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Summary

Voter turnout has been in decline in Canada since the late 1980s. In the decades
following the Second World War, there was an average turnout for federal elec-
tions of approximately 75 percent; during the past two decades, however, the
average percentage has dropped to the low 60s. Similar drops are being wit-
nessed in most other established democracies. There is also mounting evidence
that this phenomenon is having a variable impact on our society — the largest
voter turnout decline is among young people. 

While any drop in turnout is cause for concern, the fact that young peo-
ple are among the most disenfranchised in society is especially troubling. Voting
appears to be a socialized behaviour learned early in life. Therefore, if the young
fail to vote when they reach the age of majority, it is possible that they will remain
forever disengaged from the political system. It is even possible that the current
low participation rate will extend to future generations.

Not surprisingly, the decline in turnout has been of growing concern to
political scientists and politicians during the past 20 years. When turnout
dropped below 62 percent in the 2000 federal election, many — including the
Chief Electoral Officer of Canada — were forced to acknowledge that if the trend
continued, then Canada may need to consider compulsory voting. The practice
has been instituted in more than 20 democracies around the world. A sanction
(usually minimal) is imposed on any citizen who fails to go to a polling station
on election day and cast a vote. The impact of compulsory voting is significant.
Countries where it is practised have an average turnout rate that is 15 percent-
age points higher at the federal/national level; the turnout rate at the provincial/
regional or local level is even higher. 

The effectiveness of compulsory voting is without question. Advocates
have also claimed that compulsory voting will lead to a more engaged and
informed electorate, but this has yet to be empirically verified. In this study,
Henry Milner, Peter John Loewen and Bruce Hicks tested this claim by engaging
in a unique experiment involving college students who were eligible to vote for
the first time, in the 2007 Quebec election. They asked two groups of students
to complete two surveys (the first before the election and the second after the
election), for which they would be paid. One group, however, was told they
would only receive their remuneration if they voted. By comparing the results,
the authors could ascertain whether a financial disincentive to abstain motivated
young citizens to inform themselves about the election. 

This study contributes to the debate over this important and complex
question. Generally, it explores some of the issues surrounding mandatory vot-
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ing. More specifically, using the Quebec provincial election of 2007, the authors
have designed and implemented a field experiment aimed directly at young peo-
ple (the group of voters likely to be most positively affected in terms of turnout
if voting were compulsory) in order to determine the implications of compulsory
voting on political knowledge and engagement. The experiment has shown that
when a young person is made to vote in an election, his or her attentiveness to
politics or knowledge about politics does not necessarily increase. Does this
mean that compulsory voting would not have a beneficial impact on young peo-
ple over the long term? Do arguments in favour of compulsory voting outweigh
the counter-argument that compulsory voting would merely increase the num-
ber of ill-informed voters? Would political parties change their behaviour if faced
with a larger number of voters? 

Canadians need to discuss such questions, and this paper attempts to set
out, in a dispassionate manner, many of the issues that will facilitate the discus-
sion. It also contributes research on one particular aspect of the debate: the
direct, short-term impact of compulsory voting on young nonvoters’ political
knowledge. In short, this paper is a salvo in the debate over compulsory voting
— a debate that is likely to continue as long as voter turnout for Canadian fed-
eral, provincial and municipal elections remains low.

Henry Milner, Peter John Loewen and Bruce M. Hicks
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Résumé

La participation électorale décroît au Canada depuis la fin des années 1980. Alors
qu’au cours des décennies qui ont suivi la Deuxième Guerre mondiale, le taux de
participation aux élections fédérales atteignait en moyenne 75 %, ce pourcentage
a chuté depuis une vingtaine d’années, et il se situe maintenant à un peu plus de
60 %. On observe des baisses semblables dans la plupart des pays de tradition
démocratique. Cependant, c’est parmi les jeunes que l’on observe la baisse de
participation électorale la plus importante.

Toute diminution de la participation électorale est source de préoccupation,
mais que les jeunes constituent le groupe de citoyens qui se prévalent le moins de
leur droit de vote est un fait particulièrement troublant. Voter semble être un com-
portement social que l’on apprend jeune. Par conséquent, si les jeunes ne vont pas
voter quand ils atteignent la majorité, on peut penser que, pendant le reste de leur
vie, ils ne participeront pas davantage à la vie politique. Et il est possible que le
faible taux de participation actuel s’étende ainsi aux générations futures.

On comprend donc facilement que, depuis 20 ans, la chute de la partici-
pation électorale constitue un sujet de préoccupation croissant chez les politico-
logues. Quand, au scrutin fédéral de 2000, le taux de participation est passé sous
les 62 %, plusieurs — dont le directeur général des élections du Canada — ont
été forcés d’admettre que, si la tendance se maintient, le Canada devra sérieuse-
ment considérer l’instauration du vote obligatoire. Cette mesure existe déjà dans
plus de 20 pays démocratiques ; une peine (habituellement minime) est
imposée à tout citoyen qui néglige d’aller voter le jour d’une élection. L’impact est
significatif : dans les pays où le vote est obligatoire, le taux moyen de participa-
tion aux élections nationales ou fédérales est supérieur de 15 % au taux observé
avant l’instauration du vote obligatoire ; aux élections régionales, provinciales ou
municipales, les chiffres sont encore plus élevés.

Le vote obligatoire est donc une mesure efficace. Ceux qui le préconisent
soutiennent de plus (mais sans l’avoir démontré empiriquement) que, quand le
vote est obligatoire, les citoyens s’informent davantage et participent de plus près
à la vie politique. Dans cette étude, Henry Milner, Peter John Loewen et
Bruce M. Hicks ont donc cherché à vérifier cette hypothèse en menant une
recherche originale auprès de deux groupes d’étudiants de niveau collégial pen-
dant la campagne électorale québécoise de 2007. Ils ont payé ces deux groupes
pour qu’ils participent à deux sondages ; un sondage leur a été donné au début de
la campagne électorale et l’autre à la fin. Un des deux groupes devait, cependant,
aller voter pour obtenir sa rémunération. En comparant les résultats des deux
groupes, les chercheurs ont pu établir dans quelle mesure un élément financier
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incitant des jeunes à aller voter a pu, en même temps, les motiver à mieux se ren-
seigner sur les enjeux de la campagne électorale.

Cette étude apporte donc de nouveaux éléments à un débat sur un sujet
important et complexe. Tout d’abord, on y aborde certaines questions générales
liées au vote obligatoire. Ensuite, de façon plus particulière, les auteurs présen-
tent la recherche sur le terrain qu’ils ont conçue et menée durant la campagne
électorale québécoise de 2007, et qui ciblait directement les jeunes (le groupe de
citoyens susceptibles d’être les plus touchés par le vote obligatoire, puisque ce
sont ceux qui votent le moins). Ils ont ainsi tenté de vérifier si le vote obligatoire
a ou non un effet sur l’intérêt que les jeunes portent à la chose politique. Les
résultats démontrent que ceux qui participent à un scrutin ne s’intéressent pas
nécessairement plus à la politique que ceux qui ne votent pas ; ils ne cherchent
donc pas non plus à s’informer davantage. Toutefois, on peut se demander si, à
long terme, le vote obligatoire aurait ou non un effet positif sur les jeunes. Est-ce
que les avantages potentiels du vote obligatoire pourraient éclipser ses effets
négatifs possibles (c’est-à-dire ne faire qu’augmenter le nombre de votants mal
informés) ? Est-ce que les partis politiques modifieraient leur attitude s’ils
devaient convaincre un plus grand nombre d’électeurs ?

Il est essentiel que les Canadiens entreprennent ce débat ; c’est pourquoi
cette étude tente de formuler, de façon objective, plusieurs des questions qu’ils
auraient lieu de se poser. De plus, l’étude éclaire le débat sur un aspect précis,
c’est-à-dire l’absence d’un effet direct et immédiat du vote obligatoire sur l’intérêt
que les jeunes qui ne votent pas portent à la chose politique. Bref, grâce à cet arti-
cle, les auteurs espèrent enrichir un débat qui se poursuivra à coup sûr, tant que
la participation électorale (à tous les niveaux de gouvernement) n’augmentera
pas de façon significative.

Henry Milner, Peter John Loewen and Bruce M. Hicks
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Does compulsory voting lead to a more engaged and knowledgeable elec-
torate? That it results in higher levels of political participation is without ques-
tion. However, the second-order effects of compulsory voting, especially its
effects on political engagement and knowledge, are not well established. This
paper provides an analysis of the results of a field experiment carried out during
the Quebec provincial election campaign of March 2007. The purpose of the
experiment was to determine whether compulsory voting and voting incentives
lead to more attentive and knowledgeable voters. Advocates of compulsory vot-
ing generally claim that it will lead to a more engaged citizenry; in particular,
they claim that the currently disengaged will inform themselves as a natural by-
product of having to vote.1

In examining this aspect of compulsory voting, we do not cast judgment
on its overall merits. There are other arguments in favour of compulsory voting,
such as those related to political equality in a democracy and to the fact that
increased turnout may compel political parties to reach out with their policies to
disengaged communities. However, voter knowledge is a dimension of compul-
sory voting that proponents incorporate to varying degrees in their argumenta-
tion, and it has yet to be put to an experimental test.

In this paper, we provide experimental evidence that casts some doubt on
the claim that the act of voting, as forced by sanction or encouraged by incen-
tive, will cause voters to become information seekers. Following this introduc-
tion, the paper is separated into two parts: in the first, we present arguments for
and against compulsory voting and incentives, touching on experiences in other
countries, we look at the debate in Canada and we present a review of the empiri-
cal literature on the effects of compulsory voting; in the second part, we describe
the methodology and the results of our experiment. We conclude with a discus-
sion of our findings and an assessment of their wider implications. 

It is well known that voter turnout has been declining in most advanced
democratic countries — Canada certainly included. From the Second World War
until 1988, this country had a consistent participation level among registered vot-
ers in federal elections; it averaged about 75 percent. But in the past two decades,
that percentage has dropped steadily, reaching the low 60s. Various studies have
shown that in Canada and elsewhere, this trend is largely attributable to the vot-
ing — or, rather, nonvoting — habits of the new cohorts of voters who reached
voting age during this period (Milner 2005; Blais et al. 2002; O’Neil 2001).

In most countries, second-tier (provincial) and third-tier (municipal) elec-
tions usually have lower voter turnout than first-tier (presidential or parliamen-
tary) elections. In Canada, turnout for second-tier and third-tier votes has
historically lagged behind turnout for elections at the federal level by between
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15 and 40 percentage points, but the gap has decreased as federal electoral par-
ticipation has fallen (though with noticeable variations by province, city and
town, and by election).

We should note, since the experiment used for this study was carried out
in Montreal during a provincial election, that the Province of Quebec has in the
last four decades consistently been an exception, with turnout rivalling — and
sometimes exceeding — that for federal elections in Canada. However, in recent
Quebec elections, turnout levels have also begun to decline; the 2003 provincial
election engaged only 70 percent of registered voters.

Very little research has been done using cohort analysis at the provincial
level but, based on evidence from federal elections, it is reasonable to assume that
there is a strong cohort differential here, too, with young people failing to par-
ticipate at the levels of previous generations. Decline in youth voting is addi-
tionally troubling because voting patterns in early elections can carry forward
into future elections. The initial voting experience affects whether or not a citi-
zen will be politically engaged or disengaged — those who fail to vote early in
life may remain nonvoters as they age (Franklin 2004; Green and Shachar 2000;
Gerber, Green and Shachar 2003).2 Hence, if the decline in turnout around the
world is disproportionately attributable to young people, and if the socializing
effects of voting are weaker among the youth of today than among previous gen-
erations, then the issue of compulsory voting and voting incentives is of particu-
lar relevance to them.

There is also evidence that low socio-economic status is linked to low
voter turnout (Hicks 2006; Blais 2000; Bakvis 1991). Uneven turnout based
on race, ethnicity and class is worrisome in that it could lead to certain seg-
ments of society exerting greater influence on elections and thus on govern-
ment programs and policies. As Linder has noted with respect to Switzerland,
“especially when participation is low, the choir of Swiss direct democracy
sings in upper- or middle-class tones” (1994, 95). While not all agree that
election outcomes would differ greatly if there were full turnout (Rubenson et
al. 2007; Martinez and Gill 2006; Citrin, Schickler and Sides 2003), the pos-
sibility alone is cause for concern. 

The fundamental objective of compulsory voting is to increase voter
turnout (Watson and Tami 2001). That this happens is clearly supported by the
Australian and European experiences. In addition, compulsory voting is credited
with decreasing disparities in participation due to age and socio-economic back-
ground. This is particularly true when fines for not voting are levied and when
voting is made compulsory in second-tier and third-tier elections. Yet in all the
discussion about compulsory voting in the literature, and despite proponents’
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claims that compulsory voting will lead to a more knowledgeable electorate, the
one thing that is not examined empirically is how such initiatives might affect the
political attentiveness of citizens. In short, we do not know if people who cast a
ballot under threat of financial penalty are any more likely to educate themselves
about the issues and candidates. 

In the context of a generation-linked turnout decline, it is appropriate to
focus on young people who have just arrived at voting age. Since the young vote
in such low numbers, the impact of compulsory voting should be greatest on
them. This was suggested by Print, who found that among young Australians
(aged 16 to 18) the percentage responding in the affirmative when asked if they
planned to vote declined from 86 to 50 when the question was rephrased to
determine whether they would still do so if voting were not compulsory (2006).

Our study involved young people living in the Montreal region, and the
election was a Quebec provincial one; we found our participants at a college
chosen for its large number of students from a diversity of ethnic groups and
socio-economic backgrounds. But there is nothing inherent in this experiment
that required it to be carried out where and when it was. Indeed, it could have
been conducted around an election at a different political level or in another
democratic society. We chose to focus on this particular election because dur-
ing the election period, the necessary resources and cooperation were available
to us: we were physically present in Montreal, and we had access to a group of
young people at the cusp of the legal voting age. There is nothing about the
milieu from which the participants were selected that precludes the findings of
this study from being generalized to youth in other jurisdictions and, perhaps,
to all voters.

The circumstances surrounding the March 2007 Quebec election were
very promising, as far as participation was concerned. Not only had several
measures to facilitate ballot access been instituted for 2007 by the Directeur
général des élections (DGE) — extending the period for advance polls, remov-
ing any obligation to justify using them, installing voting booths in seniors
residences and allowing those with impaired mobility to vote at home3 — but
also the race was unusually competitive. Indeed, many observers character-
ized it in the lead-up as the most interesting in a century, with three political
parties competing to form the government all the way to the end; and this
should have stimulated turnout (Franklin 2004; see also Blais 2006). Yet
turnout improved only marginally: up 0.79 percentage points from 2003.
Clearly, many people, including young ones, did not vote. It is thus timely to
look more closely at reforms that could boost turnout, such as compulsory
voting and voting incentives. 

Henry Milner, Peter John Loewen and Bruce M. Hicks
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The Debate Surrounding Compulsory Voting

The decline in voter turnout in democratic countries in recent decades has
renewed interest in compulsory voting and voter incentives (Wattenberg 2007).
But such measures have been employed since the birth of democracy — the first
time was in the direct democracy of ancient Athens. In that city-state, the People’s
Assembly was convened on a hill called the Pnyx. To force people to attend, offi-
cials corralled them from the agora (marketplace) below using a rope soaked in
red dye (Hicks 2002); the clothing of tardy or unwilling participants was marked
by a red stain; there may also have been a fine for nonparticipation (Hansen
1999, 5). Thus were born two of the incentives used today in compulsory vot-
ing: public stigmatization and financial penalty.

The vast majority of Athenians were wage earners, and many had to travel
great distances to attend the assembly, so in 403 BC, when democracy was rein-
troduced, assembly pay was given to the poor to cover the costs of attendance
(Mavrogordatos 2003, 7). Eventually, assembly pay became the largest expendi-
ture item in the Athenian budget (Hicks 2002). In 380 BC, Plato, who had no
love for democracy, ridiculed the practice: “I hear [Pericles] was the first who
gave the people pay, and made them idle and cowardly, and encouraged them in
the love of talk and money.” This was the genesis of the debate over compulsory
voting and voter incentives — specifically, the cost to the state versus the actual
benefit to both the state and the individual.4

In the modern era, compulsory voting began to emerge in representative
democracies with the extension of the voting franchise. It was first introduced at
the national level in Belgium in 1892, in Argentina in 1914 and in Australia in
1924. Some countries that adopted compulsory voting later reexamined and
abandoned it (for example, the Netherlands in 1971 and Italy in 1994); a good
number have maintained the practice. 

Comparative experience
Table 1 reproduces Gratschew’s charting for the International Institute for

Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) of the basic information about the
democratic countries that, as of 2001, had some form of compulsory voting
(2001). As we can see, there were dramatic differences in the sanctions imposed
and the degree of enforcement.

The most effective tool for boosting voter turnout is, of course, the fine. As
Gratschew found, 20 countries use fines, and the amounts vary by country,
though most are nominal. For example, Switzerland fines nonvoters 3 francs;
Argentina, 10 to 20 pesos; and Peru, 20 soles (all of which are equivalent to less
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Country Type of Level of Year
sanction enforcement introduced Comments

Argentina Explanation, fine, Weak 1912
infringement of enforcement
civil rights or
disenfranchisement

Australia Explanation, fine Strict 1924
enforcement

Austria (Tyrol) Explanation, fine Weak n/a The region of 
enforcement Tyrol

Austria Fine, possible Weak n/a The region of 
(Vorarlberg) imprisonment enforcement Vorarlberg

Belgium Explanation, fine, Strict 1919 (men)
infringement of civil enforcement
rights or
disenfranchisement,
other

Bolivia None/infringement n/a 1952
of civil rights or
disenfranchisement

Brazil Fine Weak n/a Voluntary for
enforcement illiterates and 

those over 70

Chile Explanation, fine, Weak 1925(?)
possible enforcement
imprisonment

Costa Rica None Not enforced n/a

Cyprus Explanation, fine Strict enforcement 1960

Dominican None Not enforced n/a
Republic

Ecuador Fine Weak 1936 Voluntary for 
enforcement illiterates and 

those over 65

Egypt Explanation, fine, n/a 1956 1956 is the year
possible from which we
imprisonment have found the

earliest law 

Fiji Explanation, fine, Strict n/a Presumably
possible enforcement strict prior to
imprisonment the coup d’état

France Fine n/a 1950s or 1960s
(Senate only)

Gabon n/a n/a n/a

Table 1
The Practice of Compulsory Voting in Other Countries
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Country Type of Level of Year
sanction enforcement introduced Comments

Greece Explanation, other Weak n/a
enforcement

Guatemala None Not enforced n/a

Honduras None Not enforced n/a

Italy Other Weak n/a
enforcement/
not enforced

Liechtenstein Explanation, fine Weak enforcement n/a

Luxembourg Explanation, fine Strict enforcement n/a Voluntary for 
those over 70

Mexico None/other Weak enforcement n/a

Nauru Explanation, fine Strict enforcement 1965

Netherlands Not enforced Practised
1917-67

Paraguay Fine n/a n/a

Peru Fine, infringement Weak 1933
of civil rights or enforcement
disenfranchisement

Philippines None Not enforced Practice 
attempted
1972-86,

under martial law

Singapore Infringement of Strict n/a The nonvoter is
civil rights or enforcement removed from
disenfranchisement the voter regis-

ter until he/she 
reapplies and 
provides a
reason for not 
voting

Switzerland Fine Strict 1904 Practised in 
(Schaffhausen) enforcement only one

canton;
abolished in the 
other in 1974

Thailand None Not enforced n/a

Turkey Explanation, fine Weak enforcement n/a

Uruguay Fine, infringement Strict 1934 Law not in
of civil rights or enforcement practice until
disenfranchisement 1970

Source: Gratschew (2001). 

Table 1
The Practice of Compulsory Voting in Other Countries (cont’d)



than 7 Canadian dollars). Australia imposes fines of about 20 Australian dollars
(17 Canadian dollars). In 13 countries, nonvoters are simply required to provide
an explanation, and, if that explanation is deemed legitimate, then no further
sanction is enforced (if any exist).

A variety of sanctions have been employed as alternatives to fines. For
example, in Belgium, a person who has not voted in at least four elections dur-
ing the previous 15 years can be disenfranchised. In Peru, voters must carry
stamped voting cards for several months after an election as proof of having
voted; the cards have to be shown at some public offices before services will be
rendered. In Singapore, nonvoters are simply removed from the voter register
until they apply to be reinstated. And in Bolivia, voters must produce their vot-
ing cards for three months after an election or be denied payment of their salary
through a bank. Some communities in Italy have simply posted the names of
nonvoters on the town hall door in order to embarrass them; and, in some cases,
nonvoters are refused services such as daycare. Mexico similarly relies on arbi-
trary social sanctions. In Belgium, nonvoters may have difficulty getting a job in
the public service, and in Greece, they may encounter difficulties obtaining a new
passport or driver’s licence. Worldwide, six countries use formal infringements of
rights or disenfranchisement to encourage turnout, and four rely on moral sua-
sion and peer pressure. Only four countries use imprisonment. While there does
not appear to be any documented case of a person being imprisoned for not vot-
ing, there is some lack of clarity on this issue — in Australia, for example, the
only sanction is a fine, but if the nonvoter does not pay that fine after several
reminders, he or she faces the possibility of incarceration.5

Equally significant is the level of enforcement. Only nine countries have
strict enforcement; twice as many have weak enforcement or no enforcement at
all. And there are eight countries that have compulsory voting legislation that
contains no sanctions whatsoever. We should note that what we mean by “com-
pulsory voting” in this context is required attendance at the polling station. The
state cannot force a person to vote without drawing back the veil of secrecy that
is essential for fair balloting in a democracy. Voters are at liberty to spoil their bal-
lots, and in some countries that have compulsory voting, voters are able to regi-
ster their abstention on their ballots.

There is also an alternative to imposing restrictions on citizens through
legislative compulsion — namely, to offer an incentive. This measure was also
used in ancient Athens. While it is not employed widely in the modern era, it is
increasingly discussed as an alternative to compulsory voting, since it avoids the
politically and emotionally charged issue of making democratic participation
compulsory. A voters’ lottery has been used in municipal elections in the town of
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Evenes, Norway, and it appears to have increased voter turnout (Ellis et al. 2006,
58). Korea is considering using lottery tickets or gift vouchers to stem its turnout
decline (“Voting Incentives” 2006). Closer to Canada, a referendum was held in
Arizona to decide whether the state would offer each voter the chance to win a
million dollars; the proposal made it onto the ballot in November 2006 but was
rejected by a margin of two to one (Arizona Secretary of State 2006, 15).

Such incentives are intended to boost voter participation, yet nothing
matches compulsory voting in this regard. Approximately 18 percent of
European countries use some form of compulsory voting, and all are among the
45 percent of European countries with the highest voter turnout; four of the
countries in that 18 percent group are on the list of the top five voter-turnout
countries (Keaney and Rogers 2006, 27). When Australia introduced mandatory
voting in 1922, its turnout was 57.9 percent; this figure rose to 91.3 percent in
the next election in 1925. Voter turnout in that country has averaged about 95
percent since the Second World War (Butt et al. 2006). Similarly, turnout in
Belgium has averaged about 93 percent since 1946 (Bennett 2005). In the
Netherlands, the average difference in voter turnout before and after the change
was 10 percent. This is similar to the difference in presidential election turnout
between those Austrian provinces that maintained compulsory voting and those
that removed it during the 1980s (Hirczy 1994). When Costa Rica and Uruguay
introduced penalties for not voting, their turnouts increased by 15 and 17 per-
centage points, respectively; and when the Netherlands and Venezuela removed
such penalties, they experienced turnout declines of 20 and 30 percentage
points, respectively (Watson and Tami 2000, 7). Though estimates of the increase
in turnout due to compulsory voting measures vary, every study of Western
democracies reports that increase as being between 10 and 15 percentage points
for national elections (Jackman 1987; Blais and Carty 1990; Blais and
Dobrzynska 1998; Franklin 1996, 2004; Blais and Aarts 2006). And Jackman
goes so far as to argue that compulsory voting is the only institutional mecha-
nism that can achieve voter turnout levels of over 90 percent (1987).

Even without sanctions, first-tier elections usually have higher voter turnout
than second- and third-tier elections, so turnout increases more dramatically when
compulsory voting is applied to subnational elections. In the case of Australia,
combining the turnout increase in the various state elections with that in the fed-
eral election reveals an average increase of between 12.4 and 37.8 percentage
points before and after the introduction of compulsory voting (McAllister and
Mackerras 1998, 2).Lijphart points out that “The power of mandatory voting is
highlighted by the fact that when it is applied to local elections — as it is in all
nations with compulsory voting except Australia — turnout levels are almost the
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same as those for presidential and parliamentary elections” (1996, B4). In sum, that
“compulsory voting increases turnout [is] a well-established proposition” (Blais
2006, 114).

However, overall turnout is not the only issue related to voter participa-
tion. To many, an even more important question is whether there is a turnout dif-
ferential between various societal groups. If there is, it could result in some
segments of society exerting greater influence than others — a phenomenon that
would have a number of sociological, economic and even psychological ramifi-
cations. As we have noted, the decline in youth participation is now seen as the
primary cause of declining voter turnout in many countries; this trend may be
increasing within cohorts of young people and could continue as they age
(Keaney and Rogers 2006; Milner 2005; Franklin 2004). Additionally, lower
turnout may be affecting people disproportionately based on race, ethnicity, edu-
cation, income and a number of other socio-economic factors. Compulsory vot-
ing has the benefit of raising participation rates across categories of citizens. For
example, Lijphart, by placing Netherlands voters in a hierarchy of five levels of
education attained, found that turnout fell in all groups from above 90 percent
to between 66 and 87 percent following the abolition of compulsory voting in
1970; the group with the highest turnout was the one with the highest level of
education (1997). A simulation of what would happen in Belgium suggests that
there would also be a great disparity in voter attrition; turnout declines among
those with low levels of education or professional status would be the most dra-
matic if compulsory voting were abolished (Hooghe and Pelleriaux 1998).

The Canadian debate
The idea of compulsory voting is not new to Canada. It was first raised in

the House of Commons in 1920. Andrew McMaster, a Liberal MP, claimed it
would “eliminate a large number of the ways in which money is, or has been, ille-
gally spent at elections.”6 This gave an unusual twist to the voter-turnout argu-
ment by suggesting that if turnout were higher, then it would no longer be
possible to buy votes (Hicks 2002).7 The usual motivation for the introduction
of compulsory voting is the desire to increase turnout, and just four years after
this Canadian House of Commons debate, Australia — in response to the 57.95
percent voter turnout in the 1922 election — adopted such a system.

The idea of compulsory voting surfaced during hearings of the Royal
Commission on Electoral Reform and Party Financing (the Lortie Commission),
as did the idea of voting incentives, though the commission made scant mention
of either of these ideas in its report to the government on its public hearings
(1991, 4:19). This is perhaps not surprising, given that discussion of compulsory
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voting was advanced purely in the context of voter turnout, at a time when
Canada was still experiencing relatively high turnout levels. While Jerome Black’s
research for the commission suggested that voter turnout in Canada was not as
high or as stable as was widely believed, neither he nor Munroe Eagles nor Jon
H. Pammett (the three political scientists asked to examine voter turnout for the
commission) proposed compulsory voting. This led the commission’s director of
research, Herman Bakvis, to conclude that compulsory voting was probably not
in keeping with “Canadian mores and sensibilities” (Bakvis 1991, xx).

The commission itself did pass judgment on the merits of the idea. It con-
cluded that it would be “unacceptable to most Canadians, given our under-
standing of a free and democratic society” (1991, 1:57), even though the idea of
compulsory voting was never proposed to Canadians as part of the commission’s
formal survey of public opinion (Blais and Gidengil 1991). Among the criticisms
the commission levelled at the idea were that in other countries it had not
increased turnout to 100 percent, and that the laws are rarely enforced “because
citizens must be given the benefit of the doubt when they explain why they did
not vote” (1991, 1:56).

Also relevant to the debate on compulsory voting was the commission’s
consideration of whether, and which, citizens could cast a rational and informed
vote — it identified this as one of the “four criteria for determining who should
vote,”8 albeit “one that has always been more implicit than explicit in our elec-
toral law” (1991, 1:35, 33). This principle of rationality and knowledgeability
requires that citizens be able to exercise independent judgment and have the
capacity to engage in political discourse; when combined with the criteria of
responsible citizenship, it also requires that the state discourage “anything that
would bring the vote into disrepute, or devalue it in citizens’ eyes” (1991, 1:34).
It is upon these principles that the commission hung its recommendation that
any person for whom a legal guardian has been appointed or who has been con-
fined by reason of insanity, and anyone under 18 years of age, be denied the vote
(1991, 1:41, 49).

The idea of compulsory voting arose again following the 2000 federal elec-
tion, when turnout dropped to a level approximating Australia’s in 1922. Chief
Electoral Officer Jean-Pierre Kingsley was asked about the possibility of Canada
adopting a compulsory voting regime like Australia’s. His immediate response
reflected the view of Canada’s political elite: he found the idea “repugnant.” But
he added that “if we start dipping below 60 per cent, I’m going to have to change
my mind.” The reaction of members of Parliament to the idea was almost uni-
versally negative. Public comments ranged from “it won’t fly in Canada” (Liberal
MP Paul Steckle), to “it may work in Australia, but it won’t work here” 
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(New Democratic Party MP Peter Stoffer), to “I think people do make a conscious
choice to not go out and vote, and my feeling is they are entitled to make that
choice” (Canadian Alliance MP Ted White).9 The views of these politicians also
reflected public opinion: when asked, 73 percent of Canadians said they were
opposed to compulsory voting (Howe and Northrup 2000, 28). 

Most recently, Senator Mac Harb introduced a private member’s bill to
make voting mandatory.10 His stated motive in introducing the legislation was
that it constituted a “direct response to a rising electoral crisis” (2005, 4) — that
is, voter turnout in recent Canadian elections had declined dramatically and was
now approaching the 60 percent mark. As table 2 illustrates, turnout in Canada
had been relatively stable, in spite of population growth, since the Second World
War. The variations among elections could be explained by a number of factors,
such as election timing, administrative rules (governing, for example, whether
voters were allowed time off work to go to the polls, which day was selected for
the vote, how many advance and regular polling stations were set up, and how
thorough the enumeration was) and election saliency. 

It is well established in other countries that different segments of society
participate in elections at different levels based on the resources they possess
(education, wealth) and the barriers they encounter (language, relevance of can-
didates and parties, prejudice). And while there are various interpretations of the
degree to which socio-economic status affects turnout in Canada, it is widely
acknowledged that “the proportion of low-income families in a riding is consis-
tently a factor associated with lower levels of voter turnout” (Eagles 1996, 315).

Until recently, given the relative stability of voter turnout, electoral law
review bodies such as the Lortie Commission and parliamentary committees
have been singularly focused on improving administrative procedures, increasing
voter awareness, strengthening political parties and ensuring public confidence
in the integrity of the process. However, the decline in turnout for Canadian fed-
eral elections during the last two decades has given rise to additional concerns.
The fact that this decline is concentrated among young people (Milner 2005;
Blais et al. 2002; O’Neil 2001), and the possibility that it is causing certain eth-
nic groups and the more vulnerable members of society to become disenfran-
chised (Hicks 2006; see also Pal and Choudhry 2007), is beginning to generate
renewed interest in electoral reform. Several provinces have adopted fixed elec-
tion dates and are considering moving toward proportional electoral systems. 

Yet this reforming spirit has not embraced compulsory voting, despite its
being the only administrative mechanism that could immediately and signifi-
cantly boost voter turnout in federal and provincial elections. Senator Harb
was unable to win meaningful support for his legislation in the Senate. For
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Date of Number of Total Voter
election Population electors on lists ballots cast turnout (%)

June 11, 1945 11,494,627 6,952,445 5,305,193 75.3

June 27, 1949 11,823,649 7,893,629 5,903,572 73.8

August 10, 1953 14,003,704 8,401,691 5,701,963 67.5

June 10, 1957 16,073,970 8,902,125 6,680,690 74.1

March 31, 1958 16,073,970 9,131,200 7,357,139 79.4

June 18, 1962 18,238,247 9,700,325 7,772,656 79.0

April 8, 1963 18,238,247 9,910,757 7,958,636 79.2

November 8, 1965 18,238,247 10,274,904 7,796,728 74.8

June 25, 1968 20,014,880 10,860,888 8,217,916 75.7

October 30, 1972 21,568,311 13,000,778 9,974,661 76.7

July 8, 1974 21,568,311 13,620,353 9,671,002 71.0

May 22, 1979 22,992,604 15,233,653 11,541,000 75.7

February 18, 1980 22,992,604 15,890,416 11,015,514 69.3

September 4, 1984 24,343,181 16,774,941 12,638,424 75.3

November 21, 1988 25,309,331 17,639,001 13,281,191 75.3

October 26, 1992
(referendum) 20,400,896 13,725,966 9,855,978 71.8

October 25, 1993 27,296,859 19,906,796 13,863,135 69.61

June 2, 1997 27,296,859 19,663,478 13,174,698 67.0

November 27, 2000 28,846,761 21,243,473 12,997,185 61.22

June 28, 2004 30,007,094 22,466,621 13,683,570 60.9

January 23, 2006 30,007,094 23,054,615 14,908,703 64.7

Source: Elections Canada (2007). 
1 This election was conducted without a new enumeration; lists compiled for the referendum of
1992 were used (except in Quebec, which had conducted its own enumeration and referendum, so
a new federal enumeration was required). Following this election, Canada moved to a permanent
register of electors; see Black for an analysis of how the permanent voters list affected electoral par-
ticipation in Canada (2003).
2 Following the 2000 election, Chief Electoral Officer Jean-Pierre Kingsley instructed that this
turnout figure be adjusted to accommodate deaths among the electorate and duplications related to
household moves. The revised figure was 64.1 percent, which was further removed from the
60 percent threshold that prompted debate over compulsory voting. 

Table 2
Voter Turnout in Federal Elections, Canada, 1945-2006



Senator Don Oliver, a former member of the Lortie Commission, there was
“something inherently anti-democratic about enacting legislation to essentially
coerce or force Canadians into exercising their democratic rights.”11 Senator
Jack Austin called compulsory voting an infringement on personal liberty,12

while Senator Noël Kinsella suggested that the right to vote set out in section
2(a) of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms included the right not to
vote.13 The legislation died on the Senate order paper when Parliament was dis-
solved in November 2005.

Like the Lortie Commission, Courtney has argued that the very idea of
compulsory voting and sanctions may run contrary to basic Canadian values
(2004). He suggests that classical liberal ideology has created a natural resistance
in the electorate,14 and among Canadian elites, to the idea of any form of state-
enforced voter participation. Given this apparent resistance to compulsory vot-
ing, Hicks had earlier suggested that Canada might be uniquely situated to
instead follow the Athenian example and compensate lower-income Canadians
for some of the costs they incur when voting (2002).15

In light of current trends, it is clear that the debate over ways to boost
turnout will continue in this country for some time. While compulsory voting
and voting incentives have received only limited consideration to this point, it is
inevitable that attention will turn to such mechanisms, and an informed debate
should be encouraged. 

The general arguments
Clearly, the most compelling argument for compulsory voting is that it will

boost electoral turnout, especially among the weakest in society. As we have seen,
the most frequently voiced argument against it is the libertarian one: it infringes
on individual freedom and personal liberty — that is, the right some argue is
implicit in a free and democratic society not to vote. The central question then
becomes: Even if it will increase turnout and reduce possible class and/or ethnic
bias, is it democratic to compel people to vote, and can elections conducted
under compulsion and threat of sanction be considered free and fair (Lever
2007)? It was a negative answer to this question that led to the abolition of this
measure in the Netherlands in 1970.

Supporters of compulsory voting argue that “the benefits of increased
legitimacy, representativeness, political equality and minimization of elite power
justify the element of compulsion, especially considering the relatively minor
restriction of personal freedom that is entailed” (Keaney and Rogers 2006, 30).
Furthermore, they point out that when compared with civic obligations that are
readily accepted as necessary for the good of society, such as performing jury
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duty and paying taxes, compulsory voting would be a relatively minor imposi-
tion on personal freedom (Engelen 2007; Hicks 2002). Opponents counter that
refusing to participate can be a form of expression, that people need the power
to withdraw legitimacy from their governments, and refusing to vote is one of the
most peaceful ways to do this. Moreover, compulsory voting does not address the
underlying causes of low voter turnout but masks them instead.16 If citizens are
not voting, then it is incumbent on governments and political parties to address
those causes. 

There is, however, another side to this argument; namely, that where vot-
ing is voluntary, political parties expend sizeable resources mobilizing their own
supporters rather than winning over undecided voters. In a compulsory voting
environment, parties would be forced to engage with the groups least interested
in politics and most dissatisfied with the political situation, rather than simply
focusing on the party faithful and ensuring they vote on election day (Keaney and
Rogers 2006, 29). If socio-economic status is tied to voter turnout, then com-
pulsory voting would force politicians to engage with ethnic, linguistic and other
minority communities, an essential undertaking in a bilingual and multicultural
society like Canada (Hicks 2006).

Advancing arguments for or against compulsory voting and voting incen-
tives to induce nonvoters to become full participants in the system invariably
raises the thorny issue of the quality of participation. In fact, most arguments
related to political participation hinge on three theoretical democratic pillars:
citizen engagement, political representation and vote choice. Each of these has an
informational component. Classic democratic theory as it emerge in the 18th cen-
tury was predicated on an informed voter who thoughtfully considers the issues
and arguments before casting a ballot. This leads to reasoned debate and the elec-
tion of representatives who reflect the community. Social contract theory posits
individual citizens coming together to form a collective will. Individuals are thus
forced to subordinate their egoist natures, giving rise to a state that offers equal
protection to all of the interests it contains. Even rational choice theory, which is
based on a more self-interested citizenry, links voter turnout directly to informa-
tion and the cost of acquiring it. The question then becomes whether compul-
sory voting results in better representation in Parliament for the electorate or in
a failure to improve representation — since the measure would merely bring
uninformed citizens to the polls and thus reduce the likelihood that well-con-
sidered choices would be made on political issues. And concern about unin-
formed voters determining electoral outcomes is what led John Stuart Mill to
suggest that votes should be weighted based on on the elector’s degree of intelli-
gence and ability (though he could think of no effective test of these qualities). 
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Milner makes the distinction between informed voters who do not vote
out of apathy or as a protest and voters who fail to vote because they lack the
basic information they need to do so — people whom he classifies as “political
dropouts” (2005). Yet proponents of compulsory voting are optimistic that the
very act of voting will have beneficial effects on the citizenry. Lijphart suggests
that it creates “an incentive to become better informed…a form of adult educa-
tion” (1997, 10), while Hill claims that voting can be a first step toward com-
batting social isolation and marginalization (2000). 

When considering youth, the socialization dimension frequently emerges
as central to the voting equation. Proponents of compulsory voting insist that if
voting is a habit and a skill acquired in youth, and perhaps linked to other forms
of civic duty, then compulsion is justified. But here, too, the debate invariably
returns to divergent views on the quality of the participation.

Information gathering
In his well-known presidential address to the American Political Science

Association in which he called for compulsory voting, Lipjhart suggested that
such a measure would result in (among many other benefits) a more politically
knowledgeable population (1997). Yet others argue that “whether or not this is
true is open to conjecture” (Weller and Fleming 2003, 21). Bilodeau and Blais
could find no empirical studies to support Lipjhart’s claim (2005). To fill the gap,
they attempted to substantiate his claim in three ways, all of which were indirect
and yielded inconclusive results. They first looked at people in western European
countries where voting is compulsory to determine whether they discuss politics
more than others. Then they looked at immigrants to New Zealand from com-
pulsory-voting Australia. Finally, they looked at immigrants to Australia from
compulsory-voting countries. In each case, they sought differences in reported
levels of political discussion, interest in politics and attitudes toward voting, but
they were unable to find evidence of socialization due to compulsory voting. 

The same result emerged from a recent analysis of Belgian survey data by
Engelen and Hooghe, who used a hypothetical question — “What if voting were
not compulsory?” — in an effort to isolate those who vote to avoid sanction
(2007). Another recent study, using data from the Polish Election Survey,
employed the same method in reverse: it asked nonvoters what they would do if
voting were compulsory (Czesnik 2007). Not surprisingly, those who reported
voting to avoid sanction were the least interested and knowledgeable. Ballinger
looked at the British and Australian evidence and determined that Australians are
no better informed about political systems. He concludes that “compulsory
turnout in Australia may have masked a system in which political knowledge,
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and especially youth engagement with politics, is not necessarily higher than we
currently have in the UK” (2007, 9).

While these studies are suggestive, they display two methodological prob-
lems that hinder extending inference to the second-order effects of compulsory
voting. First is the probability of a major difficulty with cross-national compara-
bility when it comes to survey questions tapping political knowledge. It is very
hard to establish that two national scales are measuring the same type and
amount of political knowledge. Moreover, even if the scales are measuring
exactly the same quantities, we cannot be certain that the same amount of know-
ledge would be required in each country for effective democratic citizenship. The
second problem is that even if we can come up with directly comparable meas-
ures of survey knowledge, the analyst will still be confronted with unobserved
heterogeneity. It is entirely plausible that the countries that adopt compulsory
voting are the countries that have the least engaged citizenries. We cannot thus
assume that any observed differences are a function of compulsory voting and
not some unobserved variable in the populations.

In the absence of a change in electoral law within a given country, allow-
ing for a before-and-after quasi-experiment, there is no unambiguous empirical
basis for determining the second-order effects of compulsory voting. What we
need, therefore, is a method that decouples compulsory voting from pre-existing
levels of citizen engagement and knowledge. One such method is an experiment
that randomly subjects some voters to a treatment resembling compulsory vot-
ing while subjecting others to a control condition. We now turn to one such
experiment.

The Experiment

The logic of our experimental design is quite simple. We recruited a group of stu-
dents at a Montreal junior college (a CÉGEP) to participate in a study that con-
sisted of two surveys we described as being about “youth attitudes”; these
surveys were administered approximately one month apart — specifically, at
either end of a provincial election campaign. All students who completed the sur-
veys were eligible to receive $25, except for a randomly selected subset, who also
had in addition to vote in the provincial election in order to be paid.17 We were
thus left with one group whose members faced a financial disincentive if they
chose not to vote, and another whose members faced no such disincentive. By
comparing the differences between these two groups related to increased politi-
cal knowledge, media news consumption and discussion about politics, we were
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able to draw strong inferences about the effects of compulsory voting and incen-
tives on voters — especially first-time voters. As a result of our design, those in
our treatment condition faced a financial incentive to vote. This may differ theo-
retically from the prospect of losing money by having to pay a fine, but we
believe that it sufficiently approximates compulsion. 

Quebec’s Directeur général des elections (DGE) is responsible for the
administration of elections in the province, including the registration of voters and
the administration of polling stations. The cooperation of his office made it possi-
ble for us to verify that our subjects voted; such verification had never been done
before, and it required no small effort on the part of the DGE. The survey was con-
ducted at Vanier College, a Montreal English-language CEGEP with over 5,000
students from a variety of socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds, the majority
of whom are in pre-university programs. 

Subject recruitment and survey administration
Recruitment occurred in over 60 Vanier College classes. We specifically

targeted students in social science and commerce general education courses —
that is, courses with minimal admission requirements.18 The classes we chose
were those most likely to contain students who on election day would be at least
18 years of age, the voting age in Quebec (as it is in the rest of Canada).
Interested students were asked to fill out a registration form containing 10 other-
wise unrelated questions,19 one of which was whether the respondent expected
to vote in the upcoming Quebec election. 

Once the election was formally announced, 205 of the students who had
filled out the forms and who were eligible to vote were invited by e-mail or tele-
phone to complete the questionnaire in a classroom at the college on a given date at
a set time. The students who had said in their applications that they did not intend
to vote or were unlikely to vote constituted the majority of the 205. Half of the 205
were randomly assigned to two treatment rooms and the other half were randomly
assigned to two control rooms.20 Disappointingly, only 55 students showed up. All
of them were given instructions, a research consent form and a questionnaire. The
only difference was that the students in the treatment rooms were told that they
would be obliged to vote in order to be paid. Students in the control group rooms
were not told that any students were being asked to vote, or that the survey was
associated in any way with the election; they were merely informed that they would
be given a second questionnaire in approximately one month’s time.

To expand our sample, we then e-mailed or telephoned those who had not
turned up at the first invitation and 255 of the remaining students who had filled
out the forms (and stated that they would likely vote). We offered them the
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option of completing the attached survey by e-mail or completing it in a secre-
tary’s office on the college campus at their convenience (within a five-day win-
dow). Once again, assignment to treatment was randomly determined (for details
concerning the randomization process, see appendix 1). At the end of the first
round, we had 82 participants in the control condition and 101 in the treatment
condition. Overall, 52 percent of respondents completed the first survey on-line,
while the remainder filled out a paper version.

The second round of the survey was administered during the five days
prior to the election. All participants in the first round of the survey were e-
mailed the second survey and asked to complete it on-line or on paper (at the
same secretary’s office, within a five-day window). The e-mail text differed for
those in the treatment and control groups only with regard to the obligation to
vote. The deadline for completing the second questionnaire coincided with the
close of polls on election day (March 26, 2007). In all, 143 participants com-
pleted the questionnaire (all but 6 did so electronically).

All students had to complete and sign, in person, a research consent form
(the electronic version was rejected by the DGE) granting the college permission
to provide the DGE with their names and addresses so that the DGE could veri-
fy that they had voted. Hence, excluding those who failed to fill out the consent
form, as well as treatment group members whose voting we were unable con-
firm,21 the final participation rate was 55 young people in the control group and
66 in the treatment group.22

The questionnaires 
Students who chose to participate in the experiment (either on paper or

on-line) were all given the same surveys (the second survey is found in appen-
dix 2). The first survey contained a number of questions about their media usage,
their engagement in political discussion, and their attitudes toward politics and
political involvement, followed by a set of political knowledge questions. As the
overall purpose of the experiment was to determine whether those who have a
financial incentive to vote (or a financial disincentive not to vote) pay more atten-
tion to politics, we carefully selected a variety of knowledge questions. These
ranged from questions about the positions of the different parties on various
issues in the campaign (such as whether university tuition should be raised), to
questions about political facts (such as which party was in power when the elec-
tion was called), to questions related to election knowledge (such as what date
had been set for the election, and who is eligible to vote). In sum, we included a
range of questions designed to identify those with a rudimentary knowledge of
politics generally and current Quebec politics specifically.
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All p, treatment
Control Treatment subjects > control

a) Effects of compulsory voting on political knowledge1

Nonvoting 0.37 (0.25) 0.32 (0.22) 0.34 (0.23)
n = 11 n = 12 n = 23 0.72

Voting 0.41 (0.20) 0.45 (0.24) 0.43 (0.22)
n = 42 n = 54 n = 96 0.16

All subjects 0.40 (0.21) 0.43 (0.24)
n = 53 n = 66 0.25

p, voting >
nonvoting 0.32 0.04 0.04

b) Effects of compulsory voting on news consumption2

Nonvoting 2.40 (1.08) 1.29 (1.02) 1.84 (1.18) 
n = 12 n = 12 n = 24 0.99

Voting 1.94 (1.16) 2.69 (1.41) 2.37 (1.36)
n = 39 n = 52 n = 91 0.00

All subjects 2.05 (1.15) 2.43 (1.45)
n = 51 n = 64 0.07

p, voting > 
nonvoting 0.87 0 0.04

c) Effects of compulsory voting on political discussion3

Nonvoting 0.51 (0.14) 0.48 (0.17) 0.52 (0.15) 
n = 12 n = 12 n = 24 0.67

Voting 0.52 (0.16) 0.52 (0.17) 0.52 (0.17) 
n = 41 n = 54 n = 95 0.41

All subjects 0.52 (0.16) 0.52 (0.17) 
n = 53 n = 66 0.48

p, voting >
nonvoting 0.45 0.22 0.26

1 Cells indicate average knowledge score (standard deviation) and the number of subjects in the
cell. The final column reports p-scores of an unpaired t-test of mean differences between treat-
ment and control conditions. The final row reports p-scores of a test of mean differences
between those who indicated an intention to vote and those who did not.
2 Cells indicate average second-round news consumption score out of 7 days (standard devia-
tion) and the number of subjects in the cell. The final column reports p-scores of a test of mean
differences between treatment and control conditions. The final row reports p-scores of an
unpaired t-test of mean differences between those who indicated an intention to vote and those
who did not.
3 Cells indicate average second-round political discussion score (standard deviation) and the num-
ber of subjects in the cell. The questions asked about frequency of political discussion and the
response are scored: 0 = never; 0.33 = rarely; 0.66 = sometimes; and 1 = very often. The final col-
umn reports p-scores of a test of mean differences between the treatment and control conditions.
The final row reports p-scores of an unpaired t-test of mean differences between those who indicat-
ed an intention to vote and those who did not.

Table 3
The Experimental Effect of Compulsory Voting



We did much the same with the second questionnaire; however, we added
several political knowledge questions, bringing the total to 23. Of the questions,
nine were repeated verbatim from the previous questionnaire, 2 were altered ver-
sions of previous questions, and 12 were new (almost all of them closely linked
to developments in the campaign). We are confident that the full battery of ques-
tions is an appropriate instrument for uncovering any significant knowledge dif-
ferences between our two groups relevant to electoral participation in this time
and place. 

Results
The first-order effect of compulsory voting — increased turnout — is quite

clear. However, the second-order effects of greater knowledge and engagement
are not. We argue that the possible second-order effects of compulsory voting on
citizen engagement can be operationalized in the form of three hypotheses: 

1.Those who face a financial disincentive to abstain from voting should learn
more about politics than those who do not face a similar disincentive.

2.Those who face a financial disincentive to abstain from voting should dis-
cuss politics more frequently — especially those for whom this makes the
difference between voting and abstaining — than those who do not face a
similar disincentive. 

3.Those who face a financial disincentive to abstain from voting should fol-
low the news more frequently — especially those for whom this makes the
difference between voting and abstaining — than those who do not face a
similar disincentive. 
We find little support for these hypotheses in our data. As we found no sig-

nificant differences between treatment and control conditions in our first-round
scores, we limit the analysis to second-round scores. Table 3a) presents compar-
isons of knowledge scores on the second survey between those in the control and
treatment conditions and those who voted in the election and those who did not.
Each cell presents a mean for the group in question, its standard deviation and
the number of individuals in that group. The final column provides the results of
a t-test of mean differences between those in the control and treatment condi-
tions. The final row likewise provides the results of a t-test of mean differences
between those who indicated an intention to vote and those who did not. The
lower the p-value, the more confident we can be that the difference between our
groups does not occur by chance (0.05 is the critical point at which we are sure
that the difference is different from 0, 19 times out of 20). As we can see, the
overall difference in the second round between groups under treatment and con-
trol conditions is not significant. Moreover, when we split the groups into those
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who voted and those who did not,23 we do not uncover significant treatment
effects. Giving (young) voters a financial disincentive to abstain from voting did
not increase the amount they learned about politics.24 Rather, our findings sug-
gest that those in both control and treatment were able to answer about 4 out of
10 questions correctly. The only significant difference is between those subjects
who intended to vote at the outset of the experiment and those who did not, with
the former correctly answering about 1 more question in 10 than the latter. 

We next consider the possibility that the treatment students did try to
learn more about politics but were unable to do so. We find no evidence that they
increased their general engagement with politics through discussion, which
could have signalled a greater effort to learn. Rather, all subjects, on average,
reported discussing politics somewhere between rarely and sometimes. 

Despite the absence of findings on political discussion, when it comes to
news consumption, there is an indication that subjects in the treatment condi-
tion consumed more news by the end of the campaign than those in the control
condition. In table 3b), we see that news consumption seems to increase with
treatment — certainly in the voting group (p < 0.00), and probably overall as
well (p <= 0.07). It is hard to know how much significance to attribute to this
(those in the control condition on average reported consuming all forms of news
2.05 days out of 7, while those in the treatment condition reported consuming
all forms of news 2.43 days out of 7).25 This difficulty occurs because we do not
know at which point greater media consumption begins to yield knowledge
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Country Knowledge t News t Discussion t

Treatment -0.06 -0.54 -0.70 -1.03 -0.07 -1.03
Expected to vote 0.11 1.47 -0.03 -0.07 0.12** 2.61
Treatment*expected to vote 0.11 0.94 1.40* 1.91 0.06 0.77
Allophone -0.03 -0.58 -0.10 -0.31 -0.03 -0.81
Francophone 0.10* 1.76 -0.30 -0.90 0.01 0.45
Female 0.00 -0.05 -0.43 -1.41 -0.04 -1.63
Constant 0.30** 3.74 2.52** 5.35 0.47** 9.25
Adjusted R2 0.08 0.08 0.10
N 107 103 107

1 The columns report coefficients and t-values from three separate regressions. We limit our analy-
sis to those in the control condition who completed both surveys and those in the treatment condi-
tion who completed both surveys and voted. T-scores indicate the ratio of the estimated coefficient
to its standard error; a higher t-score indicates a higher probability that the observed effect is not
due to chance. 
* p < 0.10. ** p < 0.05.

Table 4
The Effect of Treatment on Knowledge, News Consumption and
Discussion of Politics for Voters and Nonvoters1



benefits, or at which point it signals a more engaged electorate. In itself, it is con-
sonant with the claims of compulsory-voting advocates, but it creates a new puz-
zle in that it does not manifest itself in any measurable increase in knowledge.

Aside from our news-consumption finding, we did not discover support
for the hypothesis that when individuals are financially compelled to vote they
become more politically attentive and knowledgeable citizens. But it is possible
that this effect is isolated in the group where we would most expect to find it —
those who would normally not vote. If compulsory voting does increase atten-
tiveness and knowledge, then we might find the effect among those who did not
intend to vote at the outset of the study but were assigned to the treatment and
then voted. We test this proposition in table 4. We limit our analysis to those in
the control condition who completed both surveys and those in the treatment
condition who completed both surveys and voted.26 Our approach is to use a
conventional ordinary least squares (OLS) analysis, regressing second-round
scores for knowledge, discussion and news consumption on a dummy variable
indicating treatment, another indicating whether the subject initially reported
that he or she expected to vote (expvoter), and an interaction between these two
variables. We also include dummy variables indicating whether a subject is fran-
cophone or allophone (with anglophones acting as the comparison group), and
whether the subject is female. The following regression equation for political
knowledge captures the effect of treatment on initial nonvoters: 

Y (knowledge) = a + b1 * treatment + b2 * expvoter + b3 * expvoter * 
treatment + b4 * allo + b5 * French + b6 * female + e 

As we are interested in the effect of treatment (treatment = 1) on nonvoters
(voter = 0), we are left with the following equation: 

Y (knowledge) = a + b1 * treatment + b4 * allo + b5 * French + b6 * female + e

Accordingly, the specific effect of compulsory voting on knowledge acquisition
(or levels of discussion, or news consumption) among nonvoters is captured by the
coefficient on treatment.27 This effect is presented in the first row of results in table 4. 

We should note that we do not include several other variables that we know
are related to political knowledge and engagement (see Fournier 2002). Because
we are using a randomly assigned experiment, we can assume that these factors
are equally present in our control and treatment conditions. Including them
should not theoretically change the estimated effects of the compulsory voting
treatment.28 Accordingly, we exclude them and stay with a simpler model. 
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As table 4 demonstrates, we find a treatment effect on news consump-
tion among those who intended to vote in the first place. Our results suggest
that those in the treatment condition who intended to vote consumed all types
of news approximately 0.7 days per week more than those who did not intend
to vote. However, we can find no effect of the treatment among those who
would otherwise be nonvoters — hence we are unable to reject the null
hypothesis that compulsory voting does not increase the news consumption of
nonvoters. Moreover, on both our knowledge variable and our discussion vari-
able, we cannot find a significant effect of treatment either among those who
intended to vote or those who did not. In sum, the data does not give us any
good basis for rejecting the null hypothesis: to the extent that our experiment
reproduces a compulsory voting context, we find that compulsory voting does
not boost political knowledge, discussion about politics and news consump-
tion among young potential voters.

We should note that the number of subjects who filled out a form stating
that they did not expect to vote or were uncertain whether they would vote was
well worn down by attrition by the end of the second round; only 22 of our 121
subjects fit this category. While this is a small number of subjects, we do also
note that the signs of the compulsory voting effects are not even in the expected
direction. We do not believe this nonfinding to be a problem of inadequate sta-
tistical power. 

Discussion and Conclusion

Before turning to compulsory voting, we must look at two findings from this
study that inform other questions currently being examined in political science.
First, there has been some reticence about posing political knowledge questions,
as they may embarrass the uninformed respondent. At least as far as young peo-
ple are concerned, this appears to be a non-issue. The matter arose when we
found ourselves forced to use on-line surveys, and our initial concern was that
some students responding on-line might seek answers to the knowledge ques-
tions on the Internet so as not to appear uninformed (and thus skew our find-
ings). This concern proved unwarranted, as we could find no discernible
difference in political knowledge scores between the two groups (those who used
the Internet and those who completed the questionnaire in person under super-
vision). The fact that these students didn’t make the extra effort strongly suggests
that they did not feel embarrassed by their lack of political knowledge or atten-
tiveness to politics in the media.
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Second, the low level of political knowledge and lack of interest in elec-
toral politics among young people in Canada was more than confirmed in this
study. In table 3, we can see that at the end of the campaign the average student
paid attention to news in the media just over two days a week, resulting in an
average political knowledge score of just over 40 percent. When we break down
the score question by question, we find that more than half the students were
able to identify the party leaders, the party in power, the most federalist party
and the date of the election, but only a quarter, on average, got the issue-related
questions right — the equivalent of chance. 

Turning now to the issue of compulsory voting, it is important to keep in
mind that we did not exactly replicate a compulsory voting environment.
Economists and psychologists have shown that people are more willing to risk los-
ing money promised to them than money already in their pockets (Kahneman and
Tversky 1979). Nevertheless, as recorded in table 1, many compulsory voting sys-
tems have weak, poorly enforced sanctions, and the loss of an expected $25,
though a relatively small amount, is not a negligible sanction for 18- and 19-year-
olds. Hence, without claiming that we have recreated the conditions of compul-
sory voting, we can legitimately state that under the conditions of the experiment
there should be some measurable indication of an increase in attentiveness due to
some of the same processes as would operate under compulsory voting.
Additionally, the experiment does closely replicate the effects of voter incentives,
which are sometimes offered as a less-intrusive alternative to sanctions.

Nevertheless, we do not wish to overstate our results, principally because
they occur in the context of an experiment with a survey instrument conducted
over a nonrandom population. The generalizability or external validity of our
inferences may be limited (Shadish, Cook and Campbell 2002), but we have not
found anything in the literature to suggest that the effects will be nil among
youth but strong among others. The contrary is more likely to be the case, since
the literature shows that the turnout effects of compulsory voting are greatest in
electoral contests where turnout is lowest and among groups that would other-
wise be the most disengaged. If second-order effects exist, we would also expect
them to be strongest in this category of voters. Young people generally, and those
in Canada particularly, certainly belong in this category. 

In stating this, we are not making a case against compulsory voting.
There may be good reasons to be concerned about turnout — especially if it
reaches a point where abstaining is as legitimate as voting. Furthermore, com-
pulsory voting may have a significant impact on how parties create and target
their platforms, how they organize their campaigns, and what communities
they are attentive to in terms of resources and policy commitments. As Lijphart
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has rightly argued, compulsory voting “makes voting participation as equal as
possible” (1997, 11).29

Nevertheless, our findings do place the ball in the court of the advocates
of compulsory voting — at least, those who suggest that individuals will seek out
more information so as to make correct decisions when compelled to vote. Their
contention, however plausible, needs to rest on empirical evidence. We were
unable to confirm it in our experiment. Our results suggest that though it is a
sufficient motivator for getting an uninformed voter to the polls, the desire to
avoid relinquishing money is not a sufficient motivator for getting that voter to
learn more about politics. This is hardly the end of the story. But advocates of
compulsory voting will need to provide a more compelling, empirically based
micro-story about how it makes better — or at least better-informed — citizens.

There is the possibility that socialization to active citizenry takes time,
though this has never been suggested by those who call for compulsory voting.
In fact, according to its supporters, it is the immediacy of the benefits deriving
from the act of voting that make compulsion desirable. If information collection
is something that occurs over time, then this fact could be used to buttress argu-
ments both for and against compulsory voting, so there are merits to pursuing
this question in future research.

We should make one final point about young people’s readiness to take
part in the experiment more generally, which has implications for compulsory
voting and other measures affecting political participation. After distributing
well over 1,000 recruiting forms we had expected to receive an excess of appli-
cations, from which we would choose 200 respondents who did not expect to
vote. Yet of those eligible to vote who filled out a form, only 20 percent stated
that they did not expect to vote or were uncertain whether they would vote. In
all likelihood, the nonvoters among those enrolled in the classes from which
we recruited were more likely to be absent from school or to be unwilling to
indicate their interest in participating. This has direct implications for, to give
one example, our reliance on permanent registers of electors that are based on
voluntary participation.

We were even unable to get most of the people who completed the form
and expressed a willingness to participate to come to a locale within the school
they attended regularly. And, despite the fact that we made administrative
changes (that is, let subjects complete the forms on-line) and undertook active
mobilization exercises (such as repeated e-mails supplemented by telephone
calls), we still had a large attrition rate, particularly among the nonvoters. This
is particularly significant since, historically, the mechanisms used to increase
turnout for Canadian elections — the only ones supported by the Royal
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Commission on Electoral Reform and Elections Canada to date — have been
administrative changes and mobilization efforts. Clearly, such mechanisms will
not be sufficient to activate the next generation of recalcitrant voters (young
people for whom instantaneous communication and technological conven-
ience will always be present). This may be good news for supporters of com-
pulsory voting, as it implies that past initiatives may be increasingly ineffective;
though it is bad news for the health of Canada’s representative democracy. It
would also seem to suggest that voter incentives like those Hicks suggests will
fail to overcome lack of interest in participating in the groups he identifies as
most at risk (2002, 2006).

When voter turnout in Canada was at approximately 75 percent,
Pammett’s research for the Royal Commission on Electoral Reform suggested that
“there is a small hard core of perennial non-voters, numbering perhaps five per
cent of the population at most” (1991, 34), and that these persons were distinct
from the approximately 20 percent who chose not to participate from election to
election. British politician Geoff Hoon, a prominent advocate of compulsory vot-
ing, refers to the former group as “serial non-voters” (Ballinger 2007, 11). Milner
has identified a similar group among the young, which he calls the “political
dropouts,” and he has sounded the alarm that their numbers may be increasing
(2005). This group does, in fact, appear to be growing; and it seems likely to
include a higher proportion of males than females. 

Overall, then, the future does not look bright for voter participation in
Canada as this next group of youths enters the electoral pool. If, as seems to be
the case, disengagement and lack of interest are becoming the rule and not the
exception, then there is good reason to expect that turnout will not return to pre-
vious levels — and it may decline even further. Compulsory voting may be one
solution, but in this paper we have raised a number of questions surrounding it.
Much more work needs to be done on how information related to voting is
obtained and processed by members of society who normally do not vote.
Specifically, research is needed on whether information collection alters over time
with repeated voting. Additionally, many of the other dimensions of this debate
should be more deeply examined, such as how parties respond to greater num-
bers of voters when mobilization is no longer so central to their electoral strate-
gies. The debate over voter engagement and participation is just beginning in
Canada, and it can only benefit from more empirical research. We have merely
begun to scratch the surface.
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Appendix 1: Randomization

The randomization of participants proceeded in three steps. First, we identified
all subjects (119) who indicated on the initial recruitment form that they did not
expect to vote or were unsure whether they would vote. Using a random num-
ber generator, we assigned each of these subjects a number and then ranked
them according to this number. The top half were assigned to the treatment con-
dition and the bottom half to the control condition. Second, we assigned a ran-
dom number to all potential participants who indicated that they were likely to
vote. We selected the top 86 of these participants. The top half of the selected
group was assigned to the treatment condition and the bottom half to the con-
trol condition. Third, to expand our sample using an on-line survey, we invited
the remaining 255 eligible participants to take part in the study. We assigned sub-
jects to treatment and control prior to contact using the method of random num-
ber assignment and then ranking them as we have described. However, in this
instance, 70 percent were assigned to treatment (where attrition could be expect-
ed to be high) and the remaining 30 percent to control.

We have checked our randomization procedure across several key variables,
and, for the most part, we found no significant differences between conditions in
the first round, suggesting that our randomization worked. In each test of balance,
�2 indicates the score of a chi-square test of the relationship between treatment
and another variable. The p-score indicates the probability that the relationship
observed is due to chance. Lower �2 and higher p-scores indicate that the rela-
tionship is due to chance and that treatment is thus uncorrelated with that vari-
able. Our treatment was balanced according to gender (�2 = 0.82, p = 0.37), with
female participants making up 73 percent of the treatment group and 67 percent
of the control group. (Women students are considerably overrepresented in the
pre-university social science program; and, as noted, attrition was lower among
the female students.) Internet usage was also insignificantly related to treatment
assignment (�2 = 5.84, p = 0.44). Most importantly, there was no difference in the
average knowledge scores in the first wave of the survey between the two groups
(�2 = 7.06, p = 0.63). The same is true for political discussion and media news
consumption. Both the control and the treatment groups showed remarkably low
levels of knowledge about Quebec politics, with more than half of the respondents
in each group getting 3 or fewer questions out of 11 correct. There is also no dif-
ference in knowledge when we control for the likelihood of voting. There is, how-
ever, a language difference: those who speak French at home as their first language
know significantly more about politics than those who do not.30 We should note,
however, that language is unrelated to randomization. 
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We did encounter one possible problem with our randomization: consid-
ering all the students whom we invited to participate, those assigned to the con-
trol group chose to participate in larger numbers (66 percent) than those in the
treatment group (54 percent). This is a significant difference (�2 = 6.50, p = 0.03),
and it raises the possibility of a difference between those who were assigned to
the treatment condition and then chose to participate, and those in the control
condition who chose to participate. Because the treatment condition requires
more effort than the control condition (that is, voting), those who chose to par-
ticipate under the treatment regime may be more motivated in general. Their
general level of motivation may also make them more likely to seek out political
information. If these groups are unbalanced, any growth found in political
knowledge in the treatment group could be attributed to its members’ general
level of motivation (which could differ from that of the control group members)
rather than to the incentive to learn created by mandatory voting. Nevertheless,
other factors led us to lay aside this concern.

In our first round of invitations — we asked potential participants to
gather in a room but did not tell them the details of the experiment — we had
31 participants in the control condition and 22 in the treatment condition. No
participant who showed up declined to fill out the survey. Despite the fact that
participants were randomly assigned, about 50 percent more participants in the
control condition showed up than participants in the treatment condition. But,
as this was due to chance, there is no unobserved effect among our first set of
participants. When we parse out these participants from our larger pool, the pos-
sible motivation effect disappears, and the difference between the two groups is
no longer significant in terms of likelihood of participating in the experiment.
Taken together, all of these tests suggest that our randomization procedure did
not lead to any unobserved differences between the groups, which could also be
expected to affect knowledge acquisition. As a result, we are confident that any
experimental (non-)effects will be the result of our treatment — that is, compul-
sory voting.31
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Appendix 2: The Second Questionnaire

Université de Montréal/Vanier College Youth Attitudes Survey

1) Language you speak most often at home (please choose one by marking
an X next to your answer)
French English Other  

2) Do you use the Internet from home, school or work and, if yes, thinking
back over the last 7 days, how many days did you use the Internet?
(please mark an X next to your answer)
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Never use Don’t know 

3) Some people seem to follow what’s going on in government and public
affairs most of the time. Others aren’t that interested. Do you follow what’s
going on in government and public affairs most of the time, some of the
time, rarely or never? (please mark an X next to your answer)

Most of the time Some of the time Rarely Never 

4) Some people seem to follow what’s going on in the Quebec election cam-
paign most of the time. Others aren’t that interested. Have you been fol-
lowing what’s going on in the Quebec election campaign most of the time,
some of the time, rarely or never? (please mark an X next to your answer)

Most of the time Some of the time Rarely Never 

5) How often do you talk about current events or things you have heard
about in the news with your FAMILY — very often, sometimes, rarely or
never? (please mark an X next to your answer)

Very often Sometimes Rarely Never 

6) How often do you talk about current events or things you have heard
about in the news with your FRIENDS — very often, sometimes, rarely or
never? (please mark an X next to your answer)

Very often Sometimes Rarely Never 
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Here are some ways that people get news and information. Over the
last 7 days, please estimate on how many days you have done each of
the following. (please circle the number of days)

7) Read a newspaper
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8) Watch the news on TV
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

9) Listen to the news on the radio
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

10) Read news on the Internet
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Here is a quick list of things that some people have done to express
their views. For each one, please indicate whether you have ever done
it or not. (please mark an X next to your answer)

11) Contacted a newspaper or magazine to express your opinion on an issue
No Yes 

12) Called in to a radio or television talk show to express your opinion on a
political issue, even if you did not get on the air
No Yes 

13) Taken part in a protest, march or demonstration
No Yes 

14) Signed an e-mail or a written petition about a social or political issue
No Yes 

15) How much difference does it make which political party is in control of
the government — a lot, some, a little, or no real difference? (please mark 
an X next to your answer)

A lot Some difference A little difference No real difference 
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Here are a few questions about things that have been in the news. Not
everyone will know the answers, but we’d like to know how much
youth know about politics. It’s OK to say you don’t know, but if you
have an idea, please indicate it.

16) The leader of the Quebec Liberal Party is (please write in the answer) 

17) The leader of the Parti québécois is (please write in the answer) 

18) The leader of the ADQ (Action démocratique) is (please write in the
answer) 

19) Of the three main parties, which is the most federalist? (please mark an X
next to your answer)
Parti québécois Parti libéral du Québec 
ADQ (Action démocratique) Don’t know 

20) Which party is furthest to the right (i.e., more conservative)? (please mark 
an X next to your answer) 
Parti québécois Parti libéral du Québec 
ADQ (Action démocratique) Don’t know 

21) Which of the following best describes who is entitled to vote in Quebec 
elections? (please mark an X next to your answer)
Resident of Quebec Taxpayer in Quebec 
Landed immigrant in Quebec Canadian citizen living in Quebec 
Don’t know 

22) Which party was in power in Quebec when the Quebec election was 
called?
Parti québécois Parti libéral du Québec 
Parti conservateur ADQ (Action démocratique) 
Don’t know 
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23) When the election was called, which party had the second-largest number 
of seats in the Assemblée nationale? (please mark an X next to your answer)
Parti québécois Parti libéral du Québec 
Parti conservateur ADQ (Action démocratique)
Don’t know 

24) Which party leader has raised questions about Quebec’s approach of “reasonable
accommodation” of minorities? (please mark an X next to your answer)
André Boisclair Mario Dumont 
Gilles Duceppe Stéphane Dion 
Don’t know 

25) The date of the Quebec election is the (please mark an X next to your answer)
25 March 26 March 27 April 
28 April Don’t know 

26) Which party wants to maintain the freeze on university tuition fees? 
(please mark an X next to your answer) 
Parti québécois Parti libéral du Québec 
ADQ (Action démocratique) Don’t know 

27) Which party leader advocates paying mothers who stay home with the 
children? (please mark an X next to your answer)
André Boisclair Mario Dumont 
Françoise David Jean Charest 
Don’t know

28) The Charest government has proposed selling off part of a provincial 
park. In which region have they proposed this? (please mark an X next
to your answer)
Mont Tremblant Orford 
St. Maurice Charlevoix 

29) Which party leader is taking credit for Quebec having made substantial 
progress on eliminating the fiscal imbalance with Ottawa? (please mark 
an X next to your answer)
André Boisclair Mario Dumont 
Françoise David Jean Charest 
Don’t know 
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30) Do you happen to know the name of your electoral district for the 
Quebec election? (please mark an X next to your answer)
Yes No 

If yes, please write the name of the district:

31) Do you happen to know the name of a candidate in your electoral district
for the Quebec election? (please mark an X next to your answer)
Yes No 

If yes, please write in his or her name:

32) Is your name is on the voters list for the Quebec election? (please mark 
an X next to your answer)
Yes No Don’t know 

33) Did you make any effort to make sure your name is on the list? (please 
mark an X next to your answer)
Yes No 

34) During the campaign, an important moment came with decisions 
announced by Jim Flaherty on March 19th. What is his position? (please 
mark an X next to your answer) 
Federal Finance Minister Quebec Finance Minister 
Premier of Ontario Premier of Alberta 

35) How many party leaders participated in the March 13th debate? (please 
mark an X next to your answer)
One Two Three Four Five Don’tknow 

36) Which party leader appeared confused at one point about whether 
Quebec was divisible or indivisible? (please mark an X next to your 
answer)
André Boisclair Mario Dumont 
Françoise David Jean Charest
Don’t know 
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37) Which party leader was criticized at one point for using the term
“slanted eyes”? (please mark an X next to your answer)
André Boisclair Mario Dumont 
Françoise David Jean Charest 
Don’t know 

38) The polls show how many parties have the support of at least one-
quarter of the voters? (please mark an X next to your answer) 
One Two Three Four Don’t know 
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2 A recent study conducted in Britain,

where voter turnout in the last two

national elections was the lowest since

1918, found that young people were only

half as likely to vote as seniors, and that

participation among the first low-turnout

generation fell from 70 percent in 1992,

when they were in their twenties, to less

than 40 percent now that they are in their

thirties (Keaney and Rogers 2006).

3 Despite these accommodations, getting

oneself on the list is now harder due to

the establishment of a permanent voters

list and the requirement that voters be

on the list prior to election day. Such

hurdles also inflate participation figures,

since these are calculated by comparing

the number who voted with the number

on the permanent voters list.

4 Plato is quoted from “Gorgias.” Yet,

regardless of this measure, voter partici-

pation in ancient Athens did not exceed

25 percent. As Mavrogordatos observes,

a “significant number of citizens were

simply not interested in attending

Assembly meetings” (2003, 8).

5 We have no data on how many (if any)

of these situations have arisen; imprison-

ment would be for failure to pay a fine

or contempt of court, not for failure to

vote per se.

6 Hansard House of Commons Debates, vol.

CXLII, 4th sess., 13th Parliament, 1920. 

7 This seems to have been the main motiva-

tion behind the introduction of compulso-

ry voting in Greece (Malkopoulou 2007). 

8 The other three criteria were having

interests at stake, conforming to the

norms of responsible citizenship and

being impartial. Impartiality has resulted

in election officers and representatives of

the other branches of government being

prevented from voting (such as judges

and the Governor General), and the

other criteria have variously prevented

men without property, Aboriginal per-

sons, women, children, the mentally ill

and prisoners from voting.

9 Kingsley was quoted in the National Post

(December 19, 2000); Steckle and

Stoffer were quoted in the Montreal

Gazette (December 20, 2000); and White

was quoted in the Edmonton Journal

(December 19, 2000).

10 Coincidentally, it was in the Australian

Senate that compulsory voter legislation

was initiated at the federal level through a

Senator’s private member’s bill introduced

by (Nationalist) Senator Herbert Payne in

1924, though it had already been in place

in the Australian state of Queensland as

of 1915 (Bennett 2005; Hicks 2002).

11 Debates of the Senate (Hansard), vol. 142,

1st sess., 38th Parliament, 1995, 1425. 

12 Ibid., 1288.

13 Ibid., 674.

14 According to an IRPP study of 2000, 73

percent of Canadians are opposed to the

42 Enjeux publics IRPP Novembre 2007 Vol. 8, n° 3

Henry Milner, Peter John Loewen and Bruce M. Hicks



idea of compulsory voting, though pub-

lic opinion in Australia showed similar

opposition prior to the adoption of that

measure; since its adoption, Australians

have remained supportive of compulsory

voting — between 56 and 73 percent are

in favour (Hicks 2002). Because public

opposition was anticipated, this change

was made through a Senator’s private

member’s bill. While the Nationalist-

Country government of the time saw a

need for the legislation, it was happy not

to have direct responsibility; it ensured

that the legislation passed quickly, “like a

thief in the night,” so that it was in place

for the 1925 election. It resulted in an

increase of 32 percentage points over the

previous election’s turnout and gained

public approval (Bennett 2005, 4).

15 Canada was one of the first countries to

offer tax credits for political party dona-

tions on the grounds that it would

encourage citizens to get involved in the

electoral process. Canada also moved

early to legislate time off work with pay

to make voting easier for working

Canadians (the legislation has been regu-

larly readjusted, usually with the goal of

making it fairer for lower-income

Canadians to participate).

16 In fact, the reason some governments

find compulsory voting compelling is

that low voter turnout in a representative

democracy undermines a government’s

legitimacy by weakening its mandate to

enact its party’s platform.

17 The DGE stipulated that all the partici-

pants had to be paid, because otherwise

it would be tantamount to paying people

to vote.

18 Access was facilitated by the fact that the

first author is a former professor in this

faculty. 

19 This included questions such as “Do you

play sports on campus?” “Do you own a

cell phone?” and “Do you plan to go on

to university”?

20 Vanier College has two campuses located

at close proximity. To ensure maximum

ease of participation, we gave students a

choice of room on either campus and

arranged for the appointment time to

coincide with the weekly universal

break, when no classes are supposed to

be scheduled. 

21 The attrition rate between the first and

second surveys was slightly higher

among those in the treatment condition

than those in the control condition (32.9

percent and 34.7 percent, respectively).

We excluded participants whom the

DGE could not find on a voters list.

22 While a subject group of 121 is certainly

smaller than those used in most conven-

tional randomly sampled surveys, it is at

the high end of sample sizes used in

many psychology experiments. More-

over, it is large enough for us to run

both difference of mean tests and regres-

sion with an expectation of adequate sta-

tistical power. 

23 Of the treatment group, we know that

52 voted and 3 did not. We also assume

that 10 did not vote, since they failed to

fill out the paper consent forms when

told that they would not be paid without

having done so — though it is possible

that some of them did vote. In the case

of 8 participants, it was not possible, for

technical reasons, to ascertain whether

or not they had voted. We excluded

them from the analysis altogether.

24 We have also tested the hypotheses

using the differences in knowledge, news

consumption and discussion scores

between the first and second rounds.

Our results do not change substantively.

25 We asked subjects how many days a

week they consumed news across four

different media: television, the Internet,

newspapers and radio. 

26 This regression does not include those in

the treatment group whom we have

identified as nonvoters; but, it does
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include nonvoters in the control group.

The reason for the exclusion is that we

wanted to isolate effects among those for

whom the experiment worked (that is,

those who voted) and then compare

them with what our “electorate” would

look like without compulsory voting

(that is, an electorate that included

voters and nonvoters). 

27 The treatment effect for those who

intended to vote and did vote is cap-

tured by the addition of the treatment

coefficient and the treatment * expvoter

interaction coefficient. Finally, the effect

of expecting to vote in the first place is

captured by “expected to vote.”

28 If, however, we were undertaking a con-

ventional observational study, we could

not assume that these attributes are bal-

anced between control and treatment,

and we would have to control for them. 

29 See also Gallego Dobon and Rico (2007)

and Ackaert, Dumont and de Winter

(2007). However, Selb and Lachat argue

that the votes of poorer, less-educated

citizens do not guarantee electoral out-

comes in their own interest, since their

votes tend to be uninformed and incon-

sistent (2007). 

30 We should not be surprised at this, given

that more than half the questions were

specifically about Quebec politics, which

francophones are more likely to follow. It

is also possible that there is a certain

self-selection among young franco-

phones who choose to go to English-

language junior colleges.

31 Even with the attrition in our second

round, our groups remained balanced by

gender (�2 = 2.72, p = 0.10), language

(�2 = 0.46, p = 0.79) and Internet usage

(�2 = 9.40, p = 0.15).
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