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"It’s the EU, Stupid” 

Institutional change and discursive legitimation in the Brexit referendum 

Abstract 

Organizational research has long recognized the importance of discursive legitimation in both 

maintaining and disrupting institutions. While prior scholarship has explored how legitimacy 

is constructed and sustained in organizations, comparatively less is known about how it is 

actively undermined to support institutional change. This study examines the discursive 

strategies that attempted to erode the legitimacy of the European Union (EU) in the UK 

Parliament leading up to the 2016 Brexit referendum. Focusing on the European Research 

Group (ERG), a faction within the Conservative Party sceptical of EU integration, we analyse 

how its members mobilized language, seeking to challenge perceptions of EU legitimacy by 

targeting organizations underpinning the EU as an institution. Through our case study analysis, 

we identify a process of recursive deficiency framing, in which institutional shortcomings are 

repeatedly emphasised and constructed as systemic failings. This framing is amplified through 

entity-specific targeting, where organizational bodies are portrayed as proxies for institutional 

flaws through the use of synthetic evocative epithets – emotionally charged labels and slogans 

that enhance resonance. Together, these strategies work to undermine normative legitimacy 

and destabilise cognitive legitimacy. The study contributes to research on discursive 

legitimation by illuminating how language can be strategically used by and against 

organizations to contest and erode institutional legitimacy, thereby supporting institutional 

transformation.  

This is a peer-reviewed, accepted manuscript of the following paper: Lines, L., MacKenzie, N., & Chalmers, D. M.  
(in press). "It’s the EU, Stupid”: Institutional change and discursive legitimation in the Brexit referendum. Organization Studies.
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Introduction  
 

 

Organization scholars have long recognized legitimation as a foundational process through 

which institutions are built, sustained, and contested (Deephouse et al., 2017; Suddaby, 

Bitektine, & Haack, 2016). How the legitimacy of an entity is perceived underpins both 

institutional stability and disruption (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 

2017; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). While research has extensively examined how legitimacy 

is constructed and maintained, comparatively less is known about the approaches actors take 

in pursuit of institutional change. A growing body of work has begun to shift focus in this 

direction, with scholars examining how actors use discourse to challenge the legitimacy of 

established institutions and, in doing so, create openings for change (Deephouse et al., 2017; 

Vaara et al., 2024). 

This issue is particularly salient in the contemporary socio-political climate, where 

longstanding institutions including the United Nations, universities, and the World Health 

Organization have become the focus of organized efforts to erode legitimacy – often through 

attacks on their constituent organizations, arms-length bodies, or sub-units. Discourse plays a 

central role in shaping public perceptions of institutional legitimacy, as seen in the contestation 

of electoral integrity in the 2020 U.S. elections, growing scepticism regarding NATO’s 

coherence, and declining trust in supranational bodies such as the European Union (EU). 

We respond to calls for greater attention to processes of undermining institutional legitimacy 

by examining the United Kingdom’s (UK) withdrawal from the EU, commonly known as 

Brexit, as an empirical case. We explore how the legitimacy of a well-established institution 

can be actively undermined through the discursive practices of political actors who target its 

constituent organizational parts. In doing so, we contribute to a deeper understanding of how 
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discourse can undermine institutional legitimacy in support of institutional change and offer 

new insights into the mechanisms driving the ‘Polycrisis’ engulfing the institutional 

foundations of the global order (Goodstein & Velamuri, 2009; Kornberger et al., 2025; Tooze, 

2021). We focus specifically on public discourse that challenges institutional legitimacy over 

time (Deephouse et al., 2017) and examine discursive legitimation strategies – defined as “the 

deliberate use of language to develop, maintain, or change perceptions of legitimacy” (Vaara 

et al., 2024, p. 2353) – seeking to erode perceptions of EU legitimacy. 

Our analysis centres on statements made in the UK House of Commons between 2010 and the 

2016 Brexit referendum by members of the European Research Group (ERG), a faction within 

the Conservative Party in opposition to European integration, known as Eurosceptics. By 2016, 

the ERG had become a highly organised and influential parliamentary pressure group. This 

tumultuous period in UK politics provides a compelling case for analysing how legitimacy can 

be strategically undermined to support institutional change, processes that culminated in the 

UK’s formal exit from the EU in 2020, a previously remote and unthinkable outcome. Our 

approach builds on Brown et al’s (2012, p. 299) observation that “Parliamentary reports and 

those produced by state-sponsored institutions may make a case for institutional change by 

altering perceptions of legitimate processes of organizing.” We therefore incorporate 

parliamentary speeches into our analysis to illustrate how politicians sought to effect 

institutional change through discursive means.  

In our study, we conceptualise the EU as a dual-level institution (Ortmann et al., 2000; Zucker, 

1977, 1983), comprising macro-institutional elements at the European level, and 

organizational-level entities responsible for implementing EU actions (Hertwig, 2016; Vaara, 

2014). At the macro-level, the EU achieves legitimacy through regulative, normative, and 

cognitive pillars (Scott, 1995) that shape the domestic contexts of its member states (Schuette, 
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2021). These institutional dimensions are then operationalised by specific organizational 

entities – for example, the European Commission and the European Court of Justice (ECJ) – 

which collectively uphold the EU’s institutional architecture. Crucially, the public may 

perceive these organizational entities not merely as administrative arms, but as symbolic 

representations of the EU institutionality. Where organizations and institutions are conflated 

(Zucker, 1983), attacks on the former may serve to undermine the legitimacy of the latter. This 

contextual positioning allows us to ask the empirical question: How was the legitimacy of the 

EU undermined in the UK? Addressing this, we also approach the theoretical question: How 

can the legitimacy of a strongly established institution be discursively undermined? 

While some critiques of the EU voiced in the Westminster parliament may have originated in 

sincere ideological or technical disagreements, our interest lies in how such concerns were 

strategically and repeatedly mobilised in discourse seeking to advance a broader project aimed 

at undermining EU legitimacy. In addressing our research questions, we contribute to literature 

on discursive legitimation (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005; Vaara, 2014; Vaara et al., 2024) by 

advancing the concept of recursive deficiency framing. We define this as a discursive strategy 

in which institutional weaknesses are repeatedly and evocatively amplified to frame the 

institution as fundamentally deficient. Through recursive deficiency framing, actors focus 

persistently on perceived institutional failings, contrast them with an idealised alternative, and 

portray the institution as normatively incongruent. A central tactic involves identifying 

organizational entities as proxies for the institution (entity-specific targeting), using them as 

tangible examples to render abstract critique more accessible and to strategically conflate 

organizational and institutional shortcomings. Furthermore, we show how this framing is 

intensified through synthetic evocative epithets – charged, emotive language that resonates 

across audiences and settings. These rhetorical devices enable actors to target specific 
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dimensions of institutional legitimacy and, over time, destabilise broader perceptions of 

institutional validity. 

This research is especially salient in the context of the ongoing erosion of the post-war 

institutional order. As trust in organizations and institutions continues to decline across much 

of the Western sphere (Lounsbury, 2023; Song, 2021; Valgarðsson et al., 2024), understanding 

how strategically motivated groups target specific organizations to undermine broader 

institutional structures has become an urgent concern for scholars, with pressing consequences 

for society. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Discursive Legitimation and Framing 

Anchored in the tradition of discursive legitimation (Vaara, 2014), we examine how 

communication operates as a strategic resource through which actors seek to undermine 

institutional legitimacy (Deephouse et al., 2017; Vaara, Tienari, & Laurila, 2006). 

Organizational legitimacy is defined as “the perceived appropriateness of an organization to a 

social system in terms of rules, values, norms, and definitions” (Deephouse et al., 2017 p.9). 

Recent scholarship has increasingly emphasized legitimacy as a dynamic, socially constructed 

judgment that emerges through ongoing communication and evaluation processes (Bitektine & 

Haack, 2015; Deephouse et al., 2017). Building on this we understand legitimacy as contested 

evaluation that can be actively targeted with the potential for erosion through discourse. 

To address how legitimacy can be undermined we draw primarily on Scott’s (1995) 

foundations of legitimacy, focusing on normative and cognitive dimensions, with secondary 

attention to the regulative pillar. Normative legitimacy is the degree of fit or alignment between 
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the entity and the cultural values of the local social environment (Suddaby et al., 2017, p. 454). 

Cognitive legitimacy is grounded in taken-for-grantedness, where the institution is perceived 

as comprehensible, necessary, and unquestioned (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Tost, 2011). Tost 

(2011) clarifies that cognitive legitimacy is evidenced by an absence of questioning, critique, 

or vocal contestation. Accordingly, we conceptualise the undermining of normative legitimacy 

as the discursive emphasis on misalignment, and the erosion of cognitive legitimacy as 

discursive attempts to disrupt shared interpretations of the institution’s appropriate status 

(Deephouse et al., 2017).   In relation to the EU, emphasis on normative misalignment between 

domestic practices and those established by EU institutions is understood as undermining 

normative legitimacy, while efforts to destabilise established understandings of the EU are 

understood as undermining cognitive legitimacy. 

Within this conceptualisation of legitimacy, discursive legitimation encompasses a broad range 

of analytical approaches – including narrative, rhetoric, and framing – that explore how 

language shapes legitimacy perceptions within dynamic institutional settings (Van Leeuwen, 

2007; Brown, Ainsworth and Grant, 2012; Vaara, 2023). Among these, framing holds 

particular theoretical salience: frames function as discursive interpretive structures that help 

individuals make sense of the world by allowing them to recognise, understand, and categorise 

events in their lives and broader society (Snow et al., 1986, p. 464). This enables actors to 

define problems and assign blame, while also shaping social norms and expectations – helping 

establish parameters around what is considered appropriate within “social system in terms of 

rules, values, norms, and definitions” (Deephouse et al., 2017, p.9) – and are central to the 

construction and maintenance of legitimacy (Vaara et al., 2024). In the context of the EU, 

framing has played a pivotal role, as extensive discursive (Vaara, 2014) and performative work 

(Schuette, 2021) has constructed interpretive schemas through which the Union is understood. 

"It’s the EU, Stupid”: Institutional change and discursive legitimation in the Brexit referendum



7 
 

Over time, these schemas achieved a high degree of cognitive legitimacy, shaping how the 

EU’s role, authority, and actions are perceived (Lenz et al., 2019) 

Framing operates by presenting a “schemata of interpretation” (Goffman, 1974, p. 21) through 

which actors make sense of their environment. These shared meaning structures enable both 

individual and collective sensemaking (Beckert, 2010; Lounsbury et al., 2003; Snow et al., 

1986). In complex political contexts such as Brexit – where multiple truth claims circulate 

simultaneously – cognitive framing plays a crucial role. For actors seeking to disrupt the 

institutional order, engaging with dominant frames becomes essential. Undermining 

institutions is often a prerequisite for change, as it forces individual actors into an active 

evaluative mode (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Greenwood et al., 2002). Yet well-established 

institutions tend to be highly resilient, sustained by entrenched normative and cognitive 

structures (Scott, 1995). Nonetheless, strategic actors with framing expertise can contest 

prevailing meaning systems and shift public perceptions of legitimacy, thereby opening space 

for transformation (Battilana et al., 2009; Benford & Snow, 2000; Fligstein & McAdam, 2011). 

Since frames are central to meaning-making they are frequently contested. Social actors 

challenge dominant frames as a way of promoting alternative institutional futures (Benford & 

Snow, 2000), and successful framing often depends on motivated actors who can alter the 

trajectory of an institution. While some alignment may emerge between competing parties 

(Grimm & Reinecke, 2023), it is often preceded by discursive struggles. Reframing work, 

where actors seek to disrupt and reconfigure institutional narratives, can erode the legitimacy 

of existing arrangements and catalyse institutional change (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011; 

Kaplan, 2008; Meyer & Höllerer, 2010). 
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Central to such contestation is the ability to define the problem with the target institution. 

Articulating a new vision of the world and identifying what is wrong with the existing order is 

a critical step in institutional change processes (Battilana et al., 2009). Snow and Benford 

(1988) emphasise the dual function of framing: diagnosis and prognosis. Yet while many 

studies emphasise solution framing (Lefsrud & Meyer, 2012; Werner & Cornelissen, 2014), 

less attention has been paid to how diagnostic emphasis alone can reshape legitimacy 

perceptions and encourage audience resonance. Our study focuses on this neglected aspect, by 

examining how actors centre institutional failings and render them systemic, making the 

institution appear beyond reform through sustained emphasis on institutional deficiency. 

In doing so, we depart from much of the framing literature, which often compares competing 

frames (Grimm & Reinecke, 2023; Kaplan, 2008; Lefsrud & Meyer, 2012) and treats framing 

as relatively stable (Schneiberg & Clemens, 2006). While some acknowledge gradual frame 

evolution (Jones et al., 2012; Lounsbury et al., 2003), fewer studies consider deliberate 

discursive strategies for undermining legitimacy.  

Vocabularies and Legitimacy Frames 

Wright Mills (1940, p. 904) argued that motives are not fixed attributes but socially constructed 

through vocabularies that resonate with the settings in which they are deployed. These 

vocabularies function as potent discursive tools through which actors mobilise audiences by 

shaping how issues are understood and evaluated (Snow & Benford, 1988). When such 

vocabularies are embedded within framing efforts, they influence micro-level behaviours by 

drawing on culturally resonant language that aligns with audiences’ values and experiences 

(Howard et al., 2021). In particular, the use of emotionally charged or evocative language can 

function as a rallying cry, provoking strong affective responses and prompting individuals to 

act in accordance with a cause (Moisander et al., 2016; Snow & Benford, 1988). 
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For frames to gain traction, they must resonate with a target audience (Snow et al., 1986). This 

resonance can be enhanced through strategies such as “piggybacking” on adjacent discourses 

(Jones et al., 2012) or extending existing linguistic repertoires (Werner & Cornelissen, 2014). 

Failure to create such resonance may limit mobilisation (Douglas & Hargadon, 2001). Werner 

and Cornelissen (2014) argue that vocabularies must build upon pre-existing language 

associated with the target, supplying a set of keywords that help facilitate shared understanding. 

Extending and adapting vocabularies also enables actors to exploit political and discursive 

opportunities (Kellogg, 2011; McCammon et al., 2007). Marginal actors can use these 

discursive tools to construct openings for change. While discursive alignment has received 

scholarly attention, relatively less is known about how negative vocabularies might exploit 

cognitive biases, such as negativity bias (Rozin & Royzman, 2001), to amplify resonance. 

Labels function as powerful mechanisms in this context, helping to accentuate perceived flaws 

and project institutional inadequacy. Negative labelling refers to the action of attributing 

stigmatising characteristics to individuals (Goffman, 1963; Link & Phelan, 2001), 

organizations (Devers et al., 2009), or broader institutional targets. Typically, externally 

imposed, these labels draw on stereotypes, selectively highlighting undesirable traits while 

minimising or reinterpreting positive features (Devers et al., 2009). In doing so, they 

communicate a lack of moral (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Suchman, 1995) and normative legitimacy 

(Scott, 1995). 

Empirical research has shown that targeted labels can prompt strong negative evaluations by 

associating an entity with an already discredited category (Devers et al., 2009). Such 

associations are often symbolic rather than behavioural, drawing on cues that override 

empirical facts (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Dong et al., 2023; Kvåle & Murdoch, 2021; 

Wiesenfeld et al., 2008). When used in public discourse, labels not only signal disapproval but 
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also reinforce identity boundaries, rejecting the target and aligning speaker and audience 

around shared values (Devers et al., 2009). These dynamics can also contribute to micro-

cultural homogeneity (Aranda et al., 2023) and clustering around similar discursive 

interpretations. 

Labels circulate through discourse as symbolic tags or epithets (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Phillips 

et al., 2004), becoming shorthand for complex critiques. As discursive resources (Suddaby et 

al., 2022; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005), they can be strategically leveraged to erode 

institutional legitimacy. We argue that negative epithets function as critical vocabulary 

elements that foster resonance (Snow & Benford, 1988), encourage mobilisation (Benford & 

Snow, 2000, p. 617), and gain traction in media discourse (Wettstein, 2012). By drawing on 

synthetic evocative epithets – particularly slogans and symbolic monikers – actors can 

repeatedly trigger discursive opportunities that destabilise cognitive legitimacy and fuel 

institutional erosion. 

Bringing together these strands, we propose that the process of undermining legitimacy 

foundations can be fruitfully understood as a deliberate discursive strategy (Deephouse et al., 

2017). Actors repeatedly diagnose institutional shortcomings by targeting constituent 

organizations, mobilise emotionally resonant vocabularies, and deploy stigmatising labels to 

erode taken-for-granted assumptions of legitimacy. While existing research has highlighted 

framing and labelling as important mechanisms of social influence, less is known about how 

these tools are integrated in sustained efforts to undermine strongly institutionalised systems 

over time. Our study addresses this by examining how a relatively marginal political faction 

used discursive resources to target  perceptions of EU legitimacy within parliamentary 

discourse. In doing so, we develop an account of how legitimacy is discursively undermined, 
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showing how institutional erosion can be orchestrated through patterned, cumulative, and 

symbolically charged communication. 

Methodology 

Empirical Context 

The European Union (EU) is a distinctive supranational governance structure that combines 

pooled sovereignty with retained national autonomy (Schimmelfennig, 2018, 2020; Schuette, 

2021). Founded on the principle of “ever closer union,” the EU has progressively expanded its 

membership and deepened economic, social, and political integration since its origins in the 

European Coal and Steel Community and its formal establishment through the Maastricht 

Treaty in 1993. 

 

Central to this integration project is the European Single Market, which enables the free 

movement of goods, services, people, and capital through partial regulatory harmonisation. The 

EU also operates through differentiated integration arrangements, most notably the Eurozone, 

creating stratified participation among member states (Barnier, 2021). Key treaties, including 

Maastricht (1993) and Lisbon (2007), expanded the EU’s legislative authority, enhancing its 

capacity to shape domestic law while intensifying concerns over national sovereignty and 

perceived federalisation. 

 

Alongside its regulatory authority, the EU has pursued normative and cognitive legitimacy 

through sustained cultural and symbolic initiatives aimed at fostering positive citizen 

perceptions (Schuette, 2021). These efforts have long coexisted with tensions between market 

liberalisation and social protection, which remain central points of contestation between 

Eurosceptics and proponents of deeper integration (Cianciara, 2021). During the period 

examined in this study (2010–2016), successive UK governments maintained a clear pro-EU 
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stance, emphasising the economic, security, and diplomatic benefits of continued membership 

and framing Brexit as a destabilising risk. Together, these governmental and cultural efforts 

constituted affirmative legitimacy work that ultimately failed to stabilise the EU’s standing in 

the UK context. 

 

Through sustained institutionalisation, the EU has cultivated a high degree of legitimacy across 

regulative, normative, and cognitive dimensions (Scott, 1995; Bomberg et al., 2012). While 

public perceptions have never been uniform (Elabed, 2017), the EU is widely understood as 

possessing full institutionality, shaping the conditions under which member states interact and 

govern (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Bomberg et al., 2012). This institutionality has developed 

through the accumulation of shared laws, norms, and expectations (Schuette, 2021) and is 

sustained through organisational units such as the European Commission. The EU can therefore 

be understood as a dual-level institution, comprising both organisational and institutional 

elements (Zucker, 1977, 1983; Ortmann et al., 2000). 

 

Although Euroscepticism has long existed within the UK Parliament, it remained marginal 

until the early 2010s. Our analysis focuses on the European Research Group (ERG), a vocal 

Eurosceptic faction within the centre-right Conservative Party that emerged as a coordinated 

parliamentary pressure group advocating UK withdrawal from the EU. The ERG is an informal, 

unincorporated association of MPs (Geoghegan, 2020) that operated both within Parliament 

and in the wider public sphere. While its roots can be traced to debates surrounding UK 

accession to the ECSC in 1973 (Gifford, 2008; Geoghegan, 2020), Euroscepticism gained 

significant momentum only after the 2010 general election. By 2016, 24 per cent of MPs had 

publicly declared Eurosceptic positions, up from a limited presence in 2008 (Elabed, 2018; 

Uberoi, 2016). 
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Rather than disaggregating individual motivations, we focus on the ERG’s collective objective 

of UK withdrawal from the EU. This aim is evidenced through multiple outputs, including 

public materials such as Bill Cash’s pamphlet It’s the EU, Stupid, patterns of coordinated 

parliamentary voting (Geoghegan, 2020), and consistent statements in interview data (S2). 

Member of Parliament Andrea Leadsom, for example, described, perceived subjugation to EU 

directives was experienced as a loss of national control, motivating calls to “take charge of our 

destiny” through withdrawal (S2). Tracing how Euroscepticism shifted from a fringe position 

to a mainstream political force is central to understanding how the EU’s legitimacy was eroded 

in the UK, ultimately allowing withdrawal to be framed as a legitimate response to UK–EU 

relations and contributing to a significant institutional rupture (Schuette, 2021). 

 

Data sources & collection  

Our work draws upon five data sources (S1–S5), summarised in Table 1. Principally, we 

examine archived parliamentary debates in the UK House of Commons (S1), where elected 

representatives deliberate and vote, and interview data (S2), with supplementary data gathered 

through off-the-record conversations with ERG-associated MPs (S3), live observational events 

(S4), and public information (S5). We began with an analysis of parliamentary debates 

concerning UK–EU membership between 2010 and 2016. This served three purposes: 

identifying key ERG speakers, developing a rich understanding of their discursive efforts, and 

analysing the framing strategies deployed in debate. 
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The period of analysis was bounded by two critical junctures (Charmaz, 2006). The 2010 

general election marked the point where then Prime minister David Cameron agreed to hold a 

referendum on UK-EU membership. The 2016 referendum marked the second, when 51.9% of 

voters opted to leave the EU (BBC News, 2016). After this, parliamentary debates shifted focus 

from membership to the terms of withdrawal. 

 

 

Archival Data – Parliamentary Statements (S1) 

All debates held in the House of Commons are publicly televised, and key debates, like those 

pertaining to EU withdrawal, are rigorously reported on by journalists. The specific statements 

made by MPs are recorded in the Hansard database, searchable by speaker, year, and topic 

(e.g., Brexit, EU membership). We delimited our sample to ERG-associated MPs articulating 

 

Data sources Quantity  Type of Data   Use in Analysis  

     
Hansard database  648 debates  Parliamentary 

debates 2010-16 - 

recorded statements 

made by ERG 

associated MPs 

 
Identification of the primary drivers 

of Eurosceptic MPs, used to identify 

critical frames and tactics.  

UKICE Archive 14 (330 pages 

single-spaced) 

Interviews  
 

Provided individual reflections on 

motivations and Euroscepticism.  

 
Face to face & 

phone calls (with 

MPs) 

4 (greater than 

40mins) 

Extended 

conversations (off 

the record) & follow 

ups 

 

 
Provided substantive behind the 

scenes detail and feedback on 

emerging process model.  

Various Events - 

political & think 

tank  

12 events Field note 

observations, 

informal 

conversations  

 
Integrate observations & findings, to 

improved understanding of the use 

of labelling in live settings. 

Table 1: Data sources summary. 
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a Eurosceptic case in Parliament. As the ERG is an informal, unincorporated association with 

no published membership list, we followed the inference method used by the independent 

investigative news organization openDemocracy, identifying members via ERG bank account 

payments (Geoghegan, 2020, Chapter 5). Accordingly, all quotations used in this study are 

from MPs associated with the ERG. 

For each year in the 2010–2016 range, relevant utterances by ERG-associated MPs were 

extracted from Hansard. Results were filtered to include subjects directly or indirectly related 

to the EU withdrawal debate (e.g., immigration, ECJ rulings). Duplicates were removed, and 

784 unique debate links were retained. Of the 51 MPs identified, just 18 accounted for 81% of 

all Eurosceptic debate contributions. Our final sample was therefore reduced to statements by 

these 18 MPs across 648 debates. 

Interviews (S2) 

After reviewing these contributions, we compiled 14 interviews with ERG-associated MPs and 

other key voices in the Brexit campaign. Five of these included extended follow-up 

conversations. Interviews were arranged via UK in a Changing Europe – a politically unaligned 

research initiative – followed by purposive snowball sampling. Interviews focused on the 

personal genesis of Euroscepticism (e.g., “What first made you a Eurosceptic?”; see Table 7). 

Extended off-the-record conversations (longer than 40 minutes) helped test and refine 

emerging themes. Interviewees were asked whether the findings reflected their own 

experiences. While these discussions were not recorded, notes were taken, excluding any 

identifying information and limiting content to generalisable insights. 
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Observational Data (S4) 

The lead researcher also attended 12 public events focused on UK withdrawal, observing how 

speakers framed their arguments. Events typically lasted over two hours and included a range 

of speakers from across the political spectrum. These provided real-time examples of the 

discursive strategies identified in archival and interview data, as well as insights into how 

audiences responded. 

Data Analysis 

Our analysis followed an abductive qualitative approach (Gioia et al., 2013; Glaser, 1978; 

Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). We analysed data in three broad stages: (1) examining archival data 

(S1); (2) reviewing interview and supplementary materials (S2–S5); and (3) iterating across 

sources to refine emerging themes. This process was led by the first author and refined in 

consultation with co-authors and colleagues in group settings. 

This approach assumes that participants are knowledgeable agents (Gioia et al., 2013) who 

consciously curate discourse to advance political goals (Tallberg & Zürn, 2019). In our case, 

ERG-associated MPs engaged in strategic discursive practices aimed at constructing a reality 

in which withdrawal from the EU was presented as legitimate and necessary (Adler-Nissen et 

al., 2017; Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Halliday et al., 2010). 

< Insert Figure 1 about here > 

Statements from the Hansard archive (S1) were imported into NVivo and open coded using an 

iterative process (Gioia et al., 2013; Glaser, 1978). Codes were derived directly from speaker 

language, and memoing was used to capture emergent interpretive patterns. Through constant 

comparison, initial codes were refined into first-order concepts. These concepts foregrounded 
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the language used by MPs and captured the dominant frames present in their case for 

withdrawal. 

Building on these first-order concepts, we developed second-order themes and aggregate 

dimensions by iteratively engaging with the data and relevant theoretical constructs. This 

process continued until theoretical saturation was reached (Glaser, 1978). The resulting data 

structure (Figure 1) illustrates how framing was operationalised to erode institutional 

legitimacy and increase audience resonance. In assessing the impact of discursive strategies on 

legitimacy, we coded efforts to highlight moral or procedural misalignment between EU and 

UK practices as challenges to normative legitimacy. Actions aimed at disrupting the taken-for-

granted nature of the EU were coded as targeting cognitive legitimacy. 

For our analysis, we observed a recurring use of emotionally charged labels and slogans. 

Utilising our empirical dataset, these were systematically recorded and categorised by type and 

rhetorical function (see Figure 3). Consistent within our recording and categorising, we 

examined relationships between themes by moving iteratively between the dataset, emerging 

codes, and existing literature. Keeping this in mind, we then developed the process of model 

development with three structured workshopping sessions and academic review. Taking all this 

into account, we explored the core components of the model through informal conversations 

with ERG MPs (S3), who generally affirmed that the model aligned with their experience, 

using language consistent with our conceptual categories. 

<Insert Figure 2 about here> 

Hereafter, our concern lies with how political actors used discourse to try and actively 

undermine the EU’s institutional legitimacy unlike prior studies that focus on individual-level 

voting determinants (e.g., Adler-Nissen et al., 2017; Alabrese et al., 2019; Clarke et al., 2017; 
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Colantone & Stanig, 2018; Gamble, 2018; Manners, 2018). Even though House of Commons 

speeches have limited direct reach, they are indicative sites of broader discursive activity 

(Cianciara, 2021; Halliday et al., 2010; Wood, 2004) and contribute to shaping public 

narratives and media discourse. 

 

Findings 

The analysis identifies recursive deficiency framing as the core diagnostic strategy employed 

by ERG-associated MPs, supported by entity-specific targeting and the use of synthetic 

evocative epithets – emotionally charged slogans and labels – which functioned as critical 

discursive tools for attempts to undermine the legitimacy of the EU. Over the course of our 

analysis, we discovered that, used in combination, these strategies supported efforts to erode 

perceptions surrounding the EU’s normative and cognitive legitimacy. Recursive deficiency 

framing, entity-specific targeting, and evocative epithets form the basis of the following 

section, with each unpacked in turn, demonstrating how language was strategically employed 

to position the EU as structurally flawed, ideologically deviant, and irredeemably incompatible 

with British political identity. 

 

Recursive Deficiency Framing 

Incompatibility with British identity was one of many common and repeated refrains amongst 

ERG-associated MPs deploying extensive deficiency framing dynamics, where speakers 

repeatedly highlighted specific institutional weaknesses to construct a broader narrative of 

systemic failure is clear from the data analysis. Extensive deficiency framing centres on 

identifying various foundational ‘flaws’ that are presented not as isolated incidents but as 

symptomatic of deeper institutional deficiencies. Since these frames often emphasised 

normative incongruence, they positioned the EU as misaligned with British values and 
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contrasted the existing institutional order with an idealised alternative, typically framed as the 

restoration of sovereign national governance and economic autonomy. 

 

This strategy is distinguished by its recursive nature: a persistent, repetitive focus on a select 

set of perceived failings that are framed as fundamental to the institution’s core architecture. 

By emphasising these flaws across diverse parliamentary contexts, speakers attempted to 

reinforce perceptions of institutional inadequacy, seeking to cultivate a sense that the EU was 

beyond reform and, therefore, withdrawal represented the only viable alternative. Although 

ameliorative action was occasionally referenced, it was typically reduced to a singular, 

sweeping solution – Brexit – presented as sufficient to resolve an otherwise complex array of 

institutional shortcomings. 

 

ERG MPs consistently returned to three key areas in their deficiency framing: first, 

undermining the EU’s goals, principles, and objectives, typically characterised as covert 

control through federalisation, a reduction in national sovereignty, and increased centralisation 

of power in Brussels (see Table 2); second, diminishing the EU’s structure and function, 

emphasising that it was sluggish, unable to respond effectively to a dynamic global 

environment, and imposed regulation and inefficiencies on member states (see Table 3); and 

third, identifying systemic and conceptual concerns, particularly emphasising limitations on 

global free trade outside the EU and the risks posed by the Eurozone (see Table 4). These 

dimensions were interwoven rather than treated in isolation, reinforcing a broader view of the 

EU as normatively misaligned, structurally inefficient, and conceptually flawed. 

 

One recurrent framing depicted the EU’s goals and principles as mechanisms of covert control. 

The principle of ‘ever closer union’ was presented as an insidious strategy aimed at centralising 
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authority within the EU – diminishing national sovereignty and undermining democratic 

control. ERG MPs articulated this view through references to mandate creep, regulatory 

overreach, and fiscal integration among member states. These developments were framed as 

evidence of an expansionist and unaccountable institution, operating beyond the reach of 

democratic oversight. They routinely portrayed the EU as a federalising force, intent on 

consolidating supranational power at the expense of national autonomy. This portrayal drew on 

longstanding scepticism of European socialism, with some ERG speakers invoking anti-

socialist rhetoric to emphasise ideological incompatibility. In contrasting the EU’s regulatory 

and fiscal orientation with the neoliberal, market-driven ethos espoused by many ERG 

members (Cornelissen, 2022; Geoghegan, 2020), speakers cast the EU as deviant from Britain’s 

political and economic traditions, reinforcing withdrawal as the only ideologically coherent 

solution. 

 

Table 2: Undermining EU goals, principles & objectives indicative quotes 

Deficiency frame Indicative quotes 

Undermining EU 

goals, principles & 

objectives - covert 

control through 

federalization a 

reduction in national 

sovereignty and 

increase 

centralization of 

powers to Brussels 

(EU) 

Challenging EU functions  

Mr Rees-Mogg singled out the ECJ, arguing ECJ judges are ‘in favour of a federal Europe’ 

claiming 'they may be in favour of a federal Europe, and though they may push the law to the 

most extreme point to make the case for a federal European state' (S1 Rees-Mogg 21 Feb 

2012)  
Mrs Leadsom critiqued the European Central Bank (ECB) as paving ‘the road towards a 

federal states of Europe’ (S1 Andrea Leadsom 7 Apr 2014) condemning the ‘remorseless 

logic of greater fiscal union’ (S1 Leadsom 3 Nov 2011) 

EU mandate creep 
Mr Elphicke’s describes the constant ‘spider's web of intrusion into our national lives and the 

lives of member states’ (S1 Elphicke 8 Mar 2011) 
Mr Nutall’s personification of the EU as an ‘intruder’ (S1 Nutall 7 Apr 2014) 

Mr Baker notes 'My visceral objection is to unaccountable power [...] Power has no 

legitimacy other than that given to it by the people by voting. It is to me absolutely 

intolerable to have a European Commission that you neither elect nor can dismiss peacefully 

at the ballot box.' (S2 -Baker) 

Lack of trust  

Mr Jenkins asserts the ‘European Union is a deeply unreasonable institution’ (S1 Jenkin 10 

Jul 2014) 
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Table 3: Diminishing EU structure & function indicative quotes 

 

 A second strand of deficiency framing focused on the EU’s political-administrative structure. 

Here, the Union was depicted as inherently inefficient - an overly bureaucratic system 

unresponsive to changing global conditions. Speakers selectively highlighted examples of 

perceived excess, such as the ‘enormous expense to British taxpayers’ (S1 Leadsom 8 Nov 

2011) and the failure to produce audited accounts. Even well-intentioned democratic reforms, 

Mr Elphicke speaks of ‘a dislike and distrust of the European Union’ among the electorate, 

centred on wasting ‘vast swathes of our money […] for no obvious value’ (S1 Elphicke 8 

Mar 2011) 

Mr Heaton-Harris ties this distrust to wider anti-socialist narrative in his comment about 

Emma Reynolds (Labour MP), noting: ‘when she [Reynolds] worked for the Socialist group 

in the European Parliament she was behind the scenes doing deals, […] they always involved 

giving powers away from the United Kingdom and to the European Union’ (S1 Heaton-

Harris 13 Dec 2011).  

Deficiency frame Indicative quotes 

Diminishing EU 

structure & 

function - unable to 

respond effectively 

to a changing 

dynamic global 

environment, and 

imposing 

regulation and 

inefficiencies on 

members 

EU stagnation & expense 

the EU as fundamentally inefficient, with structural features that result in a ‘stagnant’ 

economy (S1 Cash 26 Jan 2012) 

The EU ‘remains sluggish, which should be of concern to us all’ (S1 Gauke 14 Sep 2015)  

Characterised as ‘grossly inefficient and hopelessly unaccountable’ (S1 Jenkin 8 Dec 2011),  

European Parliament represents an ‘enormous expense to British taxpayers’ (S1 Leadsom 8 

Nov 2011)  

Attempts to address democratic deficit issues condemned as ‘unnecessary expenses’ (S1 

Cash 26 May 2016). 

Unnecessary bureaucracy & Policy  

Mr Rees-Mogg condemns the EU as ‘a failing organization’ with a ‘failed common 

fisheries policy, a failed common agricultural policy, [and] a single market that shackles us 

with regulation that makes us fundamentally uncompetitive’ (S1 Rees-Mogg 22 Mar 2016). 

Speakers targeted ‘unnecessary bureaucracy’ (S1 Rees-Mogg 10 Nov 2015) arising from 

the EU. 

Mr Nuttall speaks of ‘the need to cut EU-imposed red tape’ (S1 Nutall 7 Jan 2014)  

Mr Baker insists that it ‘is time for this country to lead Europe into the hope and potential 

of a new post-bureaucratic age’ (S1 Baker 7 Dec 2011).  

The EU 'burdened British business with £77 billion-worth of bureaucracy. […] they remain 

viscerally antibusiness' (S1 Pincher 21 May 2012),  

'The EU is “weighing more on the efficiency and competitiveness of British business. […] 

the sooner we [UK] can free ourselves from the acquis communautaire [EU law] the better’ 

(S1 Nuttall 25 Nov 2011). 

Slow to act  

Mr Lilley highlights EU structural inefficiency, noting trade deals ‘takes a long time, 

because all 28 have vetoes’ (S1 Lilly 18 Mar 2011). Also arguing ‘It is often suggested that 

the EU will get better deals because it is bigger. Actually, not only is it more complicated to 

do those deals with lots of countries, and so takes longer, but the result is worse and less 

comprehensive’ (S1 Lilley 15 Jun 2016) 

 

Mr Chope proposes why not ‘make our own [bilateral] trade deal with the US? The short 

answer is that we are not allowed to do so until we leave the EU.’ (S1 Chope 26 Feb 2016).   
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such as expanded representation in the European Parliament, were reinterpreted as wasteful or 

symptomatic of broader dysfunction (S1 Cash 26 May 2016). Bureaucracy and red tape were 

repeatedly emphasised within an anti-business discourse, with claims that EU regulation stifled 

growth and undermined competitiveness. Employment law protections, for example, were 

reframed as limitations on economic freedom. One speaker argued that ‘growth can be revived 

in this country only if we are able to deregulate our economy’ (S1 Jenkin 20 Oct 2011). This 

argument implicitly positioned the EU’s regulatory architecture as a structural impediment to 

national prosperity. These statements collectively attempted to position the EU as misaligned 

with normative expectations of democratic accountability and economic performance, thereby 

justifying institutional change. 

 

Table 4: Identifying systemic & conceptual concerns indicative quotes  

 

The third domain of deficiency framing targeted the conceptual underpinnings of the EU. 

Speakers challenged the notion that the EU facilitated global free trade, instead arguing that it 

constrained bilateral agreements – particularly with Commonwealth countries – and privileged 
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the interests of dominant member states such as Germany. Free trade, frequently described as 

part of Britain’s historical identity (Geoghegan, 2020), was framed as fundamentally 

incompatible with EU membership. Integration mechanisms, such as concentric circles of 

membership, were reframed not as tools of flexible cooperation but as instruments of control 

(Lavenex, 2011). Collectively, these critiques attempted to cast the EU’s conceptual model not 

as one of collective progress but as a system that entrenched inequality and constrained British 

sovereignty. 

 

Across these three domains – goals and principles, administrative form, and conceptual 

structure – speakers employed recursive deficiency framing to try to erode legitimacy. They 

discursively emphasised that the EU’s structural flaws were irreparable and could not be 

reformed, presenting withdrawal as the only viable solution. As Mr Turner declared, “The 

European Union has sucked up our sovereignty and trampled all over our ancient rights and 

freedoms […] the only solution just to say ‘Leave’” (S1 Turner, 4 Feb 2016). This emphasis 

on an idealised alternative, grounded in national sovereignty, global free trade, and 

deregulation, served as a powerful mechanism for their attempts at eroding the EU’s 

institutional legitimacy. 

Entity-Specific Targeting 

Building on the groundwork laid by recursive deficiency framing, actors further reinforced 

legitimacy erosion through entity-specific targeting – a discursive mechanism in which specific 

organizations directly associated with, or discursively linked to, the EU are framed as 

emblematic of broader institutional failings. Unlike generalised critiques, this approach 

focused attention on constituent organisations such as the European Commission, the ECJ, or 

the European Central Bank (see Table 5), casting each as a microcosm of the EU’s institutional 
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dysfunction. By zeroing in on these entities, critics grounded their arguments in tangible 

examples, thereby enhancing both the credibility and emotional resonance of their claims. 

Entity-specific targeting worked by collapsing the distinction between organizational units and 

the overarching institution. In doing so, speakers exploited the public’s difficulty in 

distinguishing between organizational and institutional domains (Uhlin, 2019; Zucker, 1983), 

using failures attributed to individual entities as evidence of systemic dysfunction. For 

example, criticisms of the Commission for overstepping its remit on welfare entitlements, or 

of the ECJ for ideological bias, were not presented as discrete, localised concerns, but rather 

as symptoms of an unaccountable and expansionist institution. 

This process is exemplified in parliamentary discourse. Mr Jenkin, for instance, argued: “The 

European Court of Justice tends to accelerate the pace of tax harmonisation just when we do 

not expect it to do so. It is the ECJ that extended VAT to certain items and categories of goods 

when we did not expect it to do so. […] It is because of the European Union.” (S1 Jenkin, 26 

Oct 2015). Here, a technical judicial ruling on VAT (sales tax) is recast as emblematic of 

broader institutional failure. By attributing the outcome first to the ECJ and then to the EU 

itself, the speaker collapses the organizational and institutional boundary, trying to undermine 

its legitimacy. 

Table 5: Entity specific targeting indicative quotes. 

Entity Target  Indicative quotes  

European Court of 

Justice  

‘I do not believe it [ECJ] to be a just Court. We must always remember, Mr Deputy 

Speaker, that it was this Court that ruled in its own favour to increase its own pay, 

against one of the fundamental principles of justice […] it is a Court with a political 

agenda, which is always pushing for more integration, for more Europe, towards the 

federal superstate’ (S1 Rees-Mogg 11 June 2013) 

‘The Government know that there is a real risk that once these powers are handed over to 

the EU there is no turning back and the European Court of Justice can interpret them as 

they think fit.’ (S1 Nuttall 10 July 2014) 
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The Commission  

  

‘For the best part of two decades, the European Commission’s budget has not received a 

positive statement of assurance from the European Court of Auditors. A lot of money is 

wasted in maladministration, but a large sum also disappears through fraud […] Some 

say it was as high as €500 million, although some would say it was even more.’ (S1 

Heaton-Harris 29 October 2013) 

The Commission ‘is dysfunctional: it is not working as it was claimed it would work.’ 

(S1 Cash 7 January 2013)  

European 

Parliament 

‘Does my hon. Friend agree that the problem of co-decision with the European 

Parliament is that its Members already have their fingers in the till and are giving 

themselves a substantial pay increase for the coming year?’ (S1Chope 21 February 2012) 

‘We also have the burden of regulation on struggling small businesses in this country 

thanks to the legislation factory in Brussels and the European Parliament in its two 

locations - a scandal that continues 40 years on.’ (S1 Hollobone 26 October 2012) 

European Central 

Bank 

‘Even today, the ECB is departing from its established rules in providing what some 

suggest is as much as a trillion euros of guarantees, and flooding the markets with 

unearned money’ (S1 Cash 29 February 2012) 

‘the nature of the European Central Bank, as against other central banks, in relation to 

the European Banking Authority’ (S1 Rees-Mogg 6 November 2012)  

This strategy enabled critics to reinforce deficiency framing by using perceived weaknesses in 

specific entities as evidence of wider institutional failure. Through selective focus and 

rhetorical amplification, organizational critiques were used to symbolically indict the whole 

institution. Speakers routinely portrayed these entities as operating without democratic 

oversight, lacking accountability, and pursuing agendas that undermined national sovereignty, 

layering institutional critique with a moral dimension. By highlighting the failures of 

component entities, and strategically associating them with the broader institutional structure, 

Eurosceptic actors cultivated a discursive landscape in which organizational critique became 

institutional condemnation. For instance, Mr Rees-Mogg characterised ECJ judges as “in 

favour of a federal Europe” and willing to “push the law to the most extreme point to make the 

case for a federal European state” (S1 Rees-Mogg 21 Feb 2012), portraying them as partisan 

actors lacking neutrality. Mrs Leadsom accused the ECB of advancing “fiscal integration, [a] 

European banking union and, potentially […] a federal states of Europe” (S1 Andrea Leadsom 

7 Apr 2014). Mr Chope claimed the Commission “systematically” undermined sovereignty 

through “its ratchet of integration” (S1 Christopher Chope 5 Jun 2013). Through entity-specific 
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targeting speakers erode normative legitimacy by questioning operational neutrality and 

mandate, while diminishing cognitive legitimacy by destabilising shared expectations of the 

EU’s role. 

Discursive work of this kind undermines normative legitimacy at the organizational level, 

whilst destabilising cognitive legitimacy perceptions at the institutional level, by blurring the 

line between entity shortcomings and systemic deficiencies. Since audiences find it difficult to 

differentiate between organizational and institutional elements (Zucker, 1983), entity specific 

targeting affords actors considerable discussive opportunities upon which to mount 

institutional challenges. Actors can draw upon organizational histories, cherry-picking specific 

perceived organizational failings and using these to reinforce institutional condemnation. For 

example, ERG speakers continually targeted the European Court of Auditors (ECA), an 

internal audit service responsible for EU budgetary oversight, challenging its independence 

and accountability. When perusing targeting of this kind speakers sought to damage the 

normative legitimacy of the organization by condemning behaviour as misaligned with national 

expectations. However, the principal effort was not only to undermine the ECA, instead, actors 

targeted this organizational unit as a dimension of EU institutionality, using an entity specific 

challenge seeking to erode the cognitive legitimacy by destabilizing perceptions of the broader 

institutional framework, diminishing the EU’s structure and function as inefficient, 

emphasising an institutional propensity towards fraud (e.g. S1 Eurojust debate 29 Oct 2013). 

This form of discursive targeting sought to foster doubt, unsettle taken-for-granted 

assumptions, and further undermine normative and cognitive legitimacy. 

Synthetic Evocative Epithets 

A final – and highly potent – targeting mechanism identified in our analysis is the use of 

synthetic evocative epithets: emotionally charged discursive devices with broad semantic range 
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that distil complex criticisms into short, memorable phrases (see Table 5). These included 

negative labels (e.g., “Eurocrats,” “federal superstate”), slogans (e.g., “Britain First”), and 

evocative metaphors (e.g., the “spider’s web” of EU control). Such devices served not only to 

intensify critique but also to enhance portability, enabling speakers to evoke interpretive frames 

with discursive efficiency across a range of settings. Once embedded in public discourse, these 

epithets could be easily repeated, adapted, and transferred across parliamentary debates, media 

coverage, and campaign messaging, amplifying their reach and impact. 

Synthetic evocative epithets functioned as emotionally charged discursive devices marked by 

rhetorical economy, compressing complex grievances into short, memorable phrases. These 

epithets allowed speakers to invoke broader critique repertoires and interpretive frames without 

elaboration, overloading brief statements with layered deficiency claims. For instance, the term 

“Euro-elite” carries a broad semantic range, simultaneously evoking notions of democratic 

detachment, superiority, technocracy, and unaccountability. In this way, epithets operated as 

versatile discursive short-circuits, bypassing reasoned deliberation and triggering immediate 

emotive responses. 

Table 6: Example synthetic evocative epithets 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. 

"It’s the EU, Stupid”: Institutional change and discursive legitimation in the Brexit referendum



28 
 

 

Once established, these succinct vocabularies were repeated regularly across domains and 

contexts, often inserted into broader discourse regardless of explicit topical relevance (see 

Figure 3). Their use enabled speakers to thread emotionally loaded language into procedural or 

technical debates, subtly shifting the terms of discussion, elevating the perceived stakes and 

heightening specific issues at expedient moments. For example, interjecting phrases like 

“sovereignty theft” reframed otherwise routine policy issues as existential and moral struggles. 

Group Vocabularies Description 

Institutional 

Overreach & 

Sovereignty 

Erosion 

Federalist Europe or EU Labels and vocabularies adopted to 

delegitimise the EU as seeking to 

reduce national sovereignty and 

replace nation states with a 

federalised Europe 

Federal states of Europe 

Federal Europe or EU 

Federal European State 

European Super-state or Superstate 

Democratic deficit  Targeting the EU as exhibiting as 

lacking citizen representation - 

typically tied to Eurocrat framing 

where decisions are framed as 

taken by technocrats  

Return powers to Britain 

Ever closer union (when placed in negative 

context) 

Elite & 

Bureaucratic 

Control 

Euro-elites Labels and vocabularies targeting 

EU associated actors as self-

interested technocratic elites - 

typically associated with recourse 

wasting 

Brussels bureaucrats 

Europhiles 

Eurocrats 

Integrationist(s) 

Technocrats or Technocrat  

Economic 

Dysfunction & 

Regulatory 

Burden 

Failed experiment Labels and vocabularies that 

emphasises failures in economic 

policy as well as structural 

concerns like over regulation.  
Regulatory burden 
Euro-legislation 

European Project 

EU Straitjacket 

Taxpayer burden 

Anti-Remain 

Discrediting & 

Political 

Dismissal 

Project Fear Slogans/labels delegitimising and 

discrediting remain advocates 

Remoaners 

Nationalist & 

Sovereignty-

Driven 

Mobilization 

Slogans 

Take back control Slogans highlighting the need for 

withdrawal over reform.  

Leave means leave 

Britain First 

Global Britain  
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The deployment of this language was not temporally neutral, its frequency and intensity 

increased around salient political moments, as actors sought to capitalise on unfolding events. 

Most notably in the run-up to the referendum, when critiques of perceived institutional 

overreach intensified and parallel efforts emerged to dismiss and undermine remain advocates 

(Figure 3). 

The simplicity and malleability of these epithets allowed them to surface across a wide range 

of debate topics, enabling speakers to forge discursively implied links between disparate issues, 

reinforcing an overarching perception of systemic institutional failure. Importantly, these 

epithets also provided succinct linguistic anchors for translation into the broader media 

landscape. Their rhetorical efficiency facilitated uptake by journalists and editorialists, 

accelerating the spread of these vocabularies beyond Parliament. For example, labels such as 

“Euro-federalist” and references to the “Union of European Federalists” appeared routinely in 

right-wing tabloid British newspapers like the Daily Mail and The Express (see articles by 

Hannan, 2012; Maddox, 2017), illustrating how such terms migrated into public discourse and 

helped shape media narratives. 

Epithets of this kind were used continually in discourse attempting to undermine cognitive 

legitimacy. Through repetition, strategic placement and evolving use related to key moment 

(Figure 3), they sought to destabilise the taken-for-granted assumptions that positioned the EU 

as a legitimate institutional actor. Metaphoric representations – such as the EU as a “spider’s 

web” or “sausage machine” – reframed its governance as alien, manipulative, and opaque. 

These tropes functioned cumulatively, replacing default trust with imagery of control, 

dysfunction, and threat.  

Together, these three strategies – recursive deficiency framing, entity-specific targeting, and 

the use of synthetic evocative epithets – constituted an integrated repertoire for undermining 
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legitimacy. Each could operate independently but gained potency when deployed in concert. 

Through this cumulative, multi-pronged approach, Eurosceptic actors attempted to reshape 

perceptions of the EU’s role, necessity, and legitimacy, contributing in part to a radical 

institutional rupture in the form of Brexit. 

DISCUSSION 

This work set out to examine how the legitimacy of strongly established institutions can be 

discursively undermined. Drawing on public communications by MPs associated with the 

ERG, we identify and conceptualise a process of recursive deficiency framing – a diagnostic 

discursive strategy through which actors repeatedly emphasise institutional shortcomings to 

erode cognitive and normative legitimacy perceptions over time (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). 

Building on discursive legitimation scholarship (Vaara, 2014; Vaara, Tienari, & Laurilla, 

2006), we show how this strategy is amplified through two complementary targeting 

mechanisms: entity-specific targeting and the use of synthetic evocative epithets. 

By analysing strategic framing work over a six-year period (2010–2016) and focusing on how 

actors mobilise framing tools to generate resonance (Snow et al., 1986; Werner & Cornelissen, 

2014), we propose a model (Figure 2) showing how these strategies work in concert to 

destabilise dimensions of institutional legitimacy. Specifically, recursive deficiency framing 

functions as a diagnostic mechanism that centres on core institutional failings while offering a 

singular, reductive solution – withdrawal from the EU – as the only viable corrective. This is 

supported by targeting mechanics: attaching symbolic significance to organizational units 

associated with the institution and deploying emotionally resonant language that distils 

complex grievances into repeatable slogans and labels. 
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We make several theoretical contributions. First, we extend the concept of framing by 

demonstrating how actors engage in recursive deficiency framing that persistently emphasises 

institutional failure. This moves beyond traditional accounts of frame competition or stability 

(Grimm & Reinecke, 2023; Kaplan, 2008) by focusing on the cumulative, repetitive, and 

temporal nature of legitimacy undermining efforts. Importantly, we show that the framing 

emphasis is overwhelmingly diagnostic: speakers identify core institutional deficiencies but 

offer minimal elaboration on alternatives. This imbalance serves to amplify perceptions of 

dysfunction while fostering evaluator receptivity to radical change. Our study indicates that 

deficiency framing increases resonance by employing tools that enhance a negative orientation, 

encouraging frame resonance and exploiting negativity bias (Rozin & Royzman, 2001). This 

discursive strategy (Vaara, 2023) avoids the complexity of aligning proposed solutions with 

audience expectations (Snow et al., 1986), allowing actors to focus instead on the discursively 

simpler task of repeatedly identifying deficiencies as a means of mobilisation (Hargadon & 

Douglas, 2001). Further, a strong emphasis on deficiency dynamics tends to generate micro-

cultural homogeneity across discursive legitimation vectors (Aranda et al., 2023; Devers, 

2009), where actors cluster around similar critiques and converge on calls for singular 

institutional change. 

Second, we theorise how recursive deficiency framing targets different dimensions of 

legitimacy. While regulatory aspects of the EU were occasionally challenged, our data show 

that these were principally reframed as questions of normative incongruence. For example, 

rather than engaging with the technical merits of EU legal frameworks, ERG speakers 

challenged their moral appropriateness by contrasting them with British common law 

traditions. Thus, even when actors appear to contest regulative legitimacy, their critique is 

grounded largely in normative and cultural terms. We argue that deficiency framing functions 

to erode normative legitimacy by portraying institutions as morally and culturally misaligned 
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with audience values. Over time, persistent emphasis on normative misalignment can trigger a 

secondary dynamic that undermines cognitive legitimacy. While initially targeting the 

appropriateness of institutional practices, repeated challenges gradually disrupt taken-for-

granted beliefs, prompting audiences to question institutional fit. This illustrates how efforts 

aimed at normative legitimacy can, over time, produce broader effects on cognitive legitimacy 

(Tost, 2011). 

Third, our study identifies how deficiency framing is reinforced by complementary discursive 

tools that enhance frame resonance. Entity-specific targeting enables actors to highlight failures 

in discrete organizational entities – such as the Commission or ECJ – while strategically 

conflating these with the broader institution. This blurring of organizational and institutional 

boundaries exploits the audience’s limited ability to differentiate between the two (Zucker, 

1983), allowing critiques of administrative units to be generalised into wholesale institutional 

challenges. As our data show, speakers routinely use longstanding organizational failings as 

indicative of deeper structural deficiencies, such as targeting the European Court of Auditors 

to imply systemic unaccountability or financial impropriety across the EU. This allows actors 

to challenge normative legitimacy at the organizational level and destabilise cognitive 

legitimacy at the institutional level. 

Fourth, we elaborate the role of language in enabling discursive legitimation. Specifically, we 

show how synthetic evocative epithets – slogans, metaphors, and negative labels – amplify 

legitimacy challenges by distilling complex critiques into emotionally potent, repeatable 

vocabularies that can be deployed at expedient moments. These rhetorical devices do not 

merely communicate criticism; they recursively destabilise taken-for-grantedness, interjecting 

emotive negative associations around institutionality. Their broad semantic range and 

portability across contexts allow speakers to inject them into varied debates, enabling 
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discursive overloading, where multiple criticisms and frames are evoked simultaneously, 

crowding out counterarguments and overwhelming discursive opponents. The interjection of 

emotion through a system of synthetic epithets offers insight into how affective responses are 

leveraged to destabilise cognitive legitimacy (Ernst & Jensen Schleiter, 2021; Moisander et al., 

2016; Zietsma & Toubiana, 2018). 

Taken together, these strategies form a cumulative repertoire that can undermine both 

normative and cognitive legitimacy. Normative legitimacy is challenged by portraying the 

institution as ideologically deviant and morally inappropriate, signifying a misalignment 

between expectations and audiential perception. Cognitive legitimacy can be eroded by 

destabilising the taken-for-granted assumptions about the institution. With Brexit, it was only 

once normative and cognitive legitimacy perceptions had been undermined that actors were 

able to pursue regulatory challenges in the form of the referendum and withdrawal. While prior 

research has shown that policy and regulatory change is contingent upon external factors, 

including social movements, public opinion, and political opportunity structures (Soule & 

Olzak, 2004), our case sharpens the focus on actor agency. We demonstrate how intentional 

discursive strategies – aimed at eroding normative legitimacy by questioning institutional 

neutrality and mandate and diminishing cognitive legitimacy by destabilising shared 

understandings of institutional roles – enable actors to shape these contingent factors. Through 

actively engaging with recursive deficiency framing, actors signal a clear strategic intent to 

influence perceptions of regulatory legitimacy. Consequently, our case provides empirical 

evidence that the erosion of normative and cognitive legitimacy has the potential to function 

as a precursor to regulatory change in a fully institutionalised context (Goodstein & Velamuri, 

2009; Suddaby et al., 2017; Vaara et al., 2024). 
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Combined, our findings contribute to emerging institutional perspectives on populist discourse. 

While populism is often characterised by antagonism toward elites and institutions (Hensmans 

& van Bommel, 2020), explanations have largely centred on political science accounts of 

electoral behaviour (Berman, 2021). By contrast, we offer an institutional lens that unpacks the 

communication mechanisms through which legitimacy is strategically undermined. Populist 

strategies rely on recursive deficiency framing, symbolic targeting, and emotionally resonant 

language to erode institutional legitimacy. By enhancing negative orientation and exploiting 

negativity bias (Rozin & Royzman, 2001), populists foster resonance without needing to 

establish detailed solution alignment (Snow et al., 1986), enabling mobilisation through 

repeated deficiency emphasis (Hargadon & Douglas, 2001). 

Finally, our study suggests that recursive deficiency framing can extend across discursive 

contexts, allowing actors to transpose delegitimation frames into seemingly unrelated debates. 

The high transferability of synthetic epithets enables speakers to invoke institutional failure in 

varied arenas, reinforcing a background condition of scepticism. This contributes to a broader 

discursive environment in which institutions appear fragile, fragmented, and incapable of 

reform; a necessary precondition for the acceptance of radical alternatives. 

In theorising how strongly institutionalised entities can be undermined through recursive 

discursive strategies, we contribute to the literature on discursive legitimation, frame 

resonance, and institutional change (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005; Vaara, 2014; Vaara et al., 

2024). We show how actors attempted to erode legitimacy through cumulative, symbolic, and 

strategically amplified deficiency framing. In doing so, we provide a framework for 

understanding how institutional erosion is constructed, enacted, and made persuasive over 

time. 

Practical Implications 

"It’s the EU, Stupid”: Institutional change and discursive legitimation in the Brexit referendum



35 
 

The findings of this study offer important insights for understanding and navigating the current 

crisis of institutional legitimacy that characterises much of contemporary political life 

(Lounsbury, 2023; Song, 2021; Valgarðsson et al., 2024). Our conceptualisation of recursive 

deficiency framing helps explain how long-standing institutions can be rendered vulnerable to 

destabilisation – even in the absence of major scandals or systemic collapse - and despite 

established regulatory legitimacy. As our case shows, this process does not require a single 

decisive moment of delegitimation, but instead unfolds through the accumulation of 

strategically targeted, symbolically potent undermining discourse over time.  

This model resonates with broader patterns of institutional erosion visible across many liberal 

democracies. In the United States recent repeated discursive attacks on the media, judiciary, 

and electoral integrity mirror many of the tactics observed in our case: symbolic overloading, 

entity-specific targeting (e.g., attacks on the FBI and Department of Justice), and the 

widespread use of evocative labels to destabilise trust (e.g., ‘fake news,’ ‘deep state’, 

‘alternative facts’). These strategies similarly seek to erode cognitive and normative legitimacy 

by framing foundational institutions as unaccountable, morally deviant, or systemically broken. 

So, what can be done? Practically, our findings highlight the need for institutional actors to 

recognise and respond to recursive framing strategies early and consistently. This has 

implications for how institutions can resist populist recursive deficiency framing aimed at 

undermining key institutional structures (Kornberger et al., 2025). Counter strategies may 

include improving transparency and communication, developing counter-frames that resonate 

with more diverse audiences, and fostering discursive spaces where institutional complexity 

can be understood rather than caricatured.  

The battlefield is, however, uneven. Our analysis underscores the asymmetrical nature of 

discursive delegitimation, as efforts to ‘fight fire with fire’ often prove ineffective when 

"It’s the EU, Stupid”: Institutional change and discursive legitimation in the Brexit referendum



36 
 

institutions come under attack. For example, during the Brexit campaign, ad hominem attacks 

on pro-Brexit campaigner and MEP Nigel Farage by pro-EU actors largely failed (Block & 

Negrine, 2017), in part because Farage’s use of synthetic evocative epithets targeted at EU 

bureaucrats proved more emotionally resonant and defensible. Equally, technocratic messaging 

by the UK government and EU institutions, which emphasised very substantial EU investments 

in deprived areas, did not gain meaningful traction (Crescenzi et al., 2020). These counter-

framing efforts lacked emotional resonance, highlighting the limitations of building 

counterstrategies around rationalist, evidence-based messaging (Meislová, 2021). 

Though understanding of effective counterstrategies is still nascent, examples from practice 

continually ward against taking essentialist view of legitimacy, and instead emphasise a 

relational perspective (Deephouse et al., 2016). When institutions are challenged, legitimacy 

must be actively reconstructed - often from the ground up – to endure (Suddaby et al., 2017). 

Instead, UK and EU elites adopted what many felt was a patronizing approach, received by 

voters in the UK as telling them they were wrong, or “thick” (Hansard, 2019: 271), and in doing 

so further stoking the populist ‘Leave’ narrative.  

This institutional complacency contrasts with recent examples of institutional actors using a 

range of mechanisms to sustain and adapt their institution against delegitimation attempts. For 

example, a recent counter framing strategy was deployed in Moldova (Nistor & Stretea, 2025), 

where a grassroots campaign resisting Russian disinformation achieved traction by embedding 

counter-narratives within local civil society networks. They created a ‘red alert’ system so that 

delegitimising efforts could be addressed urgently, whenever recursive deficiency framing 

strategies were deployed by adversaries. Similarly, in Finland, government institutions have 

made long-term public investments in media literacy to inoculate the population against 

delegitimation efforts from hostile neighbours (Horn & Veermans, 2019).  
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It is also worth emphasising that it should not be assumed that recursive deficiency framing is 

solely the preserve of the populist right. In 2025 there was a surprising win for Zohran 

Mamdani, the outsider socialist candidate for the Mayor of New York City. He successfully 

unseated the Democratic Party establishment candidate Governor Cuomo through a well-

executed left-populist recursive deficiency framing strategy that relentlessly focussed on upbeat 

and punchy messages (i.e., through emotive synthetic evocative epithets such as ‘running to 

freeze rents’ – delivered via video message of Mamdani running the NYC marathon) that often 

went viral. As Meislová (2025) observes, institutions must project a positive vision of the future 

to maintain ongoing legitimacy, and in this instance, the establishment Democrat Party failed 

to create a compelling narrative which left it vulnerable to the punchy and upbeat synthetic 

evocative epithets of the Mamdani as the challenger.  

Taken together, these counter-strategy examples highlight the importance of deliberate, 

proactive, and sustained legitimacy work. Interpretive resources must be cultivated and 

amplified from the grassroots, rather than relying solely on top-down institutional defences of 

the status quo (which, as the Brexit case shows, often do not have sufficient resonance). More 

broadly, our findings suggest that complacency is perhaps the greatest risk to institutional 

survival. No institution has a natural right to exist, and when legitimacy is taken for granted 

by an institutional entity, discursive challenges can gain ground quickly and legitimacy can be 

terminally eroded. 

Limitations and Future Research 

As with all research, this study is subject to limitations that open opportunities for future 

inquiry. First, while our empirical focus on the European Research Group offers rich insight 

into how a relatively marginal parliamentary faction attempt to erode the legitimacy of a 

multilateral institution, it also limits the generalisability of our findings. The UK’s withdrawal 
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from the EU represents a case shaped by specific historical, political, and cultural conditions. 

Further research is needed to explore whether recursive deficiency framing, entity-specific 

targeting, and synthetic evocative epithets operate similarly in other contexts, particularly those 

involving less-formal institutions, different political cultures, or divergent media ecosystems 

(Dorobantu et al., 2023; Glozer et al., 2019). 

 

Second, our focus on parliamentary discourse necessarily privileges the strategies of political 

elites. Although supplemented by interviews and observational data, this study does not fully 

capture how discursive strategies were received, interpreted, or contested by wider audiences. 

While we note some diffusion of epithets into the media landscape (see: Hannan, 2012; 

Maddox, 2017), future work could examine how deficiency frames travel across media 

ecosystems, are amplified or distorted by journalism, and shape public opinion or collective 

memory (Glozer et al., 2019; Wettstein, 2012). Longitudinal research tracing the movement of 

discursive delegitimation from elite speech to public sentiment and policy impact would be 

particularly valuable. 

 

Third, although we have delineated the legitimacy dimensions targeted by each discursive 

strategy, further refinement is needed in conceptualising the mechanisms linking these tactics 

to shifts in legitimacy perception (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). For example, the recursive use of 

synthetic evocative epithets may resonate differently depending on audience ideology, issue 

salience, or emotional arousal. Experimental or audience-centred research could help unpack 

such boundary conditions and deepen our understanding of how legitimacy can be eroded 

across cognitive, normative, and socio-political dimensions on this basis. 
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Finally, this study concentrates on discursive attacks on legitimacy and does not systematically 

examine the responses of institutional defenders – such as pro-Remain actors – who sought to 

uphold dominant institutional framings (Lefsrud & Meyer, 2012). Future research could 

explore the interplay of legitimation and delegitimation, examining how institutions attempt to 

counter discursive attacks and under what conditions such counter-narratives succeed or fail. 

This would enrich our understanding of discursive struggle over institutional authority, 

particularly during periods of crisis or political polarisation. 

 

Taken together, these avenues offer opportunities to extend the theoretical contributions of this 

study and to deepen our understanding of how language shapes institutional erosion, 

endurance, and transformation. 

 

Conclusion  

 

This study demonstrates how actors seek to undermine strongly established institutions through 

sustained discursive strategies. While prior research has shown that framing contests can 

contribute to institutional change, we extend this work by highlighting the role of recursive 

deficiency framing when coupled with minimal and reductive solution propositions as a 

mechanism to foster resonance and facilitate mobilisation. 

 

We show how supporting discursive tactics, including entity-specific targeting and the use of 

synthetic evocative epithets, enhance critique by making institutional failings more tangible 

and emotionally charged. By examining a case in which a deeply institutionalised transnational 

organization was delegitimated in part through public discourse, we underscore the salience of 

diagnostic framing in undermining institutional legitimacy. We invite future research to 
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continue exploring how negative discursive legitimation operates across diverse organizational 

and political settings, and to further examine the communicative dynamics that can erode – or 

defend – institutional legitimacy.  
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Figure 1: Data structure 
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Figure 2: Undermining institutional legitimacy through discursive legitimation 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Vocabulary Group use over time (n)  
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Table 7: indicative interview questions, interviews were loose typically proceeding informally and engaging with 

interviewees’ experience 
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