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1. Summary of proposal 

1. The government committed in the Plan to Make Work Pay1 to introduce trade union 

reforms to increase participation and modernise union operations, making it easier for 

members to vote securely and conveniently. They explicitly committed to “allow modern, 

secure, electronic balloting and workplace ballots, as political parties and listed 

companies use, while ensuring we maintain high standards of engagement and 

participation”. 

 

2. ‘Next Steps to Make Work Pay’, published in October 20242, reinforced the government’s 

pledge, confirming the government’s intention to enable secure electronic voting, and 

workplace voting for trade union statutory ballots following Royal Assent of the 

Employment Rights Bill. 

 

3. The proposed policy will enable trade unions to use electronic voting for certain statutory 

ballots, offering either fully online (“pure”) or hybrid (online and postal) options, as 

alternatives, or alongside the current postal-only system. Legislation will enable unions to 

choose a combination of ‘pure’ electronic balloting and/or a hybrid format and/or a postal 

format for all statutory ballots, except for statutory recognition and derecognition ballots 

conducted by the Central Arbitration Committee (CAC). For CAC ballots, both postal and 

 
1 LABOUR’S PLAN TO MAKE WORK PAY - Delivering A New Deal for Working People 
2 Next Steps to Make Work Pay (web accessible version) - GOV.UK 
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workplace voting will remain available, and the option of hybrid electronic balloting will be 

introduced. 

 

4. Additionally, physical workplace voting will be permitted for statutory union industrial 

action ballots, alongside postal voting. However, workplace voting will not be allowed for 

other types of statutory union ballots. 

 

5. The intention of this policy is to improve union member access to statutory ballots with the 

potential of increasing ballot turnout to ensure trade union ballots continue to secure 

meaningful and relevant mandates, while reducing unnecessary cost burdens to unions. 

To use electronic or workplace balloting for statutory union ballots, the union will have to 

appoint an independent scrutineer to conduct the ballot on their behalf. This will ensure 

the integrity and security of the ballot conduct. 

 

6. The table below shows which methods will be permitted for each statutory ballot. 

 Postal Balloting 
Pure Electronic 

Balloting 
Hybrid Balloting 

Workplace 

Balloting 

Industrial Action 

Ballots 
    

Union Election 

Ballots 
    

Political Fund / 

Resolution 

Ballots 

   
 

Union Merger 

Ballots 
    

CAC 

Recognition / 

Derecognition 

Ballots3 

 *   

 
*We will be able to extend this method to CAC ballots post implementation of the ERB recognition 

changes and updated recognition code. 

 

7. The impact assessments accompanying the Employment Rights Bill (ERB) did not cover 

the proposed reform of methods that could be used to conduct trade union statutory 

ballots. This was because these reforms were not directly part of the ERB. 

 

8. The addition of new voting methods to be permitted for statutory union ballots, and the 

specific details of what is allowed are to be set out in secondary legislation following public 

consultation on the associated code of practice. 

 
3 The Central Arbitration Committee has sole discretion over the method or combination of methods used for 
statutory recognition or derecognition ballots. 
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2. Strategic case for proposed regulation 

What is the problem under consideration? 

9. At present, postal voting is the only method permitted for statutory ballots by trade unions. 

Statutory trade union ballots are ballots for: 

a. Industrial action 

b. Trade union National Executive positions, including General Secretary and 

President (unless exceptions apply). 

c. Decisions on mergers (transfers and acquisitions). 

d. Political Fund Resolution ballots, required for a union to set up a political fund. 

 

10. Ballots for statutory trade union recognition and derecognition, arranged by the Central 

Arbitration Committee (CAC) and paid for jointly by the relevant employer and union are 

also statutory ballots, and are restricted to using postal or workplace ballots. 

 

11. The current legal requirement for predominantly postal-only voting is increasingly seen as 

outdated and restrictive. The main issues are: 

• High cost: Unions must cover the full cost of printing, distributing, and returning 

postal ballots. 1st class stamps can cost between £1.65 – £2.60 and 2nd class 

stamps £0.85 – £1.55.  

• Postal reliability: Recent postal reforms from Royal Mail means that as of July 2025, 

2nd class letters and standard bulk business letters are to be downgraded to a 

three-day delivery aim4, potentially inhibiting the number of ballot returns that meet 

the vote deadline. Research from Citizens Advice finds that the reliability of the 

Post Office services is in decline5. 

• Low turnout: Postal ballots often result in low participation, particularly among 

younger and more mobile workers. 

• Limited accessibility: Postal voting may disadvantage members with limited access 

to reliable postal services (such as those with mobility issues, living in rural areas, 

or working offshore/overseas or away from home for extended periods) or those 

who move frequently. According to the English Housing Survey 2023/24, 1 in 5 

private renters have a tenure of less than one year6. 

• Technological lag: The law does not reflect modern, secure digital voting 

technologies that are widely used in other democratic processes. E-balloting has 

been used for political party leadership elections in the UK7, and for corporate 

AGMs8. 

 

12. These concerns were echoed in the 2017 independent review of electronic balloting, led 

by Sir Ken Knight. The review concluded that electronic balloting could be introduced 

 
4 Letter deliveries are changing to deliver a better all-round service | Royal Mail Group Ltd 
5 Post - the state of the sector in 2023 - Citizens Advice 
6 English Housing Survey 2023-24: rented sectors - GOV.UK 
7 Conservative leadership: What are the rules and how is the winner chosen? - BBC News 
8 Notice for Sainsburys PLC 2025 AGM 

https://www.royalmail.com/receiving/the-future-of-letter-deliveries
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/policy/publications/post-the-state-of-the-sector-in-2023/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-housing-survey-2023-to-2024-rented-sectors/english-housing-survey-2023-24-rented-sectors
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cg3j0nn64j7o
https://about.sainsburys.co.uk/~/media/Files/S/Sainsburys/AGM2025/X%202025%20Notice%20of%20Annual%20General%20Meeting.pdf
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securely and recommended a phased implementation, beginning with non-statutory pilots. 

However, the recommendations of that review were not enacted by the previous 

government. 

Why is government intervention necessary? 

13. The Government legislates to extend employment rights for reasons of efficiency and 

equity. 

a. Allowing different voting methods to be used in statutory union ballots will improve 

the ease of voting for workers which could increase turnout. This will help in 

enabling a stronger worker voice through unions. 

b. Equity will be improved since workers will have greater access to voting methods 

and have a stronger collective voice. The Government is uniquely positioned as 

TU requirements are set out in legislation. 

c. Being able to use e-balloting will reduce costs, enabling unions to have more 

resources for other members, improving efficiency through better resource 

allocation.  

 

14. There are no other modes of voting permitted for statutory union ballots (except for 

workplace balloting for statutory union recognition or de-recognition ballots) other than 

postal.  Postal voting is costly for unions because they must cover both the mailing and 

return costs, as ballots must be free for voters to send back. Unions may hold multiple 

industrial action ballots each year, alongside statutory elections for Executive members 

such as the General Secretary and President—typically at least once every five years, 

unless exceptions apply9. For unions, conducting ballots for the entire membership or 

significant subgroups can incur substantial costs. Political fund and union merger ballots 

are ad hoc, occurring only when members express interest in establishing a political fund 

or merging with another union. 

 

15. Postal voting is heavily contingent on a functional postal system (to ensure that voting 

papers are sent out to the right people, votes are sent back, and that there is minimal risk 

of tampering or interference in transit). There is no guarantee that members update their 

home addresses when it changes, thereby inadvertently disenfranchising themselves. 

Though there is also a risk of members not updating their email addresses after changing 

them, this could be mitigated in part by a hybrid postal/e-ballot approach: where e-mails 

bounced back, scrutineers have indicated that they have a record of this, and would be 

able to send a postal ballot if required (a similar approach could be taken if post was 

returned to sender).    

 

16. Postal voting will also have potential negative environmental effects10, though these can 

be lessened by using sustainable materials. Evidence suggests that the environmental 

cost of post is higher than that for e-mail11. 

 
9 Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992,  
10 Royal Mail - LCA Technical Report.pdf 
11 Ecotricity Explains: The environmental impact of a letter | Ecotricity 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1992/52/section/46
https://www.marketreach.co.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Royal%20Mail%20-%20LCA%20Technical%20Report.pdf
https://www.ecotricity.co.uk/our-news/2025/ecotricity-explains-the-environmental-impact-of-a-letter
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17. E-balloting is considered to offer a higher level of security to postal balloting (as it will 

require a named independent scrutineer to conduct the process, with mandatory 

encryption standards, robust process design, comprehensive auditing, and updated 

scrutineer reports) and has been used in other significant ballots, such as political party 

leadership elections and high-level ballots by large corporations. 

 

18. For the reasons above, it is fair and reasonable to allow electronic voting for statutory 

union ballots. This would reduce costs, time, and theoretically make voting easier for 

members, which could increase voter turnout. 

 

19. Workplace ballots have been used in statutory recognition ballots commissioned by the 

CAC. They can in some specific circumstances such as a single workplace that workers 

need to attend to work make it easier for workers to participate. However, the costs of 

running such a ballot are generally higher, according to ballot providers. 

 

20. The Government believes strong collective bargaining rights and institutions are key to 

tackling problems of insecurity, inequality, discrimination, enforcement and low pay. When 

workers are empowered to act as a collective, they can secure better pay and conditions. 

The government also wants to help unions to represent their members interests in the 

workplace, provide independent worker voice to employers and enable unions to fully 

represent their members in collective disputes. By improving access to and accessibility 

of the balloting process, this policy could encourage higher voter turnout at statutory 

ballots, which could result in trade unions having stronger mandates to pursue their 

members’ interests. 

 

21. Legislative change using the powers set out in Section 54 of the Employment Relations 

Act 2004 is required to amend the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 

1992 to enable a wider range of methods to be used for trade union statutory ballots. 

Therefore, it is not possible to achieve the policy objectives through non-regulatory 

change. 

What are the potential risks of non-intervention? 

22. Should the government not intervene, then the failure of restrictive regulations imposing 

costs on unions and contributing to accessibility difficulties and potentially under-

participation in statutory union ballots could persist. 

 

23. Since unions are democratic and led by their members, limiting statutory ballots to postal 

voting may prevent these ballots from accurately reflecting members' views. For instance, 

evidence suggest that less frequent post users, including younger adults prefer to interact 

online, and would only engage with post where they had to12. 

 

 
12 UK Postal User Needs: Qualitative Research Report 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/post-research/review-of-postal-users-needs-2020/2020-review-of-postal-user-needs-qualitative-report.pdf?v=325514
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24. When union members vote, they contribute to collective bargaining power and ensure 

membership representation. When too few members vote then this can lead to 

unrepresentative decisions that do not reflect the majority’s preferences. As industrial 

action ballots can only currently provide a mandate for action when a minimum turnout 

threshold of 50% is met, under-participation due to non-engagement with postal services 

could mean workers fail to gain a mandate for action even if there is broad support. For 

some groups of union members, such as those with disabilities, mobile and offshore 

workers and young and lower income workers in rental accommodation, postal ballots 

may make participation more difficult. 

 

25. Unions will continue to have to pay higher costs for statutory ballots, which would reduce 

the resources available for other services and representation activities for their members. 

3. SMART objectives for intervention                            
 

26. The aims of this policy are to: 

• Modernise the statutory framework for trade union democracy and improve 

accessibility and participation. 

• Reduce the administrative costs for unions in statutory recognition ballots, by 

removing the regulatory restriction of having to use post for statutory trade union 

ballots. 

 

27. The intended outcomes of the intervention are to: 

• Improve accessibility of the balloting process, which in turn will potentially increase 

ballot turnout. 

• Strengthen collective worker voice by making it easier to vote in statutory union 

ballots and enable unions to reduce the resources spent on statutory ballots.  This 

will lead to stronger representation and increased bargaining power, helping to 

more fairly balance the interests of workers, capital and the wider public. 

• Increased cooperation between employers and unionised workers, leading to 

beneficial outcomes for the economy. 

4. Description of proposed intervention and explanation 

of the logical change process whereby this achieves 

SMART objectives 

 

28. The preferred policy option is to introduce: 

• Electronic balloting as an optional method in both a ‘pure’ electronic balloting form 

(where distribution and return of the ballot is electronic)’, and a ‘hybrid electronic 

balloting form’ (where distribution is by post, but return is electronic). Unions may 

choose electronic balloting—either in hybrid or ‘pure’ form—for statutory union 

ballots, except for recognition and derecognition ballots overseen by the CAC. Use 

of electronic methods for union ballots remains at the union’s discretion, as an 
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alternative to postal ballots. CAC ballot methods remain at the discretion of the 

CAC. The CAC would be able to choose a hybrid electronic balloting method for 

recognition and de-recognition ballots. 

 

• Workplace balloting as an optional method for industrial action ballots (when 

access and operation terms are voluntarily agreed with the employer). 

 

29. The two new optional methods for balloting meet the government objective of improving 

the living standards of working people by increasing the collective worker voice. They do 

this by making it easier for union members to participate in statutory ballots by increasing 

the methods available to unions to conduct ballots. Unions will therefore be able to choose 

the method or methods most likely to enable members to vote, including using modern 

online technologies which are increasingly the usual communication method for working 

people. Along with other trade union reforms, the measures will help to rebalance the 

power of employers and workers and improve the bargaining position of workers and their 

trade unions, ultimately helping to improve terms and conditions of workers. 
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Theory of Change Diagram 

 

5. Summary of long-list and alternatives 

 

30. Several potential policy options have been considered and not taken forward as they 

would not achieve the policy aims, for the reasons set out below. 

a. On workplace balloting: 

i. Retaining the ban on workplace ballots for industrial action ballots – this was 

discounted as workplace balloting is set out in the plan Make Work Pay, 

thereby a manifesto commitment, and has been used for statutory union 

recognition ballots organised via the Central Arbitration Committee. 

Industrial action ballots would also, like recognition ballots, have specific 

relevance to an employer or workplace, and therefore workplace ballots 

could be appropriate. 

ii. Permitting workplace ballots for all statutory union ballots - Discounted as it 

was not considered appropriate to conduct workplace balloting for internal 

1. Inputs 

• Legislative 
reform via S54 
of the 
Employment 
Relations Act 
2004 to expand 
the permissible 
voting methods. 

• Guidance from 
Government. 

 

2. Activities 

• Enable secure e-
balloting systems for 
statutory ballots 
(e.g. industrial 
action) 

• Enable workplace 
balloting for 
industrial action 
ballots. 

• Unions may train 
reps and members 
on digital voting. 

• Monitor and 
evaluate ballot 
integrity and 
participation. 

3. Outputs 

• Increased number 
of ballots 
conducted 
electronically. 

• Increased ease of 
voting for union 
members in 
statutory union 
ballots which could 
increase turnout. 

• Reduced 
administrative 
burden and costs 
for unions. 

• Faster decision-
making and ballot 
results 

4. Outcomes 

• Better 
accessibility of 
voting improving 
democratic 
participation 
among workers. 

• More responsive 
and 
representative 
union actions 

• Potential 
increase in 
member 
engagement and 
activity with union 

• More resources 
available for 
unions to carry 
out other 
representative 
services for 
members. 

5. Impact 

• Strengthened collective bargaining and worker voice. 

• More equitable and modernised labour relations 

• Increased compliance with employment rights and protections 

• Long-term improvement in workplace conditions and industrial 
stability due to greater union participation.  
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union elections (e.g. executive elections), which are matters that are not 

relevant to the employer. 

iii. Workplace balloting could be carried out using other technology e.g. voting 

machines, rather than a paper ballot - Discounted at this stage as other 

technology could add to the risk level of workplace balloting – machines will 

require assurance of security etc. Increased security would also incur 

additional costs. 

b. On E-balloting: 

i. E-balloting only permitted initially for industrial action ballots, and subject to 

a review before it is extended to other ballots - Discounted as the policy 

priority is to extend e-balloting and its benefits for all statutory ballots, and 

there are no grounds for delaying use for union executive elections if e-

balloting is deemed suitable for industrial action ballots. 

ii. Ballots must only use one mode: That is, if a ballot is conducted using e-

balloting, only e-voting is permitted - Discounted as balloting organisations 

have successfully conducted hybrid balloting approaches, and hybrid forms 

of balloting will increase the number of ballots for which e-balloting can be 

used effectively, while also enabling those who do not want to use e-

balloting to participate, thereby increasing accessibility and flexibility for 

unions 

iii. E-balloting is piloted on non-statutory ballots first - Discounted as requiring 

unions to pilot e-balloting would be an unnecessary restriction on their ability 

to effectively engage with their members. Non-statutory ballots do not 

require unions to use independent scrutineers, so this would not be a like-

for-like test or would impose an additional cost burden on unions. Some 

unions have already carried out non-statutory ballots online. The 

Government is assured of the security of electronic balloting and are 

working with stakeholders through engagement and working groups. 

c. Ballot security: 

i. Workplace and electronic balloting would be allowed in line with the 

preferred policy option but would not require a statutory independent 

scrutineer to run it – The government believes that it is important that the 

voting method used in statutory ballots minimises the risk of unfairness and 

malpractice and remains confidential (as set out in Section 54 of ERA 2004). 

Without a scrutineer, these two standards are not guaranteed to be met.  

ii. Electronic balloting to have higher and more stringent security requirements 

than the cyber security level of the balloting done for political parties - 

Discounted as MWP committed to allowing unions to use electronic balloting 

in line with that which political parties (for leadership or executive elections) 

and listed companies use. It does not seem appropriate or justified to 

legislate for a higher-level security for e-balloting for trade union ballots. 

Small, micro and medium businesses in scope 

31. This proposed reform will primarily impact trade unions and their members. Trade unions 

are primarily small and micro businesses. DBT analysis of trade union expenditure on 
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wages and employee numbers from their annual returns to the Certification Officer 

indicates that nearly all the 86 unions with under £5 million annual income would have 

less than 50 employees, with many having under 10. These organisations are expected 

to benefit from the policy because there will be some reduced costs for balloting, and 

increased ease of voting for their members in statutory ballots, therefore facilitating 

greater representativeness of their members’ wishes.  The reduced costs could help 

unions to develop their other membership services, where more resources can be 

allocated, or otherwise improve the value for money from subscriptions. 

 

32. Any wider impacts on other small and micro businesses will depend on the impact of using 

alternative voting methods in statutory ballots on turnout and outcomes. There is no clear 

and consistent evidence that using these alternative voting methods will improve turnout 

or change ballot outcomes. Therefore, it is difficult to say what these indirect impacts 

would be. It is estimated that over 90% of micro employers and those with 10–19 workers 

have no union members, and more than 80% of employers with 20–49 workers also lack 

union presence. As a result, non-union micro and small employers are unlikely to face 

significant direct effects. Alternative voting methods could increase worker participation in 

industrial action ballots, which if resulting action occurs possibly leads to spillover impacts 

– particularly when employers and employees remain in dispute. However, this would 

reflect ballot outcomes that more accurately represent member preferences. 

 

Medium businesses in scope 

33. As above, the proposed reform primarily impacts trade unions and their members. Most 

of the remaining trade unions, which are not small or micro businesses, are medium sized 

employers, based on the same analysis of employee numbers and wages data. Only very 

few unions with the highest membership and highest income have 500 or more workers. 

These unions are likely to benefit in similar ways as the smaller unions, likely gaining more 

as the difference between postal and e-balloting costs will be greater. 

 

34. As suggested above, it is not clear whether other medium sized employers will be 

impacted. Medium-sized employers will be more likely to have union presence and 

recognised unions, with unionisation broadly correlating with employer size. Potentially, 

these employers might be more likely to be impacted directly if alternative voting methods 

increase voter turnout in industrial action ballots leading to unions winning a mandate for 

action, but there is no clear and consistent evidence that this will be the case. Other 

possible impacts from alternative voting methods affecting outcomes in other statutory 

ballots would be even more speculative. 

6. Description of shortlisted policy options carried 

forward 
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Do-nothing 

35. The do-nothing option will be to continue with the current postal-only balloting system as 

set out in the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992, which provides 

that a postal vote is required for statutory union ballots and elections, including industrial 

action ballots, union elections, union mergers, and political fund ballots. 

Preferred Option 

36. The preferred policy option intends to permit the use of electronic balloting for all statutory 

ballots. This includes industrial action ballots, recognition/derecognition (hybrid method 

only), and internal statutory union ballots. It also aims to extend the use of workplace 

balloting, which is only currently permissible for recognition and derecognition ballots, to 

industrial action ballots (although the extension will be independent of the CAC). 

 

37. This policy will allow for two forms of e-balloting: 

 

a. ‘Pure’ electronic balloting. Under this form, the ballot is provided entirely in 

electronic format, containing all the necessary information that would traditionally 

appear on a paper ballot. Ballots are delivered via email to the personal email 

address provided by the voter as suitable for receiving ballot communications.  

i. To cast their vote, the voter accesses a secure online platform using the 

details provided in the email. This platform is managed independently by a 

qualified scrutineer appointed to oversee the e-ballot process. The voter 

then submits their response electronically through the platform. The digital 

voting system will be developed in discussion with cybersecurity experts to 

ensure it meets the standards set out in Section 54 of the relevant 

legislation. 

ii. This pure e-balloting approach offers a modern, efficient, and 

environmentally sustainable alternative to traditional voting methods. It 

simplifies the voting experience for members who prefer digital 

communication and ensures that the process remains secure and compliant 

with statutory requirements. 

 

b. ‘Hybrid’ electronic balloting. Under this form, each voter will receive a paper ballot 

delivered by post. The ballot will include an electronic internet return option (e.g., 

login credentials that provide access to a secure online voting platform operated 

by an independent scrutineer). Voters may choose to vote by marking the paper 

ballot and returning it via prepaid post, or by logging into the online platform offered 

by the scrutineer to cast their vote electronically. 

i. The electronic voting system will be developed in discussion with 

cybersecurity experts to ensure it meets the standards set out in Section 54 

of the relevant legislation. It will be operated independently of the trade 

union by a qualified scrutineer appointed to oversee the ballot process. 

ii. This hybrid approach preserves the familiarity and reliability of postal voting 

while offering a modern, secure, and accessible alternative. It empowers 
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voters with greater flexibility in how they participate, potentially increasing 

turnout and engagement in democratic processes. 

 

 

38. The policy will also extend to the permitting of Workplace Balloting (for industrial action 

ballots only) – voters cast their vote in the workplace, via physical ballots, with balloting 

arrangements pre-agreed between the union, employer, and scrutineer. This option 

stipulates that workplace balloting can only be done on a voluntary basis, only upon 

agreement between union, scrutineer, and employer on the logistics and arrangements of 

the ballot. 

 

39. Any use of electronic and workplace balloting for statutory union ballots can only be 

conducted using an independent scrutineer named in article 7 of the Trade Union Ballots 

and Elections (Independent Scrutineer Qualifications) Order 1993 (as amended from time 

to time) who has been instructed by the responsible person to conduct a statutory ballot; 

or, in the case of CAC statutory ballots, a person named in article 4 of the Recognition 

and Derecognition Ballots (Qualified Persons) Order 2000 (as amended from time to time) 

who has been instructed by the responsible person to conduct a statutory ballot. This is 

an expansion of the requirement for postal ballots, where for industrial action ballots only 

those of over 50 people required the use of a statutory independent scrutineer (though 

evidence suggests unions also tend to use them for smaller ballots). 

 

40. In accordance with Section 54(5) of the Employment Relations Act 2004, postal voting will 

remain a mandatory permissible method for all statutory ballots. The policy will not remove 

postal balloting as an option. Instead, it will create a flexible framework in which postal 

voting becomes one of several permitted methods. This will allow unions to adopt a hybrid 

approach, using postal voting for members without internet access and electronic and/or 

workplace voting. 

 

41. As the reforms are being made using powers under Section 54 of the Employment 

Relations Act 2004 the following conditions for these statutory ballots remain in place: 

 

a. All those entitled to vote have an opportunity to do so. 

b. Votes casted are secret. 

c. The risk of any unfairness and malpractice is minimised. 

 

42. As above, the proposed reform will primarily affect trade unions and their members. Most 

unions are small and micro businesses. These unions are likely to have lower incomes 

than unions with larger memberships, as membership subscriptions generally comprise 

the largest part of the unions’ total annual income. While these smaller unions may benefit 

less than larger unions, as the difference between the costs of postal and electronic 

balloting will be less, it will still represent a financial benefit which could be proportionate 

with their overall income. There is also a benefit from unions in facilitating their members 

to participate in statutory ballots. 
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43. Medium sized unions and their members are also likely to benefit from the proposed 

reform as discussed above. 

 

44. As pointed out above, it is difficult to speculate on any impacts on non-union micro and 

small businesses. They are much less likely to have union members in their workforce 

and have recognised unions than larger employers13. Therefore, these businesses are 

much less likely to experience any direct effects. Generally, one purpose of the policy is 

to make it easier for union members to participate in statutory union ballots. If this 

increases turnout in some industrial action ballots and this leads to unionised workers 

winning a mandate for industrial action, and there is industrial action there could be 

indirect impacts on small and micro businesses, primarily depending on if there are 

spillovers to the wider economy. However, this would partly be a consequence of the 

newly available voting methods no longer suppressing the vote in these ballots. As 

indicated above, there is no consistent evidence of an uplift in turnout in statutory ballots 

from alternative voting methods. 

 

45. Non-union medium sized businesses could be similarly affected if there were 

circumstances where using alternative voting methods led to unions winning a mandate 

for industrial action. Such businesses would be more likely to be affected directly, based 

on levels of unionisation – though this is only one factor in whether employers and workers 

are likely to be in dispute. It is possible that if unions are able to use the additional resource 

available from lower statutory ballot costs to improve representation in the workplace, then 

this could make potential employer benefits from union representation more likely. 

7. Regulatory scorecard for preferred option 

Part A: Overall and stakeholder impacts 

 

(1) Overall impacts on total welfare Directional rating 
 

Description of 

overall 

expected 

impact 

Trade unions are likely to see reduced costs since e-

balloting is cheaper than postal balloting. Workplace 

balloting is more expensive, though more likely to be 

used only when it is considered that it may facilitate 

increased voter turnout and be free from employer 

interference. Easier voting methods may encourage more 

members to vote, leading to higher participation. 

Where alternative ballot methods lead to increased 

likelihood of voting, stronger collective bargaining power 

Positive 

Based on all 

impacts (incl. non-

monetised) 

 
13 DBT estimates from Management and Wellbeing Practices Survey 2018 data that under 5% of micro 
employers and employers with 10 to 19 workers have any recognised unions. This rises to 16% for employers 
with 20 to 49 workers. 
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may materialise, potentially giving rise to improved 

working conditions. 

It is possible that participation in voting could lead to 

some union members becoming more active within the 

union, which might strengthen worker voice. 

Scrutineers may see increased operational efficiency 

since e-balloting is cheaper to deliver than postal 

methods. 

Monetised 

impacts 
 

Annual benefit to trade unions from paying reduced fees 

to scrutineers for some level of e-balloting rather than 

pure postal ballots ranges from £2.0m to £8.2m, 

depending on the extent to which trade unions opt to 

utilise or are able to use e-balloting. 

Estimated NPSV ranges from £17.6 million for (25% e-

balloting) to £70.3 million (100% e-balloting). 

Positive 

Based on likely 

£NPSV 

Non-

monetised 

impacts 

By introducing more modern methods of voting in ballots, 

the policy may lead to an increase in voter turnout at 

union ballots. Increased turnouts mean more workers are 

exercising their voice and collective bargaining power is 

strengthened through more relevant and representative 

mandates being voted in. This could lead to improved 

worker conditions – pay, hours, benefits etc. – which can 

improve individual welfare. 

Employers could gain benefits from having a more active 

collective worker voice in the workplace, such as better 

worker retention and productivity. 

If trade unions opt to take up more e-balloting, they will 

reduce their outgoing costs as well as possibly increasing 

voter turnout, both of which are beneficial to the union. 

This will enable unions to devote more resource to other 

representative services for their members. 

We do not expect the use of alternative balloting methods 

to affect scrutineers’ margins – as it will likely reduce 

operational costs of running a ballot. 

Positive 
 

Any 

significant or 

adverse 

distributional 

impacts? 

We do not expect this policy to have any significant or 

adverse distributional impacts beyond increasing worker 

voice for union members who currently face obstacles in 

participating in a postal ballot, such as younger workers 

or those with disabilities. 

Uncertain 
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(2) Expected impacts on businesses 

Description of 

overall 

business 

impact 

Trade Unions will likely see a reduction in the cost of 

running a ballot when using e-balloting. The extent to 

which they experience savings depends on the size of the 

union and the ballot, and the extent to which they utilise 

e-balloting (i.e. how much of a mix between postal 

balloting and e-balloting). Workplace balloting will in most 

cases be more expensive than postal and so will likely 

only be taken up in cases where the union is confident it 

will increase voter turnout. 

Positive 
 

Monetised 

impacts 
 

We estimate that the Business NPV ranges from £17.6 

million to £70.3 million based on the estimated reduced 

costs from using different amounts of e-balloting when 

conducting statutory ballots. 

Positive 

Based on likely 

business £NPV 

Non-

monetised 

impacts 

Familiarisation costs are likely to be small or negligible. 

Scrutineers already offer electronic balloting so will likely 

not require further training. However, independent 

scrutineers will have to be successfully audited, within a 

1-year period, by an independent auditor against the 

Cyber Essentials Plus standard, and the method of 

electronic balloting offered will need to meet the security 

standards of the legislation. This may add a cost to 

scrutineers, though most indicate that they already meet 

the Cyber Essentials Plus standards so they could 

already be audited (it would likely be a business selling 

point). Businesses may face a small cost with workplace 

balloting, due to having to provide some space for the 

balloting, though the take-up of this option is expected to 

be very low, due to higher costs and the employer interest 

in influencing the outcome of industrial action ballots. 

Workplace balloting will also be voluntary, so it will be the 

choice of the business whether to bear this cost. For trade 

unions there will be some familiarisation costs, though 

many will use some e-balloting already. Unions are likely 

to be working to ensure, where possible they have non-

work e-mail and postal addresses to enable easier 

communication with members – so any cost here might 

not specifically relate to the change in balloting options. 

Other impacts depend on the extent to which workers 

decide to vote for industrial action and other trade union 

mandates, and how that develops into increased 

collective bargaining. There is no clear evidence that 

there will be a consistent positive impact on turnout in 

different statutory ballots. Predominantly, other factors 

Uncertain 
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will be more important than the method of balloting for 

industrial action and statutory recognition ballots, though 

there may be some cases where difficulties with postal 

balloting has affected turnout. 

 

Businesses can gain benefits from having an active 

collective worker voice in the workplace, with analysis 

suggesting this can range from better worker retention, 

reduced costs from individual workplace problems, 

reduced workplace inequality, improved worker training 

and productivity. 

Strengthened rights and worker terms and conditions 

may incur a cost for employers.  

Any 

significant or 

adverse 

distributional 

impacts? 

Most trade unions are small or micro businesses and will 

benefit from having the option to use more balloting 

methods for statutory ballots – as they can reduce the 

costs for balloting, so they have more resource for other 

worker representative activities, and they can choose 

approaches that make it easier for workers to participate 

in elections. 

It is likely to make it easier for mobile and offshore 

workers to participate in elections and could help facilitate 

participation for largely younger workers in private rental 

accommodation who have to move frequently (as 

discussed in Paragraph 11). 

Positive 

 

 

 
 

 

(3) Expected impacts on households 

Description of 

overall 

household 

impact 

The policy will primarily make a difference by increasing 

the resource available to unions for other representative 

services for their members – which will benefit working 

people who are members of unions – and maybe other 

workers where the resource is used to increase 

recruitment and organisation in new workplaces.  The 

proposed policy will also make it easier to participate in 

statutory union ballots – which could lead to increased 

voter participation, which could lead to a stronger 

democratic mandate for union activities – which are 

aimed at benefitting workers. 

Positive 
 

Monetised 

impacts 
 

We have not monetised any potential impacts for 

households. 
 

Neutral 

Based on likely 

household £NPV 
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Non-

monetised 

impacts 

These have been covered above and will mainly come 

from additional resource devoted to union representative 

activities for their members. 

 

Depending on whether the different balloting methods 

lead to increased turnout, and possibly some increased 

union activism, there could be other benefits to workers 

resulting from increased democratic mandate for unions 

and increased union workplace representation. 

Positive 
 

Any 

significant or 

adverse 

distributional 

impacts? 

There are potential distributional impacts. 

Union members who currently face obstacles in 

participating in a postal ballot, such as those with 

disabilities who struggle to access post office services or 

renters who move around often and may not update their 

address in time, may be more likely to vote via an e-

balloting method. This would amplify the worker voice for 

these types of workers, improving the relevance of the 

union’s mandate. Short-term renters tend to be younger, 

and workers with disabilities tend to have lower earnings, 

so they may experience positive distributional impacts 

from a modernised balloting method. 

Positive 
 

 

Part B: Impacts on wider government priorities. 

Category Description of impact Directional 

rating 

Business 

environment: 

Does the measure impact 

on the ease of doing 

business in the UK? 

The primary impact of the proposed reforms is likely 

to be the reduction in costs of conducting statutory 

ballots for trade unions. They should also make it 

easier for union members to participate i ballots, 

which may result in increased turnouts and increase 

the democratic mandate for the outcome of the vote 

(although there are a range of factors that will 

determine voter participation, of which relative ease 

of voting is only one). 

 

As indicated above, this is unlikely to have a 

significant impact on the business environment. Other 

reforms to trade union regulations as part of Make 

Work Pay are likely to have more impact in areas like 

unionisation and industrial relations. 

Neutral 
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International 

Considerations: 

Does the measure 

support international 

trade and investment? 

The proposed policy does not impact international 

trade as it is compliant with international obligations 

and does not have any implications for trade partners 

or foreign businesses operating in the UK. 

Furthermore, the preferred option will not introduce 

requirements for foreign-owned companies that go 

above and beyond those which are UK-owned. 

Neutral 

Natural capital and 

Decarbonisation: 

Does the measure 

support commitments to 

improve the environment 

and decarbonise? 

The proposed policy is likely to have a beneficial 

impact on the environment. 

 

There are 40 trade unions with 10,000 or more 

members. A postal ballot that reaches the entire 

membership would impact the environment through 

posting and packaging. E-balloting and workplace 

balloting would cut down on pollution from producing 

packaging and from delivering large quantities of 

postal votes. 

 

E-balloting would have its own environmental impact 

by using cloud storage and processing votes online, 

though this is also used to a lesser extent with postal 

votes, and in any case the impact on the environment 

is likely to be less than the equivalent posting and 

packaging. 

Supports 

 

8. Monitoring and evaluation of preferred option 

46. There will be a post implementation review five years after the policies have been 

commenced, in line with standard practice. We anticipate that there will be reasonably 

substantial use of e-balloting and hybrid balloting during this period. 

 

47. This will aim to evaluate the policy against the outcomes and impacts from the Theory of 

Change model: 

a. Implementation of alternative balloting methods – we are investigating methods of 

obtaining administrative or published data on statutory ballots that will enable us to 

monitor uptake of e-balloting and workplace balloting by unions in a timely manner. 

b. Improved democratic participation – measured via analysis of turnout trends and 

participation rates in statutory ballots based on data collected as above. 

c. Impact on union costs and resources, participation and representativeness – some 

analysis of ballot data, as above, but also gathering evidence from unions and 

members, through consultation and/or research. 

 

48. We can evaluate the impact of introducing alternative voting methods—especially where 

data is limited—by consulting stakeholders such as unions, members, and independent 

scrutineers. This assessment will cover costs, service viability, operability, and potential 
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voting issues like accessibility and security. Surveys of union members may also help 

assess policy impacts. 

 

49. We will examine potential broader and unintended impacts, including cybersecurity or 

ballot security issues resulting from the policy change, by reviewing available information 

and consulting relevant stakeholders. 

 

50. We will monitor industrial action ballot results and other ballot outcomes to identify any 

changes in turnout related to e-balloting and workplace balloting and assess the extent 

and manner in which these alternative methods have been implemented. 

 

51. We will examine other data such as correspondence between the department and trade 

unions and scrutineers, or complaints to see if there are any emerging problems. 

9. Minimising administrative and compliance costs for 

preferred option 

52. The proposed preferred policy option introduces legislation that makes online and 

workplace ballots legal for trade unions to conduct – there is no obligation for unions to 

use these methods if they do not wish to. As such, administrative and compliance costs 

are negligible for trade unions, since they can opt to stick with the current postal balloting 

method and avoid the costs or administrative burden associated with the preferred option. 

Generally, the expectation is that running e-ballots would lead to reduced costs for trade 

unions. 

 

Declaration 

 

Department: 

 

 

Contact details for enquiries: 

 

 

Minister:  

Department for Business and Trade 

ERDAnalysisEnquiries@businessandtrade.gov.uk 

 



 

 

20 
 

 
 

I have read the Impact Assessment and I am satisfied that, given the available evidence, 

it represents a reasonable view of the likely costs, benefits and impact of the leading 

options. 

 

 

Signed: 

 

 

Date:    

Kate Dearden MP, Minister for Employment Rights and Consumer 

Protection 

 

4/11/2025 
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Summary: Analysis and evidence 

For Final Stage Impact Assessment, please finalise these sections including the full evidence base. 

Price base year: 2025 

PV base year: 2026 

 

 1. Business as usual 
(baseline) 

3. Preferred way forward 
(if not do-minimum) 

Net present social value 
(with brief description, including 

ranges, of individual costs and 

benefits) 

This is the no change 

option 
Could range from £70.3m (100% e-balloting) to £17.6m annually (25% e-balloting) 

annually, depending on the extent to which trade unions opt to utilise pure e-

ballots over postal. Savings felt by trade unions through reduced charges by 

scrutineers due to significantly lower printing, postage and processing costs. 

Annual cost to trade unions could range from -£8.2m (25% e-balloting) to -£1.9m 

to (100% e-balloting). 

Public sector financial 

costs (with brief description, 

including ranges) 

N/A 
None 

Significant un-quantified 

benefits and costs 
(description, with scale where 

possible) 

N/A 
We have not monetised familiarisation costs. We would expect that unions and 

independent scrutineers (accounting for under 150 businesses) would familiarise 

themselves with the legislation, but that would be from of a position for most of 

already using or providing e-balloting and workplace balloting. Therefore, the 

costs would be relatively low (no more than the low £100,000s). 
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The evidence is not clear that allowing other methods of balloting for statutory 

union ballots will lead to a consistent increase in turnout. It will make it easier for 

union members to vote and may enable better mobilisation of the vote to help 

increase turnout, but these are only some elements that determine whether 

people vote. The reform has the possibility of increasing participation in statutory 

ballots such as elections for national representative posts and industrial action 

ballots, and increased participation could lead to more union members becoming 

active representatives. It is likely that for statutory recognition ballots and industrial 

action ballots the impact will be relatively marginal (as turnouts can be high, and 

difficulties with postal voting will only occasionally drive lower turnout). 

 

Reduced impact on the environment due to lower posting and printing – extent of 

reduction depends on the level of uptake of e-ballots/ workplace ballots. 

Key risks 
(and risk costs, and optimism 

bias, where relevant) 

N/A 
Workplace balloting runs the risk of employers seeking to intervene, interfere or 

otherwise bias ballots that take place on the worksite. 

Results of sensitivity 

analysis 

N/A N/A 
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Evidence base 

What evidence is there to support the problem statement? 

53. Increased levels of voting help trade unions secure a democratic mandate for action. 

When turnout is high and results are clear, union leaders have a more transparent 

mandate for union policies, and a clearer direction on members’ views in an industrial 

dispute. Where unions can demonstrate high levels of support among members (for 

instance for industrial action) employers are more likely to engage constructively to end 

the dispute. As mentioned, increased collective bargaining power can lead to improved 

worker conditions – pay, hours etc. 

 

54. By introducing electronic and workplace balloting as legitimate methods, the proposed 

policy reforms aim to make participation in union votes easier and more inclusive. This 

will likely reduce costs for trade unions and benefit union democracy. 

 

55. It is difficult to precisely estimate the impact of the availability of electronic balloting for 

statutory trade union ballots – as until now such an approach has not been available. 

There is also a range of factors that can affect turnout in a ballot in addition to the method 

used. Where unions have used hybrid methods (post and online) or e-balloting for non-

statutory ballots, they have shown that e-balloting can substantially increase the rate of 

votes received. However, clear and consistent evidence that e-balloting or workplace 

balloting will lead to a general increase in turnout relative to postal voting in ballots of 

workers is not available. E-balloting can enable scrutineers to re-contact digitally those 

entitled to vote who have not yet voted, to remind them of their opportunity to participate. 

Many of the larger unions report that they predominantly use e-balloting for non-statutory 

ballots, and members often complain about not being able to vote digitally in statutory 

ballots. E-ballots would help to increase accessibility to workers who work long periods 

away from home (offshore, construction, scientific work, seafarers etc). 

 

56. The proposed policy will enable unions to use e-balloting options for union executive 

elections and industrial action ballots, and workplace ballots for industrial action ballots. 

The aim is to facilitate union members’ engagement with the ballots, increasing voter 

turnout, and strengthening the democratic mandate of unions in practice. This would 

increase the bargaining power of trade unions (though increased leverage in industrial 

disputes) and could encourage more membership participation. The CIPD14 and NIESR15 

literature reviews suggest that unionised workplaces with active participation see better 

employee welfare and employer performance, especially where relationships are built on 

mutual gains. 

 
14 Collective employee voice: Recommendations for working with employee representatives for mutual gain 
(cipd.org) 
15 Microsoft Word - 1 WERS lit review new format RS.docx (niesr.ac.uk) 
 

https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/collective-employee-voice-report-july-2022_tcm18-110238.pdf
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/collective-employee-voice-report-july-2022_tcm18-110238.pdf
https://www.niesr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Bryson-and-Forth-2017-lit-review-4.pdf?ver=ols1gmVztDcbNtnSCM58
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NPSV: monetised and non-monetised costs and benefits of each shortlist option 

(including administrative burden) 

57. We present our estimates in terms of present value costs for this period for business 

(NPV) and equivalent annualised net direct costs to business (EANDCB). All impacts are 

given in 2025 prices and use 2025 as the base year for the present value calculation. 

 

58. We have attempted to monetise the costs and benefits where possible. For some 

stakeholders where the data is not available (such as households) we provide a qualitative 

assessment of impacts in later sections. Where the detail of the reforms will be considered 

at a later stage, a further impact assessment of the detailed proposals will take place at 

that stage. 

Ongoing costs 

59. This policy primarily affects trade unions, scrutineers, and households. We do not have 

the data to monetise household costs/benefits since they depend on the rate at which 

union members will choose to vote, and the impact on worker-employer negotiations. 

 

60. We cannot monetise the impact on scrutineers – we do not know the extent to which a 

change in balloting methods will affect their profit margins if at all. E-ballots will be charged 

at a lower rate than postal ballots, particularly for larger ballots, which means less 

revenue, but this is linked with significantly lower operating costs. Monetisable trade union 

impacts centre around the cost charged to unions for the various ballots that they may run 

during a given year. 

 

61. Workplace ballots may have a small cost for employers, as there may need to be a space 

provided for voting that the employer can’t access during the balloting process, and 

scrutineers would need to be allowed in to conduct the ballots. However, there are unlikely 

to be many workplace industrial action ballots. The cost of running a workplace ballot is 

likely to be high, especially when involving multiple workplaces. There can also be issues 

around ensuring everyone entitled to vote can participate – as some may not regularly 

attend the workplace and some may be on sick or maternity leave. Unions and scrutineers 

also identified the risk of employer interference in workplace ballots. 

 

62. For all ballots, we calculate the cost where trade unions use 100% postal and 100% ’pure’ 

online. We then estimate a range of costs/benefits by adjusting the mix of online/postal 

ballots – 25%, 50%, 75% 100% online. Trade unions will be able to choose which form of 

e-balloting they wish to use and how much they wish to use it. Whilst it is unlikely that they 

will opt to use 100% ‘pure’ e-balloting from day 1, since this would require having access 

to the entire membership’s most current email addresses, we use 100% ‘pure’ e-balloting 

to represent the upper bound on what expected costs and savings could be. The 

monetisation approach is set out in brief in this section, but more detail is provided in the 

Annex. 

 



 

25 
 

63. For industrial action ballots, we use trade union annual returns data for 2018, 2019, and 

2021 (2020 excluded due to the pandemic; 2022 is the latest available data but is 

excluded due to cost-of-living crisis having distorting effects on the frequency of ballots). 

We estimate the average annual number of ballots by ballot size based on number of 

members balloted (<11, 11-50, 51-100, 101-150, 251-500, 501-1,000, 1,001-10,000, 

10,001–100,000, and >100,000). We then estimate the average number of workers 

balloted by ballot size. We estimate the cost per balloted worker data from broad cost 

estimates provided by scrutineers and unions and apply these rates to the number of 

ballots in each range times the average number of workers. We do this for both postal 

and e-ballot costs. 

 

For example: 

a) Average annual number of ballots where 501-750 workers balloted: 37 

b) Average number of workers balloted: 615 

c) Postal cost per worker (for ballots with <1000 balloted): £3.90 

d) E-ballot cost per worker (for ballots with <1000 ballots): £2.50 

e) Postal cost = 37 x 615 x £3.90 = £89,000 (to nearest 0000) 

f) E-ballot cost = 37 x 615 x £2.50 = £57,000 (to nearest 0000) 

 

64. Using the above calculations, we estimate industrial action ballots under the do-nothing 

option (i.e. pure postal) to cost £1.3m annually. Industrial ballots under e-balloting we 

estimate to cost from £0.7 million (100% use of e-ballot) to £1.1m (75% postal, 25% e-

ballot). Figures to the nearest 100,000. 

 

65. Merger ballots take place when trade unions plan to merge either through a transfer of 

engagements or an amalgamation. The cost of merger ballots is calculated by collecting 

data on the size of transferring trade unions in merger ballots from 2015 to 2025. Based 

on Certification Annual Reports, we estimate that there were 15 merger ballots during this 

period. These are grouped by size, and we then calculate the frequency of merger ballots 

by ballot size and apply the cost per balloted worker rates. Given the relatively low number 

of ballots, generally involving transfers of engagements rather than mergers, the overall 

estimated cost per year is low, below £100,000 for both postal and e-ballots. 

 

66. Executive ballots costs are calculated by first grouping all 126 currently active trade unions 

by membership size (less than 100 members, 100-1000 members, …, more than 1m 

members) and then estimating the average number of members within these groups. We 

then estimate (from available union rule books) the average annual number of elections 

by union size – for General Secretary, President, and NEC ballots – and then times by 

the number of trade unions and average size, before applying the cost per balloted worker 

rates. 

 

Estimated annual cost = number of unions x size of union x number of elections per 

year. 

 

67. We estimate merger ballots and executive ballots under the do-nothing option to cost 

£9.0m annually. Under various forms of e-balloting, we estimate annual costs to range 
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from £1.2m (100% use of e-ballot) to £7.0m (25% e-ballot, 75% postal). Figures to the 

nearest 100,000. 

 

68. Recognition ballots cannot be undertaken using the ‘pure’ e-ballot method. Therefore, we 

cannot model the cost. However, it is likely that the annual cost will be quite low compared 

to the industrial action and statutory election ballots due to the low frequency at which 

they occur. Political Fund Resolution ballots are very rare, so we have not estimated any 

impact from the introduction of other ballot methods for these types of ballots. Political 

fund renewal ballots will not be required when the new balloting options are available. 

Summary 

69. We have not monetised familiarisation costs, but we would expect them to be relatively 

low as primarily only trade unions and independent scrutineers would need to familiarise 

themselves with the policy change. Essentially both groups would be interested in 

familiarising with the proposed change as they would see it as a positive removal of a 

restrictive legislative barrier. 

 

70. We have not monetised the impacts of being able to use workplace balloting for industrial 

action ballots. Stakeholders suggest that unions would primarily want to use workplace 

balloting where they felt it might improve turnout. However, employers would need to 

agree to a workplace ballot, and the scrutineer and unions would need to be content that 

employers would not try and induce or pressure those balloted to vote against action. 

Evidence on costs suggest workplace ballots would not necessarily be cheaper than 

postal ballots. 

 

71. There are potential benefits to unions and their members of increased participation in 

ballots. This may help ensure that the union executives fully represent the views of their 

members and ensure the democratic validity of mandates for industrial action or 

recognition. However, the impact on turnout of different ballot methods is difficult to clearly 

evidence. 

 

72. We have monetised the potential reduced costs to unions of using e-balloting. This leads 

to the following estimated reduced annual costs where unions are able to use e-balloting 

for different percentages of ballot papers (25%/50%/75%/100%). This could be through a 

combination of different methods being used in the same ballot and different methods 

used for different ballots. 

 

Table 1: Estimated annual benefit in reduced costs from being able to use e-

balloting. 

Ballot mix Postal share e-ballot share 

Estimated annual 

reduction in costs 

(£million) 

Postal and e-ballot 

mix 
75% 25% 2.1 
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Postal and e-ballot 

mix 
50% 50% 4.2 

Postal and e-ballot 

mix 
25% 75% 6.3 

Pure e-balloting 
0% 100% 8.5 

 

73. The estimated Net Present Social Value and equivalent net direct costs to business are 

estimated as follows. 

 

Table 2: Estimated Net Present Social Value and Equivalent annual net direct 

costs to business. 

 

Ballot mix Postal share e-ballot share 

NPSV 

(£ million) 

EANDCB 

(£million) 

Postal and e-

ballot mix 
75% 25% 17.6 -2.0 

Postal and e-

ballot mix 
50% 50% 35.2 -4.1 

Postal and e-

ballot mix 
25% 75% 52.7 -6.1 

Pure e-balloting 
0% 100% 70.3 -8.2 

 

74. It is expected that unions would struggle to move to 100% e-balloting immediately. This 

is because not all members have provided e-mail addresses, and of those that have some 

have provided work e-mail addresses. Over time, unions are planning to improve the 

membership e-mail address information, to make it easier to use e-balloting for the whole 

membership. However, it is likely that some form of hybrid balloting would be the default 

option once this policy reform has commenced. 

Costs and benefits to business calculations 

75. As part of the business community, trade unions will benefit from the introduction of e-

balloting and workplace balloting for statutory ballots in two ways: 

a. They will be able to reduce the cost of balloting by some amount each year (as 

shown above). This will give them additional resource that they can use to 

provide other representation services to their members. 

b. They can select balloting methods that they can expect to maximise voting 

opportunity for the members being balloted and potentially have better 
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information to improve their ability to encourage voting. Potentially, this could 

help increase turnout in statutory ballots. This could help strengthen the 

democratic mandate of the union leadership and the union’s negotiating 

position in disputes. 

 

76. Scrutineers' margins are unlikely to decrease; cost differences mainly result from varying 

operational expenses of each balloting method. 

 

77. Scrutineers generally already provide e-balloting and workplace balloting services and 

therefore will not need to learn how to provide these services. They will need to 

demonstrate the security of their e-balloting systems with a regular independent audit by 

a qualified cybersecurity auditor. This might add to their costs, though they might already 

be audited to the required standard as systems security would be an important criterion 

for customers. 

 

78. It is possible that the list of statutory independent scrutineers could be extended to enable 

providers specialising in these additional balloting methods. However, it is likely that the 

ability to carry out effective postal balloting would still be required for many ballots, 

especially in the early years post-commencement. 

 

79. It is unlikely that the proposed policy and the lower cost of e-balloting would lead to more 

statutory ballots being conducted, increasing the demand for scrutineer services. The 

primary driver for unions to conduct ballots of their members will be the rules of union 

democracy, and evidence of members unhappiness with their employer offer in some 

way. Unions would generally try and establish the strength of feeling among their 

members in dispute, such as through non-statutory ballots which could also be used as 

leverage in negotiations, before taking the next step of balloting for industrial action, so 

any increase in statutory ballots due to lower costs is likely to be marginal at most. 

 

80. Non-monetised costs for businesses will include costs related to familiarisation, though 

these are likely to be small or negligible. Scrutineers already offer electronic balloting to 

non-trade union customers, so will likely not require further training. 

 

81. There will be a requirement for a regular (annual) audit for cyber security for ballot 

providers offering e-balloting for statutory ballots. It is clearly an important selling point for 

e-ballot providers that they have robust cyber security, and independent scrutineers claim 

that they do meet the current highest standards. Therefore, their systems may already be 

independently audited to the highest industry standard, and it would likely be a business 

benefit to have independent auditing on record. 

 

82. For workplace ballots, employers would have to agree to provide scrutineers access to 

their workplace(s). There may be a slight cost to employers, in terms of building space 

being allocated to the ballot. However, there are unlikely to be many workplace ballots 

due to the costs and the potential for employer interference (or even the perception of 

such activity) to affect the outcome. 
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83. The proposed changes are aimed at improving accessibility to union ballots, facilitating 

higher union turnout. This will depend on whether union members are convinced of the 

benefits to them of voting in union ballots, and further, voting in favour of industrial action 

and for union recognition. If the additional balloting methods led to increased turnout in 

industrial action ballots (currently very difficult to clearly evidence) and the higher turnout 

remains in favour, then this could increase the leverage of unionised workers in a dispute. 

This could potentially lead to better negotiated terms for workers, but also possibly more 

industrial action. If the ease of participating in union democracy helps to increase worker 

engagement, then there could be potential mutual benefits for workers and employers. 

The CIPD Collective Worker Voice report16 referred to above suggests that there are 

potential benefits to employer performance as well as employee welfare benefits where 

employers engage cooperatively with unionised worker voice. NIESR’s literature review17 

on research into union impacts indicates that benefits for employers are more likely to be 

realised where there is employer goodwill or where employers and unions have ‘mutual 

gains’ relationships. 

Impact on small and micro businesses 

84. According to data on employee numbers and wages contained in union annual returns to 

the Certification Officer, it is clear that most unions are small or micro businesses. Only 

very few are large employers. Unions of all sizes will potentially benefit from lower 

balloting costs for statutory ballots, and potential benefits from higher participation in 

ballots (which could lead to higher member engagement, according to anecdotal evidence 

from Ireland). 

 

85. Independent scrutineers and ballot providers generally cater for e-ballots and workplace 

ballots as well as postal ballots. While the revenue for different ballot methods will vary as 

the operational costs vary, there is no evidence that these companies would necessarily 

get a lower margin from e-balloting compared to post. 

 

86. It is likely that scrutineers will charge a minimum level for e-ballots and the difference in 

operational costs for e-ballots compared to post will widen with the number of people 

balloted. Therefore, the associated savings previously mentioned are likely to be smaller 

for trade unions with smaller memberships. However, these unions will generally have 

lower incomes than larger unions, so the cost savings could proportionally be significant. 

 

87. We do not expect much direct impact on other businesses. Other trade union reforms 

resulting from Make Work Pay are likely to have more impact on unionisation of 

workplaces than the reforms to statutory balloting. The main potential effect is that the 

use of different balloting methods, primarily e-balloting, may increase voter turnout. As 

noted above, this potential effect is difficult to clearly and consistently evidence. This could 

lead to more industrial action ballots providing a mandate for industrial action, while the 

 
16 Collective employee voice: Recommendations for working with employee representatives for mutual gain 
(cipd.org) 
17 Microsoft Word - 1 WERS lit review new format RS.docx (niesr.ac.uk) 

https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/collective-employee-voice-report-july-2022_tcm18-110238.pdf
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/collective-employee-voice-report-july-2022_tcm18-110238.pdf
https://www.niesr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Bryson-and-Forth-2017-lit-review-4.pdf?ver=ols1gmVztDcbNtnSCM58
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50% threshold is retained, and could lead to a higher proportion of statutory recognition 

ballots being successful (though other reforms to access and statutory recognition are 

likely to have more impact). As noted above, there is a possible small impact if an 

employer agrees to a statutory ballot taking place in their workplace(s). These 

occurrences are likely to be rare. 

 

88. Micro businesses and small businesses are much less likely to have union members in 

their workforce and have recognised unions compared to larger employers18. They are 

therefore unlikely to be affected by the proposed changes considered in this impact 

assessment. 

Costs and benefits to households’ calculations 

89. The potential savings to unions from the use of cheaper e-balloting would result in more 

resources available for other services representing their members. This will provide a 

benefit for union workers. Evidence from the NIESR literature review of research into trade 

union impacts suggests more active workplace representation can help with workplace 

equality, terms and conditions and dispute resolution in the workplace19. 

 

90. By widening the available balloting options available for statutory union ballots, it is likely 

to be easier to benefit union members by making it easier to participate in elections of 

senior officials, industrial action ballots and statutory recognition ballots. If they then 

choose to participate due to ease of voting it could increase the representativeness of 

ballot outcomes. E-balloting can enable unions to better target the mobilisation of the vote. 

There is also some anecdotal evidence that participation in ballots can lead to some more 

active participation in union activities (which could strengthen the union in the workplace) 

However, we do not have clear and consistent evidence that different balloting methods 

will lead to different turnout rates. 

 

91. If turnouts do improve with e-balloting, this could result in some stronger mandates for 

industrial action, which could increase the likelihood of negotiating better terms and 

conditions. It could also lead to slightly more success for unions in statutory recognition 

ballots (if the additional votes go in their favour). However, turnouts in these ballots are 

generally reasonably high, and other statutory recognition reforms are more likely to have 

an impact. 

Business environment 

92. The primary impact of the proposed reforms is likely to be the reduction in costs of 

conducting statutory ballots for trade unions. They should also make it easier for union 

members to participate in ballots, which may result in increased turnouts and increase the 

democratic mandate for the outcome of the vote. 

 
18 DBT estimates from Management and Wellbeing Practices Survey 2018 data that under 5% of micro 
employers and employers with 10 to 19 workers have any recognised unions. This rises to 16% for employers 
with 20 to 49 workers. 
19 Nasr literature review of research into trade union impacts in the workplace (niesr.ac.uk) 

https://www.niesr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Bryson-and-Forth-2017-lit-review-4.pdf?ver=ols1gmVztDcbNtnSCM58
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93. As indicated above. This is unlikely to have a significant impact on the business 

environment. 

Trade implications 

94. The proposed policy does not impact international trade as it is compliant with 

international obligations and does not have any implications for trade partners or foreign 

businesses operating in the UK. 

 

95. Furthermore, the preferred option will not introduce requirements on foreign-owned 

companies that go above and beyond those which are UK-owned. 

Environment: Natural capital impact and decarbonisation 

96. The proposed policy aims to enable trade unions to utilise online or in-person methods of 

balloting. Since in most cases online balloting will be cheaper than postal, it is likely trade 

unions will look to use this method in some capacity, particularly so for larger ballots, 

where the cost saving is even greater. The use of e-ballots over pure postal will likely have 

a net positive impact on the environment, since the negative environmental externalities 

of printing and posting will be replaced with online cloud storage and processing. It is not 

possible to know the full extent to which online processes are an improvement on postal. 

The exact impact on the environment will depend on the extent to which trade unions opt 

to use e-balloting and also the size of the ballot itself. 

 

97. Workplace ballots will also likely have a net positive impact on the environment. Instead 

of ballot papers being sent to different addresses – requiring multiple different delivery 

vehicles – all papers can be sent to one address, reducing the environmental impact of 

delivery. The exact impact on the environment will depend on the extent to which trade 

unions opt to use workplace ballots and also the size of the ballot itself. 

Other wider impacts (consider the impacts of your proposals) 

98. The policy is not specifically designed to aid the equality of those with protected 

characteristics. However, it could indirectly have some equality benefits. 

 

99. The proposed policy will benefit union members by improving the ease of voting in 

statutory union elections.  Union members are more likely to be disabled, older (35 plus), 

women, of Black or White ethnicity than employees overall20. The proposed policy may 

lead to strengthening of worker rights and conditions through stronger collective voice 

(from higher participation in ballots). 

 

 
20 Trade union statistics 2023 - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/trade-union-statistics-2023
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100. A report by the RNIB in 201921 on the experiences of blind and partially sighted people 

indicated that voting in person at polling stations and postal voting caused difficulties in 

terms of accessibility and having a secret vote. It identifies that ‘online voting would be a 

popular choice for many’. The Government has also published a response to a Call for 

Evidence on Access to Elections22. Many disabled respondents identified online voting as 

a way to improve accessibility and secrecy of voting (electronic devices could be used to 

facilitate understanding of voting materials). 

 

101. There is the potential for e-balloting to increase access to voting and voting secrecy 

for workers with disabilities, workers who are younger and move addresses frequently 

and mobile and offshore workers. The ability to use hybrid balloting should mean that the 

ability to use e-balloting would not prevent those without online access from participating. 

Unions and independent scrutineers have indicated that they are well aware of their duty 

to ensure that all those entitled to vote are given the opportunity to vote. Evidence from 

Ofcom23 suggests that well over 90% of working age adults have home internet access – 

though those with DE socioeconomic status are less likely to have it than other groups. 

Risks and assumptions 

102. The proposed legislation changes for enabling workplace balloting does not include 

any mechanism to mandate employer engagement or agreement for a workplace ballot 

to be held on their premises. Furthermore, there is nothing in legislation to prevent an 

employer from interfering with a workplace ballot that is not a CAC-run ballot24. This 

means that there are risks unions must consider when opting for this method of balloting 

– such as mitigating possible lack of control and maintaining a fair and untampered ballot. 

 

103. It is difficult to know to what extent trade unions will utilise the e-balloting method, 

either in ‘pure’ or hybrid form. Since trade unions can use a mix of postal and e-balloting 

to suit their needs/wants of their membership, costs and benefits can vary from ballot to 

ballot, and from trade union to union. We have modelled the costs of the e-balloting 

method based on different mixes of postal ballots and e-ballots: 100%, 75%, 50%, 25%, 

and 0% postal (with a corresponding 25%, 50%, 75% and 100% e-ballot take-up) to 

provide an insight to the possible range of costs the trade union sector might face with the 

new policy reform. 

 

104. Unions and scrutineers have stressed that a range of factors determine whether 

people participate in votes, and the ballot method/ease of balloting is only one factor. E-

balloting or workplace balloting may positively impact turnout, but the available evidence 

is not clear that there is a consistent increase in turnout relative to post. Therefore, we 

have referred to possible impacts of increased turnouts in industrial action ballots – which 

 
21 Turned Out 2019 
22 Government_response_to_the_Call_for_Evidence_on_Access_to_Elections_.pdf 
23 Adults' media use and attitudes 2025 
24 The code of practice on unfair practices only applies to statutory CAC run recognition and de-recognition 
ballots. It cannot apply to industrial action ballots, and TULRCA 1992 has nothing in legislation mandating an 
employer does not interfere in union ballots (As the existing legislation is post only so there would be no 
opportunity for an employer to interfere).  

https://media.rnib.org.uk/documents/RNIB_Turned_Out_2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5b86958f40f0b621462e6c1d/Government_response_to_the_Call_for_Evidence_on_Access_to_Elections_.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/adults/adults-media-use-and-attitudes-2025/adults-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2025.pdf?v=396240
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could lead to more mandates for action (if turnout thresholds remain in place) or more 

strongly demonstrated mandates. However, it is likely that workers affected will be more 

strongly motivated to participate in ballots relating to a collective dispute with their 

employer than in the less immediate union executive votes, so it is likely to only be in a 

few industrial action ballots where making it easier to vote has a material effect on turnout: 

while the 50% threshold remains in place, those opposed to action are incentivised not to 

participate in the ballot. 

 

105. It is worth noting that unions with more members will tend to have elections for their 

National Executive Councils (or equivalents) where various sub-groups of the 

membership are the electorate. We have assumed that these NEC elections are all carried 

out in one ballot when they are required, but that may not be the case. There may be 

multiple ballots, some national, some sub-national – which would add to the costs, and 

the potential benefit from lower cost e-balloting. There is also the potential for re-ballots 

for key elected national roles that require statutory ballots. So, we are probably estimating 

for a minimum level of elections (though there may also be some cases where there are 

no elections as there is only one candidate). 

 

 

  



 

34 
 

Annex 

Methodology 

106. The calculation approach for the monetised costs of postal balloting verses e-balloting 

is as follows: 

 

107. Data provided by some unions and scrutineers on the costs of ballots was collated to 

arrive at an estimated cost per worker balloted for the two ballot methods based on 

different numbers of worker balloted. 

 Online Postal Online Postal Online Postal Online Postal Online Postal 

Qty 100 100 1,000 1,000 10,000 10,000 100,000 100,000 1,000,000 1,000,000 

Cost per 
balloted 
member (£) 

18.70 22.00 2.50 3.90 0.60 1.90 0.30 1.60 0.20 1.80 

 

108. For industrial action ballots, we used the data from the trade union annual returns for 

2018, 2019 and 2021 to get an estimated annual average number of ballots by size of 

ballot, and the average number of workers balloted by size of ballot. For this analysis, 

where it could be determined that the data showed separate figures for the same ballot 

asking both a strike and short of strike question, we counted the ballot only once25. We 

did not include the data for 2020 or 2022 because these were likely outliers due to covid 

and the period of high industrial unrest in public services that was atypical of recent 

decades. 

Ballot size 

Average number of 

ballots 

Average number of 

workers balloted 

10 or fewer workers 

balloted 
82 

6 

11 to 50 workers balloted 288 29 

51 to 100 workers balloted 143 72 

101 to 150 workers 

balloted 
71 

123 

151 to 200 workers 

balloted 
42 

175 

201 to 250 workers 

balloted 
39 

224 

251 to 500 workers 

balloted 
84 

351 

501 to 750 workers 

balloted 
37 

615 

 
25 This is where the union data showed the number balloted and the number voting was the same.  
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751 to 1000 workers 

balloted 
15 

849 

over 1000 workers 

balloted 
31 

1,886 

over 10000 workers 

balloted 
1 

36,138 

over 100k 1 203,043 

 

109. The figures are then multiplied together, along with the corresponding costs per 

balloted member figure from above (using the costs for 100 people ballots for all 

categories up to 100 workers balloted, cost for 1,000 people ballots for all categories from 

101 to 150 workers up to 751 to 1,000 workers, and so on). 

Ballot size Postal cost (£, to nearest 000) Online cost (£, to nearest 000) 

10 or fewer workers 

balloted 11,000 9,000 

11 to 50 workers balloted 184,000 156,000 

51 to 100 workers balloted 227,000 193,000 

101 to 150 workers 

balloted 34,000 22,000 

151 to 200 workers 

balloted 29,000 18,000 

201 to 250 workers 

balloted 34,000 22,000 

251 to 500 workers 

balloted 115,000 74,000 

501 to 750 workers 

balloted 89,000 57,000 

751 to 1000 workers 

balloted 50,000 32,000 

over 1000 workers 

balloted 111,000 35,000 

over 10000 workers 

balloted 58,000 11,000 

over 100k 365,000 41,000 

Total 1,306,000 669,000 

 

110. By combining these figures using different percentages we then estimate a range of 

costs for different mixes of postal and e-ballot usage: 

Postal Online 

Total Cost 

(£m) 

100% 0% 1.31 

75% 25% 1.15 

50% 50% 0.99 

25% 75% 0.83 
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0% 100% 0.67 

 

111. For executive ballots, we use trade union rule books to try and estimate the frequency 

of whole membership elections for General Secretary, President, and NEC elections for 

unions of different sizes. Here we looked at the rule books for all the larger unions and a 

proportion of unions in the smaller categories. For NEC or equivalent elections, we have 

assumed that there is one ballot distribution across all members, although especially 

among larger unions some categories of NEC representative would only be voted for by 

a sub-section of members (such as region or industry section or women, ethnic minority 

or LGBTQ+ representatives): 

Union 

size 

General 

Secretary President NEC 

Annual 

frequency 

<100 0.2 0.0 0.4 0.6 

100-1k 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.9 

1k-10k 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.9 

10k-100k 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.9 

100k-1m 0.3 0.2 0.5 0.9 

>1m 0.3 0.0 0.3 0.5 

 

112. We then estimate the number of unions in these size groups, and the corresponding 

average number of members from the latest annual returns data. 

 

113. We multiply these with the annual frequency of ballots and the cost per balloted 

member to estimate the total annual cost of executive ballots (figures rounded for 

illustrative purposes and ease of understanding): 

Union size No of unions Average no. of members Postal cost Online cost 

<100 4 49 2,200 1,800 

100-1k 35 415 53,200 34,100 

1k-10k 40 3,594 246,000 77,700 

10k-100k 28 29,969 1,208,300 226,600 

100k-1m 10 300,031 4,752,500 528,100 

1m< 2 1,228,481 2,653,500 294,800 

  Total: 8,915,700 1,163,100 

 

114. For merger ballots, there are 14 ballots across a 10-year period (2015-2025) according 

to data from the Certification Annual Reports. We allocate these to the same union size 

groups as the executive ballot calculations (based on the membership sizes of the unions 

transferring or merging). We calculate the annual frequency for each group size, and apply 

the cost per balloted member rates to estimate the annual cost of merger ballots (figures 

rounded for illustrative purposes and ease of understanding): 
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Union size Count Per year Postal cost Online cost 

<100 1 0.1 100 100 

100-1k 4 0.4 600 400 

1k-10k 5 0.5 4100 1300 

10k-100k 3 0.3 14400 2700 

100k-1m 1 0.1 54000 6000 

  Total: 73200 10500 

 

115. We combine the merger and executive ballots costs and calculate a cost mix as we 

did with industrial action ballots: 

Postal Online Cost (£ million) 

100% 0% 8.99 

75% 25% 7.04 

50% 50% 5.08 

25% 75% 3.13 

0% 100% 1.17 

 

116. We then apply our costs to the Impact assessment and options assessment calculator 

- GOV.UK to calculate the EANDCB and Business NPV of the preferred option, with a 

range of postal-e-ballot use-mix: 

 

 Postal Online EANDCB (£ million BNPV (£ million) 

postal and e-ballot mix 75% 25% -£ 2.0 £ 17.6 

postal and e-ballot mix 50% 50% -£ 4.1 £ 35.2 

postal and e-ballot mix 25% 75% -£ 6.1 £ 52.7 

pure e-ballot 0% 100% -£ 8.2 £ 70.3 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/impact-assessment-calculator--3
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/impact-assessment-calculator--3
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