
This research looks
at compulsory voting
systems around the
world. It analyses the
historical background
to the introduction
of compulsory voting in
several countries across
the world (and its
abolition in others).
We have also looked at
current legislation and
enforcement, sought to
identify common
features of compulsory
voting systems and
reviewed academic
studies into the impact
of compulsory voting on
turnout and political
engagement.

Background to research
Turnouts of 59.4% and 61.4%
at the last two UK Parliamentary
general elections have
prompted some discussion of
compulsory voting. Although
compulsory voting has
never been part of the UK
electoral system, mandatory
participation in elections is a
feature in a diverse range of
countries across the world –
in Western Europe, South East
Asia, Australasia and Central
and South America.

The principal aim of this
research was to provide
factual information about how
compulsory voting operates in
different countries and, where
possible, to assess the efficacy
of penalties for non-voting and
the impact of compulsory voting
on turnout rates.

The research has drawn on
evidence supplied to us by
British embassies and electoral
authorities in a range of
countries across the world
where there is, or has been,
compulsory voting. We have
also drawn on academic
research and analysis, but
this report does not represent
an exhaustive survey of
compulsory voting systems
or the literature about them.

Introducing compulsory
voting
Countries with very different
types of political systems, from
newly established democracies
through to emerging
democracies, have legislated
to introduce compulsory voting.
The reasons behind its
introduction are more complex
than might, at first, be
assumed and are not simply
concerned with a desire to
boost participation rates.
Country-specific political and
historical events and factors
are overwhelmingly the prompt
for a move to compulsion.

Compulsory voting has been
introduced for a number of
reasons and often at times
of constitutional and political
change, but the desire to
maximise turnout among all
sections of society seems to
have been a common objective.
It has often been implemented
as a result of wider political
reform such as a change in
a country’s political system,
as in Chile, or alongside the
introduction of universal
suffrage, as in Belgium
and Luxembourg.
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Compulsory voting
systems
Our research has found
considerable diversity in the
different compulsory voting
systems across the world. Some
are perhaps better described
as compulsory attendance
systems since they do not
require electors to actually cast
a vote; some are underpinned
by compulsory registration,
others are not; while some
systems are strictly enforced
by the authorities and some
utilise significant sanctions (see
Table 1, following pages, for a
summary of compulsory voting
systems and their sanctions).
By contrast, in some countries
it appears that the existence
of compulsory voting in law
is enough to ensure public
compliance, even without the
application of sanctions.

Impact of compulsory
voting on political
engagement
While higher turnouts in
countries with some form
of compulsory voting are not
solely the product of such
arrangements, it is clear from
the available evidence that
compulsory voting both
increases aggregate turnout
and reduces the variation in
turnout rates among different
groups. Less clear is the effect
compulsory voting has on
political engagement more
generally, encompassing
political interest, knowledge
and participation. The available
evidence does suggest that
compulsion is less effective
in promoting better public
knowledge of politics or in
increasing political engagement.

We have been mindful
that, while there is much to
be gained from international
comparisons, the compulsory
voting systems currently in
place across the world reflect
the unique political and electoral
systems and cultures of the
individual countries involved.
The practicability of effective
imposition of compulsory voting
also depends significantly on
the extent to which registration
is mandatory (and is enforced)
or automatic.

The only obvious example
where an established
democracy appears to have
introduced compulsory voting
solely in response to low voter
turnouts is Australia. However,
the academic Lisa Hill argues
that the greatest obstacles
to the introduction of an
Australian-style system of
compulsory voting elsewhere
may be ‘psychological, or
at least, cultural’.1

In those countries in Western
Europe where compulsory
voting has been introduced,
this typically followed the
introduction of universal suffrage
in the early twentieth century,
sometimes combined with the
introduction of proportional
representation. The International
Institute for Democracy and
Electoral Assistance
(International IDEA) suggests
that it is probably due to the long
history of compulsory voting in
some Western European
democracies that it is still
practised – this history has
helped to make the practice a
more ‘commonly accepted or
tolerated’ tradition than it would
otherwise be if introduced today.
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1 Cited in L. Hill, ‘Democratic
assistance: A compulsory voting
template’, paper presented to
the Jubilee conference of the
Australasian Political Studies
Association, Canberra (2002).
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Level of Brief description of sanctions against non-voters
enforcement/
country
Very strict
Brazil

Australia

Singapore

Peru

Strict
Bolivia

Nauru
Thailand

Moderate
Belgium

Luxembourg

Turkey
Cyprus

Chile

Liechtenstein

Fiji
Ecuador

Paraguay A small fine can be imposed on non-voters.

A fine is imposed. Voting is voluntary for those with certified illiteracy and those
aged 65+.

No-one has been prosecuted since the introduction of compulsory voting in 1997.

Non-voters may be fined if they do not give an approved reason for not voting. As at
September 2003 the fine will never exceed 20 Swiss francs (approximately equal to
£8–9).

Registration is voluntary, making compulsory voting difficult to enforce. In theory, a
fine is applied to those who do not vote, with names picked at random from a list of
people who have not voted. However, in practice very few are fined.

The punitive sanctions are fines of up to £200 and/or a prison sentence of up to six
months for failing to vote or register. There have been very few prosecutions and
none since the 2001 general election.

A small fine is imposed if no legitimate reason is given.

According to electoral legislation sanctions include fines and imprisonment but none
have ever been enforced.

Fines for not voting are up to 50 euros for a first offence and 125 euros for a second
offence.

A small fine (3 Swiss francs, approximately equal to £1.40) is payable by non-voters to
the police who come to re-collect each citizen’s voter legitimation card. Sanctions are
enforced against everyone who has not voted, unless they are exempt.

Schaffhausen
(Swiss canton)

The absent voter may lose certain political rights, e.g. the right to propose
legislation, impeach ministers or hold political positions.

A fine is imposed if no legitimate reason can be given.

Citizens cannot make bank transactions up to three months after polling day if they
fail to provide proof of voting. A monetary fine determined by the National Electoral
Court at the time of each election may also be applied.

According to the Peruvian law, those who do not vote are restricted from making
banking or other public administrative transactions and face a financial penalty.

The names of absent voters are removed from the register of electors. Those who
failed to vote without sufficient reason have to make a payment of S$5 to the
Registration Officer for their names to be reinstated on the register.

Inability to provide a sufficient reason for non-attendance triggers a $20 fine. In the
event of court proceedings being required, the fine can be increased to $50 and the
non-voter is liable for court costs. On some occasions, if the fine is still not paid,
defaulters have been imprisoned as being in contempt of court.

Sanctions include a fine corresponding to a small percentage of the minimum wage
of the region where the individual was registered to vote. The non-voter is banned
from taking professional exams, or from obtaining a loan or a passport. Failure to
vote in three consecutive elections, non-payment of fines or failure to justify absence
within six months can lead to registration being cancelled.

Table 1: Summary of compulsory voting systems and their sanctions
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We are an independent body that was set up by the UK Parliament. 
Our mission is to foster public confidence and participation by
promoting integrity, involvement and effectiveness in the democratic
process. For more information see: www.electoralcommission.org.uk

Level of Brief description of sanctions against non-voters
enforcement/
country
Very moderate
Panama
Greece

Argentina
None
Egypt
Honduras
El Salvador
Costa Rica

Venezuela

Mexico
Notes: This table lists countries and systems we have been able to find material on and information is correct
as at the time we undertook our research in February 2006. The ‘very strict’ – ‘very moderate/none’
classifications are derived from analysis by International IDEA.
Source: Various, including British embassies, electoral authorities, International IDEA (1997, 2003, 2004 reports).

Mexican electoral legislation does not establish any sanctions against non-voters.

Although compulsory voting exists in law, it has, in effect, not been implemented.
There are no specified sanctions, and thus no prosecutions.

There is no enforcement.Dominican
Republic

There are no penalties for non-voting.
There is no enforcement.
There is no enforcement.
There are no penalties.

A small fine is imposed if no legitimate reason is given.

There are no specified sanctions enforcing the compulsory system – the relevant
passage was omitted from the 2001 revision of the constitution.

There is legal provision for compulsory voting but no penalties are applied.

Table 1 (continued): Summary of compulsory voting systems and their sanctions

Further information
The full report is available on the
Electoral Commission’s website:
www.electoralcommission.org.uk


