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The Cases for and Against Compulsory Voting: Defining and Defending its Democratic Ideals 
 

 Democracy is characterized by the rule of the majority. Fair and free elections are 

essential to the stability of a democratic government. Just as important, though, is the 

participation of citizens in these elections. With a mere 55.7% voter turnout in the most recent 

presidential election, the United States is falling behind in public participation compared to other 

established democracies (Pew Research Center). There are several theories as to why this is, 

including low political efficacy, dissatisfaction with current political conditions, and the inability 

to make it to polls on election day due to work or other obligations. There have also been several 

solutions proposed, such as turning election day into a federal holiday, facilitating the 

registration process, improving education on politics. Other countries have implemented 

compulsory, or mandatory voting in order to increase political participation. This paper will 

address what compulsory voting looks like in practice through analyzing Australia’s democracy 

as well as consider arguments for and against compulsory voting.   

 

Compulsory Voting in Australia 

Compulsory voting, in its simplest form, is requiring all eligible citizens in a democracy 

to vote in elections. In practice, however, it is much more complex. For instance, if votes are 

anonymous, how can a government be sure that all citizens voted? Does a blank ballot count as a 



vote? How does a government determine what a valid reason is for not voting? These questions 

can be answered by examining Australia’s implementation of compulsory voting. Australia has 

historically been considered one of the most innovative democracies-- establishing universal 

suffrage in 1903 when other contemporary democracies failed to do so until after World War I. 

They have also implemented the use of preferential ballot elections, using instant-runoff voting 

to count votes (Mackerras and McAllister 218). In 1924, Australia implemented compulsory 

voting in order to increase their low voter turnout rates. Since then, requiring all citizens to vote 

has been successful in maintaining high voter participation: In 2001, 94.32% of citizens voted in 

the House of Representatives election in Australia compared to the 59.4% of citizens voting in 

the House of Commons election in the United Kingdom, which practices voluntary voting 

(Evans).  

Since all citizens are required to vote under federal electoral law, the Australian 

government has implemented several policies to assist voters. The most significant is holding 

major elections on Saturday. This allows for those who work full time during the week to have 

time to make it to the polls. If a person will be out of the country on election day, they can vote 

early in person or through mail. If they are traveling to a different part of the country, they can 

fill out an absent vote on the day of the election in the region they are visiting. Further, if there 

are complications with their registration, a citizen can cast a provisional vote, which is not 

officially counted until their enrollment can be confirmed. If someone is unable to vote due to 

disability, illiteracy, or old age, they can nominate a person to assist them in their voting.  

Having all of these options is essential in a compulsory election because it must be reasonable 

for every citizen to have the ability to vote. Citizens who fail to vote receive a letter from the 

Australian electoral commission that says they must provide either a “valid and sufficient reason 



why”, or pay a $20 USD penalty (Australian Electoral Commission). Valid reasons for not 

voting include overseas travel, religious reasons, and trying to vote but was not able to. Very few 

Australians end up paying the fee. 490,230 out of the 11,384,638 enrolled voters did not vote in 

the 1993 election; only 4.7% of those who did not vote paid the $20 fee (Mackerras and 

McAllister 220). Those who refuse to pay the fine face prison sentences. This is extremely 

uncommon, with only 43 people receiving prison sentences of one to two days following the 

1993 election (Birch 10). 

While voter turnout in Australia is high, they also have one of the highest levels of 

invalid votes. Table 1 shows the percentage of informal votes, or any vote that is not filled out 

correctly, for each election from 1993 to 2004. Researchers argue that Australia faces high rates 

of invalid votes because there are a number of people who do not want to vote but also do not 

want to pay the fine (Mackerras and McAllister 224). 

Table I 

Number of invalid votes in Australian House of Representatives and Senate elections.  

Source: Evans, Tim. Compulsory Voting in Australia. Australian Electoral Commission, 16 Jan. 2006. 

 “Donkey Votes” are another way that citizens can rebel against the compulsive voting law. In a 

donkey vote, a voter fills out the ballot completely, but they rank the candidates 1, 2, 3, etc. in 

the order that they appear on the ballot. It is too difficult to calculate how many Australians do 

this because the ballots appear to be filled out correctly; there is no way to tell if the donkey vote 

accurately reflects their preferences (Evans 9). Several researchers argue that the prevalence of 

donkey voters is a result of the preferential ballot election and not compulsory voting. More 

research must be done to study how preferential ballots and compulsory voting affects the 



number of votes that are not taken seriously. While the amount of donkey votes is a disputable 

topic in Australian politics, a possible solution to the large number of invalid and donkey votes is 

to include a ‘none-of-the-above’ option on the ballot. (Orr 573-575). 

 

Arguments for Compulsory Voting  

The most apparent argument in favor of compulsory voting is that it increases public 

participation in elections. Table 2 illustrates such argument: All 6 elections saw an increase in 

voter turnout after introducing compulsory voting. Lisa Hill, a scholar on political elections, 

states that the higher the voter turnout is, the more democratic a nation is. Therefore, full 

participation in an election is necessary for a legitimate election (Birch). When public 

participation in an election is high, the outcome of the election better reflects the views held by 

the electorate.  

Table II: 

Federal and state turnout, before and after the introduction of compulsory voting 

Source: Mackerras, M, and McAllister, I. “Compulsory Voting, Party Stability and Electoral Advantage in Australia.” (Electoral Studies, vol. 18, 

no. 2, June 1999) pp. 220 

 

Another argument for compulsion is one that relies on the game theory of voters. In a 

voluntary election, each voter has the decision to either vote or not vote, creating a ‘prisoner’s 

dilemma’ scenario (Hill 212-214). Richard Katz, a political scientist at Johns Hopkins 



University, argues that each voter has no incentive to vote because one vote cannot influence the 

outcome of a voluntary election. Voting is a collectively beneficial behavior because when 

everyone votes, the outcome reflects the views held by the entire population. Therefore, voting 

must be compulsory because it does not benefit one person, but it is a mutually beneficial 

behavior when everyone participates in the election (Birch).  Knowing that everyone else in the 

population is voting overcomes the uncertainty of how one’s individual vote will influence the 

election because the one person, one vote paradigm is enforced legally. To better explain this 

argument, consider a voter in the United States, who has the choice to vote or not vote. This 

voter may choose to not vote because they feel their vote won’t influence the outcome of the 

election. Or, they might choose to vote because their vote has a lot of influence in an election 

with low voter turnout, especially a local election. When compulsory voting is enforced, the 

person’s choice to vote is no longer influenced by the way others vote. They vote merely because 

they are required to do so.  

Proponents of compulsory voting argue that it is a moral obligation and duty of 

citizenship within a country. It is similar to other legally binding obligations in democratic states, 

such as paying taxes, military service, jury duty, and compulsory education for children. This 

argument implies that democratic obligations come from the rights guaranteed in that democracy 

(Birch). If one has the right to do something, they must feel obliged to exercise that right. Other 

supporters suggest that since universal suffrage has been fought for throughout the course of 

history, people should vote simply because they have the freedom to do so. By legally enforcing 

people to vote, the government is simply just encouraging people to participate in the democracy. 

Colin Hughes, a scholar of Australian elections, sums up 15 arguments in favor of 

compulsory voting. Some of them include: 



1. Democracy means majority rule. Compulsory voting forces everyone to vote, so 

the majority that wins is reflective of the entire voting population.  

2. Voting is a civic duty, just as paying taxes, serving on a jury, etc.  

3. Voting is a simple civic duty, only requiring one to vote every three years in 

Australia. 

4. A voter can still spoil their ballot. Just because one is required to vote doesn’t 

mean they have to mark a candidate on their ballot.  

5. Suffrage has been fought for, so people should vote.  

6. Compulsory voting leads to more political education.  

While addressing the arguments for compulsory voting, it is equally important to address 

some of the counterarguments. One of the critiques of the pro-compulsion argument is that 

democratic obligation does not imply the use of sanctions. For instance, just because someone 

has the right to bear arms in the US does not mean they should be required to do so. To have the 

right to vote, one must also have the right to not vote, which leads to the main argument used in 

the case against compulsory voting.  

 

Arguments Against Compulsory Voting 

The main basis of the argument against compulsory voting is that it is an infringement of 

civil liberty (Pringle 12). If a citizen has the right to vote, they should also have the right to not 

vote. Henry Abraham, a constitutional law scholar, stated in his novel, Compulsory Voting 

(1955) that: “It is difficult to see how we can remain faithful to the principles of democracy by 

compelling people to exercise an ostensible privilege, that of voting, contrary to their will. Since 



the ability to vote is a privilege conferred upon the citizens, it ceases to be such when he is 

compelled to exercise it. How can he be deprived of his right not to vote?” (Abraham 33) 

This argument assumes there is a difference between moral obligation and legal obligation 

(Birch). For instance, in the US, someone is legally obliged to wear a seatbelt, but one also feels 

compelled to do so out of moral conviction. Voting is a moral obligation, but it is not legally 

enforced in the US, so there is a clear distinction between the two. Compulsory voting takes 

away the personal freedom of choice.  

 Public participation in elections is often used as an indication of the health of a 

democracy. Tucak and Sabo found that people abstain from voting because of low political 

efficacy and the costs incurred from going to the polls (178). One can look at the low election 

participation in the US and conclude that Americans lack interest and are dissatisfied with the 

current political state of the country. When compulsory voting is enforced, voter turnout cannot 

be used as an indicator of popular disaffection because everyone is required to vote. Enforcing 

compulsory voting can further alienate the citizens who already lack political efficacy. Further, it 

can lead to citizens making ill-informed decisions because they lack knowledge and awareness 

on the current political state (Birch). Some people choose to not vote because they feel their vote 

has little value in the democracy; Forcing them to vote will just further increase their 

dissatisfaction with politics.   

Forcing people to vote can also affect the outcome of the election. Some critics of 

mandatory voting suggest that it increases the number of invalid votes in an election. Political 

scientists Andrew Reynolds and Marco Steenbergen found that countries with compulsory voting 

have on average 6.4% more spoilt ballots than those with voluntary voting. This is evident in 

Australia, which has high levels of invalid votes and potentially donkey votes. 



Another argument against compulsory voting is one that relies on first Amendment 

rights. Ivana Tucak and Dorian Sabo from the University of Osijek in Croatia argue that non-

voting can be an expression of political attitude. They suggest that the act of non-voting is a type 

of protest against government, and this right is guaranteed in the first Amendment of the US 

Constitution. However, the Supreme Court decided that voting cannot be considered an 

expression of activity or speech. In the Burdick vs. Takushi case of 1992, The US Supreme Court 

upheld Hawaii’s ban on write-in votes because voting is not a freedom of expression (Hill 225). 

Therefore, this argument against compulsory voting is flawed because the act of voting is not 

protected under the first amendment; choosing to abstain from voting cannot be considered a 

form of protest.  

 

Implications of Implementing Compulsory Voting 

Both sides to the compulsory voting debate present interesting arguments, but have major 

flaws. In this next section, I will discuss the implications of the US hypothetically implementing 

compulsory voting laws in federal elections to analyze how the game theory of elections may be 

influenced. Before we consider the effects of the United States integrating compulsory voting 

into their electoral system, we must consider the type of enforcement that would be established. 

Sarah Birch examines the different types of obligations and sanctions in democracies in the table 

below:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table III: 

 Four main types of compulsory voting 

Source: Birch, Sarah. Full Participation: A Comparative Study of Compulsory Voting, (United Nations University Press, 2009) 

Formal obligation refers to the legal requirements to vote while informal refers to social 

and political constructs that compel citizens to vote. Some democracies have informal 

obligations, but enforce sanctions. An example is the state of Illinois, which used to put non-

voters at the top of the list of those chosen to serve on a jury (Birch 5). While voting in Illinois at 

that time was not legally required, citizens felt compelled to vote because of the sanction. Other 

democracies might require by law that all citizens vote, but do not enforce the law. This is 

common in South American countries that enforce compulsory voting, like Brazil, Argentina, 

Paraguay, and Venezuela. In the United States, citizens are informally obliged to vote and face 

no sanctions from abstaining.  

If the United States chose to implement compulsory voting, they would have to decide 

whether the law will be enforced strictly or weakly and what the punishment for not voting might 

be. Table IV illustrates which countries have weakly enforced and strongly enforced systems of 

compulsory voting. Further research must consider the ways in which these countries have 

enforced mandatory voting and how it impacted voter turnout. In the Netherlands, the fine for 

not voting was only around $5 USD, yet they still experienced high voter turnout. When they 



repealed the compulsion law, turnout decreased immediately and significantly. It is clear from 

this example that the sanction does not have to be severe to be successful. For compulsory voting 

to be an effective way to improve public participation, a government must make the decision to 

not vote irrational through fines or provided excuses (Hill 215-219). Further, the US must make 

voting accessible to all citizens if they decide to require all citizens to vote. Moving election day 

to a Saturday, like Australia, or declaring it a national holiday will assist voters who have work 

obligations in getting to the polls. The process of absentee voting should be simpler and people 

should be able to fill out a same-day absentee vote in the state they are visiting on election day.  

 

Table IV: 

Data collected from 38 various countries in the 2004 International Social Survey Programme reveal which countries have no, weakly, and 

strongly enforced compulsory voting laws.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Quintelier, Ellen, et al. “The Effect of Compulsory Voting on Turnout Stratification Patterns: A Cross-National Analysis.” (International  

 Political Science Review, vol. 32, no. 4, 2011) pp. 412 

 

When compulsory voting is implemented and enforced with sanctions in a democracy, 

the strategies politicians use shift from mobilization to conversion tactics. When every citizen is 

required to vote, political parties are now freed from encouraging voters to go to the polls-- 

mobilizing and encouraging citizens to vote is no longer necessary. Rather, political parties now 

will attempt to convert voters to their political side (Birch 60) This is beneficial to the politicians 



because they will have more time to campaign and convince people to vote for them instead of 

convincing people to vote in general.  

While compulsory voting may seem undemocratic because of its coerciveness, there are 

several benefits to integrating it into a democratic nation. With the United States’ voter turnout 

falling behind other established democracies and the inequality of socio-economic status in voter 

participation increasing, it may be time to consider the implementation of compulsory voting.  
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