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This report examines, comparatively, the evolution

of voter turnout in Romania since the 1990 elections,
focusing on the significant decline in electoral parti-
cipation and on the most inportant inequalities iden-
tified in data from official sources, public opinion
surveys, and exit-polls.

%

Although most post-communist countries have re-
gistered voter turnout decline since the founding
elections, the decline was the highest in Romania.
This can be explained, among others, by high emi-
gration and low levels of interest in politics, linked
to low levels of trust in political parties.

%

The report suggests different solutions to increase
voter turnout: remove institutional barriers and im-
prove procedures for diaspora voters, convince poli-
tical parties to come up with a better offer for voters,
and decrease the voting age to 16 for the European
Parliament elections, at least.
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INTRODUCTION

The evolution of democracy in some central and eastern
European countries — such as Hungary, Poland or Romania —
over the past decade has been characterised as “democratic
backsliding” (International IDEA, 2023) or even (episodes of)
autocratisation (V-Dem, 2024). Given this worrying develop-
ment, it makes sense to take a step back and re-evaluate the
performance of the political system in the region, as well as
people’s political participation.

In this report, which is part of the FES Unequal Democra-
cies series, we take a step back and focus our attention on
political participation, in its purest form: voting in elections.
Democracies, using the simplest definition, are built on com-
petition and participation (Dahl, 1971). Weakening either ele-
ment may have negative consequences for the quality of the
democratic system and, unfortunately, Romania seems to be
experiencing a significant decline in political participation.
While in the early 1990s, in its founding elections, Romania
registered a turnout of more than 85%, by the 2020s turnout
had fallen below 40%, one of the most precipitous declines
in the region. This means that the majority of the population
are not taking part in the basic game of a democratic system,
the electoral game.

Starting from this observation, we are interested in under-
standing the people who have a say in the electoral process,
the voters, and the people whose voices have been muted,
for various reasons, the non-voters. Various population sub-
groups are absent from the electoral process and so political
parties ignore their views and interests, with consequences
ranging from complete withdrawal from the political
scene to rejecting democracy and embracing authoritarian
alternatives.

We start the discussion by putting Romania in a compara-
tive context, using the Unequal Democracies Comparative
Dataset (Wenker, 2024). Next, we identify and analyse ine-
qualities in voter turnout using both official turnout data and
self-reported turnout data from public opinion surveys and
exit polls. Finally, we identify and discuss ways in which voter
turnout could be increased and offer some recommenda-
tions based on this discussion.
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ROMANIA IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

ROMANIA IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

VOTER TURNOUT

Voter turnout in parliamentary elections in central and east-
ern European (CEE) countries is around 20 percentage points
lower than in western European countries (Petricevi¢ and
Stockemer, 2020). According to the Unequal Democracies
(UD) Comparative Dataset, average turnout in Romania since
1990 is 55%, the lowest among all 30 countries in the data
set (see Figure 1). But although official turnout in Romania
is the lowest, reported turnout is similar to turnout in other
countries in the UD dataset. As a result, the average turnout
overestimation (the difference between official and reported
turnout) is one of the highest in Romania. What factors could
explain these differences?

Most post-election surveys, regardless of country and election
type, show that reported turnout is significantly larger than
official turnout (DeBell et al., 2020). Turnout overestimation in
surveys is mainly the result of two factors: nonresponse bias
(the cooperation rate is higher for voters than for non-voters)
and social desirability bias (people are ashamed to admit that
they did not vote). Other, minor factors are memory failures
and health conditions (Brenner, 2021; Comsa & Postelnicu,
2013; McAllister & Quinlan, 2022). In the case of Romania, the
emigration rate also plays a role in turnout overestimation. A
significant part of the Romanian population (around 2.6 mil-
lion, equivalent to 14% of registered voters) is working or
living abroad. For several reasons, the cost of voting is much
higher for emigrants, so they vote at lower rates.

Figure 1
Average official and reported voter turnout (%)
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Figure 2
Reported voter turnout by gender, age and education (%)
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INEQUALITIES IN REPORTED TURNOUT

For the reasons already mentioned, reported turnout
exceeds real turnout. It should be noted, however, that
the UD Comparative Dataset controls for this higher
reported turnout, which means that despite the overes-
timation, differences in reported turnout among various
population groups reflect real differences. In other words,
the finding reported below that the turnout difference
between men and women in Romania is very small is
statistically robust, even though the actual turnout rate
might be lower than the reported one. Whenever we
refer to reported turnout inequality, we mean the voting
differences that are found in survey-based voter research
such as the UD Dataset.

Because overestimation of turnout depends on the charac
teristics of the survey respondents, the data presented in this
section should be regarded as indicative. Based on the results
presented here, we can argue that reported turnout is gen-
erally similar for women and men, but also that it increases
with age and formal education (see Figure 2). Moreover,
these findings are relatively similar across groups of coun-

tries, and Romania does not seem to differ significantly from
other countries in the region.

The level of inequality in reporting turnout varies across dif-
ferent groups of countries (see Figure 3). As a general trend
for all countries, inequalities in reporting turnout are lower
for gender and higher for age and education. In the case of
Romania, differences in reporting turnout are a bit higher
for gender and a bit lower for age and education, meaning
that in Romania men tend to overestimate their turnout more
than women, while the differences in overestimating turnout
among various age and education groups are lower than
in other European countries. It should also be noted that
differences in reported turnout do not change very much
over time (1990-2009 vs 2010-2023 elections). Inequality by
gender is quite stable, while inequality by age or education
increases a little, but only in some countries. Summing up,
the data in this section show that Romania does not differ
very much from the other countries in terms of inequality of
reported turnout by gender, age or education. Differences
in terms of general overreporting of turnout and of the neg-
ative effect of high levels of income inequality on voter turn-
out are discussed in the next section.
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Figure 3
Inequalities in reported voter turnout by gender, age and education
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INEQUALITIES IN VOTER TURNOUT

IN ROMANIA

WHAT VOTER TURNOUT? OFFICIAL,
VOTING-AGE POPULATION OR
VOTING-ELIGIBLE POPULATION?

Voter turnout has decreased in most democracies over the
past 50 years (Elsasser et al., 2022; Hooghe and Kern, 2017).
Studies offer a variety of explanations for this, including
generational change, the rise in the number of elective insti-
tutions, the democratic context, the abolition of compul-
sory voting, concurrent elections, inflation and economic
globalisation (Frank and Martinez i Coma, 2023; Kostelka
and Blais, 2021).

Romania is not exceptional on this matter. Regardless of the
measure we use, the conclusion is clear: the turnout rate
is declining in Romania (see Figure 4). What we are ques-
tioning is the steepness of the decline across time periods.
According to official data (BEC, Central Electoral Bureau),
the turnout rate in general elections has declined in Roma-
nia by about 40 percentage points (from 86% in the 1990
founding elections to 32-48% in the past two elections).
The Voting-Age Population (VAP) turnout follows the offi-
cial turnout closely. Accounting for voting eligibility and the
difficulty (cost) of voting gives us a partially different pic-
ture: from the founding elections to the 2008 Parliamentary

Figure 4
Voter turnout in Romania: BEC (REG, official) vs INS (VAP) vs VEP
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Box 1
How do we measure turnout?

details, see Stockemer (2017).

The literature uses three different measures of voter turnout. They all have in common the number of people that
showed up to vote for a particular election, but they differ in the denominator, the reference population, they use.
The three measures are: (1) Official turnout is the percentage of registered voters who actually vote. The registered
voter category does not count people who are eligible to vote but are not registered, for various reasons, ranging
from not having official ID papers to living abroad. (2) Voting-age population turnout (VAP) is the percentage of
voting age people who vote. The voting-age category might include people of voting age but who are not eligible
to vote and it might exclude people who are of voting age but that are living abroad and are not registered to vote.
(3) Voting-eligible population turnout (VEP) is the percentage of people who are eligible to vote and who do vote.
The voting-eligible category is an attempt to solve the measurement problems of the other two turnout measures
by counting only people who have the right to vote, regardless of their residence or migration status. For more

elections, the decline was rather abrupt, on all indicators.
Since 2008, the Voting-Eligible Population (VEP) turnout has
continued to decrease, but at a lower rate.

In many former communist countries in central and eastern
Europe, Romania being the most preeminent case, the eli-
gible voter population is much smaller than both the vot-
ing-registered population and the voting-age population.
This is explained by a higher emigration rate in Romania
(Comsa, 2015). The various costs of voting (distance to the
closest polling station, travel cost, time spent waiting in
line, replacing expired IDs and passports) are much higher
for emigrants than for people voting in their own countries
(Szulecki et al., 2021). The negative impact of emigration on
voter turnout is larger in Romania but similar effects can be
identified in most of the former Communist countries in the
region (Comsa, 2017; Kostelka, 2017).

WHAT DOES THE OFFICIAL DATA
SAY ABOUT TURNOUT INEQUALITY
IN ROMANIA?

Reported turnout computed on the basis of survey data is
usually higher than official turnout (DeBell et al., 2020). This
can be a problem when, due to misreporting of voting and
nonresponse, reported turnout is biased across different
socio-demographics.

Previous studies show that respondents with a higher edu-
cational attainment and more interest in politics are more
likely to overreport turnout (Enamorado and Imai, 2019).
Other studies, using more complex data, concluded that
socioeconomic inequality might play a more important role
in electoral participation than previously thought (Lahtinen
et al., 2019).

Unfortunately, although collected, individual level turnout
data is not publicly available in Romania. Similarly, no offi-

cial data can be accessed regarding voters’ individual level
education, occupation or income. The publicly available
official data report only the number of voters according to
gender and age at polling station level. Turnout differences
estimated on the basis of such official data are sometimes
larger or in a different direction by comparison with similar
estimates based on survey data. In this section, using official
data, we compute and compare turnout across sex, age and
emigration status.

Figure 5 shows that regardless of the type of election, Roma-
nians from abroad are voting at a lower rate. Part of the
explanation lies in the costs of voting, which are higher for
emigrants. The number of polling stations abroad increased
from only 111 in 1992 to 835 in 2019, falling back to 748 in
2020. The visibility of national elections, especially presiden-
tial ones, has also increased. Both these factors contributed
to a significant increase in the turnout rate of Romanian emi-
grants from 2009 to 2019.

While studies based on survey data suggest that men vote
at a slightly higher rate than women (Kostelka et al., 2019),
according to official data, in most democratic countries the
gender gap either does not exist, or it shows women voting
in a higher proportion than men (Cox and Morales Quiroga,
2022; Dahlgaard et al., 2019). The difference is explained
by the fact that men tend to overreport voting more than
women (Stockemer and Sundstrom, 2023). Studies also sug-
gest that sometimes women tend to vote less than men in
second-order contests, such as the election for the European
Parliament (Kostelka et al., 2019).

Age plays a significant role in shaping people’s likelihood to
vote in elections. Research indicates that turnout tends to be
the highest among middle aged people, while younger or
older people tend to exhibit lower voting turnout (Bhatti et
al., 2012; Frank and Martinez i Coma, 2023). In the case of
Romania, we have reached similar conclusions. While surveys
report that the turnout rate is a little higher among men, our
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Figure 5
Official voter turnout rate by migration status
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Figure 6

Official voter turnout by gender, age and migration status — 2019 Presidential elections, round 2
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Figure 7

60

50

40

30

20

Official voter turnout by gender, age and migration status — 2020 Parliamentary elections

10 L

18-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44

o—— female RO e—— female MIG

45-49 50-54 55-59 50-64 65+

o—— male RO e—— male MIG

Note: Romanian emigrants’ data from Eurostat (DOI: 10.2908/migr_pop9ctz). Emigrants to non-European countries are not included, so the num-
ber is underestimated. Data on voters from abroad (any country) are from BEC (https:/prezenta.roaep.ro/prezidentiale10112019/). Voters from Re-
public of Moldova are excluded because many have Romanian citizenship.

analyses of official data show that a voter turnout gender
gap is still present at times in Romania, but not always in the
same direction:

— At lower ages (18-34), women vote in a higher propor-
tion than men in presidential elections (see Figure 6),
while men vote in a slightly higher proportion in the
case of parliamentary elections (see Figure 7).

— Among the middle aged (35-54) women still vote more
than men in presidential elections, but the gap is dimi-
nishing, while men still vote slightly more than women
in parliamentary elections.

— For seniors (55+), the gender gap is increasing, with
men voting more than women in both presidential and
parliamentary elections.

The gender gap across almost all age categories is wider
in the case of Romanians living abroad (emigrants) than
among voters in Romania. While we do not have data to
offer us additional insights into this interesting finding, it is
probably linked to differences between men and women
on other relevant socio-economic characteristics, such as
education and occupation, as suggested by the high per-
centage of votes obtained in the last European Parliament
elections by radical right parties among Romanian voters
from abroad.

Figure 8 presents the difference between turnout among men
and turnout among women for ten age categories for the lat-
est Presidential elections (in 2019) and the latest parliamentary
elections (in 2020). Positive values indicate that the percentage
of men who voted was higher than the percentage of women.
Negative values indicate that more women voted than men,
in relative terms. The figure shows that in parliamentary elec-
tions turnout among men is higher for all age groups and it
increases from a 0.4% difference among voters aged 25-29
to a 14% difference among voters aged 65 and over. In the
presidential elections, by contrast, turnout among voters
under 50 years of age is higher among women than among
men, but among voters aged 55 and over this is reversed, as
turnout among men becomes higher than among women.

This is another interesting finding, probably linked to the
particular characteristics of the two types of elections: par-
liamentary elections require from voters more interest in
politics and more information, and we know from existing
studies that in Romania men exhibit more political interest.
In the case of presidential elections, it is easier for voters to
choose among a few individual candidates than from several
lists containing dozens of candidates. This might increase the
turnout rate among women because it lowers the cultural
barriers raised in the past by the notion that politics is for
men, not for women. Needless to say, this gendered framing
of politics and voting is a matter of enculturation. Women
from the older generation in particular have been socialised
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Figure 8
Official voter turnout rate gap by gender across age categories and elections
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not to get involved in such activities. The results pertaining to
the younger generation show that this pattern of low voter
turnout among women is slowly changing.

VOTERS, OCCASIONAL VOTERS
AND NON-VOTERS

Researchers with access to sufficient data have developed
various typologies of voters and non-voters (see, for instance,
Guliner, 2013 or Hagemeyer et al., 2023). Although we do
not have access to such detailed datasets, we are able to
use CSES (Comparative Study of Electoral Systems) data
about voting turnout in the past two elections to distinguish
between three types of citizens: non-voters, who did not
vote in either election, occasional voters, who voted in only
one round of elections, and voters, who voted in both elec-
tions. Based on this typology we can produce a profile of
Romanian non-voters in order to better understand who they
are and, if possible, to identify their reasons for not voting.

NON-VOTERS" CHARACTERISTICS:
SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHICS

Most turnout studies show that turnout increases from
youth to middle age then, after a plateau, it slowly decreases
(Dezelan, 2023). It should be noted that when analysing the

effects of age on voting turnout we need to distinguish
among three different ways in which time can influence our
behaviour and attitudes.

First, we have the effect of age: as people age, they go
through different life stages, have different experiences and
react accordingly. Second, we have generational effects:
different socialisation experiences in a more affluent and
secure environment make younger generations increasingly
oriented toward post-materialist values and less interested in
politics and conventional forms of political participation such
as voting (Norris and Inglehart, 2019). Third, there are also
period effects, which are significant political and socio-cul-
tural events that have a significant impact on voting turnout
(Lisi et al., 2021).

From this perspective, we can argue that the elections in
2020 took place at a confluence of young people who “par-
ticipate less in institutional politics than other age groups
and also less than cohorts of young people decades ago”
(Dezelan, 2023), superimposed on the Covid-10 pandemic,
which reduced voter turnout even more than in regular times.

Based on CSES survey data (Figure 9), the largest share of
non-voters and occasional voters is observed among young
people, under 35 years of age. Alternatively, they could be
referred to as Generation Y, those born after 1981. It should
be noted that the largest share of non-voters and occasional
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Figure 9

Voters and non-voters by demographic features (predicted probabilities)
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voters (50% in total) is registered among the so-called
“Greatest generation” (people born before 1927), but in
their case the explanation for not voting probably has more
to do with their health than with their interest in political
participation.

Using the same dataset, we found that the declared voter
turnout is lower for unmarried people. They participate less
because the social pressure to vote is lower in their case and
because they are younger. This result is in line with findings
from other countries (Frodin Gruneau, 2018).

Generally, the higher a person’s socioeconomic status (SES),
the higher the probability that they are a habitual voter.
Because socioeconomic status is determined by educa-
tion, occupation and income, we observe higher turnout
rates among voters with a higher education, higher income
and better jobs. Survey data from the 2004 parliamentary
and presidential elections show that Romanian non-voters
are overrepresented among the less educated, with lower
incomes (Comsa and Bobirsc, 2005). Exit-poll data from the
2009 presidential elections show that turnout rate increases
with education (Comsa, 2012). Similar data for other elec-
tions (2014 and 2019 presidential elections, 2016 parlia-
mentary elections) lead to the same conclusion: turnout rate
increases with education (see Figure 10). According to our

UNEQUAL DEMOCRACIES — WHO DOES (NOT) VOTE IN ROMANIA?

analysis of CSES data, we also found turnout differences
across occupational categories: those with lower status occu-
pations are more likely to be non-voters; the others are more
likely to be occasional voters or voters.

It should be noted that the findings we see in the Roma-
nian context have also been observed in other democracies.
Comparative electoral studies have shown that the com-
position of turnout in terms of people with different levels
of resources in terms of education, occupation and income
varies in accordance with the general level of turnout in a
particular round of elections. When turnout is high, that
generally means that more people from all categories are
voting and thus the differences in turnout between rich
and poor, or those with higher education and those with
lower education tend to be smaller. When turnout is low it is
generally because a higher proportion of people with fewer
resources have stayed at home. We do not yet know whether
economic inequality is a direct cause of turnout inequality
(Schafer and Schwander, 2019) or whether they reinforce
each other (Schafer et al., 2022), but we do know that the
two phenomena are connected. As a study of turnout in
OECD countries showed, the turnout difference between
people with low and people with high socioeconomic status
has increased over time, mainly because of demobilisation
among the former (Bosancianu, 2021).

Figure 10
Voter turnout rate by education
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NON-VOTER CHARACTERISTICS:
POLITICAL VARIABLES

Previous studies have shown that non-voters are not inter-
ested in politics (Blais and Daoust, 2020), do not have a
strong party identification, have lower levels of political effi-
cacy (Denver and Johns, 2022), and are more disappointed
by what they perceive as the way democracy is working in
their country (Koch et al., 2023). Most of these findings are
visible in the Romanian case as well — the largest turnout
differences are associated with party identification (16%) and
political efficacy (19%). Smaller differences (of about 5-6%)
can be observed for political information and satisfaction
with democracy (see Figure 11).

REASONS FOR NOT VOTING

If inequality of turnout has increased, as we have argued, it is
important to attempt to understand why certain categories
of citizens choose not to vote. A sense of civic duty has tra-
ditionally been considered to be one of the most important
underpinnings of voting turnout (Blais and Daoust, 2020).

INEQUALITIES IN VOTER TURNOUT IN ROMANIA

One of the most important factors associated with turnout
decline therefore is a generational weakening of the sense
that it is a citizen’s duty to vote (Denver and Johns, 2022).

With regard to Romania, a multivariate analysis of turnout
in the 2009 Romanian presidential elections found that the
main two factors contributing to non-voting are the habit
of voting and a sense of the duty of voting (Comsa, 2012).
In a study of the 2004 Romanian parliamentary elections,
which used an open-ended question, the main reasons for
non-voting mentioned by respondents included: sickness,
absence from the locality, a lack of interest in politics and
elections, a lack of trust in politicians and parties, a percep-
tion that voting does not make any difference and a lack of
time (Comsa and Bobirsc, 2005). An interview-based qual-
itative study of the 2020 Romanian parliamentary elections
mentioned that the three main reasons for absenteeism
were: low trust in parliament and politicians, the vagueness
of political parties’ electoral promises, and a feeling that
the result was locked in before the elections took place.
Unexpectedly, the pandemic played only a marginal role
in decisions not to vote, functioning mainly as a pretext
(Gherghina et al., 2023).

Figure 11
Voters and non-voters by political variables (predicted probabilities)
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WHY BOTHER? THE CONSEQUENCES
OF LOW AND UNEQUAL TURNOUT

The literature generally agrees that lower turnout and
turnout decline are detrimental to democracies. But it
also points out that in some cases they can have a positive
effect: for instance, declining turnout in one round of elec-
tions can lead to increasing party responsiveness to public
opinion in the following period (Ezrow and Krause, 2023).
To assess the consequences of low and unequal turnout
three questions might be useful (Gallego, 2015): (i) Would
the election results and policy outcomes be different if voter
turnout were 100%? (i) Are the political preferences of vot-
ers, occasional voters and non-voters similar? (i) Do govern-
ments strategically target voters with public resources? In
the absence of data, we can offer some suggestions from
the literature in response to these questions.

VOTE SHARES

Sometimes low turnout has little to no impact on election
results, sometimes the impact is greater. Some older stud-
ies argue that in western European societies the effect is
small and inconsistent over time (Pettersen and Rose, 2007;
Fisher, 2007). In Romania, this was a particularly important
issue in the 2024 elections for the European Parliament. The
government decided to modify the election calendar and
have both European Parliament elections and local elections
on the same day. The government justified its decision on
the ground that in this way turnout would be higher than
if the European Parliament elections were organised by
themselves, and in turn that a high turnout would mean
that right-wing populist parties (especially the Alliance for
the Union of Romanians and SOS Romania) would not win
a high share of the vote. Given that AUR and SOS Romania
managed to obtain, together, about 20% of the votes, we
are not convinced that the government’s plan was particu-
larly successful. But here we are more interested in the gov-
ernment’s rationale.

OPINIONS, VALUES AND POLICIES

The positions of voters and non-voters differ on some issues,
but not by much (Gant and Lyons, 1993). New evidence
suggests that in countries with pronounced disparities in
voter turnout there are also notable divergences in terms
of political values. For example, voters tend to be more con-
servative than non-voters on economic issues, they exhibit
a lower propensity for redistribution and are more oriented
towards liberal cultural values than non-voters. This implies
that unequal participation goes hand in hand with nega-
tive outcomes pertaining to representation and democratic
processes (Gallego, 2015). This expectation is sustained by a
relatively recent meta-analysis: legal changes to the voting
regime benefit right-wing parties (Terry, 2016). This issue is
particularly worrying for the health of democratic regimes
because it suggests that the interests of non-voters are less
likely to be represented by elected officials. While this may
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not necessarily be a problem for occasional voters, it might
affect non-voters differently and it has the potential, in the
long term, to create categories of citizens who become dis-
satisfied with democracy.

TARGET RESOURCES

The tendency of political actors to resort to accusations
of malfeasance (vote buying, voter intimidation or vote
stealing) both before and after elections is a constant in
Romania. Although the number of convictions for elec-
tion-related illegality is small enough to indicate that such
accusations are groundless or electoral folklore, the gener-
alised use of such accusations may influence voter turnout.
Previous studies have identified multiple ways in which turn-
out is affected by such behaviours. For example, economic
intimidation is used as an instrument of mobilisation, espe-
cially in localities with few large employers (Mares, Muntean
and Petrova, 2018). Different clientelist strategies have been
developed in rural and urban settings to maximise results
(Volintiru, 2012). Loyal voters are more likely to accept clien-
telism and interpret it as a reward for their long-term com-
mitment (Gherghina and Tap, 2022). On the other hand,
some believe that information campaigns explaining the
illegality of such behaviour may encourage voters to take
a negative view of it (Mares and Visconti, 2020), and also
that targeted public spending can increase electoral par-
ticipation in communities with low socio-economic status
(Pop-Eleches and Pop-Eleches, 2012).
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INCREASING VOTER TURNOUT
BY LEGISLATIVE MEASURES

The low turnout issue is not new and most democracies
have to deal with it, taking diverse approaches. Given these
circumstances, one might ask whether legislative measures
introduced to boost turnout actually work (given the costs).
After identifying several legislative attempts to increase
turnout, one paper argues that “attempts to reduce the
costs of voting have been largely a waste of time when it
comes to improving turnout” (Denver and Johns, 2022). In
this section we focus on what we consider to be the most
important legislative changes: improving regulations on vot-
ing abroad, postal voting, internet voting and lowering the
voting age to 16.

VOTING ABROAD: BETTER REGULATION
AND ORGANISATION

Most Romanians residing abroad choose to vote at a poll-
ing station. The number of voters abroad has increased over
time, and sometimes it is quite large both as an absolute
value and as a share of the electorate, especially in presi-
dential elections. In the 2019 presidential election, 675,000
people voted abroad in the first round, and 944,000 in the
second, representing 7.8% and 10.4% of total votes, respec-
tively. Even though the number of polling stations had been
increased, in some cases voters had to wait in line for hours,
and some could not vote at all because of poor organisa-
tion and regulations. Solving these problems could increase
turnout.

There are many possible changes (Expert Forum, 2019;
Guzun, Mogildea and Parvu, 2021): better targeting of
Romanians abroad, along with an increase in the number of
polling stations in areas with many voters; allocating more
resources to specific polling stations in order to increase the
number of personnel, voting ballots, voting booths and vot-
ing stamps; extending the duration of voting from one to
two or more days; increasing the number of hours for voting
(at present polling stations close at 9 pm); and extending
postal voting to European parliamentary elections.

At the same time, better regulations and organisation can
only go so far in bringing out the vote. In the end, turnout
will depend on many other factors. The 2024 European Par-
liament and local elections prove this point: although there
were 915 polling stations abroad, the largest number in
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recent years, only 216,000 people showed up to vote, less
than a quarter of the voters in the 2019 presidential elec-
tions. The low turnout among the diaspora was expected,
however, given that they are second-order elections (people
abroad could vote in the European Parliament elections, but
not in local ones).

VOTING FROM ABROAD:
POSTAL VOTING

Romanians residing abroad can vote by mail in both par-
liamentary elections (since 2015) and presidential elections
(since 2019). Those choosing this method must register at least
45 days beforehand on the website www.votstrainatate.ro.
Subsequently, voters receive by mail an envelope containing
the ballot and other necessary materials. The voters send
their completed ballot by mail, free of charge, to the electoral
office for postal voting and can check online when the enve-
lope reaches its destination. The Permanent Electoral Author-
ity (AEP) informs voters whose envelopes have not arrived
by the deadline so that they can still vote at a polling station
if they so wish. The whole process is sometimes difficult;
mailing the envelopes can be subject to errors and delays.
Official data collected on postal voting show a significant
difference between the number of envelopes dispatched
by the electoral office and the number of envelopes (votes)
received (see Figure 12). This difference is caused by the fact
that the envelopes arrived too late, so the votes were nulli-
fied. Other causes mentioned by the AEP include envelopes/
votes annulled for various legal reasons, incorrect addresses
and deficient postal services (loss of envelopes). Romanian
emigrants mentioned as the main causes of low registration
a lack of information about registration and practical diffi-
culties (Gherghina and Toma, 2016).

The data show that not many Romanians residing abroad
choose postal voting, but also that their number is increasing
(see Figure 12). It should be noted that not all envelopes or
votes sent by registered voters are received and accounted
for. Nonetheless, there has been a noticeable improvement
in this process, rising from 52% in 2016 to about 60-70% in
2019-2020. During the second round of the 2019 presiden-
tial elections, mass media—fuelled concerns about envelopes
not reaching their destination in time led a considerable
share of voters to change their minds and to vote at the
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Figure 12
Postal voting in Romania
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polling stations instead, which explains the decline to 49%.
Regardless of that, the 35,917 envelopes sent to the electoral
bureau did not change the turnout rate by much (turnout
increased by just 0.2 percentage points).

VOTING ABROAD: INTERNET VOTING

Internet voting is relatively new. In a recent study of voting in
Geneva (Petitpas et al., 2021), the authors arrived at two main
conclusions: (i) offering internet voting has increased turnout
among abstainers and occasional voters, and (i) the effects of
the availability of internet voting on equality of participation
are mixed with regard to age cohorts and gender.

Internet voting has been used in Estonia since 2005. In sub-
sequent years, the share of internet voters in total voters
has increased from 1.9% at the first election to 51% at the
2023 parliamentary elections (Piirmets, 2023). While this had
a small positive impact on turnout at national level, it has
significantly increased turnout among Estonians abroad. The
number of elderly voters using the system has also increased
over time. Other studies show that the youngest voters, the
well educated, those on higher income and voters in urban
areas were early adopters of internet voting, but also that
after only three elections internet voting became widespread
across different societal groups (Vassil et al., 2016), to the
extent that socio-demographic characteristics no longer pre-
dict its usage (Ehin et al., 2022). On the other hand, internet
voting did not increase turnout in places where voting was
already easily accessible.

Based on these findings, we can anticipate that the intro-
duction of internet voting in Romania could increase turnout
among the young and (temporary) emigrants. This could be
particularly important because, as we have seen in Figure 5, the
highest turnout recorded to date among Romanian emigrants
is only 37%, lower than the 50% turnout recorded in Romania
itself for the second round of the 2019 presidential elections.
To give an idea of the magnitude of the effect, assuming that
four million Romanians are eligible to vote abroad, an increase
in turnout among Romanian emigrants of 10 percentage
points (from 37 to 47%) would mean about 400,000 more
people voting (the population of an average Romanian county).

Unfortunately, implementing internet voting is a complex
process that requires significant protections, for example, in
relation to voter identification and maintaining the safety and
secrecy of the vote. Internet voting works well in Estonia,
where it has been implemented as part of a comprehensive
IT system that covers almost all interactions between citi-
zens and state. Implementing internet voting in Romania will
require a combination of technical know-how, political will
and cultural acceptance which might be difficult to achieve.

LOWERING THE VOTING AGE

The previous wave of decreasing the voting age, from 21 to
18, which ran from the 1970s to the 2000s, was not as suc-
cessful as had been hoped, as a lower proportion of peo-
ple aged 18-20 voted than those who were 21 when they
first voted (Franklin, 2020). Even so, there are arguments



in favour of reducing the voting age even further, to 16, in
order to encourage young people to vote. According to the
literature, because most young people aged 16-17 live with
their parents, they could be influenced to acquire the habit of
voting, leading to a larger turnout (Franklin, 2020). Alterna-
tively, extending the electorate to include more young people
would incentivise political parties to address the issues that
are important to that particular group, which would itself
result in higher turnout among the young (Cammaerts et al.,
2016). An additional advantage of extending the voting age is
that it would establish habitual voting early in the socialisation
process (Schafer et al., 2020). Previous studies show that low-
ering the voting age has certainly not decreased voter turnout
(Leininger and Faas, 2020), and a comparative study identified
a significant turnout boost (5-6 percentage points) over the
20 years following the lowering of the voting age, suggesting
that the effect is long term (Franklin, 2020).

Opponents of lowering the voting age argue that 16 and 17
year-olds lack the maturity required to vote and some studies
support this argument (Mahed and Bélanger, 2020; Zeglo-
vits, 2013). Other studies, however, suggest otherwise (Oos-
terhoff et al., 2022). Among other things, their voter turnout
is higher than among older people voting for the first time
(Aichholzer and Kritzinger, 2020); they engage with electoral
campaigns in a similar way to other voters and demonstrate
notably high levels of external confidence and satisfaction
with democracy. Even more important, there is evidence
that lowering the voting age can positively impact educa-
tional outcomes by enhancing political engagement, learning
about politics, influencing career aspirations and fostering
mature attitudes (Breeze et al., 2023) and by increasing the
likelihood of discussing politics and using voting advice appli-
cations. In short, ‘the right to vote changes behaviour’ in a
positive direction (Leininger et al., 2024).

The issue of protest voting represents an additional concern
in the context of this discussion, as this type of voting is asso-
ciated with young citizens with medium-level education sup-
porting marginal parties and candidates, sometimes populist
or extremist ones. As a direct consequence of this type of
voting, the share of seats won by such parties and candidates
has been increasing, bringing them into parliament. Roma-
nia has experienced several situations of this type: the 2000
national elections (Vadim Tudor and PRM — Great Romanian
Party), the 2012 parliamentary elections (PP-DD — The Peo-
ple’s Party — Dan Diaconescu), and the 2020 parliamentary
elections (AUR — The Alliance for the Union of Romanians).
Such cases suggest that lowering the voting age should be
implemented only after significant structural economic and
political issues that might push young voters towards extrem-
ist political parties have been properly addressed. Such devel-
opment requires changes in school curricula, civic education
classes, awareness-raising campaigns or projects and mock
elections in schools, as has been done in Austria (Zeglovits,
2013), or as impact evaluation research is proposing (Ribeiro
et al., 2023). These preparatory steps are even more impor-
tant given that “the turnout gap among the young is due to
rising ‘start-up’ costs of voting, which affect mainly those
who are resource poor” (Schafer et al., 2020).
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DIFFICULT CHANGES

In addition to legislative changes, which have their own char-
acteristics, turnout could also be increased by what we call
“difficult changes”. They are difficult because they require
political actors to go against three decades of socialisation in
a system that attaches the highest value to maximising the
number of votes that can be obtained in the next round of
elections. Every scholar who studies voting in Romania has
heard at least once, in interviews, focus groups or question-
naires that “all politicians are the same” and that “we need
to vote for the lesser evil”. Both arguments have often been
brought up in discussion when people were asked to explain
why turnout is low in Romania.

Romania represents an interesting case, in which most of the
important political parties are fighting to win over what they
consider to be the median voter, thus ignoring a significant
part of the population which as a consequence is almost com-
pletely unrepresented on the political arena. Most Romanian
political parties locate themselves as centre-right or right on
economic issues and to the right on social issues. People who
have more liberal positions on social issues or who prefer
more regulation of the economy and the market are hard
pressed to find a political party that might be willing to repre-
sent their interests. From this perspective, it is natural to have
a low turnout in Romanian elections because the existing
political parties mainly ignore such issues while also protect-
ing themselves from the emergence of significant competitors
with an agenda that currently unrepresented citizens might
support. The few attempts made to date to create a viable
political party to address the interests of the unrepresented
citizens on the left (USR, Demos) have failed.

An additional reason that might explain some voters’ reluc-
tance to go to the polls on election day is related to their
perception that political parties are selecting their leaders and
their candidates based only on the interests of the parties and
politicians, ignoring meritocratic concerns and or any need to
match candidates’ abilities to the requirements of the posi-
tions for which they are running. In short, there is a general
perception of so-called “negative selection” among political
parties, which has led to a significant decline in the quality of
top level politicians.

Witnessing this type of behaviour for more than three dec-
ades has disillusioned a significant part of the population in
relation to voting, elections and democracy and has reduced
their trust in political institutions. The solution is relatively
simple, but also poses one of the most difficult challenges
facing political parties in Romania: parties need to change
their organisational culture and their strategy to move closer
to the citizens and to represent voters’ interests. As long as
they insist on politics as usual, they will continue to lose the
trust of ordinary Romanians (currently a mere one in ten pro-
fess such trust) and face high abstention rates.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The data presented in this report show that voter turnout in
Romania has a number of characteristics in common with
other countries in the region, but also some characteristics
of its own.

First, as in many other post-communist countries in central
and eastern Europe, Romania has seen a decline in voter
turnout from the 1990 founding elections to the present.
What sets Romania apart from the other countries in the
region is the magnitude of this decline.

Second, we have shown that emigration is a key element in
explaining the fall in voter turnout. A significant part of the
Romanian population is working and living (for shorter or
longer periods of time) in other EU countries or elsewhere
in the world. Given the higher costs of voting for Romanian
migrants, they are less likely to vote, which means that an
decrease in voter turnout is correlated with an increase in the
Romanian diaspora.

Third, inequality of voter turnout in Romania seems to be
similar to that in other countries in the Unequal Democracies
project. Gender-related inequalities are minimal, while age-
and education- related inequalities are larger but similar to
what was observed in the other countries: people with a
higher socioeconomic status (better education, better job,
higher income) are more likely to vote. In terms of age, turn-
out increases until about the age of 50, plateaus for about a
decade, and starts to decline after the age of 60. Addition-
ally, people living in rural areas have a higher turnout than
people living in large cities. This is usually explained by the
efforts of local mayors to get out the vote in favour of their
own political parties. Finally, frequent churchgoers also have
a slightly higher turnout rate. This may be explained by peer
pressure but there is also anecdotal evidence of priests acting
as electoral agents in election campaigns.

Fourth, survey data show that non-voters in Romania have
a political values profile that suggests that not voting is
rather a personal decision and not the result of electoral or
institutional barriers. Non-voters are less informed about
politics, have low levels of political efficacy, are less likely
to have a party identification or attachment, and are more
likely to be dissatisfied with Romanian democracy. Other
factors that increase the probability of not voting are related
to the quality of political parties in Romania, which offer
vague electoral promises, do not make convincing attempts
to differentiate themselves from their competitors and, as

a results, are among the least trusted political institutions
in Romania.

Because one function of elections is to establish and main-
tain the legitimacy of the political system, underpinning
successive electoral cycles, low voter turnout is a particular
problem that needs to be solved. There are a variety of ways
of approaching this, but we preferred recommendations that
we believe address critical points, namely low voter turnout
among the Romanian diaspora and among young people.
We also favoured solutions that that should not be very dif-
ficult to implement.

When it comes to improving voter turnout among the Roma-
nian diaspora, the first step is to improve the relevant regula-
tions and better organise the process of voting abroad. Given
that online voting for Romanian emigrants is not possible in
the short or medium term, postal voting and casting a ballot
at polling stations need to be improved. Postal voting needs
to be streamlined and simplified, made available for a longer
period in order to overcome possible postal delays and, most
importantly, possible voters need to be informed about the
advantages of using this method. Currently, many Romanians
abroad are not aware that postal voting is possible, or what
they need to do. Voting at polling stations can be improved
by opening up more locations on election day, in particular
where there are concentrations of Romanian expats. At the
same time, Romanian voters need to be taught to be more
proactive in demanding new polling stations where they live
(there is a procedure for this, but it is not very well known).

Our second key recommendation is aimed at lowering the
voting age to 16 years. One option is to lower the voting
age for the European Parliament elections first, following the
examples of Austria, Germany and Malta. These countries’
experiences could be used to demonstrate the advantages of
lowering the voting age. Linking this issue to the European
Parliament elections has the advantage that the EU could be
used as an instrument and/or partner to promote the idea.
Moreover, handling it as a supranational issue could help in the
development of a pan-European movement in support of low-
ering the voting age across the EU. A second option is to lower
the voting age for local elections. As we have seen, some have
criticised this idea on the grounds that 16 and 17 year olds are
not ready for the complexities of voting. But while this has
some plausibility in the case of parliamentary or presidential
elections, the argument is less convincing with regard to local
elections, in which awareness of the local context suffices.
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WHO DOES (NOT) VOTE IN ROMANIA?

%

Why should the Romanians
care about turnout?

This report examines, comparatively,
the evolution of voter turnout in Roma-
nia since the 1990 elections, focusing
on the significant decline in electoral
participation and on the most inpor-
tant inequalities identified in data from
official sources, public opinion surveys,
and exit-polls.

%

Who are the Romanian
non-voters?

Although most post-communist coun-
tries have registered voter turnout
decline since the founding elections,
the decline was the highest in Roma-
nia. This can be explained, among oth-
ers, by high emigration and low levels
of interest in politics, linked to low lev-
els of trust in political parties.

%

What should be done?

The report suggests different solu-
tions to increase voter turnout: remove
institutional barriers and improve pro-
cedures for diaspora voters, convince
political parties to come up with a bet-
ter offer for voters, and decrease the
voting age to 16 for the European Par-
liament elections, at least.
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