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Executive Summary

This report examines the evolution of the constitutional debate in Northern Ireland 
through the lens of the local media. It places into context some of the recent local 
political developments and gives an overview of the current state of Northern Ireland. 
It looks at existing literature that has studied the media, constitutional debate and 
recent referenda held in the United Kingdom. This review has produced several 
interesting findings. First, the bulk of research on the media in Northern Ireland 
focuses on the Troubles or how the media operates in a post-conflict society. There is 
little on how the media engages with the significant issue of the constitutional future of 
Northern Ireland. Second, regarding constitutional debate, there are essential lessons 
about how debates are framed and the level of scrutiny which can be drawn from 
the Scottish independence and the European Union referenda. Third, further research, 
when looking at a potential referendum, should consider the ability of the media in 
its current shape to analyse and scrutinise the vast amount of information consumed 
during a campaign. 

Chiefly this report engages with and examines the views of eight specialists who work 
in different sections of the Northern Irish media. Focus on those directly working on 
reporting and analysing the constitutional debate has been lacking up to this point. 
The interviews highlight the role of Brexit in elevating the constitutional debate as 
an issue of interest. They also stress the characteristics that make this critical debate 
a newsworthy story. Finally, concerns are raised around the role of social media and 
the diversity of voices that are platformed in debates around the constitutional future 
of Northern Ireland. 

This report recommends further areas of research to help tackle some of the issues 
identified. Examining the media environment needs to be part of any plan to hold a 
referendum. The media will play a critically important role in ensuring confidence 
and trust in any process, and this role needs to be properly taken into account and 
resourced. This report recommends that short-term financial assistance should be 
provided to media outlets during any campaign to build up their capacity to scrutinise 
and hold campaigns to account. 

This report acts as an important starting point for further analysis of the media’s role 
in a critically important decision for the public in Northern Ireland and the Republic 
of Ireland should a referendum be called in the future. 
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Recommendations

This report makes three key recommendations as a result of its findings: 

•	 Should a referendum be announced, consideration must begin of how a media 
regulation framework can operate jointly between the Republic of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland, particularly in broadcast media. Existing networks operating on 
both sides of the border might be adapted to this effect. 

•	 The British and Irish governments should adopt a fund to support the media 
during any referendum period. This would be a short-term fund for a referendum 
campaign to help resource media platforms employ more journalists and fact-
checkers to support coverage. 

•	 Further research must be conducted into the role of social media in Northern 
Ireland in promoting news items and narratives around the constitutional debate/
current affairs. 
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Introduction

Northern Ireland is one of Europe’s most polarised and politically contentious 
regions. Local political debate has traditionally, but not exclusively, focused on the 
constitutional future. Should Northern Ireland continue as a part of the UK or seek 
unification with the Republic of Ireland? This question has been debated and examined 
locally for just over a century, but less attention is paid to it in the Republic of Ireland 
and even less in the rest of the UK. 

Yet, whilst the prominence of this issue rises and falls depending on the political tide, its 
longevity demonstrates that it is worthy of examination. This report seeks to add detail 
by looking at how the debate has evolved through a focus on the media in Northern 
Ireland. The “fourth estate” has an essential role in any democratic society. Reporting 
on and contextualising complex issues to a highly politically motivated audience is 
something the media in Northern Ireland do consistently. But with Northern Ireland’s 
newly restored political institutions and social media’s rise, now seems an opportune 
time to reflect. 

This report will examine some of the complex questions associated with the media’s 
role in shaping constitutional debate and seek to contextualise why the issue of 
Northern Ireland’s constitution has gained further prominence in recent years. It will 
use perspectives from journalists and commentators across the media spectrum in 
Northern Ireland to understand the different variables that give this story traction. 
It will highlight the impact of issues such as Brexit and provide insight into the 
impact the stability of Northern Ireland’s devolved institutions has on giving this 
issue prominence in the political space locally. This report will not provide any 
constitutional preference, but it will give a different understanding of this critically 
important debate through the lens of the media, by outlining issues that should be 
considered before any potential referendum is held. Lastly, as Northern Ireland sits at 
a political intersection, the impact of events in the British and Irish political systems 
will be considered. This study shines a light on what news gains the most traction 
in Northern Ireland from Britain and Ireland and gives important context on media 
understanding of public interest. 

The 2010s witnessed a proliferation of substantial constitutional and governmental 
referenda in the UK, most notably the referendum on Scottish independence in 2014 
and the European Union referendum in 2016. Studies in the aftermath of both votes 
have highlighted the important role that the media played in these two contentious 
votes. This impact was only properly appreciated after the votes had taken place. A 
key aim of this report is to reverse this process and place a focus on the role the media 
plays now. 
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To underpin this research, this report will examine various studies of the media during 
the Scottish and EU referendums. It will draw out the main lessons from both case 
studies and apply what could be relevant for consideration in Northern Ireland should 
a vote on the constitutional position occur. 

But this report will take this debate further. If a vote does take place, voters in the 
Republic of Ireland — who have an electorate with much more experience with 
referenda — will also have to register their verdict on any potential United Ireland. Are 
there any lessons from the Republic of Ireland’s experience that can be useful for this 
debate? Given that media outlets from south of the border operate in Northern Ireland 
and vice versa, it will be helpful to garner some perspectives about the impact the two 
different broadcasting regimes on the island of Ireland might have on a potential vote. 

Finally, this report will outline some important recommendations that will speak 
directly to contemporary Northern Ireland and take forward some of the lessons from 
previous votes on constitutional issues regarding how the media operates. 
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The media landscape in Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland’s media landscape follows a similar structure to other parts of the 
United Kingdom and Ireland, but has some unique features that separate it in some key 
areas. The two main local broadcasters are BBC Northern Ireland (BBC NI) and Ulster 
Television (UTV), with their dedicated local news and current affairs programming 
making up most of their local output.1 BBC NI has two dedicated politics shows on 
television, namely The View and Sunday Politics, and UTV has View from Stormont. 
Other broadcasters also have a strong presence in Northern Ireland. The national 
broadcaster of Ireland, Raidió Teilifís Éireann (RTE), has a Northern Editor and a 
reporter based in Belfast, with regular news reports on Northern Ireland. RTE also has 
dedicated programmes that cover election results in Northern Ireland for assembly 
and general elections. Outlets such as SKY News typically have a dedicated Ireland 
Correspondent based locally who reports on political events in Northern Ireland, 
explaining them to a wider UK and international audience. 

Unlike broadcast media, which does not take a declared position on the constitutional 
debate within Northern Ireland, the three leading newspapers cater to this debate – with 
declared positions on major constitutional and political issues past and contemporary. 
The Irish News editorial line has been sympathetic to Irish unification. It holds a 
readership that would support this political aim.2 On the other side of the divide, the 
Belfast News Letter has an editorial line strongly favouring Northern Ireland remaining 
within the United Kingdom.3 Lastly, the Belfast Telegraph has previously declared its 
support for the constitutional status quo. However, it has often been identified with the 
more liberal side of pro-union thinking.4 Similar to broadcasters, many newspapers 
based in the Republic of Ireland have dedicated locally based reporters in Northern 
Ireland. Newspapers such as The Irish Times have a dedicated Northern Ireland Editor 
and correspondent reporting on events and writing feature pieces on topics such as 
the constitutional debate. The newspaper media are the home of nearly all the polls 
conducted on the attitudes toward and support for Northern Ireland’s constitutional 
position.5 Often, broadcast media picks up and reports these polls. 

In addition, the three prominent local newspapers run daily columns from leading 
local commentators who often opine on issues around the constitution. As is the case 
across the UK, the commentariat is a small group in Northern Ireland. Still, it does 

1	 Ofcom, Media nations: Northern Ireland 2022, available at https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/
pdf_file/0017/242702/ni-report-2022.pdf accessed 18th December 2023. 

2	 The Irish News View: Time for a Citizens’ Assembly, Published on 25th September 2023, available at: 
https://www.irishnews.com/opinion/leadingarticle/2023/09/25/news/time_for_a_citizens_assembly-
3639934/ accessed on 18th December 2023

3	 Editorial: Possible hints of much needed help from London for unionists, Published on 18th November 
2023, available at: https://www.newsletter.co.uk/news/opinion/editorial-possible-hints-of-much-
needed-help-from-london-for-unionists-4414737 accessed on 18th December 2023 

4	 For more on editorial lines and readership profile of the three main papers see Bill Rolston (Eds) 
(1991), The Media and Northern Ireland: Covering the Troubles, Basingstoke: MacMillan 

5	 Belfast Telegraph carries polls by polling company, Lucid Talk and the Irish News carries surveys 
from the University of Liverpool which contain analysis of political party support and constitutional 
preference. 
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play a role within the media environment in helping to shape political discourse. 
Commentators feature mainly in newspapers but often analyse the main political 
programmes broadcaster’s host. People in this group often declare their views on 
Northern Ireland’s constitutional future. However, how much the opinions of pundits 
shape voter perceptions is questioned in research. 

Much like its politics, the media landscape in Northern Ireland has a unique arrangement 
in how it intersects with the UK and Ireland. Broadcasters whose programming goes 
across the border and newspapers whose readership also extends across the island 
are another important dimension to the complexities of navigating internal political 
dynamics within Northern Ireland.
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The political landscape of Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland’s political system is a multi-party arrangement primarily, but not 
exclusively, based on the constitutional debate. Members of the Legislative Assembly 
(MLAs) are required to designate on their first day as “Unionist”, “Nationalist” or 
“Other.” These designations and what party will hold the leading positions in the local 
power-sharing executive often become the focus of assembly elections in Northern 
Ireland. A crucial part of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement is a provision within 
Annex A that outlines how a referendum on the constitutional future can be held if the 
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland judges that sufficient support exists.6 

Since the 2016 referendum on the United Kingdom’s membership in the European 
Union, issues around Brexit and the shape it takes in Northern Ireland have been 
a source of local political disagreement. In the referendum, Northern Ireland voted 
to remain by a 56-44% margin. This figure has been used by some of the parties 
who backed a remain vote to argue that Northern Ireland should be given different 
recognition to the rest of the UK. Northern Ireland has its own political set-up and is 
the only part of the UK that shares a land border with the European Union.7 Parties 
that backed Brexit or have accepted the referendum result — nearly all of whom are 
on the pro-union side of politics — have argued that Northern Ireland should see the 
creation of no new borders within the UK to facilitate exiting the EU.8 

Even though Northern Ireland’s relationship with the EU and the rest of the UK 
contains issues of great complexity, they did not feature heavily in the referendum 
debate across the UK. Indeed, for the rest of the UK, the political focus was steered 
heavily by immigration and sovereignty, with little thought about what would happen 
to the border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland after Brexit. This 
complacency around the end outcome of the vote provoked little media coverage in 
the rest of the UK and, more surprisingly, little coverage within Northern Ireland, 
too. Studies have noted the muted coverage in the newspaper media and the lack of 
passionate declarations displayed in previous referenda, including the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement referendum in 1998. Part of this is explained by the much calmer 
political circumstances in Northern Ireland in 2016 and by the prevailing narrative 
that a remain vote was assured to be the outcome. 

In the aftermath of the referendum, the power-sharing executive collapsed twice, 
once in 2017 and again in 2022, with the latter being entirely due to the implications 
of Brexit and the introduction of the Northern Ireland Protocol in January 2021. 
The opposition of the main pro-union party, the Democratic Unionist Party, to the 

6	 The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, 1998, available at: https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/
alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/northernireland/good-friday-agreement.pdf accessed on 22nd 
December 2023. 

7	 Sinn Fein, Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), Alliance and the Green Parties all backed 
some form of special status for Northern Ireland in the aftermath of the UK’s exit from the EU. 

8	 The Democratic Unionist Party & Traditional Unionist Voice backed leaving the EU, whereas the 
Ulster Unionist Party backed remain, but accepted the referendum outcome. 
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Protocol and their argument that it undermines Northern Ireland’s position within the 
United Kingdom has been a major political issue which dominated the 2022 assembly 
election and halted the formation of a devolved government at Stormont.9 Mixed in 
with these wider issues of Brexit’s impact, the changing political dynamics within 
Northern Ireland have also fuelled a broader debate about the constitutional future 
of the region. The success of Sinn Fein at the 2017 and 2022 assembly elections, 
alongside their success in the Republic of Ireland in 2020, has placed their position on 
holding a referendum on (re)unification front and centre of the political debate. This 
rise in support for Sinn Fein comes at a time when the pro-union political parties have 
suffered a series of electoral setbacks, such as losing a majority in the assembly in 2017 
and a majority of Westminster seats in 2019. These historic setbacks for Unionism 
have hidden others for the pro-Irish unity bloc within the assembly electorally. One 
of the primary beneficiaries of the decline for both blocs has been the Alliance Party, 
which in 2022 went from fifth place to third place amongst the local parties, more than 
doubling their number of seats. Alliance won seats from the DUP, UUP, SDLP and the 
Green Party. 

During 2023, the DUP was engaged in talks with the British government seeking 
further changes to the Windsor Framework, which had replaced the Northern Ireland 
Protocol. Sinn Fein was the largest party when the new executive was formed after 
these negotiations concluded. It took up the post of First Minister, which was the first 
time in Northern Ireland that a non-Unionist politician had held that post. The DUP 
took up the Deputy First Minister post as the second-largest party. The Alliance and 
Ulster Unionist parties joined the new power-sharing administration with two and one 
ministries, respectively. The SDLP formed the official opposition, which is only the 
second time the assembly has had an official opposition since 1998. 

9	 Under the power-sharing rules in Northern Ireland, the as the main Unionist party, the DUP need to 
enter government alongside the main Nationalist party (Sinn Fein) to form an Executive. 
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Existing research in this area 

Studies of the media in Northern Ireland and the examination of constitutional issues 
are not new. However, in the former case, most examinations of the media focus on 
its operation and performance during the Troubles. In the latter, the research focuses 
on attitudes and mechanisms that could be implemented in the eventuality of a border 
poll. Gaps exist within the field. This report offers insight into the media’s approach to 
the constitutional debate. It adds new arguments to our view of the constitution and the 
operation of the media in Northern Ireland. Beyond this, it builds on existing research 
on referenda in places such as Scotland and the rest of the UK. It points to some 
important lessons that can be used in any potential referendum in Northern Ireland. 

The starting focus for any study of the media in Northern Ireland is most often the 
Troubles or how the media operates in our post-conflict society. Bill Rolston’s work is 
illustrative in this regard, and his work remains useful for understanding the editorial 
processes of the three leading newspapers in Northern Ireland and their constitutional 
outlooks.10 Rolston details each paper’s evolution and their primary audience’s 
political preferences over time. Much of this is still relevant, but there are some 
obvious limitations in this pre-Good Friday Agreement study, which only views the 
media through the lens of the Troubles. 

More recent studies of the media in Northern Ireland have been conducted to focus 
on peacebuilding and how journalists navigate post-conflict society. Charis Rice and 
Maureen Taylor have researched the attitudes of community organisations toward 
the media and found negative perceptions against the role the media has in fostering 
peace locally.11 Their research speaks to wider issues around distrust of the media 
that also abound in other jurisdictions. Whilst, by their admission, their sample size 
is limited, it demonstrates the difficulties the media might face in a referendum on the 
constitutional future of Northern Ireland. Here, Julia Paul examines BBC Northern 
Ireland’s main political programme, Hearts and Minds, to find that post the Belfast/
Good Friday Agreement, there was a move away from an accepted narrative that the 
local power-sharing institutions were a positive thing in Northern Ireland.12 Paul posits 
that through programmes like Hearts and Minds there was more serious scrutiny of 
some of the most dysfunctional aspects of the local executive and of the devolution 
process more generally. Her work is incredibly helpful in challenging the narrative 
that the media in Northern Ireland is essentially pro-devolution and pro a particular 
outcome. Paul’s study repudiates this argument and uses material from politicians at 
that time lambasting journalists’ “negative” outlook. 

10	 Bill Rolston (1991) The Media and Northern Ireland: Covering the Troubles, Basingstoke: 
MacMillan 

11	 Charis Rice ; Maureen Taylor.  ‘Reconciliation isn’t Sexy’: Perceptions of News Media in Post-
Conflict Northern Ireland. In: Journalism Studies. 2020 ; Vol. 21, No. 6. pp. 820-837.

12	 Julia Paul (2018) “Towards a ‘Journalism of Opposition’: BBC Northern Ireland, Hearts and 
Minds and the Good Friday Agreement”, Open Library of Humanities 4(1), 10. doi: https://doi.
org/10.16995/olh.249
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Brexit and the constitutional debate 

An important consideration for this report is how far the debate on the mechanics 
of holding a referendum has progressed since 2016. Here, the work of a group 
headed up by the University College London’s Constitution Unit is illustrative. The 
group has spent over two years examining the question, taking in more than 1,300 
evidence submissions from interested individuals and groups. In their final analysis, 
they argue the need for planning around a referendum in Northern Ireland, drawing 
in useful comparisons with the UK’s position after the EU referendum vote. This 
report notes the need for alignment between the UK and Ireland on important issues 
such as the referendum date, the rules of the campaign, and how the result should be 
implemented.13 The group’s recommendations align with this research’s conclusion 
that we require more precise rules and regulations under which established media 
should operate during any referendum campaign. This requires suitable consideration 
given the requirement for a poll covering two different jurisdictions, with different 
rules governing how they operate during specific campaigns. Moreover, the added 
complication exists that many Irish broadcasters are available in Northern Ireland and 
vice versa. While this report offers tentative recommendations, further research is still 
required. 

Other gaps in research on Northern Ireland exist, with scant research available on 
key issues that will inevitably shape much of the discourse in a potential referendum, 
such as healthcare and education.14 Even in areas where more research has been 
conducted, such as the level of the subvention that Northern Ireland receives from the 
UK Treasury, there are wildly different perspectives ranging from £3 billion on the 
lower end to £9 billion on the upper end.15 This absence of research — and the lack of 
a consensus on research that does exist — will make it difficult for news and broadcast 
media in Northern Ireland to report on a referendum. The lack of definitive figures on 
issues such as the subvention will pose problems similar to those experienced across 
the Scottish Independence and EU referendums. 

13	 UCL Constitution Unit, Working Group on Unification Referendums on the Island of Ireland Final 
Report (May 2021), available at https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/research-areas/elections-
and-referendums/working-group-unification-referendums-island-ireland accessed 22nd December 
2023  

14	 Deirdre Heenan (2021). Collaborating on Healthcare on an All-Island Basis: A Scoping Study. Irish 
Studies in International Affairs, 32(2), 413-447. https://doi.org/10.3318/isia.2021.32b.43

15	 John Doyle (2021), Why the ‘Subvention’ does not Matter: Northern Ireland and the All-Ireland 
Economy, Irish Studies in International Affairs, Volume 32, Number 2, Analysing and Researching 
Ireland, North and South 2021, pp. 314-334 & John FitzGerald and Edgar Morgenroth, (2019) The 
Northern Ireland Economy: Problems and Prospects, TEP Working Paper No. 0619. 
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Brexit and the media 

Several important studies have looked at how the media covered and reported on the 
referendum on the UK’s membership of the EU. In particular, some of these studies 
offer helpful insight into how the media within Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK 
dealt with the complexity of issues put forward in June 2016. It has been noted that the 
UK-wide debate on leaving the EU did not see issues around the border on the island 
of Ireland feature in any meaningful way. In contrast, the issue of the border and the 
wider potential impact on the peace process dominated the referendum discourse in 
Northern Ireland. In the rest of the UK, issues around immigration and sovereignty 
were much more at the forefront of debate. There was also a focus on the evolution 
of the campaign itself. Deacon et al.’s research found that devolution comprised 
less than 1% of coverage during the referendum campaign, which, as they note, has 
broader constitutional significance. As the authors suggest: ‘Given their clear Remain 
majorities and the future implications for both Scotland and Northern Ireland, this is 
a remarkable absence.’16 

Another aspect of the coverage of the EU referendum that is striking and should be 
highlighted for the benefit of a potential border poll is the sources of information that 
dominated coverage. Levy et al. found that the press coverage of the referendum was 
heavily skewed toward politicians: 

With around half the spokespeople cited coming from political parties or the 
two campaigns. Very little space was accorded to other groups such as experts, 
academics, foreign politicians, business leaders, etc. The result was a narrow 
range of voices in the campaign and a tendency for much of the coverage to 
focus on political figures and to use a ‘game frame’ approach about campaign 
developments and who was up or down, etc.17 

This shifted the debate away from the topic’s factual aspects and toward more political 
issues. 

Yet Stephen Baker’s study of print media in Northern Ireland during the referendum 
has some insights into the level of disinterest that existed during the campaign.18 He 
notes that when various high-profile politicians visited, they received little acclaim and 
little fuss. Indeed, Baker’s research found that of the three leading daily newspapers, 
only the Irish News offered voting advice on the day of the referendum. Which, as he 
notes, is in stark contrast to previous referenda with constitutional implications:

16	 David Deacon, Emily Harmer, John Downey, , James Stanyer, & Dominic Wring (2016) UK 
news coverage of the 2016 EU Referendum. Report 5 (6 May – 22 June 2016). Loughborough: 
Loughborough University Centre for Research in Communication & Culture, 27 June 2016.

17	 David A.L. Levy, Billur Aslan, Diego Bironzo, (2016) UK Press Coverage of the EU Referendum. 
University of Oxford; Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism,33

18	 Stephen Baker (2018) Whither the ‘Hand of History’?: Northern Ireland Newspaper Coverage 
of the 2016 EU Referendum Campaign in Anthony Ridge-Newman, Fernando León-Solís, Hugh 
O’Donnell (Eds), Reporting the Road to Brexit. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 105



REPORTING THE DIVIDE:

16

The coverage of the EU referendum appears in sharp contrast to the last time that 
Northern Ireland went to the polls on a momentous constitutional question. That was 
on 22 May 1998, when voters in Northern Ireland and the Republic participated in the 
referendum to ratify the Good Friday Agreement.19 

It is important to note that the referendum happened during relative political stability 
in Northern Ireland, with the Executive in its ninth year in office. Furthermore, most 
of the campaign clashed with the 2016 assembly election, which took up a great deal 
of focus.20 

19	 Ibid. 
20	 For more on the local dynamics leading into the referendum, Mary C Murphy (2016). ‘The EU 

Referendum in Northern Ireland: Closing Borders, Re-Opening Border Debates’, Journal of 
Contemporary European Research. 12 (4), 844 - 853.
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The Scottish Referendum and the media 

Another important constitutional event within the UK was the 2014 referendum on 
Scottish independence. The similarities in the political evolution of the constitutional 
issues in Northern Ireland and Scotland can provide insight. In Scotland, the local 
media extensively covered the referendum in print and broadcast, with many additional 
correspondents going to Scotland to report on the referendum on polling day. The 
political dynamics that faced the media in Scotland and the research that has followed 
provide information for this report and for Northern Ireland to consider in the context 
of a potential future referendum. Here, Blain et al.’s study of the role that different 
sections of the media had in the independence referendum campaign is helpful. 
Likewise, Gerry Hassan examines the local commentariat during the campaign and 
identifies that it was not wholly representative. In his study of who was platformed on 
the main current affairs programmes, Hassan finds that:

The Scotland presented on these platforms is one that is still, for all the change 
produced during the referendum, defined by three Gs: gendered (predominantly 
male), generational (skewed towards those of middle and older age), and 
geographic (drawing from a narrow stratum of the Central Belt).21 

This poses some interesting challenges in Northern Ireland, which also has a vibrant 
local commentariat. Before a potential referendum, we should ask how they are used 
on more traditional media platforms and how we might source newer voices and 
achieve more diverse panels/columns. 

The second examination that is worth highlighting focuses on how we can understand 
how newspapers operate in a contested referendum environment and how much 
influence they can have in shaping the narrative and attitudes of voters on complex 
issues. Here, Marina Dekavalla highlights characteristics in the Scottish press that are 
similar to those of Northern Ireland in terms of its importance to identity issues and 
the fact that local issues do not garner the same level of traction on a UK-wide basis.22 
Like the local print media in Northern Ireland in 1998, the Scottish print media played 
an important role in the 1997 referendum on devolution. Scottish newspapers have 
also faced a decline in circulation over the past two decades. During the campaign, 
Dekavalla finds that the choice presented in the papers was not one of independence 
vs remaining in the UK, but rather of independence vs further devolution. This is a 
slight but important distinction given that only one of the major newspapers backed 
a Yes vote in the referendum, with the rest either opposing or taking no position (the 

21	 Gerry Hassan (2016), Scotland’s Changing ‘Community of the Communicators’: The Political 
Commentariat and the Independence Referendum in Blain, N, Hassan,G & Hutchison, D (Eds) 
Scotland’s Referendum and the Media: National and International Perspectives. (2016). United 
Kingdom: Edinburgh University Press, 42

22	 Marina Dekavalla (2016) The Scottish Press Account: Narratives of the Independence Referendum 
and its Aftermath in Neil Blain, David Hutchison & Gerry Hassan (Eds) Scotland’s Referendum and 
the Media: National and International Perspectives. (2016). Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.



REPORTING THE DIVIDE:

18

Scottish Sun, for example). The three leading newspapers in Northern Ireland already 
have declared positions on the constitution. Still, a finding on Scotland shows that 
rather than leading and shaping opinion during the referendum, papers opted to reflect 
the pre-existing views of their readers: ‘most of the indigenous Scottish titles, true to 
their self-perception as being close to what their readers think, reflected/confirmed/
reinforced in their editorials what was understood to be the public opinion over the 
previous years.’23 

When considering the role of commentators and the print media, Dekavalla’s work 
highlights that in an age of declining circulation and growing focus on online, there is 
a greater likelihood that print media outlets will attempt to position themselves nearer 
their readers’ predetermined viewpoints, rather than attempt any radical shifts. During 
the 1998 referendum on the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, a more contested issue 
within Unionism, the Belfast News Letter took a pro-agreement editorial line, which 
has often been noted as out of step with many of its readers who were opposed. This 
is frequently cited as part of the reason its readership has declined. 

23	  bid, 56
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Summary 

Much of the existing research that has already been done on the Scottish and EU 
referendums can provide a framework for Northern Ireland’s approach to media and 
referenda. The lack of expert opinion, side-lined in favour of politicians, should be 
reflected on in Northern Ireland. Likewise, the research on the commentariat’s role in 
the Scottish Independence Referendum provides a useful framework for understanding 
the role of an important section of the media in Northern Ireland. Here, a small and 
self-selected group, whilst not representative of society as a whole, played a role in 
Scotland that narrowed the diversity of the political debate and shaped the campaign 
in some respects. Seeing the local commentariat as more direct actors in a referendum 
is useful in the context of Northern Ireland. 

Analyses of the media in Northern Ireland focus heavily on their role in reporting 
the Troubles and the peace process that followed. Little attention is focused on 
the constitutional debate and the drive amongst sections of the local polity for a 
referendum on Northern Ireland’s future. Whilst the focus of existing research is not 
directly related to this future, it may still prove useful. The shift from a positive to 
a more critical perception of the power-sharing institutions post-1998, identified by 
Julia Paul, is important in demonstrating that the wider media locally has no settled 
view. Rice and Taylor’s research also found a degree of scepticism amongst sections of 
Northern Ireland’s population about the role of the media in reporting and explaining 
the peace process. The following sections of this report will build on such analysis 
and cast new light on the role of the media in Northern Ireland in a future potential 
referendum.
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Interviews 

This report has drawn important lessons from existing research on the constitution 
and the role of the media in complex referendum environments. These have helped 
identify the challenges for different parts of the media when reporting contentious 
constitutional issues. In this section of this report, through eight interviews with 
specialists working across broadcast, print, and commentary in Northern Ireland, 
we gain expert insight into those navigating these issues daily. Care was taken when 
sourcing commentariat interviewees to achieve a balance between pro-union and pro-
Irish unification views. For those working in the broadcast and print sections of the 
media, the only consideration given was the degree to which they engaged with this 
issue in their work. 

The interviews, conducted through November-December 2023, were completed 
separately, with answers not shared with other participants. Interviews were 
conducted online and in person. The expertise evident among those interviewed gives 
new insight into the debate around the constitutional future of Northern Ireland and 
what the characteristics that ensure its continuing prominence are. The interviewees 
are all categorised separately (broadcast, print and commentariat) but do have some 
overlap as those in the print media often take part in broadcasts and vice versa. Each 
interviewee was asked the same set of questions. 
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List of interviewees 

Broadcast

Vincent Kearney has been the Northern Editor of RTE since 2021. He was previously 
Northern Correspondent for RTE from 2019-2021. Before joining RTE, he worked for 
BBC Northern Ireland. 

David Blevins is SKY’s senior Ireland Correspondent. He has been in the role since 
1996, covering events such as the Good Friday Agreement  and Omagh bombing. 
Before joining SKY, he worked as a reporter for various local and national newspapers 
and was a newsreader/reporter on Downtown Radio and Cool FM.

John Manley has been the Political Correspondent for the Irish News since 2013. He 
was previously the paper’s Business Reporter from 2000-2012. 

Allison Morris has been the Belfast Telegraph’s Crime and Security Correspondent 
since 2021. She was previously the Security Correspondent for the Irish News from 
2012 to 2021.  

Freya McClements has been the Northern Editor of the Irish Times since 2021. She 
has covered Northern Ireland news for the paper since 2017 and was its Northern 
Correspondent from 2019-2021. Previously, she was a staff journalist and producer 
for BBC Northern Ireland. 

Sam McBride has been the Northern Ireland Editor for the Belfast Telegraph and 
Sunday Independent since 2021. He was previously the Political Editor of the Belfast 
News Letter. He has also written for The Economist and the i newspaper.

Commentariat

Chris Donnelly is a columnist with The Irish News. He has also written for newspapers, 
including the Sunday Independent. He regularly appears as a commentator on current 
affairs programmes on BBC Northern Ireland and Ulster Television. He is also a 
member of the pro-Irish unification campaign group, Ireland’s Future. 

Sarah Creighton is a columnist with the Belfast Telegraph on current affairs. She is 
also a writer for the political blog Slugger O’Toole and has published analysis pieces 
in The Guardian. She is regularly featured in current affairs programmes on BBC 
Northern Ireland and Ulster Television. 
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Political context 

The findings of the interviews outlined throughout the rest of this report are not 
detached from some of the key points of debate and dispute that Northern Ireland 
regularly sees around the constitutional debate. As was noted in the literature review 
section, most studies of the media in Northern Ireland focus on the impact of the 
Troubles and the peace process. Similarly, discourse around how the constitutional 
debate has evolved in recent years has also failed to examine the media’s role or 
attitudes regarding this process. A remarkable aspect of the findings is a consensus 
among the respondents on many issues related to the constitution. Each interview was 
conducted separately, with the same questions asked, and no participant was briefed 
on any other interviewees’ answers in advance. 

The impact of Brexit on the rise of the constitutional debate and whether it has 
increased the likelihood of Irish unity has been a topic of interest for political 
leaders and researchers. However, the idea that Brexit has fundamentally weakened 
the case for the Union is not a universally accepted concept. Lord Bew has argued 
against such a proposition.24 Similarly, leading DUP politician Gregory Campbell 
rebutted arguments from Sinn Fein President Mary Lou McDonald and then Fine 
Gael Leader Leo Varadkar about Irish unity on RTE in 2021.25 Various surveys have 
been commissioned examining voters’ attitudes towards the impact of Brexit on the 
likelihood of Irish unity in the two years immediately following the referendum on 
EU membership.26 Alongside this, other institutes have looked at the impact of public 
support within Unionism and Nationalism towards issues, such as the DUP bringing 
down the power-sharing executive in 2022 over the Northern Ireland Protocol.27 Most 
recently, the then DUP Leader Sir Jeffrey Donaldson rejected comments from Mary 
Lou McDonald, who argued that a referendum on unity was a decade away. Donaldson 
claimed that ‘[w]e are nowhere near a united Ireland.’28 Some of the findings in the 
interviews conducted in this report highlight that the Brexit vote did have an impact in 
raising the profile of the constitutional conversation. 

24	 Lord Bew, (2017) Brexit will not break up the Union, Policy Exchange, available at https://
policyexchange.org.uk/blogs/brexit-will-not-break-up-the-union/ accessed 23rd February 2024. 

25	 Claire Byrne Live, RTE One, Broadcast on 23rd March 2021. 
26	 Katy Hayward,(2020) Far from enjoying the best of both worlds, Brexit traps Northern Ireland 

between a rock and a hard place, Belfast Telegraph, available on https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/
opinion/comment/far-from-enjoying-the-best-of-both-worlds-brexit-traps-northern-ireland-between-
a-rock-and-a-hard-place/38922781.html accessed on 23rd February 2024. 

27	 John Manley, (2023) Stormont suspension fuels greater debate around Irish unity, Irish News, 
available at https://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2023/11/13/news/stormont_
suspension_fuels_greater_debate_around_irish_unity_says_new_poll-3764771/ accessed on 23rd 
February 2024. 

28	 Jonathan McCambridge (2024), We are nowhere near a united Ireland, DUP leader 
Jeffrey Donaldson says, Irish News, available at https://www.irishnews.com/news/
northern-ireland/we-are-nowhere-near-a-united-ireland-dup-leader-jeffrey-donaldson-says-
KJC5KWNJOJG63FQNFTKS3HEWWI/ accessed 23rd February 2024. 
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A second issue that was raised during the interviews was the issue of the margin 
required for constitutional change to take place. The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement 
outlines the necessary provisions for a border poll to be successful, with a simple 
majority all that is needed.29 Whilst this is the legal position, there has been considerable 
political debate from other established figures about how desirable a simple majority 
is for this change to occur. Former deputy First Minister and SDLP Deputy Leader 
Seamus Mallon commented in 2019 that a parallel consent process should be adopted 
involving the need for a majority of nationalist and a majority of unionist voters to be 
achieved in a referendum.30 This followed similar comments by the then Taoiseach 
Leo Varadkar, who told BBC Northern Ireland in 2017, ‘I wouldn’t like us to get to 
the point whereby we are changing the constitutional position here in Northern Ireland 
on a 50 per cent plus one basis.’31 The issue has continued to be present in this debate. 
As late as 2022, DUP MP Ian Paisley introduced a bill in the House of Commons that 
would require a weighted majority in a future referendum on this issue.32 In the next 
section of this report, you will read insights from journalists in the field about this 
issue. Some are concerned about how this debate has impacted public confidence in 
the threshold.  

Linking in with both of the issues highlighted are basic underpinning issues for 
modern elections and referenda that have yet to be considered in any Northern Ireland 
context and which have been identified in responses. These include the need to learn 
the lessons from previous referenda in the UK regarding the variety of platformed 
voices, as well as the impact of social media. The last requires specific examination in 
a Northern Ireland political context. These insights from across the media in Northern 
Ireland will add to our understanding of these issues and give direction for future 
profitable research into the constitutional debate. 

29	 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, Annex A, available at https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/
alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/northernireland/good-friday-agreement.pdf accessed on 23rd 
February 2024.

30	 See more about Seamus Mallon’s comments here, BBC Northern Ireland (2019) available on https://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-politics-48384795 accessed 23rd February 2024

31	 For more information see, Irish News (2017), Nationalist anger at Varadkar ‘50 plus one’ remarks, 
available on https://www.irishnews.com/news/2017/10/18/news/nationalist-anger-at-varadkar-50-
plus-one-remarks-1164926/ accessed on 23rd February 2023. 

32	 For more information about this proposal see, BBC Northern Ireland (2022), Ian Paisley: DUP MP 
introduces Referendum Supermajority bill’ available on https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-
ireland-63528135 accessed on 23rd February 2023. 
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The impact of Brexit 

Various sources in Northern Ireland have reported that the outcome of the 
referendum on the UK’s membership in the European Union has helped push the 
constitutional position of Northern Ireland further up the news agenda. With low 
opinion poll ratings and general political stability in Northern Ireland before 
2016, the issue of the constitutional future of Northern Ireland was regarded 
by many as being on the back burner of the electorate’s minds pre-Brexit.33 
That situation changed with the UK’s decision to exit the European Union.  
 
When analysed, we find that across all of the interviewees, there was a broad 
agreement that the referendum and the ensuing process of leaving the EU have 
increased the prominence and significance of the constitutional debate in Northern 
Ireland. Interviewees cited various degrees to which the referendum impacted the 
prominence of this topic, but all believed that it was elevated. Some of these views 
are outlined below. 

Freya McClements outlines neatly how the impact of the referendum has been a 
significant factor in pushing the constitution up the public agenda over the past five 
years: 

Absolutely, I don’t even have to think about that. And by constitutional question, 
I understand that to mean primarily the question about Northern Ireland’s 
constitutional place as part of the UK. So, there’s a couple of facets to that. I 
mean, one of the outworkings of Brexit, and the way the Northern Ireland Protocol 
sort of evolved, was that there was more discussion around Northern Ireland’s 
constitutional place as part of the UK. And whether that’d been undermined. 34

McClements goes further, outlining something noted elsewhere in this report, that 
the divergence in voting behaviours between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK 
has fuelled a greater sense of political difference. Indeed, much external work has 
highlighted the complexity of border debates post-2016 referendum and how they 
relate to identity.35 McClements continues: 

33	 For more on the decline in the pro unity vote in 2016 see, David McCann (2017)  Managing Orderly 
Decline? Nationalism in Northern Ireland Since the Good Friday Agreement (1998). The Political 
Quarterly, 88: 241-247. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.12350

34	 Interview conducted online 15th November 2023. 
35	 Cathy Gormley-Heenan & Arthur Aughey (2017), ‘Northern Ireland and Brexit: Three effects on ‘the 

border in the mind’’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, vol. n/a, pp. 1-15. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1369148117711060
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We went from this scenario whereby the border didn’t exist, it was invisible, 
nobody was talking about it because it wasn’t a thing anymore, and suddenly 
everybody was having to grapple with it in a very real kind of way. There were 
a couple of outworkings in terms of that question about the unity referendum or 
about the border poll, if you’re somebody who didn’t want to leave the EU. In 
Northern Ireland, obviously, a majority of people in Northern Ireland voted no, 
they wanted to remain.36

This view is echoed by senior broadcast journalist Vincent Kearney, who offered his 
reflections on how Brexit made the debate around Irish unity a higher-profile story; 

Brexit is a huge part of it. I think [of] those who voted for Brexit and Northern 
Ireland. Those were Unionists, within the DUP, who opened a can of worms they 
didn’t realise they were going to open. When I first started in journalism any 
suggestion, any question of a potential United Ireland was thought of as something 
for the fairies. Really, it was. It was so long-term. No one thought it was really 
going to happen within their lifetime.37 

Responses all highlighted the referendum outcome as a critical moment in raising 
the constitution as an issue in Northern Ireland. The divergence between Northern 
Ireland voting to remain within the European Union, and England and Wales voting to 
Leave, has given this issue more salience and traction in the discourse. The differences 
in attitudes toward EU membership and the pro-Brexit approach taken by the UK 
Government post-referendum in 2016 helped fuel this debate about Northern Ireland 
being a place apart from the rest of the UK. 

However, properly understanding this issue requires a deeper examination of the 
characteristics that make this a high-profile story. 

36	 Interview conducted online 15th November 2023. 
37	 Interview conducted online 30th November 2023. 
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What characteristics make this a story?

There is broad consensus that Brexit has helped raise the constitutional question’s 
profile and increased its traction in the news environment. Yet this begs an important 
question about what specific characteristics make it a story that sections of the media 
will report on. It is worth noting that the three leading print newspapers have previously 
declared their support for a particular constitutional viewpoint. This influences how 
some print media report constitutional stories and the qualities they see within them. 

The three journalists interviewed for this report argued that there is a desire to balance 
perspectives in newspaper reporting. John Manley explains the key characteristics that 
determine a story:

New, fresh  information for a start, or potentially a significant figure who  says 
something that they may not have said before or something that casts constitutional 
change in a positive light. Although having said that. I would also be happy to 
highlight something which is regarded as an impediment to constitutional change, 
because in many ways that advances the debate.38

On a different note, Sam McBride highlights the importance of new political 
developments that help raise the constitution as a news story, whether that’s new 
research, election outcomes or polling. McBride and other interviewees argue that 
the essence of constitutional and non-constitutional news stories is similar: ‘It’s not 
different to the rest of the news agenda; those are exactly the things that drive other 
stories. I don’t think this is a unique category that is driven by very unusual factors; it 
is another story.’39

The constitution issue is not unique to a Northern Ireland-only audience, as the rest 
of the UK is also interested in the debate. David Blevins’ perspective is particularly 
useful in understanding the characteristics that make the constitutional debate an 
issue for a broadcaster who operates across the UK and, indeed, to a global audience. 
From his vantage point, elements of dispute, particularly at a governmental level, help 
elevate these stories: 

I suppose it probably has to contain some element of dispute. In my opinion, the 
constitution is going to struggle to push its way onto the news agenda, especially 
the network news agenda, unless there’s some element of dispute. And yesterday, 
in many ways, was a prime example of that. The Irish Government taking the UK 
Government to the European Court of Human Rights raises the question about the 

38	 Interview conducted online 22nd November 2023. 
39	 Interview conducted in person 28th November 2023. 
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relationship between the UK and Ireland. Before that, of course, we had all of the 
reams of debate around Brexit and the Northern Ireland Protocol and the Windsor 
Framework, and all of that.40

Blevins offers an important insight into how editors and directors within the network 
viewed the disputes between governments and the decisions made within the British 
Government on important issues such as leaving the European Union. When it came 
to contextualising and analysing the impact on Northern Ireland, these figures ‘wanted 
to know every time a decision was made by Boris Johnson’s government or Theresa 
May’s government before that: Does this take us closer to a referendum on Irish unity? 
So, I suppose it’s that element of dispute.’41 

The characteristics that determine news coverage of the constitutional debate are 
consistent with other news stories and should not be viewed as a discrete issue. A 
major push factor for stories about the constitution is new research. That includes 
surveys/polls on public attitudes towards a potential border poll or new reports on key 
questions such as the financial subvention that the UK government sends to Northern 
Ireland and future public policy challenges. 

A feature also identified in some interviews was that it helped lift the issue when new 
voices contributed surprising contributions to it. Examples include when the former 
Alliance Party Leader Lord (John) Alderdice, speaking about Northern Ireland’s 
constitutional trajectory, was the lead story on BBC Northern Ireland’s main current 
affairs programme, The View. Similar high-profile stories have also been generated by 
comments from former DUP Special Advisor Wallace Thompson on similar themes 
about the direction of the debate, which made the front page of the Belfast Telegraph.42 

40	 Interview conducted online 21st December 2023. 
41	 Ibid. 
42	 ‘New Ireland’ is inevitable, DUP founder tells Sam McBride, Belfast Telegraph, available at: https://

www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/podcasts/the-beltel/new-ireland-is-inevitable-dup-founder-tells-sam-
mcbride/a575676528.html accessed on 23rd January 2024. 
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Lessons from the Scottish and European Union referenda 

In Northern Ireland, comparisons to previous constitutional referenda are often made 
when discussing a border poll. The focus tends to be on the structural issues of how 
the campaigns were conducted and in the case of the European Union referendum, 
the need to have a thought-out plan in the case of either outcome. These perspectives 
were earlier considered within the literature but excluded the role of the media in 
Northern Ireland. This report now looks at how a flow of accurate information might 
be ensured, alongside some of the major issues that should be considered before a 
potential vote. Interviewees were asked next what lessons should be drawn from the 
recent referenda. 

Here, John Manley offers a perspective that highlights some of the scrutiny issues 
during the EU referendum, but notes challenges for the media in Northern Ireland in 
terms of resources:

I suppose I’ll use the most glaring example of the Boris Bus. That perhaps 
claims about the potential for change need to be challenged more. How 
that’s done, I don’t know. Because you’re talking a lot of  aspirational  ideas 
and hypothetical scenarios. So, while we would like to think we would do things 
better in future, I’m not at all convinced that would indeed be the case, and I must 
underline everything here with the fact that resources in the media are continually 
declining.43

Newspaper sales in Northern Ireland have steadily fallen over the past two decades, 
though to varying degrees, with some papers, such as the Irish News, seeing a slower 
rate of decline and faring better than others.44 This translates to less investment in 
reporting and scrutiny. 

This picture shows the shift among all three leading daily newspapers, notably the 
Belfast Telegraph, toward a digital-first model, with stories uploaded to the website 
even before the next day’s paper. The Belfast Telegraph also has a regular podcast 
covering issues such as politics. Alongside the Irish News, they also produce video 
content on their website for readers to engage with. The decline of the traditional 
newspaper environment will likely continue, and the leading newspapers will continue 
to move toward a digital-first model. This, in turn, will also change how they cover 
stories. This means a marked departure for the print media in terms of how the 2014 
and 2016 experiences have been recorded, where the focus, certainly in Northern 
Ireland terms, was still on the content in the print edition of the newspaper, with 
digital output complementing that approach. As of 2024, the digital-first approach that 
is continuing to develop will be a different environment going forward. 

43	 Interview conducted online 22nd November 2023.
44	 Irish News is officially out on its own as number one newspaper in UK and Ireland, available at 

https://www.irishnews.com/business/2023/08/15/news/irish_news_is_officially_out_on_its_own_as_
number_one_newspaper_in_uk_and_ireland-3529415/ accessed on 23rd January 2024. 
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Freya McClements worked for the BBC during the 2014 Scottish Independence 
and 2016 European Union referenda and now works for The Irish Times. She offers 
some reflections about the difficulties that parts of the media will face in terms of 
perceptions of bias and how the need to achieve balance will still be important in any 
potential border poll:

I think any referendum campaign is going to be really fraught. I would expect there 
to be massive accusations of bias against media organisations. We saw that in 
some of what was directed against the BBC in terms of the Scottish Independence 
referendum. I work for a newspaper called the Irish Times, which is based in 
Dublin. Some people would assume that that, therefore, means that we would be 
pro-Irish unity. They’re free to assume whatever they wish, and unless and until 
the newspaper decides to take an editorial position, they can assume what they 
like. But we would still approach the stories in that same way because, again, 
people need to be informed, and you also need to reflect those views of all sides.45

The sense of providing balance and perspective came across all the interviewees in 
the print media – even those who work for newspapers with declared constitutional 
viewpoints. Each still considered making sure other perspectives were offered and 
profiled in coverage important. This chimes with some of the analysis done of the print 
media’s role in the 1998 Good Friday Agreement referendum. All three leading print 
media papers backed a yes vote in the campaign. Still, the analysis found a reasonable 
degree of coverage of the no campaigns within paper's such as the Belfast Telegraph.46 

For those on the broadcast side of the media, some of the key lessons from the EU 
referendum focused on how the campaign was conducted and the narratives that parts 
of the media followed. As mentioned above, there are noted critiques that during the 
EU referendum campaign, parts of the media adopted a very narrow focus of debate. A 
similar concern for Northern Ireland was raised by David Blevins, who warned of the 
need for the media to guard against listening to a narrow pool of perspectives during 
a national vote: 

People particularly based in Westminster  should be careful to see 
beyond Westminster. I’ve always believed if they had got out of Westminster a little 
more, they’d have seen Brexit coming, a bit like if they’d got out of Washington 
a little more, they’d have seen the Trump election coming. So, it’s about being 
careful you don’t live in an echo Chamber.47

45	 Interview conducted online 15th November 2023. 
46	 For more information on this see Shane Kirby (2005) Selling the Good Friday Agreement : 

developments in party political public relations and the media in Northern Ireland, University of 
Stirling, available at http://hdl.handle.net/1893/3184 accessed on 24th January 2024. 

47	 Interview conducted online 21st December 2023. 
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Blevins also provided helpful insight into the importance of challenging the narratives 
of campaigns. As an example, Blevins highlighted the difficulty of attracting public 
attention to the Northern Ireland/Republic of Ireland border during the Brexit debate 
as the Leave campaign played down the issue:

I remember before the referendum on exiting the EU, on a daily basis for about six 
months I was telling SKY we need to be looking at the Irish border question but 
even getting traction for that in a newsroom was difficult at that point, because 
the leave campaign were just constantly telling people, this is very easily resolved. 
That’s propaganda. Don’t buy that. And I think we did. [There were] maybe two 
pieces in the run-up to the referendum on the challenge that Brexit would pose to 
the Irish border question.48

Vincent Kearney reflects on the widespread debate about what would be needed for 
a successful vote for Irish unification. This report has noted above that whilst the 
legal position, as Alan Whysall explains, is clear, the politics of this issue is far from 
settled.49 A simple majority was all that was required in the Scottish and European 
Union referenda. Others have argued, though, that a super majority might be required 
to ensure a greater buy-in before any potential constitutional change can occur in 
Northern Ireland.50 Some interviewees highlighted this debate in terms of creating 
trust in any referendum process. The 2022 Northern Ireland Election survey found 
that when voters were asked about whether they would accept the result of a border 
poll, ‘if a referendum resulted in Irish unification, one in 10 would find this ‘almost 
impossible to accept’, rising to one in five Protestants and almost three in 10 DUP 
voters.’51 

Kearney explains his view of this dynamic in the Northern Ireland context:

I think getting things factually right is the key. The margin of victory required is 
going to become a very interesting debate when you look at how fractious the 
Brexit debate was on small margins. But the problem is, people are trying to move 
the goalposts afterwards, and you know ... we’ve grown up in a society where 

48	 Ibid. 
49	 Alan Whysall (2019) Northern Ireland and a border poll: hard truths, The Constitution Unity, 

available at: https://constitution-unit.com/2019/10/11/northern-ireland-and-a-border-poll-hard-truths/ 
accessed on 24th January 2024. 

50	 Border poll should require super-majority of voters in Northern Ireland and Republic to pass, claims 
Steve Baker, Belfast Telegraph, available at https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/border-
poll-should-require-super-majority-of-voters-in-northern-ireland-and-republic-to-pass-claims-steve-
baker/a1640661621.html accessed 24th January 2024. 

51	 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and Jamie Pow (2023) What Messages Were Voters Sending in the 
2022 Northern Ireland Assembly Election? Exploring Attitudes to Power-Sharing, the Protocol, and 
a Potential Referendum on Irish Unification or Maintaining the Union, available at; https://www.qub.
ac.uk/research-centres/the-democracy-unit/NorthernIrelandAssemblyElectionStudy2022/Analysis/ 
accessed 23rd February 2024, 33. 
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a majority was always going to be 50 plus one. So, any move to change those 
goalposts is clearly seen as politically driven and agenda-driven, and driven 
towards one side of the argument.52

As democratic norms are being increasingly challenged across the Western world and 
electoral processes are being increasingly scrutinised, a critical part of a potential 
border poll is that an agreed process with the consent of both pro-union and pro-unity 
campaigns occurs. Sam McBride also noted similar concerns in his contribution about 
the potential pitfalls that can exist with a close margin result. Such concerns mean 
consideration must be given to what would happen in this scenario. The 1995 Quebec 
referendum on sovereignty was decided by just one percentage point, with the pro-
separation side accepting the outcome of the vote on election night.53 Likewise, in 
2016, the Remain campaign accepted the EU referendum result, despite the narrow 
nature of the win. The polarisation of debate from both referenda was powerful. Should 
a trend of distrust in institutions continue to percolate through to the debate on a 
border poll, the media’s role in putting forward fact-based arguments and ensuring the 
transparency of the process will be even more important. However, the next section 
will analyse an increasingly influential dynamic in politics — the rise of social media. 

52	 Interview conducted online 30th November 2023. 
53	 For full results see Elections Quebec, 1995 referendum on Québec’s accession to sovereignty, 

available at https://www.electionsquebec.qc.ca/en/results-and-statistics/1995-referendum-on-
quebecs-accession-to-sovereignty/ accessed on 25th January 2024. 
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Social media 

Social media has played a role in perpetuating stories and shaping discourse in 
Northern Ireland. For example, in February 2024, Jamie Bryson live-tweeted events 
from a closed DUP party executive meeting over returning to Stormont after someone 
in the meeting relayed information to him.54 While there have been studies of social 
media’s role in the Scottish independence and EU referenda, we live in a different 
time now, some eight years later. Similarly, there have been examinations of the 
role of social media in the Republic of Ireland during important referenda on issues 
such as the removal of the 8th Amendment.55 In some of these studies, social media is 
considered of limited significance in shifting opinions during campaigns. The 2022 
Northern Ireland Assembly Election survey found that 89 per cent of those asked never 
posted a political opinion on Facebook or Twitter. Just 1 per cent posted something 
political every day.56 Similar research has examined the impact and prevalence of echo 
chambers on political debates, including around Brexit.57 Building on such studies, 
this report examines the role of social media in Northern Irish politics and how the 
media regard its ability to shape news coverage. 

Allison Morris argues that whilst social media has a role to play in modern journalism, 
it should be kept in mind that the audience on many of the platforms is not representative 
of the wider public and that many of the debates that consume elements of social 
media are not reflected in the same detail outside of it. Morris continues:

It can all be important. But also, as a journalist, you’ve got to remember to take 
everything you see on social media and remove fact from, you know, fiction and 
fact from propaganda as well, because social media can be used very effectively 
for propaganda purposes.58

54	 David Thompson(2024) Northern Ireland Protocol and Windsor Framework: DUP meeting in ‘chaos’ 
as loyalist Jamie Bryson live tweets Sir Jeffrey Donaldson’s comments from crunch event, Belfast 
News Letter, available at; https://www.newsletter.co.uk/news/politics/northern-ireland-protocol-
and-windsor-framework-dup-meeting-in-chaos-as-loyalist-jamie-bryson-live-tweets-sir-jeffrey-
donaldsons-comments-from-crunch-event-4497533 accessed on 24th February 2024 

55	 Simon Statham & Helen Ringrow (2022). ‘Wrap our arms around them here in Ireland’: Social 
media campaigns in the Irish abortion referendum. Discourse & Society, 33(4), 539-557. https://doi.
org/10.1177/09579265221088132 

56	 John Garry, Brendan O’Leary and Jamie Pow (2023) What Messages Were Voters Sending in the 
2022 Northern Ireland Assembly Election? Exploring Attitudes to Power-Sharing, the Protocol, and 
a Potential Referendum on Irish Unification or Maintaining the Union, available at https://www.qub.
ac.uk/research-centres/the-democracy-unit/NorthernIrelandAssemblyElectionStudy2022/Analysis/ 
accessed on 25th January 2024. 

57	 For more on the complex development of echo chambers online see Michael Bossetta, Anamaria 
DutceaSegesten and Hans-Jörg Trenz, (2018), The Brexit battle on Facebook: assessing echo 
chambers and polarisation. LSE Brexit available on; http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2018/06/19/
the-brexit-battle-on-facebook-assessing-echo-chambers-and-polarisation/ accessed on 24th February 
2024. 

58	 Interview conducted online 20th November 2023. 



33

THE MEDIA AND THE CONSTITUTIONAL DEBATE IN NORTHERN IRELAND

Others echoed these concerns, particularly regarding the tenor and tone of social 
media debate. Freya McClements and Vincent Kearney argued that social media could 
be influential to varying degrees on issues but that there were dangers regarding the 
constitutional debate. Here, the already polarised space of social media can reduce 
nuance and exaggerate disproportionately the influence of individuals with large 
platforms. 

McClements outlines her views about the role and dangers of social media in a border 
poll debate, with a focus on the spread of misinformation and the lack of fact-checking 
mechanisms that can allow poor-quality information to flourish: 

I think one of the things that social media does is that it amplifies everything. It 
ratchets it up to 11 – it doesn’t do nuance. Everything is a crisis or a drama. So I 
think in that space of an independence referendum, what we saw in terms of the 
Indy ref in Scotland in 2014, I think that would be the only tip of the iceberg, and 
I think that’s dangerous. Because a lot of people nowadays, that’s where they get 
their news, and they’re not doing those kind of checks and balances that I just 
talked about to make sure that what you write is factually accurate. A lot of what 
you see in social media plays on emotions. It plays on people’s worst fears.59

Vincent Kearney also raises concerns that social media can be too influential and that 
the influence of some sections of social media can be exaggerated beyond their actual 
importance: 

I’m very, very careful, right. I will Tweet, you know, but I’m very, very careful 
about what I pick up, what I engage with, and I think the danger today in this 
world we live in is everyone wants breaking news, and you see some breaking news 
straplines that are just embarrassing; they are not breaking news. And someone 
who really in any other democracy will not have the big platform, suddenly is 
making headline news by saying very little and they are simply generating a row.60

The latter point highlighted by Kearney echoes research conducted on the Scottish 
referendum, where Gerry Hassan identified some of the limiting features of Scotland’s 
“community of communicators”, some of whom rose to prominence during the 
campaign and have a strong online presence. The limited nature of the debate is an 
aspect that is relevant to Northern Ireland and something to take into account when 
considering the prominence of commentators online, as Hassan concludes: 

There is an element of self-referencing in a collective reinforcement loop. 
Scotland’s ‘community of the communicators’, to use Mackenzie’s phrase, are 
a small, select group who know each other and have experienced many of the 
events of the last few decades via shared, reinforced and collective moments. 

59	 Interview conducted online 15th November 2023. 
60	 Interview conducted online 30th November 2023. 
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There is thus a sense of a common lineage of key dates, watersheds and personnel, 
and how these are referenced and interpreted. There is, to an extent, a missing 
ingredient of self-criticism and objectivity to question and critique.61 

Journalism is also a self-selecting group of people who might not always be reflective 
of the populations they are writing about. However, the environments and rigours 
applied to those in the media differ hugely from those in social media. Across the 
interviews, there was what Sam McBride refers to as a ‘healthy disrespect’ for 
elements of social media from interviewees for a variety of reasons. A few key themes 
have emerged that need to be considered. First is the lack of representation on social 
media, where interviewees identified those who use social media as not reflective 
of the general public. In this, they are supported by studies that confirm that the 
makeup of users is not representative of the populations of either the UK or Ireland.62 
The second issue identified was the rise of disinformation and the exaggeration of 
influence. Interviewees raised this to varying degrees. The issue of ‘fake news’ and 
the coarseness of debate that is sometimes encouraged on social media platforms is an 
issue for a potential border poll in Northern Ireland. This is also an issue for journalists 
who report in the field and deal with abuse from publishing a story. Such abuse has 
been a consistent feature of covering Northern Ireland. Still, its significance within the 
Scottish and EU referenda suggests a potential increase in the likelihood of this also 
happening in the context of constitutional referenda in Northern Ireland.63 All of the 
reasons identified above are not to say that social media has no benefits in terms of 
how news is gathered and perspectives are understood.64 Some of the positives include 
allowing journalists to disseminate their work to new audiences and stimulating 
conversations, leading to a two-way flow of information. Social media has allowed 
journalists to establish a new connection with their audience and new platforms for 
researchers and organisations to promote their work, which has been seen in numerous 
instances in debates around the constitution. 

61	 Gerry Hassan (2016), Scotland’s Changing ‘Community of the Communicators’: The Political 
Commentariat and the Independence Referendum in Blain, N, Hassan,G & Hutchison, D (Eds) 
Scotland’s Referendum and the Media: National and International Perspectives. (2016). United 
Kingdom: Edinburgh University Press, 41

62	 For an example of this see Jonathan Mellon, & Christopher Prosser (2017). Twitter and Facebook are 
not Representative of the General Population: Political Attitudes and Demographics of British Social 
Media users. Research & Politics. https://doi.org/10.1177/2053168017720008

63	 For more research on this see Charlotte Galpin, & Patrick Vernon (2023). Post-truth politics as 
discursive violence: Online abuse, the public sphere and the figure of ‘the expert’. The British 
Journal of Politics and International Relations, 0(0). https://doi.org/10.1177/13691481231202641

64	 For more on this debate about the positives that social media can provide to journalism see Ruth A 
Harper, (2010) “The Social Media Revolution: Exploring the Impact on Journalism and News Media 
Organizations.” Inquiries Journal/Student Pulse 2.03 . http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/a?id=202
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Commentariat 

Like other parts of the UK, Northern Ireland has a vibrant commentariat often featured 
in newspapers and on current affairs programmes broadcasted by major broadcasters. 
The Scottish and UK commentariat’s role in the Scottish independence referendum 
was noted above, but little attention has been given to its role in Northern Ireland. 
Like Scotland, the commentariat is not a representative group, but they have a role in 
shaping political discourse, particularly in the constitutional debate. At this point, it is 
important to note that some lines between traditional journalists and commentators are 
blurred. Some journalists will have columns where they give analysis and opinions. 
Others do not. For clarity, here we interview people who are not journalists in their 
primary profession. Instead, they are commentators who write and give their analysis 
on platforms across the media in Northern Ireland. 

This report has spoken with two commentators from two different political perspectives. 
Chris Donnelly supports Irish unification and works with campaign groups seeking 
a referendum on this issue. Sarah Creighton is a Unionist who has written on the 
topic of Northern Ireland’s place in the UK. Outside of their declared positions on 
this issue, were there particular characteristics which drove them to comment on it? 
Unsurprisingly, both commentators approached this from different angles. Donnelly’s 
writing emphasises the planning underway for Irish unification and where the debate 
needs to go in sketching out what a united Ireland might look like. As he explains: 

One thing of particular importance in our context is to look at the careful planning 
and process of preparing the ground for the realisation of unity that has already 
begun. That is something I tend to try to focus on, as it is indicative of the mindset 
shift that has already taken place. There are obviously many further steps to be 
taken, but we are now well down the road, and there is no turning back.65

Creighton’s writing is driven by her readers’ interests. She identifies that voicing 
Unionist arguments against a referendum is important and popular. Beyond this, 
the ongoing political changes within Northern Ireland and how they are impacting 
Unionism require further analysis. Creighton explains how these changes underpin 
her writing:

Young people, demographics, all these types of issues — I think that’s kind of what 
an article about a United Ireland needs to address at this point in time, because 
it is such a prominent issue. You know the fact that Sinn Fein now [is] the largest 
party. The Unionist vote is declining. We’re kind of in the transition phase. As I 
always said, I think we’re at a moment, not sure where it’s going, but I think most 
articles about a United Ireland need to kind of address those fundamentals.66

65	 Interview conducted online on 21st December 2023. 
66	 Interview conducted online on 21st December 2023. 
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Both interviewees mention the rise of civic groups on both sides of the debate. 
Creighton believes that pro-unity groups are much more active in this space and that 
in the Brexit environment, there has been a rise in conversations and proposals about 
the union. From her perspective, there is more engagement and recognition of the need 
to sell Northern Ireland’s place in the UK. Likewise, Donnelly noted an increase in 
debate and planning from those who support a United Ireland post-Brexit. 
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Conclusion 

This report has obtained the perspective of leading figures within different sections 
of the Northern Ireland media and analysed how these contribute to the constitutional 
debate. Should the constitutional debate progress toward an actual referendum, lessons 
from past experiences in other jurisdictions must be learned in Northern Ireland, 
particularly regarding the level and quality of the debate itself. 

This report has also highlighted the increasing prominence of social media in the 
constitutional debate. The ability to scrutinise information shared on these platforms, 
of increasing importance given the contested nature of referendum results, needs to be 
considered going forward. A greater burden will inevitably be placed on the media to 
ensure accurate information is presented to the electorate and to ensure the integrity 
of any process. Presently, there is a concern amongst some of the interviewees about 
the resources available within the media to report on a referendum with the detail that 
is required. 

This report has identified from its findings that the debate about the constitutional 
future of Northern Ireland has increased due to recent referenda across the UK, in the 
opinion of those within the media who have been interviewed. The findings from the 
interviews highlight some new and more problematic issues that existed during the 
EU referendum and also apply to a potential border poll. Namely, that is the variety of 
featured voices, particularly the dependence on politicians over specialists in media 
interviews. This lack of diversity is not helped by unrepresentative sampling on social 
media. 

Unlike the UK or Ireland’s previous experiences with referenda, a border poll would 
be voted on in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. This would pose unique 
challenges regarding rules and regulations about how such a vote would be conducted. 
Moreover, there would be little background materials available which could be drawn 
upon to provide either of the governments involved with a blueprint. 

With resources under pressure across the media in Northern Ireland, there are 
similarities with Scotland in 2014. Some countries, such as New Zealand and Canada, 
have tried to resolve these issues with public interest journalism funds.67 These are not 
silver bullets and have come with controversy in those countries. However, we should 
not avoid examining even temporary mechanisms that can assist a critical part of our 
democracy.68 

67	 NZ on air, Journalism Funding, available at: https://www.nzonair.govt.nz/funding/journalism-
funding/ accessed on 25th January 2024. 

68	 For more information see, Peter Thompson, (2023), Is Winston Peters right to call state-funded 
journalism ‘bribery’ – or is there a bigger threat to democracy? The Conversation, available at 
https://theconversation.com/is-winston-peters-right-to-call-state-funded-journalism-bribery-
or-is-there-a-bigger-threat-to-democracy-218782#:~:text=It%20was%20a%20contestable%20
fund,and%20industry%20development%20and%20training. Accessed 25th January 2024. 
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These observations contribute to this report’s wider recommendations, which are: 

•	 Should a referendum be announced, consideration must begin of how a media 
regulation framework can operate jointly between the Republic of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland, particularly in broadcast media. Existing networks operating on 
both sides of the border might be adapted to this effect. 

•	 The British and Irish governments should adopt a fund to support 
the media during any referendum period. This would be a short-term 
fund for a referendum campaign to help resource media platforms 
employ more journalists and fact-checkers to support coverage.  

•	 Further research must be conducted into the role of social media in Northern 
Ireland in promoting news items and narratives around the constitutional debate/
current affairs. 

This report has not covered all aspects of the diverse range of media in Northern 
Ireland. Nor does it propose definitive answers to the issues that it has identified. 
However, as the debate on Northern Ireland’s constitutional future has intensified in 
recent years, and before it potentially gains traction toward a referendum, this is the 
opportune time to consider the various aspects of the role that the fourth estate could 
have. Through interviews with media experts and a survey of existing literature, this 
report has highlighted significant gaps in existing knowledge on the subject. Hopefully, 
this report can begin a conversation, and those in the media and policymaking may 
now take forward the issues raised within.
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