
The Fight for Young People’s 
Political Voice in the UK

Introduction
Imagine being able to work, pay taxes, and even get married, but not being allowed to vote for 
the politicians who make decisions about your future. This is the reality for 16 and 17-year-olds 
across most of the UK today. For decades, campaigners have argued that the voting age should be 
lowered from 18 to 16.

Background
The UK voting age hasn’t always been 18. It was lowered from 21 to 18 in 1969, partly because 
young people were serving in the military and argued they deserved a political voice. Now, many 
believe it’s time for another change.

The Campaign Today
The UK voting age hasn’t always been 18. It was lowered from 21 to 18 in 1969, partly because 
young people were serving in the military and argued they deserved a political voice. Now, many 
believe it’s time for another change.

Supporters include:
Youth organisations like the UK Youth Parliament
Political parties (Liberal Democrats, SNP, many Labour MPs)
Trade unions

Opponents include:
Most Conservative MPs
Some who believe 18 is the right age for voting

www.theday.co.uk



www.theday.co.uk

The Arguments: Two Sides of the Debate
Arguments FOR Votes at 16:

1.	 “No taxation without representation”:  
16-year-olds can work and pay taxes but can’t vote for how those taxes are spent

2.	 Legal responsibilities: At 16, you can legally:  
Leave school and start working 
Join the armed forces (with parental consent) 
Pay income tax and National Insurance.

3.	 Democratic engagement: Research suggests that voting habits form early, and engaging 
young people could increase lifelong political participation.

4.	 International examples: Several countries and regions already allow 16-year-old voting, 
including Scotland for local elections and Austria for all elections.

5.	 Brain development: While the brain isn’t fully developed until the mid-20s, 16-year-olds have 
developed enough cognitive ability to make informed political choices.

Arguments FOR Votes at 16:

•	 Maturity concerns: Critics argue that 16-year-olds lack the life experience and emotional 
maturity for such important decisions.

•	 Brain development: The prefrontal cortex, responsible for decision-making and 
understanding consequences, isn’t fully developed until around age 25.

•	 Consistency with other rights: Most adult rights and responsibilities (like buying alcohol, 
smoking, or getting credit cards) start at 18.

•	 Educational concerns: Some worry that schools might unfairly influence young voters’ 
political choices.

•	 Parental influence: Questions about whether 16-year-olds can make truly independent 
political decisions.

Scotland’s Success Story
Scotland lowered the voting age to 16 for local elections and allowed 16-17 year olds to vote in 
the 2014 independence referendum. The results were encouraging: 75% of young people voted, 
they were well-informed, and there was no evidence of inappropriate influence.

Current Status
The Labour government supports lowering the voting age, but it requires an act of Parliament. 
The campaign continues as this debate raises fundamental questions about who deserves a voice 
in democracy.

Reflection Questions for Critical Thinking

If you could vote tomorrow, how prepared do you feel to make informed political decisions? What 
would help you feel more prepared?

Which argument for lowering the voting age do you find most convincing? Which argument against 
it makes you think twice? Explain your reasoning.

Scotland’s experience with 16-year-old voters was largely positive, with high turnout and informed 
participation. Does this prove that votes at 16 would work across the UK, or might there be 
important differences?

If the voting age were lowered to 16, what responsibilities should come with that right? Should 
there be requirements for civic education or other preparations?

If votes at 16 became law, how do you think it would change British politics and society over the 
next 20 years? Consider both intended and unintended consequences.


