Small investors galvanise UK shareholder democracy amid rising activism and legislative pushes
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The Mail's ongoing campaign to boost shareholder democracy has received commendation from the investment industry, following fresh data revealing a significant surge in engagement among smaller investors. According to the Association of Investment Companies (AIC), nearly half of self-directed private investors—those who manage their own portfolios—are now actively voting their shares at company meetings, a rise from 38% just two years ago.
This uptick in voting activity is complemented by a notable increase in attendance at Annual General Meetings (AGMs), with nearly one-fifth of private investors reporting occasional or frequent participation, up from 13% last year. These developments come at a time when shareholder engagement is highlighted as a cornerstone of financial governance and economic growth. Richard Stone, head of the AIC, credited The Mail's campaign efforts as instrumental in encouraging this new wave of investor involvement. He emphasised that fostering an inclusive investment culture in the UK is critical, with shareholder democracy at its heart.
The increased activism among smaller investors has not gone unnoticed amid the backdrop of aggressive attempts by activist funds to reshape company boards. Earlier this year, for instance, US hedge fund manager Boaz Weinstein sought to take control of seven London-listed investment trusts but was decisively thwarted by a mobilised collective of small shareholders who voted against his plans. This episode underscores the growing power that retail investors wield when they engage in the governance process.
The AIC’s 'My share, my vote' campaign has also pushed for legislative reforms to compel investment platforms and nominee companies to pass on company information and voting rights to their underlying investors. Currently, nominees have discretion over whether to forward these rights, often limiting smaller shareholders' ability to fully participate. The campaign aims to ensure that every investor’s fundamental right to vote is protected and accessible.
Beyond retail investor engagement, broader trends in the UK’s shareholder landscape signal a rising tide of activism. Data from 2023 reveals a sharp rise in the rejection of resolutions at AGMs, with a third more shareholder votes cast against company proposals than the previous year. Notably, many of these rejections focused on protecting ownership rights, such as pre-emption rights, reflecting shareholders' increasing vigilance over governance matters. Moreover, executive remuneration has become a hotbed of dissent, with significant votes opposing pay packages more than doubling in the 2025 AGM season, signalling demands for enhanced accountability.
Meanwhile, forms of shareholder meetings are evolving. While a majority of FTSE 350 companies still hold in-person AGMs, there is a growing shift towards hybrid formats that combine physical and electronic elements. This change aligns with evolving shareholder expectations for more accessible and flexible engagement channels.
The backdrop to these developments also includes wider government ambitions to stimulate investment in the UK economy. There is speculation that Chancellor plans could mandate investors, such as those holding Individual Savings Accounts (ISAs), to allocate a minimum portion of their holdings to UK firms. Industry voices argue that enhancing shareholder participation—giving small investors a genuine say—is crucial to encouraging such investment flows. The Governance for Growth Investor Campaign, representing major investors, has similarly underscored the importance of face-to-face shareholder meetings as fundamental to a healthy and sustainable financial system.
Taken together, these trends reveal a maturing investment culture in the UK, one where smaller investors increasingly recognise and exercise their governance rights, contributing to more accountable and resilient companies. The Mail's campaign to shine a spotlight on shareholder democracy appears to have helped catalyse this movement, reinforcing the principle that active engagement by all shareholders is essential for long-term economic growth.
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