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Editorial

he global trend towards greater 
longevity means that the number 
of older voters is constantly in-

creasing, and the proportional number of 
younger voters is decreasing. In many of 
the world’s democracies, older people vote 
more consistently and in greater numbers 
than their younger counterparts. The ap-
parent reluctance of the young to exercise 
their right to vote only serves to reinforce 
this demographic trend. The result is that 
politicians tend to pander to the “Grey 
Vote”, and young people run the risk of be-
ing under-represented in parliament while 
seeing their issues overlooked by govern-
ments. In such a scenario, young people 
may be easier targets for unpopular govern-
ment measures, such as the belt-tightening 
associated with austerity.
The statistics make the case. In Germany’s 
2013 general election, the average voting 
turnout was 72.4%. All of the age-cohorts 
above the age of 45 fell above this average, 
whereas all of the age-cohorts below 45 fell 
exactly on or below it. Turnout was high-
est amongst 60-70 year olds (almost 80%), 
whereas turnout amongst 18-21 year olds 
was below 65%.
In the United Kingdom, turnout in 2015’s 
general election among those aged 18 to 
24 decreased to a mere 43%, far below the 
average turnout of 66.1%. The participa-
tory gap has widened over the decades and 
its last year’s figures were exceeded only in 
2005, when youth turnout was a stagger-
ing 24 percentage points below that of the 
entire population. A recent article in The 
Economist (23 April 2016) suggests, howev-
er, that this is partly due to the fact that most 
British university students live in short-term 
accommodation and tend to move frequent-
ly, which makes it hard for them to register 
as voters in the first place.
In either of these cases, would lowering the 
voting age make a difference? In Germany, 
where 16 year olds are eligible to vote in 
the local elections of some Länder (federate 
states), there is some evidence to suggest 
that a cohort who obtain their voting right 
at 16 will have a higher poll turnout over 
the course of their whole lives than a co-
hort who are not allowed to cast their first 
vote until a later age. In other words, early 

 participation seems to set a trend for life.
One possible way of reducing the median 
voting age could be the introduction of 
compulsory suffrage, which already exists in 
countries such as Belgium, Greece, Luxem-
burg, Cyprus, and Australia. However, this 
kind of imposed political legitimacy is seen 
by some to offend the principles of liberal 
democracy – even though it need not im-
ply the imposition of legal sanctions against 
non-voters, as the case of Belgium and oth-
ers demonstrates. The question of wheth-
er the democratic act of voting should be 
recast from a civic duty to an obligation 
is multi-faceted and will remain open to 
discussion for years to come. Additionally, 
measures to increase the electoral turnout 
of the younger age groups could aim at 
making the very act of voting easier, that is, 
more “user-friendly“ – for example through 
e-voting.
At any rate, it is hardly possible for the in-
terests and preferences of a group, even with 
the very best intentions, to be better iden-
tified by a third-party than by the affected 
group itself. The paternalistic conception 
that men understand women’s needs better 
than women themselves, for instance, was 
successfully rejected by women during their 
long battle for the suffrage. As John Stuart 
Mill put it in his Considerations on Repre-
sentative Government, the rulers and ruling 
classes are “under a necessity of considering 
the interests and wishes of those who have 
the suffrage; but of those who are exclud-
ed, it is in their option whether they will 
do so or not.” Therefore the very idea of de-
mocracy is called into question if any group 
within it become sidelined, while others are 
favoured. There will be repercussions for 
political legitimacy if young people perceive 
themselves as being left out of the political 
process; hence remedies are needed to en-
sure that this does not happen. 
This issue of the Intergenerational Justice Re-
view addresses the topic from two angles: it 
asks for the reasons why the electoral turn-
out of young voters is comparably low in 
the first place, and it discusses some possible 
solutions to the problem.
In the first of two research articles, Char-
lotte Snelling asks for the potential of edu-
cation in raising youth turnout. Aggregate 

increases in education do little to alter an 
individual’s relative status within the educa-
tion system, she argues. Using the 2011 UK 
Citizens in Transition Survey, she suggests 
that education affects turnout by deter-
mining young people’s positioning within 
social networks. Some of these networks, 
however, are more politicised than others. 
Individuals with relatively lower education-
al status continue to be excluded from more 
politically engaged networks – irrespective 
of their educational attainment – and, as a 
result, they lack the mobilisation and great-
er sense of political efficacy required to vote. 
In short, the simple formula “more educa-
tion leads to more political interest” turns 
out to be just that, a simplification.
In the second article, Thomas Tozer discuss-
es how to increase electoral turnout among 
the young. He considers two methods for 
doing so: compulsory voting and a scheme 
of financial incentives. The incentive scheme 
that he prefers would pay young people £30 
if they attend an hour-long information ses-
sion on the election, an hour-long discussion 
session, and then vote. Tozer argues that this 
scheme is preferable to compulsory voting 
because it is more likely to lead young peo-
ple to deliver reasoned and well-considered 
votes; and it does so, he holds, without vio-
lating individual liberty.
In the review section, our authors discuss 
some of the most recent publications on 
voting and intergenerational justice. The 
research articles of this issue are the win-
ning entries to the 2014/2015 Demogra-
phy Prize, bestowed jointly by the Founda-
tion for the Rights of Future Generations 
(FRFG) and the Intergenerational Founda-
tion (IF). Please also consider our Call for 
Papers on “Constitutions and Intergener-
ational Justice”, printed at the end of this 
issue. Last but not least, we cordially invite 
you to visit our newly launched website at 
www.igjr.org. Whether electronically or in 
print – we wish you a rewarding and in-
sightful read.

Antony Mason (IF)
Hans-Ulrich Kramer (FRFG)
Jörg Tremmel (University of Tübingen)
Markus Rutsche (University of Tübingen)
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bstract: Youth turnout in the UK is 
falling despite young people repre-
senting arguably the most educated 

generation. This article examines education’s 
role in social sorting, contending that the 
positive impact of educational expansion on 
electoral participation is tempered by relative 
education concerns. Using the 2011 UK Cit-
izens in Transition Survey, it argues that ed-
ucation affects turnout by determining young 
people’s positioning within social networks. 
Some of these networks are more politicised 
than others. Individuals with relatively low-
er educational status continue to be excluded 
from more politically engaged networks – irre-
spective of their educational attainment – and 
as such lack the mobilisation and greater sense 
of political efficacy required to vote. 

Introduction
The positive relationship between educa-
tion and electoral turnout at the individual 
level is so well-established to be largely un-
contested.2 Thought to raise levels of politi-
cal interest and confer skills and knowledge 
required for voting, studies across Western 
democracies consistently find significant 
evidence to this effect; electors with higher 
levels of education demonstrate a greater 
likelihood of voting than those with lower 
levels.3 It could reasonably be assumed that 
as the UK’s demographic profile becomes 
more educated, its population will be-
come increasingly electorally participative. 
 Brody,4 however, has highlighted a “puzzle 
of participation”, observing that education-
al expansion had been accompanied not by 
rising but declining turnout. This is espe-
cially notable among young people, argua-
bly the most educated generation of all and 
yet the least participative. To what extent, 
therefore, is a more educated youth elector-
ate an effective and satisfactory remedy for 
tackling low youth electoral participation?
Despite extensions to compulsory school-
ing in the UK and increased numbers en-
tering higher education (HE)5 – a 44% 
increase in students between 1999 and 
20096 – only 44% of 18-24 year olds were 
estimated to have voted in the 2010 gen-
eral election, versus a 65% average.7 With 
voting often  habitual8, fears are that if 

young people abstain now, generational re-
placement will see electorate-wide turnout 
falling even further. Equally, these young 
people risk growing political marginalisa-
tion if parties are tempted to gear policy 
programmes primarily towards the voting 
“grey majority”.9 Questions subsequently 
arise as to why educational expansion has 
seemingly failed to engender a more elec-
torally participative youth and whether 
strategies aimed at reversing current trends 
can rely upon education alone to act as a 
key agent of pro- voting socialisation. 
On the one hand, there are arguments that 
as young people enjoy more education they 
also become more critical, less deferential 
towards politics, leading them to be selec-
tive in their participation.10 Entry into HE 
may also delay the transition into “adult-
hood” and thus the point at which politics 
can appear more relevant.11 Both arguments 
focus on the young people benefitting most 
from educational expansion, namely the in-
creasing number who are attending univer-
sity. Conversely, in a departure from such 
theories, in this article I examine the con-
tribution of less-well educated young peo-
ple – individuals aged 18-24 years who do 
not go to university – to the youth turnout 
puzzle, considering how and to what extent 
educational expansion affects their electoral 
behaviours. 

Certainly, nearly all young people today are 
“more” educated than in the past – in 1974 
as many as 72% of British Election Study 
respondents left school at 16 compared to 
just 29% in 200512 – and yet individuals 
outwith HE cannot be assumed to have 
experienced the advantages of educational 
expansion in the same way as those attend-
ing university. Taking inspiration from Nie 
et al.’s sorting model13 in which aggregate 
increases in education do little to alter an 
 individual’s relative status and connections, 
I argue that education performs an im-
portant positioning role. A young person’s 

social position can influence their political 
recruitment as well as how they view the 
political system and themselves as poten-
tial participants in it. These may then affect 
turnout, the ever lower positioning associat-
ed today with non-HE experiences leaving 
this group lacking mobilisation, feeling in-
efficacious, and ultimately reluctant to vote, 
irrespective of their absolute education lev-
el. Using the 2011 Citizens in Transition 
Study,14 I find that social networks and in-
ternal efficacy can mediate education’s im-
pact on turnout. I conclude by highlighting 
implications this has for education’s poten-
tial role in remedies designed to encourage 
participation. 

Education and electoral participation
Education is typically associated with an 
increase in electoral participation poten-
tial. Dee finds each additional year in ed-
ucation increases the likelihood of voting 
by an average of 3.8 percentage points.15 It 
is not within the remit of this paper to ex-
plore reasons for this correlation and with a 
wide pool of literature already available, it is 
possible simply to summarise the key argu-
ments. Within classic civic education theo-
ry, education supports the development of 
political skills, knowledge, and interest, all 
of which are considered necessary resources 
and mobilisers for voting;16 individuals be-
come more capable of participating while 
increasingly believing there is reason to do 
so. Through education, they can also ac-
quire practical understanding, for instance 
how to register and cast a ballot.17 Without 
this they may lack confidence and feel ill-
equipped to participate. Indeed, studies 
show that young people who report to be 
lacking sufficient understanding of poli-
tics are more likely to abstain.18 Frequently 
viewed within rational choice thinking, edu-
cation here lowers the anticipated costs of 
voting and heightens prospective benefits.
This occurs both through formal teaching 
and informal extracurricular activities. Evi-
dently within certain subjects, for instance 
social sciences and humanities, skills such 
as document analysis and critical thinking 
might be especially relevant in supporting 
political participation.19 Moreover, with 

“School’s out!” A Test of Education’s Turnout-Raising Potential
by Charlotte Snelling1

A

“With voting often habitual, fears are 
that if young people abstain now, 
generational replacement will see 
electorate-wide turnout falling even 
further.“



Intergenerational Justice Review
Issue 1/2016

5

 citizenship education introduced into Eng-
lish schools in 2001, many young people 
entering the electorate today should have at 
least some comprehension of politics, and 
more so than would be expected for  previous 
generations.20 Given its recent introduction 
however, its precise impact is still being as-
sessed. Within universities, student unions 
also run elections and campaigns, political 
parties are represented by student societies, 
debates are held, and political figures are 
frequently invited to speak.21 Students can 
become politically informed while gaining 
experience of democratic processes prior to 
any formal electoral participation and irre-
spective of variation in academic learning. 

Analysis using British Election Studies, Feb-
ruary 1974 to present day,22 demonstrates 
that while turnout has been falling across 
all groups in the UK, this has been most 
pronounced among young people without 
HE experience (Figure 1). Just two-fifths 
reported voting in 2010 (39.1%) compared 
to 67.5% of their HE counterparts. We 
could think this results from their missing 
out on many of the politicising forces as-
sociated with HE and/or their experiencing 
comparatively less education. Superficially, 
there is support for a civic education hy-
pothesis. However, since the school leaving 
age has risen over time it remains unclear as 
to why extra years in education alongside 
the possible experience of citizenship-style 

Figure 1: Absolute turnout at UK General Elections by age and HE experience, Feb 1974 to 
2010. Source: British Election Studies Feb 1974 to 2010, n ranging from 1,874 to 3,955 
(weighted by official turnout)

education leaves this group being so un-
der-participative within the wider elector-
ate and with a widening participation gap. 
Figure 1 further justifies a focus on those 
individuals “left behind” by educational 
expansion, those who do not enjoy its full 
rewards – namely, entry into university and 
related benefits. It is non-HE young people 
contributing more than any others to low 
and falling youth turnout.

The mechanisms of relative education 
and social sorting
A number of authors have considered the 
possible conditionality of individual- level 
education effects on levels of education 
in the environment, stated most notably 
in Nie et al.’s seminal sorting model.23 
Contrasted with additive effects theories 
in which rising education levels generate 
growing support for democracy across all 
groups,24 they claim a more educated elec-
torate negatively impacts individual turnout 
by affecting notions of relative education.25 
They argue that while education levels may 
have risen, entrenched hierarchies remain 
and mitigate the possibility of relatively less 
well-educated individuals (within a genera-
tional cohort) turning out in line with tra-
ditional expectations. In the past, staying in 
school beyond the age of 14-16 years in the 
UK may have been sufficient to ensure an 
individual felt able and inclined to partic-
ipate in society, and by association in pol-
itics. It was a common phenomenon. Now 
with increasing entry into HE, school-level 
qualifications have fallen in value. There 
is educational inflation; as “average levels 
of education in the population have ris-
en, each individual has needed ever more 

 education to be positioned at the top of the 
class hierarchy.”26 Education is therefore a 
proxy for social position here, absolute skills 
and knowledge playing only a minor role in 
determining turnout.

Much research adopts multi-level approach-
es, modelling turnout potential based on 
electors’ individual education interacted 
with that of the society or community in 
which they live.27 However, the underex-
plored question of why relative differences 
in education matter for turnout persists, 
particularly given that the act of voting is 
not in itself competitive (one person vot-
ing does not prevent another) nor directly 
related to social position. Pattie and John-
ston state: “Showing that voting patterns 
are consistent with contextual effects is 
not the same as demonstrating that such 
effects operate. It is necessary to uncover 
the mechanisms by which these contextu-
al effects bring their influence to bear.”28 
Persson agrees that by focusing only on 
empirical tests of the relationship between 
individual and aggregate education, studies 
do “not allow for  direct examination of the 
causal mechanism(s)”.29 By studying spe-
cifically the causal mechanisms here I can 
build on thoughts about why a relatively 
lower level of education continues to see 
non-HE young people abstain and over-
whelm the positive impact of their absolute 
education having risen compared to that of 
older generations. The analysis in this pa-
per consequently moves away from classic 
sorting model tests which typically utilise 
longitudinal, multi-level data. Rather I ex-
amine the extent to which differential turn-
out relates to social positioning’s mediating 
of education effects. 
Such mechanisms are linked to a concept 
of social network centrality, concerned with 
the nature of the contacts and connections 
individuals can access and cultivate through 
their educationally-derived, environmental-
ly-assessed social position.30 As the authors 
themselves suggest, this is not always suita-
ble for young people who, often still being 
in education, are yet to be formally sort-
ed. However, given young people’s lack of 
electoral habits, political inexperience, and 

“Through education, individuals can 
also acquire practical understanding, 
for instance how to register and cast 
a ballot. Without this they may lack 
confidence and feel ill-equipped to 
participate.“

“In the past, staying in school 
beyond the age of 14-16 years in the 
UK may have been sufficient to 
ensure an individual felt able and 
inclined to participate […]. Now with 
increasing entry into HE, school-level 
qualifications have fallen in value.“
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 lifecycle stage, it is my contention that they 
may be especially susceptible to processes 
connected to the wider concept of relative 
education and positioning.31 Different so-
cial networks and status levels are arguably 
already found to operate across different ed-
ucational settings and young people do not 
need to have graduated to feel or experience 
these.32 
For Nie et al., a high level of education is 
connected with high social status which 
supports interaction with influential social 
and political networks.33 These determine 
the likelihood of direct political recruit-
ment, individuals at the centre of these net-
works being invited to participate by peers 
who have an interest in encouraging great-
er participation by those with whom they 
share a stake in society. This is important 
because as Verba and colleagues explain, 
being asked to participate is a powerful mo-
biliser for political action.34 By being both 
direct and targeted, such a “push factor” 
can overcome other obstacles or misgivings 
about participating.35

Student-led voter registration drives on 
university campuses offer a good example 
relevant to the youth population, further 
demonstrating how these effects can be 
operative even before formal sorting takes 
place; they are a direct attempt by individ-
uals to target their peers and support their 
participation.36 Non-HE young people are 
less easily targeted (being more widely dis-
persed) while as a group already less likely 
to vote, they can present as more costly to 
mobilise.37 They are inevitably often ne-
glected by campaign activities. Following 
the decline of other traditional mobilising 
forces, for instance trade unions and even 
the family, an “institutional lacuna” for 
non-HE young people is perhaps now espe-
cially apparent.38 Thus the settings in which 
education positions young people may have 
a direct and significant impact on the level 
of political mobilisation they encounter.
Crucially, positioning within socially im-
portant and more politicised networks can 
also generate less overt yet still powerful 
normative forces to encourage voting. Indi-
viduals respond to political cues and often 
adhere to expected behaviours within their 
immediate networks. The reputational cost 
of not voting, for example, could be high 
for those who have strong political connec-
tions but not for those for whom voting 
and civic engagement are not dominant 
social norms.39 Moreover, being in an en-
vironment in which politics is discussed 

and peers are politically active can have in-
formational spill-over effects. It encourag-
es greater awareness of politics and makes 
voting at elections appear more relevant.40 

These normative influences can be particu-
larly strong among young people who are 
yet to develop their own electoral habits.41 
Therefore, while HE students are still in the 
process of becoming highly educated, if we 
are talking of social positioning, the role of 
universities transmitting pro-voting norms 
cannot be ignored. Contrastingly, disadvan-
taged young people, typically with no HE 
experience, are less likely to encounter sim-
ilar vicarious experiences. Thus their com-
pulsion to vote is reduced.

I argue, however, that the role of position-
ing and networks within traditional sort-
ing model approaches can and should be 
developed further if thinking about young 
people in their formative political years. 
Building on a body of work exploring 
the significance of efficacy on turnout in 
youth,42 and factors accounting for differ-
ential efficacy within this, I suggest that in 
order to truly understand how social posi-
tioning mitigates absolute education effects, 
attention must be paid to its potential role 
in shaping individual’s perceptions of self 
and of politics. 
Research tells us that a perceived lack of civic 
skills and understanding can lower electors’ 
confidence in participating at elections.43 
While this might be influenced by absolute 
education and based on formal knowledge, 
relative education considerations can also 
play a role. For instance, when viewing 
their political knowledge and skill in the 
context of levels assumed to be possessed in 
wider society, non-HE individuals may feel 
especially ill-prepared to participate. They 
may have sufficient skills where citizenship 
education at school, for example, in theory 
encourages them to participate politically.44 
The rising of the school leaving age also 
ensures a higher level of “basic” education 
than previous generations, applied to areas 
of literacy and numeracy. Their relative po-
sition, however, could leave them believing 
themselves less capable in fields deemed “in-
tellectual”. Increasingly viewed as “below 
average”, a self-fulfilling prophecy can take 

effect.45 Contrastingly, individuals attaining 
high levels of educational success are more 
likely to possess a general self-efficacy given 
their higher position in any academic hier-
archy. They are typically more confident in 
their cognitive abilities being transferable 
from their academic and life pursuits into 
electoral activity, whether they are wholly 
politically informed or not.46 There is there-
fore a potential exacerbating effect related 
to internal political efficacy. 
Individuals might also make assessments of 
their influence in the political system itself 
on the basis of their relative position. For 
example, they can draw on experiences of 
success (or failure) in influencing others 
alongside how much control they hold over 
situations important to them. Young peo-
ple lacking their own political history must 
look to non-political life experiences, such 
as how effective they are in their local com-
munities, workplaces, and colleges to deter-
mine how efficacious they feel.47 Those with 
HE experience tend to enjoy greater atten-
tion from elites and experience more oppor-
tunities for engagement in decision-making 
more generally, thus increasing their sense 
of influence. Their high social status can 
also ensure that they feel in possession of 
political voice, adopting “upwardly mo-
bile” thinking based on expectations of 
future position.48 Conversely, individuals 
without HE experience, as a marginalised 
group, may feel they lack voice given their 
distance from important decision-making 
networks.49 Moreover, with the demo-
graphic profile of politicians reflecting so-
cietal trends and university qualifications 
seemingly having become almost a prereq-
uisite,50 they could also feel unrepresented. 
There is the potential for a “critical citizen” 
among disadvantaged groups, one who is 
cynical about politics’ openness and respon-
siveness to them as individuals of relatively 
lower social standing.51 

Data and methods
The following analysis employs cross-sec-
tional data and causal modelling. As 
Persson states, “[i]f we have data on the 
causal mechanism it is possible to use 
cross- sectional data – without information 
about the contextual levels of education” 
to test relative education effects.52 Based on 
the discussions above, my aim is to assess 
whether education operates through three 
hypothesised mechanisms – internal effi-
cacy, external efficacy, and social network 
interactions – and equally if one carries 

“Given young people’s lack of  
electoral habits, political inexperience, 
and lifecycle stage […] they may be 
especially susceptible to processes 
connected to the wider concept of 
relative education and positioning.“
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more  explanatory power than another. Fur-
thermore, how might these forces interact 
and vary in their effects across different ed-
ucational groups? My dependent variable 
is individual turnout at the 2010 general 
election. While this is self-reported, meth-
odological studies suggest that using this 
indicator is unlikely to significantly corrupt 
either the relationships between variables or 
their estimated effects in regression mod-
els.53 To test this, the following analyses 
have been conducted both unweighted and 
using a youth turnout weight54 to control 
for self-report biases. While absolute turn-
out levels demonstrate over-reporting, the 
strength and significance of relationships in 
the models appear unaffected.

The data are taken from the online com-
ponent of the 2011 Citizens in Transition 
Study (CITS).55 The survey received re-
sponses from 2,010 18-25 year olds across 
the UK to investigate attitudes and behav-
iours within civic engagement, including 
their political views, citizenship learning, 
and perceptions of “citizenship”.56 Its youth 
focus is a major advantage with both a larger 
youth sample and wider array of youth-spe-
cific variables than usually found in other 
UK surveys of citizenship and political 
activity. This extends to a more nuanced 
record of current education status which 
can differentiate between HE and further 
education (FE),57 for example. As a quota 
sample from a pre-existing panel commu-
nity there are limits on the extent to which 
inferential techniques can be confidently 
applied.58 Research in the field of political 
participation nevertheless suggests internet 
quota samples often compare favourably 
with those collected through in-person 
interviews and probability sampling.59 It 
should not prevent robust analysis. Equally, 
to increase confidence in results’ represent-
ativeness respondents have been compared 
against available population statistics with 
satisfactory results.60 
To study the proposed causal paths, I em-
ploy structural equation modelling (SEM) 
using IBM SPSS Amos 21 alongside logis-
tic regression.61 Such techniques have been 
used recently to test sorting model-type 
effects – specifically its traditional assump-
tions regarding social network centrality 

– in Sweden,62 suggesting it as a suitable 
method for this analysis. SEM also permits 
the testing and creation of latent indicators 
to capture the three key concepts thought 
to be mediating the role of education on 
turnout. In order to mitigate the possibil-
ity that not all respondents were eligible to 
have voted in 2010 due to their age, I ex-
clude those who would not have been aged 
18 at the time of the election.63 Where age 
is subsequently referenced it refers to age 
at the time of the election. A five-catego-
ry education scale variable is used in initial 
descriptive statistics (No HE or FE; FE stu-
dent; HE undergraduate; HE postgraduate; 
HE graduate no longer studying), collapsed 
to what appears – as demonstrated by these 
initial summaries – a more useful three-cat-
egory scale when modelling (No HE or FE; 
FE student; HE experience).
To establish if and how participation pat-
terns can be explained through social po-
sitioning I use six variables, all measured 
on Likert scales of agreement (strongly dis-
agree; disagree; neither agree nor disagree; 
agree; strongly agree). These are displayed 
in Table 1 and cover the three mediating 
concepts. While social network interac-
tions are not strictly measured in terms of 

 position and connections, the variables cho-
sen reflect the degree to which young people 
themselves believe they interact within polit-
icised circles, capturing the likelihood of po-
litical norms being transferred. A purely so-
cial network position indicator, by contrast, 
requires more assumptions about the level 
of politicisation attached to particular occu-
pations or roles, and is less appropriate for 
young people who are yet to leave education 
and make similar formal connections. The 
external and internal efficacy variables con-
sider the extent to which individuals believe 
they can influence politics and affect change, 
and how politically literate and capable they 
believe themselves to be, respectively. Each 
is coded between zero and one with reverse 
coding applied where relevant so a score of 
zero reflects a negative response and a score 
of one a positive response. 

Results
In a simple two-way test, turnout varies in 
the sample according to educational experi-
ences and in such a way that supports tradi-
tional assumptions, including those within 
a relative education effects model (even if 
in the unweighted sample over-reporting 
is evident).64 Graduates and postgraduates 

“Young people lacking their own 
political history must look to 
non-political life experiences […] to 
determine how efficacious they feel.“
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were most likely to report having voted in 
2010 (75.5% and 72.3%), suggesting that 
completion of a degree, closer proximity 
to “adulthood”, and more years spent in 
education engenders greater turnout po-
tential. Interestingly however, while HE 
undergraduates were unsurprisingly next – 
63.4% – the least participative were those 
young people currently studying in FE. 
They voted at a rate of just 44.4% com-
pared to 56.0% of young people not pursu-
ing any post-compulsory schooling [χ2 (4, 
n=1,845) = 76.803, p = .000, Cramer’s V = 
.204]. Therefore while an education advan-
tage is clear for HE students and graduates, 
this is less apparent for those in FE. This 
starts to suggest that social position consid-
erations attached to different types of edu-
cation might be important and not only ob-
jective absolute education levels. FE, while 
in theory providing “more” education than 
experienced by the non-student group, is 
typically afforded less prestige.65

Table 1 presents summary statistics across 
each of the proposed positioning-effects 
variables. These demonstrate that social 
network interactions – specifically the 
likelihood of discussing politics with oth-
er people – has the strongest correlation 
with turnout in 2010. This supports the 
view that socio-political positioning and 
associated network experiences are espe-
cially important in determining whether 
an individual votes. However, simply being 
around politically interested individuals 
does not seem to be as significant, down-
playing the probability that turnout is influ-
enced by environmental positioning alone. 
Social network effects may need to be di-
rect, overt, and forceful to support electoral 
recruitment; perhaps because young people 
are still in the process of forming political 
identities. 
Individuals lacking post-compulsory ed-
ucation are most likely to agree that their 
friends are not interested in politics. This 
implies that any form of post-compulsory 
education can be important in determining 
whether individuals feel located in political-
ly engaged networks. On discussing politics 
however, with on-course HE students (both 
undergraduate and postgraduate) being 
most likely to do so, there are suggestions 

that universities themselves can be especial-
ly politicising and offer distinct opportuni-
ties for participation which are not neces-
sarily enjoyed by other young people.
Internal efficacy also appears related to 
voting; respondents strongly disagreeing 
with both statements, implying they feel 
confident in their political knowledge, are 
more likely to have voted in 2010. The cor-
relation is marginally stronger when they 
are asked to make subjective comparisons 
against other young people (“I know less 
about politics than most people my age”). 
There are also indications from these var-
iables that individuals alter their assess-
ments of their own political understanding 
between absolute and relative measures. A 
quarter of young people with no HE expe-
rience strongly agreed and agreed with the 
statement “I know less about politics than 
most people my age” (25.9%). In contrast, 
just 18.3% of those respondents with HE 
experience (both current and past) strongly 
agreed and agreed with the statement [χ2 
(4, n=1,762) = 24.619, p = .000], despite 
55.7% still claiming politics often feels too 
complicated for them to understand. FE 
students, despite ongoing education and 
skills development – albeit more vocational 
than academic – do not appear to perceive 
themselves as equal in political knowledge 
to young people attending university. This 
suggests that among the current generation 
of young people, post-compulsory educa-
tion is only positively associated with in-
creased confidence in political knowledge 
when pursued at the HE level.66

On external efficacy, the impact of the two 
component variables on turnout is compar-
atively weak, suggesting young people pay 
less attention to how they can affect poli-
cies and their perceptions of politics more 
broadly when deciding whether or not to 
vote than they do towards their own abil-
ities. There is nevertheless a slightly greater 
chance of voting in respect of those individ-
uals who believe they can influence politics, 
and this is also positively correlated with ed-
ucation. Young people with HE experiences 
are more likely than those without – again 
including FE students – to believe their 
participation can affect change. Thus indi-

viduals may still give weight to the prestige 
and status enjoyed by their different types 
of educational experience when assessing 
external efficacy with existing institutions,67 
even if this is less notable for turnout.
Logistic regression provides an initial explo-
ration of how, when combined, the factors 
identified above contribute to young peo-
ple’s turnout decisions (Table 2).68 The first 
model includes all those variables discussed 
above, while the second includes further 
demographic controls to test whether the 
observed relationships remain after taking 
account of additional variation within the 
youth population. Education has been col-
lapsed into three categories based on the 
distinctions identified within Table 1 be-
tween no post-compulsory education, FE, 
and HE. Comparing Models I and II, the 
inclusion of demographic controls results in 
only minor changes to the effect sizes of the 
mechanism variables and there is relative 
stability in whether these make significant 
contributions. There is improved model 
fit with an increased Nagelkerke R2, both 
models correctly classifying just under two-
thirds of cases and reporting good (non-sig-
nificant) Hosmer-Lemeshow tests.
By studying Model II it is found that despite 
controlling for proposed relative education 
mechanisms, education continues to exert 
its own significant influence over turnout 
decisions. HE young people are more likely 
to have voted in 2010 than FE students and 
those individuals with no post-compulsory 
education. FE students are again the least 
likely educational group to have voted, be-
ing 60.5% less likely than HE individuals 
to turn out, whereas for young people with 
no HE or FE experience the probability 
of voting is only 40.4% lower. Therefore, 
despite FE students having experience of 
post-compulsory schooling and an arguably 
higher educational level than those never 
attending either an FE or HE institution, 
they are not more likely to vote. This reaf-
firms claims that absolute education may 
not tell us the whole story. It nevertheless 
also suggests positioning, at least through 
the concepts and indicators tested here, is 
also not solely responsible for the patterns 
we observe. 

“Turnout varies in the sample 
according to educational experiences 
and in such a way that supports 
traditional assumptions […].“

“Universities themselves can be 
especially politicising and offer 
distinct opportunities for participation 
which are not necessarily enjoyed by 
other young people.“

“Young people with HE experiences 
are more likely than those without to 
believe their participation can affect 
change.“
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The results relating to the social position-
ing variables are mixed. Internal efficacy 
appears important but only when related 
to young people’s subjective assessments of 
political literacy. If comparing themselves 
to other young people, individuals strongly 
disagreeing that they know less about poli-
tics than others are 1.8 times more likely to 
have voted in 2010 than those who strongly 
agree. This reflects propositions that rela-
tive education impacts on perceptions of 
self and ability through comparative reflec-
tion. External efficacy is only significant 
when thinking about political influence 
(and p<.1). Young people believing they 
can influence government through their in-
volvement are 1.5 times more likely to have 
voted in 2010 than those who do not. On 
the third proposed mechanism, that of the 
individual’s experiences within their social 
networks, there is again strong support for 
suggesting individuals who discuss politics 
with others are more likely to vote. Here 
they are almost three times more likely to 
have voted than those who do not. 

What the logistic regression cannot tell us, 
however, is the extent to which the proposed 
mechanisms interact and mediate the ef-
fects of absolute individual-level education 
on turnout. SEM can be used to develop 
these investigations further (see Schreiber et 
al. 2006; Persson 2014). While SEM of the 
type which now follows typically requires a 
dependent variable measured at the interval 

Figure 2: Confirmatory factor analysis: internal political efficacy, external political efficacy and 
social and political environment (standardised results). Chi-square 240.020 (6 d.f.), p=.000, 
RMSEA =.055, CFI =.974. Source: CITS 2011 (Online responses), n=1,883

level, I use this as a way of testing potential 
interactions to be later reapplied, as dis-
cussed, within a logistic regression model. I 
have conducted an initial confirmatory fac-
tor analysis (Figure 2) to develop the three 
latent concepts of internal efficacy, external 
efficacy, and political interactions within 
social networks (RMSEA <.06, CFI >.95). 
The total sample size is 1,883 with missing 
data handled by expectation-maximisation.
After a process of model testing, Figures 3, 4 
and 5 (below) appear most helpful for exam-
ining the issue, determined both by theory 
and model fit statistics. Building on the con-
firmatory factor analysis’ suggestions of posi-
tive correlation between the three mediating 
latent variables, the path diagrams estimate 
not only their individual impacts on turnout, 
but also how they relate to each other. For in-
stance, it may be that individuals who engage 
in political discussions can increase their po-
litical knowledge and understanding by doing 
so. Alternatively, individuals with high levels 
of political knowledge and understanding 
may seek out networks of politically engaged 
individuals. In reality, it is likely to be a bit of 
both with mutually reinforcing effects. How-
ever, adoption of relative education thinking 
– which is concerned more with environment 
– would suggest the former will be more sig-
nificant, individuals assessing their levels of 
efficacy based not simply on absolute educa-
tion but on social positioning also. Including 
paths of this nature in the models improved 
model fit (RMSEA <.06, CFI >.95). They ex-
plain 11, 8 and 9% of the variance in turnout 
respectively. Each path diagram compares two 
specific educational groups and excludes the 
remaining third group. This is to test where 
variation across educational groups specifical-
ly emerges. Significant relationships are iden-
tified by bold arrows.
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In every instance, individual educational 
experience has a significant and positive ef-
fect on how politicised an individual’s social 
networks are, which offers early support for 
a proposed social positioning role. This is 
strongest when distinguishing between HE 
individuals and those with no post-com-
pulsory schooling; having HE experience 
generates a .22 standard deviation increase 
in being located among politically engaged 
social networks. Interestingly, this effect size 
is weakest when comparing only FE and 
HE individuals (a standardised coefficient 
of just .08), suggesting educational posi-
tioning variation in networks is less evident 
between young people who have at least 
some post-compulsory education. This is 
further observed where FE students have an 
increased probability of being positioned in 
political networks compared to those with 
no post-compulsory schooling (Figure 5). 

Thus positioning does appear to take ef-
fect in youth, and educational experiences 
can play an important role in determining 
this. Individuals with HE experience will 
nearly always encounter stronger political 

 mobilisation forces within their social net-
works than any other young person, while 
those at the very bottom of the educational 
hierarchy, absent from any educational in-
stitution, face a disadvantage in this regard. 
FE students, while perhaps enjoying lower 
status than HE students, may still access 

political groups, the UK’s National Union 
of Students, for example, representing both 
educational sectors.
The effects of individual education on inter-
nal and external efficacy are by contrast much 
smaller and insignificant. Social networks are 
nevertheless found to have significant and 
positive relationships with internal and ex-
ternal efficacy constructs within each model. 
For example, by applying the causal direction 
implied by the sorting model, a one point in-
crease in political network interactions leads 
to a .74 or .75 standard deviation increase in 
internal efficacy in each model. The average 
effect size on external efficacy is much smaller 
(only a standardised coefficient of .35). Abso-
lute education may not therefore determine 
differences between young people on these la-
tent constructs but their educationally-influ-
enced socio-political interactions with others 
do, suggesting this effect of education is only 
ever indirect for these attitudinal characteris-
tics. While this to some extent undermines 
expectations about efficacy, it reinforces and 
elaborates on the role of social networks in 
shaping how young people view their own 
political ability. It also implies educational po-
sitioning potentially operates through a two-
stage process. First it situates young people 
within particular contexts, locations, and net-
works. It is then from this that they develop 
perceptions of their own ability to engage in 
and influence politics. 

“Young people believing they can 
influence government through their 
involvement are 1.5 times more likely 
to have voted in 2010 than those who 
do not.“

Figure 3: FE versus HE experience and 2010 turnout (standardised results); 
Chi-square 263.840 (13 d.f.), p=.000, RMSEA =.046, CFI =.965. Source: 2011 CITS 
(Online responses), n=1,883

Figure 4: No compulsory schooling versus HE experience and 2010 turnout (standardised 
results); Chi-square 276.012 (13 d.f.), p=.000, RMSEA =.051, CFI =.958. Source: 2011 
CITS (Online responses), n=1,883
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However, in agreement with the dominant 
emphasis on social networks in existing dis-
cussions of relative education effects, of the 
three latent constructs it is social networks 
which most consistently have a significant 
(p<.05) direct impact on being a voter at 
the 2010 general election – binary turnout 
variable acting as scale between 0 and 1 for 
purposes of the SEM. This is evidenced 
both when comparing HE and FE (Figure 
3) and no post-compulsory education and 
FE (Figure 5). The relationship is positive 
and supports recent research which has sug-
gested social networks are more important 
for individuals with low levels of education 
when turnout decisions are made.69 How-
ever, differing levels of perceived political 
ability, while also positively associated with 
greater turnout, is significant in just one 
model (Figure 5 – FE vs. no post-com-
pulsory education). Thus the two-stage 
process, while often evident, may not in 
all instances be important for turnout. For 
individuals with HE experience, for exam-
ple, it would seem social networks are more 
central, implying mobilisation and not per-
ceived ability explains their higher level of 
turnout. Nevertheless, social networks are 
not a significant turnout indicator when 
comparing HE with no post-compulsory 
education.
The SEM approach, as with the logis-
tic regression, additionally suggests that 
 education acts through mechanisms not 

covered by the chosen conceptualisations of 
relative education effects here. It has a signif-
icant direct effect on the turnout indicator 
in each model. Consequently, when con-
trolling for concepts of perceived political 
understanding and social environment, we 
still find individuals with HE  experiences 

being closer to being a voter (a score of 1) 
than those without. This to some extent 
undermines the adoption of a solely relative 
education model. There may, for example, 
still be a rationale for assigning some role to 
a more absolute education concept, perhaps 
relating to objective indicators of knowl-
edge and skill. However, absolute education 
has a negative association with turnout in 
Figure 5. It consequently suggests that the 
relationship is still not straightforward. Ad-
ditional education, if only pursued at a FE 
level, does not provide a turnout advantage. 
The findings therefore offer some support 
for the view that one of education’s most 
important roles in affecting turnout and 
preventing non-HE young people from 
voting at higher rates is in shaping the 
networks with which young people come 
into contact. The higher their level of their 
education, the higher the probability that 
they interact with others in a way which 
could be considered politically stimulating. 
Importantly, this then influences efficacy 
which can, on occasion, further strengthen 
this impact of positioning.
To explore the potential interaction effects 
further, I have conducted a second logis-
tic regression model with an interaction 
term included between social networks 
and educational experiences. New variables 
have been computed for the three latent 

Figure 5: No compulsory schooling versus FE experience and 2010 turnout (standardised 
results); Chi-square 254.698 (13 d.f.), p=.000, RMSEA =.041, CFI =.971. Source: 2011 
CITS (Online responses), n=1,883
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 variables by averaging each respondent’s 
scores across the two component indicators. 
Demographic variables have also been re- 
introduced at this stage to ensure any vari-
ation is controlled for. The results (Table 3) 
suggest there are significant positive inter-
action effects between education and social 
networks. Figure 6 presents this interaction, 
showing that political social networks are 
particularly important for boosting turnout 
potential in HE and non-post-compulsory 
education groups. Both see turnout poten-
tial increase as the social networks score in-
creases. This is most marked for individuals 
with no additional education, which sug-
gests they may be particularly dependent on 
being mobilised by others to vote, where-
as individuals with HE experience already 
have a stronger predisposition to do so. In-
terestingly however, social networks appear 
to have a negative impact on turnout for FE 
students. This suggests alternative factors 
may be intervening to lower their turnout 
potential and counteract any positive influ-
ence of politically engaged peers. Equally, it 
might be that as a (perceived to be) mar-
ginalised group, increased political aware-
ness and discussions may in fact encourage 
greater cynicism and disaffection – a more 
critical citizen response – in which alterna-
tive participation preferences develop.70

Discussion
The analysis in this paper makes a number 
of contributions to existing thinking on how 
relative education effects help explain per-
sistent turnout inequalities in youth. These 
in turn offer thoughts for why the increase 
in young people’s average education level on 
its own has so far failed to raise youth turn-
out and is unlikely to do so in the future. 
Of interest is that theories associated with 
relative education and social positioning do 
appear to be applicable to young people, at 
least in a UK context. Previous research on 
the sorting model has concentrated almost 
exclusively on those over the age of 25/6 
years, arguing that by still being in the pro-
cess of becoming educated, younger people 
do not present as comparable cases.71 

Analysis here, however, suggests young peo-
ple with HE experience, past or ongoing, 
are also more likely to report having in-
teractions within politically engaged social 
networks than those without. This is true 
even against those young people with FE 

experience. The implication is that status 
and position attached to and/or derived 
from education can be especially important 
in determining the type and level of polit-
ical socialisation an individual is subject to 
during their formative years. In addition, 
there is a positive association between this 
and whether or not an individual turns out. 
Therefore, education’s positive effects on 
electoral participation appear to be mediat-
ed by the types of people individuals come 
into contact with through their educational 
experiences. Simply entering a university 
environment can boost turnout potential 
through these mechanisms.72 In contrast, 
even if individuals outwith HE are staying 
at school longer and completing higher lev-
els of qualification, they will not necessarily 
encounter pro-voting mobilising forces.
It must also be acknowledged that the pos-
itive impact of more political social net-
works is not universally felt across young 
people. It appears particularly important 
for young people without any post-com-
pulsory education experience, implying 
that if political actors are to encourage their 
turnout, increasing mobilisation through 
network interactions will be key to any suc-
cess. This might mean developing strategies 
which generate new and alternative forums 
for political discussion and encourage peer-
to-peer debate. Lowering the voting age to 
increase the number of young people expe-
riencing their first vote while still at school, 
in a politicising education environment, 
could offer one solution. They will enjoy 
encouragement and support irrespective 
of their post-compulsory education choic-
es. Citizenship education as a remedy too 
may present such an opportunity, targeting 
young people before more noticeable edu-
cational distinctions emerge. However, with 
demographic variation across schools – and, 
we might assume, politicisation of students 
– as well as the freedom many schools can 
use to bypass the National Curriculum, it 
is at present limited in its potential effec-
tiveness. 
Moreover, FE students demonstrate falling 
turnout potential even when they come to 
interact in politicised social networks. For 
this group it appears not enough to hope 
that raising interest and awareness through 
social network activities will increase their 
propensity to vote. Thinking about their 
relative status, they may still engage in 
discussions of politics when opportunities 
for debate arise but, as Holmes and Man-
ning73 would suggest, they do so more 

Figure 6: Mean predicted probability for 2010 General Election turnout by social network 
interactions and educational status 

“The findings therefore offer some 
support for the view that one of 
education’s most important roles in 
affecting turnout […] is in shaping the 
networks with which young people 
come into contact.“
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when  perceiving themselves as marginalised 
or unrepresented. When around politicised 
individuals they may become more aware of 
their disadvantage and as such, more criti-
cal. It is also possible that they then direct 
political energy into alternative, non-elec-
toral activities.74 This remains something 
to be tested. Nevertheless, suggestions are 
that allowing young people the space to talk 
about politics will only sometimes boost 
turnout potential. In some cases, other in-
terventions are required to channel this en-
ergy into voting specifically. 

Relative education’s relationship with turn-
out appears to be not solely connected to 
social networks but also to internal efficacy, 
albeit indirectly. For instance, FE students 
are found to sit closer to individuals with no 
post-compulsory education on efficacy in-
dicators despite their continued presence in 
educational institutions. This implies that 
feelings of political ability are not shaped 
purely by formal learning processes as is 
commonly assumed. While absolute edu-
cation differences could undoubtedly in-
fluence the skills and knowledge transferred 
to individuals to facilitate or discourage po-
litical participation, suggestions within this 
analysis are that it is through the networks 
young people engage with, often resulting 
from their varied educational experiences, 
which lead them to develop different levels 
of political confidence. Being located with-
in politically engaged circles can therefore 
heighten individuals’ feelings of political 
comprehension and literacy, given how 
young people judge their capacity for par-
ticipation against that of other young peo-
ple. Where individuals feel and are excluded 
from political networks they report being 
less confident in their ability to participate 
and may subsequently envisage greater 
participation costs due to their perceived 
“deficiencies” or disadvantage. They will 
also likely encounter fewer opportunities to 
build their confidence in this area if they do 
not have the chance to converse with polit-
ically engaged individuals. 
While internal efficacy is not always a signif-
icant determinant of turnout, it does appear 
to be important in the decision-making 
process of FE students. Thus strategies here 

will need to consider how the political dis-
cussions many of these individuals appear 
to have can be supplemented by activities 
which will boost their political confidence. 
Citizenship education may again be a pos-
sible remedy, initiatives with a greater focus 
on electoral politics being integrated into 
existing conversations to ensure all young 
people are encouraged to make linkages be-
tween the politics they encounter in their 
daily lives and the formal political world. 
Finding non-educational institutions to de-
liver this training and support, so that no 
young person is disadvantaged, will also be 
important.75 This may mean running ses-
sions in youth offending institutes and/or 
finding ways to incorporate political learn-
ing into more vocational, apprenticeship 
training. 
Significantly however, external efficacy is 
not a significant or powerful determinant 
of turnout, nor is it directly related to edu-
cation. As with internal efficacy, social net-
works play some role in shaping perceptions 
of influence and power in politics – again 
providing possible evidence of relative ed-
ucation effects – and yet no educational 
group appears to decide their electoral be-
haviour on these considerations. This is in-
teresting in that it suggests their abstention 
relates less to their demands of the political 
system and more to their position and ex-
periences in politics and society. Thus for 
non-HE individuals, strategies would still 
appear best directed at improving their po-
litical socialisation and learning.

Finally, we see that education has an effect 
on turnout beyond the proposed position-
ing mechanisms. It continues to exert a 
significant influence even controlling for 
efficacy and social networks. This suggests 
there are untested effects which our pro-
posed and tested operationalization of a 
relative education model cannot adequate-
ly explain. These could relate to absolute 
edu cation effects – for example, a more 
objective measure of political knowledge 
– as is frequently posited by a civic educa-
tion hypothesis.76 This would imply edu-
cational expansion may yet have a role to 
play in boosting youth turnout. However, 
there may also be other indicator variables 
reflective of relative education effects which 

could develop the model, for example wider 
social environmental factors and alternative 
efficacy measures which are not available in 
the CITS.
What do these contributions mean for the 
youth turnout? Support is found for a view 
that youth turnout will fail to rise in line 
with education while access to political so-
cial networks continues to vary according 
to the type of education a young people 
has received and is receiving. HE today 
affords young people a much higher status 
than other types of education and conse-
quently provides them with more oppor-
tunities to be mobilised and recruited into 
politics. Moreover, it can go on to shape 
young people’s perceptions of their own 
understanding of politics and, it can be in-
ferred, their overall ability to participate in 
politics. Individuals without HE, regardless 
of their absolute education level and how 
this corresponds to the education levels of 
earlier generations, are by contrast less like-
ly to interact with political networks. The 
probabilities of their encountering direct 
encouragement and/or risking social costs 
by abstaining are therefore lower. Social 
inequalities will persist and in turn, so too 
will participation inequalities; average levels 
of education can be altered but the exist-
ence of a corresponding hierarchy appears 
entrenched. Educational settings may still 
provide a vehicle for politicisation and yet 
it will not be sufficient to rely on building 
a more educated electorate to increase turn-
out. Instead, remedies will require looking 
at those factors related to education in a 
relative sense – the networks it positions 
individuals in and the resultant internal 
efficacy this engenders – to overcome ob-
stacles which remain to the (relatively) less 
well-educated youth participating.
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bstract: Low electoral turnout has 
led to a vicious circle for which the 
young do not vote and vote-seeking 

politicians ignore their needs. A powerful 
method is needed to address this in both the 
short-term and long-term. I consider two such 
methods: compulsory voting and a scheme 
of financial incentives for young voters. The 
financial incentive scheme that I consider 
would pay young people £30 if they attend an 
hour-long information session on the election, 
an hour-long discussion session, and then vote. 
I argue that my proposed financial incentive 
scheme is preferable to compulsory voting be-
cause it is more likely to lead young people to 
deliver reasoned, quality votes than compulso-
ry voting, and it does not violate individual 
liberty.

Introduction
In many different ways young people to-
day are underrepresented by politics.1 One 
important element of this underrepresenta-
tion, and the element with which this essay 
is concerned, is the low electoral turnout 
among the young. It is important to note 
from the start that there is no simple solu-
tion that could boost youth engagement in 
a single stroke,2 and I aver that many dif-
ferent short-term and long-term strategies 
should be employed to increase electoral 
engagement among the young.3

However, this essay focuses on two con-
trasting strategies: a disincentive scheme for 
non-voters (i.e., compulsory voting), and 
a scheme of financial incentives for which 
young people receive a payment of £30 if 
they attend an hour-long information ses-
sion on the election, an hour-long discus-
sion session, and then vote. I argue that 
respect for liberty4 and an understanding of 
the importance of a reasoned and engaged 
vote imply that, of these two, my proposed 
financial incentive scheme is preferable. It 
will, I contend, improve both the short-
term and long-term political engagement 
of young people and lead to a virtuous 
circle for which they are better politically 
represented and more electorally engaged 
as a result.

The essay begins by analysing the effects 
of electoral turnout among the young in 
terms of vicious and virtuous circles. I then 
consider the merits of compulsory voting 
as a method to boost turnout and argue 
that compulsory voting infringes unac-
ceptably upon our liberty and would not 
deliver reasoned votes. Hence, I introduce 
my proposed scheme of financial incentives 
for young people and argue that it is pref-
erable to compulsory voting in both these 
respects: it violates no one’s liberty and is 
more likely to deliver well-reasoned votes. 
Finally, I reply to some possible objections 
to the implementation of this scheme.
Why should my proposed scheme not be 
extended to all generations? There are four 
reasons. First, the electoral turnout among 
the young is significantly worse than that 
of other age-cohorts, so in the short-term 
there is more of a pressing need to raise elec-
toral turnout among the young than among 
other age groups. Second, I hope that the 
benefits of the scheme, and in particular 
the force of habit, will lead young people to 
continue to vote as they get older, and thus 
in the long-term the benefits of the scheme 
will begin to influence the older generations 
too. Third, the expense of the scheme is sig-
nificantly reduced by virtue of its applying 
only to young people, making it a more 
economically viable option. 

Fourth, if the scheme applied to everyone 
then this would seem to suggest that the 
government always needs to bribe its pop-
ulace to vote: the scheme would no longer 
seem merely like a means by which to boost 
the electoral engagement of the populace 
in response to their current level of engage-
ment, since there would be no time when 
the payment scheme would cease to apply 
to the voter. The message that I intend for 
the government to send out to young peo-
ple is rather: “We want to incentivise you 

to develop a habit of and engagement with 
voting now, so that you are motivated to 
continue voting in the future even when 
this incentive scheme ceases for you.” Now, 
I have no objection to the information and 
discussion sessions themselves (without any 
payment for attendance) being arranged for 
older generations too, if the government 
were happy to fund these. However, that is 
a different proposal and I cannot comment 
on it any further here.
Finally, I should note that in terms of back-
ground statistics and details such as the 
level of payment that I propose for my fi-
nancial incentive scheme, this essay focuses 
 principally on UK politics. However, the 
general arguments that I make are in no 
sense restricted to the UK, and the reason-
ing that I employ to arrive at this payment 
figure, for example, can easily be applied 
mutatis mutandis to other countries that are 
interested in increasing electoral turnout 
among the young.

Young people’s low electoral turnout: 
vicious and virtuous circles
Concerningly, the past decade has wit-
nessed young people becoming increasingly 
disengaged with the political process and 
institutions, especially with formal politics 
such as voting.5 In the 2010 British gener-
al election, the average turnout was 65%; 
of those aged 65 or above, the turnout av-
eraged 76%; but of those aged 18-24, the 
average turnout was just 44%.6 There is a 
similar comparative difference between the 
numbers of young and older people voting 
in America and Indonesia, with the com-
parative difference only slightly better in 
Japan.7

Yet before I continue I should respond to an 
objection that, if true, could invalidate the 
goals of this essay before it has even begun. 
This objection runs as follows: even if many 
young people do not vote at present, as they 
move into their middle age, finding them-
selves more affected by government policies 
and reaching a more mature stage of their 
political life-cycle, they will start to vote in 
greater numbers. It follows, so the objection 
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goes, that there is no need to worry about 
their low turnout now – this is something 
that will naturally be addressed over time. 
There are two reasons why this objection 
is fallacious. First, there is limited empiri-
cal evidence of this ageing effect, whereas 
there is strong evidence to suggest that in 
large part voting is a result of habit that is 
learnt in one’s first few elections.8 Second, 
even if it were the case that people will tend 
to vote in greater numbers as they get older, 
it is still of concern that many young peo-
ple today do not vote, because voting helps 
to close the democratic deficit and ensure 
that representatives are accountable to the 
groups that they represent – self-interested 
vote-seeking politicians will not be motivat-
ed to represent the views of young people if 
the youth vote has only a very minimal im-
pact on the politicians’ election prospects.9 
Empirical analysis of government policies 
in recent years seems to confirm that pol-
iticians are more interested in the needs 
of young people’s parents’ generation than 
those of young people themselves.10 This 
seems to have become something of a vi-
cious circle whereby young people do not 
vote, politicians thus ignore the interests of 
young people, young people feel alienated 
from the political process so choose not to 
vote; and so forth. Young people not par-
ticipating in electoral politics thus becomes 
self-reinforcing.11 

To a large extent, the reasons why young 
people do not vote can be understood as a 
consequence of this vicious circle. For exam-
ple, many young people may not vote due 
to disillusionment (a feeling that the out-
come of an election does not matter); feel-
ing that they lack political efficacy (think-
ing, for example, that an individual vote 
will not make any difference); or believing 
that they do not have enough knowledge 
to vote.12 In a study quoted by Henn and 
Foard, 61% of the young people surveyed 
felt that the influence they had on decisions 
made on their behalf by politicians was lit-
tle or none, and 64% of the young people 
surveyed said that they did not believe they 
had enough knowledge to vote.13 If politi-
cians were to take the needs and interests 
of young people seriously, however, then 
this would start to address and resolve their 

feelings of  disillusionment and lacking po-
litical efficacy. And if young people became 
more engaged in the political process then 
they would naturally develop more political 
knowledge, too. Indeed, if young people are 
encouraged to vote in great enough num-
bers then it is possible that a virtuous circle 
will result: politicians will jump to try to 
win over the now significant “youth vote” 
and so will listen to the views and concerns 
of young people, young people will feel rep-
resented by the political process and so will 
be motivated to vote for the politician who 
best represents their views and concerns, 
politicians will try to represent the needs of 
young people in order to win their vote; and 
so forth.

However, there is little point in young peo-
ple voting unless some degree of conscious 
decision-making underpins their vote. If 
self-interested vote-seeking politicians were 
to think that the votes of young people were 
somewhat random, perhaps because young 
people lacked interest in electoral politics 
and were voting only due to the threat of 
punishment under a system of compulsory 
voting, then they might continue to ignore 
the votes of young people since there would 
be no point in trying to win over the youth 
vote. Hence, the virtuous circle could not 
result. Therefore it is not enough for young 
people only to vote: they must also take the 
time to engage with the election so that 
their vote constitutes a reasoned expression 
of their political will.
Voting or not voting is also influenced by 
habit. A study by Gerber et al. involving 
25,200 voters revealed that if considered in 
isolation the effect of habit, ceteris  paribus, 
meant that a person’s voting in one elec-
tion would substantially increase the like-
lihood that that person would vote in the 
future.14 Abstention, too, was found to be 
habit-forming: a person’s tendency both 
to vote, and to not vote, is not merely the 
function of similar choices being made in 
similar circumstances. Thus, elections that 
do not stimulate high turnout among the 
young cause a “footprint” of low turnout in 
the electorate’s age structure – many people 
who do not utilise their first opportunity 
to vote go on to fail to vote in subsequent 
elections too.15 Hence, if young people are 

persuaded to vote in their first few elections, 
the effect of habit suggests that that age co-
hort will continue to vote in large numbers 
as they get older, too.16

How to increase electoral participation 
among the young
A short-term boost to the electoral turnout 
of young people may be all that is needed 
to start the virtuous circle rolling so that a 
more long-term solution to the low elector-
al turnout among the young also begins to 
emerge. A powerful and immediately im-
pactful scheme is therefore required to en-
courage young people to vote. One obvious 
candidate is a disincentive scheme for not 
voting – this is the method of compulsory 
voting according to which people are legally 
required to vote and a failure to do so will 
(in theory) result in some form of penalty, 
such as a fine. However, while compulso-
ry voting is common and its drawbacks 
and merits have been widely discussed, its 
 opposite, a scheme that encourages people 
to vote by means of financial incentives, 
has received much less academic attention 
(although there do exist other propositions 
of a similar nature, such as Ackerman and 
Fishkin’s proposal of paying people $150 to 
take part in a day of deliberation two weeks 
before election day17). As far as I am aware, 
a scheme that pays people to vote has not 
been practiced anywhere in the world apart 
from Ancient Athens where, in the 4th 
century BCE, payment was introduced in 
order to boost electoral turnout.18 Aristotle 
specifically connected the introduction of 
state payment with the difficulties of attain-
ing a reasonable level of attendance at the 
Assembly.19

I compare compulsory voting with a fi-
nancial incentive scheme as a method to 
encourage young people to vote in part 
to fill this academic gap, but also because 
it appears to offer a particularly powerful 
way to address the low electoral turnout of 
young people; or so I will argue. Further-
more, because compulsory voting is widely 
practiced and is already established as an 
effective means of raising turnout, it would 
undoubtedly be a powerful contender for 
addressing the low electoral turnout among 
the young. I therefore hope that if I can 
show my financial incentive scheme to be 
preferable to compulsory voting as a way 
to boost turnout, then it follows that my 
scheme merits serious consideration. 
Compulsory voting has also been proposed 
as a strategy that could be applied only to 
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first-time voters, with the express intention 
of improving the political representation of 
young people. Birch et al. have proposed 
making voting compulsory for first time 
voters, and fining young people about £12 
if they do not vote in their first election.20 
My arguments against compulsory voting 
are mostly general, but can also be seen as 
challenging specifically this sister proposal.

Compulsory voting – a solution to 
young people’s low electoral turnout?
Compulsory voting is practiced in a num-
ber of countries all over the world includ-
ing Cyprus, Belgium, Turkey, and Austral-
ia. The punishments for non-voters range 
from small fines to disenfranchisement, so-
cial sanctions and possible imprisonment, 
although the most common punishment is 
a small fine. In practice, however, enforce-
ment is universally lax, despite the wide 
range of stated penalties; in Australia, per-
haps 4% of non-voters actually incur a pen-
alty of some type, and in Greece the penalty 
of jail time is apparently never imposed.21 
Various studies have shown that compulsory 
voting is an effective way to raise voter turn-
out: on average it raises voting turnout by 
7-16 percentage points, which is significant 
when we consider that the punishments for 
not voting are very rarely enforced and are 
usually minimal.22 When the Netherlands 
withdrew compulsory voting in 1967, turn-
out dropped by 10%; and it increased by 
15% in Costa Rica when penalties for not 
voting were introduced.23 Furthermore, re-
search suggests that the comparative differ-
ence between the turnout of younger gen-
erations and average turnout may be better 
under compulsory voting than when voting 
is voluntary, because the impact of age on 
turnout is reduced.24

Compulsory voting is also considered bene-
ficial because it reduces the role of money in 
politics since voters do not need to be goad-
ed to the polls; it may become an incentive 
for people to become better informed about 
the political options available to them; it 
forces parties to take seriously the vote of 
the poor, weak and marginalised who oth-
erwise may not have voted; it produces pol-
icies more closely aligned to citizen prefer-

ences when rational citizens may otherwise 
have chosen to abstain; and it enables every 
adult to become an autonomous agent who 
makes as many decisions about their own 
life as any other adult.25

In practice, only the first of these benefits 
holds much weight – it is quite possible that 
the cost of elections for campaigning parties 
would be reduced. However, it is hard to 
imagine that being forced to vote will mo-
tivate citizens to learn about politics; on the 
contrary, it may actually discourage people’s 
interest in political education as they react 
against perceived oppression.26 The Austral-
ian case, where compulsory voting is long 
established and extremely popular, demon-
strates that increasing turnout does not 
force parties to compete for the votes of the 
poor, weak and marginalised since it is clear 
that the parties in Australia focus primarily 
on winning the votes of the middle class.27 
Furthermore, far from supporting our au-
tonomy in a way that legitimately addresses 
the problem of abstention, compulsory vot-
ing infringes unacceptably upon individual 
freedom. The great liberal writer Benjamin 
Constant wrote that “it is everyone’s right 
to exercise some influence on the adminis-
tration of the government, either by elect-
ing all or particular officials, or through rep-
resentations, petitions, demands to which 
the authorities are more or less compelled to 
pay heed”.28 It is therefore crucial to our po-
litical liberty that we have the right to vote. 
However, it does not follow that we have a 
duty to vote.29 And even if we were to have 
a duty to vote, it would not follow that this 
should be enforced by legal compulsion.30 
Furthermore, Mill explained that in order 
to defend our liberty, society should not in-
terfere with someone unless what he is do-
ing will cause harm to others (and, logically, 
that by interfering with him that harm will 
be reduced or prevented).31 Thus, infringing 
upon individual liberty by forcing people to 
vote could be justified only if it were very 
likely to prevent such harm.32 Otherwise, 
forcing someone to vote would constitute 
an unjustifiable violation of what Berlin 
described as our “negative freedom”33 – our 
freedom not to be interfered with. Our lib-
erty, or “negative freedom”, is intuitively 
valuable and so, to be justified, any propos-
al that will infringe upon it must be able to 
prove that it is of significant value.
Now, advocates of compulsory voting 
may take up this challenge, and argue that 
compulsory voting is able to prevent harm 
caused to others because, if no one were 

to vote, this would lead to the collapse of 
democracy. However, as a defence of com-
pulsory voting this seems somewhat im-
plausible: electoral turnout may be low in 
a number of countries, but it is nowhere 
near low enough that enforcing compulso-
ry voting would be required to prevent the 
collapse of democracy. Lijphart also defends 
compulsory voting, which he regards as a 
very small infringement upon our liberty, 
on the basis that many other problems of 
collective action are solved by government 
using obligations: jury service, paying tax-
es, school attendance and so forth – so why 
not voting too, which is far less burdensome 
than these?34 Yet the answer to this objec-
tion is that it is precisely because voting is 
less burdensome than these other actions 
that the majority of people choose to vote 
without it having to be made compulsory. 
If paying taxes were not compulsory, then it 
is probable that very few people would pay 
them, and the country would incur serious 
problems as a result. Yet the same is not the 
case with voting: it is because the “cost” of 
voting is very minimal that many people 
choose to vote – there is no reason that it be 
made compulsory in the way that taxation 
and jury service are. Furthermore, it is be-
cause voting is not very burdensome that I 
believe my financial incentive scheme will be 
able to act as an effective incentive for people 
to vote despite the cost of voting.
The advocate of compulsory voting might 
object that I am responding here to a very 
thin concept of democracy that misses what 
is really at stake: perhaps it is true that 
absent a legal compulsion to vote there is 
minimal danger of an actual collapse of 
democracy, but there are nonetheless signif-
icant harms that a democratic society will 
incur as a result of individuals choosing not 
to vote. I have already argued that by virtue 
of the vicious circle the low electoral turn-
out on the part of a particular age cohort 
leads to political neglect; but if this is true, 
why should the importance of avoiding this 
vicious circle not trump an individual’s neg-
ative liberty not to be interfered with?

If the question were that clear cut (helping 
the individual and society versus protecting 
the individual’s negative liberty), then this 
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objection would undoubtedly have serious 
weight, for I do not pretend to defend an 
inviolable concern for liberty. However, the 
true picture is somewhat more nuanced. 
The virtuous circle of voting assumes that 
the voter casts a vote which represents a 
reasoned expression of her political will; 
otherwise, as argued above, politicians will 
still not be motivated to consider the inter-
ests of young people in an attempt to win 
over the “youth vote”. But the young people 
who vote only because it is compulsory (the 
group with whom we are primarily con-
cerned here) will not vote in a way that gives 
a reasoned expression of their political will 
since it is not a reasoned view, but rather the 
threat of legal action, that motivates them 
to vote. Under compulsory voting, poli-
ticians will therefore be aware that young 
people are not delivering reasoned votes and 
so the virtuous circle will not result. The 
response that where compulsory voting is 
practiced there tend to be few blank votes, 
demonstrating that people are not unmoti-
vated to deliver quality votes under a system 
compulsory voting,35 misses the point: the 
fact that someone casts an actual, and not 
a blank, vote does not suffice to show that 
they have put any thought into it. Hence, 
neither the individual nor the society will 
benefit from infringing upon the individu-
al’s liberty and legally requiring him to vote. 
Given that this is the case, the individual’s 
negative liberty not to be interfered with 
holds greater weight than a concern for the 
welfare of the individual and society.
Moreover, as John Rawls argued in his The-
ory of Justice, if a citizen is to vote then it 
is necessary for that citizen to first develop 
a willingness and aptitude for forming po-
litical opinions that will appeal to others, 
what he calls “education to public spirit”, 
before she can then “acquire an affirmative 
sense of political duty and obligation, that 
is, one that goes beyond the mere willing-
ness to submit to law and government”.36 
Thus, affirmative political obligations can-
not suffice as a justification for compulsory 
voting.37 Rather, a sense of political duty 
arises in part from the way in which elec-
tions require citizens to develop political 
opinions that accord with public spirit – it 
cannot just be imposed upon citizens who 
are unwilling to engage in this process, and 
the legal enforcement of such an imposition 
is surely unjustifiable.
One final defence of compulsory voting is 
that the ability to cast a blank vote – or in-
deed to be able to choose an option that de-

notes one’s dissatisfaction with the political 
system or its available options, which seems 
to me a sensible way to allow voters who 
are dissatisfied with their political options 
to express this opinion – implies that com-
pulsory voting does not violate autonomy 
in a strong paternalistic way.38 Individuals 
are not being made to act in a way that will 
“protect” them, or “benefit” them from an 
informed choice of action. In fact, com-
pulsory voting, according to Lacroix, does 
not even impose a “very minor restriction” 
on individual freedom,39 (contrary to what 
 Lijphart argued40). Rather, it is actually le-
gitimated by autonomy and equal liberty – 
the very principles of political liberalism.41

That is a misleading diagnosis. Compulso-
ry voting violates our negative freedom not 
to be interfered with – the only question is 
whether this violation can be justified by 
the benefit that results from legally compel-
ling people to vote, a position that I have 
argued against. In response to my worry 
about the quality of votes that compulsory 
voting will deliver, the advocate of compul-
sory voting could claim that under compul-
sory voting, people are required to develop 
well-informed political opinions; but this 
response, as well as being practically quite 
vacuous (how could this requirement be 
enforced?) this seems incompatible with the 
liberal perspective of respect for all attitudes 
in the world – attitudes that may value, per-
haps, spontaneity, spiritual quest, or even 
a scepticism towards organised activity, all 
of which could lead someone to choose not 
to vote.42 Clearly, I am not arguing that the 
choice not to vote should be encouraged. 
But a liberal respect for different opinions 
surely implies that people should be free to 
think in ways that may lead them not to 
want to vote, or indeed to want not to vote. 
Furthermore, the argument that the ability 
to cast a blank vote means that compulsory 
voting does not violate our autonomy is like 
saying that being forced to attend church 
but not to pray would not violate our con-
science, which is clearly absurd.43 
Lacroix’s argument amounts to the propo-
sition that forcing someone to turn up to 
a polling booth is an acceptable infringe-
ment upon someone’s liberty, but requiring 
them to vote once there is not. In saying 
this, Lacroix is prioritising the voter’s “free-
dom of thought”, and saying that as long 
as this particular freedom is not violated 
(which it is not, since the voter may choose 
not to vote), the voter’s “liberal rights” are 
not breached. But the voter’s liberal rights 

extend beyond merely her freedom of 
thought, and her freedom of movement (or 
of non-movement, i.e. her freedom to stay 
at home that day) is a case in point. Thus, 
Lacroix’s argument implies that the value of 
the vote in supporting the principle of equal 
liberty44 outweighs someone’s freedom (of 
(non-)movement) to stay at home, but 
does not outweigh that person’s freedom (of 
thought) not to vote.

However, this argument assumes that le-
gally compelling people to vote will bring 
about valuable electoral outcomes that 
support principle of equal liberty but, as I 
argued above, it is not at all clear that such 
benefits of voting will accrue under a system 
of compulsory voting. Some people might 
not be interested or motivated to vote, but 
after having been forced to the polls, they 
may decide that they “might as well vote 
now”, and even though they will not cast 
a blank vote they nonetheless have no actu-
al interest in voting and their vote will not 
constitute a reasoned expression of their po-
litical will. Thus, their vote will be of little 
or no value, and it will surely be of less val-
ue than the vote of someone who has freely 
chosen to turn up to vote, as I argue below. 
Therefore, since it seems unlikely that the 
benefits of voting will hold for those who 
vote only as a consequence of compulsory 
voting, a concern for people’s liberty (in 
this case the freedom of (non-)movement, 
and not of thought) trumps compulsory 
voting’s vacuous attempt to further “liberal 
equality” by forcing people to vote; the abil-
ity to cast a blank vote merely reduces, but 
certainly does not eliminate, the extent to 
which individual liberty is violated.
In sum, the violation of liberty that occurs 
under compulsory voting is motivated by a 
dubious attempt to bring about the benefits 
of voting – and I have argued that a concern 
for liberty outweighs these benefits because 
it seems unlikely that valuable, reasoned 
votes will be cast by the people who vote 
only because voting is compulsory (the very 
people whom the practice of compulsory 
voting primarily seeks to affect), and so the 
virtuous circle of voting will not hold. How-
ever, even if the reader objects to this claim, 
for my central thesis to go through all that 
I need to establish is the weaker claim that 
the benefits of voting are more likely to ac-
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crue under my proposed  incentive scheme 
than under compulsory voting. Ultimately, 
I am arguing that my proposed incentive 
scheme offers a better way to improve elec-
toral turnout among the young than com-
pulsory voting, and this argument does not 
hinge upon whether compulsory voting is 
unjustifiable (though my arguments tend to 
point in this direction). 

Encouraging young people to vote by 
financial inducement
I have argued that boosting electoral  turnout 
by means of legal compulsion, which func-
tions by giving people a disincentive for not 
voting, constitutes an unjustifiable viola-
tion of individual liberty. The contrasting 
alternative approach to boosting electoral 
turnout among the young that I consider 
now is an incentive system for young voters. 
I argue for an incentive scheme that will pay 
young people between the ages of 18 and 
28 a small amount, I suggest £30, if they 
attend an hour’s information session on the 
election, partake in an hour’s discussion 
session on the election, both of which are 
arranged by an independent body without 
any political affiliations, and then cast their 
vote.
To be confident of the appropriate level 
of payment for this scheme, empirical re-
search could be carried out into the min-
imum payment sufficient to act as an ef-
fective incentive for young voters, making 
a trade-off between maximising the chance 
of incentivizing young people to vote while 
minimizing expense. However, I suggest 
£30 because it is significantly more than 
the equivalent minimum wage payment for 
doing three hours of work (approximating 
the voting process to take about an hour), 
and therefore it would presumably make 
for an effective incentive for young people 
to vote. If it were much less than this then, 
especially if we also consider the time and 
expense that young people will require for 
getting to the sessions and to the election, it 
would surely fail to incentivise those young 
people who would prefer to spend this time 
engaged in leisure activities, or working in 
their normal job. But the payment is less 
than double the equivalent minimum wage 

payment for three hours of work, so it would 
not constitute a huge expense. If  anything, 
my  suspicion is that to be an effective incen-
tive for most young people (and, crucially, 
not just the young people who are already 
electorally motivated) to attend the sessions 
and vote, the payment would have to be 
at least £30; research might reveal that it 
would have to be more, perhaps £40. How-
ever, since £30 is significantly more than 
the equivalent minimum-wage payment 
for three hours of work, I assume for the 
remainder of this essay that it is enough to 
act as an effective incentive for the young 
people.
Of course, it is possible that the informa-
tion and discussion sessions which I pro-
pose could be made a compulsory part of 
a scheme of compulsory voting in order 
to make it more likely that citizens cast a 
well-reasoned vote. But even if this hap-
pened, as well as constituting a larger vio-
lation of individual liberty (since now the 
person is forced not just to vote, but also to 
attend these two sessions), I do not believe 
that these sessions would lead to as much 
benefit as they would under my incentive 
scheme. People tend to be more interested 
in what they choose for themselves than 
what they are forced to do under threat 
of legal compulsion. Someone who freely 
chooses to work for the military, for exam-
ple, is much more likely to be interested 
and engaged in his job than someone who 
does so only as a consequence of conscrip-
tion. Therefore, even though I hope that the 
sessions will increase the attendees’ political 
knowledge and engagement, it is likely to 
do so more effectively when the attendees 
are present at the sessions as a result of free 
choice than when they attend merely as a 
result of legal compulsion. 
It could also be suggested that under com-
pulsory voting these information and discus-
sion sessions could nonetheless be offered 
without attendance being financially incen-
tivised or legally enforced. Now, regardless 
of whether or not compulsory voting is in 
place, I agree that these sessions would be of 
value. However, by attracting people to the 
sessions who would not otherwise come, and 
incentivizing people to engage with the ses-
sions by making payment conditional upon 
such engagement as my scheme proposes, 
the sessions are likely to be of more bene-
fit under my scheme of financial incentives 
than under any other scheme.
It is perfectly possible that there will also be 
other relevant electoral events happening 

between elections, such as referenda, beg-
ging the question of whether my scheme 
should, if applied to everyone aged 18-28, 
be extended to these events as well. Since, 
in the UK at least, such events are still quite 
rare, my answer would be yes: the total 
expense of my financial incentive scheme 
when it is extended to these events would 
still constitute a tiny fraction of govern-
ment expenditure. For the expense to even 
amount to just 0.5% of government ex-
penditure, there would have to be about 70 
such events between every election45 – this 
would still be a small expense even though 
the regularity of these events would be far 
more than the current frequency of elector-
al events in the UK.
Therefore, it seems entirely justifiable that 
for the near future this scheme should apply 
to all electoral events aside from the party 
elections – the expense will continue to be  
minimal. Only if referenda started to oc-
cur much more frequently than they do at 
present could the resultant level of expendi-
ture justify the government’s being selective 
about the events for which it offers financial 
inducement for the young people’s attend-
ance. However, even if, for whatever reason, 
policymakers were reluctant to extend the 
financial incentive scheme to other electoral 
events, and happy only to apply the scheme 
to the main election every four or five years, 
this would be of significant benefit; and it 
is very possible that the increased electoral 
engagement and force of habit that results 
from the scheme being applied with regards 
to young people voting in the party elec-
tions would spillover to their engagement 
in other electoral events anyway, even if the 
scheme did not also apply to these other 
electoral events.

Some objections
Now, it could be objected that those who 
attend the sessions under my incentive 
scheme do not make an entirely “free 
choice” to do so, since many will be there 
only because of the financial incentive. 
However, although that is to some extent 
true, the attendees are nonetheless likely to 
have more interest in the sessions under my 
scheme than under compulsory voting, for 
two reasons. First, although they may be 
primarily financially motivated, those who 
attend the sessions are nonetheless making 
a conscious choice to spend their time and 
make their money in this way, rather than 
by doing anything else. Thus, their choice 
implies that they are at least relatively hap-

“The contrasting alternative approach 
to boosting electoral turnout among 
the young […] [is] an incentive scheme 
that will pay young people between 
the ages of 18 and 28 a small amount, 
I suggest £30 […].”
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py to attend the sessions, having weighed 
up the value of their attendance against the 
value of doing otherwise – I am sure that far 
fewer people would turn up if similar levels 
of payment were offered to those prepared 
to clean the town’s sewerage system, for ex-
ample.46 This would not be implied if the 
sessions were an obligatory part of a system 
of compulsory voting because attendees 
would have no choice as to whether they 
should attend the sessions.

Second, the payment, as I explain below, is 
conditional upon the young people demon-
strating their engagement with the issues 
under discussion, thus motivating them to 
listen to and engage with the sessions. This 
extra motivation to engage that someone 
will experience once they are at the session 
could not apply without such an incentive 
scheme (unless, of course, the disturbing 
option of fining people who were not en-
gaged in the sessions were to be used – but 
surely no one would accept the level of 
 liberty-violation implied by this).
The benefits of such a scheme are plain. 
Providing the selective benefit of financial 
payment to voters is much more pleasing 
than fining non-voters, and this would be 
especially true for young people who want 
and need money, but this scheme also of-
fers a powerful method by which to over-
come abstention and reduce the democratic 
deficit, bringing government policies into 
closer alignment with citizen preferenc-
es.47 It could accomplish the same function 
as compulsory voting without infringing 
upon individual freedom.48

Why would it offer such a powerful incen-
tive for young people to vote? Very simply: 
because young people want, and need, 
money. Of course, this is true of every-
one, and so if it were applied to all eligible 
voters then it would offer an effective in-
centive scheme for them too. But, plainly, 
young people tend to have and to earn less 
than older people. Also, for young people 
earning money may still have some novelty 
factor that has long since disappeared for 
the older generations. Furthermore, while 
the young people who work will tend to 
earn less than older generations, there are 
also many young people who are unable 

to sustain a regular job because they are 
in full-time education or because they are 
suffering from the high level of youth un-
employment. Therefore for both employed 
and unemployed young people even more 
than for the general voting population, the 
opportunity to earn a relatively significant 
sum of money quickly, and with relatively 
little effort, will surely be an enticing pros-
pect and will offer a powerful incentive for 
attending these sessions and voting.
The most common objection to such a sys-
tem is that it will incur the cost of incentiv-
izing people to vote who would have voted 
anyway, a deadweight loss. Conversely, so 
the argument goes, “Fines for abstention 
would circumvent this problem and pro-
duce the same result – high turnout – more 
efficiently”, because fines would only apply 
to those who would not vote; rewarding 
people when turnout is already high will, 
for the most part, simply give rise to an un-
necessary expense.49 
Even though this is a legitimate objection to a 
scheme that pays all citizens to vote, its weight 
is minimal in the case of the scheme that I 
propose because, for this scheme, the expense 
of paying people to vote is limited to young 
people between the ages of 18 and 28, and 
will only arise once every few years when there 
is a general election. By limiting the scope of 
payment to people aged 18-28, the cost of this 
scheme is significantly reduced – at £30 per 
voter, with this expense arising once every five 
years, the cost of such a scheme would make 
up approximately 0.007% of British govern-
ment expenditure over those five years,50 a 
negligible price to pay for improving the elec-
toral turnout of young people and reducing 
the democratic deficit.
Of course, arranging the information and dis-
cussion sessions might also constitute a signif-
icant expense – I make no attempt to estimate 
how much that could be. However, when we 
remember that elections occur just once every 
four or five years, and if we bear in mind the 
value of these sessions as a means by which to 
engage the political will of young people, and 
enable them to activate their virtuous circle 
of voting – hence improving democracy and 
reducing intergenerational injustice – such an 
expense seems entirely worthwhile. Further-
more, it might be possible that this expense 
could be avoided, or at least significantly 
reduced, by finding volunteers to run these 
sessions or requiring local authorities (run by 
people who would not expect to have their in-
comes “topped-up” upon helping with such a 
scheme) to hold them.

Effects of implementing incentives
The reason that I propose payment for 
people between the ages of 18 and 28 (i.e., 
anyone below the age of 29 who is eligi-
ble to vote) is that with elections occur-
ring once every four to five years, such a 
scheme guarantees that young people will 
be paid to vote in at least two elections. I 
hope that this will be sufficient to generate 
in young people the habit of voting, thus 
ensuring that they will continue to vote 
from the age of 29 onwards even after this 
incentive system ceases for them. The study 
cited above noted the significant effect on 
habit of voting in just one election, so vot-
ing in two (or three) elections will logically 
make this habit even stronger. Also, this age 
group makes up quite a significant portion 
of the population – it is, I hope, big enough 
to affect politicians’ electoral prospects and 
so will be sufficient to begin to activate the 
virtuous circle of young people’s political 
representation.

However, I should note that if the govern-
ment were particularly concerned about the 
cost of the scheme, or if it seemed as though 
being paid to vote in two or three elections 
would make the young person more like-
ly to develop a habit of voting only when 
paid, rather than developing a general vot-
ing habit (an objection that I respond to 
below), then my scheme could perhaps be 
modified so as to apply only to first-time 
voters. Even though I argue in this essay 
for the scheme to apply to all those aged 
18-28, it would certainly be preferable for 
the scheme to apply only to first-time voters 
than not to apply at all; and most of the ar-
guments that I make for the scheme would 
apply equally to this alternative.
How exactly the information and discus-
sion sessions should be arranged, the size 
of the group that should attend, and pre-
cisely what the sessions should consist of 
are questions that I make no attempt to ad-
dress here. The basic principles that I would 
suggest for the sessions are very straight-
forward, however: the sessions should be 
arranged by an independent body with no 
political affiliations; the information session 
should be made simple and balanced, yet as 
informative and interesting as possible, of-
fering a summary of what each party offers 

“It is very possible that the […] force 
of habit that results from the scheme 
being applied with regards to young 
people voting in the party elections 
would spillover to their engagement 
in other electoral events.”

“The opportunity to earn a relatively 
significant sum of money quickly, and 
with relatively little effort, will surely 
be an enticing prospect and will offer 
a powerful incentive for […] voting.”



Intergenerational Justice Review
Issue 1/2016

24

but with an emphasis on how their policies 
differ, particularly with respect to what they 
offer young people; and the discussion ses-
sion must be made simple and yet as en-
gaging as possible, involving questions that 
unambiguously test the extent to which the 
individuals are engaged with the political 
issues at stake. It would probably be logi-
cal for the hour-long information session 
to be followed immediately by the hour-
long discussion session so that the young 
people still have the information fresh in 
their minds for the discussion session, and 
so that traveling to and from the sessions is 
reduced.
Hasen argues in favour of compulsory vot-
ing over financial inducement as a method 
for raising electoral turnout because, so he 
suggests, a law implies moral authority or 
social consensus, as opposed to his analo-
gous equivalent to financial incentives of 
half a dozen Yum-Yum doughnuts which 
“inspires an outcome-orientated calculus”, 
i.e. an election in which people vote be-
cause of the reward and not because they 
are actually electorally engaged.51 It might, 
Hasen could continue, make people even 
less likely to vote after the rewards cease, 
because the voter will never have developed 
an attitude of engagement but rather will 
have voted only due to the financial incen-
tive on offer. This is similar to the objection 
that paying people to vote might increase 
votes but these votes will not be of value 
because young people will vote only in or-
der to receive money – they will not actually 
be electorally engaged and will not take the 
time to think seriously about whom to vote 
for. Indeed, it seems conceivable that young 
people, often having mastered in school the 
art of pretending to be engaged when really 
they are not, may not actually be engaged 
by the information and discussion sessions 
at all. They may, the objection might run, 
be entirely uninterested in the election and 
turn up only in order to receive payment. 
After two (or three) elections when this pay-
ment ceases for the young person, she may 
be even less inclined to vote than she was 
initially because now she expects to receive 
financial payment in return for voting and 
without this financial inducement she is 
unmotivated to engage in the election. Per-
haps, it might be said, the “habit” of voting 
that the young people develop would sim-
ply be a habit of voting only when there is 
payment on offer.
Yet preventing this apathetical response 
to the sessions is precisely the task of the 

 discussion session: the young people must 
be asked questions which reveal wheth-
er they have indeed listened to what was 
presented in the information session, and 
they must be asked to respond to what 
they heard, and to each other’s responses to 
what was heard, in order to earn the £30. 
 Whether they qualify as having been ac-
tively involved should be at the discretion 
of those running the sessions. The expecta-
tion of engagement should not be especially 
high, of course – I do not suggest this in 
order to reduce the number of people who 
qualify for payment. Rather, I suggest this 
simply to ensure that young people do not 
think that they can turn up and attempt 
to disrupt the sessions, or make no effort 
to engage with the discussion, and still get 
paid. As long as the young person has clear-
ly tried his or her best to follow the infor-
mation presented and to reflect on it, and 
on the opinions of others, that should be 
sufficient for payment.

This then takes the bite out of the above 
objection, because even though it is plau-
sible that a young person who sat in silence 
could pretend to be interested when really 
he is not, if engagement is judged by his 
verbal responses to particular questions and 
to others then he could not pretend to be 
engaged when really he is not – holding a 
face that looks half-interested when really 
we feel bored is one thing, but responding 
to questions about what is being discussed 
when we have not been listening to or 
thinking about what is being said is quite 
another.
Moreover, by virtue of the information and 
discussion sessions, the political engage-
ment of the young people who attended 
the sessions will have increased, and they 
will have developed a taste for what Rik-
er and Ordeshook describe as the psychic 
satisfaction that comes from voting.52 This 
is significant: a citizen participation survey 
by Schlozman et al. revealed that it was 
the feeling of civic gratification (i.e., feel-
ing good about doing one’s duty for society 
or helping the community, a feeling close-
ly related to the “psychic satisfaction” that 
Riker and Ordeshook discuss) that voters 

most  commonly gained from voting (given 
in 93% of cases), above other gratifications 
such as social benefits or policy gratifica-
tion.53 Furthermore, political interest and 
civic skills will both be enhanced by the 
information and discussion sessions, and 
the study of Brady et al. indicates that these 
are the key drivers behind people voting.54 
These sessions will also make the young 
people more likely to continue to partic-
ipate in the political process because they 
also offer a form of civic education, albeit a 
minimal one, that will enhance the political 
knowledge of young people.55 
Furthermore, because the young people 
never expected the payment to continue 
beyond their first two or three elections, it 
seems implausible that their habit of voting 
will have been skewed into a habit of voting 
only when payment is on offer. Imagine a 
child whose mother says to him “I’m go-
ing to give you some extra pocket money 
if you go to the homework club on Friday 
after school, but I’m only going to do this 
for two weeks because I can’t afford more 
than that.” Knowing that the payment will 
soon stop but that the sessions are valuable 
for him, he is likely to develop the habit of 
attending the sessions for their own sake 
rather than for the sake of the pocket mon-
ey (even if they seem slightly less fun than 
going straight home) because he knows that 
the extra pocket money is only a temporary 
bonus. However, if his mother had instead 
said “I will give you extra pocket money 
every week that you go to the homework 
club,” then it seems plausible that, if this pay-
ment were suddenly to stop, the child might 
also stop attending the sessions, having got 
used to the idea that attending the sessions 
was his way of getting more money. In the 
same way, if the young people know from 
the start that the payment will be given only 
for their first two or three elections, and they 
find the sessions interesting and engaging, 
then they are more likely to develop a habit 
of attendance than a habit of attending in the 
expectation of getting paid.
In sum, the young people’s increased elec-
toral interest, civil skills and political en-
gagement, the psychic satisfaction and civic 
gratification that they obtain from voting, 
and the habit that they develop of voting 
(not merely of getting paid), having known 
all along that the payment would cease for 
them once they reached the age of 29, all 
make it likely that the young people will 
continue to vote after the payment stops for 
them.

“It seems conceivable that young 
people, often having mastered in 
school the art of pretending to be 
engaged when really they are not, 
may not actually be engaged by the 
information and discussion sessions 
at all.”
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A further objection might be that encour-
aging young people to vote by financial 
inducement is effectively a bribe: it im-
plies the wrong attitude on the part of the 
government. My answer to this objection 
is that while more young people voting of 
their own volition would undoubtedly be 
a preferable solution, we need to be realis-
tic about our situation. Indeed, empirical 
tests that reveal the influence of financial 
incentives on voters suggest that we should 
reconsider our normative bias against an 
incentive system, realizing that the result 
will be a more politically engaged and dem-
ocratically representative government.56 
Perhaps there might come a time in the 
future when the political representation of 
the youth has improved as a result of the 
virtuous circle, and the democratic deficit 
reduced, to the extent that this scheme is 
no longer required in order to boost elec-
toral turnout among the young. Be that as 
it may, in the present political environment 
with its worryingly low levels of electoral 
engagement among young people, there is 
no doubt that such a scheme would be of 
immense short-term and long-term value 
for improving the electoral turnout of the 
young and consequently improving their 
political representation, thereby also im-
proving the quality of democracy and inter-
generational justice.

Indeed, I suggest that this scheme, in the 
same spirit as quotas, should ultimately in-
tend to „make itself redundant“. For in ad-
dition to boosting young people’s electoral 
turnout in the short-term, it also aims to 
tackle the root causes of young people’s low 
electoral engagement. It will probably have 
spillover effects that improve the political 
representation of young people in other 
ways, too, although I do not have space to 
defend this further claim here. Further-
more, if my analysis so far has been sound, 
this scheme would be more likely than com-
pulsory voting to bring about the benefits 
of voting. Therefore, if compulsory voting is 
taken to be a powerful possible method for 
boosting young people’s electoral turnout 
and producing the benefits of voting then 
it follows that my proposed scheme offers 
an especially compelling method by which 
to achieve this.

Conclusion
Thus, encouraging young people to vote 
by financial inducement offers a powerful 
way to boost electoral turnout among the 
young without infringing upon their lib-
erty, as compulsory voting would do. It 
would, I have argued, also be more like-
ly to deliver reasoned, quality votes than 
compulsory voting. Given that it applies 
only to young people aged 18-28 at the 
time of the election, the expense of such a 
scheme will be negligible. The expense of 
arranging information and discussion ses-
sions for young people might also require 
considerable cost, but this seems entirely 
worthwhile considering the effects it will 
have of boosting the political engagement 
levels of young people and reducing the 
democratic deficit. Furthermore, it might 
be possible to avoid this cost by finding vol-
unteers who can run the sessions. By virtue 
of the virtuous circle, the information and 
discussion sessions, and the force of habit, 
as well as offering a short-term solution to 
the low level of young people’s political en-
gagement, my proposed scheme also offers 
a longer-term solution: politicians will start 
to heed the views and needs of young peo-
ple as they begin to vote in greater numbers, 
thus motivating the young to be more elec-
torally engaged; young people’s interest in, 
and engagement with, politics will increase; 
and the force of habit will therefore make it 
likely that the young people will then con-
tinue to vote as they get older, even after 
this payment ceases for them. Encouraging 
young people by financial inducement, in 
accordance with the scheme that I outlined, 
should therefore be seriously considered by 
academics and policymakers as a radical 
but effective method by which to address 
the current worryingly low level of electoral 
engagement among young people.

Notes
1 See Berry 2012: 44-65.
2 See Zukin et al. 2006.
3 For example, civic education, youth quo-
tas in parliament, youth-led parties and, 
to boost electoral turnout, making voting 
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15 See Franklin 2004; Dinas 2012.
16 This motivation for the scheme does not 
have to be in any way secretive: the govern-
ment could explicitly tell young people that 
they are incentivizing them to vote because 
this will increase their likelihood of being 
well represented in politics both now and, 
through the force of habit and the virtuous 
circle, in the future.
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32 I set aside the classic problem of public 
choice theory that an individual vote is, in 
fact, incredibly unlikely to have any impact 
on the result of the election. For cogent at-
tempts to explain and resolve this “paradox 
of participation” see Downs 1957; Riker/
Ordeshook 1968; Verba et al. 2000.
33 Berlin 1969: 121-122.
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“While more young people voting of 
their own volition would undoubtedly 
be a preferable solution, we need to 
be realistic about our situation.”
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population of people aged 18-28 in Britain 
can be roughly approximated at 9 million. 
If all these young people were to accept 
the incentive scheme, this would therefore 
cost the government about £270 million. 
Figures from 2014 give the government 
expenditure at £732 billion for that year 
(Inman/Arnett 2014). Based on these ap-
proximate figures, to arrive at the number 
of electoral events that could be funded by 
0.5% of expenditure over five years, I divide 
0.5% of government spending over five 
years (i.e., £732 billion x 5 x 0.5% = £18.3 
billion) by the cost of the scheme, assum-
ing that all young people use it (i.e., £270 
million). The final calculation is therefore 
18.3 billion divided by 270 million, which 
equals approximately 70.
46 Of course, for someone desperately short 
of money for the basic necessities of life and 
without any other way to get it, the choice 
may not be so “free” after all. But for most 
young people this would clearly not apply: 
some kind of cost-benefit calculation would 
be made before they decided to attend the 
sessions.
47 See Feeley 1974: 241.
48 See Feeley 1974: 241.
49 See Feeley 1974: 241.
50 Using the estimates given in footnote 45, 
I arrive at this figure by dividing the cost of 
the scheme, assuming that all young people 
use it (£270 million) by government spend-
ing over one year (£732 billion). Thus, I 
calculate: 270 million/732 billion, which 
equals approximately 0.00037. Thus, the 
cost of the scheme would constitute approx-
imately 0.037% of government expenditure 
over one year: this is equivalent to roughly 
a 27th of a percentile, or one 2,700th of 
the expenditure. Hence, since elections oc-
cur only once every four or five years, over 
the course of an electoral term this expense 
would be much less again – it would con-
stitute, over a five year term, approximately 
0.007% of government spending.
51 Hasen 1996: 2172.
52 Riker/Ordeshook 1973.
53 Schlozman et al. 1995.
54 Brady et al. 1995.
55 See Galston 2001.
56 See La Raja/Schaffner 2013; Bassi et al. 
2011; Ornstein 2012.
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emocracy, it seems, is stuck in 
a crisis of self-discovery. Or at 
any rate, one might be forgiv-

en for thinking so when taking a look at 
current turnout statistics. The problem 
of increasing numbers of voting absten-
tions is no longer only a concern for so-
cial scientists, since today the media and 
politicians are also preoccupied with what 
seems to be an inexorable decline in the 
casting of votes. Democratic processes still 

abound, of course, yet many assert that 
they are undermined beyond recognition. 
Despite there being no one-and-only defi-
nition of democracy, but rather a wealth of 
theoretical models each at odds with one 
another, they all embrace the same cen-
tral promise: that of political equality. It is 
this very promise to which Armin Schäfer, 
a researcher at the Max Planck Institute 
for the Study of Societies, has dedicat-
ed his 2015 book Der Verlust politischer 

Gleichheit (in German). By establishing a 
 relationship between liberalisation on the 
one hand, and political inequality, poverty 
of resources and political commitment on 
the other hand, Schäfer seeks to find an 
answer to the question of whether democ-
racy is actually suffering from a declining 
voter turnout and, if so, how a declining 
voter turnout is distributed among the dif-
ferent strata of society. 
“The Bourgeois has his place in modern 
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 society, but if he dislodges the Citoyen, 
then – from a neo-republican point of 
view – democracy itself becomes impover-
ished,” Schäfer argues (16). The concept of 
democracy is closely linked to the concept 
of freedom. While it is the greatest possible 
individual freedom for action which char-
acterises the liberal notion of freedom, the 
republican definition is based rather on the 
equality of the exercise of rights, as Isaiah 
Berlin famously put it. 
Schäfer in particular addresses the repub-
lican model of democracy and freedom, 
known for its focus on political participa-
tion as a precondition for individual free-
dom. Adhering to this model, he posits in 
chapter one (11-26) that a low turnout is 
always a socially unequal turnout – and 
expectably so, he insists, for the willing-
ness to participate is unlikely to decrease 
equally among all social groups at the 
same time. From a neo-republican point 
of view, the unequal participation of social 
groups clearly constitutes a loss of demo-
cratic quality. In order to do justice to the 
notion of neo-republicanism, however, 
Schäfer distinguishes between the neo-Ro-
man (“freedom as non-domination”) and 
neo-Athenian form of republicanism 
(“freedom as political participation”). It is 
the latter, in particular, which serves as a 
bogeyman to many liberal authors – or so 
he argues.
Ever since the 1980s, a clear trend towards 
liberalisation has been happening in the 
Western world, both in political as well 
as in economic terms. In order to under-
stand the general progress of liberalisation, 
Schäfer summarises the development in 
21 OECD countries over the period from 
1980 to 2010. The result is what he calls 
a “process of double convergence” (72): 
not only do all countries appear to be de-
veloping in the same direction, but rather 
the previously least-regulated countries 
are liberalising particularly rapidly. At the 
same time, income distribution is becom-
ing more and more unequal. The OECD 
explains this by pointing to deregulated 
product markets, low incidental labour 
costs, low labour replacement ratios, and 
weak unions.1 Based on the correlation 
between liberalisation and income ine-
quality, Schäfer proceeds to examine in the 
next chapter what he has already discussed 
at the beginning: the link between social 
and political inequality, that is, between 
income inequality and voter turnout. In 
fact, empirical studies suggest that with 

an increasing income, the probability of 
 political participation rises as well. Even 
though this correlation is controversial 
among scholars, Schäfer notes that citi-
zens with lower incomes and less educa-
tion exhibit the lowest participation rate. 
He points out, however, that this is not 
only due to a lack of resources but also a 
matter of personal motivation: once voters 
are excluded from social life, they feel that 
their voice will not be heard and therefore 
their vote cannot change anything. From 
a democratic perspective, these findings 
point towards a vicious circle which push-
es socially weak and politically inactive 
citizens more and more into an offside po-
sition and into political resignation. Legal 
equality and political equality, therefore, 
are not simply the same. 
Just as important, according to Schäfer, 
is the impact that the network of social 
relations has on voters. The voting behav-
iour of the neighbourhood, for example, is 
not to be underestimated; and the social 
segregation facilitated by the rental mar-
ket is widening the gap between the re-
source-poor and higher earning sections of 
the population. It is therefore an illusion, 
Schäfer holds, to believe that non-voters 
have already arrived in the mainstream of 
society (121). 
On the other hand, the individual election 
results of the parties are less influenced by 
the changes in voting behaviour, Schäfer 
argues: “How to vote depends less closely 
on the class situation than it used to, but 
whether one chooses to vote does so all the 
more,” as he puts it (123). Nevertheless, 

there is evidence for a certain degree of 
alienation from the major political parties 
among the non-voters. It follows that pro-
test parties enjoy more “goodwill” among 
abstainers. 
The election campaign is another issue in-
troduced by Schäfer. He begins by focus-
ing on the target groups that are addressed 
by parties and candidates: Since most of 
the time, parties have less contact persons 
in socially disadvantaged areas and their 
budget is limited anyway, many of them 
tend to narrow down their campaigns to 
areas in which they have better chances of 
recruiting voters. In this context, Schäfer 
also addresses the private election expenses 
of candidates and comes to the conclusion 
that, without them, the chances of getting 
elected are extremely remote. This fact 
also contributes to the increasing acade-
misation of the Bundestag as well as of the 
Landtage (state parliaments).
From all these points of critique, Schäfer 
concludes that the means of citizens to par-
ticipate need to be expanded. He gives the 
example of cumulating and splitting votes 
(German: kumulieren und panaschieren), 
which was introduced in the last two dec-
ades in almost all German Länder (federate 
states). In this context, he also addresses 
direct democratic elections as they are 
championed by neo-Athenian republicans. 
However, Schäfer isn’t oblivious to the risk 
posed by this form of democratic govern-
ment: if only a privileged minority partic-
ipates in the elections, it is hardly the ma-
jority opinion that is articulated. This risk, 
he argues in the penultimate chapter, can 
be mitigated only with compulsory voting 
(207-227). The obligation to vote could 
at least lead to a balanced turnout, even 
if other forms of participation, such as in-
volvement in associations or parties, might 
not be affected. Based on surveys, Schäfer 
demonstrates successfully the equalising 
effect of compulsory voting that is reflect-
ed in the average increase of the citizens’ 
likelihood to vote by 15 percentage points. 
However, anyone hoping for an increase 
in political interest is bound to be disap-
pointed, he suggests. 
In the eleventh and final chapter, Schäfer 
makes a diagnosis which locates the crisis 
of democracy in the loss of political equal-
ity and succinctly summarises possible re-
actions to it: from Schäfer’s neo-republican 
view, it is necessary to identify the appro-
priate reforms that will allow maximising 
the freedom of the  individual, for  example 
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by preventing arbitrary  domination. 
Among these reforms he counts an obli-
gation to vote, which at least would pro-
vide for an evenly distributed turnout and 
force policymakers to include each and 
every citizen in their election campaign 
as part of a potential target audience. Fur-
thermore, Schäfer envisions the struggle 
against segregation as a mandatory policy 
objective: The social context with its deci-
sive influence on voting behaviour, as set 
out above, can be steered through specific 
urban planning in disadvantaged neigh-
bourhoods or through increased invest-
ment in local schools. The same principle 
can be applied to parties, who are able to 
change the landscape in particular with re-
gard to leadership positions. In addition, 
Schäfer alludes to more unconventional 
reform options, such as the formation of 
committees – based on the American mod-
el – whose members are drawn from the 
general public to discuss reform propos-
als. 
However, all these reforms are subject to 
the “Republican dilemma”: “The more 
unequal political participation becomes, 
the less likely it is for reforms to resolve 
this disparity” (242). This vicious circle 
exposes the neo-republicanism to the com-
mon critique of giving a diagnosis without 
having a solution to offer. Schäfer puts all 
his hope in the public discourse. Realising 
the injustice that is happening to those 
who are socially excluded from collective 
self-determination could be an appropriate 
beginning. 
In this book as well as in many others, 
Armin Schäfer argues against the popular 
misconception that non-voters are to be 
found particularly among the politically 
interested. Prominent people who pro-
fess publicly their abstinence from vot-
ing, for example the German television 
philosopher Richard David Precht or the 
former “Handelsblatt” chief editor Ga-
bor Steingart, create the impression that 
non-voters mostly act out of protest. This 
book contributes to this debate by demon-
strating, in a scientific manner, that these 
protest abstainers represent a vanishingly 

small proportion of those who stay away 
from the ballot box. Working with many 
far-reaching surveys and statistics, Schäfer 
explains that it is rather the social exclusion 
that keeps especially socially disadvantaged 
groups from voting. “Why should a law-
yer, a teacher, a public functionary or a 
professor represent the interests of workers 
better than a male deputy the interests of 
women?”2 This quote from Rainer Geißler 
reflects, in a provocative manner, the basic 
statement of Schäfer about representative 
democracy losing its legitimacy to social 
division. 
The structure of the book is well thought 
out and outlines Schäfer’s neo-republican 
criticism of the current situation of de-
mocracy comprehensibly. His portrayal 
of democracy as an “unfinished project” 
implies the need for a democratic progress 
that he believes can be divided into three 
different steps: first of all, the inclusion of 
groups previously excluded from demo-
cratic processes. This proposal, as it were, 
constitutes the more productive version of 
the exclamation by Rainer Geißler quoted 
above. Furthermore, Schäfer mentions the 
option to incorporate democratic prin-
ciples in all decision-making processes, 
even within schools or enterprises. Finally, 
Schäfer recommends again and again to ex-
pand the options of citizens when it comes 
to determining their representatives. This 
goal-oriented attitude can be observed 
in the whole book, but unfortunately it 
goes out of sight in the conclusion of the 
last chapter. Even if, as the saying goes, 
“a fault confessed is half redressed”, one 
can blame Schäfer for the same reproach 
neo-republicanism is often criticised for: 
giving a diagnosis without naming the 
remedy. He analyses the problems of de-
mocracy with meticulous precision, but he 
addresses suitable solutions only superfi-
cially. The only attempt towards a solution 
which he treats in some detail is compul-
sory voting and its impact on the turnout. 
Even though Schäfer does not claim to 
have found solutions, but rather to have 
provided an analysis of the current situa-
tion, it still would have been  interesting at 

this point to get a closer insight into his 
thoughts. He barely elaborates on pro-
posals in questions such as suffrage from 
the age of 16, enabling absentee voting or 
reforming party financing, which are for 
example mentioned by the Bertelsmann 
Foundation in its special edition of the 
“Future of Democracy” (German: “Zuku-
nft der Demokratie”) 2016. This is unfortu-
nate but nonetheless understandable, since 
focusing on social exclusion as a priority in 
the crisis of democracy is precisely what he 
had set out to do in the book. But his fixa-
tion on the idea of exclusion causes him to 
leave alternative explanatory models unad-
dressed. It seems inconceivable for Schäfer 
that many citizens might be dissatisfied 
with the options themselves, and that de-
clining electoral participation could just be 
an augmentation of the established phrase 
“I choose the lesser of two evils.” 
In the same context, he criticises the argu-
ment of several authors according to whom 
the socially selective turnout constitutes 
a “ruse of reason” (243) and amounts to 
the natural enforcement of competences. 
By contradicting this statement, he com-
pletes the circle of his book and delivers 
the answer to the question that is posed by 
its title: the social exclusion of collective 
self-determination does an injustice to the 
excluded, and therefore takes the legitima-
cy out of representative democracy.

Notes
1 OECD (2008): Divided we stand: Why 
inequality keeps rising. Paris: OECD Pub-
lishing, 155.
2 Rainer Geißler (1996): Kein Abschied 
von Klasse und Schicht: Ideologische Ge-
fahren der deutschen Sozialstrukturana-
lyse. In: Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie 
und Sozialpsychologie, vol. 48 (2/1996), 
319-338.

Schäfer, Armin (2015): Der Verlust poli-
tischer Gleichheit: Warum die sinkende 
Wahlbeteiligung der Demokratie schadet. 
Frankfurt: Campus. 332 pages. ISBN: 978-
3-593-50198-7. Price: €39,90.
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he process of collective decision- 
making is a crucial part of every 
democratic system. Whether in 

the case of voting for a candidate in a par-
liamentary election or when conducting a 
referendum, individual choices made by 
numerous citizens have to be aggregated 
into a single collective decision. However, 
generating group decisions on the basis of 
various individual preferences is not that 
easy. In a democracy, where every citizen 
has the right to express his or her prefer-
ences, the complex decision-making pro-
cess requires clearly defined rules and has 
to lay out all available choices on the table. 
Nonetheless, different rules have different 
ways of accumulating preferences which, 
in turn, lead to varying outcomes. Social 
choice theory, commonly defined as the 
study of how to aggregate individual orders 
of preference, identifies and analyses these 
diverse rules of collective decision-making 
by applying logic and mathematics and 
retracing the core of the underlying con-
cepts.
The Handbook of Social Choice and Vot-
ing by Jac C. Heckelman and Nicholas R. 
Miller addresses, as its title suggests, the 
wide field of social choice and attempts to 
provide an extensive overview of the sub-
ject. The title deliberately includes the ad-
ditional aspect of “voting” to signal that it 
does not only cover the research in social 
choice theory in a narrow sense, but also 
expands it to broader questions of appli-
cation. Since its early beginnings, this field 
of study has proven to be a particularly 
complex subfield of social science. Con-
dorcet, Borda, Arrow and Sen – to name 
but a few – have occupied themselves with 
its numerous “paradoxes” and have had a 
major impact on today’s electoral studies. 
The Handbook seeks to break down the 
complex theories and ground-breaking 
logical derivations in an attempt to make 
this field of science accessible to an aca-
demic but non-specialist audience. While 
other volumes with similar titles exhibit 
a rather formalistic and theorem-proving 

approach and focus on studies of pub-
lic choice, this Handbook tries to cover 
a wider and more easily approachable set 
of issues in the field of social choice. It 
is composed of contributions from more 
than 20 different authors and subdivided 
into five major parts, beginning with the 
historic origins of social theory and con-
cluding with empirical findings on current 
political voting paradoxes. 
The first part, “Perspectives on Social 
Choice”, starts out historically with the 
early research in the field of social choice 
theory, dating back to the ancient Greeks. 
Ian McLean analyses the evolution of the 
approach and the puzzle of its steady dis-
appearance and reappearance in the course 
of time (15). Subsequently, Randall Hol-
combe elaborates the connection between 
unanimous consent and what has come to 
be known as “constitutional economics” 
by critically analysing Buchanan’s pioneer-
ing approach to this field of study (35). 
“Constitutional economics” is commonly 
defined as the study of effective economic 
decisions within the binding framework of 
constitutional law. Holcombe’s normative-
ly guided examination seeks to establish a 

framework that can be used for evaluating 
constitutional rules and designing desira-
ble laws to further individual and collec-
tive goals. The following essay, “Rational 
choice and the calculus of voting” by An-
dré Blais, shifts the focus to the rational 
choice aspects of social choice theory (54). 
Downs’s well-known rational choice ap-
proach had major theoretical impacts on 
later research concerning participation in 
democratic mass elections. Blais critically 
reviews Downs’s so-called “paradox of vot-
ing” and its continuously added amend-
ments to explain the astonishing puzzle of 
why people take part in elections. Part one 
ends with a contribution by Robi Ragan 
scrutinising computational tools which 
analyse, apply, or extend traditional social 
choice models (67). This ground-breaking 
new technology enables the understanding 
of fundamental social choice problems the 
complexity of which could not be untan-
gled with previous traditional tools. 
After having established the outlines of so-
cial theory in the first part, the second part 
of the Handbook concentrates on practi-
cal implementations concerning pairwise 
voting choices. Majority rule is among 
the simplest methods for generating a de-
cision and paradigmatic for social choice 
theory. Its easiest form is when having to 
decide between two alternatives whereby 
one alternative must receive the majority 
of votes. However, more often than not, 
there are more than two alternatives avail-
able, thus impeding the decision-mak-
ing process. Scott Moser considers those 
more complex voting situations and fo-
cuses mainly on the Condorcet principle 
and May’s Theorem (83). In particular, 
he evaluates the mathematical structure 
and varying outcomes of so-called “tour-
naments” which apply when majority ties 
do not occur. Keith L. Dougherty further 
specifies this concept of majority rule and 
discusses a variation of different majority 
options. Overall, he elaborates on the im-
portance of supermajority rules in social 
decision-making. Proceeding with the key 
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aspect of vote aggregation, Dan S. Felen-
thal and Moshé Machover measure “a pri-
ori voting power” in the following chapter 
(117). This concept evolves around the 
expectation that voting power may not be 
distributed equally, let alone proportion-
ally, to the final voting outcome. Often, 
one vote does not carry the same weight as 
another (e.g. the vote of one shareholder 
who owns more than 50% of a company). 
Therefore, the widely accepted principle 
of “one person one vote” does not always 
apply. Part two concludes with a contribu-
tion discussing the “Condorcet Jury The-
orem”. This theorem implies that a group 
which uses simple majority voting to gen-
erate a decision is more likely to make the 
correct choice than an individual all by 
him- or herself. This suggests that, as the 
saying goes, wisdom might indeed lie in 
the crowds. 
The third part revolves around various 
spatial models of social choice. Its essen-
tial idea is that a geometrical approach is 
able to reflect the “space” of various policy 
alternatives, different candidates, and all 
other political decisions within a one- or 
multi-dimensional model. Based on this 
understanding, voters’ preferences are 
aligned and traceable at a political contin-
uum, the ends of which represent alterna-
tives to a particular decision. Voters rec-
oncile their so-called “ideal points” with 
different political positions along this con-
tinuum and pick the alternatives closest to 
their own preferred outcome. The origin 
of the standard spatial model goes back to 
Duncan Black and was later advanced by 
Downs. Nicholas R. Miller picks up the 
most basic elements of this model in his 
essay “The spatial model of social choice 
and voting”. He distinguishes people lo-
cating themselves at the centre of the po-
litical continuum from the more extreme 
left- and right-wing political positions at 
both ends of the spectrum (163). Applying 
these basic approaches to an institutional 
level, Thomas H. Hammond discusses a 
newly developed unified spatial model of 
the American Congress. Essentially, this 
model provides guidance for understand-
ing fundamental problems involving pol-
icy stability and the responsiveness of the 
US system. It also elaborates the tendency 
towards gridlocks inflicted by the consti-
tution itself. However, in order to under-
stand real world parties’ policy behaviour, 
another spatial model was introduced. The 
so-called “electoral competition spatial 

model” – developed by Hotelling – orig-
inally analysed economic puzzles. How-
ever, Downs picked up its basic ideas and 
converted it for the purpose of political 
analysis. Today’s “Downsian spatial mod-
el” assumes that the motivations of politi-
cians are simply office-seeking incentives, 
whereas voters are purely policy-oriented. 
This approach is further extended by Peter 
J. Coughlin and critically investigated in 
his essay “Probabilistic voting in models 
of electoral competition” (218). His ex-
pansion of the Hotelling-Downs model 
displays astonishing results regarding Nash 
equilibriums and voting behaviour as fore-
casted by the original model. 
The Handbook having so far analysed pair-
wise social choice, part four continues with 
social choice from multiple alternatives. 
One of the most famous scholars to have 
dealt with various kinds of voting systems 
and the aggregation of individual prefer-
ences is Kenneth Arrow. His well-known 
“impossibility theorem” has uncovered 
the impracticality of all voting systems to 
simultaneously guarantee certain mini-
mal conditions of fairness and sensibility 
when choosing between three or more 
alternatives. Elizabeth Maggie Penn seeks 
to get hold of this phenomenon and anal-
yses other findings of scholars who have 
extended Arrow’s axioms. By concluding 
that one choice always seems to be deemed 
inferior to other possible options, Penn 
highlights the challenges and difficulties 
which – according to her – make a dem-
ocratic system significant (260). Following 
these findings, Jac C. Heckelman addresses 
the “properties and paradoxes of common 
voting rules”. He compares the most com-
monly studied voting rules in which only 
one single winner is picked out of several 
options. Nicolaus Tideman, in his contri-
bution, modifies this approach by dealing 
with voting rules that can be used for se-
lecting multiple winners. To this end, he 
establishes five key categories for evaluat-
ing different voting systems. One of his 
crucial arguments is that the representa-
tion of a diverse population must be guar-
anteed by all voting systems. However, he 
concludes that a trade-off between greater 
representativeness and the convenience of 
the voting system will always prevail. 
In order to combine social choice theory 
with empirical analysis, different meas-
ures must be applied for linking empirical 
findings to constructed concepts of social 
choice. The spatial model – described and 

analysed in part three – has already giv-
en an insight into how geometrical ap-
proaches may simplify voting predictions 
and outcomes. Following up on this idea, 
Christopher Hare and Keith T. Poole try 
to get hold of ideological positions in the 
US Congress. To this end, they evaluate 
roll call voting data from US Congressmen 
and depict those decisions on a left-right 
continuum. Based on this approach, Hare 
and Pool employ the so-called “random 
utility model” which entails specific scal-
ing procedures (333). This model tries to 
get hold of the utility one legislator gains 
from each of his or her roll call choic-
es, implying that he or she will vote for 
whichever alternative is closest to his or 
her ideal point. The following chapter, 
“The uncovered set and its applications”, 
consists of many contributions specifying 
the so-called “uncovered set” (UCS) – a so-
cial choice set of alternatives which are not 
covered by any other alternatives (396). 
The authors use a newly developed “grid 
search algorithm” estimating uncovered 
sets in diverse environments under major-
ity rule. Their findings show that policy 
choices are always constrained by other 
alternatives from the uncovered set. The fi-
nal essay, by Marek M. Kaminski, discuss-
es empirical examples of voting paradoxes 
that had serious political consequences in 
real life. One famous example is the US 
presidential election in 2000 in which 
George W. Bush defeated Al Gore, despite 
coming in second on the popular vote. 
All in all, this Handbook can be described 
as well-written and fairly balanced. How-
ever, it is debatable whether it fulfils its 
general purpose as a Handbook of social 
choice and voting behaviour. By a uni-
versal definition, a Handbook should be 
a general compendium of information in 
a certain field of research which is com-
prehensively designed and provides quick 
answers for its covered subject. Heckelman 
and Miller pointed out that this was their 
reasoning as well: compiling a perspicu-
ous composition of the wide field of social 
choice in order to break down the complex 
concepts for an academic but non-special-
ist audience. Evaluating this attempt, the 
selection of each chapter is logical and also 
the organisation of the chapters is coher-
ent. Still, the essays themselves are quite 
technical and especially parts two and 
three (“Pairwise Social Choice” and “Spa-
tial Models of Social Choice”) may not be 
understandable for readers unfamiliar with 
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the subject. Complex spatial models and 
intricate formulas may lead to confusion 
and a lack of understanding on the part 
of the audience which the editors wish to 
reach. Considering that Heckelman and 
Miller sought to compose an approach-
able Handbook which is distinct in this 
regard from other more expert books such 
as The Elgar Companion to Public Choice by 
Shugart and Razzolini, it is question able 
whether they reached their goal. It may 
even be concluded that this Handbook is 
partially redundant, given other previous-
ly written books covering this field of re-
search. Nevertheless, this Handbook seeks 
to assort a collection of all relevant social 
choice aspects and provides a good to very 
good insight of this field of science. Espe-
cially the detailed glossary and index are 
useful for a quick orientation. 
Another point of criticism is the fact that 

many of the models analysed only apply 
to presidential systems using majority 
rule, such as that of the United States. A 
parliamentary system with proportion-
al representation is often not included in 
the practical analysis and does not receive 
enough consideration. On the contrary, 
empirical findings refer most often to the 
US Congress (e.g. Chapter 18 “Measuring 
ideology in Congress”). The process of co-
alition formation and social choice theo-
ry on proportional voting systems is not 
covered at all, leaving several questions un-
answered. How are coalitions formed and 
how does this affect the voting behaviour 
of citizens? 
A greater use of “real life” examples – found 
in chapter five – would have increased the 
clarity of the Handbook especially for a 
non-specialist audience. Moreover, con-
sidering that the field of social choice is 

constantly evolving, it might have been 
desirable to include a look at the future 
prospects of the field. 
Nonetheless, the Handbook by Heckel-
man and Miller provides a comprehen-
sive and up-to-date overview of the vast 
and seemingly impenetrable field of social 
choice and voting. Written in a reasonably 
understandable technical style, the authors 
succeed in making complex issues rela-
tively accessible to a non-expert audience. 
Therefore, the Handbook of Social Choice 
and Voting is a great addition to every 
bookshelf and recommended to all schol-
ars who are interested in this field of study.

Heckelman, Jac C. / Miller, Nicholas R. 
(eds.) (2015): Handbook of Social Choice 
and Voting. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 
424 pages. ISBN: 978-1-783-47072-3. 
Price: £140.

he future of subsequent gener-
ations is the subject of growing 
social concern as well as becom-

ing a pressing question for economists and 
philosophers in the context of large-scale 
political, social and environmental up-
heaval (economic crises, pension schemes, 
environmental disasters...).
The purpose of Intergenerational Justice 
is to address this issue by providing a 
framework for philosophical reflection 
through sixteen articles by internationally 
recognised philosophers. It questions the 
content and the relevance of a theory for 
future generations. Do present generations 
have responsibilities or even obligations 
towards future individuals? Is it possible 
for generations to cooperate, even though 
they will never meet? 
The book is intended primarily for readers 
well versed in the subject, witness its some-
times technical language and demonstra-
tions. Clearly structured, it is divided into 
a theoretical part (“theory”) and an analy-
sis of specific cases (“specific cases”). How-
ever, the present review will not follow this 
configuration, for both epistemological 

(theory never goes without practice, syn-
thesis without analysis) and organizational 
considerations (the articles’ content do not 
legitimise such a distinction). A thematic 
analysis will be privileged in order to syn-
thesise the various contributions.
Intergenerational Justice exposes the theories 

commonly used to analyse the problem of 
future generations: Communitarianism 
(J. Thompson), Libertarianism (H. Stein-
er, P. Vallentyne), Contractualism (S.M. 
Gardiner, D. Heyd, D. Attas, R. Kumar), 
Marxism (C. Bertram), Reciprocity (A. 
Gosseries), Sufficientarianism (L.H. Mey-
er, D. Roser, C. Wolf ), Egalitarianism (G. 
Arrhenius) and Constitutionalism (V. M. 
Muniz-Fraticelli).
Obligations regarding future generations 
create a clear partition between the differ-
ent theories. Do present generations have 
a duty towards non-contemporaries? For 
Thompson, the notion of obligation is 
both necessary and desirable: the “life-
time-transcending interests” concept (the 
existence of interests that remain after 
the death of the individual) allows the 
existence of a chain of intergenerational 
bonds. Our future demands will depend 
on future individuals. This expectation 
towards future generations justifies a duty 
of respect for all non-existent individuals 
– be it of the dead or of future individ-
uals – and the development of a “trans-
generational policy”. Unfortunately, the 

Axel Gosseries and Lukas H. Meyer (eds.): 
Intergenerational Justice
Reviewed by Laure Gillot-Assayag
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 practical  implementation of this policy is 
not spelled out by Thompson. The author 
defines herself as partisan of a “weak com-
munitarianism”, a patchwork of liberal and 
communitarian ideas promoting the rights 
of individuals and the existence of a com-
mon good. According to Thompson, the 
liberal approach is not relevant because it 
focuses on the interests of contemporaries, 
and leaves out the question of intergener-
ational bonds, relegating it as a marginal 
issue. On the other hand, “strong com-
munitarianism” (the self as a communal 
structure) is contradicted by the empirical 
reality of growing multiculturalism, which 
makes it difficult to think of a common 
and interchangeable citizen identity. 
The degrees of obligations for libertarian-
ism, defined as invoking a strong respect 
for private property, vary depending on 
whether it is a right-wing libertarianism 
(agents can acquire full property of things 
not owned, like nature) or a left-wing lib-
ertarianism (natural resources collectively 
belong to everyone, so private ownership 
requires collective permission). Steiner 
and Vallentyne advocate a left-libertari-
anism: they consider that the value of the 
resources left, technology for instance, 
compensates for the excessive degradation 
of resources. For these authors, the “decent 
share proviso” (not giving more than a de-
cent opportunity to use natural resources) 
is not sufficient, and thus one should apply 
an “egalitarian proviso” (the individual ap-
propriates resources if and only if what is 
left provides equal opportunities for use).
For L. H. Meyer and D. Roser, propo-
nents of a sufficientiarist approach, a strict 
egalitarianism is both wrong (it demands 
degrading the state of the better-off for 
the sake of equality, even if this does not 
improve the state of the worse-off) and 
utopian, since it implies the suppression 
of all intergenerational differences. The 
authors advocate the obligation of a suf-
ficient property legacy, but also point out 
that sufficientiarist theories often recom-
mend giving below the necessary resourc-
es threshold. At the same time, Arrhenius 
demonstrates that claims of egalitarianism 
are not logically viable given population 
fluctuations.
The question of intergenerational respon-
sibility raises the possibility to harm future 
generations. Bertram is little convinced 
by the relevance of the Marxist concept 
of exploitation applied to a future set-
ting. If exploitation involves someone (an 

 exploiter) who secures an advantage by ex-
ploiting someone else (the exploited), it is 
impossible to make an informed judgment 
on future benefits or losses. However, the 
non-applicability of this concept does not 
exempt us from paying attention to po-
tentially dangerous acts. This discussion 
highlights a “time bombs” problem: “time 
bombs” involve actions the negative effects 
of which are visible only on a deferred 
basis, therefore suffered by future gener-
ations. To meet the challenge of climate 
responsibility, one should, according to C. 
Wolf, apply a sufficientiarist approach us-
ing a two steps climate policy: the first one 
geared to austerity with specific targets for 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and a 
second one labelled as “sustainable”, which 
seeks to maintain emissions at an accept-
able rate.
Kumar strives to redefine the harm im-
posed on future generations with “Scan-
lonian contractualism”: even if there is no 
physical relationship with future humans, 
there is a legal relationship based on what 
is justifiable or not for someone. To illus-
trate this point, he states that the request 
advanced by African-Americans for sym-
bolic as well as materialistic compensation 
for slavery is legitimate, even if the harm 
has been done to them only indirectly.
Therefore, these theories towards future gener-
ations lead us to think not only in epistemic, 
but also in motivational terms. What moti-
vates this current generation to take care of 
the remote future? Birnbacher stresses mo-
tivation obstacles: the abstract character 
of recipients, referred to as invisible and 
faceless, would prevent the development 
of a “chain of love”, to quote Passmore. 
Other constraints are the uncertainty of 
success with actions undertaken (will these 
actions really make a difference for future 
generations?) as well as their cumulative 
nature (will these actions be followed by 
the next generations?). Bykvist also notes 
that future generations’ preferences are un-
predictable. 
For Birnbacher, only indirect motivations 
(over a maximum of two generations) can 
help solve the motivational problem. The 
author gives the example of parents who 
are naturally concerned for the future well-
being of their children and also have an in-
terest in ensuring their children’s support 
in case they depend on them at a certain 
age.
Is it possible to establish a contract with fu-
ture generations? Gardiner acknowledges 

that Rawls was one of the first to address 
the issue of future generations through 
an original contract. However, like Heyd, 
he doubts that Rawls’s contractarian ap-
proach can be extended to an intergenera-
tional framework. Gardiner shows that the 
intergenerational jump involves a reeval-
uation of the design, structure, and ra-
tionale for cooperation: according to him, 
Rawls dismisses the initial generation’s 
problem, which remains a net contribu-
tor. Moreover, Rawls does not explain how 
generations internalise future generations’ 
concern. Heyd adds that, even without 
having the principles of justice based on 
a contractarian approach, there is always a 
value in justice that remains. Attas’s theory, 
on the contrary, seeks to exploit Rawlsian 
contractualism by adding amendments so 
as to extend it to all generations. He ar-
gues, however, that it is difficult to defend 
Rawls’s “two-stage approach”, i.e. the peri-
od of accumulation of wealth and the peri-
od needed to secure fair institutions, since 
the latter necessarily implies a zero increase 
in population.
For Gosseries, cooperation between gener-
ations lies in reciprocity theories. In some 
detail, he analyses the three models of rec-
iprocity theories (ascending, descending, 
reciprocal). For him, the reciprocity re-
quirement is justified not from a perspec-
tive of giving in return, but on the basis 
that it should not be seen as a self-indul-
gent generation, or a “free rider”, when 
compared to previous generations. 
Muniz-Fraticelli, meanwhile, strongly de-
fends the need for a perpetual constitution, 
differentiating himself from two approach-
es: that of Thomas Jefferson, for whom a 
constitution should expire after a certain 
time – and, according to James Madison, 
run the risk of degenerating into anarchy – 
and that of M. Otsuka, for whom the per-
petual foundation of the constitution lies in 
the tacit consent of the youth expressed by 
their choice to remain voluntarily within the 
society. However, “tacit consent” is a vague 
assumption that does not allow the estab-
lishment of a hypothetical consent. Mu-
niz-Fraticelli offers an alternative scheme: a 
perpetual constitution is necessary to ensure 
universal and eternal individual rights, but 
it is also legitimate to give citizens the right 
of amendment and interpretation so that 
they can choose the time to “reconstitute”, 
with respect to constitutionalism.
Some of this work’s limitations concern 
its style, which is sometimes unnecessarily 
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technical. The structure itself, consisting in 
a collection of articles, involves a juxtapo-
sition of opinions which makes it difficult 
for the reader to develop an overview of 
the challenges for future generations. Fur-
thermore, this leads to a certain repetition 
of themes – Rawls’s contract theory is 
presented in four different articles. Some 
omissions are also regrettable, such as the 

absence of utilitarianism, or the analysis 
of intergenerational justice toward non- 
human individuals. These criticisms are, 
however, minimal, given the scale of the 
issues covered by the authors. Without a 
doubt, Intergenerational Justice opens new 
avenues for reflection and action, par-
ticularly on the reductions of greenhouse 
gas emissions and on the possibility of a 

 perpetual constitution. The book reflects 
the urgent need to consider and propose 
solutions that can respond, even partially, 
to such a complex problem.

Gosseries, Axel / Meyer, Lukas H. (eds.) 
(2009): Intergenerational Justice. New York: 
Oxford University Press. 432 pages. ISBN: 
978-0-199-28295-1. Price: £70.

he Intergenerational Justice Re-
view (IGJR) has been published 
by the Stuttgart-based think tank 

Foundation for the Rights of Future Gen-
erations (FRFG) since 2002. The 2012 
edition was published in cooperation with 
the London-based Intergenerational Foun-
dation (IF), and likewise the 2015 edition. 
For the latter as well as for the 2016 edi-
tions, the FRFG and IF have been joined 
by the University of Tübingen. The 2016 
(2) edition will have the additional help 
of Professor Bruce Auerbach of Albright 
College, Reading PA, who will be serving 
as a guest editor.
Founded in 1997, the FRFG has played 
a leading role in gathering and support-
ing research in intergenerational issues at 
the academic level – research that usually 
falls within the compass of university de-
partments of law, politics and philosophy. 
The Intergenerational Justice Review reflects 
this academic focus. Articles, submitted 
by senior academics and researchers in the 
field, are peer-reviewed and published only 
on the recommendation of two reviewers.
From 2016, there will be two editions of 
the IGJR annually. The topic of the second 
2016 edition will be:

“Constitutions and Intergenerational 
Justice”
We welcome submissions for this issue of 
the Intergenerational Justice Review that 
address the tension between constitutions 
and intergenerational justice, and how 
that tension can be resolved. How can 
constitutions be written to protect the 
rights and/or interests of future genera-
tions without at the same time becoming a 
barrier to future generations exercising full 
political sovereignty in the future?

We also welcome submissions that address 
creatively constitutions and intergener-
ational justice from other points of view, 
and from the perspective of other cultural 
and political traditions; and that test the 
feasibility of new ideas, such as a “perma-
nent constitutional convention”, that re-
assess the current constitution every five 
years or so.
In addition to the above, other related 
questions include the following:
• How could a permanent constitution-
al convention (see above) be organised? 
What powers should it possess, and what 
should be its limitations? On the one hand 
such limitations should prevent a consti-
tutional convention from being too domi-
nant, while on the other its powers should 
be sufficient to ensure that it is more than 
merely symbolic.
• How can the legitimacy problems of such 
a constitutional convention be resolved? 
For example, parliaments, which usually 
propose constitutional amendments, are 
legitimised through elections.
• Are there any examples of countries 
where constitutions are regularly reviewed 
and amended? If so, how has this practice 
worked?
• What role should constitutional courts 
play? Are they the guardians of earlier reg-
ulations and therefore opponents of con-
stitutional change?
• Are eternity clauses (clauses which pro-
hibit changes to certain or all provisions 
of a constitution) generationally fair? To 
what extent do such guarantees take away 
from future generations the possibility to 
determine their own future?
• Where and how are young people active-
ly engaged in debates about the constitu-
tion in force in their country? What les-

sons can be learnt from their experience?

Background: By their very nature, consti-
tutions are intergenerational documents. 
With rare exceptions, they are meant to 
endure for many generations. They estab-
lish the basic institutions of government, 
enshrine the fundamental values of a peo-
ple, and place certain questions beyond 
the reach of simple majorities. Constitu-
tions, especially written ones, are often on 
purpose difficult to modify.
The question of constitutions and future 
generations has at least two different as-
pects. On the one hand, constitutions pro-
vide the opportunity to guarantee consid-
eration of the rights of future generations, 
and may serve to protect future generations 
against the actions of current electoral ma-
jorities. On the other hand, the provisions 
of a constitution may become outmoded, 
restricting the ability of majorities in the 
future to respond to the real problems in 
ways they see as necessary and proper. We 
want constitutions to provide firm guaran-
tees of fundamental rights, including those 
of future generations. But we do not want 
those same guarantees to become fetters on 
future generations, preventing them from 
exercising the same rights of sovereignty 
we enjoy.
Ideally, constitutions strike a balance be-
tween seeking to protect and perpetuate 
those values and rights the present genera-
tion understands to be fundamental, while 
ensuring the right of future generations to 
define for themselves the values and rights 
they see as essential, and to modify the in-
stitutions they have inherited in light of 
their own experience.
This tension between durability and flexi-
bility finds expression in Edmund Burke’s 
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concept of a constitution as an intergener-
ational covenant. It also informs the dis-
cussion among Thomas Jefferson (1743–
1826), James Madison (1751–1836) and 
Thomas Paine (1737–1809) in the course 
of founding the United States of Ameri-
ca. Jefferson represented the position that 
every law and therefore every constitution 
should lose its validity after 19 years, so 
that every generation can organise itself, 
with a freedom comparable to the preced-
ing one. Madison disagreed and referred 
to the uncertainty that would emerge from 
such an arrangement. Thomas Paine sided 
with Jefferson and formulated the follow-
ing famous sentence: “Every age and gen-
eration must be as free to act for itself in 
all cases as the ages and generations which 
preceded it.” This statement, written in 
1795, defended the right to engage in rev-
olution. This right was even enshrined in 
the French Constitution of 1793. Article 
28 stated: “Un peuple a toujours le droit de 
revoir, de réformer et de changer sa Consti-
tution. Une génération ne peut pas assujettir 
à ses lois les générations futures.” (“A people 
always has the right to review, reform, and 
amend its constitution. One generation 
may not subject future generations to its 
laws.”)
The preservation of the same number of 
options and opportunities for action is 
also regarded as the one of most impor-
tant elements of intergenerationally just 
behaviour in modern generational ethics. 
Edith Brown Weiss, for example, made 
such arguments, as have Gregory Kavka in 
“The Futurity Problem”, and Brian Barry 
in “Circumstances of Justice and Future 
Generations”.

Size limit of each submission: Up to 
30,000 characters (including spaces, an-
notation etc.) For questions about style 
and presentation, please visit our website 
at www.igjr.org for our guidelines for au-
thors.
Deadline for submissions: 1 August 2016

Proposed date of publication of IGJR 
2016 (2): November 2016
Articles may be submitted electronically 
to: editors@igjr.org
Intergenerational Justice Prize 2015/16: 
Note that this topic is also be the subject of 
the Intergenerational Justice Prize 2015/16, 
promoted by the Foundation for the Rights 
of Future Generations (FRFG) and the In-
tergenerational Foundation (IF), and en-
dowed with a total sum of € 10.000. Young 
researchers may also wish to participate 
in this essay competition, and it is hoped 
that this edition of the IGJR will contain 
a selection of the best prize submissions in 
English. For more information, see www.
if.org.uk/prizes.
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