DEMOCRACY IN CRISIS?
BRENDA O’NEILL

WHEN ONLY A SMALL PORTION ENGAGES IN THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS,
THE HOUSE OF CARDS BEGINS TO CRUMBLE — PARTICULARLY IF PEOPLE REGARD THEIR
LACK OF PARTICIPATION AS A JUSTIFICATION FOR NOT OBEYING PUBLIC AUTHORITY.

IS CANADIAN DEMOCRACY IN CRISIS?1 The use of the term may be
debatable, but there is good reason to
worry about declining turnout levels
in recent elections. Canada – along
with a number of other liberal
democracies – has experienced a significant and consistent decline in election turnout since the 1980s. In the
1984 federal election, for example, 75
percent of registered voters turned
out to participate in what is perhaps a
citizen’s most fundamental political
act in a representative democracy.
Since then, the turnout rate has
dropped in every subsequent federal
election. Despite the claims of many
pundits that the increased competitiveness of the 2004 elections would
entice more Canadians to go to the
polls, the downward trend continued.
The turnout for the most recent Federal election was just 61 percent.
Although there are no simple
answers to the question of what is
causing this decline in turnout, what
is clear is that the dropping turnout
rate among young Canadians is an
essential component of the explanation. Before turning to an examination of the reasons behind the shift
among this demographic group, an
understanding of the nature of the
arguments made for dealing with the
‘crisis’ is necessary.
Declining electoral turnout rates
are worthy of attention for a number
of reasons. First, democracy is predicated on the idea that elections provide an opportunity for citizens to
register their choices for political representatives, and in some cases policy
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positions. Free and fair elections provide the best mechanism for selecting
among multiple alternatives in pluralistic societies; whatever option
achieves the support of a majority is
deemed to be the ‘best’ alternative.
The freedom to engage in this exercise
comes at a price: An acceptance of the
legitimacy of the decision-making
mechanism means that alternatives
for which one did not offer support
will nevertheless be ‘obeyed.’ At the
core of this democratic institution is
an understanding that a significant
proportion of the population will
share in the decision-making. Indeed,
its legitimacy rests on it. When only a
small portion engages in the decisionmaking process, the house of cards
begins to crumble – particularly if
people regard their lack of participation as a justification for not obeying
public authority.
Second, representative democracy
is considered an acceptable alternative to direct democracy because few
people are willing to devote a significant portion of their time to governing; instead, citizens are provided an
opportunity to select people who will
then act in the best interests of those
they represent by undertaking the
responsibilities of governance and the
making of public policy. The ideal situation, it can be argued, is one in
which the elected representatives
‘mirror’ the population that elected
them, in socio-demographic characteristics (e.g. age and/or ethnicity)
and/or in attitudes and values. This,
the argument goes, is likely to
increase the chances that decisions
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made by representatives will ‘mirror’
the decisions that would have been
made by the population as a whole.
On the other hand, if only a portion of
the population is deciding on who the
representatives are, then those representatives are likely to “mirror” only
those who participated in their selection. Some have argued that mirror
representation alone is insufficient;
the legitimacy of representative
democracy rests more squarely on the
interests of all groups in society being
vocalized by elected representatives.
In either case, turnout is a consideration since low turnout by particular
groups in society decreases the probability that elected representatives will
‘mirror’ or voice the interests of the
group as a whole.
A third rationale addresses the
causes for declining electoral turnout.
People may be choosing not to vote
quite simply because they are satisfied
with the state of political affairs. On
the other hand, the decision not to
participate may be due to political
cynicism or a belief in the irrelevance
of politics; both are cause for concern
because they signal that the democratic system is not functioning properly.
Evidence that a significant number
of Canadians are unhappy with politics, government and the electoral
system is easily found. So too is evidence of cynicism. In a survey conducted at the time of the 2004 election, almost 83 percent of Canadians
agreed that ‘politicians are ready to lie
to get elected.’2 A number of provincial governments have or are examining the question of electoral reform,
spurred in part by the increasing
unhappiness voiced with the Single
Member Plurality system (commonly
known as “first past the post”), in particular with its tendency to underreward parties earning a small share
of the overall vote and so to create
artificial majority governments. In
British Columbia, a proposal put forward by a randomly assembled citizens’ assembly to adopt a Simple
Transferable Vote (STV) electoral system just barely failed in a provincewide referendum in May, 2005. Many,
if not most, of those leading popular
commentary on the subject link low
voter turnout to unhappiness and
cynicism in the electorate. While this
is part of the explanation, it is neither
sufficient nor adequate for under-

EN BREF Les jeunes Canadiens votent beaucoup moins que leurs parents

et grands-parents au même âge. S’il est vrai que leur manque d’intérêt
pour le processus électoral va sans doute changer à mesure qu’ils vieillissent, des études démontrent que les jeunes d’aujourd’hui ne manifesteront
jamais le même niveau de participation électorale que les jeunes des
générations précédentes. Qu’est-ce qui peut bien expliquer ce désintérêt
pour un geste qui est à la base du processus démocratique ? À vrai dire, il
n’y a pas de réponse spécifiquement canadienne à cette question,
puisqu’on observe la même baisse de participation électorale dans d’autres
pays. Or, la recherche indique qu’il y a une corrélation entre le fait de voter
et le niveau de scolarisation. La baisse de la participation électorale est
donc un phénomène qui affecte surtout les jeunes Canadiens n’ayant pas
fait d’études universitaires. C’est pourquoi les efforts pour accroître leur
participation électorale visent d’abord à améliorer leur connaissance du
processus politique.

standing the phenomenon.
There is no doubt that a number of
Canadians have turned away from the
polls because they are fundamentally
unhappy with some aspect of Canadian governance. This explains, however, only a small portion of the drop in
turnout that we have witnessed in
recent years. Instead, the evidence
clearly shows that dropping turnout
among young Canadians explains the
largest share of the drop – in particular those who have only recently
joined the ranks of the voting population.3 Younger Canadians, generally

those born in the 1970s and later,
have been much less likely to vote
when afforded the opportunity than
were their parents or grandparents at
the same age. In the 2004 election, for
example, survey results suggest that
turnout was 15 points lower among
those aged 18 to 29 than it was
among those aged 30 and over.4 This
generational effect is strong and of
increasing concern, because as young
people make up a larger share of the
population, the turnout rate will continue to drop. Although young people
will become more likely to vote as
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YOUNG CANADIANS WHO ARE DIRECTLY ENGAGED IN POLITICS VIA INTEREST
GROUPS AND MOVEMENTS ALSO HAPPEN TO BE THE ONES WHO TURN UP AT THE POLLS
ON ELECTION DAY.
they age (a trend referred to as the life
cycle effect), partly due to the larger
stake in the political system that one
feels when paying taxes and assuming
a mortgage, the evidence shows that
they will never catch up to the turnout
level exhibited by preceding generations at the same age. And perhaps
most interestingly, the findings reveal
that younger Canadians are no more
cynical or unhappy with politics than
older Canadians; their lower levels of
participation cannot be explained as a
conscious decision to turn away from
the political system in light of its perceived or real weaknesses. Although
some younger Canadians most certainly consciously abstain, many more
of them fail to vote for other reasons.
What, then, accounts for their
unwillingness to engage in this core
democratic act? My research and that
of other academics has identified a
number of explanatory factors rather
than a single explanation. Political
participation might best be explained
by referring to the following model:
individuals are likely to engage in a
political act if they possess the proper
combination of motivation, resources
and opportunities.
In line with the first explanation,
research suggests that the motivation
to vote seems to be relatively absent
among younger Canadians. A survey
conducted in 2000 revealed that
younger Canadians are more likely
than older Canadians to identify personal/administrative reasons and a
lack of interest as the chief causes for
not voting.5 The former includes
being “too busy”, “not knowing where
the polling station was”, and “registration problems”, while the latter consists predominately of those who indicated that they simply were “not
interested.” While over a quarter of
those between the ages of 18 and 24
offered more negative reasons for not
voting, including that none of the candidates and parties appealed to them,
a larger share of respondents in all
other age groups (except for those 65
and over) gave the same response. So
asking young people why they did not
vote reveals that voting is relatively
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unimportant to them and is not considered a priority. Others have pointed
to the fact that the motivation to vote
can come from a strong sense of civic
duty. Not surprisingly, the evidence
reveals that this sense of duty has
decreased among younger age
groups.6 But neither of these is a very
satisfying explanation. The question
is, why do young Canadians express so
little interest in or sense of duty
towards voting? Looking to specifically Canadians answers (the sponsorship scandal may come to mind) is of
little help since falling voter turnout is
a phenomenon that is found in countries other than our own; the answer
must lie in more widespread occurrences.
One seeming paradox lies with the
fact that today’s youngest generations
reveal education levels that are much
higher than those of previous generations. Research makes clear that
increased education is linked to
increased political participation,
including voting, given that improved
cognitive skills tend to result in the
adoption of norms of civic engagement. Education provides individuals
with the resources (e.g. skills, knowledge, and confidence) that are likely
to increase their participation in the
political system. How then can we
explain the drop in turnout among
this generation? Some have argued
that higher education levels have
translated into an increased unwillingness to defer to authorities, elected
representatives included. Young people, the argument continues, may not
vote but they are participating in politics in more direct ways by joining
interest groups and movements and
by engaging in protests. The evidence,
however, suggests that this is not the
case. Young Canadians who are directly engaged in politics via interest
groups and movements also happen
to be the ones who turn up at the
polls on election day.
The answer to the education puzzle
is that the drop in turnout exists primarily among those young Canadians
who do not possess a university education. In the 2000 election, for exam-

ple, survey results show that turnout
among young Canadians was a
remarkable 50 percentage points
lower for those who had dropped out
of high school than it was for those
possessing a university degree. And
when compared to turnout levels in
1993, these same data make clear that
the drop exists primarily among those
with a high school diploma or less,
including a 30 point drop among
those without a high school diploma
alone.7 Simply taking steps to increase
the number of Canadians who complete high school might go a long way
towards stemming the tide of declining turnout rates.
The final element of the model –
opportunity – is of limited help in
explaining declining turnout among
Canadian youth. Voting remains a relatively simple act: go to a location that
in most cases is not very far from your
home, add an X to a ballot, and return
it to the appropriate officials. Changes
to the registration process introduced
in 1996 – replacement of door to door
enumeration prior to every federal
election with a permanent voters list
– might explain some of the drop in
turnout, partly because it is particularly difficult to keep up-to-date
records on individuals who move residences often, which is often the case
for young adults. And research has
shown that the simple act of having
someone turn up at your door to register you for an election (or to encourage you to vote for a particular party)
is likely to increase the chances that
you will take the time to vote. But the
shift to the permanent voters list
would only help to explain a drop
immediately after the change, and we
know that the drop has continued
since then in spite of improvements to
the list and changes by Elections
Canada designed to make registering
at the polls on the day of the election
relatively easy. Encouraging political
parties to return to the age old
method of door-to-door canvassing has
been advocated as another possible
means of increasing the turnout rate
of young voters. But this requires significant numbers of party volunteers
– and the number of Canadians that
are party members is also declining.
A number of changes have been
advocated, and in some instances
introduced, in an attempt to curtail
the drop in election turnout rates.

Elections Canada, for instance, has
introduced a spot on its website
devoted specifically to young voters,
providing information on elections
and voting, games and links designed
to increase turnout. The Chief Electoral Officer also mails out greeting
cards to Canadians when they turn 18
years of age reminding them to register and of the importance of voting. It
has also supported a number of symposia, roundtables and research projects designed to provide a better
understanding of the causes of declining voter turnout among youth and to
hear from young people.
A number of independent organizations have sprung up as well in an
attempt to deal with the ‘crisis.’ Rush
the Vote seeks to increase youth voter
turnout by increasing political awareness through art, music and education
(referred to as ‘edutainment’); quite
simply, it seeks to inform youth of the
importance of political participation
through the medium of music – one
that already has their interest.8 The
Student Vote initiatives, first organized
in Ontario in 2003 and then nationally in 2004, provide the tools and information for schools to organize elections that parallel those being held at
the provincial or federal level.9 Among
other things, those involved in the
program hope that, by creating an
increased understanding of the electoral process among students and
teachers and by making voting a
habitual act among the young, they
can encourage participation and
turnout rates will eventually increase.
Civics education as a way of instilling a sense of civic duty in citizens has
been advocated as one answer to the
turnout crisis; increasing political
knowledge at an early age can provide
the skills necessary to allow for political participation later in life. At this
point, research findings on the overall
impact of civics courses on voter
turnout are ambiguous; there is evidence, however, that the content of
civics courses is especially important,
as is their timing in a student’s school
career. As one student noted to me in
class, “Watching Question Period on
CPAC during civics class did little to
make me want to go out in vote. In
fact, it might have done the exact
opposite.” The results of the Student
Vote 2003 and Student Vote 2004
should provide some evidence of the

degree to which presenting a civics
curriculum in a less than traditional
manner might make a difference.
The answer to the problem of low
youth voter turnout, as with many
questions dealing with human behaviour, is a complex one, and there is
unlikely to be a simple solution. At the
very least, it would seem that creating
a general awareness of the problem is
a first and important step, in that
awareness can trigger discussion,
which very often leads to change. I
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