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ABSTRACT

This article draws upon new data from a recent Economic and Social Research
Council funded project, Beyond Unionism and Nationalism,’ to examine
whether electors in Northern Ireland identifying as neither nationalist/
republican nor unionist/loyalist, the ‘neithers’, desire a referendum on
Northern Ireland’s constitutional status (often labelled a border poll) on
whether it should remain part of the UK or form part of a United Ireland and
which of those two options they prefer. With surveys of public opinion and
election results suggesting there are now three minorities in the region,
unionists, nationalists and ‘neithers’, the views of the lattermost category
may be vital in determining the arrival and outcome of a referendum.
Utilising the largest n (2,045) set of face-to-face interviews with ‘neithers’ yet
undertaken, the article suggests that their low levels of electoral activity
extend to a current lack of enthusiasm for both an exercise in self-
determination and a United Ireland. The piece also indicates, however, that
national identification and religious affiliation are significant attitudinal
indicators even among a group of electors located beyond the traditional
bloc divide.

KEYWORDS Border poll; united Ireland; opinion polls; elections; non-unionism; non-nationalism

Introduction

The decades since the 1998 Good Friday Agreement have seen increasing dis-
cussion, accelerated since the 2016 UK Brexit vote, over the possibility of a
referendum on Northern Ireland’s constitutional status, often termed a
‘border poll'. The referendum would be an exercise in self-determination,
deciding whether Northern Ireland should remain in the UK or become
part of a United Ireland. The Good Friday Agreement requires that such a

CONTACT Jon Tonge @) j.tonge@liverpool.ac.uk () Department of Politics, University of Liverpool, 8-
14 Abercromby Square, Liverpool L69 7WZ, UK

"Ibid.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the
posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07907184.2024.2397342&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-09-10
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:j.tonge@liverpool.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (& J.TONGE AND T.LOUGHRAN

poll be called if the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland believes ‘a majority
of those voting would express a wish that Northern Ireland should cease to be
part of the United Kingdom and form part of a united Ireland’ (HM Govern-
ment, 1998). A referendum may be held at intervals of not less than seven
years. The UK government has a ‘binding obligation to legislate for a
United Ireland in the event of a vote for Irish unification. Given the consti-
tutional change involved, a referendum demonstrating support for a united
Ireland would be required in both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland. Sep-
arate decisions on the same question could be taken simultaneously or sep-
arated in time (O’Leary, 2022b).

Demands for fixed criteria for the calling of a referendum on whether there
should be a United Ireland have increased in recent years and the subject has
attracted some academic attention (Working Group on Unification Referen-
dums on the Island of Ireland, 2021). Likewise, the construction of a United
Ireland has elicited increasing academic interest from commentators (e.g.
O’Leary, 2022a; O'Malley, 2023). Nonetheless, legal efforts to demand fixed
criteria for the calling of a constitutional referendum have drawn a blank
(Tonge, 2020b). A combination of opinion polls and overall levels of
support for the nationalist and unionist party blocs at elections appears the
likeliest basis upon which the decision to call a border poll might be
framed. A majority vote for nationalist parties or candidates at a Northern
Ireland Assembly or Westminster election would increase pressure for a refer-
endum, as would a majority resolution of the Assembly and/or Northern lIre-
land’s MPs in favour of such a poll. This pressure will be yet greater if all
nationalist candidates make the calling of a referendum on Northern Ireland’s
constitutional destination an explicit part of their election prospectus.

The Secretary of State must presume that most of those voting would
demand constitutional change. Yet this is problematic. Some voters in a con-
stitutional referendum may not regularly exercise their franchise in elections
and their voting intention might be difficult to discern. Can we be confident
in identifying who would vote and how? Average turnout in Northern Ireland
elections since the Good Friday Agreement stands at 64% yet the referendum
on that deal elicited a much larger turnout of 81%. Scotland’s 2014 referen-
dum on independence yielded a turnout of 85% against a combined West-
minster and Scottish Parliament election average this century of 60%.
Election irregulars may join the usual voters when constitutional issues are
at stake, albeit turnout in the Brexit referendum, at 63%, was akin to that
of elections in Northern Ireland.

The section of Northern Ireland’s electorate least likely to vote in elections
is that which identifies as neither unionist nor nationalist. At the 2019 West-
minster election, 81% of unionists and 83% of nationalists said they voted,
compared to 50% of ‘neithers’ (Tonge, 2020a). A border poll will probably
see an increased turnout among the modest percentage of unionists and
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nationalists who do not normally vote and they are likely to be joined by a
sizeable influx from ‘neithers’ who normally eschew voting. In a tight
contest, the votes of non-unionists and non-nationalists could have a very
important impact upon the outcome. Given this, it is a useful exercise to dis-
cover whether they hold a clear constitutional preference and what might be
associated with such choice. The centre ground between unionism and
nationalism was long dismissed as very narrow (Arthur & Jeffery, 1996).
This perception has changed as the terrain has increased markedly in size
in recent years, its importance in terms of the balance of constitutional
forces receiving greater recognition.?

This article draws upon the largest quantitative study yet undertaken of
those self-identifying as neither unionist nor nationalist. The survey involved
face-to-face interviews with 2,045 respondents, drawn from a representative
sample of 5,128 electors across Northern Ireland, to ascertain whether they
want a border poll and if they support a United Ireland or wish to remain in
the UK.* The interviews took place between April and October 2022 across
144 electoral districts in Northern Ireland, with eight sampling districts used
in each of Northern Ireland’s parliamentary and assembly constituencies. Each
respondent was subject to a short screening interview, comprising three ques-
tions, asking their level of interest in politics, which political party they support
and whether they identify as a ‘unionist/loyalist’, a ‘nationalist/republican’, or as
‘neither a unionist nor a nationalist’.> The 2,045 interviewees self-identifying as
neither unionist nor nationalist, 40% of the sample population, represent a per-
centage of ‘neithers’ broadly in line with regular Northern Ireland Life and Times
(NILT) surveys of the electorate.® These ‘neithers’ were then subject to a longer
interview covering their constitutional and other political preferences. In terms
of confidence in the reliability of the overall sample of all 5,128 respondents,
Sinn Féin led on 27%, with the DUP second on 24%, percentages not greatly
different from the 2022 Assembly election result during the period of polling.
Basic frequencies for the overall 5,128 sample and the 2,045 self-identifying
as neither unionist nor nationalist are reported in Appendix 1.

The overarching aim of the article is to discover what the ‘neithers’ think
about the desirability of an exercise in self-determination for Northern
Ireland and their potential decision in such a deliberation. The objectives of
the piece are to examine what variables might be important in relation to
those choices.

Firstly, is the propensity to vote at elections related to desire for a referen-
dum or constitutional change? Are non-unionist and non-nationalist electors
who regularly participate in elections, the politically engaged, more or less
likely to favour altering the status quo than serial abstentionists? Are the
embryonic plans for a united Ireland resonating with the ‘neithers’?

Secondly, what is the relationship between attitudes towards Brexit and
support for, or hostility towards, a border poll and a united Ireland? Brexit
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has been popularly viewed as increasing the possibility of a united Ireland.
Leave versus Remain voting was strongly associated with unionist and
nationalist positions, respectively. 66% of unionists voted to leave the EU,
compared to only 12% of nationalists; most EU Leavers wanted to remain
in the UK; most EU Remainers were pro United Ireland (Garry, 2017). Are
similar divisions evident among the ‘neithers’?

Thirdly, the article wishes to examine the importance of national identity
and religion in relation to views on the desirability of a border poll and
united Ireland. How much does being Irish and/or Catholic increase the like-
lihood of even those declining to identify as nationalist backing a consti-
tutional referendum and change in the status of Northern Ireland? Are
British and Protestant ‘neithers’ more likely to support the status quo, even
though they eschew the label of unionist?

Finally, the piece assesses whether standard demographic variables of age
and gender matter in relation to views on a border poll and Irish unity. Is there
evidence of significant male versus female differences? Are younger ‘neithers’
more favourably disposed to change compared to those politically socialised
in an era when constitutional change appeared a very remote prospect? The
only previous border poll in 1973 was boycotted by the then smaller nation-
alist minority and produced a 99% vote in favour of Northern Ireland remain-
ing in the UK on a 59% turnout. A future border poll would be more
participatory, closer and the main party of the ‘neither’ ground, Alliance,
might not take a position on either side, whereas in 1973 it was unambigu-
ously pro-Union.

It should be acknowledged at the outset that analysing public opinion
in a hypothetical constitutional referendum requires the caveat that those
surveyed are being asked a question about a United Ireland whose format
is far from finalised. It may involve a unitary state or one with devolution
for the North. Pending resolution of the option(s) made available to the
electorate, the data is presented here as a binary choice between North-
ern lIreland remaining in the UK or forming part of a United Ireland,
acknowledging that the form the latter (and perhaps even the former)
might look by time of a border poll cannot be ascertained with certainty
at this stage.

Why the ‘neither’ bloc’ matters: analysing the data on Northern
Ireland’s three minorities

Current opinion poll evidence suggests the conditions for a border poll have
yet to be met but also shows how the possibility is not utterly far-fetched.
Table 1 provides the survey evidence averaging across each published
opinion poll and survey for every full year since the 2016 Brexit vote until
2023. The full list of polls and surveys can be found at Appendix 1.
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Table 1. ‘Poll of Polls’ on constitutional preferences, by year, 2017-2023 (%).

United Don’t Know/Would not vote/
Northern Ireland to remain in the UK Ireland Refused
2017 51 36 13
2018 48 36 16
2019 47 34 19
2020 51 35 14
2021 50 36 14
2022 49 33 19
2023 49 33 11
Average 49 35 15

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Figures may not total exactly 100% due to (i) rounding (ii) alternative answers beyond the survey
response boxes.

Before assessing the aggregate data, several caveats must be stressed.
Averaging across polls is not straightforward. Polling data is at best only
indicative. Any poll is only a snapshot and the conditions under which a refer-
endum is contested may be markedly different from the hypothetical ques-
tions posed in a survey. Surveys of public opinion on Northern Ireland’s
constitutional future have, apart from the annual NILT surveys and various
election studies, been conducted on an ad hoc basis, the number varying
from year-to-year. The various polls comprise different methods, some
online and others face-to-face. Online surveys tend to elicit responses from
politically committed regular voters and have been accurate at recent elec-
tions’ but are not necessarily studies of the wider electorate, a larger
chunk of which will surely vote in a referendum. Face-to-face surveys of
the electorate, not just regular voters, attract more ‘don’t know’ responses.
Some studies have been criticised for over-sampling moderates, e.g. the
NILT for many years placed the SDLP ahead of Sinn Féin, even though in
terms of real votes, Sinn Féin has been the larger party for nearly a
quarter-of-a-century. Unless weighted for party support, surveys of the elec-
torate produce different results from those confined to voters. Alliance is cur-
rently the largest party at 22% according to the 2023 NILT study, because
many electors who do not vote claim to support the party but in terms of
actual votes, Alliance lies in third place.

The question on preferred constitutional destination usually asks about a
referendum ‘tomorrow’, even though such a vote is not going to happen for
some (unspecified) time. Longitudinal surveys, such as NILT and the Northern
Ireland General Election survey, use an additional question on preferred long-
term policy. For the purposes of standardisation, the immediate referendum
question is used in the polling data deployed in this article. As such, the NILT
survey is used only in 2017 and again from 2019 onward, when it included a
referendum question. From 2007 until 2016 and in 2018, the NILT survey used
a long-term policy question with two options for UK rule (direct or devolved)
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but only one for a (unitary) United Ireland. This two-to-one offering might be
seen as imbalanced, given that debates over what form Irish unity might take
could also involve two options. From inception in 1998 until 2006, the NILT
used a binary long-term policy choice of Northern Ireland remaining in the
UK versus the reunification of Ireland. One other point is worth making on
polling comparisons. Most longitudinal surveys offer a ‘would not vote’
option but this is excluded from some ad hoc polls, hence the non-disaggre-
gation of choices beyond the constitutional binary in Table 1 and the large
variation in percentage figures in the column containing ‘don’t knows’ and
‘would not vote'. However, the percentage of ‘don’t knows' considerably
exceeds ‘would not vote’ in all surveys where both responses are offered.

Notwithstanding the importance of these riders, some patterns are
evident. Northern Ireland remaining in the UK is clearly a more popular
option than a United Ireland. However, the constitutional status quo is strug-
gling to attract a bare overall majority of electors. Brexit is seen by some as
potential game-changer, a 2022 survey, as one indicative example among
many, finding 63% of respondents believing that Brexit has ‘made a United
Ireland more likely’? Support for a United Ireland in the seven full post-
Brexit years averages 35%, lower by 14 percentage points than backing for
Northern Ireland remaining in the UK. The period covered by Table 1
shows little movement in polling averages but there is evidence of the gap
between the two sides having narrowed since Brexit. In pre-Brexit years,
polling on the constitutional question was infrequent and irregular. The
only annual survey during this period, the NILT, averaged 56% support for
Northern Ireland remaining in the UK from 1998 to 2015, with 23% backing
a United Ireland. Yet the 2017-2023 figures yielded by the same survey
were 50% and 30%, respectively, a 13-point reduction in the gap.’ The final
general election survey before Brexit, in 2015, found support for Northern
Ireland remaining in the UK at 59%. By the 2019 contest, this had fallen to
52%, although backing for a United Ireland remained unchanged at 29%."°

The polling data indicates there are three minorities in play. The largest is
supportive of the present constitutional arrangement but, averaging 49%
since Brexit, it falls just short of an outright majority with a sizeable minority
desirous of a United Ireland and a large percentage of constitutional undeci-
deds also evident. This three-minority constitutional scenario is reflected in
Northern Ireland’s election results.

The combined unionist party bloc percentage vote fell from a slight out-
right majority of 50.3% at the first Assembly election after the Good Friday
Agreement, in June 1998, to a record low of only 40.4% at the 2022
contest. However, the bloc vote share for the main two nationalist parties
barely shifted, from 39.6% in 1998 to 39.8% by 2022. Small additions to
both blocs are required for votes for other pro-Union and pro-Unity candi-
dates. The most notable extras to the pro-United Ireland tally are the 1.5%
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of the vote attained by Aontu and 1.2% achieved by People Before Profit in
2022, putting the pro-United Ireland vote slightly ahead of its pro-Union
rival. At the 2023 local government elections, votes for pro-United Ireland
parties and candidates exceeded those in favour of retaining the Union
more decisively, by 43.8% to 39.9% (O’Leary & Pow, 2023).

Westminster contests have also seen a fall in the unionist bloc vote. It sub-
sided from 50.5% at the last pre-Good Friday Agreement general election in
1997 to 43.1% at the most recent in 2024. However, the nationalist bloc vote
is almost unchanged: 40.2% in 1997 and 40.4% in 2024 38.9%. The very strong
advance of Sinn Féin, now the largest party in the Northern Ireland Assembly
and local government and an organisation for which a United Ireland remains
core business, has been at the expense of the Social Democratic and Labour
Party (SDLP) more than overall nationalist vote expansion. The contemporary
position is of nationalism and unionism being virtually equal in voting size,
with unionism in retreat and both blocs well short of the overall majority
which would inspire confidence in a referendum on Northern Ireland’s future.

The bloc that has risen in size since the Good Friday Agreement, although
in non-linear fashion, is the non-unionist/non-nationalist category. Its ascent
is partly reflected in increased support for Alliance, now Northern Ireland’s
third largest party and one neutral on the constitutional question. This
voting bloc of constitutional neutrals dominated by Alliance has risen in
size in Assembly elections from 8.2% in 1998 to 15.4% in 2022. Alliance has
also grown in Westminster contests, from 9% in 1997 to 17% by 2019,
trimmed back to 15% in 2024. A polity designed to create a unionist majority
now has three voting minorities: unionist, nationalist and ‘neither of those'.

Three minority blocs are also evident among the wider electorate,
although the size of each is considerably different from election results.
Although 80% of 2022 Assembly election votes were cast for unionist or
nationalist candidates, the same year’s NILT survey identified the ‘neither
unionist nor nationalist’ elector as the most common type, 38% of the total
compared to 31% unionist self-identifiers and 26% nationalist."" Northern Ire-
land'’s election results reflect the far greater likelihood of unionist and nation-
alist identifiers voting. The size of the ‘neither’ bloc within the electorate has
fluctuated. It rose from 30% in 1999 to a peak of 50% in 2018 but the most
recent NILT survey (2023) recorded a figure of 37%, the lowest since 2005,
albeit still 7 and 9 percentage points higher than the unionist and nationalist
blocs, respectively.'?

The 2021 census results also indicated how Northern Ireland comprises
three sizeable minorities. In terms of religious community background, the
percentage of Catholics, at 46%, exceeds that of Protestants, by 3%, with
Catholics also more populous that Protestants in actual religious identifi-
cation, by 42-37%, with 19% declaring no religion, a sizeable increase from
the previous census (2% were drawn from other religions).13 The religious
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basis for Northern Ireland’s creation, with an in-built Protestant majority, has
disappeared but no single religion holds an overall majority. That Catholics
now outnumber Protestants may nonetheless bolster prospects for a
United Ireland. As one recent survey example, the 2023 NILT study indicates
most Catholics, 54%, support Irish unity, compared to only 6% of Protes-
tants."* That 54% Catholic affirmation in favour of unity might be seen as
modest. However, only 4% desire Westminster direct rule and just 16%
favour devolved power-sharing within the UK as long-term policy. Some of
the 10% support recorded for the ‘independent state’ option may have
been for a united Ireland, not an independent Northern Ireland. At 79%, Pro-
testant support for the Union is nonetheless more extensive than Catholic
support for unity.'”

Finally in this section, identity statistics also confirm the presence of three
sizeable minorities. The 2021 census showed a fall in the number of British-
only identifiers by 116,100 from the 2011 census, but, at 32%, this category
remains the largest, slightly exceeding those identifying as Irish-only, at
29%, whose numbers rose by almost 100,000. Northern Irish-only identity
was stable at 20%.'® The 2019 general election survey found 95% of British
identifiers favouring Northern Ireland remaining in the UK compared to
only 10% of Irish identifiers, 65% of whom wanted a united Ireland. A majority
(62%) of Northern lIrish identifiers favoured the constitutional status quo
(Tonge et al., 2020).

The above statistics show there are no religious, national identity, ideologi-
cal or political overall majorities in Northern Ireland. With unionism and
nationalism falling well short of the comfort of 50% support and neither con-
stitutional option commanding a clear overall majority, those eschewing the
two traditional ideologies and offering indeterminate positions on the consti-
tutional question may assume a pivotal position. Put simply, we know how
most unionists and nationalists will vote in a border poll. What might deter-
mine the outcome are the votes of those neither unionist nor nationalist,
needed for either side to get to 50%+1 to win. It is the ‘neither’” minority
that is of particular interest in a referendum. ‘Neithers’ offer far less predict-
ability than unionism or nationalism regarding constitutional preferences.
Unionist self-identifiers, to the surprise of no-one, prefer the Union, 96% at
the 2019 general election stating it was their long-term policy preference.
Nationalists are less extensively emphatic but 75% declared at the same elec-
tion that they back a United Ireland (Tonge, 2020c).

Who are the ‘neithers’?

This section concentrates upon one minority: those self-identifying as neither
nationalist/republican nor unionist/loyalist The 'neithers’ may constitute a
heterogenous collection of individuals as much as a delineated category.
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There are, however, some distinctive characteristics, compared to unionists
and nationalists, that can be associated with ‘neithers’ as revealed in the
data which follows, such as a diminished propensity to vote; a reduced like-
lihood of adopting a position on the constitutional question compared to
unionists and nationalists and a greater disposition towards supporting the
Alliance Party but they are far from a cohesive collective, Indeed, some
back political parties drawn from the unionist or nationalist traditions.

What does the survey undertaken for this article tell us about how
‘neithers’ differ from nationalists and unionists? First, ‘neithers’ tend to
have a much lower level of interest in politics, as Table 2 shows.

As can be seen, only a tiny percentage of ‘neithers’ declare a ‘great deal’ of
interest and almost two-thirds say they have ‘not very much’ or ‘no interest’ in
politics. The contrast with unionists and nationalists is considerable. Among
those identifying with the two traditional ideologies, only one-in-four say
they have little or no interest, with scant difference between either of the
more politically interested blocs.

Are ‘neithers’ also centrists, situated in the middle between the nationalist
and unionist parties? Those nationalist and unionist parties themselves differ
in terms of location along nationalist and unionist ideological spectrums.
Most ‘neithers’ claim little affinity with any of the main parties from the tra-
ditional ideological blocs. Table 3 shows how two-thirds claim they would
not vote for any unionist or nationalist party. Not all the remainder might
be labelled as truly centrist; some would vote for a nationalist party not a
unionist party and a higher percentage state the opposite. Table 4 shows
that antipathy towards those main unionist and nationalist parties is exten-
sive but especially so towards the DUP and Sinn Féin.

Which political parties do ‘neithers’ back? Unsurprisingly, Alliance Party is
the most favoured, 58% saying it is their preferred party. Table 5 shows the
figures for each bloc.

Alliance has always claimed to be a ‘neither’ party but was founded in 1970
as pro-Union, eschewing unionism, not the Union. Alliance changed its party
constitution to one expressing neutrality on Northern Ireland’s constitutional

Table 2. Level of interest in politics according to ideological self-identification (%).
Q. How much interest do you have in politics?

All Neither Unionist nor Nationalist/ Unionist/Loyalist
(n5,128) Nationalist (n2,056) Republican (n1,381) (n1,658)
A great deal 1.1 2.6 16.9 16.7
Quite a lot 15.8 6.1 23.8 214
Some 31.3 28.1 325 34.2
Not very much 26.6 36.3 19.5 203
None at all 14.9 264 7.2 7.1
Don’t Know/ 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.3

Refused
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Table 3. Voting patterns among those self-identifying as neither unionist nor
nationalist.

| do not vote for unionist and nationalist parties 66.5
| vote for a unionist party and a nationalist party 6.9
| do not vote for a nationalist party but | will vote for a unionist party 10.2
| do not note vote for a unionist party but | will vote for a nationalist party 6.1
Don't know 6.0
Refused 43
n2045.

future in 1999, to reflect the post-Good Friday Agreement reality that North-
ern Ireland’s constitutional future was be determined by its citizens. Alliance
supports Northern Ireland’s place in the UK for so long as it remains the will of
a majority in the polity, the principle of consent enshrined in the Good Friday
Agreement, but the Party, unlike its original position, no longer promotes
support for the Union as a superior position to that of a United Ireland. A
new party constitution removed the original reference to Northern Ireland’s
place in the UK being in the best interests of its people. Alliance has not
decided what position it will take if there is a vote on a United Ireland and
may decline to offer a constitutional preference. The changed position was
not due to an influx of members preferring a united Ireland, although that
did come later. Instead, the switch to neutrality was designed to respect
the will of the people of Northern Ireland (Tonge et al., 2024).

The focus of Alliance is not upon constitutional change but reform of
Northern Ireland’s political institutions. Many among the non-unionist/non-
nationalist electorate support the party’s demands for change according to
our survey. Only 21% believe that there must be both unionist and nationalist
representatives sharing power in the governing executive, a key principle of
the Good Friday Agreement. 46% believe the power-sharing Executive should
comprise whichever parties want to serve. A similar percentage believes the
First Minister and deputy First Minister should be drawn from the two largest
parties, irrespective of their ethno-national bloc, twice the percentage which
would retain the status quo. Under current arrangements, if the largest
nationalist or unionist party declines to nominate a First Minister or deputy
First Minister, the Executive falls. Collapses were precipitated by Sinn Féin’s

Table 4. Attitudes towards the main unionist and nationalist parties among ‘neithers’.
Strongly like Like Neither Like nor Dislike ~Dislike ~ Strongly Dislike  Don’t know/Ref

Dup 0.3 37 243 326 30.0 9.1
uup 0.6 6.3 30.1 315 221 9.5
Sinn Féin 0.3 25 234 315 33.6 8.6
SDLP 0.7 6.9 328 29.6 20.0 0.9

n2045.
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Table 5. Party support according to ideological self-identification (%).

Party Neither Unionist nor Nationalist ~ Unionist/Loyalist ~ Nationalist/Republican
Alliance 58.2 4.1 2.0
Sinn Féin 1.8 0.4 725
DuP 3.8 56.7 03
uupP 6.2 28.1 0.7
SDLP 6.7 1.0 237
Green 15.5 0.2 0.2
People Before Profit 3.7 0.1 0.4
TUV 0.2 8.4 0.1
Other 39 1.0 0.1
n5128.

departure in 2017 and the Democratic Unionist Party’s exit in 2022. ‘Neithers’
are evenly divided on whether the First Minister and deputy First Minister
posts should be retitled ‘Co-First Ministers’ as recommended by the Northern
Ireland Affairs Committee (House of Commons Northern Ireland Affairs Com-
mittee, 2023). The ‘neithers’ also divide three ways (yes, no, or don't know)
almost equally on whether Northern Ireland Assembly members should be
required to designate as unionist, nationalist or ‘other’:

The main focus here, however, is upon whether those located beyond
the traditional blocs desire Northern Ireland’s continued existence. Tables 6
and 7 provide the attitudinal data on a border poll and the constitutional
future.

As can be seen, more ‘neithers’ oppose both a poll and a change of con-
stitutional status than support either, but opponents of a border poll do not
constitute an outright majority. The pro-Union figure of 53.4% is not far
distant from the polls of all types of electors, as shown in Table 1 earlier.
The pro-United Ireland figure is identical to that found among ‘neithers’ in
the 2022 Northern Ireland Assembly election study. The ‘don’t know’ figure
of 22.5% in Table 7 is high but unsurprisingly so from an ideological bloc
not defined by the constitutional question and is lower than the 28% in
the 2022 election study (Garry et al.,, 2023). Although those self-identifying
as neither unionist nor nationalist may profess to prefer non-binary politics,
bivariate analysis suggests the ‘neithers’ are not immune from binary division.
Catholics among them are nearly twice as likely to support a United Ireland as

Table 6. Views of non-unionist and non-nationalist electors on whether a border poll
should be held. Q. Do you think a border poll should be held within the next decade?

N %
Yes 616 30.1
No 897 439
Don’t know 519 254
Refused 13 0.6

n2045.
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Table 7. Constitutional preferences of non-unionist and non-nationalist
electors. Q. What do you think the long-term policy for Northern Ireland should be?

N %
To remain part of the United Kingdom 1092 534
To reunify with the rest of Ireland 394 19.3
Don’t know 461 225
Other 74 3.6
Refused 24 1.2

n2045.

they are to back the Union (44-25% with most of the remainder unsure). Pro-
testant ‘neithers’ are almost eight times more likely (71-9%) to support the
Union over Irish unity.

Most of these neithers’ rarely or never vote in normal contests; 35% say
they ‘rarely’ do so and 27% ‘never’. Only 20% say they ‘always’ vote, with a
further 18% declaring they do ‘sometimes’. Elections are contests of the
true believers, unionists versus nationalists. For many of the non-aligned,
they are a spectator sport. Lack of interest is the biggest single reason
given by ‘neithers’ for not voting, closely followed by ‘don't like the political
divide here’. However, there is some evidence greater engagement is poss-
ible. More than half of the ‘neithers’ (56%) claim to have voted in the 2016
Brexit referendum (a further 4% were not old enough at the time) with
pro-Remain holding a ten-point lead over Leavers, close to the actual result
in Northern Ireland.

Is propensity to vote - or not — related to attitudes towards a border poll or
the constitutional attitudes? Tables 8 and 9 provide bivariate data.

Table 8 shows support for a border poll across all voter/non-voter cat-
egories is only evident among a minority, but only one category offers
overall majority opposition. Perhaps unsurprisingly, those who never vote
are least enthused by the idea of having one, although the ‘don’t knows’
are the largest single group in this category. Table 9 shows how those that
‘never’ vote offer least certainty on the constitutional question, with nearly
two in every five respondents not offering a preference for either the
Union or a United Ireland and neither constitutional option securing an

Table 8. Regularity of voting among non-unionist and non-nationalist self-identifiers
and attitudes towards a Border Poll.

Regularity of Want a Border Poll in the Do not want a Border Poll in the ~ Don’t Know/

voting next decade next decade Other

Always (n419) 30.7 479 214

Sometimes 326 435 239
(n367)

Rarely (n717) 30.2 51.0 18.8

Never (n442) 249 36.3 38.7

n2045.
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Table 9. Regularity of voting among non-unionist and non-nationalist self-identifiers
and their constitutional position.

Regularity of Support Northern Ireland in the Support a United Don’t Know/
voting UK Ireland Other
Always (n419) 66.5 18.2 15.3
Sometimes (n367) 61.6 194 19.0
Rarely (n717) 523 19.4 18.1
Never (n442) 43.2 17.7 39.1
n2045.

outright majority. Support for Irish unity is consistently low across different
categories of regularity of voting. Backing for Northern Ireland in the UK is
most extensive among regular voters but tails off among those who never
vote as the ‘don’t knows' rise.

Given the non-voting proclivities of so many ‘neithers’, their salience in a
Northern Ireland constitutional referendum might be contested. The obvious
rejoinder is that even for elections, generally less charged than referendums,
43% of what is the largest category of elector say that they do sometimes or
always vote. Even if participation did not increase in a border poll (and it
surely will) 43% of 40% of the Northern Ireland electorate (the size of the
non-unionist/non-nationalist category) of 1,373,371 (the 2022 Assembly elec-
tion register) amounts to 236,220 referendum voters. The average post-Brexit
lead of the pro-Union side over pro-lrish unity supporters of 14 percentage
points, using the poll of polls in Table 1, amounts to 192,272 electors. The
task of pro-unity campaigners therefore, assuming a lack of seeping from
their own base and the non-transfer of those who have already declared
for the Union, is to capture a substantial majority of electors who are
neither unionist nor nationalist. The aggregate and bivariate data suggests
this will be difficult. The lead for the Union is greatest among those who
claim to always vote.

Hypotheses

The aim is to examine the salience of independent variables among those not
committed to either unionism or nationalism, regarding their support or
opposition to a constitutional referendum and change in Northern Ireland’s
status. The dependent variables are (a) the desire for a border poll and (b)
support for the reunification of Ireland.

The first hypothesis is that those least likely to vote are also least enam-
oured by the possibilities of either a border poll or a United Ireland. Bivariate
data shows the level of support for Irish unity is lowest among those who say
they never vote but the figure is only two percentage points lower than
among those claiming to always vote, so this hypothesis is tentative. It is
advanced on the basis that firstly, those who do not normally vote are
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hardly likely to welcome a poll and, secondly, that the prospectus for Irish
unity is still to be fully developed, and as such the least electorally
engaged will be unlikely to endorse the idea. Why would persistent non-
voters be interested in an abstract project? In terms of interpreting the
results, ‘Never/Rare’ frequency of voting has been coded as a binary variable
to capture the effect of irregular and non-voting. A positive result means that
those with low turnout are more likely to ‘support’ the dependent variable.

The second hypothesis is based upon the impact of Brexit has and the
extent to which it has invigorated the campaign for a united Ireland. Leave
voting ‘neithers’ were fewer in number than Remain voting ‘neithers’,
although neither side came close to an overall majority, given sizeable
abstention in the Brexit referendum. The hypothesis is that Leave-voting
‘neithers’ will be more hostile to a border poll and a United Ireland, given
the association of Leave-voting with unionist identification described in the
introduction.

A further attitudinal hypothesis is that those who are neither unionist nor
nationalist are not immune from the identity and religious linkages tradition-
ally associated with support for the Union or for Irish unity. The hypothesis
therefore is that ‘neithers’ holding an Irish identity will be likely to be pro-
United Ireland and that Catholic ‘neithers’ will be more pro-United Ireland
than their Protestant or non-religious counterparts.

Finally, standard demographics of male-female (female = 1) and age (18-
30, 31-45, 46-60 and a reference category of age 61 and above) are tested.
The hypothesis is that younger ‘neithers’ might be more favourably disposed
to the idea of a United Ireland than their elders, given that constitutional
change has been raised as a greater possibility in recent times and that a
clear mechanism for eliciting such change was outlined in the Good Friday
Agreement.

Results and discussion

Tables 10 and 11 show the regression models.

As expected n hypothesis 1, non-voters and rare voters are shown as less
likely to desire a border poll than their regularly voting counterparts. If you
don't like voting, why desire a ballot? However, the effect for non and irregu-
lar voters disappears when it comes to contemplating a United Ireland. They
are not significantly more for or against constitutional change than regular
voters.

Given the overall picture of more pro-Union than pro-Unity ‘neithers’, the
results show the size of the task confronting those wanting a yes vote for Irish
unity. Thus far at least, many ‘neithers’ do not appear to have responded to
the growing campaign for unity organised by groups such as Ireland’s Future
(see Ireland’s Future, 2023) which have been designed, understandably, to
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Table 10. Logistic regression of support for a border poll among non-unionist and non-
nationalist electors.

Model 1 (Demographics) Model 2 (Full)
B S.E. B S.E.

Gender (1 =Female) -.185% 0.100 -.195% 0.101
18-30 -.079 0.146 -176 0.148
31-45 =171 0.141 -.204 0.143
46-60 (Ref =61+) 220 0.146 192 0.147
Irish Identity (Ref = Brit. Identity) 674%*%* 0.188 567*** 0.188
Catholic A371%** 0.148 353%%% 0.149
No Religion (Ref = Protestant) -.143 0.14 -.188 0.141
Frequency of Voting Rare/Never -323%** 0.103
Voted Leave -.760%** 0.143
Constant —1.344%** 0.155 -.855%%% 0.176
R? 0.046 0.062

N 2045 2045

p<0.05="* p<0.007=***
DV: Support for a border poll.

attract not just those already backing a United Ireland but to reassure those
holding reservations.

The electoral success of Sinn Féin has been based upon growing domina-
tion of the nationalist community more than the attraction of the hard-to-
reach electorally disengaged. The better news for supporters of Irish unity
is that electorally detached non-unionists and non-nationalists are not signifi-
cantly warmer towards the Union either, with many offering ‘don’t know’ as

Table 11. Logistic regression of support for a United Ireland among non-unionist and
non-nationalist electors.

Model 1

(Demographics) Model 2 (Full)

B S.E. B S.E.
Gender (1 =Female) -.230% 0.121 -.240* 0.122
18-30 -.028 0.179 -.087 0.181
31-45 =277 0.177 -.289 0.178
46-60 (Ref=61+) -.037 0.185 -.051 0.186
Irish Identity (Ref = Brit. Identity) 1.946%** 0.263 1.880%** 0.262
Catholic 1.331%%* 0.171 1.292%** 0.171
No Religion (Ref = Protestant) 149 0.193 118 0.194
Frequency of Voting Rare/Never —0.057 0.127
Voted Leave -.536%** 0.187
Constant - 2.869%** 0.273
R? 0.159 0.168
N 2045 2045

p<0.05="* p<0.001 =***,
DV: Reunify with rest of Ireland.
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their constitutional response. As such, it is at least conceivable they might be
worked upon, converted to support for Irish unity and prevailed upon to take
part in a constitutional referendum.

Brexit impacts upon attitudes in the expected direction, upholding
hypothesis 2. Leave voting ‘neithers’ are more hostile to both a border poll
and a United Ireland. Remain voters are more likely to be enthusiasts for a
constitutional change which would reverse what occurred in 2016. Many
may see the prospect of a united Ireland as a route towards the regaining
of EU membership given that the European Council of Ministers has indicated
that should unity occur, this will be automatic (Irish Times, 2017). Referendum
polarisation evident in 2016 remains intact as an attitudinal influence upon
views on Northern Ireland’s constitutional direction. This continued salience
of Brexit is unsurprising given its impacts upon Northern Ireland’s bespoke,
part-EU aligned trading arrangements, the collapse of the governing Execu-
tive from February 2022 for two years over post-Brexit trading arrangements,
divisions within unionism and the perception held by many that the UK
leaving the EU made a United Ireland more likely.

What is also striking about the results is how, allowing for the larger
number of constitutional ‘don’t knows’ exist within their ranks, non-unionists
and non-nationalists still lean in certain directions according to ethno-
national and ethno-religious affiliations, affirming our third hypothesis.
National and religious identities matter in the ‘neither’ bloc in ways associ-
ated with unionism and nationalism. ‘Neithers’ holding an Irish identity are
more likely to want a border poll in which they would back Irish unity. Like-
wise, Catholicism is also important as denoting a greater propensity towards
supporting a referendum and hoping it leads to Irish unification. Electors
outside the two dominant ethno-national ideologies may still be influenced
by components of identity commonly associated with those two blocs.
Those deliberately choosing not to self-identify as a unionist or a nationalist
may still have common cause with a particular ‘side’ on the constitutional
question depending on their background, even though many within the
‘neithers’ bloc are not dogmatic regarding Northern Ireland’s ultimate
destiny.

In terms of demographics, age does not have the independent effects antici-
pated in hypothesis 4. The assumption that younger non-unionists and non-
nationalists would be significantly more receptive to a border poll and a
united Ireland is not upheld.'” The lack of enthusiasm for either project spans
generations. It may be the case that for those neither unionist nor nationalist,
disaffection or lack of interest due to political socialisation within a unionist
versus nationalist binary system is a common cross-generational sentiment. Suc-
cessive generations of ‘neithers’ have declined to have their politics defined by a
constitutional position. Gender has a consistent effect. Women are less likely to
back a border poll and united Ireland. This may be attributable to scepticism
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towards nationalist projects evidenced in some research on gender in Northern
Ireland (see e.g. Cockburn, 2000; Porter, 1997) but this needs deeper exploration.

Conclusion

The overarching conclusion is that the evidence suggests there are fewer sup-
porters of a border poll or a United Ireland among electors self-identifying as
neither unionist nor nationalist than there are opponents. There are also
many ‘don‘t knows’, reflecting a lack of political and electoral engagement
among many of the ‘neithers’. The low figure in support of a referendum
and lower still for a United Ireland might be viewed as unsurprising. The elec-
torally dormant may be those least interested in change. They may, for now
but not necessarily in perpetuity, be more likely to give tacit support to the
constitutional status quo or offer an indifferent ‘don’t know’.

The lead for supporters of the continuing Union of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland over those in favour of a United Ireland among the
‘neithers’ amounts to a bare overall majority and becomes much less com-
fortable if the unity side can convert all the many ‘don’t knows’ to their
side. There is still much work for campaigners of unification to undertake
as, so far at least, they have not attracted major support from beyond
nationalism. Unionist self-identification has declined but the concomitant
growth of nationalism has been slight. At present, the non-unionist and
non-nationalist bloc has yet to be convinced of the value of constitutional
change. Proponents of a United Ireland may need a prospectus for unity to
attract a disengaged centre ground. There remains a large untapped pool
of politically non-active ‘neithers’, uncommitted, or indifferent towards the
unity project. Some might be converted into voters in the exceptionally
motivating circumstances of a constitutional referendum and thus might
be worth targeting.

A final point is that non-unionists and non-nationalists are not wrapped in
a protective bubble, isolated from Northern Ireland’s background pulls. The
data suggests that in the supposed centre ground it is Irish-identifying Catho-
lics (the Catholicism may be more cultural than religious in a sizeable number
of cases) who may be most receptive to Irish unity, with British-identifying
Protestants tending towards pro-Union sentiment. The ‘neithers’ might
eschew constitutional politics and self-identify as being beyond unionism
or nationalism but old ethno-national and religious affiliations can remain
important. This may be valuable for campaigners for a United Ireland, for it
is the Irish-identifying and Catholic populations that are growing relative to
Protestant and British identifiers in Northern Ireland. This offers hope for
those aspiring to a United Ireland, even if the overall picture at this stage is
of a large number of electors beyond unionism and nationalism yet to be per-
suaded for change.
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Notes

1.

10.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15.
16.

17.

Tonge et al. (2023). The dataset from this research project, on which this article
is based, is lodged at the UK Data Service.

Ibid.

For post-Good Friday Agreement articles on the centre ground, see Evans and
Tonge (2003); Hayward and McManus (2019); Jarrett (2016); Meagher (2022);
Mitchell (2018); Murphy (2023); Murtagh (2020); Pow (2023); Tonge (2020d).
All interviews were face-to-face in respondent’s homes. Fieldwork was under-
taken by Social Market Research Belfast between 1 April 2022 and 22
October 2023.

We used the terms unionist/loyalist and nationalist/republican as single cat-
egories in the survey but each label was offered to respondents. Some unionists
prefer the term loyalist; some in favour of a United Ireland prefer to describe
themselves as republicans. Whilst there are differences between unionism
and loyalism, as there are between nationalism and republicanism, they can
be used as single identifying options here and we often just use ‘unionist’ or
‘nationalist’ hereafter. Unionism/loyalism is a pro-UK position; nationalism/
republicanism is a pro-United Ireland position. The intra-bloc differences lie in
the form Northern Ireland’s place in the UK should take or the type of United
Ireland that should emerge.

Northern Ireland Life and Times Surveys (1998-2023) NILT | ARK - Access
Research Knowledge

. See e.g. the regular Lucid Talk tracker polls at Latest News | LucidTalk | Northern

Ireland
Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (2022) Northern Ireland Life and Times
Survey: 2022 (ark.ac.uk)

. Northern Ireland Life and Times survey (1998-2023) Political Attitudes, NILT_da-

tasets | ARK — Access Research Knowledge

Northern Ireland General Election survey (2015, 2019). Available at UK Data
Service > Studies

Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey: 2022 (ark.ac.uk)

Northern Ireland Life and Times survey (2023) Political Attitudes, Northern
Ireland Life and Times Survey: 2023 (ark.ac.uk)

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (2022) Religion Tables, available
at Census 2021 main statistics religion tables | Northern Ireland Statistics and
Research Agency (nisra.gov.uk)

Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (2023) Political Attitudes, Northern
Ireland Life and Times Survey: 2023 (ark.ac.uk)

Ibid.

Northern Ireland Census (2021) Census 2021 Main statistics for Northern
Ireland - Statistical bulletin — National identity (nisra.gov.uk)

This held true even when we sub-divided the 18-30 age category and tested an
18-25 post-Brexit cohort.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Frequency distributions.

Neither Unionist nor Nationalist respondents only (n 2045) unless otherwise stated

Remain Part of UK
Reunify with rest of Ireland
Other/Don’t Know/Refused

In favour of border poll
Against border poll
Don’t Know/Refused

Assembly members should designate as unionist/nationalist/other
Designations should be scrapped
Don't Know/Prefer Not to Say

Unionists and Nationalists must be in the Executive sharing power
The Executive should comprise whichever parties want to serve
Don't Know/Prefer Not to Say

First and Deputy Minister should be nominated from the 2 largest Assembly blocs
First and Deputy Minister should be nominated from 2 largest parties regardless of bloc
Don't Know/Prefer Not to Say

First and Deputy First Ministers should be titled separately
First and Deputy First Minister posts should be relabelled Co-First Ministers
Don't Know/Prefer Not to Say

Independent Variables
Male

Female

Other/Prefer Not to Say

18-30
31-45
46-60
61+

British/Ulster
Irish
Other/Refused

Catholic

Protestant

No Religion

Other/Refused

Interest (Sample n5128)

A Great Deal of Interest in Politics
Quite a lot of Interest in Politics
Some Interest in Politics

Not Very Much Interest in Politics
No Interest in Politics
Refused/Don’t Know

Always Vote
Sometimes Vote
Rarely Vote

1092
394
559

616
897
532

632
732
681

440
945
660

460
924
661

677
640
728

854
1187

525
611
462
447

641
418
986

557
860
386
242

568
813
1604
1365
765
13

419
367
717

534
19.3
26.8

30.1
439
26.0

30.9
358
333

215
46.2
323

225
45.2
323

33.1
313
35.6

41.8
58.0
0.10

25.7
29.9
226
21.9

274
20.4
48.2

27.2
42.0
18.9
1.9

1.1
159
313
26.6
14.9
0.3

20.5
17.9
35.1

(Continued)
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Continued.

Neither Unionist nor Nationalist respondents only (n 2045) unless otherwise stated

Never Vote
Too Young/Ineligible to Vote
Refused/Don’t Know

Voted to Remain in EU

Voted to Leave EU

Did not Vote in EU Referendum

Wasn't old enough to vote in EU Referendum
Refused/Don’t Know

NI Should Remain Part of UK
NI Should Reunify with the Rest of Ireland
Others/Don’t Know/Refused
Party (sample n5128)

1st Preference DUP

1st Preference Sinn Féin

1st Preference UUP

1st Preference SDLP

1st Preference Alliance

1st Preference Green

1st Preference TUV

1st Preference Other
Non-Voter

442

14

674
470
693

132

1092
394
485

863
963
467
375
534
125
124

803

21.6
4.2
0.6

33.0




Appendix 2. List of polls and surveys used in table 1.
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NI in United Don’t Know/Wouldn't
Year Organisation UK (%) Ireland (%) vote/Other/Refused (%)
2023
Nov ARINS/Irish Times 51 30 20
Oct-Nov Social Market Research/Institute of Irish 49 31 9
Studies, University of Liverpool
Jan-Sep NI Life and Times 47 35 18
June Social Market Research/Institute of Irish 47 36 10
Studies, University of Liverpool
2022
Sep-Nov NI Life and Times 47 35 16
Aug-Oct ARINS/Irish Times 50 27 23
May-Sep Ipsos-MORI/ESRC/QUB 46 31 24
Aug Lucid Talk 48 41 1
Mar Social Market Research/Institute of Irish 45 30 25
Studies, University of Liverpool/Irish
News
2021
Oct-Dec NI Life and Times 48 34 18
Oct Social Market Research/Institute of Irish 59 29 12
Studies, University of Liverpool/Irish
News
Aug Lucid Talk 49 42 9
June NI Life and Times 53 30 17
May Kantar/Belfast Telegraph 44 35 21
Apr Lucid Talk 49 43 8
Feb Savanta ComRes/ITV News 49 36 15
Jan Lucid Talk/Sunday Times 47 42 1
2020
Oct-Dec NI Life and Times 53 30 17
Feb Lucid Talk 47 45 8
Jan-Feb Social Market Research/ESRC/ 52 29 19
University of Liverpool
2019
Sep 2019- NI Life and Times 51 25 24
Feb
2020
Sep Lord Ashcroft 45 46 9
Mar IPSOS-MORI/Irish Times 45 32 23
2018
June Lord Ashcroft 49 44 7
May LucidTalk/BBC 45 42 13
May ICM 50 21 29
2017
Sep 2017- NI Life and Times 55 22 22
Feb
2018
July Social Market Research/ESRC/ 53 27 20

University of Liverpool

Notes: (a) Figures may not total 100% due to (i) rounding (ii) alternative answers provided beyond the
response boxes. (b) Not all surveys used the ‘Would not vote’ and ‘refused’ categories.
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