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Summary 

The 2021 Senedd election was the first election in which young people aged 16 and 17 were 

enfranchised to vote in Wales. The election came with a range of unique challenges, not the 

least because of the coronavirus pandemic. Given these challenges, how did young people 

experience the election and what worked to mobilise 16- and 17-year-olds to vote? Based on 

large-scale qualitative research with 16- and 17- year-olds across Wales and with stakehold-

ers involved in youth work and youth democratic engagement, this report provides a compre-

hensive look into how the pioneering generation enfranchised to vote at age 16 in Wales ex-

perienced the 2021 Senedd election and analyses what can be learnt for young people’s en-

gagement in future elections and youth political engagement in Wales. 

The findings highlight that young people in Wales faced a range of barriers to turning out to 

vote in the 2021 Senedd election – some exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic, others 

that would have materialised regardless of the pandemic. Some young people were better 

placed than others to overcome these barriers, and experiences of engagement with the elec-

tion varied considerably among young people from different social groups and different parts 

of Wales. Three main findings emerge from the research: 

1. Timing is key

Most efforts to mobilise young people to vote focused on the weeks leading up to the voter

registration deadline and the election day itself. As first-time voters, however, young people

have complex voting journeys that are contingent on several connected stages, including

young people being informed and aware of elections, signing on the electoral register, en-

gaging with political parties and the media, and then voting. Efforts to support young people

in their voting journeys need to start earlier and, crucially, suit young people’s timeframes.

The timing of the election conflicted with many young people’s school assessments, mean-

ing youth engagement workers, political parties, and the media sought to engage with

young people during a period where many had very limited time to engage.

2. Delivering Votes-at-16 is a complex and joint effort

Many well-designed and engaging initiatives by Welsh institutions and parts of civic society

supported young people along specific steps of their voting journeys. Informal networks

and a willingness to cooperate across the sector were noted positively by many stakehold-

ers. The degree of coordination across initiatives and particularly across the various stages

of young people’s voting journeys, however, was not as developed as it could have been

with a formalised network and more time to consolidate approaches and resources. Efforts

were predominantly focussed on schools-based interventions, recognising that schools

play an essential role in youth political engagement. However, we find that schools were

often overburdened to accommodate and deliver all the initiatives directed at them, leading

to significant gaps and inequalities in the provision of political education.

3. Inequalities persist

Whether young people participated in the 2021 Senedd election partially depended on the

support of family members, particularly on whether their parents voted or not. Voting (es-

pecially for the first time) is often a social experience. Voting at 16 may open up this expe-

rience for more young people, but it also manifests inequalities for young people who do

not receive the same degree of support. Additionally, we also observe regional variation in

the extent to which political actors sought to engage young people and in how important

young people deemed voting in Senedd elections. Understanding this regional variation is

key in developing Wales as a meaningful civic space for all young people.



Policy Recommendations 

• Develop comprehensive youth voter engagement interventions and strategies that sup-

port young people in each stage of their voting journeys and implement these systemati-

cally across Wales.

• Ensure sufficient time and resources for a planned and coordinated rollout of youth voter

engagement measures and interventions to offer timely support to young people along

each stage of their voting journeys both in the lead-up to and between elections.

• Remove practical barriers to voting that are specific to newly enfranchised voters to mak-

ing it easier for young people to vote, such as the introduction of automatic voter registra-

tion, the avoidance of scheduling elections in exam periods, by locating voting/polling sta-

tions in schools or colleges.

• Tackle inequalities in election engagement by coordinating the systematic rollout of edu-

cational measures and voter engagement work through Welsh education and by ensuring

all schools and colleges across Wales have adequate dedicated time and space for polit-

ical education and to deliver voter literacy work ahead of and between elections.

• Ensure all young people have opportunities and spaces to learn about and exchange

political views and form political opinions. These could include class debates, mock elec-

tions, and engagement with politicians in schools, colleges, youth groups, and youth cen-

tres, and through peer-to-peer social media campaigns.

• Political parties must directly engage with young people across all parts of Wales at the

national and local constituency levels, by publishing party policies in formats young peo-

ple are likely to access and by promoting a more diverse and younger range of candidates

standing for local and Senedd elections.

• Political parties, civic society organisations, and media outlets must collaborate with

young people to enhance their visibility as legitimate democratic actors by developing

their role in voter engagement networks, political debates, and media coverage both dur-

ing and between elections.

• Maintain and consolidate the networked approach to voter engagement work in Wales by

strengthening and formalising networks to support further collaboration and coordination

in the creation and implementation of youth voter engagement programmes and interven-

tions, and in the generation, analysis, and sharing of evaluation data.

• Continue to learn from the experience of Votes-at-16 in Wales through the longitudinal

collection of evidence of the impacts and outcomes of voting age reform.

• Engage in UK-wide and international networks to contribute evidence to better understand

what conditions and approaches are particularly important for the successful implemen-

tation of Votes-at-16.

• Advocate for a lowering of the voting age at the UK level to alleviate current disparities in

voting rights and associated frustrations among young people across Wales.
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Introduction 

For around 66,000 16- and 17-year-olds liv-

ing in Wales the 2021 Senedd election of-

fered a first-time opportunity to cast a vote 

in a national election. Having supported the 

lowering of the voting age since 2012, the 

Welsh Assembly gained the right to legis-

late on its own electoral arrangements in 

2017 and introduced Votes-at-16 for local 

and Welsh elections in time for the 2021 

Senedd election.  

The lowering of the voting age in Wales 

came with high expectations. Previous ex-

periences with Votes-at-16 in other coun-

tries, such as Austria or Scotland, high-

lighted that the policy can have positive ef-

fects on young people’s political interest, 

engagement, and civic attitudes. This hope 

was reflected in the introduction of Votes-

at-16 in Wales, with a broad consensus 

across governing political parties on want-

ing to strengthen young people’s rights and 

support and momentum from the civil ser-

vice in Wales. However, experiences with 

voting age reform also highlighted chal-

lenges and that the reform’s success de-

pends on the context of the introduction, 

and which measures accompany it (Eich-

horn & Bergh, 2021; Tonge et al., 2021). 

In the leadup to the election, many initia-

tives worked with and created resources for 

young people to make the first edition of 

Votes-at-16 in Wales a success. Which of 

these efforts worked to mobilise 16- and 

17-year-olds to vote in the election and

why? The research conducted for this re-

port provides an insight into young people’s

experiences of the 2021 Senedd election

and a systematic evaluation of what

worked to mobilise them to vote. Based on

large-scale qualitative research with di-

verse groups of young people from all over

Wales as well as stakeholders working with

young people, we assess which lessons

can be learnt from the first edition of Votes-

at-16 in Wales and what is necessary to

mobilise young people to vote in future 

elections and to strengthen youth political 

engagement in Wales in the long term.  

Wales is a distinct case among countries 

having introduced Votes-at-16. Compared 

to general UK elections, Senedd elections 

are considered low profile by many – estab-

lished voters and young first-timers alike – 

and turnout in Welsh elections has never 

been above 50 per cent (Davies et al., 

2021). Mobilising young people to vote can 

be particularly challenging in an environ-

ment that is perceived as less important or 

politically charged. Previous research has 

also shown that many people in Wales, in-

cluding young people, have a poor under-

standing of the powers and responsibilities 

of the Welsh Government, and low levels of 

engagement with Senedd activities and 

politicians (Foster, 2021; Loughran et al., 

2021; Pearce, 2019). This is a particularly 

acute issue in more marginalised post-in-

dustrial communities, rural and coastal lo-

cations, and among ethnic minority groups 

who often feel less of a connection with 

Welsh political institutions.  

Whether Votes-at-16 in Wales can be 

classed as a success or not is yet to be de-

cided. Turnout among 16- and 17-year-olds 

in the 2021 Senedd election seems compa-

rable to other younger age groups, though 

notably lower than among people aged 55 

years or older (Electoral Commission, 

2021). This noted, the proportions of young 

people registered to vote ahead of the elec-

tion varied widely across local authorities 

(Barker & Flint, 2021; Electoral Commis-

sion, 2021). Representative data on how 

many young people turned out to vote on 

election day and to what extent young peo-

ple from different societal groups and parts 

of Wales engaged with the election is lack-

ing. Reports of issues with election aware-

ness and voter registration among 16- and 

17-year-olds however indicate that lessons

https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/election-2021-how-many-people-voted/
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for future elections can and must be learnt 

from this first experience of Votes-at-16 in 

Wales. 

Offering a detailed insight into the context 

in which the 2021 Senedd election – the 

first-ever election for 16- and 17-year-olds 

in Wales – took place and the experiences 

of newly enfranchised young voters, this re-

port draws out lessons on ‘what works’ to 

engage and mobilise young people. It also 

provides recommendations for strengthen-

ing Votes-at-16 and youth political engage-

ment in Wales in the long-term. We identify 

three areas to focus efforts: 

1. Supporting young people along all

steps of their voting journeys.

2. Removing inequalities inherent in

young people’s voting journeys, and

ensuring all young people have equal 

capacities to vote. 

3. Creating a political and societal culture

that makes Wales meaningful as a

civic space for young people.

The report addresses Welsh policymakers, 

politicians, and political parties as well as 

young people, parents, teachers, youth 

workers, and anyone working on strength-

ening youth political engagement in Wales. 

As the second nation in the UK to introduce 

Votes-at-16, the findings are also highly rel-

evant beyond Wales for policymakers and 

youth engagement activists in Scotland, 

England, Northern Ireland, and internation-

ally, because they extend the evidence 

base on the outcomes of Votes-at-16 in the 

UK and internationally.

 

Research and Methodology 

Between April and August 2021, we conducted focus group discussions with 86 young 

people from all over Wales. Some young people participated in one discussion, others 

in two – one in the leadup to and one after the 2021 Senedd election. In small groups, 

the participants discussed their experiences of the election and their views of Welsh 

politics and governance. In addition, some participants kept election diaries, sharing 

their thoughts on and in-the-moment insights into their experiences of the election.  

The young people who participated in the research represent diverse groups of young 

people from a mix of geographical locations across Wales, including rural and coastal 

communities, young people from minority ethnic backgrounds, from Welsh-medium 

schools, and from predominantly Welsh-speaking areas. The majority were aged 16 

and 17, with few participants aged 14 and 15, having recently turned 18 or slightly 

older. A detailed overview over the participants, how they were recruited, and how the 

discussions were facilitated and analysed can be found in our methods note. 

In addition to research with young people, we conducted interviews with 34 stakehold-

ers of youth voter engagement in Wales on the context of their work with young people 

and the election. This includes representatives of the Welsh Government, the Senedd 

Commission, the Electoral Commission, of local councils, Welsh youth organisations, 

youth engagement activists, electoral registration officers, and youth workers.  

The data were analysed thematically, focusing on recurrent experiences among young 

people. This report reflects the themes and issues that were recurring among partici-

pants and across Wales, with individual quotations used to illustrate these themes. 

Where findings are unique to a particular group or demographic, this is specified. Case 

studies highlight initiatives that stood out particularly positively for some young people. 
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Context matters for the success of Votes-at-16 

The introduction of Votes-at-16 in Wales 

came with high expectations. Other coun-

tries having lowered the voting age to 16, 

such as Austria and Scotland, reported 

higher turnout among 16- and 17-year-olds 

compared to 18- to 24-year-olds and in-

creases in political interest and civic atti-

tudes among the youngest voters (Elec-

toral Commission, 2014; Zeglovits & Zan-

donella, 2013). Whether or not however 

Votes-at-16 indeed strengthens young 

people’s political engagement and civic at-

titudes when enfranchised at ages 16 and 

17 (rather than at ages 18 to 21) depends 

on the specific context of voting age reform, 

and which measures accompany it (Eich-

horn & Bergh, 2021; Tonge et al., 2021). 

In Wales, the lowering of the voting age fol-

lowed a process largely managed from the 

’top down’ (Loughran et al., 2021). The 

Welsh Assembly supported Votes-at-16 as 

early as 2012 but initially lacked the consti-

tutional powers to legislate a change of the 

voting age. The Wales Act 2017 amended 

the devolution settlement and enabled the 

Senedd to pass its own electoral arrange-

ments, including on the voting age in Welsh 

and local elections. With a view towards 

strengthening young people’s representa-

tion in Welsh democracy and the political 

will among the governing parties, once the 

legislative powers were held in Wales the 

lowering of the voting age became “a natu-

ral next step”.  

Two distinct pieces of legislation swiftly in-

troduced Votes-at-16 in Wales: the 2020 

Senedd and Elections (Wales) Act at the 

national level and the 2021 Local Govern-

ment and Elections (Wales) Act to see the 

voting age lowered for local elections in 

Wales. These two pieces of legislation 

were driven, largely from the top down, by 

members of the Senedd Commission and 

the Welsh Government. The process came 

with considerable effort and momentum 

from the civil service in Wales to ensure 

there was political consensus and support 

for the implementation of the reform, in-

cluding from civic society organisations and 

academics (Loughran et al., 2021).  

This swift and largely consensual introduc-

tion of Votes-at-16 in Wales had two con-

sequences: (1) it aided the formation of net-

works of actors working together on the im-

plementation of the reform, and (2) it pre-

cluded a broader public debate of the re-

form that would have given visibility to 

young people as legitimate citizens and 

might have paved the way for the introduc-

tion of systematic accompanying 

measures, such as enhanced political edu-

cation and youth voter engagement work. 

Strong networks were established between 

administrators of voting age reform and 

stakeholders in Welsh civic society. These 

played an important role in the implemen-

tation of the policy leading up to the 2021 

Senedd election. Though not formalised, 

these networks demonstrated a willingness 

to collaborate on voter engagement work 

and were mentioned as strong positive fea-

tures of voting age reform by stakeholder 

interviewees. Consolidating and formalis-

ing these networks offers an opportunity to 

transform a unique feature of the ‘Welsh 

way to Votes-at-16’ into a long-lasting envi-

ronment that jointly delivers measures and 

strengthens young people’s political en-

gagement in Wales. 

 

We've seen in Scotland a huge amount of pub-

lic debate about this [Votes-at-16]. We didn't 

really have that. It was kind of a - not a fore-

gone conclusion - but it just seemed like a nat-

ural next step in Wales. And definitely the eas-

iest bit of reform to pick off of the tree after 

elections were devolved. 

Jessica Blair, Electoral Reform Society 

“ 
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The rapid and largely consensual introduc-

tion of the voting age reform in Wales also 

brought about specific issues in its imple-

mentation. For one, there was little public 

debate of Votes-at-16 in Wales and little 

time for youth organisations to stage 

broader ’bottom-up’ campaigns in favour of 

the reform. In contrast to debates about 

lowering of the voting age elsewhere (e.g., 

in municipalities across the United States 

or in New Zealand), young people were 

largely invisible in the reform process in 

Wales and, consequently, played little role 

in its implementation. Given this, the short 

period between passing the legislation and 

the first election that included 16- and 17-

year-olds did not allow for Welsh young 

voters to become sufficiently visible in pub-

lic debates. For Votes-at-16 to be success-

ful in Wales in the future, it is critical that 

young people are recognised and engaged 

with as legitimate democratic actors, and 

that political parties and the media are seen 

to engage with young people’s concerns 

and policy issues.  

A second issue specific to the implementa-

tion of Votes-at-16 in Wales was that the 

legislation did not include concrete statu-

tory measures of political education – 

something that had been discussed in the 

reform process in Wales and identified as 

crucial in previous experiences of voting  

age reform elsewhere (Eichhorn, 2018; 

Schwarzer & Zeglovits, 2013). This meant 

that, despite school-level commitments to 

citizenship education (Kisby & Sloam, 

2012), when the legislation came in there 

were no set plans for a coordinated effort to 

enhance political education within schools 

and colleges. Providers of educational in-

terventions to be delivered through schools 

(including the Senedd, the Electoral Com-

mission, voter engagement workers, and 

youth organisations) struggled in their ef-

forts to systematically deliver measures of 

political education throughout the period 

leading up to the election.     

These issues, specifically regarding timing 

and delivery, were exacerbated by the 

unique pandemic context, in which the 

2021 Senedd election, and with it the first-

time implementation of Votes-at-16 in 

Wales, took place. Certainly not a normal 

election, efforts to mobilise young people to 

vote in the 2021 Senedd election were se-

verely hampered by the restrictions intro-

duced to deal with the coronavirus pan-

demic. The pandemic context presented 

unique pressures in three distinct ways:  

(1) pressures on democratic institutions

and electoral actors who had to manage

pandemic measures and staff shortages

in addition to administrating an upcoming

election;

(2) uncertainty about the format and tim-

ing of the election, with ongoing specula-

tion about the postponement of election

followed by the Welsh Government’s

commitment to hold the May election an-

nounced in February 2021;

(3) unprecedented educational chaos

with young people switching between

learning from home and face-to-face

teaching, and teacher-managed assess-

ments affecting 16- and 17-year-olds, in

particular.

 

One thing I've been really encouraged by is 

the way that the sector has all come together. 

I think the fact that we were able to work so 

closely with the Electoral Commission and the 

Senedd Commission in the development of 

our educational resources, that they were all 

complementary, that they were all hosted on 

Hwb being the same platform, I think our abil-

ity to all work together across different organi-

zations has been a really strong point.  

Welsh Government Official 

“ 
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These pressures exacerbated known is-

sues of voting age reform, firstly regarding 

the timing of voter registration and first-

time voter engagement work. A number of 

stakeholder interviewees reported having 

started their registration and mobilisation 

activities “too late”, which created a very 

dense space with lots of voter engagement 

work competing for attention in the weeks 

leading up to the registration deadline and 

ultimately the election.  

The coronavirus pandemic further compli-

cated the delivery of voter engagement 

work, particularly through schools and 

youth groups, as activities had to be deliv-

ered online rather than face-to-face. In a 

context of persistent uncertainty in schools 

related to pandemic measures and with re-

gard to assessments, a systematic rollout 

of voter engagement interventions through 

schools was severely compromised.  

Online delivery of interventions was con-

sistently reported as a challenge, particu-

larly in reaching young people from disad-

vantaged backgrounds and those who do 

not have an established interest in political 

issues. It also presented opportunities to 

engage specific groups of young people, 

for example those with mobility- or long-

term health-issues. In this way, the pan-

demic exacerbated some existing ine-

qualities, where – despite lots of voter en-

gagement efforts – some young people 

were just not reached.  

Young people and their political concerns 

were also not made visible in the campaign 

leading up to the election, as political par-

ties and the media prioritised resources 

elsewhere. Political parties missed out on 

doing work specifically to engage young 

people, while media reporting lacked cov-

erage of young people’s concerns ahead of 

the election. Even social media campaigns, 

albeit successful at reaching specific young 

people, did not cut through to reach wider 

audiences of young people from less politi-

cally charged environments. 

For future elections involving 16- and 17-

year-olds in Wales, it is key that strong net-

works of actors are maintained, whilst ad-

dressing issues with the visibility of young 

people as legitimate democratic actors, the 

timing and delivery of voter engagement 

work. Votes-at-16 in Wales must be ac-

companied by supporting measures, first 

and foremost political education that en-

hances political literacy and political confi-

dence, and a unified effort to enable voter 

engagement work in schools and colleges. 

 

I feel that had the pandemic not been around, 

there definitely would’ve been more focus on 

the fact 16-year-olds get to vote for the first 

time, and perhaps it would’ve made young 

people feel their voices are at the centre and 

they matter, but I feel the pandemic is domi-

nating every discussion nowadays.  

Xenia, 16, from Wrexham 

“ 

• Maintain and consolidate networked

approach to voter engagement work by

strengthening and formalising existing

networks

• Make young people in Wales visible as

legitimate democratic actors, e.g., by

bringing young people into voter en-

gagement networks and making them

visible in national debates

• Ensure sufficient time and resources for

youth voter engagement work in the

lead-up to and between elections

• Schedule a systematic rollout of voter

engagement work through schools and

colleges, e.g., by planning dedicated

time and space for political education

throughout Welsh education

RECOMMENDATIONS 
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#1 Supporting young people in their voting journeys 

Given these challenges in the introduction 

of Votes-at-16 in Wales, young people 

faced barriers on their journeys to voting in 

the 2021 Senedd election: focus group par-

ticipants point towards a widespread lack of 

awareness of the election among 16- and 

17-year-olds. Additional barriers men-

tioned include occasional problems with

voter registration, insufficient engagement

from political parties and the media, and a

lack of encouragement to turn out to vote

on election day. While a number of young

people reported that they did turn out to

vote in the 2021 Senedd election, others

explained how they dropped off their voting

journeys at different stages, when facing

one or a combination of these barriers.

Raising awareness 

A range of awareness raising measures 

were implemented ahead of the 2021 

Senedd election by the Senedd Commis-

sion, the Welsh Government, the Electoral 

Commission, the Children’s Commissioner 

for Wales, Citizens Cymru, youth organisa-

tions such as Youth Cymru, Urdd Gobaith 

Cymru, Boys and Girls Clubs of Wales, the 

Ethnic Minorities and Youth Support Team 

Wales, and by local authorities and inde-

pendent youth engagement activists.  

A majority of these initiatives engaged with 

young people in secondary schools, with 

learning resources and awareness raising 

campaigns distributed through teachers 

and school staff and available to download 

through Hwb Wales, a digital platform for 

learning and teaching in Wales hosted by 

the Welsh Government. Others focused on 

addressing specific groups of young people 

directly, through social media campaigns or 

events with members of youth organisa-

tions or specific characteristics or interests. 

Most 16- and 17-year-olds who participated 

in the research were unaware of and had 

not participated in any such programmes. 

Few mentioned having received infor-

mation ahead of the election in school, with 

some of these participants recalling seeing 

resources distributed by or engaging with 

the Senedd’s campaign on how the 

Senedd and voting for its members works.  

Other young people reported receiving no 

information in school. The participants also 

broadly mentioned seeing little coverage of 

the Senedd election in the media, particu-

larly in comparison with English and Scot-

tish elections, which stakeholder interview-

ees saw as an issue specifically of the 

Welsh media landscape.  

Social media campaigns were mentioned 

as successful by young people from spe-

cific groups, for example young people 

from ethnic minorities, but they were not re-

ported to have cut through more broadly. 

Even though many focus group participants 

deemed social media a good space to raise 

awareness for elections among young peo-

ple, few reported seeing information about 

the 2021 Senedd election on their social 

media feeds. This is most likely due to an 

issue of reach and timing. For campaigns 

to cut through broadly, efforts need to be 

 

Most people in my other classes didn’t know 

there was even an election going on, so when 

the teacher brought it up, they were just like, 

‘wait, there was an election?’. And they didn’t 

vote, or they weren’t even registered.  

Hannah, 17, from Wrexham 

“ 

 

In terms of media coverage, I couldn’t tell you 

honestly. Sorry, that’s like, you know, not use-

ful, but I just didn’t know. 

Ace, 16, from Pembrokeshire 

“
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Spotlight on 

Peer-to-peer social media awareness campaigns 

Two awareness raising campaigns that did cut through to specific groups of  

young people social media were peer-led: Make Your Mark ’21 run by young  

members of the Ethnic Minorities and Youth Support Team (EYST) and #Our-

Moment run by young volunteers at Citizens Cymru. 

Through posts on Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, and Twitter, the campaigns deliv-

ered accessible messages created by young people for young people on topics such 

as voter registration, the ballot paper, the function of the Senedd, and summaries of 

manifestos or political parties’ positions on key issues. Both campaigns also show-

cased a wide range of young people’s voices that encouraged peers to vote in the 

election – often young people who would otherwise not have engaged.  

Some of our research participants spoke positively of the impact of these peer-led 

campaigns and how it encouraged them to become engaged with the election: 

“I thought that ‘Make Your Mark’ was really brilliant in the fact that it went right back 

down to basics. It explained what devolution was, it explained how the Senedd works 

as a government, you know, itself, it didn’t just go straight into the minutia of, like, a 

party’s manifesto and try and use terminology that would confuse younger people, 

you know, they really broke it down very well.” 

Alison, 17, from Cardiff 

coordinated jointly and the timing needs to 

suit young people first and foremost. In par-

ticular, social media campaigns operate in 

what is an information-dense space for 

young people and can have difficulties to 

cut through the noise. Stakeholder inter-

viewees reflect that for the 2021 Senedd 

election awareness raising campaigns fell 

into a period that was both information-

dense (due to ongoing news and uncer-

tainty about the pandemic) and did not suit 

young people (who were occupied with the 

return to schools and preparing for assess-

ments). 

Peer-led social media campaigns that tar-

geted specific networks or types of young 

people made for an exception to the low 

reach of awareness raising campaigns. 

Specific participants recalled engaging with 

campaigns that were addressed at young 

people like them or promoted by peers in 

their wider networks of friends, e.g., the 

Make Your Mark ’21 campaign run by 

young members of the Ethnic Minorities 

and Youth Support Team (EYST) and the 

#Our-Moment campaign run by young vol-

unteers at Citizens Cymru (see case study 

below “Spotlight on Peer-to-peer social me-

dia awareness campaigns”). 

For future elections to be successful in en-

gaging young voters, young people need to 

first be aware of an election and their right 

to vote in it. Awareness can come from the 

media, including social media, and from 

dedicated informational and educational in-

terventions, such as formal and informal 

educational initiatives in schools and com-

munity settings such as youth clubs. Dedi-

cated interventions that raise awareness 

for elections, but also (social) media cam-

paigns specifically targeted at first-time vot-

ers support young people in two ways: (1) 

by allowing them to learn about their right 

to vote and the process of voting, and (2) 

by enabling them to see themselves as le-

gitimate citizens. 
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Voter registration 

Timing and awareness also present issues 

for young people needing to register to vote 

– more so than the practicalities of voter 

registration. The majority of the young peo-

ple who participated in the research found 

the steps of registering to vote straightfor-

ward. Few spoke of practical barriers: one 

young person tripped up over not finding 

their National Insurance number, two over 

problems filling in the online form.  

Compared to practical difficulties, the com-

bination of a lack of awareness of the elec-

tion and confusion around the timing of the 

voter registration deadline presented a 

much larger barrier for the young people 

who participated in the research. While 

some of the most politically interested par-

ticipants reported registering well ahead of 

the registration deadline, a number of those 

who were not initially aware of the election 

and their need to register to vote explained 

that by the time they learnt of the elections 

it was too late to register to vote. Some 

young people also reported a lack of infor-

mation around how to register to vote and 

confusion over whether or not they were al-

ready on the electoral roll. 

A key factor in young people’s experience 

with voter registration was the support they 

received in their direct environment, for ex-

ample in their family or from their local 

council. Some young people received more 

information on and support with registering 

to vote than others and support networks, 

in particular parents, were crucial in inform-

ing and assisting young people with the 

registration process. A number of partici-

pants told us that their parents made sure 

 

 they knew how to navigate the registration 

and, on some occasions, even completed 

the registration for them.  

Local councils, too, played a key role in 

welcoming young people to the vote, but 

they took different approaches to it, giving 

young people different experiences de-

pending on the area they lived in. While the 

Vale of Glamorgan launched an iPad com-

petition to motivate young people to regis-

ter to vote, other local councils sent letters 

to all young people. In a number of local ar-

eas, however, focus group participants re-

port having received no specific information 

on registering to vote at all.  

 

Figure 1. Local voter registration campaign with iPad 
competition in Vale of Glamorgan 

While it is welcome that local councils and 

family support networks aid young people 

in voter registration, disparities in ap-

proaches and a reliance on family capacity 

to support young people in voter registra-

tion ultimately led to inequalities in the sup-

port offered to young people in this process. 

For the broad success of Votes-at-16 in fu-

ture elections, there needs to be a more 

systematic approach to enrolling first-time 

voters across local areas and families. 

One systematic solution – Automatic Voter 

Registration (AVR) – would make many of 

 

 

I signed up but it said it would take three 

weeks and I did it about four days before the 

election, so….  

Heisenberg, 17, from Gwynedd 

“ 

 

I had to be told to register, ‘cause it was one 

of the things that I just wasn’t aware I had to, 

like I wasn’t aware that we could vote yet. 

 

Jacko, 17, from Pembrokeshire  

“ 
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these problems obsolete and offer opportu-

nities to eradicate inequalities in voter reg-

istration. However, it would not solve prob-

lems regarding awareness of the election 

among young people. Without automatic 

voter registration the focus should be on 

the timing of awareness raising campaigns 

and the registration deadline and on re-

moving practical issues young people 

might face, such as requiring a National In-

surance number or easy-to-complete 

online forms. It is important that the Elec-

toral Commission and local electoral regis-

tration officers have the time and resources 

to collaborate on sharing evidence of suc-

cessful removal of barriers and effective 

support measures and collaborate on the 

systematic rollout of future voter registra-

tion campaigns to all 16- and 17-year-olds 

across Wales. 

Additionally, disparities in the age of en-

franchisement across the UK and the re-

sulting issue of separate electoral rolls 

need to be addressed. Especially in the 

leadup to future UK-wide elections, when 

young people registered to vote in Wales 

will have to register to vote once more to 

join the UK electoral roll, this will likely con-

fuse some young people in Wales. It is im-

portant they are made aware of the fact that 

they will have to re-register to vote, even if 

they are already registered to vote in Welsh 

elections. 

 

Electoral campaign engagement 

Once registered to vote, young people 

must be supported in making their political 

choices. More so than older voters, 16- and 

17-year-olds are likely to not yet have es-

tablished patterns of partisanship, high-

lighting the need to ensure they are in-

formed about political parties’ positions and 

policies to are able to make confident vote 

choices. Despite registering to vote, sev-

eral focus group participants reported drop-

ping off their voting journeys at this stage, 

precisely because they did not feel they 

had enough information to confidently 

make a political choice. 

The task of addressing and supporting 

young voters in their political decision-mak-

ing falls first and foremost onto political par-

ties. This should be supported with informa  

 

 

tion provided by other actors, such as 

schools, teachers, and youth workers. It is 

important that this information is not depo-

liticised and to focuses on relevant political 

issues – regardless of whether these are 

presented by political parties in a more par-

tisan way or by non-partisan actors.  

This makes support at this stage of the vot-

ing journey different from awareness rais-

ing campaigns. To better understand their 

electoral choices and consequently exer-

cise their vote, young people need to re-

ceive party-political information, both in 

terms of clear statements on policies and 

by engaging with political issues in ways 

that are relevant to young people.  

Engagement with the electoral campaign 

for the 2021 Senedd election was highly 

varied among the young people who partic-

ipated in the research. Many said they had 

engaged with campaigns, mostly by way of 

reading posted leaflets, but also that they 

not been targeted by political parties as 

young people. A notable minority of young 

people revealed that they had little or no 

awareness of the parties’ campaigns at all. 

 

I regret not voting, but I just felt like it was not, 

like it wasn’t fair of me to vote just for the sake 

of voting, ‘cause I didn’t, didn’t look into it as 

much as I should. I think I didn’t know enough 

to compare all the parties together. 

Kat, 17, from Gwynedd 

“ 

- 
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Figure 2.A young person’s election diary entry show-

ing campaign leaflets  

Perceptions of the quality and reach of the 

campaigns among young people varied be-

tween political parties, especially in relation 

to young people’s political interests. Among 

focus group participants, Plaid Cymru and, 

to a lesser extent, Welsh Labour were 

viewed as having engaged to the most ex-

tent with young people and engaged with 

their issues when compared with other po-

litical parties. Particularly in Welsh-speak-

ing areas such as Gwynedd, focus group 

participants perceived candidates, pre-

dominantly those of Plaid Cymru, as more 

interested in young people’s opinions than 

elsewhere.  

The content of the campaigns and concrete 

policy proposals were largely seen to have 

little relevance for young people’s lives. 

While the focus group participants engaged 

with a broad range of political issues, from 

education and racism to agricultural and 

health policy, most did not see these issues 

addressed in the campaigns in ways that 

were relevant to them. 

Stakeholder interviewees additionally criti-

cized that political parties (with the excep-

tion of the Welsh Liberal Democrats) did 

not produce youth-specific manifestos. 

Moreover, the late publication of manifes-

tos did not allow those working with young 

people sufficient time to produce versions 

and materials from the manifestos that 

were accessible to a broader group of 

young people. 

First-time voters, particularly aged 16 and 

17, need to be supported with relevant 

party-political information – on political is-

sues and policy proposals – so that they 

feel confident in their political choices. This 

must come from political parties that en-

gage with young people and address polit-

ical issues in ways that are relevant to 

young people. Interventions driven by ac-

tors other than the political parties, for ex-

ample debates in schools or youth groups, 

election hustings, and youth workers pro-

ducing youth-specific materials, rely on the 

content provided by political parties and the 

engagement of political candidates. While 

such measures can make important contri-

butions to supporting young people in their 

vote choices, at this stage they can only fill 

gaps left by political parties, for example by 

translating party-political information for 

young people. 

 

 

 

 

I didn’t really see much in terms of what they 

had, like what they were giving forward for 

young people. 

Toto18, 16, from Gwynedd  

“ 

 

If it weren’t for the leaflets through my door, I 

would’ve been convinced that no-one was 

campaigning this year. I have seen nothing. 

Ethan Y., 18, from Wrexham 

“ 
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Turning out to vote 

Once young people are aware of an elec-

tion, registered to vote, and feel confident 

to make political choices, for most the final 

stage of their voting journeys, turning out to 

vote, is more pleasure than a chore. In their 

election diary entries, several young people 

noted how excited they were to vote on 

election day.  

The majority of 16- and 17-year-old re-

search participants chose to go to the poll-

ing station over postal vote – some be-

cause they did not know how to apply for 

postal vote, others out of excitement and to 

get the full experience of voting for the first 

time. Survey research conducted by the 

Electoral Commission confirms the majority 

use of polling stations among first-time vot-

ers, indicating that the uptake of postal vote 

was lower among 16- and 17-year-olds 

than in any other age group (Electoral 

Commission, 2021). 

The actual experience of going to the poll-

ing station and voting turned out to be var-

ied among the young people who partici-

pated in our research. While some young 

people found the process straightforward 

and exciting, for others the act of voting 

turned out to be underwhelming compared 

with their expectations. A number of young 

people experienced confusion over being 

given different numbers of ballot papers 

then they expected and different papers 

Spotlight on 

Politicians campaigning with young people  

While most politicians attracted broad criticism for a lack of engagement with  

young people’s views, some actively involved young voters in their campaigns.  

One such example is Jane Hutt, MS for the Vale of Glamorgan. Jane engaged young 

people in her campaign, for example through a meeting with a member of Welsh 

Youth Parliament in the lead up to the election. She also compiled endorsements from 

young people in her constituency, which cited work that she had done for young peo-

ple in the area. One focus group participant got involved in Jane’s campaign after 

previously joining Welsh Labour. Having taken part in canvassing and encouraging 

peers in school to register to vote, she reflected on her campaign involvement:  

“It was a good, it was really good going round [canvassing]. I had a lot of people saying 

to me that it was really good that there are Votes-at-16 now, even like, non-16 and 

17-year-olds, quite older people were saying it is really good. Long overdue.” 

Patricia, 17, Vale of Glamorgan, about campaigning with Jane Hutt, MS 

This shows that where young people’s political views are forefronted by politicians 

and where young people and politicians get to interact on equal levels, this can have 

a positive and meaningful impact on young people’s engagement with politics. 

 

I was the first person at my village polling sta-

tion this morning, and my dog came with me! I 

was pleased to have the right to vote today. 

Rory, 17, from Pembrokeshire 

“ 
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than their parents or older siblings. Few 

young people reported difficulties at the 

polling stations, such as being given the 

wrong papers (see also Democracy Volun-

teers, 2021), with only one focus group par-

ticipant speaking of polling station anxiety 

because they did not know how the vote it-

self worked.  

In contrast to first-time voters, young peo-

ple who, despite registering to vote, did not 

turn out on election day cited several differ-

ent reasons for their non-participation: 

• A lack of family support: A large num-

ber of young voters reported going to the 

polling station with their parents or fam-

ily members, and many said their fami-

lies had actively encouraged them to 

vote. In contrast, young people who did 

not have a family member encourage or 

accompany them, oftentimes reported 

not having turned out to vote.  

• Lack of time or opportunity on the 

day: A number of research participants 

referred to pressures from employment 

and, in particular, the timing of school 

assessments as barriers that kept them 

from turning out to vote on election day.  

• Doubts about efficacy: Some young 

people said they did not see the point in 

turning out to vote, hinting at doubts 

about the efficacy of a single vote and 

the legitimacy of elections in terms of 

delivering results for individual young 

people (output legitimacy). 

For a long-term investment in young peo-

ple’s engagement with elections, young 

people need to see barriers to voting, such 

as a clash of elections and assessment pe-

riods, removed. However, for newly enfran-

chised 16- and 17-year-olds in Wales the 

role of parents and family members in en-

couraging young people and providing op-

portunities to get out to vote cannot be un-

derestimated. As such, it is even more im-

portant that young people – particularly 

those who do not have supportive family 

members – are encouraged and systemat-

ically provided with opportunities to turn out 

to vote on election days, for example by in-

corporating voting into school or college 

schedules on the day.  

 

Establishing long-term habits 

Whether or not voting in Welsh and local 

elections becomes a long-term habit for 

young people depends as much on the ex-

perience of participating in their first elec-

tions as on the political knowledge they 

hold or their perceptions of political efficacy 

ahead of future elections. This noted, it is 

critical that young people have a straight-

forward and positive experience of partici-

pating in their first-ever election. This re-

quires that barriers to voting and complica-

tions associated with voter registration,  

 

 

separate electoral rolls, and different ballot 

papers on election day, are addressed. It 

also requires systematic efforts to support 

young people along each step of their vot-

ing journeys, in terms of (1) systematically 

raising awareness for elections and young 

people’s right to vote, (2) efficient and bar-

rier-free voter registration, (3) relevant 

party-political information and campaign 

engagement with political issues in ways 

that are relevant to young people, (4) 

providing opportunities for young people to 

 

It could get confusing as well, ‘cause people 

might not know what they can and can’t vote 

in. ‘Cause I was expecting to be able to vote 

for a police commissioner as well, then they 

didn’t give me the paper and I was like, why 

didn’t I get? 

Baz, 17, from Wrexham 

“ 
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turn out to vote on election, day, and (5) es-

tablishing long-term voting habits.   

Furthermore, to establish longer-term vot-

ing habits, it is crucial that young people ex-

perience political efficacy – both within and 

outside of the context of elections. Experi-

encing political efficacy means that young 

people have the necessary information and 

feel confident to make a vote choice that 

aligns with their preferences, and that they 

are assured that their votes make a differ-

ence in the democratic system. This re-

quires political actors to engage with young 

people as legitimate voters and with politi-

cal issues in ways that are relevant to 

young people.  

However, for the experience of political ef-

ficacy it is also crucial that young people 

have an understanding of how they can in-

fluence the political system outside of elec-

tions. This requires a broader investment 

into political education, enhancing young 

people’s visibility as legitimate members of 

the electorate and an understanding of the 

voting journey as starting long before any 

particular election period or campaign.

 

 

  

• Develop support strategies for each step of 

young people’s voting journeys, and imple-

ment these systematically across Wales to 

reach young people in all kinds of environ-

ments  

• Develop systematic and joint awareness 

raising measures, including programmes 

for their delivery through the media and 

schools, and allow sufficient time for cam-

paigns to roll out ahead of an election  

• Ensure Electoral Commission and electoral 

registration officers have time and re-

sources to collaborate on a country-wide 

voter registration programme and address 

confusion around separate electoral rolls 

for 16- and 17-year-olds 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

• Political parties must provide young voters 

with appropriate campaign information, en-

gaging with political issues that are rele-

vant to young people (such as youth party 

manifestos) in spaces, online and offline, 

where they discuss politics 

• Encourage non-partisan youth voter en-

gagement work to provide overviews of 

party positions in formats young people are 

likely to access  

• Remove barriers to voting that are specific 

to young voters by introducing automatic 

voter registration, by avoiding scheduling 

elections in exam periods, by incorporating 

polling stations into schools or colleges 
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Figure 3. A roadmap of young people’s voting journeys  

 
An interactive version of this infographic for policymakers, practitioners, and young people with more information 

and recommendations for each stage can be accessed here: https://www.ukvotingage.co.uk/votingjourney  

  

https://www.ukvotingage.co.uk/votingjourney
https://www.ukvotingage.co.uk/votingjourney/
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#2 Reducing inequalities: Ensuring all young people 

have capacities to vote 

Across Wales, 16- and 17-year-olds re-

ported considerable variation in their voting 

journeys in this first experience of Votes-at-

16. Some young people began their voting 

journeys with significant capacities to en-

gage in campaigns and with political issues. 

Others found themselves with little support 

throughout the various stages of their vot-

ing journeys. 

The research revealed variation first and 

foremost between young people who did 

and did not receive support and encour-

agement to engage with the election from 

family members, and to a lesser extent, 

from friends, teachers, or youth workers. 

An over-reliance on family support led to a 

replication of largely existing inequalities 

among young people, even if an aim of the 

lowering of the voting age was for this to 

change. In Wales, the political engagement 

of parents or family members continues to 

be the most important determinant of 

young people’s political engagement (Mud-

diman et al., 2019).  

In addition to family support, young people 

also experienced a diversity of supportive 

environments depending on where in 

Wales they lived. Regional variations in 

terms of the support young people received 

in schools, or from teachers, or electoral 

administrators, made for very different set-

tings in which young people were politically 

socialised and engaged in the lead up to 

the Senedd election.  

Some focus group participants reflected on 

how the Senedd election in their areas was 

highly contested. They noted this led to the 

election campaign, and conversations 

about it, entering more areas of daily life 

such as among friends in school. There 

was also variation in the extent to which 

young people’s votes were sought by can-

didates or local councils, with some constit-

uencies proving largely uncontested by po-

litical parties and thus seeing little to no po-

litical debate or voter engagement activities 

targeted at first-time voters.

 

Table 1. Focus group participants who voted and did not vote on family support and discussions about politics 

Young people who voted did talk about       
politics with family members 

Young people who did not vote did not 
talk about politics with family members 

I think, definitely, if I didn't know so much 
about politics or if my family personally wasn't 
just generally so much into politics, I would 
have really struggled with finding information 
about parties.  

Fflur, 17, from Torfaen 
 
I just basically asked my parents for their 
opinion, kind of followed their lead and their 
votes really. 

Sali, 16, from Gwynedd 

 
It [politics] is never been anything that’s 
been big in our family either. 

Toto18, 16, from Gwynedd 
 
I also didn’t talk about it [politics] with my 
family because it can get quite argumenta-
tive sometimes. 

Ada, 17, from Vale of Glamorgan   
 
No, I didn’t talk with anyone really [laughs]. 

Heisenberg, 17, from Gwynedd 

 

I think ‘cause I’m influenced by a lot of politics 

in my family, and my area in general, yeah, I 

always knew I was gonna vote. 

Taylor Nelson, 16, from Vale of Glamorgan 

“ 

https://ukandeu.ac.uk/the-generation-game-does-family-shape-young-peoples-political-engagement/
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/the-generation-game-does-family-shape-young-peoples-political-engagement/


 

This variation across the country and 

across families impacted how much sup-

port young people received as first-time 

voters two distinct aspects: (a) in knowing 

how to vote and what for (procedural 

knowledge), and (b) who to vote for (politi-

cal knowledge). 

Knowing how to vote and what for 

Young people who participated in the re-

search expressed how important proce-

dural knowledge – knowing how to vote, 

what voting is for, and how the Senedd 

works – was for their individual voting jour-

neys. Formal providers of such procedural 

knowledge, particularly the Welsh Govern-

ment, the Senedd Commission, the Elec-

toral Commission, and local electoral regis-

tration officers, as well as more informal 

providers (such as youth organisations like 

Urdd Gobaith Cymru), delivered a range of 

educational measures to boost young peo-

ple’s knowledge of how and why they 

should vote. Reflections from research par-

ticipants however show that the delivery 

and reach of these educational measures 

across different groups of young people 

and across the country was inconsistent. 

Despite intensive efforts, some young peo-

ple were just not reached.  

Regardless of who were the primary suppli-

ers of such educational measures, young 

people and stakeholder interviewees as-

signed a large part of the responsibility of 

boosting young people’s procedural 

knowledge of electoral participation to 

schools and colleges. The first experience 

of Votes-at-16 in Wales however was not 

accompanied by dedicated and statutory 

measures to foster universal political 

education. Consequently, we found that 

schools and colleges lacked sufficient time 

and space in the curriculum to teach clas-

ses on how to vote or to accommodate ad 

hoc requests to timetable educational 

measures from outside providers of voter 

literacy, such as the Senedd or Electoral 

Commission, while also dealing with the in-

tense pressures of pandemic-related 

measures.  

Without dedicated, uniform, and statutory 

measures to foster political literacy through 

political education, the diverse capacities of 

individual schools and colleges generated 

further inequalities in the support young 

people received to turn out to vote. In the 

worst case, school capacities exacerbate 

existing inequalities, in particular those 

based on regional levels of deprivation 

(Weinberg, 2021). 

For a long-term investment into the political 

and electoral engagement of 16- and 17-

year-olds in Wales a concerted effort must 

be made to introduce educational 

measures to ensure all young people know 

how and why to vote. Votes-at-16 must be 

accompanied by a reform of political edu-

cation that enables schools and colleges to 

deliver political literacy more equally across 

the country. Educational voter engagement 

interventions need to be harmonised and 

their rollout across schools be coordinated, 

so that educational institutions are not 

forced to weigh off different educational in-

terventions against one another.  

 

I didn’t really have any, yeah, any events to go 

to really.  (…) No, there wasn’t really much for 

me to get involved in in my area unfortunately.  

Taylor Nelson, 16, from Vale of Glamorgan 

“ 

 

So, what I'm not sure about really is to what 

extent those young people who need the sup-

port more than others received the same kind 

of depth and quality of education during the 

pandemic, and if those young people were re-

ceiving messages regarding Votes-at-16, that 

they would perhaps get more effectively when 

attending school or college in person. 

Senedd Commission Official 

“ 
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Confidently making political choices 

Investing in political literacy is just one as-

pect of strengthening Votes-at-16 in the fu-

ture and enabling young people to exercise 

their right to vote. For many research par-

ticipants political knowledge – knowing who 

to vote for, seeing a point in casting a vote, 

and perceiving one’s vote to make a differ-

ence – were just as important as knowing 

how voting works.  

Across the focus groups, many participants 

said they also wanted to be educated on 

political positions and standpoints. They ar-

gued that being taught about the differ-

ences between political parties would ena-

ble them to confidently make an informed 

choice in the election.  

This kind of party-political information, and 

the confidence young people associate 

with having it to hand, is especially im-

portant seeing that several participants had 

internalised the expectation that they were 

deficient citizens who are not yet capable 

of making an informed and efficacious vote 

choice. Other focus group participants ex-

pressed concern over the perceived legiti-

macy of young people as voters, expecting 

that adults would lay blame for the election 

outcome whichever way the election and 

turnout in it went.   

Spotlight on 

Project Vote Parallel Election  

Though aimed at 11- to 15-year-olds, the Project Vote Parallel Election run by  

the Children’s Commissioner for Wales combined two ways of increasing young  

peoples’ capacities to vote: by helping young people understand how to vote and 

teaching them to make realistic choices on who to vote for. 

In the days leading up to the election, young people in secondary schools across 

Wales took part in an e-ballot, making choices between the political parties standing 

in the Senedd election in the constituency of the school. More than 9,000 young peo-

ple within 36 of 40 Welsh constituencies voted in the mock election. Of those who 

completed a survey after taking part, 59 per cent said that they were more likely to 

vote in a Senedd election in the future (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2021). 

As an educational measure that conveys both procedural knowledge and allows 

young people to experience what voting is like, Project Vote can have a lasting impact 

on youth turnout in future cohorts of young people: 

“I think the next election campaign doesn't start six months or a year before the elec-

tion. It starts now in the sense that we need to be creating that infrastructure and 

getting stuff ready in schools, like the Children's Commissioner have done with their 

Project Vote and young people from 11 to 16 have been voting anyway.” 

Senedd Engagement Official 

 

Having that more knowledge about how to vote 

and stuff like that, but also having more 

knowledge about the candidates themselves.  

Like, I think, like, nobody really, I didn’t even 

know who was, like, running against who to be 

honest, I just, I had to, like, search it up myself.  

And I know I could do that myself, but like I 

think people need that extra push. 

Zoey Brooks, 17, from Vale of Glamorgan 

“ 
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Supporting 16- and 17-year-olds in their 

voting journeys requires both procedural 

knowledge on how to vote, what voting is 

for, and how the Senedd works, and party-

political information to be provided, and 

ideally, they are provided in combination 

whilst giving young people the space to 

form political opinions. Introducing Votes-

at-16 as an individualised and depoliticised 

right alone is not enough to engage young 

voters, who look critically at their own ca-

pacity and legitimacy to cast a vote. 

Schools and colleges can play a role in 

providing this information and as spaces 

that bring information on knowing how to 

vote and knowing who to vote for together. 

This goes beyond educational measures 

and includes giving young people opportu-

nities to informally exchange views on po-

litical issues and experience political effi-

cacy, such as in debates, mock elections, 

and discussions with political candidates 

(such as those offered by the Politics Pro-

ject). In all of these measures it is important 

that discussions are explicitly party-political, 

and that young people learn to express and 

engage with partisan views across the po-

litical spectrum. 

Youth groups and civic society organisa-

tions can also contribute to this by explor-

ing links between families and within peer 

networks of young people as informal 

spaces of political socialisation. This can 

include offering opportunities to discuss po-

litical views in youth centres and youth 

groups as well as dedicated measures to 

encourage political conversations among 

family members. Also, supported peer-to-

peer campaigns on social media can offer 

spaces for young people to discuss issues 

with peers and form political opinions.  

 

‘Cause we don’t really talk about it, it’s not like 

a big subject. So, like teachers don’t really 

speak to us about it or anything. So if we don’t, 

‘cause we don’t really know enough, it’s sort of 

hard to choose a party to vote for, and then I 

guess you don’t really wanna vote for some-

body you don’t know what they’re on about or 

what their aims are. 

Toto18, 16, from Gwynedd 

“ 

• Ensure all schools, and colleges, have 

equal time and space in the curriculum to 

deliver formal voter literacy work ahead of  

and between elections 

• Coordinate the rollout of educational 

measures offered by formal and informal 

providers in schools and colleges through 

networked actors in voter engagement work 

• Make a long-term investment into the politi-

cal engagement of young people by intro-

ducing statutory political education in Welsh 

schools and colleges 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

• Offer young people spaces to form 

political opinions in schools and col-

leges, for example through organised 

debates, mock elections, or visits and 

in-school debates with politicians 

• Encourage civic society organisa-

tions to provide young people with in-

formal spaces to exchange views on 

political issues, e.g., in youth centres, 

families, or peer-to-peer social media 

campaigns 
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Spotlight on 

Youth Election Hustings 

Youth hustings staged by and for young people, such as the ‘Not Your Usual  

Digital Hustings’, held in April 2021 and hosted by Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs of Wales  

and Swansea MAD, offer young people opportunities to come into contact with and 

hear a debate between political candidates on issues that matter to young people.  

Young people across Wales were invited to submit questions to the hustings and 

some were able to comment directly to politicians on their answers. Topics included 

racism, jobs, and the environment. Attended by candidates of all major political parties 

and hosted by Radio One’s Steffan Powell, the event engaged over 50 young people. 

Some research participants attended this event and commented positively upon the 

format, the degree of youth voice, and its impact upon first-time voters: 

“I thought it was really good (…) It was actually questions that young people had said, 

so it wasn’t just the general questions that we wouldn’t understand - it was topics that 

young people actually wanted answering and things like that, so I thought it was good.” 

Jay, 20, from the South Wales Valleys 

Another benefit of the hustings raised by a research participant is that these events 

provide opportunities to contribute to a conversation about politics for young people 

who do not usually speak about politics in their social networks.   

“The hustings event and things like that are the only time I ever think or, uhm, actually 

have a conversation about politics ‘cause it’s not something you really bring up with 

friends or, uhm, a lot of the time.”  

Jane Jones, 20, from North Wales  
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#3 Working on Wales as a meaningful civic space 

A unique feature of lowering of the voting 

age in Wales is that newly enfranchised 16- 

and 17-year-olds have been encouraged to 

become engaged in a civic space that is de-

volved from that of the UK. Even though 

current and future cohorts of 16- and 17-

year-olds know nothing but devolution in 

Wales, this does not necessarily mean they 

hold clear and uniform views of Welsh gov-

ernance, of democracy in Wales, and of 

what it means to engage in it. How young 

people evaluate Wales as a civic space re-

lates to their willingness to vote in Welsh 

elections. 

For many young people, Wales as a civic 

space is meaningful, even if often not con-

cretely and not in a uniform way. More so 

than older citizens, young people in Wales 

show a notably different dynamic of support 

for Welsh institutions. They tend to be more 

likely to identify as Welsh citizens and sat-

isfaction with the Welsh Government is 

higher among young people than all other 

age groups. 

There is considerable variation in the ap-

preciation of Welsh governance among 

young people, however. Wales as a civic 

space is not – and has previously not been 

– uniformly meaningful for young people 

(see for example Pearce, 2019; Scully, 

2013). For many of the young people who 

participated in this research, the corona-

virus pandemic helped actualise, and to 

some extent, legitimise the role of the 

Welsh Government. Focus group 

participants described how the responsibil-

ities of the Welsh Government and their rel-

evance to young people’s lives became 

more visible during the pandemic – partic-

ularly compared to the UK government at 

Westminster, but to some extent also com-

pared to local councils.  

However, post-devolution Wales as a civic 

space is not uniformly understood and not 

always in concrete ways. When asked what 

Wales and Welsh government meant to 

them, some research participants gave an-

swers focused on outcomes, often setting 

Welsh policy apart from policy at the UK-

level, while others discussed the symbol-

ism of having a Cardiff-based government 

with Welsh as one of its official languages. 

For some young people, their understand-

ing of Welsh governance focused solely on 

the role of the First Minister or, even more 

specifically, Mark Drakeford as a person. 

Again others, specifically some young peo-

ple in Wrexham and Pembrokeshire, re-

jected the idea of Wales as a civic space 

entirely, some seeing Westminster as more 

authoritative on important policy issues and 

others not identifying as Welsh themselves. 

Geography and language matter hugely 

for young people’s understanding of Wales 

as a civic space and appreciation of Welsh 

governance. Young participants in Gwyn-

edd and Carmarthenshire had diverse but 

often more favourable views of the Senedd, 

but also had higher expectations of the 

Welsh Government, and devolution than 

young people in the east of the country.

 

I think people have come to realise that how 

much power actually there is in Cardiff Bay, 

and because obviously, with the daily briefings 

and that. 

Ywain Guevara, 17, from Anglesey 

“ 

 

I think that Wales having its own separate body 

to, like, you know, make, not even like broad 

sweeping changes, but just make small, local-

ised changes, I think that’s a good idea. It at 

least justifies Wales being a separate country 

from England. 

Jacko, 17, from Pembrokeshire 

“ 
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Table 2. Range of views of Welsh governance and Wales as a civic space among focus group participants 

Variety of evaluations of Wales as a civic 
space that are broadly positive 

Variety of evaluations of Wales as a 
civic space that are broadly sceptical 

or negative 

I think the Senedd is important, so we have 
a place in Wales that is connected to politics, 
so that we’re not governed by people 150 
miles away and that we actually get to have 
a choice in our governance.  

Mari, 17, from Pembrokeshire 
 

Wales is, can look after itself really. And I 
think over Covid with Wales making their 
own decisions and stuff, it’s shown they can 
actually make decisions and they’re better 
than England and the other countries.  

Llywelyn, 17, from Gwynedd 
 
I’m feeling quite positive about the Senedd. 
I think Mark Drakeford and the Senedd have 
worked really well during the pandemic, and 
I’m very hopeful for its future.  

Maggy, 17, from Pembrokeshire 
 
With the Senedd, I quite like it. I don’t know 
how I feel about Welsh independence, but I 
like that we have the devolution that we do. 
Uhm, and I quite like the changes that they 
proposed about, like, the 5p bag charge and 
stuff like that. 

Lily, 16, from Pembrokeshire 

 
The Senedd is definitely remote from 
Wrexham. In fact, many young people 
wouldn’t be able to describe what the 
Senedd is and why they exist. (…) People 
generally give less importance to Welsh 
Senedd and their work. I understand the 
pandemic shows that they affect us imme-
diately, but people still give more attention 
to Westminster.   

Xenia, 17, from Wrexham 
 
I think especially being in Pembrokeshire, 
people don’t feel as Welsh. Like the Welsh 
language isn’t as prevalent and things like 
that, so people, yeah, don’t feel such a 
connection to the Senedd, and I think, (…)  
they’re just like, what am I doing with this 
vote? 

Rory, 17, from Pembrokeshire 
 
There's like a recent closure of leisure cen-
tres, I think, in like Merthyr. And my friend 
is like ‘I don't know why you would vote. 
You know, the government haven't done 
anything in the past to help our town and 
help these places, so why does now make 
a difference?’ 

Fflur, 17, from Torfaen 

In particular, for young people in and 

around Wrexham, everyday experiences of 

discrepancies between Welsh and English 

legislation made for a very different view of 

– and often more doubts about – Wales as 

a civic space. For a number of them, the 

Senedd felt remote and far away, and 

Welsh politics less relevant, especially 

when compared to decisions made in 

Westminster.   

The Welsh language also made a differ-

ence in young people’s evaluations of 

Wales as a civic space, but not in an exclu-

sive and straightforward way. Links be-

tween Welsh as a language and percep-

tions of Wales as a civic space were strong-

est in more rural Welsh-speaking areas. 

Particularly for focus group participants in 

Gwynedd and Carmarthenshire speaking 

Welsh was an important feature of Welsh 

government, with some participants saying 

that it should be a requirement for all Welsh 

elected representatives to speak Welsh. 

However, the Welsh language was also 

perceived as an important aspect of Welsh 

democracy among some young people in 

other areas, for example in South Wales 

and Cardiff. For them, bilingualism that was 

an important means of legitimising Welsh 

government and devolved powers. 

How young people assign meaning to 

Wales as a civic space is directly related to 

how they engage in Welsh democracy and, 

ultimately, to their willingness to vote in 

Welsh elections. Young people who said it 

made more of a difference to their lives how 

Wales is governed and who trusted the 

Welsh government more than the UK gov-

ernment were more likely to turn out to vote 
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in the Senedd election than those who did 

not share these attitudes.  

To motivate young people to vote in Welsh 

elections, Wales needs to become mean-

ingful as a civic space for all young people, 

regardless of location and language. The 

lowering of the voting age in Wales alone 

does not achieve this for newly enfran-

chised young people; it is important that 

Votes-at-16 is seen as a larger investment 

in young people as citizens beyond Wales, 

and that a cultural change in favour of 

young people’s views takes hold.  

This includes advocating for a lowering of 

the voting age at the UK level, on behalf of 

Welsh young people. The disparity in the 

age of enfranchisement across the UK 

adds to confusion over the voting system, 

and to frustrations among young people 

with regard to their perceived roles as citi-

zens. Across the focus groups, several 

young people remarked how it was confus-

ing that they were allowed to vote at 16 and 

17 in Welsh and local elections, but not in 

UK elections, for example when receiving 

different ballot papers than their parents 

and older siblings. A number of young peo-

ple also spoke of feelings of frustration over 

not being able to vote in other relevant elec-

tions, such as the Police and Crime Com-

missioner elections that took place on the 

same day as the 2021 Senedd election.   

Crucially, the differential in the ages of en-

franchisement across the UK can also 

lessen the significance of Votes-at-16 for 

young people in Wales. Even though most 

of the focus group participants welcomed 

the lowering of the voting age in Wales, 

some also described how frustrations over 

not being allowed to vote in all elections led 

to them feeling conflicted about voting at 16 

and 17 in Welsh and local elections. The 

fact that they were not allowed to vote in all 

elections made voting in Welsh and local 

elections seem less significant and, ulti-

mately, less impactful.

 

 

• Develop education and communica-

tion strategies to emphasise Wales as 

a civic space, outlining where the 

Senedd and local government delivers 

meaningful outcomes that are directly 

relevant to young people’s lives 

• Recognise and engage with diverse 

understandings of Wales as a civic 

space of young people in different re-

gions, and with those who do and do 

not speak Welsh  

• Advocate for a lowering of the voting 

age at the UK level to alleviate current 

disparities and frustrations among 

young people in Wales 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

I reckon I’m more interested in Westminster. 

‘Cause I reckon it’s like, don’t know, that’s like 

the final say really, isn’t it? So, then it’s more 

important. (…) Yeah, I reckon I would [be more 

keen to vote in a Westminster election than a 

Welsh election], ‘cause it, like, more, like, af-

fects, like, the whole, like UK more really. 

Uncle Hank, 17, from Gwynedd 

“ 

 

I think in a way, ‘cause you can vote at 16 in 

Wales and not the entire of the UK, it kind of 

makes it seem like the Welsh, like Welsh spe-

cific voting is less important, because it’s not, 

‘cause it’s the immature kids doing the voting, 

you know. 

Ada, 17, from Vale of Glamorgan 

“ 
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Conclusion: What next for Votes-at-16 in Wales? 

In Wales, the lowering of the voting age 

was introduced with a particular view to-

wards strengthening young people’s repre-

sentation in Welsh democracy. Whether 

the reform of the voting age does indeed 

have such positive effects on young peo-

ple’s political interest, engagement, and 

civic attitudes is not – as yet – clear and 

depends on how the policy is further imple-

mented. 

The 2021 Senedd election was the first ex-

perience of Votes-at-16 in Wales and came 

with a range of unique challenges, not the 

least because the election took place under 

exceptional circumstances in times of the 

coronavirus pandemic. Given these chal-

lenges young people participating in this re-

search reported a range of barriers to turn-

ing out to vote: a widespread lack of aware-

ness among young people and coverage of 

the election in the media, confusion around 

the timing of the voter registration deadline 

and the need to register to vote, insufficient 

engagement with young people and their 

views of political issues from political par-

ties, and a poorly timed election day that 

conflicted with many young people’s school 

assessments.  

Among the range of initiatives that worked 

with young people to mobilise them to vote 

in the election, participants identified those 

as effective that were peer-led and made 

young people’s political views visible and 

part of public debate, and those that com-

bined information about how to vote with 

opportunities to form political opinions, for 

example election hustings or mock elec-

tions, such as Project Vote. While proce-

dural information about the election and 

how to vote was seen as important, young 

people considered it equally key to find 

spaces in which they can meaningfully en-

gage with political candidates and political 

standpoints and confidently form their own 

political opinions. 

For Votes-at-16 to be considered success-

ful in Wales in the future, it is vital that les-

sons are learnt from these experiences and 

acted upon for future Senedd and local 

elections to ensure the mobilisation of 16- 

and 17-year-olds to vote, especially those 

from usually underrepresented groups. 

This research shows that the experiences 

of engagement with the election varied 

considerably among young people from dif-

ferent societal groups and different parts of 

Wales. In particular, having supportive fam-

ily members that encourage a young per-

son to engage with an election is the num-

ber one factor remains the most important 

determinant of young people’s political en-

gagement in Wales.  

To reduce inequalities in political engage-

ment and, ultimately, political representa-

tion, in Wales requires systematic and co-

ordinated efforts to mobilise young people 

to engage politically and to vote. Whilst re-

moving immediate barriers to electoral reg-

istration and voting is important to bring 

more young people to the ballot box, e.g., 

by addressing confusion around eligibility, 

separate electoral rolls, and clashes with 

school assessments on election day, it is 

fundamentally important that young people 

in Wales are supported along each step of 

their voting journeys.  

This support needs to be broad and deliv-

ered systematically, not just in the immedi-

ate run-up to an election. Timing is key and 

engaging young people as voters in future 

elections demands a holistic view of their 

voting journeys and engagement efforts 

that span cohorts, age groups, and election 

periods. This requires a long-term invest-

ment into political education and the sup-

port and coordinated delivery of educa-

tional measures in schools and colleges as 

well as maintaining and strengthening the 

uniquely Welsh networked approach to 

youth voter engagement.  
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Crucially, for young people to engage in fu-

ture Welsh and local elections first-time 

voters need to be able to see themselves 

as legitimate citizens and as having a voice 

in Wales as a meaningful civic space. This 

requires young people and their views of 

political issues to become visible in national 

debates about political issues, in the media 

or in peer-to-peer campaigns on social me-

dia – not as young people’s issues, but as 

relevant views of political issues among 

young people. Similarly, political parties 

must be held to account to address young 

voters with relevant information and by en-

gaging with political issues in ways that are 

relevant to young people.  

The introduction of Votes-at-16 in Wales 

does not only have national implications; it 

has further unbalanced the allocation of po-

litical rights to young people across the UK. 

This imbalance does not only impact young 

people in England and Northern Ireland. 

Our research has shown that it also affects 

how some young people in Wales view 

their roles as Welsh citizens. For all young 

people to perceive their participation in 

Welsh elections as meaningful, a longer-

term investment into young people as vot-

ers in Welsh elections is just as important 

as including young people’s views in dem-

ocratic decision making beyond Wales. In-

vestments into young people as legitimate 

citizens thus do not only pay it forward to 

levelling up political rights for young people 

in England and Northern Ireland. They are 

also key to making Votes-at-16 for young 

people in Wales a success. 

Recommendations 

 

  
For Welsh Government and local authority policy makers 

• Maintain and strengthen a networked approach to voter engagement work, by es-

tablishing and resourcing a national hub for youth voter engagement work. This 

network should include coordinated efforts on the generation, analysis, and shar-

ing of evidence on long-term outcomes of Votes-at-16.  

• Ensure civil society actors, the Electoral Commission, and electoral registration of-

ficers have time and resources to administer and collaborate on joint and coordi-

nated voter registration and engagement programmes for 16- and 17-year-olds. 

• Ensure all schools and colleges have dedicated time and space for political educa-

tion and benefit from a systematic rollout of voter engagement work.  

• Where possible, remove practical barriers for young people to turn out to vote, 

such as clashes of elections and school/college assessment periods. Make it eas-

ier for all young people to turn out to vote by incorporating voting into school or col-

lege schedules on election days. 

• Make young people visible by bringing young people representatives into voter en-

gagement networks and giving them responsibility to co-develop initiatives. 

• Make a long-term investment into the political engagement of young people by in-

troducing statutory political education, and by offering young people spaces to 

form political opinions in schools and colleges, through organised debates, mock 

elections, in-school debates with politicians. 

• Communicate where Wales as a civic space is meaningful and where it delivers 

outcomes that are directly relevant to young people’s lives across different regions, 

and with those who do and do not speak Welsh. 
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For politicians and political parties 

• Start engaging with young people as voters early in an election cycle and release

information on political policies and manifestoes well ahead of an election to allow

young people and youth engagement workers time to engage and translate mes-

sages.

• Engage with young people and address political issues in ways that are relevant to

them. This can include looking to ensure a more diverse age range of Senedd and

local government candidates where possible.

• Support young people in their political decision making with relevant party-political

information addressed specifically to young people, e.g., youth-specific party mani-

festos. Civic society can help collate this neutrally.

• Share learnings from Votes-at-16 in Wales with party members in other parts of the

UK.

• Advocate for a lowering of the voting age to 16 for all UK elections, including local

and devolved elections.

For policymakers in the rest of the UK and internationally 

• Engage in networks to collect and build on evidence from the introduction of Votes-

at-16 in Wales.

• Understand the importance of timing in voting age reform and ensure that future pol-

icy reform includes sufficient preparation time for institutions and civic society organ-

isations to design and rollout systematic support to young people.

• Learn from Welsh civic society actors how to adapt youth voter engagement work to

online delivery modes to identify approaches that are useful outside a pandemic

context.

• Learn from regional differences in Wales to adapt civic engagement efforts to the

specific local contexts and understandings of the nation as a civic space.

• Contrast the experience of Votes-at-16 in Wales with that of other countries imple-

menting voting age reform outside of the pandemic context to better understand

what conditions might be particularly important for the successful implementation of

voting age reform.
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  For youth organisations and youth engagement workers 

• In the lead-up to and between elections, start youth voter engagement work early 

and ensure sufficient time and resources across stages of young people’s voting 

journeys.  

• Make young people visible in voter engagement campaigns, registration interven-

tions, and in national debates and give them responsibility to co-develop campaigns. 

• Maintain and strengthen collaborative and coordinated approaches across civic so-

ciety organisations in the design, provision, rollout, and sharing of educational inter-

ventions and voter engagement resources, particularly on those offered to schools 

and colleges.  

• Offer young people supported spaces to discuss and form political views, e.g., in 

youth centres and youth groups. This can also include supported peer-to-peer cam-

paigns on social media. 

• Explore links between families to support informal political socialisation, e.g., by in-

troducing measures to encourage political conversations among family members. 

For young people  

• Discuss your views of political issues with other young people, and with adults. Even 

if you feel you don’t yet know enough – that’s ok and you are allowed to change your 

views!  

• Encourage friends, peers, family members, and other young people to discuss their 

views of political issues with you and others and be tolerant of their views if they are 

different from your own. 

• Support other young people, family members, and friends in their voting journeys by 

offering information about elections, helping them to register to vote, and pointing 

towards manifestos, hustings events, or other spaces to debate political issues. 

Have a look at our interactive infographic to find out how you can support other 

young people and which resources you can point them to! 

• Engage in conversations with adults and other young people about young people as 

responsible and legitimate democratic citizens and ensure that views of young peo-

ple, including your own, are visible and taken seriously. 

• Speak to others about the lowering of the voting age in Wales, including to people 

who do not live in Wales, and explain what your experience (positive or negative) of 

it has been so far.  

https://www.ukvotingage.co.uk/votingjourney/
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Links to Initiatives and Resources 

 

Educational initiatives and awareness raising campaigns 

Welcome to your vote – Electoral Commission 

Voice2Vote – Welsh Government 

Votes at 16 Week – Senedd Cymru 

Prosiect Pleidlais 16/17 – Urdd Gobaith Cymru 

Democracy Box – Omidaze 

 

Peer-led campaigns 

Raise Your Voice – Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs of Wales and Swansea MAD 

Make Your Mark ’21 – Ethnic Minorities and Youth Support Team Wales 

 

Youth manifestos 

‘Our Future’ Manifesto – Youth Cymru Llais Ifanc 

Youth Manifesto – Welsh Liberal Democrats 

 

Youth Hustings 

‘Power of Your Vote’ Youth-Led Hustings – Youth Cymru Llais Ifanc 

Not Your Usual Digital Hustings – Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs of Wales and Swansea MAD 

Senedd 2021 Election Youth Hustings – WalesOnline and Political Studies Association 

 

Mock elections and debates 

Project Vote – Children’s Commissioner for Wales 

Power of your Vote – Senedd Cymru 

Digital surgeries – The Politics Project 

 

Podcasts 

Youthpod – Youth Cymru Llais Ifanc 

Votes at 16 Special Episode – Young, Female, Opinionated x Raise Your Voice 

#Senedd21: Youth Engagement & Votes at 16 – Hiraeth/Welsh Politics 

  

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/welcome-your-vote
https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/06ca1159-dee6-4fbb-b9dd-36efaa79f260/Voice2Vote%20Resource%20Pack.pdf
https://hwb.gov.wales/news/articles/6cfc02da-a0d7-4366-b4b0-a3907cb6c9d1
https://www.urdd.cymru/en/youth-and-community/youth-work/pleidlais-1617/
https://www.omidaze.co.uk/the-democracy-box/
https://raiseyourvoice.wales/
https://www.instagram.com/makeyourmark21/
https://youthcymru.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Llais-Ifanc-Manifesto-2021.pdf
https://youthcymru.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Llais-Ifanc-Manifesto-2021.pdf
https://www.welshlibdems.wales/youth-manifesto
https://youthcymru.org.uk/power-of-your-vote/
https://raiseyourvoice.wales/not-your-usual-digital-hustings/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2CFa-aD0BOI
https://www.projectvote.wales/
https://myntuac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/christine_huebner_ntu_ac_uk/Documents/Research/Projects/JRRT%20-%20Making%20votes%20at%2016%20work%20in%20Wales/Anonymised%20data/Outputs/Power%20of%20your%20Vote%20:%20A%20Mock%20Election%20Event
https://www.thepoliticsproject.org.uk/programmes/#digital-surgeries
https://www.thepoliticsproject.org.uk/programmes/#digital-surgeries
https://open.spotify.com/show/6k9XCCsPREejtpuUegDWWb
https://podcasts.google.com/feed/aHR0cHM6Ly9hbmNob3IuZm0vcy8zNmFiYjMzOC9wb2RjYXN0L3Jzcw/episode/MmE3YmE2MWQtMjlmNC00MjhmLTlmNGUtODI5Nzg5ZWZkNDYw?sa=X&ved=0CAUQkfYCahcKEwiw-_CL0JfzAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAQ
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/senedd21-youth-engagement-votes-at-16/id1515800534?i=1000514655489
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Methods Note: Research and methodology 

This report presents findings from a large-scale qualitative research project into young peo-

ple’s experiences of the 2021 Senedd election – the first-ever election in Wales in which 16- 

and 17-year-olds were enfranchised. The research was funded by the UK Democracy Fund, 

a pooled fund managed by the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust. Following selected groups of 

young people across four areas in Wales over the course of the election period, the aims of 

the research were: 

1. To gain in-depth insights into young people’s experience of the election. 

2. To identify successful strategies that educate and mobilise young people in Wales to 

vote, especially those from traditionally underrepresented groups. 

3. To point to lessons that can be learnt for future Welsh elections and for long-term in-

vestments into youth political engagement in Wales. 

4. To extend the evidence base on the impact of introducing ‘Votes-at-16' in Wales, across 

the rest of the UK, and internationally. 

With a view to working with a diverse group of young people 

from across Wales, 86 young people were recruited to par-

ticipate in the research through secondary schools, further 

education colleges as well as through youth groups and 

youth workers in selected areas: Gwynedd and Anglesey, 

Pembrokeshire, Wrexham, South Wales Central, including 

Cardiff, and Carmarthenshire. Few young people joined the 

research from other areas after hearing about it from par-

ents or friends. The participants represent diverse groups 

of young people – the majority aged 16 and 17, with few 

slightly younger or slightly older – from a mix of geograph-

ical locations across Wales, including young people from 

rural and coastal communities, from minority ethnic back-

grounds, from Welsh-medium schools, and from predomi-

nantly Welsh-speaking areas (see Figure 4). 

All young people participated in 60- to 120-minute-long facilitated focus group discussions 

between April and August 2021, in which they discussed their experience of the election and 

election campaign as well as their interest in and views of political issues, including of the 

lowering of the voting age, their attitudes to Welsh politics and governance. Where possible, 

focus group discussions were arranged with young people from the same area, school, youth 

or peer group. Some young people participated in two focus group discussions – one before 

and one directly after the election – while others just participated after the election. Due to 

restrictions on face-to-face research all group discussions took place virtually, with young peo-

ple participating via video call and online chat. Some young people additionally kept election 

diaries, reacting to prompts from the research team in the leadup to the election and sharing 

an in-the-moment insight into their election experience. Diary entries were shared as pictures, 

text or voice messages or submitted through an online interface.  

The research with young people is complemented by interviews with 34 stakeholders of youth 

voter engagement work in Wales, among which representatives of Welsh youth organisations, 

electoral registration officers, and youth workers. The interviews were conducted immediately 

after the election and stakeholders were asked to reflect on their work with young people in 

Figure 4. Map showing the where in 
Wales focus group participants are 
from (by NUTS-3-level) 
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119-22-year-olds 
2 Including South Wales Valleys, Monmouthshire, and those who chose to not disclose their region 

the leadup to the election and on lessons learnt for future youth voter engagement work. All 

research was approved by the Schools of Business, Law and Social Sciences Research Eth-

ics Committee at Nottingham Trent University (approval number: 2021/145). 

All data from focus group discussions, election diaries, and interviews were transcribed, and 

transcripts analysed independently by different members of the research team, focusing on 

recurrent experiences among young people and learnings about what works to mobilise young 

people to vote in future Welsh elections. This report details these recurring themes, using 

anonymised statements from young people and stakeholder interviews to illustrate the main 

recurring themes. Statements are anonymised and all young people have consented to and 

chosen their own pseudonym for inclusion in this report. Throughout this report, unless spec-

ified, the findings were common across participants in all locations. Where findings are unique 

to a particular group or demographic, this is made clear. Case studies were selected so as to 

highlight initiatives that stood out particularly positively for some young people. 

This type of large-scale qualitative research is particularly suited to exploring people’s experi-

ences as well as problems, attitudes, and motivations from the perspective of different kinds 

of young people. While the research is limited in terms of making representative claims about 

the extent to which attitudes and perspectives are present among the population of all Welsh 

16- and 17-year-olds at large, it gives detailed insights into how and – most importantly – why 

different kinds of young people from different societal groups and parts of Wales chose to 

engage with the election or not.  

 

Table 3. Overview over key characteristics of the 86 participating young people 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Characteristic 
 Number of 

participants 
Per cent 
of total 

Gender  Female 49 57 
 Male 36 42 
 Non-binary 1 1 
    
Age Under 16 2 2 
 16-17 71 83 
 Recently turned 18 7 8 
 Over 181 6 7 
    
Region Gwynedd & Anglesey 24 28 
 Pembrokeshire 19 22 
 Wrexham 15 17 
 Cardiff, Vale of Glamorgan, Bridgend 15 17 
 Carmarthenshire 8 9 
 Other2 5 6 
    
Ethnicity White 77 90 
 Minority ethnic groups 9 10 
    
Main language 
spoken at home 

English 67 78 

Welsh 18 21 

Other 1 1 
    
Language of  
education 

English-language 54 64 

Welsh-medium 32 38 
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