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The Youth Coalition of the ACT acknowledges the traditional owners and 
continuing custodians of the lands of the ACT and pay our respects to the 
Elders, families and ancestors.  
 
We acknowledge that the effect of forced removal of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children and young people from their families as well as past 
racist policies and actions continues today. We acknowledge that Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples hold distinctive rights as the original people 
of modern-day Australia including the right to a distinct status and culture, 
self-determination and land. We celebrate Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander cultures and the invaluable contribution they make to our community. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Youth Coalition of the ACT is the peak youth affairs body in the Australian 
Capital Territory. The Youth Coalition's vision is for an ACT community that 
values and provides opportunity, participation, justice and equity for all young 
people. The Youth Coalition undertakes policy development, sector 
development, research and evaluation, advocacy and representation activities 
to improve outcomes for young people and their families.  
 
Prepared by team members Hannah Watts, Dr Justin Barker, Sharon Casey and 
Thomas Stevens. 
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Inquiry into Electoral Amendment Bill 2021 
 
This submission to the Inquiry into Electoral Amendment Bill 2021 (the Inquiry) outlines the 
views of the Youth Coalition of the ACT (the Youth Coalition) in relation to lowering the voting 
age. 
 

 
The position of the Youth Coalition, and in turn the structure of this submission, is based on 
several overlapping propositions: the rationale for lowering the voting age is based on evidence 
and not speculation; that young people have the capacity to vote; it will strengthen the 
democratic process and improve political and civic engagement; and, is a fundamental right of 
the citizen. We also address the context and considerations of the ACT, specifically 
compulsory voting. 
 
 

Evidence not speculation 
 
Opinions and views regarding the possible consequences of lowering the voting age have often 
been based on speculation and assumptions. However, as more countries lower the voting age 
we now have empirical data enabling us to examine what happens when we include 16 and 17 
year olds in elections. Despite varied political and cultural contexts, common patterns have 
been identified by researchers regarding the impact of these changes in terms of their political 
behaviour, attitudes and broader views on their engagement (Eichhorn & Bergh 2021). The 
current research suggests that not only are there no negative but, in many instances, positive 
effects. Moreover, research suggests the positive effects can be increased through 
progressing the process in particular ways. 

 
Many of the questions or concerns regarding the addition of 16 and 17 year olds as voters can be 
addressed with strong evidence. However, misrepresentations and misunderstandings 
regarding young people persist among policy makers and in the public domain. These 

The Youth Coalition strongly supports the Bill to require people aged 16 - 17 years 
to vote in Australian Capital Territory Elections. Previous submissions and 
conversations regarding allowing 16 and 17 year olds to vote have often been based 
on assumptions and speculation. Fortunately we are now in a position where we can 
draw on evidence and empirical data that enables us to examine what happens when 
we lower the voting age to 16. Increasingly the question is shifting from ‘why should 
we lower the voting age?’ to ‘why wouldn’t we?’ and ‘how can we best enable the 
positive effects it can bring about?’. 
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misunderstandings will need to be addressed to clarify the rationale for lowering the voting 
age. In countries where the voting age has been lowered, public opinion shifted after 
experiencing young people’s political engagement. In Scotland there was dramatic change in 
public opinion towards favoring the changes (Kenealy et al 2017) including amongst the Scottish 
Conservative Party who changed their position (Eichhorn & Bergh 2021). Nonetheless, 
addressing these misconceptions will improve attitudes and engagement leading up to the 
inclusion of 16 and 17 year olds in the voting process.  

 
We have attached as an appendices a recent article that summarises the key insights from 
empirical research across countries with lower voting ages (see Appendix 1). 
 
 

Young people have the capacity to vote  
 
One of the common arguments against lowering the voting age suggests that young people 
aged 16 and 17 lack the decision-making competence to vote. Young people are sometimes also 
described as lacking the cognitive capacity or political knowledge. However, the evidence 
clearly states that this is incorrect and a misrepresentation. Instead, the psychological 
evidence supports the lowering of the voting age. 
 
By the age of 16 the thinking skills and capacity that are required for voting are sufficiently 
developed (Begley, 2015). This capacity to make a responsible voting decision does not imply 
that they are equipped to make good decisions under all other conditions. The difference 
between these conditions and associated decision making capacity is best explained in terms 
of ‘hot’ and  ‘cold’ cognition (Steinberg, 2014). Hot cognition refers to conditions when our 
thinking is exposed to high emotional stimulation, conflict and times we are stressed or 
fatigued. In contrast, cold cognition occurs when we are calm and under no time pressure. 
Steinberg (2005) notes that in situations of unhurried decision-making and where consultation 
is possible, adolescents’ capacity to make judgements is equal to that of adults. As 
participating in elections is an example of cold cognition, neurodevelopmental research 
suggests that young people should be granted the vote. Furthermore, research has 
demonstrated that, by the age of 15, young people have understandings of the principles behind 
political judgements and their long term social impact (Furnham & Stacey, 1991). 
 
As a society, we recognise and accept that 16 year olds are capable of making decisions 
through the rights and responsibilities they are afforded at this age. At 16, young people have 
the right to make a number of choices that impact on their lives and the lives of others, from 
consenting to medical procedures to applying for independent living  
 

‘Young people are often thought of as naive and can’t make the correct 
decisions while voting, but young people can realize who they think would be a 

good leader and who won't. Voting affects young people as much (or more) as it 
affects adults.’ 

- 14 year old, female, Gungahlin 
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One misunderstanding that is often present in discussions of allowing 16 and 17 year olds to 
vote is public perception regarding the influence of parents on young people’s voting. Research 
has shown that political socialization between parents and young people is not one-way (Zaff et 
al. 2010). Rather, young people can indeed influence their parents to pay more attention to 
news and gain political knowledge, and this can be enhanced with civic education (McDevitt and 
Chaffee, 2000). 
 
 

Civic and political education 
 
The importance of civic and political education, and its intersection with political attitudes and 
behaviour, has been demonstrated in a range of studies. It is clear that the positive impacts of 
voting at 16 are more likely to occur when franchisement occurs alongside civic education 
(Eichhorn & Bergh 2021).  
 
Civics and citizenship education is already embedded in the Australian curriculum, and involves 
improving knowledge, understanding and skills, including: how our democracy is shaped; 
decision making processes and how they enable change; and how to actively participate in 
democracy. Students are already provided with the information they need to make conscious 
decisions regarding their political participation and choices, but currently they are not given 
the opportunity to put that understanding into practice until years later. Lowering the voting 
age to 16 links young people’s education and understanding of the importance and mechanisms 
of civic engagement to their first opportunity to vote. In countries where 16 and 17 year olds 
have been allowed to vote, many have demonstrated more interest and engagement, and 
demonstrated other pro-civic attitudes (Eichhorn & Bergh 2021).  
 
It will be imperative that the civic and political education inform young people of the role and 
importance of ACT elections to their lives. Voters need to understand the unique context of the 
ACT government. Furthermore, it will be important that this education is delivered at the age of 
eligibility to increase relevance and comprehension.  
 
When debating this important issue it is imperative that we do not hold 16 and 17 year olds to a 
higher standard than we expect of other sections of the community regarding political 
education, knowledge and capacity. Nonetheless, lowering the voting age can have the impact 
of not only deepening the political awareness and knowledge for young people but for the 
community and into the future, the population as a whole. 
 
 

Strengthening the democratic process 
 
Lowering the voting age presents an opportunity to strengthen and deepen our democracy. 
Self-evidently, including more people in the voting process strengthens democracy by 
including a  larger number and variety of people with different perspectives, experiences and 
faced by different issues. Young people are not only capable of making informed and sound 
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political decisions, they are valuable citizens who contribute to our economy, culture and 
society. This contribution should entitle them to representation. 
 
Young people have viewpoints and perspectives on a broad range of issues, which should be 
taken into account when politicians and governments are formulating policy.  In many domains, 
including employment, education, housing, environment, welfare and support services, and 
taxation, young people's perspectives are frequently excluded from decision making 
processes.   
 

‘It is hard to think of an argument that would show that 16 and 17 year olds do 
not have a substantial stake in government decisions… Indeed, arguments 

cited generally rely on reasons to exclude them rather than on denying [young 
people’s] stake.’  

– Victorian Electoral Commission (2004) 

 
Currently, young people are unheard and underrepresented in policy decisions, and excluded 
from policy discussions and decisions that affect their lives. Lowering the voting age will 
strengthen the mechanism of accountability that politicians and governments have towards 
their citizens - which includes young people.  
 
Due to their ineligibility to vote, young people aged 16-17 are unable to hold politicians and 
governments to account through electoral processes, resulting in youth affairs seldom being a 
priority for the government. Consequently, the challenges that young people experience 
frequently go unaddressed. Giving 16 and 17 years olds the vote will entourage political parties 
to more seriously consider the needs and address the issues that are important to and face 
young people. 
 
 

Improving political and civic engagement 
 
Providing young people aged 16-17 with the opportunity to vote fosters a greater sense of civic 
engagement, pro-civic attitudes and overall political interest for young people (Zeglovitis and 
Zandonella 2013; Eichhorn & Bergh 2021). Empirical research demonstrates that lowering the 
voting age can increase voter turnout (Franklin 2004; Eichhorn & Bergh 2021). Not only do 16 
and 17 year olds have higher rates of voter turnout than 18 and 19 year olds as first time voters, 
but it can increase higher turnout across the lifespan.  
 
Consistent positive effects have been found for the granting of voting rights to  16 and 17 year 
olds  in increasing political trust and support for democracy (Sanhueza Petrarca 2020). 
Furthermore, an overall increase in political interest in the age group has been observed 
(Zeglovits and Zandonella 2013) as well as greater levels of  support for political efficacy 
(Aichholzer & Kritzinger 2020). 
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Lowering the voting age to 16 for the 2014 Scottish Referendum was shown to increase 
discourse about politics within schools, which ‘increased engagement with politics and raised 
‘political confidence’’ (Hill et al., 2017). 
 

‘Lowering the franchise is vital to nurturing more active citizens for the future 
health of our democracy. Giving 16 and 17 year olds a vote provides an 

opportunity to get the next generation more engaged with politics’  

– Electoral Reform Society UK (2017). 

 
The increase in discourse about politics earlier in young people’s lives and allows for a greater 
understanding and interest in politics that can be further developed over time. 
 
 

Voting is a universal and fundamental right of citizens 
 
A crucial component of democratic nations, such as Australia, is the extent to which the 
opinions and interests of all citizens are permitted to be heard and considered in policies that 
impact upon them. The current paradigm of democracy in this country undermines young 
people’s legal status as citizens and diminishes their capacity to become politically engaged 
citizens. Holdsworth et al. (2007) identify that young people are often constructed as in the 
process of becoming, rather than already being actual citizens. This mischaracterises young 
people as politically inept and fuels a narrative that they are not ready to participate in 
democratic activities.  
 
There are a number of historical precedents which argue that denial of the right to vote 
undermines a person's citizenship status. Over the last 120 years our electoral system has 
continued to evolve alongside changes in society’s attitude towards particular groups of 
people, and the granting of additional rights to those groups - first allowing non-Aboriginal 
women over the age of 21 the right to vote in 1902, then finally granting all Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people over the age of 21 the right to vote in 1962, then lowering the voting age 
for all citizens from 21 to 18 in 1973.  
 
The right to participate in democratic elections is enshrined not only in political ideology, but 
also in international human rights documents that Australia is party to. The United Nations’ 
Convention on the Rights of the Child mandates that governments ‘assure to the child who is 
capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters 
affecting the child’ and that they ‘be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and 
administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or 
an appropriate body’ (UN General Assembly, 1989). Article 21 of the Universal Declaration on 
Human Rights states that ‘everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, 
directly or through freely chosen representatives’ and that ‘the will of the people … shall be 
expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage…’ 
(United Nations, 1948) 
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The proposed Bill to lower the voting age in the ACT to 16 provides recognition of the rights and 
capabilities of young people as active citizens, and ensures young people aged 16 & 17 have the 
opportunity to participate and engage in elections, and the ensuing political and policy 
processes.  
 

Compulsory voting  
 
The existing evidence regarding lowering the voting age has come from different countries 
with varying political, economic, and cultural contexts. The ACT presents another unique 
context with issues that need to be considered. Most notably the Australian Electoral system 
has mandatory voting. As seen below, the Youth Coalition sees the benefits of mandatory 
voting outweighing the perceived risks. 
 
Mandatory voting presents unique benefits and challenges for young people. One of the key 
benefits of mandatory voting is that this creates an incentive for people to participate in the 
electoral process. This increases voter turnout and ensures we have a wide representation of 
views, experiences and perceptions captured in the electoral process. Furthermore, the 
mandatory nature of the electoral process can also create an increased political dialogue and 
participation amongst young people. Furthermore, research has shown that political 
socialisation is reciprocal and young people can inform parents and peers once encouraged 
and able to vote (Zaff et al., 2010). Therefore, mandatory voting increases not only the 
likelihood of voting, but political engagement across all age groups and strengthens the 
democratic process.  
 
The increased political participation and voter turnout due to mandatory voting will have a 
more significant impact on political parties' willingness to seriously consider addressing the 
needs and concerns of young people. The benefit of political parties needing to listen to and 
address these constituents cannot be understated. Currently the concerns, experiences and 
views of young people do not loom large on the political agenda. Lowering the voting age and 
mandatory voting, in combination, will strengthen the need for politicians to engage with young 
people. 
 
The challenges regarding mandatory voting include the intersecting issues of accessibility of 
voting and incurring fines for not voting. These issues face all sections of the voting 
community and are not unique to 16 and 17 year olds. However, there is a perception that it may 
be harder for 16 and 17 years to access voting and they will find it hard to pay the fine. These 
perceptions may actually be overstated as more 16 and 17 years olds live with their family and 
attend school than 18 or 19 year olds and are therefore more likely to be able to access voting 
and attend to the fine through the support of either family or school if needed. Furthermore, 
many voting booths are actually at schools that these young people currently or have recently 
attended. Nonetheless, as with all age cohorts, there will be some young people that are 
disadvantaged and may struggle to either vote or attend to the fine. There are currently 
processes in place for all voters to explain why they did not vote to exempt them from the fine. 
As noted above, young people aged 16 and 17 are more likely to have the support of family and 
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school to assist them to explain their lack of vote or pay the fine. As addressed above, we 
strongly support political and civic education to be provided in schools which has been 
demonstrated to increase the positive effects of lowering the voting age and, in this case, 
address any perceived risks. 
 
However, at the risk of further marginalizing young people who are already struggling and 
possibly not attending education, we believe that there are a range of mechanisms and 
supports that can be put in place to enable young people to vote and address any fines that are 
incurred. These mechanisms could include changes to how young people are fined for their 
first missed vote, and increased support to young people in the lead up to and after elections. 
The supports and processes that are put in place can be co-designed, created and 
implemented with young people and the youth sector to increase the political participation of 
marginalised young people, and address any perceived concerns. 
 
Given the range of evidence outlined in this submission the Youth Coalition maintains that the 
benefits of lowering the voting age in an electoral system with mandatory voting outweigh any 
potential or perceived risks. Any processes and mechanisms that are put in place will not only 
benefit any young people, but others that struggle to participate in the electoral process. 
 
 

Conclusion and recommendations 
 

 
The research highlights that the process of how and what happens to support the 
implementation of lowering the voting age influences and shapes the positive effects. 
Successful campaigns and processes for introducing a lower voting age have been informative 
by and involved young people. While ‘top down’ approaches have often been adopted, a 
‘bottom-up’ approach is seen to increase the positive effects (Eichhorn & Bergh 2021).  
 
In light of the evidence, the Youth Coalition recommends a collaborative process between 
government, the community sector and young people to work together to develop and refine 
the process for introducing, educating and supporting the community. When debates and 
conversations enter the public domain it will be important to inform the community of the 

The Youth Coalition strongly supports lowering the voting age in the ACT. 
Including young people aged 16 and 17 will have positive benefits for young 
people and our community. This is a great opportunity for the ACT to lead 
Australia towards creating a robust democratic process that will strengthen 
political participation. The Youth Coalition maintains that the strength of 
evidence supporting lowering the voting age now shifts the focus away from 
‘if we should lower the voting age’ onto ‘when and how’. 
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evidence, and to correct misrepresentations regarding young people’s capacity to make 
informed political decisions and vote. We strongly support political and civic education to be 
provided in schools that is delivered from the age of eligibility to ensure the ongoing benefits 
for young people and the community of lowering the voting age. 
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Appendix 1 
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