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ONE | The 2018 abortion referendum:

over before it began!

Theresa Reidy

Introduction
Ireland was a mostly conservative outpost of Western Europe
until the 1990s and the conservative values and policy posi-
tions contained in the constitution rested easily with a large
majority of voters until at least the 1960s (Lee 1989; Ferriter
2010). Economic expansion and social modernisation in the
decades that followed led to the emergence of a new and deep-
seated conservative-liberal cleavage in politics (Sinnott 1995).
Contraception, divorce and abortion were the main issues on
this political fault line and debates became increasingly divisive
in the ensuing decades and were widely known as the ‘culture
wars’ by the 1980s. Undoubtedly, abortion was the most contro-
versial and enduring of these issues. A process of six referendum
questions on four separate polling days began with the passing
of the Pro-Life (Anti-Abortion) Amendment in 1983.
Referendums in Ireland have been classified into three
categories: international treaties, legal and political reforms
and moral-social questions. Abortion falls into the category
of moral-social questions (Sinnott 2002). These referendums
draw from the fundamental values that citizens have about how
society should be organised and campaigns on these ques-
tions have tended to be politically charged and divisive. Paddy
O’Carroll described the 1983 abortion referendum as having

delivered a campaign of “unparalleled divisiveness, bitterness
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and rancour” (O’Carroll 1991: 57). Abortion was never far from
the political agenda in the following decades, but the first refer-
endum, which sought to liberalise abortion provision, was not
put before the people until 2018.

This chapter will provide a brief overview of the six abortion
votes outlining the evolution of the issue in public debate, the role
of campaign actors and the pathway to the 2018 referendum in sec-
tion one. Section two will present evidence from a series of opinion
polls and exit polls which indicate shifting attitudes towards abor-
tion provision. It will use data from the RTE-Universities exit poll
at the 2018 referendum to demonstrate that Irish attitudes to abor-
tion had liberalised considerably in the previous decade and that
the referendum campaign, while important for the mobilisation
of voters, was instrumental in changing the views of only a small
proportion of voters. In large part, this accounts for the stability in
preferences recorded in polls in the lead up to and throughout the
campaign. Some reflections on abortion referendums are included

in the final section.

The abortion votes

Conservative groups in Ireland became concerned in the early
1980s that efforts might be made to use the Supreme Court to
deliver a legal route to abortion, as had happened in the US in
the Roe v Wade case. A complete ban on abortion was included
in the statute books but the pro-life groups initiated a campaign
to include an absolute ban in the constitution as the only way
to guarantee that there would be no liberalisation of abortion
provision. Following some years of political manoeuvring, a
referendum was delivered and passed by a two thirds majority
and the abortion ban (known as the Pro-Life Amendment) was
included in the text of the constitution. Gallagher (2018) has
noted that the fact the referendum proposal was known in pub-

lic discourse as the Pro-Life Amendment points to the political

After Repeal : Rethinking Abortion Politics, edited by Kath Browne, and Sydney Calkin, Bloomsbury Academic &

Professional, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uccie-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=5982632.

Created from uccie-ebooks on 2024-09-26 14:40:10.



Copyright © 2020. Bloomsbury Academic & Professional. All rights reserved.

ABORTION REFERENDUM

dominance of the pro-life campaign and the extent to which it
controlled debates on abortion.

The 1983 campaign was acrimonious, and contemporane-
ous accounts document how conservatives framed the debate
in absolutist terms with all other views treated as anathema to
social norms (O’Carroll 1991). Turnout was low at just over
50%, but the Amendment passed comfortably. The black and
white campaign claims of ‘abortion is murder’ and the decrying
of any medical need for abortion were to come unstuck in the
subsequent decades when multiple cases were to demonstrate
with clarity the grave implications of the 8th Amendment for the
medical treatment of women during pregnancy.

The first case to come to public prominence took place in
1992. The parents of a pregnant child rape victim (who became
known as X in the legal proceedings) sought advice from police
authorities about whether medical evidence obtained during an
abortion conducted in the UK could be used in the prosecution
of the criminal rape case. In response, the authorities sought and
were granted an injunction to prevent the child and her parents
from travelling to the UK for the abortion. The decision was over-
turned by the Supreme Court. In its judgment, the court declared
that abortion was legal when the life of the woman was at risk and
that this risk included the threat of suicide. The X case prompted
national debate and the government responded by posing three
separate referendum questions to clarify the constitutional posi-
tion on abortion. The referendum questions were co-scheduled
with a general election which meant that the referendums took
on a different dynamic to other votes on abortion. Political par-
ties had remained somewhat on the margins in 1983 and the main
campaign protagonists were drawn from civil society groups. But
in 1992, the government had a more significant role in deciding
the wording of the questions and defining the parameters of the
debate (Girvin 1993; 1994).
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Voters endorsed proposals which provided a right to travel
outside the state for abortion services and a right to access infor-
mation on abortion. The third question, which was labelled the
substantive issue in debates, asked voters to undo the Supreme
Court decision and remove suicide as a ground for abortion. This
proposal was rejected by voters. The 1992 referendums emerge as
an important moment in the debate on abortion in Ireland. The
restrictive proposition was defeated, but the two other propos-
als, which were minimally liberalising propositions, were passed.
Girvin (1993) provided data from the European Values Surveys of
1981 and 1990 which showed a significant movement in the views
of voters, most especially where the life of the woman was at risk
due to the pregnancy. While less than 50% of men and women
supported abortion in this circumstance in 1981, the figures had
jumped to 63% for women and 67% for men by 1990.

Through the 1990s, domestic party politics and the ongoing
political power of the pro-life lobby kept the abortion question live.
In 1997, the minority coalition government required the support of
a small number of non-party TDs (MPs). One of the conditions for
their support was a referendum to again attempt to roll back the 1992
court decision on the threat of suicide as a ground for legal abor-
tion. This referendum eventually took place in 2002. As Kennedy
outlines, by this stage, abortion had moved from being an issue on
which voters had absolute and defined positions to a ‘series of moral
conundrums’ (Kennedy 2002). The dominance of conservative
groups was still evident. The proposal put forward was designed to
restrict abortion and there was much debate about whether abortion
could be a remedy for suicidal ideation. Indeed, the very phrasing
of this proposition, which dominated public discourse during the
campaign, displayed a specific conservative disposition. The refer-
endum was defeated with the consensus in the aftermath of the vote
indicating that a coalition of extreme conservatives and liberals had

delivered the narrow defeat (Kennedy 2002).
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The tenor of the abortion debate shifted markedly in the
early 21st century as the consequences of the Anti-Abortion
Constitutional Amendment were detailed in a series of court
cases and medical episodes. No legislation was enacted to give
legal effect to the 1992 ruling and this led to significant criticism of
successive governments. In 2010, the European Court of Human
Rights ruled that failure to provide information on the circum-
stances in which abortion was legal in Ireland was an infringement
of human rights. The coalition government elected in 2011 agreed
to take action and established an expert group to review the legal
position. Its report coincided with the public disclosure of the
death of Savita Halappanavar, a Galway-based dentist, due to
mismanagement of a miscarriage which was linked to legal uncer-
tainties surrounding the circumstances when a legal abortion was
allowable (Health Services Executive 2013). Her death prompted
domestic outrage and international condemnation of Ireland’s
restrictive abortion regime (Quilty et al. 2015; de Londras 2015)
The case was instrumental in pushing the government to act on
the recommendations of the expert group.

The Protection of Life in Pregnancy Act (2013) was a restrictive
piece of legislation which finally gave effect to the 1992 court deci-
sion. Introduced by the Fine Gael and Labour coalition, it did little
to substantively alter abortion provision, but it was fiercely resisted
by a small number of extreme conservatives during its passage
through the Déil. The conservatives were grouped in Fine Gael,
Fianna Féail and among non-party TDs, however, only Fine Gael
experienced significant political fall-out from the legislation when
several TDs and senators were expelled from the party for failing
to support the legislation. The incident reinforced the enduring
political divisiveness of abortion.

In parallel with the process of legislative change, civil soci-
ety groups on the pro-choice side became especially active

in public debates and pressure to deliver progressive reform
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built up within the political system. Terminations for Medical
Reasons - a group campaigning for the provision of abortion
in cases of fatal foetal abnormality — were especially to the fore
in debates and their contribution is notable most especially for
highlighting the transformation in the presentation of abortion
as an issue (Field 2018). The contrast between the lead-in to
the 1983 referendum and the 2018 referendums could not have
been starker: by 2018 it was widely accepted that termination
of pregnancy was a medical procedure, sometimes necessary
on health grounds. This basic point had been widely disputed
in the 1983 campaign.

A number of non-party and left wing TDs also engaged in
significant parliamentary agitation on the liberal side. When
the new minority government took up office in 2016, it agreed
quickly that action would have to be taken on abortion provi-
sion. On this occasion, the presence of a liberal non-party TD,
Katherine Zappone, in the cabinet is highlighted for advancing
the referendum proposal (Doyle 2016). The government moved
quickly to establish a deliberative forum, the Citizens’ Assembly,
to discuss abortion provision. Following several weeks of delib-
eration, the Assembly recommended that a referendum be held
to remove the 1983 Amendment and that this should be accom-
panied by a significant liberalisation of abortion provision (Field
2018). The outcome of the Citizens’ Assembly was greeted by
some surprise at the time. In a report in The Irish Times, the
outcome was described as having created “shockwaves by rec-
ommending extensive liberalisation” (Minihan 2017). There
were also concerns that the liberal proposals were unlikely to
find favour with the wider electorate with Minihan reporting that
“the consensus in the Oireachtas is that the assembly’s recom-
mendations were an overly-liberal interpretation of the current
thinking of middle Ireland on the issue” (Minihan 2017). The

report of the Assembly was sent to an Oireachtas Committee to
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consider the details and it too endorsed a repeal referendum and
subsequent legislative liberalisation (Elkink et al. 2019). The ref-
erendum was held on 25 May 2018.

There are a couple of points which can be distilled from this
overview of abortion referendums. No referendum proposal,
which sought to make abortion provision more restrictive, was
passed after 1983. Abortion moved from being a one-dimensional
issue of ‘right versus wrong’ to a complex and multi-dimensional
social problem over the period from 1983-2018. Complex cases
involving acute and chronic medical problems came to define
the debate in its later stages, wresting it away from the absolutist
political framing so evident in 1983 (Reidy 2018). Finally, civil
soclety groups have always been at the forefront of the abortion
debates. In the early 1980s, the Pro-Life Amendment Campaign
led demands for the Anti-Abortion Amendment and, equally,
demand for the 2018 repeal referendum was also driven by a
coalition of liberal groups whose strength often lay outside par-

liamentary politics.

Changing attitudes to abortion

Abortion referendums have always generated intense discussion
and often heated and intemperate exchanges on the airwaves
and doorsteps, but this intensity is not always reflected in vot-
ing patterns. In 1983, turnout stood at 53.7% which was below
the average rate of participation for referendums at that time. The
1992 votes were co-scheduled with a general election so there is
little to be inferred from turnout on that date, but the 2002 vote
yielded a turnout of 42.9%. Figure 1.1 presents an area map of the
electorate at each of the six votes with the dark grey shaded area at
the top of the figure reflecting the proportion of the electorate that
abstained at each of the votes and it clearly shows the sharp drop
in engagement with the abortion issue in 2002 and the pointed

increase which occurred in 2018.
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Figure 1.1 Abstainers and voters at abortion referendums

Source: Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government Referendum Results

The second point of note which emerges from Figure 1.1 is
that the conservative vote, captured by the middle light greyscale
band, is at its widest in 1983. It changed very little from 2002 to
2018, but the liberal position (captured by the mid grey band
at the bottom of the figure) jumped sharply from 2002 to 2018.
There is no panel data available from this period so some caution
is needed when making inferences, but given the size of the jump
in the liberal vote from 2002 to 2018, it is reasonable to hypoth-
esise that abstainers became significantly more liberal and more
motivated to vote in the intervening period.

LeDuc (2002) provides a useful schema for conceptualising ref-
erendum types. In his framework, referendums which ask moral or
social questions tend to have voting patterns which are very stable.
Essentially, he argues that the positions of political parties and cam-
paign groups and referendum campaign activities may have only a
limited impact on the final vote. Indeed, he points out that it would

not be unusual for campaign polls to record little opinion movement
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at these types of referendums. This is largely because these types of
questions draw from the fundamental values that voters have about
how society should be organised and individuals should be treated.
And these types of values change very slowly over long periods of
time. Specifically, abortion is an issue which draws from the fun-
damental values that voters have about individual rights, women’s
rights and autonomy. Factors which contribute to change on this
value dimension include urbanisation, increasing education levels
and secularisation. In relation to abortion in Ireland, public disclo-
sure of complex legal and medial cases may also have contributed to
value change, in part by crystallising the issues involved. This leads
to two important questions: When did attitudes towards abortion
begin to change and what influenced the opinion change?

Data availability somewhat limits the ability to deliver precise
answers to these questions but there are some valuable insights
in the information which does exist. Polling data collected in the
five months up to the referendum campaign point to reasonable
stability in voting preferences. Figure 1.2 presents the percentage

60
50
40
30
20
10

0

28/01/2018 25/03/2018 29/04/2018 20/05/2018 Referendum
result

Figure 1.2 Percentage Yes vote in Red C polls and final referendum Yes vote

Source: Red C Research, 2018 (www.redcresearch.ie/battle-repeal-8th/)
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Yes vote in Red C' polls and records the Yes vote at 75% in
January 2018 which points to a decline of less than ten points in
the months leading up to polling day. This is a relatively small
opinion change (see Suiter and Reidy 2013).

Voters leaving polling stations at the 2016 general election
were asked a series of questions for an RTE-Universities exit
poll (RTE-Universities 2016). Included in the survey was an
abortion attitudinal scale which was replicated again at the
abortion referendum for the RTE-Universities exit poll on that

date. The question asked of voters was:

On a scale from o to 10 where 0 means you strongly believe that

there should be a total ban on abortion in Ireland, and 10 means
that you strongly believe that Abortion should be freely available
in Ireland to any woman who wants to have one, where would

you place your view? (RTE-Universities 2018)

Table 1.1 presents the results from the two exit polls and the
striking point is how little movement there was in opinions over-
allin the two years between the general election and the abortion
referendum. We can see that the mean position is above six in
both which is on the liberal side of the spectrum. This suggests
that much of the opinion change on abortion had occurred prior
to 2016. This is an interesting observation as it suggests that the
Citizens’ Assembly and the Oireachtas Committee examination
of the abortion issue did not fundamentally drive opinion change
on this issue and that the liberal position advocated by the mem-
bers of the Citizens’ Assembly may have been more in line with
the majority consensus than had been thought at the time of its
vote. There are also a number of clear demographic patterns on
display in Table 1.1: younger age cohorts exhibit more liberal
views on abortion and women are more liberal than men. The
gender point 1s an interesting one and reflects an important shift

as women had been more conservative at earlier referendum
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Table 1.1 Mean position on abortion attitudinal scale

TOTAL Gender Age Social Class F

Male Female 18-24 25-34 35-49 50-64 65+ ABC1i C2DE

Mean 6.07 6.0 6.2 6.8 7.9 6.4 5.8 4.7 6.5 5.8 4.0
Score
2016
Mean 6.10 58 6.3 7.6 7.1 6.3 5.7 41 6.5 5.8 4.6
Score
2018

Source: RTE-Universities General Election Exit Poll and RTE-Universities Abortion
Referendum Exit Poll

votes (Sinnott 1995; Gallagher 2018). From a social class per-
spective, the most conservative value position is held by farmers
with ABC1 voters displaying more liberal views.

Data from the RTE-Universities exit poll are used to investi-
gate patterns at the referendum in more detail. The exit poll was
carried out by the Behaviour and Attitudes polling company
and 3,779 voters were surveyed at polling stations in a nation-
ally representative sample. Three versions of the survey were
used to maximise the information collection and the questions
on the timing of vote choice were included in version two. To
begin, voters were asked if they had changed their minds on
abortion over the last five years. Twenty two percent reported
that they had, while 76% said they had not (Don’t Know (DK) = 2).
Timing of vote questions pose reliability issues as voters may
not always accurately recall when they arrived at their decision.
As a consequence, a second version of the question was also
asked which allowed voters to give more precise information on
when they arrived at their voting decision and this information
is presented in Table 1.2.

Three quarters of voters had already decided how they would

Copyright © 2020. Bloomsbury Academic & Professional. All rights reserved.
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Table 1.2 When did you make up your mind about how you would vote in
this referendum?

I always knew how I would vote 75.2
Following public disclosure of the Savita Halappanavar case 8.4
Following the recommendations of the Citizens’ Assembly 1.3
Following the recommendations of the Oireachtas 0.7
committee on the Eighth Amendment

During the referendum campaign 11.7
Don’t recall 2.7
Total 100

Source: RTE-Universities Abortion Referendum Exit Poll

and the Oireachtas committee were important for only a very small
number of voters, but the death of Savita Halappanavar was much
more consequential with 8.4% of voters identifying this as a critical
point when they made their vote decision. The data are consistent
with the LeDuc (2002) schema for opinion change on fundamental
value questions. Attitudes on the abortion issue had been chang-
ing for some time in Ireland with a majority of voters having made
up their minds many years before the referendum was called.

The exit poll data also allows us to look at whether it was Yes
or No voters that changed their minds and the data from Table 1.2
are tabulated by vote choice and presented in Table 1.3. No vot-
ers are somewhat more steadfast in their decision making with 80%
always knowing how they would vote. The corresponding figure
for Yes voters is 73%. The Savita Halappanavar case, the Citizens’
Assembly and the Oireachtas committee moved more Yes voters
than No voters, but in percentage terms, marginally more No voters
made up their minds during the campaign.

Finally, Table 1.4 presents the data on the information that was
influential for voters in making their decisions. Again this is tabu-
lated by vote choice. The “experiences of people I know” and
“Peoples’ personal stories as covered in the media” are especially
influential for Yes voters; they matter for No voters as well but on
a much lesser scale. We know from earlier research that religious

values were very important for No voters (Elkink et al. 2019) and this
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Table 1.3 Timing of vote tabulated by vote choice

Voted Yes Voted No
I always knew how I would vote 733 79.6
Following public disclosure of 10.7 2.9
the Savita Halappanavar case
Following the recommendations 1.5 11
of the Citizens’ Assembly
Following the recommendations 0.8 0.5
of the Oireachtas committee on
the Eighth Amendment
During the referendum campaign 11.2 12.9
Don’t recall 2.6 2.9
TOTAL 100 100

Source: RTE-Universities Abortion Referendum Exit Poll

likely explains the very high percentage of No voters who indicated
that “Other” reasons were influential in their decision making.
Campaigns have many functions, often summarised as prim-
ing, persuasion and mobilisation (Norris 2006). Priming refers
to the ways in which some issues are given public airing during
a campaign, while others are not: in effect, the agenda-setting
power of a campaign. Mobilisation is focused on getting out the
vote and focuses on how effective a campaign is in convincing
voters that the issue being decided is important. The evidence
presented in this section has focused on persuasion. It explored

the timing of voter decision making. The evidence from the exit

Table 1.4 Factors influencing vote choice tabulated by vote choice

Yes No
Campaign posters 10 9
Direct contact with campaigners 7 6
The experiences of people I know 37 24
Peoples’ personal stories as 50 24
covered in the media
Other 18 38

Source: RTE-Universities Abortion Referendum Exit Poll

Copyright © 2020. Bloomsbury Academic & Professional. All rights reserved.

Note: Row percentages are for those who answered Yes on each item

After Repeal : Rethinking Abortion Politics, edited by Kath Browne, and Sydney Calkin, Bloomsbury Academic &
Professional, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uccie-ebooks/detail.action?doclD=5982632.
Created from uccie-ebooks on 2024-09-26 14:40:10.



Copyright © 2020. Bloomsbury Academic & Professional. All rights reserved.

34

THERESA REIDY

poll is clear: the vast majority of voters had arrived at their voting
decision before the referendum campaign began. However, this
should not be taken to imply that the campaign was irrelevant or
marginal. Voter mobilisation was very strong in 2018, turnout
was at its highest for a referendum in nearly 25 years and priming

has not been considered.

Conclusion

The availability of abortion services has been a divisive politi-
cal issue in Ireland for more than four decades. Civil society
groups have dominated the politics of abortion while politi-
cal parties and parliament have always been followers on the
issue. The insertion of the pro-life clause in the constitution
in 1983, far from settling the issue, precipitated an enduring
political cleavage among conservatives and liberals, the balance
of which had shifted significantly towards the liberal side by
the early 21st century.

The changing value disposition of voters was given decisive
airing in the result of the 2018 referendum. The scale of the Yes
vote, on a high turnout, underscored the extent of the value
change which had taken place between the first abortion vote in
1983 and the decision to repeal that anti-abortion clause in 2018.
The analysis presented in this chapter highlights that political
leaders lagged voters by some distance in relation to abortion.
Three quarters of voters had made up their minds many years
before the referendum and close to 10% made a decision on the
abortion issue following public disclosure of the Halappanavar
case in 2012. No conservative proposition on abortion achieved
a majority vote after 1983 which suggests that the liberalising ten-
dency has deep roots. Personal experiences and the testimony of
those affected by abortion restrictions in Ireland were especially
influential for Yes voters, while campaign activities were seen as

persuasive by a very small proportion of voters.
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Note

1 Red C polls are published in the Sunday Business Post and are preferred in
academic research because data is collected at monthly intervals throughout
the year and the poll series had four data points for abortion. Data 1s also
collected using random digit dialling of mobile phones and landlines.
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