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Research Ireland Public Service Fellowship 2026

Name of Governmental Department or Agency 
An Coimisiún Toghcháin, The Electoral Commission. 

Title of the Project  
Generation Engage: understanding young people, elections and democracy in Ireland 

Description of the Project 
Issue of interest  
While declining voter turnout has become a feature in many democratic societies, there are certain groups significantly less engaged with electoral processes than others. With few exceptions, studies find an association between electoral participation and age with younger people voting in lower numbers than their older counterparts. Our analysis of survey data and literature in Ireland confirms this trend.1 Further, international studies have found a generational displacement effect which explains the general decline in voter turnout in stable democracies as related to low turnout among the 18-24 cohorts.   

Different theories are presented to explain why younger people2 engage less with electoral democracy than their older counterparts. Lower engagement has been explained as the result of the long process of development towards adulthood, of the extended periods of time younger people spend living a transient or mobile life prior to settling in a community, as caused by societal change - including a decline in civic duty and a rise in individualism which is itself related to a decline in mass political parties and a fracturing of politics in general. Further, the evidence would suggest that there are different levels of engagement within the ‘young people’ group depending, for example, on socio-demographic variables, educational background, social and cultural experience and political interest.3 And our analysis suggests that there may be different explanations for voting/abstaining within the young person group depending on these variables.  

The Research
The primary aim of this project is to further explain the relationship between democratic participation and young people in Ireland and thereafter focus on policy interventions designed to enhance engagement.   

While there is significant scope for the Public Sector Fellow to design the research project, including its methodology and approach, the Fellow’s research would need to engage with, and build on, existing theories and findings on voter turnout and make a significant contribution to objectives 1 and 2:   

1. Explain electoral participation by younger people in Ireland including among different sub-sets of younger people. E.g. What factors best explain young people’s decisions to vote or to abstain; are young people more likely to be circumstantial abstainers or voluntary abstainers and do these explanations differ depending on social context and characteristics (e.g. socio-demographic, educational, cultural and other variables)? Are there different levels of engagement and, more importantly, different explanations for voting/not voting within the young person group than the general population?   
2. Draw on evidence gained from (1) and the literature on behavioural change to develop policy/programme-level initiatives aimed at enhancing younger people’s participation in elections. This may include an educational programme, civic programme and/or policy/legislative change.     

The research project spans two of An Coimisiún Toghcháin’s statutory roles – to conduct research [on electoral policy and law] and to promote public participation in electoral and democratic processes. The Fellow will have an opportunity to work with An Coimisiún’s research and education teams and engage with stakeholders (e.g. young people and other relevant representatives in a small advisory group). 

Project Scope
An Coimisiún Toghcháin will work collaboratively with the successful researcher to finalise the overall scope and design of the project. It is anticipated the project would include most of the following components though not necessarily in this order:   
1. Setting the context – summary of existing knowledge about younger people’s engagement with the democratic and electoral process in Ireland – including level of engagement and factors explaining decision to engage/not to engage.  
2. Consultation with stakeholders e.g. young people, educators, service providers and leaders in collaboration with An Coimisiún to add to setting of the context. 
3. Drawing on the context set in (1) to set out the broad scope, themes and design for empirical research. 
4. Primary data collection with younger people (e.g. using mixed method approach).   
5. Analysis and conclusions concerning the drivers of participation or non-participation among younger people. 
6. Given findings and conclusions, exploring literature on behaviour and behavioural change and/or policy interventions to engage younger people. 
7. Conclusions on programme design and intervention strategies.  
 
An Coimisiún is open to different approaches (e.g. the primary data collection and analysis could be undertaken on piloted interventions to enhance engagement) provided that they are methodologically sound and contribute to the objectives set out in the description above. In all cases it is expected that the project will include:  
· Secondary data analysis 
· Primary data collection and analysis 
· Interpretation of findings 
· Report writing 

Skills/Expertise Required 
· Knowledge and understanding of the literature on democratic and electoral engagement and social inclusion is necessary, but applicants may come from any social science discipline and should demonstrate an understanding of how applied research about human behaviour connects with designing policy and programmatic interventions.  
· The project will require skills and expertise in the application of mixed methods research including: 
· Strong research skills for the conduct of literature and evidence reviews, policy and data analysis.   
· Proficiency in using programmes commonly used in the manipulation analysis and interpretation of large sets of data.   
· Knowledge and/or experience of sampling and survey design and of designing qualitative strategies such as structured focus groups and semi-structured interviews.  
· Excellent communication skills, both written and verbal, to convey research findings clearly and effectively and to situate them within the policy context. 
· Ability to work effectively on own initiative and to work collaboratively with An Coimisiún’s teams.  
· Strong project management skills and an ability to plan and execute the research project within the agreed timeframe. 

Expected Outputs of Project 
· Regular updates with An Coimisiún’s Project Team, and in particular at design stage.  
· An interim progress report. 
· A final report on the findings to be submitted to An Coimisiún. 
· Details on the structure, layout and style of the report will be agreed between An Coimisiún and the successful researcher. 
· There may be a presentation on the final report to An Coimisiún and other stakeholders. 
· Opportunity to contribute to peer reviewed scientific publication(s). 
· Opportunity to engage with relevant stakeholders. 

Working Arrangements
Location: Dublin 2

The placement would be in An Coimisiún Toghcháin’s offices in Dublin where the successful applicant would work alongside staff of An Coimisiún and meet with the project team.    

An Coimisiún Toghcháin operates a flexible, blended-working policy which would apply to the successful applicant. Staff work from the office at least two days a week and some staff live outside of the greater Dublin area. We would agree with the successful researcher an arrangement that works for both parties and that ensures in-person collaboration

Project duration and expected commitment
12 months full time preferred, with the possibility of 24 months part-time.

An Coimisiún Toghcháin will work with the successful researcher to agree specific timelines which will depend on the scope and approach of the applicant and will be punctuated with regular meetings. The following is an indicative outline of timelines: 
· Agreement on final project plan and on working relationship of the Fellow with An Coimisiún Toghcháin including on the role of project team, opportunities for mentoring and for skill sharing between Fellow and staff of An Coimisiún.  
· Review of literature and policy and finalising primary research design (3 months).  
· Undertaking primary research including analysis (3 months).  
· Drawing on analysis to undertake further primary research where relevant (6-9) 
· Report writing, report review, report finalisation (9-12 months).  

Project lead
An Coimisiún Toghcháin’s Research Team  
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