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Introduction 
 
 Voting in a democracy is one of the foundational aspects of a society; without 
it, no one is elected, no laws can be passed, and a democratic government cannot be 
formed (Douglas, 2013).  Not only does the democratic vote assist the nation, it 
attempts to benefit everyone in the nation.  Voting is an extremely important part of 
government and society.  Voting gives the voter an opportunity to speak their mind 
and give their opinion, along with gaining a sense of community involvement, 
creating change amongst certain policies, and endless more opportunities.  
However, not everyone takes heed and votes.  In fact, in Ireland, only 65.2% of 
eligible citizens voted in the 2016 election (Independent.ie).  It is important to vote 
in whichever country one resides in, but even more so in Ireland.  In Ireland, the 
democratic government is parliamentary style with multiple coalitions representing 
the people.  2016 represented the year for general elections in Ireland.  In a general 
election, constituents vote for local Teachta Dála (compared to Congressman/ 
Congresswoman in the United States) of Dáil Éireann (compared to House of 
Representatives).  When voting for the incumbents, Ireland uses a system called 
Single Transferrable Vote.  According to Adshead and Tonge (2009), a single 
transferable vote means voters can give preference to their primary choice for 
Teachta Dála, but also a second, “transferable” vote.  The second vote can be added 
to the vote total for the second Teachta Dála, and in some cases the transferable 
vote can alter the election dramatically.  In Ireland, every single vote counts, which 
is why it is particularly important that Irish citizens vote.  With the previous election 
held in February of 2016, many voters had the opportunity to vote for the candidate 
that was deemed worthy of their vote.  Before the voters went to cast their vote, 
students at the University of Limerick conducted a pre-election survey, asking 
questions about demographics, voting experience, voting interest, and voting 
opinion.  There were 194 surveys conducted in person with CITI and IRB approval.  
The districts were chosen semi-randomly and by convenience, and interviews were 
requested at the homeowner’s discretion.  The interviewee could opt out of the 
informal interview at any time, and the questionnaires were anonymous.  In the case 
of this research, demographic information such as age and type of employment and 
its relation to voting tendencies were analyzed and examined. 
 

Literature Review 
 

 Voting for an elected official is an integral part of society.  It allows the people 
to express their opinions through their choice of official, and gives voters the 
opportunity to initiate change.  In terms of who votes and who does not, People-
Press.org (2006) found that the rich go out to vote, students have the highest 
percentage of non-registered voters, and married couples are much more likely to 
vote than their single counterparts.  In addition, Richard Cone (2001) showed that 
students are less committed to politics and government than adults, and less 
engaged than previous generations when dealing with politics.  The UK found that 
first-time voter non-participation is higher than ever before, and there is no single 
explanation for this phenomenon (Kimberlee, 2001).  Blais et al (2004) discovered 
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that the more recent generations do not feel they need to adhere to obligations of 
voting and pay less attention to politics in general.  Henn, Weinstein, and Wring 
(2002) discovered that British young people are, in fact, interested in politics, but 
are critical of those in power and skeptical about the formalities of politics, which 
leads to less voting.  Furthermore, Goerres (2006) discovered that the older an 
individual gets, the more inclined said individual feels to vote, which Blais et al 
(2004) confirmed in his study, which stated that older generations are much more 
likely to vote.  These authors believe this could be from having more experience in 
the system, feeling the most affected by the system, or having more stake in voting.  
Even more, Rosenstone (1982) showed that economic adversity affects voter 
turnout, and shows that short-term unemployed individuals depress voter turnout.  
He also contends that unemployed individuals in general are much less likely to vote 
than their employed counterparts.  Southwell (1988) also displayed that the 
unemployed voted less frequently, so it seems that economic trouble affects the 
voter turnout as well.  On the contrary, Grafstein (2005) found that employed 
people are more likely to vote than people who are unemployed.  Unfortunately, 
much of this research was conducted in countries other than Ireland; the body of 
work for Ireland’s demographic relations to voting is small.  This research will 
contribute to the small body of research in the relationships between the 
demographics of age and employment and voting. 
 

Methods 
 
Participants – The participants included in this research were the citizens of 
Limerick County.  All 194 participants were of legal voting age, and those who were 
not were part of the exclusion criteria.  Ranging from 18-65+, all participants were 
legally allowed to vote, volunteered to complete the survey, and verbal consent was 
given. 

 
Materials – Materials used in this research were a simple survey consisting of 24 
questions and a pen/pencil, and the survey can be seen in Appendix I – Survey.   
 
Procedure – Data for this research was obtained through survey work.  The 
researcher was trained through Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI 
Program) in order to conduct surveys to people.  Areas of Limerick County were 
selected by basis of walking proximity to the University of Limerick because 
majority of the surveyors (students) did not have cars accessible.  The surveys were 
given in an interview format, with the students asking the voter questions on said 
survey.  The survey had 19 questions regarding their political views, voting 
experience, voting interest, and voting opinion (See Appendix I – Survey).  The 
survey also had five questions about demographics, including gender, age, and type 
of work (See Appendix I – Survey).  The surveyors went door to door, asking if the 
homeowner would like to partake in a survey being conducted by the University of 
Limerick.  The homeowner had the opportunity to say no, but if the owner said yes, 
a confidentiality form was signed, and then the survey was conducted.  The survey 
lasted approximately 10 minutes, and was an informal interview, which gave the 
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homeowner the opportunity to insert comments when he or she felt it was 
necessary.  The surveyors did no persuading or voicing opinions, but if the 
homeowner had concerns and wanted to voice opinion, the surveyors listened but 
did not continue any conversation of the sort.  The surveying occurred over a two-
week period leading up to the election.  194 surveys were conducted in person, 
representing approximately 0.101% of Limerick County’s population.  The surveys 
were recorded in a spreadsheet, and the anonymous confidentiality forms were 
stored safely in a locked box for seven years.  Data was then analyzed to determine 
relations between the status of employment and whether the participant was voting 
or not was analyzed, and the age of the participant and whether the participant was 
voting or not. 

Results 
 

 With regards to employment status and voting, the employment types that 
were researched were Homekeeper, Student, Temporarily Unemployed, 
Unemployed, Retired, Full-Time Employee, Part-time Employee, and Self-Employed, 
and are represented on the horizontal axis of Table 1.  The individual’s voting 
preference is represented on the vertical axis of Table 1, and the four column 
categories represented included are Yes, Unsure, No, and Unable, represented by 
blue, red, green, and purple, respectively.  As can be seen in Table 1, Students and 
the Temporarily Unemployed were among the lowest percentage of Yes voters, with 
yes being 64.29% of the students and 63.64% of the temporarily unemployed.  It 
can be seen that the Unemployed, the Retired, and Part-Time Employees represent 
the highest in Yes votes, with 100%, 93.33%, and 91.67%, respectively.  It should 
also be noted that students have the highest percentage of Unsure and No voters, 
with 16.67% of students that are unsure and 14.29% that will not vote. 
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Table 1:  Relationship between Voting and Employment Status 
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 With regards to the relationship between age and voting preference, age 
groups were separated into five categories, with representatives from the ages of 
18-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55-64, and 65+ years of age, and this is represented on the 
horizontal axis of Table 2.   The individual’s voting choice is represented on the 
vertical axis of Table 1, and the four column categories represented included are 
Yes, Unsure, No, and Unable, represented by blue, red, green, and purple, 
respectively.  It can be seen that people between the ages of 18-34 represent the 
least percentage of voters who will vote yes at 63.51%.  The highest representation 
of voters saying yes is the age group of 65+.  35-44, 45-54, and 55-64 all have high 
representations of saying they will vote, with 88.57%, 93.33%, and 91.3%, 
respectively.  The 18-34 age range also has the highest percentage of voters who are 
unsure if they will vote or not going to vote, with 22.97% of 18-34 year olds unsure 
and 9.46% that will not vote at all. 
 

 
Table 2:  Relationship between Voting and Age 

 
Discussion 

 
Findings – After analyzing the data between both the employment statuses and 
voting and age and voting, the results proved interesting in many aspects.  For one, 
both the 18-34 year age group and students had similar voting preferences when it 
came to the statistics.  In both groups, approximately 63-64% of them said they 
were going to vote, which is the lowest for the age statistics and the second lowest 
for employment status statistics.  The literature shows that younger people have 
tendencies to avoid voting, and it also has shown that students avoid voting as well.  
It comes as no surprise that both groups showed some of the lowest percentages of 
committing to voting in this 2016 election.  In addition, both groups had the most 
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Unsure and No voting tendencies, which comes at no surprise since they both had 
low yes commitments.  With regards to age, the findings present that the older the 
citizens of Limerick get, the more they tend to vote.  It has been seen in the 
literature that older citizens tend to participate more than their younger 
counterparts (until a certain point), and Limerick seems to follow this trend.  Even 
more, it can be seen, in regards to the employment status statistics, that employed 
people tend to vote often, which is supported by Grafstein’s (2005) work.  
Temporarily unemployed people in Limerick showed the worst commitment to 
voting, and this statistic is supported by Rosenstone’s (1982) research on short-
term unemployment and voting.  However, Southwell (1988) showed that 
unemployed people tended to vote less; in this research it was found that 
unemployed people had the highest commitment to voting.  This could be because 
they want to see a change in their unemployment, and look at voting as an 
opportunity to get out of it.  It is also interesting to note that self-employed people 
have the third least commitment to voting, with 75% saying they will vote.  
Although it is a high number, it would be interesting to discover why these self-
employed people do not commit to voting as much as some of the other types of 
employment.   
 
Strengths – Some of the strengths of this research come from the survey.  The survey 
was conducted completely anonymously, so Limerick citizens had the opportunity 
to be completely honest without being reprimanded in any way.  In addition, since 
all the surveys were anonymous, there is no bias when it comes to analyzing the 
data. 
 
Limitations – Some of the limitations of this research come from the way the 
research was conducted.  In a survey is asking people’s opinion, there is no way to 
determine whether the people surveyed would actually vote.  In addition, the 
proximity-based surveying is a weakness to the validity of the research.  In order to 
have the best results, a completely random selection of all the houses in Limerick 
would have yielded more true results.  However, with the limited resources 
available to the researchers, a convenience-based randomized survey was the best 
option.  Even more, the number of people the researchers interviewed was not 
nearly large enough to represent the entire population of Limerick (only 
approximately 0.1% of the population was represented). 
 
Future Research – As this is one of the limited bodies of work in Ireland that 
encompasses both employment type and age with regards to voting tendencies, 
much more work can be done in this area to give this research more credibility.  
Further research could be conducted on married couples versus single people and 
their tendencies to vote, why age plays a factor in voting frequency, and issues of the 
like.  The research conducted here is simply a start to future Irish research 
conducted in this field.  
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Appendix I - Survey 
 

Pre-election survey 
Date of 
interview 

  Time interview 
begins 

  

  
INTRODUCTION 
Good morning/afternoon/evening.  I am __________________ from the University of 
Limerick and the Limerick Be Heard campaign. We are carrying out a survey as part of 
independent research on engagement with the forthcoming General Election in 
Limerick.  The results of this survey will be used to analyse voter engagement with the 
election.  I would like to assure you that any information you give me will be treated 
confidentially, and no personal information will be made public at any time in this 
research. 
 
  
MAIN QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

1. How interested are you in information about what's going on in government and 
politics? 
EXTREMELY INTERESTED, VERY INTERESTED, MODERATELY INTERESTED, SLIGHTLY 
INTERESTED, or NOT INTERESTED AT ALL? 

Extremely interested 1 

Very interested 2 

Moderately interested 3 

Slightly interested 4 

Not interested at all 5 

 
 
  

2. Which of the following sources for news and information do you use in an average 
week?  
(CHOOSE AS MANY AS ARE APPLICABLE) 

Television news 1 

Newspaper 2 

National radio station (eg RTE Radio 1) 3 

Local radio station (eg Live 95FM) 4 

Social media (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, Reddit, 5 
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etc.) 

Browse online for news 6 

Other 7 

None 999 

 
 

3. Which of those news sources do you USE most? 
(CHOOSE ONE) 

Television news 1 

Newspaper 2 

National radio station 3 

Local radio station 4 

Social media 5 

Browse online for news 6 

Other 7 

None 999 

  
4. Which of these news sources do you TRUST most for accurate information? 

(CHOOSE ONE) 
Television news 1 

Newspaper 2 

National radio station 3 

Local radio station 4 

Social media  5 

Browse online for news 6 

Other 7 

None 999 

  
  

5. How much have you thought about the upcoming general election? 
QUITE A LOT or ONLY A LITTLE? 

Quite a lot 1 

Only a little 2 

  
6. Do you happen to know where the polling station for your area is? 

Yes 1 
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No 2 

(DO NOT PROMPT): Intend to use a postal 
vote 3 

  
7. The last general election took place in February 2011. Do you remember for sure 

whether or not you voted in that election? 
Yes, voted  1 [INTERVIEWER: Go to Question 8] 

No, didn't vote  2 [INTERVIEWER: Skip to Question 9] 

[DO NOT PROMPT]: Can't 
remember  998 

[INTERVIEWER: Skip to Question 9] 

[DO NOT PROMPT]: Not eligible 
(e.g. too young)  999 

[INTERVIEWER: Skip to Question 9] 

  
 

8. [IF YES] Do you recall who you gave your first preference to in that election? 
Fine Gael 1 

Labour 2 

Fianna Fáil 3 

Sinn Féin 4 

Green Party 5 

Socialist Party 6 

Other Party 7 

Independent candidate 8 

[DO NOT PROMPT] Can't remember 9 

  
 

9. Would you say you are satisfied or dissatisfied with the manner in which the 
Government is running the country? 

Satisfied 1 

Dissatisfied 2 

Don't know/no opinion 999 

 
  

10. Which are the three most important issues to you today?  
[NOTE TO INTERVIEWER: If respondent cannot come up with three issues move 
on; if respondent has more than three, take first three issues stated] 
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_________________________________________________________________ 
  

_________________________________________________________________ 
  
_________________________________________________________________ 
  
_________________________________________________________________ 
  
_________________________________________________________________ 
  

  
 

11. How seriously do you believe the main political parties treat these issues? 
Extremely seriously 1 

Very seriously 2 

Moderately seriously 3 

Slightly seriously 4 

Not seriously at all 5 

Don't know 999 

  
  

12. Thinking back over the lifetime of the current Fine Gael/Labour government, 
would you say that the ECONOMY in Ireland over that period of time got a lot 
better; a little better; stayed the same; got a little worse; or got a lot worse? 

Got a lot better 1 

Got a little better 2 

Stayed the same 3 

Got a little worse 4 

Got a lot worse 5 

Don’t know/no opinion 999 

  
 

13. Do you feel things in this country are generally going in the right direction, or do 
you feel things are going in the wrong direction? 

Right direction 1 

Wrong direction 2 

Don’t know/no opinion 999 
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14. In the forthcoming general election, are you certain or almost certain you will 

vote, unsure, or certain or almost certain you will not vote? 
I am certain or almost certain that I WILL vote 1 

I am unsure if I will vote 2 

I am certain or almost certain that I WILL NOT 
vote 3 

I can't vote 999 

  
 

15. Who do you expect to form a government after the next election? 
Single party Fine Gael government, with or without support from 
Independents 1 

FG/Labour coalition 2 

FG/Labour/Others 3 

FG/FF  4 

FG/SF  5 

FG/Others 6 

FF/SF  7 

FF/SF/Lab  8 

FF/SF/Others 9 

Other coalition 10 

No government will be formed, there will be another election first 11 

Don’t know 999 

  
  

16. If you were to vote in the forthcoming general election, which would you say was 
more important in deciding how you cast your first preference vote – the 
candidate him/herself, the fact that the candidate is with a party, or the fact that 
the candidate is an Independent? 

Candidate 1 

Fact that candidate represents a party 2 

Fact that candidate is an Independent 3 

Don’t know 999 
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17. If you were to vote in the forthcoming general election, which of the following 
would be most important in making your mind up about which party or 
independent candidate you would give your first preference vote to? 

Choosing who will be Taoiseach 1 

Choosing the set of Ministers who will form the government 2 

Choosing between the policies as set out by the parties 3 

Choosing a candidate to look after the needs of the 
constituency 4 

Don’t know 999 

  
18. How similar are the main Irish political parties (Fine Gael, Labour Party, Fianna Fáil, 

Sinn Féin) in terms of what they want to do in government? 
Extremely similar 1 

Very similar 2 

Moderately similar 3 

Slightly similar 4 

Not similar at all 5 

Don’t know/no opinion 999 

  
19. Do you think it is better when a single party controls the government, better when 

there is a coalition of parties, or doesn't it matter? 
Single party government 1 

Coalition government 2 

Doesn’t matter 3 

Don't know/no opinion 999 

 
SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHICS 
The information from the following questions is required to allow us to analyse the data 
thoroughly.  Please be assured that the confidentiality of the information you provide 
here will be respected - all potentially identifiable information will be removed before 
data analysis takes place. 
  

a. Location: Electoral Division: 
___________________________________________________ 
  

b. Gender 
Female 1 
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Male 2 

Self-identify 3 

  
c. Marital Status 

Married/Civil partnership/Living as married 1 

Single 2 

Widowed/divorced/separated 3 

  
d. Employment status 

Responsible for looking after the home 1 

Full-time student (third level)/At school 2 

Temporarily unemployed (actively seeking 
work) 3 

Permanently unemployed 4 

Retired 5 

Full-time work (30 hours per week or more) 6 

Part-time work (8-29 hours per week) 7 

Self-employed 8 

  
e. Age  

18-34  
35-44  
45-54  
55-64  
65+  
 

That's the end of the survey, many thanks for your time.  Your responses will form an 
important part of the research we are conducting about civic engagement with politics 
and the electoral process in Limerick, and we would like to assure you again that your 
confidentiality will be respected. 
Thanks again! 
 
NOTE TO INTERVIEWER: COMPLETE THIS SECTION AFTER LEAVING THE RESPONDENT 
Time interview ends   

Interview Length in minutes   

Grade respondent's cooperation (marks out of 10)   
 
 


