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Abstract

Democracy is not possible without the participation of citizens in politics. In order to make
democracy work, citizens have to choose at least their representatives in free regularly held
elections. At present, however, fewer and fewer citizens turn out to vote and in addition the
citizens who decide to vote are by no means a representative sample of the voting age
population. This is problematical for any society which calls itself democratic. Especially in
the United States turnout is low and biased. To tackle this problem, some authors argue to
make voting mandatory for the United States citizens. These authors claim that compulsory
voting increases and equalises voter participation. This article will explore the usefulness of
compulsory voting as a solution for low and biased turnout using the Belgian case. Belgium is
a relevant case because it is one of the few countries with a generalised system of compulsory
voting. We found that the voter participation is indeed much higher and less biased in
Belgium than in the United States on account of the system of compulsory voting. It is thus
rewarding to obligate citizens to vote.
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Democracy was created to be participatory. The participation of ordinary citizens is
considered to be a prerequisite for democracy. Nowadays however an ever increasing part of
the citizenry does not take part in politics (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995). The current
110th House of Representatives of the United States, e.g., is elected by only half of the voting
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age population. 47 per cent of the voting age population did not show up at the polling
stations (Federal Election Commission 2005). The problems that are generated by this low
level of voter participation will be discussed in this article. Further, the adoption of a system
of compulsory voting will be explored as a possible solution for these problems using the
Belgian case. The Belgian case is relevant since it is one of the few countries in the world
which still enforces a legal obligation to vote.
A turnout rate of 53 per cent is not exceptional in American politics (Federal Election
Commission 2005). For all the parliamentary elections from 1945 till 2001 the average
turnout rate in the United States amounted to 47.7 per cent of the voting age population. As a
consequence the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (Pintor and
Gratschew 2002) ranked the United States at the 138th place of 169 countries with regard to
turnout. The problem may worsen because voter participation is declining in most liberal
democracies (Franklin 2004). The fact that more and more citizens decide not to vote can now
be considered as a serious problem for the health of American democracy (Verba, Schlozman
and Brady 1995; Franklin 1999), since low turnout erodes the legitimacy of government.
After all, what authority does a president or an institution have if elected by only half of the
voting age population? Critics can point out that the current president, Mr. George W. Bush
might have received 50.7 per cent of the vote, but since only 56.7 per cent of those who are
eligible to vote turned out, it could be argued that only 28.8 per cent of all those who could
have voted for the president, actually have cast a vote for Mr. Bush.
These low turnout figures also imply the question who votes and which groups abstain.
International research has shown time and again that there is a clear pattern: as turnout
diminshes, inequality rises (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995; Verba, Nie and Kim 1972;
Milbrath and Goel 1977). All over the world we find that especially people with lower
education, lower professional status and lower socio-economic status decide not to vote. In
the United States a persistent strong connection exists between the turnout rate and the extent
of class inequality (Lijphart 1997; Blais 2004). Furthermore, it can be expected that this gap
will widen over time because the decline in turnout is steeper among the less privileged
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citizens than among the privileged citizens (Hill and Leighley 1992; Blais 2004; see however
Cavanagh 1981). This unequal participation affects the legitimacy of government. One could
argue that those who abstain are not interested in politics and that it is a good thing that only
citizens who are interested in politics vote. Empirical evidence suggests, however, that not
everybody has an equal chance to become interested in politics since education has a strong
impact on political interest. Voters with higher education are generally more politically
interested than those with lower education (Van Deth 1990). Even among the lower educated
people who are interested in politics, the willingness to vote voluntarily is smaller than among
the higher educated who are interested in politics (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995). Thus,
education has a direct and an indirect effect on the willingness to vote.
This unequal participation can result in unequal influence. Participation is an important mean
by which citizens can communicate their preferences to the government. If a part of the
citizenry does not participate, government will not be aware of their preferences and will not
take their preferences into account. To state it differently, inactivity on the part of the citizens
can lead to inactivity on the part of the government. This generates a problem if active
citizens find different problems important and have different policy preferences than those
who are not active. Politicians seeking re-election will focus on the issues that are important
to the groups that are already taking an active part in the political process and will not pay
attention to the issues that are important to the citizens that do not participate in politics
(Verba and Nie 1972). At last it is difficult to interpret the silence of the abstainers. Why do
citizens decide to abstain? Is it because they are satisfied with the way things are going or is
their silence an expression of protest? (Hill 2002).
We can conclude that the low turnout in the United States is a problem that may worsen over
time since the turnout continues to decline (Franklin 2004; Blais 2004). To resolve this
problem, Lijphart (1997) argued for the adoption of a system of compulsory voting. He
suggested that some of the problems that plague American politics could be solved by
imposing a legal obligation to vote. Universal suffrage makes the possibility to participate in
elections more equal, but not all citizens exercise their right to participate. Compulsory voting
can force all citizens, especially the less privileged, to participate and by doing so it increases
turnout to a more acceptable level and it lessens the inequalities between privileged and less
privileged citizens (Engelen 2007). Does this proposal seem to be utopian? The fact that a
system of compulsory voting not only exists but also works in countries like Australia,
Belgium and Luxembourg, proves it to be a feasible option.
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Compulsory voting as a solution?
Belgium has the oldest and one of the best established generalized systems of mandatory
voting in the world. An analysis of the Belgian case will help to assess the usefulness of
compulsory voting as a solution for some of the American problems concerning voter
participation. It is important to note first that in Belgium voters are compelled to the voting
booth but they are not forced to vote. “Compulsory turnout” would be a better term. In this
paper however the term “compulsory voting” will be used since it is generally more accepted
(Engelen 2007). First, turnout in Belgium and the United States will be compared.
Subsequently, we will look at the citizens who turn out to vote. Are they a random sample of
the eligible population and is the composition of the electorate different in the two countries?
Level of voter participation
The IDEA (Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance) calculated that in countries
where a system of compulsory voting is enforced the turnout level is more than 15 percent
points higher than in countries where citizens are not obliged to vote (Pintor & Gratschew
2002). In Belgium the average turnout level of all the parliamentary elections from 1945 till
2001 is 84.8 per cent1 and therefore Belgium is ranked in the top 20 countries in the world
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with the highest turnout. The system of mandatory voting thus increases the turnout rate to a
level that is higher than the average level of turnout in the world. The Belgian level of voter
participation is similar to Scandinavian levels of turnout, in spite of the fact that the
Scandinavian countries have higher scores than Belgium on all other political participation
variables (Hooghe and Engelen 2007). As a consequence there is no major silence that needs
to be interpreted. Satisfied citizens can support the government. Dissatisfied citizens can
support the opposition, cast a protest vote, leave the ballot blank or spoil the ballot (Hill
2002).
Other instruments like a voter-friendly registration or infrequent elections can also increase
turnout but compulsory voting is undoubtedly the most effective way to boost turnout
(Lijphart 1997; Wattenberg 2006). Further, compulsory voting stimulates the government to
1

. The statistics vary according to the way in which they are calculated. The IDEA calculated
a turnout rate of 84.8 per cent, the official figures from the Belgian Home Office amount to 91
per cent.
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facilitate voting procedures which in turn boosts the turnout rate even more. Indeed, if a
country obligates its citizens to participate in elections, the country will probably try to
minimize the effort needed to vote to ensure a high rate of compliance with the laws.
Compulsory voting and other turnout increasing measures can thus be expected to reinforce
each other (Hill 2002). In Belgium abstainers face the possibility of a financial sanction. If
eligible Belgian citizens do not participate in elections, they have to provide a legitimate
reason for their abstention to avoid sanctioning. The Belgian government however tries to
make voting as easy as possible. Eligible Belgian citizens do not need to register but they
automatically receive an invitation to vote with the recommended hour and place where they
have to vote that is as close as possible to the residence of the citizen. A large number of
voting booths are provided and Election Day is always on Sunday when citizens normally do
not have to work.
In short, compulsory voting increases turnout. Reversing this argument, several studies have
found that an abolishment of compulsory voting in Belgium would lead to a decrease in
turnout. Table 1 shows the results of the Belgian election studies (1991-2003) regarding the
question “if compulsory voting was abolished in Belgium would you still go to vote?”. On
average forty per cent answered that they would always vote. 14.0 per cent would vote most
of the time and 12.9 per cent would vote sometimes. On average a fourth of the respondents
would never go to vote ranging from 30.5 per cent in 1991 to 21.5 per cent in 1999. We can
conclude that after the abolishment of compulsory voting in Belgium the turnout rate would
drop by at least 20 per cent.
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Table 1. Willingness to Vote after Abolishment of Compulsory Voting
Answer
Always
Most of the time
Sometimes
Never
Don’t know
Total
Number of respondents

1991
34.9
12.1
12.5
30.5
10.0
100
2691

Year Survey
1995
1999
43.1
47.4
14.3
14.9
13.3
11.5
24.7
21.5
4.6
4.7
100
100
3638
4229

2003
41.8
14.8
14.3
26.8
2.3
100
2221

Average
41.8
14.0
12.9
25.9
5.4
100

Source: Belgian Election Studies (ISPO) of 1991, 1995, 1999, 2003. (Billiet, Swyngedouw et al. 1991-2004). All
figures are column percentages.

Distortions in voter participation
Since only a small group of citizens abstains, there is not much room for misrepresentation in
the current system. Given the high turnout, we can be quite sure that the voters are
representative of the entire eligible population (Hooghe and Pelleriaux 1998). What will
happen if voting became voluntary? Let us take a closer look at some characteristics of the
respondents of the most recent Belgian Election Study. Table 2 shows that the respondents
who would participate voluntarily in elections every time are mainly the higher educated. The
majority of the higher educated respondents answered that they would always vote even if it
were not mandatory. Only a fourth of the lower educated group reported that they would vote
every time. As a result 38.8 per cent of the respondents who would vote every time are higher
educated and only 9.4 per cent of them received only elementary education. On the other
hand, the respondents who indicated never to vote voluntarily are mainly those with a lower
level of education. Half of the respondents with only elementary education answered that they
would never vote. 36.2 per cent of the respondents with lower secondary education would not
vote if they were not compelled to do so. Regarding the higher educated respondents only
10.5 per cent of the respondents with a non-university higher education and 3.3 per cent with
an academic education would abstain. As a consequence, a clear majority of 62.5 per cent of
the respondents who reported that they would stay home received lower secondary education
at the most. Only 8.5 per cent of the respondents that would not participate in the elections
voluntarily had higher education. We can observe the same pattern in the election studies of
1991, 1995 and 1999. Thus, the outfall is clearly not random. To state it differently, if voting
in Belgium became voluntary the composition of the electorate would change considerably.
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Table 2. Willingness to Vote after Abolishment of Compulsory Voting by Educational Level
Total
population
Always
41.9
Most of the time 14.8
Sometimes
14.4
Never
26.8
Don’t know
2.2
Total
100
Answer

1
25.8
7.5
10.8
52.3
3.6
100

Educational level
2
3
34.3
41.2
11.6
15.6
15.0
17.4
36.2
23.9
2.8
1.8
100
100

4
53.2
21.6
12.7
10.5
2.0
100

5
67.0
18.2
11.0
3.3
0.5
100

Number of
respondents
919
324
315
587
49
2194

Source: Belgian Election Study 2003; (Billiet, Swyngedouw et al. 2004). All figures are column percentages.
Note on educational levels: 1: elementary education, 2: lower secondary, 3: higher secondary , 4: Non-university
higher education, 5: University.

In order to estimate the effect of the abolishment of compulsory voting on the composition of
the voting population, a method of simulation will be used. Every respondent of the 2003
election study was given a certain weight in proportion to their self-reported willingness to
vote. Hooghe and Pelleriaux (1998) tested several possible weights. In this paper their
proposed weights will be used namely a weighting factor of 1 for respondents who said they
would always vote, a weighting factor of 0.04 for respondents who reported that they would
never vote. Respondents who would vote most of the time received a weighting factor of 0.85,
those who would vote sometimes received a weighting factor of 0.59 and those who do not
know what they would do received a weighting factor of 0.48. Table 3 presents the results of
the simulation. The fourth column shows that the share of the citizens with elementary
education in the electorate would decrease by 5.3 per cent. The importance of people with
only lower secondary education would decrease by 3.8 per cent. On the other hand, the
portion of citizens with higher secondary education in the composition of the electorate would
rise by 0.9 per cent and the share of the higher educated citizens would rise by 8.3 per cent.
When a lower educated, alienated, citizen abstains, his/her vote does not go to another lower
educated, alienated citizen but in general to a highly educated, middle-class, privileged citizen
(Hill 2002). The simulation shows clearly that after the abolishment of compulsory voting, the
electoral weight of the higher educated would become much larger than their actual part in the
general population.
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Table 3. Simulation of the educational background of the electorate if voting became
voluntary
Educational level
Elementary education
Lower secondary
Higher secondary
Non university higher education
University education
TOTAL
Number of respondents

Population
(compulsory voting)
15.3%
24.7%
30.8%
19.4%
9.8%
100.0%
2198

After
abolition
10.0%
20.9%
31.7%
24.2%
13.3%
100.0%
1427

Difference
-5.3%
-3.8%
+0.9%
+4.8%
+3.5%

Source: Belgian Election Study 2003; (Billiet, Swyngedouw et al. 2004). Note on population: Percentage of
eligible citizens who voted in the current system of compulsory voting. Note on “after abolishment”: these are
the weighted data.

The effect of education is indirect and direct. Education has an effect on political interest and
political interest is a very good predictor of whether someone will vote voluntarily. But
education also has a direct effect. Graph 1 visualizes these effects. The percentage of
respondents that would vote every time if compulsory voting were abolished is shown,
according to their level of education and political interest. If we compare the three lines, we
see that citizens who are highly interested in politics are more likely to vote frequently than
citizens who are not very interested in politics. On average 74.2 per cent of the citizens with a
high level of political interest answered that they would always vote voluntarily. 57.1 per
cent of the respondents who were a little less interested in politics reported to vote always and
less than a third of the respondents with a low level of political interest indicated always to
vote voluntarily. Hence, the level of political interest is an important predictor of the
willingness to vote. Given that the interest in politics is closely related to the educational
level2, we can conclude that education has an indirect effect on the willingness to vote. Graph
TP
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1 also shows the direct effect of educational level. Each line in the graph has an upward trend
which indicates that the willingness to vote is not only determined by the level of political
interest but also by the educational level of the respondents. The higher the educational level,
the higher the willingness to vote frequently and this applies for every level of political
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. 41.3 per cent of the respondents with elementary education have a low level of political
interest, 33.2 per cent a medium level of political interest and 25.4 per cent a high level of
political interest. The higher educated respondents, on the other hand, are much more
interested in politics. The percentages for the respondents with a non-university higher
education are: 12.3 per cent, 38.5 per cent and 49.3 per cent respectively. The percentages for
the respondents with an academic education amount 6.2 per cent, 30.3 per cent and 63.5 per
cent respectively. Thus, there is a strong positive correlation between educational level and
interest in politics.
PT
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interest. Lower educated respondents with the same level of political interest as higher
educated respondents are thus in general less willing to vote frequently.
Graph 1. Percentage respondents that answered that they would always vote voluntarily by
political interest and educational level
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Note on educational level: 1: Elementary education, 2: Lower secondary, 3: Higher secondary, 4: Non university
higher educated, 5: University education. (Billiet, Swyngedouw et al. 2004).

We can conclude that a system of mandatory voting is effective in reducing inequality in
regard to voting participation. On account of the mandatory system of voting, the participation
in elections in Belgium is very egalitarian, far more egalitarian than in the United States.
Conclusion
In summary, the United States has one of the lowest turnout levels among the established
democracies. This low turnout rate may compromise the legitimacy of the American
government and democracy in the United States in general. This low turnout rate has the
additional problem that the outfall is not random. Every low educated citizen with a low
professional status who abstains does not transfer his vote to another low educated citizen
with a low professional status but to a more privileged citizen. As a result, the electoral
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weight of the more privileged citizens becomes much larger than their actual part in the
population. Further, it is not easy to interpret the motives of the abstainers. Why do they
decide not to vote? Is it because they are satisfied with the regime or do they abstain as an
expression of protest? What does the silence mean? As a solution, some authors, advocated
for a system of compulsory voting. This article demonstrated, using the Belgian case, that
compulsory voting can indeed solve some problems that plague American politics. If voting
becomes mandatory, the turnout level will most likely increase and the class bias will be
nearly erased. A system of compulsory voting is, therefore, certainly worthy of further
research as to its applicability in the United States.
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