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Female politicians have been given a vote of confidence by the Northern Ireland public, according to preliminary findings from a new survey carried out by researchers from Queen's University and the University of Ulster. According to the most recent Northern Ireland Life and Times survey, due to be published shortly, two-thirds of women (66 per cent) and over half of men (57 per cent) said they wanted to see more women in the Assembly and representing Northern Ireland at Westminster.

One-fifth (19 per cent) of those surveyed thought that parties should be required to put forward a proportion of women candidates and more than half - 55 per cent - thought that parties should be encouraged to field more women candidates. CAWP Director Dr Yvonne Galligan said: "It is clear that the public want to see more women in politics. It is also clear that they expect the parties to do something about it. 

"As things stand in the run-up to the Assembly elections at the end of May, there are only 25 women running in this election from the five main parties, excluding the Women's Coalition, yet there are 142 men from these parties looking for an Assembly seat. In other words, women are less than one-fifth of the candidates. According to our findings, this is not what the electorate wants. Our results are an unequivocal endorsement of recent legislation encouraging parties to take step to present voters with a gender-balanced list of candidates."

Margaret Ward, Assistant Director of think tank Democratic Dialogue, also welcomed the results, saying: "I hope that many more women are returned to the Assembly after the next elections, as clearly the voters want this to happen."

The survey also shows that seven out of ten women and men agree that women choose to put their families first over a political career and that women don't come forward to be considered as candidates. Thus they see women making choices that preclude a political career. This is a change in women's attitudes since 1991 when they pointed to discrimination from party and society as additional reasons for women not taking their place in political life in Northern Ireland.

Commenting on the significant shift in views, Anne Marie Gray, lecturer in Social Administration and Policy at the University of Ulster said: "People are now much more supportive of women in politics than a decade ago."

Report will be available at: http://www.ark.ac.uk/publications/updates
