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Directly Elected Mayor

IRELAND’S FIRST DIRECT MAYORAL ELECTION
Voting Behaviour Different to the Norm – Survey

Limerick’s 2024 Direct Mayoral Election in June was a very positive exercise in local democracy 
which bodes well for future direct mayoral elections in Ireland, writes Dr Rory Costello, 
Associate Professor in the Department of Politics and Public Administration at the University 
of Limerick. Here he reviews the survey of voters on election day, which has formed part of the 
new National Election and Democracy Study.

On 7 June the people of Limerick city and county had 
the opportunity to vote in Ireland’s first ever direct 
mayoral election. In terms of voting behaviour, 
it was quite different to the norm, in that factors 

such as policy preferences, government satisfaction and 
partisanship had a much weaker impact on vote choice than is 
the case in Dáil or local government elections.

A majority (51.9%) of registered voters turned out to vote, 
which was slightly higher than the turnout nationally in the 
local elections held on the same day and was also up on the 
turnout in the local elections in Limerick five years previously. 

As this was a novel electoral event in the Irish context (and 
one that may be repeated in other parts of the country in the 
future), it is important to try and understand how voters treated 
the election. What did voters think of the new position of directly 
elected mayor, and what factors influenced who they voted for? 

To answer these questions, An Coimisiún Toghcháin (Ireland’s 
independent Electoral Commission) commissioned a survey of 

voters on election day. The survey forms part of the new National 
Election and Democracy Study (www.neds.ie), which examines 
public opinion on electoral events and democracy in Ireland. 

For the Limerick survey, face-to-face interviews were 
conducted by IPSOS with a random sample of approximately 900 
voters outside polling stations across Limerick City and County. 

OPINIONS ON THE NEW ROLE
The survey reveals that voters held an overwhelmingly 
favourable view of the new position, with 81% of respondents 
agreeing that having a directly elected mayor is a positive 
development for Limerick. This is a remarkable turnaround 
from 2019, when the plebiscite on the creation of the position 
of a directly elected mayor passed by a very narrow margin 
(52% in favour, 48% against). 

The change in public opinion since 2019 is likely to be due 
to a better understanding among voters about what the role 
entails and the potential benefits it can bring to Limerick, 
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The people of Limerick city and county voted in Ireland’s 
first ever direct mayoral election on 7 June – and in terms 
of voting behaviour, it was quite different to the norm. 
Factors such as policy preferences, government satisfaction 
and partisanship had a much weaker impact on vote choice 
than is the case in Dáil or local government elections.

following an extensive public information campaign in the 
run-up to the election. In line with this interpretation, survey 
respondents who were more knowledgeable about the new 
position were more likely to express a favourable opinion of it. 

Most voters appear to have been quite well informed 
about the new position. Respondents were presented with a 
list of five policy areas – Health, Housing, Crime, Transport 
and Environment – and the survey asked them whether they 
thought the mayor had powers in each of these areas.

A significant majority of respondents correctly answered 
that the mayor does have powers in relation to housing, 
transport and the environment; while only a minority of 
respondents believed that the mayor has powers in the areas 
of health and crime, which are policy areas where the mayor 
has not been formally allocated executive functions.

ELECTION CANDIDATES
A total of 15 candidates stood for election, including two 

sitting TDs (Brian Leddin of the Green Party and Sinn Féin’s 
Maurice Quinlivan) and four members of Limerick City and 
County Council. There was a candidate representing each of 
the main political parties, along with candidates from several 
minor parties and four Independents. 

Writing in ‘Council Review’ earlier this year, Dr Bríd Quinn 
warned that an election such as this, which concentrates 
power in the hands of one individual, could foster a form of 
populism whereby important issues are sidelined ‘in favour 
of attention-seeking mantras and emotional appeals’. In the 
event, this did not materialise. 

The election was conducted in a positive spirit by all 
candidates, and candidates did not seek to exploit public 
discontent on emotive and divisive issues such as immigration 
(which is, of course, a national rather than a local policy issue, but 
one that dominated the news cycle at the time of the election). 
The issue priorities mentioned by most candidates were housing, 
transport and health (see www.WhichCandidate.ie. 
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HOW DID VOTERS DECIDE?
The key question to ask of this election 
is: how did voters decide? Was this a 
‘second order’ election which voters 
used to signal support for or opposition 
to the national government? Was the 
outcome a reflection of the popularity 
of the various parties, or perhaps of the 
level of opposition to party politics? 
Were policy considerations important to 
voters? Did voters evaluate candidates 
based on their personal characteristics? 

An analysis of the survey data suggests 
that it was the latter that dominated the 
voting decision for most people. This 
is illustrated in the graph below, which 
shows the percentage of people that 
gave their first preference vote to the 
winning candidate, John Moran, broken 
down into various categories. (Moran 
received 21% of the first preferences 
in the sample as a whole). While this 
graph focuses on one candidate, similar 
patterns are found if we broaden the  
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Face-to-face interviews were conducted by IPSOS with a random sample of 
approximately 900 voters outside polling stations across Limerick City and County. 

analysis out to other candidates. 
At the top of the chart, we see that 

25% of men voted for Moran, compared 
to only 15% of women. In fact, while 
Moran was by far the most popular 
candidate among men, he was only the 
third most popular candidate among 
women in the survey, behind Helen 
O’Donnell and Dee Ryan. 

The apparent importance of 
candidates’ gender stands in contrast 
to other elections in Ireland, where 
research has found that voters do not 
tend to vote along gender lines. 

Next on the graph we see that voters 
who personally met John Moran during 
the election campaign were far more 
likely to vote for him that those who did 
not. A remarkable 57% of respondents 
who reported meeting Moran went on 
to vote for him, suggesting that personal 
contact during the campaign was a very 
important factor in how people voted. 

In contrast, voters’ ideological 
leanings and policy views were not a 
strong predictor of how they voted. The 
graph categorises respondents as liberal, 
or conservative based on their answers 
to a series of policy questions. Moran 
received broadly equal levels of support 
among both groups of voters. 

An additional analysis based on voters’ 
views on local policy issues such as 
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transport, housing and the environment shows similar results: 
i.e., that policy was not a decisive factor in how people voted.  

The graph also shows that satisfaction with the government 
was not an important factor in vote choice; those who were 
satisfied with the government were just as likely to support 
Moran as those who were not.  

Finally, we see that Moran drew support from voters from 
across the political spectrum. He drew significant levels of 
support not just from people who usually vote Independent, 
but also from people who normally vote for Fianna Fáil and 
Fine Gael (among others). The exception here are Sinn Féin 
supporters, the vast majority of whom voted for the Sinn Féin 
candidate Maurice Quinlivan. 

AN INDEPENDENT DIVIDEND?
The outcome of the election was remarkable for the strength 
of support for Independent candidates. In all, 46% of first 
preferences votes went to Independent candidates (including 
the winner John Moran and the runner-up Helen O’Donnell). 
This is double the number of votes that went to Independents 
in the Limerick council elections held simultaneously. 

This raises the question: was party affiliation a disadvantage 
in this election? Several of the Independent candidates argued 
during the campaign that the mayor should not be associated 

The outcome of the election 
was remarkable for the 
strength of support for 
Independent candidates. In 
all, 46% of first preferences 
votes went to Independent 
candidates (including
the winner John Moran 
and the runner-up Helen 
O’Donnell). This is double 
the number of votes that 
went to Independents in the 
Limerick council elections 
held simultaneously.

Personal contact during the campaign was a very important factor in how people voted – a remarkable 57% of respondents who 
met John Moran went on to vote for him.
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with a political party, as this would make it more difficult for him 
or her to work with councillors from other parties. 

However, our voter survey does not provide any evidence 
that people voted for candidates such as Moran and 
O’Donnell because they were Independents. The vast 
majority (68%) of people who voted for an Independent 
candidate said they would have still voted for that candidate if 
he or she had stood for a party instead. 

Interestingly, of the people who voted for a party candidate, the 
same high proportion (68%) said that they would have still voted 
for that candidate if he or she had stood for a different party. 

This is a far higher percentage than has been found when 
the same question has been asked in other elections, and it 
reinforces the finding that party (or non-party) affiliation was 
much less important in shaping how people voted than is 
usually the case in Ireland.

POSITIVE EXERCISE IN LOCAL DEMOCRACY
The 2024 Limerick Mayoral election was a very positive 
exercise in local democracy which bodes well for direct 

mayoral elections in Ireland in the future. Voters were generally 
well informed; candidates conducted the campaign in a 
positive spirit; and the local media provided excellent coverage 
and analysis of the campaign, the candidates, and the functions 
of the new mayor. 

In terms of voting behaviour, this election was quite 
different to what we normally find in Ireland. Factors such as 
policy preferences, government satisfaction and partisanship 
had a much weaker impact on vote choice than is the case in 
Dáil or local government elections. 

Rather, voters appear to have based their decisions largely 
on their assessment of the personal qualities and ability of the 
candidates. In this sense, voting behaviour was much more like 
what we typically see in Irish presidential elections. 

While it is entirely appropriate that candidate attributes 
should influence voting for the position of mayor, it is 
important to point out that the mayor – unlike the President – 
has an important role in developing policy. Ideally, candidates’ 
policy programmes would have played a more central role in 
the campaign and in vote choice.

Electoral Commission Limerick Voter Survey – June 2024




