
The UK’s future electoral constituencies must have fair representation for young people: 

here’s how to do it 

 

As several recent elections have shown, in the UK and beyond, major electoral events can hang 

on small margins.  Changes to the rules of the game can therefore have profound consequences.  

Moreover, they can systematically disadvantage some parties, candidates or groups in society. 

 

On Tuesday 10th November Parliament will debate legislation that will profoundly shape electoral 

contests in the UK. The Parliamentary Constituencies Bill  sets the contours for how electoral 

boundaries are defined for forthcoming general elections.  Part of the bill proposes using the 

electoral registers as the data source to draw parliamentary constituencies.  

 

This might sound like a technical detail, but it is problematic because the electoral registers are 

less likely to include the names of young people than older people, since young people are often 

not registered to vote. Nearly all older voters (94% of those aged 65+) are on the registers.  Only 

25% of attainers (16 and 17-year olds who will reach electoral age within the life of the register) 

are included, estimates from 2018 show.  Drawing the electoral boundaries around the electoral 

registers, as the current bill proposes, will therefore systematically give younger people less 

democratic representation. 

 

Amendment 16 

 

Fortunately, a Cross-Party Amendment #16 to was passed in the House of Lords on 8th October 

2020 to provide a solution.  As the briefing that we wrote with the Electoral Reform Society sets 

out, this would require the government to come back with proposals to increase the completeness 

of the electoral register in one year.  It also suggests two simple solutions that the government 

could include. 

 

One key moment in a citizen’s life cycle is the receipt of their National Insurance Number shortly 

ahead of their 16th birthday, from the Department of Work and Pensions.  The letter that they 

receive is technocratic and uninspiring in nature (figure 1). However, it could a moment at which 

citizens are registered to vote.  Amendment #16 therefore suggests that, in effect, these letters 

could be cc:ed to the relevant Electoral Registration Officers.  This would provide them with the 

information that would need to add these citizens on the electoral register with minimal 

administrative effort.  It would be a much more effective system than exists at present.  They are 

currently required to canvas and chase young people asking them to register to vote – visiting 

schools where possible.  This a very resource intensive and impractical process.  At a bare 

minimum, the letter could be a point when citizens are encouraged to register to vote.  Since the 

franchise is 16 in Scotland and Wales for devolved elections, they may be eligible to cast a ballot 

in the near future. 

 

Responding to government concerns 

 

https://services.parliament.uk/Bills/2019-21/parliamentaryconstituencies.html
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/our-views-and-research/our-research/accuracy-and-completeness-electoral-registers/2019-report-2018-electoral-registers-great-britain/completeness-great-britain
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/lbill/58-01/126/5801126-R-I.pdf
https://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Briefing-on-improving-electoral-registration-rates-among-attainers-for-peers-1.pdf


In the debate in the Lords, the government raised concerns about the proposals.  Their concern 

and a detailed response is given below.  We have shared this with the government ministers and 

hope that they will respond in a constructive way.  Information held by the DWP is already used 

in the electoral registration process, so it would be natural next step to use it to promote the 

participation of young people in our democracy.  Calls to take these steps  have previously been 

supported by the Electoral Commission, the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Democratic 

Participation, a report funded by the Joseph Rowntree  Reform Trust and the House of Lords 

Report on the Electoral Administration Act.  We therefore call on the government to support the 

participation of the next generation of voters. 

 

 

 

Professor Toby James, Dr. Stuart Wilks-Heeg, Professor Maria Sobolewska & Dr. Alistair Clark 

Universities of East Anglia, Liverpool, Manchester and Newcastle 

 

 

 

Government statement Response  
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The amendment tabled by the noble Lords, 

Lord Shutt, Lord Campbell-Savours and 

Lord Janvrin, and my noble friend Lord 

Lexden, would require the Government to 

lay before Parliament proposals to improve 

the completeness of the registers. What is 

meant by “completeness” is not defined in 

the amendment, nor indeed in the rest of the 

Bill. For the Electoral Commission, 

“completeness” measures whether those 

eligible to be registered are on the registers. 

An alternative definition might be whether 

the registers contain all those who want to 

be registered and are eligible to be so. Nor 

does the amendment refer to the efforts to 

ensure the accuracy of the electoral 

registers. The Government believe that 

accuracy is just as important as 

completeness. Inaccurate registers lead to 

voting fraud and undermine public faith in 

the integrity of our democratic processes. 

The government suggests adopting an unrecognised 

definition of ‘the completeness of the electoral register’. 

The standard definition, which underpins the 

amendment, is that ‘every person who is entitled to 

have an entry on an electoral register is registered’, as 

set out by the Electoral Commission.  This is also the 

definition used by the government (p.4) in its work on 

data mining where it has previously noted that the 

‘[c]ompleteness of the register has therefore declined 

over the past ten years, making it even more important 

that under-registration is tackled.’ 

The accuracy of the electoral register is  defined by the 

Electoral Commission as ‘there [being] are no false 

entries on the electoral registers’.  The amendment 

suggests providing EROs with information from the 

DWP.  This is only likely to increase the accuracy of the 

registers since they will be able to identify and address 

any inconsistencies that they come across with the new 

information.  Likewise, the alternative approach of 

encouraging citizens to register when they are issued 

with a National Insurance Number will also enable 

inaccuracies to be identified.  

I am happy to be able to update noble Lords 

today on government efforts to ensure the 

completeness of the electoral registers. I 

share with many in both Houses the 

ambition that every eligible elector who 

wants to be included should be included on 

the electoral register. I have heard a lot from 

noble Lords about how this should be done. 

I do not think the outcome is in argument; 

the discussion is on how we get there. The 

Government strongly believe that it must be 

for the individual themselves to make the 

decision to engage with the democratic 

process 

The government states that it ‘strongly believe[s] that it 

must be for the individual themselves to make the 

decision to engage with the democratic process’.   

There is an important difference between registering as 

an elector and voting in an election, however.  Voting 

in an election is the act of engagement in the 

democratic process - which the amendment does not 

propose is made compulsory. 

By comparison, the government’s website points out 

that citizens ‘must register to vote’ and that fines can 

be issued if they do not do so.  The government website 

also states that the electoral register is used to select 

people to serve as part of a jury.  Fines of £1,000 are 
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also issued to citizens who do not reply to a jury service 

summons. 

The amendment does not therefore make engagement 

with the democratic process compulsory, but facilitates 

an existing requirement to be registered. 

..but government does have an important 

role in making the process as easy as 

possible to ensure that there are no barriers 

to registration. That is why this Government 

have been working hard with electoral 

administrators to improve the accuracy and 

completeness of the registers through 

initiatives such as online registration and 

reform of the annual canvass process. 

 

I will highlight just a few examples of our 

work in this area. The introduction of online 

registration has made it simpler and faster 

for people to register to vote—it takes as 

little as five minutes. This improvement 

benefits all electors, young and old, 

including groups that have traditionally 

experienced barriers to making an 

application to register. Millions now apply to 

register in the run-up to elections so that 

they can have their say; it was considerably 

more difficult to do this in the past. Working 

with partners, the Government have 

developed a range of resources to promote 

democratic engagement and voter 

registration, all of which are available on 

GOV.UK, and which are aimed at electoral 

registration officers, civil society groups, 

teachers and others. 

We are also in the process of implementing 

changes to the annual canvass of all 

residential properties in Great Britain which 

will improve its overall efficiency 

considerably. This includes local and 

national data matching, including that held 

by DWP, to allow EROs to focus their 

The government points to a number of initiatives 

relating to the reform of the electoral registration 

process.  With the exception of canvass reform, none 

of the initiatives cited here are new. Almost all of them 

originated with the transition to IER, which was 

introduced in 2013 with the very clear objective of 

improving both the accuracy and completeness of the 

registers. Sufficient time has therefore passed to make 

an assessment of whether they have improved the 

completeness of the registers.  

 

Such assessments have been carried out by the 

Electoral Commission and the House of Lords Select 

Committee on the Electoral Registration and 

Administration Act.  They both reached very clear 

conclusions that while the accuracy of the registers has 

improved under IER (from around 87% to 91%), the 

completeness of the registers has not (it has remained 

at about 85%). Moreover, while levels of completeness 

have remained stable at an aggregate level, the impact 

varies by age group.  Whereas 94% of the over 65-age 

group were registered in 2018, only 25% of attainers 

were registered (down from 45% in 2015). 

 

Online electoral registration has been beneficial overall 

but, by greatly improving the ease of applying to join 

the electoral register, it has created problems such as 

a last minute rush of applications.  Unfortunately, many 

of these applications are not unregistered citizens. 

Some 3.9m applications to join the registers were 

made from 29 October to 26 November 2019, ahead of 

the 2019 General Election (p.15). However, around 

one-third of these applications were duplicate 

applications submitted by people on the register at their 

current address. Others were applications submitted 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/our-views-and-research/our-research/accuracy-and-completeness-electoral-registers/2019-report-accuracy-and-completeness-2018-electoral-registers-great-britain
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attention on properties that are likely to 

require additions to the register. This will 

allow electoral registration officers to focus 

their efforts on hard-to-reach groups—and 

that includes young people—and will play 

an important role in helping to maintain 

register accuracy and completeness. This is 

the first year of the reformed canvass, and 

anecdotal reports so far suggest that 

administrators have found the process 

much less bureaucratic and time 

consuming. No longer do administrators 

have to waste their limited resources 

confirming that people have not moved. 

as a means of electors amending their registered 

address.  

 

While welcome, there is little evidence that the 

resources developed by government to promote 

electoral registration have been successful in driving 

up registration levels. Most of these resources originate 

from the transition to IER and, as noted, completeness 

has not improved since then.   

 

Canvass reform has been widely welcomed and rightly 

so. It is absolutely correct to say that it will free EROs 

from the need to expend time and financial resources 

simply on confirming that the majority of existing 

electors on the registers have not moved home. 

However, canvass reform does much less to get 

eligible electors onto the register who are currently 

missing. This is what the amendment seeks to do, with 

specific reference to the group with the highest rates of 

under-registration.   

 

Above all, these measures do not resolve the problems 

with attainers. Potentially, improved data-sharing, 

including DWP data, and freeing up EROs to target 

attainers could and should improve registration rates 

among this group. However, all the proposed 

amendment does is take this logic of this approach one 

step further, in a manner that is consistent with the 

principles of canvass reform. It directly facilitates the 

use of DWP data by EROs to ensure the addition of 

attainers to the registers and further reduces the 

burden on EROs, especially compared to outreach 

work.    

We are also analysing the impact of the new 

student electoral registration condition. 

Indeed, all noble Lords who have spoken 

today have mentioned the issue of 

attainers. This provision came into force in 

2018 and requires that higher education 

providers in England comply with ERO 

requests for data. Providers are also 

encouraged to co-operate and work 

The government points to the efforts that it has 

undertaken to improve student registration, those 

typically aged 18-24. This involves encouraging 

universities to co-operate and work effectively with 

local authorities to promote electoral registration 

among their student populations.  The evaluation will 

be helpful in assessing the success of this measure. 



effectively with local authorities to promote 

electoral registration among their student 

populations. We need to give such projects 

time to bed in, and the Government time to 

see the outcomes they are looking for. 

The strategy has also included providing 

ministerial and Office for Students guidance 

to promote higher education providers and 

EROs collaborating innovatively to suit local 

needs 

Citizens typically enter university at 18.  However, the 

amendment specifically calls for measures targeted at 

attainers with view to boosting voter registration at age 

16 and 17.  The proposals in the amendment will 

therefore help to boost voter registration for these 

specific groups. 

We have no plans to extend the approach 

to schools. However, we remain supportive 

of the existing engagement between EROs 

and schools in their local areas. I know from 

my own experience in local government the 

extent to which EROs were working with 

their schools, as indeed were politicians, 

both national and local. Indeed, the 

Government encourage EROs to double 

down on their already impressive efforts and 

to continue to use schools to reach out to 

pupils, particularly those who will be of 

voting age within the next couple of years. 

 

I hope this provides noble Lords with 

sufficient assurances that we are all trying 

to get to the same end; we need to be 

working together. The Government are 

dedicated to improving the accuracy and 

completeness of the electoral registers, 

while also maintaining electors’ individual 

liberty to choose to register of their own 

accord. 

 

The traditional methods for encouraging attainers to 

register to vote include EROs undertaking voter 

outreach work in schools. 

Research shows that this activity has become 

increasingly infrequent because of limited resources 

available to local authorities to support voter outreach 

work.   

Outreach work to attainers in schools is also likely to 

be very difficult during the pandemic as it is likely to be 

in breach of the government’s guidance for schools.  

Rather than encouraging ‘EROs to double down on 

their already impressive efforts’ the amendment 

proposes saving resources, time and abiding by social 

distance regulations by requiring the DWP to provide 

EROs with the information that they need to register 

attainers, or prompting attainers to do this themselves 

when they receive their NiNo. 

The amendment makes two suggestions as 

to what the Government might include in the 

proposals it would be required to lay before 

Parliament to improve the completeness of 

the registers.  

The first would see a form of automatic 

registration introduced for attainers—those 

The government states that it has objections on both 

principle and practice to automatic voter registration.  

These are responded to below. But it is important to 

note that ‘automatic voter registration’ was only one of 

the two suggested ways through which attainer 

registration could be improved, and there is no 

https://tobysjamesdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/james-and-jervier-the-cost-of-elections-for-web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/guidance-for-schools-coronavirus-covid-19


who are too young to vote but who can 

register before they attain voting age—to 

ensure that they are registered to vote as 

soon as they become an adult. As I have 

explained to the House previously, the 

Government are opposed to automatic 

registration for reasons of both principle and 

practicality—and it does not matter what 

age the potential elector is. In terms of 

principle, we believe that registering to vote 

and voting are civic duties. It therefore 

follows that people should not have these 

duties done for them or be compelled to do 

them. In addition, treating attainers 

differently would lead to a lack of equity in 

the electoral registration system, and 

transferring responsibility for registering 

people to vote on to the Government would 

constitute a fundamental shift in how the 

registration system currently works. 

 

response to the second proposal (encouraging voter 

registration).  The amendment would also enable a 

range of other options to be considered. 

There is a case for specifically targeting attainers.  

They are a unique part of the population in so far as: a) 

they will have less knowledge of the electoral 

registration process b) their registration rates are the 

lowest of all age groups, or other socio-demographic 

groups and c) encouraging citizens to be involved in 

the democratic process early could boost their 

participation later in life. 

There is also the principle of individual 

responsibility, which is why we introduced 

individual electoral registration in 2014. 

Automatic registration is not compatible with 

the idea that it is each eligible citizen’s own 

responsibility to register to vote. An 

approach based on individual responsibility 

also leads to the outcomes we all want to 

see. After the introduction of individual 

electoral registration, the registers for the 

2017 and 2019 general elections were the 

largest ever. There is also some evidence 

from overseas to suggest that those who 

register themselves are more likely to vote. 

Individual electoral registration has worked. 

The government suggests that individual electoral 

registration has led to ‘to the outcomes we all want to 

see.’  In support of this it points to growing registers.  It 

is not surprising that the registers for the 2017 and 

2019 were the largest ever. The electorate has grown 

at every general election since 1959 (with the 

exception of 2005), owing to population growth. This is 

not evidence of an improvement in the completeness 

of the registers.  

Meanwhile, against outcome of completeness, as we 

have already shown, individual electoral registration 

has negatively affected the completeness for attainers 

(while being less problematic for older citizens).   

Against the outcome of cost efficiency, an individual 

process has been shown to be more expensive to 

administer.  Against the outcome of employee 

experience, it has led to problems of stress and work 

overload in local authorities.  Automatic registration for 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/elections/electoralregistration/bulletins/electoralstatisticsforuk/2019#:~:text=In%20December%202019%2C%20there%20were,areas%20with%20large%20student%20populations.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/elections/electoralregistration/bulletins/electoralstatisticsforuk/2019#:~:text=In%20December%202019%2C%20there%20were,areas%20with%20large%20student%20populations.
https://www.amazon.co.uk/British-Electoral-1832-2012-Rallings-Thrasher/dp/1849541345
https://tobysjamesdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2020/09/c09-chapter-9-james.pdf
https://tobysjamesdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2020/09/c09-chapter-9-james.pdf
https://tobysjamesdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2020/09/c09-chapter-9-james.pdf
https://tobysjamesdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2020/09/c09-chapter-9-james.pdf


attainers is therefore a simple practical step to achieve 

a greater variety of outcomes.  

It is not clear which ‘evidence from overseas; the 

government is referring to.  As the Joseph Rowntree 

Reform Trust report recently noted, when AVR for 

young voters was introduced in Victoria, Australia, 

those citizens who registered automatically were less 

likely to vote.  However, overall, automatic registration 

still brought about a net increase in turnout, which is 

another positive outcome.  

Most democracies (p.28) also derive their electoral 

registers directly from mandatory population registers. 

Not only is it impossible under this system of electoral 

registration to distinguish between electors who 

register themselves and electors who are registered by 

the state, but both registration rates and turnout are 

also generally higher than in the UK.   

The Government’s online registration 

service does exactly this: supporting 

citizens who want to register by making the 

registration process easier than ever. 

Satisfaction with the register to vote website 

is consistently above 90%, and it is regularly 

developed and improved. 

Turning to the practicalities, we have many 

concerns about automatic registration. I will 

briefly—I promise—outline just five of them.  

The government points to high satisfaction rates 

amongst users of the voter registration website, but this 

is only one part of the process, which is not used by 

citizens who are not registered.   

Overall levels of satisfaction with voter registration are 

lower, however, at 86% in 2020.  Moreover, they are 

lowest for younger voters.  Net satisfaction was 76% 

for 18-24 year olds, Electoral Commission research 

shows, compared to 93% for the over 75s.  Attainers, 

unfortunately, have never been asked in these surveys. 

Comparative research also shows that the UK has had 

lower levels of satisfaction than in Canada (88% in 

2015, p.81), where automatic voter registration is in 

place. 

First, it is almost certain that an automatic 

registration system would lead to a single, 

centralised database of electors. We are 

opposed to this on grounds of the significant 

security and privacy implications of holding 

that much personal data in one place, as 

The amendment makes no reference or proposal for 

new databases to be created.  The two proposals 

suggest that information is transferred from the 

Department of Work and Pensions to EROs from the 

DWP Customer Information System.  The routine 

transfer of information  between EROs and the DWP 

https://tobysjamesdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2020/04/is-it-time-for-automatic-voter-registration-single-sides.pdf
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well as the significant cost such a system 

would imply.  

for all voter registration applications already takes 

place following the introduction of individual electoral 

registration and the requirement to match applicants 

against the DWP’s records. 

Secondly, any system automatically 

registering citizens who, for example, are 

applying for a driving licence, a passport or 

universal credit could present accessibility 

challenges to those citizens who do not use 

any of those services. 

The amendment make no reference to applying for a 

driving licence, a passport or universal credit.  It 

proposes linking the point when NiNos are issued to 

voter registration.  This is entirely non-discriminatory 

because all citizens require this number in order to 

work or study in the UK. 

Thirdly, there is currently no public service 

whose application procedures capture all 

the data required to determine eligibility to 

vote—name, address, age, nationality and 

immigration status. This means that any so-

called automatic system would still require 

significant human intervention.  

The Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust report also 

recently noted there is no single database that could be 

used to automatically register all citizens. However, this 

is not proposed, rather it is a targeted approach to the 

most under-registered group, where the current system 

is not fit for purpose. 

The proposal is for the DWP CIS system to be used to 

provide EROs with information about citizens who have 

been allocated a new NiNo.  The government’s 

document on the information held in the DWP CIS 

makes clear that this includes name, address, age, 

nationality and immigration information (although 

immigration status is irrelevant since EROs should not 

undertake immigration checks on applicants). 

Under the proposals, EROs could add names where 

‘they are satisfied’ that they are eligible.  This would still 

give them discretion to request further information from 

applicants if any records were incomplete. 

Fourthly, electors have faith in our current 

registration system. The results of an 

Electoral Commission survey on the 2019 

general election found that a net 78% of 

those surveyed were satisfied with our 

registration system. Of the net 10% who 

were dissatisfied, 9% said they should be 

automatically registered to vote and 1% 

said it should be compulsory. 

 

As noted above, satisfaction rates were lowest 

amongst younger citizens, attainers were not asked, 

and countries that have automatic voter registration 

have higher satisfaction rates. 
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Fifthly and finally, as the House has heard 

from noble Lords this afternoon, we should 

also take note of the experience of other 

jurisdictions that have introduced automatic 

registration. Registrations may have 

increased, but so have concerns about 

errors and inaccuracies. IER improved the 

accuracy of our registers by removing 

redundant and ghost entries and requiring 

that an applicant’s identity is verified before 

they can be added to the register.  

 

 

The government refers to overseas experiences 

without giving specific examples or evidence.   

Automatic registration for attainers has been proven to 

be successful in Victoria, Australia worked in Australia 

and was praised as a ‘considerable achievement’ by 

parliamentarians (p.30-2).   

 

Automatic registration could lead to 

unsolicited poll cards being sent to house- 

holds, especially in areas with high 

turnover—student accommodation and 

private rented accommodation—opening 

the door to greater personation, postal and 

proxy vote fraud. The Government are not 

prepared to undo all this good work by 

introducing errors and inaccuracies through 

the back door, as automatic registration 

would surely do. Let us not forget that 

inaccurate registers facilitate voter fraud. 

Attainers do not live in student accommodation as they 

are not at university yet (except some on Scotland). 

The movement of young people into this sort of housing 

happens after they turn 18 and leave home.  

 

There could only be postal or proxy vote fraud if an 

application for a postal or proxy vote was also made. 

And there are safeguards in place for those – otherwise 

anyone could request an absentee vote in another’s 

name.  

 

This is not an area where the Government 

are resting on their laurels. As I said before, 

I think we are all trying to get to the same 

place but in a different way. I want to assure 

noble Lords that we are undertaking 

considerable action to improve the 

completeness and accuracy of electoral 

registers, and great progress has been 

made. I therefore thank the noble Lord for 

his amendment. I hope I have gone some 

way to reassuring him of the Government’s 

intentions for improving the completeness 

of the registers and invite him to withdraw. 
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