Nearly half of Britons feel like strangers in their own country, survey reveals
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Almost half of Britons sometimes feel like strangers in their own country, a phenomenon attributed largely to remote working practices and failures in social integration. A recent survey conducted by More in Common, as part of the broader initiative titled This Place Matters, revealed a striking decline in social cohesion across the nation, with 50% of respondents expressing feelings of disconnect from society.
The survey, which gathered insights from over 13,000 adults, was released contemporaneously with Keir Starmer's controversial comments regarding the need for stricter immigration controls. In his speech, Starmer warned that without such measures, the UK risks being transformed into "an island of strangers." This remark evoked immediate comparisons to Enoch Powell’s notorious "Rivers of Blood" speech from 1968, which similarly lamented the integration of immigrants. Nevertheless, Downing Street has since distanced itself from the comparisons, asserting that Starmer advocates for the contributions of migrants while insisting on a fair immigration system.
Focus group discussions within the survey uncovered deeper insights into how modern life is affecting social bonds. Many participants attributed the rise in feelings of isolation to an increased reliance on technology, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Ruqayyah, a support worker, noted the significant shift towards remote working, stating, "I think after the pandemic there's more of a 'work from home' kind of nature which has developed, which has actually destroyed our young generation." Teachers and bank employees echoed these sentiments, describing a societal shift where easy digital communication has replaced face-to-face interactions, leading to a waning sense of community.
Interestingly, the research found that younger Britons exhibited a growing distrust of others, signalling a worrying trend towards social fragmentation. While 73% of respondents agreed that more efforts are needed to foster integration across different ethnic backgrounds, nearly half believed that Labour’s proposed policies would make little to no difference in improving the situation.
Starmer’s immigration policies are aimed at addressing these public concerns, which have been intensifying amid the rising popularity of populist movements, particularly those championed by Nigel Farage's Reform UK party. His proposal includes limiting net migration—which peaked at 906,000 in June 2023—by reducing arrivals by 100,000 annually, promoting English proficiency requirements for migrants, and extending citizenship application periods. However, critics warn that such moves may disrupt essential sectors—like healthcare and education—that rely heavily on migrant labour. Analysts argue that unless the government invests significantly in training and education, these measures may ultimately hinder Labour's aspirations for reviving public services and stimulating economic growth.
The Prime Minister's recent remarks on social cohesion and the potential repercussions of integration failures resonate with a sizable portion of the population. Yet More in Common's director, Luke Tryl, cautioned against framing immigration and integration as the exclusive causes of society's fragmentation. He highlighted a multitude of factors, including the retreat from communal spaces and the digital shift that has shifted interactions from the physical to virtual realm.
Debates in the House of Lords have further illuminated the rising perception of division within the UK. Recent research indicated that the number of individuals who view the country as divided has escalated dramatically, from 57% to 78% since January. This increasing perception of societal rifts—a chasm particularly noteworthy between socio-economic classes—reinforces the urgency for a comprehensive national strategy that prioritises social cohesion.
As Starmer navigates these treacherous political waters marked by populist discontent and calls for stronger migration controls, his challenge is to foster a more inclusive and cohesive society while regaining public trust. The stakes are high: failing to address these growing divisions could lead to further alienation, potentially jeopardising both Labour’s political fortunes and the fabric of the community at large. 
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