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Summary 

 
The EMB works with ROs and EROs across Scotland to coordinate the delivery of 
electoral events.  The promotion of participation is a key concern and responsibility 
of all within the electoral community.  There is particular focus on those groups who 
have traditionally exhibited low levels of registration and turnout, including young 
people, first time voters, home movers, renters, students and minority ethnic groups.  
ROs and EROs work closely with the Electoral Commission aligning communications 
activity with the phases of their campaign and using materials that the Commission 
produce.  There is also a wide range of innovative activity going on across Scotland 
particularly working with young people through schools and other agencies.  Some 
examples of this work are provided in this paper. 
 
Background 

 
As part of its ongoing work programme the Local Government and Communities 
Committee is considering approaches to improving voter turnout ahead of the 2017 
Scottish Local Government Elections.  The Committee held a roundtable with 
stakeholders on 2 November 2016 and heard evidence in relation to voter 
registration, how education campaigns can be used to encourage people to vote, 
how first time voters can make informed decisions about their vote and the use of 
postal and proxy voting to improve turnout.   
 
As suggested by the Minister for Parliamentary Business in his letter of 19 December 
2016, the Committee has now requested to hear the views of the Electoral 
Management Board for Scotland (EMB) on the work being undertaken to improve 
voter turnout and has invited representatives to take part in an evidence session with 
additional representation from an Electoral Registration Officer (ERO). 
 
This paper: 
 

 notes the general role of the EMB; 
 recognises the general duties of the Returning Officers (ROs) and EROs with 

respect to promoting participation;  
 notes the partnership work with the Electoral Commission in this area; and 
 reviews some recent and current initiatives that have been undertaken across 

Scotland in to support participation. 
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This paper does not go into detail around the clear specific statutory responsibilities 
of the ROs and EROs to promote participation and to create a comprehensive and 
accurate register.  Rather, the focus is on a review of activities to give examples of 
the innovative work undertaken by the community in this important area.  The paper 
also points towards the work undertaken by the Electoral Commission, which has a 
national reach and with which the work of ROs and EROs often aligns. 
 
The Electoral Management Board for Scotland  

 
The Electoral Management Board for Scotland (EMB) was created by the Local 
Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011, which gave the Board “the general 
function of co-ordinating the administration of Local Government elections in 
Scotland.” This involves two specific roles: 
 

 assisting local authorities and other persons in carrying out their functions in 
relation to Local Government elections; and  

 promoting best practice in Local Government elections by providing 
information, advice or training (or otherwise).  

 
The Board is composed of eight members; five are Returning Officers (or their 
Deputes) and three are Electoral Registration Officers. These are appointed by a 
Convener, who is in turn appointed by Scottish Ministers following a process of open 
competition. Advisors from the professional associations working in electoral 
administration, SOLAR and the Association of Electoral Administrators (AEA), also 
attend the Board meetings. The Electoral Commission, the Scottish Government and 
Scotland Office and are also represented at each meeting, acting as official advisors 
to provide support and expert advice. 
 
The EMB’s prime focus is ensuring that the interests of the voter are kept at the 
centre of all elections planning and administration.  Much use is made of the close 
community of electoral professionals in Scotland and it seeks to operate by 
consensus rather than formal direction, wherever possible.  However, the Convener 
does have a power to issue directions to Returning Officers and Electoral 
Registration Officers in relation to their duties around Local Government elections if 
required. 
 
The duties of the Returning Officer (RO) and Electoral Registration Officer 

(ERO) with respect to Promoting Participation 

 
Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) have the statutory responsibility for the 
preparation and maintenance of electoral registers for their area, and play a vital role 

http://www.solarscotland.org.uk/
http://www.aea-elections.co.uk/default.jsp
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/scotland-office
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in the electoral registration process.  The RO is the person with the sole legal 
responsibility for running an election.  Their role is to ensure that the election is 
administered effectively to deliver a result in which the voter can have full 
confidence.   An individual’s duties as RO are separate from any duties as a council 
officer.  As RO the individual is not responsible to the council but is directly 
accountable to the courts as an independent statutory office holder.  Indeed both 
ROs and EROs are independent officials personally accountable to the courts, such 
that the administration of polling and of the register are quarantined from any political 
influence. 
 
Both ROs and EROs recognise their important statutory responsibilities to promote 
participation in electoral events and together over a number of years have developed 
a range of activities to both enhance registration from all those who are entitled to 
vote and also to support turnout.   
 
Particular effort is given to ensuring that information and support is given to 
communities and groups who have often shown low levels of registration and 
subsequent participation.  Such groups include those in rented accommodation, 
students, young people and first time voters, minority ethnic communities and home 
movers. 
 
For each electoral event the Electoral Commission assess ROs and EROs against a 
defined set of Performance Standards.  These include standards with respect to 
participation and the provision of information to voters.  EROs are assessed on how 
effectively they carry out their duty to maintain accurate and complete electoral 
registers.  ROs need to demonstrate that their planning for and delivery of the poll 
enables voters to vote easily and know that their vote will be counted in the way they 
intended.   
 
Partnership with the Electoral Commission 

 
The Electoral Commission has a range of responsibilities in relation to local 
government elections in Scotland, including running a public awareness campaign 
so that voters know how to participate in the elections.  ROs and EROs work closely 
with the Electoral Commission in the delivery of their public awareness activities for 
each election, making use of the wide range of materials that are produced by the 
Commission.  This allows a consistency of message and access to high quality 
tested promotional materials. 
 
The Electoral Commission has already submitted to the Committee an outline of their 
approach to their promotional campaign for the 4 May 2017 elections.  The work of 
ROs and EROs should be seen in the context of this Electoral Commission 
campaign.  The Commission will be running a multi-media public information 
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campaign ahead of the 4 May 2017 council elections.  The public awareness activity 
will have two key aims: 
 

• To provide voters with information on how to register and the deadline 
fordoing so; and 

• To provide voters with information on the date of the elections and on 
how to cast their votes. 

 
There will be two phases to their campaign.  The registration phase will aim to raise 
awareness that you need to apply to register by the 17 April to be able to vote in the 
council elections.  The voter information phase will provide information on the 
different ways of voting and explain to voters how to complete their ballot papers 
confidently using numbers in order of their choice.  The campaign will include TV, 
radio, press and online advertising with a strong focus on the digital element.  This 
focus will allow targeted messages to different groups including students and 15-17 
year olds.  ROs and EROs will manage their own campaigns to align with these two 
phases of the Electoral Commission campaign, to allow consistent messaging. 
 
A voter information booklet will be sent to every household in Scotland in the week of 
3 April.  This will contain information on how to register to vote; the different ways to 
vote (including in person, proxy and postal voting) and how to complete the ballot 
paper using numbers. This booklet will be available in a range of alternative formats 
and community languages. 
 
Partnership working is a vital component of the Commission’s work to reach under-
registered groups and those facing barriers to participation in democracy.  The 
Commission works in partnership with a wide range of public and voluntary 
organisations to target voter information at young people, students, BME 
communities, disabled people and private renters.  A fundamental element of the 
work is the coordination of activity with Returning Officers, Electoral Registration 
Officers and their communications teams to extend the reach of all the public 
awareness campaign.  This includes providing campaign resources for councils to 
adapt and use locally. 
 
The Commission are planning specific tailored partnership activity in relation to 15-
17 year olds. This will include activity in schools to replicate the success of their 
‘Ready to vote’ campaign launched ahead of the Scottish Parliament election which 
approximately 80% of Scottish secondary schools participated in.  They will again 
work with a range of bodies to deliver this including Education Scotland, The 
Association of Directors in Education Scotland, School Leaders Scotland and the 
Electoral Management Board.  
 
 
 



 

5 
 

Postal and Proxy Voting 

 
It is noted that the Committee have a particular interest in the use of postal and 
proxy voting and its impact on turnout.   
 
All voters can apply to cast their vote by post. Turnout has been shown to be higher 
amongst postal voters than those who vote at polling stations, but postal voting has 
also been associated with the potential for electoral fraud.  The Committee will be 
aware of the steps taken to address this risk: postal voters have been required to 
provide personal identifiers since 2008, with the European Parliamentary Elections in 
2009 being the first events at which these identifiers were checked to confirm the 
identity of postal voters. 
 
At the Scottish Parliament elections in May 2016 17.7% of electors registered to vote 
by post. Turnout amongst postal voters is generally higher than levels of turnout of 
polling place voters.  For example, turnout was 55.8% of the registered electorate in 
the constituency vote and 55.9% in the regional vote in May 2016.    However, nearly 
77% of postal votes issued were returned by electors (76.6% in the constituency 
vote and 76.7% in the regional vote) and postal votes accounted for 23.7% of all 
votes included in the count for the constituency contests and 23.8% of all votes 
included in the count for the regional contests. 
 
To assist the voter, in recent years the EMB has, either by direction or 
recommendation, identified a period of time in which ROs should issue postal votes 
across Scotland. This allows all of Scotland’s postal voters to know when their vote 
is being issued and a level of national awareness of these dates to be established.  It 
also allows parties to co-ordinate campaigning directed at postal voters. Parties and 
candidates are made aware of the time period for issue and nearer the date of issue, 
if possible, precise local delivery dates. 
 
There has also been an increase in recent years in the number of electors appointing 
a proxy to vote on their behalf.  Proxies were appointed in 9,930 cases for the 2016 
Scottish Parliament elections compared with 6,890 for the same polls in 2011.  The 
number of proxies averaged 136 across all Scottish Parliament constituencies in 
2016.  However, compared to postal voting, the uptake of proxy voting is tiny.  Proxy 
voters represented 0.2% of the total electorate in May 2016.   
 
The Electoral Commission have noted that while electors who know that they will not 
be able to vote in person on polling day have the option of either postal or proxy 
voting, a far greater number of absent voters choose to vote by post.  A number of 
electors raised concerns that they were not included in the first issue of postal votes, 
and due to the timing of receiving their postal vote were not be able to return it as 
they had for instance left to go on holiday or business before the postal vote arrived.  
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In response, the Electoral Commission have recommended that awareness of the 
implications of different voting methods should be raised.  The Electoral Commission 
intend to work with EROs, ROs and other partners to promote awareness amongst 
voters of the practical implications of different voting methods (such as postal voting 
or appointing a proxy) particularly if they are making an application during the last 
month before polling day.  The EMB will work closely with the other partners in this 
area. 
 
Examples of Recent and Current Initiatives across Scotland 

 
Promoting participation is a prime concern of the electoral community.  While the 
delivery of efficient, consistent and secure electoral events is basic, each event 
requires the foundation of a properly registered and well-informed electorate who will 
actually take part in the event by voting. 
 
Councils, EROs and ROs across Scotland have delivered  a range of activities 
focussed on ensuring that all eligible voters initially register and then ultimately 
turnout.  Voters who have historically displayed poor levels of participation have 
been particularly targeted by a number of initiatives across the country.  These 
groups have included first time voters.  EROs and ROs work closely with our 
counterparts in education to promote registration and to encourage schools to take 
part in the Electoral Commission’s March registration campaign.  EROs receive the 
schools lists from all schools both local authority and private sector and write to 
every pupil individually, inviting them to register to vote if they are not already on the 
register. 
 
Some examples are given below of how such initiatives have been delivered.  This is 
not an exhaustive list.   
 
All local authorities have similar initiatives.  Even for those highlighted below, these 
workstreams are only some of the work that is ongoing within the council to promote 
participation.  What is offered is a sample of typical recent activity focussing on a 
range of groups, primarily young people, just to illustrate the sort of initiatives that 
are being pursued. 
 
Aberdeenshire - Initiatives in Schools 
 

In addition to the national registration day in schools in March 2016 last year, the 
work was combined with and supported by a larger strategy which included:  
 

 The ERO ran a competition in schools to design the artwork for a pop-up 
banner to be used at various events, highlighting the reduction in the 
voting age and encouraging young people to register to vote. 
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 The RO and Council ran another large scale Schools Election in 
Aberdeenshire, modelled on the Scottish Parliament Elections.  It was held 
in all 17 Aberdeenshire secondary schools and all pupils from S1 upwards 
were eligible to vote. They were given two ballot papers and, in most 
schools, they managed to find a pupil to stand as a constituency candidate 
for each of the five main parties.   

 
Work also linked the successful candidate in our schools elections to their local 
community councils. These are not solely registration initiatives but are designed 
to instil an understanding and appreciation of the importance of voting and taking 
part in the democratic process. 
 

East Ayrshire – work in schools 
 

Over the last couple of elections, there has been work with the Vibrant 
Communities team at the Council and the ERO to run workshops through all 
of their secondary schools. 
 
2017 will see our 16 & 17 year olds participate within another election cycle, 
this time for the Scottish Local Government elections in May.  Our young 
people will have their say in electing the future politicians that will take East 
Ayrshire forward over the coming years.  To that end Vibrant Communities, in 
conjunction with the Ayrshire ERO  and East Ayrshire Council’s Democratic 
Services would be delighted to offer your establishment a workshop on Voter 
Registration.  Previous pupils of your establishment have benefited from this 
workshop, which aims to encourage potential voters to consider the issues 
and matters that are important to them and the importance of Voter 
Registration.   
 
The workshop itself will last approximately 2 hours, delivered within your own 
establishment and be staffed by Vibrant Communities.  Your pupils will be 
given the opportunity to experience a polling booth and ballot box.  They will 
also be given the opportunity to register to vote as part of the workshop.  The 
workshop is aimed at those young people who will be 16 years of age or over; 
on or before the date of the election in May.   East Ayrshire has previously 
reported high levels of Voter Registration and we should be in a position to 
give a statistical breakdown for your establishment post-election for your own 
records. 
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Falkirk Council - Social Work Division (Children’s Services) work to increase 
engagement of and awareness-raising with Looked After Children 
 

Since March 2014 this service has run 3 events promoting the importance of 
registering to vote, and voting in elections, as well as how to register and to 
vote.  
 
These events were offered to all young people both currently Looked After 
and Care experienced young people, aged 15 and over, as well as other 
young people in supported accommodation resources in this authority who 
may have missed out on Education’s attempts to inform young people 
generally of their rights to, and importance of, registering to vote and voting. 
200 Flyers with information were sent to all young people who are on our 
system aged 15 and over, and young people in supported accommodation. 
The last event, March 2016, we raised awareness of the event by emailing 
staff to encourage young people to attend, and at foster carer’s 
meetings/training. This captured young people aged under 18 and over, 
although only 3 young people aged 18 or over attended our events. 
The middle event was focused on the Referendum in 2014 but the first and 
last event was raising general awareness of the voting.  
 
The working group responsible for facilitating these events also attended a 
care leaver’s event in autumn 2014 which was predominately young people 
aged 18 plus and we successfully helped 10 young people complete their 
registration forms, which we then posted.  As a result of all the above we have 
supported a total of 22 young people to register. 
 
A report was submitted following the last event in March 2016, with 
recommendations that we run these events yearly to ensure as many young 
people who may not be accessing education’s attempts to keep young people 
informed are offered a chance to reflect on how important this is for them. 
Our residential Children’s Homes have undertaken to discuss the importance 
of registering to vote, and voting with all young people placed with them, and 
we have recommended that foster carers do the same. 
 
We raised awareness of the EU Referendum by alerting all residential staff 
(internal and external in Falkirk Council), foster carers and supported 
accommodation resources by email. The Leaving Care Team committed to 
contacting all care leavers (allocated and closed cases) known to them (46 
YP) to encourage them to vote. 
 
Each time we do a mail/email drop we are also raising awareness with carers 
and staff. 
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In addition, at the Continuing Care Working Group session (May 2016), which 
7 young people took part in, we discussed the importance of young people 
voting generally but including the imminent EU referendum. 3 of these young 
people were aged 18. We also agreed as a group that it was important that all 
young people who opted into Continuing Care (Children and Young Peoples 
(Scotland) Act 2014) should be encouraged to register to vote, and to vote.  
Children’s Services now have a Champions Board, made up of young care 
experienced young people and supported by specifically appointed staff 
(including care experienced young people), Childrens Rights Service and 
Who Cares?.  The Champions Board will take over responsibility for 
organising and running the annual event as of this year. The ethos of the 
Champions Board is and to encourage young people at every opportunity to 
see the importance of having a view, expressing this positively, with voting as 
one way to do so. 
 
I have a training session for Foster Carers being planned with the above staff 
for February 2017 with one workshop focusing on the importance of helping 
young people have a political voice. 
 

Highland Council  
 

Staff of the Returning Officer met with the Highland Council Youth Convener 
who is hoping to provide a number of youths to work at our count primarily in 
the opening of ballot boxes but possibly for other duties as well. 
 
Our hope is that this will encourage engagement and participation and raise 
awareness of the local government elections within this group. The Youth 
convener will meet with youth workers and groups to identify suitable 
personnel. 
 

North Ayrshire 
 

Social Media  
 
• Countdowns and Useful Links are  shared via the Council website and our 

Youth Services Facebook Page and Twitter Accounts.  
• Snapchat is used to tell the story of how to register/vote.  
 
Work with Schools  
 
• All Secondary School Head Teachers promote the 'ReadyToVote' 

Campaign across the school community with our Youth Services Team 
hosting workshops & information stalls to encourage young people to 
register/use their vote.  
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• Temporary graffiti messages are used in prominent areas and school 
playgrounds.  

• Adapted ASN sessions are provided to support young people with 
additional support needs to be able to register to vote. 

 
Youth Work Team  
 
• Information made available at Youth Council and Joint Cabinet meetings 

on registering to vote.  These meetings also opportunities to register.  
• Sessional Youth Work Staff share information at all Youth Groups across 

the Council area.  
• Rock the Vote Style Live Music Sessions are held which allows our young 

people an opportunity to register.  
• Husting events are held across the council area again offering an 

opportunity to register. 
 
Ayrshire College  
 
• The Principal is supportive of our campaign and arranges for posters to be 

displayed in Campuses, re-tweets information from the Council and sends 
information emails to student email accounts.  

• The Council's Youth Services Team also host an information stall at the 
College campus based in North Ayrshire. 

 
Renfrewshire ERO 
 

The Renfrewshire ERO has worked with its 3 constituent councils and their 
Community Education divisions. This has resulted in Renfrewshire Council 
delivering workshops to all secondary schools in their area prior to last years 
elections. Inverclyde Council also had workshops delivered to all its 
secondary schools by ERO staff.  East Renfrewshire Council made it's own 
arrangements with their schools. These visits resulted in a very high 
percentage of those young people eligible to register doing so before the 
Scottish Parliamentary election in May 2016. 
 
The Paisley campus for the University of the West of Scotland along with the 
two colleges within  the Joint Board area were contacted and materials given 
to them to advertise the forthcoming elections.  
 
There is also ongoing work with private landlords in the 3 council areas to 
asking them to work with the ERO  to enclose material in their tenancy packs 
when they are agreeing new leases with private sector tenants.  
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South Lanarkshire – Elections in Schools and related materials 
 

The Elections Team have produced guidance to encourage running elections 
in schools which has hyperlinks to the various related documents and some 
detailed material explaining democracy and the various electoral evens 
produced specifically by for schools.  These are now in place in all schools in 
South Lanarkshire on a platform to allow them to access these documents 
from the school at any point in time so this can be used to vote for best pupil, 
pupil council etc.  The basic position taken in this work is that an early 
introduction into the voting process (even from primary school age) is 
something that all should grow up with rather than be introduced to when 16 
or 18.  
  

West Lothian Council – Democracy Challenge 
 

The West Lothian Council undertakes a Democracy Challenge each year.  In 
response to the extension of the franchise to include 16 and 17 year olds in 
Scotland, the Democracy Challenge was offered to young people in S4, S5 
and a small number who were eligible to register in S3, in all 11 mainstream 
secondary schools in West Lothian. In addition to this a session was offered 
via the Youth Inclusion Project to “looked after” young people.  Young people 
attending the sessions were offered the opportunity by Electoral Registration 
Office Staff to check whether or not they were already registered and, if not, to 
register there and then. 
 
The Democracy Challenge is divided into 4 distinct sections which look at; 
why young people should get involved in political decision making and how 
their lives are affected by it, how to register to vote, how to cast your vote and 
how to get involved in the local participation structure.  In an attempt to gauge 
the impact on young people of attending these sessions, staff asked three 
questions at the end of each S4 session and 2 at the end of each S5 session: 
 

• Will you be 16 or over on or before the 5th of May 2016?  (S4 only) 
• Are you more likely to vote as a result of what you have learned at 

this session? 
• Will you take more of an interest in what your pupil council, West 

Lothian Youth Congress and or Member of the Scottish Youth 
Parliament do as a result of what you have learned at this session? 

 
Results 
 

• 23 sessions of the Democracy Challenge were delivered, 2 in each 
of the 11 secondary schools and 1 in Bathgate Partnership Centre. 

• The sessions were attended by 2,723 young people. 
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• 1629 (60%) of those attending will be 16 or older on or before the 5th 
May 2016 

• 1524 (94%) said that they would be more likely to vote as a result of 
what they had learned at the session. 

• 230 (8%) would take more of an interest in what their pupil council, 
West Lothian Youth Congress and or Member of the Scottish Youth 
Parliament do as a result of what they had learned at the session 

• 201 young people took the opportunity to register at the end of the 
session 

 

Conclusion 

 
This is only a brief sample of the work that is undertaken to promote participation.  
Detailed case studies and samples of the materials produced could be supplied to 
the Committee if that would be valuable.  There is a broad national approach 
coordinated with the two phase campaign of the Electoral Commission and using 
their materials and templates.  Each RO, ERO and Council also undertakes tailored 
initiatives specifically aimed at their own target communities.  Young people are a 
target everywhere and all ROs and EROs have initiatives and partnership activities 
involving secondary schools and youth groups. 
 
Postal and Proxy voting is also available to make participation easier for those 
unable to get to polling places.  The tension between accessibility and integrity is 
recognised however with measures taken to prevent fraud, including the use of 
personal identifiers, potentially impacting on the uptake of postal voting.  Proxy 
voting is less widely adopted but remains an alternative for all voters. 
 
Mary Pitcaithly  

Convener of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland (EMB) 


