
 

Political Opinion Polls  
No. 1 2009 

 
 

 

Editorial Contents 

Editorial            1
Executive summary           2
   
Part 1  
Theory & Practice of Opinion Polling 
• Do polls influence voter behaviour?    4
• Accuracy of voter intention polls         6 
• Restrictions on opinion polls             15 
 
Part 2  
Referendum polls, Lisbon Treaty 
Referendum 2008 
• Voter behaviour in referendums        17
• Post-referendum polls                       20
 
Appendix A: Polling methodology           30 
 
Bibliography                                          33

The Library & Research Service Spotlight series 
aims to provide in-depth briefings for members 
on topical issues. It is intended that this issue 
will provide members with research relevant to 
their electoral role.  

Opinion polls are a constant feature of Irish 
elections. In a year when there will be local and 
European elections as well as a second 
referendum on the Lisbon Treaty political 
opinion polling has been examined for this issue 
of Spotlight. 

The Library & Research Service commissioned 
Michael Marsh, Professor of Comparative 
Political Behaviour at Trinity College, Dublin to 
write an article on the accuracy of Irish opinion 
polls for this Spotlight. Prof. Marsh has done 
substantial research on opinion polling published 
in the How Ireland Voted series and he also 
maintains the Irish Opinion Poll Archive.  

There is analysis of the opinion polls taken 
during and after the Lisbon Treaty Referendum 
2008 to explain why voters voted as they did. No liability is accepted to any person arising out 

of any reliance on the contents of this paper.  
Nothing herein constitutes professional advice 
of any kind.  This document contains a general 
summary of developments and is not complete 
or definitive.  It has been prepared for 
distribution to Members to aid them in their 
Parliamentary duties.  It is not for general 
circulation outside the Houses of the 
Oireachtas.  Authors are available to discuss 
the contents of these papers with Members and 
their staff. 

The most recent polls, taken in January 2009 
appear to indicate a shift among voters in favour 
of the Treaty. 
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Opinion polling has its roots in nineteenth 
century American newspapers. George Gallup 
was a key figure in the history of opinion polling, 
introducing methods of scientific sampling. In 
1935 he founded a polling company that later 
became the Gallup Organization. Gallup’s 
methods were introduced in Europe in the 
1930’s. Since the 1980’s political polls have 
been conducted in nearly all Western 
democracies. The first polls in Ireland were 
conducted ahead of the 1977 general election. 
They were not published as they were 
considered inaccurate although, in fact they 
accurately predicted the outcome. 

Voter behaviour as measured by political opinion 
polls is the topic for this issue of Spotlight. Apart 
from considering the possible influence of polls 
on voter behaviour no other aspect of voter 
behaviour is addressed. Neither electoral 
legislation nor the administration of elections 
and referendums are covered. 

This Spotlight is presented in two parts. The first 
part describes the theory and practice of opinion 
polling. The second part focuses on opinion 
polls taken during and after referendum 
campaigns; in particular the Lisbon Treaty 
Referendum 2008. Appendix A has a detailed 
description of polling methodology. 
 
The Oireachtas Library & Research Service 
would like to thank the following people and 
organisations who made opinion poll reports and 
data available: Pat Leahy, Sunday Business 
Post, Aisling Byrne, TNS MRBI, Paul Moran, 
Millward Brown IMS and James McBride, Irish 
Social Science Data Archive, UCD.  

Part 1.Theory and Practice of 
Opinion Polls 
This part outlines research on the influence 
opinion polls may have on voter behaviour, the 
accuracy of Irish opinion polls with particular 
reference to polling methodology and 
international restrictions on publishing opinion 
polls. 

There is no conclusive evidence that opinion 
polls influence voter behaviour. Although certain 
studies have found some effect, it is only with a 
small number of voters. This is significant 
because those who propose banning the  

 

Executive Summary 

publication of polls argue that opinion polls do 
influence voter behaviour.  

The next section, written by Prof. Michael Marsh 
and Jennifer Brett IRCHSS Scholar, Political 
Science Department, Trinity College, addresses 
the accuracy of Irish opinion polls in predicting 
election and referendum results. Generally, the 
polls have been accurate, with polls taken 
closest to an election the most accurate. 
Although polls consistently overestimate the 
Fianna Fáil vote and underestimate the Fine 
Gael vote there is no agreement as to why this 
happens. At referendums, early polls have a 
tendency to overestimate the yes vote. Voter 
volatility, which is a feature of voter behaviour 
during referendum campaigns in Ireland and 
elsewhere, may partly explain this.  

The accuracy with which opinion polls predict 
election and referendum results is dependent on 
the methods employed. Media organisations, 
including RTE and BBC have strict guidelines on 
the reporting of opinion polls. Newspapers 
typically carry articles by polling companies 
outlining details of methods when reporting on a 
new opinion poll.  

There are three main polling companies in 
Ireland commissioned by newspapers to 
conduct political opinion polls; TNS MRBI - Irish 
Times; RED C – Sunday Business Post; 
Millward Brown  IMS – Independent 
Newspapers.  All use a sample of around 1000 
people selected to fit various demographic 
quotas, after that they vary in terms of how 
interviews are conducted and how results are 
weighted to remove bias.   

Given the level of accuracy opinion polls attain it 
may not be surprising that the publication of poll 
results are banned in most European countries 
in the final days and hours before an election. 
Twice since 1991 there have been attempts to 
introduce a ban on the publication of polls in 
Ireland ahead of elections. 

Part 2. Referendum Polls 
This part is focused primarily on the Lisbon 
Treaty Referendum 2008. It was a controversial 
referendum subject to extensive opinion polling 
both before and after the vote. 

Voter behaviour during referendum campaigns 
is more volatile than in election campaigns in 
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both the Irish and international context. Voter 
volatility in referendum campaigns is at its 
highest when the issue has not been extensively 
debated in advance of the campaign or when 
the issue is very important to the electorate or 
when traditional party allegiances break down. 
International research asserts that campaigners 
against a particular proposal are at an 
advantage. By raising doubts about what is 
actually proposed they can weaken support for 
the proposal. Given the high level of voter 
volatility, referendum campaigns have a stronger 
impact on the result than election campaigns. 
This was demonstrated in the divorce 
referendums of 1986 and 1995 as well as the 
Lisbon Treaty Referendum. 

The results of the three key surveys taken 
after the Lisbon Treaty Referendum 2008 
were analysed to determine the relative 
weight Lisbon Treaty issues or other domestic 
political (second order) issues had on voters.  
Referendums are considered less important 
than general elections and voters treat them 
as ‘second order’ elections. Local and 
European elections are considered second 
order elections where voters may seek to 
punish or reward government parties.  It was 
found that Treaty related issues determined 
voters’ choices.  ‘Yes’ voters were concerned 
that Ireland should maintain its influence in 
Europe while ‘no’ voters were concerned that 
Irish independence and in particular Irish 
neutrality should be maintained. 

It was announced in December 2008 that a 
second referendum on the Lisbon Treaty will be 
held in 2009. Two polls conducted in January 
2009 suggest a shift to yes among voters since 
the last referendum. While the polls do not 
explore the reasons behind this shift in opinion, 
suggested reasons include a fear generated by 
the deepening economic recession in Ireland.  
However, we should be cautious about the 
significance of this reported shift in opinion given 
the marked tendency for voter volatility during 
referendum campaigns. It is worth recalling that 
opinion polls represent a snapshot of public 
opinion at a given time.  
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Table 1: Theories of Opinion Poll Influences on Voter Behaviour
 
Theory Effect on Beneficiary (s) 
Bandwagon  Vote Stronger parties 
Underdog  Vote  Weaker party 
Defeatist  Voter turnout: supporters 

of weak parties do not 
bother voting as it looks 
hopeless  

Stronger parties 

Lethargy Voter turnout: supporters 
of strong parties do not 
bother voting as it looks 
like a foregone conclusion 

Weaker parties  

Guillotine  Vote: supporters of 
smaller parties vote for 
their second choice so as 
not to waste their vote 
(because in some 
systems parties that 
receive less than 5% of 
the popular vote cannot 
win any seats)  

Large parties  

Facilitating tactics Vote: supporters of a 
party vote for their second 
choice to facilitate a 
coalition  

Other parties  

Preventative tactics Vote: the supporters of a 
party vote for their second 
choice in order to prevent 

Other parties  

an overall majority   
Source: Donsbach, 2001, 22 
 

inning 

                                                

 
Part 1. Theory and Practice of Opinion Polling 

This part is presented in three sections outlining 
research on the influence opinion polls may 
have on voter behaviour, the accuracy of Irish 
opinion polls and international restrictions on 
publishing opinion polls that are currently in 
place. 

Do polls influence voter 
behaviour? 
There are a number of theories on how opinion 
polls influence voter behaviour. The most 
popular is the bandwagon hypothesis which 
proposes that the predictions put pressure on 
some undecided voters to vote for the party that 
is expected to win. The underdog effect is also 
proposed; news that one party is ahead in the 
polls will encourage other people to vote for the 
weaker party. Other proposed effects are 
outlined in Table 1. Many of these are 
particularly relevant to majoritarian electoral 
systems or to proportional representation 
systems in which parties that win less than a 
certain % of the popular vote are excluded from 
winning seats (e.g. there is a 5% threshold in 
Germany and New Zealand) (Donsbach, 2001, 
27).    

The evidence to support the effect of opinion 
polls on voter behaviour is inconclusive. Studies 
have used a range of methodologies including 
self-reports (by survey respondents), ex-post-
facto analysis, natural experiments and field or 
laboratory experiments. While some studies 
have found bandwagon and other effects in 
particular elections, most studies have found no 
dominant or statistically significant effect.  
Many studies focus on the effect that publishing 
election results from Eastern US states has on 
voting behaviour in Western US states. This 
scenario presents researchers with a natural 
experiment; voters are not just equipped with a 
‘scientific’ prediction about who will win the 
election but with actual information about the 
result of the election. Some recent studies have 
uncovered effects on voter behaviour in the 
Western states, in particular in relation to 
turnout. However, most of these studies have 
found no statistically significant effect.  
(Donsbach,2001, 27).    

The most evidence in support of a relationship 
comes from experiments and self-reports. Using 
a controlled experiment in the US, Bock’s 
findings suggest that where opinion polls 
predicted landslide victories turnout is 

depressed (defeatist and 
lethargy effects).1   In one 
self-report study researchers 
asked their sample 
immediately after voting the 
extent to which opinion polls 
influenced their decision. 
Supporters of smaller parties 
were more likely than 
supporters of larger parties to 
perceive polls as having 
influenced their decision. 
This was considered to be 
the result of the threshold law 
in Germany which excludes 
parties with less than 5% of 
the popular vote from w
seats in parliament 
(Donsbach, 2001 pp. 24-25). 

 
1 De Bock, H (1972) ‘Influence 
of in-state election poll reports 
on candidate preference’ 
Journalism Quarterly, 1976    
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While the evidence is inconclusive there is 
enough suggestive information to support the 
proposal that opinion polls do influence the 
voting behaviour and/or turnout behaviour of at 
least some voters. Some commentators use this 
to support a ban on the publication of opinion 
polls during election campaigns. Their case 
rests on a desire to leave a fair field for the rival 
arguments, unaffected by ‘scientific’ predictions 
that could, in theory, be manipulated for party 
purposes (Butler, 1996, 245).  Those against 
banning polls argue if voters do take into 
consideration which party or group of parties 
they expect to win an election when deciding on 
their vote, it is better that this expectation is 
based on a well-designed opinion poll than on 
the (largely subjective) assertions of politicians 
or journalists (which, in the absence of opinion 
polls, will be the main source of information 
available). The rationale for banning the 
publication of exit polls until polling has finished 
is a separate, less controversial one. It is based 
on the democratic expectation that all voters 
should, in so far as possible, have the same 
information available to them at the time of 
voting.  

Accuracy of Polls is Key 
If opinion polls are poorly designed the case in 
favour of banning them close to elections is 
strengthened. If there is truth in the bandwagon, 
underdog and other theories about the influence 
of polls on voting behaviour and turnout, poorly 
designed opinion polls, which are presented as 
objective or scientific, actually mislead the 
public. For example, it is held that in the 1992 
UK General Election, the inaccuracy of the 
opinion polls (which consistently showed Labour 
to be in the lead) probably influenced the 
outcome in which the Conservatives won a 
narrow victory (Norris and Wlezier, 2005).  

In Ireland, the conduct and reporting of opinion 
polls by local media during the 2002 election 
was criticised. There were two key issues 
identified. First, the reporting of poorly-designed 
and executed, and therefore, probably 
inaccurate opinion polls as fact2. Second, a 
reporting style which saw editorials use opinion 
poll information as a basis on which to advise 
voters how to vote (McElroy and Marsh, 2003, 
171-2).  

                                                 

                                                

2 Sampling size, sampling methods and the failure to report 
on methodologies employed were criticised and led one 
candidate to call for legislation to ban the publication of 
unaccredited polls at future elections. (McElroy and Marsh, 
2003, 170).  

The balanced reporting of polls is important in 
this respect especially in view of the temptation 
to emphasise the more sensational findings over 
the methodological concerns. A practice has 
emerged in Ireland whereby the polling company 
writes a lead article about the poll, outlining 
methodology and urging caution about how to 
interpret the results, alongside the newspaper 
articles by political correspondents.   

The RTE guidelines on reporting the findings of 
opinion polls require programme makers to 
report on the sample size, statistical confidence 
limits, date of field work and the commissioning 
agency.3  The guidelines state that data should 
be interpreted as ‘suggesting’ rather than 
‘proving’ something. The BBC has similar rules 
for reporting voter intention polls.4 

 
3 RTE (2008) Programme standards and guidelines 2008. 
p56. Available online 
http://www.rte.ie/about/pdfs/programmeguidelines2008_en
g.pdf (accessed 2 December 2008) 
4 BBC (2008) Editorial policy guidance note. Opinion polls, 
surveys, questionnaires, votes and ‘straw polls’. Available 
online 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines/assets/a
dvice/opinion_polls.pdf (accessed 2 December 2008) 

http://www.rte.ie/about/pdfs/programmeguidelines2008_eng.pdf
http://www.rte.ie/about/pdfs/programmeguidelines2008_eng.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines/assets/advice/opinion_polls.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines/assets/advice/opinion_polls.pdf


Accuracy of Opinion Polls  
 

This section was commissioned by the 
Library & Research Service and written for 
Spotlight by Prof. Michael Marsh and 
Jennifer Brett IRCHSS Scholar in TCD 
Political Science Department. 
Polls are now a staple part of the election diet, 
not least because they focus attention on the 
‘horse race’ element of campaigns: who is going 
to win and who is going to lose. They may 
inspire some politicians and parties to greater 
efforts, but they equally may demobilise others, 
and there is a fear that they may also influence 
the behaviour of voters. It is in this context that 
this review examines the accuracy of these 
surveys. Whilst such polls are most frequent at 
general elections, they also feature at local and 
European elections and referendums. We will 
begin by outlining the methodology used by the 
polling companies included in this paper and 
identifying sources of possible error. This is 
followed by a brief overview of general election 
polls. We then provide an assessment of the 
accuracy of the polls of the 2004 local and 
European elections and compare these to the 
accuracy of the polls at general elections. 
Finally, EU referendums from the Single 
European Act in 1987 to the Lisbon Treaty 2008 
are analysed. 

Methodology and Sources of Error 
In any survey the aim is to interview a small 
number of people who will be representative of 
the much larger electorate, so that inferences 
can be made to the latter from the former. Many 
people may be sceptical that this can be done, 
but the laws of statistics demonstrate quite 
clearly that very accurate estimates can be 
made with a very low probability of error by 
taking 1000 or so people from the electorate and 
interviewing them. TNS MRBI, Millward Brown 
IMS and RED C all use a sample size of 1000 or 
so. The first two do their interviewing face to 
face in the respondent’s home; RED C use 
telephone interviewing, and so their sampling 
methods are a little different. The selection of 
individuals for in-home interviewing is a multi-
stage process. A number of addresses – 
typically 100 for a national poll – are selected 
nationally using the electoral register and these 
will be drawn from all constituencies. Starting 
from each address interviewers are instructed to 
interview a specified number of respondents in 
randomly selected houses around that point. 

Individual interviews are selected to fill pre-set 
age, class and gender quotas. Thus individual 
respondents are not pre-selected. If a person 
refuses to participate in the survey he or she is 
replaced with someone from the same age 
category and social band. The advantage of this 
method is that the survey can be conducted 
quickly and much less expensively than if the 
interviewer has to contact pre-selected 
respondents. 

RED C carries out telephone interviews, the first 
major Irish polling company to do so for media 
opinion polls. In an attempt to attain a 
representative sample they use an approach 
called random digit-dialling (RDD) to create a 
database of telephone numbers. By doing this 
they are able to ensure that they also reach 
households that are ex-directory. RED C also 
takes account of the growing number of voters 
who only have a mobile phone. Quotas are then 
set on demographics such as age, sex, social 
class and region to ensure that the people RED 
C speak to are representative of all adults aged 
18 or over, based on the very latest Census 
statistics. All companies typically then weight to 
these demographic parameters. (See Appendix 
A for further detail on polling methods). 

Some error in polls is unavoidable. In its 
essence public opinion is a tricky thing to 
measure. At best it is a snapshot of the public’s 
mood on a given day, but opinion can and does 
change. In order to assess the accuracy of any 
individual poll fully we would need some ‘true’ 
measure of public opinion on the particular day 
that the poll was carried out, but with the 
exception of exit polls this is not possible. When 
we compare opinion polls with election 
outcomes we cannot be certain of the extent to 
which the variation we witness between each 
poll’s estimate and the actual election result 
stems from real movement in public opinion 
subsequent to the poll or from simple survey 
error. In the latter case, it is important to know 
whether it arises from acceptable – essentially 
unavoidable – sampling error or from some 
other factor. Some fluctuation in polls is to be 
expected due to the problems of sampling from 
random distributions, but in general the larger 
the sample the smaller the sampling error. If we 
take these polls to be true random samples, and 
we find, for example, that the sample estimate of 
the Fianna Fáil vote is 50 per cent, then we can 
say with a known degree of certainty that that 
the real Fianna Fáil vote lies within a band 
centring on 50 per cent. With a sample size of 
around 1,000 we expect a sampling error of 3 
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per cent. That is, 95 times out of 100 we would 
expect the Fianna Fáil vote (at that time) to be 
within the range 47–53 per cent.5  

This expected error is random, so any estimate 
is as likely to be too high or too low. Whether 
opinion polls really are subject to a random error 
of this size, or a much greater magnitude, is 
questionable, as we have to make some major 
assumptions to treat such polls as true random 
samples. One is that everyone has a known 
chance of inclusion. In fact, this is not the case. 
The selection of clusters (areas in which to 
sample) may introduce more error and thus 
make the actual sampling error somewhat larger 
than 3 per cent. We will consider this in a little 
more detail below. A second assumption 
concerns non-response. We do not know what 
the ‘response rate’ is – the proportion of people 
invited to participate who accept – but it is 
certainly a long way below 100 percent and may 
even be as low as 20 percent. We have to 
assume that non-response is random.  

                                                 
5 This is the confidence interval. To be more precise, 95 
times out of 100 we would expect the true Fianna Fáil vote 
to be within the range 46.9 to .53.1, and 67 times out of 
100 to be within the range 48.4 to 51.6. This also implies 
that, for instance, five times out of a hundred it can be 
expected to be outside the former limits. 

If certain types of people are less willing, or 
simply less available, than others to be 
interviewed, and such people have different 
political views, then our sample is no longer 
random. More importantly, this introduces 
systematic error, or bias, into our sample. With 
random error we can at least say that, on 
average our estimates will be correct; this is no 
longer true with systematic error. There are 
other possible sources. Most notable, the actual 
level of voting in elections is typically lower that 
suggested by polls, and so the extent to which 
an intention is translated into a vote may 
introduce more error. Lyons also notes that 
undecided voters can be sources of error (2008, 
74). 

There are clearly flaws in the polling technique, 
flaws that are unavoidable. The extent to which 
this actually matters in practice is investigated 
below. We will look at the polls for the 2004 local 
and European Parliament elections as well as at 
referendums relating to the EU. But first we look 
at polls at and between general elections. 

Figure 1: Voting intentions 1977-2008 

Source: Marsh & Brett 2008 
 



8 

General Election Polls and Trends 
Political opinion polling in Ireland started with the 
1977 election. Ironically, Gallup polls done in 
1977 were not published as many in the press 
expected the Fine Gael-Labour coalition to win 
and did not believe the estimates putting Fianna 
Fáil at around 50 percent, a vote they actually 
achieved! Figure 1 shows estimates of the 
Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and Labour votes from all 
polls since 1977. The vertical lines of the figure 
indicate general elections. Although this is not 
shown in the graph there are no systematic 
differences in the estimates from Millward Brown 
IMS and TNS MRBI until after the end of 1999. 
(Of course each was conducting polls at 
different times, but we would expect over the 
period of almost 25 years for differences due to 
this factor to cancel out.) This suggests either 
that there was no systemic error, or at least that 
both companies were making the same 
systematic error. 

An interesting development in late 1999 was the 
introduction by TNS MRBI of a new adjustment 
when calculating a figure for vote intention. This 
had the effect of reducing the Fianna Fáil 
estimate and so inflating those for most other 
parties. The tendency for Millward Brown IMS to 
give a higher Fianna Fáil figure than TNS MRBI 
dates from this time. Millward Brown IMS 
followed suit, though using a different method 
after the 2002 election. From the end of 1999 we 
see TNS MRBI estimates for Fianna Fáil that are 
several points lower than those made by 
Millward Brown IMS; Millward Brown IMS 
followed suit after the 2002 election, though 
using a different principle, and one which leaves 
Millward Brown IMS with a higher estimate for 
Fianna Fáil and a lower one for Fine Gael than 
do either TNS MRBI or RED C.6 

It is clear that there is considerable volatility in 
each inter-election period, but also that this 
follows no obvious pattern. It does not appear, 
for instance, that a governing party’s support 
declines around the mid-term of its time in office. 
US inter-election polls do provide reasonable 
predictors of eventual election results as long as 
appropriate adjustments are made for the timing 
of the poll in the inter-election cycle (Erikson and 
                                                 

                                                

6 The reason for this consistent pattern of overestimating 
Fianna Fáil and underestimating FG is unknown, as is why 
it became more pronounced by the 1990s. TNS MRBI have 
suggested it is a problem caused by a lower turnout among 
declared Fianna Fáil voters, but Millward Brown IMS put 
the problem down to an over sampling of Fianna Fáil 
voters, something which is less pronounced in RED C’s 
telephone polls.  

Wlezien, 2008). This is possible perhaps 
because there are very many polls – several are 
taken at weekly intervals – and because the 
inter-election cycle is fixed. Neither applies in 
Ireland, although polls taken in the last couple of 
months do tend to be better predictors of the 
election result than those conducted earlier 
(Lyons, 2007, 81). 

The more important assessment to make is 
which polling company appears to be most 
accurate in their campaign polling. The overall 
accuracy is assessed by the average error. This 
is calculated as the average of the mean error 
between the predicted and actual result for each 
party in each poll. The record with respect to the 
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael votes of both Millward 
Brown IMS and TNS MRBI surveys conducted 
during the campaigns was reasonably good for a 
long time. TNS MRBI’s estimates were close for 
Fine Gael, and excellent for the Fianna Fáil vote 
until 1987. However, after 1987 TNS MRBI 
underestimated the Fine Gael vote. In the seven 
elections between 1981 and 1992 Millward 
Brown IMS’s estimates of the both the Fine Gael 
and Fianna Fáil vote were normally within 2 per 
cent of the actual figure with no tendency to 
overestimate Fianna Fáil, or underestimate Fine 
Gael, as was the case with later TNS MRBI 
polls. However, the errors by both companies 
were larger in 1997 and 2002. Against a general 
record of reasonable accuracy, both companies 
had inaccurate polls ahead of the 2002 election, 
particularly with respect to the forecasting of the 
Fianna Fáil vote. The errors are in the same 
direction for both companies – overestimates of 
Fianna Fáil and underestimates of Fine Gael 
and the Independents (McElroy and Marsh, 
2003, 161; Lyons, 2008, 72). This is probably 
systematic error. If it were due to sampling error 
then all parties’ polls would be both under and 
over estimated. 

TNS MRBI’s adjustment discussed above was 
abandoned for the 2002 election polls when both 
TNS MRBI and Millward Brown IMS used 
simulated ballots, on the assumption that 
previous errors were partly the result of the fact 
that voting is essentially for candidates rather 
than parties.7This experiment was not repeated 
in 2007. The final party-based poll from TNS 
MRBI, in February 2002, was actually closer to 
the actual election result than any later 

 
7 This means they showed voters a mock version of their 
ballot paper and asked them to indicate first and 
sometimes later preferences. Normally interviewers ask 
people which party they would vote for if there were to be a 
general election tomorrow.   



candidate-based TNS MRBI poll and it was 
almost as accurate as a one-off ICM (telephone) 
poll. 

There was a marked improvement in 2007 
(McElroy and Marsh, 2008, 134) for which there 
are three main reasons. First, TNS MRBI 
abandoned candidate centred polls for the 
general elections and returned to adjusting its 
poll results. Second, Millward Brown IMS began 
to adjust its polls. Finally, RED C published a 
large number of polls and these polls seemed to 
require less adjustment.  The average error of 
the last poll of each company was 1.9 in 2002 
compared to 1.5 in 2007 (McElroy and Marsh, 
2008, 134). The error in the estimate of the 
difference between the two largest parties was 
3.2 in 2002 and 2.1 in 2007 (ibid). In 2007 the 
earliest surveys tended to underestimate the 
Fianna Fáil vote and overestimate Sinn Fein and 
Labour, but there is good reason to think that 

opinion did change in the course of the 
campaign. There were noticeable ‘house effects’ 
in 2007 (McElroy and Marsh, 2008, 136). TNS 
tended to have higher estimates for the Fianna 
Fáil vote share; Millward Brown IMS had a 
higher Progressive Democrat and a lower Green 
predicted vote share; whereas RED C had a 
much higher Green and lower Progressive 
Democrat predicted vote share.  

Figure 2 (created by Oireachtas Library & 
Research Service) shows voter intention data 
from all three polling companies for a year 
leading up to the 2007 General Election. Trend 
lines generated using data from all three polling 
companies, illustrate the overall pattern of party 
support levels found by opinion polls during this 
period. The squares on the pink line indicate the 
actual result of the General Election May 2007. 
 

 
. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2. Opinion polls for the 12 months ahead of 2007 General Election 

 ♦ = RedC, = TNS MRBI, + = MB IMS
x  = Election Result 24 May 2007

G
en

er
al

 E
le

ct
io

n
24

-M
ay

-0
7

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

May-06 Jun-06 Jul-06 Aug-06 Sep-06 Oct-06 Nov-06 Dec-06 Jan-07 Feb-07 Mar-07 Apr-07 May-07

%
 1

st
 P

re
fe

re
nc

e 
Vo

te
s

FF
FG
Lab
SF
Green
PD
In./Oth

Source: RedC (Sunday Business Post), TNS MRBI (Irish Times), Millward Brown IMS (Sunday Tribune 
[Sept 06, Oct 06, Jan 07], Sunday Independent [Apr 07, 20 May 07] and Irish Independent [15 May 07]) 

9 



10 

Local and European Elections 
As well as assessing the accuracy of the 2004 
local and European polls this section considers if 
those patterns found in general election polls 
also appear in local and European polls. 
Perhaps the most usual, though not universal, 
patterns have been for the Fianna Fáil vote to be 
overestimated and Fine Gael’s vote to be 
underestimated.   

Local Elections 
Table 2 shows the estimates from TNS MRBI 
and RED C leading up to the local elections in 
June 2004, with the final result shown in the last 
column and the average error for each poll. 
Three of the four polls predict the Fianna Fáil 
vote share almost exactly, 32 compared to the 
actual result of 31.8. Traditionally polls 
overestimate the Fianna Fáil vote share, but for 
these local elections they seem to be a lot more 
accurate with one poll, the RED C poll for the 28 
May to the 2 June, actually underestimating the 
Fianna Fáil vote. However the trend of 
underestimating the Fine Gael and the 
Independent vote share is evident in these polls. 

The two TNS MRBI polls performed best with an 
average error of 1.8 with RED C polls at 2.0. For 
the Fine Gael vote the error was almost 5 
percent compared to 1 percent for Fianna Fáil, 
both underestimates. RED C proved much 
better at predicting the Labour vote but, TNS 
MRBI got closer to the Green Party vote share. 
In particular, RED C polls overestimated the 
vote share of the Independents/others in one 
poll (although only one of four RED C polls after 

March did so). Generally the vote share of 
Independents was underestimated. 

Looking at earlier local elections, a TNS MRBI 
poll in June 1991 slightly overestimated the 
Fianna Fáil vote, at 39 percent when the actual 
result was 37.9 percent. The same survey also 
underestimated both the Fine Gael and 
Independent vote, giving Fine Gael 24 when the 
actual vote was 26.4 percent and giving 
Independents 10 when the actual vote was 12.7 

percent.  

Figure 3 (created by Oireachtas Library & 
Research Service) shows TNS MRBI data for 
voter intention from the 2002 General Election 
up until the local elections of June 2004.  

For purely comparative purposes, Tables 3 a
4 are presented. They show voter intent
data from TNS MRBI and RED C polls 
published since the General Election of 2007. 
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Table 2. Local Election Polls 2004 
 

 RED C MRBI RED C MRBI 
Election 
Result 

 

 
10-11 
May 

18-19 
May 

28 May -
2 June 

1-2 
June 

11 
June 

N 
 
1011 2000 1009 2000  

      
FF  32 32 29 32 31.8
FG 22 24 23 24 27.6
Lab 12 16 12 15 11.4
PD 4 4 4 3 3.9
Green 7 4 5 4 3.9
SF  11 10 11 11 8.1
Others 12 11 17 11 13.3
     
Mean 
Error 2.0 1.8 2.1 1.8  

 
 
Source: MRBI polls were reported in the Irish Times, RED C polls were reported 
in the Sunday Business Post. 
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Table 3 ‘Voter Intention’ in Post-2007 General Election Polls TNS 
MRBI 

 Date FF % FG % Lab % SF % 
Green 
% 

PD 
% 

Ind / 
Others 
% 

Election 07 42 27 10 7 5 3 6
02-Nov-07 33 31 15 7 5 2 7
10-May-08 36 28 13 10 5 2 6
07-Jun-08 42 23 15 8 5 1 6
10-Nov-08 27 34 14 8 4  13 

Table created by Oireachtas Library & Research Service 
 

These tables indicate trends in voter intention to date in the period between the General Election, 2007 
and the local elections which will be held in 2009.There is no entry for the Progressive Democrats in the 
November polls as the announcement to wind up the party had been made prior to the polls.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4: ‘Voter Intention’ in Post-2007 General Election Polls RED C 

Date FF % FG % Lab % SF % Green % PD % 

Ind / 
Others 
% 

Election 
2007 42 27 10 7 5 3 6 

Sep-07 40 27 11 6 7 3 6 

Oct-07 39 27 10 8 7 2 7 

Nov-07 32 31 13 7 9 2 6 

Jan-08 36 32 10 9 7 2 4 

Feb-08 37 31 10 8 7 2 6 

Mar-08 35 30 11 9 8 1 7 

Apr-08 38 29 10 7 8 2 6 

May-08 40 28 10 9 5 2 6 

Jun-08 40 25 10 10 7 2 6 

Sep-08 36 28 9 9 7 3 8 

Oct-08 26 33 15 10 6 2 8 

Nov-08 30 35 14 8 5  8 

Jan-09 28 33 14 10 8  8 
 
Table created by Oireachtas Library & Research Service 
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European Elections 
The polls at the European elections have 
followed the trends in general election polls 
much more closely than the local election polls 
(see Table 5). TNS MRBI typically estimates the 
European Parliament voting using simulated 
ballots including all of the candidates and asking 
respondents to select the candidate to whom 
they will give their first preference to. The 
company do not make the adjustments they 
typically make in their election polls. The vote 
shares in Table 5 for TNS MRBI are the totals 
for each party obtained by summing support for 
all its candidates. Based on this, Fianna Fáil’s 
vote was apparently overestimated, and by as 
much as 7.5 percent in the first TNS MRBI poll 
despite the fact that the polls were taken close 
to the actual Election Day. RED C’s March poll 
(not shown) gave a relatively high vote share to 
Fianna Fáil, but this decreased in subsequent 
polls. As usual, the Fine Gael vote was 
underestimated, and the Independent vote was 
also underestimated with the exception of the 
final RED C poll. 

 

 

In general the average error was much greater 
for the European Parliament elections than for 
the local elections. The lowest overall mean 
error was the final RED C poll with 2.1 percent. 
If we look specifically at the two major parties, 
the average error for Fianna Fáil was 5 percent 
(an overestimate) whilst the average error for 
Fine Gael was 4.5 percent (an underestimate).  

As noted above TNS MRBI has approached 
European Parliament elections by presenting 
respondents with a simulated ballot containing 
the names and party labels of the candidates 
and asking them to indicate the candidate that 
they would give their first preference to rather 
than the party.8 This was first done for the 1989 
elections. We assess the years 1994, 1999 and 
2004 here. In 1999 a TNS MRBI poll in June 
overestimated Fianna Fáil, but almost exactly 
predicted the Fine Gael vote share. In 1994 a 
TNS MRBI poll in May overestimated Fianna 
Fáil and underestimated Fine Gael. There were 
polls for 2004 in both May and June. The June 
RED C poll showed increased accuracy with an 
average margin of error dropping to 2.1 from 
3.9. TNS MRBI was also more accurate in every 
constituency in the June poll. There was only 
one survey in each of 1999 and 1994. The 
average party error in 1999 was 2.7; it was 
highest in the North/West constituency and 
lowest in Leinster. There does not appear to be 
any single constituency in which the polls were 
particularly inaccurate.    

However, even small errors can matter a great 
deal for individual candidates who will need only 
a small share of the vote to win a seat. An error 
of 3 percent can be crucial. For one of the 
Labour candidates in Munster in 1994 a 3 
percent error meant instead of taking the fourth 
seat as predicted he polled seventh.  

If we compare these European Parliament poll 
results to those from general elections some 
similarities are clear. On average, both TNS 
MRBI and RED C overestimate the Fianna Fáil 
vote and by a similar percentage. In fact, across 
the local, European and general election polls 
there is little or no systematic difference 
between TNS MRBI and RED C polls in their 
prediction of the Fianna Fáil result, a pattern we 
also see in inter-election polls. Both companies 
tend to underestimate Fine Gael as well, which 
fits in with the trend visible in general election 
polls.  

 

 

 

                                                 
8 The simulated ballots seem to have been 
abandoned by TNS MRBI for general elections, but 
not European Parliament elections. They were used 
in 2004 and it would appear they will be used in 
2009. The main problem, however, is not the use of 
the simulated ballot, but rather MRBI’s lack of 
adjustment of the (party) results.  

Table 5: European Parliament Election Polls 2004 
 

 RED C MRBI RED C MRBI 

 
Election 
Result 

 

 
10-11 
May 

18-19 
May 

28 May –
2 June 

2-3 
June 

11 
June 

N 
 
1011 2000 1009 2000  

      
FF  32 37 33 36 29.5
FG 21 24 24 24 27.8
LAB 12 12 12 11 10.5
PD 4   
GREEN 10 5 4 4 4.
SF  

3
9 9 10 11 11.1

I/O 12 13 18 14 15.5
    
Mean Error  3.9 3 2.1 2.2 

Source: MRBI polls were reported in the Irish Times, RED C polls were 
reported in the Sunday Business Post. 
 



Referendum Polls 
The requirement to hold a referendum for any 
change to the constitution has led to many 
referendums on EU treaties and not surprisingly 
we have seen many polls carried out before and 
during referendum campaigns. However, it may 
be more difficult for polls to give a good 
prediction of referendum outcomes because 
public opinion is probably much more volatile, 
not least because voters are not choosing 
between candidates and parties in what has 
become a fairly stable system of competition, 
but are being asked to decide on an issue about 
which they may well know very little. 

In consequence, the percentage of respondents 
who say “don’t know” when asked how they will 
vote is often quite high, for example in the early 
polls in the Maastricht and Lisbon treaties shown 
in the tables below. (It compares very 
unfavourably with a typical election poll level of 
“don’t knows” at around 15%) This makes a 
prediction very dependent on assumptions about 
how such people will vote, if indeed they do 
vote. Two referendums are analysed in some 
detail here: the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 and 
the Lisbon Treaty in 2008.  

Table 6 shows the polls and final result of the 
Maastricht Treaty in 1992. The figures adjusted 
for “don’t know” are given in brackets next to the 
unadjusted figures. TNS MRBI’s earliest poll six 
weeks before the vote was well astray, but later 
polls by MBRI and Landsdowne were much 
closer to the final outcome. As the vote became 

closer, voters were more certain of their position. 
Indeed, the percentage of those responding 
“don’t know” dropped in each set of polls over 
time.  

The Lisbon Treaty referendum saw a lot more 
polls. Table 7 shows four from TNS MRBI and 
six from RED C – dating from October 2007 to 
June 2008. Again the adjusted figures are given 
in brackets. The average error across all polls is 
13 percent. The lowest error was recorded in the 
final TNS MRBI poll that only had an error of 
less than 1 percent. As with the Maastricht polls 
this again indicates that while companies can do 
quite a good job close to the actual vote, it is 
unwise to treat the early polls as a simple 
prediction as to what will happen on Election 
Day. This is a point that is almost invariably 
stressed by those who carry out the polls. 

We also consider briefly some other European 
Union referendums. We have summarised the 
error over four polling companies and twenty 
polls across six referendums – The Single 
European Act, Maastricht, Amsterdam, Nice I, 
Nice II and Lisbon. The total average error was 
17.8 percent, with the ‘Yes’ votes typically 
overestimated. The aggregate pattern appears 
to be that as “Don’t knows” decline, ‘No’ voting 
increases. Those who initially “don’t’ know” can 
be seen to vote no in many referendums 
elsewhere. They vote no for good theoretical 
reasons, i.e. they are uncertain how a yes vote 
might change a situation they are not unhappy 
with (e.g. Bowler and Donovan, 1998). 

Table 6:  Maastricht Treaty Polls 1992 
 

 
 
MRBI MRBI MRBI Lansdowne Lansdowne Result 

 6-May 8-Jun 15-Jun 29-May  8-June 18 June
    
Yes 57(84) 47(67) 49(64) 46(72) 54(71) 69.1
No 11(16) 23(33) 28(36) 18(28) 22(29) 30.9
    
Don't 
Know etc 32 30 20 36 24
    
Mean 
Error 15 2.1 5 3 2 

Source: MRBI polls are from the Irish Times; Lansdowne Polls are from the Sunday Press
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Table 7: Lisbon Treaty Polls 

 MRBI MRBI REDC REDC REDC REDC MRBI REDC MRBI REDC Result 

 

30- 

Oct 

22- 

Jan 

23- 

Jan 

27- 

Feb 

23- 

Apr 

11- 

May 

14- 

May 

25- 

May 

04- 

Jun 

04- 

Jun 

12- 

 Jun 

       

Yes 25(66) 26(72) 45(64) 46(67) 37(55) 37(55) 35(66) 42(57) 30(46) 43(53) 46.6

No 13(34) 10(28) 25(36) 23(33) 30(45) 30(45) 18(34) 32(43) 35(54) 38(47) 53.4

       

Don't 

Know 62 64 30 31 34 33 47 26 28 19

Total  100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Mean 

Error 18.4 25.4 17.4 20.4 8.4 8.4 19.4 10.4 0.6 6.6

 

Source: MRBI polls were reported in the Irish Times, RED C polls were reported in the Sunday Business 
Post.

Conclusion  
In general it can be said that polls have provided 
us with a good guide to final outcomes, but 
anyone using polls to predict election results 
should be aware that in addition to the random 
error that must be expected, there are also 
some fairly systematic errors. It is not always so 
clear why these more systematic biases arise 
and all companies have their own ways of 
correcting for them. The most important ones for 
elections has been a tendency for the Fianna 
Fáil vote to be overestimated and Fine Gael 
support to be underestimated. We have seen 
this in local and European as well as in general 
elections, but there are exceptions, most 
obviously with the Fianna Fáil vote in 2007 and it 
is possible that companies have now learned to 
adjust quite effectively for some previous biases.  
When it comes to referendums, polls tend to 
overestimate the Yes vote, at least until close to 
the day of the referendum. 
For other articles by Prof. Michael Marsh on the 
subject of Opinion Polling see the Bibliography. 
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Restrictions on Opinion Polls 
There are few outright bans on opinion polling 
during election campaigns apart from in the final 
days. However, a series of international studies 
carried out between 1984 and 2003 found that 
pre-election restrictions have become more 
common (Smith, 2004).   

The question arises about how successful an 
embargo on the publication of opinion polls can 
be given global media and the extensive use of 
the internet for political discourse.  

Ireland   
In the last twenty years there have been two 
attempts to restrict opinion polls in Ireland. On 
both occasions questions about the 
constitutionality of such a ban were raised by its 
opponents.  

First, the Electoral (No. 2) Bill 1991, as initiated, 
contained a prohibition on the taking of opinion 
polls in the seven days immediately prior to 
polling day in an election or referendum.9 In 
March 1992 while the bill was at second stage it 
was announced that the Government had 
decided not to proceed with the provision 
following the views of Senators and other 
interested parties 

The issue arose again in 2001. The proposed 
ban came from a Fine Gael amendment to the 
Electoral (Amendment) Bill 2000 accepted at 
Committee stage in the Dáil. When the bill was 
recommitted to the Seanad a loophole was 
highlighted which would have permitted the 
taking of a poll eight days prior to an election 
and its publication the day before an election. 
Withdrawing the provision the then Minister for 
Defence, Mr Michael Smith said it was being 
withdrawn as there was no longer a cross party 
consensus on the matter.10  

EU countries 
Within the EU 27 most countries have a ban on 
the publication of opinion polls, ranging from 24 
hours to one month prior to voting.  Only three 
countries; Italy, Slovakia and Luxembourg have 
bans of more than seven days. 

Table 8 shows that within the EU member 
states, 11 have no ban on the publication of 

                                                 
9 Electoral (No. 2) Bill 1991 as initiated in the Seanad 13 
December 1991.  
10 Seanad Debates, Vol. 167, 10 &11 July 2001 ‘Electoral 
Amendment Bill 2000 [Seanad Bill amended by the Dáil] 
Report stage. 

opinion polls prior to elections, five have a ban 
of between 24 and 48 hours and four have a ban 
of between five and seven days, Italy and 
Slovakia have ban of 14 or 15 days and 
Luxembourg has a ban of one month. In both 
Belgium and France the bans on publishing 
opinion poll results have been repealed or 
reduced following court rulings which concluded 
that these restrictions were in violation of article 
10 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights.  There had been a ban on publishing 
polls for 30 days in Belgium and in France it was 
reduced from seven days to 24 hours.  The 
Portuguese ban has been reduced from seven 
days to 48 hours and the Italian ban was 
reduced from 28 days. The Greek ban was also 
reduced from 15 days to one day in 2008. 
(Article 19, 2003; Spangenberg, 2003). See 
Table 8. 

Other Countries 
There is no ban on the publication of opinion 
polls in Australia, New Zealand or the US. There 
is a 48 hour ban in Canada, reduced from 72 
hours in 2000, following a Supreme Court 
decision that held the 72 hour ban was a 
violation of freedom of expression as protected 
in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
and not justified as necessary to the integrity of 
the electoral process (article 19, 2003, 6). There 
is no ban on opinion polls in South Africa; prior 
to 1999 there had been a ban on the publication 
of results for six weeks prior to an election 
(Spangenberg, 2003, 15) 
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Table 8 EU restrictions on polls 

EU Country Prohibition on 
opinion polls 

 

Austria No 

Belgium No 

Bulgaria 7 days 

Cyprus 7 days 

Czech Republic 7 days 

Denmark No 

Estonia No 

Finland No 

France 24 hours 

Germany No 

Greece 1 day 

Ireland No 

Italy 15 days 

Latvia No 

Lithuania 30 hours 

Luxembourg 1 month 

Netherlands No 

Poland 24 hours 

Portugal 2 days 

Romania 2 days 

Slovakia 14 days 

Slovenia 7days 

Spain 5 days 

Sweden No 

UK No 
 
Source: ECPRD Request 598/200611, 
Foundation for Information 2003 (No information 
available for Malta or Hungary) 

                                                

 

 

 
 

 
 

11 European Centre for parliamentary Research and 
Documentation (ECPRD) www.ecprd.org 
 

Council of Europe 
In 1999 the Council of Europe issued a 
recommendation concerning media coverage of 
election campaigns which made specific 
reference to opinion polls.12 Where results of 
opinion polls were being publicised sufficient 
information to allow the public make a 
judgement on the value of the poll should be 
made available, including, name of organisation 
that commissioned and paid for the poll, name of 
organisation conducting poll and methodology 
used, sample and margin of error as well as 
date when fieldwork was done.  The Council 
recommended that any state forbidding the 
publication/broadcast of opinion polls should 
comply with Article 10 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights as interpreted by 
the European Court of Human Rights. 

 

Art. 10 European Convention on Human Rights  

Everyone has the right to freedom of expression. 
This right shall include freedom to hold opinions 
and to receive and impart information and ideas 
without interference by public authority and 
regardless of frontiers. 

 

                                                 
12 Council of Europe (1999) Recommendation No. R (99) 
15 of the Committee of Ministers to Member States on 
Measures Concerning Media Coverage of Election 
Campaigns. Available online 
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=419411&Site=CM&Bac
kColorInternet=9999CC&BackColorIntranet=FFBB55&Back
ColorLogged=FFAC75 (accessed 2 December 2008) 
 

http://www.ecprd.org/
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=419411&Site=CM&BackColorInternet=9999CC&BackColorIntranet=FFBB55&BackColorLogged=FFAC75
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=419411&Site=CM&BackColorInternet=9999CC&BackColorIntranet=FFBB55&BackColorLogged=FFAC75
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=419411&Site=CM&BackColorInternet=9999CC&BackColorIntranet=FFBB55&BackColorLogged=FFAC75
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There have been 30 referendums to amend the 
Irish constitution, including seven European 
referendums. Only a handful of these have been 
controversial and the subject of detailed pre and 
post-poll analysis. Part 2 of Spotlight draws on 
available evidence to investigate the extent to 
which opinion polls and post-polling surveys can 
help us to understand voter behaviour in 
referendum campaigns and the effect of political 
campaigns on referendum outcomes. There is 
particular reference to the Lisbon Treaty 
Referendum in June 2008. This part considers 
the volatility of voter behaviour as demonstrated 
in opinion polls during referendum campaigns.  
Analysis of the post referendum polls to explain 
voter behaviour in the Lisbon Treaty 
Referendum is also presented. 

Volatile Voter Behaviour  
Public opinion and voter behaviour in 
referendum campaigns display different 
characteristics to those displayed in elections. 
Research has found higher voter volatility during 
referendum campaigns: voter volatility in a study 
of 23 referendum campaigns in 14 different 
jurisdictions was nearly twice that observed for 
elections (LeDuc, 2002, 156-157). This study 
found voter volatility to be greatest in Ireland, 
Canada and Australia. It also found that, in a 
majority of cases, deterioration in public support 
for a ballot over the course of a campaign 
explained this volatility (LeDuc, 2007, 29).  

As voter volatility is high, referendum campaigns 
tend to have a stronger impact on outcome than 
election campaigns. Dramatic changes in public 
opinion over the course of a campaign are not 
unusual in particular types of referendums 
(LeDuc, 2007, Darcy and Laver, 1990). For 
example, in Ireland opinion polls had shown 
strong popular support for permitting divorce in 
certain circumstances and suggested that 
sometime between late 1985 and 1986 this had 
become a willingness to change the Constitution 
to allow divorce. Significant majorities in favour 
of constitutional change were recorded by polls 
in February 1986 and April 1986 (Darcy and 
Laver, 1990, 2). Yet after a short campaign, 
lasting less than 3 months, in which ‘no 
campaigners’ refocused the issue onto the rights 
of women and the integrity of family life, a 
massive shift in opinion took place (Figure 4). 
Support for divorce dropped from a peak of 77% 
in February 1986 to 40% in favour in June 1986. 

This trend in public opinion was confirmed by 
the eventual result later that month (63.1% 
against, 36.1% in favour and a turnout of 
62.1%).   

 

 

A similar and almost equally dramatic trend 
occurred during the next divorce referendum 
campaign in 1995. In May 1995, polls showed 
almost 70% intending to vote yes. This had 
dropped to 45% in a poll taken just prior to 
polling on 24 November 1995. The percentage 
of respondents against change rose from 27% to 
43% over the same period. The constitutional 
amendment was passed on 24 November by 
just 50.3% of voters, with 49.7% voting 
against.13 

In Australia in 1988, opinion polls published a 
month before a referendum recorded a majority 
in favour of four constitutional proposals related 
to the positioning of the monarchy vis-à-vis the 
state. However, a campaign by the opposition 
Liberals, which shifted attention from monarchy 
versus presidency to the type of presidency that 
would replace the monarchy, appeared to ra
doubts among voters. All four constitutional 
amendments were defeated by wide margins
only a month later (Le Duc, 2000, 18, 2007, 
159). During the French referendum campaign
on the Maastricht Treaty, which was narrowly 
passed by 51% of voters (1992), a substantia
share of 27% shift in opinion towards voting 

ise 

 

 

l 

                                                 
13 Data taken from Laver and Darcy, 1990. Figures for 
1995 from Lyons (2008, 7) and electionsireland.org.    

Part 2 Referendum Polls & Lisbon Treaty Referendum 2008 

Figure 4: Opinion reversal during the 1986 Divorce 
Referendum (TNS MRBI) 
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against the Treaty has been explained as the
result of effective opposition campaigns that 
raised doubts about what was

 

 actually being 
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closest to this latter type of referendum.14    

rendum Campaign: Voter 
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the Sunday Business Post in January 2008.15  

proposed (Appleton, 2002).  

During a referendum campaign, the subject 
matter of the referendum is changed and ref
through the campaign discourse. Research 
suggests that campaigners against a ballot are 
at an advantage as it is sufficient to cast doubts 
on the implications of the change to persuade a 
voter to vote no. As voters begin to have doubts
about what is actually being proposed, support 
for a proposal which once seemed solid, b
to evaporate (Le Duc, 2002). The task of 
redefining the subject matter of the referendu
is facilitated where the issue is complex and 
multi-dimensional. Frequently over the course of
such campaigns, the campaign develops into a
‘people against the establishment’ scenario, a 
perception encouraged by the participation of 
groups that do not nor

Extent of voter volatility   
Two factors, in particular, appear to determine 
the degree of voter volatility over the course of 
referendum campaign: the extent to which the 
issue divides political parties along existing p
lines often reflecting previous, ideologic
partisan cleavages in society, and the 
importance (or salience) of the issue to the 
electorate (Gallagher, 2003, 20; Zaller, 1992)

Referendums concerning issues which have 
been extensively debated in political arenas 
prior to the campaign, or on which there are 
strong linkages to the positions taken by pol
parties, tend to display less public volatility 
during the campaign. This is because the vo
decision is easier for people when political 
parties take clear competing positions on the 
issue and/or where predispositions on an is
are strong and widespread (Zaller, 1992). 

On the other hand, where political parties ar
internally divided on an issue, where major 
parties take relatively weak positions in favo
a referendum proposal with smaller parties 
stridently against, and/or where parties line up 
along untraditional lines on the issue, politica
allegiance to parties is unlikely to determine
voter behaviour to the extent that it does in 
elections. When this occurs, and where the 
referendum issue in question is salient to the 
public, voter volatility will tend to be high and the
campaigns are predicted to have considera
impact on the outcome to the referendum 

(Gallagher, 2003, Le Duc, 2007, 26). The nature 
of the issue in question also determines th
of voter volatility; referendum campaigns 
involving new, or previously-undiscussed issues, 
are most likely to promote voter volatility (Le
2007, 26). Examples of such referendums 
include those involving multiple issues, com
international treaties or large packages of 
constitutional provisions (LeDuc, 2007, 29-30)
The most volatile referendum campaigns are 
those in which there is little partisan, issue or 
ideological basis on which voters might easily
form an opinion. Referendums on the Treaty 
establishing a Constitution for Europe
France, the Netherlands, Spain and 
Luxembourg appear to fit this model quite well in 
that the constitutional treaty had been conduc
by elites and public awareness of the de
was very low (Le Duc, 2007, 35).  The 
referendum on the Lisbon Treaty in Ireland i

Lisbon Refe
Volatility    
Polls taken either at the beginning of, or
advance of, a campaign can provide a 
benchmark against which outcomes can be 
compared in attempting to estimate campaig
effects. Such a comparison measures only 
unidirectional shifts in public sentiment i.e. polls 
cannot detect movement of voters in equ
opposite directions over the course of a
campaign. It is useful, however, as an 
approximation of the level of volatility ge
by the campaign (Le Duc, 2002, 151).  

There were nine opinion polls published prior t
the Lisbon Treaty Referendum in Ireland. Six 
were conducted during the course of the formal 
campaign, two by TNS MRBI for the Irish Times 
on 12/13 May and 6 June 2008 and four by RED 
C for the Sunday Business Post in March, April
May and June 2008. Three opinion polls were 
conducted during the pre-campaign period, tw
by TNS MRBI for the Irish Times in October 
2007 and January 2008 and one by RED C for 

                                                 
14 For example, in the TNS MRBI opinion poll of May 2008 
only 8 per cent of respondents said they had a good 
nderstanding of the Treaty while 59 per cent said they had 

fficial 

ution was published and the Government indicated 

u
only a vague or poor knowledge of it.  
 
15 While it was May 2008 before the actual date of the 
referendum was confirmed by the Government, the o
campaign is interpreted as beginning on 6 March 2008 
when the Bill allowing for the 28 amendment of the 
constit
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Figures 5 and 6 plot changes in public opinion 
towards the Lisbon Treaty during the period 
preceding the campaign and during the 
campaign period itself (March-June 2008). The 
results are also shown. 

 

 

 

Using Le Duc’s methodology to measure the 
magnitude of opinion change over the course of 
the campaign, and using the RED C poll, there 
was a 30% shift in public opinion over the 
course of the campaign (from 23% intending to 
vote against at the outset to the eventual 53.4% 
no vote). When the adjusted figures are used 
(RED C dropped and re-assigned to the yes and 
no camps proportions of ‘don’t knows’) there 

                                                                               
week of 

May.  

d to vote 
 

 

C, 

 
008, 

 
hat 

 

e 

ainly 
 the referendum campaigns, and 

events during the three-month period preceding 
the referendum, had an effect on opinion 
formation.17  

                                                

that a referendum would be held during the last 

was a 20% swing towards the no camp 
(adjusted figures report 33% of respondents 
intending to vote no in March 2008).  

Those intending to vote no, according to the 
TNS MRBI polls, increased from 10% in the last 
poll before the onset of the campaign (January 
2008) to 35% on 6th June 2008. When adjusted 
for the ‘don’t knows,’ 28% were predicte
no in the January 2008 poll suggesting a 26%
swing towards the no camp. (See Table 7 in the 
section on Accuracy of Opinion Polls). 

The most striking trend revealed by the polls 
taken just before and during the campaign is this
steady increase in the number of respondents 
intending to vote no. On the other hand, opinion 
polls show no dramatic decline in the number of 
people intending to vote yes over the course of 
the referendum campaign. According to RED 
the yes vote dropped in overall terms from 46% 
in March 2008 to 43% less than a week before 
the referendum. TNS MRBI polls recorded a 
slight increase in the percentage of voters
intending to vote yes from 26% in January 2
over a month before the campaign began, to 
30% a few days before the referendum.  
While the percentage of ‘don’t knows’ was 
consistently higher in TNS MRBI polls than in
the RED C polls16, the trend is the same in t
the number started high, increased further in the
early days of the referendum campaign and 
started to decrease towards the end of th
campaign. The more frequent RED C polls 
suggest that the ‘don’t knows’ began to decline 
most dramatically in early to mid May.   

The magnitude of this opinion change cert
suggests that

 
16 This can most likely be explained by the different 
questions posed in each survey. TNS MRBI asked 
respondents ‘The referendum on the Lisbon Treaty will be 
held on Thursday, June 12. Are you likely to vote yes for 
the treaty or no against the Lisbon (EU Reform) Treaty?’ 
while the RED C survey asked voters a more immediate 
question ‘If there were a referendum tomorrow, would you 
vote for Ireland to sign up to the reform treaty or not?’   
17 It is worth noting that opinion polls can only show change 
in one direction: they cannot give any indication of the 
extent to which yes and no voters may have changed 
opinion in an equal number so that the actual effect on an 
overall opinion is neutral.  In other words, there may have 
been even more voter volatility that was not picked up in 
opinion polls. 

Figure 5: Title: Voter Volatility, Pre-Lisbon Treaty Polls 
and Result (TNS MRBI) 
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Public Opinion towards the Lisbon Treaty 
since the Referendum  
A RED C poll conducted (for Open Europe) 
immediately after the referendum (end July 
2008), suggested that in the event of another 
referendum the treaty would be defeated 
again.18 A small shift in opinion in favour of a yes 
vote was detected in a TNS MRBI poll in 
November 2008:19 In that poll 43% of 
respondents indicated they would vote yes, with 
39% saying they would vote no in another 
referendum which included guarantees or 
clarifications on an EU commissioner, neutrality 
abortion and taxation. Adjusting the figures to 
exclude ‘don’t knows’, this poll suggested that 
the proposal would be carried in another 
referendum with 52.5% in favour and 47.5% 
against.  Any interpretation of this opinion poll 
should bear in mind the volatility of voting 
behaviour in referendums: less than three weeks 
before the referendum on 12 June, TNS MRBI 
opinion polls reported that 57% intended to vote 
yes and 43% no (25 May 2008).   

Nonetheless, the most recent polls appear to 
confirm that a shift towards a yes vote has taken 
place. Lansdowne Market Research conducted 
a National Opinion Poll between 12 and 13 
January 2009. In that poll 58% agreed that 
‘Ireland would pass the Lisbon Treaty in a 
second referendum’ (22% of respondents 
agreed strongly, and 36% agreed). On the other 
hand 16% disagreed and 13% strongly 
disagreed (29% combined). This suggests that 
the public’s expectations of the outcome of 
another referendum have shifted. A more direct 
question in the most recent RED C poll20 
(conducted between 26 and 28 January) 
confirms this trend with almost 20% of 
respondents who voted no in June suggesting 
that they would support the Treaty in a second 
referendum. However, as the above 
demonstrates, voter behaviour is particularly 
volatile during referendum campaigns and the 
Lisbon Treaty campaign of 2008 was very much 
a case in point. Further, the most striking trends 
during the Lisbon Treaty campaign were a 
relatively steady percentage of respondents 
intending to vote yes and a dramatic increase in 
those intending to vote no. Recent opinion polls 

                                                 
18 See Red C, July 2008.  
19 Collins, Stephen ‘Voters may approve new Lisbon 
Treaty, poll reveals’ Irish Times 17 November 2008. 
http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/frontpage/2008/1117/
1226700659487.html (Accessed 2 February 2009) 
20 Poll results published in Sunday Business Post 1 
February 2009. 

do suggest that there may be fewer undecided 
at the outset of a second referendum campaign, 
which might reduce voter volatility. This may, of 
course, change between now and the start of 
another referendum campaign.  

We now turn to the referendum campaign itself 
and use the post-referendum opinion surveys to 
explain voter behaviour.  

 

http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/frontpage/2008/1117/1226700659487.html
http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/frontpage/2008/1117/1226700659487.html
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Post-Referendum Polls:    
Explaining Voter Behaviour   
Post-referendum opinion polling data is used to 
gain a greater understanding of the campaign’s 
effect and of the factors that appear to influence 
voter choice. Four post-referendum surveys 
were carried out. We examined the three 
surveys detailed in Table 9, as they focused on 
explaining voter behaviour. Another poll, 
concentrating on voter intention in a hypothetical 
re-run of the referendum, was conducted by 
RED C and commissioned by a UK interest 
group called Open Europe.  

Table 9 Post Lisbon Treaty Referendum 
Surveys 2008 

Poll Date of 
Fieldwork 

Comment 

Flash 
Eurobarometer 

14-15 June  Conducted by 
Gallup for 
Eurobarometer 
(EU 
Commission) 

RED C 16-18 June Commissioned 
by & published 
in Sunday 
Business Post, 
20 June  

Millward Brown 
IMS 

24-31 July Commissioned 
by Dept. of 
Foreign Affairs 

 

All three surveys asked whether or not 
respondents voted yes, no or abstained in the 
referendum. The purpose of the other questions 
in each survey was to establish the factors that 
explain this choice. Millward Brown IMS also 
asked a ‘voter conviction’ question which was 
used to categorise voters into ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ yes 
or no voters depending on whether they were 
‘absolutely or pretty certain’ (hard) or had ‘some 
reservations or were not at all certain’ (soft) 
about their voting decision (Millward Brown IMS, 
Section 3).21  

 

                                                 
21 78% of yes voters and 76% of no voters were ‘hard’ yes 
and no voters while 22% and 24% were ‘soft yes’ and ‘soft 
no’ voters respectively. However, one should bear in mind 
that certainty tends to be over-reported (Millward Brown 
IMS, Section 3).  

Timing of voting decision: Evidence of 
campaign effect?    
Reinforcing the message from pre-referendum 
polls, the surveys found that the result was 
decided during the final days of the campaign. 
The Eurobarometer poll reported that 55% of 
voters made their voting decision during the last 
weeks of the campaign and 15% of voters 
decided on the day of the referendum itself 
(Eurobarometer, 14). No voters were slightly 
more likely than yes voters to have formed their 
opinions in the final weeks of the campaign 
(57% versus 52%) while yes and no voters 
decided on the last day in equal proportions. 
Demographic factors had some impact on the 
timing of voting decisions, the strongest factor 
being age. Older people were more likely than 
younger people to decide early: only 15% of 18-
24 year olds had made up their mind on how to 
vote when the referendum was announced or at 
the beginning of the campaign, as opposed to 
42% of people over 55. Also, soft voters 
(Millward Brown IMS survey) were far more 
likely to make up their minds close to polling 
day, with 45% of soft yes and soft no voters 
reporting that they made up their minds during 
the final week of the campaign. On the other 
hand, a clear majority of hard yes and no voters 
made up their minds earlier in the campaign.  

The extent of late voting decisions confirms that 
a degree of uncertainty prevailed right up until a 
week before polling day, a factor which opened 
up the opportunity for the official campaigns to 
have a considerable impact on the final result. 
Only the Eurobarometer poll included a direct 
question about the campaigns. When asked 
which campaign they considered to be most 
convincing, 67% of respondents, regardless of 
how they voted, said the no campaign and only 
15% said the yes campaign. Of interest is the 
fact that only 29% of those who voted yes 
actually found the yes campaign more 
convincing, with 57% of yes voters more 
convinced by the no campaign. This suggests 
that factors other than the messages of the 
official campaign influenced yes voters to vote 
yes. This is consistent with findings reported in 
the previous section (voter volatility), that there 
was little change in the percentage of 
respondents intending to vote yes over the 
course of the campaign.   

Campaign-related factors were raised as a 
reason for how people voted by 20% of no 
voters in the Millward Brown IMS survey.   
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• 6% reported that the Government was 
secretive and cagey and failed to provide 
information and arguments,  

• 4% that they did not like being told how 
to vote, being bullied and pushed into 
voting yes,  

• 7% reported other reasons relating to the 
referendum process and  

• 3% were ‘not convinced by the yes 
arguments.’  

On the other hand yes voters did not raise 
campaign related issues.  

The Millward Brown IMS poll enquired about the 
effectiveness of campaign communications. 
Significant majorities believed campaign leaflets, 
posters and canvassers from either campaign to 
have been of little or no value or to have gone 
unnoticed. On the other hand, a majority of 
respondents considered television news (62%), 
national radio news (59%) and newspaper 
articles (58%) to be valuable.     

Demographic variables   
Demographic factors help us to understand the 
types of voters who are predisposed towards 
voting for or against an EU treaty like the Lisbon 
Treaty.  All three polls identify similar trends in 
voting behaviour according to age, sex and 
socio-economic class.  

Older voters and people from more affluent 
socio-economic backgrounds were more likely to 
vote yes. Sixty-five percent of the 18-24 age 
group and 59% of the 25-39 age group reported 
voting against in the Eurobarometer survey. 
RED C reported that 62% of 18-34 year olds 
voted against in contrast to 50% of 35-44 year 
olds and 41% of people over 55.  Regarding 
social class, 64% of the most affluent group - AB 
- reported voting in favour of the treaty in 
contrast to just 35% and 37% of the blue collar 
C2 and DE groups respectively (Millward Brown 
IMS). RED C recorded 43% of ABC1 groups and 
59% of the C2DE group voting against the 
treaty.22 All three surveys also found that women 
were more likely than men to vote against the 

                                                 
22 Both companies used the standard CSO classifications 
to determine socio-economic group. For example, A 
incorporates employers and managers; B higher 
professional and Group C lower professional workers. D 
includes non-manual workers and E manual labour. For 
further categories and explanations refer to the CSO:  
http://www.cso.ie/census/census2006results/volume_8/app
endix_2-7_definitions.pdf  

treaty (56% to 51% Millward Brown IMS and 
52% to 49% RED C).  

Explaining Voter Choice  

‘Second Order’ versus ‘Issue-related’ Voting 
It has been argued that referendums are 
considered less important than general 
elections, and that people treat referendum 
campaigns like ‘second-order’ elections. This 
means that rather than voting on the issues 
pertinent to the constitutional amendment 
proposed, voting behaviour is determined by 
their support, or lack of, for domestic political 
parties and the Government (Marsh et al, 2005, 
204). This is referred to as second-order voting. 
Marsh et al (2005) examined the relative 
importance of ‘second order’ (domestic) versus 
European/treaty related issues in the Nice 
Treaty referendums (2001 and 2002). They 
concluded that while issues unrelated to the 
treaty and connected to the government’s 
popularity on domestic issues affected voter 
behaviour, they had a significantly weaker 
impact on voter behaviour than issues more 
directly related to the Treaty such as 
enlargement, neutrality and deeper European 
integration. This will not always be the case as 
an analysis of the referendum on the EU 
Constitution in France illustrates. While polls 
three months before the referendum suggested 
that over 60% of French voters would endorse 
the constitution, it was defeated by 55/45% in 
May 2005. The unpopularity of the French 
President and Prime Minister, the state of the 
economy and the strategic/political calculations 
of future presidential candidates were 
considered important factors in this turn around 
(LeDuc, 2007, 39).  

Returning to the Lisbon Treaty referendum, what 
does the data in the post-referendum surveys 
tell us about the relative importance of issues 
related to Europe and second-order issues?   

The surveys identify a number of factors that 
directly influenced voters’ decision-making 
processes. The Eurobarometer and Millward 
Brown IMS surveys directly asked respondents 
why they voted for or against the treaty. 
Respondents were allowed to mention a number 
of different reasons which were then coded. The 
RED C survey instead aimed to highlight the 
variables or factors that best explained the 
difference between yes and no voters without 
directly asking people why they voted yes or no. 
This approach was based on a methodological 
concern that people cannot always articulate 

http://www.cso.ie/census/census2006results/volume_8/appendix_2-7_definitions.pdf
http://www.cso.ie/census/census2006results/volume_8/appendix_2-7_definitions.pdf
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why they vote in particular ways as choice may 
be the product of a number of inter-related 
factors. Because of this difference in survey 
design, data from the surveys are separately 
analysed to establish the relative importance of 
second order and issue-related factors for yes 
and no voters. We begin with the RED C survey.  

RED C 
Survey questions that measure second-order 
voting include satisfaction with the Government, 
changing personal economic circumstances, 
voter intention (support for different political 
parties) and trust in politicians. The first two are 
used to determine second-order voting from the 
RED C survey. Questions assessing the 
importance of issue-related voting include 
attitudes towards European integration, 
neutrality, immigration, corporate tax and the 
extent to which respondents believe the 
membership of the EU will benefit Ireland in the 
future.  

We use a simple methodology called ‘conditional 
maximum effects’ (measured in percentages) to 
demonstrate the extent to which one type of 
voter, for example a yes voter, is more or less 
likely to hold a particular view than a no voter.23 
The higher the percentage, the more related the 
variable in question is to the dependent variable 
(i.e. in this case with a voter’s decision to vote 
yes or no).  In Figures 7-11 the data in all 
columns does not add to 100% but to approx. 
96-7%. This is due to a small number of 
respondents who report they voted, give 
opinions on the issues in question but do not say 
how they actually voted. 

Second-Order  

Forty seven percent of the RED C sample was 
‘satisfied’ with the Government and 53% was 
‘dissatisfied.’ Sixty three percent of this 
‘satisfied’ group were yes voters and 34% were 
no voters. Those satisfied with the Government 
were 29% more likely to be yes than no voters. 
Those dissatisfied with the Government were 
24% more likely to be no than yes voters (Figure 
7).24  

In terms of the financial situation in the home, 
14% of the sample believed the situation to have 
‘got better’, 39% perceived it as staying the 
same and 46% as having ‘got worse.’ Those 
                                                 

8).  

rding ‘the financial situation in your household 
compared to 12 months ago’ 

23 For further elaboration on this methodology see Marsh et 
al, 2005, 213. 
24 Comparing figures with the MB IMS poll, 61% of yes 
voters were satisfied with the government against a 39% 
satisfaction rate amongst no voters. 32% of yes voters and 
68% of no voters were dissatisfied with the government.   

reporting that the situation had got ‘better’ were 
29% more likely to be yes than no voters25 while 
those saying the situation had got worse were 
14% more likely to be no than yes voters (Figure 

Figu
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1. Attitudes tow

RED C asked the standard Eurobarometer
question to assess attitudes to European 
integration. Fifty-seven percent of the sampl
agreed that ‘Ireland should do all it can to unite
fully with Europe,’ and 39% agreed that ‘Ireland 
should do all it can to protect its independence 
from Europe’.  

• Those a
integration statement were 37% more 
likely to be yes than no voters.  

 
25 As only 14% of the sample felt the situation had got 
better we are dealing with quite small numbers here. 

Figure 7: Proportions of yes and no voters making up 
those satisfied and dissatisfied with the Government 
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Figure 11: Yes and no voters as proportions of those 
agreeing/disagreeing that ‘Ireland should accept 
limitations on its neutrality so that it can be more fully 
involved in EU cooperation on foreign and defence 
policy’ 
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• Those agreeing with the second 
statement were 58% more likely to be no 
than yes voters. (Figure 9). 

Figure 9: Which comes closer to your view: ‘Ireland 
should do all it can to unite fully with the EU’ or ‘Ireland 
should do all it can to protect its independence from the 
EU’? Proportion of yes and no voters selecting each. 
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Source: Red C June 2008 (Data calculated fromTable 27)  
  

On the issue of benefit from EU membership, 
89% of the sample agreed that Ireland has 
benefited from being in the EU, with 53% of 
those agreeing being yes voters and 44% no 
voters. Different expectations of benefit from 
future EU membership on the part of yes and no 
voters is, perhaps, more interesting. Seventy 
one percent of the total sample said that Ireland 
would benefit from EU membership over the 
next few years while 24% said it will not benefit.  

• Those agreeing that Ireland would 
benefit were only 14% more likely to be 
yes than no voters.  

• However, those who believe Ireland will 
not benefit were 33% more likely to be 
no than yes voters (64% of this group 
were no voters and 31% were yes 
voters)26 (See Figure 10). 

                                                 
26 The Eurobarometer and Millward Brown IMS surveys 
reported similar findings on core support for European 
integration amongst yes and no voters. For example, 
Eurobarometer found that 80% of no voters and 98% of yes 
voters supported Irish membership of the EU. In response 
to the question as to whether or not Ireland’s membership 
of the EU was a good or a bad thing (Millward Brown IMS) 
91% of yes voters said a good thing compared to 63% of 
no voters with 22% of no voters responding that it was 
neither a good or a bad thing.   

 

Figure 10: Yes and no voters as proportions of those 
believing Ireland will/will not benefit from EU 
membership ‘for the next few years’ 
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Source: Red C June 2008 (Data calculated from Table 32)  

 
2. Neutrality  

Breaking issues down into separate treaty-
related concerns, attitude towards neutrality was 
more related to voting behaviour than any other. 

• 45% of the sample agreed, and 51% 
disagreed, that Ireland should accept 
limitations on its neutrality in order to be 
more fully involved in EU cooperation on 
foreign and defence policy. 

• Those agreeing with the statement were 
31% more likely to be yes than no voters.  

• Those disagreeing with the statement 
were 26% more likely to be no than yes 
voters. (Figure 11).  
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3. Attitudes towards immigration  

Attitudes towards immigration were less related 
to voting behaviour.  Fifty seven per cent of the 
sample agreed and 39% disagreed (with 4% 
don’t knows) that there should be stricter limits 
on the number of foreigners coming into Ireland. 
Those agreeing with the statement were only 
11% more likely to be no than yes voters; those 
disagreeing were 18% more likely to be yes than 
no voters. 

4. Abortion  

Forty-three percent of the sample agreed that 
abortion should never be allowed in Ireland 
while 53% disagreed.  

• Those agreeing that abortion should 
never be allowed in Ireland were only 3% 
more likely to be no than yes voters; 
those disagreeing were only 3% more 
likely to be yes than no voters.  

While this suggests that attitude towards 
abortion explains little of the difference between 
yes and no voters, a later question in the 
RED C survey did reveal substantial 
differences between yes and no voters over 
the implications of the Lisbon Treaty for 
Ireland’s abortion policy:  

• No voters were 48% more likely than 
yes voters to believe that the treaty 
would make the practice of abortion 
more likely in Ireland (See Table 13). 

5. Corporation Tax 

On corporation tax, those disagreeing with 
the statement that ‘corporate tax levels in the 
countries in the EU should be more similar 
than they are now’ were 4% more likely to be 
yes than no voters. However, corporation tax 
became a campaign issue, not because yes 
and no campaigners have differing views on 
whether Ireland should set its corporation tax 
independently from Europe, but because 
they disagreed about the implications of the 
Treaty for Ireland’s independence in this 
area. The statement in the survey did not 
enable measuring for this difference. Data 
from a later question in the RED C survey 
revealed that no voters were 34% more likely 
than yes voters to believe that the Treaty 
would lead to a change in tax on business in 
Ireland. (See Table 15). 

Conclusion – issue related versus second order 
voting 

Applying the ‘conditional maximum effects’ 
approach, the RED C data suggests that issue-
related voting was more strongly related to 
voting behaviour than second-order voting 
behaviour.27 The summary in Table 10 shows 
attitudes towards European integration as the 
factor most related to voter behaviour, followed 
by attitudes towards neutrality and by the first 
‘second order’ indicator – government 
satisfaction levels.  

Attitudes towards abortion and corporation tax 
did not explain a great deal of the difference 
between yes and no voters. However, when 
people were asked about the implications of the 
Treaty for corporation tax and abortion policy, as 
opposed to their attitude towards then, these 
issues assumed a far greater importance in 
explaining the difference between yes and no 
voters. (See Table 15). 

 

                                                 
27 To test these relationships statistically the data in its 
rawest form was needed. This was not available to the 
authors in time for the publication of this article.   

Table 10: Relationship between voter behaviour and
‘issues’ and ‘second-order’ issues 

Issue  
More likely to 
be Yes than No 
Voters (%) 

 
More likely to 
be No than Yes 
Voters (%)  
 

Issue Related  
 
European Integration Pro integration 

respondents 37% 
more likely to be 
yes voters 

Anti-integration 
respondents 58% 
more likely to be 
no voters  

Benefit of EU in the 
future 

Those agreeing 
Ireland will benefit 
14% more likely 
to be yes voters 

Disagreeing that 
Ireland will benefit 
33% more likely 
to be no than yes 
voters  

Accept limitations on its 
neutrality  

Those agreeing 
31% more likely 
to be yes voters 

Those 
disagreeing 26% 
more likely to be 
no voters  

Second Order  
  

Government Satisfaction 
levels 

Satisfied 29% 
more likely to be 
yes voters 

Dissatisfied 24% 
more likely to be 
no voters  

Personal financial 
situation 
improved/disimproved 

Those saying 
improved 29% 
more likely to be 
yes voters 

Those saying dis-
improved 14% 
more likely to be 
no voters  

Source: Red C (June 2008) 
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Data from the other post-Referendum surveys 
appears to support the conclusion that voting 
was more related to issues than second order 
concerns. Both the Millward Brown IMS and 
Eurobarometer posed an open question about 
why people voted yes and no. ‘Second-order’ 
reasons were far less likely to be used to explai
voting decisions in these self reports than issue-
related factors were. Sixty-three percent of yes 
voters in the Millward Brown IMS survey and 
70% of yes voters in the Eurobarometer 
explained their vote using some variation of th
theme ‘protecting Ireland’s interest and benefits 
accrued from being a member of the EU’ 
(Tables 11 and 12 below). Second-order 
concerns did not feature in any of the yes 
responses to the Eurobarometer poll.  On the 
other hand, 12% of yes voters (Millward Brown 
IMS) mentioned factors that could be interrupted
as ‘second order factors’ saying that they 
followed the advice of government.28  

 

 

 

econd order issues were more likely to be ‘soft 
es’ than ‘hard yes’ voters.  Twenty-one percent 
f soft yes voters as against 9% of hard yes 

he 

’s 

 or 
d 

Table 11: Percentage of Yes Voters mentioning a variation 
of the theme: protecting Ireland’s interests and benefits 
from Europe as a reason for voting yes   
 

28 An additional 6% said they followed the advice of parties 
but this would apply equally to opposition parties so is not 
seen as a measure of government satisfaction.  

 

 

 

While issue-related factors were clearly more 
important for yes voters responding to the 
Millward Brown IMS survey, those who did cite 
s
y
o
voters explained their vote as the result of 
following advice from the Government.  

No voters were also far more likely to raise 
issue-related factors than second-order factors. 
Forty-four percent of no voters in the 
Eurobarometer poll and 42% of no voters in t
Millward Brown IMS poll mentioned some 
variation of the theme ‘protecting Ireland
interests vis-à-vis Europe and European 
influence’ (fear of loss of power or control over 
the direction Ireland takes, Table 10) No voters 
were also quite likely to explain their no vote as 
a result of a lack of information, knowledge
understanding of the treaty (45% of Millwar
Brown IMS respondents and 22% of 
Eurobarometer respondents).  

On the other hand, only 10% of no voters 
responding to the Eurobarometer survey 
mentioned second-order factors: Six per cent 

Survey  
 
% of Yes Voters Mentioning this  
 
70%  Eurobarometer  
Breakdown 
32% - In the best interest of Ireland 
19% - Ireland gets a lot of benefit from the 
EU 
9%- Keeps Ireland fully engaged in Europe
9%- Voting yes would help the Irish 
economy 
1%- Treaty protects the interests of small 
states in Europe  
 
63%   Millward Brown 

IMS  Breakdown 
20% - EU has been/is good for Ireland 
(unspecified)  
16% - Treaty is good for Ireland 
(unspecified)  
14% - Felt it was the right thing to do  
5% - EU has been good for the Irish 
economy 
4% - Ireland needs to belong fully to the 
EU  
4% - Maintain Irish influence in Europe  

Source: Eurobarometer (June 2008) and Millward Brown IMS 
(July 2008) 
 

ble 12: Percentage of No voters mentioning variations 
of the theme ‘protecting Ireland’s interests/power vis-à-vis 

rope 

Ta

Eu

Survey % of No Voters 
 

44%  Eurobarometer
Breakdown 
12% - To protect Ireland’s identity 
6% - To safeguard Ireland’s neutrality 
6% - To vote against loss of a 
Commissioner 
6% - To protect Ireland’s tax system  
2% - the treaty would lead to European 
legislation on gay marriage and abortion 
4% - To avoid that the EU speaks with one 
voice on global issues  
4% - Because large member states decide 
on EU matters 
3% - To protect the interests of small 
states 
1% - To avoid an influx of immigrants 
42%  Millward 

Brown IMS Breakdown  
8% - Treaty is a bad deal for Ireland  
5% - Led to a loss/diminution of neutrality  
4% - Loss of Commissioner  
13% - Leads to loss of power, domination 
by large states or being dictated to by 
other countries 
3% - Poses a threat to Ireland’s 
independence  
9% - Other issues attributed to Lisbon   

Source: Eurobarometer (June 2008) and Millward Brown IMS 
(July 2008) 
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government’s policies. A similar number of
voters in the Millward Brown IMS survey 
mentioned issues that might be interpreted as 
second-order, with 6% having ‘no confidence in
the Government which was secretive and faile
to provide information or arguments’ and 4% ‘d
not like being pushed/bullied by the Governmen
into voting yes.’ Hard no voters were more likel
than soft no voters to mention being bullied into 
voting yes as a reason for voting no.   

In sum, the post-referendum surveys suggest 
that European issue-related factors were more 
related to voter choice than were second order 
factors. The question remains as to which 
European-related issues most influence
behaviour. 

Deeper Analysis of Views on Europe  
The data suggests that both yes and no voters’ 
interest in Europe is mostly concerned that 
membership of the European Union serves 
Ireland’s ec
betterment. Only small numbers of yes voters
and even fewer no voters explained their vote as
being related to making Europe and its 
institutions stronger or work better. This is 
consistent with analysis of the standard 
Eurobarometer opinion polls in Ireland29. 
Following analysis of polls since the 1970s, 
Lyons concludes that ‘the goals or idea of 
deeper integration are more controversial th
the policies it pursues.’ In other words, peo
are more sceptical of the goal of integratio
the policies that arise from pursuing integrati
It appears that support for integration is reall
based on a willingness to sacrifice some of 
Ireland’s sovereignty and national values for 
utilitarian (self interest) ends (2008, 216).  
As reported above, 70% of yes voters in the 
Eurobarometer survey and 63% of yes voters i
the Millward Brown IMS survey offered as a 
reason for voting yes some variation of the 
theme that it is ‘in Ireland’s best interest to 
close to Europe.’ (Table 11). This is consistent 
with the strength of the relationship found 
between voter behaviour and attitude towards 
European integration described above for RE
C but also found by the Eurobarometer and 
Millward Brown IMS polls.   

On the other hand, only 15%  of yes voters
mentioned issues associated with the changes 
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entioned by 45% of no voters in the Millward 
rown IMS survey. Twenty two percent of no 

 
 

38% of hard no voters). Correspondingly, hard 

Tab  
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29 Since 1973 Eurobarometer has monitored public opinion 
in member states with reports published twice yearly. 

the treaty would bring to the EU’s institutions, for 
example that it gives the EU a more effective
way of taking decisions (5%)
more effective on the global stage (4%), and
makes the EU more democratic (2%) 
(Eurobarometer). Eight percent of yes voters in 
the Millward Brown IMS survey mentioned 
factors specifically related to the working of the
European Union as explaining their vote. A 
further 8% gave that they were supporters of 
European integration as a reason for voting yes.

Issues raised by no voters were almost equ
likely to reflect an Irish-centred concern: 
‘protecting Ireland’s interests vis-à-vis Europ
and European influence’ (fear of loss of power
control over the direction Europe takes). Forty-
four percent of no voters in the Eurobarometer 
poll and 42% of no voters in the Millward Brown 
IMS poll mentioned some variation of this 
theme. (Table 12) 

 
le 13: Percentage of No voters mentioning variations
he theme ‘did not have enough knowledge 
ut/understand the Lisbon Treaty’   

Lack of information or knowledge about the 
Lisbon Treaty also featured widely as a reason 
for voting no. ‘Lack of information, knowledge or 
understanding, treaty too complex’ (42%) or ‘not 
sure of opinion so voted no’ (3%) was 
m
B
voters cited ‘I do not know enough about the
Treaty and would not want to vote for something
I am not familiar with’ as a reason for voting no 
in the Eurobarometer poll (Table 13).  

Soft no voters, identified in the Millward Brown 
IMS poll, were far more likely to explain their 
decision to vote no as a result of a lack of 
information, knowledge or understanding about 
their opinion (65% of soft no voters compared to 

Survey 
 

% of No Voters 
 

22%  Eurobarometer
Breakdown 
22% -  ‘I do not know enough about the 
Treaty and would not want to vote for 
something I am not familiar with’  
45% Millward 

Brown IMS Breakdown  
42% - Lack of information, knowledge or 
understanding, treaty too complex   
3% - not sure of opinion so voted no’   

Source: Eurobarometer (June 2008) and Millward Brown IMS 
(July 2008) 
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Ireland’s interests in the EU.   

ble 14: Relative Importance of issues to decision-
king process for Yes and No Voters  

sue and relative 
portance when 

eciding yes vs no 

Yes 
very important 

% 
 

No 
very important 

% 
 

 

The underlying difference between yes and no 
voters appears to be in the interpretation of what 
types of European policies best serve Irish 
interests.  The Millward Brown IMS survey 
enquired directly about the importance voters 
attached to issues when making their decision. 
Respondents were presented with a list of 
is
(see Table 14). For yes voters, maintaining 
influence in the EU (51%), improving EU 
efficiency (46%), strengthening the EU role 
(41%) and workers’ rights (40%) were most 
likely to have been considered very important i
their decision-making process. Issues most 
likely to have been very important to ‘no voters’ 
in deciding how to vote were workers’ rights 
(52%), neutrality (47%), preventing excessive 
EU regulation (45%) and loss of a commissio
(39%). When faced with suggestions, a grea
proportion of no voters explained their vote w
reasons other than ‘didn’t understand the 
issues.’ 

The result of the RED C survey is consistent 
with these Millward Brown IMS findings. Both
surveys highlight the over-riding importance to 

EU through greater cooperation alongside the 
importance of particular issues associated with 
European integration to no voters. Of the issues 
investigated by both surveys, it appears th
implicatio
higher concern for no voters than corporation 
and abortion. Also ranking high on no voters’ li
of concerns is the loss of a commissioner. 
Attitudes towards workers’ rights, which ranked 
highly as a concern for yes and no voters (Table 
14) was not included in the RED C survey. 
However, a later question in the survey revealed 
the depth of difference in yes and no voters’ 
perceptions of what the Lisbon Treaty would 
have meant for workers’ rights: 72% of yes 
voters and 28% of no voters believing the Treaty 
would have strengthened workers’ rights (Table 
15). 

 

Voter beliefs about implications of the 
rejection  
Finally, what do voters believe are the 
implications of Ireland’s rejection of the Treaty? 
All surveys present a picture of polarised views 
on the part of yes and no voters. The 
Eurobarometer survey reported that:  

• 83% of no voters and 51% of yes voters 
agreed that the no vote allowed Ireland
to keep its neutrality  

• 17% of no and 49% of yes voter
believed that the no vote would harm 
Ireland’s economy  

Pr
regul
 

event excessive EU 
ation  

23 45 

Didn’t understand the 
issues 

12 33 

Loss of Commissioner  24 
 

39 

Neutrality  33  
 

47 

Workers rights  40  
 

52 

Abortion  24 
 

33 

Corporation tax 28 
 

34 

Maintain influence in 
the EU 

51  
 

34 

Strengthen the EU role 41 
 

22 

Improve EU efficiency 46 
 

23 
 
Source: Millward Brown IMS (July 2008) 
 

Table 15: Voter beliefs about the Treaty 

% who felt the Treaty 
would have: 

Yes Voters 
(%)  

No Voters 
(%)  

 
Gap  
(%) 
 

Caused even more 
unemployment 

19 81 62 

Made the practice of 
abortion in Ireland more 
likely  

26 74 48 

Strengthened the 
position of workers’ 
rights  

72 28 44 

Simplified decision 
making in the EU 

66 24 42 

Compromised Ireland’s 
neutrality 

30 70 40 

Led a change in tax on 
business  

33 67 34 

Reduced Ireland’s 
influence on EU 
decisions 

33 67 34 

Led to losing our EU 
commissioner for some 
of the time 

48 52 4 

 
Source: Red C (June 2008) 
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Ireland to keep its tax system  

• 60% of no voters and 36% of yes voters
agreed that the no vot
Ireland does not have to change 
legislation related to abortion, gay 
marriages and euthanasia.  

Two further issues were remarkable in how they 
differentiated yes from no voters.  

• 76% of no voters as against 38
voters agreed that the no vote would 
allow the Irish government to renegotiate 
exceptions for Ireland. 

• Reflecting this difference, 64% of ye
voters and only 24% of no vo
that the no vote would weaken Ireland’s 
position in Europe.  

Respondents’ beliefs about the implications of 
the rejection for Ireland’s economy and foreign 
investment were sought by the Millward Brown 
IMS survey. These findings are increasingly 
relevant in the economic climate at 
beginning of 2009.  

• Nearly half (49%) of all respondents 
believed that Ireland’s position in terms 
of attracting foreign i
unchanged, with 38% of yes voters and 
64% of no voters believing this.  

• Yes voters were more likely to believe 
that opportunities for foreign investme
had been somewhat weakened (
yes voters as
voters). However, only 7% of yes vote
believed the situation to have been very 
much weakened.  

• In terms of the impact of the rejection on 
economic prospects, 54% of all 
respondents believed them to be 
unchanged by the referendum result. 
However, 37% of yes voters believed 
prospects to have somewhat dis-
improved as opposed to 16% of no 
voters.  

Perhaps most interesting i
soft yes (10%) and soft no (17%) voters who 
could not give an opinion about the impact of the 
rejection on foreign investment and the 
ramifications of the rejection on economic 
prospects (Millward Brown IMS, Report, Sectio
9).  

These divergent views about what a rejection of 
the Lisbon Treat
its place in the EU are pertinent given the Irish 
Government’s commitment to run another 
referendum on the Lisbon Treaty. Two 
referendums on the Maastricht Treaty were held 
in Denmark in 1992 and in 1993. The first w
rejected by 50.7% of voters; the second was 
approved by 57% of voters. One comprehensive 
anal
changed interpretation of the implications for the 
country of a no vote played a significant role in 
motivating those who switched their vote from 
no to yes (Hobolt, 2006, 640-41).    

Conclusion  
Referendum campaigns are notable for volatile 
voter behaviour. This is especially the case for 
campaigns that involve new, previously-
undiscussed issues and where political parties 
take relatively weak positions in favour of the 
proposal. Consistent with this theory, opinion 
polls on the Lisbon Treaty highlight a high 
degree of voter volatility, with those 
vote no increas
3-month campa
vote yes remained relatively steady over the 
course of the campaign.  

Post-referendum opinion surveys suggest that 
treaty or Europe-related issues, rather than 
domestic or second-order issues, better explai
voter choice in the Lisbon Treaty referendum o
June 2008. In fact, the variable that explained 
most of the difference between yes and no 
voters was underlying attitudes towards 
European integration. In particular, yes voters 
were concerned that Ireland should retain its 
influence in Europe and its
fully integrated with the European project. No 
voters were concerned about protecting 
Ireland’s independence in particular where 
Ireland’s neutrality is concerned. Lack of 
information or knowledge about the real 
implications of the Treaty for Ireland was als
big concern for no voters. The very differe
opinions of yes and no voters about the 
implications for Ireland following the rejection 
the Treaty further reveal the extent to which 
there is a real lack of understanding on the par
of many, both yes and no voters, about th
consequences of the Treaty for Ireland. The
authors of the Millward Brown IMS report 
that this reflects the confusion generated

 
30 RED C polls. See Figure 7. The increase in those 
intending to vote no was 20% when adjusted figures were 
used. 
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messages communicated during the campaign 
and the lack of clarification in light of the resu

 
lt.  



Appendix A 
Polling Methodology  
The methodology employed is critical to the 
accuracy of opinion polls and pollsters deal with 
important methodological issues in order to 
reduce bias in the results. These include:   

A. Sampling methods: devising a way to 
access a sample as representative of the 
whole population as possible  

B. Data collection: deciding on how the data 
will be gathered (face to face, phone, 
email, post)  

C. Weighting and adjusting: set out how to 
adjust the raw data. This is to increase 
the accuracy of the poll by correcting for 
biases generated from sampling, from 
differential ‘turnout’ rates and from high 
numbers of ‘undecided’ and/or non-
response voters, amongst other factors  

D. Design of questionnaire: selecting 
appropriate tools for gathering data 
depending on the information sought 
(e.g. voter intention questions, mock 
ballot paper, government 
popularity/satisfaction levels etc.)  

A. Sampling Methods 
In the most rigorous case of simple random 
sampling each person in the population has the 
exact same chance of being 
sampled/questioned. This means there is no 
systematic bias (Glynn, 1999, 70) as the sample 
is fully representative of the voting population. 
However, this is rarely achieved. Two methods 
of sampling currently dominate in the conduct of 
opinion polls in Ireland and the UK, quota 
sampling or random (probability) sampling.   

Quota Sampling Method  
In Ireland, pollsters using the quota sampling 
method (TNS MRBI and Millward Brown IMS) 
apply a multi-stage ‘probability quota sample’ of 
clusters of households located within a district 
electoral division (DED) or ward (Lyons, 2008, 
27). First, ten primary sampling units are used 
as a sampling frame for choosing (typically) one 
hundred sampling points/addresses at random. 
Starting from each address interviewers are 
instructed to interview a specified number of 
respondents in randomly selected houses 
around that point so that all households within 
the sampling point have an equal probability of 
being selected. Individual interviewees are then 
selected to fill the pre-set age, class and gender 

quotas. Interviewers continue on their random 
walk until they reach their quotas. Thus 
individual respondents are not pre-selected. If a 
person refuses to participate in the survey he or 
she is replaced with someone from the same 
age category and social band. The advantage of 
this method is that the survey can be conducted 
quickly and much less expensively than if the 
interviewer has to contact pre-selected 
respondents. 

Random Probability Sampling 
Probability sampling assumes that each person 
within a given population has a certain known 
chance of being included in a sample. 
Mathematical formulae trace the probability of 
each person being drawn into the sample. Most 
pollsters who have adopted random probability 
sampling, which includes RED C in Ireland, 
create their sample using telephone directories 
and random digit dial (RDD). This is designed to 
capture ex-directory as well as listed numbers 
and, in RED C’s case, to take into account the 
growing number of people who use mobile 
phones exclusively.  

Sampling error is the error that results when we 
try to infer results from a sample to the larger 
population. With a sample size of around 1,000 
the sample error is estimated at 3%. An 
understanding of the implications of this error is 
critical in particular where opinion polls show 
party support levels to be very close. Take for 
example, a poll that shows Fianna Fáil with 35% 
and Fine Gael with 32% of the popular vote. A 
3% sampling error means that support for 
Fianna Fáil is somewhere between 32% and 
38% and support for Fine Gael between 29% 
and 35%. The confidence level associated with 
almost all sample surveys is 95%. That means 
that 95 times out of 100 we would expect to see 
the above ranges of support. 
The error introduced by the quota sample 
method’s deviation from true probability 
sampling means that the + or -3% sampling 
error quoted by polls is not strictly speaking 
correct and 4% may be a more accurate 
sampling error (Lyons, 2008, 33).   

B. Data collection  
Face-to-face 
Face-to-face interviews achieve higher response 
and completion rates which make such surveys 
more representative but they are expensive, and 
this may restrict the frequency of polling and the 
number of questions asked. Also they suffer 
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from social desirability effects where 
respondents do not always give honest answers 
to questions of a sensitive or socially 
embarrassing nature. Research in Ireland shows 
that face-to-face interviews overstate Fianna Fáil 
support significantly while phone interviews do 
not, although it is unclear why (Marsh and 
McElroy, 2008, 144).  

Telephone  
Phone interviews tend to achieve lower 
response and completion rates which introduce 
methodological questions about how to deal with 
non-responses in the sample. However, they 
suffer less from social desirability effects and are 
more suitable for the creation of a random 
probability sample (using RDD).  

In Ireland, RED C was the first major polling 
company to interview respondents for 
newspaper polls by telephone. In the UK there 
has been a trend away from face-to-face 
interviewing. MORI was the only company to 
use face-to-face interviews during the 2005 
general election and it combined these with 
telephone interviews. All other polling 
companies used either the telephone or, in the 
case of YouGov, the internet (Gunter, 2005, 4). 
The internet is not currently used for political 
polling in Ireland.  

C. Weighting and adjusting 

Quota-related adjustments  
Regardless of the sampling method used, the 
sample interviewed may differ from the target 
quota. Results are weighted to correct for this.  

Pollsters build a profile of the voting population 
using data from national surveys of attitudes and 
behaviour, such as the census and national 
household surveys. This is used to set quotas of 
the type of people to be interviewed. Quota 
controls include age, sex, social class and 
working status. 

To remove biases, the raw data gathered from 
the surveys are then adjusted with techniques 
developed to determine:  

(i) how to allocate undecided voters  
(ii) what to do about the fact that some 

respondents will vote while others will 
abstain on election day (McElroy and 
Marsh, 2008, 139).  

(iii) how to deal with differential refusal 
(where supporters of a particular 
party are under-represented as they 
are less forthcoming with information 

and more inclined to answer ‘don’t 
know’).  

Past-Vote related adjustments  
Irish polls enquire as to which party the 
respondent voted for at the last general election 
in order to establish if they have over-sampled 
voters from a particular political party and 
responses are weighted accordingly. RED C 
compares the past vote to the actual vote of the 
last general election and weights to the mid-
point of the two. Millward Brown IMS adjust to 
the result of the last election, an adjustment that 
tends to bring down the estimate of the Fianna 
Fáil vote share (Table 8.4, McElroy and Marsh, 
2008).  

Turnout  
At least a third of the voting population will not 
vote and, therefore, approximately a third of a 
representative sample is unlikely to vote. RED C 
uses a voter conviction question: respondents 
attach a probability to their likelihood of voting 
using a 10-point scale. All respondents who 
claim their probability of voting is 4 or less are 
excluded 31 (McElroy and Marsh, 2008, 141). 
TNS MRBI uses a more complicated system to 
adjust for turnout. On an election day, it surveys 
amongst those who have yet to vote and those 
who have already voted. This information is 
used to identify the difference between intended 
and actual voters and as a basis on which to 
adjust the figures for future opinion polls. It had 
the effect, in 2007, of reducing Fianna Fáil’s 
support from 46% to 41% and increasing Fine 
Gael’s (25 to 27%) and Labour’s (9% to 10%).  

Assigning the ‘undecided’ respondents 
(don’t knows) 
In relation to handling ‘undecided’ responses, 
the simplest solution is to reallocate them to 
parties in the same proportion as declared 
voters are distributed. Millward Brown IMS and 
TNS MRBI do this. RED C uses past voting 
behaviour, ascribing a 50% probability to the 
party that the undecided voter voted for 
previously, and allocates the remainder 
proportionately (i.e. as the other pollsters do).  

How a polling company deals with the 
undecided has significant impact on their 
predictions. In one 1996 Gallup poll in Britain, 
17% were ‘don’t knows’. When the ‘don’t knows’ 
were left in, Labour’s lead over the 
Conservatives was 25%; when the ‘undecided’ 

                                                 
31 80% of respondents claim that they are at least 5 
out of 10.   



were omitted altogether, 30% supported Labour. 
When they were re-assigned according to past 
voting behaviour, Labour’s apparent lead 
dropped to 20% (House of Commons, 1997, 4).  

Differential Refusal 
Polling companies try to reduce the number of 
undecided respondents using squeeze 
questions or other techniques such as a secret 
ballot (for those who may be decided but 
unwilling to reveal a preference).  Millward 
Brown IMS asks those who say they ‘don’t know’ 
if they are ‘leaning towards’ a particular party. 
These techniques, plus ‘past voting’ behaviour 
questions help to reduce the differential refusal 
problem.  

D. Design of questionnaire  
The tools employed to elicit information about 
voter intention include mock/simulated ballot 
papers, direct questions about voter intention or 
other less direct questions about party 
satisfaction levels. The next section on the 
accuracy of opinion polls includes a discussion 
about mock/simulated ballots.  

The tools used, including the phrasing and 
ordering of questions, to elicit information can 
have an effect on both response rates and 
actual responses. For example, in 1991 TNS 
MRBI asked its voter intention question at the 
end of its survey interview instead of at the 
beginning as it generally does. There is strong 
suggestive evidence that the very high support 
level for Fianna Fáil (9% higher than the 
previous point and 7% higher than the 
subsequent point) was due to this question 
ordering effect (Lyons, 2008, 58). 
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