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Abstract

Voter turnout measures the legitimacy of functioning democratic processes within States. Areas
of low or declining voter turnout highlight spaces of disengagement from formal political
processes and are a legitimate cause for concern. Political disengagement has the potential to create
spaces of inequality in terms of the level of political representation a given area or group in society
receives, and as such, can create spaces of neglect in the political system. This thesis examines
General Elections 2007-2016, Local Elections 2014-19 and the 2019 By-Election to identify trends
across a range of election types, account for context-specific influences, and highlight areas of

concern.

This thesis utilises both marked electoral register and census data to examine registered and voting-
age population voter turnout levels. These figures allow detailed examination of voter engagement,

while taking account of electoral register accuracy concerns.

Spatial statistical models provide an examination of socio-economic, demographic, and
geographical influences which shape voter turnout trends. The thesis associates areas of low or
declining turnout with areas that have high levels of social deprivation, unemployment, and
younger and transient populations, as well as low education levels. It also identifies low levels of
engagement across election types in areas that have significant foreign-born and Traveller

communities, highlighting the potential under-representation of vulnerable groups in society.

This thesis investigates the traditional urban/rural divide in turnout levels for General Election
2016, demonstrating that this effect exists independently of an area’s socio-economic and
demographic profile. The impact of other geographical factors is noted in all case studies.
Candidate location and recent boundary changes impact directly on turnout levels; factors which

call into question the boundary revision process.

This thesis utilises a range of advanced spatial statistical methods, as well as expert interviews, to

identify the outlined trends and suggest potential mechanisms to address areas of concern.

Keywords: Voter Turnout; Political Disengagement; Representational Equality; Candidate
Location; Boundary Revisions.
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Chapter One: Introduction

The process of casting a vote on election day can mean many different things to many different
people. For some, it may be viewed as a tedious process that will have very little impact on a given
outcome, for others, it may be considered a privilege to exercise a right only available to those that
live in a democracy that supports a free, equal choice in deciding who governs, and who makes
important decisions on their behalf. Dahl (1971) highlights the critical function of elections in the
democratic process, stressing the need for equality of voice and also the need for participation in
the collective decision-making process. In either case, in any given election, many people decide

to exercise their electoral power, while many abstain from voting.

Equal representation and a fair electoral system are key components of a free democratic State. At
the core of this system is the process of citizens casting their vote on election day. In this regard,
an elected government is given a mandate by the electorate to make core decisions on behalf of all
citizens in important policy matters. Key’s (1966) thesis outlines that in a competitive electoral
environment, an election result for the incumbent government should punish bad decision making
by elected officials by casting a vote to elect a new government, while strong governance should
be rewarded, and the sitting government given a strong mandate by the public to continue in office.
When some voters decide not to participate in the process, this mandate can be weakened. The
issue of low and declining voter turnout is something that has plagued western democracies in
recent decades. (Franklin et al., 2004). This is an issue that has been described as ‘democracy’s
unresolved dilemma’. (Lijphart, 1997). Lijphart (1997) outlines that this issue greatly challenges
the core democratic ideals of political participation, and political equality.

Verba (2006) stresses the importance of fairness in the democratic process. In this sense, Verba
(2006) stresses the importance of citizen participation in order to create the sense of equality
needed for a democracy to be fair and functioning. Franko (2012) also outlines that the sense of
equality within a given political system, as shaped by unequal participation, is perhaps one of the
most underexamined issues within studies of representation, potentially undermining the sense of
equality that lies at the core of a functioning democracy. Lijphart (1997) outlines how the voting
process provides a ceiling to achieve this equality, via the process of each citizen having one vote

in order to reach a collective decision on governance. Lijphart (1997) also outlines the potential



need for a ‘floor’ in this regard, with the need for increased participation a core objective. Verba
(2006) stresses the need for equality in representation in this respect in order to achieve the core
ideal of democratic fairness when this fairness is understood as a sense of ‘equal voice’ for each

citizen belonging to a given democracy.

As voter turnout tends to have a strong geographical component (Pattie & Johnston, 1998;
Kavanagh, Mills & Sinnott, 2004), a very unequal landscape can emerge in terms of political
influence. Lijphart (1997) also points to the observed bias in this regard, noting that while there is
a geographical element to areas of low and/or declining voter turnout, there are also a number of
socio-economic drivers that can create a class-bias in political influence. This inequality in voter
participation, and as a result, political influence, can pose a challenge to the function of voting as
a ‘democratic counterweight’. (Teixeira, 1992: 4). As decision-makers may tend to ‘disregard the
voices they do not hear’, this potentially creates a vast inequality in terms of basic democratic
representation for citizens and communities that tend to abstain from the democratic process.
(Carreras & Castaneda-Angarita, 2019: 111). Government policies that relate to key functions of
the State, such as welfare, public housing, healthcare, and education are all process that need to
deliver services equally based on citizens’ needs. As unequal participation may create a skewed
system of policy generation, the equality in provision of core services and citizens’ rights to equal
provision are potentially damaged. Franko (2012) stresses the potential for damage in this regard,
as the author highlights that if better-off citizens have more influence in shaping policy and service
provision, they are far less likely to press for better service provisions for sectors that they
themselves do not directly rely on, while poorer members in society potentially lack a say in the

provision of services that are vital to their wellbeing.

With this in mind, Lijphart (1997) outlines that the best way to address this inequality is to increase
voter turnout in a given context, in order to provide a fair and representative parliament that has a
strong mandate to act on behalf of all citizens. In order to do this effectively within a given context,

one must:
1) Outline the extent of voter participation.
2) Identify the various drivers that influence observed trends.

3) Identify the areas and groups that are neglected politically as a result of the status quo.



4) Identify the barriers that must be overcome for citizens.

5) Make policy suggestions in order to overcome the existing barriers and increase voter

participation.

Verba (2006) highlights that an equal and fair democracy needs both equality in democratic
participation and also equality in the treatment of citizens by government. In this sense, Verba
(2006: 532) stresses the need to include all voices in the democratic decision-making process, a
need which is not always met due to citizens abstaining from the electoral process. This choice of
abstention may be driven by a broad range of individual factors in any given context and does not
occur equally across space. This serves to create a geography of inequality in terms of political
voice and political power. Examining trends in political disengagement through voter turnout
analysis allows for the identification of potential spaces of neglect and disenfranchisement within
the current system. Voter turnout in the Republic of Ireland is not an equal measure, but one that
demonstrates a strong geographical divide, and as such, a strong examination of the issues that

impact on this important measure is perhaps best understood through the lens of electoral
geography.

This thesis aims to investigate the determining factors which drive voter participation within the
Republic of Ireland on a range of scales in various election contest from 2007 to 2019. This will
allow the social and political impact of these trends to be accessed and facilitate the suggestion of
revenant policy solutions to address the issues arising. In order to effectively meet this aim, this

thesis will focus on three primary research objectives:

Obijective One: Analyse voter turnout trends in a range of elections from 2007-2019 at a range of
scales to determine if factors identified by international literature explain spatial variation, or if

other geographical factors need to be considered.

Objective Two: To investigate changing political participation in Ireland in the context of a

changing global political landscape, following a decade of global recession and austerity measures.



Obijective Three: To investigate administrative and institutional factors which may serve to create
spaces of social and political disengagement and neglect and suggest possible policy solutions to

address these issues.

In order to meet the outlined research aim and objectives, the analytical process involves the
construction of detailed voter turnout datasets at a range of scales for a range of election types.
Primary datasets are constructed from marked electoral register analysis at both the Electoral
Division and Small Area scales. In order to investigate the role that potential register inaccuracy
may play in shaping registered turnout levels, a secondary measure of turnout in the form of the
estimated eligible voting-age population turnout is also utilised. This process not only allows the
identification of electoral register accuracy within the case study area, but also increases the
reliability of findings by providing an alternate measure of assessment throughout the analytical

process.

This thesis utilises a wide array of advanced geostatistical methods to identify and explore voter
turnout trends across elections at a range of scales. While these methods provide a detailed analysis
of the various potential socio-economic, demographic, and geographical factors that may influence
voter turnout, the inclusion of semi-structured professional interviews with political actors allows

a more nuanced insight into the issues at hand.

Given the long-recognised importance of voter turnout for the effective and fair functioning of a
strong, fair, democratic system, and given the strong geographical components that are observed
as influencing over turnout and equality of political representation, this thesis hopes to provide a
comprehensive geographical assessment of trends in recent Irish elections. In order to successfully
achieve the desired research outcomes, the consideration of the above outlined research objectives
facilitates a robust assessment of the factors that shape electoral participation. This process allows
the identification of spaces of neglect in the current political system and aims to put forward policy
relevant suggestions to improve equality of representation and increase the strength of democratic

representation within the Republic of Ireland.



Chapter Two: Geographies of Voter Turnout

There is a wide body of literature that serves to inform modern studies in the field of electoral
geography. Pattie and Johnston (2009: 405) outline the unique place of the discipline by stating
the importance of electoral geography in determining the impact of both contextual and
compositional effects in order to better understand and analyse resultant political trends within a
given context. In this sense, electoral geography serves to anchor any electoral analysis in a spatial
context. Only by better understanding the nature of a given place, the people that live there, and
the various factors that shape their lives, can one better understand the political choices that they
make. By examining the various socio-economic factors that influence the everyday lived
experience of individual voters within their unique context, a deeper understanding of political
choice can begin to emerge. (Agnew, 2002). Tobler’s First Law of Geography (1970: 236) outlines
that the closer things are, the more similar they tend to be. Electoral geography serves to apply this
observation to the field of politics in order to better understand why this is the case, what shapes
these geographies, and what impact resultant trends may have. The field is one that is continually

developing as new political focuses and spatial methods emerge and develop.

2.1: Electoral Geography: Place and Politics

From the emergence of electoral geography and electoral cartography in the early 1900’s, the
techniques and approaches that were first adopted by early academics continue to influence the
field today. (Pattie & Johnston, 2009: 406). The work of Andre Siegfried (1913) at the beginning
of the twentieth century was one of the first to offer an in-depth analysis of the distinct spatiality
associated with voting trends. In this instance, Siegfried’s analysis examined the association
between political trends and geological characteristics. This somewhat unusual relationship was
based on the resultant agricultural and industrial processes that formed in each area which often
determined employment status, and often as a result, political preference. (Durkan, Kavanagh &
D’Arcy, 2020; Pattie & Johnston, 2009). Pattie and Johnston (2009: 406) also outline significant

early studies, such as Tingsten’s (1937) investigation of the impact of social class on Swedish

5



elections and Key’s (1949) study of the Southern political landscape in the USA. As the field
continued to develop, influential academics employed both aggregate level data analysis, such as
in the case of Siegfried, Tingsten, and Key, and also began to incorporate sample survey data
analysis, as was the case in the University of Columbia, and later the University of Michigan from
the 1950’s onwards. (Pattie & Johnston: 2009). This added a new method of investigation for
electoral geographers, but also partially impacted the detailed examination of select place that was
evident in early Columbia studies. The development of the field as a distinct discipline emerged
in the 1950’s with the work of Prescott. The relatively new geographic discipline continued to
grow and develop, with a comprehensive spatial context displayed in works such as Cox’s (1969)
analysis of voter bias and spatial context. (Pattie & Johnston, 2009). As new methods develop, the
type of analysis conducted by electoral geographers also continues to change. This can be seen as
especially pronounced in the field from the 1950’s onwards, as the emergence of the Quantitative
Revolution led to a heavier statistical focus, moving away from standard cartographical
comparison. (Durkan, Kavanagh & D’Arcy, 2020). The development of quantitative approaches
continues to shape research in the field, with increased processing power, increased data
availability, and increased sophistication of modern cartographical and statistical tools leading the
way. With this in mind, it is important that any modern in-depth analysis be both aware of the
quantitative tools available and be aware of the human aspect of lived experience that shapes
political choice. Above all, any in-depth modern analysis should hold a key focus on the geography
of influential factors and have a clear rootedness in place in order to anchor the analysis in its given

context.

As the field of electoral geography continues to develop, there is a greater number of studies that
employ a range of techniques to examine the factors that shape political choice. Existing works
identify a number of influential socio-economic and demographic factors, examined through a
range of geographical contexts. This includes examining the impact of Age, Marital Status, Life
Cycle, Housing Tenure, Education Level, Employment, Economic Influences, and Social class. In
each case there is often a distinct geographical component, a component that must be incorporated
into a deeper study of the impact of place and locality on a person’s lived experience, and hence,
political actions. A comprehensive analysis should aim to incorporate influential variables to as

great an extent as possible, through a varied use of select methods. This approach provides a



detailed analysis of what drives observed trends in a given context and informs a composite model

that expands our understanding of political choice in the modern context.

2.2: Age

In the examination of factors which are seen to influence voter participation, age has been noted
as holding a particularly influential role in many instances. (Nie, Verba & Kim, 1974). Voter
participation is generally seen to increase as the age of the voter increases. Nie, Verba and Kim
(1974) refer to the wide range of influential studies that examine the relationship between the
variables of age and voter participation. In particular, they note the comprehensive analysis of
Milbrath (1965:134) that highlights the trend of increasing participation with age, before gradually
declining after the age of 60. This curvilinear relationship is observed in numerous studies, as
outlined by Skipworth (2009). Further analyses (Norval & Grimes, 1968) highlight that while this
relationship is frequently observed, the latter decline may be controlled for in relation to
educational attainment. In either case, the influence of age on voter participation tends to be one
of the key factors examined in both historical and contemporary electoral analyses, with numerous
studies highlighting an observed positive correlation between the two variables. In this regard, the
observed trend emerges in numerous studies conducted in various electoral contexts, and on a
range of scales. Crittenden (1963) points to historical examples in the United States, such as that
of Arneson’s 1924-1948 comparative study in Delaware, Ohio. Crittenden (1963) also highlights
studies in the European context, such as that of Tingsten’s 1897-1934 examination, which
demonstrated that political participation generally increases with age until the mid-to-late sixties
and is then observed to decline as one reaches ‘old age’. This theory has also been examined more
recently in the Irish context, with findings which serve to support this established trend.
(Kavanagh, 2002: 19).

Crittenden (1963) examines this observed relationship through the use of survey data from the
American Institute of Public Opinion in the time period from 1946-1958. In this instance, the
author finds that older citizens are indeed more likely to vote and also demonstrate a greater degree

of ‘consistency’ in their political choices. While this study highlights the greater propensity to vote



in older cohorts, the greatest increase in both voting propensity and consistency takes places in the
transition from the youngest cohort (21-39) to the middle-aged cohort (40-59), with a smaller
increase, and even a decline in some instances, observed in the transition from the middle-aged
cohort (40-59) to the oldest cohort (60-79). These findings offer support for the existence of a
curvilinear relationship when examining the impact of age on voter participation, with the greatest

impact observed as one moves from the 21-39 cohort to the 40-59 age cohort.

Age has been analysed as a determining factor in numerous past studies in the international context.
However, viewing age as a determining component establishes a link to a number of other relevant
factors. For example, as one grows older, they are more likely to become homeowners, reach a
higher level of education, and progress through their life cycle in terms of marriage and children.
The findings of Crittenden (1963) support the potential impact of secondary factors on the
observed relationship. Crittenden (1963: 331) notes that the ‘aging effect may result from
experience with given roles and statuses’. In this respect, one may expect the majority of
aforementioned potentially influential life transitions to take place between the lower and middle
age cohorts examined. It is important to recognise that no single factor exists in isolation, and that
a colinear relationship may exist among potentially influential factors. In this sense, it is important
to consider that influential individual variables may be best accounted for through the use of a
proxy variable, such as a ‘life-cycle’ measure. For the purpose of this case study, age will be
viewed as a separate factor alongside a number of other relevant components in order to provide a
comprehensive model of influence. Previous studies, such as that of Snyder (2011) also highlight
the importance of conducting a multiscalar analysis in order to help determine the influential

factors on observed trends.

In summation, the impact of age on voting behaviour is perhaps one of the most examined
relationships in electoral behaviour and political choice. Both political scientists and electoral
geographers have highlighted observed relationships and theorised about the potential reasons
behind such trends. These studies have provided numerous deep insights into the topic, and also
outlined a wide range of methods and processes that can be employed by future studies. From the
range of studies conducted to date, there is one unifying factor. From the quantity of research on
the subject, it is clear that academics realise the importance of examining the impact that age may

have on voting behaviour within in a given electoral context, and also the importance of examining



the impact that this may have on democratic function. In this regard, Berry (2014: 722) highlights
the risks associated with younger people abstaining from the voting process, noting that the
resultant pyramid-shaped age distribution of voters may greatly impede the democratic influence
of younger cohorts, and as such, may create a democratic deficit that should be taken extremely
seriously. This deficit is one that policy makers should certainly seek to address to the best of their
ability and academics should strive to outline the various causal factors and potential implications
of such observations within a given national context, with the aim of identifying issues and

outlining potential improvements.

2.3: Marital Status and Life Cycle Transition

In asimilar vein to aforementioned trends, marital status has been observed as impacting on overall
electoral participation. As an individual advances through their life cycle and is more likely to
have a strong community connection, they are often more likely to be involved in the political
process. Kavanagh (2002: 22) points to theorists such as Straits (1990) and Pattie and Johnston
(1999: 889), who highlight the pivotal role of marital status in the participation process, with the
latter describing this factor as the ‘most important social context’ in terms of shaping political

choices.

Stoker and Jennings (1995) examine the potential impact of marital status on voting behaviour
through the use of individual level data from 1965 to 1982 in the United States of America. This
in-depth analysis focuses on individual level longitudinal data, and also considers additional
relational implications of one’s marital status. In this regard, it considers marital status in the
broader context of the ‘life-cycle’ implications of voter behaviour, and also in the sense that it
considers the ‘transition’ into and out of marriage as potentially influential events. Stoker and
Jennings (1995) also examine the extent to which one individual’s voting behaviour is influenced
over time through interaction with their spouse and their broader social networks, an approach
which is not dissimilar to that taken in ‘neighbourhood effect’ focused analyses. (Pattie &
Johnston, 2009: 410). Stoker and Jennings (1995: 421) in this respect serve to expand on the strand

of electoral analysis which places a greater focus on the contextual effect of political behaviour;



an aspect that is key to electoral geography. Through their focus on marital status as a potential
driver of trends, the authors expand on the work of Marsden (1987), who demonstrates the
likelihood of discussing and debating ‘important problems in general’, primarily with one’s
spouse. Stoker and Jennings (1995) expand this hypothesis by extending its inquiry to the realm

of political decision making and citizen engagement.

Stoker and Jennings (1995) arrive at a number of relevant conclusions in their detailed analysis.
Firstly, they demonstrate that whatever an individual’s voting behaviour is, they tend to become
more similar to their partner over time. This expands on previous studies that suggest marital status
as a broadly influential factor which increases voter turnout by highlighting that this may not
necessarily be the case. Instead, this suggests that the likelihood of marriage increasing one’s
electoral participation instead depends on their spouse’s pre-existing level of engagement in
political activities. This finding tends to support those of related approaches, notably the
‘neighbourhood effect’ (Pattie & Johnston, 2009: 410), and also those which consider the process
of voting in terms of ‘habit formation’. (Coppock & Green, 2016). The noted ‘convergence’ in
political behaviours is more pronounced for electoral behaviour such as voting likelihood, as
opposed to other political activities such as campaigning or protesting. This is perhaps due to the
relatively low ‘cost’ associated with the activity of casting a ballot on election day. (Blais et al.,
2019). In this sense, Stoker and Jennings (1995:424) conclude that ‘the transition into marriage
spurs a process of adaptation that results in greater couple correspondence after marriage’. This
effect is one that has a notable initial impact on one’s voting behaviour, a trend which appears to
become more pronounced over time. In a broader context of viewing marriage, it must be noted
that it is unclear whether this relationship is due to the marital status of the individuals, or due to
other contextual factors. When considering that married individuals are more likely to be exposed
to the same influences in terms of economic conditions, housing status, and even increased
likelihood to share the same social sphere of influence, the resultant impact of the process of

marriage convergence becomes somewhat unclear.

While this study serves to suggest the likelihood of increased or decreased voting propensity of a
newly married individual, depending on the voting behaviours of their partner, Stoker and Jennings
(1995) also examine the impact of transition into, or out of, marriage as somewhat separate

influential factors. In this respect, it is noted that any transition tends to decrease one’s likelihood
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of engaging in the electoral process. (Stoker & Jennings, 1995: 428). These findings may be
considered in terms of the broader impact of destabilising factors in an individual’s life. In this
respect, not only potentially destabilising factors such as divorce or widowhood have a supressing
effect, but also the act of marriage. In this regard, it may be concluded that marriage has an initial
depressing impact on voter turnout, but over time it helps create social conditions which lead to a
gradual increase. This effect may become more negated, or more pronounced, depending on the

pre-existing voting habits of each individual, with both becoming more similar over time.

When Stoker and Jennings (1995) consider one influential impact of marriage as being attributed
to movement into a new social network, it must also be noted that there are many other life events
that may stimulate a similar transition. The event of one starting a new job or moving to a new
area, for example. Perhaps even taking part in a new social activity may potentially have a similar
impact on individual voting behaviour. This broader interpretation strongly supports the work of
Agnew (2002) in his examination of one’s lived experience in driving political change, and again
also fits the model of the neighbourhood effect (Pattie & Johnston, 2009) and the friends and
neighbour voting effect. (Parker, 1982). In this respect, the individual’s likelihood to converge
with the views of their social context would potentially serve as the preliminary driver of the
geographies of electoral participation, accounting for noted patterns of similarity in one’s day-to-

day life.

Stoker and Jennings (1995), when considered in this broader context, not only support the findings
of analyses that suggest convergence with geographically close networks, but also serve to
highlight one apparently key factor that drives an individual’s political decision making: the extent
of general stability in their lives. In the context of Stoker and Jennings (1995), this sense of stability
revolves around marital stability. However, this may also be considered in a broader context. Logic
depicts that an individual who experiences instability in their marital status is potentially more
exposed to experience instability in other aspects of their day-to-day lives, such as housing tenure,
employment, economic conditions, or indeed their level of stability in their broader social
networks. In this regard, broad measures of stability may be a potentially beneficial method of
examining the key drivers that shape political decision making in a given context. Stoker and
Jennings (1995) employ an individual-level analysis that provides a dynamic study of the impact

of marital status and life cycle transitions in a way that static, cross-sectional, aggregate studies
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may be unable to provide. However, consideration of the impact of ‘general stability’ as a
preliminary driver of one’s voting propensity does provide the opportunity to examine relevant
related variables in a given electoral context and determine the overall impact observed in an
aggregate study. The authors conclude that when observed results are ‘taken at face value’, an
aggregate study should outline a decline in voter turnout when marriages, or a conclusion of
marriage, takes place within a given area, and also suggests that an area with many established

marriages may have an increased likelihood of voting.

The broader consideration of instability in one’s life could be helpful when considering the
observed overall decline in electoral participation within western democracies. (Franklin et al.,
2004). While Stoker and Jennings (1995: 431) highlight the growing trend of a greater degree of
discontinuities in marital histories at the time in the United States, this may generally tend to
increase the average level of instability in a person’s life. As this is a trend experienced not just in
the United States, but largely in the Western world, gradual declines in participation in Western
democracies since 1945 (Franklin et al., 2004) may be partly attributed to a growing sense of
instability in the average person’s life. When the impact of instability is considered in this regard,
it may also be worthwhile expanding the root causes of instability to include changes in
employment, changes in economic conditions and changes in residence as factors that are perhaps
also more common in modern Western societies. Due to the nature of the data in this study, the
consideration of stability may be examined through marriage rates in an area, with the aim of
investigating if established individuals perhaps have an increased sense of stability and an
increased likelihood of voting. Stability may also be considered in terms of housing tenure,
assuming that rented accommodation may often provide a less stable environment, as subsequently
discussed. While broader interpretations of stability, and potential impacts, may not be adequately
examined through a study of this nature, the examination of individual related factors may
nonetheless provide relevant insight into this topic. Future studies may wish to consider a more

nuanced approach and analysis at the individual level to further expand on this specific factor.
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2.4: Housing Tenure and Homeownership

Homeownership is another factor which is frequently observed to have a notable relationship with
voter participation. Established theories have pointed to homeownership as demonstrating an
increased personal investment in a given community, and as a result, a general increase in political

participation.

In a similar fashion to examining age as a determining factor, homeownership is not an entirely
independent variable, as homeownership also has potential associations with relative income
levels, age, and family status, with older more well-off individuals who have families being
logically more likely to be potential homeowners. Many existing studies, such as Holian’s (2011)
investigation of ‘homeownership, dissatisfaction and voting’, may fail to fully address this issue
of collinearity, but nonetheless identify some key aspects that influence observed voter trends.
Downs (1957) points to the role that homeownership rates play in increasing participation rates.
This theory has been successfully applied in more modern settings in order to help explain spatial

variations in participation rates. (Kavanagh, 2002; Andre et al., 2017).

Holian (2011) examines the impact of both homeownership and dissatisfaction on one’s likelihood
to participate in the electoral process. The author expands on Fischel’s ‘homevoter’ hypothesis
(2001), which outlines that homeownership and dissatisfaction both tend to increase one’s
likelihood of participating in an electoral context, with dissatisfied homeowners demonstrating a
very high likelihood of voting. By analysing the Silicon Valley Pulse survey, conducted in Silicon
Valley USA, Holian (2011) finds that this hypothesis holds true, with both dissatisfaction and
homeownership rates increasing with voter turnout. Holian (2011) also expands on the work of
DiPasquale and Glaeser (1999), who identify both homeownership and ‘duration of stay’ as
increasing the likelihood of voting. In the Irish context, Kavanagh (2002) also points to
homeownership and residential mobility as factors which hold an influential role. Findings point
to homeowners as more likely than renters to have a longer period of residence within a given area,
and as such, are more likely to have integrated into a given community and be more active in their
political life. This view contrasts that of Fischel (2001) to a certain extent, as Fischel’s study
focuses on the financial motivation associated with homeownership, as opposed to solely focusing

on community attachment as a factor that drives the observed correlation. Fischel (2001) does
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account for some influences outside of financial motivation, pointing to the work of Lyons et al.
(1992), which examines the impact of being a ‘good citizen’ on voting propensity. Jiang (2018)
also draws on the existing volumes of literature that examine the impact of homeownership and
duration of stay on voting likelihood, using census-block data as opposed to survey analysis. In
this case, Jiang (2018) again identifies a positive correlation in relation to homeownership and
one’s likelihood to vote in mayoral elections in the USA. Jiang (2018) identifies two influential
factors in this regard. Firstly, in a similar vein to the work of Fischel (2001), Jiang identifies the
financial incentive in relation to owning a property in a given area as a driving factor in increasing
participation. In this regard, Jiang (2018: 168) outlines that an individual’s home is often ‘the
largest investment for most U.S households’, and as such, ‘their financial stake in a community
makes them more eager to participate in local political processes’. (Jiang, 2018: 176). Secondly,
Jiang (2018: 176) also examines ‘length of stay’ in an area through a financial lens, noting that the
length of time spent in an area also increases the length of time spent receiving ‘longer utility flow
from local public goods consumption’. Jiang arrives at the conclusion that ‘financial incentive
alone’ is the driver of homeowners’ tendency to vote in mayoral elections. While this supports
previous studies that suggest a key focal point of voting propensity relates to economic drivers and
also supports research that broadly examines the decision to vote as driven by ‘self-interest’
(Feldman, 1982), it can also be viewed as largely reductive, as there are far more factors to be
considered in the context of lived experience (Agnew, 2002) than economic drivers alone.
However, it does still offer further evidence that highlights the widely observed correlation
between homeownership, duration of stay, and one’s likelihood to participate in an electoral
contest, while also raising important questions about the potential impact of this on relevant policy

decisions.

In summation, existing research outlines the existence of a relationship between homeownership
and voter turnout in a range of different contexts. Key studies outline that a dissatisfied ‘good’
citizen looks to participate in an election, rather that abstaining, in order to resolve a perceived
issue, especially if they are a dissatisfied ‘good’ citizen that owns their own home and has lived in
the area for a long time. Existing studies have examined this on a range of scales, in a range of
local and national contexts, using methods that are based on aggregate census results, and also

methods based on individual survey responses. There are few studies however that aim to examine
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this in the context of the myriad of other traditionally influential factors, and fewer still that focus

on the Republic of Ireland.

2.5: Education

The effect of education on voter turnout is perhaps one of the most studied aspects within voter
turnout analyses. From early political theory up to modern analyses, education is widely observed
as having a notable positive correlation with electoral participation rates across a wide range of
various electoral contexts. Croke et al. (2016) point to political theorists, such as Hillygus (2005)
and Putnam (1995), who claim that education levels are observed as being one of the most

influential factors in shaping overall voter turnout levels.

Sondheimer and Green (2010) point to the early work of Merriam and Gosnell (1924) to highlight
the range of historically documented cases that support this observation, especially in the United
States of America. Sondheimer and Green (2010: 174) outline the broad range of analyses that
have used self-reported and public measures of variables in order to outline that the observed
correlation predominately holds true, regardless of the specific type of measure used. The authors
state that the observed correlation, in the case of the United States at least, exists with ‘law-like’
regularity. However, the authors also stress the need to be aware of potential limitations to
observations, pointing to both the scale of analysis used in order to examine relationships, and also
the potential collinearity when considering the various socio-economic characteristics that may go

hand-in-hand with an individual’s level of educational attainment.

Pelkonen (2012), while acknowledging the vast body of literature that supports observed trends,
stresses the need to not just examine educational attainment as an assigned value, but as a
conscious choice made by individuals when considering the potential relationship to voter
engagement. In this respect, Pelkonen (2012) sets out to examine the potential relationship in a
context of institutional changes that extend the length of time an individual has to stay in
mandatory formal education, and considers that this may be a clearer measure, as opposed to the
impact of the number of years in education directly. In order to conduct this analysis, the author

studies the impact of increasing the length of compulsory schooling in Norway on civic

15



engagement. In this analysis, the author uses both individual level data and municipality level
aggregate data with the resultant conclusion highlighting the lack of an observed correlation
between the length of time in education and voting propensity. The author suggests that these
findings build on the growing body of literature, such as the research of Siedler (2010) and
Milligan et al. (2004), which suggests that ‘the political activity of people is driven by factors other
than education’. (Pelkonen, 2012: 69). In this vein of examination, Siedler’s (2010) study examines
the increase in years of compulsory schooling in Germany, finding no causal relationship to voter
turnout. Siedler (2010) points to the growing body of work with similar findings, highlighting that
while there is a relationship observed within the United States in the case of Dee (2004), Milligan
et al. (2004) find no such relationship in the case of the United Kingdom. The view that education
does not have as great an impact on political behaviours as previously thought may be considered
largely reductive. Even as Siedler (2010: 316) outlines the historical body of literature that has
stressed the extent of the observed relationship, the author indirectly highlights that it is not the
level of education itself that has been theorised to impact on voter behaviours. Instead, it is the
level of knowledge, civic awareness, and broad skillsets which encourage engagement that are
theorised to drive the observed relationships. However, these individual factors are very difficult
to quantify and measure, and as such, education level has often been seen as a strong and logical
proxy measure to examine as many of these suggested influential variables as possible. In this
respect, if the extent of the traditionally observed relationship appears to be in decline, perhaps it
suggests that the associated skillsets and experiences that are historically associated with education
are less reliant on formal education in the contemporary context. In this sense, it is also no surprise
that the contextual conditions of individual studies would indeed lead to a great deal of variation
in observed trends and may also explain why there is an observed difference among various
national contexts. When considered in this manner, the recent body of literature that challenges
historical studies poses no reason to exclude educational attainment as a valid potentially causal
factor but does highlight the need to consider this variable in both geographical context and as part
of a greater array of factors that serve to potentially influence voter turnout levels. In the past
number of decades the general Irish population are seen to have an overall increased level of
education. This is expected to be more prevalent with younger generations, as third-level

education, once a rarity, is now commonplace. As education is seen to increase participation and
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younger populations are widely observed as being less likely to participate in the electoral process,

this paradoxical relationship will be of interest in the modern Irish context.

Apart from the potential causal relationship between educational and voter turnout levels,
education has often been considered as a potential means of addressing electoral inequality. In this
sense, education may be seen to increase awareness of political events and also provide an
increased understanding of this process which makes educated citizens more likely to participate
in the electoral process. Mayer (2011: 643) points to education as being a possible corrective
measure in the case of unequal participation by increasing education levels among select groups
of underrepresented individuals. Pelkonen (2012) argues that while previous studies have
examined the relationship between education levels and measures of political awareness, including
not just voter turnout but also the level of general awareness among the electorate in relation to
economic and social issues, there is very little work to suggest that this raised awareness in

decision-making positively impacts on economic performance.

2.6: Employment and Economic Influences

One factor which has been deemed influential on observed voting trends is economic well-being.
Economic well-being is seen to be a driver of inequality and is also a factor that can have a strong
geographical component. McKay (2019) highlights that while there is a large body of existing
knowledge in the field of economics with regard to the importance of spatial inequality, this is

often neglected in the political and electoral sphere.

Carreras and Castaneda-Angarita (2019) highlight the perhaps paradoxical relationship observed
in existing studies between voter turnout and economic downturns. In this sense, both a withdrawal
effect and a mobilisation effect may be observed. The withdrawal effect, as outlined by Rosenstone
(1982), describes how a person may become increasingly disengaged in politics during an
economic downturn as their focus shifts from politics to survival, or perhaps the failure of
established institutions to manage the economic situation leads to a general loss in trust. Shah and
Wichowsky (2019) point to the demobilising effect that followed the housing bubble burst and
subsequent recession in the United States. Their study points to a demobilising effect among the

worst-hit areas. It is important to stress however that this may not be a uniform trend, with the
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authors pointing to a number of areas in which grass-roots movements have been established,
which demonstrates a high level of citizen engagement and mobilisation in this respect. The
authors also highlight the range of related factors which may have an impact on observed trends
and suggest that future studies examine the issue in a different context, taking account of factors
such as emotional stresses, income inequality, and racial inequality, which are all related and
potentially colinear components. However, Shah and Wichowsky (2019) highlight the potential
negative impact of economic downturns on select groups within society and highlight that the
subsequent suppression of political voices due to reduced participation may lead to a situation in
which the people most impacted by economic and political failures are less likely to be represented
on the political stage. This raises the bigger question: If some voices are not heard, are they

legislated for?

Alternative studies, such as that of Arceneaux (2003), point to a situation in which economic
adversity is shown to increase voter turnout. In this instance, the author uses data from the
American National Election Study (1990-98) to demonstrate their argument, pointing to the need
for caution when inferring individual-level behaviour from aggregate-level data. In this sense, it is
important to account for the lived experience of the individual when analysing individual social
and political experience. (Agnew, 2002). Carreras and Castaneda-Angarita (2019: 111) also stress
the need to acknowledge the limitations of aggregate-level data in this regard. The potential
benefits associated with aggregate data should not be disregarded however, as individual
responses, especially when gauging a subjective variable, potentially have a greater degree of

inaccuracy due to perceived status.

Arceneaux (2003: 73) infers that while economic adversity may reduce voter turnout for some
members of society, this impact is not uniform, and the opposite impact is often also observed.
The author highlights the factor of ‘blame’ that may be attributed to the sitting government in
relation to an economic downturn experienced by citizens. In this sense, those that are impacted
by the situation may often be mobilised to increase electoral participation. Carreras and Castaneda-
Angarita (2019: 112) also highlight this previously observed trend, based on the framework put
forward by Ragsdale and Rusk (2017), which suggests that economic downturns can increase

participation for select groups that perceive the impact to be greater for them.

18



Given the uneven distribution of economic experience in various contexts (Pike & Tomaney, 2009;
Mastronardi & Cavallo, 2020) and the localised impact of community engagement as discussed by
Shah and Wichowsky (2019), there is a logical expected geographical relationship in terms of the
potential mobilisation or disengagement experienced by the electorate in response to the unequal
impact of economic experience. While Carreras and Castaneda-Angarita (2019) review a strong
body of work that supports both a mobilising effect and a withdrawal effect on a cross-national
basis, the authors also point to previous studies that demonstrate the lack of a relationship observed
between variables when examined at the cross-national level. Based on the lack of a relationship
observed at this scale, a smaller-scale national analysis may be more suited to examining the topic,
as a study focused within a single electoral context helps to reduce the impact of variance as a

result of other external influential factors.

Carreras and Castaneda-Angarita (2019) seek to offer a comprehensive investigation into the
specific impact of macro-economic downturns on electoral participation by examining the issue
using cross-sectional data for forty-four countries that have a high degree of variability from 1996
to 2013. The authors aim to identify groups of the population that are most exposed to economic
influences, and as such, most likely to respond in a given electoral contest. Groups of the
population that have low education levels and high unemployment rates are deemed to be most
exposed due to their likely difficulty in securing additional employment in a difficult economic
situation. The authors also highlight previous works that suggest poor members of society tend to
perceive economic downturns more negatively than other groups in society. In this sense, studies
such as Rosenstone’s (1982) analysis of the 1974 recession in the United States highlights this
observation. In their assessment, Carreras and Castaneda-Angarita (2019) consider the variables
of ‘unemployment’ and ‘economic growth rate’. The findings suggest that less-educated and low-
income voters tend to mobilise during periods of economic hardship while citizens with a higher
level of education and higher income level tend not to demonstrate a response. In this sense, the
citizens in society that are often voiceless during normal economic periods are often most vocal in
difficult economic times, and potentially as a result have a greater influence on the political sphere
in times of economic hardship. Carreras and Castaneda-Angarita (2019) also highlight that this
observed relationship is most prominent in States that do not have a generous welfare programme,
and States that are less exposed to the process of globalization. It is worth noting in this respect

however, due to the various electoral and political contexts involved in a cross-national analysis
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of this scale, there is potential for a number of colinear impacts and contextual relationships that
serve to impact on the confidence level of such analyses. It may be worthwhile examining the
impact of similar variables on a national level in order to determine if variables are impacted on a
range of scales due to exposure to welfare spending, or government spending in general, and also
by examining economic core and peripheral responses and relations within a given national

context.

The body of literature discussed to this point draws on a range of influential factors on a range of
scales to outline observed relationships in multiple contexts. There is a broad similarity across
studies in the sense that while economic conditions impact on different members of society in
different ways, it is often the impact on the individual citizen that tends to shape political
behaviour. The majority of studies highlight that electoral participation is often driven by
individual concerns and action based on what is perceived to be a necessary choice to improve the
life quality of the individual. In reference to low-income and less-educated voters, Carreras and
Castaneda-Angarita (2019: 118) highlight this observation by stating that it ‘appears that these
groups tend to vote in greater numbers when it matters most to them’. Although an individual
choice, the aggregate influences and factors that shape these choices often have localised impacts,

driving a resultant geography in trends observed.

Pattie and Johnston (2009: 413) address this observation in a similar vein by focusing on
‘egocentric voting’ and the impact of ‘valence politics’ on observed voting trends. In this sense,
‘egocentric voting’ describes a self-beneficial view in terms of political choice, while ‘valence
politics’ outlines the process of making decisions based on desired policy outcomes as opposed to
political ideologies. In this regard, voters are seen to be driven by their perceived economic
advancement in making a decision on election day. Pattie and Johnston (2009) outline that this
approach is often observed to explain the behaviour of the electorate, as the majority of voters
don’t fully understand the various complexities surrounding economic policy on the political stage
and instead exhibit egocentric voting, asking themselves; ‘have (the government) improved my
standard of living or not?’. (Pattie & Johnston, 2009:413). The authors also outline how this
perceived economic well-being often displays a distinct geography, based on relative economic
development within a State, and within a community. The authors use the example of the 1997
British Election Study to highlight this effect on the national, regional, and personal scales, using
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unemployment levels as an overall measure of economic performance. This study finds that the
perceived economic well-being of individuals does indeed influence voting trends, with voters that
felt the economy had improved under the current government living in areas with the highest
average falls in unemployment, and those that felt left behind by economic development living in
areas with the lowest average decreases in unemployment rates. Pattie and Johnston (2009)
highlight how this impacted political choice in the subsequent election in the UK, and also offer
an example from the United States, demonstrating that a sitting Governor’s support change is
indeed influenced by the perceived economic progression of regional industries. However, this is
often restricted to States in which the Governor is seen to have a direct influence over industry
success, as opposed to predominately agricultural regions in which external factors are often the
deciding factors in terms of economic success. This demonstrates that voters tend to use their
perceived economic well-being relative to other locations at a range of scales in order to measure

the effectiveness of a sitting government, and make political choices based on this.

Mckay (2019) outlines the spatiality of the political discontent viewed in the United Kingdom with
regard to the Brexit vote, suggesting that the Brexit campaign was largely based on the perception
of neglect, and targeted at select members of the electorate, in select regions. Mckay (2019) aims
to expand upon the idea that the spatial divisions that emerged in this campaign can to some extent
be attributed to ‘left behind’ places that have suffered economic, and by association, political
neglect. (Coyle & Ford, 2017: 67). McKay (2019) recognises the value in examining this issue,
pointing to the work of Jennings and Stoker (2016: 372), which examines both ‘cosmopolitan’ and
‘backwater’ areas of the UK with respect to their contrasting levels of ‘access’ to highly skilled
jobs, and ‘connectedness’ to the global economy. In this case, while the study did not point to a
trend of local economies influencing the level of political discontent at a constituency scale, they
did offer the thesis that poorer areas may be more susceptible to the spread of ‘political
disaffection’. (Jennings & Stoker, 2016: 380).

In summation, economic conditions and macro-economic fluctuations are widely observed as
influencing political behaviour and voter turnout. While initial studies point to a paradoxical
relationship in some regards, with both a mobilising effect and a withdrawal effect observed in a
situation of economic decline, additional studies point to the various factors which seek to further

explain differences in observation. In short, the mobilising impact of economic conditions is
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observed in areas where the voters have a strong sense of blame for the incumbent government in
terms of a failure to manage economic conditions in a manner that is beneficial for citizens. The
withdrawal effect can also be observed in areas in which a lack of political options leads to an
overall disillusionment with the established system, or in a case in which the voter believes that
their vote will not have a desired impact. When conditions support the mobilisation effect, it is
seen to be notably more pronounced in areas that essentially have the most to lose. Regions with
low education levels and low income levels are seen to be most susceptible to this type of
mobilisation, in a scenario where additional conditions do not impede mobilisation. In areas that
demonstrate the withdrawal effect, there is also seen to be localised variances in the overall trend,
due to localised impacts of select political or community actors that work to inform and mobilise
members of the electorate. In the case of the Republic of Ireland, Kavanagh (2015) notes the
implications of economic downturns on the electorate, outlining the extensive political shifts in

select regions following the 2008 financial crisis and associated austerity policies with the country.

In the event of either a withdrawal or mobilisation effect, there is often seen to be a resultant
geography. The uneven impact of macro-economic changes and the effect of various localised
influences serves to shape this resultant geography, and as a result, shape political choices within
a given spatial context. While the body of research discussed highlights observed trends on a range
of scales by examining both aggregate and individual-level data, one given trend appears to
emerge. While macro-economic conditions and geographies of various influences work to shape
choice within a given context, it is often the individual experience of each voter that drives political
changes. In this sense, it is important to understand that while there is a strong geographical
component to behaviours, shaped by the geography of influential factors, it is the impact of
changes at the individual level, or even the perception of changes, that shapes a citizen’s level of

engagement with the political system.

2.7: Social Class

The impact of social class on voter behaviours is widely studied in the international context in
terms of how party support trends are influenced (Laver, 1986; Andersen & Heath, 2002) and how
voter participation is potentially influenced (Beeghley, 1986; Lahtinen et al., 2017), alongside the
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potential implications associated with such trends. When considering the potential impact of social
class on a given variable, it is important to consider the various understandings of class
determination. Wright (1979) outlines the various key academic discourses that have shaped the
contemporary understanding of social class. In this respect, Wright (1979) points to some key
understandings of class construct, noting that most interpretations revolve around an individual’s
income level, with various academics interpreting the hierarchical factors of this understanding in
different frameworks. In this sense, Wright (1979) notes the Marxist view, which revolves around
amore relational approach. In this framework, social class may be considered in a contextual sense,
taking account of the social structure in which an individual lives and acts. Wright (1979) also
points to other relational concepts, such as the Weberian concept of social stratification (1922),
and Dahrendof’s view of authority relations (1959), in order to provide a broad overview of the
various relational concepts that may be considered in the determination of social class, within a
given context. While it is important to understand the various constructs of social class prior to
examining the potential role that this factor may play in shaping political and electoral behaviours,
and the potential resultant consequences of this, the various constructs of social class all point to a
system shaped around the role of equality, or inequality in a given society. While various class
constructs may consider this in the role of decision-making power, resource access, occupational
role, or even limits to social freedoms, the degree of equality within a given social structure tends

to manifest as a key consideration in social class determination.

In terms of the relationship between electoral participation and social class, Lahtinen et al. (2017)
explore the role that an occupation-based measure of social class plays in shaping participation in
the temporal context of Finnish elections from 1999 to 2012. In this sense, the authors consider
social class broadly in the Weberian context of social stratification. (Lahtinen et al., 2017: 390).
The authors stress, that while income and education level are often considered as shaping voter
turnout trends, an occupation-based measure of social class is often omitted from detailed analyses.
(Lahtinen et al., 2017: 388). The use of occupational status as a direct measure of social class does
provide a broad framework in which to understand an objective class measure, but also has a
number of potential limitations. Namely, the use of a single determining factor to determine a
broad trait such as ‘social class’ leads to a potentially reductive measure, excluding any external
components or subjective understandings that may shape an individual’s ‘social class’, or their

perception of ‘class’.
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In this study, the authors make use of individual-level data to examine the potential impact of
social class on voting behaviour. In this sense, social class is previously identified as influencing
electoral participation due to the determining role that social class plays in the distribution of
‘participation-fostering” resources, such as health and income, two factors that are also examined
separately. (Lahtinen et al., 2017: 389). The use of these measures also poses some methodological
risk, as both the traits of income and health may be co-determined by one’s occupational role, and
vice-versa. In terms of the significance of occupational role, the authors largely consider this to be
influential on voter turnout due to the level of access to resources which facilitate participation
that it may determine for an individual, with ‘higher class’ individuals having a greater opportunity

to vote at a lower perceived ‘cost’.

The examination of Finnish elections conducted by Lahtinen et al. (2017) outlines a number of
key trends that support the inclusion of a social class measure in an examination of voter
participation. Their work serves to outline an observed relationship between an occupational-based
measure of social class, with manual workers viewed as least likely to participate in electoral
contests, while upper non-manual workers are far more likely to vote. The findings are viewed as
broadly holding consistent across multiple electoral contexts. (Lahtinen et al., 2017: 398). The
findings also suggest that income plays a strong role in social class determination and the resultant
impact on participation rates, and also suggests that class-based differences are more pronounced
among those with lower incomes. (Lahtinen et al., 2017: 399). With this consideration, findings
raise questions about the individual factors in any constructed social class measure that may have
potentially co-linear impacts in multiple directions and form complex webs of influence among
variables. It is also worth noting that an individual’s age is seen to play a role in shaping the level
of correlation, and also in shaping outliers in the observed trends. In this sense, age can also be
viewed as a variable that potentially widely influences and determines an array of variables, with
relationships that are often heavily influenced by context, as previously discussed. Lahtinen et al.
(2017) provide a number of strong considerations for future studies of election participation rates.
Noting that a social class measure, in this case based on occupation, can be seen to be influential
in the Finnish context, the authors make a strong case for the inclusion of such a variable in future
studies of participation, with a number of other contextual and methodological considerations to

be taken into account.
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The historical construction of the relationship between one’s social class and the democratic
process is a complicated matter and tends to vary greater depending on national context. Wang
and Sun (2017) explore the historical relations of the relationship between class and participation,
noting that in many national contexts, middle-class voters, defined here as predominately urban,
white collar, waged professionals, tend to be heavily reliant on State actions to protect their way
of life. In this sense, Wang and Sun (2017) expand on the work of Lipset (1959) and Moore (1966)
to explain the often-co-dependent relationship between the middle class and the government, who
are reliant on the continued status quo within a given national context, and who also have the
means to participate in electoral processes with little relative ‘cost’. In this understanding of class-
based influences, middle-class voters are seen to vote more frequently than others as a means of
protecting their interests, while associated traits such as a generally higher level of education,

promote ‘post-materialist’ or ‘self-expressive’ values. (Wang & Sun, 2017: 245).

Wang and Sun (2017) highlight that social class may be perceived in a broad array of
understandings, and national contexts. The authors highlight the various historical relationships,
and institutional and structural factors, that impact on a potential relationship between class
structure and political participation. In this respect, the authors stress the need to consider both the
various understandings of social class and national contextual factors in any given analysis of the
relationship between class structure and political behaviour. Throughout this study, the authors
highlight numerous factors that may be broadly considered as related to social class, such as
profession, income, and education. The authors also point to internationally recognised class-based
relationships that highlight the increased likelihood of higher voter participation from the middle
classes, but stress that there are a number of national contextual effects that may contribute to and
produce observed trends. (Wang & Sun, 2017: 253).

Winders (1999) offers a class-based structure in which to consider participation rates in the USA,
focussing on the role that class-based conflicts play in increasing participation though social and
political movements. The impact of mobilisation, especially in the context of class mobilisation,
is also discussed by Gray and Caul (2000), with the authors noting the role that organisations play
in determining mobilisation. In this respect, the authors note that labour unions and other

employment-based organisations tend to have members that are closely aligned in terms of
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possessing a predominantly employment-based understanding of what determines an individual’s

social class.

Martikainen et al. (2005) outline that their examination of parliamentary elections in Finland
suggests that social class is viewed as having a notable impact on resultant participation trends.
Further to this, factors such as income and housing tenure are observed as more influential among
older cohorts, and educational attainment is more influential among younger groups. Despite the
noted deviations based on other socio-economic characteristics, social class is observed as playing
an influential role in shaping electoral participation, with the issue of working-class under-
representation also noted, alongside the potential policy impacts of a skewed class-based degree
of political influence.

While social class may be considered in the context of a broad array of select variables, this study
will utilise aggregate census data at a range of scales to examine the potential influence of an
employment-based measure of social class on voter turnout trends in recent Irish elections. By
examining this characteristic alongside a range of other socio-economic, demographic, and
geographical factors, and also providing direct insight from a range of elected representatives, this
study will aim to take account of as many related traits as possible. This approach considers an
employment-based construct of social class, while still allowing results to be interpreted in a
manner which facilitates further debate about the extent of class-based influences, irrespective of

construct.

2.8: Ethnicity

The given ethnicity of an individual voter has been identified in a number of instances as having a
notable impact on political behaviour. Depending on specific context, ethnicity can influence
political support patterns within a State when specific ethnic groupings have a clear political
preference. (McAllister & Kelly, 1982; White, 2015). While some political parties may appeal to
select ethnic groupings, there are also many instances in which voting occurs along the lines of
historical cleavages within a State, cleavages which may also exist along ethnic lines. (Evans &

Tonge, 2009). Further to the identified impact of ethnicity on political choice in many varied
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contexts, ethnicity has also been identified as playing a notable role in voter turnout in many
instances, with select ethnic groups often facing a number of barriers to participation, and as a
result, facing the consequences of potential under-representation. (Hajnal & Trounstine, 2005;
Fieldhouse & Cutts, 2008; Hershey, 2009). In the Republic of Ireland, there is very little literature
that specifically addresses the role of ethnicity in voting practices. As such, this research will aim
to provide some insight into the level of electoral engagement among ethnic minorities within the
State.

Within the Republic of Ireland, the Irish Traveller Community is a select native ethnic minority
which recently gained formal recognition by the Irish Government in 2017, despite being
recognised as a distinct ethnic minority in the United Kingdom in 2000. (Daly, 2017). While
existing literature has addressed the need to achieve a greater degree of participation among the
Traveller community throughout public life (O’Connell, 2006), and policy documents outline the
importance of equality in political representation (The Equality Authority, 2006), there is little
academic literature that addresses the specific voting habits or level of engagement among the
Traveller community in great detail. This is of specific interest because it is an example of a distinct
ethnic minority that has somewhat unique social needs that may currently lack sufficient
representation. Further to this, other socio-economic traits commonly associated with members of
the Traveller community, such as low education levels and a high level of residential mobility may
further compound a low level of engagement and produce significant barriers to addressing this
issue. (Van Hout, 2010; Watson, Kenny & McGinnity, 2017). This study will aim to explore
electoral engagement among members of the Traveller community via the examination of turnout

trends and aggregate census data at a range of scales.

The potential influence of descriptive representation, and extent of any influence, is widely debated
among scholars, with varied and context-driven observations frequently recorded in the
international sphere. (Heath, Verniers & Kumar, 2015; Campbell & Heath, 2017). In terms of
investigations into this potential influence, both gender and racial groups are often examined with
this question in mind. In the context of black and white voter behaviour in the United States, Gay
(2002) aims to determine the role that a candidate’s race plays in shaping support levels from a
given racial cohort. In this study, Gay (2002) concludes that race, to a given extent, in a given
context, does have the potential to shape levels of voter engagement with the political system.
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Similar studies have also highlighted instances in which the effect of descriptive representation is
very weak, if indeed present. (Pantoja & Segura, 2003). With this in mind, it seems appropriate to
investigate any potential influence on voter turnout in the select case study area. In the Irish
context, previous works have tended to focus more specifically on the potential role that
descriptive representation may play with regard to female voter engagement, as opposed to a racial
influence. (McElroy & Marsh, 2009). This is perhaps unsurprising, as female representation has
been a widely discussed topic in Irish politics in the run-up-to and wake-of the introduction of
gender quotas. (Buckley, Galligan & McGing, 2016). In the aforementioned investigation,
McElroy and Marsh (2009) conclude that there is no apparent independent influence due to the

effect of descriptive representation on political behaviours in the Irish context.

The investigation of the potential relationship between ethnicity and voter behaviour can be a
difficult methodological undertaking, with a simplistic understanding of one’s ethnicity and a lack
of consideration of detailed contextual influences often omitted for truly comprehensive studies.
(Zamfira, 2015). Given this, this study will not aim to provide a fully comprehensive investigation
into this topic in the Republic of Ireland but provide a groundwork that may suggest specific trends
and better inform future research in the area. While an investigation into this topic is perhaps best
informed by individual-level data, this analysis will use aggregate census data to consider the level
of participation in areas with significant ‘foreign-born’ populations and significant proportions of
the population classed as ‘White Irish Travellers’. (Central Statistics Office, 2016). Further to this,
in the context of Local Election 2019, this study will explore the level of engagement form these
groups in areas which have a ‘New-Irish’ candidate, in order to examine the extent of voting along

the lines of descriptive representation in this context.

2.9: Community Representation: Place and Locality

In order to keep the field of Electoral Geography firmly rooted in the discipline of Human
Geography, a focus on the impact of place and locality on voter behaviour is a key consideration.

In this respect, a geographical focus in electoral studies ensures that the political decision-making
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process takes account of the various contexts in which actors shape their viewpoints and takes

account of these influences in the analytical process. (Durkan, Kavanagh & D’Arcy, 2020).

Throughout the wide discipline of Human Geography, influential academics consistently note the
role that ‘place’ plays in shaping human behaviours. When referring to the web of connectedness
in any given place, Escobar (2001 :164) emphasises the viewpoint of Doreen Massey (1999) when

writing on this key aspect in geographical inquiry.

“This would imagine the spatial as the sphere of the juxtaposition, or co-existence, of
distinct narratives, as the product of power-filled social relations; it would be a view of
space which tries to emphasize both its social construction and its necessarily power-filled
nature. Within this context, “places” may be imagined as particular articulations of these
social relations, including local relations “within” the place and those many connections
which stretch way beyond it. And all of these embedded in complex, layered histories. This
is place as open, porous, hybrid — this is place as meeting place (again, the importance of
recognising in the “spatial” the juxtaposition of different narratives). This is a notion of
place where specificity (local uniqueness, a sense of place) derives not from some mythical
internal roots nor from a history of relative isolation — not to be disrupted by globalisation
— but precisely from the absolute particularity of the mixture of influences found together
there’. (Massey, 1999:18).

Given the deep rootedness of complex influences in a set place, Escobar (2001: 149) also expands
on the topic of human attachment to places, noting that ‘belonging... is often expressed in terms
of attachment to locality’, and a loss of one’s sense of place can lead to one’s identity feeling
threatened or infringed upon by actors on a larger scale. This may lead to a disconnect for an
individual or given community, often manifesting in a form of resistance or protest in defence of
one’s local place, and as an extension, one’s sense of identity. In this regard, an individual’s sense
of importance within the larger sphere is often quantified by their relationship with the political

system, and the services and development provided to their local place.

In this sense, the aforementioned role of place and identity creation within the Irish context, as
expanded upon by Callanan (2018), Harkin (2018), and Scully (2013), helps to drive the often-
observed localism and community-based trends that are commonplace in Irish political culture.

O’Carroll (1987: 77) demonstrates the long-standing examination of this topic in relation to Irish
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politics, and the formation of observed 'parish pump' politics. In many ways, deep social and
cultural factors help to shape localised voting patterns within Ireland. O’Carroll (1987: 89) notes
that while this voting style ‘imparts a powerful sense of belonging, of distinctiveness, of security,
of identity, of loyalty and of partisanship (...) it can impart a strong sense of place but not a sense
of direction’. In this regard, the author notes the effectiveness of the process of localised political
mobilisation but doubts the effectiveness of the representation and community service received
from the more centralised decision-makers in society. State interaction has the ability to develop,
and contribute to, a local sense of place while simultaneously infringing and disrupting. Loss of
faith in political actors and growing disenfranchisement often leads to a reaction which seeks to
create a sense of belonging in a particular space. This reaction however has greater implications,
as the creation of a space of belonging for some leads to a space of exclusion, or social ‘othering’,
for many. Recent political developments in countries such as the United Kingdom (Hobolt, 2016)
or the United States of America (Mason, 2018), demonstrate that political developments can often
be shaped by, and contribute to, a sense of exclusion and disenfranchisement among select

communities and in select places.

In the case of the Republic of Ireland, there are many regions which also potentially share this
sense of disenfranchisement, and this is reflected in political trends. As many peripheral regions
may feel undervalued and distant from the core, individuals move away from the established
political system. For an individual in a given local place, this may be reflected in a lack of services
associated with their government, such as health, housing availability, education, or policing
services. As Ireland has many geographical peripheral regions and may itself be potentially
considered a peripheral region in the European context, this growing divide may lead to significant
reactions in the future. Places which feel underdeveloped or left behind often reflect this through
political action and recent times have seen many areas turn to new political parties in protest, or
alternatively turn to Independent candidates which they feel represent their values and sense of
place in a rapidly developing world, or simply refuse to interact with the political system as a
whole and instead choose to stay at home on election day. These experiences shape their opinions
and relationships with particular politicians, political parties, and the political system as a whole.
In this sense, ‘locality plays an important role in the formation of individual and communal

identity’ and has various political implications. (O’Carroll, 1987: 78).
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When taking this into consideration, voter turnout trends may serve to highlight areas of difference,
geographically, socio-economically, and politically. One’s choice whether to participate in an
election, or to stay at home on election day, reflects their opinions about the present political
system. Individuals who choose not to engage with the system are often expressing their lack of
trust or belief in the current arrangement. This may stem from a lack of their personal ideals being
represented on the national stage or by simply not seeing the benefit of the current system in their
day-to-day lives. Analysing these trends through a geographical lens allows the identification of
areas which express disenfranchisement with the political system and allows investigation of
various influential factors. In order to investigate these trends, voting behaviour is analysed at a
range of scales. In this sense, many consider ‘a multiscalar concept of place as offering greater
insight into how politics works’, or in this instance, the particular variation in influences and
patterns in voter turnout trends at a range of scales. (Agnew, 2002: 217). With regard to the
aforementioned ‘local’ nature of politics, it is important to consider that ‘politics is structured
through the places people make in their transactions with one another — local, regional, national
and wider’. (Agnew, 2002: 217).

Ireland is often viewed as having a highly localised style of voting in comparison with other
western democracies. (O’Carroll, 1987; Kavanagh, 2002; 2015). Given this localised style of
voting, political candidates often rely on a strong support base in their own local area within a
given constituency. This ‘friends and neighbours’ spatial voting pattern means that a candidate’s
support level is strongest where they reside and operate on a daily basis, and radiates from this
point, declining with distance. (Pattie & Johnston, 2009: 412; Kavanagh, 2015). This localised
impact of a candidate in a given community may also be enhanced by what Pattie and Johnston
refer to as ‘the neighbourhood effect’. (2009: 410). This process, originating with the work of
Kevin Cox (1969), outlines how political opinion and choice can be shaped by interacting among
voters in a given context. In this sense, political choice is seen to be shaped by local interactions
among voters in their day-to-day lives. The concept outlines that as people interact in their local
communities, workplace, or even family home, their opinions tend to shape the opinions of those
that they interact with, leading to spaces of similar viewpoints. Johnston (1974) examines this
concept with regard to the local electoral context in Christchurch, New Zealand. In this quantitative
analysis, the author outlines how the concept of ‘the neighbourhood effect’ is seen to have a partial

impact on the resultant trends, however, because of the subjective nature of personal interaction
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and various difficulties in accessing these factors, it is difficult to draw set conclusions. Johnston
(1974) does provide useful insight into the process, and also highlights the need to incorporate a
qualitative viewpoint in a more comprehensive analysis. Pattie and Johnston (2009) build on the
earlier works of Huckfeldt and Sprague (1995) in order to evaluate the extent of ‘the
neighbourhood effect’ through survey data analysis. Pattie and Johnston (2009) examine the 1992
British Election Study to highlight the impact of ‘the neighbourhood effect’, highlighting that
voters are indeed influenced by people that they converse with. This may lead to a person moving
away from the party that they previously supported or strengthen their level of support for a given
party. However, this may vary depending on a number of factors, including the relative strength
of one’s views and support level, and can also be considered ‘culturally specific’ in some instances.
(Pattie & Johnston, 2009). Given the impact of ‘friends and neighbours voting’, which may be
potentially further enhanced by ‘the neighbourhood effect’, it is clear that there is a strong body of
research that explains why candidates can have a pronounced localised support base in a given
context. Pattie and Johnston (2009: 412) further suggest that ‘the neighbourhood effect’ is neither
sufficient nor necessary for the creation of a distinctive electoral geography. This is an important
consideration, especially in the modern age where internet communication creates a scenario in
which community engagement is not necessarily bound by physical space. However, | believe that
the impact of any localised voting style, which has been viewed as particularly pronounced in the
Republic of Ireland (Parker, 1982; Kavanagh, 2002; 2015), is a vital component of any
comprehensive analysis and must be incorporated into any truly useful behavioural model which

aims to understand overall voting trends.

While the impact of candidate location is well examined in terms of the emergent candidate support
trends, the impact of candidate location on voter turnout is examined to a lesser extent. (Kavanagh,
2002). While local communities are observed as providing a strong base of support for candidates
within that area, it stands to reason that the lack of any candidates in a given community has the
potential to reduce the overall level of participation, and as such, has the potential to impact the

quality of overall representation within a select space.

Localised voting often leads a successful candidate to act in the role of a ‘local promoter’, for
social, economic, and infrastructural issues, bringing topics that are relevant in their given locality

to the national stage in order to seek a solution. (Gallagher & Komito, 2010: 230). Given this, a
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focus on place, locality, and community is of vital importance in any analysis of Irish electoral
behaviour. In this sense, a spatial framework which places an emphasis on the impact of locality
and the everyday experience of the individual voter offers a valid lens in which to view the
relationship between members of a given community and their political choices. This approach
ensures a focus that accounts for ‘values’ or ‘preferences’ which are ‘imbedded in the places or
contexts where people live their lives’, and hence play an influential role in political choice.
(Agnew, 2002: 3). In this regard, a lack of political representation for ‘local’ issues potentially

leads to a disconnect between the people and their political system.

Community representation is a key aspect when examining the impact of participation and
engagement in the electoral process. In this regard, it is important to consider that a local
representative is perhaps viewed as the figure that will fight to create and protect the economic
opportunities within a given community. In this sense, the perception of their effectiveness may
be seen to potentially influence political participation, and political choice, within that community.
As this concept is largely subjective, based on the perception of effectiveness, it is also important
to consider if differing members of the community, or different community groups, may perceive
the degree of effectiveness in differing ways, and if so: is there perhaps a socio-economic element

that influences this perception?

With this in mind, McKay (2019) draws insight from the work of Dorling and Pritchard (2010),
and Wong et al. (2018), placing a greater focus on smaller geographical units of analysis in order
to examine this issue in more detail. This allows for the analysis to focus on communities, and
individual lived experiences within these communities. Past studies, such as the work of Agnew
(2002), highlight the importance of examining such issues at the personal scale, as it is often the
lived experience of the individual within their given local context, the area in which they live their
day-to-day lives, that shapes opinions and political choice. The analysis of trends on a range of
scales also serves to provide a more accurate picture of observed relationships, as the scale of
analysis can often greatly influence research observations in a methodological sense, as

subsequently expanded upon. (Openshaw & Taylor, 1979).
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2.10: The Urban/Rural Divide

In a range of electoral geography investigations of voter turnout in a given election contest,
researchers often note a significant difference between urban and rural areas in a range of national
contexts. While Monroe (1977) points to a range of historical studies conducted in the United
States of America that originally expected urban areas to generate a higher level of engagement
due to the presence of a highly educated workforce, the author noted that this is often not the case,
using numerous examples throughout the American Mid-West to demonstrate a higher level of
engagement among rural communities. In the American context, further studies, such as that of
Preuss (1981), outline the existence of a lower-than-average level of turnout in urban centres, and
note the potential negative consequences of this as most countries in the Western world become

increasingly urban in nature.

The tendency for an urban/rural divide is present in a wide range of electoral contexts. Sridharan’s
(2014) study outlines the higher-than-average turnout in more rural areas in India’s 2009 and 2014
elections across all social class groupings. Clem and Craumer (1997) note the significant
urban/rural difference in voter behaviour within regions of Russia in elections from 1995-96,
noting a significant urban/rural cleavage, and higher-than-average turnout in rural areas. Tarrow
(1971) highlights the perceived lack of interest in politics in rural France, but again highlights that
turnout rates tend to be higher in rural areas despite this factor. In all of the above cases, despite
the authors having reason to expect a higher level of engagement in urban cores, be it due to the
socio-economic and demographic characteristics of the area or due to a perceived level of
disengagement among rural voters, the tendency for rural areas to have a higher level of voter

turnout holds true in a wide array of contexts.

In the Republic of Ireland, voter turnout has been noted as having a significant urban/rural divide.
(Kavanagh, Mills & Sinnott, 2004). In this respect, urban cores are noted as having a significantly
lower level of participation, while values in more rural areas are significantly higher. (Kavanagh,
Mills & Sinnott, 2004). This divide is identified in the Irish context on a range of scales, and across
a range of different election types. (Kavanagh, 2002). However, the drivers of this divide are
somewhat less clear. While Kavanagh, Mills and Sinnott (2004) note that this divide may have an

association with the level of community attachment in a given area, there are also a number of the
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aforementioned socio-economic and demographic factors that may contribute to the observed
divide. While some academics attribute the observed divide to the tendency for an older and more
residentially stable population in rural areas (Delaney & McKenzie, 2007; Blais, Galais & Reidy,
2017: 175), this interpretation fails to address the question of: to what extent is the urban/rural
divide driven by socio-economic and demographic factors, and does this divide exist

independently of these characteristics?

This study will aim to determine the extent of an urban/rural divide in voter turnout levels and
determine if any existing divide is driven by socio-economic and demographic variables or exists
independently of these traits. In order to examine this issue, a more detailed classification system
of urban and rural areas (Teljeur & Kelly, 2008) will be utilised, as subsequently expanded upon

in detail, with data examined on a range of scales and across a range of different elections.

2.11: Electoral Systems

Outside of the broad range of socio-economic, demographic, and local factors that can shape
electoral behaviours, there are also a number of structural, administrative, and contextual factors
that can shape the behaviour of the electorate. The impact of a given electoral system on voter
behaviour is widely noted, and various academics have examined the characteristics of a given
system in order to determine the impact that this may have on the electorate. In order to do so,
academics have sought to identify key factors and key aspects of systems that potentially have an
impact. Jackman and Miller (1995) base their investigation on the five key traits of a given
institutional context that are widely believed to have a notable impact, as first proposed by Jackman
(1987). The authors point to competitiveness, proportionality, the number of parties,
unicameralism, and mandatory voting laws as key factors to examine in order to determine the

degree to which a given electoral context supports or inhibits electoral participation.

In terms of competitiveness, Jackman and Miller (1995) point to the differences observed between
majoritarian and proportional systems, with the latter widely regarded as increasing the degree of
competitiveness within a given electoral district. This is an argument also outlined by Bowler et
al. (2001), using the example of local level elections in the United States of America. Historically,
Jackman and Miller (1995) point to authors such as Gosnell (1930), Powell (1986), and Jackman
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(1987) in order to support this observation, noting that proportional systems increase the incentives

for parties and candidates to mobilise everywhere.

The issue of proportionality is another factor that varies widely between majoritarian and
proportional systems. Jackman and Miller (1995) highlight the impact of proportionality due to
the potential decisiveness of a marginal vote. A majoritarian system tends to increase the degree
of wasted votes in an electoral contest, again reducing the incentive for an individual citizen to
realise the potential importance of casting their vote. Gudgin and Taylor (2012) stress the frequent
disproportionality viewed in ‘First-Past-The-Post’ system in the United Kingdom. In this respect,
proportional systems are again believed to be a stronger mechanism of translating a given share of
the vote on election day into a representative share of the seats in parliament, and hence a higher

degree of proportionality is believed to increase voter turnout.

Jackman and Miller (1995) analyse the work of Downs (1957) in relation to the degree to which
multi-party systems potentially influence voter turnout. In this respect, multi-party systems are
seen to produce coalition governments, and as such, voters are less likely to directly elect a
government, but merely a party that may form one component of this. Proportional systems are
traditionally far more likely to produce a coalition government (Norris, 1997), and as such, have
the potential to lower voter turnout. However, it must be considered in this respect that many
proportional systems have historically yielded results which produce single-party governments.
This can often be attributed to the presence of large parties that consistently gain very large
proportions of the available seats in parliament. This can be demonstrated in both of the countries
which use the PR-STV electoral system for first-order elections. In the case of Malta (Hirczy,
1995), the presence of two strong parties and a high level of competitiveness, which has produced
a number of close results, has facilitated a high level of voter turnout overall. In the case of the
Republic of Ireland, the PR-STV system has historically produced what has been described as a
‘two and a half party system’ (Kavanagh, 2015), with the parties of Fine Gael, Fianna Fail, and
Labour historically taking large shares of the seats in parliament. This trend is one that has been
observed as in decline in recent elections, and as such, may be one potential factor that contributes

to an overall decline in participation.

Jackman and Miller (1995) also point to unicameralism as a determining factor in shaping voter

turnout. In this regard, the authors expand on the body of previous works that examines electoral
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decisiveness (Dahl, 1966; Rae, 1971; Strom, 1990) by applying this concept to the ability for
decisiveness of the subsequent government. In this sense, the structure of decisiveness in
government is seen to be influential on voter turnout propensity. With this in mind, it is expected
that voter turnout will be higher in an electoral contest that produces a national parliament which
is seen to have the primary influence on legislation and policy generation. In the case of the
Republic of Ireland, the lower house of the parliament is the primary generator of policy. While
there is a set level of influence on the process by the house of the Seanad and also the President,
the lower house is the only directly elected institution with the power to generate legislation. In
this context, the degree of unicameralism in the Republic of Ireland should be expected to support

levels of high voter turnout in General Election competitions.

The presence of mandatory voting laws is the final factor examined by Jackman and Miller (1995).
The authors point to previous studies by Gosnell (1930), Tingsten (1937), and Jackman (1987),
that outline the likelihood of increased participation in electoral systems that instil compulsory
voting. Jackman and Miller (1995) do note the importance of also considering the potential
penalties for non-compliance, and also note the difficulties for direct observation based on the
degrees of variability in this respect. The lack of compulsory voting in the Republic of Ireland

should still be considered as a factor that fails to limit non-voting behaviour among citizens.

In order to determine the impact of the above outlined factors, Jackman and Miller (1995) examine
voter turnout in a total of twenty-two countries from 1981 to 1990. This study examines a wide
range of nations that employ differing mechanisms throughout various stages of their electoral
design, across a body of national contexts that demonstrate a range of voter turnout from a low of
41 percent to a high of 93 percent. In their analysis, a strong correlation is observed between the
dependant variable of voter turnout and the aforementioned independent factors that existing
literature has identified as having an expected and observed influence. In this sense, the authors
conclude that the outlined institutional factors can be seen to offer a reasonable broad explanation
of observed trends in the cross-national examination. However, Jackman and Miller (1995) also
stress that in order to compile a truly comprehensive insight into the factors that shape political
action, one must also consider the more subjective influences that shape both individual and
collective decision-making in any given context. In their process of inclusion in this respect,

Jackman and Miller (1995) incorporate a measure of ‘cultural factors’ and determine that there is
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no observed relationship in this regard. It must be noted however, that any quantitative measure of

individual or collective experience has numerous potential limitations.

In the case of the Republic of Ireland, Jackman and Miller (1995) outline a number of potential
ways in which the overall electoral system may be improved, while also highlighting the many
positives associated with the use of Proportional Systems. The PR-STV system used in the
Republic of Ireland for general election contests differs from most other English-speaking nations.
As outlined by Gudgin and Taylor (2012), the majority of other English-speaking nations employ
some form of majoritarian system. In the case of the Republic of Ireland, the use of a PR-STV
system resulted from of the United Kingdom’s desire to offer some political protection to the
Protestant minority in the State in 1920 (Gallagher, 2005), and perhaps the continuation of a
proportional system in the Republic of Ireland after 1922 was also considered as a way of setting

the nation apart in terms of democratic appeal from the rest of the English-speaking world.

In any case, the use of the system in the Republic of Ireland is an important consideration when
examining the geography of voter turnout. While the system itself has an impact on national levels
of participation, a key consideration in terms of international comparison, the system also has a
number of related impacts when considering the factors of candidate location, the number of
candidates, party support trends, and the degree of locality in candidate support that may shape the

geography of participation rates within the State. (Kavanagh et al., 2006).

2.12 Boundaries and The Revision Process

The revision of electoral boundaries, and the potential impact of changes on the electorate, is a
frequently discussed topic among electoral geographers. Historically in the Republic of Ireland,
decisions about boundary changes were made by the party in government, and frequently changed
with the aim of improving government members’ electoral performance. Since 1979 this process
has instead been overseen by an independent commission (Coakley, 2015), with the aim of
removing the influence of potential political gains for sitting government members from the
process. Instead, this system aims to make changes to electoral boundaries in a way that serves
members of the public, adhering to both the constitutional requirements (Government of Ireland,
1937) and the provisions as outlined in the Electoral Act 1997 (Government of Ireland, 1997) with

38



subsequent amendments. While this process is no longer driven with political gains in mind, this
does not mean that changing boundaries no longer have an impact on members of the electorate
when moved from one area to another. As outlined by Gudgin and Taylor (2012), the translation
of votes into seats in any given system depends on the geography of party support within a given
nation, and the nature in which the ‘grid’ of electoral boundaries is placed upon the geography of
support. In this respect, the process of producing electoral boundaries can have a profound impact
on election results. While the use of an independent commission removes the aspect of party
influence and intended bias, any boundary changes made by an unbiased body can have numerous

unintended impacts on the electorate within a given area.

While the impact of changing boundaries on party support is well-studied and widely discussed in
many national contexts (Sauer, 1918; Eagles et al., 2000; Engstrom, 2013; Fan, 2015; Durkan,
Kavanagh & D’Arcy, 2020), the specific impact on voter turnout is something which is less
examined in electoral studies. Hunt (2018) examines this topic in his analysis of the redistricting
process in Florida. Previous examinations into the subject in the United States, such as that of
Hayes and McKee (2009), note that the redistricting process appears to influence voter turnout,
with a relative decrease of 5 percent observed in impacted areas. Hayes and McKee (2009)
highlight that, by moving an electoral boundary, voters are then far less familiar with their
representatives, and as such, are less likely to vote on election day. Hunt (2018) outlines the need
to consider this topic with the use of individual-level data, as opposed to previous aggregate-level
studies, in order to gain a deeper understand of how a redistricted electorate may be impacted by
the process. In Hunt’s analysis (2018), the use of individual-level data yields a strikingly similar
result, with the process of redistricting leading to a decrease in excess of a 4 percent in electoral
participation rates. While Hunt’s study (2018) points to a similar resultant decrease in voter
turnout, the use of individual-level data does provide a significant insight into the root causes of
this observed decrease on the individual level. Hunt (2018) notes an array of influential factors
that have previously been observed to influence voter turnout trends that are seen to be impacted
by the redistricting process, and as such, a secondary effect is observed in participation rate
decreases. In this respect, Hunt (2018) notes the impact of redistricting on party and candidate
competitiveness, the incumbency advantage of candidates, and the partisan balance of the electoral

area, and outlines the resultant impact that changes in these factors have on electoral participation.
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In the Irish context, a similar framework to that of both Hunt (2018) and Hayes and McKee (2009)
may offer some insight into the impact of boundary revisions on the electorate. While the impact
of the boundary revision process may be examined in this respect, it is key to also examine other
potentially influential factors that may be affected, such as the impact of a county divide, the
impact revisions may have on candidate location, the impact redistricting may have on party and
candidate canvassing and campaigning, and lastly, the impact that this may have in the context of
an individual voter’s relationship to an existing representative. In the process of examining the
impact of boundary revisions on voter turnout, each of the above factors much be considered in
relation to both how they may influence voting propensity, and how the boundary revision process

may impact on them.

The current boundary revision process in the Republic of Ireland has led to a scenario in which
election boundaries change more frequently, as has been the case in the period from the 1980°s
until present. (Kavanagh, 2014: 218). The Kavanagh Index of Constituency Change (KICC) shows
that the 2012 Constituency Commission have brought the most dramatic changes since the 1980’s;
changes which may potentially impact on the electorate in affected localities. (Kavanagh, 2014:
227-229; Kavanagh 2003: 93-98). The index not only assigns points for changes, but in particular
for changes that occur in areas in which they have been commonplace across various revision
processes. There is a noted correlation between areas susceptible to boundary changes and
demobilised voters. (Kavanagh, 2014: 229). Kavanagh points to a number of factors which may
be seen to contribute to this including, in a similar vein to Hunt (2018), the potential impact of the
lack of candidate recognition among the electorate when moved to a new constituency. This is a
logical progression as individuals are unable to vote for a candidate which they may have built a
relationship with over a period of time and are now removed from an area which they considered
themselves connected to. The areas which are most susceptible to these changes outside of Dublin
are often largely rural communities, as large population centres are more difficult to relocate in
terms of electoral boundaries, without the addition of further representatives. Kavanagh (2014)
highlights that this is a potential impact not only relevant to Ireland, making reference to the view
of Lord Campbell-Saviours (2012) when discussing the loss of citizen-representative relationships
due to proposed boundary revision in the United Kingdom, but the impact of such changes may be
more pronounced in Ireland due to the traditionally high degree of localism in Irish electoral

behaviours, as previously outlined.

40



The importance of county boundaries in this process can be considered as part of the wider
importance of county identity experienced by people. In Ireland, county identity is often viewed
as a very influential factor in shaping an individual’s, and a community’s, sense of ‘place’.
Callanan (2018) has highlighted the key role of county identity in Irish life, including in the
formation of political boundaries. While Callanan (2018) considers past works from the mid-
twentieth century that doubted the modern relevance and function of these administrative regions,
many cultural factors, including organisations such as the G.A.A., have played a large role in
ensuring that the county remains a key identifying feature in Irish life. (Harkin, 2018). While
academics such as Harkin (2018) and Scully (2013) examine the relational identity of ‘the county’
within Ireland in terms of identity creation for members of the Irish diaspora, the authors expand
upon the work of cultural scholars, such as MacClancy (1996), that highlight the important role of
sport in creating a broader county identity for individuals and communities. In this regard, sports
are frequently seen to ‘help to define moral and political community’, acting as ‘vehicles of
identity, providing people with a sense of difference and a way of classifying themselves and
others, whether latitudinally or hierarchically’. (MacClancy, 1996: 2). MacClancy (1996) also
highlights the close links between sports and politics, predominately through the role that both
play in shaping individual and community identity. Within Ireland, the establishment of G.A.A.
communities along both parish and county lines has helped to reinforce and recreate this
multigenerational sense of place identity within Ireland. The role of the G.A.A. in shaping the
modern experience of identity and belonging within a given place is a process closely related to
the shaping of political opinions, and as such, helps to shape the sense of county identity that is
frequently discussed in terms of the electoral boundary revision process when county boundary

breaches are involved.

Callanan (2007: 133) outlines the deep rootedness of county administrative regions within Ireland,
stating that a ‘revision of local government boundaries which directly challenge deeply rooted
territorial identities have never been seriously considered’. However, as previously outlined, this
has not been the case in terms of electoral boundary revisions. The observed sense of county
identity among the Irish public is of core relevance in the case of electoral boundary revisions.
This helps to shape a deeper sense of place, identity, community, and community representation;

factors that may deeply shape and influence political decision-making.
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In terms of the contemporary boundary revision process, Callanan (2018) uses the examples of
suggested changes in both the Athlone area and the Waterford area during the 2015-16 revisions
to demonstrate the vast number of public appeals that were received in opposition to the breach of
county boundaries. Callanan (2018: 599) also provides the examples of other suggested changes
in areas such as Cork and Galway City. In these cases, while alterations are suggested, there is no
breach to the county boundary. This review demonstrates that the issue of breaching a county
boundary stimulates a much more pronounced opposition from members of the affected areas, with
almost 28,000 submissions received in the case of Athlone and over 19,000 received in the case
of Waterford, while only 55 and 96 were received in the cases of Galway and Cork, respectively.
The noted opposition to breaching historic boundaries highlights the sense of awareness and
importance of county identification among members of the public and stresses the need for deep
consideration by the boundary revision committee. A stricter adherence to county boundaries in
the revision process also serves to support the views of Sauer (1918) in terms of respecting
coherent boundaries which tend to group citizens in a meaningful and historically significant

manner for administrative purposes.

The current nature of boundary revision employs a system of ‘micro-management’ and frequent
change. (Coakley, 2015: 531). This frequent change can be potentially damaging to the overall

quality of democratic representation for the affected populations.

‘It is confusing for voters, at best, and deeply alienating, at worst: they may find themselves
transferred, as they see it, out of their own county and into a neighbouring one, potentially
losing the services of a long-term Dail deputy, in a process that is potentially
delegitimising’. (Coakley, 2015: 550).

While various issues and potentially negative impacts of the current boundary revision process
within the Republic of Ireland have been noted by many academics, there is somewhat of a lack
of empirical evidence to examine the impact that changing boundaries may have on voter turnout
within the affected areas. While Kavanagh (2014) highlights the observed low turnouts in areas
with higher KICC redistricting scores (i.e. those areas that are most prone to frequent boundary
amendments) and also highlights the views of citizens in Dublin South Inner City who feel that an

aspect of continued change can be disillusioning, there is scope to provide a more in-depth analysis
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into the voter turnout trends observed in redistricted spaces. In this sense, a detailed comparison
to their surrounding areas provides an opportunity to better examine the potential impact of moving
from one constituency to another, and the impact that this may have on voter turnout and equality
of representation within a given place.

2.13: Election Type

The type of election taking place is one factor which can often drastically impact the resultant
voter turnout on election day. Elections which elect the head of the primary governance body, such
as general elections in the Republic of Ireland, may be considered as ‘first-order elections’, while
European level or local level elections can be considered as ‘second-order’ elections, with the latter
usually having a notably lower voter turnout. Besides these electoral contests in the Republic of
Ireland, by-elections also take place in order to elect members of Dail Eireann in instances in which
sitting members of the house take up a new political role elsewhere, retire, or pass away. In this
sense, while by-elections elect members of the lower house in the same manner as a general
election, the limited extent of the contest and the limited number of available seats make these

contest more similar to second-order elections in many regards.

The reasons behind a lower level of engagement in second-order elections may be attributed to the
perceived importance of the election by the electorate, with more salient elections generating a
greater degree of interest. While Dettrey and Schwindt-Bayer (2009) find that the power attributed
to presidents in various democracies did not impact the associated voter turnout, Elguie and
Fauvelle-Aymar (2012: 1599) expand on this by comparing countries with semi-presidential
constitutions, concluding that the importance of an electoral contest does determine the extent of
voter turnout at legislative elections, noting that ‘above a certain degree of presidential power,
turnout at presidential elections is higher than at legislative elections’ and that the ‘relative
importance of presidential and legislative elections can be understood as a continuous scale’.
Leininger et al. (2018: 509) point to European elections as an example of second-order elections,

stating that:
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‘The overall turnout rate for European Parliament elections (EES) decreased from 62
percent in 1979 to 43 percent in 2014, with levels as low as 13 percent in some Member

States, despite an increase in the formal powers of the institution’.

While this points to the low and declining turnout rate of second-order elections in the European
context, it also highlights that the given powers of the institution do not appear to be the sole
determining factor of observed changes. In this respect, studies such as Cutler’s (2008) analysis of
voter turnout in the case of Canadian second-order elections point to the impact of a range of
contextual factors that influence voter turnout trends, in a similar fashion to first-order elections,

at the sub-national level.

Given that an overall lower level of engagement is expected in second-order elections, based on
existing studies, and given that traditional influences are observed as shaping voter turnout at the
sub-national level, this raises the question: is the expected decline in second-order elections more
pronounced among some groups of the electorate, or in places with select traits in the Republic of
Ireland? Leininger et al. (2018) highlight that when second-order elections are held concurrently,
there is a noted increase in voter turnout, with the coincidence of local elections and European
elections in the Republic of Ireland potentially offering some insight into this suggestion. Despite
the coincidence of second-order elections within the Republic of Ireland, both local elections, held
at the same time as European elections, and by-elections tend to have a notably lower level of voter
turnout than general elections have. (Kavanagh, 2002: 133; Kavanagh, 2004). While this overall
trend exists nationally, Kavanagh (2004) has outlined a number of marginal areas in which local
election turnout is higher relative to general election contests, again highlighting the varying

geography in influences and in the extent of macro-trends.

This thesis will examine the factors which shape voter turnout trends in general election, local
election, and by-election contests in order to highlight the different rates of engagement among
election types, and also examine the extent to which a wide array of previously discussed factors
shape trends in each case.
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2.14: Further Discussion and Conclusion

In conclusion, voter turnout can be considered as an important measure of the legitimacy and
function of democratic practices within a given nation. While not the only form of engagement
with the political system, it is the formal process of electing the individuals that represent citizens’
needs, and as such, the process of deciding who governs and legislates on their behalf. In this
process, voting does not occur equally across society. In this respect, unequal participation has the
potential to create an unequal level of representation and a potential inequality across broader
society. This potential is heightened when select groups or communities tend to abstain, leading
to a scenario in which select groups of society may not have a voice at the table when important
policy decisions are made.

There is a wide array of influences that are observed as shaping voter turnout trends, both in the
international context, and within the Republic of Ireland. While a number of influences may impact
on the national level of voter turnout in a given contest, such as the electoral system, or type of
election taking place, these factors may also contribute to more localised effects, in select places,
or among select groups in society. In terms of the difference in participation observed among
different places, the previously outlined socio-economic and demographic variables have been
noted in numerous past studies as helping to shape the resultant geography of participation within
the country. Important administrative processes, such as the revision of electoral boundaries, have
also been noted as having an impact on levels of support and engagement in numerous instances.
While boundary revisions may not be politically motivated in the Republic of Ireland, they have
the potential to have a number of negative consequences for the quality of representation received
in affected areas. While existing works, as previously outlined, have identified a number of
relationships in past elections, this study will aim to determine the existence and extent of these

relationships in more recent Irish elections.

Further to this, this study will aim to expand on the spatial nature of participation that has been
identified as existing outside of these influences. (Kavanagh et al., 2006). Through the application
of a detailed spatial framework that uses a range of quantitative and qualitative measures, this

study will aim to provide a detailed and comprehensive understanding of turnout trends within
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Ireland, identify causes for concern, and put forward policy relevant suggestions that can address

issues and lay the groundwork for future studies in this area.
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Chapter Three: Framework and Methodology

In order to provide a comprehensive examination of voter turnout trends in recent Irish elections,
this study aims to employ a strong spatial framework in which to investigate the wide array of
factors that potentially influence voter turnout levels, and the resultant geography of participation
within the State.

To successfully build on existing works, as previously outlined, and provide new insight into
electoral behaviour within the State, we need a framework which can highlight trends in
participation with a strong degree of reliability and which also accounts for the more nuanced
aspects of political and electoral behaviour. In this sense, this study is grounded in the philosophy
of critical realism (Bhaskar, 1975), a framework which facilitates the use of advanced quantitative
methods in order to identify potentially influential socio-economic, demographic, and
geographical factors which have an association with voter turnout patterns at the constituency and
sub-constituency levels, while framing these findings within the context of existing electoral
geography literature. This approach also acknowledges that political behaviour is more nuanced
and is more reliant on unique individual behaviours, which are shaped at the local level, than a
purely quantitative approach may be able to explore. In this sense, a qualitative approach in the
form of semi-structured interviews with a range of political actors aims to explore these more

subjective aspects of electoral engagement.

Throughout the various forms of investigation utilised, this project is geographically focused in
nature, using advanced spatial statistics that are capable of identifying and exploring the spatiality
of trends in more detail than any previous works on this subject, a factor which is of key importance
in understanding electoral behaviour and the role of ‘place’ in the process. This has previously
been highlighted in a range of contexts both internationally (Agnew, 2002) and nationally
(Kavanagh, 2002), and is perhaps of particular importance in the Republic of Ireland due to the
highly localised nature of the political system and electoral behaviour. (O’Carroll, 1987). Through
the application of a strong spatial framework, this thesis will provide insight into the factors that
shape electoral participation on a range of geographical scales and in various electoral contexts. It
will aim to identify potential causes for concern within the current system, and it will aim to

provide a range of policy relevant suggestions in order to address areas of potential neglect.
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3.1: Theoretical Framework

As previously outlined in Chapter Two, the field of electoral geography has evolved over the past
century to include a wide range of approaches that aim to examine political trends, while taking
account of the unique context of place and the role that it plays in shaping political behaviour.
(Johnston & Pattie, 2006; Agnew, 1987). In this sense, the field differs from other forms of political
inquiry and offers a number of benefits when examining political behaviour among the electorate
in a given place. This study considers an approach grounded in the theory of critical realism as the
best means of effectively conducting research in the field of electoral geography.

Bhaskar (1975) outlines that the critical realist philosophy allows for the inclusion of human
experience in scientific inquiry without fundamentally rejecting experimentative empirical study
as a whole. Research conducted in the critical realist philosophy provides a means of expanding
beyond the merely descriptive, in a similar vein as Koestler (1967) notes in his reflection on the
practice of behaviourism in the discipline of psychology, without reducing the human condition to
a purely consequential view shaped by mundane stimulus. This allows research to gain a deeper
insight into human behaviour, while still appreciating that ultimately ‘it is impossible to arrive at
a diagnosis of man’s predicament’. (Koestler, 1967: 18). This approach is perhaps naturally
complimentary to the discipline of human geography, as it facilitates empirical inquiry into social,
cultural, and political conditions, while being appreciative of the broader nuances of human

behaviour.

Bhaskar (1975: 20) notes that ‘society must consist of an ensemble of powers irreducible to, but
present only in intentional actions of men; and men must be causal agents capable of acting self-
consciously on the world’. The critical realist approach in human geography allows investigation
into the actions of individuals in the world, by basing inquiry in the place where actions occur and
aiming to better account for the web of influences that may play a role in shaping the choices that
people self-consciously make within their lived context. Cox (2013: 12) notes that both Bhaskar
(1975) and Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory fundamentally recognise issues of dualism in
existing approaches’ concept of the ‘individual’ and ‘society’ and these propose ‘a solution

emphasising the relational character of the terms: that people could only be agents in virtue of their
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social relations; but without that activity, those social relations would not be reproduced and could

not be transformed: in short, a relation of mutual dependence’.

The critical realist approach in human geography not only appreciates the complexities of the
individual and individual actions in the social sphere but situates inquiry and grounds research in
a strong spatial context. Within human geography, a discipline which naturally concerns the role
of ‘place’ in human experience and action, a critical realist approach facilitates complex inquiry
and has the benefit of situating experience and action within a given spatial context. In this sense,
the approach allows inquiry into observed social relationships in a given place without assuming
the rigid binds of the purely positivist approach and allows the application of scientifically rigorous
methods to investigate the factors that can influence and shape human behaviour at a range of
scales. This approach also takes account of the complex influences of broader structures and
cultures on human behaviour through the anchor of place, noting that complex systems and
networks sit in set places. (Escobar, 2001). This approach also facilitates the view that ‘places’
and the complex web of influences that are present within them play a fundamental role in shaping
human behaviours, in the same manner as human behaviours and actions in turn shape the places

in which they act.

In this sense, a framework for research that is based on the ideals of critical realism allows electoral
geographers to examine the factors that shape individual choice in the political world and take
account of influences rooted in the places where these actions occur, while still appreciating that
electoral behaviour, like all human behaviour, is shaped by a whole that is more than the sum of
the parts. This approach holds a fundamental place in forms of inquiry based in electoral
geography, as electoral geography is perhaps a field uniquely placed to examine the process in
which people choose the decision-makers in society; the representatives and the structures that will
shape their society; a societal structure which will in turn shape the lives and ‘lived experiences’
of individuals and communities in a given polity. (Agnew, 2002). Colin Flint (2000) highlights the
need for a comprehensive electoral geography to be rooted in a framework that is driven by a social
constructivist position and which fully accounts for the role that politics and political action play
in the process of creating select spaces and places. In this sense, Flint (2000) considers the need to
include a view of the social construction of space that takes account of the power relations and
dynamic interactions within a given setting (Pred, 1990), and one which takes account of the need
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to link a wider perspective of ideology, institutions, and knowledge to political actions and political
change. (Thrift, 1983). Agnew (1996a) notes the various complexities of ‘context’, and the
particularities of ‘place’, stressing the need to account for ‘place’ in any truly comprehensive

attempt at understanding political behaviours in a given setting.

Agnew (1996b) highlights that ‘we can never satisfactorily explain individual choices unless we
situate the individuals in the social-geographical contexts of their lives’, noting that this is a
complex web of interconnectedness that informs political beliefs and political action within a given
geographical context. In terms of examining political change, Agnew (1996b) notes that
‘geography is dynamic’ in the sense that the characteristics of a given space do not hold constant
across time, and as such, a dynamic understanding of place, as with individuals, is necessary in
any temporal perspective. Agnew (1996a) highlights the benefit of understanding factors which
may be considered ‘universal’ or ‘particular’ in the context of geographical scale, and instead
considers the range of influential factors within a given place as ranging from the ‘global’ to the

‘local’.

This study considers the spatial framework suggested by academics such as Agnew (1996a) as a
means to best understand the complexities of political behaviour within the Republic of Ireland,
with the aim of exploring potential causes for concern in political behaviour. A critical realist
approach to electoral geography bases human actions and influences in a select place, places where
society uniquely shapes individuals, and individual produce their society. By applying the
philosophy of critical realism (Bhaskar, 1975) to the field of electoral geography, political action
may be understood in the social and spatial contexts in which individuals live their lives (Agnew,
2002) and make their choices, while not claiming to provide a law-like comprehension of human
behaviour, and appreciating the interconnectedness of various influential processes, as may be

represented in Figure 3.1.1.
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Politcal Action

Social Context

Figure 3.1.1: Flowchart Demonstrating the Potential Web of Influences Considered in Political

Behaviour

In terms of suggesting methods which may be beneficial in furthering political insight, Agnew
(1996a) notes that a complex topic of inquiry such as political behaviour need not be constrained
by a prescribed framework or methodological approach, but one which accounts for place, and
resists the urge to ‘squeeze’ explanation into a linear statistical model. The discussion of the critical
realist approach put forward by Pratt (1995) embraces the theory of a critical realist philosophy
but notes the issues with ‘working through’ this approach in practical research interests. This is
notable in that it outlines previously suggested limitations on scientific inquiry in research of this
nature. In this sense, the framework may perhaps be better understood as one that does not restrict
methods of investigation but notes the need for comprehensive research design and encourages
further considerations in the interpretation of results and presentation of findings. Yeung (1997:
53) also highlights the common misconception that an approach based on the critical realism
paradigm has a prescribed set of methods, but instead highlights that it is an overarching
philosophy and each discipline within human geography must consider an appropriate range of

methods in order to conduct studies in this ethos.
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Agnew (1996b) also points to the limitations of a strict approach which aims to ultimately identify
the single causal factor or primary driver of political or human action, as the human condition is
rarely motivated into action by a single factor. Agnew (1996b) highlights that the purpose of his
preferred approach to electoral geography, one which puts politics in its place, does not require a
strict overly prescribed framework in which to conduct analyses, but rather provides a broader
framework which aims to understand human action in the context of the wide array of influences
that can shape political action, at a range of scales. In this sense, critical realism does not provide
a ‘totalising philosophy’ in which to conduct research within the social sciences but notes the lack

of an ‘ultimate truth’ that may account for all of the actions in human behaviour in any valid study.

(Yeung, 1997: 54)

While modern electoral geography is shaped by a range of viewpoints within the field, this study
aims to employ a strong spatial framework that, while rooted in the quantitative analysis of
electoral trends, seeks to include the influence of place and context, and enrich understanding of
observed trends through inclusion of the viewpoints of relevant political actors. This project aims
to better understand the range of factors that shape the geography of participation in order to
identify select groups and select places that may be underrepresented, and as a result, neglected by
the current political system. In this respect, this study will aim to utilise a strong spatial framework
to take account of context on a range of scales, in order to identify potential causes for concern,
and suggest solutions that may improve the quality of representation received by citizens within
the Republic of Ireland.

3.2: Quantitative Approaches

Quantitative tools have been widely used in geographical studies in a range of broad approaches.
Murray (2010) provides an overview of the development of various quantitative approaches, their
contributions and impacts, and the potential application of quantitative methods within the
discipline of geography. Murray (2010) notes the broad range of techniques, often developed in
the fields of mathematics and statistics, that may be applied to a spatial analysis in modern

quantitative geographical approaches. This includes the broad application of basic statistical
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measures such as mean, variance, and correlation, alongside more spatially dependent methods
such as spatial statistical models, spatial autocorrelation analyses and geographically weighted
regression. (Fotheringham et al., 2002). The application of quantitative methods to geographical
analysis saw significant growth in the age of the ‘quantitative revolution’ in which scientific
methods were widely viewed as the primary approach in which to examine social and geographical
issues (Durkan, Kavanagh & D’Arcy, 2020; Murray, 2010). Many approaches that have been
developed by geographers such as Cole and King (1968) during this period, however, have been
expanded upon by the contemporary age of GIS technologies and geocomputation to form a broad

modern range of potential quantitative methods.

In this sense, there is a broad range of quantitative approaches and tools available to contemporary
researchers in the field of human geography. In terms of the quantitative geographical methods
applied, Murray (2010) highlights the importance of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in the
modern approach. The power of modern tools has had a notable impact on the ability of
geographers to utilise spatial analysis and convey information to the reader in a spatial context.
The application of GIS has been widely utilised throughout human geography, and the field of
electoral analysis is not different in this regard. (Durkan, Kavanagh & D’Arcy, 2020). Murray
(2010) highlights the importance of the tool in terms of data input, data manipulation, data display,
data analysis and also data management. In this respect, Murray (2010) and Yano (2000) note the
important developments in computer science that allow processes to be quantified and
incorporated into spatial analyses, techniques which further the development of the field of
geography as a whole. Fotheringham (1997) further highlights the benefits of advancements in
spatial analytical techniques, which have facilitated a deeper level of understanding of the ‘local’
and variance observed in data, when considered at a range of scales and analysed through the lens

of advance quantitative measures.

When using a range of quantitative techniques, the researcher must also be aware of the types of
data which they are using, the potential range of statistical tests that are available, and the
limitations to these tests, as well as the range of available testing methods which may be less suited
to producing a reliable statistical analysis, depending on the type and structure of the available
data. In this sense, Brunsdon (2018) outlines some key considerations with respect to the various
scales of measurement applied to research data and the considerations given to the various types
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of statistical testing that best suit a given dataset. This addresses some of the considerations
outlined in classical statistical methodology literature, such as the work of Stevens (1946) and the
concept of ‘scales of measurement’. In this instance, Stevens (1946) set out to outline the
appropriate types of statistical tests that may be applied to a given type of data, creating a
framework that outlines the distinction among Nominal, Ordinal, Interval and Ratio (NOIR) data
that has been widely applied in statistical evaluations. This approach serves to form the
groundwork for more modern approaches and has informed the design and function of
contemporary statistical analysis tools, such as the SPSS dashboard. (Brunsdon, 2018). The NOIR
approach may be considered to be limited when addressing some specific data structures. In this
respect, a number of revised approaches challenge existing frameworks, suggest alternative
measures, and even challenge the need for an axiomatic framework. (Brunsdon, 2018). While there
is much discussion in relation to Stevens’ (1946) approach in the contemporary context,
methodological discussion in this respect does serve to highlight some of the characteristics that a
researcher must be aware of in a given dataset in order to make informed and appropriate choices

about the type of statistical testing that may be applied to the dataset prior to in-depth analyses.

While gquantitative tools have developed in past decades and are widely applied to many fields
within human geography, academics such as Kwan and Schwanen (2009) note the various
criticisms of an over-reliance on quantitative tools. While the modern era saw growth in
quantitative investigation throughout the social sciences, human geography offered an important
lens in which to view many social issues, as many quantitative techniques and models fail to
incorporate spatial influences, and as a result, often omit key aspects in analysis. In this sense,
Sheppard (2001) highlights the frequent misconception that analyses rooted firmly in quantitative
investigation are restricted by a tendency to be overly influenced by the ideals of positivism. In
this respect, Kwan and Schwanen (2009) point to a perceived inability within the discipline to
reconcile quantitative and critical approaches that have both dominated within geographical
approaches. In this sense, geographers that focus primarily on critical approaches, with issues of
social inequality at their core, may often consider classical quantitative approaches somewhat
reductive and lacking human context, as they have the danger of making sweeping generalisations
about a given issue or given community. Murray (2010) also notes the broad range of challenges
that exist in this regard, noting the need to be aware of limitations where applicable and also the

need to be cautious with interpretations of quantitative data when examining social issues that can

54



be broadly impacted by a range of factors, on a range of scales. In this sense, the author notes that
while the quantitative revolution in geography is alive and well and guantitative tools can provide
valuable spatial analyses, any spatial model is only ever an ‘abstraction of reality’, a concept that

all researchers need to be aware of and mitigate accordingly.

While the growth of quantitative tools has enabled new approaches, which are more capable of
considering local and human perspectives into established practices, many geographers still view
quantitative and qualitative approaches being irreconcilable to a certain extent. (Kwan &
Schwanen, 2009). Barnes (2009) suggests that the apparent irreconcilable nature of the approaches
is not one that developed due to a conflict of frameworks, but instead due to the development of
post-war culture within the discipline of human geography, with Barnes (2009: 292) noting the
quantitative nature of some of Karl Marx’s work, who may be considered the ‘ultimate social
critic’. In this sense, the divide within the field need not discourage the use of heavily quantitative
approaches, suggesting that modern approaches are capable of adequately examining social and
cultural divides through the use of detailed statistical analyses. In order to better take account of
the ‘lived experience’ (Agnew, 2002) of individuals and the numerous human perspectives that
are incorporated into political decision making, approaches may be complimented and enriched

by qualitative inquiry involving select actors, and other relevant sources.

With this study conducted through the aforementioned philosophy of critical realism, advanced
quantitative methods are applied so that trends in voter behaviour may be considered on a range
of scales in order to identify potential relationships between trends and the socio-economic,
demographic, and local influences that shaped the ‘lived experience’ of individual actors. (Agnew,
2002). In this sense, advanced quantitative methods provide a deep level of insight, firmly rooted
in the spatial, into the topic of voter turnout in recent Irish elections. While the aim of this study is
to identify the factors that shape the geography of participation and identify potential causes for
concern, the application of further qualitative analysis, as subsequently discussed, ensures that
voter behaviour and social environment is considered in a complex manner in order to better

understand the observed trends and resultant implications.
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3.3: Voter Turnout Data: Construction and Application

When constructing, analysing, and interpreting a given dataset, it is of key importance that the
researcher is familiar with the type of data available, and the types of suitable methods to analyse
such data, as previously outlined. In the case of this study, voter turnout is calculated for a range
of electoral contests. The availability of turnout data is limited by the level of access provided to
figures, the cost of these resources, and the time-consuming nature of manually constructing
datasets at the Electoral Division scale. While the Electoral Act 1997 (Government of Ireland,
1997) provides access to marked electoral register figures upon request within six months of a
given contest, this data comes with a notable price tag for associated administration costs. In the
case of this study, a total of €1,249.65 was spent in acquiring research data that could be combined
with the data already available in Maynooth University. While limitations on data availability,
associated costs, and the time-consuming nature of assessing records somewhat limited the scope
of the select case study area, a reasonable dataset is constructed for each electoral event discussed.
Each separate dataset constructed provides a snapshot of voting trends at a given electoral event,
in a given spatial unit at one point in time. The use of this cross-sectional type of data provides a
number of benefits, giving a select snapshot that holds a constant among all participants, the
constant being the period in time when all respondents provided data. The use of marked register
analysis, in conjunction with census data (see Section 3.4) limits the impact of potential drawbacks
to using cross-sectional datasets. Often, cross-sectional datasets can be determined to be limited
by the sample population examined, as Sedgwick (2014) notes in the context of medical data

analysis.

In the case of this research study however, the marked register includes a full analysis of all
registered voters, and is framed in the context of register accuracy, as outlined in Chapter Four. In
the same sense, the use of census data provides a fully comprehensive snapshot of the population
at time of conduct, as it is a process completed by all residents in the State. Cross sectional analysis
also poses the threat of potentially missing the impact of variable change over a given time period,
and as such, can often be problematic when examining a give cause-effect relationship. (Caruana

et al., 2015). In this sense, this study also considers a temporal perspective which compares
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changes in voter turnout levels within a given spatial unit over a period of time, as subsequently

outlined in more detail.

The voter turnout levels are constructed from detailed analysis of the marked electoral register.
The marked electoral register provides a fully comprehensive list of all individuals that are
registered to vote in a given election, indicates all voters that cast a ballot on election day, and also
outlines the select voting status of each member of the electorate. In this respect, Irish and UK
citizens are able to participate in a General Election contest, with UK citizens that are ineligible
for other types of election marked with a ‘D’ on the electoral register. Similarly, other individuals
that are resident in the State, such as foreign nationals, are eligible to participate in Local Election
contests, and marked with an ‘L’ on the register. Foreign nationals that are from another European
Union State are eligible to participate in both Local and European elections and are indicated with
an ‘E’ on the electoral register. The final grouping indicated on the register are those that are
registered to cast a postal vote in an election and are marked on the register with an ‘S’. Further to
the information provided in terms of voting eligibility in a given election and the level of
participation among the electorate, the register also outlines the ‘Electoral Division” in which each
voter is located, adding a valuable spatial component to the data which facilitates a detailed level
of analysis. While the constituency and the Electoral Division are the only spatial units formally
indicated for each voter, each individual’s specific address is also listed, allowing the manual

allocation to other spatial units.

The process of constructing datasets based on the register consists of the manual allocation of
voters within each spatial unit in order to present the proportion of the eligible electorate that voted
in a given election. This process is currently unsuited to digital generation, due to the lack of
uniformity in register structure and lack of uniformity in marking individuals that cast a ballot. In
this respect, a detailed analysis of voter turnout in this manner is rarely conducted due to the time
constraints involved in generating an accurate and comprehensive dataset. For the purpose of this
study, select case study areas are chosen from General Election 2016, Local Election 2019, and
By-Election 2019 in order to construct detailed datasets, a process that consisted of the manual

assessment of 1,902,134 members of the electorate.

Structuring data at the Electoral Division scale and the existence of previous similar datasets for

General Election 2007 and Local Election 2014 allows the addition of a temporal perspective in
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the data. Select small scale case studies are also constructed for General Election 2016, via the
allocation of voters into ‘Small Area’ spatial units. The use of these two select scales allows voter
data to be assessed in the context of a range of census variables, that are also provided for these
spatial units, as subsequently expanded upon. In addition to this, the alignment of the voter data
with census units also facilitates the examination of the eligible voting-age population measure of
voter turnout. The provision of both measures is beneficial for both addressing issues with register
accuracy, as expanded on in detail in Chapter Four, and also for considering the action of not
registering to vote as a form of electoral abstention. In order to conduct further analysis of voter
turnout trends by both measures of turnout considered, the census data is divided into a range of

socio-economic and demographical variables, as subsequently outlined in detail.

3.4: Census Data and Variable Selection

In terms of the aforementioned socio-economic and demographic factors that have previously been
considered as influential in terms of voting behaviour, the Central Statistics Office includes a
number of select variables in the census reports that allows an investigation of a number of these
factors, at a range of scales, and also allows direct comparison with previous reports. As the census
in the Republic of Ireland is held every five years, this allows a given researcher not only to identify
the extent of a variable in a given spatial unit, but also to investigate how a select factor has

changed over a select time period in a given area.

In the course of this study, the census data from Census 2016 facilitates an investigation of the
socio-economic and demographic characteristics within a given area. Comparison is also
facilitated for the trends in the 2014 and 2019 Local Election contests and the 2019 By-Election,
which are also based on Census 2016 data. While there is a greater degree of deviation in this
respect between the year an election took place and the closest year that census information is
available, the data still allows for some insight into the extent of select variables in a given spatial
unit. In terms of the available variables that may be examined, it is crucial that the variables for
comparison that are selected are uniform across all datasets used. This allows direct comparison

and investigation into various trends which may emerge.
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Census data is presented as the percentage of the population for a given category within a select
spatial unit. This study will utilise both Electoral Division and Small Area level data, as previously
discussed. When deciding upon the census variables that will be used in analysis, there are a
number of considerations in terms of what unique census variables will be used to measure a given
factor of interest, with choices informed by relevant academic literature. As the choice of variable

construction can have a great impact on the resultant analysis, the breakdown of variables for select

measures may be viewed in more detail in Appendix E.

Under 18's (excluded) ) Lower Education
Education - -
Age 18-29 Higher Education
Age Age 30-49 Working
Age 50-64 Unemployed
g Employment POy
Age Over 65 Student
Marital Status ;ngl.e r zetlred One Work
arrie : Social Class ategory One Workers
Owner Occupied Category Two Workers
) Rented : Ethnicity Fon'elgn ?orn
Housing Tenure Rented from Local Authority White Irish Traveller
Same Address for Over One Year Social Deprivati Pobal Relative HP Deprevation Index 2016
oclal Leprivation Pobal Absolute HP Deprevation Index 2016

Table 3.4.1: Socio-Economic and Demographic Variables Included in this Study

In a broad sense, variables are constructed to reflect the socio-economic and demographic traits
within a given area, taking account of the estimated percentage of each class among the adult
population. The choice of variables is informed by traits that are observed as potentially influential
in existing literature, as discussed in Chapter Two. Table 3.4.1 outlines the list of variables

included in this thesis.

3.5: Spatial Data, Scale, and the Modifiable Areal Unit Problem

In data analytics, it is key that the researcher makes informed choices that serve to further the
accuracy and level of insight gained from the available data sources. In this sense, the researcher

must be fully aware of the various techniques available, the best practices outlined in existing
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research, and the type of data they are working with in order to make the most informed choices.
In this sense, the structures associated with the spatial element of any dataset is a key consideration,
one which is often overlooked. VVoss et al. (2006: 407) note in this regard, that ‘spatial methods
are necessary for the appropriate analysis of spatial data’. The failure to successfully incorporate
the spatial element of a datasets can have a number of impacts on the analytical process, and often
disrupt the observations from commonly applied methods. Voss et al. (2006) point to the use of
standard regression models, noting that the spatiality associated with the data generally tends to
violate at least one of the assumptions underlying the model. This is an issue that has long been
recognised, with Stephan (1934: 165) outlining that; ‘data of geographic units are tied together,
like bunches of grapes, not separate, like balls in an urn’. Voss et al. (2006) point to the need to
identify the existence of geographical relationships based on aspects such as spatial
autocorrelation, the modifiable areal unit problem, scale, and edge effects, which will be
subsequently outlined in more detail, in order to adequately make suitable decisions and produce

a valid interpretation of the data available.

Many studies that are conducted into electoral and political behaviour fail to consider the spatial
aspect of datasets and data analytics. It is this specific aspect that sets electoral geography apart
from other forms of academic inquiry, with the spatial component of data and methods applied a

key consideration throughout this study.

The scale of analysis in a given context not only determines the resolution in which a given issue
is presented, but it may also have a number of consequences for the existence and extent of the
statistical relationships observed. From the 1930’s onwards, initial research explored by academics
such as Henry Sheldon and Gehlke and Biehl (1934) have outlined the impact of spatial units’ size
and aggregation on the statistical relationships observed among variables. In this sense, it was
observed that the correlation coefficient of two variables tends to increase as spatial units are
grouped into smaller areas (Gehlke & Biehl, 1934), with the authors using the example of male
juvenile delinquency rates as absolute values correlated with median equivalent monthly rental in
the 252 census tracts of Cleveland and surrounding suburbs. This analysis was further supported
by varying the grouping sizes of coin toss results and also by examining the value of farm products
in relation to the number of producers, again at various grouping extents. The authors conclude

that the observed increase in the correlation coefficient tends to exist in smaller geographical
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groupings. This early academic research on the topic potentially raised more questions than
answers, with the authors questioning ‘whether a geographical area is an entity possessing traits,
or merely one characteristic of a trait itself’. (Gehlke and Biehl, 1934: 2). This observed
relationship between correlation coefficients and spatial unit size leads Yule and Kendall (1950)
to question the existence of any observed relationship in a given spatial context, whule noting their
ability to manipulate the extent of a correlation coefficient based on their choosing of an
appropriate size for the spatial unit used in a given analysis. Openshaw (1977) expands upon the
very serious implications for the observed relationship for the validity of any spatial analyses.

While the existence of the observed impact on spatial unit size dates back to the 1930’s, this
relationship became known as the Modifiable Areal Unit Problem (MAUP) when examined by
Openshaw and Taylor (1979), with the authors noting the impact of the grouping of differing
spatial units when examining the relationship between the proportion of the population voting for
the Republican Party and the proportion of the population aged over sixty, in the case of lowa. In
this case, Openshaw and Taylor (1979) demonstrated that when enough variations in the scale of
aggregation are used it is possible to return a correlation ranging from -0.81 to +0.98 for the same
variables. In this sense, a unique issue is raised in spatial modelling of any data set, with not only
the extent of an observed relationship being manipulated based on the choices made during the

process of analysis, but even the direction of an observed relationship. (Openshaw, 1977).

The issue of the MAUP can be broadly explained by examining the impact of two select
characteristics on spatial data. These characteristics are the scale of analysis used, and the
aggregation of units into composite zones of varying sizes. Wong (2004) notes that this process
can operate in both directions, noting that disaggregation of units is just a likely to have an impact

on the resultant analysis. Jelinski and Wu (1996 :131) describe the issue as outlined in Figure 3.5.1.
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Figure 3.5.1: An Example of the Impact of Scale and Aggregation on Spatial Data

Source: Jelinski and Wu, 1996: 131.

In Figure 3.5.1 Jelinski and Wu (1996 :131) highlight the issue caused by scaling in images A-C,
noting the change in the observed variable as the small blocks in image A are gradually observed
at a greater scale, and at a lower resolution. In this instance, the scale issue demonstrated how
variance observed at a small scale may be lost when a larger scale viewpoint is used on the same
spatial dataset. While the impact of the scale of analysis is highlighted in image A-C, the similar
zoning issue associated with the aggregation of units into various blocks is highlighted in image
D-F. Jelinski and Wu (1996 :131) highlight how the zoning of differing blocks can have a
significant impact on the extent of the variable observed. As both the scale of analysis and the
zoning or aggregation of spatial units can have a great impact on observed results, the Modifiable
Areal Unit Problem poses a significant issue for various types of spatial data and subsequent

analyses.

While this issue is perhaps most broadly discussed in the field of human geography, it also poses

issues for physical geographers, and indeed any analysist that use data with a spatial component.
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(Dark & Bram, 2007). The examination of the impact of MAUP on observed statistics has been
extended to the field of geographical health studies, with the extent of spatial autocorrelation in a
given variable seen to be the greatest determining characteristic of the spatial data that serves to
increase the impact of ecological bias in the relationships observed. (Swift et al., 2014).
Fotheringham and Wong (1991) note that this is a serious issue for all analysis that use spatial
aggregated data, noting that studies based on the aggregation of data based on predefined
administrative units are likely to become more commonplace due to the growing availability of
aggregated data sets, such as census results, as was the case in the United Kingdom at the time.

In order to overcome the issues associated with the MAUP, Openshaw (1977: 169) outlines the
need to ‘approximately optimise model performance’ in order to conduct valid spatial analysis.
Many academics note the ongoing need to both be aware of and address the MAUP issue as far as
practicable when conducting spatial analysis. While there are many detailed approaches that focus
on the aggregation of data at multiple scales in order to compare the resultant correlation
coefficients, authors such as Duque, Laniado and Polo (2018) employ the use of a single
constructed indicator in order to determine the susceptibility of a given variable to the impacts of
the MAUP. Duque, Laniado and Polo (2018) created the S-MAUP measure in order to determine
the extent of vulnerability, with the measurement based on the spatial distribution of the variable,
at the smallest scale of data available, or lowest level of aggregation. In this case, the authors
devise a measurement to explore the extent of the potential MAUP impact once the user inputs the
level of aggregation and the level of spatial autocorrelation of the select variable, as previously
discussed. This allows the researcher to determine the maximum level of aggregation which does
not manipulate the variables distribution, and also serves as a test to determine the comparability
of two various levels of aggregation. (Duque, Laniado and Polo, 2018: 23).

When considering the impact of MAUP, research can often be limited by the type of data and scale
of data available in a given spatial unit. Jelinski and Wu (1996: 130) note that most early
exploration of the MAUP, such as the work of Gehlke and Biehl (1934) and Robinson (1950) use
spatial units in their analysis that are usually predefined units based on the nature of administrative
and political boundaries. In this sense, the scale of analysis may often be driven by limitations
imposed by the scale of data that is available to the researcher from a given source. In terms of
the consideration of the issues associated MAUP and the mitigation efforts put in place to ensure
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a valid analysis of the study area, this study places an emphasis on a number of key considerations.
Dark and Bram (2007) note the need to agree on the ‘objects of enquiry’ as advised by Openshaw
(1977) and the need to restrict analysis to the basic geographic entities (Hey et al., 2009) in order
to limit the impacts of this issue. As Dark and Bram (2007) note, this places a strong focus on
being able to identify the appropriate scale in which to conduct analysis. Fotheringham (1989)
outlines the use of approaches such as fractal dimension analysis (Mandelbrot, 1967) and spatial
autocorrelation (Moran, 1948; 1950; Cliff and Ord, 1973) in order to identify the extent of
variability in a given spatial dataset, so that the research can then take this into consideration during

the process of analysis and make appropriately informed choices and interpretations.

While this study conducts analysis on a sub constituency scale, the individual geographic units
that are the primary focus of the analysis are Electoral Divisions (EDs) as used by the Central
Statistics Office. This has been identified as the primary scale of analysis for a number of reasons.
The use of Electoral Divisions allows both the calculation of voter turnout data at a relatively small
scale, as the corresponding Electoral Divisions are noted on the marked electoral register. The use
of Electoral Divisions also enables comparison with the various socio-economic and demographic
characteristics that are of interest in the analysis through the use of Census 2016 data. The relative
continuity of the scale allows for direct temporal comparison in select geographic areas, and
comparison to the electoral trends observed in previous elections. The use of Electoral Divisions
as the primary scale of analysis also compliments the availability of secondary resources that have
been generated with the use of census data, such as the urban/rural classification system put
forward by Teljeur and Kelly (2008), as subsequently expanded upon. The use of Electoral
Divisions ensures, as far as practicable, that aggregate data will not need to be aggregated in order
to match various spatial units, and as such reduces any potential further impacts associated with

the scale or aggregation of spatial data.

The units themselves are also meaningful in the context of the electoral contest in which they are
being examined. Electoral constituencies in the Republic of Ireland are constructed and revised
based on the aggregation and transition of Electoral Divisions. In this sense, the political
boundaries that exist are constructed, or are revised, along the lines of the primary spatial unit used
in this study. While the use of meaningful units and the use of units that require no further
aggregation in order to conduct comparative analysis reduce the impacts associated with MAUP,
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a number of risks still exist when conducting analysis at a single scale. In order to mitigate the
associated risks, this study also employs analysis at the Small Area scale, the smallest scale at
which data is available from the Irish Census. While census data is widely available at this scale,
comparative analysis requires the creation of a voter turnout dataset at this scale. For the purpose
of analysis, each individual voter is assigned to a given Small Area unit to provide comparative
data. Due to the time-consuming nature of this process, a number of select case studies within the
primary study area are selected to provide a comparison in this respect. The study areas were
chosen in order to provide a range of geographic environments and are dispersed throughout the
primary study area, ensuring to include a range of population sizes and densities across a range of
constituencies, in order to better include the differing constituency level impacts on voter

behaviours.

While any analysis that is based on aggregate spatial data poses a risk of influence from issues
associated with the scale and aggregation of data, this study takes a number of steps, including
using meaningful spatial units, avoiding unnecessary additional aggregation, and examining
relationships at a range of scales, in order to conduct analysis in a responsible manner that mitigates

these risks as far as practicable.

3.6: Statistical Methods and Model Construction

When working with quantitative data and data of a spatial nature, there is a wide range of methods
that may be applied in order to investigate the existence of trends and examine the robustness of
observations made. The choice of initial methods, extent of robustness testing, methods used for
assessment, and presentation of results can all have a significant impact on the resultant findings,

interpretations, and applications of a given research project.

The previously outlined census variables serve as potentially very informative variables in order
to determine any associated socio-economic and demographic trends with voter participation. In
order to examine the relationships associated with the previously outlined variables, each variable

will first be examined at Electoral Division level in order to determine if there is a correlation
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effect with voter turnout levels. In order to test this relationship, the Pearson method will be applied

to each variable in turn in order to determine the potential existence of a relationship.

The Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient is a standard method of assessing the
existence of a potential relationship between two select variables. This method is applied in order
to investigate the exitance of a relationship in instances where no trend in a given direction is pre-
determined to be expected, and as such, is an appropriate tool for initial investigation and
identification of potential associations in a given dataset. While this type of correlation assessment
is not infinitely robust, authors such as Havlicek and Peterson (1976) note that this form of
assessment is rather insensitive to assumptions of normality of a given variable distribution.
Throughout the initial exploratory data analysis for this research study, the Spearman and Poisson
methods were also applied to data where the structure of a given variable may have deemed it
unsuitable for assessment via the Pearson method. In these instances, while varying levels of
correlation were naturally returned based on the chosen method, the variation of correlation
methods failed to identify any variables that were not previously identified as being of interest,
and the varying levels of correlation observed did not suggest significant difference in terms of the
overall level of potential influence of a select variable. As such, the Pearson method is applied
throughout this study in most instances in order to facilitate comparability and reduced the
excessive presentation of statistical testing, with other forms of testing outside of this noted where

relevant.

By examining the extent of observed relationships between each variable, a number of decisions
may be made in terms of what indicators are suitable to be included in a more complex linear
multiple regression model. When testing variables individually through application of the Pearson
method, the significance of a correlation may be examined by obtaining the ‘p-value’ of each
correlation between variables. In order to determine if a correlation is likely to be zero, a null
hypothesis is Stated and then a ‘p-value’ is obtained in order to accept or reject the null hypothesis,
depending on the value returned. In this case, the null hypothesis is: The difference between the

correlation and zero is due to chance.

A ‘p-value’ is an indicator of the level of significance, ranging from 0-1. A low value indicates a
high degree of significance, or reliability. As a general rule in many social science analyses, it is

suggested that a p-value of <0.05 indicates a ‘statistically significant’ relationship, while a value
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above this indicates a less reliable result. Authors such as Colquhoun (2017) point to the issues of
using such approaches, noting that the results indicated are largely reductive, can often be quite
opaque, are often misunderstood, and sometimes misleading. In this sense, the author notes the
common misunderstanding of what the frequently used p-value represents, accurately defining the

value, as outlined below.

‘If there were actually no effect (if the true difference between means were zero) then the
probability of observing a value for the difference equal to, or greater than, that actually
observed is called the p-value. In other words, the p-value is the chance of seeing a

difference at least as big as we have done, if, in fact, there were no real effect’. (Colquhoun,

2017: 2).

The work of Colguhoun (2017) highlights some of the risks associated with interpreting the
statistical level of confidence in observed results. Academics in the medical field have noted
similar concerns in relation to the given ‘power’ of a statistical test and the level of ‘significance’
reported. (Christley, 2010). While Colquhoun (2017) concludes that a much more comprehensive
approach may take advantage of Bayesian or reverse-Bayesian analyses, the author also recognises
that many points raised are subject to further debate. (2017: 18). In a more basic guideline, the
author suggests a broad, easily applicable, best practice approach by stressing the need to be better
aware of the issues with p-value interpretation and, whatever the chosen method to address
concerns, aim to have a p-value well below the broadly considered ‘statistically significant’ level,
and ensure that all values are fully represented. This does not only aim to ensure that the
conclusions drawn from a statistical relationship are most likely to be actual effects but aims to
address the broader issue of reproducibility in academic research, as subsequently expanded upon
in detail. In order to better address the above issue, this research project will aim to present all
statistical analyses, processes of analysis, decisions made in the analytical process, and results of
given tests in as clear and open a format as possible. As such, the presentation of exact values will

allow the reinterpretation of all results, and also facilitate replication of results.

In order to further protect against inaccurate inferences, this study considered the alternative means
of assessment as suggest by Colquhoun (2017). While the application of a Bayesian analysis
requires the determination of a prior probability and the reverse Bayesian approach presents a prior

probability that may then be deemed to be acceptable, this study examined all significance levels
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with consideration of False Positive Risk values. (Colquhoun, 2019). This approach takes account
of the probability of a ‘false positive’ in the relationship reported by taking into consideration the
strength of the observed correlation, the p-value associated with the test, the number of
observations in the sample, and the prior probability of a relationship in a given direction. The
False Positive Risk value was computed for all calculations in this study by assuming a prior
probability of 50 percent, and no calculations were included that failed to meet the level of equal-
to or less-than a False Positive Risk of five percent, unless otherwise Stated, with the vast majority
of calculations well below this level. The decision to not present the False Positive Risk value for
each calculation within this study was made in order to reduce the volume of data presented in
each representation and due to the uniformity of findings for all calculations. This was calculated
using the False Positive Risk Web Calculator tool (Longstaff & Colquhoun, 2020), with the
inclusion of comprehensive p-values and correlation extents in the thesis allowing verification by

third parties.

Model Construction: OLS Linear Multiple Regression Models

Once the process of individual variable assessment in data analysis is complete, the strength of
relationship among variables may better inform the construction of a linear multiple regression
model in order to determine the extent to which overall voter turnout trends are shaped by the
predictor variables. When choosing the variables to include in a regression model, there are a
number of important considerations and a number of useful methods that can be applied to aid in

the decision-making process.

In choosing a final model, the AIC function can also be helpful. The Akaike Information Criterion,
‘AIC’, (Akaike, 1973) is a solution to the issue of selecting variables to include in a multiple
regression model. (DeLeeuw, 1992). This builds on existing methods, such as the ‘maximum
likelihood method’, (Akaike, 1992) to create a single measure used to aid the decision process
when deciding on which variables are best included in a multiple factor regression model. The
introduction outlines the initial equation set out by Akaike (1973).
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Given a set of estimates §'s of the vector of parameters 0 of a probability distri-
bution with density f(x|8) we adopt as our final estimate the one which will give
the maximum of the expected log-likelihood, which is by definition

E(log f(X10)) =E (If(xlo) log f(x]0) dX),

where X is a random variable following the distribution with the density func-
tion f{x|0) and is independent of 0.

Figure 3.6.1: The Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) Equation Structure
Source: Deleeuw, 1992: 600.

This method may be applied by examining the AIC value between the dependant and each
independent variable in turn, with a lower AIC deemed to make the variable a better fit to the
model. The model may be constructed in multiple variations, with some additional variables
included/excluded in each iteration. Following this process, an AIC value is returned for the entire
model, and models may be constricted in multiple variations. The model with the lower score may
then be deemed to be a more reliable predictor of the dependant variable in question.

Two variables which have a strong relationship may interfere with the effectiveness of a regression
model. This issue of collinearity can be problematic in this sense. Collinearity, ‘multicollinearity,
and ill conditioning all refer to the same general concept of dependence among predictors in a
regression model’. (Thompson et al., 2017: 81). This may interfere with a given regression model
as ‘multicollinearity can cause slope parameter estimates to have magnitudes or signs that are not
consistent with expectations, or with the bivariate correlation between a predictor variable and an

outcome variable’. (Thompson et al., 2017: 82).

Throughout the process of regression model analysis, the extent of the relationship between the
potential predictor variables in question will be examined further before decisions are made about
the composition of the final model. The Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) may be applied in this
instance to determine the impact that correlation between variables has on the model accuracy.
The VIF value is determined using standardised regression coefficient and semi-partial correlation
values from within the model in question. (Thompson et al., 2017: 81). This measure was
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introduced by Neter, Wasserman and Kutner, (1983: 3) and the equation may be viewed in Figure
3.6.2.

Figure 3.6.2: Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) Equation Structure

Source: Neter, Wasserman and Kutner, 1983: 3.

In this instance, ‘j’ is the predictor variable, while ‘R?’ is the multiple correlation coefficient. The
VIF value observed can range from zero to infinity, with higher values indicating a greater
contribution to collinearity within the model. In this sense, various model constructs and potential
predictor variables can be compared throughout the model construction process, and any that serve
to cause a significant threat of collinearity error can be mitigated before the final models are
analysed. While specific thresholds are not enforced throughout this study, the analytical process
aims to keep all VIF scores as low as possible, with the vast majority of variables in models
returning a value of less-than five. Some exceptions are made, and noted accordingly in the text,

with no values above ten included in any instances.

Throughout the process, all models are also considered in the context of the degree of influence
that extreme outlier values may have on the relationship observed. In order to ensure that observed
trends are not shaped by the existence of extreme outlier values, all analyses take account of
Cook’s (1977) distance statistics throughout the construction process. In this process, outliers that
have a disproportionate influence on the trends reflected in the model output are highlighted,
alongside the degree to which they impact on a given model’s performance. Throughout this
research process, a representation of Cook’s analysis is presented as relevant in instances in which
it is appropriate to consider the potential influence of extreme values on model performance. In

instances where extreme datapoints are identified in this respect, datapoints may then be excluded
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so that the model will perform more accurately and better identify the existence and extent of

potential relationships within the data.

Model Construction: Logistic Regression Models & Categorical Variables

While multiple linear regression models are used throughout the analytical process in order to
examine the relationship between predictor variables, generated from census socio-economic and
demographic variables, categorical variables are also considered in the form of the Teljeur area
classes (Teljeur & Kelly, 2008), as subsequently outlined, and also some spatial factors that are
generated when examining the potential impact of candidate location and boundary revisions.
When categorical variables are used in these instances, the model construction process must take
account of the structure of the variables in order to be appropriately applied. One means of doing
so is through the application of logistic regression models. Logistic regression models are used
primarily to examine the trends in relation to Teljeur area classes, voter turnout levels, and socio-
economic and demographic variables. In this respect, logistic regression may be applied in order
to examine the relationship between a categorical variable in binomial form and various linear
variables. (Sperandei, 2014). As the Teljeur variable has a total of six individual classes however,
‘dummy’ variables must be included in the process. Further to this, categorical variables are also
included in numerous linear regression models applied. In these instances, categorical variables
are created in binary form to describe a spatial relationship, and regression is applied with these
‘“factor’ variables included. When Teljeur area classes are also included in a linear regression
model, ‘dummy’ variables are again required in order to account for the presence of six Teljeur
classes. In order to conduct these analyses appropriately, regression analysis is conducted in ‘R’
statistical software, which automatically includes ‘dummy’ variables as appropriate in ‘Im’ and
‘glm’ functions, and also allows the user to manually assign the ‘reference’ category where
required. (LaMorte, 2018). In the model construction process, the models are examined with the

inclusion of the various considerations outlined in the previous section.
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Spatial Autocorrelation: Clusters and Outliers

When working with spatial data, the various geographical patterns observed in variable distribution
is a key consideration. In this respect, the researcher may wish to examine the extent to which
values for a given variable ‘cluster’ in groups of similar levels. Likewise, the researcher may wish
to examine the extent to which a particular case demonstrates a significant degree of variance from
surrounding values and may be considered as an ‘outlier’ in the dataset. This is of particular
importance when assessing various relationships and the existence of spatial autocorrelation can

often undermine the legitimacy of a given analysis, if not accounted for in the process.

In this thesis, the extent of spatial autocorrelation of a select variable is examined throughout the
research process. Spatial autocorrelation outlines the degree to which similar values are located
together or are dispersed throughout the case study area. In this respect, spatial autocorrelation

may exist in a negative or in a positive sense, as outlined in Figure 3.6.3.

Positive spatial No spatial Negative spatial
autocorrelation autocorrelation autocorrelation

Figure 3.6.3: Spatial Autocorrelation Patterns

Source: Radil, S. M. (2011: 44)

Various methods may be applied in order to examine this issue. This research process includes the

application of the Moran | statistic (Moran, 1950) to outline the extent of any given relationship,
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and also utilises the Local Indicators of Spatial Association (LISA) cluster and outlier
identification method through the application of the relevant function in the ArcGIS toolbox.
(Anselin, 1995). The Moran’s I test and associated functions are available in the ‘spdep’ R software
library. (Bivand, 2018). A Moran’s I test returns a value ranging from -1 to +1, in which a 0 value
indicates a random distribution, -1 indicates negative autocorrelation, meaning neighbours tend to
be dissimilar, and a value of +1 indicates similarity of traits among neighbouring areas. The
associated p-value with the test outlines the degree of statistical reliability in findings. This builds
on ‘Tobler’s First Law’ and it is often applied in statistical analyses to examine the impact of

neighbouring values on a given spatial dataset. (Miller, 2004: 284).

In the application of Moran’s I testing it is essential to consider the most appropriate weighting
matrix that will be applied for the test. In order to conduct Moran’s I statistical testing in this thesis,
the ‘row standardised” method is applied. This is included in the ‘nb2listw’ function which
supplements a neighbours list which is previously determined using the ‘poly2nb’ function. The
‘poly2nb’ function utilises the ‘queens’ determination of neighbours as a default and is deemed to
be appropriate for this analysis as it constructs a neighbours list based on any shared boundary

between two polygons. (Bivand, 2018).

The application of LISA (Anselin, 1995) is facilitated by the availability of the ‘Cluster and Outlier
Analysis (Anselin Local Moran's 1)’ function in the ArcGIS toolbox. The application of this
method outlines areas in which clusters of similar values exist. This includes the identification of
High-High Clusters (H-H) which consist of values in the variable examined that are notably high
and are located near other high values, and also Low-Low (L-L) Clusters which consist of an area
in which neighbouring variable values are significantly lower than average within the dataset. The
application of this method also outlines outliers in respect, with their values represented as Low-
High (L-H) outlier areas, which are low values among an area of significantly higher values, and
also as High-Low (H-L) outliers, which are areas of significant high values among an area of
relatively low values. For the purpose of this study, the above outlined methods are utilised
throughout Chapter Four and Chapter Five, which examine the accuracy of the marked electoral
register and the voter turnout trends in General Election 2016 within the select case study area at
Electoral Division level, respectively. The methods are appropriate in these instances as the large
contiguous area and presence of 912 datapoints is sufficient in order to generate reliable and
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insightful findings. These methods are excluded from the analyses in Chapters Six, Seven, and
Eight as the lack of contiguity and relatively small number of datapoints in each area restricts the

generation of reliable analyses.

Standardised Residual Values

Throughout the research process, the application of various forms of regression model not only
provides insight into variables which have an observed relationship and outlines what percentage
of variability in a dependent variable is accounted for by observed relationships, but also allows
the examination of standardised residual values and the resultant geography of residual values
produced. The application of various statistical models allows the generation of standardised
residual values which outline the extent of variation from the predicted value within each area,
based on the factors identified as influential in the model output. The examination of areas in which
the model has made a significant over-prediction or under-prediction allows the potential
identification of additional variables that may be influencing the dependant variable, outside of
those included in the model. The spatial nature of the dataset and generation of standardised
residual values allows these values to be tested in the same manner as any spatial data, namely,
through the application of cluster and outlier identification, as previously discussed. This process
is vital, not only as it serves to highlight areas in which values are higher or lower than predicted,
and as such has the potential to identify additional influential variables present in these locations,
but also because the spatial independence of values is essential in a regression model that performs
reliably. In this respect, significant clustering observed in the resultant standardised residual values
would suggest that the model and variables included in the model fail to act independently, and as

such, are unreliable predictors.

Geographically Weighted Regression

The final form of statistical testing applied to the data is Geographically Weighted Regression
(GWR), where appropriate. (Fotheringham et al., 2000). GWR not only allows the construction of
detailed OLS multiple regression models, but also allows spatial influences to be better understood,
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allowing the user to weight values based on neighbouring variables and standardised residual
outputs. The spatial nature of various ‘R’ packages, such as the ‘GWModel’ library (Lu, 2020),
allows the application of advanced methods such as Geographically Weighted Regression analysis
to further advance findings.

There are two forms of GWR utilised in data testing applied in this study. In both cases, the
functions aim to incorporate a spatial influence into the multiple regression model by including a
neighbouring weight. The first test is a spatial error model, which includes a spatial factor based
on the error term, generated from the standardised residual values within each area. If positive
spatial autocorrelation or clustering is present in the geography of residual values, this method
should improve the overall accuracy of the model. The second test is a spatial lag model, which
aims to include a weighted influence on the dependent variable from neighbouring values. In this
instance, if the dependent variable displays signs of positive spatial autocorrelation or clustering,

the application of a spatial lag model should improve overall accuracy in predicted values.

The application of GWR techniques provides a greater level of insight in the geographical factors

that shape observed trends, and as such, are a tool of great benefit in any electoral geography study.

3.7: Urban/Rural Classification

When investigating the extent to which observed trends are shaped by geographical influences, the
degree to which an area is classed as urban or rural plays a key role. The urban/rural variation in
the geography of political support and voter behaviour is something that is widely noted, both in
the international context (Tarrow, 2014) and the Irish context (Kavanagh et al., 2006), as
previously expanded upon in greater detail in Chapter Two. With this in mind, it is important to
categorise areas accurately in order to analyse the relevant data and provide a comprehensive

insight with regard to potential urban/rural variation.

In this sense, Teljeur and Kelly (2008) put forward a classification system which aims to accurately
class each Electoral Division in Ireland in terms of ‘urbanness’ or ‘ruralness’. This system places

each Electoral Division in a total of six classes, ranging from ‘City’ to ‘Rural Remote’. The authors
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developed the bespoke classification system in order to provide a more detailed analysis of the
impact of geographical context on the level of healthcare provided within Ireland. While this
approach was developed to examine a potential urban/rural divide in healthcare access, the existing
literature on the observed impact of the urban/rural divide on voter behaviour suggests that the

classification method may also be a suitable means of assessing this topic.

The classification differs from previous systems as it employs a more complex method of
determining the individual classes, while avoiding a potentially reductive classification of ‘urban’
or ‘rural’. This method takes account of the differing types of environment in both urban and rural
contexts for a more nuanced viewpoint. This approach accounts for the various urban
environments in Ireland, accounting for not just cities, but also smaller towns and villages, urban
contexts which differ vastly from each other in composition and lived environment. The same
holds true in the case of rural areas, with this classification system acknowledging that ‘rural
Ireland is not a homogenous entity but more probably composed of a variety of rural area types’.
(Teljeur & Kelly, 2008: 298). This approach also provides the resultant classification at a useful
and adaptable scale, which supports a detailed analysis within the select study area. In this sense,
the classification is supported by the availability of other data at the same scale, such as census
data.

Teljeur and Kelly outline (2008) the range of approaches taken internationally in term of urban
and rural classification, noting that the approach differs greatly depending on the national context.
In this respect, approaches must consider a unique national population distribution, such as in
Australia, which has a broad contrast in urban and rural environments. Teljeur and Kelly (2008)
also outline some progressive methods that aim to improve the quality of classification at a range
of scales, such as the grid system that supports sub-classification in the UK. The methodology
adopted by various countries demonstrates a great deal of variance in terms of chosen indicators
and the classification of an area based on these variables, such as settlement size threshold for
example. Teljeur and Kelly (2008) provide a useful example of the international contrast in
classification in the cases of Sweden, which classes a settlement as ‘urban’ if over 1500 people are
resident there, compared to a threshold of 30,000 in Japan. While the range of international
approaches differ greatly, a number of approaches tend to use the same indicators, or some

combination of indicators, to determine the degree of ‘urbanness’ or ‘ruralness’ in a given context.
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The majority of these approaches take both population size and population density into

consideration when making a distinct classification.

In the Irish context, the classification system for urban settlement has been in use since 1966, with
a threshold of 1500 people, despite the various changes in Irish society and settlement since that
time, as outlined by Teljeur and Kelly (2008). The approach put forward by Teljeur and Kelly
(2008) is based on observed international approaches and informed by the body of literature that
highlights the aforementioned need to use a suitable scale for analysis, a need to combine multiple
factors into the indicator values (Goodall et al., 1998), the need to incorporate ‘fuzzy distinctions’
to avoid misclassification as far as practicable (Coombes, 2004), and the need to also consider
socio-economic dimensions in a given area. (Brown & Cromartie, 2004). Based on the observed
international practices, the body of literature available, and the level of data availability, Teljeur

and Kelly (2008) derive their classification from four key indicative measures:
Settlement size: based on the median settlement size.
Population density: based on land area that excludes uninhabitable land.
Proximity to urban centres: within a one-hour travel radius of the nearest urban centre.

Land-use: based on the Corine land-use data transcribed to ED scale. (Buttner et al., 2002).

Based on the above information, Teljeur and Kelly (2008: 302) produce two methods of
classification, and sub-classification to group each Electoral Division into four broad classes
before further including additional subcategories. The first approach applies discriminant analysis
to the classes of median town size, population density, and ‘access’ scores, in order to reclassify
areas that are more similar in nature to alternate classes. K-Means clustering is applied to the
proximity to urban centres measure to minimise the variance within each class, while maximising
the variance among differing classes. Land use is then incorporated into the approach through the
application of the process outlined in Figure 3.7.1, in order to arrive at a given land use in one of

seven distinct classes.
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ED classed as city or town?
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commercial residential pasture natural habitat

Figure 3.7.1: Land-Use Classification Process

Source: Teljeur & Kelly, 2008: 302.

An alternate approach was also followed, in which K-Means clustering was first applied to all four
variables in order to determine the composition of classes, and both approaches were compared
through the use of a Goodness of Fit indicator. In this sense, alternative studies have suggested
that the use of a K-Means clustering algorithm may be better replaced with the use of Partitioning
Around Methods (PAM) to construct a more robust framework in cluster creation. The use of the
PAM method serves to make the clustering process more robust to outliers, as it uses absolute
distances from cluster centres, as opposed to the squared distances used in the K-Means approach.
(Brunsdon et al., 2016). However, the methods applied in the case of Teljeur and Kelly (2008),
consisting of the comparison of two parallel approaches through the use of a Goodness of Variance
Fit (GIF) measure ensures that the selected approach performed suitably in terms of class creation.
While the GIF value indicates that both approaches are suitable, the first provides a broader range
in classes, with the second approach combining many of the smaller urban classes, namely ‘Town’

and “Village’, into a singular entity. Teljeur and Kelly (2008) use the first method, including initial
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categorisation and subsequent sub-classification to produce a system with six resultant classes, as
viewed in Figure 3.7.2. Given the variance in the number of datapoints within each class, the
authors further applied the ‘shrinkage’ method to indicator values before examining the socio-
economic relationship to the suggested classes. The correlation observed in socio-economic values
indicated that the resultant six classes serve to produce a suitable classification system that

accounts for variance in selected data.

Class EDs Population % Population
City 467 1,394,248 35.6
Town 234 997,950 25.5
Accessible village 159 227,662 5.8
Remote village 71 75,145 1.9
Accessible rural 1301 778,642 19.9
Remote rural 1190 443,556 11.3

ED: Electoral Division,|

Figure 3.7.2: Teljeur Urban/Rural Classification Groups

Source: Teljeur & Kelly, 2008: 305.

The classification system constructed in this instance provides the opportunity to examine the
differences in various urban and rural environments at a more nuanced level in order to provide a
deeper insight into observed trends. Teljeur and Kelly (2008) construct a classification method,
grounded in sound statistical reasoning, and informed by best international practices. In the

authors’ own words:

‘The classification presented here achieves that sub-categorisation and provides a better
tool for understanding urban/rural differences than a simple dichotomy. Incorporating
several data sources enables the construction of a classification that includes both

demographic and topographic information’. (Teljeur & Kelly, 2008: 309).
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While Teljeur and Kelly (2008) create the classification system to examine the health implications
of geographical location, | propose that the method is also the best available measure of
‘urbanness’ or ‘ruralness’ in which to examine the impact of geographical location on political
behaviour. While Teljeur and Kelly (2008: 307) use unemployment and education as two of the
indicators in order to demonstrate that the constructed classification is suitable to measure variance
in observed relationships, the variance in these two indicators would also suggest an impact on
voting behaviour, as the select socio-economic variables are also perceived to be associated with
voter participation rates, as previously discussed. While the classification was originally
constructed in 2008, the revised version based on the 2011 census information provides a well-
placed snapshot for the scope of this research project, as it provides a classification at the mid-
point between the general election contests of 2007 and 2016, which are both considered in the
examination of temporal turnout trends. While the classification will also be used for examining
the 2016 General Election separately, the degree of change associated in the area classification
from the 2008-2011 versions suggests that any changes from 2011-2016 are acceptable, given the
scale of the study area and the likelihood of multiple areas changing class significantly. When
applied to the chosen study area, the Teljeur (2008) classification, as updated from the 2011
Census, provides a strong range of variation among Electoral Divisions. All six classes are
included in the study area, with the volume of each demonstrated in Table 3.7.1. As outlined, the
majority of classes have a strong number of cases that are capable of facilitating robust statistical
analysis. The ‘Village (Remote)’ is the only potential exception in this respect, with only seventeen
areas within the class. In the context of the full dataset however, this should still facilitate a

reasonable degree of accuracy in comparison to other area classes.

The geography of Teljeur Classes within the study area may be viewed in Figure 3.7.3. The broad
east-west urban/rural divide is demonstrated in this instance, with all of the ‘City’ classes based
near Dublin City, and the majority of the most rural classes located in the west of the study area.
While previous studies have taken account of this broad east-west divide, the Teljeur classification
allows for a much more detailed insight and allows differentiation among different types of urban

or rural environment.
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Classification

Number of Data Points

City 293
Town 103
Village (Near) 50
Village (Remote) 17
Rural (Near) 358
Rural (Remote) 91

Table 3.7.1: Number of Electoral Divisions in Each Teljeur Class Within Study Area

Teljeur Urban-Rural Area Classification

50 Kilometers
|

Map Produced By William Durkan. Based on Teljeur Area Classification (2011)

Teljeur Class

L oy

- Town

[ village (Near)
B vitage (Remote)
- Rural (Near)
- Rural (Remote)

Figure 3.7.3: Teljeur Area Classification by Electoral Division in Case Study Area
Source: Updated 2011 Classification from Teljeur and Kelly, 2008.
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3.8: Qualitative and Mixed Method Approaches

Philip (1998) simply describes qualitative approaches as any research that is essentially non-
numeric in nature. The application of qualitative approaches within the field of human geography
grew out of the backlash to the aforementioned Quantitative Revolution as a means to provide a
more comprehensive way to investigate complex social, cultural, and political issues. While the
quantitative approach serves to identify spatial trends at a range of scales in order to allow a great
deal of confidence in observation and statistical analysis, the sole use of quantitative methods may
potentially exclude a number of unique instances that are lost in the aggregation of data. Zolnik
(2009: 336) highlights the limits to quantitative analysis, noting that although modern methods are
quite advanced in order to allow observation and analysis, they cannot account for the ‘cultural,
political and social contexts that affect human behaviour’. In this sense, the application of
qualitative approaches may be viewed as essential in any research which engages with such topics
and aims to investigate the impact of everyday ‘lived experience’, an aspect deemed to be of central
importance to electoral geographers such as Agnew (2002). While Philip (1998) notes the existing
criticisms of the subjective nature of qualitative geographies, the author also points to the work of
prominent figures such as Nigel Thrift and Ron Johnston (1993), who argue that qualitative
approaches have the potential to be every bit as rigorous and reproducible as their quantitative
counterparts. Kirk and Miller (1986: 12) note that while qualitative research may be viewed as
more subjective in nature, the aim still remains to draw objective conclusions, and qualitative
research is also pluralistic in nature so that a range of investigations may be applied, noting that a
range of perspectives on a given research topic is important in order to provide ‘a fuller
understanding of its depth’. Anderson (2010: 2) notes that while past critiques of qualitative
approaches have suggested that there is an adherent lack of rigour and potential bias, qualitative
approaches can be ‘unbiased, in-depth, valid, reliable, credible and rigorous’, when carried out in

the appropriate and correct manner, stressing the need for reliability and validity.

While Young et al. (2018) focus on the application of qualitative research methods in the field of
conservation studies, a great deal of their insight is generally applicable in terms of the strengths,
potential weaknesses, and best practices for the usage of qualitative methods in any given academic

study. They note the large volume of studies in their field that fail to follow best practice in
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qualitative method application in terms of including a critical analysis of the research process,
noting the need for a research to include recognition of the potential impact of sampling and
interview bias on the overall processes. The authors argue that research needs to clearly outline
why the chosen method was applied, noting the various decisions and ethical considerations taken
into account during the process. In this sense, this study aims to clearly outline the research choices
in terms of methods and analysis for all approaches applied. This is of particular importance when
outlining the process in interview analysis, so that a third party may review the materials of their
own accord in order to ascertain the reliability and relevance of conclusions drawn by the
researcher. This also includes the importance of explaining the justification for the selection of

interviewees and the range of viewpoints provided on a given research subject.

Qualitative research can often be very informative when a given study is of relevance to policy
formation. While quantitative analysis may provide the statistical grounding for a given policy
issue and potential solutions, qualitative approaches serve to better inform policy makers of ‘the
settings in which policies will be implemented’. (Anderson, 2010: 1). The presentation of research
findings is always an important consideration, but this aspect is perhaps more pronounced in the
case of qualitative approaches due to the greater potential for differences in interpretation. While
this is a consideration to the forefront of all research approaches, interview responses in particular
can often pose a challenge in this respect. In terms of the presentation of interview materials,
Anderson (2010: 4) points to the need to present segments of the interview that are ‘most poignant’
or provide the most insight into the topic of interest, while taking care not to present sections of

the interview that are too long and tedious for the reader.

In the context of this study, qualitative approaches in the form of interviews with relevant political
actors serve to add further depth to the insights drawn from the quantitative approaches applied
and provide local contextual insight into trends observed. Further to this, qualitative approaches
served to give candidates and elected representatives an opportunity to express their interpretation
of trends observed and offer insight into the potential policy aspects of observed trends.

While the potential benefits and drawback of both quantitative and qualitative methods have
caused much debate over the past number of decades within the field of human geography, Philip
(1998) notes the potential to take advantage of the strengths of each approach, while mitigating

the weaknesses through the application of a mixed-method, or multi-method approach within the
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field. Zolnik (2009) advocates for the adoption of a ‘multi-level’ approach that allows researchers
to better account for a broad range of influences on a given subject matter, and also identify a
suitable role for the application of in-depth quantitative approaches in a given study through the
application of ‘mixed methods’. Philip (1998) also notes that the Quantitative Revolution often
produced approaches that failed to address the prominent socio-political issues of the time, instead
tending to stick to easily quantifiable objective matters, while excluding more subjective or messy
topics. This in turn, often led to the rejection of quantitative approaches following the ‘cultural
turn’ within the discipline. In order to address the existing concerns, Zolnik (2009) suggests a
multilevel approach that incorporates qualitative approaches in order to gain a relevant and
accurate insight into topics of human behaviour. In this respect, the author notes the potential
benefits to a mixed method approach for human geographers to gain a comprehensive insight into
select behaviours in a given spatial context. The apparent divide between quantitative and
qualitative approaches is well noted, with Philip (1998: 261) highlighting that:

“The editor of the focus debate in The Professional Geographer voiced his regret over the
apparently divisive gulf between quantitative and qualitative methods, writing that he
believed the divide to be "a form of intellectual hardening that closes minds, restricts

insight, and undermines our collective understanding" (Hodge, 1995: 426)’.

In this respect, Philip (1998) examines the potential benefits to bridging the divide between the
two approaches in order to implement an effective mixed method approach that simultaneously
allows research to be grounded in sound statistical analyses, while capturing the distinctly human
contexts that are key in understanding behaviours. Philip (1998: 261) points to the potential
benefits to encouraging mixed-method and multi-method approaches, noting that the inclusion of
a ‘poly vocal’ approach can serve to enrich the discipline and provide more comprehensive
analyses, in a similar ethos to that of postmodern approaches within the discipline. He challenges
the assumption that quantitative approaches are strictly deductive and objective in nature,
associated with ‘artificial’ representations, while qualitative approaches are strictly inductive and
subjective in nature, associated with real-world ‘natural’ settings. Instead, he suggests that all
social research tends to move between research questions and evidence to examine issues in a

complex world in a similar manner, aiming to provide a greater depth of understanding and as
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such, differing approaches should not be viewed as ‘divorced’ from one another. With this in mind,
Philip (1998) suggests that the application of multiple approaches to a given topic serves to reduce
the potential for over-reliance on a single approach and may often be a very advantageous course
of action for the researcher. Young et al. (2018: 17) note the benefits associated with the
application of a wide range of methods in investigation, pointing to the potential benefits of having
multiple methods in order to ‘limit the bias associated with any one method’. Anderson (2010)
also highlights this point with reference to the wide range of academic and professional fields that
are frequently seeing the advantages in mixed method approaches, as opposed to examining a

given issue through a single, perhaps unfocused, lens.

Philip (1998) denotes that the researcher should not prescribe to a given method based on their
personal opinion or epistemological viewpoint, but instead should allow the nature of a given
research topic to determine the choice of research methods best suited. While Julia Brannen (2017:
8) notes that the mixing of approaches may raise ‘the question of movement between paradigms
at the levels of epistemology and theory’, the author also stresses the consideration of the choice
of methods that are appropriate for a given research topic, as opposed to placing the ‘cart before
the horse’ with a prescribed theoretical or methodological approach without prior consideration of

the specific question at hand.

3.9: Interview Design and Application

In the context of this study, while various issues are examined in terms of voter participation levels
and associated socio-economic and demographic statistics, statistical analysis alone cannot
account for the various intricacies of how individuals within the electoral system may behave. The
use of semi-structured professional interviews provides insight from political representatives,
candidates, and associated staff that work closely with constituents on a day-to-day basis and are
in a position to provide additional insight. As the political representatives are both policy makers
and are directly impacted by a number of electoral issues, their professional insight may also be
viewed as extremely beneficial in terms of identifying, expanding upon, and outlining any potential

policy solutions to issues addressed in the course of this study. The human aspect of voter
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behaviour is a key aspect of this study, and with this in mind, the choice was made to include
qualitative research methods in order to compliment, and expand upon, some of the themes
highlighted in the quantitative analysis. While there is potentially some scope to include a greater
degree of input from individual voters in the form of a questionnaire survey, there are a number of
considerations that led to the exclusion of this approach. While a survey of various individual
voters may be a viable option for future studies that wish to expand upon some of the themes
explored here, considerations in terms of the quantity of materials required in order to do so
effectively within the set timeframe led to the exclusion of this potential method. In any potential
study that aims to include a methodological approach such as this, the volume of responses would
need to involve a substantial sample with an appropriate geographical spread to effectively

compare and contrast results with aggregate quantitative findings, as are utilised here.

While the methods applied in this instance do not aim to gain individual insight from voters, the
choice was made to apply a range of semi-structured interviews with election candidates and
elected representative in order to provide the additional insight that may be overlooked in a purely
quantitative study. In this sense, an elected representative can offer additional insight into the
various human aspects that tend to drive voter behaviours. By interviewing elected representatives,
this not only serves to provide a professional insight into their own experiences and opinions, but
also that of their constituents, based on their need as representatives to be aware of voter
experiences and also due to the high level of engagement with constituents and constituent issues
on a day-to-day basis. Elected representatives also offer the option to interpret the level of
consideration given to issues that are raised throughout course of this study and also offer their
opinions on how potential issues may be better addressed, potentially offering a range of policy
solutions to some of the concerns raised. The insight of political representative that have served
over a long period of time is also a very beneficial viewpoint as this study explores how various
areas and process have developed over time. In this sense, long-serving representatives have a
great deal of experience with working in a given area and with groups of the electorate over a long
period of time, and as such, can provide insight into the various changes that they have experienced
and the potential impact of these changes. Likewise, newly elected representatives may also have
potential unique engagements with various processes and members of the electorate that may

provide unique detailed insight into a number of relevant issues.
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In line with the suggestions made by Young et al. (2017), there was a wide range of considerations
in terms of potential interviewees. The range of participants in this study aimed to achieve as wide
an array of participants as possible, taking account of party representation, gender representation,
and geographical dispersion throughout the chosen study area. This aims to give as wide as a
viewpoint as possible and include the widest range of insights possible. The final interview
component in this research project consisted of 28 interviews, with one interview having two
participants present, and one additional written response, making a total of 30 participants. Of
these respondents, there was a strong range of gender, geographical, and political diversity, as well
as a broad range of political experience, as displayed in Table 3.9.1. As outlined, the gender divide
in this study is 2-1 in favour of male participants. While this does not achieve a strict level of
sex/gender equality overall, it does ensure that both sexes have a reasonable level of equality in
input. This notable divide must also be considered in the context of the overall gender balance of
political representatives, with just 22.5 percent of TDs being Female in the 33 Dail. (Carswell,
2020). With regard to the diversity in political viewpoints included, this is again largely reflective
of the political makeup of the 32" and 33™ Dail and overall party size at time of writing, while
noting that not all participants are members of Dail Eireann. Perhaps the most notable exception
in this respect is the somewhat low level of participation among Sinn Féin. In this sense, it is
important to consider that the majority of interviews were conducted prior to the 2020 General
Election, in which Sinn Féin grew in terms of Dail seats from 22 to 37 members. In this respect, it
is also important to note that the Social Democrat party had 2 and 6 TDs in the 32" and 33" Dail
respectively, and also Solidarity-PBP had just 6 and 5 TDs, respectively. When the overall
structure of political representatives is considered alongside overall political party size, the pool
of interview participants is broadly representative of the political parties within the Republic of
Ireland and can provide a balanced insight into a range of topics from a diverse personal, political,

and geographical viewpoint.
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Interview Participants 30
Male 20
Female 10
Fine Gael 11
Fianna Fail 8
Labour 4
Independent 3
Sinn Féin 2
Green Party 2
Social Democrats 0
Solidarity-PBP 0
Other 0

Table 3.9.1: Interview Participant Information

The interview design consisted of a semi-structured format in which similar questions were
presented to each participant, with some variation based on differences in electoral involvement,
and some participant-specific questions included as relevant. An example of the range of questions
put to participants may be viewed in Appendix C, with a full list of participants presented in

Appendix D.

The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed a broad comparison in responses across
topics in order to gain multiple viewpoints on a given topic, while at the same time facilitating a
broad discussional approach which served to be beneficial in terms of expanding upon more
complex aspects of political engagement, identifying additional potential trends, and outlining a
broad range of potential solutions for aspects of behaviour deemed to be a cause for concern.
Interviews 1-22 were conducted in-person, with one subsequent written response, and the final
interviews were conducted by phone call due to the onset of Covid-19 restrictions from March
2020. The use of the in-person form of interview and subsequent phone discussion facilitated

detailed semi-structured discussion and input on all relevant topics.
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3.10: Ethical Considerations and Mitigation

Ethical considerations are a key aspect of any research project in the social sciences. While some
of the more serious ethical dilemmas arise in instances in which the researcher is in contact with
vulnerable persons, or a case in which vulnerable persons are the topic of a given study, it is vital
to consider potential risks in any study conducted. While a number of academic pieces that aim to
better advise on ethical considerations in social science research focus primarily on instances that
involve work with vulnerable persons (Paoletti et al., 2013), there are ethical considerations in all
steps of social science research outside of these instances. These are ethical considerations that the
researcher must take steps to identify and mitigate as far as practicable in order to conduct viable

ethical research.

In terms of ethical approaches, there have been a number of progressive developments in social
science research over recent decades, with initial discussion about the best ethical practices that
question the extent to which researchers should be held accountable (Holden, 1979; Horowitz,
1979; Garn, 1979) replaced with a system in which all reputable research institutions aim to
uphold a high level of ethical conduct at all stages of the research process, from the choice of
research topic to the dissemination of research findings. (Paoletti et al., 2013: 21). In terms of the
development of ethical research practices, the aforementioned age of ‘big data’ and developments
in research methodologies and technology have led to the need to have deep consideration of the
ethical practices associated with the collection and analytics of all data and demonstrate that the

researcher has mitigated for all possible risks. (Paoletti et al., 2013: 21).

Paoletti et al. (2013: 2) note the need for sound moral reasoning in the conduct of social science
research, highlighting the wide range of institutions in a given context that may seek to provide
both guidelines for best practice and select codes of conduct which research must adhe