
Public Opinion on the Island: A Brief Overview of Phase One 
of the ARINS ‘North and South’ Project (2022–2024)

John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Jamie Pow, Dawn Walsh

Irish Studies in International Affairs, Volume 36, Number 2, ARINS -
Analysing and Researching Ireland, North and South 2025, pp. 336-354
(Article)

Published by Royal Irish Academy
DOI:

For additional information about this article

This work is licensed under a 

https://doi.org/10.1353/isia.2025.a972475

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/972475

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
[96.45.40.98]   Project MUSE (2025-12-30 09:21 GMT)



Public Opinion on the Island: A Brief 
Overview of Phase One of the ARINS 
‘North and South’ Project (2022–2024)

John Garry
Queen’s University Belfast

Brendan O’Leary
University of Pennsylvania

Jamie Pow
Queen’s University Belfast

Dawn Walsh
University College Dublin

ABSTRACT

This article provides an overview of the first phase of the ARINS ‘North and 
South’ public opinion project on the island of Ireland, covering the years 

Authors’ email: j.garry@qub.ac.uk; boleary@upenn.edu; j.pow@qub.ac.uk; dawn.walsh@ucd.ie
ORCID iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2089-3817; https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6786-8715; https://orcid.org/0000-
0002-0550-2304; https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4065-7117

Irish Studies in International Affairs, Vol. 36, No. 2 (2025), 336–354, Analysing and Researching Ireland, North and 
South. DOI: 10.1353/isia.00013. © 2025 The Author(s). This is an open access article licensed under a Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License.

[9
6.

45
.4

0.
98

]  
 P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
25

-1
2-

30
 0

9:
21

 G
M

T
)



Garry et al.—Public Opinion on the Island    337

2022–2024. The background and aims of the project are outlined, along with 
the methodologies employed. The principal findings are then presented. 
These include trends in voting intentions in hypothetical future referendums; 
the perceived acceptability of the outcome of such referendums; and attitudes 
towards preparation and planning for the possibility of Irish unification/
reunification/unity. These findings indicate the current version of unifica-
tion most likely to maximise acceptance of the outcome of the (potential) 
referendums. Subsequent sections summarise public opinion on core features 
of potential unification, notably public symbols and models of executive for-
mation. Lastly, public perceptions of the potential economic consequences of 
unification are considered. We conclude by reflecting on future phases of the 
research programme. The second phase will start in 2026.

BACKGROUND AND AIMS

ARINS (Analysing and Researching Ireland North and South) aims to provide 
authoritative, independent and non-partisan analysis and research on con-
stitutional, institutional and policy options for Ireland, North and South. 
ARINS is a partnership between the Royal Irish Academy and the Keough–
Naughton Institute of Irish Studies in the University of Notre Dame. The 
first phase of the ‘North and South’ public opinion project was a distinct 
three-year collaboration between ARINS and the Irish Times (2022–2024). 
The aim of the project was to provide annual independent systematic infor-
mation on public opinion in both jurisdictions on the constitutional future 
of the island.1 All associated with the ARINS project use ‘North’ and ‘South’ 
as synonyms for Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland respectively, 
following the practice of the sovereign governments of Ireland and the UK 
in the text of the Belfast•Good Friday Agreement. 

METHODOLOGY

Each year systematic attitude surveys of the public were conducted in 
Northern Ireland and in the Republic of Ireland. In each jurisdiction a rep-
resentative sample of (at least) 1,000 members of the public were surveyed 

1 The ARINS project is available at: https://www.ria.ie/research-programmes/arins/.
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in-home by Ipsos B&A in the South and Ipsos NI in the North.2 An attitude 
survey is an extremely useful social science tool that can identify, with 
statistical precision, subject to confidence intervals (or margins of error), the 
prevalence of political views in the general public. And the survey data may 
be analysed to examine how views vary across demographic and political 
groups. The sampling procedure involved the random selection of geograph-
ical units, with face-to-face interviews conducted at each location according 
to overall demographic quotas. This approach helps to ensure that samples 
included respondents with varying degrees of political engagement—a par-
ticularly important consideration in these surveys given the likelihood 
that many previous non-voters will participate in a referendum on a highly 
consequential subject.3

In addition to attitude surveys, other methodological approaches are val-
uable in exploring public opinion. In 2022 we supplemented our surveys 
with focus groups. Ipsos B&A in the South and Ipsos NI in the North were 
commissioned to identify participants (two focus groups in each juris-
diction) who were likely to vote in a potential referendum (on the choice 
between Irish unification and Northern Ireland staying in the UK) and 
were either unsure how they would vote or indicated that they were open 
to persuasion. Participants were asked to discuss a series of questions on the 
issue of potential unification and their discussions were recorded and tran-
scribed. Evidence from focus groups enables us to understand why people 
may hold the views that they do, and the qualitative richness of the evi-
dence can augment the more descriptive statistical analysis facilitated by 
surveys. These particular focus groups provided an insight into the views 

2 See the appendices for a detailed description of sampling.
3 The main alternative approach is to administer surveys to online panels comprising self-selecting participants. 
Surveys conducted in this way are increasingly prevalent around the world, with the advantages of speed 
and cost effectiveness. However, even though online samples are typically weighted to be demographically 
representative of the target population on certain characteristics, there is evidence that online nonprobability 
panels include disproportionately high levels of politically engaged individuals: Courtney Kennedy, Andrew 
Mercer, Scott Keeter, Nick Hatley, Kyley McGeeney and Alejandra Gimenez, ‘Evaluating online nonprobability 
surveys’, Pew Research Center (2016), available at: https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/2016/05/02/
evaluating-online-nonprobability-surveys/ (8 August 2025). This is not necessarily a problem in itself, but we 
believe it is particularly important to capture sufficiently the attitudes of previous non-voters on issues relating 
to constitutional options for the island. Based on reasonable comparators, many regular non-voters are likely to 
vote in any referendum on Northern Ireland’s sovereign status. For example, turnout in the most recent Northern 
Ireland Assembly election was 63.6 per cent; in the referendum on the Good Friday Agreement turnout was 81.1 
per cent. N. Whyte, ‘Elections’ (2024), available at: https://www.ark.ac.uk/elections/fa22.htm (11 August 2025).
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of an especially important subset of voters in any referendum campaign on 
unification, namely persuadable voters.4 

In 2023 we augmented the conventional survey approach with a suite 
of what social scientists appropriately call ‘experiments’. These experi-
ments involved including in the surveys, both North and South, a battery 
of questions specially designed to assess whether providing people with 
different types of information affects their attitudes. Specifically, one 
random half of respondents, in both the Northern and Southern surveys, 
were provided with a description of political symbols that emphasised the 
strong association of each symbol with either the nationalist or unionist 
tradition on the island. And, for each symbol, the other random half of the 
respondents were provided with a description of the symbol that empha-
sised its shared heritage across both traditions. Randomised experimental 
design is particularly helpful to enable us to understand causation: in this 
case whether framing ostensibly divisive symbols as shared leads to their 
greater acceptability.5 

In 2024 we supplemented our annual surveys with distinct deliberative 
forums (also known as small-scale deliberative mini-publics) in the North and 
in the South. A broadly representative sample of 65 (South) and 63 (North) 
participants attended a hotel for a day (Athlone in the South and Belfast in the 
North). These participants were presented, in detail, with a series of different 
possible ways in which a united Ireland, if it was ever supported in referen-
dums, could be governed. The participants engaged in deliberative roundtable 
discussions on these different models of executive formation and there were 
question-and-answer sessions. The views of the participants were measured 
in questionnaires at the start and at the end of the day to assess whether the 
deliberative event caused them to change their evaluation of the different 
models. Generally, deliberative mini-publics are a valuable way to assess the 
considered views of the public on complex questions and they can thus com-
plement the views of the public on these questions as measured in surveys. 
Most especially, the deliberative exercises enable us to assess the likely direc-
tion of travel of the publics’ views once they begin seriously to consider the 

4 In two peer-reviewed articles the reports of these focus groups are used and analysed: see John Garry and 
Brendan O’Leary, ‘Preparing to maximise losers’ consent in contested sovereignty referendums: the potential 
case of referendums on Irish unification’, Political Studies 73 (2) (2024), 839–63; Jennifer Todd, Joanne McEvoy 
and John Doyle, ‘Time for deliberation, not decision, on the shape of a new united Ireland: evidence from the 
ARINS survey focus groups’, Irish Studies in International Affairs 34 (2) (2023), 122–48. 
5 See John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and James Pow, ‘My symbols or our symbols? The effect of inclusive 
narratives on the acceptability of out-group symbols’, Irish Studies in International Affairs 36 (2) (2025), 312–35.
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particular issue. This approach is especially valuable on the subject of how to 
govern a united Ireland given the topic’s novel and complex nature.6 

Overall, the research approach in the ARINS•Irish Times project was plu-
ralist, using mutually complementary mixed methods: surveys, focus groups, 
experiments and deliberative forums.

REFERENDUM: TRENDS, PREPARATION, ACCEPTABILITY

Three years of survey results provides only a small number of data points from 
which to try to infer trends, and so significant caveats are attached to any possi-
ble over-time patterns we identify from the three 2022–2024 surveys. We note, 
however, that in Northern Ireland there was a statistically significant rise in 
support for unification, from 27 per cent in 2022 to 34 per cent in 2024 (see 
Table 1). The level of support for staying in the UK was 50 per cent in 2022 and 
48 per cent in 2024. So, the pro-Union margin declined from 23 percentage points 

6 ‘How the North and South deliberative forums worked’, Irish Times, 6 March 2025. On the legitimacy of 
such forums see John Garry, Jamie Pow, John Coakley, David Farrell, Brendan O’Leary and James Tilley, ‘The 
perception of the legitimacy of citizens’ assemblies in deeply divided places? Evidence of public and elite opinion 
from consociational Northern Ireland’, Government and Opposition 57 (3) (2021), 532–51. Garry, O’Leary, Pow 
and Walsh have an article under review about opinion on executive design in diverse states.

Table 1. Referendum voting intentions (%)

Republic of 
Ireland

Northern Ireland

All Catholic Protestant

2022 2023 2024 2022 2023 2024 2022 2023 2024 2022 2023 2024

UK 16 16 17 50 51 48 21 21 18 79 81 82
United 
Ireland 66 64 64 27 30 34 55 59 63 4 4 7
Would 
not vote 5 7 6 5 5 3 3 3 4 5 5 2
Don’t 
know 13 13 13 18 15 14 21 18 15 13 10 9

Note: Question wording—If there was a referendum in the Republic of Ireland (ROI 
survey)/Northern Ireland (NI survey) asking people whether they want Northern Ireland 
to remain in the United Kingdom or to unify with the Republic of Ireland, how would you 
vote in that referendum? [Northern Ireland to stay in the United Kingdom; Northern 
Ireland to leave the United Kingdom and unify with the Republic of Ireland; I would not 
vote; Don’t know].
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in 2022 to 14 percentage points in 2024.7 This trend resembles that picked up by 
other academic surveys conducted using face-to-face interviews in Northern 
Ireland, as illustrated in Figure 1. In the Republic of Ireland, there appears to 
be more stability in voting intentions: across the three years, between 64 and 
66 per cent of respondents said they would vote in favour of Northern Ireland 
joining the Republic of Ireland; between 16 and 17 per cent said they would 
vote in favour of Northern Ireland staying in the UK.

Our surveys have also picked up a decline over time in the extent to which 
Northern Protestants indicate that they would find a pro-unity referendum 
outcome ‘almost impossible to accept’: down from approximately one third in 
2022 (32 per cent) to just under one quarter in 2024 (23 per cent). This change 
represents an increase in anticipated ‘losers’ consent’, which is crucial for 
peaceful democratic transition after elections or referendums.8

Our survey in 2024 also asked respondents how important (on a 0-10 scale) 
they felt it was to achieve Irish unification and (distinctly) how important it 
was for Northern Ireland to remain in the UK. Additionally, respondents were 
asked, on the same scale, how important it was to prepare for the possibility of 
Irish unification. Unsurprisingly, extremely few Northern Protestants saw the 
achievement of unity as a top priority, but a much greater proportion empha-
sised the importance of preparing for its possibility. This finding is important 
as it demonstrates that members of the public, and particularly Northern 
Protestants, are well able to distinguish between not wanting something on the 
one hand and favouring preparation for its possible occurrence on the other.9 
We have also found stable support for the idea that referendums are the appro-
priate mechanism to decide the constitutional futures of the island (see Table 2).

DIFFERENT TYPES OF UNIFICATION 

In our 2022 surveys, we presented respondents with two possible types of Irish 
unification. In the ‘integrated’ model of Irish unity, Northern Ireland would no 

7 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Jamie Pow and Dawn Walsh, ‘Trends show rise in support for Irish unity among 
Northern voters’, Irish Times, 7 February 2025. The results in each year are subject to confidence intervals of ±3 per cent.
8 See Garry and O’Leary, ‘Preparing to maximise losers’ consent in contested sovereignty referendums’; 
Brendan O’Leary, John Garry and Jamie Pow, ‘Signs that “losers’ consent” among Protestants for Irish unity 
is increasing in Northern Ireland’, Irish Times, 2 December 2023; and footnote 6 above. For the first extensive 
discussion of the concept of loser’s consent see Christopher J. Anderson, André Blais, Shaun Bowler, Todd 
Donovan and Ola Listhaug, Loser’s consent (Oxford, 2005).
9 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Jamie Pow and Dawn Walsh, ‘Support for planning is evident among those for 
and against Irish unity’, Irish Times, 10 February 2025.
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Figure 1. Northern Ireland referendum voting intention trends from academic surveys, 2019–2024
Note: Figure 1 displays point estimates (%) of Northern Ireland referendum voting intentions reported by ARINS 
surveys (2022–2024), the Northern Ireland General Election Study ((NIGES) (2019 and 2024) and the annual 
Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (NILTS) (2019–2024); the last of these first directly measured voting 
intentions in a potential referendum on a united Ireland in 2019. Point estimates of options other than support 
for Northern Ireland staying in the UK (black dots) or joining a united Ireland (grey dots) are not shown. Data 
from all three academic projects were used to generate the solid lines of best fit. For reference, the dotted lines 
of best fit are based only on the NIGES and NILTS results. 
NIGES question wording: If there was a border poll tomorrow, would you vote for Northern Ireland to stay 
as part of the United Kingdom or for a United Ireland? [Stay as part of the United Kingdom; United Ireland; 
Don’t know].
NILTS question wording: Suppose there was a referendum tomorrow on the future of Northern Ireland and 
you were being asked to vote on whether Northern Ireland should unify with the Republic of Ireland. Would 
you vote ‘yes’ to unify with the Republic or ‘no’? [Yes, should unify with the Republic; No, should not unify 
with the Republic; Would not vote; Not eligible to vote; Other answer; Don’t know].
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Table 2. Attitudes to the holding of referendums (%)

Republic of 
Ireland

Northern Ireland

All Catholic Protestant

2022 2023 2024 2022 2023 2024 2022 2023 2024 2022 2023 2024

Yes, there 
should be 
referendums 76 78 79 55 59 63 74 81 80 39 39 43
No, there 
should not be 
any 
referendums 13 12 10 30 27 20 12 10 6 47 45 37
Don’t know 11 10 10 15 13 17 14 9 14 14 16 20

Note: Question wording—Do you think there should be referendums in Northern Ireland 
and in the Republic of Ireland asking people whether they want Northern Ireland to 
remain in the United Kingdom or to unify with the Republic of Ireland? [Yes, there should 
be referendums; No, there should not be any referendums; Don’t know].
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longer exist as a political unit, and decisions would be made by an all-island 
parliament and government in Dublin. In contrast, under a ‘devolved’ model, 
Northern Ireland would continue to exist, within a united Ireland, and would 
keep its own assembly, power-sharing executive, and power over health, edu-
cation and policing. Our survey data suggested that while Northern Protestants 
are, unsurprisingly, not strongly enamoured by any version of unification, they 
are much less hostile to a devolved than an integrated version. This finding may 
suggest that advocates of Irish unity may be more likely to assuage the concerns 
of unionists about Irish unity by proposing a devolved model of unification. 
However, such advocates would have to take on the challenge of persuading 
sceptical Southerners and Northern Catholics who prefer the integrated model 
to the devolved model.10 Complicating matters, previous research by three of 
the authors in the ARINS public opinion team shows that in a deliberative 
forum in which participants are asked to contemplate the event of unification, 
support for persisting devolution in the North falls among Protestants.11

We also found that Northern Protestants’ opposition to Irish unity would 
be less intense if a united Ireland were to adopt a UK-style health service that 
is free at the point of care. Similarly, their hostility to unification declines if 
the proposed education system is non-religious. Our survey data suggests 
that Southerners would not be hostile to these health and education propos-
als, though the details would obviously matter.12

What would be strongly opposed by Southerners, based on our 2022 
surveys, and the supplementary focus groups, is the idea of rejoining the 
Commonwealth, or changing the national flag and anthem. Such moves 
would partially mitigate the concerns of Northern Protestants, but to a lower 
extent than having their preferred health and education systems.13

10 See John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, John Coakley, James Pow and Lisa Whitten, ‘Public attitudes to different possible 
models of a united Ireland: evidence from a citizens’ assembly in Northern Ireland’, Irish Political Studies 35 (3) (2020), 
91–119. See John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Paul Gillespie and Roland Gjoni, ‘Public attitudes to Irish unification: 
evidence on models and process from a deliberative forum in Ireland’, Irish Studies in International Affairs 33 (2) 
(2022), 246–86. See also, summarising the articles above, Brendan O’Leary and John Garry, ‘Integrated vs devolved: 
two possible forms for united Ireland that divide opinion North and South’, Irish Times, 10 December 2022.
11 See Garry et al., ‘Public attitudes to different possible models of a united Ireland’; John Garry, Brendan 
O’Leary, Jamie Pow and Dawn Walsh, ‘Support for planning is evident among those for and against Irish unity’, 
Irish Times, 10 February 2025.
12 Brendan O’Leary and John Garry, ‘Health service, economy and peace are key concerns about united Ireland’, 
Irish Times, 5 December 2022; John Garry and Brendan O’Leary, ‘Preparing to maximise losers’ consent in contested 
sovereignty referendums: the potential case of referendums on Irish unification’, Political Studies 73 (4), 1–25.
13 On flags and anthems there may be some limited flexibility: see John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and Jamie Pow, 
‘United Ireland: Southern voters open to discussion on flags and anthem’, Irish Times, 9 December 2023. On 
the Commonwealth see John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Jamie Pow and Dawn Walsh, ‘Southerners and northern 
nationalists dislike Commonwealth more than Nato’, Irish Times, 8 February 2025.
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Our focus groups suggested that undecided Southerners were surprised, 
unpleasantly, by the idea of making such symbolic changes. One participant 
in a focus group stated: ‘I just figured they join us and that would be that.’ 
Another reacted to the idea of rejoining the Commonwealth with, ‘Oh God 
no [laughing], you are just asking for trouble there.’14

SYMBOLS

The strong opposition of Southerners, in our 2022 surveys and focus groups, 
to changing the status quo on culturally and symbolically significant matters 
such as the Commonwealth, flag and anthem prompted us to investigate pos-
sible flexibility of views on these matters in our 2023 surveys. Southerners, 
we found, were somewhat open to procedures that might result in change 
in the flag and anthem, if they had a veto on the changes in a subsequent 
referendum. Moreover, one third of Southerners were in favour of a new 
constitution, and another third were open to amending the existing consti-
tution to facilitate unification. Southerners were also open to discussion on 
considering changes to the presidency and senate that would accommodate 
British-identifying Protestants.15

We embedded experiments in our 2023 surveys. These were designed to 
assess the extent to which respondents were more open to accepting out-
group symbols if such symbols are framed as shared rather than exclusive. In 
each case no deception was involved: respondents were offered accurate but 
different framings of the same symbols. We found that Southerners’ views 
were indeed shaped by the information they were provided with. Southerners’ 
hostility to the Red Hand of Ulster and the Commonwealth declined sub-
stantially when the symbol was accompanied by text de-emphasising their 
association with British identity (though a strong majority of Southern voters 
remained opposed to Commonwealth membership no matter how it was pre-
sented). The mutability of Southerners’ views contrasts with the entrenched 

14 John Garry and Brendan O’Leary, ‘Debate over symbols of a united Ireland shows up a big North–South 
difference’, Irish Times, 5 December 2022. See footnote 3. 
15 See John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and Jamie Pow, ‘Would a united Ireland require a new constitution?’, 
Irish Times, 9 December 2023; John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and Jamie Pow, ‘Would a new office of vice-
president help inclusivity in an united Ireland?’, Irish Times, 11 December 2023 (the latter article also reports 
our findings on reactions to proposed changes in the composition and role of the Senate). See also Garry et 
al., ‘United Ireland: Southern voters open to discussion on flags and anthem’; Garry et al., ‘My symbols or 
our symbols?’.
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views of Northern Protestants towards Irish national symbols: different fram-
ings of the national flag of Ireland (tricolour) and the shamrock did not elicit 
different reactions.16

EXECUTIVE FORMATION 2024

If referendums were held and majorities North and South supported uni-
fication, how exactly would the resulting united Ireland be governed at its 
centre? We presented respondents to our surveys, North and South, with core 
features of five possible models of executive formation. We also conducted 
two identical and directly comparable small-scale deliberative mini-publics 
(or mini-citizens’ assemblies) North and South to identify the considered 
views of the public, once they had a chance to learn about and discuss each 
possible approach. 

We sought to identify the particular model of government formation that 
would be maximally acceptable to all three relevant groups: Southerners, 
Northern Catholics and Northern Protestants. A crucial aspect of our defi-
nition of ‘acceptable’ is that the most favoured model should be robustly 
acceptable, in the sense that not only did it receive support from all three 
relevant groups in the survey, but that support did not collapse when it was 
scrutinised in the deliberative forum. 

Drawing on both the survey and deliberative data, the particular model that 
robustly emerges as least unacceptable to Southerners, Northern Protestants 
and Northern Catholics is what we call the ‘inclusive coalition’ model. This 
model is based on certain features from the current approach to executive 
formation in Northern Ireland, namely that all sizeable parties (in our model, 
all parties that achieve 7 per cent of parliamentary seats) have a right to 
participate in the coalition government and to be allocated cabinet posts in 
proportion to their size. Under this inclusive coalition model, it would be 
highly likely that the largest unionist party would be included in government 
formation. This model would not include key features currently used in the 
North: there would be only one prime minister, and no group would have a 
veto over legislation. 

16 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and James Pow, ‘Northern voters’ views on Irish symbols pose interesting 
challenges to advocates of unification’, Irish Times, 20 January 2024; John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and James 
Pow, ‘Imperial hangover or club of independent republics? How the Commonwealth is sold impacts Irish 
responses’, Irish Times, 19 January 2024; John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and James Pow, ‘Can the Red Hand of 
Ulster be transformed into a unifying image for the island of Ireland?’, Irish Times, 22 January 2024. See also 
Garry et al., ‘My symbols or our symbols?’.

[9
6.

45
.4

0.
98

]  
 P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
25

-1
2-

30
 0

9:
21

 G
M

T
)



346    Irish Studies in International Affairs   

Another model we examined had strong support among survey respondents 
in our three relevant groups: an approach to executive formation in which 
there would be a rule that four of the fifteen cabinet posts in the all-island gov-
ernment must be filled by representatives elected in one of the six Northern 
counties. This model also had support among all three groups at the start of 
the deliberations. But support plummeted among Northern Protestants after 
it became clear, during the day of deliberation, that there was no guarantee 
that any of the four would be unionist.

The least supported approach to government formation under unity is 
the power-sharing model used in Northern Ireland. Also attracting limited 
support, particularly among Southerners, was a model in which there would 
be a quota of two cabinet seats for unionists combined with a veto over legis-
lation (subject to Supreme Court approval).17 The current model in the South 
(voluntary coalition, including bargaining over its composition) was rela-
tively popular among Southerners and Northern Catholics. However, support 
for this model among Northern Protestants declined during the deliberations 
because of fears that their representatives would not be included.

ECONOMICS

As measured in our surveys in the 2023 wave, Protestants in Northern Ireland 
have a largely negative evaluation of the economic implications of potential 
unification. They believe that economic benefits from unification would be 
greater in the South than in the North, or they believe that North and South 
would incur mutual ruin. Southerners, in contrast, generally think either that 
the North would benefit more than the South or that both parts of the island 
would economically benefit from unification.18 

While Southerners have a rosier interpretation of the economic effects of 
unification than Northern Protestants, most Southerners believe that there 
would likely be some costs, especially when we ask about both the short 

17 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Jamie Pow and Dawn Walsh, ‘What did voters say about governing a united 
Ireland?’, Irish Times, 6 March 2025; Garry et al., ‘How the deliberative forums, North and South, worked’; John 
Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Jamie Pow and Dawn Walsh, ‘From majority-rule to inclusive coalitions: five possible 
models for governing a united Ireland’, Irish Times, 6 March 2025; John Garry, Brendan O’Leary, Jamie Pow and 
Dawn Walsh, ‘Governing a united Ireland: “inclusive coalition” all-Ireland government may emerge as model 
with broadest support’, Irish Times, 6 March 2025. See also Garry et al., ‘Designing robustly acceptable rules of 
executive formation in diverse states’.
18 Garry et al., ‘North and South differ on benefits of unity’.
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term and the long term. A majority of respondents in the Republic expect 
long-term gain from unification but short-term pain. Our analysis, however, 
suggests that Southerners who expect short-term transition costs are not 
deterred from supporting unification: they are just as likely to support unity 
as the Southerners who think there will be both long- and short-term eco-
nomic benefits.19 

In a similar vein, respondents in the Republic indicated that they were 
open to considering paying for the costs of transitioning to a united Ireland. 
One third of respondents favoured assigning 10 per cent of any budgetary 
surplus to a sovereign wealth fund specially designed to cover the short-term 
costs of unification. A quarter of respondents opposed the idea and just under 
one third ‘would like to know more about this’ before reaching a final view.20 

We also presented our survey respondents with different possible 
ways in which their economic situation could be affected by unification: 
we asked them to imagine unification resulting in them being worse off 
by €4,000/£3,500, and to imagine being better off by the same amount. 
We found that the negative economic scenario led Northern Protestants, 
Northern ‘others’ and anti-unity Northern Catholics to say they would be 
less likely to support unification. And for these groups the positive eco-
nomic scenario had only a minimally positive effect on their anticipated 
level of support for unity. We found the opposite effects for Southerners and 
Northern pro-unity Catholics: the positive economic forecast elicits a very 
positive response while the negative economic forecast prompts a relatively 
mild negative response. Thus, people’s views on unification strongly shape 
how they react to the economic consequences of unification. Those opposed 
to unification look through a rather gloomy prism while pro-unity voters 
have a very positive reaction to positive economic news and are somewhat 
immune to negative forecasts.21 

Economic factors are likely to be highly salient and contested in any ref-
erendum campaign. Pro-unity campaigners may be buoyed by our findings: 
a focus on economic costs is unlikely to trigger a collapse in the pro-unity 
vote. Conversely, pro-Union actors may find encouragement in the fact that 

19 Garry et al., ‘Northern Protestants pessimistic on benefits of Irish unity’.
20 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and Jamie Pow, ‘North–South study: could the Republic’s budget surplus pay 
for a united Ireland fund?’, Irish Times, 4 December 2023. For probing anything innovative we believe that 
introducing the response option ‘would like to know more about this’ is better than a catch-all ‘don’t know’ 
category. 
21 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and Jamie Pow, ‘Money a big consideration for many in possible vote on Irish 
unity’, Irish Times, 4 December 2023.
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Northern Protestants and pro-Union Catholics appear somewhat immune to 
‘good news’ stories on the economics of unification. 

PROSPECTUS 

Phase One, the three-year ARINS ‘North and South’ project, in collaboration 
with the Irish Times, has, we hope, contributed to more informed and reflec-
tive public debate. It is the first time in the history of the island that there 
have been sustained consecutive surveys addressing the same subject matter 
in the two jurisdictions, accompanied by other techniques in the repertoires 
of opinion research: focus groups, experiments and deliberative forums. 
Whatever one’s normative preferences—whether in favour of or opposed to 
unification—one of the strongest findings, from both the surveys and the focus 
groups, is that the public do not want to repeat the Brexit referendum ‘expe-
rience’. Holding a referendum on unification without spelling out clearly in 
advance what unification would look like would not be looked kindly upon 
by the public. Our project has also contributed to gauging public opinion 
on different possible versions of unification, and in so doing has brought an 
important evidence-based component to the debate. 

Northern Ireland’s role in the UK may potentially evolve in numerous dif-
ferent ways, as may the UK, including the possibility of increased UK and 
EU cooperation. The UK itself may change fundamentally if a referendum 
on Scottish independence is held and a majority support change. One focus 
of our impending work in the next phase of the ARINS research programme 
will be to examine public opinion, North and South, on these dynamics, all 
the while preserving what is unique to our surveys, namely examining the 
public’s views on the same subjects in the two jurisdictions. The focus on UK 
dynamics will complement a continuing focus on all-island themes, such as 
policing and the administration of justice, which were not covered in Phase 
One, and an examination of how the public feel that such subjects are best 
addressed in the present—and in the event of possible unification. 

This brief overview has not reflected on the full range of our detailed find-
ings from the 2022–2024 ARINS ‘North and South’ project in collaboration 
with the Irish Times. Rather we have highlighted some major themes. We will 
be pleased if readers engage in the research published by the ARINS project 
on other subjects, including knowledge of political parties, policy positions, 
immigration, expected emotional reactions to unification or the preservation 
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of the status quo in future referendums, and the scale of cross-border con-
nections, to name but a few of the subjects we have broached. These subjects 
and others are all available on the ARINS website at the Royal Irish Academy.
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APPENDIX A: NORTHERN IRELAND TECHNICAL NOTES

Sampling procedure

The survey company Ipsos NI was commissioned to collect data for the annual 
surveys in Northern Ireland between 2022 and 2024. Sample information is given 
in Tables A1 and A2. In each year, 100 sampling points were selected at random 
from Northern Ireland’s electoral wards. For each sample point interviewers were 
provided with a list of addresses at which they could call and obtain in-home 
face-to-face interviews. Approximately ten interviews were conducted at each 
sample point, with overall quotas for age group, gender, social class and region. 
Fieldwork was conducted between August and October 2022 (n = 1,009); August 
and October 2023 (n = 1,009); and August and September 2024 (n = 1,000).

Weighting

At the time of planning the first wave of the surveys in the spring of 2022 it 
was not certain that the complete 2021 Census results would be available at 

Table A1. Northern Ireland sample information

2022 2023 2024

Unweighted Weighted Unweighted Weighted Unweighted Weighted

Male 495 (49%) 515 (51%) 495 (49%) 490 (49%) 497 (50%) 486 (49%)
Female 512 (51%) 498 (49%) 514 (51%) 519 (51%) 503 (50%) 514 (51%)
18–29 212 (21%) 257 (25%) 178 (18%) 187 (19%) 189 (19%) 185 (19%)
30–44 262 (26%) 250 (25%) 285 (28%) 258 (26%) 274 (27%) 256 (26%)
45–59 257 (25%) 253 (25%) 244 (24%) 262 (26%) 244 (24%) 260 (26%)
60+ 278 (28%) 254 (25%) 302 (30%) 302 (30%) 293 (29%) 299 (30%)
ABC1 556 (55%) 437 (43%) 476 (47%) 452 (45%) 476 (48%) 448 (45%)
C2DE 451 (45%) 576 (57%) 533 (53%) 557 (55%) 524 (52%) 552 (55%)
Catholic 413 (41%) 424 (42%) 482 (48%) 461 (46%) 516 (52%) 457 (46%)
Protestant 435 (43%) 422 (42%) 400 (40%) 439 (44%) 377 (38%) 435 (44%)
Other 22 (2%) 23 (2%) 26 (3%) 15 (2%) 21 (2%) 15 (2%)
None 139 (14%) 146 (14%) 101 (10%) 94 (9%) 86 (9%) 93 (9%)
Total 1009 (100%) 1009 (100%) 1000 (100%)

Note: Categories of religion are based on the religion/religion-brought-up-in measure used 
in the official census. Respondents were asked both their current religion and the religion 
they were brought up in. Where an interviewee responded ‘none’ to the first question on 
current religion, the religion he/she was brought up in is recorded in the aggregate measure 
(where applicable).
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the time of analysis, so the research team made the decision prior to data col-
lection that the analysis would be weighted according to core demographic 
factors based on the results of the 2011 Census (region, age group and social 
class), plus the Northern Ireland Assembly election results of May 2022, which 
were already available and provided an up-to-date point of reference of the 
political landscape.

When planning the subsequent rounds of the ARINS•Irish Times surveys, 
the research team decided to weight the analysis according to five factors 
based on the results of the then available 2021 Census: gender, age group, 
social class, constituency and religion/religion-brought-up-in. A constituency 
variable was not included in the 2022 dataset, so it is not possible to weight 
the 2022 results for Northern Ireland using exactly the same weighting as 
used in 2023 and 2024. However, a directly comparable weight can be con-
structed from the remaining four variables: gender, age group, social class and 
religion/religion-brought-up-in. Supplementary analysis using both weights 
is reported in Appendix C.

Table A2. Republic of Ireland sample information

2022 2023 2024

Unweighted Weighted Unweighted Weighted UnweightedWeighted

Male 532 (51%) 511 (49%) 501 (49%) 498 (49%) 505 (50%) 487 (49%)
Female 511 (49%) 532 (51%) 518 (51%) 521 (51%) 495 (49%) 513 (51%)
18–24 96 (9%) 119 (11%) 90 (9%) 114 (11%) 105 (10%) 113 (11%)
25–34 159 (15%) 167 (16%) 146 (14%) 163 (16%) 158 (16%) 160 (16%)
35–49 325 (31%) 313 (30%) 318 (31%) 303 (30%) 299 (30%) 295 (29%)
50–64 251 (24%) 242 (23%) 227 (22%) 238 (23%) 251 (25%) 236 (24%)
65+ 212 (20%) 202 (19%) 238 (23%) 201 (20%) 192 (19%) 201 (20%)
Dublin 296 (28%) 304 (29%) 296 (29%) 297 (29%) 290 (29%) 291 (29%)
Rest of 
Leinster 273 (26%) 276 (27%) 269 (26%) 272 (27%) 265 (26%) 266 (27%)
Munster 281 (27%) 278 (27%) 261 (26%) 273 (27%) 272 (27%) 269 (27%)
Connacht/
Ulster 193 (19%) 185 (18%) 193 (19%) 177 (17%) 177 (18%) 178 (18%)
Education 1 234 (22%) 292 (28%) 202 (20%) 248 (24%) 183 (18%) 244 (24%)
Education 2 424 (41%) 428 (41%) 416 (41%) 396 (39%) 421 (42%) 391 (39%)
Education 3 379 (36%) 313 (30%) 294 (39%) 365 (36%) 396 (39%) 260 (36%)
Total 1043 (100%) 1019 (100%) 1005 (100%)

Note: Education 1 = No formal education / primary level / lower secondary; Education  
2 = Upper secondary / Apprenticeship / Technical qualification / Certificate level; Education 
3 = Completed third level with degree / master’s / doctorate.
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APPENDIX B: REP UBLIC OF IRELAND TECHNICAL NOTES

Sampling procedure

In the Republic of Ireland, the survey company Ipsos B&A was commissioned 
to collect the data each year. A stratified, random sampling approach was 
used: all sampling units (electoral districts) in the country were stratified 
geographically, and sampling points selected within each stratum randomly 
regarding the population size of each sampling unit. At each point, a random 
start address was selected, from which the interviewer followed a random 
route to complete an assignment of interviews adhering to set demographic 
quota controls. Fieldwork was conducted between August and October 2022 
(n = 1,043); August and October 2023 (n = 1,019); and August and October 
2024 (n = 1,005).

Weighting

Results are weighted for age, gender, region and education level.

APPENDIX C: SUPPLEMENTARY ANALYSIS

Given the update to the weighting procedure applied to the Northern Ireland 
results from 2023 onwards (as described and explained in Appendix A), as 
a robustness check we examine whether the 2022 results—specifically, ref-
erendum voting intentions—would have been any different if they had been 
weighted in the way the subsequent 2023 and 2024 sets of results were 
weighted. A completely identical weighting factor cannot be constructed for 
2022 because a constituency variable was not included in the 2022 dataset, 
but we can construct a fresh weight based on the four remaining variables 
(gender, age group, social class and religion/religion-brought-up-in), all of 
which are from the 2021 Census.

Referendum voting intention results from 2022 are reported in Table 
A3, using both the original weighting factor and the alternative four-factor 
weighting variable. The differences are between one quarter and one half of 
a percentage point.
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For completeness, in Tables A4 and A5 we replicate the 2023 and 2024 
results for this question using the new four-factor weight based on gender, age, 
social class and religion/religion-brought-up-in (i.e. excluding constituency). 

In sum, when an identical four-factor demographic weight based on the 
2021 Census is applied consistently to the 2022, 2023 and 2024 sets of referen-
dum voting intention results for Northern Ireland, the substantive findings 
of the surveys remain strikingly similar. We are therefore very confident that 
we can robustly report meaningful comparison across each of the time points. 

Table A3. Referendum voting intention results from 2022

2022 %
(original five-factor 

weighting)

2022 %
(identical four-factor 

weighting)

Difference

Stay in UK 49.55 49.29 0.26
United Ireland 27.11 27.64 0.53
Would not vote 5.39 4.88 0.51
Don’t know 17.95 18.20 0.25

Table A4. Referendum voting intention results from 2023

2023 %
(original five-factor 

weighting)

2023 %
(identical four-factor 

weighting)

Difference

Stay in UK 50.67 50.71 0.04
United Ireland 30.29 30.60 0.31
Would not vote 4.52 4.51 0.01
Don’t know 14.62 14.18 0.44

Table A5. Referendum voting intention results from 2022

2024 %
(original five-factor 

weighting)

2024 %
(identical four-factor 

weighting)

Difference

Stay in UK 47.80 47.90 0.10
United Ireland 34.37 34.15 0.22
Would not vote 3.45 3.49 0.04
Don’t know 14.39 14.46 0.07
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