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How can we increase voter 
participation in the 2015 election?

For more information email: 
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Our belief as the New Citizenship Project is 
that as we enter the age of the internet, a new 
structure of society that is both inclusive and 
genuinely participatory is a real possibility 
for the first time in history. Our work is to 
help bring that society into view, through 
facilitating and creating cultural interventions 
that catalyse the shift from where we are 

today to the future we want.

We want our approach to fit the society 
we want to be part of, and so for an early 
experiment we brought together a group of 
cultural influencers to debate and build ideas 
around a challenge that sits at the heart of 
this shift and is clearly visible to all: 

The group came together from a variety of 
backgrounds, experience and perspectives: 
from Sky News to Innocent Drinks, from 
the Evangelical Alliance to the Tate, and 
from social entrepreneurs to marketing 
consultants.

This was not a group created systematically, 
representatively, or exhaustively. The group 
formed organically, harnessing the energy 
of a number of conversations taking place 
around the hub of the New Citizenship 
Project team.

There was a great deal of debate, some very 
different views, and more than a little creative 
tension. Already out of the session, we 
have seen a number of exciting outcomes. 
Several of the ideas that existed before have 
benefited from new connections; a number of 
new initiatives have started within individual 
organisations; and one or two entirely new 
collaborations are also on the cards.

Unlike a report, which aims to draw 
conclusions, our intention is that this write up 
is a beginning. 

Specifically, our intentions are 
threefold:

•  To harness the energy of the day for those 
who were present, and provide a basis 
on which the collaborations and projects 
formed might build

•  To be shared with other organisations 
and individuals interested in this specific 
challenge, in order to enable them to get 
in touch with the organisations involved 
and join in with the culture creation

•  As a sensemaking document for us as the 
New Citizenship Project both to identify 
where we might best contribute on this 
issue, and to help us plan for similar 
sessions in the future 

How can we raise voting back (at least) into the normal 
historical range?

Hello
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Tim Millar  
(18 feet & rising)
Chief Strategy Officer and co-founder at 18 
Feet & Rising. Clients include National Citizen 
Service, National Trust, and Nationwide.

Tracey Paul  
(National Citizen Service)
Political engagement lead at the NCS Trust 
and a former Labour party staff member. 
The National Citizen Service run a unique 
programme giving 16-17 year olds a unique 
opportunity to build skills for work and life.

Ella Saltmarshe  
(Point People)
Founding Director at The Point People 
(advising NGOs, donors, and governments 
on strategic philanthropy, public policy 
and social change, with a special focus on 
environment).

Rob Halkyard  
(Tate)
Head of Membership & Supporter 
Engagement at Tate; collaborator on 
successful Stella Creasy campaign for 
Walthamstow seat in 2010.

Nick Phipps  
(BSkyB)
Executive Producer at Sky News. Nick was 
Editor for the 2010 elections and works 
closely with the team developing cross-
platform content initiatives including the build 
up to the 2015 election.

Dr. David Landrum  
(Evangelical Alliance)
Director of Advocacy at Evangelical Alliance. 
Doctorate in politics and the policy process  
in education.

Richard Reed 
(innocent)
Co-Founder, Co-CEO & Brand Director of 
innocent drinks; Supporter/Producer at Art 
Everywhere; much else besides.
 

Chris Holmes  
(independent consultant)
Background in commercial marketing at 
Nestle and Kraft, before leading the DoH 
programme that became Change4Life. Keen 
interest in behavioural science, including a 
Master’s degree focusing on behavioural 
science and mass communication, and 
setting up and running a Behavioural Insight 
Unit for NHS London.

Jamie Cowen  
(independent consultant)
Former adman with a background in making 
interesting – and good – things happen. Past 
highlights include Something Nice For Ashraf 
in the aftermath of the London Riots, and 
Your Square Mile.

Jon Alexander, Iris Schoenherr  
and Irenie Ekkeshis  
(New Citizenship Project) 

Not present but contributing:

Michael Sani  
(Bite the Ballot)
Former teacher, now Founder and Managing 
Director of Bite the Ballot, a party-neutral 
organisation dedicated to finding bold and 
unconventional means to inspire young 
people to be counted and make informed 
choices at the ballot box – including the 
creation of National Voter Registration Day 
this Wednesday 5th February.

Tris Dyson  
(Nesta)
Director at Nesta’s Centre for Challenge 
Prizes; previously co-founder of a  
co-production organisation called Spice,  
and named as one of Britain’s New Radicals 
by Observer and Nesta (before starting to 
work there!)

Participants

Please note:  

all participants 

were present and 

contributing in a 

personal capacity, 

and as is made clear, 

their participation 

does not mean 

they are personally 

committed to every 

– or indeed any! – of 

the specific ideas in 

this document.
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There was significant disagreement in the 
room as to the extent of structural reform 
necessary in the political system as it 
currently exists. Like many people in Britain, 
we all have strong opinions about this, and 
they are not all the same.
Those in the room did, however, agree on 
three things:
•  any positive scenario will see culture 

create space for the existing political 
system to change and evolve, not  
destroy it

•  warning signs exist of a cultural trend 
towards non-participation – the riots of 
2011 for example, and the viral spread 
of Russell Brand’s interview with Jeremy 
Paxman – which would if it continued 
create a cultural context in which voter 
participation would be near impossible  
to shift

•  but also present is the potential for an 
age of significantly increased participation 
(which voter participation could easily ride 
on) – as evidenced by the recent Olympic 
and Jubilee spirit for example, and by new 
data suggesting the younger generation 
are determined to shape their own destiny

Why culture?

Source:  

Making Waves: A Guide to Cultural Strategy,  

The Culture Group, 2013, USA
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Against this background, the group discussed 
a number of potential and existing cultural 
initiatives and interventions. From this 
discussion, the New Citizenship team have 
identified four questions as platforms on 
which further action might be built.

These were not territories for consensus; 
rather they were the areas that created the 
most energy – often tension – in the room. 
This energy is likely to be replicated in wider 
society, creating discussion and engagement.

They exist on a spectrum from using voting 
directly as the core trigger for a targeted 
initiative to broader culture creation which 
would see voter participation increase as one 
indirect measure of success among many.

Exploring this range is important because 
it recognises a reciprocal relationship 
between electoral politics and a broader 
culture of participation. On the one hand, 
electoral politics provides key moments for 
participation, therefore providing tactical 
opportunities to bring about a broader cultural 
shift. But other opportunities to promote 
a culture of participation also exist, and 
harnessing them can reverse the causal chain, 
and positively impact voter participation 
among other positive consequences.

The remainder of this document introduces 
these four questions, the discussions in 
the room, and the possible and planned 
interventions that were discussed.

 

How could registering to vote 
become a routine part of a young 
person’s life?

How could the 2015 election open 
the space for a genuine recalibration 
of democracy?

How could cultural rituals promote a
broader culture of participation?

How could elections become an 
expression of collective rather than 
individual interest?

Four platforms for culture creation

Direct 

Indirect 
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5th February 2014 was the inaugural National 
Voter Registration Day, created and led by 
Bite The Ballot. This creates a focal point 
in the calendar around which partners 
can gather to promote and enable voter 
registration, particularly among 16-17 year 
olds. The first year has been a great

success, with significant partners including 
Asda signed up, and over 50,000 people 
registering to vote. Our first platform for 
discussion was this initiative – and how other 
partners and initiatives could build around it 
to form a truly significant cultural intervention 
in future years.

Theory of cultural change

•   Nearly half of young people are not 
registered to vote, and in recent elections, 
the proportion of 18-24 year olds voting 
has decreased significantly; one recent 
study found that if an election were held 
tomorrow, only 12% would vote1.

•   However, an even more recent study 
found that 84% of 16-17 year olds do 
intend to become voters2.

•   Registering to vote is cumbersome 
relative to the user experience we have 
become used to in most other registration 
environments; but registering to vote is 
strongly correlated with voting.

•  If more young people were registered and 
clearly intending to vote, there would be 
more reason for electoral politics to seek 

to engage differently – engaging more 
with issues specific to young people; but 
also engaging in broader issues in a way 
more likely to be heard by young people.

•  This would in turn be likely to raise 
participation further, creating a virtuous 
circle.

•  The key interventions in this space will 
therefore achieve two things:

-  Make it easier for young people to 
register to vote

-  Make young people more visible as 
electoral constituents

How could registering to vote become a routine part  
of a young person’s life in Britain?

1 
Hansard Political Engagement Audit, May 2013

2 
 http://www.demos.co.uk/publications/generationcitizen
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Planned

Bite The Ballot have an existing National 
Voter Registration Day programme on which 
they will continue to build. The success of 
the first year has already triggered a host of 
follow up conversations.

Sky News are entering this arena with the 
launch of “Stand Up Be Counted”, a cross-
platform project launching soon which will 
give the opportunity both to figures relevant 
to young people and to young people 
themselves in airing their views on issues 
relating to society and politics in the run-up 
to May 2015.

Possible

The Centre for Challenge Prizes at NESTA 
have a draft proposal to run a challenge 
prize on removing barriers to registration 
among young people in particular. Such a 
prize would see an open brief for innovations 
both in digital media (for example in online 
registration mechanics) and in community 
engagement that would result in more young 
people registering to vote.

An independent filmmaking team is putting 
together a project to follow the story of 
a young person attempting to make their 
way into Westminster at the next election, 
providing a positive role model of direct 
participation.

The National Citizen Service model of a 
short but intensive course of training and 
empowerment for 16-17 year olds, and 
their 70,000+ graduates, could provide an 
opportunity for further work in this space. 
For example, a partnership between the 
National Citizen Service, Bite The Ballot, 
and organisations like the Tate, Sky, and 
advertising agencies could see a short 
course developed with mentor support from 
the cultural sector for young people to create 
their own advanced content airing issues 
relating to electoral politics. 

Interventions from the group
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A rich discussion developed as to whether 
the issues with modern representative 
democracy run deeper than can be solved 
by engaging young people more in politics in 
Britain. From Russell Brand to Rory Stewart, 
but also across Europe and indeed the 
world, democracy as we know it appears to 
be stagnating and even to be in decline. Yet 

there seems very little room to manoeuvre 
in British parliamentary politics for the many 
politicians who would like to see significant 
reform. Could the 2015 election in Britain 
provide a moment to open this space, ideally 
in a more constructive way than that offered 
by interventions like Brand’s, or Beppe 
Grillo’s Five Star Movement in Italy?

•   Roughly 40% of the population are 
currently disengaged from electoral 
politics, and political disengagement is 
increasingly the case all over the world 
(even in the traditional strongholds of 
Scandinavia)

•   In order to truly reinvigorate democracy, 
something must be done that can re-
engage with the majority of this group 
– not just tinkering at the edges of the 
already engaged

•   However, what might be called the Russell 
Brand approach of disengagement makes 
the people who feel this way impossible 
to quantify, and therefore invisible and 
easy to ignore

•   Finding a means for disengagement to be 
expressed actively, in a way that could 
not be ignored, could provide a mandate 
for significant reappraisal – manufacturing 
a ‘manageable crisis’ rather than waiting 
for an unmanageable crisis to manifest 
itself. Advertising agencies could see 
a short course developed with mentor 
support from the cultural sector for  
young people to create their own 
advanced content airing issues relating  
to electoral politics. 

Theory of cultural change

How could the 2015 election open the space for genuine 
recalibration of British democracy?
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VoteAnd

At present, voting is a binary ‘do it/don’t do 
it’, private, quantitative activity. You vote on 
your own and your vote is counted, and that’s 
it. As such, to vote seems to endorse the 
status quo, playing into the bumper sticker 
slogan that is gaining popularity: “Don’t vote, 
it just encourages them.”

But what if voting was the trigger for a 
mass conversation about democracy and 
participation, with everyone encouraged 
to express their views on democracy 
after voting as part of a conversation that 
parliamentary parties would be certain to 
hear? If polling stations encouraged you to 
#voteand – vote and express your discontent 
at your choices, for example – this reason for 
disengagement could be overcome.

A positive ‘None Of The Above’ party

The group noted the various social media 
campaigns (now resulting in the official 
launch of a ‘None Of The Above’ Party on 
20th March) which focus on the creation of 
a ‘None Of The Above’ ballot option; but as 
currently framed this was felt likely to restrict 
the space for change rather than create it.

A different approach to the same idea was 
discussed: still the creation of a party, but 
with no manifesto beyond a call for a radical 
resetting of the balance of parliamentary 
politics, and a new election in 12 months.  
The focus of such a party would not be on 
the election as such, but on the space that 
would be created for change to be discussed 
and debated should it gain a significant 
number of votes. The point is to vote ‘Yes’ 
to democracy as power of the people, by 
the people, for the people – but ‘No’ to the 
current state of the current form of that 
democracy. The formation of such a party 
could be the subject of a storytelling exercise 
– for example a digital platform hosting a 
series of interviews with people from across 
the disengaged 40% airing their reasons and 
views; or a documentary film.

NB: This idea was highly controversial in the 

group. The risk of the idea going out of control 

and becoming destructive is very high.  

But the energy around it was such that we felt 

it important to express the discussion that had 

taken place.

Possible interventions from the group
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The current framing of electoral politics 
seems essentially to be about each party 
appealing to our individual self interest, with 
our role being to pick who we want to be in 
power for our own sake.

While we are not yet in the same ideological 
split as the Republicans and the Democrats 
in America, this approach and the zero sum 
idea of winners and losers that it creates 

does seem to be at odds with the core ideas 
of democracy as people power. Is it possible 
to imagine a more genuinely participatory 
democracy where we come together to 
debate our collective interest, and the act 
of voting as a subsequent delegation of that 
power? How would the key cultural moments 
of that sort of democracy operate?

•   The theory of change here is analogous to 
the idea that you cannot expect someone 
to be responsible unless you give them 
something to be responsible for

•   Voting for politicians feels increasingly 
like voting in members of a management 
board for a company in which you are a 
shareholder, rather than expressing an 
ambition for the nation of which you  
are part

•   This could in itself be a root cause of 
disengagement

•   The advances in digital media and 
conversation facilitation around the world 
mean we could be involved directly in 
debating the issues, with the elections 
then coming in as the opportunity to 
delegate power – rather than having 
the agenda set and a narrow range of 
competing solutions pitched to us

•   This would be a more authentic form of 
participation – and should as a result 
prove more engaging

US Political Scientist James Fishkin’s idea 
for a new national holiday before election 
day, when people would be paid a citizen’s 
wage to participate in discussions and 
debates, could be trialled in a number of 
constituencies.

Faith spaces and museums could become 
places for regular deliberation amongst 
people about the future we want with 

politicians listening, rather than hustings 
where politicians pitch to people.

Sky News and other media outlets could 
frame election day and the build up more as 
a people driven celebration/review of Britain 
over the previous electoral period, then 
relating these issues back to party positions. 
The group noted that in Australia election day 
is a national celebration.

How could elections become an expression of the  
collective interest of Britain, rather than the narrow  
interest of the individual?

Theory of cultural change

Possible interventions from the group
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Anthropologists recognise ritual as a hugely 
important part of every human society in 
history, but in modern British society we often 
tend to underestimate the importance and 
even existence of those we have, perhaps 
shying away from what might be seen as 
social engineering. As a result, we recognise 
the importance of ritual in integrating new 

citizens into British society as part of the 
citizenship process; but there is a void for 
the rest of us which arguably is filled in 
ways that are less than positive. There may 
be opportunities across the cultural sector 
to champion new rituals, suitable to the 
facilitation of a more participatory culture.

• The broader challenge beyond the direct 
context of electoral politics is to shift 
towards rather than away from greater 
levels of participation in society – towards 
the creation of a culture of dispersed and 
self-directing public leadership rather 
than expecting state or market to provide 
automatically

•   The role cultural influencers can play in 
this might most directly be expressed by 
the suggestion of constructive rituals for 
adoption

•   At present those rituals that do exist tend 
arguably to be framed within a culture of 
consumption rather than participation

•   The gap between voting intention of 16-17 
and 18-24 year olds (as above, and albeit 
between different data sources) suggests 
that this may be a key intervention point 
– and indeed the concept of ‘coming 
of age’ rituals has been vital across the 
world and throughout history

•   Such rituals, if adopted, could 
dramatically shift the context for and 
thereby indirectly affect voter participation

How could cultural ‘rituals’ promote active participation  
more widely in British culture?

Theory of cultural change
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The National Citizen Service, as cited above, 
is an excellent example of a coming of age 
ritual already in existence.

There is a significant potential role for the 
museums and heritage sector here. Focusing 
on a younger age group and with different 
objectives, the National Trust and the 
Rijksmuseum have recently had significant 
success with a campaign called 50 things 

to do before 11¾ and the idea that every 
Dutch child should see Rembrandt’s The 
Nightwatch respectively – these suggest 
fertile territory for further exploration.

One participant also noted that British 
citizens reaching the age of 100 receive a 
birthday card from the Queen; might it be 
possible to be welcomed to adulthood at the 
age of 18 in a similar way?

Interventions and ideas from the group
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