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Democracy is the promise
of political equality for citizens expressed in free and
fair elections. When more
and more people no longer
vote, democracy suffers.

Low voter turnout means
socially unequal voter turnout.
People with lower levels of
education and members of
professions with lower social
status are disproportionally
less likely to vote when voter
turnout drops. This effect
of socially unequal voting is
especially prominent among
young voters.

The smallest turnout differences is found in the egalitarian
democracies of Northern Europe whereas stronger differences subsist in the young
Eastern European democracies
and Anglo-Saxon countries.
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1
INTRODUCTION
Political participation in a democracy goes far above and beyond voting. Voting in elections remains the most fundamental way of expressing one’s political concerns and participating in shaping the political community, however. No
other form of participation is used by as many citizens and
no other political event attracts as much attention as national parliamentary or presidential elections. Even minimalist
theories of democracy therefore view free, equal and fair
elections as a basic prerequisite for classifying a country as
democratic. Consequently, it is also important how many
people participate in elections and whether and to what extent we observe participation gaps between social groups.
Mass non-voting cannot be interpreted – as it indeed has
been in the past – as an expression of satisfaction, but instead points to a problem afflicting democracy.
In this report, we examine voter turnout levels and differences in turnout in more than 170 elections in 29 countries
that are part of the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) over time. We show that advocates of
political equality should not be indifferent when it comes to
low turnout. Not only does voter turnout differ significantly
between countries and regions, but also between social
groups. Strong differences in participation are evident both
between social classes and educational groups, especially in
the younger age groups. In the following section, we first
explain why the level of voter participation is important in
normative terms. We then present the data and the methodological approach of our analysis. In the empirical section
of this study, we then explore cross-national trends. In the
conclusion, we summarise the main findings of the study.
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Why voter turnout and differences in turnout matter
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WHY VOTER TURNOUT AND
DIFFERENCES IN TURNOUT MATTER
Unequal participation is the unsolved problem of democracy, as the political scientist Arend Lijphart (1997) noted as
early as the end of the 1990s. In addition to the normative
obligation to achieve at least legal equality, democracy also
embodies the promise that all social groups and their concerns will be heard equally. If factors exogenous to democratic procedures systematically influence the (non-)participation of certain social groups, however, the democratic
promise of equality runs the danger of being sullied and debased. Various reasons can be singled out as to why unequal participation in elections is problematic.

sources available to parties to mobilise potential voters are
scarce, decisions must be made on how to use these resources. It may appear rational to focus on groups or neighbourhoods that display a higher voter turnout (Roßteutscher / Schäfer 2016; Hajnal / Trounstine 2005).
Moreover, there is clear evidence that such feedback also
impacts policy decisions that are made. Those who do not
vote (or articulate their own interests otherwise) may count
less than politically active voters when contentious decisions
are at stake (Lijphart 1997: 3–4). Various studies show that
the preferences of poorer citizens, which (increasingly) account for the majority of non-voters, are often disregarded
in policy decisions (Elsässer 2018; Elsässer et al. 2021). Thus,
in countries with higher voter turnout – all other things being equal – not only social spending (Hicks / Swank 1992;
Crepaz 1998) is higher, but also the degree of redistribution
(Mahler 2008), which results in income inequality being less
pronounced there (Mueller / Stratmann 2003; Anderson /
Beramendi 2008; Chong / Olivera 2008; Mahler 2010).1 Pontusson and Rueda (2010) produce similar findings, showing
that centre-left parties in countries with high voter turnout
position themselves further to the left than in countries with
low voter turnout. Although the decision not to participate
appears at first glance to be a private decision, these
non-randomly distributed decisions cumulate into political
impact.

Firstly, voting in elections serves as an opportunity to evaluate the work of an incumbent government and – on the basis of this evaluation – to bring about a change in government. Voting thus fundamentally communicates how the
population assesses the work of the past government and in
what political direction the citizens would like to see things
move in the future. If only part of society participates in this
vote on the future, communication between the government and the governed is skewed (Verba 2003: 666). This is
especially the case when the group of voters systematically
differs in its political views from the group of non-voters.
The social composition of the group of non-voters is therefore of great importance because it provides information on
whether the political perspectives of certain social groups
are systematically communicated less.
Along with this, the election result itself could be influenced
by who participates in the election. The extent to which the
level of voter participation changes the election result is a
subject of controversy in political science (cf. among others
Radcliff 1994; Pacek / Radcliff 1995; Fisher 2007; Rosema
2007; Kohler / Rose 2010; Schäfer 2012). But here as well,
one can say: the more citizens differ from one another, the
greater the probability that there will be differences in preferences on the one hand and that these will be reflected in
voting behaviour on the other.

Against this background, this study aims to examine the differences in voter turnout for as many countries from the
OSCE area as possible from the 1970s onwards. The focus is
on differences between education groups and social classes
(captured by occupational groups). Education and occupation are not only suitable indicators to capture socio-economic position in society, but people’s position in the labour
market and the accompanying daily experiences at the work
place also shape their political preferences (Erikson /
Goldthorpe 1992: 31; Kitschelt 1994; Manza / Brooks 2010).
Hence, systematic differences in participation go hand in
hand with the problems described above.

Thirdly, in addition to distorted communication on the part
of the population, there can be interrelationships between
differences in voter turnout and the behaviour of political
parties. With regard to political mobilisation of the population – be it to vote in elections or to engage in party politics
– persistent differences in turnout can lead to a vicious cycle
between low turnout and lack of mobilisation. When the re-
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In the USA, there is also evidence that regions and social groups
with low voter turnout are disadvantaged in the allocation of government funds (Hill / Leighley 1992; Hill et al. 1995; Martin 2003;
Hajnal 2010: ch. 5).
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DATA AND METHODS
In order to investigate social inequality in electoral participation, existing social science data sets were identified and
harmonised to enable a comparative analysis of electoral
participation by social groups over time and across as many
OSCE countries as possible. In the first step, the Varieties of
Democracy (V-DEM) data was used to determine which
OSCE countries can be classified as democracies according
to common definitions (see figure 10 in the appendix). To
this end, average scores from the Liberal Democracy Index,
which is frequently used in democracy research, were recorded for the years since 1990. Of the 57 member states,
34 countries have scores above 0.5 during this period, which
we assume to be the threshold level for liberal democracy. A
total of 20 countries from the group of OSCE states are consistently governed democratically.

1996 and the earliest elections examined in the ESS date
from 1999. The combination of these datasets allows for a
relatively comprehensive coverage of the democratic OSCE
countries for the period from 2000 to 2019.3
Besides basic availability, the quality of the data is of crucial
importance in the analyses to be carried out. In order to
avoid bias in the analyses, minimum standards were set that
had to be met in order to include the respective country in
the analysis. For example, a response rate of 80 per cent was
specified for questions key to the analysis and applied in the
selection of the data sets.4 With the help of the described
procedure, a data set based on over 700,000 respondents
was created, covering 176 elections in 29 OSCE states. Figure 1 shows that until around the turn of the millennium
there was little coverage, but thereafter good coverage, of
these countries.

In order to analyse elections in the democratic OSCE states,
existing data was compiled from various social science surveys that capture both the socio-economic status of the respondents and their participation in respective national parliamentary or presidential elections. National election studies and cross-country comparative studies were used. National studies of individual states usually cover a longer period of time, but are only available for a few of the countries
we examined or only partially allow comparison with present-day data due to technical or methodological changes. In
sum, five studies could be identified that allow an evaluation
of longer time series. Good data coverage up to the 1970s
or 1980s is thus available for the USA (American National
Election Study, ANES), the United Kingdom (British Election
Study, BES), Switzerland (Swiss Election Study, SES), the
Netherlands (Dutch Parliamentary Election Study, DPES) and
Germany (General Population Survey of the Social Sciences,
ALLBUS).

After merging the different data sets, they were harmonised, as different questions and measuring instruments
were used in some cases. The focus of the study is on educational groups and social classes, which had to be categorised and harmonised accordingly. In addition, the age and
gender of respondents were also included and recorded to
allow comparison across the data sets. The harmonised education variable allows a comparison of persons without a
secondary school qualification (level 1), with a secondary
school qualification (level 2) and with a qualification higher
than secondary school (level 3).
The social class of the respondents was harmonised using
the simplified class scheme according to Oesch (2006). This
class scheme takes into account changed occupational
structures in post-industrial societies, since the »working
class« includes not only manual industrial workers, but also
employees in service professions whose occupations do not

Cross-national studies, on the other hand, make it possible
to comparatively analyse a large number of states. We use
the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) and the
European Social Survey (ESS) for this purpose.2 These two
datasets cover a large share of the democratic OSCE countries, although the first wave of the CSES only begins in

2

Other large survey projects such as the European Values Study, the
World Values Survey or the International Social Survey Programme do
not enquire about participation in the last election or do so only very
irregularly.

4
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An overview of all data sets used can be found in the »data sources
section« in the appendix.
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The CSES data was only used when no other data was available for
the respective election. There are two reasons for this: First, the CSES
data is often generated from existing national election studies, for example, the CSES data for the USA comes from ANES. However, simultaneous use of the same data by two different datasets can lead to
bias. In addition, CSES data sometimes appear to be of lower quality
than data from alternative sources. Higher-quality sources were therefore preferred wherever possible.

Data and methods

Figure 1
Elections included in the analysis
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require an academic degree (e. g. cooks, parcel delivery
workers, preschool teachers). The simple scheme distinguishes five social classes: 1. Higher-grade service classes,
which include employees in highly qualified professions as
well as higher liberal professions (lawyers, physicians, etc.)
and large business-owners; 2. Lower-grade service classes
(e. g. skilled administrative staff, mechanical technicians and
social workers); 3. Small business-owners; 4. Skilled workers
(e. g. office workers, salespersons and electricians); and 5.
Unskilled and semi-skilled workers (e. g. security guards,
waiters and parcel delivery workers).5

5

One precondition for classification using the class scheme is that the
classification of respondents in the International Standard Classification of Occupation according to the scheme of 1988 or 2008 is available. For the detailed 16-level class scheme according to Oesch, three
variables each are required for respondents and their life partners;
these are only available for very few elections, however. For this reason, the five-level scheme was opted for and modified so that it can
be mapped based on two variables for the respondents. This allows
comparative analysis over a much longer period of time.

5
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RESULTS
In the following sections we present the results of the data analysis and focus in particular on inequality in voter
turnout between social groups. First, however, it is worth
looking at how the overall turnout has changed over time
in the countries we studied.6 Empirical electoral research
has identified a number of factors that can explain individual participation in elections and the level of voter turnout
(cf. Jackman / Miller 1995; Blais 2006). At the individual lev-

6

el, these are, first of all, resource endowment (education,
income, wealth and time) and, secondly, basic attitudes
such as political interest, acceptance of elections as a norm,
identification with a political party, but also the feeling of
being able to make a difference, as well as satisfaction with
the functioning of democracy (cf. Cancela / Geys 2016). At
the macro level, electoral laws (e. g. whether registration is
automatic, whether voting is compulsory or how proportional the electoral system is), election-specific factors such
as the contested nature of the election outcome, and socio-economic factors such as income distribution are important (cf. Geys 2006).

The »country-specific diagrams« section in the appendix contains diagrams on the individual countries.

Figure 2
Change in voter turnout over time
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Data: www.idea.int/vt.
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Figure 3
Level of voter turnout in the last national parliamentary election
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While factors explaining turnout levels are well researched, it
is less clear why turnout is falling in many developed democracies (Gray / Caul 2000; Blais et al. 2004). In particular, existing findings raise one question: If institutional barriers to
voting have tended to be reduced and the average resource
endowment of citizens has increased at the same time, why
is voter turnout falling in many countries? Recent studies indicate that it is not so much absolute resource endowment,
but rather its distribution that is decisive with regard to voter turnout, especially among poorer groups: the greater the
social inequality, the lower and more unequal the voter turnout (Mahler 2002; Solt 2008, 2010; Scervini / Segatti 2012;
Schäfer 2015; Schäfer / Schwander 2019).

able changes in turnout over time. Secondly, we see major
positive deviations in the early 1990s, which can be attributed to the new democracies in Central and Eastern Europe. In
the first free elections, turnout levels in these countries were
often very high, but the subsequent decline was all the more
precipitous. Thirdly, there are many more negative deviations from the national average in the second half of the period under observation. This is partly, but not entirely, explained by the point just mentioned. Voter turnout has also
declined in many places in the Western European countries,
however.
Only a few of the countries we examined still achieve voter
turnout levels above 80 per cent today (figure 3). Apart from
Belgium, where voting is compulsory, only Sweden, Denmark and Iceland do so. Voter turnout is highest in the egalitarian Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands. Most
countries have turnout rates between 60 and 80 per cent,
while the rate is below this level in eight countries. Overall,
many Eastern European countries have low turnout rates.
The lowest turnout is in Switzerland, however, where the
combination of a proportional representation government
and a highly developed direct democracy pushes turnout to
an unusually low level.

Figure 2 shows the historical evolution of turnout in democratic elections in the countries under study. The zero line
stands for the average turnout for each country, while the
dots show the extent to which a specific election deviates
from this average. Positive scores indicate above-average
turnout, negative scores below-average turnout.7
Three things can be inferred from Figure 2: First, there are
significant deviations from the averages, indicating consider-

7

In the next step, we turn to an examination of how the level of voter turnout is related to differences in turnout.

The development of voter turnout for all individiual 29 countries can
be accessed at https://democracy.fes.de/topics/inequality-democracy.
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THE LAW OF DISPERSION
As far back as the 1930s, the Swedish scientist Herbert Tingsten (1975) investigated how the level of voter turnout related
to differences in participation. After compiling and analysing
extensive data sets, he developed the »law of dispersion«: the
lower the voter turnout, the greater the social differences in
voter participation between resource-poor and resource-rich
citizens (Tingsten 1975: 230). Several later studies have tended to confirm this correlation, prompting Kohler (2006: 170171) to posit: »Low voter turnout is generally unequal voter
turnout« (cf. also Gallego 2015; Armingeon / Schädel 2015).
So if democracy requires not only legal equality, but also approximately equal participation, low voter turnout dashes the
promise of political equality (Verba 2003; Schäfer 2015).

Can it still be confirmed today – more than 80 years after
Tingsten’s original study – that low turnout goes hand in
hand with greater differences in participation? To test this,
in Figure 4 we plot on the horizontal axis the level of turnout for all the elections under study and on the vertical axis the level of differences in turnout between the lowest
and the highest occupational group. Where overall turnout
is high, as we can see from the figure, participation gaps
are small. As turnout decreases, however, differences between occupational groups increase. The correlation is not
perfect, but it is systematic, so it is often possible to infer
where inequality in turnout is higher or lower by comparing turnout rates.

Figure 4
General turnout and differences in turnout between the lowest and highest occupational groups
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Figure 5
Comparative national voter turnout and turnout differences
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The extent of the differences can be seen more precisely
when we estimate the level of turnout for unskilled and
semi-skilled workers on the one hand and for members of
the higher-grade service class on the other. In order to exclude the effect of other variables, we estimate a statistical
model that uses class as the primary explanatory variable,
but also controls for age and gender. From the interaction
between occupational group and country, we can estimate the turnout rates for the two occupational groups in
each country, adjusted in this manner. The results are
shown in Figure 5. The bright red points indicate estimated turnout by members of the higher-grade service classes, while the turquoise points show that of employed
workers. The grey line between the dots indicates the size
of the turnout gap.

18 percentage points between workers and higher-grade
service classes, and in Switzerland, Lithuania and the Czech
Republic – three countries with particularly low turnout –
even more than 25 percentage points. Secondly, the graph
shows that there are systematic differences between different regions: While the majority of the countries with the
largest participation differences are Eastern European countries, the differences are smallest in Northern European
countries and Belgium.
The realisation that the law of dispersion still applies today
is not trivial, as theoretically low turnout could also be evenly distributed across classes. As the analyses show, however, this is usually not the case. It is mainly citizens with fewer resources who stay away from the ballot box. Since the
data for the countries analysed cover different time periods,
it is not possible to show average trends over time without
distorting the analysis. For this reason, the differences in
voter turnout between different social groups (in addition
to occupational group, education, age and gender are also
taken into account) over time separately for each country
are not shown here. They can instead be accessed at:
https://democracy.fes.de/topics/inequality-democracy.

On the one hand, the graph confirms the picture that participation differences are greater in countries with lower average turnout than in countries with high turnout. In Iceland,
the country with the highest reported turnout, even in the
lower occupational group 90 per cent of respondents state
that they voted. This figure rises to 98 per cent in the upper
occupational groups. In comparison, in Hungary there are
9
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6
WHO PARTICIPATES? THE INTERPLAY
BETWEEN DIFFERENT SOCIAL VARIABLES
Having noted that voter turnout is falling in many countries
and that low voter turnout is associated with high socio-economic inequality, we now take a more nuanced look at how
voter participation differs between different social groups.
We devote particular attention to the interaction between
social class (or education) and gender, or social class and
age. To ensure a high data quality, in this section we only
use information on elections that have taken place since
2000.

tional group. As can be seen from the figure, occupational
groups differ more in electoral participation than women
and men. While workers participate significantly less than
lower and higher-grade service classes, the participation of
female and male respondents within the respective classes is
very similar.
A different picture emerges when we examine class differences within different age groups. Figure 7 shows the voter turnout for four age groups broken down by social class.
Three points are worth mentioning here: First, electoral
participation is higher on average among the over-60 age
group than among younger age groups. Second, there are
clear turnout differences between higher and lower-grade
occupational groups in each age group. And thirdly, these

In Figure 6, persons surveyed are differentiated according to
their social class as well as gender. The height of the bars
shows the average level of turnout across all countries in the
five occupational groups, with the level of turnout for men
and women being shown separately within each occupa-

Figure 6
Differences in voter turnout by gender and social class
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Figure 7
Differences in voter turnout by age and social class
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Figure 8
Differences in voter turnout by age and education
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Figure 9
Differences in voter turnout by age and education in five regions
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differences are particularly pronounced among younger respondents. Especially among the under-30s, there is a clear
participation gap between higher and lower-grade service
classes on the one hand and employed workers on the other. If one assumes – as research on the habitual component
of voting behaviour suggests (Plutzer 2002; Gerber et al.
2003; Fowler 2006) – that the decision to vote or not to
vote is conditioned by socialisation at a younger age and
changes only gradually in the further course of life, differences in voter participation could increase further in coming decades.
When we focus on education groups instead of occupational groups (Figure 8), a very similar picture emerges. Among
those under 30, differences in voter turnout are particularly
large at 20 percentage points, while the difference for the
strata over 60 years of age is only eleven points. Not all
young people stay away from the ballot box, however. Rather, this is especially the case for those with lower education
levels (Roßteutscher / Abendschön 2014; Schäfer et al. 2020).
In the last step of the analysis, we examine differences in
voter turnout by age and education in a regional comparison. As shown above, voter turnout is particularly high in
Northern Europe, while it is lower in the (Southern) Eastern
European countries. In line with this picture, differences in
participation in the Scandinavian countries are smaller than
in other regions. In Central Europe (Belgium, Germany, the
Netherlands, Austria and Switzerland) the differences are also moderate, whereas in the Southern European countries
(France, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain) they are at a medium level. Particularly large differences – especially among
younger people – are to be found in the (South) Eastern European countries (Bulgaria, Estonia, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia) and the Anglo-Saxon countries (Great Britain, Ireland, Canada and the USA).
Not only is the sharpest decline in voter turnout to be observed in the eastern EU Member States, but also increasing
social inequality in voter participation, which is particularly
pronounced among the under-30 age group.
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5
CONCLUSION
This study investigated trends in voter turnout in 29 OSCE
countries and patterns of inequality that can be identified
along different social indicators. It was based on survey data from 29 countries, some of which date back to the 1970s.
For most countries, however, reliable survey data has only
been available since the turn of the millennium, so that we
were often only able to look at the shorter period. The following points summarize the key takeaways:
First, voter turnout is falling in many countries, but wide disparities across countries remain. In the Scandinavian countries, voter turnout remains high, whereas in many Eastern
European countries it has fallen to low levels by international standards. Secondly, low voter turnout implies high social
inequality in voter turnout. This »law of dispersion«, which
was articulated as far back as in the 1930s, still applies today
and has been once again corroborated by our analysis.
When average voter turnout drops, this indicates a disproportionately strong decline in voting among social groups
that have fewer resources. This social inequality in voter participation becomes apparent when educational groups or
social classes are compared. Citizens with lower education
or those from the working class are much more likely to stay
away from the ballot box on election day than those with
higher formal education or members of the higher and lower-grade service classes. Thirdly, participation differences
along class lines are particularly pronounced among younger age groups: In no age group are differences between
higher and lower social classes greater than among those
under 30. In contrast, only minor differences in voter participation can be observed between women and men.
Although elections continue to be the pivotal element when
it comes to democratic participation, social groups make unequal use of the opportunity to make their voices heard
through the ballot box. Unequal participation remains the
»unsolved problem« of democracy (Lijphart 1997), which is
based on the promise of political equality for all citizens.
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Appendix

APPENDIX
Country selection
Since we only analyse elections in liberal democracies of the OSCE region, we first used the V-DEM dataset (Coppedge et al. 2020) to determine the level of the Liberal Democracy Index for each country on average since 1990. Only countries above the threshold of 0.5 were included
in the analysis. Since we the use the average as a baseline, some countries are currently scoring higher or lower on the Index. We intended to
use transparent criteria for our country selection. Analysing voter turnout

in non-democratic countries seems not reasonable. Our classification is
not overly restrictive. For instance, Hungary and Poland today no longer
classify as liberal democracies but are part of the analysis. See Lührmann,
Anna; Lindberg, Staffan I. (2019): A third wave of autocratization is here:
what is new about it? In: Democratization 26 (7), S. 1095–111. The average scores for each OSCE country on the Liberal Democracy Index are
shown in the figure below.

 Figure 10
Democracy score for OSCE countries
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UNEQUAL DEMOCRACIES: WHO DOES (NOT) VOTE?
Voter turnout trends in the OSCE region since 1970

This study examines how voter turnout
and differences in voter turnout have
trended in 29 OSCE countries since the
1980s. In order to be able to conduct
our analysis, we primarily make use of
official election data and secondly compile survey data on more than 170 elections in a database.

We found that voter turnout tends to be
lower today than it used to be in many
countries. It has fallen particularly sharply
in Eastern European countries. With the
help of the survey data, it can also be
shown that low voter turnout is a socially
unequal phenomenon. Among non-voters are a disproportionate share of people with low formal education and from
occupational groups with lower social
status.

These differences are particularly marked among younger people today. On
the other hand, we find little difference
in participation of women and men in
elections. Differences in participation
are smallest in the egalitarian democracies of Northern Europe, whereas they
are more pronounced in the young democracies of Eastern Europe and the liberal Anglo-Saxon countries.

Further information on the topic can be found here:
democracy.fes.de

