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‘What measures can be taken to increase voter turn-out at elections?’ 
 

Due to the variety and quantity of democracies that exist, this essay will concentrate on 

western “established” democracies with a focus on the U.S. and will discuss how to treat the 

long term structural and societal failures that inhibit voter turnout for local and general 

elections and referendums and therefore encouraging registered and non-registered citizens 

to vote. While examples like the U.S.’s historically high midterm election turnout in 2018 or 

the UK’s EU referendum turnout can used to prove that voter turnout is improving, true 

democratic representation is not being achieved and average voter turnout remains relatively 

low within both the USA (60% in presidential elections) and the UK (72.9% in general 

elections). In fact, in the U.S., voter turnout is significantly lower than in most other 

“established” democracies. The reason why voter turnout is so crucial within democracies is, 

as Young identifies, “Voter turnout is the most common means of participation in a 

democracy” (1)  therefore it is the easiest way to identify if citizens are engaging with politics. 

If someone feels so apathetic or disenfranchised that they don’t vote, then it is unlikely that 

they will engage in any other forms of participation. Groups who don’t vote will be cast aside 

as candidates won’t be motivated to cater to them causing a vicious cycle of 

disenfranchisement where people continue to have low levels of political efficacy to be 

created. The legitimacy of governments is also based on having the majority of the populace’s 

support and with this missing a government position of authority may be questioned. All of 

this points to how high voter turnout is essential for a democracy to function well.  

 

According to U.S. Census Bureau, 21.4% of the eligible voting population were not registered 

to vote in 2014. Therefore, from the onset voter turnout in America is going to be at most just 
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under 80%. PEW research identified the distinctions between registered and unregistered 

citizens’ attitudes, one of them being that “the unregistered are more pessimistic than voters” 

when it comes to whether they believe that they can positively affect their communities (2). 

Those who don’t register may feel disenchanted, not believe in their own government and so 

choose not to participate in voting as they view it as a fruitless waste of time. The idea that 

so many people don’t even register to vote because they believe that voting won’t make a 

difference, indicates that not voting is a sign of a larger problem within the democratic system. 

Another commonly cited reason among unregistered citizens is a lack of interest or a dislike 

of politics. Many believe politics to be an incomprehensible world full of jargon and 

manipulative politicians. To truly achieve a high, stable level of voter turnout within the U.S. 

and other countries, this hidden demographic needs to be targeted and encouraged to vote 

through education. 

 

In addition to these nonregistered voters, there are also registered citizens who don’t vote 

on the day. For example, in the U.S., Election Day is always a workday and for those who are 

working by the hour in minimum-wage jobs choosing to take the day off may not be a viable 

option and so neither will voting. While other options are available, like proxy or postal voting, 

people who are not passionate about voting may be put off by the added complications and 

required forethought and just choose not to vote. FairVote even credits the introduction of 

early voting in the U.S. as achieving the opposite of what was intended by decreasing turnout 

(3). This is because early voting removes “Election Day of it stimulating effects” as pressure 

to vote is reduced and campaigns have less reason to encourage their supporters and get 

them to the polls (4). Bad weather can discourage voters from going to the polls to such a 

degree that it has been argued that it lost Nixon and Gore their respective elections due to 
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the added voter costs associated with travelling in bad weather (5). Voting also takes a long 

time, large lines are common and some American ballots, like the Floridian register in the 

recent 2018 midterms, took the average voter 30-35 minutes to complete (6). Long ballots 

can lead to voters experiencing decision fatigue and therefore struggling to make good 

decisions or just filling the ballot out randomly. This lack of ease associated with voting can 

even discourage people from going down to the polls.  

 

It is important to acknowledge that while no so-called silver bullet to improve voter 

engagement exists a multipronged strategy can be used to improve it. Proportional voting 

systems are believed to encourage a higher voter turnout compared to plurality based 

electoral systems, possibly because individuals feel like their votes matter more due to these 

systems being more representative and not encouraging a two-party dominated system. 

Another solution identified in research cited by Weiser, is for countries that do not allow 

citizens to register on election-days to change this as it would improve voter turnout by a 5-

7% (7). It is believed in the U.S., that making election-days national holidays would increase 

voter turnout. For instance, Greece’s Election Day is always on the weekend and it has a voter 

turnout of 69.5% compared to the USA’s 60%. Farber identifies that voters need to find a 

balance between civic engagement and their other responsibilities such as work which is 

especially important when on a low income (8). This can be seen in how within Bradfield and 

Johnson’s study, the main reason citizens in low socio-economic backgrounds didn’t vote was 

“work/too busy” but when asked what would happen if a national holiday was introduced, 

they observed a 50% increase in potential voter turnout among this group of people (9).  
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Even if accessibility and ease are improved, the issue of lack of interest, which PEW Trusts 

found was the most common reason behind not voting, won’t be solved (2). Many people 

also either don’t register to vote or don’t know how. An effort could be made through a 

national campaign that would garner public interest and engage and inform eligible voters. 

Instead of allowing citizens to be trapped in a cycle where they have an interest in voting but 

remain unregistered due to it being low on their list of priorities, from the beginning citizens 

should be encouraged in public sector institutions such as schools to register and information 

on voting should be readily available. In both the UK and U.S., the percentage of 18-24 year-

olds who vote is significantly lower than their older counterparts (those 65+) and to address 

this, more civic and political education could be introduced. Another method suggested by 

Kiesa and Levine to tackle youth voter turnout is letting  16 and 17-year-olds to participate in 

local elections; this already occurs in Scotland and Wales and allows students to participate 

within the democratic systems they are learning about in the classroom (10). This would 

positively affect 18-24 year-old voters and significantly increase young voter turnout and 

therefore overall turnout. In the 2017 UK Snap Election, both Scotland and Wales experienced 

higher levels of voter turnout and levels of awareness among 18-34 year-olds compared to 

England (11). Education on specific polices and the potential impacts on citizens, their families 

and communities will also instil a sense of responsibility to vote. Similarly, Citizens are more 

likely to vote if they are more educated on the differences between policy and ideological 

positions that different parties have, as if a voter believes that one party will have much the 

same impact as another, they will not see the point in voting.   

 

Alternatively, democracies with poor voter turnout could take a more extreme and forceful 

approach by following Australia’s example and instead make voting compulsory requiring all 
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eligible citizens to register and vote in elections or be made to pay a fine. Australia’s lowest 

turnout since this was implemented was 87% and its peak was 96% in 1954. However, 

compulsory voting leads to an increase of both blank and spoilt ballots and forced 

engagement has the possibility to make some citizens dislike or resent their government even 

more and purposefully vote against the public’s interest (12). Employers would have to be 

placed under a legal obligation to facilitate their workers’ voting to prevent low income 

individuals from being forced to either pay fines or lose out on necessary income. 

 

In conclusion, there are many methods that are believed by experts to have the potential to 

increase voter turnout and therefore have a more engaged population who are accurately 

represented. Making voter registration simpler and more accessible would help with voters 

who already want to vote but struggle to do so, as would making election days holidays. 

Encouraging young people to register and vote would help ensure that countries’ voter 

turnout continues to improve in the future and doesn’t decline as people will create good 

voting habits from a young age. In order to attract those who make an active decision to not 

vote, making voting compulsory is the most effective and quick solution, but it won’t 

encourage the same level of trust and genuine interest as education has the potential to 

foster and may even cause resentment among citizens and spoilt ballot papers. Therefore, 

the combined approach of mandatory education on voting and allowing 16-17 year-olds to 

vote in local elections is the most beneficial method to improve voter turnout. 



Alex (L6) 

 

Works Cited 

1. Young, Daniel J. A Close-Up of Voter Turnout: Survey Data from Africa. [Online]  

2. Why are Millions of Citizens Not Registered to Vote? PEW Charitable Trusts. [Online] 

2017.  

3. What Affects Voter Turnout Rates. Fairvote. [Online]  

4. Morin , Richie. Study: Early voting associated with lower turnout. PEW Research Center. 

[Online] 2013.  

5. Bomboy, Scott. Bad weather has a track record of swinging some elections. National 

Constution Daily. [Online]  

6. Bousquet, Steve. Getting ready for a Florida election with a very long ballot. Tampa Bay 

Times. 2016. 

7. Weiser, Wendy. Automatic Voter Registration Boosts Political Participation. Stanford 

Social Innovation Review. [Online] 2016.  

8. Farber, Henry S. Rational Choice and Voter Turnout: Evidence from Union Representation 

Elections. IDEAS. [Online] 2009.  

9. Bradfield, Caitlyn and Johnson, Paul. The Effect of Making Election Day a Holiday An 

Original Survey and a Case Study of French Presidential Elections Applied to the U.S. Voting. 

ResearchGate. [Online]  

10. Kiesa, Abby and Levine , Peter. Do We Actually Want Higher Youth Turnout? Stanford 

Social Innovation Review. [Online] 2016.  



Alex (L6) 

11. Voting in 2017: Understanding public attitudes towards elections. Electoral Comission. 

[Online] 2017.  

12. Singh, Shane P. Beyond Turnout: The Consequences of Compulsory Voting. Political 

Sudies Association. [Online]  

Bibliography 

Anduiza, Eva and Blais, Andre ‘Voter Turnout’. Oxford Bibliographies, 2013.  

Bomboy, Scott ‘Bad weather has track record of swinging some elections’ National 

Constitution Daily, 2012 

Born, Kelly ‘Increasing Voter Turnout: What, If Anything, Can Be Done?’ Stanford Social 

Innovation Review, 2016 

Bousquet, Steve ‘Getting ready for a Florida election with a very long ballot’ Tampa Bay 

Times, 2018 

 Bradfield, Caitlyn and Johnson, Paul ‘The Effect of Making Election Day a Holiday An Original 

Survey and a Case Study of French Presidential Elections Applied to the U.S. Voting’ Brigham 

Young University, 2016 

Cizmar, Anne M. ‘What Causes Low Voter Turnout on the United States?’ Eastern Kentucky 

University,2016 

Fowler, Anthony George ‘Five Studies on the Causes and Consequences of Voter Turnout’ 

Harvard University, 2013  

Kiesa, Abby and Levine, Peter “Do We Actually Want Higher Youth Voter Turnout?’ Stanford 

Social Innovation Review, 2016 



Alex (L6) 

Leighley, Jan and Nagler, Jonathan ‘Increase Turnout by Informing Voters about Policy 

Differences’ Stanford Social Innovation Review, 2016 

Morin, Rich ‘Study: Early voting associated with lower turnout’ PEW Research Center, 2013 

Ritchie, Mark ‘Community Culture is a Big Driver in Voter Turnout’ Stanford Social 

Innovation Review, 2016 

Singh, Shane P. ‘Beyond Turnout: The Consequences of Compulsory Voting’ Political Studies 

Association 

Solijonov, Abduashid ‘Voter Turnout Trends around the world’. International Institute for 

Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2016. 

Tilhonen, Aino ‘The Changing Relations between Political Parties and Trade Unions in the 

Nordic Countries’ University of Tampere, 2016 

Weiser, Wendy ‘Automatic Voter Registration Boosts Political Participation’ Stanford Social 

Innovation Review, 2016 (7) 

‘Voting in 2017: Understanding public attitudes towards elections and voting’ Electoral 

Commission, 2017 

‘Why Are Millions of Citizens Not Registered to Vote?’ The PEW Charitable Trusts, 2017 

‘Ways of voting’ UK Government website 

‘What Affects Voter Turnout Rates’ Fairvote 

‘3 Reasons for low voter engagement’ UK Parliament website, 2014 

 


	Works Cited
	Cizmar, Anne M. ‘What Causes Low Voter Turnout on the United States?’ Eastern Kentucky University,2016

