The First Time
Those concerned by low electoral turnouts have considered various remedies, including compulsory voting. Ben Saunders argues that it may not be necessary to compel everyone. If our concern is to ensure that all voters have the opportunity to vote, then we could focus our attention on first-time voters; this targets coercion where most necessary and beneficial, while being less objectionable than forcing everyone to vote.
Low and falling electoral turnouts in many established Western democracies have led to calls for compulsory voting from politicians, academics and think tanks (Lijphart 1997, Keaney and Rogers 2006, Birch, 2009).
The momentum in the UK may be momentarily lost by the rise in turnout since reaching a low in 2001. Even in the hotly contested 2010 election though turnout remained under two-thirds (65.1%), significantly less than between 1945 and 1997, where it had never fallen below 70%. The prospect of electoral reform, with the Liberal Democrats in coalition government, also gives some cause for optimism, since people may be more likely to vote under a more proportional system. Nonetheless, the trend towards low turnout is not confined to the UK and is unlikely to change in the long-term.
My aim in this piece is to argue that, rather than coercing everyone, we can achieve the most important benefits of compulsory voting, at lower cost, by focusing on first-time voters and only requiring them to vote.

The Current Debate

Compulsory voting is already practised in a number of democracies, including Australia and Belgium, and has proven effective in ensuring high turnouts. Its supporters argue that it is necessary for political equality and the legitimacy of the democratic system (Lijphart 1997, Engelen 2007).
Despite these claims, compulsory voting has also been subject to much criticism from a number of sources. I have previously argued that the mere fact of low turnout is not necessarily problematic for democracy (Saunders 2010a). Others have argued that compulsory voting merely papers over the cracks in the system, by treating the symptoms of widespread apathy rather than its underlying cause (Ballinger 2006). Finally, of course, there is the argument that any form of state compulsion limits individual liberty.
The freedom argument has proved particularly divisive. Proponents of compulsory voting argue that freedom of conscience is protected by the secret ballot and that the legal duty to attend a polling station every four to five years is hardly that onerous compared to many of the other obligations that the law already places on us.
Opponents of state compulsion typically respond that being forced to perform a particular action, like voting, is more objectionable than being prohibited from a particular action, since in the latter case the law leaves a number of options open. This does not settle the issue though, because the law often does impose particular obligations on us, such as to pay taxes or to serve jury duty.
Moreover, while the secret ballot protects freedom of conscience, there is little point in forcing people to attend the polls unless it leads them to casting valid votes. Though only turnout is strictly necessary, this has been likened to forcing people to attend church in the hope that, once there, they will pray (Lever 2008). As Lisa Hill has argued, however, it may be necessary to require turnout in order to ensure that all groups have the real opportunity to influence the political process (Hill 2002a, 2006).
Alternatives to Compulsion

Assuming that all agree on the need to increase turnout, there are a number of ways that this can be done without compelling everyone to turnout.
Firstly, as already mentioned, there is the possibility of electoral reform. The UK’s first past the post system leads to a large number of voters being stuck in safe seats, where their votes have no real chance of affecting the outcome. Moreover, many voters know that their preferred party has little chance of winning power through elections. The Green Party, for example, only saw their first MP elected in 2010. A more proportional electoral system, in which every vote had at least some chance of making a difference, might go some way to encouraging more people to vote.
Secondly, there are various measures that can be taken to make voting easier or less costly. Moving voting to weekends or having polling stations in more convenient locations, such as supermarkets or workplaces, may help those who would like to vote but find it difficult under present arrangements (Hill 2006). We could also increase the availability of postal voting or even experiment with online voting, provided that technological and security issues could be addressed.
Thirdly, low turnout has often been associated with apathy and social disaffection. Political scientists often lament to loss of ‘social capital’ in increasingly atomized modern society (Putnam 2000). It may be possible to combat this trend through political education and policies designed to increase community spirit and mobilization.
Fourthly, rather than fining people for not voting, we could employ the proverbial carrot, by offering voters some form of reward (Saunders 2009). This could take the form of a small cash payment for all voters, entry into a lottery with a larger cash prize, or some other non-cash benefit. Such schemes provide incentives for voting without coercing anyone to do so. Moreover, it is likely that they may be particularly effective at encouraging turnout among the poor, who are currently less likely to vote and so under-represented.
These proposals show that there are various ways that we can address the problem of low turnout without compelling everyone to vote. Obviously none of these will bring us so close to universal turnout, so one issue that needs to be addressed is whether we really need turnout close to 100% (though even compulsory voting cannot guarantee this) or merely to ensure something like 70% turnout, before participation rates drop further and start to threaten the legitimacy of the system.
A Modest Proposal

If we are satisfied with something less than full participation, then we can tackle the problem of low turnout while avoiding some of the liberty costs that come with such widespread compulsion. Though some advocates of compulsory voting doubtless would want everyone to vote, were that possible, others are more moderate.

Some have proposed providing a ‘none of the above’ box on ballot papers, so that those dissatisfied with all of the parties on offer can express their true preferences (Engelen 2007). Lisa Hill goes even further, suggesting that we allow ‘conscientious objectors’ to be excused (Hill 2002b). Her case for compulsory voting does not rest on ensuring that everyone does vote, but rather on making sure that everyone has the real opportunity to do so.
No doubt all would agree that people ought to have the opportunity to vote. If some do not vote because they freely choose not to, then that is one thing, but if they are effectively disenfranchised that is another. The controversy surrounds what is necessary to ensure that all really do have a genuine opportunity to vote. Hill casts doubt on whether many abstentions are really voluntary (Hill 2002b?). Nonetheless, it is far from obvious that everyone needs to be forced to attend a polling station in order to have an opportunity to vote, though this would of course be sufficient to show that they had such an opportunity.
Despite my misgivings about compulsion, I have come to realize that there may be some place for it if we are concerned about current participation rates, but I do not think that it is necessary to compel everyone. If the state is to exercise coercion, then it is best that it be done so as little as possible. Therefore, I would suggest that rather than requiring everyone to vote, voting could be made mandatory only for first time voters, while remaining optional for all others. This would not only ensure a higher turnout among the young, who would be most of those coerced, but ensure that everyone, having voted once, would be aware of how the process works and able to make an informed decision whether to vote again in future.
Similar Proposals

I believe I am the first to suggest targeting first-time voters in this way, but the idea of what might be called ‘asymmetric compulsory voting’ is not a new one.

Aristotle suggested in his Politics that a democratic state should pay the poor to attend council but fine the rich for not doing so (Aristotle 1992). It has also been noted that, if our concern is merely to ensure a representative turnout, then that could be achieved by making only a random sample of the population vote (Birch 2009, Saunders 2010b). What I propose, however, is to focus on first time voters in particular, while all others would continue to have the right (but not the obligation) to vote.
To my knowledge, no such scheme has previously been suggested or implemented. The Belgian political theorist Philippe Van Parijs has raised the apparently similar possibility of making voting compulsory for the young (Van Parijs 1998). This differs from my proposal, however, because while most first-time voters would indeed be those who had come of age since the previous election, I would also include immigrants or anyone else having the right to vote for the first time in this country. This might include someone just released from prison who had not yet been able to vote because they were incarcerated in the first election for which they were old enough to do so (and, if we excuse abstainers with good reason for not voting on one occasion, the obligation should carry over to the next election until they have finally voted).
Moreover, Van Parijs’ aim is to combat the effects of an ageing electorate and ensure adequate consideration for long-term issues, such as climate change. My aim is not electoral engineering, but simply to ensure that all potential voters had been exposed to politics and know what is required to vote. This would be a significant step towards guaranteeing the real opportunity to participate for all.
Advantages

Forcing only first-time voters to vote involves less compulsion than making everyone do so and targets that compulsion where it is arguably most needed. First-time voters typically belong to groups that are currently marginalized and less likely to vote, such as the young and immigrants. Targeting these groups ensures that they get a voice in politics, which should go some way to achieving greater inclusion.
The justification for coercing these groups is not simply to make sure that they are heard in the course of a single election though, but rather to ensure that eligible voters in all subsequent elections know how to exercise their right to vote and have the opportunity to do so if they wish. Under present arrangements, someone who reaches their fifties and then wants to vote for the first time may not know how to do so and be embarrassed to ask. If we make all citizens exercise their right on the first occasion that they are eligible to do so, then we can be more confident that if they decide not to vote in future it really is a free and informed choice.
The merits of the scheme are not simply that it involves less coercion than forcing everyone to vote, for that would also be true if only a random sample of the population had to vote, but that the coercion is targeted most efficiently towards those we are particularly concerned to have vote. Get people voting the first time and they may well form a habit and continue to do so. Moreover, it is less objectionable to force someone to try something that they have not done before, because their decision not to vote is uninformed. If they choose not to vote again, then at the very least they have had a taste of their democratic rights.
Possible Objections
There are three obvious objections that may be made to such a scheme; firstly that it unfairly places the burden of voting on some groups rather than others, secondly that such asymmetric compulsion will result in disproportional and thus unrepresentative turnout and electoral results, and thirdly that it paternalistically treats first-time voters like children.
The first objection to such a scheme of asymmetric compulsion is that it is unfair to force only some citizens to vote when all have a duty to support our democratic institutions. Singling out first-time voters therefore seems to saddle them with a burden that everyone ought to share.
The aim is not, however, to make some particular group bear the whole burden of supporting our elections. Though only first-time voters are under a legal obligation to vote, others retain their right to vote – and we would hope that a significant number of them do so voluntarily to safeguard the legitimacy of the system. Moreover, while these other citizens no longer have a legal obligation, that is only because they have already voted in the past. Everyone will be required to vote at least once during their lives, on the first occasion they are able to.
This leads to a second worry, namely that asymmetric compulsion will undermine the democratic process by producing unrepresentative electoral results. The majority of first-time voters will be young, so if they are forced to vote while the old are not it will distort electoral outcomes in favour of policies preferred by the young. It may be that the young are under-represented under a scheme of voluntary voting, but this asymmetric compulsion over-compensates by going too far in the other direction, to the detriment of the old.
If the aim of compulsory voting is to ensure that all groups in society are represented in proportion to the composition of the whole population, then it is true that compelling only some is likely to frustrate this. The aim is not to affect electoral results, either in favour of the young or to make them more representative, but to ensure that all individuals vote at least once. Results need not be disproportional, however, since other voters can be expected to turnout if they feel that their interests are threatened.
Thirdly, it may be worried that the law treats voters like children, if it is seen as coercing them for their own good. This is a potential worry for any scheme of compulsory voting, but seems a greater danger if it is targeted at the young and explicitly justified in terms of making them try something that they have not done before. It brings up images of parents telling their children that they should try something they do not want just once in case they like it.
There is no escaping the fact that there is an element of paternalism here, but that need not be a fatal objection when there are good reasons for a law, such as requirements to wear seatbelts and crash helmets. While there is something objectionable about the state overriding people’s autonomy, however, this is most problematic when they make free, informed and rational choices. It is less offensive to intervene where people’s choices do not meet these conditions. Since those who have not voted before do not know what it is like, it seems less objectionable to force them to try it. The advantage of this scheme, compared to coercing everyone, is that if they do not like it they are never required to do it again. Thus, if people make an informed choice not to vote, having done so before, that is respected.
Conclusion

A scheme such as this may seem quite radical, but it promises to deliver many of the benefits of universal compulsion – ensuring at least that everyone has the real opportunity to vote – with lower costs in terms of coercion, since that is more efficiently targeted at those for whom it will do most benefit and be least objectionable. Obviously such a proposal would have to be subject to public consultation before it could be implemented, but if we are to debate compulsory voting then options like this should be on the agenda.
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