The Market Research Society submission in response to the Ministry of Justice consultation:

Electoral Registers — Proposed Changes to the Edited Register

1. About The Market Research Society

With members in more than 70 countries, The Market Research Society (MRS) is the world's largest
association serving all those with professional equity in provision or use of market, social and opinion

research, and in business intelligence, market analysis, customer insight and consultancy.
Visit the MRS website for more information: www.mrs.org.uk
2. Introduction

MRS welcomes the opportunity offered by the Ministry of Justice to response to the Electoral Registers —

Proposed Changes to the Edited Register consultation.

MRS noted the consultation questions and has chosen to address only those questions which are

relevant to MRS activities.

MRS confirms that the contents of this paper are not confidential and can be attributed to MRS.
3. MRS Response to the Consultation

Scope of the consultation

MRS was surprised at being excluded from the list of organisations indentified as likely to have an
interest in the electoral registers consultation, particularly as MRS has responded to numerous
consultations on this topic since 1998. However, the exclusion is possibly understandable in light of the
focus of this and previous consultations about access to the electoral register. The motivation behind

earlier changes is highlighted by the 2002 Working Party Report which stated':

The commercial sale of the register provides a comprehensive democratic database which business,
particularly the credit reference and direct marketing sectors, have come to consider an integral and
vital part of their marketing armoury. ... In our view although the economic arguments for retaining a
commercially available register are strong electors should be given a say in what information should

be made available commercially.

This statement underlines the original intention of restricting the commercial use of the register.

However, the implementation of the original report made far more sweeping changes which resulted in

! The Final Report of the Working Party on Electoral Procedures (“The Howarth Report”) - January 2002
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market, social and opinion researchers no longer being able to access the full register and as
consequence UK voters no longer being able to have an equal chance of participating in research
projects which influence decisions that affect all our lives. Itis possibly the lack of awareness of this
impact of the original changes that resulted in MRS being excluded from the list of organisations to be

consulted this time round.
What is market research?

Market research, which includes social and opinion research, is the systematic gathering and
interpretation of information about individuals or organisations using the statistical and analytical

methods and techniques of the applied social sciences to gain insight or support decision making.

Since the 1950s, market, social and opinion research has been robustly self-regulated by the MRS Code

of Conduct which is supported by strong compliance and disciplinary frameworks.

The fundamental principles of research and the MRS Code of Conduct are that:

X

Research does not seek to change or influence opinions or behaviour.

x  Research must be conducted with the voluntary participation of respondents, based on the

principle of informed consent.
x  Respondents must not be harmed or disadvantaged as a result of participating in a research project.
x  Personal data collected for research purposes must not be used for other purposes.

These principles mirror the legislative requirements of the Data Protection Act 1998. Unlike direct

marketing, advertising or other commercial communications, research does not contain commercial

messages nor does it seek to promote the aims or ideals of those who conduct or commission it.

Market research plays a key role in helping businesses and other constituencies better understand
consumers, customers and citizens in developing goods and services, and is essential for economic
efficiency, innovation and progress. Social and opinion research is widely used by public bodies to
understand citizens’ preferences and measure key performance indicators, and government studies

used for improving educational, healthcare and police services.
Why the full electoral register needs to be available for market research purposes

For market research to have value for government, businesses and the public it must be representative
of the views of all UK citizens. The full electoral register is the only UK list of all named individuals who

are eligible to vote, and as such it is a unique sampling frame for selecting research respondents.



Alternative databases such as the Postal Address File (PAF) are available but these do not specify the
numbers of electors at each address or provide their names. This means that using the PAF for postal
research sampling purposes can be problematic as mail addressed to “The Occupier” is less likely to be
opened due to connotations with direct marketing; it is more likely to be opened by men, thus skewing
the sample; and it cannot be sampled on a ‘pro rata to adult population’ basis. Other databases such as
the Council Tax register are not available for research and cannot be used for purposes other than

Council Tax collection.
Impact of current restrictions

The following is a list of the kinds of research activities that have been curtailed since the introduction of

restrictions to the full electoral register:

X Surveys on voting: For obvious reasons the Electoral Register is the essential sampling frame for
research into voting. It is more often used for post-election research but is also used to validate
whether respondents to election studies (sampled by other methods) were registered to vote. The
lack of access to the full register has clearly undermined this area of research so crucial to
government and political parties. Indeed by restricting access damage has been done to the
original aim of the Working Party, “...consider recommendations for changes to electoral practice

which will contribute to democratic renewal in the United Kingdom...”

x  Population research: Summary statistics, such as number of electors per household, used to be
obtained from the full electoral register for each unit postcode. These population statistics are
employed for population estimation purposes or are used in measures such as area classification

systems. No other source can provide these measures on an up-to-date basis and at the required




