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in The electoral registration process: report
and recommendations (2003) with our
recommendations, including a move to
individual registration supported by individual
identifiers, reiterated in Voting for change
(2003), Delivering democracy (2004) and
Securing the vote (2005).
• Conducting ongoing research updates on
individual registration in Northern Ireland
and patterns of non-registration.
• Publishing academic and social research
exploring the subject of registration alongside
other subjects, including electoral turnout (for
example, our 2002 report Voter engagement
among young people) and research into the
way in which local authorities promote
electoral matters (Making an impact: the
local promotion of electoral issues, 2002).
• Designing and delivering national voter
registration campaigns and ‘micro’ campaigns
targeted at specific groups such as students,
home-movers, private renters, overseas voters
and military personnel, as well as providing
electoral registration forms and information
about the process via our main website and
www.aboutmyvote.co.uk, and in leaflet format.
• Delivering a high-profile Northern Irelandwide public awareness campaign explaining
individual registration and the requirement to
register every year.
• Providing advice, support and best-practice
guidance to local authority elections staff on
both the local promotion of electoral registration
and the application of new legislation.

Research objectives
1.8 In The electoral registration process: report
and recommendations the Commission outlined
an intention to undertake further research into
registration rates in Britain and to identify the
extent of under-registration among particular
communities and population groups. We were
mindful of the need to update the research
undertaken by the Office for Population Censuses
and Surveys (OPCS) on behalf of the Home
Office and the Scottish Office Home and
Health Department in 1993.3
1.9 Such an update was made possible by the
availability of data from the 2001 Census in
2003–4 and our intention was to use it, in
tandem with other research inputs, to:
• provide robust estimates for registration rates
in Britain at the aggregate level, by comparing
population and registration data while taking
electoral eligibility into account;
• provide similar estimates for sub-groups of
the British population and different parts of
the country;
• explore the reasons for these rates
of registration;
• survey public knowledge of, and attitudes
towards, electoral registration;
• review current administrative practices and
understand the impact of these on registration
rates; and
• where possible, explore the impact of recent
changes to the registration process, particularly
the introduction of ‘rolling’ registration in 2001.
3 OPCS, S. Smith, (1993) Electoral Registration in 1991,
HMSO publications, London.
Understanding electoral registration: introduction
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1.10 The research was designed to enable the
Commission to build on the activities listed in
1.7 above. It will also inform ongoing policy
discussions about electoral registration and
we see the research serving as an important
benchmark leading in to the period of policy
change we hope to see in the next few years. We
also envisage it being useful to those, including
the Commission, involved in work relating to the
drawing-up of electoral boundaries (given that
electorate estimates are integral to this) and to
those seeking to make sense of election turnout
figures and the reasons why people do, or do
not, vote at elections in Britain.

Research methodology
1.11 The information in this report has been
drawn from a number of sources, including the
statistical register check analysis conducted for
us by the Office for National Statistics (ONS);
quantitative and qualitative; public opinion
research undertaken by MORI; case study
interviews with local electoral administrators
carried out by Commission staff and a literature
review of other sources. Further technical details
of the methodology used during the register
check exercise by ONS and the public opinion
research by MORI are included in the Appendix
of this report. The ONS and MORI reports are
available on our website:
www.electoralcommission.org.uk.
Statistical register check analysis
1.12 In August 2004 the Commission retained
ONS to conduct a systematic register check
along the lines of the research completed by
OPCS in 1993 and involving a comparison of
Understanding electoral registration: introduction

population and registration data. As it was not
possible to take into account two important
components of the 1993 study retrospectively for
our 2004 project – the Census Coverage Survey
(CCS) and the library-based register analysis –
ONS proposed matching a sample of population
records drawn from the Census and the Labour
Force Survey (LFS) against electronic versions of
the electoral register published in February 2001.
1.13 The February 2001 electoral register was
selected owing to its proximity to the 2001
Census, shown in Table 1 overleaf. Rolling
registration was introduced on 16 February
2001 bringing new electors onto the register on
an ongoing basis thereafter. EROs publish a list
of additions, deletions and amendments each
month, rather than a full register, meaning that
the register closest to the Census date of 29
April available for the purposes of this study
was the 16 February 2001 register, based on
a qualifying date of 15 October 2000.
Table 1: Key dates, 2000–1
Milestone
Qualifying date for
the 2001 register
2001 register published by
2001 Census

Date
15 October 2000
16 February 2001
29 April 2001

1.14 The ONS study involved drawing a
composite population sample from the large LFS
and 2001 Census records: data from responding
households in the LFS sample at the time of
the qualifying date of October 2000 formed the
majority of the sample (for more on the benefits
of this approach, see 1.8 in the Appendix).
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ONS used 15,157 addresses in England and
Wales to derive a sample of 23,963 eligible
adults living within non-communal households at
the time of the qualifying date in October 2000.
In determining the eligibility of individuals to be
registered, consideration was given to changes
in the definition of eligibility between 1991 and
2000 and the possibility of people being
registered somewhere other than the sampled
address (for more on this, see 1.6 and 1.7 in the
Appendix and the ONS report on our website).
1.15 Using both electronic and clerical methods,
ONS matched the sample of population records
against electronic versions of the February 2001
electoral register. ONS report that the error rate
for the multi-stage matching processes and
related assumptions was estimated to be less
than 1% overall and that this was unbiased.
1.16 The objective of the ONS study was to
produce robust estimates of non-registration,
comparing the number of people eligible to be
on the electoral register in 2000 and the number
actually registered. The study also explored
individual-level variables, such as age and
housing tenure, and area-level variables, such
as area deprivation and urbanity, and their
association with non-registration.
Public opinion research
1.17 In November 2004, MORI were
commissioned to conduct a programme of public
opinion research, including both quantitative and
qualitative components, to measure and explore
opinion in relation to electoral registration.
Between December 2004 and February 2005
MORI asked a representative sample of 6,084

British adults a suite of questions relating to
electoral registration across three waves of their
monthly face-to-face omnibus. Such an approach
was designed to ensure that we obtained
sufficient numbers of non-registrants in order
to make findings robust.4
1.18 In addition, MORI conducted a series
of eight focus groups across Britain at four
different locations to explore, among other
things, people’s knowledge and awareness
of the system for registering to vote and their
experiences of, and attitudes towards, electoral
registration. The group discussions lasted in
the region of 90 minutes each.
Case study interviews
1.19 Commission staff conducted a total of
eight case study interviews with local electoral
administrators in order to collect more local and
contemporary insights as well as an ‘on the
ground’ perspective. Two local authorities were
selected in Scotland (Dundee and Fife), two
in Wales (Cardiff and Ceredigion) and four
in England (Copeland, Leeds, Newham and
Stevenage). The eight were selected against
a range of criteria designed to ensure we
interviewed a good mix of different authority
types likely to be facing different challenges in
administering electoral registration. Telephone
interviews were conducted between December
2004 and January 2005. Further details are
available in the Appendix.
4 The MORI/Commission survey sampling utilised the
Postal Address File as a sampling frame, not electoral
registers, and we did not undertake a register check
verification exercise after the survey, meaning that we
are analysing the views and behaviour of claimed
non-registrants.
Understanding electoral registration: introduction
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Other sources
1.20 A number of other sources were also used
to inform this report, including:
• our own policy review reports, and inquiries
by others, including the recent Select
Committee report on electoral registration;5
• data supplied in the course of debates in the
House of Commons and in answers to
Parliamentary questions;
• findings from our own research projects,
including Voter engagement among young
people and MORI’s 2003 report for us
Attitudes towards voting and the political
process in 2003; and
• findings from research conducted by others,
including Department for the Environment,
Transport and the Regions-sponsored
research in 2000.6

Research scope and constraints
1.21 The main component of this research is the
register check exercise conducted for us by ONS.
This compared registration and population data
as a means of developing estimates of nonregistration in 2000, but did not seek to review the
accuracy of registers in 2000, including the extent
of ‘redundancy’: i.e. the inclusion of names on the
register which should not be included for reasons
of, for example, death, or changes in eligibility.
5 Constitutional Affairs and ODPM: Housing, Planning,
Local Government and the Regions Committees First
Joint report of Session 2004–5 (2005) Electoral
registration, HMSO, London.
6 C. Rallings, M. Thrasher and J. Downe for DETR
(2000), Turnout at Local Government Elections:
Influences on levels of voter registration and electoral
participation, DETR, London.
Understanding electoral registration: introduction

1.22 While the analysis by ONS uses a
sophisticated statistical approach, it does still
represent an estimate of non-registration in
England and Wales. As with our MORI survey,
it is drawn from a sample and thus subject to
sampling tolerances and margins of error, as
well as certain assumptions and adjustments
(for more on this, see the Appendix and the
ONS report on our website). The tables in this
report provide details of sample sizes for the
various sub-groups analysed: generally speaking,
the smaller the base, the greater the sampling
tolerances and margins of error involved (see
1.13 in the Appendix).
1.23 The statistical analysis in this report is
confined to England and Wales, not Scotland,
although our public opinion research was
conducted across Britain and two of our eight
case study authorities were Scottish. This is the
result of the more involved procedures required
in securing permission to use population data
for Scotland (this is held separately by the
General Register Office for Scotland) and the
timescales involved. We will continue to work
with ONS with a view to developing an estimate
for non-registration in Scotland in 2000.
1.24 Our register check is also, inevitably,
a snapshot reviewing registration rates at one
particular period in time. In this case, it is a
snapshot of registration rates based on the
February 2001 register (with a qualifying date of
15 October 2000) and the study is necessarily
retrospective given the availability, in the form
of the 2001 Census, of national population data.
Recognising this, we have used our case study
exercise to gain a more contemporary picture
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although, of course, our eight case studies are few
in number and have been selected purposively.
1.25 The current electoral registration process
makes it difficult to conduct exhaustive research
into local registration rates not least because, in
contrast to most western democracies, there is
no centrally held electoral register, but over 400
registers across Britain (and some registers are
not held electronically). Moreover, ‘demographic’
information, such as sex, age, ethnicity, is not
collected at the point of registration, meaning
that registration data needs to be matched with
existing social survey or population data in order
to ascertain the profile of non-registrants.

non-registration, the impact of rolling registration
and other practical initiatives. This will help
policy-makers evaluate the impact of policy
change and inform further policy development.

Distribution of this report
1.28 The Commission will be distributing this
report to a wide range of organisations and
individuals interested in electoral registration
issues, including elected representatives in
democratic institutions within the UK and all local
authority EROs. The report is also available on the
Commission’s website and in hard copy from our
offices in London, Cardiff, Edinburgh and Belfast.

1.26 As a result, our focus is very much on the
aggregate picture – although we do comment on
rates according to local authority types – and this
report does not analyse or list data for individual
Parliamentary constituencies or local authorities
(with the exception of some illustrative tables
derived from previous analysis by ONS). Such
analysis was possible in our research in Northern
Ireland owing to the centralised electronic
register and the ease of accessing this: registers
are compiled and managed by the Electoral
Office for Northern Ireland.
1.27 The Commission has on many occasions
advocated the benefits of creating a national
electronic register of electors formed from
individual registers, compiled and managed
locally to mandatory standards. Looking ahead,
we are hopeful that the realisation of the
Government’s ‘CORE’ project (Co-ordinated
On-line Register of Electors) will facilitate quick
and cost-effective research into the extent of
Understanding electoral registration: introduction
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2 The extent of
non-registration
Surveys of the public and basic
comparisons of population and
electorate figures are useful in giving
us a sense of the extent of nonregistration, but robust estimates
can only be derived from systematic
studies that take into account the
eligibility of individuals to register to
vote. Such analysis also allows us
to estimate non-registration among
different demographic sub-groups
and different parts of the country.

2.1 There is currently no centrally held electoral
register in Britain, although the Government’s
‘CORE’ project is working towards this (see 1.27).
Individual local authorities compile and maintain
a register of eligible electors for their own area,
meaning that electoral registration data is held
locally, not centrally. Each year, however, local
authorities submit basic registration figures to the
Office for National Statistics (ONS) following the
annual canvass and these data are compiled
and published by ONS in February each year.
The ONS reports give the total number of
registered electors for Parliamentary elections
and local authority elections.
2.2 The most recent figures were published by
ONS in February 2005. As shown in Table 2, in
Britain the number of people registered to vote in
Parliamentary elections as at 1 December 2004
and following the annual canvass was 43,134,706,
with 43,602,190 registered for local elections
(these figures include overseas registrants in
the case of Parliamentary elections, EU citizens
for local elections and attainers7 for both). Both
figures represent an increase, in absolute
terms, since December 2003.

7 Attainers are 16- and 17-year-olds who will attain
voting age (i.e. become 18) during the ‘life’ of the
register (in this case, from the qualifying date of 15
October 2000 up until February 2001). They are legally
allowed to register, but cannot actually vote unless
their eighteenth birthday is on, or before, the day of
the election.
Understanding electoral registration: the extent of non-registration
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Table 2: Number of people registered to vote
in Britain, 2003–4
Dec 2003
Parliamentary
electors
43,069,088
England
36,991,118
Wales
2,219,973
Scotland
3,857,997
Local government
electors
43,470,529
England
37,365,305
Wales
2,228,030
Scotland
3,877,194

Dec 2004
43,134,706
37,043,608
2,233,467
3,857,631
43,602,190
37,486,007
2,242,655
3,873,528

Source: ONS, 2004.

2.3 The 43,602,190 local elections electorate
figure (the bigger of the two)8 compares with
a 2001 Census estimate of 45,434,897 British
adults aged 18+, i.e. people of voting age
(but excluding attainers). Further comparisons
of electorates and voting age populations
developed by the Home Office are shown in
Table 3 opposite (note: these are UK figures
since it is not possible to retrospectively
disaggregate figures for Britain).9 It is worth
noting that while this analysis shows nonregistration of 4.6% in 1991, the systematic
study by the Office for Population Censuses
and Surveys (OPCS) in 1993 estimated it as
7.1% for the same year.
8 There are different franchises for UK Parliamentary
general elections, for local elections and for European
Parliamentary elections. For more, see the Who can
vote? factsheet available on our website.
9 Home Office (1999) Final report of working
party on electoral procedures.

Table 3: Comparison of population and
registered voters, UK, 1983–97
Year
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997

% registered
97.8
97.8
97.4
97.3
97.4
96.9
96.3
95.9
95.4
95.5
94.2
95.2
95.3
95.1
95.2

% not registered
2.2
2.2
2.6
2.7
2.6
3.1
3.7
4.1
4.6
4.5
5.8
4.8
4.7
4.9
4.8

Source: Home Office, 1999.
Note: These figures are based on the number
of Parliamentary electors as a percentage of the
approximate corresponding resident population
from the preceding year (it is not clear from the
source whether attainers are included).

2.4 While these figures are useful and provide us
with a picture of disparities between electorate
numbers and the voting age population, and
probable trends in underlying registration levels,
they cannot provide robust estimates of nonregistration. This is because voting age population
figures do not take eligibility into account and are
likely to include some people who are ineligible
to register to vote owing to a number of reasons
besides age including nationality, residency,
imprisonment, being convicted of certain

Understanding electoral registration: the extent of non-registration
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electoral offences or being sectioned under the
Mental Health Act. In addition, registration figures
do not take redundancy into account (see 1.21).
2.5 According to the 1993 OPCS report, 74.8%
of the original 5,983 sample drawn from the 1991
Census were classified as eligible with 23.3%
deemed ineligible because of age. A further 0.6%
were ineligible owing to nationality, 0.3% were
ineligible because they were not resident in Britain
on the qualifying date and a further 1% were of
uncertain eligibility.
2.6 The limitations of basic comparisons of
population numbers and registration data were
further highlighted in a written response by the
National Statistician and Registrar General to a
Parliamentary question in 2003 asked by Chris
Ruane MP. (A similar question was recently asked

by Clive Betts MP, in July 2005.) The National
Statistician provided a table (abbreviated in
Table 4) showing the count of adults aged 18+
(excluding attainers) in each Parliamentary
constituency in England and Wales, compared
with the number of adults registered to vote
according to electoral register data from February
2001, but cautioned that ‘There are a number
of reasons why these counts can vary so
greatly…[The] data are not comparable for a
number of reasons. These include definitional
differences in the way the sources are compiled,
differences in timing… and the delay in people
being removed from the electoral register in a
constituency after they move away from the
area’.10 For example, Kensington and Chelsea
has a higher than average number of ineligible
residents and much of the borough’s population
is highly mobile.

Table 4: Comparison of number of persons aged 18+ with number of registered voters in
England and Wales, 2001, by Parliamentary constituency (10 largest differences)
Parliamentary constituency
Kensington and Chelsea
Cities of London and Westminster
Hammersmith and Fulham
Regent’s Park and Kensington North
Hampstead and Highgate
Sheffield Brightside
Southwark North and Bermondsey
Ealing, Acton and Shepherd’s Bush
Tottenham
Holborn and St Pancras

Persons 18+
102,316
96,909
100,408
92,977
83,174
72,311
88,964
86,983
81,268
77,994

Registered voters
63,921
70,114
78,867
74,753
65,180
54,550
72,234
71,076
65,606
62,792

Difference
38,395
26,795
21,541
18,224
17,994
17,761
16,730
15,907
15,662
15,202

Source: ONS, written answer, House of Commons, 21 October 2003.
10 Written answer, House of Commons, 21 October 2003.
Understanding electoral registration: the extent of non-registration
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2.7 As an alternative to analysis of this sort,
estimates of the extent of non-registration can
be derived from public opinion surveys. A
Commission/MORI survey in 2003 (sampled from
telephone directory sampling frames, not electoral
registers) found 93% of UK adults saying they
were registered to vote and our most recent
survey between December 2004 and January
2005, also with MORI, found 93% of British adults
claiming to be registered. Such figures, however,
may well represent over-claims (and, of course,
don’t take into account the, typically, 2–3% who
answer ‘don’t know’ to such questions). In their
report to us, MORI cautioned that some people
‘… may labour under the false impression that
they are already registered to vote – when in
fact they had registered over a year ago, or
registered at a previous address, or thought
that registration was automatic – and are no
longer registered… As such, the 93% claimed
registration rate could be an overstatement of
the true levels’.
2.8 It can be seen then that in order to produce
robust aggregate estimates of the extent of
non-registration in Britain, it is necessary to
determine the eligibility of a sample of people
before comparing this with the number actually
registered. This involves time-intensive research
drawing samples and then matching population
and registration data derived from several
different sources. Such analysis also affords
us the opportunity to look at levels of nonregistration among different demographic
sub-groups and different parts of the country.

Aggregate non-registration in
England and Wales
2.9 Put simply, the ONS register check exercise
for the Commission looked at a specially
constructed sample of 23,963 eligible adults
living within non-communal households sampled
from the LFS and the 2001 Census. ONS crosschecked this against electoral registers based
on the qualifying date and sourced from
commercial organisations (these subsumed
Parliamentary and local election registers).
2.10 According to ONS, the study sample
represented approximately 95% of the household
population of England and Wales as at 15
October 2000 and their estimate of nonregistration based on this study sample is 7%.
The 5% of the population not represented by the
study sample comprises people who were found
by the census enumerator, but who did not return
a census form (and for whom we cannot
therefore check registration status) and, as a
result, includes groups that census coverage
studies have shown to be disproportionately
unlikely to have been covered by the Census.
ONS identify two approaches to estimating
non-registration among this 5%:
1. Measuring non-registration among those
not responding to the Census:
Analysis of the 2001 Census Coverage Survey
(CCS) suggests that up to 55% of those not
responding to the Census are unregistered.
Taking this into account, estimated nonregistration for the entire household population
of England and Wales in October 2000 would
be 9%. ONS, however, say that the true figure
is likely to be below this level as the CCS

Understanding electoral registration: the extent of non-registration
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over-samples areas where it is hard to secure
a good response rate to the Census, meaning
an over-representation of those least likely to
be registered.
2. Weighting the study sample by characteristics
associated with non-registration:
The ONS research for us has found mobility to be
a key indicator of non-registration (see 2.34 and
3.9) and while the 2001 Census estimated mobility
within the previous 12 months as 11%, the level
in our study sample was two points lower. By
weighting the relevant components of the study
sample to replicate the 11% level, the adjusted
estimate for overall non-registration is 8%.
2.11 ONS used these adjustments to conclude
that the ‘best estimate’ for non-registration
among the eligible household population in
England and Wales at 15 October 2000 lies
between 8% and 9%. This means that in the
region of 3.5 million people across England and
Wales eligible to be on the register at their main
residence in 2000 were missing from it.11
2.12 Adjustments are less straightforward at the
sub-aggregate level and the unadjusted study
sample (i.e. the sample drawn from approximately
95% of the household population with an
estimated level of non-registration of 7%) shows
that there was no significant difference in the
level of non-registration between Wales and
England in 2000: 6% and 7% respectively.
11 This estimate utilises the mid-point of the ONS estimate
of non-registration of 8–9% and the Census figure of
41,117,533 adults aged 16+ living in England and Wales,
taking into account the ineligibility of some 16-yearolds who would not have attained voting age within the
life of the register coming into effect in February 2001.

Changes in non-registration over time
2.13 The OPCS study in 1993 estimated nonregistration for the household population of
England and Wales in 1991 to have been
between 7% and 9%, meaning that the ONS
estimate for 2000 falls within the range
estimated by OPCS for 1991 (shown in Table 5).
This implies that there has, in effect, been no
change in non-registration in England and
Wales (combined) between 1991 and 2000.
Table 5: Estimates of non-registration
England and Wales, 1991 and 2000
1991
2000

% non-registration
7–9
8–9

Source: OPCS/ONS.

2.14 There has been a slight change in the
definition of eligibility between 1991 and 2000.
In the 1993 study, those with nationality
outside the UK, the Republic of Ireland or the
Commonwealth were treated as ineligible unless
proved otherwise by the fact of registration.
In 2000, those born in EU countries were also
entitled to be registered to vote at local and
European Parliamentary elections in the UK
(for European Parliamentary elections they can
choose whether they register here or in their
‘home’ country, but not both) and are consequently
treated as eligible within this study. ONS also
treated as eligible, people with stated nationalities
outside the UK, Commonwealth and EU, as they
may have been eligible and registered to vote,
for example, where citizenship/dual nationality
is acquired through marriage.

Understanding electoral registration: the extent of non-registration
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2.15 Analysis by ONS found that if the estimate
of non-registration for 2000 were based on an
eligible sample restricted to the same nationalities
and citizenship status as the 1991 study, then
the estimate of non-registration would be one
percentage point lower, that is between 7% and
8% (this is the product of removing two groups
with a higher proportion of unregistered people
from the eligible sample). This shows that, on
either basis, the estimate for non-registration in
2000 lies within the range estimated by OPCS for
1991 and that there is no evidence of a change
in the overall levels of non-registration in the
household population during this time.

The picture in 2004–5

2.16 Looking further back there is evidence that
while non-registration rates were little changed
between 1991 and 2000 at the aggregate level,
estimates for 1991 and 2000 were higher than
levels in the 1980s and 1960s. Disaggregating the
data suggests an upward trend in non-registration
rates in Wales (shown in Table 6), but this remains
lower than the 1981 levels and the base sizes
involved mean that sampling tolerances are
relatively high (see the Appendix for more on this).

2.18 While aggregate figures for December 2003
and 2004 suggest a modest increase in the
number registered to vote, basic comparisons
of the number of electors as at 1 February 2001
and 1 December 2003 do show some significant
falls in registration in some Parliamentary
constituencies in England and Wales, shown in
Table 7,13 although at least some of the change
could be accounted for by, for example, population
decline or initiatives to tackle redundancy.

2.17 The figures developed by ONS for us and
reported above represent a snapshot. They are
estimates of the extent of non-registration at
15 October 2000. Recently, the joint Constitutional
Affairs and Office of the Deputy Prime Minister
(ODPM) Committee on Electoral Registration
reported that ‘The proportion of the eligible
population not included on the register has risen
in recent years’, and in evidence to the Committee
the Executive Director of the Association of
Electoral Administrators (AEA) said that
conducting annual registration canvasses
‘is becoming more and more difficult.’12

Table 6: Estimates of non-registration 1966–2000
1966
1981
1991
2000

Britain
4.5
6.5
7.1
n/a

England and Wales
n/a
6.7
7.2
6.9

England
n/a
6.5
7.3
6.9

Wales
n/a
9.2
4.8
6.0

Scotland
n/a
5.3
6.6
n/a

Source: OPCS/ONS.
12 The Constitutional Affairs and ODPM: Housing, Planning,
Local Government and the Regions Committees First
Joint report of Session 2004–5 (2005) Electoral
Registration, HMSO Publications, London.
13 Ibid.
Understanding electoral registration: the extent of non-registration
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Table 7: Change in number of registered electors by British Parliamentary constituencies
2001–3 (top 10 based on absolute change)
Parliamentary constituency
Brentford and Isleworth
Portsmouth South
Edinburgh Central
Rhondda
Glasgow Maryhill
Bradford West
Edinburgh South
Brent East
Bolton South East
Dulwich and West Norwood

Absolute change
-15,486
-11,210
-10,582
-7,764
-7,562
-7,530
-7,163
-6,968
-6,882
-6,812

% point change
-18.6
-14.5
-16.0
-13.8
-13.7
-10.4
-11.1
-12.0
-10.1
-9.7

Source: ONS.

2.19 More recently, the Local Government
Chronicle Local Elections Centre at the University
of Plymouth has analysed the number of Form
As returned to local authorities by 1 December
2004, the date on which the annual register
comes into force. Using data from 213 local
authorities, their analysis found an average
percentage return of 89%, down on the 91%
return in 2003. In 2004, 19 authorities reported
returns exceeding 95% (compared to 65 in 2003)
and 90 reported returns below 90% (70 in 2003).
Table 8 shows that metropolitan boroughs
experienced the biggest fall over the period,
although when interpreting this data it is worth
remembering that percentage returns are not the
same as percentage non-registered (it may be
the case that some households containing nonregistrants are simply not receiving Form As).14
14 Ibid.
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Table 8: Form A returns in Britain as at 1 December 2003, 2004
Authority type (base no.)
Total
Metropolitan boroughs (25)
London boroughs (16)
Unitary councils (31)
Wales (13)
Districts (all-out) (81)
Districts (thirds) (47)

% average 2003
91
88
90
88
90
93
93

% average 2004
89
84
89
87
89
91
92

Source: Local Government Chronicle Local Elections Centre, University of Plymouth.

2.20 A Home Affairs Committee report published
in the late 1990s suggested that ‘There may have
been around four million people who were totally
omitted from the register and therefore unable to
vote at the 1997 general election.’15 In our report
on the 2001 general election we used our postelection survey with MORI that found that 85% of
non-voters said they were registered, but at the
same time we observed that ‘It is impossible to
quantify the total number of people who were
not registered to vote despite being eligible to
do so…’.16 The total aggregated electorate for the
646 Parliamentary constituencies at the 2005
UK Parliamentary general election is not yet
known (we are collating data from each of the
646 constituencies),17 although such information
will not tell us the proportion of eligible people
actually registered to vote.
15 P. Whiteley, H. Clarke, D. Sanders and M. Stewart
(2001), ‘Turnout’ in P. Norris (ed.) Britain votes 2001.
16 The Electoral Commission (2001) Election 2001:
The official results.
17 The general election was held in 645 constituencies
on 5 May 2005 with the contest in Staffordshire South
postponed (until 23 June 2005) following the death of
the Liberal Democrat candidate.

Non-registration among key groups
2.21 According to ONS, the best estimate for
non-registration among the eligible household
population in England and Wales as at 15
October 2000 lies between 8% and 9%. As was
also the case in the 1993 OPCS study, however,
the headline figure masks considerable variation
among sub-groups and parts of the country, with
non-registration exceeding a third among some
of the many sub-groups analysed by ONS on
our behalf.
2.22 The following analysis draws heavily on the
ONS report to us. It is based on the unadjusted
study sample in England and Wales (i.e. the
sample drawn from approximately 95% of the
household population that has an estimated level
of non-registration of 7%) allowing comparison
of relative levels of non-registration according to
different demographic variables, described as
‘personal characteristics’ by ONS.
2.23 Some analysis is based exclusively on
samples drawn from the Labout Force Survey
(LFS) owing to the demographic information
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collected in that survey. Owing to methodological
differences between this study and the 1993
OPCS research, comparisons between 1991
and 2000 data are only made where ONS felt
that they ‘could be justified by the scale of the
change’. It should be remembered that the
figures are estimates of the levels of nonregistration among groups. They are based on
sub-samples and are consequently subject to
margins of error (for more on this, please refer
to the Appendix and the ONS report).
Non-registration by age and sex
2.24 As in 1991, ONS found the highest rate
of non-registration in 2000 among people in
the youngest age groups. Attainers were very
unlikely to be registered and non-registration
ranged from a high of 34% among 16-year-olds
to a low of 2% among those aged 65 or older
(shown in Table 9). There was an initial drop in
non-registration from 34% among eligible 16year-olds, to 16% among 18–24-year-olds. As
Figure 1 shows, however, non-registration then
increased slightly among people in their midtwenties, before falling to below 10% for those
in their early thirties.
2.25 The increase in registration rates among
those in the mid-twenties mirror patterns in
1991 and 1981, leading ONS to conclude that
‘… the increase in this period was reflecting
changes in circumstances during early
adulthood, rather than being a phenomenon
specific to the particular age cohort in 2000.’

The difference was most evident among younger
people (for whom overall levels of non-registration
were higher). The consistent difference between
men and women across the range of ages led
ONS to speculate that this may ‘imply a genuine
gender variation in propensity to register’.
Table 9: Non-registration by age
Age category
Analysis 1
16–17
18–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
65–99
Analysis 2
16
17
18–19
20
21–24
25–29
Analysis 3
18–34
35–54
55–99

% not registered

Base

28
16
11
6
4
3
2

479
2,211
3,858
4,542
4,043
3,308
5,029

34
25
15
17
17
14

136
343
674
351
1,186
1,724

13
5
2

6,069
8,585
8,337

Source: ONS (study sample, England and Wales).

2.26 Men were more likely than women to be
unregistered overall (8% compared to 6%) and
also within each age category, shown in Table 10.
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Figure 1: Non-registration by age (16–34)
% non-registration
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Table 10: Non-registration by sex and age
Age category
All ages
16–17
18–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
65+

% not registered
Male
Female
8
6
29
25
18
15
13
10
7
5
4
3
3
2
2
2

Source: ONS (study sample, England and Wales).
Understanding electoral registration: the extent of non-registration
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Male
11,293
248
1,073
1,866
2,177
1,976
1,612
2,115

Female
12,654
232
1,136
1,990
2,362
2,063
1,693
2,911
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Non-registration by ethnic group and religion

Table 11: Non-registration by ethnic group

2.27 Overall, people from minority ethnic
groups were about three times as likely to be
unregistered as white people (17% compared
with 6%), but the levels of non-registration varied
considerably among different sub-groups making
up the ethnic minority population, as shown in
Table 11. These findings are in line with previous
research indicating considerable variation in
levels of electoral registration and electoral
turnout among different ethnic groups.18

Group
% not registered Base
Black Caribbean
9
225
Black African
37
116
Black other
24
46*
Indian
6
413
Pakistani
8
220
Bangladeshi
6
63*
Chinese
30
80*
Other/mixed
33
299
Ethnic minority (all)
17
1,462
White
6
21,648

2.28 Among Asian people (Indian, Pakistani and
Bangladeshi),19 the proportion not registered
to vote was 7%, the same proportion as the
population in England and Wales as a whole.
This compares with a 15% figure in 1991 and
while these figures are not strictly comparable,
ONS believe ‘the difference is marked enough
to suggest that a real reduction has taken
place’. The rate of non-registration among
black Caribbean people was, at 9%, only
slightly higher than the broader population but,
in contrast, rates among black Africans, ‘black
other’ groups, Chinese people and people in
other ethnic minority groups were high –
estimated at between 24% and 37% – although
some of the base sizes mean larger sampling
tolerances are involved (see the Appendix).

18 See especially The Electoral Commission (2002)
Voter engagement among black and minority
ethnic communities.
19 This grouping was used to ensure comparability with
figures available for 1991 from the 1993 OPCS study.

Note: *small base sizes
Source: ONS (study sample, England and Wales).

2.29 Further analysis by ONS combining nonregistration rates among Asian (Indian, Pakistani
and Bangladeshi) and black Caribbean people
found that, at 6%, these were very similar to nonregistration among white groups (5%). Nonregistration among ‘all other ethnic minorities’ was
41%, but further investigation of people in this
category found an important relationship between
non-registration and nationality. Those with eligible
UK, EU or Commonwealth nationalities were
much less likely to be unregistered than those
with other nationalities (17% against 71%).
2.30 It is possible that some apparent nonregistrants were, in fact, ineligible to be registered
to vote in 2000 (for example, the black African
category includes people from nonCommonwealth African countries). In the 1993
OPCS study, it was possible to determine
eligibility by citizenship, but without a CCS this
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time, ONS were unable to do this retrospectively
and had to treat people with stated nationalities
outside the UK, Commonwealth and the EU as
eligible to register to vote in 2000 (this was also
because nationality alone might not necessarily
have made someone ineligible, for example,
citizenship/dual nationality can be acquired
through marriage). Adjustments at the aggregate
level to take this into account, however, made only
a small difference (see 2.15) and it is instructive
that estimated non-registration rates among
several of the different minority ethnic groups
were similar to those found by the 1993 study.
2.31 ONS also analysed non-registration among
different religious groups and found that Muslims
were more likely to be unregistered in 2000 than
other religious groups: 14%, compared to 3%
of Sikhs, 4% of Christians, 5% of Hindus, 7%
of Jews and 8% of those classifying themselves
as ‘no religion’. ONS suggest that the variation
‘probably reflects other factors such as residency
and nationality’, indeed, non-registration was
estimated as being only 6% among Muslims
who had lived in the UK for 10 or more years.
Non-registration by country of birth
and nationality
2.32 ONS found important relationships between
non-registration, country of birth and nationality.
Non-registration was higher among those born in
Commonwealth countries (9%) than those born
in the UK or the Republic of Ireland (both 6%),
higher still among those born within the EU
(but outside of the UK or the Republic of
Ireland) (14%) and highest (35%) among those
born elsewhere.

2.33 Table 12 shows analysis derived from the
study sample drawn from the LFS that collated
nationality. People with UK or Irish Republic
nationality had the highest rate of registration.
Those with a nationality other than UK, Irish
Republic or a EU member state were much less
likely to be registered, although an unknown
proportion of these will have been ineligible
(nationality does not definitively determine
eligibility, for example, where dual citizenship is
acquired, and given the study methodology ONS
were required to treat all nationalities as eligible
– for more on this, see 1.6 in the Appendix).
Table 12: Non-registration by nationality
Nationality
% not registered Base
UK
5
19,223
Republic of Ireland
6
165
Commonwealth
17
258
Other European Union
19
103
Other
60
303
Source: ONS (survey sample, England and Wales).

Non-registration by tenure and length
of residence
2.34 About one in seven people (15%) living in
rented or rent-free accommodation were not
registered in 2000, five times the level among
owner-occupiers (3–4%). People living in
accommodation rented from private landlords
or letting agencies (27%) and those renting
from employers (19%) were much more likely
to be unregistered than those renting from a
local authority (10%), housing association or
similar (11%) or a relative or friend (9%).
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2.35 ONS found a clear relationship between length
of residency and the likelihood of non-registration.
People who had moved in the six months before the
qualifying date of 15 October were more than five
times more likely to be unregistered than those
who had lived at the same address for six months
or more (33% compared with 6%).
Figure 2: Non-registration by length of residence
% non-registration
50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
2–3 months
4–11 months 12–23 months
Source: ONS.

2–5 years

5–10 years

10+ years

Length of residence

2.36 The survey sample provides further evidence of
the close association between length of residency
and non-registration. While less than one in 50
(2%) of those resident for 10 or more years at an
address were unregistered, over a third (35%) were
unregistered among those moving to an address in
the two to three months before the qualifying date
(shown in Figure 2). Further analysis by ONS found
that moving home increased the likelihood of nonregistration among all age groups (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Non-registration by length of residence and age
% non-registration
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Non-registration by employment status

45-54
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All

Age
were sampled, however, the true level of nonregistration might well have been below this.
Registration rates among students were better
among those who had moved to the sampled
address six months or more before the
qualifying date: non-registration among this
group was estimated at 18%, compared to 45%
among those who had moved within the past
six months. Finally, registration rates (at that
address) were higher among those living at
the parental home than elsewhere.

2.37 Unemployed people eligible to register were
more likely to be unregistered than employees
or the self-employed: 18% compared to 6% and
7%, respectively. Among those in work, those in
unskilled occupations were more likely to be
unregistered (10%) than other groups (5–8%)
and non-registration was higher among those
working on a non-permanent contract than those
with a permanent contract (11% against 5%),
although, of course, the former are correlated
with younger, mobile populations.

Non-registration by educational attainment

2.38 ONS estimate non-registration among
students to be 22% in 2000 (based on the 575
students afforded by the study sample). Since
students could legitimately have been registered
at a different address from the one at which they

2.39 Non-registration ranged from 4% among
people with a higher education qualification below
degree level to 8% among those reporting no
qualifications. Of course, these differences are
likely to be, to some extent, a product of age as
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much as anything (the nature and take-up of post16 education having changed significantly over
time) and analysis by ONS confined to 18–34year-olds born within the UK, showed that there
was little variation in levels of non-registration
among those with different qualification levels,
for example, 8% among those with GCSE/Olevel equivalent, but also 8% among graduates.
The exception was 18–34-year-olds reporting
no qualifications: 15% were not registered.
Non-registration by long-term illness or disability
2.40 There was only a slight difference in nonregistration between those reporting having a
long-term illness or disability (6%) and other
people (8%). Those reporting an illness or
disability, however, tended to be older and this
might account, in part, for some of the difference.
Non-registration by marital status
2.41 ONS found that people who were
divorced, single or separated were more likely
to have been unregistered in 2000 than those
who were widowed or married (8–14%
compared to 2–3%). Men in each of these
categories were more likely to be unregistered
than women. This was particularly the case
among those separated or divorced although,
as ONS note, this might be a reflection of the
greater likelihood of men to move out of the
family home following separation or divorce.
Non-registration by relationship to ‘head
of household’

Table 13: Non-registration by relationship
to ‘head of household’
% not registered Base
Single person
households
Head of household
(sole member)
All other households
Head of household
Spouse
Partner
Parent
Child
Other relative
Sharer
Lodger
Friend
Other non-relative

5

3,069

6
3
13
6
12
18
46
42
39
44

9,242
6,517
981
153
2,581
195
144
38*
109
105

Note: *small base size.
Source: ONS (study sample, England and Wales).

lived at an address for the longest period or who
owns the property/is the main tenant (and, of
course, this person may also be disproportionately
likely to complete the household’s Form A). ONS
also found that, among households containing
two or more unrelated adults, the household
head was much more likely to be registered than
other eligible household members. As shown
in Table 13, unrelated household members,
including sharers, lodgers and friends, had
the highest non-registration rates: 39–46%.

2.42 Both the LFS and the Census identify a ‘head
of household’ with the person selected for survey
purposes often the household member who has
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Non-registration by
area-level variables

Table 14: Non-registration by region
within England

2.43 The following section draws on analysis,
unique to this year’s study, reviewing rates of
non-registration according to a number of arealevel variables, including local authority type,
administrative region, population density and
socio-economic deprivation.

Region
% not registered Base
England
7
22,594
North East
7
1,244
North West
8
3,203
Yorkshire & The Humber
7
2,338
East Midlands
5
1,994
West Midlands
4
2,498
East of England
5
2,268
London
13
2,895
Inner London
18
985
Outer London
11
1,909
South East
6
3,668

Non-registration by administrative region and
local authority type
2.44 As we have already reported, nonregistration in 2000 was 7% in England and 6%
in Wales according to the ONS unadjusted study
sample. The aggregate figures in England mask
some significant differences by region, shown in
Table 14. Non-registration was lowest in the West
Midlands (4%), relatively high in the three
northern regions of England (7–8%) and, as in
1991, highest in outer London (11%) and inner
London (18%). Figures for Outer London and
Inner London are similar to 1991 figures reported
by OPCS in 1993: 10% and 20%, respectively.
2.45 In England, metropolitan areas had a higher
level of non-registration than non-metropolitan
areas and this difference still exists whether or
not London is excluded (7–8% against 5%).20
Metropolitan areas, however, tend to have
different population profiles to non-metropolitan
districts and ‘shire’ local authority areas, including
different age, ethnicity and tenure profiles, which
are all associated with non-registration.

Source: ONS (study sample, England and Wales).

Non-registration by area age and
ethnicity profiles
2.46 Reflecting the patterns described in 2.24,
local authority areas with the highest proportions
of young adults and lowest proportions of those
aged 55+ had the highest rates of nonregistration (9% and 10% respectively). ONS
also analysed registration rates in authorities
with relatively large ethnic minority communities
and found that non-registration in 2000 was
higher here than elsewhere. At the same time,
non-registration was higher among both ethnic
minority and white populations living there,
implying some ‘area effects’ possibly related
to, for example, tenure or population mobility.

20 ONS included 36 metropolitan districts and 49 unitary
authorities in the ‘metropolitan’ analysis category and
239 non-metropolitan districts in the ‘nonmetropolitan’ category.
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Non-registration by population density

Summary

2.47 ONS found that non-registration in the
25% of local authorities in England and Wales
with the highest density of population was higher
than that in other areas (9% compared with
5–6%), with little difference in levels of nonregistration across the three lower quartiles.
A similar picture emerged from analysis using
ward-level measures of population density.

2.49 The register check undertaken for us
by ONS was necessary to produce robust
estimates of non-registration at the aggregate
level and among different groups and parts of
the country. At the same time, however, it is
inevitably a snapshot, reviewing registration
rates in 2000. In Chapter 1, we reported some
evidence of recent falls in registration rates,
including analysis among a sample of local
authorities that found an average percentage
return of Form As of 89% following the 2004
canvass, down on the 91% return in 2003.

Non-registration by deprivation
2.48 ONS compared registration rates with
indices of deprivation for local authorities in
England and Wales based on socio-demographic
data from the 2001 Census. Table 15 below
shows that areas with the highest levels of
employment and income deprivation had the
highest levels of non-registration in 2000.
Table 15: Non-registration by deprivation
% not registered Base
Employment deprivation
Quartile 1 (lowest)
6
3,222
Quartile 2
5
4,162
Quartile 3
6
5,159
Quartile 4 (highest)
8
9,858
Income deprivation
Quartile 1 (lowest)
6
3,178
Quartile 2
5
4,087
Quartile 3
6
5,199
Quartile 4 (highest)
8
9,937
Source: ONS (study sample, England and Wales).

2.50 The ONS’ best estimate for non-registration
among the eligible household population in
England and Wales at 15 October 2000 lies
between 8% and 9%. This compares with 7–9%
in 1991, implying no change in non-registration
over the period 1991–2000.
2.51 Non-registration was higher in densely
populated areas, in metropolitan areas
(particularly inner London) and in areas
characterised by employment and income
deprivation. Levels of non-registration were higher
among younger people, especially attainers and
those who lived away from home resulting, partly,
from their greater mobility. Men were less likely to
be registered than women among all age groups.
2.52 People from some ethnic minorities had a
relatively high likelihood of non-registration, but
rates among Asians (those from Indian, Pakistani
and Bangladeshi communities) and black
Caribbean people were similar to those for white
people. The level of non-registration among Asian
people seemed to have reduced considerably
since 1991.
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2.53 Mobility – the length of residence at the
sampled address prior to the qualifying date –
was a key factor in non-registration for all groups
of people. Non-registration declined with length
of time at the address in question: it was 35%
among those resident for two to three months
and 2% for those resident for 10 or more years.
2.54 Otherwise, non-registration in 2000 was
relatively high among private renters, the
unemployed, those without qualifications and
those in non-permanent employment. Being
unrelated to the head of household at an
address reduced an individual’s likelihood of
being registered and while young people living
with parents were less likely to be registered
than their parents, they were substantially more
likely to be registered than young people not
living with their parents.
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3 Explaining
non-registration
The statistical register check by
the Office for National Statistics
(ONS) has provided us with robust
estimates of non-registration at the
aggregate level and across different
parts of Britain. It has allowed us
to look at the relationship between
non-registration and a range of
different variables, including both
demographic variables and arealevel variables. The interplay of
these sheds light on what causes
non-registration as does the public
opinion research we conducted
with MORI and the evidence we
have collected from local
electoral administrators.

3.1 The previous chapter identified groups
of people, parts of the country and area types
relatively more likely to be registered, but
further analysis is required if we are to better
explain non-registration. In this chapter we
have used four inputs to do this:
• profiles of non-registrants developed by ONS,
providing useful indicators of non-registration;
• statistical analysis by ONS enhancing our
understanding of predictive variables;
• research by MORI, designed to measure and
explore public knowledge of, and attitudes
towards, registration; and
• available information and data on the impact
of administrative practice and recent
legislative change, including findings from
our own case study exercise.

Profiling non-registration
3.2 The figures presented in Chapter 2 show
estimated levels of non-registration in 2000
expressed as percentages. It is also instructive
to use the same data to profile non-registrants,
thereby taking into account the numbers of
people in the different sub-groups. A higher
percentage rate of non-registration among 16–17year-old attainers, for example, might account
for fewer non-registrants than a lower percentage
among people renting from a private landlord,
given that the latter are more numerous. Analysis
by ONS found that over half of non-registrants in
the study sample came from just three groups:
• those living with parents (particularly attainers);
• those having moved within the six months
prior to the qualifying date; and
• those renting from a private landlord.
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3.3 These three groups represented 19% of the
sample, but accounted for 52% of non-registration
in 2000. Adding people who were unrelated to
their head of household (for example, lodgers),
the unemployed, those receiving certain benefits,

full-time students, single people under the age
of 30 and those who were divorced or separated,
takes the proportion of non-registration to just
over 75%. Thus, just over a third of the sample
accounted for three-quarters of non-registrants.

Table 16: Profile of non-registration
Category

% of study
sample
1. Being an attainer
2
2. Living with parents
11
3. Moved in six months prior to qualifying date
5
4. Renting from private landlord
5
Cumulative 1–4
19
5. Unrelated to head of household
2
6. Receiving benefit*
5
7. Being unemployed**
3
8. Being aged under 30 and single
15
9. Being a full-time student
2
10. Being divorced or separated
10
Cumulative 1–10
35
11. Moved in the 23 months prior to qualifying date
16
12. Non-UK/EU/Commonwealth nationality
1
13. EU national
0
14. Commonwealth national
1
Cumulative 1–14
42

% not
registered
28
12
33
27
19
43
10
18
17
22
10
14
16
60
19
17
13

% of all nonregistration
8
19
23
21
52
10
8
7
38
8
14
73
37
11
1
3
82

Notes: Variables in light-blue were available for the survey sample only, but the percentages
shown are of the study sample as a whole. According to ONS, if variables 11–14 had been
available for all study sample data, non-registration for categories 1–14 would probably have
represented over 84% of all the non-registration found in the study sample.
*This includes people receiving unemployment/council tax/income support/housing benefit.
**This excludes those ‘economically inactive’.
Source: ONS (study sample, England and Wales).
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3.4 This analysis is taken further in Table 16,
which presents a profile of non-registration.
According to ONS, ‘The function of the table is
not to explain non-registration, merely to provide
a range of potentially useful indicators for it…’.
As ONS point out, many of these indicators
overlap, for example, category 1 (being an
attainer) is almost entirely contained within
category 2 (living with parents), and some are
mutually reinforcing. Other variables which are
potential predictors of non-registration, such as
ethnicity, are not listed in the table: in this case
because ethnicity only seems to be a factor for
certain groups (for more on the table and how it
was devised, see Chapter 6 of the ONS report).

Predictors of non-registration
3.5 Chapter 2 identified the extent of nonregistration in 2000 among different groups
and parts of the country and the above analysis
outlines which variables are useful as a means
of identifying who was likely to have been
unregistered. We have identified correlations
and associations between non-registration
and demographic variables, but further analysis
is required if we are to explore causality.
3.6 Past studies built on the Office for Population
Censuses and Surveys (OPCS) report in 1993
and the 1991 dataset and carried out extensive,
multi-level, multi-variate logistic regression
models of non-registration21 and similar multivariate analysis was completed by ONS on
our behalf using the 2000 data. This analysis
21 OPCS, S. Smith, (1993) Electoral Registration in 1991,
HMSO Publications, London, and OPCS, S. Bruce,
(1994) Modelling data from the ‘Electoral Registration
in 1991’ survey, HMSO Publications, London

enhanced our understanding of predictive
variables by indicating those variables most
directly associated with non-registration once
other variables had been controlled for.
3.7 Analyses of the 1991 data identified age, sex,
ethnicity, tenure and mobility as key predictors
of non-registration. Some of these were found to
be effective predictors of non-registration at both
the household and the individual level, with tenure
also functioning when expressed as an area-level
measure (that is, the proportion of the local
population in privately rented accommodation).
3.8 Analysis of the 2000 data confirms an
association between non-registration and the
predictors identified in 1991. There were some
changes, however. Ethnicity, for example, had
become less significant as an explanatory variable
by 2000 and was also found to be strongly
conditioned by length of residence in the UK, and
by nationality (information was not available on
this variable in 1991). The effect of an individual’s
age was found to be particularly important for
the 16–17 attainers age group, although people
living in a household where the head of household
was under 25 also had an increased likelihood
of non-registration. In addition, people with no
qualifications were more likely to be unregistered
than people with qualifications.
3.9 ONS found that mobility of address ‘appears
to have had the effect of increasing the rate of
non-registration across all groups examined’. All
other things being equal, remaining at an address
for a period of time makes registration more
likely, while being mobile has an adverse effect.
Further evidence of the importance of mobility
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can be found in analysis of patterns of nonregistration among different age groups. ONS
suggest that one of the main reasons for the rise
in non-registration in 2000 among the 18–21year-old age group (and its subsequent fall) is
likely to be the increased level of mobility during
these years. They found that ‘a high rate of
mobility among young age groups contributed
substantially to their high levels of nonregistration overall, but among older age
groups moving home also increased the
likelihood of non-registration’.

3.11 While, age, sex, mobility, tenure and
nationality were found to be important explanatory
factors of non-registration in 2000, ONS suggest
that ‘it also seems that the way they can be
used to explain non-registration will differ for
different groups’. They also stress that these
factors ought to be seen in the context of
different types of reasons for non-registration
among different groups including:

3.10 The analysis by ONS also highlighted the
strong association between non-registration in
2000 and the eligibility and mobility of the head
of household as well as the eligible individual’s
relationship with the head of household.

• attitudinal reasons, including perceptions
of the principle and practice of electoral
registration and, ultimately, attitudes towards
voting and politics (of course, these two
categories are not necessarily mutually
exclusive: for example, people’s attitudes
may reflect their particular situations).

• The length of time that the head of household
had been at the address was found to be
at least as significant in determining nonregistration as the length of residency of
eligible individuals themselves.
• People living in a household where the head of
household had moved within the previous year
were markedly more likely to be unregistered
than those where the head of household had
been resident for 10 years or more.
• The head of household and their spouse/partner
were markedly less likely to be unregistered
than other relatives or non-relatives.
• Being an eligible person in a household where
the head of household was registered was a
strong predictor of registration.

• situational reasons relating to people’s
individual and household situation and
circumstances; and

3.12 Non-registration among those living in
privately rented accommodation may be the
product of living arrangements or the person’s
age or occupation as much as, if not more than,
a simple fact of tenure. ONS also hypothesise
that in situations involving the sub-letting or
the informal letting of rooms, non-registration
might be the result of the landlord’s reluctance
to, in effect, register the letting arrangement.
Alternatively (or additionally), people living in
such situations may have been less likely to
have received Form A and certain household
members may have more access to the post
received at the address than others. Finally,
for some non-registrants, their own attitudes
towards registration may have been as
important, if not more important, than either their
individual characteristics or particular situation.

Understanding electoral registration: explaining non-registration

4702 Understanding reg rep.qxd

8/11/05

9:36 AM

Page 43

43

Public attitudes towards registration
3.13 The analysis conducted by ONS investigated
the predictive variables relating to non-registration,
while recognising that this can only be part of
the explanation of what caused non-registration
in 2000, given the absence of an attitudinal
dimension from the study and survey sample
datasets. While we cannot draw on
measurements of people’s attitudes towards
registration from the Census, the Labour Force
Survey (LFS) or a Census Coverage Survey
and then factor these into our model of nonregistration, we can glean some insights from
the 1981 and 1991 studies as well as the
Commission/MORI 2004–5 programme of public
opinion research designed to inform this report.

3.14 Surveys undertaken as part of the 1981
and 1991 studies collected reasons for the nonregistration of the sub-sample identified by the
register check exercise as being eligible but not
registered (it is worth noting that these reasons
were given by respondents to explain their own
non-registration or that of other members of the
household). As shown in Table 17, numerous
reasons were given for why they/other household
members were not registered although three in
10 (29%) were unable to give any reason at all
in 1991 (these questions were unprompted and
did not use a showcard for respondents).

Table 17: Reasons for non-registration of eligible people
Did not wish to be registered or could not be bothered
Did not receive (or cannot remember receiving)
a Form A to complete
On the register elsewhere
Thought person was not old enough
Thought the person was not resident
here on the qualifying address
Thought the person was not a UK citizen
Returned Form A, unsure why not on the register
Other answers
Don’t know

% 1981
19

% 1991
19

13
8
7

5
6
5

11
4
7
10
20

13
4
11
8
29

Source: OPCS, 1993.
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3.15 In 1991, ineligibility was cited as the reason
for non-registration in a fifth of cases and a similar
proportion said they ‘could not be bothered’ or
‘did not wish to be registered’. Our survey with
MORI in 2004–5 found similar reasons given by
non-registrants (although in this instance we are
reporting the reasons given by people who claim,
or admit, to be unregistered rather than people
who have been identified as unregistered). MORI
asked a ‘rolled’ sample22 of 274 non-registrants
why they were not registered and, as shown in
Figure 4, the two most common reasons given
related to ineligibility (29%) and lack of interest
in voting (14%).

3.16 Among the sample of unregistered people,
younger age groups were most likely to believe
themselves ineligible to be registered (21% of
18–24-year-olds and 85% of 16- and 17-yearolds) followed by those from ethnic minority
communities (49%). Non-registrants from manual
occupations, those not in work and those without
formal qualifications were most likely to cite lack
of interest in voting as a reason for not registering
(20% and 22%) as, unsurprisingly, were those
expressing disinterest in politics (20%). Following
this unprompted question, MORI asked the same
question showing respondents a list of possible
reasons and the most notable difference was the
doubling of the number saying they ‘couldn’t be
bothered’ (up from 5% to 10%).

Figure 4: Reasons for non-registration (unprompted) – top five responses
Q: Are there any particular reasons why you are not registered to vote?
I’m not eligible to vote

29%

I’m not interested
in voting, so there’s
no point in registering

14%

Have just moved house

10%

Haven’t got round to it/
will do it sometime
Don’t know how to do it/
who to contact

8%
6%

Base: 274 GB adults, 18+, claimed non-registrants, Dec 2004–Jan 2005. Source: MORI.
22 Interviewing took place in three separate MORI
Omnibus surveys in order to ensure sufficient
interviews with claimed non-registrants (about 5%
of people). See the Appendix for more details.
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3.17 People’s motivations behind registering to
vote, or not, were further explored in qualitative
focus group research conducted by MORI on
our behalf. Eight focus groups were conducted
at four locations (Cardiff, Leeds, Norwich and
London) during January and February this year,
four with claimed non-registrants and four with
a cross-section of people. These found a strong
consensus that registration was a low priority
and something of a ‘hassle’ and few nonregistrants saw any particular advantages to
becoming registered (see Box 1).
Box 1: Public opinion and registration
• Common top-of-mind associations with
registering to vote included ‘old-fashioned’,
‘time-consuming’, ‘a chore’.
• There is a broad consensus that
registration is not a priority.
• There is no depth to knowledge about
the registration process.
• Some people falsely assume they are
registered when they are unlikely to be so.
• Ineligibility and lack of interest in voting
are the most common explanations for
not being registered.
• Few non-registrants see benefits to
being registered.
Source: MORI (2005) Public opinion research
(winter 2004–5).

3.18 MORI used the research to develop seven
different ‘typologies’ of non-registrants and
these are illustrative of the different reasons
people have for not being registered:
• False positives: those who mistakenly believe
that they are registered when, in all likelihood,
they are not.

• ‘Big Brother’ phobics: those who have
a general suspicion of ‘bureaucracy’
or ‘government’ and are unwilling to
provide their details.
• Nervous of bureaucracy: those who find the
actual process of completing the forms
daunting or off-putting.
• Politically disengaged: those who have a
general lack of interest in politics and, as a
result, see no point in registering or voting.
• Politically hostile: those who actively dislike
politicians and politics and consequently wish
to take no part in voting or registering to vote.
• Recent movers: those who have recently
moved house but have not yet got around
to completing a form.
• Not got around to it: those who say they
simply have not got around to filling in a
registration form.
3.19 On the evidence of this research and the
1981 and 1991 study findings, it would seem
that while some non-registrants are, in effect,
involuntary non-registrants, ‘missed off’ the
register accidentally, others simply do not want to
be on the register. When describing the ‘politically
hostile’ group, MORI refer to their having made ‘a
conscious decision not to register, for ideological
reasons. Often, they are quite well informed about
politics – they simply wish to play no part in it.’
3.20 Our survey with MORI found evidence of
‘serial’ non-registrants. As shown in Figure 5,
seven in 10, 71%, of those who thought they were
currently not registered said they thought they
had never been registered (a quarter said they
had been and the rest said they didn’t know).

Understanding electoral registration: explaining non-registration

4702 Understanding reg rep.qxd

8/11/05

9:36 AM

Page 46

46

People living in London and 18–24-year-olds
were most likely to say they had never been
registered although, in the case of the latter, this
group has, of course, had fewer opportunities to
register in the past. More than one-third of nonregistrants aged 55+ thought they had never
been registered, which, if true, would mean they
had not been registered for at least 37 years.
Figure 5: ‘Serial’ non-registrants

explain non-registration. Just half the adults aged
18+ surveyed, 51%, said that they knew ‘a fair
amount’ or ‘a great deal’ about the system
for registering to vote in the UK (this is a
measurement of perceived, rather than actual
knowledge). A large proportion of people, 37%,
said they did not know very much, and one in
10 said they know ‘nothing at all’. As shown in
Figure 6, knowledge varies by age – 76% of
18–24-year-olds knew ‘not very much’ or
‘nothing’ (it was 88% among the 49 16- and
17-year-old respondents) compared to 36%
of those aged 55+ – and it is also strongly
correlated to education and social class.
Figure 6: Knowledge of registration system

Public awareness and knowledge
3.21 Our survey found significant gaps in public
awareness and knowledge of the registration
process and, in some cases, these gaps may well
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3.22 We also found low knowledge or
misconceptions, illustrated in Box 2, impacting
in the following ways:
• ‘False positives’ think it necessary to register
only when moving house or think registration
is automatic or related to other processes
such as payment of council tax.
• Some ‘“Big Brother” phobics’ are concerned
about ‘junk mail’, but are unaware of the optout provision now available when registering
to vote (see 3.24 below).
• Among ‘recent movers’, there is a low level
of knowledge of rolling registration.
• Claimed non-registration is relatively high
among 16–17-year-olds who might not
be aware of their eligibility to register
(as attainers).
• There is low awareness of the legal
requirement to return registration forms,
something that might prompt return.
Box 2: Selection of focus group
verbatim comments
• ‘I’m ashamed to say, I don’t know how
to register…’
• ‘I thought that you were registered and then
you voted and that’s it.’
• ‘They can find me for my council tax bill,
can’t they. Why can’t they find me to
register to vote?’
• ‘I think I’m registered. My parents used to
do it for me before I went to university.’
Source: MORI (2005) Public opinion research
(winter 2004–5).

3.23 Previous survey research for the Commission
has found low public awareness of the need to
re-register on an annual basis: a MORI survey
for us in May 2003 found 47% of British adults
unaware of this, rising to 51% among nonregistrants.23 The same survey found 59% of
respondents unaware that they could register at
any time of the year (under rolling registration),
believing the former system of once-a-year
registration to still be in place.
3.24 The MORI survey for us in 2003 also found
79% of people unaware of the provision allowing
people to opt-out of the edited version when
they register to vote. The law was changed in
2002 meaning that there are now two versions
of the register: the full version, and the edited
version that can be purchased by anyone,
including direct marketing companies. Awareness
of the opt-out might, of course, have increased
since our survey in 2003, not least because the
opt-out tick-box has now been included on two
successive Form As. Indeed, Hays Commercial
Services estimated that nearly 10 million people
had opted out in 2002 and a survey of London
boroughs in 2003 by Christine O’Brien of
Wandsworth Council found considerable
variation in opt-out rates, ranging from a low
of 7% to a high of 51%.
3.25 While MORI report that more information
about the registration process, especially timely
information, might facilitate some additional
23 MORI survey for the Commission involving 1,500
telephone interviews with UK adults aged 18+
between 2–11 May 2003. Full results from this survey
can be found in MORI (2003) Attitudes towards voting
and the political process in 2003 which is available
on our website.
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registration, they also caution that knowledge
is, in part, related to a lack of enthusiasm for
registering to vote, i.e. low knowledge can be an
effect, as well as a cause of, non-registration.
Our research found knowledge to be lower
among those already unenthusiastic about
politics and just as previous qualitative
research by the Commission has underlined
the importance of seeing non-voting in the
context of wider disengagement from politics,
so non-registration is, for some sections of
the population, a product of this too.
3.26 Conversely, MORI’s research points to
political engagement and an interest in voting
being important drivers of electoral registration.
Elections can stimulate heightened interest
among some people in voting and, thus,
electoral registration. Our research in Northern
Ireland has found that a looming election has
had a positive effect on registration.24 During the
2005 general election campaign our call centre
handled a large volume of calls relating to
electoral registration with some people perturbed
to find that they were not, in fact, on the register
and had missed the final date for inclusion on
the register (11 March 2005). It was with this in
mind that the Commission recently repeated its
recommendation that the deadline for registering
to vote for a particular election should be moved
to after the election has been announced.

24 The Electoral Commission (2004), Electoral registration
in Northern Ireland – research update, August 2004.

The impact of administrative
practice and legislation
3.27 The 1993 OPCS study involved a postal
survey of 403 Electoral Registration Officers
(EROs) across England and Wales in 1991. This
secured a 96% response rate and the survey
data was brought together with the register check
sample to enable OPCS to conduct analysis of
how different methods used by EROs affected
the rate of non-registration. The methods
analysed by OPCS included local publicity
campaigns, pre-printing of Form A, personal
canvassing, paying bonuses to canvassers and
the use of threats to prosecute. The analysis of
the 1991 data provided ‘no evidence that any
of the methods [considered individually] made
an appreciable difference to the registration
rate’ but suggested that ‘It appears that… EROs
who made the best use of all [methods] – in
terms of getting most Form As returned – had
lower levels of non- registration than those who
had poor response rates to the canvass.’25
3.28 No such survey was undertaken in 2000
but we have been able to access and use the
dataset from a survey of EROs undertaken by
the Department for the Environment, Transport
and the Regions (DETR) in 1999 (two years
earlier but probably close enough in time to
our register check study data to be indicative).
A total of 251 local authorities took part in the
survey, a response rate of 71%, and respondents
were broadly representative of the different types
of local authority. According to the report for
DETR written by a team from the Local
Government Chronicle Elections Centre at the
25 OPCS (1993), S. Smith, Electoral Registration in 1991,
HMSO publications, London, see pp.13–14.
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University of Plymouth, ‘The survey findings
provide clear evidence that many local
authorities strive to improve the process of
electoral registration…The range of measures
adopted by local authorities is very wide’.26

names forward for at least one year. Analysis for
us by ONS, however, found non-registration in
2000 in local authorities carrying forward names
to be similar to those not carrying forward (7%
and 8% respectively).

3.29 The 1999 DETR survey dataset was used
by ONS alongside the study sample (although it
represented only 66% of the sample population).
ONS found that while lower than average
registration rates existed in some local
authorities employing relatively large numbers
of canvassers, there ‘was no clear association
(either positive or negative) between the intensity
of canvassing and registration rates.’ In fact,
ONS found no clear evidence of the effect of
administrative practices on non-registration, but
cautioned that such effects could potentially
have been ‘hidden’ by the two-way relationship
between the measures undertaken and nonregistration rates: i.e. it is possible that many
methods were used disproportionately, and
more intensely, in areas where registration was
already most difficult and thus may have played
a role in ameliorating, or even reducing, nonregistration, without necessarily leading to lower
than average levels in the area as a whole.

3.31 DETR’s survey also asked local authorities
whether they experienced a number of particular
‘problems’ relating to electoral registration. Table
18 shows the percentage of authorities reporting
each of the problems and Table 19 shows the
estimated percentage of non-registration in
those authority areas reporting each problem
compared with the level in areas not reporting
the problem. Authorities reporting problems
registering foreign nationals, for example, had
higher rates of non-registration than authorities
not reporting such problems, and higher rates
than authorities reporting other types of problem.

3.30 One administrative practice designed to
mitigate non-registration is the ‘carry forward’
facility. Electoral legislation allows the names
of those who have not completed an annual
household canvass form to be carried forward
on the register for one year or more and the
1999 DETR survey found 80% of EROs carrying

Table 18: Incidence of registration
problems, 1999
Problem
Multiple occupancy
Students
Homeless
Armed services
Travellers
Foreign nationals
Non-native English speakers

% reporting
32
27
13
13
9
8
8

Source: DETR, 2000 (251 local authority areas).

26 C. Rallings, M. Thrasher and J. Downe for DETR
(2000), Turnout at Local Government Elections:
Influences on levels of voter registration and electoral
participation, DETR, London.
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Table 19: Non-registration (2000) by local authorities reporting/not reporting problems (1999)
Problem

Multiple occupancy
Students
Homeless
Armed services
Travellers
Foreign nationals
Non-native English speakers

% not registered
Reporting
Not reporting
problem
problem
7
7
8
7
7
7
6
7
5
7
11
7
9
7

Reporting
problem
5,440
5,248
1,695
1,803
1,563
1,354
1,422

Base
Not reporting
problem
10,719
10,912
14,464
14,356
14,596
14,805
14,738

Source: DETR, 2000 and ONS (study sample in the 251 local authority areas).

3.32 Such analysis does have limitations: for
example, ONS point out that it is unlikely that the
particular problems reported would account for
the higher rates of non-registration, given the
small size of some of the sub-groups involved.
Further, it is possible that the problems are
concentrated in local authority areas containing
disproportionate numbers of other sub-groups
associated with high non-registration.
3.33 Some recent changes in electoral law
have made for a different legal basis for the
administration of electoral registration in relation
to some of the ‘problems’ identified above. British
voters resident abroad have been permitted to
register and vote at UK Parliamentary general
elections and European Parliamentary elections
since 1985, but the law was changed via the
Representation of the People Act 2000,
meaning that voters can register for up to 15,
rather than 20, years after they last lived in the
UK. The Representation of the People Act 2000
also introduced a new facility to allow certain
people to make a ‘declaration of connection’,

i.e. a statement that they have a significant link
with a locality. Previous arrangements had
included a requirement to establish residence
on the qualifying date, effectively meaning that
some people, particularly the homeless, were
prevented from registering.
3.34 Arrangements for service voters were also
changed and came into effect on 16 February
2001. Members of the armed forces and their
families can now register at their home address as
‘ordinary’ electors or by making an annual service
declaration. Beyond the annual figures provided
by ONS, shown in Table 20 alongside data for
overseas voters, very little data or information is
available on service personnel registration.27 In our
2003 review of electoral registration we reported
that electoral administrators with, for example,
army, navy or air force bases within their
registration areas, had observed significant drops
in registration levels among service voters, but
that it was possible that service personnel had
gone on to register as ordinary electors.
27 Our research updates in Northern Ireland (2003–5)
have, however, collected some data on this.
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Table 20: Overseas and service electors, 2001 and 2004
2001
11,964
139,686

Overseas electors
Service electors

2004
8,891
21,122

Change
-3,073
-118,564

Source: ONS (England and Wales).

3.35 It may also be the case that previous data
relating to registration levels among service
personnel overestimated their numbers because
the service declarations continued indefinitely.
This subject requires further research by those
involved in administering the process and we
are currently assisting the Ministry of Defence to
scope research on this issue. Clearly, any such
research will have to work within the confines of
current arrangements that make it very difficult
to ‘trace’ service electors.

3.37 Maximising the effectiveness of registration
forms while working within the parameters set
by law and resources continues to be a key
challenge facing EROs. This is all the more
difficult given MORI’s finding that some nonregistrants are ‘nervous of bureaucracy’ and
easily put-off by official forms, and our research
in Northern Ireland in 2003 identified the problem
of ‘form blindness’: a term used by electoral
administrators to describe the situation where
people avoid completing forms of any kind.30

3.36 In order to register to vote during the annual
canvass period, electors must complete a voter
registration form (Form A) and past studies have
found local authorities making changes to this
form in recent years in an attempt to boost
response rates. Such changes have included preprinting the names and address of householders,
using colour-coding, having the forms specially
designed, including a helpline telephone number,
providing the forms in alternative language
formats and having the form checked by the
Plain English Campaign.28 Some authorities have
also used electronic or telephone registration
mechanisms in addition to paper-based forms.29

3.38 Further insights into the extent and nature of
non-registration and the impact of administrative
practice are provided by evidence collected by
the Commission from eight local authorities
during December 2004 and January 2005. By
definition, it is difficult to draw broad conclusions
from a set of case studies and our intention was
not to identify best practice or mechanisms for
tackling non-registration,31 but rather to obtain
a more local dimension to our research and to
supplement our statistical analysis of registration
rates in 2000 with contemporary data.

28 C. Rallings, M. Thrasher and J. Downe for DETR (2000),
Turnout at Local Government Elections: Influences on
levels of voter registration and electoral participation,
DETR, London.
29 For more on this, see The Electoral Commission (2002),
Telephone registration: An independent evaluation.

30 The Electoral Commission (2003), The Electoral Fraud
(Northern Ireland) Act 2002: An assessment of its first
year in operation, 2003, London, pp 51.
31 For more on the methods local authorities use to tackle
non-registration see previous Electoral Commission
policy reports on registration. For more on the different
communication methods used, see The Electoral
Commission (2002) Making an impact: the local
promotion of electoral issues and DETR (2000) op.cit.
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3.39 We selected authorities purposively, in order
to get a good mix of different authority types –
unitary, two-tier, metropolitan/non-metropolitan,
urban, rural – with different population sizes,
different socio-demographic profiles and
different registration challenges. The eight were:
Cardiff County Council, Ceredigion County
Council, Copeland Borough Council, Dundee
City Council, Fife Council, Leeds City Council,
The London Borough of Newham and
Stevenage Borough Council.
3.40 The local authorities we spoke to reported
percentage rates of return of Form A ranging
from 75% to 99%. Almost all said that they had
significant variation in return rates within their
area. For example, return of Form A is as low
as 83% in some areas of Leeds, but as high as
99% elsewhere. Most of the eight authorities felt
that while it was relatively easy to identify those
groups least likely to be registered, it was
more difficult to know how to best tackle nonregistrants. Mobility and political ‘apathy’ were
identified as potential causes of non-registration.
3.41 Most of our eight case study councils
reported problems registering one or other (or
several) of the following groups: students, people
in inner city areas and people living in areas with
a high percentage of rented accommodation.
Leeds, in particular, were concerned about nonregistration among students resulting from either
low engagement or their being absent from
term-time addresses during much of the
annual canvass period.

3.42 Newham and Cardiff – two of our eight
authorities with relatively high ethnic minority
populations – did not think ethnicity was itself a
cause of non-registration, but did recognise the
increasing challenge of explaining the why and
how of registration to those without English as
a first language. Cardiff reported that Form As
are often returned by recipients who have not
understood what is required despite the multilingual leaflets provided.
3.43 While most reported problems registering
multiple occupation households, usually made
up of younger residents, Newham have had
some success in this regard and some of our
eight EROs thought that registration rates were
boosted among such groups by a desire to
secure credit (based on an awareness that
some agencies refer to electoral registers when
undertaking credit checks). In terms of other
groups – travellers, the homeless, service
personnel, attainers – the eight authorities were
confident that they had adequate procedures
in place to ensure that individuals could register
if they wanted to. More generally, the eight used
a variety of methods to maximise registration,
including publicity drives incorporating press
and radio adverts, event-based outreach
and roadshows, personal and telephone
canvassing, council magazines, postcard
reminders, pre-printing and specially designing
Form As, working with other departments
within the authority and developing partnership
approaches with other authorities.
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3.44 The main challenges relating to registration
identified by our eight authorities reveal much
about what they perceive to be the causes of
non-registration. These included:
• reaching the most mobile groups,
especially students;
• being sensitive to growing diversity among
local populations;
• tackling political disconnection and
disinterest in voting;
• building awareness and understanding
of the registration process and
countering misconceptions;
• confronting the ‘“Big Brother” phobia’; and
• identifying the extent and nature of nonregistration, beyond simply reviewing patterns
in Form A response rates, especially given
current administrative arrangements and the
implications they have for conducting research.
3.45 In addition to reporting difficulties
ascertaining registration rates, our eight case
studies also found it difficult to pinpoint
precisely how effective methods designed to
alleviate non-registration had been. Similarly,
in our 2002 review of the communication
techniques employed by local authorities
across Britain to promote electoral matters
including registration, we found a wide variation
of approaches and resources devoted to such
activities. At the same time, however, there was
an absence of tracking research and evaluation
of these: ‘Most publicity is produced without a
knowledge of how effective it is’.32
32 The Electoral Commission (2002), Making an impact:
the local promotion of electoral issues.

3.46 So far, we have used the eight case studies
to illustrate our analysis of the nature of nonregistration across Britain and the impact of
administrative practice. Below, we present brief
summaries of the challenges faced by each of
the eight and the methods they use to maximise
registration rates (a larger-scale analysis of the
promotional methods used by authorities can
be found in our 2002 report Making an impact:
the local promotion of electoral issues, available
on our website).
Cardiff reported a Form A response rate of 93%
following the 2004 annual canvass. The authority
uses several methods in response to the
challenges it faces in registering particular groups
of people, including those who live in the inner
city, mobile residents, students and those from
minority ethnic communities. For example,
registration is promoted though the universities
at the beginning of term and information leaflets
are distributed together with registration forms
to travellers via site managers. In addition, the
ERO works in partnership with the housing
department who send out registration forms
with council tax forms to new home movers.
Newham is an urban, diverse, multi-ethnic area
of inner London and has a large electorate
in the region of 172,000. The council reports
higher non-registration in specific areas of
the borough, especially where there is a high
concentration of student accommodation, and
particular challenges involved in raising public
awareness and comprehension in an area
where there are so many non-native English
speakers. In response, the registration officer
and her team use publicity, outreach and
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partnerships with community groups to raise
public awareness of the registration process.
Personal door-to-door canvassers are
employed during the canvass period and the
team work closely with council departments.
Dundee reported an 85% response rate, but
aimed to increase this in future through the use
of personal canvassers. The authority reports
particular difficulties in registering the sizeable
number of students in the area – especially as
they are a mobile population and tend to live
in multiple occupation dwellings – and uses
a number of different methods to tackle nonregistration. These have included obtaining a
list of 16–17-year-old attainers from the council’s
education department, and information from
housing associations, local solicitors, private
landlords and the council tax department to
target new home movers.
Ceredigion, a rural authority in Wales, had a 93%
response rate during the last canvass. While
registration rates are fairly consistent across the
authority area, they are thought to be lower in
areas with a mobile population (people living in
flats and bedsits) and among students living in
halls of residence (the University of Aberystwyth
is situated in Ceredigion). According to the
authority, notices in newspapers and
advertisements on the radio have proved to be
successful tools for maximising registration rates.

Stevenage in the south of England has an
electorate of about 57,000 people and secured
a 92% response rate following the last canvass.
The council report that an original 75%
response rate was boosted to 92% following a
systematic cross-check of the register against
council tax records, including housing lists.
Additional initiatives designed to boost
registration rates have included promotional
events, working closely with local community
groups and issuing schools with registration
forms for attainers.
Fife in the east of Scotland had an initial 82%
response rate, which was boosted to 92%
through the use of council records. The council’s
ERO identified two important obstacles to
registration: people not wanting others to know
their personal details, or simply assuming that
they were automatically registered. In an attempt
to boost registration rates, the council has held
publicity drives, including the use of specifically
designed posters and leaflets, registration
forms on the council website, media releases,
bookmarks and adverts in cinema magazines.
In addition, they receive information from the
council’s education service in relation to 16and 17-year-olds, and student information
from the local universities. The council’s
housing service also issues registration forms
to new tenants on the ERO’s behalf.

Understanding electoral registration: explaining non-registration

4702 Understanding reg rep.qxd

8/11/05

9:36 AM

Page 55

55

Leeds had a response rate of 93% in 2004. The
authority has found that inner city areas tend to
have lower registration rates, in part, related to
a concentration of minority ethnic and student
populations. The latter are particularly difficult
to register given the difficulties created by not
knowing if they are registered at home, rather
than term-time, addresses. The electoral
registration team use a variety of methods to
promote registration, including advertising,
events and partnership working with local
community groups, and also work closely with
other council departments and local authorities.
Copeland is an authority in rural Cumbria and had
a 99% response rate to the 2004 canvass – 85%
of Form As were returned initially, but reminders
from door-to-door canvassers boosted this figure.
It is thought that younger people are less inclined
to register – especially if they live in multiple
occupancy younger households – but the
authority’s ERO thought that the desire to obtain
credit often prompted registration. In addition to
using personal canvassers, Copeland have found
that working with other council departments and
sharing best practice with other local authorities
helps to maximise registration rates.

Rolling registration
3.47 The Representation of the People Act 2000
introduced voluntary rolling electoral registration
in England, Scotland and Wales to enable
people to be added to (and deleted from) the
electoral register at any time throughout the
year. These arrangements allow people, such
as those moving house mid-year, to contact
their local ERO to register at times outside
the annual canvass period.
3.48 The ONS register check study covers
the period prior to the introduction in electoral
legislation of rolling registration in 2001. Our
research in Northern Ireland, where the legislative
provisions for rolling registration are broadly
similar to those in Britain but operate alongside
a system based on individual registration, found
a 2.1 percentage point increase in the number
of names on the register during the period
between December 2002 and March 2003.
3.49 This increase was not uniform across the
18 Parliamentary constituencies in Northern
Ireland, ranging from a +1.3 point increase in
North Antrim to +5.8 in Belfast West. The
variation was even more pronounced at ward
level and it was thought to be, in part, due to
the localised activities and registration drives by
political parties. Furthermore, the 2.1 percentage
point increase should be seen in the context of
considerable efforts by the political parties, the
Electoral Office for Northern Ireland (EONI) and
the Commission to use the rolling registration
process to offset the reduction in the number of
names on the December 2002 register, the first
register compiled under the new individual
registration system (for example, the Commission
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ran a high-profile public awareness campaign,
including radio and TV advertising).
3.50 Since then, further research by
PricewaterhouseCoopers, on behalf of the
Commission, suggests that the system of rolling
registration is having little impact in Northern
Ireland in increasing the number of people on
the register. It is not widely used and where it is
this is largely due to the efforts made by parties
to encourage potential supporters to register.
Our research found that EONI is notified of fewer
than 500 changes of address per month through
rolling registration (6,000 a year), a number well
short of the average 3,800 address changes a
month according to EONI data for 2004 (and the
8,000 estimated by the Census). This evidence
suggests that the annual canvass remains the
main mechanism for bringing onto the register
those moving address during the year.33
3.51 Such an aggregate analysis of rolling
registration is difficult to replicate in Britain owing
to the absence of a central register and the large
numbers of registers and monthly lists of
additions, deletions and amendments involved.
Our case studies do, however, provide some
insights with most of the eight authorities taking
the view that rolling registration has increased the
accuracy of the register, particularly at election
time, and has meant that it is more up-to-date
throughout the year. At the same time, few felt
that rolling registration had a significant impact
on registration rates in their authority or that it
was just too difficult to evaluate definitively.

33 The Electoral Commission (2005), Electoral registration
in Northern Ireland – research update, May 2005.

3.52 Copeland reported receiving about 50–200
additions to the register per month, while in
Cardiff there were about 4,400 additions and
4,000 removals throughout the whole of 2003.
Newham, one of the largest of our eight authority
areas with an electorate of just over 170,000,
receives about 1,000 additions a month (about
5% a year), while Leeds receives about 2,000
forms a month and considers rolling registration
important in terms of maximising registration
rates and register accuracy. While some of the
larger authorities report a fairly consistent uptake
of rolling registration throughout the year, most of
the eight report a higher uptake in January and
February with late Form As and amendments to
details. There is also an increase in the run-up
to scheduled elections.
3.53 Under rolling registration, the onus is on
the individual to amend their details rather than
responding to an invitation to do so, as is the
case during the annual canvass. It is, of course,
plausible that those prepared, and pro-active
enough, to register during the monthly rolling
registration process would have been equally
prepared to register during the canvass period,
although under the old system they might have
had to wait up to a year before being able to
do so.
3.54 As we have already seen, non-awareness
of the rolling registration facility is one factor
mitigating against its use by some sections of the
public. Our public opinion research with MORI
has found evidence of non-awareness among
recent home movers and among younger, more
mobile groups. This was also the assessment of
many of the eight local authorities we spoke to.
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Summary
3.55 ONS found that the majority, 52%, of nonregistrants in 2000 came from just three groups:
• those living with parents (in particular, attainers);
• those having moved within the six months
prior to the qualifying date; and
• those renting from a private landlord.
3.56 The strong association between nonregistration and mobility of address is found
across all groups and ONS found that ‘a high
rate of mobility among young age groups
contributed substantially to their high levels of
non-registration overall, but among older age
groups moving home also increased the
likelihood of non-registration.’

(positive or negative) on registration.’ In 2000, the
eligibility and mobility of the head of household
as well as the eligible individual’s relationship
with the head of household were important
predictors of non-registration. For example,
being an eligible person in a household where
the head of household was registered, and being
related to the head, was a stronger predictor of
registration than simply being in a household
where the head is registered.
3.59 The analysis by ONS points to the central
role of the head of household, in both positive
and negative terms. For example:
• The head of household was significantly more
likely to be registered than other eligible
household members.

3.57 Further statistical analysis confirms strong
associations between non-registration and age,
sex, ethnicity, tenure and mobility. Other predictors
are nationality, marital status, relationship to the
head of household and whether or not the head
of household was registered. These findings are
similar to those of 1991 although there have been
some changes, for example, ethnicity was less
significant as an explanatory variable in 2000
than in 1991 and was also found to be strongly
conditioned by length of residence in the UK
and by nationality.
3.58 According to the ONS, ‘… among the
variables studied (which do not include attitudinal
measures) there do not appear to have been
strong, permanent barriers to registration based
on general personal characteristics (such as
ethnicity). Rather it was situational factors…
that had the most immediate and direct effect

• Being unrelated to the head of household at
an address reduced an individual’s likelihood
of being registered.
• Being an eligible person in a household where
the head of household was registered was a
strong predictor of registration.
3.60 According to ONS, it would seem that ‘the
presence and actions of the head of household
increased the likelihood of registration for
many groups…’, but it has not been possible
to ‘… quantify such an effect, so we cannot
determine whether it may have outweighed
any negative effect on registration rates
caused by a failure on the part of the head
of household to recognise eligibility in others’,
for example, 16–17-year-old attainers or people
with certain nationalities.
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3.61 Non-registration is also related to the
attitudes people have towards registration
and voting. While some non-registration is
unintentional – the product of circumstances and
the situational factors described previously –
some is quite deliberate. MORI found that among
some non-registrants there was ‘a conscious
decision not to register, for ideological reasons.
Often, they are quite well informed about
politics – they simply wish to play no part in it.’
3.62 Our research found some significant gaps
in people’s awareness and knowledge of the
registration process and, in some cases, this
might militate against registration. At the same
time, however, it seems likely that low knowledge
is, in part, related to a lack of enthusiasm for
registering to vote: i.e. low knowledge can be an
effect, as well as a cause, of non-registration.
3.63 The impact of administrative practice is
hard to evaluate definitively, not least because
it is likely that many methods were used
disproportionately, and more intensely, in areas
where registration was already most difficult.
3.64 Our evidence from Northern Ireland on rolling
registration suggests that it is having little impact
in increasing the number of people on the register.
Such research is difficult to replicate in Britain,
but most of our eight case study authorities took
the view that rolling registration had not had a
significant impact on registration rates, but
had increased the accuracy of the register.
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Appendix
Further technical details
Statistical register check analysis
1.1 In 1993, the Office for National Statistics’
(ONS) predecessor organisation The Office
of Population, Censuses and Surveys (OPCS)
published a report into registration levels in Britain.
The research for this project was carried out
as part of the Census Coverage Survey (CCS)
undertaken after the 1991 Census. Interviews
were carried out in summer 1991 at a sample of
addresses in order to establish the eligibility of
occupants for inclusion on the 1991 electoral
register. This included finding out if they were
resident at the sampled address on the ‘qualifying
date’ for registration, the preceding 10 October.
1.2 As a separate exercise and in order to find
out who was registered at the sample addresses,
ONS interviewers analysed paper copies of
February 1991 electoral registers held in local
libraries. As neither the CCS nor the library-based
register analysis was possible retrospectively for
2001, the ONS proposed instead to match a
sample of population records against electronic
versions of the electoral register for February 2001.
1.3 To provide a population sample suitable for
this purpose, a composite population sample
was created based upon the address sample of
a large social survey, the Labour Force Survey
(LFS). Data from responding households in the
LFS sample at the time of the qualifying date
of October 2000 formed the majority of the
composite sample. Added to these were Census
data for those households in the LFS address
sample who did not respond to the LFS. This
joint sample was extracted from archives and
prepared for matching to the electoral register
by name and address (as the electoral register
does not contain other information).

1.4 From the sample of 15,157 addresses
in England and Wales, the ONS derived an
available pool of 23,963 eligible adults living
within non-communal households at the time of
the qualifying date in October 2000. Automated
matching of these people against a collated
version of the local authority electoral registers
of February 2001 was supplemented by detailed
clerical matching using searchable databases
also based on the 2001 electoral register.
1.5 The matching was carried out for all people of
eligible age in the combined population sample
against candidate records within the electoral
register, i.e. everyone aged 18 or over, plus all
attainers: those aged 16 or 17 who would attain
voting age (i.e. become 18) during the life of
the register (in this case, from February 2000
to February 2001). Attainers are legally allowed
to register, but cannot actually vote unless their
eighteenth birthday is on or before the day of
the election.
1.6 There had been a change in the definition
of eligibility between 1991 and 2000; in the
1993 study those with nationality outside the
UK, Republic of Ireland or Commonwealth were
treated as ineligible unless proved otherwise
by the fact of registration (this is possible, for
example, where citizenship/dual nationality is
acquired through marriage). In 2000, those
born in EU member states were also entitled to
be registered to vote and so they are treated as
eligible within this study. ONS also treated as
eligible, people with stated nationalities outside
the UK, Commonwealth and EU, as they may
have been eligible and registered to vote.
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1.7 Given the available data, it was not possible to
account for people being registered somewhere
other than the sampled address. In 1991,
however, being registered at another residence
was the reason given for non-registration in 6%
of unregistered cases (although as noted in
3.14, these reasons were not necessarily given
by the eligible person themselves and may not
be reliable). ONS found that if we assume this
same 6% in 2000, it would mean that just under
half a percentage point of the estimate of 7%
non-registration was not, in fact, non-registration.
This is likely to be an overestimate as both the
LFS and Census were designed to capture
people at their main residence (i.e. in contrast
to the 1991 Census, exclude people sampled
at their second residences, and record them
where they usually live).
1.8 Given the available data, it would not have
been possible to account for people moving
between the qualifying date in October 2000 and
the enumeration date of the 2001 Census (29 April
2001). As a result, the design developed by ONS
established who was resident at the qualifying
date starting with the sample from the 2000 LFS
(most of the composite LFS/Census sample was,
in fact, drawn from the LFS) and using responses
to questions about the length of residency.
This meant that the population sample was
established with respect to eligibility at the time
of the qualifying date for registration, and was
therefore equivalent to the eligibility information
obtained by direct questioning in 1993.
1.9 The matching undertaken by ONS used,
for the most part, the most complete name
information available from the survey or Census
archive, followed, for a much smaller number of
cases, by matching with less complete name
Understanding electoral registration: appendix

information, such as initial and surname or
surname and title. According to ONS, the error
rate for the multi-stage matching processes
and related assumptions was estimated to be
less than 1% overall, and to be unbiased with
respect to establishing registration levels.
1.10 Having removed information used for
matching to the register, and established a
dataset containing information about the
characteristics of people in the study sample, and
their registration status, further information about
the characteristics of the area in which people
lived was also added from Census 2001 arealevel tabulations. Information about electoral
registration practice in the local authority was
added from the findings of a survey of
Electoral Registration Officers carried out by
the Department for the Environment, Transport
and the Regions in 1999.
1.11 The information about the people in the
study sample, along with some derived variables
relating to the household characteristics and
relationships between household members was
analysed in relation to the registration status of
each person.
1.12 While the analysis by ONS uses the best
available statistical approach, it does still represent
an estimate of non-registration in England and
Wales (and sub-groups). It is drawn from a sample
and thus subject to sampling tolerances and
margins of error. By way of an example, for the
ONS estimate of 6.9% (6.86%) non-registration in
the study sample of 23,963, we can be confident
that 95 times out of 100 the ‘true’ figure (i.e. the
figure for the entire population represented by the
sample) would be +0.32%, meaning that the true
figure would be within the range 6.5% to 7.2%.
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1.13 Generally speaking, the smaller the base,
the greater the sampling tolerances or margins
of error involved. At the 95% confidence interval,
for example, the estimated 38% non-registration
among eligible 16-year-olds (based on a sample
of 136) would be +8.0%, meaning that the true
figure would be within the range 26% to 42%.
1.14 The methodology used by ONS is outlined
in more detail in the appendices of the ONS
report to the Commission, Electoral registration
in 2000, available on our website.

Public opinion research
1.15 MORI interviewed a representative quota
sample of 6,084 British adults aged 16+ over the
course of three face-to-face, in home, Omnibus
surveys between 2–6 December 2004, 6–10
January 2005 and 20–24 January 2005. Data
were weighted to the national population profile.

1.16 MORI’s survey findings are based on a
sample of British adults and, as a consequence,
all results are subject to sampling tolerances,
meaning that not all differences are statistically
significant. For example, with a 50% finding
among the 6,084 sample, the chances are 19 in
20 that the true value (obtained if all adults in
Britain had been interviewed) will fall within the
range of ±2 percentage points from the sample
result. Among non-registrants (274) the range is
±6. A detailed guide to statistical reliability can
be found in MORI’s report on our website.
1.17 In addition to the survey, MORI conducted
a programme of eight focus groups in four
locations, as shown in Table 21 below. The
programme of focus groups was designed to
provide qualitative insights and to explore, rather
than measure, public opinion and behaviour.
It was designed purposively to enable us to
explore a range of different socio-demographic,
attitudinal and behavioural variables.

Table 21: MORI focus group programme
Location

2005

Group type

Norwich
Rural Norfolk
Cardiff
Cardiff
Leeds
Leeds
Ealing
Southwark

25.1
25.1
26.1
26.1
27.1
27.1
27.1
2.2

Non-registrants
Cross-section
Non-registrants
Cross-section
Non-registrants
Cross-section
Cross-section
Non-registrants

Age
profile
35+
60+
Range
18–30
18–24
31–45
45–60
18–34

Social
group
Range
C2DE**
Range
ABC1***
Range
C2DE
ABC1
Range

Additional
quotas
Various*
–
Home movers
–
Students
–
–
Various

Notes: *These included different reasons for non-registration and different levels of confidence in not being registered.
**C2DEs = Skilled and unskilled manual workers, those on long-term benefit and the retired drawing a state pension.
***ABC1s = Managers, administrators, professionals and clerical workers.
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Case study interviews

• urban/rural area;

1.18 The Commission conducted eight case
studies with local authorities in order to obtain
a more local dimension to our research and to
supplement our statistical analysis of registration
rates in 2000 with contemporary data. The eight
local authorities, shown in Table 22, were
selected purposively in order to get a good mix
of different authority types according to several
different variables:

• large/small population size;

• unitary (single tier)/non-unitary
(two-tier) authority;
• predominantly metropolitan/
non-metropolitan area;

• socio-demographic profile particularly age
and ethnicity profiles; and
• particular registration challenges, for example,
large numbers of students, overseas voters
and people living in communal establishments.
1.19 Commission staff conducted telephone
interviews, lasting around 30 minutes, with seven
local authorities between 14 December 2004 and
6 January 2005. In the case of Copeland, a selfcompletion questionnaire was completed and
returned in February 2005.

Table 22: Case study authorities
Authority
Cardiff

Contact
Peter Woodward

Date
15 Dec 2004

Ceredigion Wyn Jones

15 Dec 2004

Copeland
Dundee

Alan Southward
Stuart Galloway

1 Feb 2005
14 Dec 2004

Fife

Lawrence Cooper

15 Dec 2004

Leeds

Alan Meek

6 Jan 2005

Newham

Mary Bradley

6 Jan 2005

Stevenage Chris Solich

15 Dec 2004
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Basic description of authority area
Welsh; metropolitan unitary council; small BME
population and significant-sized student population.
Welsh; rural; unitary council; small BME
population, significant-sized student and
55+ year-old populations.
English; rural; district council.
Scottish; urban; unitary council;
significant-sized 55+ year-old population.
Scottish; urban; unitary council;
significant-sized student population.
English; metropolitan; unitary council;
significant-sized student population.
English; urban; unitary council; significantsized BME and student populations.
English; borough council; small BME and
student populations.
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