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About this study

This survey examines how context shapes public reaction to famous 
political statements, revealing the significant impact that fuller 
quotations can have on public opinion. By testing both abbreviated 
and complete versions of well-known quotes from prominent 
political figures, it explores how much additional context affects 
public support.

Published on the anniversary of Margaret Thatcher’s interview with 
Woman’s Own, in which she said “There is no such thing as society”, 
the research focuses on that and three other influential political 
statements: Keir Starmer’s “We risk becoming an island of 
strangers,” Peter Mandelson's comment about being “intensely 
relaxed about people getting filthy rich”, and Michael Gove's 
assertion that people “have had enough of experts”. Each quote 
was tested in both its commonly cited shortened form and with 
additional context that is often omitted from public debate or media 
reports.

The research provides insights into the importance of context in 
political communication and demonstrates how selective quoting 
can significantly alter public perception of political figures and their 
ideas, with implications for media coverage, political debate, and 
public understanding of complex policy positions.

Methodology
Fieldwork for this study was carried out with Opinium, which 
surveyed a nationally representative sample of 2,050 UK adults 
aged 18+ between 3 and 5 September 2025. 

For the question on Thatcher’s quote, results were compared with 
those from a nationally representative Ipsos MORI survey of 1,010 
GB adults aged 18+, conducted between 13 and 15 April 2013.

Using a split-sample methodology, half of respondents saw the 
abbreviated versions while the other half saw the fuller quotes, 
allowing for direct comparison of how context influences public 
reaction. 

https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document%2F106689
https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document%2F106689
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/no-such-thing-society


“There is no such thing as society”
– Margaret Thatcher

This 1987 quote from Margaret Thatcher 
appeared in an interview with Woman’s Own 
magazine, and was widely picked up and 
criticised. In her 1993 autobiography, Baroness 
Thatcher pointed out that the rest of the quote 
was left out, where her meaning was clear that 
“society was not an abstraction, separate from 
the men and women who composed it, but a living 
structure of individuals, families, neighbours and 
voluntary associations”. This reflects her 
admiration of the work of Friedrich Hayek. We 
tested both the short and the long version.
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Just 11% of the public agree with Margaret Thatcher’s statement that there is “no such 
thing as society” – but this rises to 49% among those who are presented with her full quote
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statement…

Base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September 2025 (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025) 

11% 24% 8% 57%

Strongly/
tend to agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Don't
know

Strongly/
tend to disagree

49% 22% 12% 16%

“There is no such thing as society.”* 

“We've been through a period where too many people have been given to 
understand that if they have a problem, it's the government's job to cope 

with it. ‘I have a problem, I'll get a grant.’ ‘I'm homeless, the government 
must house me.’ They're casting their problem on society. And there is no 
such thing as society. There are individual men and women, and there are 
families. And no government can do anything except through people, and 
people must look to themselves first. It's our duty to look after ourselves 

and then, also to look after our neighbour. People have got the 
entitlements too much in mind, without the obligations.”

Split sample A

Split sample B

*Thatcher didn’t actually say: ‘There is no such thing as society’ – rather, “they are casting their problems on society and who is society? There is no 
such thing!” – but for comprehension, and to reflect how it has been widely reported, this more direct wording was presented to respondents.



5Base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September 2025 (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025) 

Labour supporters are slightly more likely than Conservative supporters to agree with the 
short version of Thatcher’s quote, but this is reversed when it comes to the longer version, 
with two-thirds of Tories backing this statement – on a par with Reform UK supporters
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statement…

7%

14%

15%

21%

20%

20%

4%

6%

5%

69%

60%

60%

Conservative

Reform UK

Labour

Strongly/
tend to agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Don't
know

Strongly/
tend to disagree

“There is no such thing as society.” 

49%

63%

65%

19%

18%

15%

9%

7%

14%

22%

12%

7%

Labour

Reform UK

Conservative

Split sample A

“We've been through a period where too many people have been given to 
understand that if they have a problem, it's the government's job to cope 

with it. ‘I have a problem, I'll get a grant.’ ‘I'm homeless, the government 
must house me.’ They're casting their problem on society. And there is no 
such thing as society. There are individual men and women, and there are 
families. And no government can do anything except through people, and 
people must look to themselves first. It's our duty to look after ourselves 

and then, also to look after our neighbour. People have got the 
entitlements too much in mind, without the obligations.”

Split sample B
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2025 base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025)

2013 base: 1,010 GB adults aged 18+, surveyed 13–15 April (split sample A, 511; split sample B, 499)   

The public today are less likely to agree with either version of Thatcher’s quote than they 
were back in 2013, when this question was last asked – with the biggest decline in 
agreement with the longer excerpt. But for the two versions of the quote, both agreement 
and disagreement have fallen, as more people now take a neutral position

To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the 
following statement…

49% 22% 12% 16%

63% 10% 2% 25%

“We've been through a period where too many people have been 
given to understand that if they have a problem, it's the 

government's job to cope with it. ‘I have a problem, I'll get a grant.’ 
‘I'm homeless, the government must house me.’ They're casting 
their problem on society. And there is no such thing as society. 

There are individual men and women, and there are families. And 
no government can do anything except through people, and people 

must look to themselves first. It's our duty to look after ourselves 
and then, also to look after our neighbour. People have got the 

entitlements too much in mind, without the obligations.”

2025 11% 24% 8% 57%

Strongly/
tend to agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Don't
know

Strongly/
tend to disagree

“There is no such thing as society.” 

17% 6% 4% 74%2013

2025

2013

Split sample A

Split sample B



7Base: 521 UK adults aged 18+, who agree with longer version of quote, surveyed 3–5 September 2025

The long version of the quote contains many 
statements, so we wanted to break these 
out to understand how each resonates. 

Sentiments about people relying too much 
on the government and having a sense of 
entitlement are most popular among those 
who agree with the longer excerpt of 
Thatcher’s comments, followed by the duty 
to look after oneself and one’s neighbours.

But this group aren’t wholly disapproving of 
people receiving government help – far 
fewer agree that people facing challenges 
like homelessness are “casting their 
problems on society”.

And only a small minority agree with 
Thatcher’s belief that Britain is just a 
collection of individuals, rather than a 
society.

Which parts of the statement do you agree with?
6%

15%

31%

33%

52%

56%

58%

Not sure

“There is no such thing as society. There 
are individual men and women, and there 

are families.”

‘I have a problem, I'll get a grant.’ ‘I'm 
homeless, the government must house 

me.’ They're casting their problem on 
society.”

“No government can do anything except 
through people, and people must look to 

themselves first.”

“It's our duty to look after ourselves and 
then, also to look after our neighbour.”

“People have got the entitlements too 
much in mind, without the obligations.”

“Too many people have been given to 
understand that if they have a problem, 

it's the government's job to cope with it.”

Split sample B



“We risk becoming an 
island of strangers”
– Sir Keir Starmer

The Prime Minister’s comment came during a press 
conference to launch the government’s immigration 
white paper, where he emphasised the need for 
fairer immigration rules to stop what he considered 
abuse of the system. The phrase drew criticism for 
echoing Enoch Powell's notorious 1968 “Rivers of 
Blood” speech, in which Powell championed those 
who “found themselves made strangers in their own 
country” – although the meaning was clearly 
different from Powell’s, as shown by the wider 
comments made in Starmer’s speech. A month 
later, the prime minister expressed “deep regret” 
about using the phrase.



9Base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September 2025 (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025) 

Six in 10 people agree with Sir Keir Starmer’s comment that “we risk becoming an island of 
strangers”. This declines slightly, by five points, if people are shown a fuller version of his 
remarks
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statement…

59% 18% 6% 17%

Strongly/
tend to agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Don't
know

Strongly/
tend to disagree

54% 24% 14% 8%

“We risk becoming an island of strangers.”

“Nations depend on rules – fair rules … They guide us towards our rights, 
of course, but also our responsibilities, the obligations we owe to one 

another. Now, in a diverse nation like ours … these rules become even 
more important. Without them, we risk becoming an island of strangers, 

not a nation that walks forward together.”

Split sample A

Split sample B



10Base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September 2025 (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025) 

Reform UK supporters stand out as most likely to agree we risk becoming an island of 
strangers – but when the full context of Starmer’s quote is included, this difference 
disappears
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statement…
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60%

76%
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3%

2%

27%
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Strongly/
tend to agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Don't
know

Strongly/
tend to disagree

62%

62%

66%

23%

19%

22%

8%

9%

10%

8%

10%

1%

Labour

Reform UK

Conservative

“We risk becoming an island of strangers.”

Split sample A

Split sample B

“Nations depend on rules – fair rules … They guide us towards our rights, 
of course, but also our responsibilities, the obligations we owe to one 

another. Now, in a diverse nation like ours … these rules become even 
more important. Without them, we risk becoming an island of strangers, 

not a nation that walks forward together.”



“We should be intensely relaxed 
about people getting filthy rich”
– Peter Mandelson

Peter Mandelson’s “filthy rich” comment was 
made in his role as Trade and Industry Secretary, 
during a visit to Silicon Valley in October 1998. His 
hurriedly added qualifier – “as long as they pay 
their taxes”–  is often forgotten, and the shorter 
quote became seen as emblematic of New 
Labour’s approach to wealth and business, which 
some on the left were highly critical of. In 2012, 
Mandelson said he was no longer “intensely 
relaxed about people getting filthy rich as long as 
they pay their taxes”, given rising inequality and 
stagnating middle-class incomes brought about by 
the damaging downsides of globalisation.



12Base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September 2025 (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025) 

Peter Mandelson’s comment that “we should be intensely relaxed about people getting filthy 
rich” enjoys much broader public support when his frequently omitted caveat – “as long as 
they pay their taxes” – is included
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statement…

16% 28% 9% 46%

Strongly/
tend to agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Don't
know

Strongly/
tend to disagree

39% 23% 12% 26%

“We should be intensely relaxed 
about people getting filthy rich.”

“We should be intensely relaxed 
about people getting filthy rich, as 

long as they pay their taxes.”

Split sample A

Split sample B



13Base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September 2025 (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025) 

There is little difference by political party in agreement with the shorter version of 
Mandelson’s quote – but agreement increases hugely when the full version is presented, 
more than doubling among Reform UK supporters and Conservatives in particular
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statement…

21%

22%

24%

35%

24%

30%

6%

4%

6%

37%

49%

40%

Reform UK

Labour

Conservative

Strongly/
tend to agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Don't
know

Strongly/
tend to disagree

37%

56%

58%

27%

22%

16%

5%

8%

6%

31%

14%

21%

Labour

Conservative

Reform UK

Split sample A

Split sample B

“We should be intensely relaxed 
about people getting filthy rich.”

“We should be intensely relaxed 
about people getting filthy rich, as 

long as they pay their taxes.”



“The people in this country have 
had enough of experts”
– Michael Gove

Made in a 2016 interview during the EU 
referendum campaign, Michael Gove’s comment 
that people had had enough of experts drew 
criticism for signifying a populist, “post-truth” era 
in politics. Yet Gove argued his comment was 
taken out of context, as he was responding to a 
question specifically about economists from 
organisations like the IMF, which were arguing that 
Brexit would be economically damaging. Gove’s 
point, he said, was these same organisations had 
got many things wrong in the past – for example, 
by backing the UK to join the euro – so we 
shouldn’t put any stock in their predictions. 



15Base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September 2025 (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025) 

Around four in 10 people agree with Michael Gove’s comment, made during the EU 
referendum campaign, that the country had “had enough of experts”. Support is slightly 
higher among those presented with his full quote, with almost half agreeing with it
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statement…

“The people in this country 
have had enough of experts.”

“The people in this country have had enough of 
experts from organisations with acronyms, like 
the IMF, saying that they know what is best and 

getting it consistently wrong.”

42% 29% 10% 19%

Strongly/
tend to agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Don't
know

Strongly/
tend to disagree

47% 23% 18% 11%

Split sample A

Split sample B



16Base: 2,050 UK adults aged 18+, surveyed 3–5 September 2025 (split sample A, 1,025; split sample B, 1,025) 

Reform UK supporters are far more likely than Labour and Conservative supporters to 
agree with the shorter version of Gove’s quote – but the difference shrinks somewhat when 
the full quote is presented, with agreement rising among Conservatives in particular
To what extent, if at all, do you agree or disagree with the following statement…
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45%

56%

65%

27%

23%

18%

11%

16%

8%

17%

6%

8%

Labour

Conservative

Reform UK

Split sample A

Split sample B

“The people in this country 
have had enough of experts.”

“The people in this country have had enough of 
experts from organisations with acronyms, like 
the IMF, saying that they know what is best and 

getting it consistently wrong.”
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