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Geneviève Bouchard
ince the 1960s, increased levels of
education and changing social values
have prompted calls for increased
democratic participation, both in Canada and
internationally. Some modest reforms have
been implemented in this country, but for the
most part the avenues provided for public
participation lag behind the demand. The
Strengthening Canadian Democracy research
program explores some of the democratic
lacunae in Canada's political system. In proposing reforms, the focus is on how the
legitimacy of our system of government can
be strengthened before disengagement from
politics and public alienation accelerate
unduly.

S

epuis les années 1960, le relèvement
du niveau d'éducation et l'évolution
des valeurs sociales ont suscité au
Canada comme ailleurs des appels en faveur
d'une participation démocratique élargie. Si
quelques modestes réformes ont été mises en
œuvre dans notre pays, les mesures envisagées pour étendre cette participation restent
largement insuffisantes au regard de la
demande exprimée. Ce programme de
recherche examine certaines des lacunes
démocratiques du système canadien et propose des réformes qui amélioreraient la participation publique, s'intéressant par le fait
même aux moyens d'affermir la légitimité de
notre système de gouvernement pour contrer
le désengagement de plus en plus marqué de
la population vis-à-vis de la politique.
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Are Young Canadians
Becoming Political
Dropouts?
A Comparative Perspective

Henry Milner

Introduction
he recent decline in voter turnout in established
democracies has been especially acute in
Canada.1 Once average or better in this regard
than comparable countries, Canada has plummeted.
Its recent sharp, steady decline from 75 percent in
1988 to 61 percent in 2004 — the lowest ever, down
from 64.1 percent in 2000 — has seen Canada join the
traditionally low-turnout United States, Japan and
Switzerland at the bottom of the list. Among comparable countries, only the United Kingdom experienced
as precipitous a decline — from 78 percent in 1992 to
59 percent in 2001. Moreover, the Canadian 61
percent figure is itself somewhat misleading. It
implies that turnout is still higher in Canada than in
the United States, but, in reality, if the 2004 Canadian
rate were to be converted from registered voters to
potential voters (the measure used in the US) it would
be about 53 percent.2 This puts us well below the
unusually high US 2004 turnout rate of roughly 60
percent.3 Of course, that election was extremely polarized, and a cliff-hanger; but the 2004 Canadian election — unlike the previous one — was also too close to
call, at least until just a few days prior.4
Moreover, it has become evident that in Canada,
as elsewhere (perhaps even more than elsewhere),
the key factor in the decline has been abstention
among young people. Though people tend to vote
more as they get older, the current decline largely
reflects a generational phenomenon, since, if we
compare by age groups, the largest — indeed the
only significant — decline since the late 1980s has
been among the under-30s (Gidengil et al. 2003).
While in 2004 the turnout among potential firsttime voters appears to have improved slightly over
the shockingly low level of 2000, the overall trend
remains highly worrisome. Clearly, given the further
overall turnout decline from 2000 to 2004, the
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Therefore, in addressing the choices facing policymakers, I maintain that we must reduce the cost for
people, and especially young people, of being sufficiently informed to cast a vote. As I will argue, this is
not only a matter of policies, especially those related to
education, but also of institutions — specifically, the
system through which elections are conducted — and
the age of eligibility to vote. A key principle is that the
institutions through which political leaders are chosen
should be conducive to all legitimate political positions
being represented and expressed and should reflect
popular support for these positions at every level —
from Parliament right down to the civics classroom.

Political Dropouts and Political
Protestors
et us start with the young people who reached
voting age during the three years before the most
recent elections. A study carried out by Elections
Canada based on a sample of 95,000 voters drawn from
electoral districts in every province and territory found
that 38.7 percent of those identified as first-time electors turned out to vote (Elections Canada 2005), compared to 22.4 percent for the same group, as estimated
by Pammett and Leduc in 2000 (2003, 20). Since the
latter conclusion is based on a survey of voters and
nonvoters and subject to a much larger margin of
error,7 we cannot conclude that 16 percent more voted
in 2004. Clearly there was an increase due at least in
part to the extra efforts made to register and mobilize
this group in the intervening years (this will be discussed further). The 38.7 percent figure still places
young Canadians below young Americans,8 and just
below youth in Britain — in 2001, only 40 percent of
18-to-25-year-old Britons went to the polls.9 Overall,
young Canadians rank not only well below their older
compatriots,10 but also below their peers in nearly all
comparable countries (see table 1).
What do we know of the nonvoters? By “nonvoters”
I mean potential voters who do not vote in elections as
a matter of course; thus I exclude those who normally
turn out but fail to do so due to factors relating to a
specific election. In the case of young people, the distinction is more difficult to draw, since they have had
few opportunities to either vote or abstain. Hence, we
need to get at the underlying difference between the
two groups another way. For the purposes of this paper,
young nonvoters are conceptualized as falling into two
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increased participation of first-time voters proved too
small to offset the replacement of the older, highervoting cohorts by those voting cohorts who arrived
on the political scene in the 1990s.
Nonvoting by young people is especially acute in
Canada, the UK and the US, but the phenomenon is an
international one; even some traditionally highturnout countries, like Finland and Norway,5 have not
been spared.6 The implications of such a phenomenon
are well set out in a recent comparative analysis of
turnout trends in 22 democracies. Franklin argues that
age groups (cohorts) are differently affected by the
character of elections (2004). Since, as he shows, voting is to an important degree habitual, the crucial
group is the young, who have not yet developed habits
of voting or nonvoting. These habits are developed, in
particular, as a response to the perceived competitiveness of the first elections for which one is eligible. The
initial response is immediate, but the effect is a longterm one: turnout decline will accelerate as newly
eligible-to-vote cohorts, set in their nonvoting ways,
replace older cohorts with developed voting habits.
Hence, it becomes crucial to address, nowhere more
than in Canada, this aspect of the democratic deficit.
Otherwise, we face the prospect of a state of affairs in
which only a minority of citizens exercises the democratic franchise. Canadians must learn from the experience of other countries that have faced — or
managed to substantially avoid — the problem. This
paper seeks to contribute to such an effort. In previous
comparative work on political participation, I investigated the relationship between levels of political
knowledge (civic literacy) and electoral turnout
(Milner 2002). Here I apply the analytical framework
and conclusions of that work, as well as more recent
findings, to the problem of declining youth turnout
both as a general phenomenon and as a manifestation
specific to Canada. In setting out the basic facts as we
know them, I insist upon a fundamental, if too often
neglected in the literature, distinction between
informed citizens who choose not to vote and potential voters who fail to vote because they lack the basic
information needed to distinguish among the choices
— including the choice not to participate. I contend
that failure to adequately differentiate the two phenomena has impeded progress in understanding — and
thus addressing — this aspect of the democratic deficit.
The real threat to democracy, I maintain, lies not in
young citizens choosing not to vote, but in their lack
of the basic knowledge and skills required to make
that choice on an informed basis.

Table 1

Voter Turnout and Attitudes Toward Voting among the Youth
Country
Austria
Belgium
Czech Republic
Denmark
Finland
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Ireland
Israel
Italy
Luxembourg
Netherlands
Norway
Poland
Portugal
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
UK
Average

Voted-total

Voted — born in
1980 or later1

88.46
85.23
65.93
93.67
81.70
85.30
90.56
80.93
75.87
78.66
89.45
64.74
86.33
83.66
66.16
72.49
80.21
77.67
86.96
68.98
72.35
80.30

74.60
53.50
61.40
78.90
54.50
72.80
59.80
69.20
41.80
38.40
76.40
12.80
74.80
50.00
48.20
41.30
42.00
27.40
81.40
17.60
41.00
52.70

Important to
vote — total

Important to vote —
born in 1980 or later1

8.07
6.56
6.16
8.87
7.59
7.55
8.12
8.26
7.70
7.98
7.51
8.00
7.48
8.19
7.65
7.13
6.74
6.43
8.38
7.37
7.16
7.61

7.46
6.38
5.88
8.09
5.97
7.06
7.60
7.94
7.23
7.13
6.69
7.27
6.89
7.48
6.95
6.40
5.89
5.02
8.12
6.66
6.51
6.89
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Source: Calculations by the author based on data from the first round of the European Social Survey (Centre for Comparative Social Surveys 2003).
1
First time voters (excluding those too young to vote in the last election).

groups: one is termed “political dropouts”; the other,
“political protestors.”
Political dropouts are young citizens so inattentive
to the political world around them that they lack the
minimal knowledge needed to distinguish, and thus to
choose, among parties or candidates. Political dropouts
are of special concern, because they constitute a growing group among young people in established democracies who, despite being better educated on average,
are less attentive to, and thus less informed about,
available choices than were young people in earlier
generations. Political protestors do not vote either, but,
unlike the dropouts, they are sufficiently informed to
deliberately forego traditional means of political participation — party membership and, especially, voting
— and instead undertake unconventional forms of
political engagement. While it may not always be easy
to distinguish between the two groups on the basis of
their actions, since the latter tend to act in unorganized ways, we can — as I shall argue — use political
knowledge as a convenient proxy.
Unfortunately, it is not yet standard practice to ask
political-knowledge questions in surveys about political participation. When studies of political participa-

tion exclude the information dimension, they can,
and sometimes do, classify as protestors young people who are inattentive and who abstain from participating in traditional politics, assuming that they are
practising a different kind of politics, one that is
inaccessible, even incomprehensible, to older generations. Canadians writing on the subject are not
exempt from this tendency,11 but it seems to be especially strong in Britain. For example, the British
Electoral Commission found young nonvoters to be
disproportionately inclined to state that they did not
vote because it made little difference who won the
election (UK Electoral Commission 2002, 18). Seizing
on these responses, as well as others — such as “No
one party stands for me” — a not untypical group of
academic observers concluded that “young people are
far from being apathetic,” since “politics is something
that is done to them, not something they can influence” (O’Toole et al. 2003, 359). Surely, conclusions
of this sort would benefit from a test to determine
whether the assertion “No one party stands for me” is
based on at least a minimal knowledge of what the
parties do stand for. In a similar vein, another British
survey concluded — based on 71 percent of
4
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Canada, as in the United States and the United
Kingdom, bringing political protestors to the polls will
have, at best, a marginal effect. The 2004 Canadian
Election Study (CES) notes that “[e]vidence of particularly strong disaffection with government and politics
on the part of young Canadians is…hard to
find…[L]evels of [political] disaffection among the
young are no more profound than they are among
older Canadians” (Gidengil et al. 2005, 8). What does
distinguish them is that
the under-30s are much less able to name a
political party that would be best at dealing
with their number one concern. This finding
is not attributable to the fact that many of
them see little to choose [from] among the
contenders; people in this age group are actually the least likely to think that there is not
really a choice…Health may have been a priority issue, but even in the closing days of
the campaign, fewer than one in three knew
which party was promising four billion dollars to reduce waiting times for surgery. Taxes
were more important than the environment to
young people. Even so, only 28% knew which
party was promising to do away with the
goods and services tax on family essentials.
Most young people opposed increased spending on defense, yet only 40% knew which
party was promising to increase military
spending by two billion dollars a year.
Similarly, a majority of young people opposed
scrapping the gun registry, but fewer than
one in three knew which party was proposing
to do this. (10)
The conclusion is obvious. “It’s not political cynicism
that’s keeping young Canadians from voting… Respondents in their 20s turned out to be the most satisfied with
the way democracy works in Canada” (Gidengil et al.
2004). In asking Canadian abstainers why they failed to
vote in the 2000 election, Pammett and Leduc found
18-to-24-year-old respondents to have the lowest tendency (27.3 percent, versus 34.4 percent overall) to cite
a flaw in the political process as a reason (2003, 17).
Clearly, political inattentiveness is something entirely
different from political alienation. Young people abstain
out of protest less often than members of high-turnout
generations. Their abstention is a reflection of lack of
political interest and political knowledge,14 and the two
are obviously related.
In systematically posing political-knowledge questions, the CES has thus performed an important service
for those concerned about the political participation
decline in Canada. Unfortunately, national electoral
surveys in other countries have generally not followed
suit, though data is being accumulated as a result of
the proliferation of surveys related to political participation in response to the declining turnout.
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respondents agreeing with the statement “There aren’t
enough opportunities for young people like me to
influence political parties” — that young people are
“sufficiently interested in political affairs to dispel the
myth that they are apathetic and politically lazy”
(Henn and Weinstein 2003).
If only. When respondents are given the costless
choice of blaming others or, in effect, admitting to
being apathetic and politically lazy, the result is certain. Yet it is understandable that political scientists
are reluctant to point fingers,12 seeking rather to cast
the individual in a positive light. For example, we
accept a response of “I’m interested in politics” at
face value, seldom probing to see whether that interest was actually invested in any effort to gain political information. Yet political interest and political
knowledge are not unrelated. A simple American
experiment using both political-interest and politicalknowledge questions showed that when asked the
political-interest questions first, 75.9 percent of
respondents reported following politics most or some
of the time; but when they were asked politicalknowledge questions first, this percentage dropped to
57.4 percent (Schwarz and Schuman 1997). Similarly,
posing knowledge questions allows us to distinguish
between political dropouts and political protestors,
since both will agree that “All politicians are the
same” and that “No one party stands for me” and
blame politicians and parties for their lack of participation. Making this distinction is important, since the
protestors’ responses — unlike those of the uninformed and inattentive political dropouts — reflect an
informed choice to replace idiosyncratic conventional
forms of participation by unconventional ones, a
choice that can be revised when the situation changes
either objectively or in terms of their own interests.13
Certainly, we should encourage electoral participation on the part of political protestors through institutional reforms (such as those discussed later), since,
for one thing, the abstention of these protestors,
stripped of its sophisticated rationale, can find its
way into the wider generational culture. But we
should not confuse such efforts with addressing the
political dropout phenomenon, which must be our
primary concern. It is, first of all, a simple question
of numbers: protestors are a numerically small group.
Numbers cited later in this paper suggest that in a
few European countries the political protest phenomenon can be a significant factor in youth turnout
decline, but these are typically countries in which the
overall decline has been far less precipitous. In

Increasingly, these surveys focus on young people,
but, like the British surveys cited earlier, the most
prominent publicly funded or foundation-financed
studies seeking to explain declining youth political
participation in the US (see, for example, Keeter et al.
2002) and Canada (Pammett and Leduc 2003) still do
not ask political-knowledge questions.
For its part, the CES, despite containing more politicalknowledge questions than most of its counterparts
elsewhere, largely limits them to matters related to the
election itself. Consequently, we cannot use the data
to concretely compare the political knowledge of
young Canadians with their peers in other countries.
We need comparative data to better understand the
phenomenon of political dropouts, its causes, and its
possible consequences. In my own research, I have set
out what we do know about comparative political
knowledge, stressing the limitations imposed by the
absence of a general set of political-knowledge questions for use in international surveys (Milner 2002). In
the next section of this paper, I will make a first effort
to integrate into this analysis the findings of the
emerging literature on youth political participation.

Political Knowledge and Voting
Turnout among Young People
efore addressing the knowledge dimension
directly, we should note that it is not only
knowledge that brings people to the ballot
box. Another obvious factor related to plummeting
voter turnout is a decline in the sense of civic duty to
vote. This declining sense of obligation, when set in
the context of a wider generational culture given to
political inattentiveness, can transform a provisional
act of abstention into a habit of political dropping
out. The 2004 CES team reported that
Seventy-five per cent of our respondents
strongly agreed that ‘It is every citizen’s duty
to vote in federal elections,’ and 32 per cent
said that they’d feel very guilty if they didn’t
vote in a federal election…However, young
Canadians are much less likely to share these
sentiments: Only 55 per cent strongly agreed
with the statement about duty, and only 18
per cent said that not voting would make
them feel very guilty.” (Gidengil et al. 2004)
The comparative data on civic duty reflect the generational character of the decline, though more in
some countries than others. For example, an American
survey of 3,246 adults 15 years and older found that
only 38 percent of 15- to 25-year-olds say that citi-
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zenship entails special obligations, while 58 percent
say simply being a good person is enough. This is
markedly different from the responses provided by
older generations; between one-half and two-thirds
choose special obligations (Andolina et al.
2002). Another study found that just 20 percent of
young people described voting as a responsibility, and
only 9 percent as a duty.15 Differences in Europe seem
less marked. The European Social Survey (ESS) of
2002 asked how important it is for a good citizen to
vote in elections in 20 new and old European democracies, using an 11-point scale from “extremely unimportant” to “extremely important.” As set out in the
last two columns of table 1, the overall average was
7.61, while for those under 25 the average was 6.89.16
The data show that far more people in earlier generations with marginal levels of political knowledge
voted out of a sense of civic duty than is the case with
young people today. This is illustrated by the remarkable generational difference in the UK, where
63 percent of those who claimed they were “not at all
interested in news about the election” nevertheless cast
a vote, but among the 18- to 24-year-olds, this was
the case for only 16 percent (UK Electoral Commission
2002, 29). A similar phenomenon has been observed in
Canada. Howe compared data from 1956 Gallup Polls
testing political knowledge with those from the politicalknowledge items in the 2000 Canadian Election Study
(Howe 2003).17 Age differences turned out to be significantly more important in 2000, especially among those
with no more than a high-school education. The young
were both less informed about politics in 2000 than
they were 45 years before and more likely to have this
condition influence their decision to vote or not to
vote. In 1956, the difference in reported turnout level
between the groups at the lower and upper ends of the
knowledge scale was 17 percentage points; moreover,
for the youngest age group (21 to 29 years), the difference was actually lower — only 12 points. The 2000
election study showed that the overall gap in turnout
between the knowledgeable and the ignorant had risen
to 32 points; but the relationship to age was reversed.
The 43-point gap that separated the least and most
knowledgeable respondents aged 18 to 29 declined
with age to 13 percent among those 50 and older.
“Nowadays…it is only older Canadians who will vote
simply out of duty,” Howe concluded quite pessimistically. “[Y]ounger Canadians think differently; without
some knowledge to make the voting decision comprehensible and meaningful, they prefer to abstain…They
know less about politics and…their impoverished
6

7

young people averaged 32 percent correct answers,
compared to 44 percent of middle-aged Americans and
48 percent of those 50 and older.20
Similarly, in Canada, in a 1990 survey carried out
for the Royal Commission on Electoral Reform and
Party Financing, 56 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds
were able to answer correctly, at most, one of three
political-knowledge questions, compared to 40 percent
for the sample as a whole. A 2000 survey showed the
younger group to be falling further behind: fully 67
percent of 18- to 29-year-olds correctly answered no
more than one out of three questions,21 compared to 46
percent for the sample as a whole (Howe 2001). Even
greater disparities were reported by the authors of the
2004 Canadian Election Study.
Even in the campaign’s final days, only 60 per
cent of respondents in their 20s could name
Paul Martin as Liberal Party leader…During the
first 10 days of the campaign, a mere 38 per
cent knew this basic fact. Gilles Duceppe fared
little better, despite the fact that the Bloc
Québécois has traditionally held more appeal for
young voters: Only 64 per cent of young
Quebeckers interviewed in the final 10 days of
the campaign could come up with his name.
Across Canada, in the campaign’s last days,
only 47 per cent of young Canadians could
name Stephen Harper as leader of the
Conservative Party. Just 34 per cent got the
name of NDP leader Jack Layton right (and only
50 per cent of young Canadians could name
their provincial premier). (Gidengil et al. 2004)
The only international survey that allows us to place
such findings about the political knowledge of young
North Americans in a comparative context is a recent
study of the political geography knowledge of young
people.22 In 2002, the National Geographic-Roper
Global Geographic Literacy Survey assessed 3,250
young adults in nine countries. Respondents were
asked to identify countries on a world map, and there
was another series of questions testing knowledge
related to international politics.23 As we see in table 2,
of the 56 questions asked in the countries surveyed,
young Americans, on average, answered 23 questions
correctly (just ahead of the last-place Mexicans); young
people in Canada (27) and Great Britain (28) fared
almost as poorly. Sweden led (with 40), followed by
Germany and Italy (both 38), then came France (34)
and Japan (31).
Of course, this is but one survey. Yet its results correspond reasonably closely to those we would expect
from levels of overall civic literacy (Milner 2002).
Moreover, they also correspond, as hypothesized, to levels of turnout. As we see in table 1, of those countries
also participating in the European Social Survey, young
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knowledge is more likely to affect whether or not they
vote” (2003, 81).
We can thus understand that for young people, not
casting a vote can easily become a habit that in turn
diminishes their already limited interest in politics.
Lacking a sense of civic duty to vote, young people are
less inclined to seek the information they need to vote
meaningfully, and their declining sense of civic duty
makes turning out to vote increasingly dependent on
an adequate level of political knowledge. It becomes
evident that, more than ever, addressing the decline in
turnout means enhancing political knowledge.
But what do we know of the differences in levels of
political knowledge among young people and their
relationship to the phenomenon of political dropouts?
In my recent work, using a variety of mainly indirect
indicators, I identify the northern European, and especially Scandinavian, countries as high-civic-literacy
countries — that is, countries where the proportion of
citizens sufficiently informed to vote meaningfully is
relatively high (Milner 2002). In contrast, the Englishspeaking countries tend to fall into the low-civicliteracy category. Unfortunately, in the research that
led to those findings, young citizens were not singled
out to determine if their relative levels of political
knowledge corresponded to those of the country as a
whole. However, subsequent cross-national research
has begun to address this question. A useful contribution is made by Grönlund, who assembled the
responses to the three political-knowledge questions
in recent election surveys in 23 countries participating
in the Comparative Studies of Electoral Systems
(CSES). He found that at all levels of education 18- to
35-year-olds are less knowledgeable on political matters than their elders (Grönlund 2003).18
Grönlund confirms what has been shown by many
single-country studies.19 Yet the difference appears
especially acute in North America today. For example, the Times Mirror Center analyzed survey results
from the 1940s through the 1970s, revealing that previous generations of young people knew as much as,
if not more than, their elders (1990). This is in comparison to Parker and Deane, who reported that, on
average, only 36 percent of Americans under 30
answered the information questions correctly, compared to 45 percent of those aged 30 to 49 and and
49 percent of those aged 50 and over. Only 26 percent of young people answered campaign-related
questions correctly, compared to 38 percent of those
30 to 49 and 42 percent of those 50 and over (1997).
Responding to questions related to national politics,

Table 2

Young People’s Knowledge of Political Geography
Average quiz performance
(number of correct answers)
Number correct
(possible 56)
Sweden
Germany
Italy
France
Japan
Great Britain
Canada
USA
Mexico

40
38
38
34
31
28
27
23
21

Source: National Geographic Education Foundation (2002).
Note: The National Geographic-Roper Global Geographic Literacy Survey
assessed the geographic knowledge of 3,250 young adults. In total, 2,916
interviews were conducted, with a representative sample of 18- to 24-yearolds, using an in-home, in-person methodology.
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Swedish respondents reported having voted at 81.4
percent, Germans at 72.8 percent, and Italians at 76.4
percent, compared to 41 percent for those in the UK.
Clearly, the low and declining electoral turnout in
North America reflects low and declining levels of
political knowledge even more among the young than
among citizens as a whole. We must then ask if the
causes, and the possible intervention measures, are the
same and also how they differ. An obvious case of the
latter is in the area of education, and we shall especially look at educational initiatives to address the
deficit in political knowledge and attentiveness. But we
first need to consider the institutional context —
specifically, the effects of electoral institutions. Despite
wide discussion about the effect of electoral institutions on turnout, there is still much we do not know.
But we do know one important thing when it comes to
explaining this relationship. As I argue in the section
to follow, political knowledge is a key intervening
variable in explaining the higher average voter turnout
in countries using proportional electoral systems.

Institutions and Policies
Associated with Political
Knowledge and Turnout among
Young People
Electoral institutions

W

e can begin our exploration of political
knowledge as an intervening variable in the
relationship between proportional electoral

systems and voter turnout with the results of the
National Geographic-Roper survey, displayed in table
2. These suggest a relationship between electoral institutions and the civic literacy of young people. Among
the eight countries (excluding Mexico), the three with
first-past-the-post (FPTP) electoral systems — the
United States, Canada and Great Britain — scored lowest in terms of civic literacy of young people, while the
three proportional representation (PR) countries,
Sweden, Germany and Italy (which changed recently
from proportional to semi-proportional), scored highest. In between was Japan, with its mixed system, and
France, with its second-ballot system. Why should
these seemingly unrelated variables be connected?
The most recent assessment for the last election in
39 democracies where voting is not compulsory
found turnout averaged 68.2 percent in nonproportional systems compared to 70.8 percent in
proportional systems (Farrell 2001).24 Much of the discussion about higher turnout under proportional electoral systems focuses on votes counting for more
under PR than under FPTP, where votes in uncompetitive districts are “wasted.” However, this explanation
is insufficient, since even under PR a single vote
almost never changes the outcome. It is only when
we incorporate the incentive that parties have under
PR to mobilize all potential supporters, and not just
those in winnable districts, that we begin to approach
a full explanation (see Aldrich 1993). And in doing
so, we introduce the factor of political knowledge.
This is because fundamental to mobilizing support —
especially when the electoral rules encourage this, as
they tend to do in PR countries (Bowler, Carter, and
Farrell 2000) — is the task of informing potential voters. To put it simply, all things being equal, more voters receive information from more political parties
under PR than under majoritarian systems.
My contention, therefore, is this: All things being
equal, voters are likely to be better informed under
PR than under FPTP. This goes against conventional
thinking, which assumes that voting under FPTP is a
simpler proposition since it is typically a choice
between “keeping the bums in, or kicking them out.”
But such conventional thinking views voters onedimensionally. Parties under PR are not subject to the
volatility of FPTP, which blows up a party’s strength
when it does well and shrivels it when it does poorly,
thereby discouraging it from operating at levels —
national, regional and local — other than the one at
which it is best organized. In other words, because PR
systems are more conducive to the formation and
8

lacking in educational resources. The results, confirming
this hypothesis, are presented in figure 1, which correlates the data derived from Lijphart’s application of the
Gallagher Index of Disproportionality to general elections from 1945 to 1996 (on the X axis) (1999, 162),
with education-related dispersion of political knowledge
(on the Y axis). As hypothesized, figure 1 reveals a
strong linear association: as electoral outcomes become
more proportional to the popular support attained by
political parties, political knowledge becomes less
dependent on formal education.25
If the same logic applies to young people, and there
is every reason to believe it does, then we can better
understand the even stronger relationship between proportional electoral systems and youth turnout. In
examining differences in turnout level for voters
between the ages of 18 and 29 in 15 Western European
countries in the late 1990s, International IDEA estimated that in countries using PR systems, the average
youth turnout rate was almost 12 percentage points
higher than in non-PR countries (IDEA 1999, 30).
IDEA’s interpretation of the difference stressed that
PR electoral systems facilitate access to representation
in Parliament for small parties by making the proportion of seats correspond to the proportion of votes. This
is surely true, but the observation applies to informed
young people poorly represented under majoritarian

Figure 1
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durability of ideologically coherent parties that contest elections at more than one level, they provide
potential voters with a political map that is relatively
clearly drawn and stable across time and space. They
make it easier for the potential voter to identify with
a given political party and to use that identification
as a guide in dealing with complex issues and actors
over time at various levels of political activity. In this
way, I maintain, PR fosters political participation,
especially at the lower end of the education and
income ladders, where information is at a premium.
The data for directly testing this claim comparatively using political knowledge as the dependent
variable are inadequate, since there is as yet no set of
political-knowledge questions used cross-nationally.
Nevertheless, it is possible to derive insights from the
responses to the CSES’s political-knowledge questions.
In a recent paper, a colleague and I, using the CSES
data, examined the dispersion of political knowledge
among educational categories by calculating the comparative variation from the mean of the politicalknowledge score of the group with the lowest
education (Milner and Grönlund 2004). If the analysis
presented here is correct, average dispersion would be
lower under PR because it reduces the cost of the
political knowledge needed to make an informed vote
for those for whom the cost is highest — that is, those
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systems, those we could term potential political protestors, rather than to the uninformed political
dropouts. The wider effect of PR electoral systems, I
contend, is on what might be termed potential political dropouts. Here the key factor is the electoral system’s effect on political knowledge, as set out earlier.
Therefore, part of the explanation — and possibly of
the remedy — for low and declining turnout in the
UK, the US and Canada lies in the electoral system.
Of course, electoral system reforms cannot in themselves address the purely generational aspects of the
phenomenon. Though the drop witnessed was not as
great as in Britain and Canada, certain traditionally
high-turnout PR states have also experienced in recent
years a real decline in turnout for legislative elections;
examples include Finland (77.3 to 65.2 percent between
1987 and 2003)26 and Norway (81.5 to 73.1 percent
between 1989 and 2001). Moreover, in New Zealand,
which adopted the mixed-member proportional (MMP)
form of PR in 1996, we observe a kind of spike: turnout
rose by about 3 percent in 1996, and the decline that
marked the 1980s resumed in 1999. Similarly, in
Scotland, which also uses an MMP form of PR, the
turnout of voters casting ballots in the new Assembly
elections fell in the second election (to 49.4 from the
58.8 percent recorded in 1999), held in 2003. We should
note in this context that PR is far from rooted in these
countries. In New Zealand, PR has only made it in fits
and starts to local elections;27 and Scotland, which is
only now moving to introduce single transferable vote
(STV) for local elections, operates in the context of
Westminster’s FPTP environment. Neither has yet built
proportionality into the wider political landscape, simplifying the political map by rendering citizens’ experience consistent over time and space — as have Germany,
Sweden and other high-turnout European countries that
have used PR for many years and at all levels.
What this means is that in and of itself, the effect
of changing Canada’s electoral system, now a practical possibility in several provinces (Milner 2004a,
2004b), will only marginally improve turnout, specifically by allowing into the legislatures smaller parties,28
in particular the Green Party, which won 4 percent of
the vote in 2004 and seems to be especially popular
among informed young people. Nevertheless, given
that Canadian young people are, overall, more mainstream in their political attitudes than their elders,29
the number of young supporters of excluded parties
brought to the polls by PR would be small.
Greater competitiveness could perhaps bring a
slightly larger proportion of young abstainers to the

ballot box in Britain, given young voters’ widely
expressed and active dislike of the main party candidates (MORI 2001, 21).30 A wider range of real alternatives under PR could bring some additional young
people to the polls, many of whom, one may presume,
would be political protesters who would be voting earlier in their lives than they would otherwise have done.
As far as the US is concerned, the issue is moot,
due to the impossibility of meaningfully changing the
electoral system. But there is no doubt that the virtual
disappearance of competitive congressional districts as
the result of widespread gerrymandering and the
decline in the number of states that are competitive in
presidential and senatorial elections has created a
steady decline in turnout in years where congressional
elections are not accompanied by presidential ones.
Moreover, apart from giving smaller parties an
opportunity to win seats, PR adds an element of
uncertainty to overall outcomes, even when one party
dominates. And, as noted, it removes the disincentives that FPTP places upon parties and voters in
uncompetitive districts. The combined effect, even if
marginal, is likely to be especially strong in Canada,
as there is a comparatively large number of safe seats
due to regional voting patterns.
Finally, however limited the immediate effect of
more competitive elections on young people, an
important recent analysis reminds us of the longterm importance of that effect. According to Franklin,
the main factor explaining turnout is the “character
of elections,” as defined by the type of electoral system, the fractionalization of the party system, the
time elapsed since the previous election, the closeness
of the outcome and other factors related to competitiveness (2004). Changes in the character of elections,
he shows, largely account for the average 7 percent
turnout drop in the past 30 years in the 22 countries
studied — in large part by affecting the habits of
young (non)voters. More than anything else, Franklin
argues, it is the character of the first election they
encounter that will influence whether they vote over
the long term. This could explain both higher participation by first-time voters in 2004 and the fact that,
despite this, turnout in Canada has continued to
decline. If Franklin is right, increased competitiveness
in 2004 over 2000 attracted more first-time voters,31
but it had less of an effect on those now in their 20s
who developed habits of abstaining in the three preceding uncompetitive elections. The more uncertainty
exists about the outcomes of upcoming elections, the
greater the competitiveness effect. But history teaches
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us that such competitiveness is far from assured,
since under FPTP Canada has alternated between
periods of single-party domination and two-party
competition. The only way to assure such competitiveness is through electoral-system reform.
Having considered all this, we should bear in mind
that PR in itself provides no protection against the
other factors that account for turnout decline. For
example, a shift to a culture that measures the value
of an activity according only to its meaningfulness to
the individual carrying it out will dampen turnout
under any institutional arrangement. To sum up, we
might say that although PR is ultimately no protection against turnout decline, its installation in combination with complementary reforms (discussed in the
last part of this paper) can be expected to at least
slow, and perhaps even reverse, the decline.

The media

Table 3

Age Structure of Daily Newspaper Readership

Norway
Sweden
Denmark
Finland
Austria
Australia
Switzerland
Netherlands
Germany
Greece
Belgium
Hungary
Canada
Luxemburg
Spain
Italy
United States
New Zealand
France
United Kingdom
Poland

Reach
(youth)

Age

Reach
(all adults)

81.00
77.00
76.60
72.00
69.50
68.60
68.10
58.00
53.60
52.00
50.70
49.20
44.90
43.80
41.70
40.20
40.00
37.80
36.30
35.70
28.30

13-19
15-24
16-24
15-24
14-29
18-24
16-24
15-24
14-19
18-24
15-24
15-24
18-24
15-24
16-24
18-24
18-24
15-24
14-19
15-24
16-24

86.00
88.00
79.70
87.00
75.20
71.80
74.80
71.40
76.20
54.60
47.40
52.60
54.10
65.00
39.70
39.30
54.00
54.10
45.30
32.80
31.80

Source: World Association of Newspapers, World Press Trends, 2004, Paris.
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In my work on civic literacy, I find an extremely
strong negative relationship at the aggregate level
between television-watching (especially commercial
television) and political knowledge, and a positive
relationship between newspaper-reading and political
knowledge. Table 3, based on data from the World
Association of Newspapers, shows that Canada, like
the US, is worrisomely close to the bottom of the list
of comparable countries when it comes to the reported
daily newspaper readership of young people compared

to that of adults as a whole. American surveys have
clearly shown that part of the explanation for youth
abstention is the decline in attentiveness to politics as
reported in the media. For example, the spring 1998
Pew Research Center Biennial News Use Survey (of
4,002 adults) revealed that only 33 percent of
Americans aged 18 to 29 made an effort to keep up
with the news, compared to 68 percent of those over 50;
the latter group was almost twice as likely to follow
national politics and domestic policy closely, and 10
percentage points more likely to follow election campaigns and international politics (Bennett 1998). An
early-1998 Pew survey of first-year college students
found that only 26.7 percent thought that keeping up to
date with political affairs was very important or essential, compared to 57.8 percent in 1966 (Bronner 1998).
Of course, a significant boost in young people’s political
interest took place around the time of the 2004 US election. Yet a similar boost in political interest in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, proved ephemeral, as
reflected in a 2002 national telephone survey of 3,246
Americans 15 years and older (Andolina et al. 2002),
which found that only 24 percent of those 25 and under
reported following government and public affairs “very
often” (compared to 60 percent of the oldest group, 50 percent of baby boomers and 37 percent of those 25 to 35).
There is thus a relationship between inattentiveness
to media and the phenomenon of political dropouts. A
clue to its workings is provided by Howe’s finding
(noted earlier) that the effect of age in Canada is significantly more important today than it was in the
1950s, especially among young males with no more
than a high-school education: those under 30 average
30 percent lower levels of political knowledge than
those over 50 with high-school education or less
(Howe 2003). Of course, the link between social class
and political attentiveness and participation is a longestablished one, and it is even more manifest in the
US than in Canada.32 But there were periods in US history characterized by “life experiences…dampening
the biases in patterns of political participation attributable to socioeconomic status” (Strate et al. 1989,
456). Specifically, during the high-mobilization period
in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, political
participation increased from age 18 to 65 only marginally among the best educated, but significantly
(from 20 percent to over 50 percent) among the least
well educated (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980).
Unfortunately, in the current era we cannot count on
this kind of mobilization over the life cycle to awaken
attentiveness to media.

I R P P C h o i c e s , V o l . 11 , n o . 3 , J u n e 2 0 0 5

Clearly — in the North American context, at least
— a media-focused approach can only indirectly
affect young political dropouts. To have any real
effect, such an approach needs to be integrated into
the lives of potential young dropouts. Practically
speaking, this places the focus of media-oriented
measures on education, and particularly civic education (explored in the next section). There is some
international experience in this area, since, understandably, newspaper publishers have been keen to
encourage the newspaper-reading habit among students. A series of efforts and experiments supported
by the World Association of Newspapers’ Newspapersin-Education program and the European Newspaper
Publishers’ Association have shown some promising
results33 — but, in this age of electronic communication, we must not set our hopes too high.
One avenue to be explored thus is the new media,
especially the forms favoured by young people. Yet,
given the anarchic nature of the Internet, it will be
difficult to get young people to use it in ways other
than those to which they are accustomed. It is a path
more readily accessible to high-turnout, high-civicliteracy societies, like those of the Nordic countries,
which have traditionally led the way in newspaper
consumption among young people as well as among
adults (see table 3). A recent study comparing the
political participation of youth in Scandinavia and
Europe as a whole, using data from the recent
European Social Survey (ESS), found that although
Nordic respondents of all age groups stand out in
agreeing that it is important for a good citizen to
vote in elections, the youngest group of
Scandinavians, unlike middle-aged and older
Scandinavians, are no longer significantly more
likely to watch TV news and current affairs shows
and read newspapers than their non-Nordic peers. But
they do stand out in their use of the Internet and email (Ersson and Milner forthcoming).
This brings us, finally, to an unexplored dimension
of turnout — namely, access to the ballot box. In the
mature democracies, much has been learned and
accomplished with regard to mechanisms for enhancing voter access. Use of the new information technologies (“e-democracy”) raises new possibilities in
this regard. But it is not a panacea, or even a simple
matter.34 Electronic information can help bring people
to the ballot box by making information about when,
where and how to vote more readily available. It is
interesting to note in this context the findings of a
study of the effects of state efforts to simplify the reg-

istration and voting process with the intent of boosting youth turnout.35 The main effect of postal voting,
for example, appears to be to facilitate voting for
those who normally vote (Karp and Banducci 2001). If
e-democracy has any effect on turnout, it is likely to
be of the same nature, and thus cannot be expected to
bring into the electoral arena those otherwise excluded. Moreover, e-democracy — like postal voting,
but to a potentially far greater degree — carries the
risk of distancing people from the human exchange
that has been a key dimension of political life.36
Finally, in the next section I turn to the key area
of policy intervention, namely civic education. To
overstate what follows, I shall argue that we need to
bring politicians into the classroom. Part of this argument is linked to an aspect of the media’s role that
has so far not been raised. It is commonly agreed that
many potential young voters are “turned off” by what
they judge to be inauthenticity in politicians, and this
judgment is based on what they see on TV and hear
on the radio — especially during election campaigns.
The media are often blamed in this for practicing
“gotcha journalism.” But to some extent the news
media are simply doing and will continue to do their
jobs by putting politicians on the defensive. Thus it is
unrealistic to expect young potential voters to see
politicians seeking office as authentic when their
only contact is through the prism of an adversarial
and ratings-driven media. In effect, by abstaining at
the ballot box young people are voting all politicians
“out of the apartment,” in much the same way that
young viewers of reality shows vote in large numbers
to expel residents they find inauthentic from communal apartments or desert islands. If, as I suggest
below, it was standard for politicians to visit civic
education classes, large numbers of young people
would be exposed to another, potentially more
authentic side of those seeking their votes than that
provided through the media.

Civic education in the classroom
Where knowledge is concerned, an obvious sphere of
policy intervention is education. I have shown that
widespread use of various forms of adult education,
directed especially at those with comparatively low
levels of educational attainment, distinguish the
high-civic-literacy countries, Sweden in particular —
a country I have studied in depth (Milner 2002).37
When it comes to young people, the focus is evidently on courses taken during the years of schooling.
Indeed, it is nowadays regularly claimed that civics
12
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the societal factors that lead young people to drop out
of school in their mid-teens (especially young men,
who drop out of school at much higher rates than
young women), only to face a life of functional illiteracy and marginality. It means that schools must make
even greater efforts to foster appropriate habits of literacy, reading, writing, library use and the like.
When it comes to civics courses, we do not yet have
good, systematic data about the age of the students and
the duration and content of the courses. In the US, 41
states’ statutes specifically provide for the teaching of
social studies, which can include government, civics
and/or citizenship. While 39 states require course credits in government or civics for high-school graduation,
only 5 of those states require students to pass an exit
exam that includes social studies: Georgia, Louisiana,
Mississippi, New Mexico and New York (CIRCLE “High
School”). As far as Canada is concerned, there is little
systematic information on the measures used in each
province, but, overall, efforts appear to be relatively
limited (Hébert 2002) — certainly as compared to those
of unitary states, like Sweden, where the level of government concerned with citizenship is also responsible
for education. Four provinces have some sort of compulsory program. Ontario, for example, has a relatively
new civics curriculum that emphasizes participatory
learning, but it is voluntary, left up to the local school
boards to implement. My own province of Quebec,
despite its identity as a “distinct society,” is passive in
its approach. It seeks to encourage civic education as a
dimension of other high-school courses, such as history; the junior colleges (or CEGEPs) — where 16- to 18year-olds still in school are found — are a wasteland as
far as civics education is concerned.
Without assuming that we could attain the same
results, given the different cultural context, there is
good reason to take Sweden as a model when it comes
to citizenship education. It is reasonable to presume that
part of the explanation for the low (4.3 percent)
turnout-level gap between 18- to-29-year-old Swedes
and all others (IDEA 1999), and the relatively positive
attitude of young Swedes toward voting (see table 1), is
that they take civics courses at 18 (or close to it), when
they are poised to apply the course information concretely as new voters.41 Thus, we should not be surprised
to learn that the relatively modest turnout decline in
Sweden over the past 30 years is not synonymous with
a declining interest in politics — quite the contrary
(Holmberg and Oscarsson 2004). However, for Canada to
even aspire to results of this kind in light of its school
dropout rate, it would have to offer civics courses to
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education is the solution to the problem of youth disengagement. While I, too, shall argue that civics education is an indispensable element of any approach
aimed at addressing political dropouts, one cannot
assume from the existing literature that such courses
are certain to have an appreciable, lasting effect.38
Much depends on specific factors, such as the age of
the students and the content, methodology and context of the courses given.
The general situation was not long ago described
by Dekker and Portengen as follows: “[S]ocial studies
is a low status area of the school curriculum in many
countries. Politics is only one of the subjects in social
studies and receives attention for only a small part of
the few school hours reserved for the subject. Many
social studies teachers do not give priority to political
topics [and] have limited political knowledge themselves” (2000, 467). Moreover, much of it is targeted
at adolescents; yet there is good reason to believe that
adolescence is a stage of life not especially conducive
to the kind of learning provided by civics courses.39
Given these factors, we should not be surprised that a
recent American study found practically no positive
effects on later voting from exposure to various forms
of civics-related high-school courses (Lopez 2003).
Different results, however, begin to emerge with
regard to civics courses given at the end of the period
of secondary education, when students are on the
threshold of adulthood (Niemi and Junn 1998). There
is some American, and especially Swedish, evidence
that civics courses taken in very late adolescence
enhance the political knowledge of students (see
Westholm, Lindquist, and Niemi 1989). Still, we do
not know to what extent the information acquired in
such courses is retained into adulthood and affects
long-term political participation. One thing to remember is that Swedish secondary students are older than
their Canadian counterparts and the dropout rate is
far lower in Sweden than it is in Canada,40 so that
given to 17- and 18-year-olds, the civics courses
would address a significantly larger fraction of the
cohort than they would in North America.
Of course, the advantages of young people remaining in school longer transcend the positive effects of
civics courses. Since school dropouts are probable
political dropouts, the first step toward decreasing the
number of political dropouts is to keep young people
in school long enough to acquire the skills and habits
of literacy that will help them to take their place in
society as adults. Though beyond the scope of this
paper, one priority must be to identify and counteract
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students at age 16 (if not 15). But this is well before
the voting age — the point at which young people can
put such learning into practice at the ballot box.
Clearly, any effort to bring Canadian political dropout
levels closer to Swedish levels through civic education
would require lowering the voting age.
Turning to course content, we can again learn
from Swedish practice. In designing civics courses
targeted at young people about to become citizens
and voters, importance is accorded to the positions
taken by the different parties on relevant local,
regional and national issues. Party spokespeople are
regularly invited into the classroom42 — an opposite
approach to the American one of keeping politics out
of the classroom.43 Having parties present their own
positions would also serve to allay fears in certain
Canadian provinces — Quebec, for example — that
teachers would be partisan in their presentation of
the alternative positions. In this context, I should
add, e-democracy could be effective. Given the
increased use and sophistication of Internet-based
information provided by the political parties, the
school visits could be virtual as well as physical.
This approach can be contrasted with the
American one, which, to the virtual exclusion of politics, emphasizes the nation’s history and constitution
in the civics classroom and encourages communitybased volunteer activities outside it. As far as the latter is concerned, we have good reason to doubt
whether such activities positively and directly affect
attentiveness to, or interest in, politics.44 Indeed, there
is mounting evidence that the great stress on youth
volunteering that has characterized the American
response to declining civic engagement has, if anything, depoliticized participants. One representative
study found that service experiences did not change
“the students’ assessments of the value of elections”
or their “definitions of what civic responsibility is
and should be” (Hunter and Brisbin 2000, 625).
Instead of stressing constitution, history and institutions to the effective exclusion of different party
positions on policies and issues, the opposite
approach, as a recent paper shows, can have a positive impact on political knowledge. Stroupe and
Sabato compared classes that used the National Youth
Leadership Initiative (YLI) curriculum and a control
group of similar classes that did not (2004). They
found that YLI programs have substantial positive
effects on students’ levels of political knowledge and,
to a lesser degree, on their likelihood of future political participation.45 Similarly, another study found that

students who participate in open class discussions
and who learn to communicate their opinions
through letter-writing and debate are much more
active than those who don’t have these experiences
(Andolina et al. 2002). A North Carolina study found
that “young people who reported having to stay current on political events showed higher levels of political knowledge…and interest in voting” (Henzey
2003). A recent study takes this even further, finding
that the degree to which political and social issues
are discussed has a greater impact on civic proficiency than the frequency of social studies classes
(Campbell 2005).46

Civic education outside the classroom
This approach to civic education transcends the classroom. The cultivation of habits of literacy in the earlier years of education should therefore be
complemented by a set of activities designed to establish habits of citizenship among young people as they
approach voting age. A useful list of suggestions
along these lines was advanced in the International
IDEA report. They included various efforts to register
young citizens, mock elections, and specially targeted
artistic and cultural events. One recommendation was
to make first-time voting a rite of passage by sending,
for example, congratulatory birthday cards to new
voters explaining how and when to register for elections, or by adding an element of public spectacle
through a national youth voter registration day. In
2004, Elections Canada was especially active in promoting voting by the youth using such methods;47 a
glance at its Web site demonstrates this.48 One page
provides links to relevant youth organizations, such as
Rush the Vote and Youth Vote 2004, which it supported in cooperation with the Dominion Institute.49 A
useful set of broad recommendations relating to this
issue was recently put forward by the New Brunswick
Commission on Legislative Democracy (2004, chap. 5).
Perhaps the most interesting of the various activities that complement civic education is the mock election. Mock elections were initiated in North America
in 1998 with Kids Voting USA, a nonprofit, nonpartisan voter-education program. In schools in 39
states, teachers help students gather information
about the candidates and issues in local, state and
national elections. On election day, older students cast
their ballots in special booths; the younger ones go to
the polls with their parents. Research has shown that
the effect of this initiative has been positive, especially on the parents.50 This aspect has been absent from
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Lowering the voting age and fixing the voting
date
Mock elections cannot replace real elections. Bringing
more high-school students to real ballot boxes entails
lowering the voting age, a controversial reform that
should be placed in the appropriate institutional context. We have already discussed the electoral system.
With regard to civic education, PR elections are conducive to fostering political attentiveness, since they
give small parties that have distinct principle-based
positions and that carry some measure of popular
support, such as the Green Party, a better chance of
having democratically elected — and therefore legitimate — representatives. This representativeness can
15

also give the entire political system more legitimacy in
the eyes of young people, while the partisanship fostered by a PR environment — compared to the volatility, ideological incoherence and thus weak party
identification under majoritarian systems — can be
expected to have a positive indirect effect. For one
thing, we know that parental partisanship boosts the
political participation of young people, especially those
still under their parents’ roofs (Plutzer 2002).
It is in this context that we address the question of
lowering the voting age. The IDEA report evoked two
controversial possibilities. The first is making voting
compulsory, which I do not address here, since it raises
ethical issues that require a lengthy treatment beyond
the scope of this paper.52 The other is reducing the age
of eligibility to 16,53 an idea that tends to be dismissed
out of hand, since we instinctively assume that if
young people don’t vote at 18, they are hardly likely to
vote at 16. Yet the idea merits further reflection. As
noted, paying attention to the political world and thus
being sufficiently informed to vote when an election is
called is mainly a matter of habit. As shown by Plutzer
(2002), the costs of learning to vote are higher if one’s
first election occurs during early adulthood, a time
when one is only starting to establish the social networks that will frame future choices, including political
choices. If, in the first few years they are eligible to
vote, potential voters are preoccupied with things other
than politics and public affairs, they are more likely to
develop the habit of not voting. People aged 18 to 20
are typically in a period of transition; they are withdrawing from their home and school environments, but
they have not yet settled into a new environment.
Franklin provides evidence of a secular decline in
turnout after the minimum voting age was reduced,
typically to 18, in different countries during the 1960s
and 1970s (2004). He maintains that this is due to a certain number of individuals becoming socialized into
nonvoting behaviour. Most became voters later in life,
but some did not. Of those who did not, some would
have done so had their first opportunity to vote
occurred later, when they were in a better position to
develop the habit. Given that raising the voting age to
21 again is politically unfeasible, Franklin proposes
reducing it to 16, a less unsettled age. Since parents can
more easily set an example for 16 year olds than for 18
year olds, reducing the age of eligibility to 16 should
get more young people to the polls. While this contention is intriguing, it is far from proven. In my view,
while increased parental influence cannot be discounted, to have a real potential of fulfilling Franklin’s
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Canadian spinoffs. In the first of these, in Ontario,
students in grades 9 to 12 in about three-quarters of
the public high schools cast ballots supplied by
Elections Ontario identical to those used in the
October 2003 provincial election. The ballots of over
43 percent of Ontario high-school students were collected and tabulated, and the results were presented
live on CBC Television alongside the results of the
official vote. On the whole, the students took the exercise seriously and used it to inform themselves. Civics
or history classes often took the lead in engaging and
informing the student body during the campaign. This
was followed by Student Vote 2004, organized around
the 2004 federal election, which was held on June 28.
Unfortunately, this date was too late to allow for a
simultaneous vote, so each school selected an election
day. Results were tabulated for 1,168 schools in 267
ridings across Canada, with over 265,000 students
casting ballots. The numbers were clearly kept down
by the lateness and uncertainty of the election date.51
To summarize, a main focus of civic-educationrelated measures should be placed on promoting the
habit of attentiveness to political information.
Courses, as Delli Carpini and Keeter insist, should be
“taught in a realistic manner, introducing students to
the conflictual, often unsettling nature of politics”
(1996, 279). They must develop opportunities to
engage in political realities, including “partisanship,
without advancing one side or the other” (Beem 2005,
7). In so doing, of course, full use must be made of
the most up-to-date channels of communication,
electronic and otherwise — those that best fit the
reading, listening and viewing habits of the emerging
generation. The key is for the students to develop the
habit of keeping up with political events so that they
will continue to do so after they leave school.

expectations, lowering the voting age would need to
be complemented and reinforced through civic education in the school setting. In Canada, this would entail
taking advantage of the fact that many potential
school and political dropouts would still be in school
when their first opportunity to vote arose.
Finally, a related institutional change would be a
fixed voting day, already instituted in British
Columbia and on its way to being instituted in
Ontario and, probably, New Brunswick. While minor,
the effect would clearly be positive, since it would
allow those initiating civic education courses, mock
elections and other activities that encourage youth
voting to plan their programs well in advance.54 The
fixed voting date clearly facilitated the latest election
simulation, Student Vote BC, which took place in 350
BC schools in the spring of 2005.

Beyond the Political
efore concluding, we need to be reminded of
the modesty of our objectives. The phenomenon of political dropouts transcends the political; it has roots in socio-economic conditions and
policies — matters well beyond the scope of this paper.
Specifically, socio-economic changes have contributed
significantly to transforming nonvoting from a lifecycle to a generational phenomenon. The labour market in contemporary societies has effectively excluded
from secure employment a large number of young
people, especially young men, who lack the necessary
levels of literacy and numeracy. To put it baldly, these
people fail to act as political citizens (vote, or pay any
attention to politics) because they have been excluded
from social citizenship.55 They lack what their counterparts in the 1950s and 1960s had — namely, the economic and educational wherewithal to be full citizens,
secure in their capacity to support their families and
communities. Though this is a phenomenon that transcends national borders, the countries least affected are
those that have developed the institutional and policyadjustment mechanisms to overcome entrenched
inequality. This is reflected in the data from the
European Social Survey. Looking at the bottom line of
table 1, we note that the average reported overall
turnout was 80.3 percent, dropping to a worrisome
52.7 percent for those under 25.56 Limiting ourselves to
Europe, and leaving aside the new democracies of
Eastern Europe and countries with compulsory or
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quasi-compulsory voting, we find that both absolutely
and in comparison to voting among older citizens,
voting among young Danes, Swedes, Dutch, Germans
and Austrians is high, while among British, Irish,
Swiss, Spanish and Portuguese youth it is low. A systematic analysis of these and similar figures would
show,57 I contend, that differences in the level of social
and economic security emerging generations can
expect help explain variations in the number of political dropouts.
I have earlier argued that high-civic-literacy societies can be distinguished from low-civic-literacy
societies by policies aimed at the redistribution of
resources that are both material and “nonmaterial,”
the latter taking the form of measures enhancing
access to knowledge, including political knowledge
(Milner 2002, 13). The more laissez-faire policy
stance of the main English-speaking mature democracies with regard to both material and nonmaterial
redistribution — and, consequently, their relatively
low level of civic literacy — stands in contrast to the
more active approach of the high-civic-literacy
northern European/Scandinavian countries. More
recent work shows political knowledge to be more
dependent on formal education in countries where
income is less equally distributed (Milner and
Grönlund 2004). Clearly, the costs to societies that do
not meet the challenge of declining turnout will be
heaviest for those least able to pay. In a democratic
society, “les absents ont toujours tort.” By excluding
those with low resources from informed political participation, we make it less likely that the policies that
can help them attain access to those resources will be
implemented, and the result of this will be further
abstention on their part, and so on — a classic vicious
circle (Milner 2002, part IV). Conversely, nonmaterial
redistribution — achieved by fostering informed participation among those low in resources — promotes
policy choices leading to more material redistribution, giving rise to a “virtuous circle,” since such outcomes encourage citizens to keep well informed of
governmental decisions. Thus, the cycle begins again.

Conclusion: Where Do We Go
from Here?

S

ince there is much we still do not know in
order to explain adequately the phenomenon
of political drop-outs, our most immediate
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conclusion is an insistent call for further comparative
research using surveys that include a battery of politicalknowledge questions, which would enable us to distinguish the politically uninformed young nonvoters
from the political protestors and thus select and test
measures aimed at the former.58
In selecting specific measures, we must be tentative.
Indeed, the application of these measures should be
viewed as a pilot project subject to further development
and refinement. The Canadian provinces are an ideal
venue for such projects. And it is the provinces, rather
than the federal government, that have primary constitutional jurisdiction over actions in this field. The recommendations that follow are offered with a view to
their being undertaken by the provinces, supported,
where appropriate, by the relevant federal bodies. At
the core of these recommendations is the intention of
targeting those close to voting age with a civic education program focused on bringing the issues — and the
political parties59 — into the classroom and giving these
young people, and their parents, the chance to vote
under a new electoral system in which political parties
and their supporters can expect to be represented fairly.

The general rule is that electoral systems and complementary rules and regulations concerning media
access, party financing, information dissemination,
(fixed) election dates and access to the ballot box
must be designed to ensure, and to allow citizens and
actors to expect, that legitimate political positions are
given expression and representation in the various
democratic institutions — from the local to the national and beyond — at a level approximating their support in the population.

Functional literacy
The acquisition of the skills and habits of literacy (and
numeracy), including media literacy, must be prioritized
throughout the educational system (including adult
education programs). This should be reinforced by
appropriate programs of access to libraries, publications, high-speed Internet and so on.60 The goal is for
all those intellectually capable to acquire the skills and
knowledge to take their places as full citizens and to
contribute to family and community. One aspect of this
is the objective of having practically all young people
at school when they reach the age of citizenship.61
Fewer school dropouts means fewer political dropouts.
17

Civic education should be compulsory in the year or two
before the age of citizenship is attained. Since 16- and 17year-olds are about to be called upon to vote, this is
appropriate, and likely more effective than the current
arrangement. A major goal is to instill the habit of being
attentive to politics and public policy, new and old, as
reported through the media. A crucial component of civics
courses is the information attained through contact with
the relevant political actors. Thus, importance should be
accorded to the positions on relevant issues taken by the
different parties at the local, regional and national levels.
Party representatives should be invited into the classroom
both physically and electronically. (This is a more natural
and applicable option within the PR framework, where the
various parties have a legitimate and relatively stable
political presence at each level.) In this way, the wall
between political life and “real” life that serves to justify
political abstention is removed — a wall that is especially
high and strong in the United States.
But, as noted, given school dropout rates, few if any
Canadian provinces will reach a large enough proportion of young people in this manner. Hence, I propose
that one of them undertake as a pilot project a combination of the recommendations made here with lowering the voting age to 16 (the courses would thus be
offered to 15- and 16-year-olds). The change in voting
age could be temporary, subject to renewal after an
assessment of its effects — after, say, two elections. A
possible transitional measure would be to tie the right
to vote at age 16 to successful completion of the civics
course, an approach somewhat similar to that applied
to the acquisition of a driver’s license. While such an
approach would likely raise questions — and charter
challenges — related to age discrimination if applied
generally, it might be acceptable as a pilot project to
test the effects of a wider application of the measures.
Would these measures have any significant effect?
The evidence suggests that, if well carried out, they
might indeed. But there are no guarantees. Still, I am
not convinced that youth abstention is an expression of
the “good judgment of young people on the failings of
political elites,” any more than I accept that “democracy is best served if the ignorant abstain.” Hence, I
conclude quite simply that the time to act is now.
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Recommendations
Political institutional reforms

Civic education stressing informed choice among
political options and a lower voting age
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An analysis of turnout in 20 countries found an average decline of 5 percent, from 83 percent in the 1950s
to 78 percent in the 1990s (Dalton 1996, 44-5; see also
Wattenberg 1998).
International IDEA, the Institute for Democracy and
Electoral Assistance, based in Stockholm, calculates
the turnout based on both methods (IDEA 2004, 131).
For Canada, IDEA estimates an 8 percent difference
between the two due to unregistered potential voters.
Applied to the 2000 election turnout figure (the most
recent calculated by IDEA), turnout among potential
voters was 54.6 percent.
For an analysis of turnout in the 2004 US election, see
McDonald (2004).
This is partly explained by the late date of the 2004
election; it was held on June 28, when many
Canadians were getting into a vacation mood.
In Finland, nonvoting has increased most markedly
among the young: the turnout gap between those 19
to 24 years of age and the overall average rose to 17
percentage points in 1999 (Martikainen 2000). For
Norway, Bjorklund finds particular effects of age upon
turnout in local elections, in whose level there has
been an especially worrying decline (2000). In 1999,
only 31 percent of those born after 1975 voted, a number rising steadily by age cohort to 72 percent for
those born between 1930 and 1945.
In 1999, an International IDEA report examining political participation among young people in 15 Western
European countries found that while the young have
tended to vote less than their elders, by the early
1990s the turnout gap between citizens 18 to 29 and
those over 30 had grown to 12 percent.
Moreover, since it was presumed that, as in all surveybased studies, the rate of voter turnout was overreported, the researchers used statistical corrections on
the rate of turnout for the different age groups. It may
very well be, however, that young people, given the
low sense of civic duty to vote, do not overreport.
The turnout rate of 18-to-24-year-old voters rose from
36.6 percent in 2000 to 42.3 in 2004: the 5.7 percent
difference corresponds to the overall rise from about
54 to 60 percent. Judging by the increased support
among young people for the Democrat candidate, that
increase is attributable to intense mobilization efforts,
especially in the 15 swing states. Many of these newly
mobilized young citizens were disillusioned by the
result (Center for Information and Research on Civic
Learning and Engagement 2004), so it remains to be
seen whether it signals an upward trend or just a blip.
One indication that the latter is the case is the finding
in a study conducted in the month before the election
that voter registration rose only in the battleground
states (McDonald 2004).
In the 2001 UK election, overall turnout sank to a
postwar low of just 59 percent, with only 39 percent
of young people casting a vote (UK Electoral
Commission 2001).
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The same study by Elections Canada found that the
57-plus age group’s turnout was 35 points higher than
that of the 18 to 21 year olds.
A Canadian example of this making-a-virtue-of-necessity
approach can be found in a study carried out with the
support of Canadian Heritage that suggested, among
other things, that participation should be widely defined
to include media-consumer choices, such as casting votes
for Canadian Idol (Smith and Barnard 2003).
Political scientists tend to underestimate the importance and effect of low political knowledge, since, as
individuals, they are by definition knowledgeable
about politics.
More generally, as cogently argued by Althaus, by not
incorporating the political-knowledge dimension into
attitudinal surveys on politically related issues we are
failing to take into account the quality of the opinions
expressed, and thus failing to distinguish meaningful
opinions held by respondents from artifacts of the
interview process (2003). An example of the need for
political-knowledge data to distinguish between the
informed and uninformed abstainer lies in the emerging literature testing whether higher turnout would
have altered the outcome of elections and finding, typically, that it would not have done so (see, for example, Marsh and Bernhagen 2004). The problem is that
such analyses include knowledgeable abstainers who
do not bother to vote because they can see that their
vote cannot affect the outcome. Proving that they are
right is of little interest. It is only when we are able to
separately analyze what would happen if those who
abstained out of lack of information actually voted
that the question becomes interesting — but in order to
do so, we must incorporate the political-knowledge
dimension in our data.
“Young people rated their interest in politics at only
4.5 on a 0 to 10 scale (where zero indicated no interest
at all), compared to 7.5 for those in their sixties and
up…It is hard to cast an informed ballot if you do not
know who the potential prime ministers are or what
their parties are promising” (Gidengil et al. 2003, 11).
This is from a survey of 1,500 Americans between the
ages of 15 and 25 commissioned by the Council for
Excellence in Government’s Center for Democracy and
Citizenship and the Partnership for Trust in
Government in cooperation with the Center for
Information and Research on Civic Learning and
Engagement (CIRCLE 2004).
I wish to thank Svante Ersson of Umeå University for
these calculations. There was significantly less variation between age groups in the new ESS democracies
than in the old ones. An example of the latter is
Norway, where Bjorklund signals a “dwindling support
for voting as a form of civic virtue…The difference
between cohorts is pronounced. It is the youngest
cohort that most often sticks to the [voting as] selfinterest alternative” (Bjorklund 2000, 19).
In the 1956 Gallup Poll, respondents were shown a list
of 10 prominent political figures, of which 2 were
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similar to that found by International IDEA in its report
Voter Turnout from 1945-1997 (1997), which used voting-age populations rather than registered voters (see
also Ladner and Milner 1999).
Note that there are a number of CSES countries missing
from figure 1. This is because they held no, or very few,
democratic general elections during the years in question. The countries are scattered along a more or less linear pattern, with Belgium the most significant outlier
due to the significantly higher dispersal effects of education there than in countries with similar degrees of proportionality. The complex binational character of
Belgium’s consociational political arrangements may
have something to do with this. (The relationship is
highly significant statistically when Belgium is excluded,
but far less so when it is included.)
For presidential elections, the drop was lower: from
85.2 percent in 1988 to 76.8 percent in 2000.
A new law allows local authorities to run elections under
single transferable vote (STV) as well as FPTP. For the
2004 municipal elections, only 10 chose the former (see
New Zealand Department of Internal Affairs 2003).
Karp and Banducci show that this factor helps explain
the turnout spike in the first New Zealand MMP election
in 1996 (1998).
Canadian data shows that young people, though less
attentive and informed, are in fact more supportive of
“politics as usual” than older Canadians. O’Neill found
18 to 27 year olds to be roughly 10 percent more satisfied with Canadian democracy and elections than members of other age groups and, comparatively, even more
willing to view the federal government as fair and effective. Nor are they less distrustful of multinational corporations than older Canadians (O’Neill 2001).
In Britain, young people who did not vote in 2001 were
more likely than all other nonvoters to believe that the
act of voting was a meaningless or insignificant one,
and that nothing would change, whatever the outcome
(UK Electoral Commission 2002, 27).
Pammett and Leduc report that 6.5 percent of respondents 18 to 24 gave the absence of a contest as their reason for not voting (2003, 17). While this proportion is
small — even smaller than the overall 9 percent of
abstainers who so responded — it is meaningful, given
that abstainers constituted more than 75 percent of those
18 to 24 in their sample.
In 2000, the voting rate of persons below the poverty
line was estimated at about 25 percent, compared to 65
percent for those above it (Leighley and Nagler 2000, 1).
In the period 1996-97, the turnout ratio between those
who had completed university and those who hadn’t finished high school was 7 to 5 in Canada and better than 9
to 4 in the United States (Martinez 2000, 219).
Usually, a teacher places bulk orders for newspapers to be
delivered to the school on a schedule that accords with
the lesson plan. The teacher distributes the newspapers to
the students and uses them in class as a teaching tool.
For a study based on the application of such a program
in Argentina, see Morduchowitz and Galperin (1998).
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Canadian, and asked to identify the country and position of each; they were also shown a list of Canada’s
10 provincial premiers and asked to identify their
provinces. The 2000 CES included an unprecedented
number of knowledge items: the names of the leaders
of the Liberal, PC, Alliance and New Democratic
Parties; the name of the federal finance minister; and
the name of the respondent’s provincial premier.
Holding education constant, Grönlund found that for
those with less than a complete secondary education,
the average score on the three or more CSES politicalknowledge questions was .40 for the 18- to 35-yearolds, compared to just under .50 for the 34- to 55year-olds, and .53 for those 55 and over. For those
who completed secondary or vocational school, the
disparity was essentially the same (with the score of
the youngest group rising to .53). Only when we get to
those who completed university is the disparity
reduced — by roughly half — with the youngest group
averaging .65 right answers (Grönlund 2003).
For example, Chiche and Haegel show that 18- to-29year-old French men and women are over 10 percent
less politically knowledgeable than those over 30
(2002, 280). Rose tested the knowledge of local political actors, institutions and policies in Denmark and
Norway, finding that, “Given differences in educational levels that exist among younger and older age
cohorts in both countries, however, it is every bit as
remarkable to note that age is consistently related to
political knowledge, even after educational differences
are held constant” (Rose 2002, 6).
In response to three questions posed by the NASS
Millennium Project, 79 percent of respondents were
able to give the name of the US vice-president, 67 percent could name their governor, and only 37 percent
knew the term length for a member of the US House of
Representatives (Parker and Deane 1997).
In 1990 they were asked, “Who is the prime minister?”
“Who is the Liberal leader?” “Who is the NDP leader?”
In 2000 their task was to identify the prime minister,
finance minister and official opposition party.
I exclude the results of the Civic Education Study, which
tested nearly 90,000 14-year-old students in 28 countries and 50,000 17 to 19 year olds in 16 countries on
political knowledge, skills and attitudes (Torney-Purta et
al. 2001). Not only was Canada not included, but the
questions are problematic since they do not allow for a
clear comparative assessment of political knowledge.
Instead, they test understanding of the logic of democracy and of the functions of institutions in democracy.
Examples of such questions include: “The Taliban and
al-Qaeda movements were both based in which country?” “Which of the following organizations endorses
the euro as the common currency for its members?”
“Which two countries have had a long-standing conflict over the region of Kashmir?” (National
Geographic Foundation 2002).
Estimates based on earlier data were higher: for
Lijphart, it was about 9 percent (1997), a difference
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34 A useful series of articles on the subject is found in a
2001 special issue of the National Civic Review titled
“Making Citizen Democracy Work” (90, no. 3).
35 While the overall effect is small, the authors note that
“the biggest effect comes from mailing sample ballots,
which most influences young people with less access
to information from other sources” (Wolfinger et al.
2004, 13). Another study provided teenagers with an
interactive CD campaign handbook with encouraging
results (Iyengar and Jackman 2004).
36 It is now possible to hire a private Internet-based company that, using your electronic responses to a questionnaire, will determine which candidate/party for
every possible election most suits you.
37 Finkel finds a positive effect of adult civic education in
South Africa and the Dominican Republic (2002).
38 The civics course practically all German students take
one hour per week from grades 7 or 8 seems to have
had little effect (Händle et al. 1999); in the Dutch case,
there was a correlation only for the less than 10 percent of students who took the civics course (called
“society”) as part of the formal program leading to the
final examination (Hahn 1998, 15). Dekker suggests
that its effects are likely to prove short-lived (1999).
See also Dekker and Portengen (2000).
39 In Australia, Hugh MacKay concludes, “typically,
teenagers find little to interest or inspire them in the
political process, and they often report that politics is
the most boring subject discussed at home” (quoted in
Civics Expert Group 1994, 182).
40 In Sweden, only 2 percent leave school at the end of
compulsory schooling, at age 16 (Skolverket, 1998).
41 Westholm, Lindquist and Niemi found that upper-secondary students taking civics courses were more likely
to retain knowledge about international organizations
(11 percent more) and international events (6 percent
more) when retested two years later than those in a
control group (1989).
42 One example is a program instituted in the 1990s in
civics classes in the upper-secondary schools of the
northern Swedish city of Umeå, where I teach. In order
to provide a bridge from the classroom to political
organization and activity outside the school, thus
encouraging political participation, representatives of
the local units of political parties are invited to explain
their programs and describe their actions. Another
example is how, in advance of the 2003 monetary referendum, spokespeople for both sides were systematically invited to civics classes to present their cases on
adopting or not adopting the euro.
43 “Schools [in Wisconsin] feared being charged with
being partisan. Having students deliver food baskets
was safe; having students work to oust a politician who
cut food-stamp programs was not” (Beem 2005, 10).
And they were right in their fears. The Corporation for
National Service, a major funder of service learning,
explained its refusal to allow participants in the youth
service program Americorps to attend the “Stand for
Children” rally in Washington, DC: “National Service
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has to be non-partisan…it should be about bringing
communities together by getting things done. Strikes,
demonstrations and political activities can have the
opposite effect” (quoted in Walker 2000; emphasis
added). Hence it comes as no surprise that in a recent
article comparing the scores of 14-year-old American
students on the IEA Civic Education study with the
mean of the 28 participating countries, the American
students did worst on the question about the function
of political parties (Torney-Purta and Barber 2004).
Typically, as college students complained to researchers
in one recent study, “they had received much more
encouragement and opportunities to get involved in
service, but hardly any [to go] into politics.” This was
the conclusion of a weekend exchange sponsored by
the Johnson Foundation between 20 representative
Wisconsin college students and politicians. The author
of a report on the conference concludes that for students, “while there are ample and readily accessible
opportunities for community service, they do not know
how to find out who their assemblyman [is], or how to
get involved in a campaign, or even how to register to
vote…it was as if a light was supposed to go off when
someone turned eighteen” (Beem 2005, 10).
An impressive election-simulation game based on the
presidential primaries was run at Townsend Harris
High School and sponsored by the Taft Institute for
Government and Queens College.
Campbell’s study was based on data from the IEA Civic
Education Study. Ironically — if not surprisingly — he
found that students attending racially diverse schools
were less likely to report open classrooms, suggesting
that discussions of diverse or controversial opinions
are more likely to be encouraged in racially homogeneous classrooms (2005).
The chief electoral officer reported, “We also developed
a series of outreach initiatives for young
people…Community relations officers for youth identified neighbourhoods with high concentrations of students for special registration drives, assisted in
locating polls in places easily accessible to youth, and
informed the community and youth leaders about registration and voting. The redesigned ‘Young Voters’
section of the Elections Canada Web site, which
offered information on the electoral process, was visited more than 103,000 times during the election period”
(Elections Canada 2003).
Go to http://www.elections.ca/content_youth.asp?section=yth&document=index&lang=e&textonly=false
The Dominion Institute also sponsored Youth Text
2004, which enabled people to engage in a dialogue
about political participation. Those registering to
receive election updates were eligible to enter a draw
for one of about 60 Nokia handsets.
The program appears to enhance the attentiveness of
the students to politics in the media and at home. It
also makes parents better informed about politics,
through their children, leading them to vote more
often (Golston 1997). Other research found that it
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sharpens students’ critical thinking and narrows the
gender and socio-economic gap in civic education
(Kids Voting USA).
Quebec schools were underrepresented, which explains
why the Bloc Québécois received a low 3.1 percent and
the Liberals received 29.2 instead of 36.7 percent
(Verboczy and Giguère 2004). Student Vote 2004 conducted surveys across Canada to test the impact of the
simulation. The presurvey, completed prior to participation in the program, had 14,344 responses, but only
2,841 responded to the post-election survey. The
change is nonetheless great enough to suggest that the
program had some effect: while in the presurvey
71 percent said they would vote if they had the opportunity, this rose to 88 percent among those who had
participated in the program (Student Vote 2004).
To favour it, I would need to be persuaded that compulsory voting does more than make inattentive and
uninterested young people commit an act they find
meaningless.
The voting age has been lowered in six German states
(Aarts and van Hees 2003).
I shall address this question in a future IRPP paper.
A useful analysis of this group’s abstention from voting is found in Lyons and Sinnott (2003).
Since many were too young to vote in the last election, the N is quite small.
The 1999 International IDEA youth voter participation
study, which was based on figures from the mid-1990s,
identifies the same patterns.
I have been working to include such a battery in the
third round (2006) of the European Social Survey. If it
is included, it will then be crucial to conduct a similar
survey in Canada.
There is much that political parties could do to encourage the involvement of young people, facilitated by a PR
environment. But that is beyond the scope of this paper,
which focuses on choices of policy-makers.
A comprehensive survey conducted in 20 countries in
the 1990s revealed that less than 10 percent of adults
in the four Nordic countries had literacy skills below
those needed to function in today’s world, compared to
over 20 percent in the US and the UK, and 18 percent
in Canada (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development 1997; 2000).
One useful approach developed especially in Germany
entails dual programs linking educational institutions
with on-the-job training.
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Are Young Canadians
Becoming Political Dropouts?
A Comparative Perspective
Henry Milner
n constate depuis un certain temps une baisse sensible des taux de participation électorale dans les
pays démocratiques, mais ce recul semble tout
particulièrement prononcé au Canada. Seul le RoyaumeUni a connu une diminution comparable à la baisse ininterrompue qu’on a observée au Canada entre 1988 et 2004,
alors que le taux de participation a chuté de 75 à 61 p. 100.
Si l’on extrapole le taux enregistré pour les électeurs
inscrits aux électeurs potentiels (l’indice dont on se sert
aux États-Unis), on voit même qu’en 2004, pour la première fois, les Canadiens ont été moins nombreux que les
Américains à voter. Bien sûr, les élections américaines de
l’an dernier ont été marquées par un degré de polarisation
élevé au sein de l’électorat, mais l’élection canadienne de
2004, contrairement à celle qui l’avait précédée, était elle
aussi trop serrée pour qu’on puisse en prédire les résultats.
Nous savons déjà que la baisse du taux de participation
est presque entièrement attribuable au fait que, parmi les
jeunes qui ont atteint l’âge de voter au cours de la dernière
décennie, ceux qui exercent leur droit de vote sont proportionnellement moins nombreux que dans les générations
précédentes. La signification de ce phénomène a fait l’objet
ces dernières années d’analyses comparatives qui ont montré que, comme l’exercice ou le non-exercice du droit de
vote est une habitude qui tend à se perpétuer, la baisse de
la participation électorale va s’accélérer à mesure que les
nouvelles cohortes, arrivées à l’âge de voter mais n’ayant
pas pris l’habitude de le faire, remplaceront les cohortes
plus âgées qui, elles, avaient l’habitude de voter.
Examinant cette situation, Henry Milner rappelle une distinction, fondamentale mais souvent oubliée, qu’il faut faire
entre les citoyens informés qui refusent de voter (les protestataires politiques) et les citoyens qui s’abstiennent de le
faire parce qu’il leur manque l’information de base dont ils
ont besoin pour faire leurs choix (les décrocheurs politiques).
Or, pour ce qui est de fournir cette information, notet-il, le Canada faillit à la tâche. Les jeunes obtiennent en
effet des scores médiocres dans les enquêtes destinées à
mesurer leurs connaissances politiques. Les auteurs de
l’Étude électorale canadienne de 2004 font même remarquer qu’il est difficile de voter de façon bien informée
quand on ne connaît ni les noms des candidats au poste
de premier ministre ni les programmes électoraux de
leurs partis. Le défi consiste donc à réduire le coût que
doivent payer les gens, en particulier les jeunes, pour
acquérir l’information dont ils ont besoin pour voter. La
solution se trouve non seulement au niveau des poli-
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Résumé
tiques, en particulier de celles qui ont trait à l’éducation,
mais aussi au niveau des institutions, plus précisément les
modalités du système électoral.
Il faut donc, dit Henry Milner, mettre l’accent sur des
mesures liées à l’éducation civique de façon à promouvoir
chez les jeunes l’habitude d’être attentifs à l’information
politique. Il faut que les cours qu’ils reçoivent soient réalistes
et qu’ils y apprennent que la vie politique est souvent marquée par des affrontements. Le meilleur moyen d’y arriver
est d’inviter des représentants des partis politiques à se
présenter dans les salles de classe, en personne ou par des
moyens virtuels, et de faire appel aux moyens de communication qui correspondent aux habitudes de lecture, d’écoute
et d’apprentissage visuel de la génération montante.
Selon l’auteur, il faut faire en sorte que les étudiants
s’habituent à suivre l’actualité politique afin qu’ils continuent de le faire après avoir quitté le milieu scolaire. Les
cours d’éducation civique devraient être abordés dès l’âge de
17 ans, alors que les jeunes s’apprêtent à voter pour la première fois. Toutefois, étant donné le taux élevé de
décrochage scolaire au Canada, de nombreux jeunes ne
suivront malheureusement pas ces cours. Aussi, pour obtenir
les meilleurs résultats possibles, les provinces devraient donc
envisager d’offrir des cours d’éducation civique aux jeunes
de 15 et 16 ans et d’abaisser l’âge de voter à 16 ans.
L’adoption d’un système électoral de représentation proportionnelle accroîtrait par ailleurs l’intérêt des jeunes en
donnant aux petits partis qui adoptent des positions de
principe distinctives sur les grands enjeux, comme le Parti
Vert, de meilleures chances d’être élus et, par la suite, d’aller
rencontrer les jeunes dans les salles de classe. Cette
représentativité pourrait aussi renforcer la légitimité du système politique tout entier aux yeux des jeunes. Le système
électoral proportionnel aurait en outre pour effet d’encourager l’adoption par les partis de positions de principes, ce
qui contrasterait nettement avec la volatilité, l’incohérence
idéologique et la faible identification aux partis qui caractérisent les systèmes à représentation majoritaire.
Quels résultats peut-on espérer d’une politique ciblant
ceux qui approchent l’âge de voter au moyen d’un programme d’éducation civique ? Rien ne garantit qu’une
telle démarche aurait pour effet d’accroître sensiblement
la participation électorale, mais nous savons que, en
favorisant l’acquisition de connaissances politiques et
l’habitude de la participation chez ceux qui reçoivent une
information politique insuffisante, elle réduirait le nombre de décrocheurs politiques.

Summary
oter turnout in established democracies has been
marked recently by a serious decline, but this has
been especially acute in Canada. This country’s
sharp, steady decline from 75 percent turnout in 1988
to 61 percent in 2004 has been matched only by that of
the United Kingdom, among comparable countries.
Moreover, converting the Canadian rate from registered
voters into potential voters (the measure used in the US)
shows that in 2004, for the first time in living memory,
fewer Canadians than Americans turned out to vote. Of
course, the US election that year was a polarized cliffhanger; but the 2004 Canadian election — unlike the
previous one — was also too close to call, at least until
a few days prior.
We know that the decline in turnout was due almost
entirely to the failure of those reaching voting age in
the last decade to vote in numbers comparable to earlier
generations. The implications of this phenomenon have
been explored in recent comparative analyses, which
show that since voting is habitual, turnout decline will
accelerate as newly eligible-to-vote cohorts, set in their
nonvoting ways, replace older cohorts with established
voting habits.
In addressing this problem, Henry Milner insists upon
drawing a fundamental but often-neglected distinction
between informed citizens choosing not to vote (political protestors) and potential voters failing to vote
because they lack the basic information needed to distinguish among the choices (political dropouts).
When it comes to providing such information,
Canada is found wanting. Young people do poorly in
comparative tests of political knowledge. As the
authors of the 2004 Canadian Election Study put it,
“It is hard to cast an informed ballot if you do not
know who the potential prime ministers are or what
their parties are promising.” The challenge is thus to
reduce the cost for people, especially young people, of
being sufficiently informed to cast a vote. This is a
matter not only of policies, especially those related to
education, but also of institutions — specifically, the
system through which elections are conducted.

V
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Emphasis must be placed on civic-education-related
measures to promote the habit of attentiveness to political information. Courses need to be taught in a realistic
manner, introducing students to the often conflictual
nature of politics. The best way to do this is to bring
representatives of the political parties into the classroom
— both physically and virtually — using the most up-todate channels of communication, those that best fit the
reading, listening and viewing habits of the emerging
generation.
The key is for students to develop the habit of keeping
up with political events, so that they will continue to do
so after they leave school. Civic education courses are
most likely to promote voting if students take them as
close as possible to voting age, although given Canada’s
elevated school dropout rate, many potential political
dropouts will miss such classes. Thus, for optimal results,
provinces should consider offering civic education at
ages 15 and 16 and lowering the voting age to 16.
Adopting a proportional representation (PR) electoral
system would increase interest by giving small parties
with distinct principle-based positions on issues and
some measure of popular support, such as the Green
Party, a better chance of having democratically elected
spokespersons to represent them in the classroom. This
representativeness can also make the entire political system more legitimate in the eyes of young people, and
the more principled partisanship fostered by a PR environment — compared to the volatility, ideological incoherence and thus weak party identification under
majoritarian systems — can be expected to have a positive indirect effect.
What results can be expected from targeting those
close to voting age with such a civic education program?
There is no guarantee that it will significantly increase
turnout. Nevertheless, we do know that by fostering
political knowledge and the habit of participation in
those whose home and external environments provide
little in the way of political information, civic education
programs will reduce the number of political dropouts.
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