
An introduction to the idea of a three-option Brexit referendum 
Note for the Labour National Policy Forum, International Policy Commission.  

Introduction: 

It is not Labour’s current policy to advocate for a second referendum. However, it is plausible that 

Brexit negotiations will reach an impasse, and therefore possible that politicians – from across the 

political spectrum – will turn the idea of a second referendum to break the deadlock. 

In that eventuality, this note introduces the option of a multiple-choice referendum. The idea itself 

undoubtedly sounds alien, and there are disadvantages. However, multiple choice referendums have 

been held at least 19 times in a range of countries, including for constitutional decisions.    

Features: 

It is possible to do the multiple choice referendum in two rounds: a first round with a range of 

options, and a second round in which the top two options are voted upon.  

If done in one round of voting, each vote would be transferable. For example, voters could have a 

second preference (similar to an Alternative Vote electoral system). Alternatively, voters could rank 

each preference 1, 2 or 3. If there was no majority in the first round then votes for the option which 

finished last would then have second preferences transferred to a different option, and so on, until 

one option has the perceived legitimacy of clearing a 50 per cent hurdle.      

Example three option referendum on Brexit: 

Cross-party (and international) agreement on avoiding a hard border between Northern Ireland and 

Ireland means that there are broadly three alternatives: 

1. Remaining in the European Union; (on present terms, with freedom of movement (FOM)) 

2. Full UK membership of the single market and a customs union; (with FOM) 

3. N. Ireland membership of the single market for goods and a customs union, together with Great 

Britain in a free trade agreement with the EU (i.e. an East-West customs and regulatory border, 

no FOM). 

(In theory, a fourth option could be included: an FTA (or even a WTO-rules type) Brexit with a hard 

border between Northern Ireland and Ireland. At the moment the Government is seeking to achieve 

a fourth option without a hard NI-IE border, but this is impossible. This note assumes that any 

pressure for a referendum will come after this attempt to find a fourth option demonstrably fails). 

Those who weigh the economic costs of Brexit most highly could vote for 1 and 2. Those who worry 

about being ‘a rule taker’ could vote for 3 and 1. Those who value the Union between Great Britain 

and Northern Ireland could vote for 2 and 1.  

Note: 

The time pressure to organise such a referendum would be such that it would likely require an 

extension of the Article 50 period, which would require EU27 agreement. 

Writing the question would be difficult. A public education campaign about the implications of the 

Northern Ireland border may be necessary, as the wider public have not been following the 

intricacies and may have been misled by Brexiteer optimism that the issue can be resolved easily.  

There are other disadvantages, but this is a one-page note, and others will raise them. 
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Annex: examples of multiple option referendums.  

Year Country Issue No. of 
options 

Turnout 
(%) 

Result (%) 

1931 Finland Prohibition 3 44.4 Permit strong liquor 
Continuing prohibition 
Permit wine & weaker beverages 

70.5 
28.1 

1.4 

1948 Newfoundland Constitutional 
status 

3 88.4 Responsible Government 
Confederation with Canada 
Commission Government 

44.6 
15.0 
35.3 

1957 Sweden Pensions 3 72.0 Option 1 
Option 2 
Option 3 

45.8 
15.0 
35.3 

1962 Singapore Constitutional 
status 

3 89.4 (Three types of merger with 
Malaysia) 

70.8 
1.6 
1.8 

1967 Puerto Rico Constitutional 
status 

3 65.8 Association with USA 
Statehood within USA 
Independence 

60.5 
38.9 

0.6 

1980 Sweden Nuclear 
energy 

3 74.3 No expansion 
No expansion; changed control 
Phase out 

1.7 
39.1 
38.6 

1982 Guam Constitutional 
status 

6 38.0 Commonwealth 
Other options (…) 

48.5 
25.7 

3.9  
… 

1982 Andorra Electoral 
system 

3 51.9 Proportional Representation 
Majority System 
Mixed system 

42.2 
31.9 
23.4 

1992 New Zealand Electoral 
system 

4 55.2 Supplementary member 
Single Transferable Vote 
Mixed member proportional 
Preferential voting 

5.6 
17.4 
64.9 

6.6 

1993 Puerto Rico Constitutional 
status 

3 N/A Commonwealth 
Statehood 
Independence 

48.4 
46.2 

4.4 

 

Source:  UCL's Report of the Commission on the Conduct of Referendums, (1996) 
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