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Introduction
1. The Electoral Commission was established by Parliament as a body independent 
of Government. The Chair of the Electoral Commission and the other Electoral 
Commissioners are appointed by Her Majesty the Queen, following an Address from the 
House of Commons. The Speaker’s Committee on the Electoral Commission is required 
to oversee the procedure for selecting candidates for appointment to the Electoral 
Commission by section 3 of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000, as 
amended by the Political Parties and Elections Act 2009. Candidates’ names are put before 
the House with the agreement of the Speaker.

2. This report provides information about the procedure followed by the Speaker’s 
Committee during the selection of a candidate to replace Sir John Holmes as the Chair 
of the Electoral Commissioner. Sir John’s term of office came to an end on 31 December 
2020. We are grateful to Sir John for his leadership of the Commission since 2017 and the 
contribution he has made to democracy in the UK.

The Process

3. We asked Mr Speaker to appoint a panel to assist with identifying possible candidates 
for the post. Mr Speaker appointed the following people to the panel in October 2020:

• Philippa Helme CB, independent chair;

• Tony Hobman, a former Electoral Commissioner;

• Sarah Laessig, a former Civil Service Commissioner;

• Christian Matheson MP, Member of the Speaker’s Committee; and

• William Wragg MP, Member of the Speaker’s Committee and Chair of the 
Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee.

4. The budget for the recruitment was set and managed by the Electoral Commission. 
The Electoral Commission appointed the recruitment consultants GatenbySanderson to 
assist with the recruitment exercise and to ensure that the panel was presented with a 
strong and diverse field from which to make the appointment.

5. As requested by the Committee, the panel reviewed and revised the role description 
and person specification. The final version is set out at Appendix A.

6. The post was then advertised between 30 October and 20 November 2020. The 
advertisement appeared in the following media:

• The Sunday Times and the Times;

• The Guardian;

• NI Job Finder (in Northern Ireland);

• S1 jobs (in Scotland);

• Fish4jobs (in Wales);
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• Women on boards, NED on board, and virtual non execs website;

• GatenbySanderson website; and

• Cabinet Office Public Appointments site.

GatenbySanderson also promoted the job through a campaign on social media.

7. The Panel met on 25 November to consider the report from the recruitment 
consultants and to agree which of the applicants should be longlisted for a preliminary 
interview with the recruitment consultants. The Panel agreed to longlist 14 candidates, 
one of whom subsequently withdrew from the process.

8. The Panel met again on 9 December to consider the consultants’ reports on the 13 
remaining candidates, which included a summary of their interviews with the candidates. 
The panel also consider the outcomes of a ‘due dilgence’ exercise which had trawled the 
internet, social media, and Companies House and Charity Commission records for 
information about the candidates. This exercise did not identify any issues of concern. 
The panel agreed on a shortlist of six candidates to go forward to interview.

9. Each shortlisted candidate was offered, and took up, the opportunity to meet the 
Chief Executive of the Commission and a serving Commissioner to discuss the role of the 
Commission and the Commission’s current programme of activity. Two references on the 
shortlisted candidates were obtained ahead of their interview. The shortlisted candidates 
also took part in two psychometric tests and a media test, the outcomes of which informed 
the panel’s questioning.

10. The panel interviews were held on 6 and 7 January. Candidates were told that they 
would be asked at the outset to give a five-minute presentation setting out what they saw 
as the three most important challenges for the Electoral Commission over the next four 
years. The interviews each lasted around an hour. Questioning addressed each of the 
criteria in the person specification in turn, drawing on the outcomes of the tests where 
relevant. At the end, the candidates were asked about how they would handle the time 
commitment, any potential for perception of conflicts of interest, and whether there was 
anything else in their backgrounds that the panel should be aware of.

11. The Committee is entirely satisfied that the selection process was rigorous and that 
the panel discharged its duties conscientiously and with all due regard to the requirements 
of thoroughness, fairness and propriety. The Committee is grateful to Philippa Helme and 
her fellow panel members.

The Candidate

12. The unanimous view of the panel was that John Pullinger CB should be recommended 
for appointment as Chair of the Electoral Commission. A summary CV can be found at 
Appendix B.

13. The Committee met on 26 January. It agreed to put John Pullinger’s name forward 
for consultation with the party leaders.

14. John Pullinger was Librarian of the House of Commons from 2004 to 2014. He was 
UK National Statistician from 2014 to 2019. During this period, he chaired the United 
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Nations Commission responsible for setting measurement standards at the global level. 
He was also President of the Royal Statistical Society between 2013 and 2014. Since 
completing his term as National Statistician, John Pullinger has held a number of non-
executive and advisory roles including Trustee of the Nuffield Foundation, President 
of the International Association for Official Statistics and Board member of the Global 
Partnership for Sustainable Development Data. He is a fellow of the Academy of Social 
Sciences, a visiting professor at Imperial College, London, a governor of the National 
Institute of Economic and Social Research, and a graduate of Harvard Business School 
and Exeter University, and has been awarded honorary doctorates by the universities of 
Exeter, Essex and the West of England. He was awarded a CB for services to Parliament 
and the community in the 2014 New Year’s Honours list.

15. The panel made the following comments on John Pullinger:

John gave full and wide-ranging answers that persuaded us that he had the 
knowledge and experience necessary to perform strongly in this role. He had 
a clear appreciation of the range of issues the Commission was facing and of 
the complexity of its stakeholder base. He was self-aware and demonstrated 
a strong motivation for the role. He provided clear evidence of a subtlety of 
approach and of demonstrating good judgement and resilience in the face 
of political pressure and media scrutiny in the past. He recognised that 
communication took different forms and involved public outreach as well as 
personal stakeholder engagement. He understood the strategic purpose of the 
Electoral Commission and convinced the panel he would be a strong advocate 
for the electoral system, rather than merely for the Electoral Commission itself. 
He was aware of how technology affected the Electoral Commission’s work 
and highlighted the need for it to work with other organisations. While he 
had limited experience as a non-executive chair, his interview and references 
assured the panel he understood well what was required of the role and had the 
necessary skills and ability to step up.

Statutory Consultation

16. Section 3(2)(b) of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000, as 
amended, requires that the proposal to appoint (or re-appoint) a member of the Electoral 
Commission be the subject of consultation with the registered leader of each registered 
party to which two or more Members of the House of Commons then belong. Mr Speaker 
accordingly wrote to the leaders of the qualifying parties on 1 February, asking for 
responses by 19 February. Mr Speaker indicated that if he did not receive a reply by this 
date that he would proceed on the basis that the leaders were content for the appointment 
to be made. No objections were received.

Meeting with the preferred candidate

17. Following the consultation with the party leaders, the Speaker’s Committee on the 
Electoral Commission held a public meeting with John Pullinger on 1 March to test his 
suitability for the role and discuss his priorities for the Commission. The transcript of 
the session is included at Appendix C. Following that meeting the Committee agreed to 
recommend the appointment of John Pullinger to the House.
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18. Appointments to the Electoral Commission are made by Her Majesty on an 
Address from the House of Commons. The Committee invites the House to approve the 
appointment of John Pullinger CB as the Chair of the Electoral Commission for a four-
year period.
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Appendix A: Role Description and Person 
Specification

Role description

This unique role will suit an inspiring senior leader with experience working independently 
and commanding confidence at the highest levels, and proven success operating in a 
complex environment. They will be an impartial, independent, professional individual of 
the highest integrity. We welcome applications from candidates from diverse backgrounds 
and under-represented groups.

Principal responsibilities

(1) Lead the development of the Commission’s strategy, working closely with 
Commissioners, the Chief Executive and the executive team and ensuring appropriate 
resources and governance arrangements are in place and monitored;

(2) Act as an advocate for the Commission, promoting its and voters’ interests accessibly 
and transparently to the stakeholders, the media, and the general public;

(3) Chair the Electoral Commission board, ensuring it is effective in setting the direction 
of the Electoral Commission and providing challenge and support to the executive 
leadership;

(4) Ensure that Commissioners fulfil their duties and responsibilities and that their skills 
and experience are appropriately deployed;

(5) Lead the appraisal of the Chief Executive, holding them and the executive team to 
account for the performance of the Electoral Commission;

(6) Represent the Commission when appropriate in senior high-level dealings with UK, 
devolved and local government, political parties, the Speaker’s Committee, devolved 
legislatures, overseas Electoral Commissions and international bodies and other 
stakeholders and interested groups;

(7) Ensure the Commission welcomes and promotes equality, diversity and inclusion in 
its workforce and functions;

(8) Ensure efficient and effective use of public funds and that the Commission operates 
within the limits of its statutory authority;

(9) Take responsibility as Chief Counting Officer for the conduct of any UK-wide, and 
possibly national or regional referendum.

Person specification

The successful candidate must be able to demonstrate substantial relevant experience and 
achievements in order to show their competence for this role. When completing your 
application, please ensure you provide evidence and examples in response to the essential 
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criteria (part one) below, against which your application will be assessed. Please note that 
you do not need to respond to part two in your written application; these qualities and 
attributes will be tested at interview.

Part one: Essential criteria

• Demonstrable ability to lead and shape the strategic direction of a complex and 
changing organisation in a non-executive role, providing effective support and 
challenge to the executive team in an evolving context;

• Ability to chair a high-level board, by engaging in debate, drawing out insight, 
and contributing to processes that reach clear and supported conclusions, while 
respecting the boundaries between executive and non-executive responsibilities;

• Ability to provide visible and authoritative leadership, and to act with confidence 
and credibility in an environment subject to intense scrutiny;

• Excellent communications skills, including the ability to communicate effectively 
with a variety of groups across a range of different channels;

• Ability to exercise sound judgement, and to grasp and interpret complex issues 
quickly, to develop innovative solutions to new problems, and to provide 
impartial, objective and pragmatic advice;

• Ability to maintain independence and command the confidence of a wide range 
of stakeholders in a complex environment;

• Strong understanding of and commitment to enabling diversity, equality, and 
inclusion in the context of the Electoral Commission’s work, and a track record 
of supporting positive outcomes in this area;

• Understanding of the UK-wide political context in which the Electoral 
Commission operates.

Part Two: Personal qualities and attributes

• Absolute honesty, integrity and probity and a commitment to the Seven 
Principles of Public Life;

• The resilience required to work in an environment of close media, public, and 
political scrutiny;

• Consistency and fairness;

• Ability to instil a culture that reflects the Electoral Commission’s values: Making 
an Impact; Engaged; Authoritative; Independent; Transparent.
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Appendix B: Biography and CV - John 
Pullinger CB

BIOGRAPHY

As Librarian of the House of Commons between 2004 and 2014, John Pullinger was 
responsible for broadening the range of information and research services available to MPs, 
particularly backbench Members. He also led work to improve the connection between 
Parliament and its Committees and the public, notably the development of online services 
and the creation of the Parliamentary Education Centre. As well as his work in the UK, he 
chaired an International Parliamentary Union conference on informing democracy and 
was involved in parliamentary strengthening projects in Iraq, Myanmar and elsewhere. 
He was awarded a CB for services to Parliament and the community in the Queen’s 2014 
New Year’s Honours list.

Between 2014 and 2019, John Pullinger was UK National Statistician, developing and 
delivering a strategy to enhance the trustworthiness, quality and value of official statistics 
to support political debate and decisions at UK, devolved administration and local levels. 
During this period, he Chaired the United Nations Commission responsible for setting 
measurement standards at the global level. He was also President of the Royal Statistical 
Society between 2013 and 2014.

Since completing his term as National Statistician, John Pullinger has held a number of 
non-executive and advisory roles including Trustee of the Nuffield Foundation, President 
of the International Association for Official Statistics and Board member of the Global 
Partnership for Sustainable Development Data.

He is a fellow of the Academy of Social Sciences, a visiting professor at Imperial College, 
London, a governor of the National Institute of Economic and Social Research, a graduate 
of Harvard Business School and Exeter University and has been awarded honorary 
doctorates by the universities of Exeter, Essex and the West of England.

Current position: Variety of non-executive, advisory and mentoring roles

Since July 2019 he has undertaken a variety of non-executive, advisory and mentoring 
roles with a general theme of data and the public good. These include:

• President of the International Association for Official Statistics.

• Board member of the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data.

• Trustee of the Nuffield Foundation.

• Advisor on projects for the World Bank, Public Health England, British Academy 
and others.
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2014–19: UK National Statistician, Head of the Government Statistical 
Service, Chief Executive of the UK Statistics Authority and Permanent 
Secretary of the Office for National Statistics

He was appointed at a time of significant challenge. Doubts about the quality of the figures 
were being expressed by Select Committees, the Governor of the Bank of England and 
others, budgets had been sharply reduced, the technology in use was expensive and out of 
date, and there had been a substantial loss of expertise following a major relocation from 
London to South Wales. Achievements during his tenure included:

• Development and delivery of a strategy to improve the trustworthiness, quality 
and value of UK official statistics

• Abolition of pre-release access by Ministers to ONS statistics

• Establishment of Data Science Campus, Economic Statistics Centre of Excellence, 
National Statistician’s Data Ethics Advisory Committee

• He established and was inaugural Chair of Civil Service Analysis Function, 
bringing together actuaries, economists, operational researchers and statisticians 
working alongside other scientists and engineers.

CURRICULUM VITAE

2013–14: President of the Royal Statistical Society

As President of the Society, he was responsible for the strategic direction of an organisation 
seeking to rediscover its externally facing mission in a new and rapidly evolving 
environment. This was during a period of significant internal challenge to the organisation 
and following the recruitment of a new Chief Executive. Achievements during his tenure 
included:

• Use of President’s theme “statistics making an impact” as a catalyst for a step 
change increase in public and civil society engagement

• Internal reform of Society pensions, fees and finances to ensure long term 
sustainability for the organisation.

2004–14: House of Commons Librarian and Director General, Information 
Services

As a member of the House of Commons Management Board, he had corporate 
responsibilities across the administration. He chaired various bodies dealing with 
information and technology matters and was a member of the Boards responsible for 
security arrangements, staff pay and efficiency savings. His line management covered 
library and information services for MPs and their staff, the Parliamentary Office of Science 
and Technology, Parliament’s Curator’s Office and public information and engagement. 
Achievements during his tenure included:
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• Parliamentary education centre (opened in 2015); Upgrade of website and 
other online services; Professionalisation of Parliamentary Visitor Service; new 
Outreach Service

• Modernisation of library and research services

• Parliamentary strengthening projects in Iraq, Myanmar and elsewhere.

1992–2014: Director and Deputy Director roles at the Office for National 
Statistics

As a member of the ONS Board he was part of a team creating a new business strategy 
for UK statistics and modernising the system of civil registration in England and Wales. 
His line management responsibilities covered official statistics on population, health, the 
labour market and society at national, regional and local levels. Achievements included:

• Project Director for the creation of ONS from merger of three former bodies 
including legislation, governance, planning and delivery of efficiency gains

• Delivery of national population census within budget, managing the build up 
and run down of a team of 70,000 people and addressing significant operational 
challenges and high levels of parliamentary and media scrutiny

• Developed first UK Code of Practice for official statistics.

1991–92: Head of Pay Research, Office of Manpower Economics

He was responsible for a research programme providing the evidence base for pay 
determination in the civil service, armed forces and schools. He chaired a variety of 
research steering groups comprising representatives of employers, Trades Unions and 
research organisations.

1985–91: Department of the Environment

He held a number of policy posts including responsibility for sponsorship of Urban 
Development Corporations, Head of Community Charge capping team and Bill Principal 
on Local Government Finance and Valuation Bill. During this time, he also undertook 
statistician jobs working on local government finance and reform.

1980–85: Department of Trade and Industry

He worked in London and Newport (South Wales) as a statistician monitoring trends 
in manufacturers’ investment, industrial prices and costs and retail sales. Achievements 
included development of tailored products for industry and development of methodology 
for seasonal adjustment and handling outliers.

SELECTED OTHER ROLES

Chair, Great Culverden Park Ltd (1999–2019); Chair, Commission on International 
Student Destinations (2013–14); Chair, Getstats Campaign for Statistical Literacy (2010–
13); Chair, Parliamentary Libraries and Research Service Section of the International 
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Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (2011–13); Chair, Advisory Board, 
Centre for Census and Survey Research (Manchester University) (1999–2012); Chair, UK 
Data Forum (2007–11); Chair, Advisory Board, Understanding Population Trends and 
Processes (Leeds University) (2005–09); Chair, Inter-Parliamentary Union conference on 
informing democracy (2008); Chair, Cabinet Office Central Infrastructure Board (2003–
04); Chair, Advisory Board, Economic and Social Data Service (2003–04).

ACADEMIC

Fellow of the Academy of Social Sciences; Chartered Statistician; Visiting Professor, 
Imperial College, London (2019-); Honorary Doctor of Science, University of the West of 
England (2018); Honorary Doctor of Letters, University of Essex (2016); Honorary Doctor 
of Laws, University of Exeter (2016); Advanced Management Programme, Harvard 
Business School (2003); BA 1st Class Honours in Statistics and Geography, University of 
Exeter (1980).
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Appendix C: Transcript of meeting with 
John Pullinger, 1 March 2021
Ordered by the House of Commons to be published on 1 March 2021.

Watch the meeting

Members present: Mr Speaker (Chair); Luke Hall; Craig Mackinlay; Christian Matheson; 
Karl McCartney; Cat Smith; Owen Thompson; Mr William Wragg.

Questions 1–28

Witness

John Pullinger CB, proposed candidate for chair of the Electoral Commission.

Examination of witness

Witness: John Pullinger.

Q1 Chair: I welcome John Pullinger, who is before us today as candidate for the 
post of chair of the Electoral Commission. John, we are going to ask you a few questions 
about your experience, your vision for the Electoral Commission, and your personal 
independence. I will start off the questions. Is that all right with you, John?

John Pullinger: That’s absolutely fine.

Chair: Marvellous. Thanks for taking the time to be here. Let me ask you a straightforward 
question: why do you want to be the chair of the Electoral Commission? Is it the money? 
Is it the job?

John Pullinger: When I am thinking about jobs to take on, I think, first of all, “Is it 
worthwhile?” Secondly, I think, “Have I got something to offer?” Thirdly, I think, “Have I 
got the time to do it justice?”

Is it worthwhile? Democracy clearly is a worthwhile thing and, as you and the team said 
in the job advert, this is something that matters to democracy—this role is important—so 
that’s a strong motivator.

Have I got something to offer? Throughout this recruitment process, which has been quite 
thorough, three things have been said to me about what I might have to offer this role. 
First, I have a track record of independence in quite political environments. Secondly, I’m 
a good listener, and I’m good at getting on the wavelength of a variety of people. Thirdly, 
I’ve successfully delivered strategies for change in several different organisations.

Have I got the time? Well, I’m just finishing a two-year appointment, so that will free up 
enough time for this job. So I am confident that I’ll be able to devote the necessary time 
to do it properly.

Chair: Thanks for that, John. I should say that I do know John from when he worked in 
the House, and I am personally pleased that he has applied for the role, but others will 
decide following his answers.

https://www.parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/e9c291ce-ff81-4713-aebc-537f0d53d70a
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Q2 Luke Hall: Good morning, Mr Pullinger. Thank you for coming today. Could you 
outline your experience of leading change within an organisation and how you would use 
that experience and skillset as chair of the Electoral Commission?

John Pullinger: I’ll use the example of when I took up the post of National Statistician 
in 2014. I arrived at a time when the organisation was under quite a lot of criticism. Mr 
Wragg’s Committee had done a series of quite critical inquiries into the work of the office. 
The incoming Governor of the Bank of England, Mark Carney, had gone to the Treasury 
Committee and said that the numbers weren’t as good as he was used to from Canada. I 
know very clearly when I arrived, from the Chancellor in particular, that he wanted better 
if he was going to make tough decisions about the economy.

When I arrived in the job, I had on my desk a review by a senior economist of what 
was going wrong. She said that the organisation was lacking curiosity. What I took that 
to mean was that they were focused on the technical aspects of doing the job and on 
following a rulebook to get the statistics that met the technical quality standards. They 
were looking at the what, but they weren’t looking at the why. The key element of the 
strategy was to focus on the why. Why are we doing these statistics? It is not to make them 
technically great; it’s to get the statistics that help the country make better decisions.

I started off by talking to Ministers, to the Governor of the Bank of England and to others 
who were trying to make decisions and needed good numbers on the economy. They 
told me that they needed us to be much quicker. They weren’t much interested in the 
aggregates; they wanted to get under the skin of it to look at the detail. Most of all, they 
wanted things to be relevant. Over a five-year period, we focused on those three things.

First up, things like GDP we do monthly rather than quarterly, and we have a lot of 
realtime data, which has been particularly useful during the pandemic. On the detail, 
we were doing this during the period of the Brexit discussions, and we had a real focus 
on trade data and dramatically increasing the range of data on trade available to people 
negotiating trade agreements. On relevance, it wasn’t just about, “What is the total size of 
the economy?” but, “Are we innovating? What is happening to jobs? What is the digital 
economy doing in terms of hollowing out retail or changing other sectors?” We focused on 
producing information that is useful to people, rather than informative that is qualitive.

Step by step by step, I think we have achieved that pretty well. There are always challenges, 
and anyone in the public eye gets criticism, but I think there is a direct read-across to the 
Electoral Commission role: to really get the system focused on the people using it, rather 
than thinking very strongly about compliance with a particular rulebook.

Chair: Luke, are you happy with that?

Luke Hall: Thank you. That was very useful.

Q3 Christian Matheson: Good morning, Mr Pullinger. I have a couple of questions 
about your experience in leading organisations. You are an experienced chief executive, 
and you have just told us about some of your experience, but you’ve limited experience as 
a non-executive chair. In what ways would you need to adapt your approach?
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John Pullinger: As a chief executive, I’m used to taking responsibility for making things 
happen, rolling my sleeves up, and getting things to work, working closely with a team to 
get change to happen, holding people to their promises, and making a system better day 
by day by day—very much on performance.

As a chair, I hope I will keep my natural determination to make change happen, but 
see the role primarily about supporting others in making the change happen, working 
with the chief executive and their team to support them and ensure that they have the 
resources to do the job. I do not mean money here particularly, but support from other 
stakeholders and having internal systems that really work, helping them make the job 
right, but holding them accountable on whether they do.

I think a key difference with a non-executive role is that you’ve a different support network. 
You’ve got your fellow non-executive board members. In terms of the difference, the key 
thing for me would be working with the other commissioners so that we function as a 
team. In this particular role, the commission is set up in a very clever way, I think, because 
you have representatives of the parties, representatives from each part of the Union, as 
well as people who are representing the commission as a whole. Bringing them together 
as a team will be a key difference for me, and in that way I hope we’ll be able to help the 
commission do its job and then, in turn, hold people accountable for doing it well.

Q4 Christian Matheson: So we’ve got teamwork in terms of your work with the fellow 
commissioners, but what else would you do? How else would you approach the role in 
order to get the best out of those commissioners?

John Pullinger: They all have skills, and this is about using them to reach the communities 
that they represent. The devolved institution set-up is changing quite quickly, and it is 
going to help me a lot to have people who come from that environment and who can 
introduce me to it and help the commission as a whole understand it. It is similar with 
the party reps. We also have one of them who is a former local authority chief executive. 
I will be trying to use the skills that they have for the benefit of the whole group, helping 
us to make connections with different stakeholders that really matter to the success of the 
commission as a whole.

Q5 Christian Matheson: You touched on this in the first part of your answer, but one 
of the fundamental building blocks for success is the relationship between the chair and 
the chief executive. What makes for an optimised relationship there?

John Pullinger: The key thing is alignment: we both want the same things, but we deliver 
those things through a different set of activities and skills. We need to be on the same 
page. I will need to work hard with him to get a really good relationship, so that we have 
confidence in each other and have a common view about what good looks like, so that we 
are not surprising each other with what we are doing. That idea of alignment is the key 
thing.

Q6 Mr Wragg: Good morning, Mr Pullinger. How would you go about ensuring that 
the Electoral Commission understands and responds to the needs of voters?

John Pullinger: Clearly, this is all about the voters, which means trying to find mechanisms 
to connect with people. The critical thing for me there is to understand that all politics 
is local. People are living in very different communities up and down the country, and 
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I would expect to get out of London quite a lot, and I would expect the commission’s 
mindset to be thinking about what it is like for individual voters, what motivates them to 
vote, how do they get information about how to vote, and making sure that they have every 
opportunity to do so. That means looking at all aspects of the commission’s work through 
the lens of voters, particularly those who may be disinclined to vote at the moment, and 
helping them to understand the value of voting and encouraging them to actually take the 
steps that enable them to cast their vote in the proper way.

Q7 Mr Wragg: Thank you very much. What would you do as the chair of the Electoral 
Commission to ensure that it has a positive relationship with those stakeholders—voters 
being first and foremost, but other stakeholders as well?

John Pullinger: Apart from voters, who are top of the pyramid, you have three other types 
of stakeholder. The first are what I would describe as being on the frontline of elections: 
the candidates, campaigners, parties, but also the electoral administrators who are going 
through the actual business on the ground and making the thing successful. This is about 
finding ways to signal to the rest of organisation, by doing things myself, that it is an 
important thing to do to get to know what it is like to campaign, to run an election, to be 
at the count. We need to see how things happen. The practical business of frontline people 
in electoral business is my first level.

The second level is the people who are involved in what I would describe as the electoral 
system. The Government is obviously part of that, but so is law enforcement: the police, 
the CPS and various other organisations, such as the Information Commissioner. I would 
also put in this box the media, academics and other people who are players in the electoral 
system. I sense there is a fragmentation there at the moment, and we need to consider how 
to get that group to function as a system, rather than individual elements. I think a key 
part of my role would be to be an advocate for the whole system, rather than just for the 
Electoral Commission.

The third level of stakeholders is the people who are holding the whole system accountable, 
and that is the Parliaments of the UK. I would need to spend time with not only you as a 
Committee and particularly with your Committee, Mr Wragg, looking at constitutional 
affairs, but also the Committee on Standards and similar counterparts in Scotland 
and Wales. I would also want to keep the connection to Northern Ireland. We need 
to understand the process of scrutiny and give you every help possible in making that 
scrutiny work.

Q8 Mr Wragg: Thank you very much for that. With regard to one of the stakeholder 
groups that you gave as an example, what experience do you have of handling or working 
with a scrutinising—if not perhaps hostile—press?

John Pullinger: ONS numbers were frequently in the news, and some of the things that 
we were doing were challenged. I would often personally be the subject of some of those 
challenges. Typically, what I would do is talk to the editor or the journalist and have a 
relationship with them, particularly those who were most challenging, and I will give you 
a specific example.

The Mail group was very challenging about some of the numbers were doing quite early 
in my time, so I spoke to the Mail, and they said, “Well, how about doing a feature on the 
role of the ONS?” and they did something in The Mail on Sunday that talked through just 
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what it was like to be the National Statistician trying to juggle all these things. To try to 
do this sort of discussion in the news element of the paper would be tricky, because the 
news environment is very tough, but to build a relationship with readers of The Daily Mail 
by having a feature was a good way of having a softer relationship. We need to be positive 
about the media. The media are part of getting your message across, so understand where 
they are coming from and talk to them.

Q9 Mr Wragg: What does impartiality mean to you?

John Pullinger: I’ve had a career in which I’ve needed to be impartial in pretty much all the 
roles I’ve had. It’s about trustworthiness with different parties. In the ’80s I was working 
with Mr Hall’s predecessors, often in the role of go-between between the Government 
and local authorities on local government reform. In the ’90s, I was chairing committees 
between employers and employee groups to set pay. In the 2000s, I was working as House 
of Commons Librarian, serving Members of all parties impartially and giving everybody 
the same amount of attention and respect. Finally, in this role of National Statistician, you 
are trying to produce an evidence base that everyone is going to accept and use without 
question. Even though the discussions they are going to be having will be very contested, 
let’s make sure we don’t contest the numbers. Impartiality means that you yourself are 
trusted and trustworthy. People can use what you do without questioning its validity.

Q10 Mr Wragg: Finally from me, on that theme of impartiality, how will you ensure 
that the Electoral Commission acts with impartiality?

John Pullinger: First of all, I should say that it is crucial that it does, and we need to set up 
processes that ensure that everything that is coming out from the commission demonstrates 
that impartiality. There is a particular challenge in the Electoral Commission’s role, 
because we do have people who have come from political parties. That is absolutely right 
and proper, and very helpful because you’ve got experience in the room. But I would want 
to work through with the commissioners how we make that real, but still enable them to 
be honest to the parties that nominated them for the position.

Q11 Cat Smith: Good morning, Mr Pullinger. I ask my question perhaps with a degree 
of self-awareness that this Committee is perhaps not a great advert for it, but what are 
the main considerations for the Electoral Commission in terms of equality, diversity and 
inclusion?

John Pullinger: There are two things that matter to me here. The first is the whole idea of 
diversity of thought. An organisation is much stronger if it contains different viewpoints, 
perspectives and life experiences and encourages that difference when it’s having its 
deliberations. Looking at the commission, I am not going to help in terms of ethnic 
balance or age balance. The interests of younger voters are quite different to the interests 
of older voters, particularly in the use of technology. The first thing is to try to find ways 
of getting different voices into the room that reflect the diversity of Britain today.

The second aspect is that we are the Electoral Commission working for voters, and if we 
do not look like and feel like and talk like the diversity of voters across the country, why 
should they feel we are the commission for them? There the trick is going to be to have 
good relationships with different community groups up and down the country.
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During this interview process, I have talked to some of you about just how we might do that, 
but the key way of doing that is local, working with the grain of individual constituencies 
and the individual environments in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

Q12 Cat Smith: On the topic of diversity within the United Kingdom, as a result 
of devolution the commission is obviously now accountable to the Scottish and Welsh 
Parliaments as well as to us in Westminster, so what advantages and challenges does that 
accountability framework create for the commission?

John Pullinger: I have been lucky in that my previous role as National Statistician had 
a similar set-up. I was the statistician for the UK, but I also had a reporting line into 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, so I am used to that set-up of politics. For me—it is 
true now—one of the interesting features was that the Governments of the countries were 
each of a different party, and working with people in government from different parties 
gives you a much richer understanding of just how different parties across the UK think.

There is also a different way of doing business in each of the countries, I think. First of 
all, there is a learning question there: you really need to understand that difference and 
work with it, rather than try to impose something uniform on it. There is a great benefit 
to that, because you can see what works—you can and test things that have happened 
in one country and see how they relate to another. For example, in Scotland and Wales 
there have been changes to the franchise; understanding how that goes in the coming 
elections, in May, will be a useful case study in thinking about whether there should be 
changes elsewhere—or not; I am not saying one way or another. There is a great natural 
experiment in terms of learning for us by thinking about the experience in each of the 
jurisdictions of the UK.

Cat Smith: Thank you, Mr Pullinger.

Chair: Anybody else? We will move on to Karl.

Q13 Karl McCartney: Good morning, Mr Pullinger, and congratulations on getting 
this far. At the end of your term, how will you judge whether you have been successful in 
post?

John Pullinger: I have thought very hard about that and come up with a simple but, 
I think, important formulation. It should be that the Electoral Commission should not 
be the subject of controversy and debate, and that when we have elections people are 
focused on the issues of the election, rather than the electoral process. The simplicity of 
that helps me. It helps to deal with any lingering concerns about the past, but it also helps 
our thinking about potential future threats to the system and making sure we are ahead 
of the game. If we want an electoral process in which the commission is not the subject of 
debate, we need to be ahead of all the future and emerging issues and to make sure they 
are dealt with, so that the electorate are focused on the issues, not the process.

Q14 Karl McCartney: Okay. Are there any other changes we should expect the 
commission to have made under your leadership?

John Pullinger: Well, in order to achieve that, there are three challenges you need to 
step up to. The first is just to keep the show on the road. The elections in May will be 
a bumper crop and they will be done against the backdrop of covid. There is a huge of 
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work to support people in the frontline, whether they are candidates trying to get their 
message across, canvassers trying to canvass, or administrators trying to count. Keeping 
the show on the road is quite a big thing for the electoral process. The regulatory decisions 
the commission makes need to be sure-footed. We need to pick the right battles. We have 
talked about devolution, and I think there is a particular set of issues about keeping the 
show on the road in the devolved contexts.

Secondly, in the next four-year period, there is a big agenda of change. There are digital 
changes—technology is transforming the electoral landscape day by day. The commission 
needs to get a grip on that and get ahead of it, whether in its internal operations or in 
things like voter ID and digital imprints on campaigning literature. Technology needs 
to be understood and reckoned with. The second bit of change is internal change. We 
have talked about diversity, but I think about generally making the commission really 
businesslike in a changing environment. It is going to be tough. They need to be strong, 
professional, quick and innovative to make things happen.

Finally, in terms of change, there is the whole issue of change in the way that regulation is 
done so that the focus is on helping good people to do a good job, rather than being seen 
as primarily in the punishment business. We have to make sure the balance is right and 
there is a really clear message going across from there. To do that, the critical element is 
relationships—with parties and with all the different players in the system—and making 
sure they are much more fruitful, which ultimately means a better relationship with voters.

So those are my three areas: keep the show on the road, make some change and develop 
really good relationships. Those are the three things you can expect from me over the next 
four years.

Q15 Karl McCartney: I don’t disagree with the last point of your three, but you are 
talking to a panel of which quite a few of us have been on the receiving end of the Electoral 
Commission, so my next question is quite pointed. What do you perceive has been the 
Electoral Commission’s biggest mistake in recent years?

John Pullinger: I am in a fortunate position, in that the Electoral Commission has been 
subject to quite a lot of review. I am not going to duck the question, but I do want to 
see the outcome of Mr Wragg’s Committee’s review and the Committee on Standards in 
Public Life review, because I think that very forensic examination will really help me to 
understand what needs to happen next.

I have looked at the evidence submitted to those reviews. The first thing I would say is that 
a lot of that evidence is very complimentary about the commission—about the work it 
does, the importance of the work it does, and the quality and dedication of the staff—but 
some of it is not. There are four issues, and the fourth is the one I think is the most critical 
to your question.

The first one is proportionality: does the commission differentiate enough between really 
bad things and things that are just inadvertent mistakes? The second one is bureaucracy 
and timeliness—some things seem to take an inordinate length of time and to be very 
difficult to get through.

The third one is, is the commission actually helping people do a good job? There are a lot 
of volunteers in this business; there are a lot of people who are not really focused on trying 
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to go through dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s, although that clearly needs to be done. 
They are focused on the business, and they inadvertently get tripped up and get into a very 
difficult situation that seems endless and difficult to get out of. That does need to change. 
That is quite a straightforward thing to say. How hard it will be to do, I don’t know yet.

However, the critical aspect is the issue of accountability and understanding how the 
commission really is accountable. I think there are three elements to it. The first is 
what I would call horizontal accountability. Parliament has decided what the Electoral 
Commission should do, the Electoral Commission does it, and then the courts can 
challenge their decisions, if they need to be challenged. There have been some issues with 
that, but it is there, it is clear, and it is the same for the Electoral Commission as for 
anybody else.

The second aspect of accountability is scrutiny by Parliament—system accountability. That 
is the questioning by you today. We are doing it, Mr Wragg’s Committee is doing it and 
others are doing it, and the electoral process is the subject of inquiry by parliamentarians 
in each of the Administrations of the UK, and particularly at Westminster.

The third aspect is the most important, and it is actually what we are doing today. We have 
an Electoral Commission, and the staff and the executive of the Electoral Commission 
are responsible for delivering the work of the Electoral Commission that Parliament has 
entrusted to it. The non-executives on the Electoral Commission—the chair and that group 
of commissioners—are there to hold the executive accountable for what they are doing. I 
would want to make sure that that is really solid, really clear and really understood.

The final element—this is the crucial thing—is the appointment of the chair. The chair is 
appointed on a recommendation by you and by the House—the House decides. If you are 
confident, in this case, that I can do that job, you will hold me to those promises and, in 
four years’ time, you will be able to decide to have a different chair. That is accountability 
in action, and very much in line with the Westminster process. So the key point is this 
point.

Q16 Karl McCartney: I have a couple more questions, but I am conscious that there are 
lots of other questions from my colleagues on the Committee, so could you give us shorter 
answers if possible?

My next question is, why do you think the Conservative party has a “major reform or 
abolish” stance with regard to the Electoral Commission?

John Pullinger: Straightforwardly, the Conservative party have not been happy with the 
way the Electoral Commission has done its job, and do not believe it is accountable to 
anyone for the failures they think have been made.

Chair: Can I just come in? Karl, we have to watch that we are not taking Owen’s questions—
these are down for Owen. I am happy for you to come in on the back of them, but it would 
be better if you did not lead on them.

Q17 Karl McCartney: Okay, I will move to my final question. I will just say that, in 
those last two answers, I was hoping that the word “impartiality” might crop up, after the 
discussion you had on William Wragg’s questions.

My final question for you is, what will be your first priority on taking office?
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John Pullinger: My first priority is to build the relationships—particularly, given the 
concerns the Conservative party have had, to begin the task of building that relationship.

Karl McCartney: Thank you very much. Back to you, Speaker.

Chair: Thanks, Karl. Owen, over to you. If you want to come back in, Karl, by all means 
do, but Owen must do his questions.

Q18 Owen Thompson: Thanks, Mr Speaker, and good morning, Mr Pullinger. You 
have touched a couple of times on the two ongoing inquiries. Why do you think there is 
currently so much attention to and interest in the work of the commission?

John Pullinger: Over the last four years, there has been a lot of controversy about the 
work that the commission has done, and it is not just the Conservative party; there are 
others who want the system to work and who want to find ways to make it work. There is 
a long-standing concern about the legislation around elections, which is very complicated 
and very difficult to navigate, and people want to try to find a way to make the whole 
thing work better for all the parties, but particularly for those on the frontline who are 
struggling at the moment, with a lot of change happening and a system that is having 
difficulties adapting to the changes that are necessary. In that environment, it is absolutely 
right that Committees are looking for ways to scrutinise and for evidence as to how to 
make things better.

Q19 Owen Thompson: We have mentioned the evidence that has been submitted to 
the inquiries—it was touched on in Karl’s questions—but I am just wondering what else 
you might have learned from reading through that evidence.

John Pullinger: Probably the most straightforward thing is that it is complicated. There 
are a lot of different players in this space, and you have to navigate a way that is acceptable 
to all of them, in an environment where people are from very different perspectives. In 
terms of the whole basis of regulation, there are perfectly legitimate different viewpoints 
that different parties have about how regulation should operate. As a regulator, it is 
particularly challenging to navigate those kinds of things.

It is complicated, but the amount of interest just demonstrates how important it is. This is 
about making sure that the legitimacy of our electoral politics is understand and upheld, 
and finding a way to do that really does matter. The more support we can have from 
Committees and others in working out the best way of doing that, the better.

Q20 Owen Thompson: Karl mentioned the position of the Conservative party, and it 
is probably safe to say that we are coming at this from different angles. The Conservative 
party submission mooted the idea of the commission being abolished. Do you have any 
thoughts on why that was suggested? As the incoming chair, are you worried about that 
threat?

John Pullinger: As I said in one of my earlier answers, I would want to approach the role 
of chair in terms of thinking about what the best electoral system is that works for the 
politics of the UK at the moment and over the period ahead. I want to be open-minded 
to proposals for change, but I do observe that many other people submitting evidence 
to the inquiries are very keen for the Electoral Commission’s strength to be upheld or 
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even increased. So navigating that is going to be tricky, but my criterion is, what is going 
to create the most robust electoral system for a period ahead that is going to be quite 
challenging in British politics?

Owen Thompson: Thank you.

Q21 Christian Matheson: You spent 10 years, Mr Pullinger, as House of Commons 
Librarian and then five years as National Statistician. Aren’t you a bit of an establishment 
figure?

John Pullinger: Hopefully, I picked up some skills in those roles that will be relevant 
and helpful to me in this role. I would be concerned if I was perceived as remote from the 
people I will be in the job to serve, which is, fundamentally, the people on the frontline. I 
think what I would do is something similar to what I did when I came into the House of 
Commons Library. One of the first MPs I met gave me some super advice—it was Sylvia 
Heal, Mr Speaker, and she was Deputy Speaker at the time. She said, “The best way to 
demonstrate you are not remote is to spend some time with Members. Go to constituencies. 
Talk to people.” To be fair to her, she invited me to her constituency; I had dinner with her 
in the evening, and we spent a Friday going round her constituency. I made it my policy 
to do that on a regular basis.

Chair: Who paid?

John Pullinger: My office in the House of Commons was at the back of the Chair—the 
room next door to where Mr Speaker is. My door was always open in my 10 years, and I 
would always encourage Members to come in and talk to me. That gave me a great insight 
and hopefully presented me as someone who understood the work of Members rather 
than as an establishment figure remote from them.

Q22 Christian Matheson: From that time, or from some of your other roles in politics, 
what preconceptions of politicians did you get?

John Pullinger: What preconceptions did I get? The main thing I got was respect. I was 
House of Commons Librarian all the way through the expenses crisis. Some of the people 
who would come and sit in my chair were going through a very tough time—people 
inadvertently trapped in a very difficult situation and a system that was making them feel 
they weren’t worthy. These were people who had gone through that process with a real 
spirit of public service, which I think is true for Members of all parties. Being inside the 
system, you understand that really well.

Christian Matheson: Thank you. Thank you, Mr Speaker.

Q23 Craig Mackinlay: Welcome this morning, Mr Pullinger. I have a couple of 
points on time commitment—one personal, and one institutional. I don’t think you 
have too many other roles at the moment. What about your time commitment—two 
days a week—to this institution, given that it has a large staff, an executive, a secretariat 
and many years of institutional experience? As you will be aware if you have scanned 
through the commission’s website, there are many thousands of pages of interpretation on 
understanding its own view of the law, which has been proven sometimes right, sometimes 
wrong. Do you think the two days a week are sufficient, No. 1, for you personally and, No. 
2, to be able to administer a large and complex organisation?
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John Pullinger: The first thing to say is that I will devote as much time as is necessary to 
do the job properly. This will be my main role if I am successful, and I will devote myself 
to making it a success. But it is advertised as a non-executive role, and the issue is to really 
keep the balance we discussed earlier between the role of the non-executive chair and the 
non-executive commissioners, as distinctive from the executive. I think the trick for me, 
in terms of getting the time commitment right, is to really underlined how to get the best 
out of the executive, who are there full time and who are there to do the job, and not trap 
myself into trying to second-guess them and do their job for them. That is probably the 
main answer to both parts of your question—that I will put in whatever time is necessary, 
but I will need to learn my way into making sure I am not trying to do everything myself 
and to second-guess what the executive, who are paid to do the job full time, should be 
doing.

Q24 Craig Mackinlay: I do understand that. Non-exec roles can be really tough, because 
if things go awry, people will make a beeline to your desk for you to give a comment and 
a statement. You often find that the executives, who are fairly well paid and full time, are 
nowhere to be seen, and it will be your head on the line if there is some howling error. 
How do you feel about having such broad shoulders?

John Pullinger: I think that goes with the territory. If you are in a role in public life, and 
particularly the chair of a major organisation, you have to have those broad shoulders. But 
I would also expect the executive to step up and take responsibility. As I have described, 
it is the executive that have the responsibility for delivering all of this, and they must take 
that responsibility. But, ultimately, as chair, I have the accountability to you and to the 
public for making sure the system is doing what it should be doing.

Q25 Craig Mackinlay: Just some very quick-fire questions. Do you think current 
electoral law is fit for purpose? The Electoral Commission obviously has the key role in 
interpreting it into something useful and purposeful for candidates and agents to apply.

John Pullinger: The law is what it is, and we have to make the best of it—we are doing that, 
and elections are happening under the law. Does it need change? Absolutely it does, and 
the Law Commission report has made that very clear. The law is so complicated that it is 
very hard for anybody to know how they should navigate their way through it. There is a 
prospectus for change. The challenge at the moment is that the Government has an awful 
lot of other things to change, and it would be a complicated piece of law to sort this all out. 
But does it need doing? Yes.

Q26 Craig Mackinlay: You have heard the comments from Members—perhaps the 
Conservative ones more than others—who have queries and doubts about what the 
Electoral Commission is all about. Briefly—forget the mission statements and all the rest 
of it—what do you think the Electoral Commission should be for?

John Pullinger: It is about giving everybody involved in elections the confidence that the 
elections are being run freely and fairly, and about impartiality, to follow up the comment 
from Mr McCartney earlier—the idea that this is not one side or other having an undue 
influence over what is going on. For me, learning the lessons of what has gone before about 
how to make that happen is going to be a very important way of taking the right steps for 
the future.
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Q27 Craig Mackinlay: Finally—you touched on this briefly in your opening 
statements—what do you think the big threats on the horizon are in terms of keeping UK 
elections free and fair?

John Pullinger: Mostly, the threats that come up are the ones you had not anticipated; it 
is something that might happen down the track that we are not really aware of—

Craig Mackinlay: Rumsfeld’s great unknowns.

John Pullinger: But in terms of what is known, if confidence in the system is undermined 
by the controversies we have had in the past, that is a real difficulty.

The other issue is the role of technology—the role of technology in campaigning and just 
in running elections. There is a risk there that something will not work or will somehow 
undermine the integrity of the electoral system, and we need to really worry about that 
and make sure we are on top of it.

Craig Mackinlay: Thank you, Mr Speaker.

Chair: Thanks, Craig. Any other questions?

Christian Matheson: Mr Speaker, could I ask one, please?

Chair: Again? You’ve had two goes. Go on then, Christian.

Q28 Christian Matheson: Thank you, Sir.

Mr Pullinger, there is an article in The New York Times this morning about legislative 
voter suppression being introduced in numerous states in the United States to make it 
more difficult for people to register to vote and to cast their votes. Heaven forbid that the 
same tactics crossed the Atlantic and you saw a Government, of any colour, introducing 
stuff you felt was detrimental to the opportunities people had to vote. What would be the 
role of the Electoral Commission in stepping in to advise, pre-legislation, or would you 
just leave things up to Parliament and implement whatever Parliament introduced?

John Pullinger: The Electoral Commission has a statutory duty to advise, and giving 
clear, impartial advice on something that appeared to be a threat seems to be absolutely 
what we should do. We should find ways of making that voice heard to Committees, the 
Government or anyone else who really needed to hear it.

Chair: Okay. John, thank you for your time. It was refreshing, and I am hoping we can all 
move forward together in a very positive way. That concludes the public session for today. 
Can Members please rejoin the meeting in Teams to discuss what we have heard?
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