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A response to the call for evidence about “Voter engagement in the UK”
Executive Summary
· Political disengagement in Britain is especially concentrated among younger members of the electorate, both in terms of falling turnout among younger cohorts at elections and declining levels of electoral registration.

· This trend is concerning for several reasons: it harms the overall health of British democracy; it makes our electoral system less legitimate; and it gives politicians an incentive to target unpopular policies at young people.
· The Intergenerational Foundation (IF) proposes a range of possible policy interventions which could help to reverse the fall in political engagement among young people, including improved publicity campaigns and political education; targeting registration campaigns at private renters; lowering the voting age to 16; and introducing online voting.
Who we are...

The Intergenerational Foundation (www.if.org.uk) is a think tank which researches fairness between the generations in the UK in order to protect the interests of younger and future generations, who are at risk of being ignored by current policy-makers.

1. Young people are disproportionately disengaged
IF is concerned that disengagement with the British political process is especially concentrated among young people. Data on turnout at recent general elections reveal a worrying trend towards young people becoming less likely to vote compared to their older counterparts:
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Fig.1 Turnout at British general elections broken down by age group, 1987–2010

There now appears to be a strong relationship between a person’s age and his or her likelihood of voting, as Fig.1 indicates. However, the true picture is probably much worse than this graph suggests. This is because turnout figures are usually based upon the proportion of registered voters who actually vote; estimates produced by the Electoral Commission suggest that only 56% of 19–24 year-olds are registered to vote, compared to 94% of over-65s:
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Fig.2 Estimated proportion of each age group which is on the electoral register, 2011

Taken together, this evidence suggests that British democracy’s failure to engage with young people is approaching a crisis-point. Today’s generation of young people are both not registering to vote and not voting, on a scale which is virtually unprecedented. Most worryingly of all, large numbers no longer seem to feel that the established political system in Westminster has much to offer them: polling by Demos has shown that 50% of current teenagers don’t regard traditional politics as “an effective way to respond” to their concerns.
 
However, this is not to suggest that young people have become apathetic in general. Research shows that almost 40% of teenagers claim to have volunteered their time for a good cause in the past year; almost 60% have raised money for a charity; and 35% reported that they had signed a petition to try and raise the profile of an issue they were concerned about.
 The challenge which faces today’s professional politicians in Westminster is to try and re-connect with the social and political concerns of young people, so that their energy and enthusiasm can benefit the general health of British democracy. 
2. Why is political disengagement among young people a problem?

IF is aware that some members of the committee have expressed the view during previous evidence sessions that whether someone chooses to vote or not vote is purely a matter of personal conscience which politicians should not attempt to interfere with. For example, Mr Andrew Turner MP asked the following questions to witnesses during the oral evidence session which was held on 27 February 2014:
“I still do not understand what it is that you feel is dangerous in a country where anyone can vote, or almost anyone...We try to make it possible for as many people to vote as want to, so what is it that you say is a bad thing about them not choosing to, those who are not voting?... they are not left out of the process. They choose to leave themselves out of the process. It is not us who are keeping them out.”

Although in practical terms it is ultimately up to individuals to decide whether they cast their vote or not, IF feels that this narrow view fails to acknowledge both the strong role which is played by cultural, social and economic factors that affect whether somebody decides to vote or not, and the significant harm which is done to British democracy, and to young people as a cohort, by their high levels of political disengagement. 

IF feels that political disengagement among young people is harmful to society for the following reasons:

Undermines Legitimacy
The most important reason why politicians ought to be concerned about the way that so many young people have become disengaged from the formal political process is that it undermines the legitimacy of the governments that are elected. Democratically-elected governments have to take decisions which affect the electorate on a large number of extremely challenging and controversial subjects; their legitimacy to wield this power rests on the claim that they represent the will of the people. Therefore, if a significant proportion of the electorate chooses not to participate in the process for electing them that makes their governance less legitimate, giving them a smaller popular mandate when making these decisions. 
In contrast to the viewpoint suggested by Mr Andrew Turner MP above, which argued that it is up to the people to choose whether or not to invest the political process with legitimacy by voting, IF argues that politicians should be concerned about increasing their legitimacy by achieving the largest and broadest-ranging democratic mandate possible. This requires them to seek the approval of all sectors of the electorate – including those that are currently less likely both to register and to vote, such as the young – to strengthen their claim that they represent the will of the people. Governments whose mandate is based on the support of a narrower share of the population are fundamentally less legitimate. 
Weakens Democracy

IF has previously published research which analysed Britain’s “intergenerational democratic deficit”; essentially, the amount of political power that is wielded by older age cohorts compared to the young. This took the form of a report entitled The Rise of Gerontocracy? Addressing the Intergenerational Democratic Deficit, which was written on IF’s behalf by longevity expert Dr Craig Berry.

The Committee has already heard from previous submissions of evidence that the gap between levels of turnout for old and young voters is triple the OECD average in Britain and one-and-a-half times greater than in any other EU country.
 IF’s analysis showed that the intergenerational democratic deficit is set to grow because the median age is rapidly rising both among people who actually vote (because of low turnout among the young) and for potential voters (because the adult population of Britain is ageing generally). These trends are displayed by the following graphs 
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voting power will have transferred to people in their 50s (the cohorts that had been in their
40s at the 2010 general election) — they have an average single-year cohort size of 902,000,
compared to 728,000 for the electorate in general.” This is actually lower than the figure for
people in their 30s in 2021 (average cohort size of 939,000) — the early-1990s baby

boomers again, butiressed by immigration — but the youngest voters, people in their late-
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Fig.3 Median age of the UK electorate
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stable as the electorate ages, the actual median voters age will ise from 49 in 2010 to 52 in
2021. It will rise again to 53 in 2041, and then to 54 by 2051

Voting power in the actual electorate of 2021 wil be concentrated among 50-somethings.
The average single-year cohort size of actual voters aged between 50 and 59 will be
640,000 compared an average for the overall actual electorate of 473,000. Their closest
challengers, the 30-somethings — theoretically powerful in the 2021's potential electorate —
have an average single-year cohort size of 566,000. This is only just above the figure for
people in their eary-60s (565,000). The single-year average cohort size for the youngest
actual voters (aged between 18 and 22) wil be alarmingly low, that is, 323,000 - significantly
lower than even people aged between 75 and 79 (383,000).

Voting power in the actual electorate of 2031 will be concentrated in two main age grou
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Fig.4 Median age among the share of the electorate which actually votes (red line)

In his report for IF, Dr Berry argued that “unless the political marginalisation of young people abates, we are in danger of creating ‘generation D’, a succession of disenfranchised cohorts with little say in how their society is governed. Today’s young people (‘generation Y’ or ‘the jilted generation’) are suffering a democratic deficit, but we can expect this trend to accelerate in coming decades...even if cohort sizes were equal, a democratic deficit would result from the inability of the UK political system to mobilise and genuinely respond to young people’s perspectives.”
In the interests of achieving greater political legitimacy, it would be beneficial for the overall health of British democracy if turnout rates improved among younger voters in order to provide some counterbalance to the ageing of the electorate. 
Disengagement harms young people

There is also evidence to suggest that their disengagement from formal politics could be having a detrimental impact on younger members of the electorate. This is because of the rational impulse among elected politicians to target unpopular policies towards sections of the electorate which they aren’t reliant upon for votes. Although it is hard to discern causality from this type of analysis, the Institute for Public Policy Research found that the public spending cuts that were announced in the Coalition Government’s 2010 Spending Review have had an average impact which is 15% greater in terms of lost household income on people who didn’t vote at the 2010 general election compared with those who did.

This chimes with other findings which suggest that the Coalition Government’s agenda of spending cuts has disproportionately affected younger households – particularly those that have children – while leaving pensioner households relatively untouched, almost regardless of where they lie across the income distribution (Fig.5). As Fig.1 showed, this mirrors the divergence between young and old over how likely they are to vote.
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Fig.5 Impact of tax and benefit changes to be introduced between 2010/11 and 2014/15 on different types of household

It certainly isn’t difficult to think of policy measures that have been enacted by the current government which have hit younger age cohorts disproportionately hard – such as the abolition of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), or the means-testing of Child Benefit payments – while at the same time pensioners appear to have been treated quite generously by comparison, for example through the introduction of the “triple lock” guarantee for the basic state pension, or the recently-announced launch of the new “pensioner bonds” that pay 4% interest a year. 
Although there must be other factors which influence political decision-making, it cannot have escaped the notice of politicians that young people being less likely to vote makes it easier for them to get away with targeting unpopular policies in their direction. The sense that they are being victimised may even contribute towards further political disengagement among young people as they become increasingly disillusioned with the whole political system, creating a vicious cycle.
However, although this analysis may sound somewhat pessimistic, it does also raise the intriguing possibility that the votes of disenchanted young people could be the great political prize which is on offer if any of the parties can successfully persuade them that they genuinely believe in standing up for their interests. 
3. How can we re-engage young people with politics?

It is clear from much of the evidence which has already been presented to the committee already that today’s generation of young people show almost record levels of disengagement from the established political system. However, it is important to remember that things don’t have to be this way; 50 years ago, at the 1964 general election, turnout among the 18–24 age group was almost identical to that among those aged 65+ (for both age groups it was over 76%), and as recently as 1987, levels of turnout among the youngest age cohort of eligible voters was 15% higher than it was in 2010.
 The really sharp divergence in electoral turnout which has occurred between the youngest and oldest age groups is a relatively recent phenomenon, rather than an entrenched feature of Britain’s political landscape. 

Although IF’s research paper on this topic has shown that the ageing of the electorate makes it a virtual certainty that older generations will increase their dominance at the ballot box over the long-term, there are reforms which could be attempted that would improve the enfranchisement of younger voters. IF proposes the following recommendations:
· Publicity campaigns targeted at young people/improved political education. Two themes which have emerged strongly from many of the other submissions of evidence to this committee are the need for young people to be given far more publicity about voting which is targeted at them specifically, and the need for improved political education within the classroom. IF wholeheartedly supports both of these suggestions. As other evidence-givers have suggested, the Electoral Commission could play a key role in this if it became far more proactive in adopting the promotion of voting and political engagement as part of its remit. Improved political education could be designed as part of citizenship lessons, with schools being given a requirement to provide a certain minimum amount (e.g. 2 hours) of education about how the political system works to all pupils each week. 
· Get more young people registered. As this evidence submission has hopefully demonstrated, it is impossible to address the issue of political disengagement among young people without dealing with one of its main practical manifestations, which is the fact that so many young people are not registered to vote. Getting a larger proportion of eligible members of the electorate registered needs to be a key aim of any attempt to reduce levels of political disengagement in Britain. Again, other evidence-givers have suggested that the Electoral Commission could be ideally placed to spearhead this work on behalf of Parliament, although IF also supports the immensely valuable work which has been performed by independent, grass-roots organisations such as Bite the Ballot. Given the local nature of voter registration, local authorities could be given some kind of financial reward as an incentive if they can reduce the number of missing voter registrations in their area. 
· Improve registration among private renters. Research has shown that one of the major causes for the high levels of non-registration among younger members of the electorate is that they are more likely to be living in the private rented sector, where they are liable to change their addresses frequently. The Electoral Commission has found that rates of registration are only 56% among people who rent their homes privately, compared with 89% for people who own outright; and just 26% of people who had moved address in the previous year were registered, a group which will contain a disproportionate number of private renters because the default assured shorthold tenancy agreement only lasts for 12 months.
 Unfortunately, the share of private renters who are registered is likely to fall even further following the introduction of the new system of Individual Electoral Registration in 2014, as an investigation by the government found that private renters were the group whose details had the smallest probability of being registered automatically through the Department for Work and Pensions data-mapping process.
 Therefore, targeted publicity and registration campaigns which are aimed at private renters would be one of the most cost-effective means of increasing political participation among young people.
· Votes at 16. Dr Craig Berry recommended in his paper for IF that the franchise should be extended to include all eligible British citizens who have reached the age of 16, rather than 18 as is the case currently. This would not only be fairer to 16- and 17-year olds (who can currently get a job and pay taxes without being politically enfranchised), it would also make it easier to encourage political engagement through the classroom – while Dr Berry argued in his report that it would go some way towards reversing the gradual ageing of the electorate by reducing the age of the median potential voter. 
· Introduce online voting. Many young people lead highly mobile, busy lives and are used to performing all manner of tasks online, including those requiring sensitive information such as internet banking and paying their taxes. The present system, under which voters have to attend a specific polling station in person within a fixed time period on a particular day, has failed to move with the times and contributes towards the disenfranchisement of younger voters, who may find it hard to fit in visiting their particular polling station during their narrow window of opportunity. It would help to enfranchise voters of all ages – but younger ones especially – if they were able to cast their vote online. Online voting has been successfully adopted in a number of other countries, and it seems incongruous that so many other public services have successfully migrated online while voting has failed to adapt. 
· Forums/reserved seats for young people. Dr Craig Berry also recommended in his paper that political engagement among young people could be encouraged by ensuring that some members of their age group become involved in exercising power more directly. He suggested that this could take the form of either establishing a forum of young people that could advise the government on issues which affect members of this age group; or, more radically, reserving a fixed share of seats (or just one seat) in the legislature for young people. Clearly, implementing this idea would not be straightforward, but it could be extremely valuable if it gave younger members of the electorate a clear signal that they have a voice within the political system.  
Author:

David Kingman
For more information about the Intergenerational Foundation and its work, please visit www.if.org.uk or contact Liz Emerson, Co-Founder at liz@intergenerational.org.uk.
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