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Some observations on 

the Covenant 

• Signed by c500,000 people 

• Across social class 

• Young and old 

• In rural and urban areas 

• 237,368 men, and 234,046 women (Declaration) 
 

Are these features of the Protestant 
community in Northern Ireland today? 



                   Survey data 

Social attitude surveys – representative 

sample of adults aged 18 or over across 

Northern Ireland 

 

– Northern Ireland Social Attitudes (NISA) Survey, 

1989-1996 

– Northern Ireland Life and Times (NILT) Survey, 

1998-2010 

 

 



Are Protestants Unionist? 

% 



Are Protestants British? 
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Identity 

• 79% Protestants, 74% Catholics agreed 

that Britishness and Protestantism are 

strongly intertwined 

 

• 18% Protestants equally British and Irish 

• 40% more British than Irish 

• 35% British, not Irish 
Source: 2007 NILT 



British and Unionist? 

% 



Status quo? 

• Some change over time, but still ... 

– 2/3 are Unionist 

– 3 out of 5 are British 

– 2 out of 5 are British and Unionist 
 

• So what’s new? 

– Increase in Northern Irish identity:              

16% in 1989, 29% in 2010 

Do these patterns apply to all? 



Unionist, by qualification 

% 



British, by qualification 

% 



N Irish, by qualification 

% 



British/Unionist, by 

qualification 

% 



• Those with more qualifications are less 

likely to say they are Unionist, British and 

British/Unionist 

• Gap between groups has increased since 

1998 

• Greatest diversity relates to being British 

(26 percentage points) – related to growth 

of Northern Irish identity 

 

 



Unionist, by age group 
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British, by age group 
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British/Unionist, by age 

group 

% 



British, by rural/urban 

% 



Unionist, by rural/urban 

% 



British/Unionist, by 

rural/urban 

% 



Rural Unionism? 

• Rural Protestants more likely to say they 

are Unionists 

• Previous pattern of rural Protestants more 

like to be British is now reversed 

• Strength of rural British/Unionism seen 

following Good Friday/Belfast Agreement 

now decreased, and matches that of urban 

areas 

 

 



Unionists, by male/female 
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British, by male/female 
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% British and Unionist 

% 



• Men more likely to be Unionist: 13 point 

gap 

• But women more likely to be British: 8 

point gap 

• Convergence of British/Unionist identity 

among men and women: 2 point gap 



                   Who is N Irish in 2010? 

• 37% of those who are neither Unionist 

nor Nationalist  

• 25% of Unionists 

• 40% of those with a degree, 21% of 

those with no qualifications 

• 1/3 of rural residents, 1/4 of urban 

• Younger: 57% aged 18-24, 19% aged 

65+ 



Long term future for NI: 

retain the union 

% 



% 

If the majority of people in Northern 

Ireland ever voted to become part of a 

United Ireland …  



Could there be a mass 

mobilisation again? 

• Events later in 20th Century suggest so, eg response to 

Anglo-Irish Agreement, Good Friday/Belfast Agreement 

 

• In 1999, 58% of youngest Protestants who voted in 

Referendum voted ‘No’ (20% 55-64 and 38% 65+) 

• In 1998, youngest Protestants least likely to ‘happily 

accept’ majority vote for United Ireland (16% v 34% 55-64)  

 

 

But since then ... 

 

 

 

 



Could there be a mass 

mobilisation again? 

• Young Protestants are now less likely to adopt the identity 

of British and/or Unionist 

• The ‘N Irish’ identity has grown 

• In 2010, youngest Protestants most likely to ‘happily 

accept’ majority vote (29% v 20% 65+) 

 

 

 

But survey responses can’t always predict future behaviour 

 

 

 

 




