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About the Electoral Reform Society  
 
The Electoral Reform Society was founded in 1884 and has over 100 years of 
experience and knowledge of democratic processes and institutions. As an 
independent campaigning organisation working for a better democracy in the UK we 
believe voters should be at the heart of British politics. The Society works to improve 
the health of our democracy and to empower and inform voters. See more at: 
http://www.electoral-reform.org.uk  
 
Source research and data 
  
All of the data and research findings mentioned in this briefing are contained in the 
book ‘The Missing Scotland’ by William Sullivan, published in 2014. This includes 
focus groups of non-voters conducted in Glasgow and Dundee by IPSOS Mori on 
behalf of the Electoral Reform Society in early 2014.  One of the Glasgow groups 
was only voters under 25 referred to as the ‘young group’.  
 
Introduction  
 
Low turnout in election are part of what Claudia Chwalsz described as ‘The Populist 
Signal’ in her book of the same name. They are a signal that politics and democracy 
need to change if we are to be able to make our democratic institutions work in the 
wider public interest.  The concern now of course is not that we need to tinker with 
our approach to democracy to ‘tune it up’ a bit but that unless we can find ways to 
include more people in the decision making processes then democracy itself might 
lose legitimacy . While voting and representation might be part of democracy, the 
spaces and places where citizens discus and deliberate seem to be crucial to its 
future vitality. Democracy actually happens in these places not in the voting booth.  
 
Who doesn’t vote?  
 
Survey data from the likes of the Hansard Society Annual Audit consistently shows 
that people that belong to social groups with manual labour jobs or unemployed 
(social class D and E) are much less likely to vote than managerial and professional 
workers (social class A and B). Election turnout in the 2012 Scottish Local 
Government elections by ward seems to confirm the relationship between social 
class and turnout. Wards with high levels of deprivation and high student populations 
tend to have the lowest turnouts, while Island communities and/or relatively affluent 
areas tend to have much higher turnouts. 
 
Many of the lowest turnout wards are city centre areas with high student populations. 
It is not surprising that students are unlikely to vote. First of all, they are largely 
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transient, and less linked to issues that affect their local community, with their time 
there relatively short. This is in sharp contrast to island communities, who vote in 
local elections in numbers that would be high for a general election in any part of the 
Scottish mainland. Islanders tend to have strong connections to place and to the 
community of that place. Crofters new and old have a settled connection with the 
land, with family ties, or have chosen to live there because of the nature of island life. 
Students are also predominantly young, and young people are less likely to vote. 
This is getting less likely with each generation. The Hansard Society’s 2013 annual 
audit of political engagement in the UK found a marked decrease in the proportion of 
18–24 year olds who are certain to vote (from 22 per cent in 2012 to 12 per cent in 
2013); the same survey identified that more than four times as many people aged 55 
and above are certain to vote than 18–24 year olds.  
 
What the non-voters care about  
 
One key point, true of all participants, is that they are not apathetic about where they 
live, or about the desire for it to be better. Any suggestion that non-voters are 
uninterested and broadly disengaged beyond voting was not borne out by this 
research. When asked to talk about politics, participants addressed it often through 
the frames and language provided by political parties and the mass media, but in a 
very personal way. They could easily identify the problems within their communities 
and the circumstances that, if changed, would make them better places to live.  
 
These problems included unemployment, bad housing or homelessness, addictions 
and lack of facilities. They were concerned about their future, and the future of their 
family and friends and the people they know. While many had jobs, they were 
worried about losing them. They did not view people on benefits as scroungers but 
as people they had relationships with, as potentially their friends and their family. 
Participants saw benefits cuts, and particularly the ’bedroom tax’ (which had a high 
media profile at the time of the research), as adversely affecting people they knew. 
They felt that they could easily be in the position of ‘worklessness’ or even 
homelessness. 
 
Why do non-voters not vote?   
 
All group members had very little regard for politicians or for voting. The participants 
who had voted in past elections said that they had done so because their family had 
always voted or because ‘it’s just what you did’. They often went on to say that they 
had invariably voted for candidates that their parents had favoured, it was a family 
tradition, and that ‘policy didn’t come into it’: 
 
‘It had nothing to do with what [the parties] had to offer; I think we all know that’s a lot 
of crap.’ General public group, Glasgow 
 
In all groups, the main reasons given for not voting in past elections were: 
 

 A feeling that voting is unlikely to make a difference and is therefore a waste 
of time. 
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 ‘There’s no left or right anymore… naebody’s prepared to stick their neck out.’ 
In other words, there is no perceived difference between parties and their 
objectives. 

 A view that ‘No-one represents my interests.’ 
 ‘It’s just like a playground fight between the big boys.’ (Dundee group) A lack 

of trust in politicians and an elite that are not like the voters. 
 A perception that manifesto commitments are rarely followed through on: 

‘They say one thing and do another.’ (young group, Glasgow). 
 A lack of (concise) information about how to go about voting, who the 

candidates are and what they stand for, and a lack of real choice between 
candidates.  

 
Additionally, participants in the younger group said that they had not voted in the 
past because they felt that doing so would make little difference to the issues that 
mattered most to them. That is, that politicians and parties did not do enough to 
oppose the ‘bedroom tax,’ to tackle unemployment among young people, or to do 
anything to make housing rents more affordable. A couple also contended that 
politics was too ‘London dominated’ and their votes would simply be wasted.  
 
For some of the young group, voting was treated almost with disdain: if you voted 
then you were being manipulated.  
 
‘Do you think I’m zipped up the back?’ was a response from one member of this 
group when asked about voting. ‘I’m no giving any of them my vote’ also implied a 
sense that their vote was valuable and important, but none of the options on offer 
were worthy of it.  
 
Significantly, participants tended not to discriminate between different types of 
election when discussing their reasons for not voting. This reflected a deep level of 
distrust in politicians, as well as participants’ general lack of confidence that their 
vote would make a difference. Some people did raise issues that are practical 
barriers to voting. 
 
These include: 
 

 A lack of knowledge about the issues 
 A lack of knowledge about how to register for vote 
 A lack of choice – no online voting available 
 Being too busy, especially if you have a job and a family 

 
The majority of participants were, however, clear that these more practical issues 
were less important in dissuading them from voting than fundamental issues about 
parties and politicians. In fact, several where adamant that it was not about how easy 
it was to vote, but about there being no-one that they would want to vote for. The 
‘young group’ were particularly clear that regardless of whether they could vote 
online, or via their mobile phone, reducing some barriers, if nothing else changed 
they would still not vote. 
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What might make people vote in future elections? 
 
The overriding point emerging from this part of the discussion in the focus groups 
was that for the vast majority of participants, not voting in elections was a deliberate 
act. They claimed to want to vote but were so disillusioned with the political process 
that they had opted out. Participants talked about a range of issues that could make 
them change their minds and (re)engage with the political process; this included 
having more honest, trustworthy and better quality politicians, politicians fulfilling 
manifesto promises and having a wider range of choice among political parties.  
 
Interestingly, many participants in Glasgow said that they would be more likely vote if 
their vote may help prevent extremist parties (especially extremist right-wing parties) 
from gaining power. In Dundee, there was a consensus that voting might be 
increased if politicians spent more time finding out what the public wants – by 
approaching people in street/door to door meetings  and through online discussions 
– then attempted to deliver on this. A couple of people in this group also commented 
that they would be more likely to vote if more information was available about the 
choices at stake in elections and what parties are offering. 
 
The issue of the ‘honest’ and ‘genuine’ politician was very important to participants – 
or ‘the biggest point’ as one person in Dundee put it – mainly because of what they 
saw as a lack of such leaders among the current political class. Participants would 
be much more likely to vote if they considered those representing them to be worthy 
of the title:  
 
‘Start being a bit more honest about what they’re going to deliver and if they cannae 
do it, tell us.’ (Dundee group) 
 
Further, they wanted politicians who ‘stand out from the crowd’ and who were 
committed to their beliefs. They spoke of a number of Scottish politicians, including 
Donald Dewar and George Galloway as examples, but also singled out Boris 
Johnson, Dennis Skinner and Tony Benn as conviction politicians who they found 
appealing. Although these politicians come from different parts of the political 
spectrum, they were perceived as people who stood up to the establishment and 
pursued what they believed in. At the end of each focus group, participants were 
asked to complete (in writing) the sentence, ‘I would be more likely to vote if…’ and 
their responses were collated and coded. Reflecting the themes already reported, 
the most common answer (given by around a third of group participants) was: 
 
‘If parties were more representative of the public/voters and more in tune with the 
issues they face.’  
 
In the Glasgow general public group in particular, there was a specific focus on 
politicians being more working class and/or more in touch with ‘working people’: 
 
‘I would be more likely to vote if I trusted the politicians standing for election. 
However, I feel they are all out of touch with what is going on for the working people 
and I cannot relate to them and them with me’ general public group, Glasgow 
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‘The government were in line with the reality of the issues that people are facing – on 
a daily basis’ general public group, Glasgow 
 
Our Conclusion- Towards a Democratic Society   
 
Those dark winter evenings in Dundee and Glasgow when the focus groups met to 
provide the basis for this briefing could be seen as depressing portents for Scottish 
democracy. Digging deeper into what those people told us shows that what seemed 
on the surface to be the self-removal of a whole section of the population from the 
working of our democracy is in fact a systemic exclusion. 
 
It is systemic because we have a political system that values conflict, scarcity and 
the dominance of one set of interests over another. This system has been so 
completely captured by the middle and managerial classes that they continue to 
entrench that power and whether deliberate or not kick down on those that have 
none. The alienation seems so complete that for the ‘missing Scotland’ voting in a 
general election seems as relevant as casting a vote for an election in some distant 
land.  
 
The growing irrelevance of traditional forms of hierarchy and the new times we find 
ourselves driven by the rapid technological changes are happening across the world. 
They have produced far-reaching transformation and change at a pace difficult for 
many to comprehend and the political system has not caught up and lots of people 
have been left behind. So we find ourselves experiencing ‘populist shocks’ such as 
Brexit, Corbynism and the rise of Trump. Scotland does better but we cannot 
consider ourselves immune from democratic problems.   These shocks are the 
symptoms of too little democracy, of power hoarded and not shared, of a system 
hollowed out from below.  
 
If we want to protect and grow representative democracy it must be built upon 
something new. Power not given from the top down but coming from the bottom up.  
 
A Scotland honeycombed with local democratic spaces where people can shape and 
run their own lives and communities. This ‘Democratic Society’ would be the much 
strengthened framework on which our institutions might rest much more secularly 
than they do at the moment.  


