khamsi (Eds.), Comparative methodology in the era of big 
data and global networks (World Yearbook of Education, 2019, pp. 187–201). London: 
Routledge. 

Chadderton, C. (2012). Problematising the role of the white researcher in social justice research. 
Ethnography and Education, 7(3), 363–380. https://doi.org/10.1080/17457823.2012.717203 

Coban, M. (2018). Why Brexit matters to young people. The UK in a Changing Europe. Retrieved 
from https://ukandeu.ac.uk/why-brexit-matters-to-young-people/ 

Dale, R. (2015). Globalisierung in der Vergleichenden Erziehungswissenschaft re-visited: Die 
Relevanz des Kontexts des Kontexts. In M. Parreira do Amaral & S.K. Amos (Eds.), Interna-
tionale und Vergleichende Erziehungswissenschaft. Geschichte, Theorie, Methode und For-
schungsfelder (New Frontiers in Comparative Education, vol. 2, pp. 171–187). Münster: 
Waxmann. 

Department for Education. (2019). Schools, pupils and their characteristics: January 2019. Re- 
trieved from https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/at 
tachment_data/file/812539/Schools_Pupils_and_their_Characteristics_2019_Main_Text.pdf 

Feld, I. (2021). Being and becoming: Youth citizenship in the time of Brexit. Manuscript in prepa-
ration. 

Fox, S. & Pearce, S. (2018). The generational decay of Euroscepticism in the UK and the EU 
referendum. Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, 28(1), 19–37. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/17457289.2017.1371180 

France, A., Meredith, J. & Sandu, A. (2007). Youth culture and citizenship in multicultural Britain. 
Journal of Contemporary European Studies, 15(3), 303–316. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
14782800701683698 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/812539/Schools_Pupils_and_their_Characteristics_2019_Main_Text.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2017.1371180
https://doi.org/10.1080/14782800701683698


TC, 2021, 27 (2) 179 

Goodwin, M.J. & Ford, R. (2017). Britain after Brexit: A nation divided. Journal of Democracy, 
28(1), 17–30. https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2017.0002 

GOV.UK. (2020). Types of school: Academies. Retrieved from https://www.gov.uk/types-of- 
school/academies 

Hatcher, R. (2011). The Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition government’s ‘free schools’ in 
England. Educational Review, 63(4), 485–503. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2011.616 
635 

Hollander, J.A. (2004). The social context of focus groups. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 
33(5), 602–637. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241604266988 

Hoskins, B., Kerr, D. & Liu, L. (2016). Citizenship and the economic crisis in Europe: An intro-
duction. Citizenship Teaching & Learning, 11(3), 249–265. https://doi.org/10.1386/ctl.11. 
3.249_1 

Isin, E.F. (2009). Citizenship in flux: The figure of the activist citizen. Subjectivity, 29, 367–388. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/sub.2009.25 

Isin, E.F. & Turner, B.S. (2002). Citizenship studies: An introduction. In E.F. Isin & B.S. Turner 
(Eds.), Handbook of citizenship studies (pp. 1–10). London: Sage. https://doi.org/10.4135/ 
9781848608276.n1 

James, A. (2011). To be (come) or not to be (come): Understanding children’s citizenship. The 
ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 663, 167–179. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716210383642 

Janoski, T. & Gran, B.E. (2002). Political citizenship. Foundation of rights. In E.F. Isin & B.S. 
Turner (Eds.), Handbook of citizenship studies (pp. 13–53). London: Sage. https://doi.org/ 
10.4135/9781848608276.n2 

Jennings, W. & Lodge, M. (2019). Brexit, the tides and Canute: The fracturing politics of the British 
state. Journal of European Public Policy, 26(5), 772–789. https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763. 
2018.1478876 

Kelle, U. & Kluge, S. (2010). Vom Einzelfall zum Typus: Fallkontrastierung in der qualitativen 
Sozialforschung. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 
978-3-531-92366-6 

Lange, S. & Parreira do Amaral, M. (2018). Leistungen und Grenzen internationaler und verglei-
chender Forschung – ‚Regulative Ideen‘ für die methodologische Reflexion? Tertium Compa-
rationis, 24(1), 5–31.  

Lister, R. (2007). Why citizenship: Where, when and how children? Theoretical Inquiries in Law, 
8(2), 693–718. https://doi.org/10.2202/1565-3404.1165 

Lord Ashcroft. (2016). How the United Kingdom voted on Thursday … and why [Blog]. Retrieved 
from http://lordashcroftpolls.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/LR-by-demographics.jpg 

Marshall, T.H. (1950). Citizenship and social class. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Nowicka, M. (2018). Cultural precarity: Migrants’ positionalities in the light of current anti-immi-

grant populism in Europe. Journal of Intercultural Studies, 39(5), 527–542. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/07256868.2018.1508006 

Pitcher, B. (2019). Racism and Brexit: Notes towards an antiracist populism. Ethnic and Racial 
Studies, 42(14), 2490–2509. https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2019.1623410 

QSR International Pty Ltd. (2010). NVivo. Retrieved from https://www.qsrinternational.com/ 
nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/home 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2011.616635
https://doi.org/10.1386/ctl.11.3.249_1
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781848608276.n1
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781848608276.n2
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2018.1478876
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-92366-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/07256868.2018.1508006
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/home


180 Feld: In the time of Brexit: Young people’s perspectives in England 

Roche, M. (2002). Social citizenship: Grounds of social change. In E.F. Isin & B.S. Turner (Ed.), 
Handbook of citizenship studies (pp. 69–86). London: Sage. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781848 
608276.n4 

Salter, J.-P. & Menon, A. (2016). Brexit: Initial reflections. International Affairs, 92(6), 1297–1318. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12745 

Scheunflug, A. (2003). Stichwort: Globalisierung und Erziehungswissenschaft. Zeitschrift für Er-
ziehungswissenschaft, 6, 159–172. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-003-0021-6 

Social Mobility Commission. (2017). State of the nation 2017: Social mobility in Great Britain. 
London: APS Group. 

Spirit, L. (2019, June 22). Don’t stereotype young remainers. We fear for our futures, not our holi-
days. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/ 
22/young-remainers-futures-anger-brexit-leave 

Spratt, V. (2018, October 5). The truth about young people and Brexit. We reality check the whole 
shebang. BBC Three. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcthree/article/b8d097b0-3ad4- 
4dd9-aa25-af6374292de0 

The Electoral Commission. (2018). EU referendum results. Retrieved from https://www.electoral 
commission.org.uk/find-information-by-subject/elections-and-referendums/past-elections- 
and-referendums/eu-referendum/electorate-and-count-information 

Turner, B.S. (2009). T.H. Marshall, social rights and English national identity. Citizenship Studies, 
13(1), 65–73. https://doi.org/10.1080/13621020802586750 

Tyrrell, N., Sime, D., Kelly, C. & McMellon, C. (2019). Belonging in Brexit Britain: Central and 
Eastern European 1.5 generation young people’s experiences. Popul Space Place, 25, 1–10. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2205 

UKICE (The UK in a Changing Europe). (2020). What would no deal mean? Retrieved from 
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/research-papers/what-would-no-deal-mean/ 

Virdee, S. & McGeever, B. (2017). Racism, crisis, Brexit. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 41(10),  
1802–1819. https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2017.1361544 

Waldow, F. (2010). Der Traum vom ‚skandinavisch schlau Werden‘. Drei Thesen zur Rolle Finn-
lands als Projektionsfläche in der gegenwärtigen Bildungsdebatte. Zeitschrift für Pädagogik, 
56(4), 497–511.  

Waldow, F. (2016). Das Ausland als Gegenargument. Fünf Thesen zur Bedeutung nationaler Ste-
reotype und negativer Referenzgesellschaften. Zeitschrift für Pädagogik, 62(3), 403–421.  

Wood, B.E. (2017). Youth studies, citizenship and transitions: Towards a new research agenda. 
Journal of Youth Studies, 20(9), 1176–1190. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2017.1316363 

Yuval-Davis, N. (2006). Belonging and the politics of belonging. Patterns of Prejudice, 40(3),  
197–214. https://doi.org/10.1080/00313220600769331 

 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781848608276.n4
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/22/young-remainers-futures-anger-brexit-leave
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/find-information-by-subject/elections-and-referendums/past-elections-and-referendums/eu-referendum/electorate-and-count-information



