
 

 



 

 

 
Using the source, evaluate the view that referendums create more problems than they 

solve. [30] 
 
The 2016 Brexit referendum has divided British politics and raised questions about the usefulness of 
referenda to our democracy. As the source highlights, there are both advantages and disadvantages 
of this form of direct democracy. On balance, and as this essay will show, it is more convincing to 
argue that referenda cause more problems than they solve. 
 
One argument put forward by the source in defence of the EU referendum is that its ‘turnout’ gives 
it ‘legitimacy’. This argument has some validity. If a referendum has – as was the case with Brexit – a 
higher turnout than recent general elections, then this would seem to suggest that it is has 
democratic legitimacy and its result should be carried out. There are, however, problems with this. 
Whilst turnout in the EU referendum was high, this is relatively unusual. The 2011 AV referendum, 
for instance, had a turnout of just 42%. In such instances where turnout is low – below 50% for 
example – then the legitimacy of the outcome would be called into question. Similarly, if turnout is 
low and yet there is an overwhelming vote in favour of one of the options, MPs may be accused of 
frustrating the democratic process if they refuse to carry out the decision of the people. Turnout, 
then, while it can confer legitimacy if high, also creates a number of potential problems if it is not. 
 
Indeed, the source highlights a similar problem, noting that referendums can be ‘destabilising’ 
because it creates ‘competing sources’ of ‘democratic legitimacy’. With the Brexit vote, for instance, 
the decision made by the public ‘was the opposite’ to the view of the majority of elected 
representatives. It is not clear whose view carries more weight. Some would argue, as the source 
highlights, that ‘MPs only function…for the will of the people’. With this reasoning, the Leave vote 
should be delivered by our elected representatives as they work for us. However, others will argue 
– more persuasively – that this could lead to a constitutional crisis. As the source points out, a 
‘narrow margin’ may not be a sufficient mandate for ‘major change’. One solution suggested in the 
source is to require a ‘super majority’ of 60 per cent of voters. This would seem to provide more 
clarity on an outcome. But this can also cause problems as it can create a situation where a clear and 
significant majority of the electorate – say, 59% – has voted for a change, and yet the elected 
government of the day - a government that, very likely, would not have itself garnered the support 
of 59% of the vote - would be put in the awkward position of refusing to carry out the wishes of the 
people. Supermajorities would not solve the problems of competing sources of democratic 
legitimacy that referendums create. 
 
Finally, the source also illustrates the problems created by different votes in different regions. In the 
EU referendum, for example, whilst across the UK 51.9% of people voted to Leave, only 38% within 
Scotland did. Indeed, the Remain vote in Scotland would have, if judged against the ‘supermajority’ 
criteria mentioned above, comfortably met that threshold. This again causes significant problems. 
Should Scotland be forced out of the EU, it would seem to run entirely counter to democratic 
sensibilities; the Scottish people have overwhelmingly stated their preference but would be being 
ignored. Some may contend Scotland, as part of the United Kingdom, should simply have to accept 
the result. That is ultimately how democracy works and they cannot protest when they do not get 
their favoured outcome. However, this sharp difference would nonetheless likely lead to a 
constitutional crisis as the Leave decision in Scotland clearly does not carry democratic legitimacy. 
This could, in turn, lead swiftly to fresh questions about Scottish independence should the Scottish 
people be unhappy about the Brexit deal secured by the British prime minister. Significant differences 
in regional patterns are a further reason why referenda create problems. 
 
In conclusion, whilst there are, as the source makes clear, some arguments in favour of referendums, 
these are not as strong as those against. High turnouts or clear majorities can lend legitimacy to a 



 

 

decision, but it is unclear what happens when either the turnout is low or the majority is narrow. 
Most likely, the divisions within society over these issues will deepen and the constitution will feel 
the strain. On balance, decision making in a representative democracy should be left to the MPs, as 
referenda causes more problems than they solve. 


