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1 Introduction

In recent decades research on voter 
turnout has vastly increased, especially 
because of the structural trend towards 
lower turnout in western societies. 
Some scholars consider the introduc-
tion of a system of compulsory voting 
as an effective tool to counter this 
trend. The academic debate on voter 
turnout and compulsory voting, how-
ever, points to a trade-off between 
equality of electoral participation, on 
the one hand, and the quality of the 
vote, on the other. The first argument 
considers a high turnout at elections as 
a condition for the effective function-
ing of representative democracy. High-
er turnout levels are assumed to lead to 
more equality with regard to electoral 
participation (Birch, 2008; Lijphart, 
1997). However, another strand in the 
literature argues that compulsory vot-
ing negatively impacts the quality of 
the vote since compulsory rules force 
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the uninformed and uninterested as 
well. It is feared that they will cast 
blank, invalid or unsubstantiated votes 
(Rosema, 2007; Selb & Lachat, 2009).

The debate on compulsory voting 
and voter turnout is relevant for several 
academic debates as it touches on polit-
ically relevant phenomena such as the 
representation of social groups (Gun-
termann et al., 2020), the effectiveness 
of voter turnout campaigning (van Os-
taaijen et al., 2019), voting behaviour 
(Wauters & Devroe, 2017), government 
spending (Hoffman et al., 2017) and 
parties’ vote-seeking strategies (Singh, 
2019).

Thus, this article aims to make a 
state of affairs of the existing literature 
on compulsory voting and voter turn-
out in Belgium and the Netherlands1 
and its impact on both equal electoral 
participation and the quality of the 
vote. For this purpose, we collected and 
analysed previously published research 
on (1) the (simulated) consequences of 
abolishing compulsory voting in either 
of both or both countries and (2) (in-
tended) voter turnout. We executed 
both for Belgium and the Netherlands a 
search for ‘compulsory voting’, ‘voter 
turnout’ and ‘electoral participation’ in 
the Web of Science database. In addi-
tion, we included relevant Dutch arti-
cles and book chapters building on elec-
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tion surveys from ISPO/PIOP, PartiRep 
and SCV in our overview for Belgium. 
For the Netherlands, we included rele-
vant contributions from Sociaal en Cul-
tureel Planbureau2 and Stichting 
Kiezersonderzoek Nederland.3 On the 
basis of the snowballing method we 
identified some standard works on the 
topic of voter turnout in Belgium and 
the Netherlands. Records were eligible 
when they discussed determinants ex-
plaining individuals’ willingness to 
vote, individual-level turnout or the 
quality of the vote during local, region-
al and national elections in Belgium 
and/or the Netherlands.

Following Smet and Van Ham 
(2013), our analysis is limited to indi-
vidual-level studies for the following 
three reasons. First, personally held 
characteristics matter when it comes to 
voting. Singh (2011: 108), for example, 
concludes that “individual-level factors 
hold considerable weight in relation to 
turnout”, and we agree with him that 
only micro analyses fully capture the 
decision calculus individuals undertake 
before deciding whether or not to vote. 
Secondly, given the system of compul-
sory voting in Belgium, studies on vot-
er turnout measure respondents’ will-
ingness to vote under the condition 
that voting would no longer be compul-
sory. By focusing on individual-level 
studies, we are able to include these 
simulation studies within our review. 
Thirdly, multiple extensive literature 
reviews and meta-analyses concerning 
voter turnout examined the literature 
on aggregate-level variables on voter 
turnout recently (see i.e. Cancela & 
Geys, 2016; Geys, 2006; Kouba et al., 
2020). Therefore, we consider the add-
ed value of another review of aggre-
gate-level studies to be limited.

We have limited the period of our 
review to studies published between 
1970 and 2021. We chose 1970 as the 
starting date for the literature review 
since the first Dutch elections without 
compulsory voting were organised in 
this year.

We divide this contribution into 
three sections. First, we briefly discuss 
the historical pathways and actual 
meaning of compulsory voting in Bel-
gium and the Netherlands. Second, we 
focus on the impact of compulsory vot-
ing on equal participation. Third, we 
look into the correlation between com-
pulsory voting and multiple indicators 
of the quality of the vote. Finally, we 
offer some conclusions and suggest av-
enues for future research.

2 An Historical Overview of 
Compulsory Voting in the Low 
Countries

In 1893, Belgium adopted a system of 
universal male suffrage and plural vot-
ing under pressure from the socialist 
movement. As such, Belgium was the 
first country in the world to introduce 
compulsory voting. The introduction of 
this political duty was a concession to 
conservative (catholic) politicians fear-
ing (leftist) radicalisation among the 
electorate due to its growth (Calu-
waerts et al., 2022).

Over the years, compulsory voting 
was regularly questioned, first by na-
tionalist and green politicians, from the 
1990s onwards – nearly one hundred 
years after its introduction – and also 
by liberal ones. However, the topic sel-
dom dominated the political agenda. 
Because the obligation to vote for the 
general election is included in the Con-
stitution, it can only be amended by 
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broad majorities. Given the differences 
in the attitudes of political parties on 
this issue, these majorities are not im-
mediately realistic.

The situation concerning the local 
elections is different. The Lambermont 
agreements of 2001 transferred the re-
sponsibility for local government legis-
lation from the Belgian federal level to 
the regions. Since January  2002 the 
Flemish, Walloon and Brussels regions 
have been granted the power to settle 
the structure of local government, in-
cluding the local electoral system (Ack-
aert, 2005). A first attempt to abolish 
compulsory voting in Flanders at the 
local level in 2003 found no majority 
among the regional MP’s since this at-
tempt was the initiative of a single MP 
without the support of the parties be-
longing to the government coalition.4. 
About 15 years later, in 2019, the aboli-
tion of compulsory voting for local elec-
tions was included in the coalition 
agreement that led to the formation of 
the Flemish government, as part of a 
broader package of political-electoral 
measures. On 14 July 2021, the Flem-
ish Parliament gave the green light for 
the abolition of compulsory voting in 
local elections in the Flemish Region of 
Belgium, which will apply from the next 
elections in 2024 onwards. A majority 
supported by liberals, Christian-demo-
crats, nationalists and the far-right vot-
ed in favour of the abolition.5 The re-
gional minister of domestic affairs 
argued that compulsory voting is a 
flawed tool to strengthen local democ-
racy. Under a system of voluntary vot-
ing, he argued, political parties would 
be obliged to explain the value and im-
portance of participating in local elec-
tions. He also referred to the Nether-
lands, where compulsory voting was 

abandoned in 1970 for elections at all 
policy levels.6

In the Netherlands, compulsory 
voting was introduced in 1917 as part 
of a broader package of political-elec-
toral measures that included universal 
male suffrage and the system of pro-
portional representation. In particular, 
the Catholics were in favour of compul-
sory voting, being apprehensive that 
without compulsory voting some of 
their voters would stay at home, as they 
were assumed to do so traditionally in 
constituencies that were won or lost in 
advance. Half a century after its intro-
duction, various initiatives were under-
taken to abolish compulsory voting, 
and this finally took place in 1970 (Ir-
win & van Holsteyn, 2010). The main 
argument was that citizens should be 
treated as ‘political adults’. Compulsory 
voting was perceived as an undemo-
cratic encroachment on individual free-
dom. Therefore, voting should be con-
sidered a right and not a duty. The final 
decision, although not taken unani-
mously, was hardly controversial. 
 Lijphart (2010) noticed the absence of 
a great national debate on the issue.

To some extent, the argument in 
the Netherlands and in Flanders (50 
years later) for abolishing compulsory 
voting ran quite similar. In essence, the 
decisions were motivated by legal/phil-
osophical frames concerning rights and 
duties of citizens versus the state and 
the formal/normative design and oper-
ation of institutions. In the Nether-
lands little attention was paid to atti-
tudes and behaviour of both politicians 
and citizens and the consequences of 
the functioning of institutions for 
those attitudes and behaviour (Irwin & 
van Holsteyn, 2010). Faced with the de-
cline in turnout after the abolition of 
compulsory attendance in the Nether-
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lands, Lijphart raised the question of 
whether it could have been foreseen by 
politicians or political scientists. Albeit 
dating from before World War II, litera-
ture on the relationship between com-
pulsory attendance and turnout was 
already available at the time of the abo-
lition (Lijphart, 2010). Irwin and van 
Holsteyn (2010) additionally argued 
that empirical data from the Nether-
lands not only predicted the decline in 
turnout but also warned of a social bias 
in the turnout.

Unlike the debate in the Dutch par-
liament, the Flemish parliament organ-
ised expert hearings with political sci-
entists. A number of them warned 
about the consequences of the aboli-
tion of compulsory voting with regard 
to the expected decline in electoral par-
ticipation and the social bias of the 
electorate.7 This was also repeated be-
fore the final vote in parliament in a 
newspaper opinion piece signed by 
more than twenty Belgian political sci-
entists (Ackaert et al., 2021). Neverthe-
less, the parliament agreed to abolish 
compulsory voting. By consequence, 
Lijphart’s and Irwin & van Holsteyn’s 
assumption that the input of political 
science and social science research 
might have resulted in a different out-
come of decision-making does not seem 
to apply to Flanders.

The limited weight of political sci-
entists’ input into the debate in the 
Flemish Parliament is a derivative of 
the marginal role of parliament in a 
partocracy with no scientific and politi-
cal traditions of policy analysis in Bel-
gium. De Winter and Wolfs (2017) em-
phasise the governmental coalition 
policy programme as the most central 
ex ante control mechanism of policy. 
They conclude that this coalition agree-
ment

not only ties coalition parties to 
each other, but also enhances disci-
pline within each coalition party 
and its parliamentary group, and 
therefore undermines the rele-
vance of policy analysis by MP’s 
and parliament as a collective ac-
tor.

3 Compulsory Voting and Turnout

Compulsory voting rules have proven 
to be a powerful tool for increasing lev-
els of electoral participation, as it is 
confirmed by a vast comparative litera-
ture examining the impact of compul-
sory voting on turnout (Birch, 2008; 
Blais & Aarts, 2006; Blais & Dobrzyns-
ka, 1998; Cancela & Geys, 2016; Das-
sonneville et al., 2019; Quintelier et al., 
2011; Singh, 2011; van der Meer & van 
Deth, 2010).

Figure 1 shows the evolution of 
electoral absenteeism in local and gen-
eral elections, for both Belgium and the 
Netherlands from the 1960s onwards.8

Figure 1 confirms the frequently 
recurring observation that compulsory 
voting is a powerful tool to boost turn-
out levels in the Low Countries. Both at 
the national and at the local level, elec-
toral absenteeism tripled in the Neth-
erlands at the first elections after the 
abolition of compulsory voting. Since 
then, electoral absenteeism increased 
up to 21% in the 2021 parliamentary 
elections and even 50% in the 2022 lo-
cal elections. However, the evolution of 
absenteeism did not increase linearly 
over time, either for the national or for 
the local elections.
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Figure 1 The evolution of electoral absenteeism in local and general elections, 
for Belgium and the Netherlands.For Belgium, this data is based on 
the calculations of De Winter and Ackaert. For the Netherlands, we 
relied on the data of van Ostaaijen.

In Belgium as well, absenteeism in-
creased in the period under review, 
both at the national and at the local lev-
els. However, the increase was not 
nearly as spectacular as in the Nether-
lands. During the parliamentary elec-
tions of 2019, 11.6% of the voters ab-
stained from voting, while in 2018 
9.4% of the voters did not cast a vote 
during the local elections.

Another difference between Bel-
gium and the Netherlands concerns the 
differing levels of absenteeism during 
national and local elections. In general, 
absenteeism during Belgian elections 
remained lower in local elections than 
in the general elections. However, the 
differences in turnout between both 
types of elections remain rather limit-
ed. On the contrary, at the end of the 
period under review, absenteeism in 
the Netherlands was twice as high in 
the local elections compared with the 
national elections. This finding is in line 
with the theory of second-order elec-
tions, which posits that participation in 

second-order elections (local, regional 
and European elections) is lower be-
cause less is at stake in second-order 
elections compared with national elec-
tions (Reif & Schmitt, 1980).

On the basis of the experiences in 
the Netherlands, one would expect that 
the abolition of compulsory voting at 
the Flemish local elections would lead 
to a significant decline in voter turnout. 
This expectation is also confirmed by 
various surveys that estimated the im-
pact of abolishing compulsory voting. 
Based on these simulations, Hooghe 
and Pelleriaux (1998) estimated that 
the abolition of compulsory voting in 
Belgium would lead to a drop in turn-
out of about 20%. According to more 
recent studies, the decline in turnout 
would fluctuate between 30% and 35%. 
Verlet et al. (2010) measured inten-
tions to show up at local elections with-
out compulsory voting and recorded 
67.7% positive responses compared 
with 31.7% negative responses. Five 
years later, Reuchamps et al. (2015) 
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counted 56.6% respondents who indi-
cated they would ‘always’ vote without 
compulsory voting versus 23% who 
were certain to ‘never vote again’. For 
about 20% of respondents, the answer 
varied between ‘often’ and ‘sometimes’. 
Although these simulation studies offer 
a first glimpse of the voter turnout at 
local elections in the Flemish region of 
Belgium after the abolition of compul-
sory voting, previous research indicates 
that the effect of abolishing compulso-
ry voting is often underestimated. 
Studies in the Netherlands that gauge 
the willingness to vote traditionally un-
derestimate the percentage of non-vot-
ers compared with the actual absentee-
ism at the polls (Boelhouwer, 2002; 
Krouwel et al., 2009).

4 Compulsory Voting and  (Un)
equal Participation

A vast strand in literature considers 
high voter turnout as an effective in-
strument for equal participation since 
it ensures that voters wield equal influ-
ence in the democratic process, regard-
less of their resources (Dahl, 1989; Li-
jphart, 1997). When turnout rates are 
high, little room is left for disparities 
and inequalities in turnout (Dasson-
neville & Hooghe, 2017; Jaitman, 
2013). When participation levels are 
low, on the contrary, the less well off 
are the ones to be less likely to turn out 
to vote. According to this view, compul-
sory voting systems guarantee that 
parties pay attention to these groups of 
citizens and contribute to their political 
integration.

In what follows, we investigate this 
claim and develop a comprehensive 
overview of individual-level determi-
nants of voter turnout in Belgium and 

the Netherlands. For this purpose, we 
collected and analysed previously pub-
lished research on determinants of vot-
er turnout in either of both or both 
countries. Given the system of compul-
sory voting in Belgium, existing re-
search consists of studies investigating 
the (simulated) consequences of abol-
ishing compulsory voting. For the 
Netherlands both studies investigating 
the impact of the abolishment of com-
pulsory voting on voter turnout and 
more general studies on voter turnout 
are included in the analysis. We includ-
ed empirical studies published between 
1970 and 2021. We chose 1970 as the 
starting date for the literature review 
since in this year the first Dutch elec-
tions without compulsory voting were 
organised. This sample selection results 
in a total of 27 articles.

In general, many hypotheses have 
been advanced on the reasons for citi-
zens’ participation in elections, and a 
large variety of empirical support has 
been found. Following Smets and Van 
Ham (2013), we bring unity into this 
wealth of individual-level explanations 
by accommodating them into five broad 
theoretical models of individual-level 
voter turnout that reflect the main the-
oretical approaches in the literature: 
the resource model, the mobilisation 
model, the socialisation model, the ra-
tional choice model and the psychologi-
cal model.9 In what follows, we explain 
the theoretical models consecutively 
and categorise all independent varia-
bles into one of the models.

4.1 The Resource Model
According to the resource model, vot-
ers’ propensity to vote is related to 
their (political) resources such as time, 
money and skills (Verba & Nie, 1972; 
Verba et al., 1995) and to some so-
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cio-demographic characteristics that 
usually correlate with these resources 
(gender, age, socio-economic status and 
level of education).

4.1.1 Income and Occupation
Income appears to be a factor positively 
related to the likelihood to vote, with 
higher income groups generally being 
more likely to vote than lower income 
groups under a voluntary voting sys-
tem (Smets & Van Ham, 2013). When 
voting is compulsory, the over-rep-
resentation of the rich relative to the 
poor decreases as those with a lower 
socio-economic status are compelled to 
vote (Dassonneville et al., 2017; Gun-
termann et al., 2020).

For the Netherlands, various stud-
ies confirm that lower income groups 
are less likely to vote when they are not 
obliged to. After the abolition of com-
pulsory voting in the Netherlands, Ir-
win (1974) perceived a slightly increas-
ing turnout with increases in income. 
More recent studies confirm that 
high-income groups are more likely to 
participate in elections (Aarts, 2001; 
Steenvoorden & Van der Waal, 2016; 
van Ostaaijen et al., 2016). Studying 
the socio-demographic background of 
people not having the intention to vote, 
Boelhouwer (2002) concludes that the 
number of non-voters decreases as the 
income level increases. Similarly, 
low-income groups were over-repre-
sented among non-voters when com-
pared with voters (Jansen & Boogers, 
2018).

For Belgium, the correlation be-
tween willingness to vote and income 
level is less clear-cut. On the one hand, 
neither Ackaert and De Winter (1993) 
nor Verlet et al. (2010) finds significant 
evidence that higher-income groups 
would be more inclined to vote under a 

voluntary voting system. Reuchamps et 
al. (2015), on the other hand, do find a 
negative correlation between income 
level and the probability of a respond-
ent turning out to vote under a volun-
tary voting regime. As income levels 
increase, people are more willing to 
vote voluntarily during elections.

A possible explanation for these in-
conclusive results may be the close rela-
tionship between income and other so-
cio-economic and socio-demographic 
variables such as educational level, 
 occupational status and occupational 
type (Ackaert & De Winter, 1993; Ver-
let et al., 2010). Simulating the poten-
tial absenteeism after abolishing com-
pulsory voting in Belgium, neither 
Ackaert and De Winter (1993) nor Ver-
let et al. (2010) finds a relationship be-
tween occupational status and voter 
turnout in a multivariate analysis. 
 Occupational type, however, seems to 
be positively related to respondents’ 
willingness to vote: people in profes-
sions that require more social and intel-
lectual skills are more likely to vote un-
der a voluntary voting system (Ackaert 
& De Winter, 1993; Hooghe & Peller-
iaux, 1998). Similarly, Verlet et al. 
(2010) concluded that people who per-
ceive themselves to be more important 
in society show a higher willingness to 
vote.

4.1.2 Age
Based on an extensive literature review, 
Smets and Van Ham (2013) identify age 
as one of the three most common inde-
pendent variables in research on indi-
vidual voter turnout. Young people in 
western democracies more often re-
frain from taking part in elections than 
older age groups (Kimberlee, 2002). In 
general, the propensity to vote increas-
es steadily with age and typically de-
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clines in old age when people start to 
withdraw from social life (Dassonne-
ville & Hooghe, 2017; Fieldhouse et al., 
2007; Smets & Van Ham, 2013; van der 
Meer & van Deth, 2010). A possible ex-
planation may be that older people are 
more likely to have been socialised into 
the habit of voting and have a stronger 
sense of civic duty (Blais et al., 2004; 
Franklin et al., 2004). When focusing 
on countries with compulsory voting, 
the aforementioned association be-
tween age and voting turns out to be 
much weaker. When voting is compul-
sory, younger people are more inclined 
to vote than under voluntary voting 
systems. However, Quintelier et al. 
(2011) conclude that, also in countries 
with compulsory voting, older citizens 
often outnumber younger citizens at 
the polling stations.

These conclusions with regard to 
compulsory voting seem to be partially 
confirmed for the Belgian situation. 
Fieldhouse et al. (2007) show the turn-
out gap between age groups to be more 
limited in Belgium than in countries 
without compulsory voting. Similarly, 
in Belgium, voting turnout does not 
differ significantly between age groups 
(Quintelier et al., 2011).

Studies simulating the effects of 
abolishing compulsory voting in Bel-
gium show no conclusive results with 
regard to the relationship between re-
spondents’ age and their willingness to 
vote. Neither in multivariate nor in bi-
variate analyses were significant differ-
ences found between respondents’ age 
and their self-reported willingness to 
vote during elections under a voluntary 
voting regime (Ackaert & De Winter, 
1993; Hooghe & Pelleriaux, 1998; 
Reuchamps et al., 2015).

The relationship seems to differ, 
however, according to the policy level 

and the type of analysis. On the one 
hand, bivariate tests point to a non-lin-
ear relationship between respondents’ 
age and their willingness to vote, with 
the age group between 55 and 64 being 
most willing to voluntarily take part in 
elections. The results of the multivari-
ate analyses, on the other hand, indi-
cate that the willingness to vote in-
creases with age, only for the regional 
and federal elections. Seemingly con-
tradictory to these results, Reuchamps 
et al. (2015) found a significant linear 
positive relationship between age and 
voting turnout only at the municipal 
level.

In the Netherlands, age differences 
with regard to voting in elections in-
creased significantly after the abolition 
of compulsory voting. In 1967, under a 
system of compulsory voting, turnout 
figures differed only slightly between 
age groups. The abolition of compulso-
ry voting in 1970, however, led to a 
substantial age gap of about 20% in 
voter turnout: while 60.2% of the vot-
ers between 21 and 24 participated in 
the 1970 elections, this percentage in-
creased to 80% for respondents over 
65. In line with the expectations in 
1970, a curvilinear relationship was 
found between age and voter turnout 
(Irwin, 1974).

More recent studies confirm the re-
lationship between age and voter turn-
out in Dutch elections. In general, 
younger citizens are least inclined to 
cast a vote. Numerous studies find a 
linear relationship between age and 
voter turnout, with voter turnout in-
creasing with age (Aarts, 2001; den 
Ridder & Dekker, 2016; Howe, 2006; 
Jansen & Boogers, 2018; Steenvoorden 
& Van der Waal, 2016). Other studies, 
however, find a curvilinear relation-
ship, with both the youngest and oldest 
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age cohorts being least inclined to vote. 
Similarly, the middle group has the low-
est percentage of non-voting respond-
ents (Boelhouwer, 2002).

4.1.3 Gender
Traditionally, men have long been con-
sidered to be more likely to participate 
in elections than women. However, no 
conclusive findings have emerged on 
this topic. On the one hand, some stud-
ies do not find significant gender differ-
ences with regard to electoral turnout 
(Inglehart & Norris, 2003; Smets & Van 
Ham, 2013; Van der Meer & van Deth, 
2010) or find the gender effect in turn-
out to be incorporated by other so-
cio-demographic variables such as edu-
cational and professional status 
(Campbell, 2006). Studying the impact 
of compulsory voting on stratification 
patterns, Quintelier et al. (2011) find 
no significant differences between men 
and women with regard to participa-
tion in elections under a system of com-
pulsory voting.

On the other hand, other studies 
report higher rates of turnout among 
women than men (Coffé & Bolzendahl, 
2010; Smets & Van Ham, 2013).

In Belgium and the Netherlands as 
well, studies are inconclusive with re-
gard to the relationship between gen-
der and voter turnout. In Belgium, a 
first strand of literature points to an 
over-representation of men in turnout 
levels. Quintelier et al. (2011) conclude 
that even under a system of compulso-
ry voting, women participate less dur-
ing Belgian elections. Similarly, simula-
tion studies by Hooghe and Pelleriaux 
(1998) and Verlet et al. (2010) demon-
strate that abolishing compulsory vot-
ing in Belgium would lead to an 
over-representation of men at the bal-
lot box. Under a voluntary system, 

women would be less likely to partici-
pate in elections.

Yet other studies conclude that 
women do not show up less because of 
their gender than because of a lower ed-
ucational and professional status or po-
litical variables (Ackaert & De Winter, 
1993; Billiet, 2002; Reuchamps et al., 
2015).

The available empirical evidence for 
the Netherlands demonstrates that the 
introduction of a non-compulsory sys-
tem of voting in 1970 increased the 
gender gap, men being more likely to 
vote voluntarily during elections than 
women (Irwin, 1974). More recent 
studies, however, point to no or only 
small gender differences in actual voter 
turnout and voting intentions, both at 
the national and at the local levels 
(Jansen & Boogers, 2018; Steenvoor-
den & Van der Waal, 2016; van der 
Meer & van Deth, 2010). If significant 
differences are found between men and 
women, they disappear under the con-
trol of variables such as education or 
income (Boelhouwer, 2002).

4.1.4 Education
Various studies conclude that educa-
tional level serves as a stratification 
mechanism between those who partici-
pate in elections and those who do not 
(Smets & Van Ham, 2013). Highly edu-
cated respondents are found to vote 
more often than less educated citizens 
(Dassonneville et al., 2017; Quintelier 
et al., 2011; Van der Meer & Van Deth, 
2010). The question, remains however, 
whether the introduction of compulso-
ry voting would reduce inequality. On 
the one hand, Dassonneville et al. 
(2017) argue that a system of compul-
sory voting would be effective in reduc-
ing inequalities with regard to educa-
tion. Quintelier et al. (2011), on the 
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other hand, state that a system of com-
pulsory voting is ineffective in reducing 
stratification, since it simply raises the 
turnout level for all groups within soci-
ety, without levelling out any differenc-
es between groups.

The transition from compulsory to 
voluntary voting in the Netherlands 
has resulted in a turnout gap according 
to educational attainment. The lowest 
educational groups, in particular, have 
dropped out of electoral participation 
(Boelhouwer, 2002; Dassonneville & 
Hooghe, 2017; Hakhverdian et al., 
2012; Irwin, 1974; Steenvoorden & Van 
der Waal, 2016). Bovens and Wille 
(2010) confirm that after abolishing 
compulsory voting the turnout of the 
more highly educated groups remained 
high, whereas the turnout of the less 
educated fluctuated at a much lower 
level. The increasing weight of the 
well-educated voters in the ballot is 
most outspoken in second-order elec-
tions (municipal, provincial and Euro-
pean). Over the years, both Bovens and 
Wille (2010, 2011) and Dassonneville 
and Hooghe (2017) find growing educa-
tional inequalities in turnout. Hakhver-
dian et al. (2012), however, do not find 
any evidence of growing disparities in 
turnout over time. These possibly con-
tradictory findings may be related to 
the different time frames of the studies 
and the different political arenas and 
participation forms that were included 
in the studies.

Studies concerning the abolition of 
compulsory voting in Belgium have 
shown mixed results. In line with the 
findings of Topf (1995), Dassonneville 
et al. (2017) do not find significant dif-
ferences in voter turnout between low-
er and higher educated voters under 
the compulsory voting system in Bel-
gium. Studies simulating the impact of 

abolishing compulsory voting in Bel-
gium are less conclusive. While Ackaert 
and De Winter (1993) conclude that 
education has little autonomous effect 
on citizens’ willingness to vote, Hooghe 
and Pelleriaux (1998), Billiet (2002) 
and Verlet et al. (2010) identify educa-
tion as a very important independent 
variable explaining the willingness to 
vote. According to the authors, the abo-
lition of compulsory voting in Belgium 
would lead to an over-representation of 
citizens with a high educational level. 
The results of Reuchamps et al. (2015) 
confirm these findings, but only for the 
federal level. The authors suggest that 
this might be because the effect of edu-
cation is already incorporated by an-
other variable in their model, namely 
political interest.

4.1.5 Marital Status
Lastly, Smets and van Ham (2013) find 
a statistically significant relationship 
between marital status and voter turn-
out. A possible explanation is that mar-
ried couples are more likely to conform 
to the idea of ‘good citizens’ and con-
sider political engagement a civic duty 
(Denver, 2008).

In Belgium and the Netherlands, 
the impact of marital status on voter 
turnout is not frequently investigated. 
Whenever it is included in analyses ex-
plaining voter turnout or absenteeism, 
no statistically significant relationship 
can be found (Ackaert & De Winter, 
1993).

4.2 The Mobilisation Model
The mobilisation model of voter turn-
out starts from the idea that parties, 
candidates, interest groups and social 
movements do mobilise citizens to 
vote. As such, one may expect that un-
der systems of compulsory voting, peo-
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ple without societal engagement would 
be more inclined to vote compared with 
voluntary voting regimes. Contrary to 
the findings of Smets and Van Ham 
(2013), the mobilisation model is less 
common in studies investigating deter-
minants of voter turnout in Belgium 
and/or the Netherlands. In both these 
countries four studies cover at least one 
mobilisation variable.

4.2.1 Attendance of Religious Services
The meta-analysis of Smets and Van 
Ham (2013) shows that a religious de-
nomination is in most instances not 
significantly related to turnout. At-
tendance of religious services is found 
to affect individual turnout roughly 
half of the time.

In Belgium, attendance of religious 
services is found to affect voter turnout 
positively. One may assume that per-
sons inclined to fulfil their religious 
duty are equally inclined to fulfil their 
civic duty (Ackaert & De Winter, 1993). 
Self-reported identification with reli-
gion does not show any clear differen-
ces with regard to respondents’ willing-
ness to vote (Hooghe & Pelleriaux, 
1998). These seemingly contradictory 
results may be explained by the fact 
that, contrary to the attendance of reli-
gious services, mere identification with 
religion does not require any mobilisa-
tion.

In the Netherlands as well, both re-
ligious denomination and frequent 
church attendance are positively relat-
ed to turnout (Boelhouwer, 2002; 
Howe, 2006). Among Dutch-Muslim 
respondents as well, there is a strong 
and statistically significant positive as-
sociation between regular praying and 
voting in the national elections (Mout-
selos, 2020).

4.2.2 Organisational Membership
People can be members of various asso-
ciations and organisations. In general, 
membership of formal and informal 
groups broadens interest, interperson-
al contacts and social integration. This 
stimulates political participation (Put-
nam, 2000). Therefore, membership of 
all kinds of organisations is expected to 
be positively related to individual voter 
turnout.

In general, this expectation seems 
to be confirmed for the Belgian situa-
tion (Verlet et al., 2010) Similarly, citi-
zens who perform unpaid voluntary 
work seem to be significantly more in-
clined to vote under a voluntary voting 
regime as well (Verlet et al., 2010).

In contrast to the aforementioned 
studies, Ackaert and De Winter (1993) 
do not find significant differences with 
regard to voting turnout according to 
the respondents’ self-reported degree 
of social isolation. This may be related 
to the construction of the scale, which 
focusses exclusively on loneliness and 
informal social capital and not on asso-
ciational membership or formal social 
capital.

In the Netherlands, research is in 
line with the expectation. Both volun-
teers and members of organisations are 
more inclined to vote under a voluntary 
voting regime. Being an organisation 
member and being in contact with all 
kinds of groups through it affects vot-
ing positively, compared with not being 
a member of an organisation. In addi-
tion, the frequency of participation in 
sociocultural activities is also positively 
related to the chances of voting (Boel-
houwer, 2002; Kranendonk & Vermeu-
len, 2019).

Social isolation, on the other hand, 
is negatively correlated with voting be-
haviour. Similarly, having a relatively 
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large number of friends increases the 
chance of voting (Boelhouwer, 2002; 
Kranendonk & Vermeulen, 2019).

4.2.3 Media Exposure and Campaign 
Advertisement

On the basis of their literature review, 
Smets and van Ham (2013) conclude 
that exposure to (political) news in the 
media has a positive impact on voter 
turnout among citizens. Baekgaard et 
al. (2014) confirm that local news about 
elections generally leads to an increase 
in voting turnout if politically relevant 
news is being communicated. Cam-
paign advertisements do not seem to 
have a significant effect on voter turn-
out. This is possibly because although 
political campaigns aim to mobilise 
people to vote, negative campaigns may 
have a demobilising effect (Smets & van 
Ham, 2013).

For Belgium, Ackaert and De Win-
ter (1993) conclude that those who 
closely follow the election campaign are 
more likely to vote effectively. Accord-
ing to the authors, it may be assumed 
that people who pay close attention to 
the campaigns are more open to the 
stimuli from the political system.

4.3 The Rational Choice Model
The rational choice model considers the 
act of voting as the result of a cost-ben-
efit analysis. According to this model, 
citizen will vote when they are 
convinced that the benefits of voting 
outweigh its costs. All else being equal, 
an individual’s expected likelihood of 
voting is higher when the cost of voting 
is low and when he or she derives some 
benefit from the act of voting (Downs, 
1957). In other words, the higher the 
stakes in the elections, the more in-
clined citizens will be to turn out to 
vote. One may expect compulsory vot-

ing rules to impact citizens’ cost-bene-
fit analysis by compelling people who 
would be inclined to abstain under vol-
untary rules. Yet compulsory voting 
disincentivises the exit option and 
compels citizens to vote, even without 
severe or enforced sanctions (Birch, 
2008; Blais & Aarts, 2006; Singh, 
2015).

In the Low Countries, rational 
choice studies on voter turnout are not 
very common. This is in line with the 
results of the meta-analysis of Smets 
and van Ham (2013). Out of the 111 in-
vestigated studies on voter turnout 
published in ten top journals in politi-
cal science and political behaviour be-
tween 2000 and 2010, only 10% includ-
ed variables related to the rational 
choice model. According to the authors, 
this may be the consequence of the 
time period assessed in this study. Our 
results seem to nuance this explana-
tion, at least for Belgium and the Neth-
erlands.

In Belgium, Verlet et al. (2010) find 
that citizens with a stronger utilitarian 
individualistic attitude, who strive for 
their individual aims without taking 
care of others, are more likely to refrain 
from voting under a voluntary system. 
Caring about others may increase turn-
out during elections. Secondly, percep-
tions of a high policy impact on a per-
son’s daily life encourage and stimulate 
citizens to turn out to vote. Someone 
who assesses the policy influence to be 
larger is more likely to vote voluntarily 
during elections (Reuchamps et al., 
2015). In this instance, the benefits of 
voting outweigh the costs. Similarly, 
Dutch research on national, European 
and local elections finds a relationship 
between individual voter turnout and 
the perceived importance of a policy 
level. Voters who consider that less is at 
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stake are less likely to go to the polls 
during both national and local elec-
tions. In other words, citizens who 
turned out rated the importance of the 
policy level higher compared with ab-
stainers (Lefevere & Van Aelst, 2014). 
In line with these findings, Jansen and 
Boogers (2018) conclude that at the lo-
cal level abstainers more often than 
voters assess the impact of municipali-
ties on their daily lives to be low. Fur-
thermore, a sense of civic duty seems to 
convince Dutch voters to cast a vote 
(Howe, 2006).

4.4 The Socialisation Model
The socialisation model stresses the im-
portance of socialisation processes on 
the decision of whether or not to take 
part in elections. The years between 
childhood and adulthood are generally 
considered a formative period for the 
development of political attitudes and 
behaviours (Plutzer, 2002). Various so-
cialising agents (family, friends, peers, 
school, etc.) play an important role in 
the developments of these attitudes 
and norms that influence behaviour. 
For example, being raised to believe 
that voting is an important aspect of 
good citizenship should encourage vot-
ing when a person comes of age (Alwin 
et al., 1991).

In line with the meta-analyses of 
Smets and van Ham (2013), socialisa-
tion studies are somewhat less com-
mon in the Netherlands and, especially, 
in Belgium. In conversations with 
Dutch non-voters, De Greef (2002) 
notes that political interest usually 
comes from regular contacts with poli-
tics during childhood and adolescence.

Secondly, regular talks with friends, 
family members or neighbours have a 
positive impact on citizens’ willingness 
to vote under the Dutch voluntary vot-

ing regime (Boelhouwer, 2002). Simi-
larly, people who do not listen during 
political conversations are more strong-
ly represented in the group of non-vot-
ers than people who indicate that they 
participate actively or passively in po-
litical conversations (Boelhouwer, 
2002).

4.5 The Psychological Model
Psychological models of turnout repre-
sent a wide variety of approaches to ex-
plain voter turnout. Explanatory fac-
tors range from cognitive 
characteristics, such as political knowl-
edge, political interest and political effi-
cacy, to more personal characteristics 
and attitudes such as party identifica-
tion and ideological preferences (Smets 
& Van Ham, 2013).

4.5.1 Political Interest and Political 
Knowledge

Political interest and political knowledge 
are important determinants of citizens’ 
likelihood to vote during elections, less 
interested and less knowledgeable citi-
zens being less likely to cast a ballot un-
der voluntary voting (Smets & van 
Ham, 2013). Under compulsory voting 
less knowledgeable and less interested 
citizens participate more often than 
they do under voluntary voting rules 
(Selb & Lachat, 2009; Singh, 2015). As 
such, the impact of political knowledge 
on the probability of turning out to 
vote is weaker in contexts where voting 
is mandatory (Dassonneville et al., 
2017), and political compulsory voting 
rules significantly reduce political 
knowledge-based stratification in turn-
out. Discussion remains, however, on 
the causality of this correlation. 
 Lijphart claims compulsory voting to 
be an important motivation for citizens 
to acquire more political information. 
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According to this argument, the obliga-
tion to vote stimulates citizens to ac-
quire more political information in or-
der to cast a meaningful vote. Studies, 
however, do not find unequivocal evi-
dence for this claim (Leon & Rizzi, 
2014; Quintelier et al., 2011; Sheppard, 
2015; Shineman, 2018).

Simulation studies investigating 
potential absenteeism after the aboli-
tion of compulsory voting in Belgium 
confirm that citizens with a stronger 
interest in politics are more likely to 
participate in elections (Ackaert & De 
Winter, 1993, Billiet, 2002; Reuchamps 
et al., 2015). The results are less clear 
with regard to political knowledge, 
some studies having found a positive 
significant effect (Ackaert & De Winter, 
1993; Billiet, 2002) and others not hav-
ing found any (Reuchamps et al., 2015). 
These divergent conclusions may be re-
lated to the operationalisation of the 
independent variable and/or other var-
iables included in the model.

Similarly, Irwin (1974) concludes 
for the first election after the abolition 
of compulsory voting in the Nether-
lands that the drop in turnout among 
non-newspaper readers and the gener-
ally uninterested citizens is two to 
three times higher than the drop among 
regular readers and citizens with inter-
est in political matters. More recent 
studies confirm the positive relation-
ship between likelihood to vote and po-
litical interest. Citizens who express 
more interest in politics in general and 
actively follow the political news more 
frequently vote in elections (Aarts, 
2001; Boelhouwer, 2002; den Ridder & 
Dekker, 2016; Irwin & Van Holsteyn, 
2010; Steenvoorden & Van der Waal, 
2016).

In Dutch national and local elec-
tions, respectively, Howe (2006) and 

Steenvoorden and Van der Waal (2016) 
perceive a decline in participation 
across levels of political knowledge, the 
most knowledgeable respondents being 
most inclined to vote during elections. 
Similarly, people who perceive politics 
to be too complicated are less inclined 
to vote than people who do not share 
this opinion (den Ridder et al., 2012).

4.5.2 Political Efficacy
Internal efficacy usually refers to the 
degree to which people think they can 
influence the government or policy out-
comes, while external efficacy indicates 
the extent to which citizens perceive a 
government to be responsive to their 
interests. Both forms of efficacy are ex-
pected to increase turnout under a vol-
untary voting regime.

For Belgium, the empirical findings 
with regard to political efficacy are 
mixed. On the one hand, our overview 
of Belgian studies confirms that citi-
zens who feel less politically powerful 
are less inclined to vote under a volun-
tary system (Ackaert & De Winter, 
1993; Billiet, 2002; Verlet et al., 2010). 
Reuchamps et al. (2015), however, only 
find significant differences in voting 
turnout according to the level of inter-
nal political efficacy on the basis of bi-
variate testing, not on the basis of mul-
tivariate analyses. External political 
efficacy seems to be positively related 
to voter turnout at all policy levels in 
Belgium (Reuchamps et al., 2015).

In the Netherlands as well, both in-
ternal and external efficacy are posi-
tively related to voter turnout. At the 
municipal level, den Ridder and Dekker 
(2016) conclude that people who are 
convinced that local councillors are not 
concerned about people like them are 
less likely to vote. Furthermore, people 
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who are convinced of the added value of 
political participation vote more often.

4.5.3 Party Identification and 
Ideological Self-placement

Thirdly, the analysis of Smets and Van 
Ham (2013) shows that citizens’ party 
identification is positively related to 
their propensity to vote.

For Belgium, only Reuchamps et al. 
(2015) tested this relationship and 
found a positive significant effect. As 
citizens identify more strongly with a 
party, they indicate more often that 
they would vote under a voluntary vot-
ing system. However, party identifica-
tion did not have a significant effect on 
voter’s likelihood to vote for municipal 
elections. This does not come as a sur-
prise since the policy level closest to the 
citizen has own (sometimes less politi-
cised) local dynamics. A lot of local lists 
are, for example, not related to a na-
tional party (Buelens & Deschouwer, 
1996). As such, voting turnout at the 
local level may be less dependent on po-
litical dynamics and identification with 
a political party.

For the Netherlands, Irwin (1974) 
identifies party identification as one of 
the variables with the strongest impact 
on going to the polls. More specifically, 
after compulsion was removed in the 
Netherlands, the difference in voting 
turnout between strong supporters and 
those with no identification with a par-
ty increased from 9% to 36%. The study 
of Howe (2006) confirms the positive 
correlation between party identifica-
tion and voter turnout. In addition, 
Boelhouwer (2002) concludes that 
nearly all citizens who are members of a 
political party go to the polls under a 
voluntary voting system.

With respect to ideological 
self-placement, a common hypothesis 

is that right-wing or conservative vot-
ers vote more often because they tend 
to perceive voting as a civic duty more 
often than do left-wing or liberal vot-
ers. On the basis of their literature 
analysis on voter turnout, Smets and 
van Ham (2013), however, do not find a 
correlation between voter turnout and 
ideological self-placement.

In the Netherlands, only one study 
investigated the relationship between 
voter turnout and political views. The 
hypothesis is only partially confirmed 
by Aarts (2001), who concludes that 
people with more extreme political 
views are more likely to go to the bal-
lots during national elections.

4.5.4 Satisfaction with Democracy 
and Policy

Furthermore, satisfaction with democra-
cy is hypothesised to increase turnout. 
The general picture in Belgium is that 
satisfaction with the functioning of de-
mocracy is not related to respondents’ 
willingness to vote (Reuchamps et al., 
2015; Verlet et al., 2010). Nevertheless, 
Ackaert and De Winter (1993) conclude 
that negative feelings towards politics 
are higher among potential abstainers 
than among people who indicate to 
vote under a voluntary voting regime.

Similarly, in the Netherlands polit-
ical cynicism is negatively related to cit-
izens’ willingness to vote (Aarts, 2001; 
Boogers et al., 2010). Furthermore, the 
impact of satisfaction with government 
policy found to have a significant posi-
tive effect, both at the local (den Ridder 
& Dekker, 2016) and at the national 
(Aarts, 2001; Boelhouwer, 2002) levels.

4.5.5 Trust
In general, people that have more confi-
dence in the political institutions and 
in others will more likely have a posi-

Dit artikel uit Politics of the Low Countries is gepubliceerd door Boom bestuurskunde en is bestemd voor anonieme bezoeker



Politics of the Low Countries 2022 (4) 3
doi: 10.5553/PLC/.000038

296

Sofie Hennau & Johan Ackaert

tive outlook on the workings of the 
electoral process (Bélanger & Nadeau, 
2005)., and one may therefore expect 
them to show a higher willingness to 
vote when voting is not or no longer 
compulsory.

In Belgium and the Netherlands, 
many studies have investigated the im-
pact of both political and social trust on 
potential absenteeism and voter turn-
out. A majority of studies in the Neth-
erlands do find a significant positive 
relationship between citizens’ level of 
political trust and their willingness to 
vote (Aarts, 2001; den Ridder & Dekker, 
2016; Steenvoorden & Van der Waal, 
2016). The results are somewhat differ-
ent in Belgium, where most of the stud-
ies conclude that willingness to vote is 
not related to the level of political trust 
(Reuchamps et al., 2015; Verlet et al., 
2010). In both studies, however, bivari-
ate analyses do show political trust to 
be significantly lower among potential 
non-voters. The disappearance of this 
relationship in multivariate analyses 
implies that other variables, closely re-
lated to political trust, are responsible 
for the bivariate results. Secondly, Ver-
let et al. (2010) conclude that more spe-
cific measures with regard to political 
trust on different policy levels do corre-
late significantly with voter turnout at 
the respective elections.

4.5.6 Health and Well-being
Lastly, people’s willingness to vote may 
also be related to more personal varia-
bles. On the basis of their meta-analy-
sis, Smets and van Ham (2013) find 
that having a hard-working personality 
boosts turnout.

Boelhouwer (2002) concludes for 
the Netherlands that general satisfac-
tion affects turnout significantly. The 
number of citizens who describe them-

selves as unhappy is significantly high-
er among abstainers than among vot-
ers. The same holds true for people with 
bad health. However, the impact of 
these personal characteristics disap-
pears when other, more ‘political’ varia-
bles are included in the analysis.

Table 1 summarises the impact of 
the various variables on individuals’ in-
tention to vote under a non-compulso-
ry voting system in Belgium. Table 2 
includes the results of the analysis for 
the Netherlands.10 The variables are di-
vided according to the different theo-
retical models that have been used to 
structure the findings. For each varia-
ble, the direction of the effect is denot-
ed by ‘+’ (positive relationship), ‘−’ 
(negative relationship) or ‘n.s.’ 
(non-significant relationship) after the 
variable designated in the table. 
Non-inclusion of variables in the con-
cerned research is denoted by cells 
marked grey.

In general, we do notice that there 
are some similarities between Belgian 
and Dutch studies. Regardless of insti-
tutional rules, education, political in-
terest, political knowledge and feelings 
of external political efficacy seem to 
boost the likelihood of turnout.

5 Compulsory Voting and the 
Quality of the Vote

The aforementioned studies on turnout 
under a non-compulsory voting regime 
focus on the equality of participation. 
The foregoing analysis identifies politi-
cal interest and knowledge as impor-
tant drivers of voter turnout. Building 
on this argument, a second strand of 
literature contends that compulsory 
voting harms the quality of the vote. 
Instead of focussing on the realised 
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turnout levels, the focus is on the sys-
tematically different decision calculus 
of potential voters in compulsory and 
voluntary systems (Singh, 2015). In 
general terms, scholars are worried 
that the obligation to vote has a nega-
tive impact on the representative func-
tion of elections since low involved and 
low interested voters – who are forced 
to vote under a compulsory voting re-
gime – will cast blank, invalid or non-in-
formed votes. By doing so, they under-
mine the fundamental mechanisms of 
voting, such as accountability or ideo-
logical proximity.

The general argument is that voters 
who lack political sophistication are 
less successful in correctly identifying 
the political party that is best able to 
represent their preferences (Rosema, 
2007; Selb & Lachat, 2009). Similarly, 
Selb and Lachat (2009) conclude that 
voters in Belgium who are less likely to 
vote under voluntary rules are also less 
likely to have voted spatially. As such, 
compulsory voting reduces the accura-
cy of the electoral signal. Rosema 
(2007), however, has shown that even 
those with low levels of political sophis-
tication still manage to achieve a fairly 
good match between their preferences 
and the party they vote for.

In what follows we give an over-
view of studies investigating the impact 
of compulsory voting on the quality of 
the vote. Consecutively, we discuss 
studies concerning the number of blank 
and invalid votes, ideological proximity 
and accountability mechanisms under 
both voluntary and compulsory voting 
systems. Given the scope of this article, 
we limit our overview to empirical 
studies, executed in the Netherlands 
and/or Belgium. Because of our focus 
on the impact of (abolishing) compul-
sory voting on the quality of the vote, 

studies from the Netherlands are rath-
er limited, mostly to studies that were 
conducted shortly after the abolish-
ment of compulsory voting in 1970. 
For Belgium, we include studies simu-
lating the potential impact of the abol-
ishment of compulsory voting.

5.1 Blank and Invalid Voting
Available comparative studies univocal-
ly find higher invalid voting rates in 
countries with a compulsory voting 
system (Kouba & Lysek, 2019; Power & 
Garand, 2007; Reynolds & Steenber-
gen, 2006). This is presumably because 
voters who would abstain under volun-
tary voting express their disinterest or 
discontent by casting a blank or invalid 
vote when compelled to vote (Kouba & 
Mysicka, 2019).

Data for Belgium and the Nether-
lands confirm this pattern, with the 
amount of blank and invalid votes be-
ing substantially higher in Belgium 
compared with the Netherlands.

In Belgium the total number of 
blank and invalid votes fluctuates be-
tween 6% and 9%. Traditionally, these 
numbers are lower during municipal 
elections (own calculations; Dejaeghere 
& Vanhoutte, 2016).11 However, when 
looking at the Belgian municipal level, 
Dejaeghere and Vanhoutte (2016) find 
that low turnout is associated with a 
higher proportion of blank and invalid 
voting.

After the abolition of compulsory 
voting in the Netherlands, the amount 
of invalid and blank ballots dropped 
from 2.8% in 1967 to 0.7% in 1971. To-
day, 0.55% and 0.038% of the votes 
were blank or invalid during, respec-
tively, the Dutch municipal and nation-
al elections of 2022.12
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5.2 Ideological Proximity
Many studies that examine the impact 
of turnout levels and compulsory vot-
ing on the quality of the vote focus on 
the ideological proximity between vot-
ers and the parties they vote for (Das-
sonneville et al., 2017; Rosema, 2007; 
Selb & Lachat, 2009). According to the 
theoretical literature on representa-
tion, voters need to vote in line with 
their ideological positions and issue 
preferences in order to ensure that 
their interests are considered by elected 
representatives (Przeworski et al., 
1999; Thomassen & van Ham, 2014). 
Many empirical studies have examined 
the impact of compulsory voting rules 
on the ideological distance between 
voters and the parties they vote for.

On the basis of cross-national data 
from countries with and without com-
pulsory voting rules, Dassonneville et 
al. (2017) find a negative impact of 
compulsory voting rules on proximity 
voting. Under compulsory voting, vot-
ers are less likely to vote for the most 
proximate party. Studies that explore 
variation in proximity voting within 
compulsory voting settings conclude 
that those who are more reluctant to 
vote under voluntary voting rules are 
less likely to vote for the most proxi-
mate party. However, the effect appears 
to be rather weak: those who are least 
willing to turn out to vote are about 
10% less likely to vote for the most 
proximate party compared with those 
being most willing to vote (Dassonne-
ville et al., 2019).

5.3 Accountability Mechanisms
Next to ideological preferences, voters 
can also consider incumbents’ perfor-
mances in their own vote choices. Hold-
ing incumbents accountable for their 
actions and outcomes contributes to 

democratic representation since the 
fear of being held responsible for bad 
performance is an important incentive 
for incumbents to govern in the inter-
ests of their voters (Przeworski et al., 
1999). Investigating the impact of com-
pulsory voting on individuals’ vote 
choices, Dassoneville et al. (2017) con-
clude that accountability mechanisms 
are not weakened significantly under 
compulsory voting regimes. In other 
words, in countries with compulsory 
voting, incumbents are being held ac-
countable for their actions to the same 
extent as in countries with voluntary 
voting regimes.

6 Conclusion and Discussion

The debate on compulsory voting and 
voter turnout is fed by a trade-off, bal-
ancing between a high and equal turn-
out, on the one hand, and the quality of 
the vote, on the other. There is global 
unanimity among scholars that a man-
datory system not only increases turn-
out levels but also contributes to more 
equal participation in elections. Em-
phasising the importance of equal turn-
out, a first strand in literature consid-
ers compulsory voting systems to be a 
powerful tool for increasing levels of 
participation among different social 
groups. A second strand in the litera-
ture contends, however, that compul-
sory voting harms the quality of the 
vote and leads to an increase in blank, 
invalid and/or non-informed votes.

In this article, we have taken a step 
back and assessed where we stand with 
regard to research on compulsory vot-
ing and voter turnout in Belgium and 
the Netherlands. Whereas the Nether-
lands abolished the system of compul-
sory voting in the 1970s, Belgium has 
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been one of the few remaining coun-
tries where turning up to vote is man-
datory. From 2024 onwards, however, 
voting will no longer be compulsory for 
the local elections in the Flemish Re-
gion of Belgium.

The literature review shows conclu-
sively that the compulsory voting re-
gime in Belgium increases voter turn-
out compared with the Netherlands. 
The other side of the coin is that there 
are a higher proportion of blank and in-
valid votes in Belgium compared with 
the case in the Netherlands. Neverthe-
less, the proportion of valid votes in the 
voting population is substantially high-
er in Belgium. In addition, research on 
the quality of the vote under compulso-
ry voting regimes nuance the impact of 
compulsory voting rules on accounta-
bility mechanisms and – to a lesser ex-
tent – proximity voting.

This review was aimed at shedding 
light on those factors that are consist-
ently linked to individual level (intend-
ed) voter turnout. In the literature a 
wide variety of indicators of voter turn-
out have been explored in Belgium and 
the Netherlands. In general, especially 
variables related to the resources model 
and the psychological model are includ-
ed in the existing literature. Only a 
handful of studies consider the decision 
to vote as the result of a personal 
cost-benefit calculation or use sociolog-
ical explanations of turnout such as so-
cialisation or learning.

The variables that we have found to 
have a consistent effect on turnout are 
mainly variables related to the psycho-
logical model (i.e. political knowledge, 
political interest, satisfaction with gov-
ernment and policy). Furthermore, in-
dividual resources matter as well when 
it comes to voter turnout. Education 

and income, in particular, seem to have 
a (direct or indirect) effect on turnout.

In addition, the impact of certain 
variables (i.e. gender, age) on voter 
turnout in Belgium and the Nether-
lands is not conclusive. This may be be-
cause analyses are often limited to bi-
variate analyses, especially in the 
Netherlands. As such, too little atten-
tion is paid to the net impact of the var-
iable of interest and to other factors 
that may confound the impact of the 
variable of interest on voter turnout. 
Furthermore, the findings of each inde-
pendent variable are highly dependent 
on the other variables that are included 
in the different models. This is especial-
ly the case because many of the varia-
bles correlated with voter turnout are 
interconnected since they measure 
closely related concepts (such as educa-
tion, income and political interest).

Thirdly (and possibly related to the 
former point), although the inclusion 
of this wide array of variables is theo-
retically well developed, more encom-
passing theoretical models are often 
underspecified – or sometimes com-
pletely lacking – in the current state of 
research.

Lastly, the literature review points 
to a number of lacunas that could pro-
vide inspiration for future research. 
First, only a few studies have investi-
gated voter turnout and the possibly 
varying impact of abolishing compulso-
ry voting at different policy levels 
(Reuchamps et al., 2015; Verlet et al., 
2010). Nevertheless, one may expect to 
find considerable differences in the pro-
pensity to vote between local and other 
elections, with Belgian voters being tra-
ditionally more likely to vote in local 
elections (in contrast to the Nether-
lands). Furthermore, both Verlet et al. 
(2010) and Reuchamps et al. (2015) 
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find a different impact of party identifi-
cation, age and degree of involvement 
on respondents’ willingness to vote at 
the local and other levels.

Secondly, future research could fur-
ther explore the efforts of (local and 
central) governments, parties and civil 
society to encourage people to cast 
their vote under a non-compulsory sys-
tem. In doing so, specific attention 
should be paid to hard-to-reach audi-
ences. This approach could yield new 
interesting insights. van Ostaaijen et 
al. (2019) have taken a first step in this 
regard by focusing on the (success of) 
efforts undertaken by municipal gov-
ernments to improve turnout in local 
elections.

Notes

1 The original aim of the article was to 
include data and literature on Belgium, 
the Netherlands and the Grand Duchy 
of Luxembourg. Our search on the offi-
cial website of the elections in the 
Grand Duchy of Luxembourg (elec-
tions.public.lu) revealed, however, that 
election results (including absenteeism 
rates) are not available over time, ei-
ther for parliamentary or for municipal 
elections. In addition, our search for 
English-language literature on compul-
sory voting and turnout in the Grand 
Duchy of Luxembourg yielded hardly 
any relevant contributions. We there-
fore decided not to include the Grand 
Duchy of Luxembourg in our analysis.

2 www.scp.nl.
3 www.dpes.nl.
4 VOORSTEL VAN DECREET – van de 

heer André-Emiel Bogaert – houdende 
wijziging van de wet van 19  okto-
ber 1921 tot regeling van de provincier-

aadsverkiezingen, met het oog op de 
afschaffing van de stemplicht.

5 ONTWERP VAN DECREET tot wijzig-
ing van diverse decreten, wat betreft 
versterking van de lokale democratie.

6 790 (2020-2021) – Nr. 7 23 juni 2021 
(2020-2021) Verslag namens de Com-
missie voor Binnenlands Bestuur, Geli-
jke Kansen en Inburgering uitgebracht 
door Tom Ongena en Yves Buysse over 
het ontwerp van decreet tot wijziging 
van diverse decreten, wat betreft verst-
erking van de lokale democratie.

7 790 (2020-2021) – Nr. 6 ingediend op 
16  juni 2021 (2020-2021) Verslag van 
de hoorzitting namens de Commissie 
voor Binnenlands Bestuur, Gelijke 
Kansen en Inburgering uitgebracht 
door Tom Ongena en Yves Buysse over 
het ontwerp van decreet tot wijziging 
van diverse decreten, wat betreft verst-
erking van de lokale democratie.

8 For Belgium, only data from 1976 on-
wards provides a valid picture of the 
evolution of absenteeism. Until then, 
the members of the college of mayor 
and aldermen reviewed the list of vot-
ers in an election year between 1 July 
and 20 September. Because of the large 
time frame between the closing of the 
voter register and the election date, it 
regularly happened that voters who 
passed away during this time span, 
were considered absent in the elections 
and included in the official abstention 
numbers. Following the introduction 
of the elections law of 5 July 1976, the 
registers of voters are permanently 
kept up to date by the college of mayor 
aldermen. As such, the time span be-
tween the establishment of the voters’ 
list and the election date has been 
shortened (De Winter, 1978). Further-
more, until 1970 it regularly happened 
that no elections were organised in a 
significant number of municipalities 
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owing to a lack of competition. In 1970 
it concerned 12.6% of municipalities, 
in 1964 even 15.5% (Dewachter, 1973). 
This also hinders the mapping of relia-
ble data regarding absenteeism at Bel-
gian local elections before 1976. There-
fore, only the figures from 1976 
onwards to evaluate electoral absentee-
ism in Belgium are presented.

9 The political institutional model is not 
considered in the remainder of the arti-
cle. The political institutional model 
considers the decision to vote to be re-
lated by the political and institutional 
context. In the third paragraph we al-
ready elaborated on the most striking 
institutional difference between Bel-
gium and the Netherlands, namely the 
(non-) compulsory voting system and 
its impact on voter turnout.

10 For the sake of parsimony and clarity, 
only quantitative studies that con-
tained at least three variables explain-
ing voter turnout were included in the 
tables.

11 During the most recent federal elec-
tions the total number of blank and 
invalid votes was 6%. For the regional 
elections, 5% of the Flemish voters vot-
ed blank or invalid, 8.3% in Wallonia 
and 6.7% in Brussels. In 2018, 3.8% of 
the voters voted blank or invalid during 
the Flemish municipal elections.

12 www.verkiezingsuitslagen.nl.
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Appendix

Table 1 Overview variables explaining voter turnout – Belgium

Ack-
aert 
and De 
Win-
ter 
(1993)

Billiet 
(2002)

Verlet 
et al. 
(2010)

Resource model

Income ns ns +

Occupational status ns ns

Occupational type + +

Age ns ns ns (+ 
for 
regional 
and 
federal 
levels)

ns (+ 
only for 
munici-
pal 
level)

Male ns + ns + ns

Education ns + + + ns (+ 
only for 
the 
federal 
level)

Marital status ns

Mobilisation model

Attendance of religious services +

Identification with religion ns

Associational membership ns +

Engagement volunteering work +

Social isolation ns

Political campaigns and news exposure +

Rational choice model

Utilitarian individualistic attitude −
Perceived policy impact +

Socialisation model

Regular social contacts

Political conversations

Psychological model
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Table 1 (Continued)
Ack-
aert 
and De 
Win-
ter 
(1993)

Billiet 
(2002)

Verlet 
et al. 
(2010)

Political interest + + +

Political knowledge + + ns

External political efficacy + + + +

Internal political efficacy ns

Party identification +

Political cynicism −
Satisfaction with democracy ns ns

Trust ns ns

Health and well-being

+= significant positive correlation; − = significant negative correlation; ns = non-significant result; 
[empty] = not investigated.

Table 2 Overview variables explaining voter turnout – the Netherlands

Irwin 
(1974)

Aarts 
(2001)

Boel-
houw-
er 
(2002)

Howe 
(2006)

Lefe-
vere 
and 
Van 
Aelst 
(2014)

den 
Ridder 
and 

Steen-
voor-
den 
and 
Van 
der 
Waal 
(2016)

Jansen 
and 

Dent-
ers 

(2018)

Resource model

Income + + + + ns +

Occupational 
status

+

Occupational 
type

Age Curvi-
linear

+ Curvi-
linear

+ ns + + Curvi-
linear

Male + + ns + + ns ns

Education + + + + + + +

Marital status +

Mobilisation model

Attendance of 
religious services

+

Identification 
with religion

+ +
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Table 2 (Continued)
Irwin 
(1974)

Aarts 
(2001)

Boel-
houw-
er 
(2002)

Howe 
(2006)

Lefe-
vere 
and 
Van 
Aelst 
(2014)

den 
Ridder 
and 

Steen-
voor-
den 
and 
Van 
der 
Waal 
(2016)

Jansen 
and 

Dent-
ers 

(2018)

Associational 
membership

+

Engagement 
volunteering 
work

+

Social isolation −
Political 
campaigns and 
news exposure

+ + +

Rational choice model

Utilitarian individ-
ualistic attitude

Perceived policy 
impact

+ +

Socialisation model

Regular social 
contacts

+

Political 
conversations

+

Psychological model

Political interest + + + + +

Political 
knowledge

+ + +

External political 
efficacy

+ + +

Internal political 
efficacy

+ ns

Party identifica-
tion

+ + + +

Political cynicism −
Satisfaction with 
democracy

+ + +

Trust + + +

Health and 
well-being

+

+ = significant positive correlation; − = significant negative correlation; ns = non-significant result; 
[empty] = not investigated.
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