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Executive summary 

Introduction 

In 2012 the Electoral Commission commenced a wide-ranging review of electoral 

vulnerabilities in the UK and its final report
1
 was published in January 2014. This 

report concluded that there is a consistent underlying level of concern about electoral 
fraud in the UK. In particular, it found there are strongly held views (both among the 
public and in stakeholder responses to the consultation) about electoral fraud 
vulnerabilities in some South Asian communities, and specifically within British 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities.  

The Commission contracted the research agency NatCen to carry out qualitative 
research to explore electoral fraud vulnerabilities within British Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani communities in order to provide a greater understanding of possible links 
between electoral fraud and any specific geographic, cultural and demographic 
factors. The intent was also to gather suggestions for improvements to make voting 
safer from electoral fraud.  

Research methods 

A qualitative case study of eight electoral wards across England with a large British 
Pakistani or Bangladeshi population was conducted. Four areas had a recent history 
of allegations or convictions of electoral fraud (referred to as ‘Higher Risk’ areas). 
Each of these was paired with a comparator area with similar population 
characteristics but no electoral fraud allegations or convictions (referred to as 
‘Comparator’ areas). In-depth interviews and group discussions were conducted in 
each area. A total of 199 people of Pakistani, Bangladeshi and other ethnic and 
national backgrounds (including white British), took part in the research. Purposive 
sampling was used to ensure that the research represents a range of views and 
experiences in case study areas. 

Participants’ were asked for their views and experiences of electoral fraud, including 
their opinions of what constitutes fraudulent activity (some of which related to 
electoral fraud legal offences and some of which did not). 

Key findings  
Electoral fraud vulnerabilities  

Participants did not believe that British Pakistani or Bangladeshi groups or their 
locality were any more vulnerable to electoral fraud than any other group. Factors 
underpinning vulnerability to electoral fraud do not exclusively affect British Pakistani 
and Bangladeshi communities. Other communities may experience similar influences. 

The study findings suggest a complex intertwining of contextual, cultural, and 
practical electoral process factors that can create vulnerabilities to electoral fraud. 
Perceived pressure and feelings of obligation to vote a particular way, due to the 
influence of community networks or prominent individuals within a community; 
combined with individual factors, such as age, gender, an illness or disability, literacy 
levels or a lack of knowledge of the electoral process could exacerbate vulnerabilities. 
It was the interaction of these factors, alongside perceived weaknesses in the election 

                                            
1
 http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/164609/Electoral-fraud-review-final-

report.pdf 
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and voting process, with particular reference to some aspects of the postal voting 
process, which appeared to generate the greatest risk of electoral fraud. 

The findings suggest that the greater the number of factors present in an area, the 
greater the potential risk of electoral fraud. Higher risk areas had some or all of the 
main factors present, while Comparator areas had fewer or none of these factors. The 
relative influence of these factors, in combination with local conditions and 
characteristics increased the risk of unacceptable or fraudulent activity.  

Local area differences 

A number of specific area-based differences emerged between Higher Risk and 
Comparator areas, as shown in the below table. In summary, the Higher Risk areas 
were described by participants as:  

 deprived, with a high density of people from the same family or ethnicity living 
in nearby houses;  

 close-knit communities with reported stronger biraderi/brath-thitho ties2; 

 community tensions, which may intensify efforts to ensure a particular 
candidate wins the election; and  

 a smaller network of community based services and fewer opportunities to 
build ties across communities or to provide information about electoral 
processes.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Identifying unacceptable or fraudulent election activities 

Disentangling and categorising views of election activities as acceptable or 
unacceptable led to the identification of a number of individual, community and 
electoral process activities and factors that were, for the most part, perceived as 
acceptable and legal. However, these were categorised as 'grey areas' because they 
could be considered unacceptable (if not fraudulent) if limits of 'acceptability' were 

                                            
2
 For a definition of these networks see Chapter 2, section 2.3.  

biraderi networks within British Pakistani communities 

brath-thitho networks within British Bangladeshi communities  

Cuts Services/amenities Good/adequate 

Poor Community relations Good/minor tensions 

High density housing  Housing/migration 

patterns 

Lower density housing 

Higher levels Deprivation Lower, aspirational 

Poor/adequate Attitudes towards 

local authorities 

Good/adequate 

Higher Risk areas  Comparator areas  
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reached. These limits which signalled a perceptual shift from acceptable to 
unacceptable or fraudulent activity are referred to as 'tipping points'. 

The research identified the following factors that may underpin vulnerability to 
electoral fraud: 

Lack of knowledge about what is acceptable campaigning to influence someone's 
voting choice, and activities and behaviours that constitute electoral fraud. 
Participants across all areas and ethnic backgrounds lacked knowledge about the 
behaviours and actions that constitute electoral fraud. While there was a consensus 
that bribery and taking a vote without someone’s permission were clear cut cases of 
fraud, there was less certainty about other activities. However, in relation to these 
‘grey areas’, participants did identify tipping points beyond which these activities 
became unacceptable or potentially fraudulent, dependant on the context and intent 
of those involved: 

 Pressure by Pakistani biraderi or Bangladeshi brath-thitho networks to vote for a 
candidate. This pressure combined with persistent campaign activity made people 
feel obligated to vote in a particular way;  

 Campaigners who intentionally capitalised on people’s vulnerabilities (such as low 
levels of literacy) to influence their vote;  

 Influence or pressure to vote a certain way by a stranger rather than a family 
member;  

 The use of threats of harm or force. 
 

Pressure to vote a certain way (linked to family or cultural networks). Research 
participants painted a complex picture of individual and collective behaviour in relation 
to political participation. Older generations, new migrants and those living in close-knit 
communities were influenced by immediate family, but also by wider community 
networks. The strength of these ties influenced individuals’ sense of obligation and 
reciprocity, and elicited a corresponding sense of shame if these obligations were 
perceived not to have been fulfilled. 

In Higher Risk areas, particularly in the context of living in deprived areas with few 
opportunities, along with the need to negotiate perceived structural racism, 
community based allegiances and networks could be used to obtain status or power, 
and to take advantage of associated opportunities. Community allegiances were 
negotiated and affirmed through biraderi networks within British Pakistani 
communities and brath-thitho networks among British Bangladeshi groups. 

Biraderi/brath-thitho politics were salient for older groups, especially men in the 
Higher Risk areas. However, the influence of these networks on voting decision 
appeared to be weakening among British born Pakistani and Bangladeshi people. As 
a consequence, voting behaviours and the electoral vulnerabilities associated with 
cultural obligations may change over time.  

Low levels of literacy and a lack of English language skills created barriers to 
political participation and understanding UK electoral processes. This was particularly 
true for older British Pakistani and Bangladeshi voters, new migrants, and especially 
women. Without direct access to information regarding candidates or electoral 
processes, and unable to vote by themselves, these types of individuals were likely to 
rely on others to help with voting.  

Voting method: Postal votes were considered to be particularly open to electoral 
fraud, due to a higher risk to voter secrecy and voter control over casting their own 
vote compared with voting at the polling station. In Higher Risk areas, participants 
reported campaigners encouraging voters to register to vote using this method and 
providing support with applying for, completing, and returning a postal vote. 
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Implications of electoral fraud  
In both Higher Risk and Comparator case study areas, coverage by mainstream 
British media channels of Muslims and global conflicts, and also specific reports of 
electoral fraud cases were felt to reinforce stereotypes of Muslim communities, 
resulting in poor community relations. 

Participants emphasised that fraudulent acts are carried out by individuals and not 
whole communities. British Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities felt unfairly 
implicated in electoral fraud. This singling out of particular communities, reinforced by 
media reports added to the feeling of being stigmatised.  

In Higher Risk areas participants were concerned about particular individuals, 
typically candidates or councillors, and their perceived involvement in electoral wrong-
doing. This concern reduced trust in local electoral and political processes but trust in 
the electoral system, as a whole, was not affected. 

Reporting electoral fraud 
Participants identified the following barriers to reporting electoral fraud: 

Identifying that electoral fraud had taken place. Fraudulent activity was perceived 
to occur ‘behind closed doors’. In the absence of direct experience there may be 
insufficient evidence to make a formal complaint.  

Relationship to perpetrators. There was a reluctance to report family members or 
personal contacts who were implicated in fraud.  

Anonymity. There was distrust of reporting generally, and even of anonymous 
reporting due to a concern about identity being exposed during an investigation and 
the perceived resulting social consequences.  

Responsibility. Generally, electoral fraud was not considered to be a serious crime. 
Assumptions about time consuming reporting processes were a barrier. People also 
believed that the losers at an election would take responsibility of reporting suspected 
fraud. 

How to report fraud. Participants were not clear about which authority they could 
report suspected electoral fraud to.  

Participant recommendations  

Participants suggested ways to make electoral processes more secure: 

Knowledge and awareness raising  

Increasing knowledge of the electoral process. Community based sessions 
targeted at older women and new migrant spouses with language barriers to help with 
knowledge building of electoral processes and fraud. Local radio was suggested as a 
good method to disseminate information in community languages.  

Engaging young people. Targeted interventions to make conventional political 
participation attractive and relevant to young people were suggested, along with 
awareness building of the behaviours and activities that constitute electoral fraud.  

Raising awareness of electoral fraud. The distribution of materials with information 
about the different types of electoral fraud, as well as about reporting fraudulent 
activities around election time.  

Reporting electoral fraud. Accessible modes of reporting electoral fraud, such as a 
freephone number. Assurances about confidentiality and anonymity to enable people 
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to report incidents without fear of negative consequences for themselves or their 
family. 

Increasing safety of voting methods  

Polling stations. Monitoring activity around polling stations. The establishment of a 
process that escalates any emerging incidents of intimidation or electoral fraud. 
Introducing ID requirements to increase voter security.  

Postal voting. A review of postal vote registration and administration. Provision of 
information in other languages about postal vote processes and how to safeguard 
against fraud.  

Conduct of candidates and campaigners 

Candidates and councillors: Political parties to take responsibility for monitoring 
local campaign activities. Candidates should be informed of the role and 
responsibilities of councillors, including acceptable campaign methods.  

Campaigning: To safeguard against unknowingly becoming implicated in fraudulent 
campaign approaches, training and information on this role should include application 
of influence and the tipping point where influence can become electoral fraud. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background – the commissioning context  
The Electoral Commission aims to ensure integrity and public confidence in the 
democratic process. The Commission commenced a wide-ranging review of electoral 
vulnerabilities in the UK to identify what could be done to improve confidence in the 
security of electoral processes3,4. 

Evidence from police data and prosecutions revealed that electoral fraud is not 
widespread in the UK. Data on electoral fraud shows that incidents are most apparent 
in local elections, more likely to occur in specific areas in England, and particularly in 
a small number of local authority areas5. Furthermore, electoral fraud tends to be 
committed by candidates or their supporters. Where significant cases of organised 
electoral fraud have been found to have taken place, they have been committed and 
coordinated by a relatively small number of individuals.  

The majority of people in wards affected by electoral fraud are victims rather than 
offenders. Areas identified as vulnerable to fraud comprise a diverse range of 
nationalities and ethnic groups, in particular, large South Asian communities6, and 
have experienced previous allegations of electoral fraud7. People accused of electoral 
fraud and people convicted of fraud come from a range of backgrounds including 
white British, South Asian and other European backgrounds. Consultations with 
stakeholders, including the general public8, on perceptions of electoral fraud 
highlighted that there are strongly held views that fraud is more likely to occur in 
South Asian communities, and particularly within British Pakistani or Bangladeshi 
groups. 

The review concluded that although electoral fraud is not widespread in the UK, there 
is a consistent underlying level of concern about it. The Commission’s review is clear 
that it would be a mistake to suggest that electoral fraud only takes place within 
specific South Asian communities. It identified a need for further research to better 
understand cases of electoral fraud and why it takes place in certain areas. 
Furthermore, there is a need to better understand whether certain demographic or 
cultural factors mean that specific communities appear to be more vulnerable to 
electoral fraud. 

It is within this context that the Electoral Commission funded explorative qualitative 
research into understanding the perceptions and experiences of electoral fraud 

                                            
3
 For more information about the Commission’s review into electoral vulnerabilities, see reports available 

on the Commission’s website: 
Electoral Fraud in the UK: Final report and recommendations (2014) 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/164609/Electoral-fraud-review-final-
report.pdf 
4
 Electoral Fraud: Evidence and issues paper (2013) 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/155335/Electoral-fraud-evidence-
and-issues-paper-revised.pdf 
5
 The areas identified to be at risk of electoral fraud are: Birmingham, Blackburn with Darwen, Bradford, 

Burnley, Calderdale, Coventry, Derby, Hyndburn, Kirklees, Oldham, Pendle, Peterborough, Slough, 
Tower Hamlets, Walsall, and Woking. Luton was added for elections in 2015. 
6
 2011 Census: QS202UK Multiple ethnic groups, local authorities in the United Kingdom  

7
 Appendix 3 of Electoral fraud in the UK: Evidence and issues paper (2013) 

8
 Perceptions of Electoral Fraud: Qualitative Research (2013) 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/155300/Perceptions-of-Electoral-
Fraud-Stage-1-research-report.pdf 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/164609/Electoral-fraud-review-final-report.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/164609/Electoral-fraud-review-final-report.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/155335/Electoral-fraud-evidence-and-issues-paper-revised.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/155335/Electoral-fraud-evidence-and-issues-paper-revised.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/155300/Perceptions-of-Electoral-Fraud-Stage-1-research-report.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/155300/Perceptions-of-Electoral-Fraud-Stage-1-research-report.pdf
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among specific minority ethnic communities, namely British Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi groups. Two distinct but complementary projects were commissioned: 

 Public opinion research stream: research with members of the public, 
predominantly those identifying themselves to be of British Pakistani or 
Bangladeshi ethnicity – although not exclusively. This research was conducted 
by NatCen Social Research and is the focus of this report; and  

 Political and community activist research stream: research with people 
involved in political activity conducted by academic partners. Findings from this 
research stream are reported separately and not covered in this report. Full 
findings of the activist research can be accessed here. 

Both research streams took place in the same eight areas of England and the timings 
of both studies broadly coincided. 

1.2  Research objectives 
The overarching aim of this exploratory qualitative research was to better understand 
the reasons for the association (or perceived association) between areas with large 
South Asian communities and alleged electoral fraud. Crucially, it was important not 
to take this link at face value, but explore any associated links between electoral fraud 
and regional, community or personal characteristics of any kind, and not just ethnicity.  

Qualitative research can map the range of views or experiences of a given topic, but it 
cannot estimate their scale or prevalence. Therefore, quantifying levels of electoral 
fraud was not an objective of this research. Equally, measuring occurrences of any 
alleged instances of electoral fraud in the case study areas, or in specific 
communities, falls outside of the remit of this study. 

With this in mind, the key objectives of this public opinion research stream were to: 

 build on the findings from the previous research stages about electoral fraud 
vulnerabilities, with specific focus on participation and undue influence9; 

 explore the attitudes to and experiences of political participation and voting, the 
security of the electoral process, and electoral fraud; 

 provide greater understanding of the issues related to participation in the 
electoral process and any links with specific geographical areas, cultural and 
demographic factors; and 

 help understand whether any improvements could make the voting process 
safer from electoral fraud. 

1.3 Research design 
A qualitative research design using a case study approach was undertaken to 
achieve the research objectives. Case studies allow for an in-depth investigation of a 
person, group or area; providing researchers with greater context of the 
circumstances surrounding the topic of enquiry. The strength of this approach for this 
explorative research is that areas with and without allegations or convictions of 
electoral fraud, but with otherwise similar characteristics (such as the population 

                                            
9 Reports of previous research stages can be accessed: http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/find-
information-by-subject/electoral-fraud/electoral-fraud-vulnerabilities-review 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/our-work/our-research/other-research
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make up) can be compared with one another; allowing insights on any conditions and 
characteristics that might be associated with reports of electoral fraud.  

Eight electoral wards across England with a large British Pakistani or Bangladeshi 
population were selected as research sites. Four of these areas had a recent history 
of allegations or convictions of electoral fraud (referred to as ‘Higher Risk’ areas) and 
the remaining four had no such allegations or convictions (referred to as Comparator’ 
areas). Each Higher Risk area was paired with a Comparator area with similar 
population characteristics but no electoral fraud allegations or convictions. Chapter 2 
details the selection of the case study areas and provides contextual information on 
each area. 

1.4 Data collection methods: focus groups and 
interviews  

A flexible research design was deployed due to the potential sensitivities of the 
research topic. To counteract any reluctance to discuss electoral fraud, especially in 
Higher Risk areas, the research comprised a mix of qualitative research methods: in-
depth individual or paired interviews and focus groups, as appropriate. Focus group 
participants were also given the opportunity to take part in a follow-up interview if they 
wished to; in case they felt unable to discuss a particular issue in the group setting. 
Discussions took between 60 to 90 minutes and were offered in four different 
languages: English; Urdu and Punjabi, languages spoken in Pakistan; and Sylheti, a 
dialect of Bengali spoken in Bangladesh10. Segregated gender focus groups were 
also offered.   

A thematic approach was used to structure the interviews and group discussions. The 
topic guide covered six key topics for discussion:  

 Participant background, views on living in the ‘case study’ area, and local 
politics: a broad discussion including migration patterns, key issues in the local 
area, local politics, key personalities in the local community, and community 
relations, to help set the context for later discussion.  

 Political participation: establishing the range of views on the importance of 
politics at the local, national and international level. Voting and other forms of 
political participation, including facilitators and barriers to involvement. 

 Perceptions of electoral fraud: exploring awareness and understanding of the 
term ‘electoral fraud’ and different types of electoral wrong-doing.  

 Knowledge and views and personal experiences of electoral fraud: 
knowledge, views and personal experiences of local cases of electoral fraud; 
those at risk of becoming involved in electoral fraud, either knowingly or 
unknowingly. This discussion was facilitated by the use of scenarios, where 
participants did not have personal experiences or narratives to draw on. This 
involved presenting fictional scenarios to participants related to the issues 
pertinent to the research, such as influence of families on voting behaviours; or 
falsely voting on behalf of someone else. Each scenario was explored in-depth 
with participants, with additional facets of the scenario added during the 
discussion. The scenarios can be found in Appendix E. A key strength of the 

                                            
10

 2011 Census data shows that after English and Polish, Punjabi, Urdu and Bengali (including the 
Sylheti dialect) make up the 5 most common languages spoken in the UK. Punjabi is spoken by 273,000 
people or 0.5% of the UK population; Urdu 269,000 (0.5%); Bengali (with Sylheti and Chatgaya) 221,000 
(0.4%). 
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scenario based approach is that it enables discussion of otherwise abstract 
principles and helps reveal the underlying reasoning behind people’s reactions 
to these principles.  

 Perceived implications of allegations and convictions of electoral fraud on 
individuals, communities and the election system. 

 Suggestions for making the electoral system safer from fraud.  

A full topic guide and scenarios are appended to this report (see Appendix E). 

1.5 Ethical protocol 
Ethical approval was successfully sought from NatCen’s Research Ethics Committee 
(REC) which complies with the requirements of the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC, 2005) and Government Social Research Unit Research Ethics 
Frameworks (GSRU, 2005).  

At the recruitment stage, individuals were given an information leaflet explaining the 
research and describing what participation would entail. A full explanation was also 
given to recruited participants both in writing and verbally prior to a group discussion 
or an interview. This information included an overview of the topic areas likely to be 
discussed, the voluntary nature of participation, and that participants could withdraw 
from the research at any time.  

Participants were reassured about the confidential nature of taking part. It was 
emphasised that participants would not be required to share any information about 
involvement in or knowledge of electoral fraud if they did not wish to do so. At the 
start of each group discussion, participants were informed that any disclosure about 
previous electoral fraud would not be reported to any authority; but that researchers 
may need to report disclosures about planned future fraudulent activity or risk of 
harm. Furthermore, focus group participants were asked to respect the confidentiality 
of the group and not to share any content of the discussion with anyone outside of the 
group. They were also offered a follow-up interview to discuss any issues in a more 
private setting.  

Consent to take part in the research was sought prior to the start of each data 
collection encounter. At the end of group discussions all participants were offered a 
cash incentive as a token of appreciation for their time and to cover any travel costs 
they may have incurred. 

1.6  Recruitment of research participants  
Fieldwork was conducted across two ‘stages’ or timeframes. The first stage took 
place in June 2014, shortly after the May 2014 local elections, and the second stage 
was carried out in August and September 2014, during election ‘peacetime’. Four 
research areas were included within each stage; two Higher Risk and their 
Comparator areas. This staggered approach was employed for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, to avoid conducting fieldwork over the month of Ramadan, out of respect for 
the largely Muslim participants in this study, who may have been observing fasting. 
Secondly, to help understand whether election related activities, such as 
campaigning, have an impact on attitudes to electoral fraud. The break between the 
two stages also allowed an iterative approach, whereby emerging research findings 
from the initial stage informed planning for stage two.  

Ahead of each fieldwork wave, researchers undertook a scoping exercise in each 
case study area. This involved a desk review, media monitoring and a site visit to 
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gather information on area characteristics, understand the local context and establish 
contacts with organisations and gatekeepers.  

1.6.1  Eligibility criteria for participation   

The inclusion criteria for participation in the research were:  

 Eligibility to vote in local UK elections11;  

 Aged 18 or over; 

 Resident in the case study ward; living in a neighbouring ward; those with 
knowledge of the ward though employment or having previously lived in the 
ward. 

1.6.2  Exclusion criteria for participation 

The exclusion criteria for participation in this public opinion research were:  

 Being a current elected councillor or recently defeated; 

 Being a political or local area activist, such as a political campaigner for a local 
party or candidate.  

Individuals that identified as such prior to the start of data collection and wanted to 
participate in the research were encouraged to take part in the political and 
community activist research stream (see paragraph 1.1 for further information on this 
stream of work). 

1.7 Recruitment  
Eligible participants were selected on the basis of primary sampling criteria. A set of 
secondary sampling criteria was also monitored, but did not form the basis of 
participant inclusion. The aim was to achieve a final sample that included a spread of 
participants as outlined below: 

Primary sampling criteria 
 

Secondary sampling criteria 
 

• Age 
• Gender 
• Ethnic group 
• Language 

 

• Past voting behaviour 
• Political awareness and interest 
• Level of concern about electoral fraud 
• Socio-economic group 
• Working status 
• Disability 
• Marital / relationship status 
• Length of time in the UK 

 

A four-pronged approach was adopted to recruit research participants: 

 Gatekeepers and community organisations: NatCen researchers identified a 
range of community organisations and gatekeepers in each area during the 

                                            
11

 Eligibility criteria for voting in local UK elections can be found here: 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/faq/voting-and-registration/who-is-eligible-to-vote-at-a-local-
government-election  

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/faq/voting-and-registration/who-is-eligible-to-vote-at-a-local-government-election
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/faq/voting-and-registration/who-is-eligible-to-vote-at-a-local-government-election
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scoping exercise, to mitigate the possible bias of any one gatekeeper. 
Gatekeepers were briefed by the research team, and provided with study 
materials (leaflets, posters and flyers) to distribute to potential participants. 
These materials outlined the purpose of the research and how to participate.  

 Snowballing: Willing participants were provided with recruitment materials to 
distribute amongst their local area contacts.  

 Recruitment agencies: The services of two qualitative recruitment agencies 
were used to supplement recruitment. One of these agencies specialises in the 
recruitment of black and minority ethnic research participants.  

 Advertising the research in local areas: Promotional materials (flyers and 
research information leaflets) were distributed in public spaces in the local area, 
in relevant languages, to allow people to opt-in to the study independently 
through a free phone number or generic NatCen email address.  

This combination of recruitment approaches was used to generate a diverse sample, 
with the aim of minimising significant and systematic bias. All recruitment approaches 
involved administering a short screening questionnaire covering the main sampling 
criteria. 

1.7.1  Achieved sample  

Overall 199 participants were included in this research; 98 in Higher Risk areas and 
101 in Comparator areas. The majority of participants were British Pakistani, as six of 
the eight case study areas were focused on this community; followed by British 
Bangladeshi participants as only two of the case study areas were focused on this 
community. A small number of people from other ethnic groups were interviewed in 
each area. A good mix of men, women, and people across three age groups (18-25; 
26-55; 55+ years) were included. 

The sample was selected purposively in the eight case study areas across England, 
in order to ensure that diversity of views and experiences among the population of 
interest were captured. The views of participants were not intended to be 
representative of the British Pakistani or Bangladeshi populations or of the general 
population. 

See Appendix C for a breakdown of the achieved sample by key demographic 
information, including gender, age and ethnicity.  

1.8 Analysis  
For the purpose of analysis all data encounters were digitally audio-recorded with the 
prior consent of participants. Verbatim transcripts of all discussions were used to 
manage and analyse the data using a Framework12 approach. Framework is a matrix 
approach to managing and charting qualitative data by individual cases and across all 
themes captured during data encounters. The range of experiences and views are 
extracted and similarities and differences identified. Participants’ verbatim quotations 
are used to illustrate themes and patterns where appropriate. As previously 
mentioned qualitative research or analysis does not allow for any quantification of 
data. 

                                            
12

 Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., McNaughton Nicholls, C., and Ormston, R. (2014) Qualitative Research Practice, 
Ch. 11. London: Sage 
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1.9 Limitations and key issues  
Recruitment for the majority of fieldwork was conducted with the support of local area 
community organisations, gatekeepers and snowballing; with limited support of 
recruitment agencies. The types of organisations and groups that assisted 
recruitment were varied in the services they offered. Local umbrella organisations 
offering a range of services were key to assisting access to a range of potential 
participants and therefore providing breadth to the sample. A limitation of this 
recruitment approach is that the findings may reflect the perceptions and experiences 
of those who are more engaged with local services.  

The initial eligibility criterion for participation was ward residency within selected case 
study areas. For pragmatic reasons this was extended to individuals living in 
neighbouring wards and those with knowledge of the ward either because they 
worked or had previously lived in the ward. 

A minor but important issue was that discussions were intended to focus on 
experiences of election time in the selected wards. Participants found it challenging to 
consider specific wards only. Discussions included voting experiences in other areas. 
Efforts were made to clarify which wards were discussed; however, this was difficult 
to disentangle.  

Recruitment of older British Pakistani women (aged 55 and over) was particularly 
challenging. The research included only a small number of women of this age group 
(14). Having developed multiple strategies to engage this group, the research team 
were consistently informed by local organisations, gatekeepers, and other participants 
that women in this age group may not have any interest in politics and therefore may 
not put themselves forward to participate. Another reason given was that they may 
not want to leave or have a researcher enter their home. The challenge in accessing 
these women was an important finding in itself and discussed later in the report. 

Participants within focus groups typically knew one another or knew of one another; 
due to the small geographic ward area. This may have affected the group dynamics. 
Individual follow-up interviews were offered to group participants.  

Within focus groups, primarily with the middle and older aged British Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi participants, one participant, typically male took a dominant role within 
discussions. Although, participant dominance is not atypical in focus groups, the 
particular dynamic observed in this research was markedly different. The participant 
with a relatively prominent role in the local community or considered to be more 
knowledgeable about politics was deferred to in group settings. Efforts were made to 
include all participants in each group, with limited success in some groups.  

Within Higher Risk and Comparator areas, participants disclosed personal and 
second-hand experiences of electoral fraud. In the context of the disclosure policy 
outlined above (see 1.5 Ethical protocol), participants varied in how guarded they 
were when making such disclosures and the level of information they shared. 
Individuals appeared more guarded in group settings where participants were known 
to one-another. In some instances, participants were cut off by others during 
disclosures. The offer of independent follow-up interviews were not taken up or if 
arranged were cancelled by participants. It is likely therefore that data capture of 
direct electoral fraud experiences was limited. 

Stage 2 fieldwork took place during August and September 2014, a time when news 
media was dominated by reports of conflict in the Middle East and the Rochdale 
grooming case. These issues were referenced by participants and may have affected 
the way participants felt about British politics in general at that time. 
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Finally, at the recruitment stage efforts were made to screen out individuals with 
experience of political or community activism. Individuals did not always consider 
themselves to be activists and in a small number of cases during interviews or focus 
groups it became clear a participant had some activist experience. The overlap 

between this study and the separate activist research was minimal. 

No research is without its limitations. It is important of be aware of the limitations 
particular to this study. Measures were taken to counter each of these limitations, as 
far as possible, during the research. These limitations do not reduce the quality of the 
research nor do they interfere with the findings. The purposive sampling ensured that 
the research represents a range of views and experiences in case study areas.    

1.10 Report structure 
This report includes six chapters: 

 Chapter 1: Introduction – provides the context within which this research was 
commissioned and outlines the research design and its limitations.  

 Chapter 2: Overview of case study areas – describes the eight geographic 
research areas. It includes the rationale for area selection, local demographic 
information and an overview of any cases of (alleged) electoral fraud. 
Participants’ views of living in the area are also presented.  

 Chapter 3: Political participation – reports participants’ views of politics and 
voting behaviour, and sets out participants’ experiences of election time in the 
local area.  

 Chapter 4: Electoral fraud: views and experiences – covers awareness and 
experiences of electoral fraud as well as the grey areas for defining an activity 
as fraudulent or not. It highlights the barriers to reporting fraud and the 
perceived implications of electoral fraud.  

 Chapter 5: Summary discussion and conclusions – this final section draws 
on the preceding chapters to explore the differences between Higher Risk and 
Comparator areas; and the characteristics that may make individuals vulnerable 
to becoming implicated in electoral fraud. The report concludes with participant 
suggestions for making elections safer from fraud and further research.  

 Appendices – presents participant sample information and fieldwork materials, 
and case study demographic information.  
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2 Overview of case study areas 

This chapter outlines the process taken to select case study areas and the types of 
electoral fraud allegations and convictions recorded in the Higher Risk areas. It 
provides useful context in understanding migration history for those born in Pakistan 
or Bangladesh and views on living in the areas including local issues and concerns 
that may influence voting decisions with local elections.  

2.1  Area selection process 
Eight electoral wards across England were selected by the Electoral Commission in 
conjunction with an academic partner at Liverpool University. In four of these wards 
there had been convictions and/or allegations of electoral fraud. The definitions and 
types of electoral fraud committed can be found in Appendix A. 

Each Higher Risk area was paired with a Comparator area. There were no reports of 
electoral fraud in Comparator areas, but they had similar characteristics to the paired 
Higher Risk area, such as the population mix. This case study method was used to 
help understand what, if anything, about the combination of local community 
characteristics and the local area can be associated with reports of electoral fraud. 

As set out in Section 1.3, previous research has suggested that areas with a high 
Pakistani or Bangladeshi population may be vulnerable to electoral fraud. To better 
understand whether certain demographic or cultural factors mean that specific 
communities are more susceptible to electoral fraud, areas with established British 
Pakistani or Bangladeshi communities were selected. The local minority ethnic profile 
was roughly matched between Higher Risk and Comparator areas. Figure 2.1 
displays the population size of each ward, ethnicity and party control of each area.13 

Figure 2.1. Demographic information of case study areas  

Area type Population 
size of ward 

British Pakistani  
/Bangladeshi ward 
population 

Party control  

Higher Risk area 1 18,590 Pakistani – 31.10% Labour 

Comparator area 1 23,489 Pakistani – 22.30% Labour 

Higher Risk area 2 12,013 Pakistani – 38.50% Conservative 

Comparator area 2 12,780 Pakistani – 20.10% No overall control  

Higher Risk area 3 13,201 Bangladeshi – 60.30% Labour 

Comparator area 3 16,633 Bangladeshi – 19.50% Labour 

Higher Risk area 4 5,291 Pakistani – 31.60% Labour 

Comparator area 4 27,078 Pakistani – 20.90% Labour  

 

                                            
13

 Figures are taken from the 2011 ONS Census data. Further detail on the case study areas can be 
found in the political and community activist research report here. 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/our-work/our-research/other-research
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2.2 Migration patterns from Pakistan and 
Bangladesh  

A large body of literature exists on the migration and settlements of South Asian 
communities in the UK. A detailed discussion of the causes and consequences of this 
migration is outside the scope of this study. However, the brief summary provided 
below will assist understanding of participants’ migration patterns from Pakistan and 
Bangladesh. It provides important context to how these communities settled in the UK 
and how ties and networks, which can be significant during election time and 
campaign activity, were built overtime.  

Migration to the UK, principally from Britain’s former colonies, was encouraged by the 
UK Government following the end of the Second World War in an effort to rebuild the 
economy. There was a need for unskilled labourers to work in the manufacturing and 
textiles industries. A large number of people migrated in the 1950s from Pakistan 
which at that time formed two large regions: West Pakistan and East Pakistan. The 
majority of those from West Pakistan came from northern Punjab and the Mirpur 
district of Azad Jammu and Kashmir (see Appendix B for reference maps). After a 
civil war, or the revolutionary war of independence, in 1971, East Pakistan seceded 
from Pakistan, resulting in the creation of an independent nation – Bangladesh. This 
war was followed by another wave of migration, predominantly from the Sylhet region 
of Bangladesh (see Appendix B). Those who originally migrated to the UK were 
predominantly men seeking employment. They were later joined by their spouses and 
families.  

The historical context of migration patterns from these two countries was reflected in 
group discussions and interviews. Data collection with participants did not include 
detailed discussion of their experience of migration to, and settlement in the UK.  

2.3 Regional and kinship ties 
Regional ties are important to both British Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities. 
Maintaining regional and kinship ties in the UK was widely discussed. Older 
generations view these systems as important and a key aspect of their cultural 
heritage. Evidence of this weakening was reported in this study, whereby regional 
and kinship networks were less significant for younger, British born participants.  

Links between the UK and these regions appear to remain strong as those who 
migrated to the UK continue to retain close links with extended family and kin who 
reside in Bangladesh and Pakistan.  

The kinship system for Punjabis and Kashmiris in Pakistan is known as biraderi14. A 
biraderi consists of related family groupings linked by ancestral ties. They are 
patriarchal, led by male community elders and provide a number of social, cultural 
and support functions. They provided support during migration and gave migrants a 
sense of identity and a pre-determined social network in the UK. Biraderi networks 
continue to play a fundamental role in many British Pakistani communities15. Biraderis 

                                            
14 The word biraderi derives from the Persian word baradar, brother, and denotes a group of men who 
recognise descent from a common ancestor. Refer to Anwar, M. (1979) The Myth of Return: Pakistanis 
in Britain, London: Heinemann. For an explanation of the role of the biraderi system in Pakistani politics 
refer to Ibrahim,M (2009), ‘Role of Biraderi system in power politics of Lahore: Post-Independence 
period’. Department of Political Science & International Relations, Bahauddin Zakariya University. 
15

 Shaikh,A.B, ‘The influence of Biraderi (caste) system in the UK’. Available at: 
http://passionislam.com/articles.php?articles_id=311  

http://passionislam.com/articles.php?articles_id=311
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can also be exclusionary and even discriminatory, for those who do not confirm to the 
expected norms valued by these networks.16 

Similarly British Bangladeshi participants described brath-thitho networks, which are 
based more on regional ties, and relationships developed through shared 
experiences of migration and employment. Brath-thitho networks do not comprise 
families linked by blood or ancestral ties but are predominantly a network of men 
linked by ‘brotherly relationships’ developed over time.  

Biraderi networks, principally from the Mirpur district of Kashmir; and brath-thitho 
networks, mainly from the Biswanath district of Sylhet, appeared stronger in the 
Higher Risk areas. In these areas migration patterns were mostly from rural areas of 
countries of origin, and took place along kinship or regional patterns. Participants 
described Higher Risk areas as tight knit communities, whereby ‘everyone knows 
everyone’. 

‘A lot of people know a lot of people's businesses and families and everything. I think 
a lot of people communicate.’ 

(Female, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

Similar rural migration patterns were present in Comparator areas, but these 
networks were less influential. In one Comparator area, participants (who had 
migrated from cities in the country of origin) explained that biraderi ties were weaker 
and less relevant in cities in Pakistan. Other suggestions to explain why biraderi ties 
were less important in Comparator areas included improved education levels and 
greater interaction between different local groups.  

Furthermore, people in Comparator areas reported living in less clustered housing 
than people in Higher Risk areas, which may influence the strength of biraderi 
networks. In Higher Risk areas, people were reported to live side-by-side to other 
Pakistani or Bangladeshi families. In contrast in Comparator areas, participants 
reported more dispersed housing, which may support community interaction and 
relationships. 

Importantly, within British Pakistani communities in the Higher Risk areas, political 
participation, candidate loyalty, and campaign activity could lead to rivalry between 
biraderis (as an example, in one Higher Risk area two competing biraderis were 
described as the jats and rajputs)17. Similarly, interfaith sectarian divisions (for 
example, ideological differences between shi’a and sunni Muslim groups) could come 
into play during election time. 

2.4 Local area perceptions 
In both Higher Risk and Comparator wards participants were generally content with 
the area they lived in. This was particularly true for participants living  in Comparator 
areas. 

                                            
16

 Metcalf, H, and Rolfe, H. (2010) Caste discrimination and harassment in Great Britian. A nieser report. 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/85522/caste-
discrimination.pdf  
17

The Pakistani biraderi system is underpinned by a feudal system comprising clans rooted in the Hindu 
caste system. Two castes that dominate the British Pakistani biraderi networks are rajputs and jats. 
Rajputs were traditionally landowners and rulers (the term rajput was originally linked to Ancient Hindu 
ruling dynasties. Rajput is derived from the Sanskrit 'raj putra', 'son of a king'. Jats were farmers and 
were socially and professionally considered an inferior clan to the rajputs. There are numerous sub-clans 
of jats and rajputs. These clan based systems are also present in British Hindu and Sikh communities. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/85522/caste-discrimination.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/85522/caste-discrimination.pdf
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Local residents within some Higher Risk areas were described by participants, as 
friendly and neighbourly. There appeared to be an emotional attachment to these 
areas, for example participants described the locality as a ‘comfort zone’ which 
perhaps was due to the close-knit nature of the local British Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi communities. However, the physical appearance of Higher Risk areas 
was viewed more negatively. For example, one such area was described by 
participants, as ‘in decline’ and a ‘dump’ with little investment in its upkeep. 

All research areas were described by participants as ethnically diverse. Typically, 
case study areas were said to have previously had larger white British populations, 
and had become more ethnically diverse over the years. The perception was that 
many among the white British community had moved out of the area (changes in 
population sizes in each area can be found in Appendix D). More recently new 
migrant communities from European Union member states such as Poland and 
Romania had settled in these areas. These local population changes had resulted in 
changes to community relations resident’s perceptions of the area, which may 
influence voting decisions at local elections.  

 ‘When I moved there it was predominantly white British and Asian and over the last 
five years it's become more predominantly Eastern European.’ 

(Female, 26-54, other ethnicity
18

 Comparator area) 

2.4.1  Community relations 

At a local level, the arrival and settlement of new migrant communities was discussed 
in all areas, and in some cases it was reported to have caused tensions. There was a 
view that building community relationships takes time. Participants in Comparator 
areas described a transition process which their local communities were undergoing, 
as they learned to adapt and accommodate each other.  

A young British Bangladeshi participant explained how generational differences could 
influence community relationships; whereby, those who were born in the UK were 
better able to socialise with peers from other ethnic groups than their parents. It was 
felt that new migrant communities were experiencing similar difficulties to the older 
British Bangladeshi generation when they had migrated to the UK.  

 ‘We were like them once upon a time, like our parents didn’t know English, and 
they're [new migrant communities] like that now. So their next generation who go to 

school and mingle will all be okay.’ 
(Female, 18-25, British Bangladeshi, Comparator area) 

With a diverse range of minority ethnic groups living within the same area, 
participants explained that it was difficult for everyone to ‘mingle’ in the local 
community. Language barriers and cultural differences were seen as obstacles to 
building community relationships. It was felt that these tensions would diminish over 
time as people learned to respect and be mindful of each other’s cultural practices. 

One aspect of the tension between settled communities and new migrant groups was 
economic. Some participants in Higher Risk areas believed that new migrants were 
able to find work more easily than they could; thus increasing unemployment within 
the British Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities. Such views may influence local 
electoral behaviour. 

                                            
18 Other ethnicity refers to a participant of an ethnicity other than Pakistani or Bangladeshi. 
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‘…and people here,  they've probably been to uni, educated, college is done and you 
literally struggle like it's been hard for me, I've been trying to look for a job for ages, 

you know.’ 
(Female, 18-25, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

Participants in Higher Risk areas described tensions based on regional ties existing 
within the local Pakistani communities. Community tensions were also said to exist 
between the local Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities which, according to some, 
had lessened over the years. Participants from the other ethnic groups also 
commented on the tensions within and between South Asian communities.  

‘And the different groups of Asians, I'm not that well up on it but I know the different 
families, family groups who come from different areas, ancestors come from different 

areas with[in] Pakistan, etcetera. And they're fighting each other…’  
(Male, 55+, other ethnicity, Higher Risk area) 

Moreover, in Higher Risk and Comparator areas, British Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
participants, most of whom were Muslim, felt that British media portrayals of Muslim 
communities and Islam were overly negative. According to participants, this 
compounded community relations and resulted in a heightened ‘suspicion’ of British 
Muslim communities. In some cases, this had had a detrimental effect on participants’ 
lives.  

‘...I walk out and going in town, and going somewhere and people just give me a … 
look all the time, and we do - you do suffer through that, you know.’  

(Male, 55+, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

Young participants, in particular, felt that the media presented one-sided views. As a 
result, they relied more on social media platforms (such as Facebook) to gather 
information about other viewpoints.  

Despite these tensions, participants described some of the positive elements of 
community interaction. Community involvement was described as a way to bring 
ethnic groups together. Cultural and religious events such as Diwali19 and Eid20 were 
festivals when everyone in the area joined in celebrations. There were also occasions 
when the community as a whole came together to show solidarity. A demonstration 
against a protest by far-right groups was given as an example of community 
involvement.  

‘…loads of community groups were really involved in making sure that it is a peaceful 
protest and that nobody reacts in an angry or aggressive manner and that's been fine 

as well. And I think it just shows that [area name] is not really willing to act on those 
negative, very stereotypical views of certain people who feel that they can, that this is 

the opportunity for them to speak up.’ 
(Female, 26-54, other ethnicity, Higher Risk area) 

The role of community organisations: Community organisations that work 
specifically with ethnic minority groups were said to play an important role in building 
positive relationships between different ethnic groups. They were seen as a source of 
support to local Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities and had become a point of 
contact to seek help and advice. Generally, these organisations appeared better 

                                            
19

 Diwali is the Hindu festival of lights, held in the period October to November. It is particularly 
associated with Lakshmi, the goddess of prosperity (Oxford Dictionary, 2014) 
20

 Eid ul-Fitr is the celebration marking the end of fasting during the Muslim month of Ramadan. Eid ul-

Adha is the festival that signals the end of the Hajj, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia. 

(Oxford Dictionary, 2014). 
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organised in Comparator areas. In one Higher Risk area, local voluntary sector 
services were described as being open to all residents irrespective of ethnicity. 
Through these organisations, the local population actively encouraged newcomers to 
become involved in local issues which helped to build positive relationships and 
strengthen community bridging and bonding. 

2.5 Local issues in the area 
While discussing their local area, participants identified unemployment, deprivation, 
education, and crime as key areas of concern. 

Socio-economic issues: Unemployment was seen as a main issue within the Higher 
Risk case study areas. There was a general view that a lack of employment 
opportunities for young people along with funding cuts to community based youth 
services meant that young people had little to do and felt marginalised.  

General issues raised by participants in Higher Risk areas, included Local Authority 
funding cuts to services, an increase in homelessness, along with a perceived 
increase in poverty. 

 ‘I still believe there's a lot of misery in [area], there's a lot of people living in poverty’ 
(Female, 26-54, other ethnicity, Higher Risk area) 

Education: In both Higher Risk and Comparator areas, quality of education was seen 
as a problem for both young people and adults. It was felt that British Pakistani young 
people were failing at school and this was not being properly addressed. In some 
schools, a lack of awareness of British Pakistani culture was identified as an issue. 
There was a view that educational services specifically for adults, such as English for 
Speakers of Other Languages classes, were not widely advertised and the route to 
access such services was unknown. However, in terms of education and subsequent 
employment opportunities, young people in Comparator areas appeared more 
aspirational than those in Higher Risk areas.  

Crime and safety: Crime and safety concerns were similar across Higher Risk and 
Comparator areas. Across all areas there was a perception of high crime levels and 
the easy availability of illegal substances. This view of the local area had led to a 
belief that there was an increase in dealing and consumption of illegal drugs among 
young people in British Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities. There was a view 
that some young people saw it as a ‘quick rich scheme’. 

‘….because incentives are very big, they tend to follow peers, peer pressure, and 
that leads them into drug dealing and criminal activities…’ 

(Male, 26-54, British Bangladeshi, Comparator area) 

Cases of assault, intimidation and anti-social behaviour such as fly tipping and 
littering were seen as problematic across all areas. Moreover, personal experiences 
of burglary and theft were disclosed. As a result, participants described feeling unsafe 
and avoiding particular areas at night out of concern for their personal safety. 

2.6 Addressing local issues  
Participants wanted to make positive changes to their area and made decisions about 
how to do so and who to approach based on the issue of concern. Three different 
ways of addressing local issues were described.  

Local organisations: In some Higher Risk areas, community organisations and 
community leaders played a role in helping to resolve issues, from individual matters 
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such as applying for state benefits to offering wider community services such as 
youth groups, ESOL classes or proactively mediating (potential) community tensions. 
The 2011 August riots were given as an example where community organisations 
worked pro-actively to minimise the risk of the riots taking place in the area. In some 
cases, they were seen as the first point of contact due to their established reputation 
in offering help and advice. In addition, specialised local services provided support to 
all ethnicities.  

Councillors: In both Higher Risk and Comparator areas, participants mentioned 
speaking to their local councillor if they had an issue within the area. Positive and 
negative experiences of councillors were reported in both types of areas. In Higher 
Risk areas, there was a view that the council would not act on something unless the 
‘whole street complains’. Examples of councillors unwilling or unable to provide 
support had left some feeling let down. In contrast, participants in Comparator areas 
found councillors to be helpful. This was accompanied by an understanding that 
councillors could not always help with everything.  

Police: In Higher Risk areas participants reported poorer relations with the police 
compared with Comparator areas. Participants, in Higher Risk areas explained they 
might report issues to the police. However the views of young people towards the 
police were predominately negative, in both Higher Risk and Comparator areas. A 
perceived lack of action or inappropriate intervention had reduced confidence in the 
police. In addition, young people felt that disproportionate police attention was 
directed at minority ethnic young men.  

 ‘…I think they see young people - as soon as they see - especially boys I think - 
when they see young people driving a car, they’ll get stopped because they think this 

person doesn't have insurance because insurance is expensive…’ 
(Female, 18-25, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

2.7 Chapter summary 
Views of the local areas provide context in terms of political participation and locally 
elected representatives and point towards how people interpret electoral fraud. 

Whilst the majority of case study areas were socio-economically deprived, those with 
better inter-community relationships came across as more aspirational in attitude and 
with more positive views of the area.  

Another difference that distinguished areas was the level and range of local and 
community based services. In those Higher Risk areas where the network of local 
provision was weak, often blamed on recent funding cuts, more problems and 
concerns were discussed by participants. The local service network, when well-
functioning, brought communities together (even in Higher Risk areas) and 
contributed to reducing inter-community tensions. 

Participants, particularly in Higher Risk areas, felt they received a poor level of 
support from elected representatives to resolve personal and local issues. This was 
likely to result in an over reliance on community level provision (if that existed) or on 
influential members within these communities.  

The key differences are set out in Figure 2.2. 
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Figure 2.2. Key differences between Higher Risk and Comparator areas, as described 
by participants  
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3 Political participation 

This chapter outlines participants’ interest in politics, discusses their understanding of 
the voting process, and sets out their attitudes towards voting across the eight case 
study areas. It further reflects on participants’ views and perceptions of their local 
councillors. Overall participants’ levels of political participation were similar across all 
areas and ethnic groups. The findings form a useful context for discussion about 
electoral fraud vulnerabilities and experiences covered in subsequent chapters. 

3.1 Awareness of politics and elections 
Participants found out about political developments and elections through traditional 
media channels, such as radio, television and newspapers as well as the internet and 
social media platforms. This was true for keeping informed about local, national and 
international politics. For example, social media was described as an easy way to get 
updates on local councillors’ activities and campaigns. As discussed in 2.4.1 there 
was a view that social media platforms had become a helpful source for information 
due to an increasing distrust towards traditional media channels such a television and 
newspapers.  

‘I do follow other councillors in other areas, because they've sort of tagged me on to 
become friends, and you just click yes, and then you get to hear what they're doing 

and the campaigns that they're involved in.’ 
(Male, 26-54, British Bangladeshi, Comparator area) 

Politics and political participation was also discussed among friends and family 
members. Participants indicated that this was particularly the case during the run-up 
to an election. For example, participants described discussing televised national 
political debates as well as which candidates to vote for.  

3.2 Engagement with politics and political 
participation 

Among study participants, interest in politics ranged from disinterest to an active 
interest in politics, both national and internationally. Alongside this participants 
identified varying levels of political participation. 

The level of interest in politics existed along a continuum of political participation as 
there was evidence that even those who held little interest in politics were not adverse 
to political participation either conventionally, that is, by voting during elections, or 
unconventionally through protests.  

  

 

 

 

3.2.1  Interest in local politics  

Those who were interested in local politics tended to be male and older (in the two 
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from a desire to change the local area and to give the local area and its residents a 
voice. Therefore their interest in local politics was utilitarian, as a means of making 
the area and its issues and problems more visible to those with political responsibility 
and power to bring about change. Some among this type of interested participant 
tended to play an active role to promote the welfare of the community.  

‘… I said this area was deprived, it had social problems, it had all types of economic 
problems; politics is not the solution, but politics is a way to deal with the problems, 

and being involved in local politics is about making our needs and our aspirations 
heard across the relevant bodies that would listen and do something about it.’  

(Male, 26-54, British Bangladeshi, Comparator area) 

3.2.2  Interest in national politics 

National politics tended to be discussed more than local politics among family and 
friends, and overall, participants expressed more interest in the national political 
landscape than in local politics. For the most part, this interest in national politics was 
more about what they felt was wrong with the political system. One general concern 
was about how the current Government was formed; with negative views expressed 
about the two-party coalition. 

Even those who could be categorised as uninterested in politics, such as those in the 
younger age group, were aware of national policies that affected them. In particular 
there was criticism of the change to the university tuition fees policy.  

Concerns about the economy were also raised and were focused predominantly on 
three issues: housing, service cuts and opportunities for young people. An issue 
among participants, particularly in Higher Risk areas, was the way in which the 
economy was affecting service provision at the local level. In their view, decisions 
about cutting services were poorly thought through. For example, in one Higher Risk 
area participants said that accessible and local mental health services were no longer 
available, while in another Higher Risk area, cuts to youth services were thought to be 
having an adverse effect on young people’s lives.  

3.2.3  International politics 

More broadly, at the level of international politics, participants' interest existed at two 
levels. The first was an engagement with politics and elections in participants’ country 
of origin. Those who were not born in the UK tended to be more informed of the 
political situation in their country of origin. Younger and middle age groups had 
varying levels of interest in 'country of origin' politics. For example, participants who 
had migrated from Pakistan (and tended to be male and in the older age group) kept 
up to date with Pakistani politics and elections via global broadcast cable TV 
channels. Therefore, even those who had little interest in Pakistani politics were made 
aware of it indirectly through friends and older family members.  

 ‘I have taken interest due to the fact that I've got a friend of mine who's a very, in to 
politics and he keeps telling me stuff. So sometime I just be curious and I wanna 

know.’ 
(Male, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

In relation to awareness of international issues, global conflicts, specifically those in 
the Middle East, were highlighted by participants in all areas and across ethnic 
groups. Recent Israeli actions in the Palestinian territory of Gaza were uppermost in 
British Pakistani and Bangladeshi participants' minds and were discussed by all age 
groups. Participants described keeping up-to-date with events via social media 
platforms. In relation to global conflicts and with specific reference to 'the war on Iraq', 
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a concern was that people in the UK did not have an influence on the decisions made 
by the Government. Engagement with and active participation in relation to these 
issues was unconventional, involving ‘boycotting' supermarkets and taking part in 
demonstrations. 

‘I do take part in protests now ... I like to be part of that, and be part of the process of 
raising my concern and opinions.’ 

(Male, 26-55, British Bangladeshi, Comparator area) 

Alongside the feeling of not having a 'voice' when it came to the UK's involvement in 
global conflicts, one opinion was that there was a double standard in the UK 
government's political position.  

3.3 Disengagement in politics  
Participants, particularly older Pakistani and Bangladeshi women, new migrant 
spouses and sub-sections of younger people expressed a disinterest in politics and in 
the political process due to a range of practical reasons. For some the lack of interest 
resulted from an assessment of current politics and policies pursued by the 
government. 

3.3.1 Lack of knowledge 

The predominant issue that was articulated was a lack of knowledge which meant 
that this type of participant felt ill-informed about politics and the voting process.  

Participants in the younger age group, those aged 18-25 years, identified an 
educational gap and parental influence as contributing factors to their lack of 
knowledge in politics and disinterest in political participation. Younger people whose 
parents did not participate in elections were less likely to vote. For example, a young 
participant felt they had a greater awareness of politics in Pakistan because their 
parents and grandparents were more interested in Pakistani politics than UK politics. 
Little education about UK politics and the political process meant that young people 
across all ethnic groups had to educate themselves. 

3.3.2  Gender differences 

The engagement of British Pakistani and Bangladeshi women in politics was widely 
discussed. The view among some participants was that older women within these 
communities did not get involved in politics or political discussions. Two important 
factors; culture and language, were thought to influence women’s, particularly older 
women’s, level of interest in politics. 

Traditional gender roles: Citing traditional British Bangladeshi and Pakistani family 
households where gender roles are clearly defined, one view was that older women 
tended to stay at home while their husbands, who were likely to be more engaged 
with wider society, were better informed. This type of gender dynamic from the 
perspective of some participants meant that this this group of women did not engage 
in discussing topics that did not relate specifically to the home and household, and 
relied on their husband’s judgements and decisions in relation to the ‘outside’ world. 

‘Culturally women have always been dominated by their husbands, inside and outside 
the house, for hundreds and hundreds of years, whereas Islam teaches equality for 

male and female from, you know, word go; unfortunately the females have always 
been told that their place is in the house, and not to get up and question.’  

(Female, 26-54, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 
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Language as a barrier to political participation: Lack of proficiency in English was 
discussed as a practical and tangible barrier to engaging in politics and political 
participation. This was thought to be true particularly for older British Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani women, whose households had clear and divided gender roles as 
mentioned above. Younger women, who were more recent migrants and had come to 
the UK to join their husband, may also be more reliant on their husbands due to poor 
English skills. It was speculated that these types of women would have little 
knowledge or experience of political participation and would experience difficulty 
voting in the UK. Other views were that they may not vote at all, or may rely on their 
husband’s voting advice. 

Local services and social networks as facilitators to political participation: A 
contrasting view was that lack of English proficiency was not necessarily a barrier to 
engaging in politics and voting. Strong community links, access to services and 
informal women’s networks helped Bangladeshi and Pakistani women, especially 
older women, to get information about voting. It was also felt that group activities 
provided by local services were an opportunity for women to meet, socialise and also 
to discuss politics and elections.  

3.3.3  Disillusionment and trust 

Across the case study areas, participants from all age groups and across all 
communities explained that their disinterest in politics came from disillusionment with 
politicians failing to follow through on promises once elected. This was mainly 
discussed at a national level and related to both the behaviour of politicians as well as 
the policies they promoted or rejected. 

Perspectives on policies: Young people across ethnicity groups in higher education 
expressed disillusionment with voting in the general elections and political 
participation due to policies that affected their education. Young people also believed 
that political parties were failing to effectively engage them in the political process. 
The lack of knowledge of political developments was cited, along with the timing of 
elections, which for young people in further and higher education, coincided with 
exams.  

 ‘Everyone's more focused on like uni or school and exams. It's like it's hard to get 
young people's attention anyway and now, and now they're doing exams, it's 

definitely not gonna get their attention because, first of all, they don't even try, I don't 
think to get young people's attention anyway to get to vote.’  

(Female, 18-25, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

At the local level there was a strong feeling among all age groups that candidates 
were opportunistic, agreeing to tackle issues while campaigning but failing to address 
these issues once elected.  

[With reference to campaigning material] ‘To be very blunt about it you get fed up 
reading lies because what they promise you and then what they deliver is two 

completely different things.’ 
(Female, 26-54, other ethnicity, Higher Risk area) 

Distrust of politicians: Negative views of both national and local politicians as well 
as party candidates were expressed. Some participants felt that politicians had 
hidden personal agendas and a desire for power which drove their ambition to be 
elected. The issue of expenses being misused by some MPs was given as an 
example. 
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As might be expected, views of politics and political participation were based, at one 
level, on the general benefits that people thought they would derive from voting for a 
particular candidate. 

Despite doubts about politicians’ motivations and disenchantment with politics, some 
participants still voted and felt it was important to do so; which is further outlined 
below in 3.3.4. Variation in conventional political participation, that is, voting, in 
national and local elections was evidenced across all levels of interest in politics, from 
those who expressed disinterested to the politically engaged. 

3.3.4  Importance of voting 

The extent to which participants across all case study areas viewed voting as 
important varied significantly (see Figure 3.1.). At one end of the spectrum were 
people who found voting very important and were regular voters, describing it as their 
‘right’ and ‘responsibility’ as a citizen. Then there were those whose views towards 
voting had changed overtime and described feeling ‘disengaged’ with voting. At the 
other end of the spectrum were those who placed little value on voting and had either 
never voted or were irregular voters. It is important to note that becoming engaged 
with voting was not discussed among participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regular voters: Participants in the middle and older age groups said that they had 
always voted and would continue to do so. Party allegiances were strong and 
participants described either always voting for the same political party or voting 
consistently for one party at local level and for a different party at a national level. For 
some, even if political participation meant spoiling their vote, there was a strong belief 
that voting was a responsibility and a right.  

 ‘…there was one year I didn't [vote] and then the next year I felt really in turmoil 
about it, thinking I'm not inspired by any of the parties but I don't want to waste a vote 
that women have died for in the past to get. So I went and did a spoiled vote and just 

wrote, I wish there was a party that inspired me but there isn't.’ 
(Female, 26-54, other ethnicity, Comparator area) 

Those who considered it their obligation and civic responsibility to vote in local 
elections (even if it was to spoil a ballot) felt their vote was an opportunity to bring 
about change in their local area. There were examples of participants who were 
surprised that others (including their friends) did not vote. Their view was that those 
who did not vote should not complain about the government that was in power. 

 
Regular voters 

 

Disengaged from voting 

 

Irregular voters 

Political participation 

Change overtime 
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? 

Figure 3.1. Voting behaviour of participants 
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At the local level, apathy which resulted in low turnout at election time was a concern 
as it resulted in areas being represented by councillors chosen only by a small 
number of people who voted. 

‘I just wish more people took part because I think that the only thing that worries me 
truly about the election is the fact that so man-, so little people participate and then 

the people who represent your areas are being chosen by so few.’ 
(Female, 26-54, other ethnicity, Comparator area) 

Disengaged from voting: Those who had become disengaged from voting tended to 
be in the younger and middle age groups. Having voted in past elections, they had, 
over the years, reached the conclusion that their vote made little difference. This had 
led them to either stop voting or to vote only for specific policy or personal reasons. 

Particularly in Higher Risk case study areas, there was a perception by participants 
that people did not vote, even though figures suggest that turnout tend to be high in 
these wards. In Higher Risk areas, where alleged fraud had not resulted in a 
conviction, there was a view that electoral fraud would occur leading residents to 
believe that voting was a ‘waste of time’. An additional perception was that some 
people whose knowledge of the voting process was limited would either not vote or 
voted primarily based on the links they had with a candidate.  

‘I think a lot of people vote…not because they wanna vote, I think it's because who 
the person is and what the links are in the community in terms of, you know, the 

families, they know each other (…) I'm pretty sure half of those people, probably even 
more than that, who vote don’t even know what, you know, what voting means’ 

(Male, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

One reason given for not voting was disagreement with policies implemented by the 
current Government. The specific example of the consequences of budget cuts 
especially to local service provision was given. 

Parental influence mattered in developing an interest in politics (refer also to Section 
3.3.1 above) and also played a part in young people’s voting behaviour. The view was 
that parents’ views of elections and voting were likely to be mirrored by their children. 

‘And I think that's very true of Pakistani community or Muslim community: whatever 
they hear at home, if they find that the parents are very enthusiastic, they will vote. If 

they find that the parents are not, they will not vote.’ 
(Female, 26-54, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

Older people who took part in the study thought that young people’s disengagement 
from politics and the political process was to be expected as this had also been the 
case with young people in the past. They believed that young people did not 
understand the value of their vote. Those in higher education had been put off voting 
because of the tuition fees policy. Participants from both older and middle age groups 
felt the importance of voting needed to be explained to young people. 

This type of disengaged participant was undecided about voting in future elections. 
With reference to local elections, one perspective was that the decision to vote would 
be made based on the local councillor’s performance in office. This shows an interest 
in politics and an active process by which some made decisions about voting. 

Irregular voters: Local context mattered in the decision to not vote. Low voter turnout 
was a concern expressed by participants, particularly in Higher Risk case study 
areas. Participants from one Higher Risk area thought that people in the local area 
did not vote because they believed that electoral fraud was being committed in local 
elections and not being investigated by an authority. 
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‘…people are not turning out to vote. Let me explain something to you, they're not 
turning out to vote because they think it's a waste of time, they think it's rigged.’ 

(Male, 55+, other ethnicity, Higher Risk area) 

In addition, young people were again identified as a group that tended not to vote. 
The onus of their disengagement from political participation was placed squarely on 
society in general. A comparison was made with popular cultural shows that required 
voting and succeeded in engaging young people. 

'It's a sad indictment of British society that more people turn out to vote to Big Brother 
than do for the elections.' 

(Female, 26-54, other ethnicity, Higher Risk area) 

3.4 Methods of voting and preferences 
Voting method is particularly salient in relation to allegations of electoral fraud. Among 
study participants, some described using only one method to vote, such as always 
casting a vote at a polling station. Others varied between polling station and postal 
voting depending on their circumstances. Their preferences were based on the 
perceived benefits of their chosen voting method. For example, some chose to vote at 
the polling station to maintain control over their vote. 

3.4.1  Views on postal voting  

Postal voting was seen as a convenient, flexible and time efficient method enabling 
participants to take part in elections when their circumstances prevented participation 
at polling stations. For instance, some participants discussed using a postal vote due 
to work commitments such as, working away from home or working late into the 
evening. Child care responsibilities, health problems as well as lack of appropriate 
transport to go to polling stations were also cited as reasons for choosing to vote by 
post.  

‘Yes. I do postal votes, though, because it's easier…Years ago when I first started 
out, but since we've been living that end, I just do postal votes. When I was working it 

used to be more convenient.’ 
(Female, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

3.4.2  Views on voting at polling stations  

The proximity of polling stations to people’s place of residence, as most were within 
walking distance, made polling stations a convenient way of voting. Participants who 
preferred this method of voting found them to be convenient and accessible. 

There was also a view that voting at the polling station felt more ‘comfortable’ 
because of the symbolic value placed in the actual act of casting a vote. The privacy 
of completing the ballot in a booth without being observed was appreciated.  

‘I feel more comfortable with the polling station…Because you're actually physically 
going in and putting a cross on, and you're actually physically putting the ballot paper 

in a ballot box, and that way it gives me the satisfaction that I've actually voted.’ 
(Male, 26-54, British Bangladeshi, Comparator area) 

There was also a sense of occasion to voting at a polling station. In some cases 
participants felt a sense of pride at voting in person. Another participant felt that going 
to a polling station was an opportunity to take children along in order to educate them 
about the democratic process of voting.  



 

 

30 NatCen Social Research | Elections, voting and electoral fraud 

 

‘…I think for us it's good to take kids to see how, you know, how decisions are being 
made in this country, so we tend to take them with us and explain what is happening 

so that they've got the understanding and, and ask them, just please don't ask any 
questions. Just listen and observe [laughter].’ 
(Female, 26-54, other ethnicity, Higher Risk area) 

Participants who preferred voting at a polling station described the process of voting 
in person as ‘straightforward’ and ‘easy’. It was felt that using postal voting required 
too much effort to get organised.  

3.5 Local elections and views of candidates and 
councillors 

Participants were not hesitant about sharing their views about candidates running for 
office, campaigners as well as elected councillors. Overall, the view of candidates and 
campaigners was largely negative in all areas. However both positive and negative 
views were expressed when describing the local councillors. Generally, the 
motivations and skills of candidates and councillors were questioned with a clear 
suggestion that public service was not the primary motivation of many who were 
selected as candidates or elected councillors.  

3.5.1  Self-interest  

One dominating perspective was that candidates wanted to become local councillors 
for reasons of self-interest. ‘Fame’, ‘status’ and ‘power’ (as opposed to public service) 
were also discussed as reasons for why candidates wanted to get elected as local 
councillor.  

Failure to act on campaign promises was given as one example of seeking votes for 
status and power without accountability to voters. A disagreement over votes 
between two candidates was given as an example of poor behaviour. Similarly, in all 
case study areas, participants were resentful of candidates who were only visible 
during election time and were rarely seen after winning an election.  

Because of strong regional, family and kinship links that still exist between the UK 
and Pakistan, some British Pakistani councillors were perceived to be more interested 
in promoting their status as councillor in their town or region of origin in Pakistan. 
Examples of media coverage in local newspapers in Pakistan, and councillors’ trips to 
Pakistan to celebrate their elected status in the UK were mentioned. It was 
speculated that this desire for status in Pakistan was a result of Pakistani politics 
where a few wealthy families exclusively enjoy political power. Therefore, gaining 
political power in the UK carried a level of acclaim that would have eluded these 
individuals were they still living in Pakistan. 

‘I think it's a platform just to get some power, some influence and some respect in the 
community.’ 

(Male, 18-25, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

Participants described not being happy with the motivations as well as the overall 
quality of candidates to choose from at election time but still felt a strong need to vote. 

3.5.2  Lack of English Language skills 

The concern about the quality of candidates, particularly in Higher Risk case study 
areas was focused on candidates who had been elected despite having a low level of 
English language proficiency. Participants questioned how a councillor who did not 
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speak English could represent them and address their needs. There was a concern 
that councillors with low English proficiency would have difficulty interacting with 
everyone in the local area and would not be able to adequately address their 
concerns.  

‘…the way I look at it is, if they can’t even speak properly how they gonna represent 
you? You know, how they gonna really bring your issues on to a table where it needs 
to be addressed in a right way or challenged in a right way, 'cause they'll probably go 

there and nod their heads and say, 'Yeah, yeah.' 
(Male, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

3.5.3  Lack of engagement with young voters 

Young people across Higher Risk and Comparator areas who participated in the 
study felt that they were often ignored by local candidates. There was a view that 
candidates made little effort to speak to or consult young people about local issues. 
Instead, it was explained that campaigners and candidates tended to focus on older 
male members of the household. A candidate dictating to young people how they 
should vote was cited as an example of an unacceptable way to communicate.  

Similarly, younger participants felt that they were unaware of councillors’ activities in 
the community, such as regular surgeries and meetings. Again, the view was that 
young people were being overlooked or actively ignored, thus contributing to their 
disengagement from the political process.  

'You're just a kid to them, so maybe it's just like they’ll be more like aggressive when 
they're old. Just vote for us and they think that's it, you'll do it or something but they 
have to convince us. I don't think they do much convincing. They just like tell you to 

do it.' 
(Female, 18-25, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

3.5.4  Positive views of councillors 

Positive views of councillors were expressed by some participants in most of the case 
study areas. These views were formed either because participants knew their 
councillor well or because the councillor had adequately addressed their issues. 
These positive views were also underpinned by an understanding that councillors’ 
remit and ability to address local or personal issues had limits.  

 ‘He's good in the sense of he will always get down to the bottom of the issue. If 
there's an issue you do feel that he does deal with the issue, but only he's only a 

certain amount he can do also.’ 
(Male, 26-54, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

3.5.5  Campaign time 

Door knocking during campaign time by volunteers and campaigners, and in some 
cases candidates themselves, was discussed. Higher Risk areas were described as 
pressured and ‘carnival-like’ and bordering on aggressive. Older participants 
compared this to campaigning and election time in Bangladesh or Pakistan which 
tends to be frenetic. Participants said that the level of pressure placed by 
campaigners can influence the decision to vote a particular way, or indeed not to vote 
at all. In contrast, campaign activity in Comparator areas was reported to be calmer 
and less persistent. Participants of other ethnic backgrounds described similarly 
calmer experiences of campaign time across Higher Risk and Comparator areas. 
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There were also reports of canvassing in two of the case areas by members of 
extreme groups, such as hizb-ut-tahrir21, who interpret voting and this type of political 
engagement to be haram, or forbidden, in Islam. This type of group was politically 
engaged but did not vote. They were active during the campaign period, knocking on 
doors of Muslim households and encouraging them not to vote. 

There was also a view that celebrities play a role in influencing people’s decisions to 
vote. For example, one participant in the other ethnicity group22 described attending a 
political show where a British celebrity, Russell Brand, was seen to be encouraging 
the audience not to vote. 

3.6 Chapter summary 
A range of different views regarding political participation were expressed across all 
eight case study areas. Table 3.2 displays the key barriers and facilitators towards 
engaging in politics. 

There were no differences between Higher Risk and Comparator areas when 
discussing political participation and similar issues, such as the behaviour of local 
councillors, were raised across all areas. Specific points raised by Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi participants included: 

 lack of proficiency in English presented a barrier to engaging in politics; 

 British Pakistani and Bangladeshi households where gender roles were clearly 
defined, husbands were seen as more likely to be engaged and better informed 
about politics than their wives; however, access to local services and social 
networks facilitated political participation. 

Across all areas, ethnic groups, and age groups there was a view that a lack of 
knowledge of politics had an influence on political participation. Among young and 
middle aged groups, participants believed that the lack of political engagement in 
education was a barrier, and that politics should be taught in schools. Similarly it was 
felt that parents had an influence on whether their children voted or not.  

The descriptions of campaign time and campaign activity differed across Higher Risk 
and Comparator areas. Higher Risk areas were described as pressured and lively 
and, in some instances, bordering on aggressive. In contrast, campaign activity in 
Comparator areas was reported to be calmer and campaigners less persistent. 
Participants of other ethnic backgrounds described similarly calm experiences of 
campaign time across both Higher Risk and Comparator areas. 

Views on political participation tended to be influenced by awareness and knowledge 
of the electoral and voting process. Family voting behaviour and their levels political 
engagement affected decisions on whether to vote. This may have potential 
implications on area susceptibility to electoral fraud and may influence understanding 
of electoral fraud and whether to report it. Table 3.2 overleaf, sets out the key 
distinctions. 

 

 

 

                                            
21

 Hizb-ut-tahrir have been criticised for their extremism but remain legal in the UK. Their legality remains 
contentious and whilst supporting a ban, successive governments have failed to institute a ban.   
22 Other ethnicity refers to a participant of an ethnicity other than Pakistani or Bangladeshi 
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Table 3.2 Barriers and facilitators to political participation 

Barriers Facilitators 

Lack of knowledge of the electoral process 
ALL AREAS AND ETHNIC GROUPS 

Parental influence 
ALL AREAS AND ETHNIC GROUPS 

 
Distrust of politicians 

ALL AREAS AND ETHNIC GROUPS 

Local services  
SPECIFIC TO PAKISTANI AND 

BANGLADESHI GROUPS 

Traditional gender roles  
SPECIFIC TO PAKISTANI AND 

BANGLADESHI GROUPS 

Social/community networks 
SPECIFIC TO PAKISTANI AND 

BANGLADESHI GROUPS 

Poor English skills  
SPECIFIC TO OLDER BRITISH 

PAKISTANIS AND BANGLADESHIS AND 
NEW MIGRANT GROUPS 

Community services 
THOSE ACCESSING SERVICES  

Campaign activity  
Relationship to the campaigner, type of activity and level of pressure applied can influence 

people to vote a particular way or not to vote.  
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4 Electoral fraud: views and 

experiences  

This chapter presents participants’ views and experiences of electoral fraud, including 
their opinions of what constitutes fraudulent activity (some of which related to 
electoral fraud legal offences and some of which did not). Awareness of the different 
types of fraud is discussed, drawing on personal experiences, as well as the 
perceived barriers to reporting it.  

The chapter then outlines participants’ speculations on why electoral wrong-doing 
may occur and who may become involved in such activities. Finally, participants’ level 
of concern about possible electoral fraud is explored alongside the perceived 
implications of (alleged) fraud on voters, communities and the wider electoral system.  

4.1 View on what constitutes electoral fraud23  
Participants in the Comparator areas in particular did not know about or had not 
heard about electoral fraud in the UK prior to taking part in this research. There were 
also some participants in the Higher Risk areas that had no awareness that fraud (or 
any alleged fraud) had occurred in the case study ward. 

Electoral fraud was not a clear cut issue. Participants did not feel well informed about 
electoral fraud, and were not always clear on the legal framework of what activities 
and behaviours constitute fraud. 

‘What I might feel is electoral fraud, legally might be one hundred per cent right’ 
(Male, 55+, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

Participants across all areas differed in their opinions on behaviours that they deemed 
unacceptable in the context of elections and voting; some of which were offences, 
other were not. Aside from a few clear cut activities, such as offering bribes or taking 
a person’s vote without their permission, other campaign activities presented 
uncertainties or grey areas. Whilst one view was that electoral fraud was never 
permissible; others held a more relative viewpoint, tolerating activities known to be 
illegal, depending on the individuals involved, and their perceived motives. 
Understanding the circumstances surrounding participation in electoral fraud helped 
participants in making a judgement on whether to class it as unacceptable (and 
possibly also legally fraudulent) or not. Tipping points for identifying and categorising 
behaviour as fraudulent centred on removing a voter’s choice, the involvement of 
people unknown to the voter, and the scale of fraud. 

A range of campaign and election activities were classified by participants according 
to their level of acceptability. The activities and behaviours discussed incorporated 
three classifications: 

 Activities and behaviours considered unacceptable and  classified as legally 
fraudulent; 

 Grey areas where participants were unsure whether activities were acceptable 
or unacceptable; and  

                                            
23 Definitions of electoral fraud can be found in: Summary of electoral offences, Factsheet (July 2012) 
The Electoral Commission, available at: 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/149729/List-of-electoral-offences.pdf 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/149729/List-of-electoral-offences.pdf
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 Tipping points at which an activity may be perceived as unacceptable 
behaviour.  

 
Participants' views and opinions are presented in the table below. 
 
Table 4.1 Views on the acceptability of activities relating to voting 

Viewpoint Types of activities or behaviour  

 

Electoral Fraud  

• Undue influence
24

, involving threats or harm  
• Personation

25
, without voter’s permission  

• Bribery 
• Providing false information at registration    
• Casting multiple votes  
• Any activity that removes a voter’s freedom to choose 

whether they vote or who they vote for   

Grey areas 

 

• Influence – pressure by family or community networks 
to vote a particular way, without threats or harm.  

• Providing assistance with with applying for, completing 
and returning a postal vote. Question over whether this 
is helpful to those with literacy and language barriers, or 
presents a conflict of interest  

• Involvement in activities perceived as acceptable but 
which are legally fraudulent due to a lack of awareness 
or a different understanding of electoral processes 
(such as completing someone else’s ballot paper 
without permission to do so)  

• Campaign materials imitating completed poll cards, 
encouraging people to vote a particular way  

• Personation, with voter’s permission  
• Unpleasant campaign activities as opposed to 

fraudulent activities.  

Tipping points: at which 

perceptions change  

• Use of threats, harm or force  
• Removing voter choice, taking someone’s vote without 

permission  
• Scale: changing the overall outcome of an election  
• People involved: known people vs. unknown people  
• Capitalising on voter vulnerabilities (e.g. low voter 

confidence, limited English language, low literacy).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
24

 Undue influence – see definition in section 4.2.1 or Appendix A 
25

 Personation - see definition in section 4.2.2 or Appendix A. For a schedule of election and referendum-
related crimes and penalties see: http://library.college.police.uk/docs/APPREF/Schedule-of-election-and-
referendum-related-crimes-and-penalties.pdf 
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4.2 Views and experiences of electoral fraud  

4.2.1 Unacceptable influence and undue influence  

 

Although the definition of undue influence above covers the use of force and harm, 
this section presents participants perceptions of influence that would primarily 
constitute unacceptable behaviour and, at worst, a form of undue influence that 
'impedes or prevents any voter from freely exercising their right to vote'. Participants 
did not disclose any instances of threat of harm or actual harm. Many of the 
influences described by participants constituted pressure, subtle or overt, which 
played on individuals' emotional sense of responsibilities to family and community. 
The types of pressures and influences deployed during election time could be 
classified for the most part as 'grey areas' (refer to the Table 4.1). 

The role of biraderi networks and brath-thitho ties  

In both Higher Risk and Comparator areas, British Pakistani participants described 
biraderi networks and similarly British Bangladeshi participants described brath-thitho 
networks as playing a significant role within elections. See Chapter 2, section 2.3 for 
a detailed explanation of these networks. 

Although biraderi and brath-thitho networks play an important role in how these 
communities function, generally participants’ perceptions was that during election 
time, some people can use these network ties to influence how people vote. Where 
these influences are experienced as being persistent and unwelcome the role of 
biraderi and brath-thitho networks enters into the grey area between harnessing 
community support and electoral fraud. The range of issues related to these networks 
that can potentially lead to unacceptable influence are set out below. 

Securing votes using influential community members 
Ancestral and regional community networks can be used to secure votes by targeting 
male heads of households or influential male figures within the local community, to 
get them ‘on side’ to secure both their votes and the votes of their wives, voting-age 
children and wider networks.  

‘The candidate comes to the community leader… The community leader sits with 
them along with some other people from the community. The party thinks that the 

community leader’s words can influence the vote.’ 
(Male, 55+, British Bangladeshi, Higher Risk area) 

In Higher Risk areas, an additional issue that was identified was inter-biraderi or 
sectarian divisions which could be used depending on the background and 
allegiances of the candidates and campaigners. However, data on these types of 

A person is guilty of undue influence if they directly or indirectly make use of or 
threaten to make use of force, violence or restraint, or inflict or threaten to inflict 
any temporal or spiritual injury, damage or harm in order to induce or compel that 
person to vote or refrain from voting. 
 
A person may also be guilty of undue influence if they impede or prevent any voter 
from freely exercising their right to vote – even where the attempt is unsuccessful. 
 
Undue influence does not exclusively relate to physical access to the polling 
station. For example, a leaflet that threatens to make use of force in order to 
induce a voter to vote in a particular way could also be undue influence.  
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divisions and their influence during election time was limited and it is therefore difficult 
to assess their relative influence with any certainty.  

It is important to note however, that harnessing the support of prominent or influential 
people of various descriptions during campaign time is commonplace, and is not an 
activity that is culturally different or specific to British Pakistani or Bangladeshi 
communities.  

Biraderi or brath-thitho based campaign activities 
In the Higher Risk case study areas, encouragement to vote for a candidate because 
they knew, or were known to their family, or because they would represent the 
community, or culture, was commonplace at election time. Furthermore, there was a 
perception that candidates recruited campaigners that held influential positions in the 
community because they were well known and perceived to be influential; for 
example, people employed by the local authority that worked as links between 
services and the local community, businessmen such as private landlords and people 
with large families or friendship groups.  

Biraderi or brath-thitho based campaign activities were either not experienced by 
participants in Comparator areas or they were described as less persistent or 
aggressive compared with the accounts of participants in Higher Risk areas. 

Biraderi or brath-thitho politics and associated campaign activities were familiar and 
generally accepted by older and middle aged research participants. ‘It’s the Asian 
way’ was a view typically held by men. However, there was also resistance to biraderi 
or brath-thitho politics, with people rejecting to base their voting decisions on family or 
community ties in favour of judging candidates on their performance and policies 
instead. Participants in one Comparator area believed George Galloway’s electoral 
win in Bradford West (in 2012) was an example of how the influence of biraderi 
politics was weakening in the UK. 

One view held by older male participants was that 'corrupt' campaign and voting 
practices, for example persistent pressure to vote a particular way, had been brought 
over from Pakistan or Bangladesh. Another view was that recommendations on who 
to vote for based on biraderi or brath-thitho systems was in itself not fraudulent, as 
long as this was a voter’s personal choice. Pressure to vote a particular way due to a 
sense of obligation to those requesting their support was not perceived as fraudulent 
as long as individuals retained the freedom to vote the way they wished to, and in 
secret. Participants emphasised that biraderi or brath-thitho based campaign activity 
involved verbal requests and did not employ any threats, harm or force.  

Comparisons were made to countries of origin where the freedom to vote for a 
preferred candidate in secrecy may not be present. However, it was acknowledged 
that people had different understandings of acceptable behaviour at election time, 
based on experiences in their country of origin. 

Persistent campaign activity 
Persistent biraderi or brath-thitho campaign activity was uncomfortable for some 
people. Older men that had been approached by campaigners (campaigners were 
typically people known to them) multiple times, and had not committed to vote for the 
candidate in question, felt this system was particularly unpleasant. They 
recommended it should be prohibited or better monitored. Being approached once 
was viewed as acceptable; however, being approached multiple times by the same 
campaigners, who drew on people’s sense of obligation to community networks or 
personal social connections, was felt to be inappropriate.  

Such influences played on people’s emotional ties to these important social networks. 
Reported consequences of voting against biraderi or brath-thitho networks included 
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perceived social stigma, ill-feeling, and feeling less able to request support from a 
councillor who knew that they did not vote for them.  

‘The candidate will create pressure by requesting that I do something for him as a 
senior member of the community. So it’s like a double sided sword for us. If we act 

differently then when they are elected they will not look after us.’ 
(Male, 55+, British Bangladeshi, Higher Risk area) 

Similarly, participants objected to campaigners enlisting the support of a voter’s wider 
family networks (such as brothers, male cousins or brother-in-laws) to assist in 
‘securing’ their vote. This persistence resulted in the voter feeling bad, a sense of 
shame, and resulted in uncomfortable relations between the voter, and campaigners, 
and in some instances, wider local community networks. 

Some older male participants felt it was difficult to say ‘no’ when asked directly by 
campaigners and candidates from their networks; especially when postal votes were 
in use because it presented an opportunity for campaigners to oversee the voting 
process. This was described as on the spot vote completion in the presence of the 
campaigner. Others reported that such efforts by campaigners did not sway the way 
they voted. There was a perception that some people may abstain from voting 
altogether, in order not to cause disrespect to any one candidate or campaigner. 

Groups vulnerable to political persuasion through biraderi or brath-thitho ties 

Across all age groups, genders and ethnicities, biraderi or brath-thitho campaign 
efforts were viewed as having more influence over vulnerable individuals within the 
British Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities. The expressed fear was that the 
likelihood of voter choice being taken away was greater for vulnerable groups, 
specifically, older people or new migrants, such as spouses, that spoke limited 
English. Participants explained that these groups may have less confidence with 
voting practices and feel less knowledgeable about the UK voting system. They may 
therefore welcome assistance of campaigners speaking in their preferred language, 
providing advice on who to vote for and how to cast a vote. Importantly, these groups 
may feel a stronger affiliation to kinship ties, contributing to them either by wanting to 
vote for the candidate in question, or feeling obligated to.  

It was unclear whether these groups were systematically targeted by campaigners 
due to literacy and language vulnerabilities, and participants did not necessarily view 
this behaviour as fraudulent. Moreover, there was no indication that these groups 
were coerced to vote a particular way. Participants speculated that, due to skills and 
knowledge gaps, and a dearth of accessible information sources, these groups voting 
decisions could be susceptible to suggestion which was considered unfair rather than 
legally fraudulent.  

 ‘I think they are influencing them without them knowing what’s going on and that’s 
not fair’  

(Female, 18-25, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

Poor knowledge of the UK electoral process 

A lack of familiarity with the UK voting system meant that older people and new 
migrants who spoke limited English may have misperceptions about what constitutes 
legal behaviour at election time. For example, participants knew of older people and 
new migrants who had concerns that a candidate would know how they voted. 
Participants wondered whether this false perception left individuals feeling compelled 
to vote a particular way.  

An additional view was that poor knowledge of the electoral process coupled with low 
literacy levels meant that some people lacked confidence to make decisions about 
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voting and therefore deferred to campaigners or people they trusted. Participants in 
Higher Risk and Comparator areas reported campaigners showing voters examples 
of ballot papers with a mark against a particular candidate. This activity happened 
during door-to-door campaigning and outside polling stations, targeting people with 
low literacy levels. Participants were unsure whether this would be classified as 
fraudulent; as they believed individuals retained the right to choose who they wanted 
to vote for; but they did believe it to be unacceptable.  

Weakening of biraderi and brath-thitho political influences - generational 
changes  

Whilst older people (first generation migrants) identified with biraderi or brath-thitho 
politics, their children, born and bought up in the UK, did not; therefore this influence 
was reported to be weakening. There was awareness and acceptance of this change. 
Similar generational shifts were reported in other areas of life such as dress codes, 
gender roles, and unquestioned authority of elders.  

‘My son also has a different opinion. I cannot force him to support anyone, as he has 
experience and has studied extensively. The youth of this country have a better 

understanding than we do, as they have studied.’ 
(Male, 55+, British Bangladeshi, Comparator area) 

Middle and younger age groups (born and raised in the UK) reported taking little 
notice of biraderi or brath-thitho based campaign activities. They disagreed with being 
told who to vote for based on kinship ties alone. They expected campaigners to 
provide information about policies and judged councillors standing for re-election on 
their previous performance. This finding is consistent with previous research26. 

Family voting decisions and undue influence  

There was evidence of voting decisions based on family influences across all areas. 
This took a number of different forms: 

 Choosing to vote for a candidate that was also a family member or family friend. 

 Male heads of households or family units living in different households, advising 
their wife and adult children who to vote for; through discussions or simply 
telling family members who to vote for.  

 Older people, particularly those that spoke limited English, seeking advice from 
adult children on who to vote for. Adult children that had been educated in the 
UK were perceived to be better versed in politics.  

Across all age groups, those holding more traditional views felt that families should 
‘stick together’ when voting, but this did not necessarily mean there would be undue 
influence. Participants that had voted in line with their families had trust in those that 
made voting decisions. Similarly those who did not feel well informed to make an 
independent voting decision or did not feel voting was important, were happy to vote 
in this way; or even allowed other family members to cast their vote on their behalf.  

A vulnerable group, identified by participants, was those with disabilities (types of 
disabilities and impairments were not discussed). It was believed that families would 
cast (postal) votes on their behalf. This again was considered neither unacceptable 
nor fraudulent, but was viewed positively as family members assisting political 
participation of relatives that may otherwise be disenfranchised.  

                                            
26

 For example, see Akhtar, P. (2013) British Muslim Politics, Palgrave: Basingstoke 
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Family members taking a vote without voter permission was more acceptable to some 
participants, than an unknown person stealing a vote. Whilst participants were 
reluctant to label family members as behaving in an unacceptable or fraudulent way, 
a stranger was easier to categorise as such. This difference in view may be linked to 
greater trust in, and mutual obligations to family members.  

Similar to the weakening influence of biraderi or brath-thitho networks on those born 
and brought up in the UK, a similar decreasing influence of joint family voting 
decisions was described, particularly in Comparator areas. Such influences or 
discussions were not considered fraudulent, nor were they felt to be particular to the 
British Pakistani or Bangladeshi community. Participants did, however, express 
concern over family influences in more traditional households, and on new migrant 
spouses with limited English language comprehension, and in circumstances where 
postal votes were in use.  

Undue influence on British Pakistani and Bangladeshi women  

Across all areas there were reports that men tended to advise their wives on how to 
cast their vote. Both men and women thought that older women and new migrant 
spouses were most likely to base voting decisions on their husband’s guidance. 
Rather than providing information about all candidates and parties, there was a 
perception that women were simply told who to vote for. There was consistency 
across genders as older men said they told their wives how to vote and older women 
said they asked or were told how to vote. However, this was not necessarily viewed 
as a problem or considered unique to the UK or British Bangladeshi or Pakistani 
contexts.  

‘….who shall we vote for? Your husband says, 'Go and tick that', and – or you go and 
tick that especially with women, we are so busy but these are issues that are all round 

the world.’ 
(Female, 55+ British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

This practice was considered to help include women that may otherwise be excluded 
from the electoral process due to language and literacy barriers, rather than an 
example of undue influence to vote a particular way.  

There was concern for women in traditional households, and those that did not leave 
the home often or did so only with a family member accompanying them. It was 
speculated that these women might not be aware that an election was happening, 
and their vote could be cast by a husband without their wife’s involvement or 
knowledge.  

Older female participants of Bangladeshi and Pakistani origin rejected the view that 
women were passive bystanders during election time, simply voting as they were told 
to. These women explained that they trusted their husband’s opinion. They also 
sought voting advice from adult children and from peers in forums such as women’s 
only community services and groups.  

‘Don’t underestimate them [older women]… some of them are very well informed. 
Even the person who cannot read and write, they are not stupid. They've got their 

own personality and they are very strong people.’  
(Female, 55+, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

Furthermore it was reported that some women played an active role within the 
biraderi or brath-thitho campaign activity. Whilst they tended not to participate in 
public activities like door-knocking, they could be involved in gaining support of 
female voters in other ways for example by telephone.  
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Campaigning to advise people against voting 

In both Higher Risk and Comparator areas, participants reported campaign efforts of 
groups such as hizb-ut-tahrir, advising ward residents to abstain from voting. This 
campaign activity was reported to involve door-to-door canvassing. Participant’s 
decisions to vote were not influenced by such campaigns, but they did wonder 
whether it could influence others. 

4.2.2  Personation 

 

Across all case study areas, the level of risk of personation was believed to be higher 
(than risk of other types of electoral fraud), as postal votes could be completed by 
anyone, and because photographic identification is not required at polling stations.  

Using a person’s vote without their permission or voting against their wishes was 
considered fraudulent, as was (registering and) using the vote of a deceased person. 
Aside from these circumstances, views on personation were divided. One view was 
that personation was unacceptable under any circumstance. The alternate and 
pragmatic view was that it was acceptable, providing a voter had given their 
permission and the vote cast was for their chosen candidate or party. This was 
considered appropriate especially if the voter was unable to visit the polling station 
due to illness, working hours, or being abroad.  

‘My friend told me, 'When you go, take my card and poll my vote as well'. My friend 
told me, 'Vote Labour' so I voted for Labour. If I go there and don't vote for Labour 

and vote for something else, then it's a fraud because I didn't listen to him. My friend 
doesn't know who he voted for.’ 

(Male, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

There was also a view that if a voter did not intend to vote, and providing they had 
given their permission, it was acceptable to use their vote as it might otherwise have 
been wasted.  

In Higher Risk areas where personation had resulted in a conviction, participants 
believed that it would not happen again in the locality, as the case had raised 
awareness that it was fraudulent and the potential consequences included 
imprisonment.  

There was limited awareness of proxy voting, whereby a voter can appoint someone 
they trust to vote on their behalf, at the point of registering to vote. This may provide a 
possible explanation as to why personation (with permission) was considered a grey 
area or acceptable. 

 

 

Personation is where an individual votes as someone else either by post or in 
person at a polling station, as an elector or as a proxy. This offence applies if the 
person that is being personated is living, dead or fictitious. 
 
It is an offence for any individual to vote as someone else (whether that person is 
living or dead or is a fictitious person), either by post or in person at a polling 
station, as an elector or as a proxy. 
 
Aiding, abetting, counselling or procuring the offence of personation is also an 
offence. 
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4.2.3  Bribery  

 

Generally participants believed that bribery would not happen in the UK for the 
pragmatic reason that candidates simply would not have sufficient funds to bribe the 
number of people needed to secure the required votes.  

However, within both Higher Risk and Comparator areas, there was suspicion that 
new migrant communities, specifically eastern European communities, might be 
involved in bribery during election time. Participants had heard about campaigners 
bribing new eastern European migrants with nominal amounts, for example £10, to 
vote a particular way in the recent May 2014 local election. Equally there was also 
hearsay about eastern European people selling their votes to campaigners. 

‘Recently, in these elections, I heard people saying how with Eastern European 
people, they saying that you can buy my vote.’ 

(Male, 18-25, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

New European migrants were perceived as a transient group which fuelled suspicion 
that people had registered at multiple addresses. This was thought to present an 
opportunity for fraudulent voter activity. Another suspicion was that influential figures 
in these new communities were targeted by campaigners and candidates in the hope 
that they could harness votes from members of their community.  

‘It's not a wealthy town, is it, and there are pockets where probably English isn't the 
first language, so if you get somebody knocking on your door and offering some 

money, or look like they know what they're talking about, then people will get duped.’ 
(Male, 18-25, white British, Comparator area) 

Study participants had no direct experience of this; reports were based on rumours 
within the local area, which some people believed whilst others dismissed. Another 
caveat to this finding is that community tensions between existing and newer 
communities were present. There were generally negative attitudes to newer 
communities. Problems in the locality, such as increased crime and fly tipping, were 
attributed to their presence. Therefore this finding may be an extension of these 
general negative and suspicious attitudes to eastern European communities. In turn, 
participants of other ethnicities harboured negative views of South Asian communities 
and of British Pakistani communities in particular. The negative perceptions included 
suspicions of electoral fraud. 

Participants across all areas reported being promised rewards such as a council 
house, granting planning permission, or fixing roads, if they voted a particular way. 
Some councillors were reported to have delivered on such promises. It is unclear how 
much influence councillors actually had in delivering these changes or whether these 
would have happened regardless.  

There was a general suspicion that some prospective candidates of Bangladeshi or 
Pakistani origin bribed local party members to select them to stand for election. This 
was believed to have happened when candidates who spoke limited English or were 
perceived to have sufficient funds were selected.  

The offence of bribery includes where someone directly or indirectly gives any 
money or procures any office to or for any voter, in order to induce any voter to 
vote or not vote. 
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4.2.4  Treating  

 

Participants reported promises of treating voters to food and celebratory events 
following a successful election campaign. There was no evidence that this swayed 
people’s vote. It was unclear who made such promises whether it was campaigners 
or candidates.  

‘I had this guy come up to me, knocking on my door, saying ‘Oh get me some people 
who’ll give me a vote and then afterward, if I win I’ll take you all out for food.’ And then 

I was just thinking that’s bribery in other words’ 
(Male, 26- 55, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

Campaigners and their families holding celebratory events after a successful election 
were reported in the Higher Risk areas. This was described as a common practice in 
Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities (however, celebrating an election win is not 
uncommon among any ethnic community). Participants that did not attend such 
parties had concerns that this would indicate or raise suspicion that they had not 
voted for that particular candidate. In such cases non-attendance had been 
questioned, informally, by supporters of the candidate.  

4.3 Electoral process vulnerabilities  

4.3.1  Political parties  

There was a general view that local political parties were aware of fraudulent 
practices during campaign time. People suspected that parties turned a blind eye in 
order to secure the seat. Therefore, a key vulnerability to electoral fraud was 
considered to be the likelihood of a marginal election.  

Political parties were thought to be responsible for selecting British Pakistani or 
Bangladeshi candidates that spoke no or limited English, and might also have had 
low literacy levels. There was concern over how councillors with language and 
literacy barriers could participate in British political processes effectively.  

Allegations of electoral fraud were suspected to be a tactic among losing parties and 
candidates. Implicating local Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities in ‘suspected’ 
electoral fraud was considered to be an easier option for losing parties than accepting 
defeat. This view was strongly held in Higher Risk areas where allegations had not 
resulted in a conviction. 

4.3.2  Candidates and councillors 

Participants assumed that candidates would be aware of fraudulent activity carried 
out in support of their campaign efforts. Participants explained that being an elected 
councillor held an important social status within British Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
communities; and for some also prominence within communities in countries of origin. 
There was a view that some candidates intended to use their position as a councillor 
to benefit themselves or their business interests.  

A person is guilty of treating if either, before, during, or after an election they 
directly or indirectly give or provide any food, drink, entertainment or provision to 
corruptly influence any voter to vote or refrain from voting. Treating requires a 
corrupt intent – it does not apply to ordinary hospitality. 
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‘The last, last year's mayor went to Pakistan with his cousin who's also a councillor, 
and literally, I saw, I saw the pictures, and they had a banner in their village saying 

that these really top VIPs are coming from the UK.’  
(Male, 18-25, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

There were candidates that were believed to represent only the interests of the local 
British Pakistani or Bangladeshi community or sub-sections of these communities, 
based on biraderi, brath-thitho networks or sectarian group membership. This was 
thought particularly to be the case where current councillors were felt to be supporting 
some within community groups and not others. A need to elect a new councillor, who 
would better represent these groups, appeared to be a factor for mobilising persistent 
campaign efforts.  

Councillors people suspected were elected by fraudulent means were also suspected 
of being involved in wider corrupt activities such as misuse of local authority funds.  

4.3.3  Postal votes 

Postal votes were viewed as a particular weakness in the electoral system and open 
to abuse. Concerns were expressed about the potential to misuse postal votes across 
both Higher Risk and Comparator areas. 

Participants reported that campaigners mapped their activities on the postal voting 
timetable. For example, it was reported that campaigners started contacting 
households in the run up to elections, encouraging households to apply for postal 
votes and revisited households in the days immediately after ballot papers had been 
mailed to voters. Additionally, it was believed that campaigners encouraged voters to 
register for a postal vote; particularly in Higher Risk areas. They offered support with 
all aspects of postal vote administration (applying for, completing, and returning a 
vote). According to participants, campaigners also offered to take care of mailing 
completed postal votes.  

‘The corruption starts when you entrust the postal vote to the hands of others. People 
will ask you to give them the postal vote. Sometimes you cannot tell them “no”.’ 

(Male, 55+, British Bangladeshi, Comparator area) 

There was no suggestion that campaigners completed ballot papers on behalf of 
voters, but they did try to oversee the process where possible. Whether campaigners 
acted fraudulently or supported people to participate in elections was debated 
amongst participants. There was a distrust of campaigners’ motives, with a concern 
that they could capitalise on people’s vulnerabilities due to a lack of skills or their trust 
and sense of obligation to vote a particular way. 

Participants speculated that postal votes were used by campaigners to secure as 
many votes as possible ahead of election day. In Higher Risk areas participants had 
heard about campaigners encouraging people to register false postal votes or at 
multiple addresses. Direct experience of this behaviour was not reported.  

Campaigners had lists of people who registered to vote by post; a legitimate 
campaign aid. It was suspected that campaigners used these lists to identify South 
Asian or Muslim names to focus door-to-door campaigning. Participants that did not 
like door-to-door campaigning felt these lists should not be available to campaigners. 
These lists raised concern that candidates also had access to information on who 
people voted for. This highlighted a lack of awareness about publically available 
electoral information and secrecy of the ballot.  

 In Higher Risk areas with past convictions related to postal votes, there was a view 
that these types of cases acted as a deterrent. They raised residents’ awareness of 
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electoral fraud and the potential consequences. Participants in these areas also 
reported that the local authority conducted random checks on households requesting 
postal votes, as a way to safeguard against false applications for postal votes. In 
areas where allegations had not resulted in a conviction, there was speculation that 
fraud involving postal votes continued to take place. Similarly, in both Higher Risk and 
Comparator areas, there were reports of people having witnessed or heard about 
bags of completed postal votes being dropped off at polling stations. This raised 
concerns of the possibility of electoral fraud.  

4.3.4  Polling station  

People concerned about electoral fraud or those who wanted to avoid campaigner 
pressure in Higher Risk areas, believed voting in person, at a polling station, to be the 
best way to ensure personal choice and control of their vote.  

There were, however, issues reported with voting at polling stations, across all areas. 
These included witnessing or experiencing: 

 Groups of male campaigners congregated outside polling stations; their 
behaviour varied and included: asking voters their names, ticking names of lists 
and showing voters sample ballot papers with a cross against a particular 
candidate or shouting numbers indicating to voters which number box to cross.  

‘I know the people stand outside [the polling station] telling you want to do. It's, 
it's your vote and you don't want anybody telling you where to put your vote.’ 

(Male, 55+, British Pakistani, Comparator area) 

Men believed that Asian female voters would feel intimidated by these men. 
Women did not report feeling intimidated, but they did report visiting polling 
stations in groups with other women, or with family members (this could 
however also be because women, especially older women tend not to go out of 
the house alone). There was a view that vulnerable individuals might find these 
campaigners intimidating, and therefore may be swayed to vote a particular 
way. Participants believed that some people chose to vote by post in a 
deliberate effort to avoid polling stations and groups of male campaigners. 

Participants in these areas were aware that campaigners kept a record of 
people that had voted. In Higher Risk areas there were reports of door-to-door 
reminders to vote and offers of transportation to polling stations. Neither of 
these activities are prohibited, but participants questioned such activity and 
wonder whether it may make people feel pressure to vote a particular way. 

 More than one person entering a polling booth; participants assumed voters 
were accompanied by someone to assist with the translation of the ballot paper 
or to assist people with low or no English literacy on how to vote. This is illegal, 
with the exception of polling station staff who have been specifically requested 
to do so.  

 Being informed by a clerk at a polling station that the participant’s vote had 
already been issued; in these cases participants did not receive any information 
from poll clerks about electoral fraud or what action could be taken.27 

                                            
27

 In this situation a poll clerk should provide the individual with a tendered ballot paper. This ballot paper 
would be placed in a sealed envelope, and could be examined in the event of the election result being 
challenged. For further information on tendered ballot papers see appendix 5b in the Electoral 
Commission’s Polling station handbook: 
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 Bags of completed postal votes delivered and accepted by staff. This is 
permitted under electoral law, however delivering large bags of completed 
postal ballot envelopes is unusual.28 Nonetheless, this raised suspicion, 
amongst people who witnessed such activity, about the potential of electoral 
wrong-doing in the area. It also raised concern that polling clerks did not appear 
to be taking any action.  

4.4 Barriers to reporting electoral fraud 
Participants identified a number of barriers to reporting electoral fraud to an authority. 
Barriers primarily related to a lack of knowledge about what behaviours or actions 
constitute electoral fraud or a lack of confidence in reporting processes that would 
protect their anonymity.  

A key barrier to reporting was actually identifying that electoral fraud had taken place. 
As outlined in section 4.1; there were few types of electoral fraud that people could 
confidently identify as such. In the absence of direct experience, information about 
fraudulent activity was based on rumours which were not felt to be sufficient evidence 
to make a formal complaint.  

Fraudulent activity was perceived to largely occur ‘behind closed doors’, and 
therefore people simply would not know about it. In instances where a participant’s 
ballot paper had already been issued when they visited a polling station, a lack of 
information and signposting by polling staff at the Polling Station presented a barrier 
to identifying and reporting possible fraud. 

Participants thought that people might be worried about being implicated in electoral 
fraud if they reported it. The explanation given was that if someone had experienced 
electoral fraud, (for example, if they had handed their postal vote to a campaigner), 
and decided to report it, they would be concerned about being arrested or convicted 
because they had unwittingly participated in electoral fraud.  

There was a distrust of anonymous reporting. Participants suspected that if it became 
known that they had made a complaint, it would result in a social stigma and strained 
relationships for them and their family. Self-employed people might also be 
concerned about possible negative consequences on their business interests.  

‘I'd want to report that but in a way that I was anonymous 'cause I'd fear that they 
would find out and, and then I'd be worried of the consequences.’  

(Female, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

Relationship to alleged offender was an important consideration. Participants said 
they would be reluctant to report fraudulent activity of family members or people they 
knew personally, stating a preference to informally advise the offender against such 
activity. Persistent fraudulent activity, however, presented a trigger to report electoral 
fraud.  

                                                                                                                              
 

 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/175621/Polling-station-handbook-
UKPGE.pdf  
28

 The Electoral Commission’s Code of conduct for campaigners provides further information on handling 
postal votes, see section 2 here: 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/179741/Code-of-conduct-for-
campaigners-2015.pdf  

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/175621/Polling-station-handbook-UKPGE.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/175621/Polling-station-handbook-UKPGE.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/179741/Code-of-conduct-for-campaigners-2015.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/179741/Code-of-conduct-for-campaigners-2015.pdf
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‘If it's family, obviously you don't want them to get in trouble. Even if it's somebody 
you know, you don't want to get involved. You just want to stay out of it, but you're 

going to give them advice… don't do it again.’ 
(Female, 26-54, British Bangladeshi, Higher Risk area) 

In one Higher Risk area, participants not of Pakistani or Bangladeshi ethnicity 
speculated whether British Pakistani residents affected by electoral fraud were 
concerned about their physical safety if they spoke out against someone within the 
local British Pakistani community. This was also reflected more broadly in relation to 
community pressure and reporting crimes. 

‘How is it even possible for you to call the police on us? We're you know, related to 

you in terms of blood.’ 
(Female, 18-25, British Bangladeshi, Higher Risk area) 

A range of participants felt that the perceived scale of electoral fraud was a 
consideration. Fraudulent activity suspected to alter the overall outcome of an 
election, would make participants more inclined to report it.  

There was a lack of trust in investigations into allegations of electoral fraud. In Higher 
Risk areas, some participants expressed sympathy for people convicted of fraud, and 
anger for councillors and community leaders who were not convicted but perceived to 
be involved in the planning of these crimes. In addition, participants who had 
experience of reporting electoral fraud29 but were not satisfied with the outcome, 
expressed reduced confidence in investigations.  

Some participants explained that they would not report electoral fraud because they 
simply would not want to become involved. Making a formal report to an authority was 
perceived to be laborious. Other justifications for not reporting electoral fraud included 
an opinion that electoral fraud was not a serious crime, or a belief that losing parties 
and candidates would report suspected fraud, so that members of the public would 
not need to. 

Participants across all age groups explained that if they knew that electoral fraud had 
taken place and wanted to report it, they were unsure of the reporting process.  

‘If I knew that somebody was doing…  election fraud, yeah, I don't know, I don't know 
who I would go to actually, but would it be the police what… I wouldn't know.’ 

(Female, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

4.5 Level of concern about electoral fraud  
People who expressed concern about electoral fraud had a heightened awareness of 
electoral fraud in the UK. They included: 

 Those living in a Higher Risk area with direct experience of fraud or knew about 
it happening in the area. Participants in the other ethnicity groups, in particular, 
had prompted concerns of electoral fraud since becoming aware of allegations 
or convictions of fraud in the area. Furthermore, in cases where allegations had 
not resulted in a conviction or any (known) safeguards being introduced to 
protect against fraudulent activity, concern appeared heightened;  

 People living in Comparator areas that had read or heard about electoral fraud 
happening in other parts of the UK;  

                                            
29

 In this case evidence was collected and presented to an authority, however there were no direct 
witnesses of the alleged fraud.  
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 People with reservations about local residents or population changes, that they 
suspected may be or become involved in fraudulent activities;   

 Those with general concerns about weaknesses in the electoral system. 
Concerns related to voting methods that may be open to abuse and the 
potential for human error, such as postal votes not being delivered to the 
intended destination or being tampered with, or unintentional miscounting of 
votes. These types of concerns were present across areas and ethnic groups. 

Conversely, participants who were not concerned about electoral fraud, included: 

 Those who were unaware of electoral fraud in the local area, and/or the UK. 
People living in Higher Risk and Comparator areas fell into this group;  

 People who were aware of fraud allegations in other parts of the UK, but had 
dismissed these as either small scale, isolated incidents; cases that had been 
enlarged by the media; or false claims made by the losing party or candidate;  

 People with trust in the UK electoral system and/or at a local level had trust in 
local residents. Participants compared elections in the UK with Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and other countries, where fraud was perceived to be widespread 
and people may not have the freedom to exercise their voting rights without the 
threat of harm; 

‘In Pakistan, there is different ways they do voting….they do fight or they force to 
each other, so there's so much noise when the voting’ 

(Female, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

 People in Higher Risk areas who believed that convictions had resulted in 
fraudulent activities decreasing or ceasing altogether. An indication of this, for 
participants, was a calmer atmosphere during election time and campaign 
activity and fewer groups of men outside polling stations;  

 Reassuring safeguards in areas where electoral fraud had occurred were 
random checks by authorities on requests for postal votes and police presence 
at polling stations on election day.  

4.6 Implications of electoral fraud  

Participants were asked about the possible implications of electoral fraud, both 
allegations and convictions, for them as voters, for their local communities and, more 
widely for the electoral system. 

4.6.1  Raising awareness of electoral fraud  

In Higher Risk areas, where there had been recent convictions related to electoral 
fraud, participants believed that these cases had raised awareness of electoral fraud 
and the potential consequences (that is, imprisonment) amongst residents. There 
were also reports of calmer or quieter campaign activity since these convictions.  

4.6.2  Trust in electoral system  

Allegations of fraud even if occurring in wards where participants did not reside 
increased concerns about the potential for electoral wrong-doing. Although 
allegations had not affected participants’ voting behaviour, they wondered about its 
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effect on other people, as they heightened awareness of electoral fraud and potential 
weaknesses and loopholes in the electoral system.  

In areas where allegations had not resulted in convictions and people were not 
confident that a full and thorough investigation had taken place, there was a concern 
that fraudulent practices remained widespread. This distrust related specifically to 
individuals in their local area, who they felt were responsible for instigating fraud. This 
distrust did not undermine their confidence in the wider electoral system.  

Alternatively, in Higher Risk areas with convictions, participants felt sympathy for 
those convicted. There was a belief that the individuals had been manipulated by 
others, including candidates and community leaders, to act fraudulently.  

4.6.3  Local community relations 

Participants in the other ethnic groups found discussions about race uncomfortable. 
Individuals were concerned about being labelled racist if they discussed the 
involvement of South Asian voters in potential electoral fraud. 

‘We're trying to get away from this blasted racist business, from this ‘us and them’ 
business. It's tearing everybody apart...’ 

(Male, 55+, other ethnicity, Higher Risk area) 

There was a concern amongst participants that allegations could fuel and legitimise 
negative views of entire British Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities, even where 
only a few individuals were involved. The way in which the media reported these 
cases was believed to further reinforce these negative views.  

Conversely, where allegations had not resulted in a conviction, British Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi participants speculated whether there was a racist undertone to such 
reports. Heightened community tensions were described in areas where there were 
allegations of electoral wrong-doing but no convictions.  

People expressed a general distrust of councillors, who they believed to be elected by 
fraudulent means. Concerns related to candidates representing the interests of their 
ethnic or religious community rather than of all residents equally. Whilst participants 
from other ethnic groups perceived local British Pakistani or Bangladeshi 
communities to benefit, British Pakistani participants living in Higher Risk areas 
reported that some councillors appeared to focus their efforts on representing the 
interests of members from their biraderi. This perceived favouritism was thought to 
negatively affect community relations, and trust in councillors.  

4.6.4  Wider perceptions of the Muslim community 

At a local level, convictions of British Pakistani or Bangladeshi individuals contributed 
to a sense of shame among others within the community. Media reports, perceived to 
be exaggerated, further added to this sense of shame, and raised concerns about 
implications of the increasing negative perceptions of UK Muslim communities.  

Participants drew parallels with other South Asian communities (such as the Indian 
Hindu and Sikh communities) where they suspected similar influences and practices 
took place. Participants did not believe that British Pakistani or Bangladeshi groups or 
their locality were any more vulnerable to electoral fraud than any other groups. 
Participants’ rejected the perception that electoral fraud was more likely to occur in 
British Pakistani or Bangladeshi communities. 
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‘The impression you get, right, and this is what I think a lot of the media would like 
you to believe, that Asians, um, the corruption, it all happens within the Pakistani or 

the Asian community.’ 
(Male, 26-54, British Pakistani, Higher Risk area) 

 

People across all areas and age groups reported growing anti-Islam sentiments 
observed since the 11th September 2001 attacks in the USA. Implicating Muslim 
communities in electoral fraud was viewed as an extension of this negative 
stereotyping. This was articulated by some as a fear that a Muslim running for local 
political office was part of a bigger agenda to 'take over' the local authority and 
eventually gain a stronghold in Parliament.  

The overarching view among British Bangladeshi and Pakistani participants was that 
individuals acted fraudulently, not communities. Participants believed that the people 
in wards affected by electoral fraud were victims rather than offenders.  

4.7 Chapter Summary 
Opinion on behaviours and activities that would constitute electoral fraud varied. 
There was an overall consensus that bribery, or taking a vote without someone’s 
permission were clear cut cases of electoral fraud. Poor knowledge of electoral and 
voting processes (specifically, of postal voting and proxy voting) contributed to the 
uncertainties about what constitutes electoral fraud.  

Furthermore, there was uncertainty about the acceptability of a range of campaign 
time activities, such as the influence of community based networks or campaigners’ 
offers to help those with low literacy levels to cast their vote. These activities 
presented ‘grey areas’ for participants, and perceived to be tipping points for potential 
electoral fraud, dependant on the context and intent of those involved. These 
activities included: 

 the use of biraderi or brath-thitho networks were not itself considered wrongful; 
however, how these were used and the level of pressure applied could be 
unacceptable;     

 campaign activity that became so persistent that people feel obligated to vote in 
a particular way or not to vote at all; 

 influence or pressure to vote a certain way by an unknown person was 
considered more inappropriate than by someone known to the voter or their 
family;  

 campaigners or volunteers offering to help vulnerable people but intentionally 
capitalising on their vulnerabilities to influence their vote; and  

 the use of threats, harm or force (however there were no reported experiences 
of this). 

A range of barriers to reporting perceived or actual incidences of electoral fraud were 
also identified:  

 poor level of knowledge of reporting processes; 

 pressure to not report members of the community; 

 fears of being implicated in electoral fraud; and 

 lack of trust of investigations of allegations of electoral fraud. 
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Concern about electoral fraud and identified perceived weaknesses in the electoral 
process did not appear to change how participants felt about the electoral system as 
a whole. However, in Higher Risk areas, concerns about particular individuals, typical 
candidates or councillors, and their perceived involvement in electoral-wrong doing 
reduced trust in local electoral and political processes.  

Bangladeshi and Pakistani participants felt that their communities were unfairly 
targeted and emphasised that fraudulent acts were carried out by individuals who 
exploit existing vulnerabilities in the system and not by communities. 

In Higher Risk areas, where there had been recent convictions related to electoral 
fraud, participants believed that these cases had raised awareness of electoral fraud 
and the potential consequences. There were also reports of calmer or quieter 
campaign activity since these convictions.  

 



 

 

52 NatCen Social Research | Elections, voting and electoral fraud 

 

5 Conclusion and recommendations  

This research has explored attitudes to and experiences of political participation and 
voting, the security of the electoral process, and electoral fraud. The focus on British 
Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities was aimed at providing greater 
understanding of political participation and exploring any links with specific 
geographic, cultural, and demographic factors. The intent was also to gather 
suggestions for improvements to make voting safer from electoral fraud. 

This concluding chapter begins with a summary of the key factors to further 
understanding of vulnerabilities to election fraud and why some British Bangladeshi 
and Pakistani communities appear to be more vulnerable to electoral fraud than 
others. The chapter concludes by summarising participants’ suggestions for 
addressing electoral fraud, making the electoral process more secure and the 
reporting of electoral fraud more accessible. Ideas for further research are also 
suggested.  

5.1 Electoral fraud vulnerabilities: key factors 
The study findings suggest a complex intertwining of contextual, cultural and practical 
electoral process factors that can create vulnerabilities to electoral fraud. These 
factors may be particularly apparent amongst some British Bangladeshi and Pakistani 
communities. These factors are localised and at the same time can have an 
international context and reach, extending to people’s country of origin, or in relation 
to global conflicts (as summarised in diagram 5.1 overleaf). They are also gendered, 
relate to individual factors (for example, lack of literacy) as well as economic and 
structural factors such as lack of employment opportunities and deprivation.  

Perceived pressure (and feelings of obligation) to vote a particular way combined with 
individual factors, such as age, gender, an illness or disability or a lack of knowledge 
of the electoral process, could exacerbate vulnerabilities. The interaction of these 
factors, alongside perceived weaknesses in the election and voting process, in 
particular some aspects of the postal voting process, appear to generate the greatest 
risk of electoral fraud.  
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Diagram 5.1 Contextual factors that can contribute to creating electoral fraud vulnerabilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AREA VULNERABILITY TO  
ELECTORAL FRAUD 

LOCAL POLITICAL CONTEXT 
• Marginal seat 

• Candidate selection 

• Candidate skills and suitability 

• Harnessing of kinship networks  

COMMUNITY TENSIONS 
• Struggle for resources & power 

• Cultural misunderstandings 

Disengagement 
Marginalisation 

Resentment 

Use of community, kinship 

and family support: 
• Trust 

• Obligation 

• Responsibility 

• Reciprocity 

• Inter-group tensions 

Search for collective ‘voice’ 

or individual power 
• Community level 

services 

• Political participation 

The Economic Context 
• High density housing 

• Socio-economic deprivation 

• Manual/unskilled labour 

The Educational Context 
• Low skills 

• Poor English proficiency 

• Level of aspiration 

“THE COMMUNITY” 
• Traditional family roles 

• Gendered social networks 

• Preservation of kinship ties 

Pakistan 
• Region of origin 

• Ancestral kinship networks 

Bangladesh 
• Region of origin 

• Extended family networks 

  

National/local media 
• Coverage of electoral fraud 

• Reporting of global conflicts 

• Representation of communities 

Other ethnic 

communities 

(including 

white British) 

Local Area 

Migration and settlement patterns 

ELECTIONS 
• Role of campaigners and 

volunteers 

• Postal votes 

• Polling stations  

• Little or different understanding of 

electoral process and electoral 

fraud 
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5.1.1 Lack of knowledge about electoral fraud 

Problems appeared to arise when what would count as electoral fraud and is illegal 
was unclear. This tended to occur where there was an absence of information about 
the electoral process generally, and of voting and the value of an individual vote in 
particular. The ways in which these ‘grey areas’ were used or potentially exploited by 
candidates, campaigners and volunteers could be considered primarily structural and 
procedural issues related to the electoral process. Effective and appropriate 
communication of information about the electoral process and the rules, guidelines and 
code of conduct that underpin it would help to address systemic weaknesses that may 
lead to unacceptable influence and to fraudulent activity.  

5.1.2  Community allegiances and influence 

The British Pakistani and Bangladeshi individuals who took part in the research painted 
a complex picture of individual and collective behaviour in relation to political 
participation. They described being influenced by their immediate family and by their 
extended family relationships. These in turn were further embedded within wider social 
networks, forming interconnected layers of allegiances that individuals, families and 
communities had developed and maintained over time and across continents.  

The networks were developed in order to take advantage of local opportunities, 
especially in areas marked by deprivation and a general lack of opportunities (which 
characterised the case study areas). Whilst these general influences may not be 
unique to British Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities, unique perhaps is the 
historical context of migration, settlement, low skills, and previous work in industries 
that no longer exist. Deprivation experienced by these communities, combined with a 
sense that they may have to negotiate structural racism to succeed, meant that a 
complex mix of allegiances were likely to be used to access resources and political 
power.  

An important factor explaining these allegiances and which stands out for British 
Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities, are regional and ancestral networks. These 
ties are gendered and usually dominated by men who are influential in the community 
or for British Pakistanis within a specific biraderi group. Harnessing these regional, 
religious or biraderi/brath-thito ties is a significant factor that helps to gain political 
influence and political office.  

In the UK context the endurance of these networks could explain some of the 
communities’ vulnerability to electoral fraud. The importance of biraderi ties for political 
participation in Pakistan could be an underlying historical influence on the 
vulnerabilities to election fraud identified in this research and lead to a perceived 
pressure to vote a certain way. These allegiances and reciprocal relationships of 
obligation could also mean that individuals from these communities may have been 
reluctant to report electoral fraud activity.  

The use of social and community connections are commonplace during campaign time 
in any community, therefore the relative influence of biraderi and brath-thitho networks 
should to be considered in conjunction with socio- economic factors. Importantly, these 
allegiances are weakening amongst younger generations, and this needs to be 
considered in any the formulation of policy responses to electoral fraud.  
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5.1.3  Literacy levels and English language skills 

Low levels of literacy and poor or no English language skills were also common 
threads discussed by participants as factors that could influence vulnerability to 
electoral fraud. Those with low levels of literacy, mainly older women and new migrants 
(including spouses who have recently arrived from Bangladesh or Pakistan), were 
described as being more vulnerable to electoral fraud because their knowledge of the 
electoral process and electoral fraud was weak. In the absence of accessible formal 
information the support of others to take part in elections and voting was thought 
acceptable. The issue highlighted in the research related specifically to the level of 
influence of those who provide type of help. The perception was that these vulnerable 
individuals could be influenced to vote a particular way or to hand over their postal 
vote.  

5.1.4  Structural vulnerabilities 

Alongside a lack of knowledge about the electoral process and within community 
influences, this research identified weaknesses in the electoral system. The postal 
voting process was overwhelmingly described as a process which could be used to 
influence how people vote.  

Candidates’ skills and abilities for political office and the vetting process for selecting 
candidates were identified as an area of concern. Candidates selected with a lack of 
skills and poor proficiency in English, lead participants to conclude that political parties 
were interested more in winning elections. In a similar vein there was a perception that 
campaigners and volunteers did not fully understand their role. Consequently 
participants expressed a general lack of trust in politicians. 

5.2 Higher Risk and Comparator areas: key 
differences  

Although nearly all of the case study areas could be described as deprived, a number 
of specific area-based differences emerged that could explain why some areas 
experiencing these factors may be more vulnerable to election fraud than others:   

 The Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities in Higher Risk areas were close-knit 
and as a result had stronger biraderi/brath-thitho ties than in Comparator areas, 
which are known to be influential on voting behaviours.  

 These Higher Risk areas were also described as having higher levels of 
community tensions than Comparator areas, which may increase a concerted 
effort to ensure a particular candidate wins the election.  

 Higher Risk areas also appeared to have a smaller network of community based 
services that Comparator areas which had a wider network of a range of services 
and more interaction across different communities. 

 Campaigners in Higher Risk areas were reported to encourage sign-up for postal 
votes much more so than in Comparator areas. Postal votes were perceived to 
be open to electoral wrong-doing. 

 
In all case study areas, the view that media coverage stereotypes Muslim communities 
was described as having a detrimental effect on all segments of the British Pakistani 
and Bangladeshi population and being harmful to community relations. Consequently 
the singling out of particular communities in relation to electoral fraud added to the 
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feeling of being besieged and unfairly stigmatised. Participants emphasised that 
communities should not have to shoulder the blame for individual behaviour. 

5.3 Change over time 
Vulnerabilities to election fraud can change over time. For example, intergenerational 
change in attitudes in this study suggested that the strength of biraderi/brath-thitho 
networks was diminishing and the values of trust, obligation and deference for 
influential community members was decreasing. British Bangladeshi and Pakistani 
young people involved in the research, similar to other young people, were disengaged 
from the political process, despite some level of interest in politics and policies. The 
arrival of new European migrants and the movement of British Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani to other areas suggest that the struggle for resources and political power 
continues, but that electoral fraud vulnerabilities and how they manifest in different 
communities are dynamic and can change over time. 

Having explained electoral fraud vulnerabilities identified in this research, the next 
section outlines suggestions ways to address these vulnerabilities.  

5.4 Addressing electoral fraud vulnerabilities 
The conduct of campaigners, volunteers, candidates, local political parties and polling 
staff can counteract vulnerabilities to electoral fraud and so make the election process 
more secure. Study participants were asked to make suggestions about increasing 
political participation and identified actions that might help to make the electoral 
process more secure. These are summarised here.  

5.4.1 Awareness raising and communication  

Increased knowledge of the electoral process was suggested as a means to address a 
key vulnerability identified in the research - lack of knowledge. This could include 
raising awareness of what constitutes electoral fraud and electoral process. This could 
be through publicity materials that include information about the different types of fraud, 
and how to report it. Specifically, participants suggested:   

 Awareness raising activities would help to understand which behaviours 
constitute electoral fraud and would clarify the ‘grey areas’ described by 
participants and, help facilitate reporting. The reporting process would have to be 
accessible however and participants suggested a need to have a secure, free 
and anonymous way to report suspected fraud; such as a free phone number.  

 Awareness raising and increasing knowledge would also have to be targeted at 
specific segments of the community to ensure appropriate reach. Suggestions for 
this included community based sessions targeted specifically at women, using 
local radio to disseminate information to people with low rates of literacy. Young 
people were also felt to be another group requiring specific targeting. 
Conventional political participation could also be made more attractive and 
relevant to young people in partnership with groups that focus on increasing 
young people’s political participation.  

 General information about the electoral process as well as of electoral fraud and 
its consequences was needed. To improve on the information currently provided, 
the language needs and literacy levels of potential postal voters would need to be 
accommodated. 
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5.4.2  Electoral processes 

Addressing weaknesses to the electoral process itself was also suggested. This 
included addressing weaknesses in the process of voting at polling stations as well as 
postal voting. Some participants suggested the introduction of ID requirements at 
polling stations to avoid personation. They also suggested increased monitoring of 
polling stations to address perceived incidents of intimidation.  

While postal voting was considered convenient and valued by those less able to go to 
polling stations, a review of the current process of applying to and casting a vote by 
post to make it more secure was suggested. Suggestions included a verification of the 
numbers of household residents against requested postal votes and tighter restrictions 
on reasons for applying for postal votes. While there was awareness of the different 
ways of voting (postal or at Polling Station), people needed to be better informed of the 
overall process, their voting rights and how to safeguard their vote. The specific needs 
of this group would also have to be considered carefully to develop accessible 
communication strategies.  

5.4.3  Candidates and campaigning  

It was suggested that political parties should be responsible for ensuring that their 
candidate vetting processes are robust and include a requirement for minimum basic 
skills (such as English proficiency). Political parties were also expected to take 
responsibility for monitoring local campaign activities, and for informing candidates of 
the role and responsibilities of councillors, including acceptable campaign methods.  

Training and information regarding electoral fraud and clarification of roles and 
responsibilities should be disseminated to candidates, campaigners and volunteers 
alike. To safeguard against unknowingly becoming implicated in fraudulent campaign 
approaches, training and information on this role should include application of influence 
and the tipping point where influence can become electoral fraud. 

5.5 Further research 
The findings identified a number of research gaps and potential areas for further study. 
A comparative study of British Pakistani communities with other South Asian 
communities such as Punjabi Sikhs or Indian Hindus would help to develop evidence  
of how community networks such as biraderis and caste systems are harnessed or 
political influence and power. 

The data on British Bangladeshi communities is limited in this study as only two case 
study areas (out of a total of eight) involved research with the British Bangladeshi 
community. A study focusing on the British Bangladeshi community would further 
understanding of how regional ties are mobilised and explore in depth attitudes to 
voting and electoral fraud. 

There was evidence in some Higher Risk areas of the tensions between the 
established community and new migrants with perceived electoral fraud occurring 
within new European migrant communities. This issue would benefit from further 
exploration. 

As political participation is gendered, a study of women candidates from these 
communities, community views and the support they garner through community 
networks would help to further understand the relevance of community ties in a 
gendered political context. Research could also explore the effect of the introduction of 
individual voter registration on these groups of women.  



 

 

58 NatCen Social Research | Elections, voting and electoral fraud 

 

 

The effectiveness of any interventions, training or activities to address political 
disengagement of young people should be studied. The design of robust studies would 
provide information of what works in increasing knowledge about the political process 
and in increasing political participation. 

5.6 Conclusion 
The interconnectedness of family, community, ancestry, and local social, economic and 
political contexts creates a complex web that influences political participation. Electoral 
fraud vulnerabilities can emerge in instances when these influences interact with 
individual factors such as poor literacy and English language skills and little or no 
knowledge of the electoral process including voting registration and more specifically 
the administration of postal votes. Poor understanding of what constitutes electoral 
fraud combined with little knowledge of the reporting process suggested two types of 
interventions: the first would involves increasing knowledge about the political process 
and voting as well as of the types of activities or behaviours that constitute electoral 
fraud. The second relates to ensuring that allegations or actual incidents of election 
fraud are reported by the public. This requires appropriate and accessible ways of 
reporting. 

Alongside this are knowledge gaps which could be filled with targeted research to build 
a deeper understanding of how communities function and of attitudes and behaviours 
in relation to political participation and electoral fraud, helping to deliver behaviour 
change activities and interventions that are relevant and evidence based.  

Although intergeneration as well as community change is taking place, there is likely to 
be a continued need to understand better the complexity of factors that underpin how 
new migrant communities and British ethnic groups (majority and minority) interact with 
electoral processes and participate politically in appropriate and legal ways. 
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Appendix A- Definitions and types of 

electoral fraud in ‘higher risk’ case study 

areas 

 
Personation 

Personation involves an individual voting using somebody else’s identity. Convictions 
of personation were made in three of the Higher Risk areas. Further allegations had 
also been made in two of these areas, one of which was still under investigation.  

Undue influence 

Undue influence involves making somebody vote or not vote using threats of harm or 
actual force, or intentionally trying to prevent any voter from freely exercising their right 
to vote (even where the attempt is unsuccessful). Allegations of undue influence had 
been reported which related to voter intimidation outside polling stations and 
influencing postal voters’ decisions. No convictions had been made in any of the four 
Higher Risk areas.  

False application to vote by post or by proxy 

False application to vote is when a person applies to vote using somebody else’s 
identity with the aim of voting on behalf of someone else and taking their vote. There 
was one allegation made regarding a false application by post but no further action was 
taken.  

False statements 

It is illegal to make false statements about a candidate with the aim of affecting the 
number of people that will vote for them; for example, a candidate who forges the 
signatures of nominees who have not consented to nominate them. In one area a 
councillor was arrested on suspicion of forgery and for providing false information to 
the electoral register, and in another area the campaigner faced chargers of altering 
postal and proxy voting forms. Neither of these led to convictions.  

Campaign publicity material 

Election campaign publicity material must not resemble a poll card and not contain a 
false statement as to the personal character or conduct of another candidate. In three 
of the four areas, allegations of campaign offences were made including offensive 
campaigning materials and making false statements about another candidate. No 
convictions were made in any of the areas.
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Appendix B- Maps of Bangladesh and Pakistan 

Map of Bangladesh (East Pakistan from 1947-1971)     Map of Pakistan (West Pakistan from 1947-1971)   
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Appendix C- Achieved sample 

Table 1 summarises the number of participants, broken down by gender, age and 

ethnicity. In total 199 participants took part in either an interview or focus group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Higher Risk Comparator Total 

Total 
(target) 

 98 101 199 

 (80-112) (64-80) (144-192) 

 

Gender Male  49 47 96 

Female  49 54 103 

 

Age  18-25 24 20 44 

26-54 44 49 93 

55 and over 30 32 62 

 

Ethnicity Pakistani 56 61 116 

Bangladeshi 23 23 46 

Other ethnicity 19 17 37 
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Appendix D- Recruitment leaflet  
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Appendix E- Topic guide and scenarios 

Topic guides  

As an exploratory study, topic guides were used in all interviews and focus groups to 
help ensure a consistent approach was being used between members of the research 
team. The researchers encouraged participants to discuss their views and experiences 
in an open way without excluding issues which may have been important to individual 
participants.  

The topic guides used for focus groups and interviews with case study participants for 
phase two are provided below. A slightly different version of the topic guide was used 
for phase 1. As part of the topic guide the researchers used specific scenarios and 
show cards to help stimulate discussion.  

 

P11106 Understanding voting, elections and electoral fraud 
 

TOPIC GUIDE AUGUST 2014 (PHASE 2) 

 
Research aims 

 Key aim - to better understand why certain areas appear to be more vulnerable to reports of 

electoral fraud and what local factors may be associated with this.  

 Case study approach – to allow comparison of areas where there have been reports of electoral 

fraud and those without. In particular, this research aims to: 

 Explore the attitudes and experiences of those in the ‘case study’ areas to political participation 

and voting, the security of the electoral system and electoral fraud. 

 Build on the findings from the previous research stages in relation to participation and undue 

influence. 

 Provide a greater understanding of associating participation related issues (such as undue 

influence) with specific geographical areas and any cultural and demographic factors. 

Focus group / Interview objectives 

 To find out about people’s views and experiences of voting, elections and electoral fraud in their 

local area, in particular exploring: 

- Engagement in national and local politics 

- Awareness of different types of electoral fraud  

- Views on electoral fraud and where, when, how and why it may happen 

- Suggestions for how voting processes could be made safer from electoral fraud 

 
 

As this is an exploratory study, we will encourage participants to discuss their views 

and experiences in an open way without excluding issues which may be of importance 

to individual participants and the study as a whole.  
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The following guide does not contain pre-set questions but rather lists the key themes 

and sub-themes to be explored with participants. It does not include follow-up 

questions like `why’, `when’, `how’, etc. as it is assumed that participants’ contributions 

will be fully explored throughout in order to understand how and why views, their 

knowledge  and experiences have arisen. The order in which issues are addressed and 

the amount of time spent on different themes will vary between interviews and 

according to individual experiences. 

 

Additional materials: 

 Pre-task (in case needed)  

 Showcards – Types of fraud  

 Two  area specific scenarios (refer to scenarios matrix)   

 

Introduction  (5 mins) 

Aim: to introduce the study, the research team and explain the focus group/interview 
process 
 

 Introduce researcher /  study 

o Funded by the Election Commission (EC) - an independent elections 
watchdog and regulator of party and election finance  

o Timetable/output : May – End of 2014.  

 Explain details about participation 

o Voluntary 
o Confidentiality and anonymity  

 Will be maintained in focus groups, interviews and outputs; name will 
not be linked to anything they say 

 Ask participants to maintain each other’s confidentiality by not to 
speak about issues raised outside the group or who took part 
*CONSENT: CHECK PARTICIPANTS AGREE  

 Recording and secure storage of data. *CONSENT: CHECK PARTICIPANTS 

AGREE  

 Informal nature of discussion, coverage of key topics:  

o National and local politics, local issues 
o Voting in your area and whether you think voting is safe from fraud 
o Why any wrong-doing may be happening and how to make the voting 

process safer from electoral fraud 
 

 No right or wrong answers, looking to hear your views and experiences. It’s ok to 
disagree with each other, please be respectful of one another  

 Participants do not have to talk about subjects that they do not want to 

 Disclosure – be mindful of what you say, participants don’t have to disclose any 
personal involvement in electoral fraud.  

 We won’t report any previous activities to any other authority, unless you tell us 
about any serious harm to yourself or someone else.  

 We will have to report any planned illegal activities or risk of harm  
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*CONSENT: CHECK PARTICIPANTS ARGEE 
 

 Length  - up to 1.5 hours 

 £30 as a thank you at the end 

 Check whether they have any questions 

 START RECORDING - Record on tape that the research has been explained to 
participants, in particular the voluntary and confidential nature of the interview, 
maintaining other people’s confidentiality and are happy to take part. 
 

1. Participant and Local Area Background  (10 mins) 

Aim:  get a sense of the participants, their background and the local area   

 Check whether people know each other  

 Introduce / say something about themselves  

o Name (if comfortable)  

o Who they live with / family 

o How they would describe themselves / how might others describe you 

 Tell us a little bit about yourself  

o How they spend most of their time 

 Involvement in local area activities/groups 

o Explore migration patterns  

 Area of migration from Pakistan / Bangladesh/other country  

 Rural / city 

 Kinship ties /Biraderi networks / Clans in local area 

 Local area 

o How long lived in the area  

o Describe the local area 

o Feelings about living there – what they like / problems 

o Relationships between different groups of people in the area 

o Any concerns about safety (and why) 

o Sense of community (and why) & extent to which they feel involved  

o Extent to which they have influence/ can bring about change 

o Who helps to address any problems / where they would go for help 
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2. Factors Affecting Civic Participation (10 mins) 

Aim: to explore engagement with politics and understand the range of factors that 

affect civic participation locally.  

 What comes to mind when mention the word politics 

 General interest in politics  

o UK and outside the UK 

o Issues of interest  

 Engagement with local issues  

o Key local issues  

o How have these issues changed over time, if at all 

o How engage with local issues – voting, community groups, other 

methods  

 Awareness of local political and community leaders  

o Key people, their role  

o Views on local leaders 

o If weren’t mentioned in local area discussion (section 1) – ask why 

 Voting in the UK  

o What is understood about voting in the UK (process, steps)  

o How important voting is to them – local vs. national   

o Level of interest in local elections  

 Things that influence decisions to vote   

o Decision to vote, or not 

o Decision how to vote / considerations:  

 Party loyalty; left/right [make clear: no need to say who they vote 

for] 

 Candidates 

 Local or national issues  

 Voting method (postal, polling station, etc) 

 

3. Views on Recent Election (May 2014) (15mins) 

Aim: to explore recent election behaviour and experiences. 

 Whether they voted in recent (May 2014) local election 

o Or can refer to most recent experience, if not voted in May (2014) 

 Reasons for / against voting  

 Method of voting  

o In person, post, proxy 

o For non-voters: explore knowledge / awareness of voting methods 
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 Explore recent experience of voting  

o Talk through the process – what they did  

o What worked well  

o Any issues / anything they didn’t like  

o For non-voters: explore knowledge / awareness of voting process   

 Views on what it was like during the elections  

o Build up – campaigning 

 What were the main issues during build up   

o Information they received  

 Where from – family, friends, community, media 

 Format 

 Views on it  

o Experiences of ‘door knocking’ / speaking to campaigners 

o Links to kinship ties / Biraderi networks / Clans in local area 

 

4. Introducing Electoral Fraud (20mins) 

Aim: explore broad awareness and understanding of electoral fraud.  

Instruction for researcher: Explore general awareness, then provide formal definition 

provided by EC, provide showcards on types of fraud and then explore participant’s 

views on these. 

 Security of elections and voting  

o What sorts of things come to mind 

o What could go wrong 

 Understanding of electoral fraud  

o How much they understand about electoral fraud in the UK 

o Types of fraud they are aware of   

 PROVIDE FORMAL DEFINITION + SHOW SHOWCARDS OF TYPES OF 

FRAUD 

o Views on types of fraud   

o What counts as fraud / what doesn’t    

o Whether they think voting in local elections are open to fraud  

o Could they spot it  

 Awareness of anything in place to stop electoral fraud from happening 

o Types of activities 

 Where they get this information / what views are based on  

o Friends / family  
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o News / Media 

o Other   

 

5. Experiences of Electoral Fraud (20mins) 

Aim: Use vignettes to understand views and experiences of electoral fraud.  

 Introduce scenario [1 & 2]  

       [After each scenario explore] 

o Views on the scenario 

o Do they think it’s fraud 

o Explore reasons for / against  

o What counts as fraud / what doesn’t   

o Views on this type of fraud  

 Level of concern about this fraud scenario 

o does it happen  

o where (including specific area, community or election)  

o how they found out about it (any personal experience; from 

family/friends; others; media..) 

      If scenario DOESN’T HAPPEN:  

o any concern this could happen in your area/other areas/England  

 are others concerned this could happen 

 

 Electoral fraud in the local area 

o Whether they think this area is open to electoral fraud 

o Reasons for thinking area open / not open to electoral fraud 

o Impact of allegations / proven cases of electoral fraud  

o Level of concern 

 Any other examples of electoral fraud (not already discussed) 

o  where and how they found out about it (any personal experience; from 

family/friends; others; media..)  

o what happened, outcome 

 Who commits /gets involved in electoral fraud  

o Reasons for involvement 

o Reasons for this view 

 What they would do if they became aware of electoral fraud  

o Who would they speak to / seek help 

o Would they report it to an authority  
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o Reason for not reporting to an authority / what could make it easier to 

report   

 

6. Implications (10mins) 

Aim: explore wider implications of electoral fraud and impact on participants’ trust in the 

election system.  

 What impact could electoral fraud have on:  

Exploring distinction between the impact of actual and alleged electoral fraud 

o Election results  

o Trust in elections, political leaders  

o Local area 

o Local community  

 Whether they think about risk of electoral fraud when they vote 

 What could help to make elections and voting safer from electoral fraud  

 Views on voting in future elections  

 Whether views about elections, voting and electoral fraud has been affected by 

taking part in this research 

Provide debrief -  there’s no evidence electoral fraud is wide spread. i.e. despite some 
high-profile cases in recent years when fraud has been detected and punished, there is 
no evidence to suggest that there have been widespread, systematic attempts to 
undermine or interfere with recent elections through electoral fraud. Give out Q & A 
document for more info. 
 

Next steps  
 Thank them for their time; switch recording device off 

 Reminder of confidentiality  

 If anyone left with any issues to discuss speak to researcher at the end 

 [If focus group – possibility of one-on-one follow-up interview]; provide 
researcher contact details   

 Next steps of research / report    

 Incentives + each participant to fill out socio-demographic form  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

NatCen Social Research | Elections, voting and electoral fraud 71 

 

Scenarios 

Scenarios and showcards (defining types of Electoral Fraud) were used to help 

stimulate discussion on Electoral Fraud among participants. Up to two scenarios per 

focus group and interview were used. The four scenarios presented below were used 

across all eight case study areas, to allow for comparison in responses to them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scenario 1- Block voting / undue influence 

A family, let’s call them Family K, are generally interested in politics. They often discuss 

national and international politics together. Each time there is an election the dad/father, 

Mr K, discusses who to vote for with people in the local neighborhood and together they 

choose a preferred candidate. Mr K then informs his family about the decision that some 

in the community have made.  

Before the local elections, Mr K informs his family which candidate to vote for, as usual, 

and everyone agrees, except his eldest son, Z, who suggests voting for another 

candidate. Mr K firmly advises his son to respect the family’s and the community’s 

decision. On election day, Z intends to vote for the candidate of his choice. His dad 

reminds him who the family has chosen to vote for. Z feels a bit intimidated by his dad’s 

tone.   

Building on the scenario: 

 Son Z votes for the candidate his dad has told him to, although he doesn’t want to 
vote that way.  

 Son Z doesn’t vote at all. 

 Would it make any difference if it was Mr K’s wife, Mrs K, who did not want to vote 
in the way indicated 

 Would it make any difference if the family were all voting by post, rather than at 
the polling station 

 

Scenario 2 – False registration / Postal voting  

Mr. C is friends with a local election candidate called Mr. Y and intends to vote for him. Mr 

Y tells Mr C that he is in need of more support from the local community and asks Mr C 

whether he’d be willing to register additional postal votes to help support him.  

Only Mr C and his wife live at their address, but he registers four people as living there 

and needing a postal vote. He registers himself, his wife and 2 additional made up people 

who do not live there. He returns all four postal votes to vote for Mr Y.   

Building on the scenario: 

 Mr Y wins the election / doesn’t win.  

 Mr C took the decision to register extra votes himself; Mr Y has not involvement / 
influence. 
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Scenario 3- Personation 

It’s polling day for the local council elections. S goes and votes at her local polling station 

in her own ward for herself. S then goes to another polling station in another ward and 

gives the poll clerk her mother’s name and votes for her mother.  

Building on the scenario: 

 S's mother wanted to vote but because she doesn't speak English, and 
was unsure about going to the polling station. S is fairly sure who her mother 
would want to vote for and she voted for that candidate. 

 S’s mother does not read or write English, and isn’t interested in politics and 
wasn’t going to vote anyway.  

 What if S had registered a bogus (fake) elector at her mother’s address and then 
voted twice using the made-up person’s name.  

 

Scenario 4 – Undue influence / postal voting     

Ahead of a local election a political campaigner goes door knocking in the local area. He 

visits elderly voters and voters that speak limited English. He gives them an application 

for a postal vote. Some voters don’t really understanding what they would be signing up 

to.  

Building on the scenario: 

 The campaigner helps voters to fill in the postal vote application form. 

 The campaigner returns shortly before the election and completes the ballot paper 
for some voters. 

 


