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INTRODUCTION

The voting age in the UK should be lowered to sixteen. While there 
are arguments both for and against this move – arguments that are 
tested in this paper – the weight of evidence is now strongly on the 
side of reform. Sixteen and seventeen year-olds have the necessary 
capacity and responsibilities to exercise what John Stuart Mill 
called the ‘public trust’ of voting. This extension of the franchise 
would add one million voters to the electoral rolls, the same as the 
number of new voters created by the Reform Act of 1867. Such a 
reform would take political courage. But the moral imperative is 
clear. 

Politicians of all stripes lament the lack of political engagement in 
the electorate in general, and among young people in particular. But 
the combination of a political system orientated towards older 
voters, and the fact that 16 and 17 year olds do not have the right to 
vote, could well be accelerating young people’s disillusionment with 
formal politics.

This Demos briefing considers the arguments on both sides of the 
debate on lowering the voting age, provides a survey of 
international evidence, and presents new evidence on the political 
attitudes of 16 – 25 year olds in the run up to the general election.

The right to vote has historically been closely linked to the ‘age of 
majority’, the point at which a young person is believed to make the 
transition into adulthood. In British society, certain rights and 
limitations are applied using age as a proxy for maturity and 
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competency. This requires a consensus to be reached about the 
competency that different activities demand. One of the most 
obvious examples of this ‘judgement of competency’ is the age at 
which the right to vote is awarded, when a citizen is given equal 
influence over choosing their elected representative. 

Roman historians believed that the barbarians (also known as the 
‘British’) were old enough to bear arms and be considered an adult 
at 15.1 The 1968 Latey Commission Report, which looked at the 
British age of majority, showed that 15 was also the age of majority 
across Britain and Northern Europe during the 9th to 11th centuries. 
The idea that adulthood began at 21 was apparently only introduced 
with the Norman Conquest, and the enhanced status of mounted 
knights in battle, who had to be able to carry heavier arms. By the 
time of the Magna Carta, an individual’s 21st birthday had been 
established as the point at which they came of age.2 

The minimum voting age was lowered from 21 to 18 in 1969, 
although many people opposed lowering the age of majority. 
History demonstrates that the age of political maturity is by no 
means set in stone, and is subject to revision and challenge. Indeed, 
the Government has recently reduced the minimum age for sitting 
as a Member of Parliament from 21 to 18 in 2006. Given low levels 
of youth engagement, changing population demographics, and the 
growing political will, 2010 is the right time to re-visit the 
consensus on the voting age. Votes at 16 is the next frontier of 
electoral reform. 
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THE UK DEBATE

In recent years the downward trend in the under 25 vote has 
sparked concerns about the level of political engagement of this 
group, and how the institutions and practice of politics in the UK 
might be contributing to this. While turnout has declined across all 
age groups, the trend is most prevalent for young people.

Reported Turnout at British General Elections (%) 1964-2001 by 
Age Group3

Year <25
25-3
4

35-4
4 45-54 55-64 >64

All age 
groups

1964 88.6 81 91.7 90.5 89.9 88.2 88.6
1966 67.1 78.5 88.4 88 86 83.8 83.4
1970 73.6 75.4 82.5 84.9 84 87.5 81
1974 78.2 86 87.7 91.4 91.6 88.3 87.8
1979 70.1 81.2 85.5 91 91.3 87.1 84.8
1983 73.1 77.5 87.4 88.8 88.6 83.8 83.3
1987 76.2 84.7 85.6 91.6 90.2 86.9 86.1
1992 75.4 86.6 87.7 91.6 87.4 89.4 87
1997 59.7 68.6 77.5 84.3 88.2 85.4 78.7
2001 49.4 55.1 68.2 77.4 78.3 85.8 72.6
2005 44.3 55.2 71.3 75.9 84.1 86.1 74.1
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This decline boosted support for lowering the voting age in the 
youth sector. The ‘Votes at 16’ coalition, which includes The 
Electoral Reform Society and British Youth Council, has been 
campaigning on the issue since 2003, and a debate was held on the 
issue in the UK parliament as early as 1999 4. In independently 
administered jurisdictions of the Isle of Man, Jersey and Guernsey, 
16 year-olds can vote at all levels of government.5 Motions have 
been passed in favour of lowering the voting age by local councils 
such as Cambridge, Hastings, Eastbourne, Islington, Kent and 
Leeds.6

In the past decade, several independent bodies have been 
established to make recommendations on democratic participation 
in the UK. Many of these have considered the voting age. However, 
the results have been inconclusive. The government-led project 
“YVote/YNot?” worked with young people from across England to 
discuss what steps should be taken to re-engage young people in the 
political process, and recommended that lowering of the voting age 
should be seriously considered.7  Following this, the Electoral 
Commission undertook a consultation and published a report in 
20048 that stated “there appears to be insufficient current 
justification for a change to the voting age at the present time”. But 
the Commission was clear that “circumstances may change the 
context significantly over the next few years” and they 
recommended a further formal review on the issue within five to 
seven years  - a review that has yet to take place.9

More recently, the Government initiated the Youth Citizenship 
Commission (YCC), which made recommendations about how to 
engage more young people in politics. It argued that strongly 
divided opinion and gaps in evidence (in particular the 
determination of the age of electoral majority) meant that further 
independent enquiries should not be undertaken on the voting age, 
and instead it should be decided through political process. 
However, the YCC did recommend a Government review into the 
collection of age thresholds for different responsibilities “for 
coherence, justification, relevance and public acceptability”, 
indicating that age restrictions should be revisited. 10  
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This leaves power to change the status quo firmly in the hands of 
politicians – meaning that the most compelling political arguments 
in favour or against are likely to shift the balance, rather than the 
verdict of an independent commission. 

ARGUMENTS IN FAVOUR OF REFORM

16 and 17 year olds are sufficiently mature and competent 
As we have already seen, age is used as a proxy for maturity and 
competency for many age-differentiated rights and limitations. But 
how should this be determined and measured, and can it change 
over time? The 2004 Electoral Commission report defined 
maturity, in the context of the vote as “sufficient social awareness 
and responsibility”11, and they tested this through the proxy of 
public opinion on the age of suffrage. But it should be noted that 
public opinion can follow legislative change, as well as driving it. 
When the franchise age was lowered from 21 to 18 in the 1960s, 
those in opposition cited the National Opinion Poll, in which some 
two-thirds maintained the belief that 21 remained the right age for 
adulthood to begin, not 18.12 Public acceptability cannot be the only 
test for electoral reform.

It is important to look at a broad range of indicators of maturity and 
competency. Two relevant issues are the willingness of 16 and 17 
year olds to vote, signifying an interest and engagement with wider 
society, and the age restrictions associated with other comparable 
age-differentiated rights.

16 and 17 year olds want to vote

Willingness to vote is not necessarily an argument for lowering the 
voting age in itself, but it does point towards a certain level of 
interest and engagement from young people, which can be seen as 
an indicator of political and social awareness. 

The Nestle Family Monitor report into “Young People’s Attitudes 
Towards Politics” showed that young people, aged between 11 and 
18, wanted the voting age to be lowered to 16. 13 Other research 
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supports this interest and willingness to vote amongst the 16 and 17 
year old cohort.14

15

But ICM polling commissioned by the Electoral Commission in 
2004 found that older age groups want the voting age to remain 18, 
and even within younger age groups, opinion on the age at which 
people should have the vote was mixed.16 The limited support for 
the move amongst the general public is often used as an argument 
against lowering the voting age to 16, and is outlined in more detail 
later in this paper. 

16 and 17 year olds enjoy many comparable rights and responsibilities

The age limitations established for other activities are an important 
guide to level of maturity credited to different age groups. Change in 
one area can have a knock-on effect in another legal or policy area. 
The Latey Commission review of the age of majority 17 was 
specifically not intended to impact on discussion of voting age, and 
yet its findings impacted the Government policy on voting age - 
lowered to 18 from 21 after the Commission’s report was released. 

The new frontier

9



Being able to join the armed forces at 16 is just one example of an 
age-differentiated right that lends support to an argument for 
lowering the voting age to 16.  The ‘Votes at 16’ coalition states that 
some 4560 16 and 17 year olds were serving in the armed forces as 
of April 2007. Of the first 100 British soldiers to be killed in the 
ongoing war in Iraq, at least six were too young to have ever cast a 
vote in a general election.18 

The fact that 16 and 17 year olds are liable to pay income tax is also 
regularly used as an argument in favour of reducing the voting age, 
appealing to the “no taxation without representation” principle in 
most democracies. First coined by Reverend Johnathan Mayhew in 
1750, this principle emphasises the rights of those who are taxed by 
government to have a say in the democratic election of their 
representatives. 

Between November 2009 and January 2010, 380,000 16-17 year 
olds were in some sort of employment.19 The Department for Work 
and Pensions estimates that in the past decade the total tax liability 
for 16 and 17 year olds was over £550 million pounds (based on 
563,000 16-17 year olds in some form of work). During 2005-06 
alone this was approximately £47 million pounds.20

In addition, The Companies Act (2006) introduced a new minimum 
age of 16 for company directors, allowing 16 and 17 year olds to take 
on the full legal responsibility of company directorship. 21 For 
limited liability companies, 16 and 17 year old directors are as liable 
as adults if their company goes bankrupt.22 

Growing political awareness
While the last comprehensive assessment of the age of electoral 
majority in 200423 ultimately concluded that 16 and 17 year olds 
should not be given the vote, it argued that this should be revisited 
in the years to come. In particular it suggested that citizenship 
education, implemented only two years before, might improve the 
political knowledge of young people in the future and strengthen 
the case for reform.

The introduction of citizenship into British schools in 2002 
followed the recommendations of the National Advisory Group on 
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Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in 
Schools24. The subject is now taught in England at Key Stages 3 and 
4 (ages 11 to 16) as a statutory requirement25 26. Wales and Scotland 
have also established statutory citizenship teaching in schools for 
children up to the age of 16. 

So has this reform had the hoped-for impact on British young 
people? Ofsted’s “Citizenship Established” report, published in 
201027, did find evidence of a positive impact from citizenship 
education on political and social activities in the classroom and 
wider community. The report found that “in most of the schools 
visited, there was evidence of at least some students being involved 
in learning through participation and responsible action in a wide 
range of relevant contexts”28. Following the report, Her Majesty’s 
Chief Inspector Christine Gilbert said “'Citizenship is becoming a 
well established part of the school curriculum and this report 
highlights the ways in which schools are successfully promoting 
social responsibility, community involvement and political 
understanding.”29

As citizenship education seems to have resulted in increased 
knowledge and practical experience in citizenship is it possible that 
the criteria that the Electoral Commission specified in 2004 may 
have been met? It should be noted that Ofsted’s report30 does not 
offer evidence to confirm that citizenship education universally 
educates and engages young people in external citizenship related 
activities. Indeed, the report states that few schools monitored the 
opportunities to undertake active citizenship (for example in 
community activity) and refers to instances limited participation 
opportunity, often reserved for more able pupils.31 

Although the 2010 report is far more comprehensive than the 
reports available in 200432, more time will be needed to test the 
argument that citizenship education has increased levels of political 
and social awareness for British young people. 

Getting into the voting habit early 
There is often a large gap between teaching young people about 
citizenship (which finishes at 16), and the act of voting which, due 

The new frontier

11



to electoral cycles, may not take place till young people are 23. 
Harriet Harman has argued:

“My concern is that there’s a generation of young people who are 
never going to get into the voting habit… we’ve got citizenship 
classes going on in schools... if people come straight out of the 
citizenship class into the polling station then there’s continuity and 
that might be an opportunity for them to get the habit of voting.”33 

Beth Breeze, former Deputy Director of the Social Market 
Foundation, found that the closer an individual’s 18th birthday falls 
to an election, the more likely they are to vote. 34  She demonstrated 
that people who turn 18 in the year leading up to a general election 
are significantly more likely to vote than those who turned 18 in the 
year after the previous general election and have to wait 5 years. 
This evidence, which led one writer to conclude “those who vote 
young vote often”35, indicates that denying 16 and 17 year olds the 
vote could see them establishing a habit of not voting, which might 
well persist into adulthood.

Boosting young people’s political power
Levels of formal political engagement among young people could be 
enhanced36 as a result of inclusion in the formal political process. 
“Power to the People: an independent inquiry into Britain's 
democracy” published by the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust in 
200637 recommends lowering the voting age to 16 on the grounds 
that “when young people are faced with a genuine opportunity to 
involve themselves in a meaningful process that offers them a real 
chance of influence, they do so with enthusiasm and with 
responsibility”.38 They stress that few people are interested in areas 
from which they have been specifically excluded, and the 
importance of involving young people in politics from a young age, 
in order to “sow the seeds of democracy and empowerment that will 
create a basis for more engagement later in life”.

However, there is a difference of opinion over the effect that the 
vote would have in increasing engagement and giving young people 
more political power. The Youth Citizenship Commission reported 
that the vote was not key to the political engagement of 16 and 17 
year olds39, an argument which is further discussed below.
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Promoting intergenerational justice 
The number of people of state pensionable age is projected to 
increase to almost 15 million by 2031 and the numbers in the oldest 
age bands will increase the fastest, with those aged 75 and over 
rising by 76 per cent over the next twenty-five years – from 4.7 
million in 2006 to 8.2 million by 2031.40 EUROSTAT statistics 
indicate that we will see a 44.5 percentage increase in the 65-79 
year olds and a 24.3 percent decline in 15 to 24 year olds in Europe 
by year 205041. This will have an obvious impact on the political 
sphere, and is already impacting on the age profile of the electorate:

Children’s Rights Alliance for England Response to Youth 
Citizenship Commission “Old enough to make a mark? Should the 
voting age be lowered to 16? Final Responses”, June 2009.42

Demos’ Open Left publication “The Politics of Perpetual Renewal” 
suggested that the demographic shift towards an older populace is 
likely to impact voting outcomes this year.43 The campaign group 
‘Votes at 16’ argues that “Lowering the voting age to 16 would help 
to redress this imbalance”44, as the shift in demographics might 
could lead to policymaking which favours this older, larger cohort of 
voters.

In itself, demographic change is no argument to change the voting 
age; voting rights are not allocated according to an even spread of 
age, gender or any other factor. However, the demographic 
imbalance and the far-reaching implications of intergenerational 
political issues such as climate change and national debt, which will 
disproportionately impact on the next generation, provides a 
compelling argument in favour of tipping the political scales in their 
favour.

Voting as a human right
The right to vote is enshrined in several key international rights 
documents, but none specify a specific age minimum or limitation, 
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instead leaving individual nation states to decide age limitations45. 
For example, the European Convention of Human rights prohibits 
discrimination and protects the right to free elections, under 
conditions which will “ensure the free expression of the opinion of 
the people in the choice of the legislature”46. Notably, the 
application of this Article has been successfully challenged over the 
voting rights of British prisoners47, whose right to vote was 
confirmed because of their “significant” number. At the time of the 
legal challenge there were 48,000 prisoners in the UK; as of May 
2008 there were 900,000 disenfranchised 16 and 17 year olds, 
clearly a group also significant in number. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child uniquely prescribes 
that “the views of the child be “given due weight in accordance with 
the age and maturity of the child”48. Whether denying 16 and 17 
year olds the vote can be considered a violation of their human 
rights is debatable but there are clear parallels with the case of 
British prisoners. Although the UK government has yet to 
implement this ruling, an important legal precedent may well have 
been set for British teenagers.

An international trend towards lowering the voting age
The following countries have lowered their age of electoral majority 
to 16;

Austria: 1 July 2007 49

Germany: Seven out of sixteen of the constituent states have 
lowered the voting age to 16 years.50

Sweden: 16-year olds can vote for parochial church elections, but 
the voting age for general elections is 18 years.51

Norway: 16 year olds were allowed to vote in local elections as an 
experiment.52

Switzerland: The Canton Glarus has lowered the voting age to 16 for 
local and regional elections.53

Ecuador: 28 September 2008 
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Brazil: 5 October 198854

Nicaragua: November 198455

In Germany, the voting age was lowered to 1656 in several regions, 
on the grounds that  “The reduction of the voting age ... should 
occur because empirical investigations have shown that young 
people between the ages of 16 and 18 are already mature enough 
politically, but also have a strong interest in politics.57

In May 2009 a Motion calling for an investigation into the benefits 
and disadvantages of reducing the voting age to 16 in all member 
countries of the Council of Europe was presented.58 It referred to 
the changes in Germany and Switzerland allowing 16 and 17 year 
olds to vote at local elections in some of the constituent states, and 
the “very promising” evidence from elections in these countries. It 
also suggested that the UK, Finland, Norway and the Czech 
Republic are also considering lowering their voting ages to 16.59 

This international movement shows that the wide support for the 
move outside of this country, but there is also mounting pressure 
from regions within the United Kingdom.

Devolution has increased pressure for change
Scotland and Wales have both shown significant parliamentary 
support for lowering the voting age to 16. It is Scottish Government 
policy that all elections over which the government has power 
should have a voting age of 1660. However, the effect of this is 
limited, since the 1998 Scotland Act reserves power over the 
franchise for the UK government. Nevertheless, in 2008 the Health 
Board (Membership and Elections) (Scotland) Bill was introduced 
to the Scottish Parliament, which included a provision allowing 16 
and 17 year olds to vote for Elected Health Boards – an echo of the 
19th century reforms allowing women to vote for School Boards. The  
Scottish reform will be implemented for the first time in 2010. 

In Wales, two Welsh Assembly Members, Jenny Randerson and 
Eleanor Burnham, proposed a motion to lower the voting age in 
2007, 90 years exactly after Parliament gave women the right to 
vote. The motion was passed with a majority of 44 to 4 votes, but 
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the devolved Assembly does not have the power to implement this 
change, so no definitive action was possible. 

To ignore the strong political will for change to the voting age in 
Wales and Scotland could lead to tension between the devolved 
assemblies and Westminster. 

Combating age discrimination

Ideas about the capabilities of groups of people – both old and 
young – evolve. Ageism is now a legally proscribed behaviour in the 
workplace. Karon Monaghan QC has argued:61

Just as it was increasingly recognised that negative distinctions 
based on the grounds connected with sexual orientation were 
morally repugnant, so, with increasing consensus internationally on 
the unacceptability of distinctions based on…age, it is likely that 
distinctions based on age…will soon be regarded as ‘suspect’.

The debate about giving voting rights to younger age groups has 
some parallels with historical gender discrimination on this issue. 
In particular, arguments against extending suffrage to women 
frequently stressed the innocence and naivety of women62. While 
clearly not all age groups are not able to vote, the history of 
women’s suffrage does illustrate the way social norms about who is 
capable of voting can shift over time. However, there is one 
important limitation to this parallel as Mark Harper MP observes; 

“Women, when they were not able to vote, were never going to 
become men. All being well, 16-year-olds will become 18-year-olds, 
and will therefore get the vote. Whatever else 16-year-olds are, they 
are not the heirs to the suffragettes.”63

ARGUMENTS AGAINST REFORM

16 and 17 year olds are not mature enough
As discussed above, our judgement of maturity and the capacity 
levels of teenagers is one the ways of determining the right voting 
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age. Next, we consider this idea in light of public opinion on the 
voting age and evidence on brain development.

Surveys indicate that (beyond young age groups) the general public is 
not in favour of lowering the voting age. 

The campaign to lower the voting age to 16 does not seem to be 
supported by public opinion; the mixed nature of the data on public 
attitudes means there is no conclusive evidence base showing that 
the public believe 16 and 17 year olds are mature enough to vote. 
This was the conclusion reached by the Youth Citizenship 
Commission in 2009.64

The Electoral Commission also argued that the vote should not be 
given to 16 and 17 year olds, because ICM polling65 they 
commissioned showed that the general public believed the right to 
vote should only be given to those aged 18 and older66, and they 
regarded this as a proxy for assessment of the maturity levels of 
different ages. The following two tables show the level of support for 
the status quo across different age groups, although should be noted 
that this data is at least 6 years old;

67 
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68

ICM found the reasons cited by those who want the status quo to 
remain include a lack of sufficient life experience (33%), followed by  
immaturity at 16 (30%).69 

Furthermore, Chan and Clayton analysed data from the British 
Household Panel Survey between 1991 and 2001, and find that 16 
and 17 year olds are less interested and knowledgeable about 
politics, and less consistent in their views (at any one point) and 
stable (over time).70 They argue that 16 and 17 year olds are 
relatively less politically mature, and this suggests they should not 
be given the vote. However they accept that this relatively lower 
maturity level may still be “enough” to give them vote.71

Scientific analysis of maturity

Giedd et al.72 suggest that the prefrontal cortex of the brain, crucial 
for weighing moral dilemmas and controlling our impulses, 
continues to undergo major change during teenage years and into 
adulthood.73 

It has been argued that teenagers frequently make poor decisions that 

seem obvious to adults74, and observed that their brains appear 

profoundly different to adult brains on an MRI scan75. Geidd, of the 

US National Institutes of Health states "[It's] not that the teens are 
stupid or incapable... It's sort of unfair to expect them to have adult 
levels of organisational skills or decision-making before their brain 
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is finished being built."76  This swell of scientific data leads Richard 
Dawkins and R Elisabeth Cornwell to conclude “The brain just isn’t 
ready to vote at 16”.77 

However, there is no way to assess what level of brain development 
correlates with the level of maturity we deem sufficient to vote, 
limiting the usefulness of this type of evidence. Furthermore, to 
judge a group’s ability to vote on the basis of neurological 
development would be akin to a type of competency or literacy test 
for the vote; no other group of people over the age of 18 is restricted 
from voting on the basis of brain development or indeed loss of 
brain function, with the exception of those defined in arcane 
language as ‘lunatics’ (those compulsorily held in psychiatric 
hospital, for example, are not eligible to vote).         

The comparison between voting rights and other rights is 
flawed
The 2004 Electoral Commission report stated correctly that “the 
existence of rights and responsibilities at one particular age does 
not necessarily demonstrate that other rights and responsibilities 
should also accrue at that age.”78 It is difficult to argue that the 
rights of 16 year olds in other spheres are all equally applicable to 
the political arena. Indeed, the rights of 16 year olds to marry and 
join the armed forces still require parental consent. And, though the 
law allows 17 year olds to drive, insurance companies charge 
significantly more expensive rates to these young drivers.79

On 23 January 2002, Tony Blair, then Prime Minister, made it clear 
that he did not favour a reduction in the voting age on the basis of 

comparison across age differentiated rights:80 

Matthew Green (Ludlow): The Prime Minister will know that at 
16 young people are considered old enough to marry, to have 
children, to pay taxes and to join the armed forces, yet they are not 
allowed to vote until they are 18. Does he consider that those things 
are a lesser responsibility than voting? Will he meet me and a group 
of young people from a range of youth organisations to discuss 
reducing the voting age to 16?
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The Prime Minister: I am not sure that we would always want 
16-year-olds to do all the things they can do. I am afraid that I do 
not agree with the hon. Gentleman on the voting age. I think that it 
should remain as it is.

Acquiring the habit of not voting
If voting is a habit (as research by Franklin, 2004, Green and 
Schachar in 200 and Plutzer, 2002. suggests81) that is established in 
the first few elections one votes in, then encouraging 16 and 17 year 
olds who are especially relatively uninterested in politics82 could 
lead to the habit of not voting being ingrained.83 Work by Chan and 
Clayton suggests that the teenage years are a time of “political 
awakening”84 and awarding the vote to age groups who do not 
appear to have gone through this could cement habits that continue 
into adulthood. 

Lowering the voting age will not solve the problem of youth 
disengagement
The “Youth Citizenship Commission” which published a report 
looking at young people’s engagement in politics in June 2009 85 
stressed that giving the vote to 16 and 17 year olds was not “the key 
component of any strategy for better engagement of young people”. 
However it came to mixed conclusions on the voting issue, stating it 
was a “valid issue for consideration” but one which had no 
conclusive evidence on which to base a conclusion.86 

Instead, the Commission stressed the importance of citizenship 
education focusing on political literacy, to improve knowledge and 
improve the odds of future engagement for young people. It also 
criticised the fact that initiatives for young people to participate in 
local government and their communities were not well-publicised 
and coordinated, and recommended the introduction of policy 
scrutiny panels made up of young people, as well as assessment of 
policy in terms of its impact on the young.87   

International voting ages are not comparable
The international norm for the age of suffrage is still 18, putting the 
onus on those seeking to change the status quo to make a case for 
it88. There are some variations to this age limit, and there does seem 
to be a discernable international move towards lowering it. 
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However, the Electoral Commission’s report of 2004 rightly states 
that “the situation in other countries should only ever set the 
backdrop to the debate and should not be the conclusive argument 
for either change or the status quo.”89. 

The Electoral Commission report does not consider all international 
deviations from 18 in depth, but notes that the voting age of 20 in 
Japan is harmonised with the age at which the transition into 
adulthood is culturally recognised in the country.90 Cultural norms 
about the age of majority are specific to each country. While the UK 
can learn from the effects of international experiments, they do not 
provide sufficient grounds for British reform alone.

The Government has rejected the Human Rights argument 
In the Youth Citizenship Commission report on voting age91, the 
Government considered all international agreements where voting 
rights are enshrined and argued in each instance that no violation of 
rights is occurring by denying the vote to the under 18 population. 
For example, with regards to the right to vote enshrined in ECHR it 
stated “To be in breach of this treaty, the [voting] age that has been 
set would have to be unjustified (for example, if the voting age was 
higher than 18, that would be out of line with the general age that 
you are now considered to be an adult, 18 years). It is justifiable to 
have the voting age set at either 16 or 18, but the Government is not 
in breach of this convention by choosing the age of 18.”92 

The Government has also stated that “Article 12 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child does not directly 
relate to the right to vote. However, the Government does not agree 
that having a restriction on the voting age is unreasonable. The 
Government considers it is not practical for children of all ages to 
vote and therefore the most appropriate age should be selected. The 
most appropriate age chosen by the Government is 18 years.”93
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INTERNATIONAL EVIDENCE ON LOWERING THE 
VOTING AGE
A good deal of the debate in the UK over lowering the voting age 
focuses on the effect it might have on issues such as turnout, the 
outcome of elections and the engagement of young people 
themselves. In itself, this question of course far from sufficient: it 
would be hard to argue that certain ethnic minorities should be 
denied the vote simply because turn-out rates in that group were 
deemed to be unacceptably low. But it is a question worth 
addressing - and looking at the effect of extending the vote to 16 and 
17 year olds in other countries could provide an indication of the 
possible effect in the UK.  

Austria
Austria lowered its voting age in 2007. Though turnout figures 
separated by age are not collected in Austria, research by SORA and 
ISA 94 gives an insight into the effects of this change. They found 
that more than three quarters of the first-time voters in the 2008 
general election followed political issues more than once a week, 
and more than two thirds of the 16 to 18 year old electorate stated 
they were interested in the election campaigning. This is despite 
only 20% of SORA’s survey respondents saying they trusted major 
political actors, and criticisms from the group that politicians were 
not reflecting youth-specific issues in their election campaigns. The 
turnout in the newly-enfranchised group was estimated to be the 
same as the general electorate in 2008, around 73%, and the 
research team found no meaningful bias on the basis of age group. 
Compared to older voters, 16 and 17 year olds were more likely to 
vote for the Greens and freedom party (FPÖ).

Germany
The first election held with a voting age of 16 in the region of Lower 
Saxony was in September 1996, a year after the legislative change. 
City turnouts were impressive, in the city of Hanover for example 
the municipal election saw a turnout of 56.5% among 16 and 17 year 
olds compared with 49% among 18 to 24 year olds, and an overall 
turnout of 57%.95  The left-leaning SPD received the smallest share 
of their vote in Lower Saxony (21.1%) compared to the Greens 
(27.4%) and centre-right CDU (37.3%).
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This can be compared to the results of the Saxony-Anhalt municipal 
elections in 1999, where, across all the main cities, the turnout rate 
of the 16 to 18 year old group was around 33%, higher than the 18 to  
21 year old age group (around 32%) and the 21 to 25 group (24%). 
However it was lower than overall turnout of 38%.96 In terms of 
broader impact, the Electoral Commission were advised that, 
despite no significant change in strategic direction of policy, there 
was “a feeling that some groups of 16 and 17 year olds were getting 
more engaged in local politics”.97 

By 2004, eight years after the first age changes, only one of the six 
Bundesländer that had lowered their age minimum (Hesse) 
returned to an age threshold of 18.98 

Isle of Man
The Isle of Man lowered the voting age from 18 to 16 years in 2006. 
In the run up to the following election, 689 young people aged 16 
and 17 years registered to vote; around a third of the eligible group, 
compared an overall registration rate of 80%. In the 2006 election 
57.6 per cent of the 689 newly registered 16 and 17 year olds voted, 
compared with an overall turnout of 64.8 per cent of registered 
electors99.
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WHAT ARE THE POLITICAL VIEWS OF BRITISH 16 AND 
17 YEAR OLDS IN 2010?
New analysis undertaken by Ipsos/MORI for Demos casts fresh 
light on the political attitudes of 16 and 17 year-olds in the UK 
today. 

The statistics should be read alongside the Ipsos MORI data tables 
which can be downloaded from the Demos website to accompany 
this paper. Those tables are based on interviews carried out by 
telephone between January 2009 and February 2010 for the Ipsos 
MORI monthly Political Monitor. Data are aggregated across this 
14-month period and then weighted to match the profile of the 
population.  All interviews were with people aged 16-17 at the time 
of interview. The total sample size is 594. Where percentages do not 
sum to 100, this may be due to computer rounding, the exclusion of 
“don’t know” categories, or multiple answers. Voting intentions 
should be regarded as useful indicators of the political mood rather 
than predictions of a future electoral result. 

Compared to those aged over 18, this group of non-voters tend to be 
more positive about the performance of political leaders and more 
inclined to support Labour and, to a lesser extent, the Liberal 
Democrats than older citizens. They hold similar opinions about the 
prospect of Britain’s economic recovery to other age groups. For 16 
and 17 year olds, questions about voting were prefaced with the 
statement ‘If you were old enough to vote…’.

When asked, ‘how would you vote if there was a general election 
tomorrow’?, 41 per cent of 16/17 year olds said they would vote 
Labour, 30 per cent Conservative and 21 per cent Liberal Democrat. 
This contrasts to the 18+ population, where 36 per cent plumped for 
the Conservatives and 31 and 19 per cent chose Labour and the Lib 
Democrats, respectively. 

When asked ‘How likely will you be to vote in an immediate General 
Election on a scale of 1-10 (10 certain, 1 certain not to)?’, 19 per cent 
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of 16/17 year olds answered that they were certain to vote, the mean 
score being 6.56. These statistics compare to 52 per cent of adults 
(18+) who would be absolutely certain to vote. Slightly fewer 16-17 
year olds answered that they certainly would not vote than those 
over the age of 18: seven per cent, compared to nine per cent. The 
certainty of voting also increased with age, rising from a mean of 
6.82 18-34 years, to 7.70 for 35-54 yrs, 8.51 for 55+ and 8.61 for 
75+.

16 – 17 year old boys were both more slightly likely to be certain to 
vote (21 per cent) and certain not to vote (9 per cent) than girls (16 
per cent and 6 per cent respectively). 

Satisfaction with the government is higher amongst 16 and 17 year 
olds. When asked, ‘Are you satisfied with the way the government is 
running the country?’, equal proportions are satisfied as dissatisfied 
(46 per cent). This compares to 23 per cent of adults (18+) who said 
they were satisfied and 70 per cent dissatisfied. Dissatisfaction with 
the government increased with age, peaking with 55-64 year olds, 
where 76 per cent said they were dissatisfied. 

When asked ‘Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the way Gordon 
Brown is doing his job?’ a slightly higher proportion of 16-17yr olds 
were dissatisfied than satisfied (48 per cent to 45 per cent). Again, 
adults are more dissatisfied than 16-17 year olds (31 per cent 
satisfied and 62 per cent dissatisfied). 

When asked ‘Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the way David 
Cameron is doing his job as leader of the conservative party?’ 58 per  
cent of 16-17 year olds were satisfied, 23 per cent dissatisfied whilst 
20 per cent said they did not know. Again, the adults had a higher 
proportion of dissatisfaction, 37 per cent, with 46 per cent satisfied, 
but also a fairly high proportion who didn’t know, 17 per cent. 

When asked ‘do you think the general economic condition of the 
country will improve, stay the same or get worse of the next twelve 
months, opinions across the age ranges was remarkably consistent 
with 36 per cent of 16-17 year olds believing it will improve and 29 
and 35 per cent believing that it will stay the same or get worse 
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respectively. These trends are almost identical for adults over the 
age of 18.  

CONCLUSION
Despite the detailed deliberations of numerous independent 
commissions, any decision to change the voting age will inevtiably 
be a political one, based on the implications for British democracy. 
In this respect, the decision to enfranchise more people should be 
seen a progressive statement crediting 16 and 17 year olds with the 
political awareness and maturity to vote. 

Power in a democracy should be in the hands of the many, not the 
few. Eight decades ago, women were entrusted with the vote for 
British parliamentary elections, on a par with men. Four decades 
ago, the right of those aged 18 and over to choose their government 
was recognised. Today it is time to enfranchise a group that 
includes citizens who pay income tax, who shoulder the 
responsibilities of company directors, who are husbands and wives, 
and who fight - and die - for their country. 

There are of course serious arguments against lowering the voting 
age to 16, as indeed there have been to many extensions of the 
franchise. In particular we should be wary of overstating the 
positive impact on youth disengagement such a move might have. 
But these arguments are no longer strong enough to counteract the 
claim of 16 and 17-year olds to play their part in choosing our 
governors. Changing demographics and pressing political questions 
of inter-generational justice have rightly pushed this issue up the 
agenda. The politics of such a reform will be difficult: most adults 
are currently opposed to an extension of the franchise. But the 
views of the enfranchised should not trump the legitimate claims of 
a group who are currently excluded from the formal political 
process. 
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Demos – Licence to Publish
The work (as defined below) is provided under the terms of this licence ('licence'). The work is protected by 
copyright and/or other applicable law. Any use of the work other than as authorized under this licence is 
prohibited. By exercising any rights to the work provided here, you accept and agree to be bound by the 
terms of this licence. Demos grants you the rights contained here in consideration of your acceptance of 
such terms and conditions.

1 Definitions
a 'Collective Work' means a work, such as a periodical issue, anthology or encyclopedia, in which the 
Work in its entirety in unmodified form, along with a number of other contributions, constituting separate and 
independent works in themselves, are assembled into a collective whole. A work that constitutes a Collective 
Work will not be considered a Derivative Work (as defined below) for the purposes of this Licence.
b 'Derivative Work' means a work based upon the Work or upon the Work and other pre-existing works, 
such as a musical arrangement, dramatization, fictionalization, motion picture version, sound recording, art 
reproduction, abridgment, condensation, or any other form in which the Work may be recast, transformed, 
or adapted, except that a work that constitutes a Collective Work or a translation from English into another 
language will not be considered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this Licence.
c 'Licensor' means the individual or entity that offers the Work under the terms of this Licence.
d 'Original Author' means the individual or entity who created the Work.
e 'Work' means the copyrightable work of authorship offered under the terms of this Licence.
f 'You' means an individual or entity exercising rights under this Licence who has not previously violated 
the terms of this Licence with respect to the Work,or who has received express permission from Demos to 
exercise rights under this Licence despite a previous violation.

2 Fair Use Rights
Nothing in this licence is intended to reduce, limit, or restrict any rights arising from fair use, first sale or other 
limitations on the exclusive rights of the copyright owner under copyright law or other applicable laws.

3 Licence Grant
Subject to the terms and conditions of this Licence, Licensor hereby grants You a worldwide, royalty-free, 
non-exclusive,perpetual (for the duration of the applicable copyright) licence to exercise the rights in the 
Work as stated below: 
a  to reproduce the Work, to incorporate the Work into one or more Collective Works, and to reproduce 
the Work as incorporated in the Collective Works;
b  to distribute copies or phonorecords of, display publicly,perform publicly, and perform publicly by 
means of a digital audio transmission the Work including as incorporated in Collective Works; The above 
rights may be exercised in all media and formats whether now known or hereafter devised.The above rights 
include the right to make such modifications as are technically necessary to exercise the rights in other 
media and formats. All rights not expressly granted by Licensor are hereby reserved.

4 Restrictions
The licence granted in Section 3 above is expressly made subject to and limited 
by the following restrictions:
a You may distribute,publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work only under 
the terms of this Licence, and You must include a copy of, or the Uniform Resource Identifier for, this 
Licence with every copy or phonorecord of the Work You distribute, publicly display,publicly perform, or 
publicly digitally perform.You may not offer or impose any terms on the Work that alter or restrict the terms 
of this Licence or the recipients’ exercise of the rights granted hereunder.You may not sublicence the 
Work.You must keep intact all notices that refer to this Licence and to the disclaimer of warranties.You may 
not distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work with any technological 
measures that control access or use of the Work in a manner inconsistent with the terms of this Licence 
Agreement.The above applies to the Work as incorporated in a Collective Work, but this does not require 
the Collective Work apart from the Work itself to be made subject to the terms of this Licence. If You create 
a Collective Work, upon notice from any Licencor You must, to the extent practicable, remove from the 
Collective Work any reference to such Licensor or the Original Author, as requested.
b You may not exercise any of the rights granted to You in Section 3 above in any manner that is 
primarily intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or private monetary compensation.The 
exchange of the Work for other copyrighted works by means of digital filesharing or otherwise shall not be 
considered to be intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or private monetary compensation, 
provided there is no payment of any monetary compensation in connection with the exchange of 
copyrighted works.
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C  If you distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work or any 
Collective Works,You must keep intact all copyright notices for the Work and give the Original Author credit 
reasonable to the medium or means You are utilizing by conveying the name (or pseudonym if applicable) 
of the Original Author if supplied; the title of the Work if supplied. Such credit may be implemented in any 
reasonable manner; provided, however, that in the case of a Collective Work, at a minimum such credit will 
appear where any other comparable authorship credit appears and in a manner at least as prominent as 
such other comparable authorship credit.

5 Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer
A  By offering the Work for public release under this Licence, Licensor represents and warrants that, to 
the best of Licensor’s knowledge after reasonable inquiry:
i  Licensor has secured all rights in the Work necessary to grant the licence rights hereunder and to 
permit the lawful exercise of the rights granted hereunder without You having any obligation to pay any 
royalties, compulsory licence fees, residuals or any other payments;
ii  The Work does not infringe the copyright, trademark, publicity rights, common law rights or any other 
right of any third party or constitute defamation, invasion of privacy or other tortious injury to any third party.
B except as expressly stated in this licence or otherwise agreed in writing or required by applicable 
law,the work is licenced on an 'as is'basis,without warranties of any kind, either express or implied 
including,without limitation,any warranties regarding the contents or accuracy of the work.

6 Limitation on Liability
Except to the extent required by applicable law, and except for damages arising from liability to a third party 
resulting from breach of the warranties in section 5, in no event will licensor be liable to you on any legal 
theory for any special, incidental,consequential, punitive or exemplary damages arising out of this licence or 
the use of the work, even if licensor has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

7 Termination
A  This Licence and the rights granted hereunder will terminate automatically upon any breach by You of 
the terms of this Licence. Individuals or entities who have received Collective Works from You under this 
Licence,however, will not have their licences terminated provided such individuals or entities remain in full 
compliance with those licences. Sections 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will survive any termination of this Licence.
B  Subject to the above terms and conditions, the licence granted here is perpetual (for the duration of 
the applicable copyright in the Work). Notwithstanding the above, Licensor reserves the right to release the 
Work under different licence terms or to stop distributing the Work at any time; provided, however that any 
such election will not serve to withdraw this Licence (or any other licence that has been, or is required to be, 
granted under the terms of this Licence), and this Licence will continue in full force and effect unless 
terminated as stated above.

8 Miscellaneous
A  Each time You distribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a Collective Work, Demos offers to 
the recipient a licence to the Work on the same terms and conditions as the licence granted to You under 
this Licence.
B  If any provision of this Licence is invalid or unenforceable under applicable law, it shall not affect the 
validity or enforceability of the remainder of the terms of this Licence, and without further action by the 
parties to this agreement, such provision shall be reformed to the minimum extent necessary to make such 
provision valid and enforceable.
C  No term or provision of this Licence shall be deemed waived and no breach consented to unless such 
waiver or consent shall be in writing and signed by the party to be charged with such waiver or consent.
D  This Licence constitutes the entire agreement between the parties with respect to the Work licensed 
here.There are no understandings, agreements or representations with respect to the Work not specified 
here. Licensor shall not be bound by any additional provisions that may appear in any communication from 
You.This Licence may not be modified without the mutual written agreement of Demos and You.
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