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Introduction
‘2017 General Election, 
whether that was real or not 
it, you know, it changed the 
narrative around young 
people having a voice. I think 
it’s now led to Votes-at-16 
being almost across party 
supported in the Assembly 
(Senedd) so the debate really 
has a role in Wales as more of 
a consensus than it did at a 
UK level.’  (Jess Blair, Electoral 
Reform Society, 11th April 
2019).

Wales became a central focus 
as the voting age issue 
retained a high political 
profile in the country 
throughout the period of the 
project, culminating in 16- 
and 17-year-olds gaining the 
right to vote in Senedd 
elections through the 
establishment in law of the 
Senedd and Elections Act on 

15th January 2020. The 
timing of these developments 
offered a unique opportunity 
to study the process of voting 
age reform in real-time by 
analysing the evolving 
political and expert debate 
related to the issue. It also 
allowed us to situate the 
debate in Wales within the 
wider UK context of voting 
age reform, observing the 
specific implications of reform 
for electoral administration in 
Wales, and capturing the 
views and attitudes of Welsh 
young people from across the 
country.

As well as having clear 
implications on young 
people’s political participation 
in Wales, lowering the voting 
age to 16 for Senedd and local 
elections was an act of 
emblematic significance on 
two levels.  Firstly, it 

demonstrated the willingness 
of the Senedd to use its newly 
devolved constitutional 
powers to define its own 
electoral rules. Secondly, in 
joining Scotland to become 
the second nation of the UK to 
lower the voting age for 
national election, Wales has 
added to the complexity and 
division around young 
people’s voting rights across 
the UK. ‘Votes at 16’ 
demonstrates that devolved 
administrations are leading 
the agenda on electoral 
reform in the UK. This also 
means that the successful 
implementation of ‘Votes-
at-16’ is not only important 
for ensuring the future 
engagement of young people 
in Welsh politics. It is also 
likely to play a critical role in 
shaping the future direction 
of voting age reform in the UK 
more generally. Therefore, the 

main aim of this report is to 
highlight specific challenges 
to the successful 
implementation of what we 
like to call ‘The Welsh Way to 
Votes at 16’.

This report presents the key 
findings and policy 
recommendation from the 
extensive research carried out 
in Wales as part of the 
Leverhulme Trust funded 
project, ‘Lowering the Voting 
Age in the UK’. This two-year 
academic research project 
(2018-2020) based at the 
Universities of Huddersfield 
and Liverpool explored the 
debates and evidence related 
to the contemporary ‘Votes-
at-16’ debate in the UK. The 
project adopted a mixed-
methods approach that 
included over seventy 
interviews with politicians, 
policy-makers, and 
democratic reform advocates 
across the UK; two nationally 
representative UK-wide 
surveys; over fifty focus 
groups with young people; 
two youth conferences, and 
the first comparative 
historical analysis of voting 
age reform. The project 
represents the most 

comprehensive evidence base 
for the development and 
implementation of voting age 
reform across the UK to date 
– please see our project site
for more details - www.
ukvotingage.co.uk

The report begins with a 
summary of our policy 
recommendations, before 
briefly outlining the 
Leverhulme ‘Lowering the 
Voting Age’ project aims and 
research activities undertaken 
in Wales.  It will then situate 

voting age reform in Wales 
within the context of our UK 
wide public opinion surveys 
on ‘Votes-at-16’. The main 
findings of the report 
concentrate on the four main 
themes that emerged from 
our research - the consensual 
evidence-based approach to 
voting-age reform that 
emerged in Wales; analysis of 
electoral registration process; 
the need to improve young 
people’s knowledge of Welsh 
politics and institutions; and 
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the importance young people 
attach to their voices being 
heard in the political system 
and the role that institutions 
will need to play in ensuring 
that ‘Votes-at-16’ meets 
these expectations. 

Policy Recommendations

‘Votes-at-16’ is the most eye-
catching aspect of the Senedd 
and Elections Act (2020) and 
will likely have a significant 
impact on the wider UK 
debate on constitutional 
reform. It is a progressive 
reform for which there is a 
broad political consensus 
among political parties and 
policymakers in Wales. It has 
the potential to improve both 
the level of young people’s 
engagement in Welsh politics 
and the Welsh electorate’s 
overall knowledge of their 
national political institutions. 
However, in order to 
ensure this is achieved the 
specific challenges for the 
implementation of ‘Votes-
at-16’ in Wales identified 
in this report need to be 
effectively addressed.

1. To ensure the successful
implementation and
acceptance of ‘Votes-at-16’
in Wales it is important

that policymakers retain 
a consensual and non-
partisan approach around its 
implementation.

2. The Electoral Commission
in Wales needs to be
appropriately resourced to
ensure that it can maintain
multiple electoral rolls and
carry out a comprehensive
registration programme for
16- and 17-year-olds.

3. In order to ensure that
more anxious and disengaged
young people vote, voter 
registration programmes
aimed at 16- and 17-year-
old first time voters in Wales
need to emphasise that it is a
simple act of self-expression
not a critical life choice.

4. ‘Votes-at-16’ must
be linked to a universal
citizenship education
programme both in schools
and local communities that
significantly improves young
people’s understanding
of the Senedd and its
responsibilities.

5. Welsh politicians and
officials should ensure
that young people’s views
and voice (including
unenfranchised young

people) are heard throughout 
the policy-making and 
electoral campaigning 
process, not just at the ballot 
box.

6. Politicians of all
parties should use the
implementation of ‘Votes-
at-16’ to directly engage with
young people in meaningful
and imaginative ways.

7. The Senedd and Welsh
Government should ensure
that appropriate resources
are allocated to evaluating
the short and longer-term
impact of ‘Votes-at-16’.

Project Summary and 
Methodology

This report draws on the 
findings from the Leverhulme 
Trust funded ‘Lowering 
the Voting Age in the UK’ 
project’s extensive research 
activity in Wales.  We carried 
out eighteen interviews with 
electoral administrators, 
activists, academics, 
children’s rights experts, 
citizenship teachers and 
politicians from across the 
political spectrum (including 
those both for and against 
the introduction of Votes-
at-16 in Wales). We also ran 
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eight focus groups across 
Wales involving a diverse 
range of young people aged 
14-21.  This included two
groups made up entirely of
BAME participants, a group
of young carers and a group
from rural areas as well
as members of the Welsh
Youth Parliament. There was
a geographical spread in
location of the focus groups
which were held in Cardiff,
Swansea, Haverfordwest and
Wrexham and we also worked
directly with national Youth
organisations Youth Cymru
and Ethnic Youth Support
Team Wales who draw their
members from across the
country.

This research has allowed us 
to generate a series of policy 
recommendations tailored 
to the specific challenges in 
ensuring that the introduction 
of ‘Votes-at-16’ in Wales is 
successful in engaging young 
people in the political process 
and elevating their political 
voice within Welsh political 
institutions.

Voting Age Reform across 
the UK

Public opinion regarding 
voting age reform has 

traditionally rejected 
‘Votes-at-16’. However, the 
lowering of the voting age 
in Scotland appears to have 
had a significant impact 
on attitudes to expanding 
the franchise. Using the 
survey research company 
Survation, we conducted two 
representative surveys; a) 
of 16- and 17-year-olds (n 
1,031) and b) of adults aged 
18+ (n 1,009) to test attitudes 
to voting age reduction. Our 
survey of 16–17-year-olds 
found a substantial majority 

(71%) in support of ‘‘Votes-
at-16’’, of whom 40% were 
strongly in favour. Only 12% 
opposed lowering the voting 
age. The more surprising 
finding is that we also found 
a narrow plurality (42% to 
38%) in support of voting age 
reform among those aged 18 
or over. It was noteworthy that 
the younger the respondent, 
the more likely s/he was to 
support a lowering of the 
voting age. Even among 
those directly impacted by 
voting age reform, we found 

(Pembrokeshire Democracy Champions launch event project 
workshop, Haverfordwest Public Library, 12th April 2019)
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16-year-olds were more
in favour of change than
17-year-olds.

Our analysis shows that 
support for change is 
high among those already 
politically interested, 
university-educated, from 
higher socio-economic 
backgrounds, more likely 
to vote for left of centre 
parties and those with 
more positive views of 
young people’s capacities 
to understand politics and 
influence change. We found 
less support for lowering the 
voting age amid those from 
lower income backgrounds 
holding few qualifications and 
among Conservative party 
voters. These relationships 
demonstrate that ‘‘Votes-
at-16’’ is a policy that is 
primarily popular with those 
who already have a positive 
view of the efficacy and 
capacity of young people. 
Change might therefore risk 
empowering mainly those 
young people who are already 
politically engaged but is less 
impactful for those who feel 
marginalised by electoral 
politics and less confident 
about participating in the 
political process. The project 

has argued that voting age 
reform would be usefully 
accompanied by the delivery 
of statutory democratic or 
political education, better 
engagement from political 
parties with young people’s 
political concerns, and 
improved processes around 
registration that de-mystify 
and normalise voting. 

Wales is introducing ‘Votes-
at-16’ at a critical time 
in which there appears 
to be increased support 
for lowering the voting 
age among the UK public.  
However, this rise in support 
also appears strongly related 
to the increasingly polarised 
attitudinal divisions across 
the whole of British politics. 
This makes implementing 
‘Votes-at-16’ in a manner 
that ensure all young people 
across Wales feel that their 
voice is being heard within the 
political system particularly 
important. 

Findings

The Consensual ‘Welsh 
Way to Votes-at-16’

There were three striking 
features that distinguish the 
voting age reform process in 
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Wales from the debate in the 
rest of the UK that emerged 
from our interviews with 
key stakeholders.  Firstly, 
considerable effort was made 
during the consultation 
and implementation period 
to ensure that there was a 
consensus around support 
for the reform and its aims 
across political divides and 
among civil society actors.  
Secondly, it is clear that 
‘Votes-at-16’ was considered 
part of a broader range 
of measures designed to 
develop a distinctly Welsh 
constitutional arrangement.  
Thirdly, the reform process 
was strongly evidence-
based from the initial 
implementation process to 
the implementation strategy.

‘It [Votes-at-16] came partly 
from being given control over 
the franchise for the first time 
but also the desire from many 
people within the National 
Assembly for Wales from 
across the parties to increase 
the franchise make it (the 
assembly) more accountable 
to more of its citizens’ (Kirsty 
Williams MS Brecon and 
Radnorshire, Minister for 
Education, 8th April 2019).

‘We were going through this 

process of looking at the 
way elections are going to 
be run in Wales… the latest 
Government of Wales Act 
brought some of these issues, 
powers into our competence 
so it was an appropriate time’ 
(David Melding Conservative 
MS South Wales Central, 9th 
April 2019).

As the above quotes highlight 
there was active efforts made 
by the politicians driving the 
policy to ensure that it was 
a multi-party process. The 
debate around the voting age 
debate in Wales was therefore 
notable for its relative 
lack of partisan division, 
particularly compared with 
Scotland where party political 
support and opposition to 
the measure was initially 
strongly related to positions 
on Scottish independence. 
A broad consensus was built 
in support of the measure 
between Welsh Labour, 
Plaid Cymru and the Welsh 
Liberal Democrats while the 
Conservatives did not take 
a formal policy position on 
the issue. This reflects the 
fact that several high-profile 
long-standing advocates for 
‘Votes-at-16’ in the Senedd 
were Conservative AM’s. 

The only parties that made 
opposition to ‘Votes-at-16’ 
in Wales an official policy 
position were UKIP and the 
Brexit Party.

‘I think the way in which we 
are implementing Votes-
at-16 is not to see it as a 
one-off policy but part of 
other measures to make 
young people aware of the 
government in Wales. So 
education and knowledge is 
part of it as important as well 
so young people understand 
better what we do’.  (Lisa 
James, Deputy Director 

Local Government, Welsh 
Government, 8th April 2019). 

Lowering the voting age in 
Wales was included in a wider 
package of reforms aimed at 
creating a distinctly Welsh 
electoral system. Debates 
about voting age reform thus 
focused on the need to use 
the new constitutional powers 
to increase the visibility of 
the Senedd as an identifiably 
Welsh institution separate 
from Westminster. Many 
politicians we interviewed 
discussed the value of ‘Votes-
at-16’ as an emblematic 
policy that demonstrated 
both the progressive and 
consensual approach of 
Welsh politics. It was thus 
important that young people 
understood how ‘Votes-
at-16’ will give them an 
opportunity to influence 
politics in the Senedd.

‘I think there’s an element 
about turnout because 
we know that in Assembly 
elections in Wales turnout has 
never hit above fifty percent 
and that’s disappointing, so 
there are opportunities there’.  
(Professor Laura McAllister, 
Cardiff University, Chair of the 
Senedd Commission, 8th April 
2019).

‘We’re thinking about 
what it means for young 
people and policies 
that young people 
want to champion in 
particular, so being more 
reflective in our policy 
development as political 
parties and as a Senate 
to the views of young 
people’.  (Elin Jones, MS 
Plaid Cymru and the 
Llywydd of the Senedd, 
19th October 2019).
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‘It [Votes-at-16] is also about 
making young people see how 
it works for them in Wales and 
how they can be heard in the 
system. I think we’ve got to 
look hard at how we have a 
more participatory democracy 
and a more accountable 
democracy than perhaps 
we’ve become used to with 
just a stubby pencil mark 
once every four years.’   (Alun 
Davies MS, Labour Blaenau 
Gwent, 18th August 2019).

Finally, the voting-age reform 
process in Wales has been 
evidence based and involved 
wide ranging consultation 
with constitutional experts, 
young people’s civil society 
organisations, educators, 
officials and other stakeholder 
in politics, academia, local 
government and the private 
sector. The Expert Panel on 
Assembly Electoral Reform 
undertook a substantial 
review of the evidence around 
lowering the voting age 
including a large consultation 
exercise with young people 
and consideration of the 
process from Scotland. 
Young people were offered 
direct voice throughout the 
consultation. Adopting this 
evidence-based approach in 

the initial phases of reform 
has meant that the voting age 
reform process has proven 
a catalyst for engaging with 
young people and improving 
their knowledge and interest 
in Welsh political institutions. 
It is important that this 
evidence-based approach is 
continued in order to ensure 
that ‘Votes-at-16’ has a long-
term impact of successfully 
engaging all young people in 
Wales.

Electoral Registration of 
16- and 17-year-olds in
Wales

The administrative burden 
of implementing electoral 
reform such as lowering the 
voting age is often under 
appreciated by advocates 
and commentators. This is 
particularly important for 
voting age reform in Wales as 
it will create an asymmetry 
in young people’s voting 
rights. 16 and 17-year olds 
in Wales will have the right 
to vote in Welsh Senedd and 
local elections but will still be 
prohibited from voting in UK 
wide events. The Electoral 
Commission in Wales has 
raised the important matter 
of the administrative 
challenge, and potential 
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costs, of maintaining multiple 
electoral rolls. With reforms 
to Welsh local elections 
separate from the Senedd 
and Elections Act (2020), 
there remains the possibility 
that local authorities in 
Wales will have to maintain 
three separate electoral 
rolls for UK-wide elections 
and referendums, Senedd 
Elections, and local elections 
in Wales.  This raises specific 
issues for ensuring that the 
Electoral Commission has 
sufficient resources and 
administrational time to 
ensure that it can put in place 
the necessary programmes 
of voter registration and 
engagement for 16 and 17 
year-olds. It also highlights 
the need to address 
asymmetries in the voting 
rights of young people across 
the UK. 

It is important that electoral 
officials and local authorities 
are also aware of the concerns 
and anxieties young people 
have around casting their 
first vote when developing 
registration programmes. 
The most common reason 
participants in our focus 
groups gave for not being 
interested in voting (or 

politics in general) was a 
lack of confidence in their 
knowledge of the political 
system. While young people 
recognised that voting was 
a significant act with clear 
consequences, their anxiety 
regarding lack of political 
knowledge often manifested 
itself in concerns that they 
would make a ‘wrong’ or 
meaningless choice or that 
they would make a mistake 
in the voting booth. Voting 
was for some young people a 
knowledge test and a burden 
rather than an opportunity 
to positively express their 
political preferences: 

‘I think we don’t know enough 
right now – they need to 
explain what actually happens 
and then we’d feel ready’ 
(Wrexham participant)

‘I just think I don’t know 
enough.  I’d make a wrong 
choice’ (Swansea participant)

‘We’re so young we have more 
stuff to worry about.  We have 
other important little things 
to us to worry about and this 
is just something else we will 
then have to know about’ 
(Swansea participant)

It is important that voting 

should be framed as 
a significant, positive 
opportunity to meaningfully 
exercise political self-
expression and choice for 
newly-enfranchised voters 
in Wales. It is evident from 
our research that there is a 
need for universal political 
education for all young 
people in Wales prior to 
voting.  This is necessary in 
order to achieve convergence 
in the attitudes towards 
voting of engaged and 
disengaged young people in 
Wales. 

Young People’s Knowledge 
of Welsh Politics

A specific concern about the 

implementation of ‘Votes-
at-16’ in Wales is the lack 
of knowledge and interest 
young people have about the 
institutions they would be 
voting for. Our focus groups 
found that even among 
politically-engaged groups 
of young people interest and 
knowledge in the Senedd 
and its responsibilities was 
low. With the exception of 
participants from the Welsh 
Youth Parliament, very few 
focus group participants knew 
who the First Minister was or 
who their local MS was. There 
was also little knowledge of 
the responsibilities the Welsh 
Government or the Senedd 
and its representatives:

‘The Assembly (Senedd) is 
not interesting; they never 
come and talk to us so why 
should we care’ (Wrexham 
participant

‘It’s not just a problem with 
us.  Old people don’t know 
anything about the Assembly 
(Senedd) either.  I know lots 
but I’m weird obviously.  
Most of my friends aren’t 
interested’ (Welsh Youth 
Parliament participant).

‘I went to see politics at the 
Assembly (Senedd) but I was 

‘First time you go in and 
you’re looking at the 
box and things it would 
be good if someone was 
there to reassure that 
you’ve done it right 
and not chosen the 
wrong thing.  Going in 
the box freaks me out 
a bit.’  (Haverfordwest 
participant)
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too young to understand 
it. If I went now, I’d find it 
interesting but I was too 
young when I went and just 
didn’t understand it and 
no one really talks about it 
round here’ (Haverfordwest 
participant).

As the final quote 
demonstrates, the wider lack 
of public understanding of 
Welsh political institutions is 
a long-standing challenge. 
As the Senedd Constitutional 
Expert Panel have observed 
though, lowering the voting 
age represents an opportunity 
to improve young people’s 
knowledge in this area, which 
could have a long-term 
beneficial impact in boosting 
the democratic legitimacy of 
Welsh political institutions. 

Youth political voice and 
efficacy in Wales

As well as ensuring that young 
people’s political knowledge 
of Welsh institutions is 
improved, it is equally critical 
that the implementation of 
‘Votes-at-16’ meets young 
people’s expectations for 
their voice to be heard. For 
those politically interested 
and engaged young people 
we interviewed, voting was 

understood as an opportunity 
to express a political voice 
and make political institutions 
more responsive to their 
views and priorities. However, 
young people also perceived 
the idea of political ‘voice’ 
as reciprocal, and they had 
high expectations regarding 
their efficacy and the 
responsiveness of the political 
system.

‘We should be heard as 
young people not because 
we are adults. They need to 
hear what we think.  Not only 
adults should vote because 
they’re not the only people 
who exist in this world and 
we also have a voice that 
should be heard’ (Wrexham 
participant).

‘If it’s possible I’d like 
politicians to explain why 
something we want isn’t 
possible rather than just 
telling us that we don’t 
get it cos we’re not adults’ 
(Haverfordwest participant).

‘Young people need our voices 
to be heard and represented 
in the system’ (Swansea 
Young Carers participant).

It is vital that politicians 
and political parties engage 

The ‘Welsh Way’ to Votes-at-16

Policy Briefing

with and respond to newly-
enfranchised young voters in 
Wales during the forthcoming 
Senedd elections and in the 
future. A failure to do so 
could confirm young people’s 
perceptions that Welsh 
political institutions and 
parties are uninterested in 
their views and not relevant 
in their lives. Young people’s 
support for ‘Votes-at-16’ in 
Wales is often contingent and 
transactional. They want the 
right to vote because they 
want to be able to influence 
the system. It is therefore 
critical that they perceive 
that their vote will matter and 
lead to a cultural change in 
Welsh politics that takes the 
voice of young people more 
seriously. The implementation 
of ‘Votes-at-16’ needs to 
be seen as the start of the 

journey towards amplifying 
young people’s political 
voices in Welsh politics, not 
the end.

Finally, if lowering the voting 
age is to improve young 
people’s level of trust in 
the Welsh political system, 
politicians and policy-makers 
must incentivise them to 
vote by creating policies that 
will appeal. At present, most 
young people in Wales appear 
enthusiastic that gaining the 
vote will make the system 
more responsive to their 
needs. However, failure to 
meet these high expectations 
could risk quickly alienating 
this new generation of voters 
in Wales. 

The ‘Welsh Way’ to Votes-
at-16 should be celebrated 
for many reasons we have 
identified in this report. But 
we would like to conclude by 
drawing on the memorable 
words of former Secretary 
of State for Wales, Ron 
Davies, by noting that – like 
devolution – ‘Votes-at-16’ is 
a process not an event. The 
recommendations outlined in 
this report seek to ensure the 
future success of the “Welsh 
Way’ to Votes-at-16. 

For more information please contact Dr Andrew Mycock: a.j.mycock@hud.ac.uk

The Research Team

We would like to thank Lijie Yang from the School 
of Human and Health Sciences at the University of 
Huddersfield for producing this report. 

‘The Lowering the Voting Age in the UK’ project was kindly 
funded by the Leverhulme Trust (RPG-2017-332). The 
research team are: 

Dr Thomas Loughran 
University of Liverpool
Lecturer in Comparative Elections

Dr Andrew Mycock 
University of Huddersfield
Reader in Politics
School Director of External Engagement

Professor Jonathan Tonge
University of Liverpool
Professor of Politics

For more information about the project, please contact 
Dr Andrew Mycock (a.j.mycock@hud.ac.uk) or visit the 
project website.

‘If it’s possible I’d like 
politicians to explain 
why something we 
want isn’t possible 
rather than just telling 
us that we don’t 
get it cos we’re not 
adults’ (Haverfordwest 
participant).

http://www.ukvotingage.co.uk


The ‘Lowering the Voting Age in the UK’ team would like to 
thank the following people and organisations for their time, 
ideas, energy, input, and support for this research: 

Alex Atkins and the young people from the Swansea Carers 

Rachel Benson, Jamie Lewis and young people from Youth 
Cymru  

Jess Blair, Matt Mathias, and Nia Thomas at the Electoral 
Reform Society Cymru  

Alun Davies MS 

Kevin Davies, Head of Public Engagement, Senedd Cymru/
Welsh Parliament 

Nadine Farmer and the young Pembrokeshire Democracy 
Champions 

Kelly Harris, Delyth Lewis, and Megan Williams and the young 
people of the Welsh Youth Parliament 

Sally Holland, Children’s Commissioner for Wales 

Julie James MS 

Lisa James, Ian Jones, Katie Welsh and their team at the 
Department for Local Government at the Welsh Government 

Elin Jones MS and Llwydd of the Senedd 

Professor Laura McAllister (Cardiff University) 

David Melding MS 

Darren Millar MS 

Dr Sioned Pearce (Cardiff University)   

Lee Tiratira and the young people from the Ethnic Minorities 
and Youth Support Team Wales, Wrexham 

Rhydian Thomas and Electoral Commission Wales 

Keith Towler, former Children’s Commissioner for Wales 

Ginger Weigand and the young people from the Ethnic 
Minorities and Youth Support Team Wales, Swansea 

Kirsty Williams MS

20207




