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SUMMARY

Elections are the defining feature of modern democracy. They are the process by 
which we express a desired future en masse. It is the mass dimension that matters 
most; it is the mass dimension that is receding.

One in every two adults living in this country voted at the 2024 general election. 
This is the lowest share of the population to vote since universal suffrage. Even 
among registered voters, only three in every five cast a ballot. If non-voters were  
a party, they would have been the largest party by some distance. 

As important as size is spread. Table S.1 describes the ‘turnout gap’ across various 
measures at the 2024 election. Turnout was very unequal.

TABLE S.1
Turnout gaps between sociodemographic groups using individual-level data 

Sociodemographic group Turnout gap (%)

Between 18- to 24-year-olds and over-60s 21

Between top and bottom third earners 11

Between graduates and non-graduates 11

Between working- and middle-class occupations 11

Between renters and owners 19

Between white British people and others 6

Source: IPPR-Valgarðsson analysis of British Election Study (2024) 
Note: turnout gap refers to the percentage difference in turnout among registered voters between 
comparable sociodemographic groups. 

This report unearths a new, concerning trend. While inequality across age and 
income groups has stayed roughly constant across the most recent general elections, 
it has grown on measures of housing tenure and education. The turnout gap between 
graduates and non-graduates has doubled since the 2019 election and grown by a 
quarter between renters and owners since the 2017 election.

Political inequality in this country has sharpened. A growing number of Britons 
sense they do not have a stake in the collective decision-making endeavour that  
is democracy. This increases the space for populist politicians, who pit ‘the people’ 
against ‘the elite’, to exploit. They are doing so to ruthless effect. Reform UK and 
the Conservatives performed better with non-graduates than graduates at the 2024 
general election; the opposite was true of the Labour, Liberal Democrat and Green 
parties. This is a relatively new development: before 2016, non-graduates were 
more likely to vote Labour in every election since 1979.
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As long as progressives interpret populism thinly as a symptom only of economic and 
cultural grievances, they will be fighting with one eye closed. It is also a symptom 
of political grievances. If the cause is political, so too must be the remedy. 

Which is to say the only off-ramp to the heightening doom loop of voting patterns, 
skewed policy and populist politics is democratic reform. This report focusses on 
an important and actionable part of that: elections. 

It puts forward three policy approaches to improve turnout and reduce inequality 
at UK general elections.
1.	 Make voting easier. By taking down the barriers to electoral registration  

before election day, and barriers to arriving at the ballot box on election day. 
This could include automatic voter registration, removal or relaxation  
of voter ID requirements, moving polling day to a non-working day, and 
extending voter rights to some long-term residents with permanent  
residency rights.

2.	 Make voting more worthwhile. By ensuring there is a perceived ‘return’ on 
voting relative to other forms of political influence, and that individuals  
have roughly equal ‘returns’ on their vote.
This could include capping political donations, stronger rules and  
enforcement on political donations, electoral system reform and  
population-based constituencies.

3.	 Create norms of voting. By cultivating a stronger culture of democratic 
participation using state and civic institutions. 
This could include extending voting rights to 16- and 17-year-olds,  
citizenship education at school, compulsory voting and an election  
day service.

The policies analysed in this report are not all equal. Some are more effective than 
others at raising overall turnout numbers; others will more effective at reducing 
inequality. Some are pretty straightforward to implement; others are fraught, 
complicated or controversial. 

Figure S.2 assesses policies according to three criteria: turnout, inequality and 
implementation. Using this tool, policies can be combined to optimise a particular 
outcome. Policy makers most interested in reducing age inequalities, for example, 
will bring together a different assortment than those most interested in maximising 
the sheer number that turn up. 
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TABLE S.2
Assessing policies to improve participation in general elections

Policy

Effect size on 
turnout

Will it reduce political 
inequality?

Ease of 
implementation

Short 
run

Long 
run Age Class Race Practical Political

Make voting 
easier

Automatic voter 
registration

Remove photo ID 
requirement

Non-working day 
elections

Voting rights 
for permanent 
residents

Make 
voting more 
worthwhile

£100,000 annual 
cap on political 
donors

Regulations for 
cleaner money in 
politics

Electoral system 
reform

Population-
based 
constituencies

Cultivate 
voting 
norms

Votes for 16 and 
17 year olds

Citizenship 
education at 
schools

Election day 
service

Compulsory 
voting                  

Source: IPPR analysis
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A small number of ‘goldilocks’ policies emerge in our analysis as effective  
in raising turnout and narrowing inequality, and as feasibly implementable  
in this parliament. These are:
•	 automatic voter registration
•	 £100,000 annual cap on political donors
•	 votes for 16- and 17-year-olds 
•	 election day service.

The government should introduce an elections bill, whatever suite of  
policies it opts for. Putting forward a bill does at least two things. First, it  
shows the government is serious and strategic about breaking out of the  
doom loop of political inequality and populism; that this is not a problem  
for sticking plasters. Second, the most impactful proposals discussed in this  
report will require primary legislation. An elections bill is the right vehicle  
to carry them. It is time the institutions of the British state were be used to 
revitalise the state itself.

The blind spot in this government’s plans to beat populism is the lack of  
a policy agenda on political inequality. It needs one.
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1. 
INTRODUCTION

The future is susceptible to human influence. This is the basic premise of 
democratic politics (White 2024). The form it takes varies between countries and  
over time. But one feature is constant: elections (at least in modern history). It is  
of no doubt to anyone who has participated in one that they are imperfect. But  
nor is it of any doubt that they are the ultimate guarantor of our collective agency. 

Elections are the process by which we express a desired future en masse. It is the 
mass dimension that matters most. It is the mass dimension that is receding. We 
are getting closer to the tipping point at which elections lose legitimacy because 
the mass did not take part. 

Just one in every two adults in this country voted at the 2024 general election  
(Patel and Valgarðsson 2024). It is the lowest share of the population to vote  
since universal suffrage. 

Perhaps the only thing as important as size is spread. Older, wealthy, white people 
expressed themselves at a greater rate than their counterparts, reflecting a pattern 
we have become so used to that we forget it was not always so sharp. Turnout gaps 
across the income distribution were negligible in the 1960s; they have grown seven-
fold since (Patel 2023). 

Different rates of participation between different groups is a problem for 
democracy. It generates political inequality, which matters for at least two reasons. 

First, it skews policy. Public policy is more responsive to the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-
nots’ (Rosset and Stecker 2019; Schakel and Van Der Pas 2021; Elsässer and Schäfer 
2023; Mathisen 2023). Political inequality is at the heart of understanding many 
policy puzzles in British democracy. Why have we allowed housing to become so 
unaffordable? Or tolerated income and wealth inequality to rise and remain high? 
Why is it easier to cut benefits for working-age people than for pensioners?

Second, it feeds populism. Those on the sharp end of the ledger know where  
they stand. Non-graduates are more than twice as likely to say “it’s not worth 
voting” than graduates (Patel 2023), while the bottom third of earners are twice  
as likely to think people like them have “no say in what government does” 
compared to the top third (Ansell and Gingrich 2022). This kind of inequality is  
the underlying logic of populism, which pits ‘the people’ against ‘an elite’ to 
challenge not the principle of democracy but the way it is practised. It is no 
surprise that populist parties are so effective at mobilising non-voters. 

The only off-ramp to the heightening doom loop of declining turnout, skewed 
policy and growing populism is democratic reform. In the 2024 King’s speech, the 
government noted this off-ramp (“this government is committed to improving the 
integrity of and widening participation in elections”) but stopped short of taking it. 

Letting current trends in political inequality play out would be an obvious act of  
self-harm for this government. Its main challengers are in the populist form, a politics 
that thrives on perceptions of unequal political influence. For as long as progressives 
interpret populism thinly as a symptom only of economic and cultural grievances, they 
will be fighting with one eye closed. If the cause is political, so too must be the remedy. 
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To be clear, dealing with political inequality is a grander and more challenging 
endeavour than dealing with voting inequality. Improving participation in elections, 
however, is the easiest first step to take towards a more politically equal country. 
If progress cannot be made on basic issues such as voter registration, more 
complicated reforms – such as those concerning the media ecosystem – will  
remain off the agenda. 

This report puts forward three policy approaches to improve turnout and reduce 
inequality at UK general elections. 
1.	 Make voting easier. By taking down the barriers to electoral registration before 

election day, and the barriers to arriving at the ballot box on election day. 
2.	 Make voting more worthwhile. By ensuring there is a perceived ‘return’ on 

voting relative to other forms of political influence, and that individuals  
have roughly equal ‘returns’ on their vote.

3.	 Create norms of voting. By cultivating a stronger culture of democratic 
participation using state and civic institutions. 

This report sets out and examines a range of policy options to deliver against 
these three goals. It offers discussion on strengths, drawbacks and implementation 
challenges for these proposals, before providing an assessment and categorisation 
of reforms the government should prioritise.
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2. 
RECENT TRENDS IN VOTING 
INEQUALITY

Inequalities in turnout at UK general elections have grown across virtually all 
dimensions over the past half century (Patel 2023). The turnout gap has grown 
especially quickly since the turn of the century (figure 2.1).

FIGURE 2.1
Voting inequalities have grown over the long run 
Percentage of people who voted at a UK general election (self-reported) 

Source: Patel 2023
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If the trend over the long run is clear, over the short run it is not. Is inequality in 
voter turnout at UK general elections growing, falling or staying about the same? 
Using individual-level data from the British Election Study (2024), this report 
examines patterns and trends in turnout since the 2015 election. 

Figure 2.2 is a snapshot of turnout patterns at the 2024 general election. The turnout 
gap between 18- to 24-year-olds and those over 60 was 21 percentage points, and 19 
percentage points between renters and owners. It was 11 percentage points between: 
top and bottom third earners; graduates and those with secondary education; and 
people in working class and middle-class jobs. 

FIGURE 2.2 
Patterns of inequality at the general election 
Percentage of people who voted in the 2024 general election by sociodemographic group 
(self-reported)

Source: IPPR-Valgarðsson analysis of British Election Study (2024)
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clear, the inequalities are very wide; they are just not growing.

The story is different with regard to housing tenure and education. Inequalities on 
those two dimensions have been growing since the 2017 election. The turnout gap 
between renters and owners has grown by around a quarter since the 2017 election 
(figure 2.3). The greatest transformation, however, regards education voting. The 
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FIGURE 2.3 
The turnout gap between renters and owners is growing 
Percentage point difference in turnout between renters and homeowners in recent general 
election (self-reported)

Source: IPPR-Valgarðsson analysis of British Election Study (2024)

FIGURE 2.4
The turnout gap between graduates and non-graduates is growing 
Percentage point difference in turnout between graduates and non-graduates in recent 
general election (self-reported)

Source: IPPR-Valgarðsson analysis of British Election Study (2024)
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These are worrying trends. Voting inequalities between social groups are  
wide across virtually every dimension. None show any sign of narrowing.  
Most concerning, however, is the steadily growing turnout gap between  
renters and homeowners, and the rapid growth in the turnout gap between 
graduates and non-graduates.
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3. 
MAKING VOTING EASIER

The most obvious approach policy makers should consider to improving turnout in 
elections is to make participating in them easier. The ‘costs’ or barriers associated 
with voting have a bearing on political equality if they are easier for some groups 
to navigate than others (Beramendi et al 2022). This is true for the UK today, where 
the barriers to voting are higher or harder to break through for groups like renters, 
young people and those in precarious jobs or on low incomes. 

Despite the secular decline in voter turnout and impossible-to-ignore inequalities 
in the ways in which Britons turn up on election day, policies implemented by the 
Johnson-Truss-Sunak government imposed new barriers to voting without clear 
rationale or evidence. It was a strange focus of the government’s limited bandwidth 
on democratic reform, especially because it coincided with a collapse in confidence 
and participation in British democracy. 

This government should change direction. Policy has to face the problems we have, 
not the problems we want. Barriers to participating in British democracy can and 
should be lowered. There are two kinds of barriers to think about: those before 
election day and those on election day. 

BEFORE ELECTION DAY 
Automatic and assisted voter registration
For UK general elections, the onus is on individuals to register themselves, with the 
process managed by local authorities across the country. Our electoral registration 
process is more difficult to navigate than those of other democracies, making it 
harder to participate in elections, new research comparing electoral registration 
systems across 62 countries finds (Rushworth and Sobolewska, forthcoming).

Millions of eligible citizens are currently missing from the electoral register. According 
to the Electoral Commission (2023b), between 7 and 8 million eligible voters aren’t 
registered, either because they are missing from the electoral rolls or incorrectly 
registered at an old address. There are notable inequalities in who is registered to 
vote (figure 3.1). Young people, renters, working-class and minority ethnic people are 
over-represented in the population of eligible but not registered voters. 
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FIGURE 3.1 
Inequalities in people who are registered to vote

Source: Electoral Commission 2023b 

There could be a number of reasons why people are not registered to vote. It may 
be that they do not understand the process. They may have busy lives and don’t 
prioritise registering to vote; this is particularly true for some groups such as 
renters who may be required to re-register much more frequently than more settled 
homeowners. Or they might just currently be uninterested in voting. It is impossible 
to say how many more people would vote if only they had been correctly registered. 
Many wouldn’t. But a not-insignificant number would, and at least the 7 to 8 million 
‘missing voters’ would have the choice on election day. It is common for people to 
show up at polling stations on the day of the election asking to vote, only to be told 
they can’t because they haven’t properly registered (James and Clark 2019).

There are a number of options for improving how voter registration works in the  
UK. One option is to create a new centralised electoral register. While this might  
be the most direct pathway to AVR, it would be challenging to implement quickly 
and may come with costs and several questions about ethical and safe data use. 
Another option is to expand the DWP customer information system, which could 
essentially act as a single national electoral register. In this approach, individuals could 
be identified and added to the register based on their national insurance numbers. 
This would be more feasible but would require consent from the Department for 
Work and Pensions for NI data to be used in this way and would also necessitate 
wholesale reform of the current voter registration system (ibid).

Efforts to develop new centralised electoral registers are more complex and fraught 
than efforts to improve existing local electoral registers. There are merits therefore 
to prioritising the latter approach in order to implement an effective system of AVR 
in the short to medium term. To do so, electoral registration officers (EROs) could be 
granted further powers to enable them to directly register eligible citizens for whom 
they have the necessary reliable data to do so. This would enable potential voters 
to be registered without having to take any action. EROs would then write to the 
person to tell them that they are being registered – giving them the opportunity 
to request anonymous registration. This method of automatic registration would 
require a data source that has the requisite eligibility information. The Electoral 
Commission has suggested using Passport Office data for this purpose. 
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This approach would be an effective way of automatically registering new potential 
voters, but other more assisted forms of voter registration could be introduced, either 
in tandem or sooner if more practical, to ensure the widest possible number of people 
are registered. This could be implemented by giving citizens the opportunity to register 
to vote or update their voting details when using other government services such 
as applying for a passport or a driver’s license or when applying for universal credit 
or other benefits. This approach was backed in a recent report by the Levelling Up, 
Housing and Communities Committee (2024). It recommended that legislation should 
be brought forward by the government to enable the sharing of data held by DVLA, 
DWP, and HM Passport Office with EROs, and to enable EROs to use that data fully.

Nudging people to register to vote in this way would provide millions of citizens each 
year with the opportunity to easily register to vote or update their details when using 
other necessary government services. For example, 6.5 million people per year could 
register when applying for a passport; 4 million could register when they update their 
driving licence address with the DVLA; 2 million a year could register when applying 
for universal credit; 2.5 million students could be registered through annual student 
enrolment; 800,000 could register when they apply for child benefit for the first time; 
500,000 could register when they provide the Student Loans Company with a new 
address; and 450,000 could register when they apply for disability benefits (James 
and Bernal 2020).

For future generations, the government could explore whether citizens can be 
automatically registered shortly before their 16th birthday at the same time they 
are issued with their national insurance number. Doing so would add 700,000 young 
people to the electoral register each year (ibid).

AVR AROUND THE WORLD
In other countries, the process of voter registration is easier. Forms of 
automatic or assisted voter registration (AVR) are the normal way to register 
voters in most liberal democracies. Very few take a laissez-faire approach to 
voter registration as is the case with the UK. 

France, Germany, Italy, Austria, Denmark, Spain, Sweden and at least 24 
other liberal democracies use a form of automatic voter registration where 
eligible citizens are directly enrolled on the electoral register by government 
bodies without the need for action by citizens themselves. Such a process 
usually takes place at specific life moments. For example, in France, citizens 
are automatically registered when they turn 18.

Other countries use a form of assisted voter registration where citizens can 
take the opportunity to register to vote when interacting with other government 
services. This approach has been adopted at various levels in Anglosphere 
countries such as Australia, Canada, and the USA (James and Bernal 2020). 

In the US, after introducing the ‘motor-voter’ laws in 1993 which included 
assisted registration, there has more recently been a move towards automation, 
with 23 states and the District of Columbia introducing automatic voter 
registration in the last seven years. Research found that these rules saw 
increases in the number of registrants ranging from 9 per cent to 94 per cent 
(Morris and Dunphy 2019). For example, in the state of Colorado, which has 
a population of around 6 million people, AVR added 200,000 citizens to the 
electoral register in a single year (James 2021).

Moreover, evidence from the US suggests that AVR not only improves 
registration levels but also has a positive impact on political participation: 
it has increased voter turnout among previously underrepresented groups 
(McGhee et al 2021, James and Bernal 2020, Morris and Dunphy 2019). 
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This highlights that there are a number of ways that we could move towards 
more automatic and assisted forms of voter registration. As the Levelling Up, 
Housing and Communities Committee (2024) acknowledged, while there remain 
some concerns around the issue of data sharing required for AVR, these are not 
insurmountable given that many other countries have managed to overcome them. 
Similarly, a feasibility study by the Electoral Commission (2021a) noted that issues 
around privacy and data sharing must be considered – particularly when it comes 
to the introduction of assisted voter registration – but recognised that AVR would 
have positive impacts on voter registration. Research by James and Garnett (2023) 
compares voter registration systems across 159 countries and finds that automated 
registration improves both the completeness and accuracy of electoral registers. 

Any reform to voter registration should retain citizens’ ability to register 
anonymously should they need or wish to do so. Under the current process for 
electoral registration, citizens can apply to register anonymously. This means  
their name and address is kept off the electoral register, but they are still eligible 
to vote (this lasts for a period of one year and must be reapplied for). This is 
an important safeguard, particularly for those who may be vulnerable should 
their name and address be publicly accessible. Planned pilots for automatic 
voter registration in Wales propose giving 45 days’ notice to opt out or request 
to be registered anonymously (Haines 2024). Other proposals recommend similar 
safeguards to give people time to register anonymously if they wish and to be 
excluded from the open register (James and Bernal 2020). 

To offset concerns about privacy and anonymity, all new enrolments could be 
notified that they will have their name added to the electoral register at least 
four weeks before they are added. This would then give people time to register 
anonymously if they wished and to be excluded from the open register (there 
is a wider debate to be had about whether open registers should be abolished 
entirely). There is opportunity for further reform to improve safeguarding,  
by increasing the period in which voters can register anonymously without 
renewing from the current one year to five years.

Introducing AVR would go a significant way to improving electoral registration and 
ensuring that many more eligible voters are able to participate in our democracy. 
This move would also be very popular with citizens; recent polling by YouGov finds 
that 81 per cent of the public support AVR (Smith 2024). 

To bring in automatic registration, the government could consider legislation that 
gives EROs the legal power to register electors without receipt of an application, if 
they have sufficient data to justify their enrolment. This is the approach currently 
being taken to implement AVR in Wales. Additionally, legislation to introduce a legal 
requirement for specific public offices to provide assisted voter registration could be 
considered. This is crucial to how AVR works in the USA. The specific offices could be 
set out by ministers in secondary legislation and adapted over time. 

ON ELECTION DAY
Relax or remove the photo ID requirement to vote
Brought in as part of the Elections Act 2022, voters in UK general elections  
must now show specific forms of photo ID in order to cast their ballot. These 
regulations were brought in to tackle the issue of voting fraud. Experts, however, 
have questioned the extent to which voter fraud is a problem in UK elections.  
The Electoral Commission (2023c) finds no evidence of large-scale electoral  
fraud over the past five years.

Evidence from the 2024 general election highlights the negative impacts of the 
voter ID rule on electoral participation. The Electoral Commission (2024a) has  
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found that at least 16,000 people across Britain were turned away from polling 
stations and unable to vote in person due to the requirement to show ID. This 
figure only captures those turned away from polling stations; many others may 
have been reminded of their inability to vote due to lacking the requisite ID before 
this point. A survey by the Electoral Commission (ibid) found that when asked to 
choose from a list of reasons for not voting in the 2024 general election, some 10 
per cent chose reasons related to voter ID. Not only does this deny these voters’ 
voices from being heard, but it also potentially has an impact on election outcomes 
and the policy agendas for this parliament. 

Furthermore, a report by the Local Government Information Unit finds that the 
scheme has had an impact on electoral administration, increasing the pressure 
on government services and making it harder to recruit staff for polling stations 
(Stride, 2023). 

There are a number of potential options for improving the voter ID rule, including 
broadening the types of ID that can be used as proof of personation. This would be 
relatively simple to achieve, only requiring the amendment of existing legislation, 
and would enable some of the problems with voter ID requirements to be addressed 
– such as older voters having more forms of accepted ID than younger ones. It would 
not, however, remove the barriers to voting imposed by the voter ID requirement. 
For this to happen, the government would need to propose legislation to remove 
the voter ID requirements. 

Move polling day to a non-working day 
Since 1935, all UK general elections have been held on a Thursday. The vast majority 
of comparable democracies hold their elections on a weekend. Sunday is by far the 
most popular day internationally, while several other countries hold their elections 
on a Saturday, including Australia and New Zealand (Martinez i Coma and Leiva 
2024). A handful of democracies, including the US, Ireland and the Netherlands,  
hold elections on weekdays.

When it comes to the impact on turnout of the day an election is held, some 
evidence suggests that weekend voting can have a positive effect on rates of 
participation. A study on participation in European Parliament elections found  
that turnout was 10 per cent lower in countries that held elections during the 
working week compared to those held on a weekend (Mattila 2003). Other  
academic analysis has found that moving elections to a Sunday could  
increase turnout by 6 to 7 per cent (Franklin 2002).

A study by the Electoral Commission (2021b) exploring public attitudes to electoral 
administration reform found that overall, the idea of weekend voting was popular. In 
particular, people who had long working hours thought that weekend voting would be 
a better option than voting on a weekday. Not having to close schools in order to carry 
out elections on a Thursday was also viewed positively. Some people did, however, 
express concerns that weekend voting could impinge on weekend leisure time.

The idea of moving polling day to a weekend has been subject to debate and trials 
for some time. In 1993, Labour’s review of electoral systems chaired by Lord Plant 
considered the timing of elections. It suggested that elections could take place over 
the course of a weekend. Throughout the 2000s, several pilots of early or weekend 
voting were held by local authorities for local elections. Evaluations from these pilots 
noted that voters had welcomed being able to vote on a weekend; they felt that it 
was more convenient and opened up greater opportunities to participate (White 
2008). Nevertheless, these pilots did not see significant increases in levels of voter 
turnout. This was also the case in more recent pilots in Wales (Electoral Commission 
2022). Since turnout in local elections tends to be lower than national elections, 
and awareness of the localised pilots may not have been widespread, may have 
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been key reasons for this. Weekend voting in a general election would be a very 
different context.

An alternative option though – given some of the concerns around moving elections 
to a weekend, and to Sundays in particular – could be keeping elections on a 
Thursday or another weekday but make polling day a national holiday in order 
to enable more people to be free to participate. This approach is taken in some 
other democracies including South Korea and Israel (DeSilver 2018). In 14 US states, 
election day is a public holiday, while a number of other states require employers 
to give their workers time off to vote (Edwards 2024).

Creating a new ‘election day’ national public holiday for general elections  
could have a positive impact in terms of fostering a greater sense of excitement 
in participation in the electoral process (HCPCRC 2014). Moreover, an election day 
holiday could have a positive impact when it comes to efforts to foster a norm of 
political participation (as discussed in more detail in chapter 5). Academic analysis 
from the US suggests that designating election day as a national holiday could 
have both statistically and substantively significant impacts on increasing turnout, 
including for lower income and ethnic minority citizens, through minimising many 
of the largest barriers to voting such as working and being too busy (Bradfield and 
Johnson 2017). Polling by YouGov finds that 51 per cent of the public would support 
making election day a bank holiday in order to encourage more people to vote 
compared to 31 per cent who would oppose it (Smith 2024). 

It should be noted that under the current legislation, elections cannot take place 
on Saturday or Sunday as these days must be disregarded for the purposes of the 
electoral timetable under the ‘parliamentary election rules’ in the Representation 
of the People Act 1983. As such, implementing weekend voting across the country 
for UK general elections would require primary legislation to amend this. New 
legislation may also be required to introduce an election day public holiday.

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE AND VOTING RIGHTS 
Some segment of a country’s population has always been deemed  
ineligible to vote. This segment shrank dramatically during the 20th  
century in the UK, as voting rights extended to non-propertied men,  
women and younger adults.

In the 21st century, that segment is growing again. That’s because 
immigration and emigration have profoundly changed the composition  
of the resident UK population. Democratic institutions have yet to come  
to terms with this new reality. 

As things stand, around 5 million permanent tax-paying residents of the  
UK do not have the right to vote in its elections (Johnston 2023). This is 
because citizens of countries other than the UK, Ireland and Commonwealth 
nations cannot register to vote for UK parliamentary elections regardless 
of how long they have been resident in the UK. On the other side, around 
3 million non-resident citizens of the UK do have the right to vote in its 
elections, regardless of how long ago they left the country. 

There is a clear need for a wider political conversation about the notion 
of citizenship and voting rights in the UK in 2024. This could consider 
extending voting rights to UK residents with permanent residency rights, 
as is the case in some other countries such as New Zealand (Barker and 
McMillan 2014). Additionally or alternatively, policy makers could explore 
encouraging citizenship acquisition, and lowering associated costs, for 
people who would be eligible for it. 

https://www.businessinsider.com/can-i-leave-work-early-to-vote-2016-11
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4. 
MAKING VOTING WORTHWHILE

Although voting has become easier in many democracies in recent history, inequality in 
turnout has increased (Cagé 2023). That is why just making voting easier is insufficient 
as a policy strategy on its own. Voting also has to be perceived as worthwhile.

It is increasingly not (figure 4.1). A growing number of Britons over the past 30  
years believe it is not really worth voting. This is most acutely felt by people in  
the bottom third of the income distribution, renters, people in working-class jobs, 
and non-graduates. 

There will be several causes for this but at least two things, with regard to election 
processes, are important.
•	 My vote vs your money. The perceived returns to voting have declined because 

of the increasing amount and concentration of political donations.
•	 My vote vs your vote. The perception that some voters have more or less 

weight over election outcomes than others. 

FIGURE 4.1 
Gaps in perceptions of how worthwhile voting is are growing 
Percentage of people in the UK who agree with the statement: “It’s not really worth voting”

Source: Patel 2023

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Low income Middle income High income

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Unskilled or partly skilled Skilled occupations
Professional and managerial

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Below secondary Secondary University degree

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Renter Owner

Income Education

Housing tenureOccupation



22 IPPR  |  Modernising elections How to get voters back  

MY VOTE VS YOUR MONEY
There has been a long-term decline in the public’s perception of the transparency 
and integrity of party and campaign finance. In 2011, 37 per cent of people felt that 
party spending and funding was transparent (Electoral Commission 2024b). In 2024, 
just 15 per cent believed this. Research for the Committee on Standards in Public Life 
(CSPL) finds that 90 per cent of people believe that MPs ‘very often’ or ‘sometimes’ 
decide what to do based on what their donors want, rather than on what they really 
believe (Goddard 2016). This was seen as unacceptable to the vast majority, with 
88 per cent feeling that it is ‘never’ or ‘very rarely’ acceptable for politicians to do 
special favours for contributors. True or not, the public perceive donors to political 
parties as exercising more influence over public policy than voters, business, the 
media and lobbyists (figure 4.2).

FIGURE 4.2
People perceive donors to political parties as more influential than voters, business, the 
media and lobbyists 
UK voters’ response to the question: “Which of the following, if any, do you think has the 
most influence over public policy decisions the government makes?”

Source: Patel and Quilter-Pinner 2022 
Note: Party distributions according to vote cast in the 2019 general election

The shift in public opinion has coincided with shifts in political financing. Total 
political donations, adjusted for inflation, have more than doubled since the  
turn of the century in the UK (Draca et al 2023). More concerning than volume  
is concentration. There were more donations over £1 million in 2023 than ever 
before since records began. Before 2017, the sum of £1 million+ donations had  
never breached the £10 million mark. Since then, it has been breached four times  
– three times by the Conservatives and once by Labour. The growth in donations 
over £1 million has been especially sharp in the Conservative party (figure 4.3). 

If the financial sustainability of a political party is reliant on millionaires, it is 
no surprise that voters perceive diminishing returns on their vote compared to 
the power of someone else’s pound. Addressing this issue may improve public 
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perceptions and political trust, thereby boosting turnout and improving political 
equality (Cagé 2023).

FIGURE 4.3
Big money has entered British politics 
Annual sum of £1 million+ donations to the Conservative and Labour parties

Source: IPPR-Transparency International UK analysis of Electoral Commission data 

Less money in politics
Despite the growing amount and concentration of money in British politics, recent 
policy has chosen to exacerbate both. Party spending limits were increased by 80 per 
cent in 2023, from £19.5 million to £35 million, drawing more ‘big money’ into politics. 
The previous government did not carry out a full impact assessment nor consult the 
Electoral Commission when making these changes. It also introduced the measure 
through a statutory instrument – a legislative tool that can pass without a full 
debate or vote – which limited parliamentary scrutiny of the change.

There is currently no limit on how much an individual can donate to political parties. 
The UK’s approach to party funding makes it something of an outlier compared to 
other European democracies. France, Germany, Belgium, Italy, Spain and Portugal 
have caps on political donations. The level at which these are set varies depending 
on the party funding system in place. In countries where there is significant state 
funding of political parties, individual caps tend to be low; in Belgium for example 
the cap is set at €500 annually (France 2023). In systems where parties receive limited 
or no state funding, caps tend to be higher; for example, in Italy the cap is €100,000 
annually (ibid).

This government should follow suit; it should introduce an annual cap on  
political donors. This is the single most important policy for the government  
to fulfil its manifesto pledge to “strengthen the rules around donations to  
political parties.”
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In 2011, the Committee on Standards in Public Life has recommended that “[a] 
cap of £10,000 should be placed on donations to a political party or regulated 
donee from any individual or organisation in any year” (CSPL 2011). Transparency 
International UK (2016) have also recommended a cap of £10,000 on donations  
per donor per year.

Introducing a cap as low as this would require having a clear plan for alternative 
sources of party funding. At the moment, we do not. Given that, introducing a 
cap of £10,000 would significantly affect the financial stability of political parties, 
especially the Conservative party, which is vastly more dependent on donations  
as an income source than the Labour party (figure 4.4). 

In that context, to attempt to halt or slow concerning trends in public opinion and 
political behaviour, we propose the government introduces a higher cap of £100,000 
on political donations for an individual or company in any year. This will only affect 
so-called ‘super-donors’. At the same time, the government should initiate a wider 
cross-party conversation on the future of political financing, examining various 
proposals for a less concentrated and corruptible politics.

FIGURE 4.4
The Conservative party is more dependent on donations than the Labour party 
Party income by year disaggregated by source (£m) 

Source: Transparency International and IPPR analysis of Electoral Commission data
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Cleaner money in politics
In addition to bringing in tighter caps on donations and spending limits, there is also 
a need to introduce stricter regulation on donations from sources that could serve as 
vehicles for corruption or as routes to foreign influence in our politics. In particular, 
the law can be updated to block political donations from public contractors and from 
unincorporated associations, and the rules around donations from shell companies 
could be tightened. 

When it comes to public contracts, there is a real risk that those who make 
donations are able to obtain privileged access to decision-makers, which could 
increase conflicts of interest in procurement decisions, or in decision-making about 
laws and regulations. This has wide-ranging negative consequences for public trust 
in our electoral system and the quality of public goods and services. Over the last 
14 years under the previous governments, there were a number of examples high-
worth donors to the Conservative party being involved in companies that went on 
to receive public contracts (Mason 2023; Goodier and Aguilar Garcia 2024). 

These problems could be addressed by legislative proposals that amend the  
Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA). The amendment 
would prohibit any person or entity who enters into a contract with a UK government 
department or agency – and any owner, director, manager or partner of such an 
entity – from directly or indirectly donating to any UK political party, MP or candidate, 
or promising to make any such donation. It would also prohibit the soliciting of any 
such donation, and fix a period for the prohibition. This period could reflect rules 
in the US: ie any time between the commencement of negotiations for the contract 
and the completion of contractual performance or the termination of negotiations.

Unincorporated associations (UAs) must also be addressed in potential new 
legislation aiming to tackle the issue of money in politics. UAs are a significant  
risk area and entry point for foreign money to enter our political system. To be a 
lawful donor, a UA just needs to have more than one member, a main office in the  
UK, and to be carrying on business or other activities in the UK. Those who give 
money to UAs are not required to be lawful donors. The Electoral Commission 
(2024c) has highlighted that this means UAs could legitimately donate using 
funding from unlawful sources. The UK’s main political parties accepted millions 
of pounds from UAs over recent years which cannot be connected to the original 
source (Thévoz et al 2021).

Similarly, shell companies, a UK-registered company or limited liability partnership 
(LLP), may donate to a UK political party provided it “carries on business in the UK” 
(PPERA, section 54). But there is no requirement for its donation to derive from 
profits generated in the UK. The Electoral Commission has said this broad test of 
“carrying on business” exposes parties to risk, including of accepting the proceeds 
of crime (CSPL 2021). The lax rules leave the door open for foreign money and dirty 
money being channelled to parties via UK-registered shell companies.

There is agreement among independent bodies and security experts – including the 
CSPL and the chair of the Electoral Commission (CSPL 2021, Pullinger 2022) – that UK 
political finance is vulnerable to foreign influence and that electoral law should be 
changed to reflect the policy proposal above (Spotlight on Corruption 2024). These 
problems could be addressed by legislative proposals that: require all political 
parties to have procedures in place to determine the true source of donations and 
to develop a risk-based policy for managing donations, proportionate to the level of 
risk they are exposed to; prohibit donations from a company or LLP if they exceed 
its net profits generated in the UK within the preceding two years; and require UAs 
to conduct permissibility and due diligence checks on money they receive, and to 
declare the source of this income if it is in amounts over £500.
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Strengthen the Electoral Commission
While the rules around donations need to be strengthened, so too does 
enforcement. In recent years, there has been a significant decrease in the 
number of people who think that if a political party or another campaigner is 
caught breaking the rules, the authorities will take appropriate action (Electoral 
Commission 2023a). Potentially exacerbating this, the Elections Act passed in 2022 
weakened both the independence and the powers of the Electoral Commission. 
The Electoral Commission’s regulatory independence was undermined by the 
introduction of a new power for the government to issue a strategy and policy 
statement for it. This exposes it to the risk of political interference and was 
strongly opposed by the Electoral Commission and parliamentary committees 
(Dean 2022). The UK is now out of step with its key democratic allies in having  
the government set the strategy and policy of its electoral agency.

In terms of its powers, the Electoral Commission’s criminal enforcement powers 
were removed, leaving no agency with overall responsibility for the criminal 
enforcement of UK political finance law (Spotlight on Corruption 2023). At the  
same time, the Elections Act did not strengthen the Commission’s investigative 
and civil enforcement powers as recommended by expert bodies, including the 
Electoral Commission and the CSPL. Currently, the Electoral Commission can only 
impose a maximum fine of £20,000. The Act also failed to extend the Commission’s 
remit to cover candidates’ finance.

These problems could be addressed by repealing the government’s statutory 
power to designate a strategy and policy statement for the Electoral Commission 
to restore its independence, as well as providing it with increased and additional 
powers. These could include powers to: impose a maximum fine of £500,000 per 
offence or 4 per cent of a campaign’s total spend, whichever is higher; compel the 
provision of information and documents from any person to ensure compliance of 
the law, not just when a formal investigation has been opened; share information 
with other regulators and the police where the commission considers it to be in  
the public interest; and investigate candidates’ compliance with the rules, and to 
impose sanctions.

MY VOTE VS YOUR VOTE
The electoral system
In UK general elections, geography matters. In our electoral system, there will 
always be ‘safe seats’, where votes for parties other than the dominant one in  
that area are unlikely to change the outcome of the election. Where you live 
determines how influential your vote is on election outcomes. Some voters  
matter more than others, which is why it is not surprising that turnout is 
significantly lower in majoritarian electoral systems than proportional  
ones (Geys 2006, Blais and Carty 1990). 

A full discussion of the electoral system for UK general elections is beyond the  
scope of this paper. In truth, there is little prospect of change in this parliament. The 
Labour party won a historic majority with an extremely ‘efficient’ or ‘disproportionate’ 
distribution of votes, depending on which way you look at it. It is not surprising that 
the government has been clear that proportional representation is not on its agenda.

In the longer run, the prospects of electoral system change are probably waxing.  
That is because of structural changes in the party system. The growth of ‘smaller’ 
parties, or the collapse in vote share for the two main parties (who received the 
lowest combined vote share in at least a century), is likely a new structural feature 
of party competition. Whether parties as varied as Reform and the Greens will co-
ordinate on issues of electoral system transition is another matter. At the same time, 
a growing number of Britons support adopting a proportional system (NatCen 2022).
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Population-based boundaries
Another factor that shapes the relationship between the influence of a vote and 
geography is the size of constituencies and the way that is measured. In recent 
years, attempts have been made to try and equalise the size of constituencies. The 
Voting System and Constituencies Act 2020 requires that all constituencies (except 
five protected island seats) should contain between 69,724 and 77,062 voters (Barr 
et al 2024). This was implemented in the most recent boundary review ahead of the 
last general election. The problem is that these figures are based on the number of 
registered voters in each seat. As we have already seen, the completeness of our 
electoral registers is far from perfect and many people, particularly those who  
are younger, from lower-income groups, renters, and people of colour are less 
likely to be registered. Moreover, it discounts all those under the age of 18 and 
residents not eligible to vote, who still deserve political representation too.  
Indeed, MPs should represent all of their constituents regardless of whether  
they are eligible to vote or not.

This means that, despite the legislation, the true population size of our 
constituencies varies significantly. Constituencies with the largest resident 
populations are more likely to be in inner-city areas with higher levels of 
deprivation; meanwhile seven in 10 of England’s smallest constituencies by 
population size are in more affluent areas (Quinn 2024). The least populated 
non-protected seat, New Forest West, has a population of 85,000, while the most 
populated, Birmingham Ladywood, has a population of 152,000 (Barr et al 2024). 
Some MPs therefore are required to represent and support well over 50 per cent 
more constituents than others (Quinn 2024).

As Baston (2010) points out, there is a deep-rooted and powerful democratic  
case that elected representatives should represent more or less the same  
number of people, with the demand being made by the Chartists more than  
a century and a half ago. This is important in providing equality in terms of  
both political representation and voting power (ibid).

If automatic or assisted voter registration (AVR) were to be implemented, the 
completeness and accuracy of our electoral register would be improved, and  
more accurate and equal constituency boundaries could be drawn on that basis. 
This would, however, still not account for the entire population within a seat. For 
this reason, using whole population as the basis for drawing constituencies, rather 
than voters, might be a better approach for ensuring equality of representation. 
Census population estimates would be appropriate for this, particularly if 
constituency boundary reviews were timed to coincide with the census given that 
population movement can mean that census estimates become less accurate over 
time. This approach is common elsewhere, with population used as the basis of 
electoral districts in the United States, Canada, India and France among others. 

Introducing population-based boundaries in the UK would require primary legislation 
to change the Parliamentary Constituencies Act 1986, and implementing it would 
require a new and updated review of constituency boundaries. 
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5. 
CULTIVATING  
VOTING NORMS 

In addition to making participation easier and more worthwhile, we must also take 
action to improve our democratic culture and build norms of political participation. 
These are the underpinnings of a stable democracy (Almond and Verba 1963). 
Democratic norms, including that of electoral participation, are a key ‘guardrail’ of a 
strong democracy – and of vital importance to protect against further declining rates 
of engagement and the associated dangers of populism and democratic backsliding 
(Goldstein 2024). This is essential for the long-term health of our democracy. 

Here, age is important. Levels of political participation in early life often impact 
future participation. Young people are less likely to participate in politics than 
older people. There is a real danger, therefore, that today’s 18-year-olds who  
do not vote become the future 50-year-olds who do not vote. As such, there is  
a strong case to enact reforms to build a norm of democratic participation from 
a young age. This could include lowering the voting age alongside bolstering the 
importance of civic, democratic and political education in schools. 

There is also more that could be done to foster and extend democratic norms 
across the wider electorate. This could include plans such as introducing an 
elections day service, similar to jury service, to give all citizens the chance to work 
in a polling station on election days. This would remove the veil from electoral 
democracy, increase understanding of how it operates, and enable more citizens 
to play a role in its functioning. It could also have the effect of strengthening our 
collective democratic culture. 

SOCIALISATION, SCHOOLS, AND REDUCING THE VOTING AGE
Voting rights for 16- and 17-year-olds 
We know that younger generations are much less likely to vote than older 
generations. Ipsos (2024) estimates that just 37 per cent of 18- to 24-year-olds 
turned out to vote in the 2024 general election. Analysis by IPPR shows that turnout 
levels were higher in constituencies with a larger share of older voters rather than 
young people. This is a concern for the long-term health of our democracy because 
the habit of voting is sticky; young people who do not habituate voting early in 
their lives are less likely to vote in later years. 

Extending the franchise to 16- and 17-year-olds for UK general elections would 
enfranchise an additional 1.5 million young voters. This would give young people 
the chance to begin participating in our democracy sooner and, based on evidence 
from elsewhere, this is likely to help build a norm of democratic participation over 
the longer term. Moreover, it may have some positive impact on the preferences 
and needs of young people being on the political agenda.

In Scotland (since 2015) and Wales (since 2020), 16- and 17-year-olds have the right 
to vote in local and national elections. A number of other European democracies 
also have a voting age of below 18 for certain elections, including Austria (16), 
Malta (16) and Greece (17) for all elections. Evidence shows that when given the 
chance to vote, 16- and 17-year-olds have higher rates of turnout than young  
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voters aged over 18 (Bergh 2013, Zeglovits and Aichholzer 2014, Aichholzer and 
Kritzinger 2020, Huebner and Eichhorn 2020, Ødegård et al 2020). 

A key reason for this is that the socialisation effects that encourage voting are  
more impactful on 16- and 17-year-olds – many of whom will still live in the family 
home and be in full-time education – than older voters (Zeglovits and Aichholzer 
2014, Eichhorn and Bergh 2021, Eichhorn and Hübner 2023, Bhatti and Hansen 
2012). This increases their likelihood of political participation. As scholars have 
increasingly recognised, political participation is an essentially social act (Bhatti  
and Hansen 2012). 

This is important for building a norm of democratic participation. Evidence from 
Scotland, where 16- and 17-years-olds have been able to vote in local and Scottish 
Parliament elections since 2015, suggests that lowering the voting age can have 
positive effects on introducing a longer-term habit of voting and participation in 
electoral politics (Eichhorn and Hübner 2023). Wider international evidence also 
finds this to be the case (Franklin 2020, Eichhorn and Bergh 2021). Inequalities in 
turnout can persist, whereby young people with parents who vote can be more 
likely to vote compared to other young people whose parents do not (Eichhorn  
and Hübner 2023; Huebner et al 2022). Boosting participation rates across all  
age groups could therefore have knock-on positive effects for future generations. 
Moreover, as we highlight below, democratic socialisation in schools and colleges 
can mitigate against some of these inequalities. 

Some opponents of lowering the voting age argue that 16- and 17-year-olds lack 
the maturity, sophistication and political knowledge necessary to cast an informed 
vote. Yet evidence from Austria finds that the quality of 16- and 17-year-olds’ voter 
choices is similar to that of older voters, in that they cast votes in ways that enable 
their interests to be represented equally well as other cohorts (Wagner et al 2012).

As well as bringing democratic benefits, reducing the voting age to 16 for all UK 
elections would have the additional benefit of addressing the divergence of youth 
voting rights and asymmetries in the framing of youth citizenship that have arisen 
in the UK over the past decade as a result of the reform to voting rights in Scotland 
and Wales (Loughran et al 2021). 

Proposals to lower the voting age have been gaining traction in many advanced 
democracies in recent years (Huebner and Sanhueza Petrarca 2024). When the UK 
passed the Representation of the People Act In 1969, it became the first democracy 
in the world to allow 18-year-olds to vote in all elections, and many other countries 
came to follow suit (Loughran et al 2021). Extending the franchise to allow 16- and 
17-year-olds the right to vote would once again put the UK at the forefront of 
improving democratic rights for young people. Moreover, it would ensure that the 
government fulfils its manifesto commitment of lowering the voting age. It could 
therefore be an important element of an elections bill. Extending the franchise to 
16- and 17-year-olds for all UK elections could be done through introducing primary 
legislation to amend the Representation of the People Act 1983.

The role of education
The introduction of votes at 16 should take place alongside an extension of the 
provision of citizenship and well-resourced and unbiased politics education in 
schools. This would include healthy debate and discussion to ensure that young 
people feel adequately informed and equipped to take part in our electoral 
politics. Enhanced citizenship education enjoys public support. Recent polling for 
IPPR found that 63 per cent of the public support increasing citizenship education 
in schools – compared with just 13 per cent who don’t (Quilter-Pinner et al 2023).

There is evidence to suggest that citizenship education can lead to improved 
rates of political participation and help build a norm of longer-term participation 
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(Dassonneville et al 2012, Tonge et al 2012, Weinberg 2022). Beyond this, bringing 
the practices of a healthy democracy such as debates and critical and engaged 
discussion of politics into the school environment more broadly, not just in formal 
citizenship classes, can bring benefits (Huebner et al 2021). For example, deliberative 
political literacy education can mitigate inequalities in political knowledge and 
improve engagement and participation (Eichhorn and Christine Hübner 2023). 
Additionally, research has found that an open classroom climate that invokes  
social and political issues in daily learning may drive young people’s electoral 
participation and close participatory inequalities (Weinberg 2022).

In other countries where the voting age has been lowered, such as Austria, 
legislation to enhance the teaching of democracy and politics in schools has  
been implemented concurrently (Huebner et al 2022, Renwick 2015). This was  
found to heighten the political interest of adolescents after the voting age had 
been lowered (Zeglovits and Zandonella 2013). When the voting age was lowered  
in both Scotland and Wales, the important role of education was recognised, but  
it was not accompanied by statutory measures to bolster the teaching of politics in 
schools (Huebner et al 2022). If the voting age is lowered to 16 for all UK elections, 
serious considerations of the steps and potential legislation required to ensure 
that all young people can receive adequate knowledge to equip them to  
participate in politics and democracy will be important. 

In addition to education, practical barriers that can prevent young people from 
participating should also be removed or mitigated against. The introduction of 
AVR would be a positive step here. But other innovations, such as having polling 
stations in schools and colleges while young people are in attendance so they  
can more easily cast their vote, should be considered (Huebner et al 2021).

RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE CITIZEN
Election day service
Extending the franchise to younger people and doing more in schools to increase 
political awareness and socialise democratic participation would play a key role in 
seeding norms of political participation within future generations. This is essential 
for the long-term health of our democracy. To build on this and to extend democratic 
norms across the wider electorate, further steps could be included within an 
elections bill.

A key way of doing this could be through reforming electoral administration to 
bring a wide range of citizens into the electoral process. Rather than rely on the  
use of ‘stipended’ volunteers, the UK could consider adopting a system of recruiting 
poll workers by lot, in a similar way to how we recruit members of the public to serve 
on juries. Not only would this address issues of recruitment of polling staff which 
is becoming more pressing (AEA 2023, Birch et al 2023, Clark and James 2023), but 
it would also have the effect of improving democratic understanding, boosting 
electoral participation rates and building norms of participating, and enhancing 
trust in the electoral process (Birch et al 2023).

The recruitment of poll workers varies in democracies around the world (Clark 
and James 2023). In some countries, poll workers are state employees who are 
seconded to run elections. In others, poll workers are selected because of party 
allegiance or membership. And in other polities, the task has traditionally been 
voluntary. A number of democracies, however, including other European countries 
such as Belgium, Spain and Greece, compel citizens to undertake the task as a civic 
duty (Birch et al 2023).

International evidence suggests that the recruitment of poll workers via sortition 
can have an important impact on improving public understanding of elections and 
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the democratic process (Birch et al 2023). If adopted in the UK, recruiting polling 
station staff by this means would result in members of the community from many 
different walks of life coming to have a greater understanding of the electoral 
process. Elections would not seem quite so ‘other’ to traditional non-voters (ibid). 
Additionally, it is suggested that giving administrative roles directly to ordinary 
people has the potential to address populist concerns about elite abuses of power 
(ibid). In the UK, poll workers tend to have more positive perceptions of electoral 
integrity than the general public (ibid). Extending the number of people who have 
experience of working in polling stations therefore has the potential to build trust 
in the democratic process and enhance public legitimacy of elections.

As well as enhancing democratic understanding and trust, the recruitment of poll 
workers via sortition can also result in improvements in democratic participation. 
Evidence from Spain finds that being drafted to serve as an officer in a polling 
station activates participation, with electoral officers being more likely to vote on 
the day they fulfil their compulsory civic duty (Artes and Jurado 2023). They are also 
more likely to continue to participate in upcoming elections, at least in the short-
term (ibid). 

The recruitment of poll workers via sortition would also mean that polling station 
staff would become more diverse and more representative of the public at large. 
Again, this could have a positive impact on electoral participation. At present, poll 
workers tend to be, on average, older than the population as a whole. This has the 
potential to make young people in particular think that voting is not something 
for them. Given that young people are less likely than all other age groups to vote 
in elections, the recruitment of poll workers by lot could be one way of seeking to 
address this problem of political participation (Birch et al 2023).

One potential risk with this method of recruiting poll workers is that some may not 
wish to do it and simply not turn up to fulfil their civic duty. There are examples 
of this being an issue in both Spain and Mexico (Hernández-Morales 2023, Seira 
Bejarano et al 2017). This could have a negative impact on the smooth running 
of elections. To mitigate this risk, it would be essential to make the system fair 
through providing adequate training and financial compensation. Exemptions 
should also be available for the elderly, those with caring responsibilities, and 
other groups who may not be able to fully take part. Given the civic importance of 
the task, punishments for avoiding taking part without adequate reason could also 
be considered, in a similar way to those that already exist for avoiding jury service. 
In an elections bill, legislation could be brought forward to implement this reform. 
This could be done on a trial basis in the first instant in order to test the process 
and iron out any potential challenges.
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COMPULSORY VOTING
A controversial option for bolstering norms of political participation  
could be introducing a legal obligation to vote. Data from the International 
Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance shows that while only 13 
per cent of democracies have compulsory voting, in those that do, turnout 
is on average 7 per cent higher than in countries without compulsory voting. 
Other international evidence, including that from advanced democracies 
such as Belgium and Australia, suggests that compulsory voting boost 
turnouts and that by ensuring that most eligible voters take part, it can also 
strengthen the ability of groups that are currently underrepresented in our 
politics to have their voice and can make parties and policy more responsive 
to them (Klemperer 2023, Fowler 2013, Birch 2009, Keaney and Rogers 2006). 

Polling finds that that Britons are split on the issue of compulsory voting, 
with 41 per cent in favour but 52 per cent against (Smith 2024). Introducing 
a legal obligation to vote would likely jar with the UK established culture of 
voluntary political participation (Electoral Commission 2006). While there 
are merits to the idea of compulsory voting, there are also reasonable 
concerns. Compulsory voting is not on the political agenda for the moment, 
but it is a debate worth having. Is it state coercion or the creation of new 
democratic norms? If we citizens can expect to be called upon to serve on  
a jury, why not call on them to vote on election day? 
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6. 
CONCLUSION

This report sets out three approaches policy makers should consider to improve 
participation in the ultimate democratic exercise, a general election, and considers 
key policy proposals under each.

Many of the proposals set out in the report could be taken alone and implemented 
relatively easily by the government. Some do not even require primary legislation. 
This report, however, recommends the government introduces an elections bill.1 

Putting forward a bill does at least two things. First, it would show that the 
government is serious and strategic about breaking out of the doom loop of 
political inequality and populism – that this is not a problem for sticking plasters. 
Second, the most impactful proposals discussed in this report will require primary 
legislation. An elections bill is the right vehicle to carry them. It should do this 
sooner rather than later. Enacting political and constitutional reform will become 
more fraught the closer it gets to the next election. 

What proposals should be prioritised? It is obvious that the policies analysed  
in this report are not all equal. Some are more effective than others at raising 
turnout numbers; others will be more effective at reducing inequality. Some 
are pretty straightforward to implement; others are fraught, complicated or 
controversial. Some packages, however, could be genuinely transformative.

Figure 6.1 provides an analysis of the proposals examined in this report according 
to three criteria: turnout, inequality and implementation. Using this tool, policies 
can be combined to optimise a particular outcome. Policy makers most interested 
in reducing age inequalities, for example, will bring together a different assortment 
to those most interested in maximising the sheer number that turns up. Figure  
6.2 summarises actionable reforms policy makers could consider for different 
policy goals.

A small number of ‘goldilocks’ policies emerge from our analysis that the authors 
of this report view as effective in raising turnout and narrowing inequality – and  
as feasibly implementable in this parliament. These are:
•	 automatic voter registration
•	 £100,000 annual cap on political donors
•	 votes for 16- and 17-year-olds 
•	 election day service.

1	 There are two options to consider for the bill design. The first takes a suite of new proposals to make 
progress toward higher and more equal turnout in UK elections. The second is a more demanding bill  
that incorporates recommendations to consolidate and simplify existing elections laws. This bill would 
take longer to draft, debate and pass, but it would act on the recommendations of several expert 
committees and simplify the over 100 pieces of existing electoral legislation into a single legislative 
framework to bring clarity the electoral process and the laws around it.
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FIGURE 6.1 
Policy assessment on turnout, inequality and implementation

Policy

Effect size on 
turnout

Will it reduce political 
inequality?

Ease of 
implementation

Short 
run

Long 
run Age Class Race Practical Political

Make voting 
easier

Automatic voter 
registration

Remove photo ID 
requirement

Non-working day 
elections

Voting rights 
for permanent 
residents

Make 
voting more 
worthwhile

£100,000 annual 
cap on political 
donors

Regulations for 
cleaner money in 
politics

Electoral system 
reform

Population-
based 
constituencies

Cultivate 
voting 
norms

Votes for 16 and 
17 year olds

Citizenship 
education at 
schools

Election day 
service

Compulsory 
voting                  

Source: IPPR analysis
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FIGURE 6.2
Policy packages for different policy goals

Source: IPPR analysis

The blind spot in this government’s agenda against populism is the lack of  
a policy agenda on political inequality. Without actively and strategically trying to 
make people in this country more politically equal, populist politics will always be 
able to mobilise large swathes of people, even in conditions of economic growth. 

In his regular references to ‘respect’, the prime minister has shown his interest in 
political inequality as an idea, but we are yet to see this operationalise in policy 
(BBC 2024). We hope this report will help with that. 

Age inequality

Class inequality

Fast acting

High volume

AVR
Votes at 16

Election day service

AVR
Non-working day elections

Votes at 16

AVR
Cap on donations

Non-working day elections

AVR
Election day service

Votes at 16

Race inequality Without primary 
legislation

AVR
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Voter ID

Caps on donations
Clean money rules
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