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Abstract

The UK government intends to replace household electoral registration with individual 
electoral registration.  This article assesses the likely effects of the reform using an 
innovative methodology.  A thematic analysis of extensive qualitative interviews with 
local election officials, conceived as ‘street level bureaucrats’ responsible for 
implementing elections, was undertaken.  Their local knowledge provides evidence that 
individual electoral registration might improve the security of the registration process.  
However, it is likely to lead to a considerable decline in levels of electoral registration 
which might be highest amongst the young, elderly and minority populations; is a more 
resource intensive method of compiling the electoral register; will pose new issues with 
data and technology for election officials; and, is likely to have a number of further 
‘spill over’ effects on other aspects of election administration, such as the cutting of 
other services.  The article encourages further research using the local knowledge of 
street-level bureaucrats to examine the ‘back-office’ effects of election administration 
reforms since they may further our understanding of the complexities and unintended 
consequences of institutional reforms which might be overlooked in quantitative 
studies.  
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‘It is undeniably true, indeed a fundamental truth of all history, that the final result of 
political activity often, nay, regularly, bears very little relation to the original intention: 

often, indeed, it is quite the opposite of what was first intended.’
Max Weber ([1919] 1978: 214)

Introduction 
The UK government intends to replace household electoral registration (HER) with 
individual electoral registration (IER) in Britain (Deputy Prime Minister, 2011).  In 
England, Wales and Scotland most citizens register to vote via the annual canvass, 
where a form is sent to the ‘head of household’ at each known property.  Only one 
person is required to complete the registration form on behalf of all people living at that 
property.  The reforms will require each citizen to complete their own form and provide 
their national insurance number and date of birth as personal identifiers.  This article
establishes the likely consequences that IER may have on British elections using 
extensive qualitative interviews with electoral administrators.  Semi-structured 
interviews were conducted by the author with those involved in implementing elections 
in England, Scotland and Wales during 2011.  The interviews provide evidence that IER
might improve the security of the registration process.  However, it is likely to also lead 
to a considerable decline in levels of electoral registration which might be highest 
amongst the young, elderly and minority populations; is a more resource intensive 
method of compiling the electoral register; will pose new issues with data and 
technology for election officials; and, is likely to have a number of further ‘spill over’ 
effects on other aspects of election administration such as the cutting of other services.

The article is important because it maps the likely effects of a major piece of British 
electoral law.  However, it also has an international significance.  The practice of 
elections takes place in almost all countries around the world, even if they are not 
always conducted according to democratic ideals (Birch, 2011).  Detailed analysis of the 
effects of different procedures provides a greater evidence base for informing the choice
of administrative methods for conducting elections.  The article thereby increases 
knowledge of the menu of reforms available to policy-makers by making the 
consequences of IER and HER, which is presently not known, clearer.  It also 
contributes to our knowledge of the causes of voter turnout.  At a methodological level, 
the article provides an innovative approach to assessing the impact of different 
procedures.  Rather than undertaking a quantitative approach based on survey and 
election data, it draws from theories of implementation from the field of public 
administration to consider the unintended effects of changes to election administration.  
While there is a vast literature on the effects of different forms of election 
administration on democratic politics, the approach has been almost exclusively 
quantitative from scholars within the field of comparative politics and electoral 
behaviour.  Electoral institutions have been off-limits for scholars of public 
administration.  The article therefore contributes towards a new ‘public administration 
turn’ in understanding the effects of electoral procedures.  The ‘back office’ effects of 
institutional reforms matter.  

The article begins by mapping out what we know about the effects of election 
administration on democratic politics from the international literature.  It proceeds to 
explain the origins and detail of the proposed UK reforms. A methods section explains 
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why interviewing electoral administrators and drawing from public administration 
theory can provide new knowledge about the effects of institutions.  The key themes of 
the interviews are then established using a thematic analysis and the consequences for 
policy and the study of election administration are outlined.

Researching Election Administration: The State of the Art
Election administration refers to the ‘administrative systems through which the electoral 
register is compiled, and votes are cast and counted’ (James, 2010a: 369). There is 
enormous variation around the world in the practices that states adopt for running 
elections such as whether there are sanctions for citizens who do not register, the 
methods through which citizens can register and whether postal voting is available for 
all citizens or not (Massicotte, Blais, & Yoshinaka, 2004).  Election administration is 
known to have important consequences for elections and democracy (Elklit & 
Reynolds, 2001, 2002, 2005).  Some procedures have been argued to make fraud or 
undue influence on the voter more likely (Birch & Watt, 2004; Wilks-Heeg, 2009) or 
produce lower levels of confidence amongst voters that their ballot has been counted 
(Atkeson & Saunders, 2007).  If errors are made by electoral administrators or 
procedures fail then individual citizens may not have their vote counted as famously 
happened in the 2000 US Presidential Election or the 2010 UK General Election.  Such 
incidents also adversely affect citizens’ subjective assessments of the integrity of the 
electoral process.  A Pew Research Center survey from 2006 found that 32 per cent of 
unregistered American voters had little or no confidence that their vote would be 
accurately cast if they were to have voted in the November election of that year (Cain, 
Donovan, & Tolbert, 2008: 5-6).  The large number of rejected ballot papers in the 
Scottish Elections led to a decline in trust in the electoral process amongst the Scottish 
electorate (Denver, Johns, & Carmen, 2009).    

There is a large body of work, largely based on studies of US elections, that seeks to 
identify the effects of variations in procedures on voter turnout and registration levels.  
These studies date back to at least the 1930s (Harris, 1934), but this research has 
accelerated over the last thirty years.  The seminal work of Wolfinger and Rosenstone 
(1980) was a key marker.  However, the politics of the National Voter Registration Act 
1993, the US Presidential election in 2000 and more recent debates about voter 
identification laws has brought a new generation of studies (see, for example: Alvarez & 
Sinclair, 2004; Ansolabehere & Konisky, 2005; Atkeson, Bryant, Hall, Saunders, & 
Alvarez, 2010; Barreto, Nuno, & Sanchez, 2009; Wolfinger, Highton, & Mullin, 2005).
Much of the work implicitly or explicitly deploys a rational choice logic that some 
forms of election administration create barriers to participation by increasing the ‘costs’ 
to the citizen of registering to vote and casting a vote.  Individuals will be more likely to 
register to vote and cast their ballot when it is more convenient to do so  (Wolfinger & 
Rosenstone, 1980). James therefore differentiated between procedures which are 
‘expansive’ i.e. increase participation and those which are ‘restrictive’ i.e. reduce 
participation.  He then developed a continuum which categorised each of the
registration procedures according to the effects on electoral participation, according to 
the available research.  An adapted version of this appears as Table 1.  The study of 
election administration is therefore of vital importance at a time when many states are 
concerned about declines in levels of electoral participation, mistrust of political institutions 
and politicians, and, disengagement in politics (Hay, 2007; Norris, 2011; Stoker, 2006).  
Election administration can also affect electoral outcomes (Aguilar & Pacek, 2000; Pacek 
& Radcliff, 2003; Wattenberg & Brians, 2002).
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Restrictive                                                                                                                                                                                                                   Expansive

Major 
restrictive 

effect

Minor 
restrictive effect

Marginal 
restrictive effect

Neutral Marginal expansive effect Minor expansive 
effect

Major 
expansive 

effect

Poll taxes.
Literacy 

tests.

Excessively early 
registration 
deadlines.
Voluntary 

registration.
Infrequent 

updates to the 
register.

Individual 
registration.

Annual updates to 
the register.

Annual purges of 
the canvass.

Purge of non-voters.

15 day registration 
deadline.

Compulsory registration.
Continuous updates to 

the register.
In person registration.

Household registration.
Citizen’s responsibility to 

register.

Registration office open at 
weekends.

Registration possible in 
public service. agencies and 

‘Motor voter’ schemes.
House to House enquiries.

Online / mail / phone return 
of registration form.

State responsibility to 
register.

No registration 
requirements.

Table 1: A continuum of registration procedures based on their effects on electoral 
turnout, adapted from James (2010a: 378-380).

There are some deficiencies in the literature.  The overreliance on studies of U.S. 
elections is certainly one of these.2  The ability of states to choose their procedures, 
within a framework of federal legislation, has provided a fertile research opportunity for 
researchers to analyse the effect of variations in practices on levels of participation.  
These studies have advanced our knowledge of electoral procedures immeasurably.  
However, one consequence of this is that we know little about procedures which have 
not been used in any state in the US.   One of these is IER.  Most countries operate IER
rather than HER so there have been few opportunities for researchers to assess the 
effects of the change from one to the other and their relative merits.  IER was 
categorised by James as a restrictive procedure.  However, research on this procedure is 
limited since it consists of various policy reports following its implementation in 
Northern Ireland and Canada.  IER was introduced in Northern Ireland after the
Electoral Fraud (Northern Ireland) Act 20023 and roughly 10% of the electorate dropped 
off the register overnight.  However, drawing lessons from the Northern Ireland 
experience is difficult because the annual carry-forward of names was ended at the same 
time.  It was also argued that the names removed were not ‘real’ people – they were 
false registrations or duplicates (James, 2011: 47-48).4  In Canada HER was abolished 
in 1997 when a new national electoral register was compiled by Elections Canada.  
Widespread confusion was reported with the new system when it was adopted for the 
first election in 2000 and there was some evidence that the new system led to a decline 
in electoral participation, especially amongst citizens from lower socio-economic 
groups.  Registration rates subsequently increased after data-matching projects were 
undertaken (Black, 2000, 2003).  Further research on this procedure can therefore make 
significant contributions to our knowledge of electoral procedures and assist 
practitioners deciding how to run elections.

                                               
2 For exceptions, see: James (2011), Orford et al. (2011) and Luechinger et al. (2007).
3 Like the rest of the UK, registration in Northern Ireland was previously conducted on a household basis.
4 Registration levels subsequently increased in Northern Ireland after provisions were made for the 
government to reinstate names on the register and the need for citizens to re-register reach year was 
removed.
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A second deficiency in the literature is that almost all studies deploy a quantitative 
methodology.  The general approach is to measure the relative importance of a different 
aspect of election administration on a dependent variable, usually voter turnout, using 
large datasets such as surveys and various control variables.  One drawback is that the 
advantages of qualitative research methods have not been realised.  These can be useful 
in unpacking the complex effects of different electoral procedures and the nature of 
different causal mechanisms.  As Montjoy notes:  

‘We also need to complement current research methods with case studies to capture the
complexity of impacts from multiple policy changes on the implementing agents’ 
(Montjoy, 2008: 796).

As will be explained below, this article responds to that call, by using an innovative 
methodology.

The Proposals for Individual Electoral Registration 
IER was first proposed for mainland Britain by the Electoral Commission in 2003 as 
part its electoral modernisation programme, Voting for Change, on the basis that it was 
‘vital to security… particularly in relation to absent voting’ and other forms of remote 
voting (Electoral Commission, 2003: 16). The Commission’s support for IER 
continued in subsequent policy documents such as Delivering Democracy (Electoral 
Commission, 2004) and Securing the Vote (Electoral Commission, 2005) in the lead 
upto the 2005 general election.  The Labour government was long resistant to 
introducing IER, at least partly because many senior ministers thought that it might 
effect their ‘core vote’ (James, 2010b: 15-17).  However, the case for IER gained 
momentum with support from the Select Committee of the Office of the Deputy Prime
Minister (2004), The Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (2005: 1), 
the Committee for Standards in Public Life (2007: 6-7), and the Association of Electoral 
Administrators (2010).  These recommendations came on the back of high profile cases 
of postal vote fraud (Stewart, 2006) and an influential report published by the Joseph 
Rowntree Reform Trust (2008) which argued that the processes for registering to vote 
and casting votes were insecure and had been proven vulnerable to fraud.  Eventually 
the Labour government conceded to the case for IER and legislated to introduce it on a 
voluntary basis for those wishing to register after July 1, 2010 in the Political Parties 
and Election Act (PPE).  The Act also mandated the Electoral Commission to evaluate 
the impact of this change and required Parliament to consider whether it should be made 
compulsory after a review in 2014 (James, 2011: 41; 2012a).  In June 2011 the 
Coalition government published a White Paper outlining their plans to reform election 
administration (Deputy Prime Minister, 2011).  The stated aims were to:

‘reduce fraud and help to make the registration system more accessible to under-
represented groups and to those with special requirements, including disabled people’ 
(Deputy Prime Minister, 2011: 5).

Specific reforms included:

 Fast-tracking the introduction of IER so that it is in place for the scheduled General 
Election in 2015.  In England, Wales and Scotland most citizens register to vote via the 
annual canvass, whereby a form is sent to the ‘head of household’ at each known 
property.  Only one person is required to complete the registration form on behalf of all 
people living at that property.  IER would require each citizen to complete their own 
form.  
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 Requiring citizens to provide their national insurance number and date of birth as 
personal identifiers.  These personal identifiers would be used by electoral registration 
officers to check against Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) or HM Revenue & 
Customs (HMRC) datasets to ensure that the citizen should be on the register.  No 
personal identifiers are currently required at the registration process, except for citizens 
seeking to vote via a postal vote.

 Enabling online and telephone registration of new registrants.  At present new 
registrants must complete hard copy forms.  Some councils allow citizens to re-register 
using SMS, telephone or internet methods, but online registration is not possible.   

 Providing an ‘opt-out’ box so that citizens can choose to not be on the register.
 Providing for a power to end the annual canvass as a method of compiling the register.

All of these changes are important, but focus of this article is solely on IER and the 
accompanying requirement for citizens to provide personal identifiers.  The implications 
for other reforms are briefly considered in the conclusion.

Theory and Methods: Mapping the Implementation of Individual Registration
through the Local Knowledge of ‘Front Line Workers’
Qualitative interviews with the local election officials (LEOs) involved in implementing 
elections were undertaken to establish the likely effects of IER on British elections.5  
Interviewing LEOs holds much potential as a method for understanding the effects of 
different reforms to election administration because the academic literature from public 
administration suggests that ‘top-down’ implementation of policies can often face 
implementation problems and unforeseen consequences (Cairney, 2009; Pressman & 
Wildavsky, 1973; Sabatier, 1986).  Proponents of ‘bottom-up’ policy making have long 
suggested mining the knowledge of ‘street level bureaucrats’ when developing policies 
(Hanf & Porter, 1978). Durose (2009) argues that ‘front line workers’ (Lipsky, 1980)
have ‘local knowledge’ which is an important resource in identifying the nature of 
problems and the effects of possible changes.  Borrowing from Geerz and Yannow, she 
suggests that ‘local knowledge’ is:

‘a kind of non-verbal knowing that evolves from seeing, interacting with someone (or some 
place or something) over time’ (Yanow, 2004: 12). As implied, this ‘knowing’ is contextual 
and refers to a specific setting and reflects ‘very mundane yet expert understanding from 
lived experience’ (Yanow, 2004: 12). Front-line workers develop their ‘local knowledge’ 
from their own subjective interpretations or ‘readings’ of a situation’ (Durose, 2009: 36).

Local knowledge can, therefore, help to foresee implementation problems and the 
unintended consequences of changes.  There is a growing recognition in the U.S. that 
drawing from theories of public administration and interviewing those involved in the 
administration of elections can generate new understandings of the problems that may 
occur in implementing change in elections (Montjoy, 2008, 2010). As Donald P. 
Maoynihan and Carol L. Silva note, of U.S. local electoral officials LEOs:

‘our knowledge on the views of LEOs remains impoverished. LEOs are the administrators 
of democracy. Their actions can disenfranchise voters, subvert the political process, and 
damage public confidence in democracy….[there is a].. need to understand LEO attitudes 
toward election administration and reform, as this knowledge can help explain election 
outcomes and the success of mandates for change’ (Moynihan & Silva, 2008: 817).

                                               
5 These interviews were part of a broader study of UK election administration which looked at the 
performance management of election administrators.  Also see: James (2012b).



6

This method has seen some advocacy but only limited empirical application so far, 
compared to the wealth of studies that seek to use quantitative methods.

The author undertook interviews with 74 senior elections staff across 41 organisations
in England, Wales and Scotland.6  In England and Wales elections and registration are 
conducted by local government.  The Returning Officer (RO) has ultimate legal 
responsibility for the election and an Electoral Registration Officer (ERO) has 
responsibility for the registration process.  These positions tend to be held by the Chief 
Executive of the Council.  Each Council has a designated Electoral Services Department 
which vary in size but are run on a day-to-day basis by an Elections Manager.  This 
Department is usually part of an umbrella department of Democratic Services (which 
also oversees Overview and Scrutiny and other aspects of Council decision making).  
The RO, ERO generally only intervene in policy issues and ‘tricky cases’ and act as the 
public face of elections, but this varies within authorities with some taking a very 
‘hands on’ approach.  Chief Executives, Democratic Services Managers and Elections 
Managers were all included in the sample.  

In Scotland local government is responsible for implementing elections but Joint 
Valuation Boards (JVB), who are responsible for council tax, compile the electoral 
register in the majority of cases.7  Local councils, therefore, tend to only have staff 
working part-time on elections.  The interviews included those individuals from the 
valuation boards and Scottish local government. In most cases these were individual 
interviews, but in a few cases participants were interviewed in pairs.  Urban and rural 
authorities and different authority types were included. The interviews were semi-
structured in order to let the interviewees define the issues.  The names of individuals 
and authorities included in the study were withheld so that the interviewees could speak 
freely.

Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2012) approach to thematic analysis was adopted to analyse 
the data.   Thematic analysis ‘involves the searching across a data set… to find repeated 
patterns of meaning’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 86).   Interviews were transcribed and 
themes identified inductively from the texts.  The aim was to identify both semantic and 
latent meanings.  This research process requires the researcher to undertake ‘a constant 
moving back and forward between the entire data set, the coded extracts of data… and 
the analysis of the data’ (ibid, p.86).  Having generated the core themes from the data, 
Braun and Clarke suggest using the themes to construct an analytic narrative of any 
processes at work – in this case, the likely effects of introducing IER.

The themes raised are identified in Table 2.  As Braun and Clarke note, the significance 
of a theme is not equal in proportion to its prevalence in a text because the aim is to 
identify the nature of the phenomena, not its frequency.  However, it is important to be 
transparent about how codes are constructed and why their significance is emphasised in 
the analysis.  Table 2, therefore, also summarises the frequency of the themes raised.  
These themes and what we can learn from them about the nature of HER/IER as an 
aspect of election administration (i.e. the analytical ‘story’ behind the themes) are
presented in the next section.

                                               
6 Northern Ireland was not included in this study.
7 In some rare exceptions, such as Glasgow and Dundee, Assessors are employed by the Council. 
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Theme / Sub-theme Frequency
Fraud, Accuracy and Voter Confidence 14
Declining registration levels
Harder for citizens to register (general) 10
Citizen concerns about giving out personal 
identifiers

7

Citizen concerns about use of personal identifiers 2
Other citizens & organisations undertaking 
registration

4

Young people less likely to register 7
Students less likely to register 2
Accessibility issues will arise 2
Sub-total 34
Concerns about increased costs / 
administrative burden
Higher administrative work loads and staff costs 28
Fear of late implementation 1
Resources of Data-checking 5
Urban areas especially difficult 2
New software 3
Additional stationary costs 7
Sub total 46
Data Issues
Data quality from public completion of forms 3
Data quality arising from public completion of 
forms

1

Physical storage problems 2
Increased transactions 1
Sub total 7
Spill-overs & Displacements on other 
Practices
Delayed other reforms 3
Other changes made in preparation 2
Cuts anticipated elsewhere to implement IER 3
Sub-total 8
Total positive 14
Total negative 95
Table 2: Frequency table of themes and sub-themes raised by LEOs from 41 authorities 
during 74 semi-structured interviews

Fraud, Accuracy and Voter Confidence 
One theme from the interviews was that IER would reduce opportunities for fraud and 
improve voter confidence.  Many of the LEO’s suggested that they were supportive of 
the idea of IER.  No respondents claimed that fraud was a problem in their authority, 
but some thought that it would help to alleviate concerns about the possibility electoral 
fraud, by removing some opportunities for fraud.  One suggested that it would be 
‘easier to track individuals than it would be with household registration.’  According to 
another:
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‘I think something needs to be done to reassure the electorate that there is some form of 
double-checking that, you know, everybody needs to produce a PIN number or a signature 
for most things they do nowadays so, perhaps that’s what will reassure – put a bit more 
confidence back in the system.’

Others suggested that it was necessary modernisation of procedures that were now out 
of date.  IER was described as ‘overdue’ and HER as outdated.  

‘This idea of a household form is from a very, very old fashioned time when the head of the 
household filled the form in. So, from that point of view I think it's great.’

‘Britain is way behind the rest of world.  It’s archaic that you have household registration.’

One respondent suggested that citizens should have individual control of their 
registration.  Sometimes residents threw household registration forms away because 
they were not interested in voting.  In doing so, they commonly denied other citizens the 
opportunity to register.  IER could also be a pre-cursor to other reforms which could
improve security in the future such as the signing for ballot papers or identification 
requirements at polling stations.  The presence of this theme suggests that the net effect
of an individualised system might be improved security, greater accuracy and an 
individual control of the process.

Registration Rates
IER may, therefore, meet its intended goals of a more secure system, but four further 
themes were identified which characterise some unintended effects.  A first core theme 
from the interviews was the expectation that that IER would reduce levels of 
registration.  Many LEOs described problems with apathy amongst the electorate.  
Some citizens would be reluctant to provide their national insurance numbers because of 
the additional task involved.

‘…a lot of people will not provide – be able to or just not do it – their National Insurance 
number or their date of birth. Well… they provided their date of birth but a National 
Insurance number… “Oh it’s too complicated. No, I’m not going to bother.” That’s what 
will happen. And it’s kind of worrying.’

‘Well the likelihood is that the registration rate will take a nosedive …I’ve already 
mentioned about the apathy which surrounds elections and the difficulty of getting people 
to return the forms, at the moment we’re only trying to get one form per household, in the 
future we’re going to try and get in every individual within that household to return a 
separate form so I think the problems will be amplified and that the registration rate will 
nosedive.’  

‘People want things easy these days, you know, they don’t want life complicated, and 
asking for their national insurance number is going to complicate things.’

‘The voter’s got to find whatever system’s got to be easy, quick, that’s what modern life’s 
about, isn’t it, people only do things if it’s easy and quick.’

Some LEOs suggested that some citizens may not be comfortable providing confidential 
data either via the post, or on the doorstep to canvassers because they may find such 
requests intrusive.
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‘If they haven’t responded, do you get their National Insurance number off them on the 
door step with their date of birth?  A lot of people are going to say, “I’m not going to give 
you my…”  Somebody that’s just called round to the door, “What’s your National 
Insurance number, what’s your date of birth?”  

They might also be concerned about how such information will be used.

‘people are now becoming aware of the Big Brother scenario – why do you need this 
information?’

Many LEOs pinpointed how some individuals or organisations were effectively playing 
a very important role in the registration process.  Private or social landlords often 
provided information on their tenants which could be used to compile the register.

‘At the moment we can say [to landlords], “well you’re obliged to provide it under this part 
of the Act”, but if that goes away you’ve no power then to go to different agencies and say, 
“look we need this, basically if you check and complete this and that can save our 
register”’.

Other members of households were also playing an important role.  ‘It’s somebody’s 
taking responsibility and filling out the details for everybody,’ said one LEO.  By 
making the individual responsible some segments of the population may be particularly 
less inclined to register.  LEOs pinpointed the young and students as groups among 
whom registration levels would drop the most.

‘I think it's going to be very, very difficult to collect the information from all these people.  
I've got a 17 year old son, I can't imagine he's going to be the least bit interested in filling in 
a registration form to be honest.’

‘[I]f the parent doesn’t put that young person’s name on the form we won’t get that young 
person on there.  And I think we’re going to lose a large chunk of registration.  I think we 
are unless it becomes compulsory or unless they begin to register from 16 onward and 
allow the vote from 16 onward.’

‘Being the father of two teenage children myself who are still at home I am not so certain 
that if the letters came in individually addressed to them they would take the time, bother or 
have the inclination.’

‘[P]ersonally I think we will see a dip in registration.  It’s going to be harder to get 
registrations.  For instance, students, who aren’t always living at home, they may be living 
away.  At the moment, the present system is, you know, the mother or father can register 
for them, but actually trying to capture them on an individual registration is going to be 
quite difficult for ourselves, and there’s quite a lot of logistical problems that we’re going 
to face on that, I think.’

Other LEOs suggested that IER may raise accessibility issues for non-English speaking 
citizens and argued that it needs to be implemented in a way that supports equalities.  
Under HER, a co-habitant may help them with their form and this might make 
registration easier:

‘We have got some issues in the sense that we have got quite a large black minority ethnic 
community, big chunks of which are not necessarily culturally attuned to the life in the UK.  
Many of whom don’t speak English as their first language; those are all a whole host of 
barriers that you need to get across.  It is going to be made worse with individual 
registration’
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One sub-theme was a concern that the new procedures may take time to embed in.  

‘it will take time for people to understand the difference and how to in fact do it.’

This understanding would be heightened, according to one, by the phased introduction.  
This would make effective publicity vital.

‘[P]eople are going to be totally confused about whether they’re on, off, or whatever’. 

Local Government Resources
A second theme was the cost and increased administrative burden that IER would 
impose on local government.  

‘I think the biggest concern now is that all that it’s doing is adding to the bureaucracy… 
Because with the annual canvass, you could do it by household, with individual 
registration, you’ve got almost, you know, for every single person some sort of contact with 
them.  For us, all we can see is almost all the costs, you know, in monetary terms, and also 
how we’re going to be managing the systems ourselves, and we’re going to have to put 
extra resources in to managing all this.….‘

Canvassing individuals would be more resource intensive than households:

‘…if the five people that live in that house aren’t home, you’re only going to get potentially 
one out of the five back, and so do you have to keep going back and going back and going 
back. Well that’s going to cost a lot of money isn’t it.’

Some LEOs, therefore, expressed concerns that they might need additional canvassers 
and that every visit to household would take longer because of the need to complete a 
form for each person.  There would be additional costs involved in postage and 
stationary.  Two local authorities expected that their staff numbers would need to 
double to deal with the implementation.  One had done some initial costing estimates 
and expected their overall costs to increase by 50%.  

‘There will be an impact on staffing, and actually that’s on our risk register at the moment 
for the authority, because we’re going to need more staff to manage that process,
particularly in the beginning. So there's going to be an impact.’

Some Scottish local government officials thought that IER would affect them only 
marginally because the burden would fall on VJBs.  However, others suggested that 
they would be affected as well.  VJBs are funded by local councils and IER would leave 
them asking for further resources.  In addition councils foresee the need to work 
collaboratively to share data and jointly undertake public awareness campaigns.

The government’s white paper proposed paying for the introduction of IER but LEOs 
expressed concern for how long this money would be available for and whether it would 
in practice cover the whole cost to the authority of the implementation.  Moreover, they 
expressed concerns that IER was being implemented at a time when funding to local 
government was being cut by central government and departments were asked to make 
savings.  Election budgets are not ring-fenced.  

‘We are in a world where we have got no money and they are acting as if it is endless.’



11

‘I tried to persuade them [the Council] the other day that we needed an extra member of 
staff. When everywhere else is shrinking here is an area that is expanding and could well 
expand with individual registration.’

Some Councils might be hit even harder because registration figures are used to 
determine Revenue Support Grants, the funding that central government provides local 
government.

Concerns were also expressed about late implementation.  Electoral administrators have 
often complained that they have been put under undue pressure because of the late 
passage of legislation (Association of Electoral Administrators, 2011).  After an 
investigation into problems in the 2007 Scottish parliamentary elections, the Gould 
Report suggested that no changes to electoral law should be made six months before an 
election (Gould, 2007).  There were fears that the same could happen with IER.  

‘I think it’ll be a very big change to manage, and we need very clear guidance and plenty of 
time to get it up and running, and not it all to be left to the last minute, because that’s my 
concern’

Legislative gridlock might delay the Bill.  The Labour Party set the wheels in motion 
for IER to be introduced on a voluntary basis under Gordon Brown.  However, when the 
government’s White paper was published in June 2011 Shadow Ministers campaigned 
against it.  At the 2011 Labour Party Conference Harriet Harman claimed that 
individual registration amounted to a ‘shameful assault on people’s democratic rights 
and we will expose it and campaign against it’ (Harman, 2011).  Ed Miliband argued 
that it was a ‘basic human right’ to be able to vote and it should be made ‘easier, not 
harder’ (BBC News, 2011).  New Labour’s legislation on election administration passed 
the Commons comfortably because of the government’s majority but there are signs that 
some Liberal Democrats may not be fully supportive of the government’s proposals.  
Previous legislation on election administration has been subject to legislative gridlock.  
For example, the European, Parliamentary and Local Elections Pilot Act 2004 was 
subject to extensive parliamentary ping-pong as it passed from the Commons to the 
Lords repeatedly in ‘an almost unprecedented constitutional situation’ (Rentoul, 2004).  
The Coalition government announced its intension to introduce IER as early as May 
2010, but did not publish a White Paper until June 2011.  

‘the clock is ticking. And we haven’t got a firm idea of how it’s going to work and if it’s 
going to work. And we need to firm that up very quickly.’

‘I’ve already spoken with our own IT department and they’re quite happy that we can do it 
as long as we get enough warning of what the ground rules actually are. But the first canvas 
isn’t that terribly far away.’

In short, this theme suggests that local government election resources will be 
considerably affected by IER.  Councils are already being required to make spending 
cuts.  Elections funding is not ring-fenced and administrators may face problems 
implementing the changes.  The problem might be intensified by late implementation.

Data Issues
A third theme found was concerns about data quality and management.  On the one 
hand the public were reported to be prone to make errors on their forms.  One LEO 
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worked in an authority that had piloted internet voting and reported that some citizens, 
especially the elderly, found difficulty in providing key identifiers that were necessary 
for the system to work.  According to her:

‘[individual registration] is designed by these intelligent people who don’t realise how daft 
some members of the public can be. It’s a lovely idea but when I was in authority x … [we 
had to] get them to supply their national insurance number. We had one woman every year 
would give you her national insurance number. Every year you’d write to her and say 
“That’s not your national insurance number.” It turned out it was her gas mask number 
from the war and she was convinced that was her national insurance number and there’s no 
way you could get any other number out of her.’ 

The Electoral Administration Act 2006 required those applying for postal votes to 
supply a signature and their date of birth as personal identifiers.  However, a number of 
LEOs reported that the date of births did not always match.  This forced them to have to 
interpret whether the application was valid or not.  One LEO described their 
predicament:

‘On postal votes the number of people that don’t know their date of birth, you wouldn’t 
believe it actually. We don’t reject them all because the legislation actually says “If you’re 
satisfied that it’s that person….” So you look at it and you think “Oh the signature’s the 
same, the writing or the numbers look similar, alright this one’s five years out, that one’s a 
month out, that one’s got something completely different.” If it’s completely different you 
think “Yes, you know, you can’t change from the 2nd of October to the 27th of April.”’

This highlights the importance of clear and consistent guidance for LEOs about when an 
application should be included or not.  Much of the controversy in the U.S. Presidential 
election centred on what was the ‘clear intent of the voter’ and the inconsistent way in 
which different officials applied different standards.  It also implies that many voters 
may inadvertently disenfranchise themselves by making administrative errors.

The use of personal identifiers would also involve further data-checking tasks by 
administrators.  Data quality issues may arise because conflicting data between different 
information systems, LEOs thought.  This might be the case because other data systems 
are inaccurate or names had been inputted by an administrator who was unfamiliar with 
a name because it came from a different culture.

‘if somebody’ names, let’s say me for example, my name is spelt, first name is with a K 
with the national insurance people and if I’m getting benefits with the WDP, you know, it’s 
with a Q and when [Council A] collects that information “Oh they are two different 
people.”  Are you with me, they will have to do more investigation.  These are the same 
person, you’ll have to write to the person and stuff like that at the moment it’s being 
discovered.  So having a long discussion with Mary this week I think we both came to the 
conclusion that we would probably end up with six or seven records for each person in the 
Borough.’  

New and higher levels of staff skills such as manipulating datasets might be required.  
Some authorities would require new computer systems to deal with the changes.  This 
would compound problems with resources and staffing.

The increased volume of data transactions under the new system might also undermine 
the accuracy of the register.
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‘I suspect it’s going to be harder to produce an accurate register. Because just by definition 
there are many more transactions involved and how we – I mean I just think there will be a 
greater error rate than there is now. I mean I can see the logic of [IER] and, again, hard to 
argue with. And there is something paternalistic about one person in the house kind of 
registering the household [Laughter]. But I'm not convinced it will lead to a more accurate 
register…  it’s administratively more complex and therefore is likely to take more time.’

A new problem that would arise would be physical data storage of the completed 
registration forms given the confidential nature of the information.  As one suggested:

‘One of the things that will come out of that is being able to store that securely, because 
you'll have National Insurance numbers and general other information, which we can do 
anyway, but being able to do it in a very open-plan environment that we've got at the 
moment is going to cause us some potential difficulties.’

In short, there would be a range of new data and technology issues resulting from the 
change from HER to IER.  These could have significant consequences for the costs of 
administering elections and the way in which LEOs manage their offices.

Spill-over and Displacement Effects
A final theme was that IER would or has already created a number of ‘spill over’ and 
displacement effects on the reform of other internal and external processes or aspects of 
election administration.  

Often IER was reported to compound declines in registration levels indirectly by 
affecting other procedures.  For example, one common practice used by authorities to 
keep the register full is verifying registrations through other records.  One authority 
explained that they used to ‘deadwood’ two non returns to the register.  They stopped 
doing this, however, when the Electoral Commission informed them that they could 
maintain citizens on the register if they have other records on these citizens such as 
council tax.  Council tax records, however, tend to be on a household and not individual 
basis.  Moving to IER may immediately prevent such ‘deadwood’ being reinstated to 
the register each year.

Some authorities have delayed making reforms, which they thought would enhance 
election administration because of IER.  Although UK election administration is highly 
centralised, compared to the US, LEOs still have some discretion over resources and 
how some services are delivered.  For example, many authorities have recently 
introduced telephone, mobile phone and internet re-registration for citizens whose 
details have not changed.  One authority delayed implementing this for some time, until 
they knew more about IER.

‘We’d said no on the basis that we were aware that individual registration was coming and 
our thinking was “We don’t want to introduce something that the public will get used to 
and then dismantle it.” … We had resisted purely for that reason before, in that we didn’t 
want to set something up for very quickly to say “Well we can’t offer you that.”’

In contrast, one authority made administrative changes in preparation of IER to ‘future 
proof’ their processes by implementing a new IT system.

‘Northern Ireland had this system and they were already doing individual registration and 
we sort of thought “This is coming our way” …it should maybe be a bit easier when it 
comes for us so.  That was just trying to look ahead.’
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In other cases LEOs said that they anticipated making cuts in other services to 
compensate for the new additional costs involved in implementing IER.  These might 
include reduced payments for canvassers.  Respondents reported that providing 
financial incentives to canvassers on the basis of their response rate often improved 
registration levels.  They had also recently invested in public awareness strategies and in 
telephone and internet re-registration.  However, these were commonly areas that they 
thought that might have to be cut back in order or to focus on the ‘essentials’.  Only a 
few interviewees directly reported that these types of cuts were anticipated.  However, 
given the high frequency of LEOs expecting costs to spiral as a result of IER and new 
issues with data management to emerge, we might expect the number of LEOs making 
cuts elsewhere in services to be much greater as the implementation process progresses.  

Conclusions
The UK government intends to introduce IER for British elections.  This article has 
considered the likely impact of this change and some possible implementation problems 
by drawing from interviews with LEOs.  The local knowledge of LEO identify some 
possible implementation problems and effects on British elections.  

There is some support for the principle of IER amongst LEOs.  Some LEOs claimed 
that IER may reduce the possibility for fraud and would give the individual ownership 
of their own registration.  Some suggested that there was a need to improve confidence 
in the process.  It should also be noted, however, that levels of voter fraud are ultimately 
unknown. As Michael Alvarez et al. describe the puzzle: 

‘…are fraud accusations like airplane crashes—infrequent but focusing events that we 
remember; or are accusations of fraud more like car accidents, events that occur frequently 
but where only the most dramatic make the news?’ (Alvarez, Hall, & Hyde, 2008: 10)

There is no evidence that fraud is widespread in British elections.  It is possible that the 
problem of fraud may be overstated.  A recent study of voter fraud in the US has shown 
that while there are many allegations of fraud, often these are without evidence and 
politically constructed for partisan reasons (Minnite, 2010).  Perceptions of fraud may 
be shaped by media coverage of rare cases and claims from politicians that fraud is 
widespread rather than any underlying problem.  

Four core concerns about the implementation of IER have been identified.  Firstly, 
LEOs expect registration levels to decline, especially amongst the young.  IER might,
therefore, further exacerbate the problem of under-registration.  There has been a long 
term decline in registration rates in the UK.  These were as high as 95% of the voting 
age population in the 1950s and 1960s.  Estimates based on Census records suggest that 
the completeness of the registers was at 93.5% in 1980, 91–3% in 1990 and 91–2% in 
2000 (Electoral Commission, 2010: 1-2).  A more recent report published by the 
Electoral Commission estimated that registration levels are now as low as 82.3%
(Electoral Commission, 2011).  Concerns about electoral participation have been 
frequently expressed in the UK, especially amongst the young (Tonge, 2009), IER may 
intensify under-registration amongst this group if sufficient countervailing measures are 
not introduced.  In this context, reforms such as online registration and data-matching 
are important.  However, the government could also consider schemes which allow 
citizens to register when accessing other government services.  The US ‘motor-voter’ 
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scheme is a key example of such a programme.  Introduced in the 1990s, it is now a key 
way in which American citizens join the electorate (U.S. Election Assistance 
Commission, 2010).  Secondly, IER will impose considerable new work burdens on 
electoral administrators.  This will lead to rising costs.  Research from the US has 
already identified that the costs of administering elections in democracies are rising 
because of a range of technological and sociological changes (Montjoy, 2010).  
Proposals for IER come at a time when UK local government funding is undergoing 
unprecedented squeezing.  It also comes at a time when other changes are being made to 
electoral boundaries and elections are being introduced for other public bodies such as 
Police Commissioners.  There is a risk of administrative overload on officials.  Third, 
issues about data quality and confidentiality will emerge.  These issues may intensify 
the drops in registration levels if voters’ details can not be verified, and the need for 
further resources if new staff and equipment are needed. Fourth, the research identified 
that IER is already leading to some ‘spillover’ and ‘displacement’ effects.  Some LEOs 
are anticipated making cuts in other services to make way for the implementation of 
IER.  As the implementation process progresses we might expect many more to follow 
suit.  These ‘back-office’ effects may affect the level of registration rates but are not 
always readily observable or measurable from the outside.

This is the first piece of research to consider the effects of individual versus household 
registration, but it should not be the last.  If IER is implemented there will be further 
lessons to be learned about the impact of the new procedures on variables such as voter 
turnout.  However, there will also be lessons to be learnt about whether/how 
implementing changes affects other aspects of electoral administrators’ practices.  There 
are advantages in complementing quantitative studies of the effects of forms of election 
administration with qualitative case study evidence to establish the full complex effects 
of a given reform.  In the case of HER/IER, unseen spillover effects in the back offices 
of election departments, may be particularly significant.  
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