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Abstract

Both ideological polarisation and affective polarisation tend to increase turnout, but
we know little about whether these mobilising effects also hold among an electorate
characterised by a history of compulsory voting. In fact, theory suggests that the
effects of polarisation might be suppressed in this context, for example, because
compulsory voting stimulates a civic duty to vote among the electorate. To address
this question, the authors focus on turnout decisions in the context of compulsory
voting in Belgium, exploiting a question about hypothetical willingness to vote in
future voluntary elections. The authors find that affective polarisation increases the
likelihood to mobilise voters in the case where compulsory voting is replaced by
voluntary voting. The effect of ideological polarisation on such decision is more
contrasted. The authors discuss the implications of these findings, which are
increasingly relevant considering the recent decision of the Flemish government to
abolish compulsory voting at the local level.
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1 Introduction

Research on political behaviour gives enormous attention to the question of what
compels citizens to turn out to vote in democratic elections (Blais, 2006; Blais &
Carty, 1990; Blais & Dobrzynska, 1998; Crepaz, 1990; Frank & Martinez i Coma,
2023; Jackman, 1987; Jackman & Miller, 1995; Kostelka & Blais, 2021; Radcliff,
1992; Radcliff & Davis, 2000). This focus is largely grounded in normative concerns.
Since elections are so instrumental for democracy by giving citizens a key
instrument to influence policies and to find representation, it is of vital importance
that turnout is high (Lijphart, 1997; Powell, 1982). Sufficiently high turnout is the
condition for elections to produce governments that are representative of the
people (Dahl, 1971; Pitkin, 1967).

Two of the most consistent determinants of voter turnout are polarisation and
compulsory voting regulations (Birch, 2009; Kostelka et al., 2022; Singh, 2021).
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Polarisation drives voter turnout in two ways; either because ideological
polarisation increases the utility of voting (Dalton, 2008; Downs, 1957; Ellger,
2023; Stokes, 1963) or because affective polarisation strengthens the emotional
value that is attached to the outcome of the election (Harteveld & Wagner, 2022;
Phillips, 2024; Serani, 2022; Ward & Tavits, 2019). Compulsory voting, meanwhile,
drives turnout because it requires citizens by law to vote in an election (Birch,
2009; Dassonneville et al., 2023; Kostelka et al., 2022). Yet, we know little about
how these two interact. That is, studies that examine the role of polarisation in
stimulating turnout often exclude compulsory voting countries (Ellger, 2023;
Wessels & Schmitt, 2008). This is problematic, because the context of compulsory
voting can influence political behaviour (Dassonneville et al., 2019; Singh, 2023),
and it is often suggested to stimulate a civic duty to vote (Chapman, 2019; Feitosa
et al., 2020; Quintelier et al., 2011). The impact of polarisation on the motivation
to vote among such an electorate might therefore be seriously suppressed.

Yet, testing the polarisation-turnout mechanism in a context of compulsory
voting is challenging, as both the polarised and the non-polarised voters are
required to vote. Making a meaningful distinction between their turnout
behaviours is therefore complicated. In this article, we aim to overcome this issue.
Relying on the Belgian case, we employ a survey question that asks respondents to
what extent they would still be willing to cast a vote in a hypothetical future
scenario where compulsory voting is lifted. Accordingly, we examine whether
polarisation — both ideological and affective — has a positive impact on this
voluntary voting intention. This allows us to detect whether polarisation is also a
driving force of turnout in a compulsory voting system and offers some short-term
insights about a potential ‘polarisation participation gap’ in case compulsory
voting would actually be replaced by voluntary voting. We test our argument
relying on data from Belgian national election studies of the past three decades
(1991-2019), and we analyse the two regions of Flanders and Wallonia separately.

We find that turnout attitudes are similar across both linguistic regions and
remain remarkably stable across time. Both ideological polarisation and affective
polarisation are indeed positively associated with the willingness to vote, but
ideological polarisation is not consistently statistically significant. Affective
polarisation, on the other hand, significantly contributes to turnout in almost all
elections under study. In what follows, we first review the literature on polarisation
and compulsory voting, from which we derive our set of hypotheses. We then
describe our case, data and methods and present the results. We conclude with
some implications of our findings.

2 Polarisation and the Turnout Calculus

Election and party scholars have studied the topic of political polarisation over
several decades (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008; Downs, 1957; Hetherington,
2009; Powell, 1982; Schattschneider, 1960; Stokes, 1963). Generally speaking, we
can identify two main conceptualisations of political polarisation: ideological
polarisation and affective polarisation. In this section, we outline these two
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conceptualisations, their differences and how they are theorised to stimulate voter
turnout. Finally, we discuss how compulsory voting might alter these mechanisms.

2.1 Ideological Polarisation

Ideological polarisation revolves around ideological divides, usually at the party
level (Sartori, 1976). It is concerned with the extent to which political parties
occupy different positions in the ideological space, which can be captured on the
simplified left-right continuum. This ideological positioning offers the main
framework for parties to compete electorally and to attract voters who are
ideologically close. In essence, the concept of ideological polarisation refers to one
of the core tasks of political parties: to channel societal divisions into clear policy
platforms that are distinguishable and to create room for political competition
during elections, which provides voters the opportunity to find adequate ideological
representation (Powell, 1982; Schattschneider, 1960). Accordingly, ideological
polarisation is low when parties position themselves ideologically close to each
other, with little discernible differences between them. In contrast, when parties
are more dispersed alongside the ideological divisions of a political system — for
example, the left-right continuum - ideological polarisation increases.

From the start, research on ideological polarisation has studied its connection
with voter turnout. For example, the spatial theory of voting argues that voters
behave rationally during an election and engage in a cost-benefit analysis to find a
party that is ideologically nearest (Stokes, 1963). With higher ideological
polarisation among the parties, the choice subset of parties increases for voters.
This increases the utility of voting, as the maximum distance between a voter and
the party that is ideologically closest reduces. In turn, the higher utility of voting
should drive more voters to the ballot box (Downs, 1957). Conversely, if the
political offer is low, chances are higher that the distance between voters and
parties increases, which in turn fuels the likelihood of abstention. Another way in
which low ideological polarisation can contribute to vote abstention is when there
are virtually no differences between the political parties. In this case, a voter might
be closely aligned to several parties in the system, but sees no utility in voting since
the different parties barely offer diverging views, leading to indifference about the
vote.

Importantly, the utility of voting — and thus the decision whether to turn out
- depends on how parties position themselves before an election. The spatial
polarisation of parties offers voters increased options for representation, which
increases with the emergence of new parties that fill a gap in the ideological
spectrum (Tavits, 2006). For instance, emerging populist radical right parties have
appealed to voter groups that were poorly represented by existing (mainstream)
political parties (Kriesi, 2014). Still, existing parties can also engage in this process
by addressing new voter groups and taking more radical positions (Spoon & Kluver,
2019).

Proximity to a party is only one part of how ideological polarisation stimulates
turnout. Additionally, when voters perceive parties as ideologically distant to
them, the utility of keeping them out of power should be high. Again, this is
dependent on the full dispersion of ideological polarisation in the system (Dalton,
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2008). If a voter is ideologically distant to all the parties in the system, and the
differences between these parties are minor, the ideological distance will not drive
the utility of voting. It will only do so if there are also parties that are ideologically
close to the voter and the ideological dispersion in the party system is high. This is
also why the original way of measuring ideological polarisation, namely through
counting the number of political parties, has been insufficient to determine its
effects on turnout (Blais & Carty, 1990; Blais & Dobrzynska, 1998; Crepaz, 1990;
Jackman & Miller, 1995; Powell, 1982; Radcliff & Davis, 2000). Recent studies that
capture ideological polarisation through the dispersion of parties on the left-right
continuum indeed consistently find that it increases turnout across the globe
(Béjar et al., 2020; Dalton, 2008; Ellger, 2023; Hobolt & Hoerner, 2020; Moral,
2017).

2.2 Affective Polarisation

Affective polarisation, which focuses on the level of political polarisation between
voters rather than parties, has recently received much scholarly attention (Iyengar
et al., 2019; Wagner, 2024). Affective polarisation is rooted in social identity
theory, and it posits that people are strongly influenced by group identities that
offer cues to categorise the world around them (Tajfel et al., 1971). Most evidently,
group categorisations lead people to positively assess other people from the same
group, while out-group members are treated with bias, discrimination or outright
hostility (Tajfel, 1970). By applying this theory to political behaviour, Iyengar et al.
(2012) argue that one of the core political identities functions through partisanship
and, as such, offers a salient group membership for voters. Voters thus tend to
categorise other people according to the party for which they vote: they familiarise
with voters of the same party but show more negative attitudes towards people of
other parties (Garzia et al., 2023; Harteveld, 2021; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015;
Reiljan, 2020; Wagner, 2021). The extent of affective polarisation amongindividuals
is therefore reflected by the extent to which affect towards the in- and out-party
diverges: increased positive affect for the in-group party (voters) and/or increased
negative affect towards out-groups of parties and voters.

Overall, affective polarisation is studied to apprehend a range of negative
consequences on political (Kingzette et al., 2021; Torcal & Carty, 2022) or social
(Huber & Malhotra, 2017; Lee, 2022; Martherus et al., 2021) behaviour, yet it has
also been suggested to foster political participation (Ahn & Mutz, 2023). However,
the mechanism between affective polarisation and turnout is different than for
ideological polarisation. While ideological polarisation should trigger a rational
calculus of whether or not to participate, the effect of affective polarisation is
rather rooted in emotions. In this regard, both constitutive aspects of affective
polarisation matter: positive in-group emotions and/or negative out-group
emotions. On the one hand, positive feelings towards the political in-group entail
that voters are positively attached to people who share their political opinion.
These likeminded people offer them a social identity that is often expressed
through partisanship (Huddy et al., 2015), or an issue that is strongly politicised
(Hobolt et al., 2021). The larger the sympathy of voters for their own side, the
higher the likelihood that they want it to perform well — which activates their
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political participation. Indeed, voters who are strongly affectively polarised tend to
mix their social identity with their political identity (Ward & Tavitz, 2019). As a
result, the success of their party also becomes a voter’s personal success, and
accomplishments — as well as failures — are taken at a personal level. As elections
are the key moment of competition between parties in electoral democracies, the
best way to increase the chances to experience success and to avoid failure is thus
turning out to vote and casting a vote for the own party.

On the other hand, voters tend to dislike political opponents and the parties
that represent these ideas. In fact, these out-groups might even be viewed as a
threat, especially when dislike for them is high. During elections, voters who
strongly dislike other parties are thus more likely to vote because they fear the
success of these parties, which comes at the expense of the success of the own
party. A straightforward mechanism that leads negative affect towards voting is
that affectively polarised voters strongly dislike the issue positions or ideologies of
other parties (Algara & Zur, 2023; van Erkel & Turkenburg, 2022). As such, voting
can be an act to keep the parties that represent these unfavourable ideas out of
office. This is especially important considering that many voters are not partisans;
nor do they exhibit strong attachments to one of the parties. Rather than being
concerned with the success of the party voted for, they are mostly concerned with
the failure of other parties that are strongly disliked, also known as negative
partisanship and negative voting (Bankert, 2021; Mayer & Russo, 2024; Weber,
2021). These effects have also been discerned in Belgium, in particular towards the
radical right party Vlaams Belang (Boonen, 2019).

Another mechanism taps into the role of emotions connected to winning and
losing: voters who strongly dislike other political parties and their voters should be
particularly happy when their party wins the elections and other parties are
defeated (Janssen, 2023; Ward & Tavits, 2019). The prospect that their party could
lose the election against this disliked group should motivate them to influence the
election as much as they can, with the most obvious act being voting on election
day.

Recent findings support the positive association between affective polarisation
and political participation. Serani (2022) finds that the propensity to vote in Spain
indeed increases as affective polarisation rises, more specifically because of
out-group dislikes. Similarly, Harteveld and Wagner (2022) show that affective
polarisation is indeed an important driver of actual turnout in Germany, the
Netherlands and Spain (controlling for partisanship and levels of ideological
polarisation). Additionally, affective polarisation also positively affects other types
of political participation, such as protest behaviour (Bettarelli et al., 2022) or
political activism (Wagner, 2021).

2.3 Compulsory Voting

Existing work linking polarisation to turnout has predominantly - if not solely —
focused on countries with voluntary voting systems. In fact, most cross-national
analyses that studied the impact of voter polarisation on turnout simply exclude
countries with compulsory voting (Ellger, 2023; Wessels & Schmitt, 2008).
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Accordingly, there is little evidence as to whether the turnout-polarisation
mechanism also holds in a context of compulsory voting, such as in Belgium.

Importantly, research on compulsory voting suggests that the mechanism
between polarisation and turnout might not equally apply in these systems or that
it may even not apply at all. Evidently, regulations that make voting compulsory
are among the most robust predictors of electoral turnout (Birch, 2009; Singh,
2023). Countries that require their citizens to vote, rather unsurprisingly, witness
consistently higher turnout rates than countries that do not, and these differences
are substantial. Indeed, compulsory voting also answers the ‘equity dilemma’, as
famously presented by Lijphart (1997): given that citizens with higher education
and income are more likely to vote, policies are biased in favour of this group and
tend to disadvantage citizens of lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Gilens, 2012;
Peters & Ensink, 2015; Schakel, 2021). Correcting such bias is usually an argument
to favour compulsory voting.

Compulsory voting might also affect the polarisation-turnout mechanism in
multiple ways, to the extent that it might not apply in Belgium. First, while
compulsory voting is an established effective way of raising turnout levels, the
reasons behind this relationship remain understudied. The most straightforward
explanation — voters do not want to risk the legal consequences of abstention —
fails to account for the fact that turnout is also exceptionally high in compulsory
voting countries without sanctioning for nonvoting (Kostelka et al., 2022) or
without enforcement of the legislative penalties for nonvoting (Dassonneville et
al., 2023). For example, while Belgian voters should officially be fined when they
abstain from voting, this law has barely been enforced in the last 20 years (Engelen,
2005; Kuzelewska, 2016), with public prosecutors openly saying that they do not
give priority to its enforcement (Vlaamse Overheid, 2021).

As a consequence, factors besides legal consequences should also play a role in
compulsory voting systems, as “the presence of a compulsory voting law has led
many Belgians to view voting as a moral obligation” (Dassonneville et al., 2023,
pp- 54-55). For example, compulsory voting is often argued to foster a civic duty to
vote (Chapman, 2019; Feitosa et al., 2020; Quintelier et al., 2011). Of course, it is
possible that this sense of civic duty solely rests on the legal obligation to vote, but
it is also conceivable that such moral effects are part of an electorate that is used to
turn out when elections take place. That is, citizens who voted in past elections are
also more likely to vote in future elections (de Kadt, 2017; Denny & Doyle, 2009),
most likely because the act of voting is self-reinforcing by creating an image among
citizens of being a regular voter (Dinas, 2012). Furthermore, while non-voters are
likely to become habitual voters during their lives, habitual voters are much less
likely to become habitual abstainers (Plutzer, 2002).

In turn, this could mean that polarisation matters less for the decision to vote.
Voters who do not find ideological representation or who are not strongly
emotionally involved in the election still cast a ballot because they believe it is their
civic duty to do so. Indeed, in terms of ideological polarisation, citizens in
compulsory voting systems are less likely to vote ideologically coherently
(Dassonneville et al., 2019; Selb & Lachat, 2009). In addition, compulsory voting
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also changes political behaviour beyond turnout, for example, by decreasing the
post-election winner-loser gap in democratic satisfaction (Singh, 2023).

Finally, compulsory voting was introduced in many countries in order to reduce
costs for political parties by not having to worry about mobilising voters (Birch,
2009). This suggests that parties under this system do need not to polarise to move
voters to the ballot box and that they might focus on other aspects during the
campaign. This might also decrease the importance of the mechanism that runs
from polarisation to turnout. Simply put, if the electorate is not used to polarising
parties, it might be driven by other factors to make the effort to vote.

Accordingly, while polarisation usually drives turnout, we acknowledge that
this mechanism might be different in a country with a history of compulsory voting
such as Belgium. We therefore deem it important to test this mechanism in this
context. Still, the exact change of the mechanism is difficult to predict; if anything,
the previous discussion would lead us to expect null results at most. However, we
formulate the hypotheses as we would expect them to apply in regular voluntary
systems. In the data section, we discuss in more detail how we interpret potential
null results, particularly in relation to our measure of turnout.

H1: In compulsory voting systems, voters who perceive larger ideological differences
between parties are more likely to vote.

H2: In compulsory voting systems, voters with higher levels of affective polarisation are
more likely to vote.

3 Case Selection

We analyse the relationship between polarisation and voter turnout in Belgium,
which constitutes a relevant case for two reasons. First, the party system is highly
fragmented, particularly since political parties split alongside the linguistic divide
in the second half of the 20th century. In fact, Belgium essentially harbours two
party systems: Flemish parties compete for votes in the Dutch-speaking part of the
country (Flanders), while Francophone parties represent voters in the southern
French-speaking part of the country (Wallonia). Regarding polarisation, previous
studies have found that Belgian voters in both systems show important variation
in their levels of affective polarisation (Bettarelli et al., 2022; Westwood et al.,
2018), which is to some extent explained by ideological polarisation (van Erkel &
Turkenburg, 2022). In terms of ideological polarisation, both systems also present
a key difference: the presence or absence of a successful and established radical
right party. In Flanders, the radical right Vlaams Belang is one of the most
successful parties since the 1990s, while no radical right party has established a
continuous and significant presence in parliament in Wallonia thus far.

Although both regional systems include parties within the same party families,
the ability of these parties to reach governmental agreements has shrunk over the
years. This is symbolised by exceptionally long coalition formations at the
overarching federal level in recent years (De Winter, 2019), which contrasts sharply
with the classical image of Belgium of a typical consociational democracy with
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elites bridging social cleavages by compromise. The most recent elections also saw
a polarising trend in the political party offer, with higher seat shares both for the
radical left (PTB-PVDA) and for the radical right (Vlaams Belang).

Second, Belgium is a classical example of a compulsory voting system, with
mandatory voting included in the constitution since 1893 and enforced for the
first elections with universal suffrage in 1894. One of the core reasons to introduce
compulsory voting was to increase the legitimacy of elections, as compulsory
voting was designed to raise turnout levels and as such reflect the general will of
the people more adequately (Kuzelewska, 2016). Indeed, the effect of the
constitutional change directly led to an enormous increase of turnout, reaching
levels above 90% (Robson, 1923). On top of legitimacy arguments, compulsory
voting was also instrumental to try and reduce the influence of radical parties,
notably in urban areas among working-class voters. Elections were originally
always held in Brussels, which forced political parties to reimburse voters for their
incurred travel costs. With the introduction of compulsory voting, political parties
did not need not to worry about mobilisation anymore, as voters were required to
cast a ballot in their own surroundings (Kuzelewska, 2016).

The system of compulsory voting in Belgium continues to date. Officially,
voters can be sanctioned with a fine if they do not participate on election day,
although these have seldom been issued in the past 20 years (Dassonneville et al.,
2023; Engelen, 2005). Despite the virtual absence of sanction, the system has
remained highly effective: all elections in the 21st century have attracted turnout
levels of around 90%. Throughout its history, the abolishment of the compulsory
voting system has been an important topic of discussion in Belgian politics, with
particularly liberal parties arguing that compulsory voting infringes on personal
freedoms. Still, the topic has not been particularly salient in political debates, and
Hooghe and Deschouwer (2011) notice that the high (constitutional) barrier to
replace compulsory voting by voluntary voting at the federal level has made parties
reluctant to even propose it, especially because the Socialist parties has indicated
to veto such proposals.

Nonetheless, the Flemish government abolished compulsory voting at the
municipal and provincial elections in Flanders in a majority vote in July 2021.
Given that the aforementioned constitutional barrier does not apply at these
levels, the centre-right government (consisting of the conservative N-VA, the
Christian-democratic CD&V, and the liberal Open V1d) was able to change the
election rules for these lower-level elections. The compulsory voting system
remains unchanged for elections at the regional, federal and European elections (as
wellasfor themunicipaland provincial elections in Wallonia and the Brussels-Capital
Region). In an explanatory memorandum, the Flemish government explained that
it decided to abolish compulsory voting because it is not in line with most other
advanced democracies, and the non-enforcement of sanctions in case of nonvoting
has made the system essentially already a voluntary one (Vlaamse Overheid, 2021).
Such transformation has increased the relevance of mobilisation strategies in
Flanders and, thus, the question whether polarisation could contribute to turnout.
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4 Data and Methods

4.1 Dataset

To map polarisation and turnout attitudes, we study Belgian election surveys
conducted over almost three decades. More specifically, we pooled data from eight
election surveys (seven at the federal level and one at the regional level) between
1991 and 2019 (Table 1) (for an overview of national election studies from 1991 to
2007, see Frognier et al., 2011). These surveys were either cross-sectional
post-electoral studies or part of larger panels survey fielded around the time of the
particular election (in 2009, 2014 and 2019; for an overview, see Michel et al,,
2023). In this article, we only rely on post-electoral surveys. Our pooled dataset is
thus composed of all election surveys that include the same question on
respondents’ willingness to vote in case of voluntary voting (see the Dependent
Variable section). Additionally, most studies also include questions that allow us to
measure ideological polarisation, affective polarisation, or both. In total, we can
study the effect of either ideological polarisation and affective polarisation on vote
intention in four elections separately, and in three elections combined. The dataset
also provides relevant control variables for each election year. All election surveys
provide us with representative samples of the voting population in both linguistic
regions and, thus, allow for studying differences between the party systems.

Table 1 Election Surveys in the Dataset

Year Election Compulsory Ideological Affective
Voting Polarisation Polarisation

1991 Federal X X
1995 Federal X
1999 Federal X X X
2003 Federal X X
2007 Federal X
2009 Regional X
2014 Federal X X X
2019 Federal X X X

4.2 Dependent Variable

Election surveys generally over-represent turnout, which complicates establishing
the relationship between one variable and turnout. Mapping turnout attitudes in
an election with compulsory voting comes with the additional challenge of
differentiating between citizens who turned out volitionally and those who only
turned out because of the law. This is one of the core reasons why it has been so
challenging for scholars to map the impact of polarisation on turnout in compulsory
voting systems. Fortunately, the collected election studies in Belgium address this
with a variable that asks respondents whether they would still vote in elections in
case the system of compulsory voting would be abolished. This question is
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frequently used in research to map the impact of (abolishing) compulsory voting
(Jackman, 1999; Mackerras & McAllister, 1999).> Respondents could choose
between the answer options ‘never’, ‘sometimes’, ‘generally’, and ‘always’. We code
the answer options from 1 to 4, such that higher values reflect a higher intention
to vote (1 = never; 4 = always). Up to and including 2003, respondents were also
offered a ‘don’t know’ option.

Obviously, this survey question does not go without criticism, as it asks
respondents about behaviour in a hypothetical scenario about the future. Still, we
believe that this measure can be interpreted for two purposes in this study. First, it
should map rather accurately the Belgians’ willingness to vote in the current
system. Even though future behaviour cannot be predicted perfectly, we do believe
that this question gives respondents a straightforward way to answer whether they
wanted to have voted in the past election at all would they have had the freedom to
make this decision themselves. This holds regardless of whether respondents voted
because they think that penalties are enforced in case of abstention or simply
because they thinkitisjust to abide by the law. Second, we concur with Dassonneville
et al. (2023) that since voting is such a regular behaviour (particularly in a
compulsory voting system), the attitude towards it should predict future behaviour
relatively well. As such, we think that this attitude should also reflect future
turnout behaviour relatively well in case compulsory voting would be replaced by
voluntary voting, but only in the short term (e.g. the first couple of elections).

This also guides our interpretation of the absence or presence of effects of
polarisation. That is, in case we do find a positive effect of ideological or affective
polarisation, we can assume that the same causal mechanism is at play in voluntary
voting systems. Yet, in case of an absence of effect, our interpretation is that (1)
the citizens’ willingness to vote under a compulsory voting system is not determined
by levels of polarisation, either ideologically or affectively and (2) if compulsory
voting would be replaced by voluntary voting, the role of polarisation on turnout
should be smaller, or even absent, at least in the short term. We emphasise that our
research design does not allow for making inferences about the effects of lifting
compulsory voting on political behaviour in the long term.

Given that the survey question was asked in all election studies of our dataset,
we can map the willingness to vote under a voluntary voting system over time.
Figure 1 shows the average score towards this question as well as its distribution,
with 95% confidence intervals, but excluding the respondents who indicated that
they do not know.® Overall, this score is very stable, averaging just below a score of
3 (‘would generally still vote’), and there are no substantial differences between
both regions. In Flanders and in Wallonia, the willingness to vote if mandatory
voting would be replaced by voluntary voting is largely similar. Arguably, in the
past ten years, the willingness to vote slightly increased - specifically, during the
elections of 2014 and 2019.
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Figurel  Development of willingness to vote if voting became voluntary
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Line graphs on top present the mean score of willingness to vote if voting became
voluntary (1-4 scale). The bars present the proportion of respondents for each answer
category.

4.3 Independent Variables

Two different questions allow us to operationalise our two independent variables
of polarisation. For ideological polarisation, we use a question asking respondents
to place the different parties running for election on a left-right continuum,
ranging from 0 (left) to 10 (right) (Dalton, 2008). For affective polarisation, we use
a typical feeling thermometer question asking respondents how much they like
each party, ranging from 0 (lowest sympathy) to 10 (highest sympathy) (Gidron et
al.,, 2022). In 2019, the survey actually asked respondents about their sympathy
towards the voters of the different parties rather than the parties themselves. This
difference taps into the discussion about differences between horizontal
polarisation (towards voters) and vertical (towards parties) polarisation (Harteveld,
2021; Kingzette, 2021). We acknowledge these differences, but argue that they do
not affect our demonstration: both horizontal and vertical affective polarisation
should positively relate to turnout.

Both scales of ideological polarisation and affective polarisation follow the
spread-of-scores calculation as proposed by Wagner (2021). While this measure
was specifically designed for the calculation of affective polarisation, it also suits
the calculation of ideological polarisation. As a matter of fact, the established
measure of ideological polarisation as proposed by Dalton (2008) relied on a similar
calculation. The spread-of-scores measure is particularly suited to measure
polarisation within multiparty systems, as it acknowledges that voters can be
sympathetic or ideologically close to more than one party. Theoretically, these
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variables can range from O to 5, with values of 5 reflecting the most polarised
citizens. It is calculated as follows:

P

Z v,(party LR, — party LR;)?

s

Where p represents the particular party, i the respondent, party LR a respondent’s
left-right placement of a party, and v, the vote share of the particular party. For
affective polarisation, party LR is simply replaced by the sympathy score towards
the party. The mean left-right placement (or mean sympathy score for affective
polarisation) should also be weighted according to the party size, which is done as
follows:

P

party LR; = Z (vp * party LR;p)

r=1

Importantly, this calculation of ideological polarisation concerns, essentially,
perceived ideological polarisation by voters rather than the actual ideological
polarisation of parties. Still, the use of voters’ assessment of the ideological
position of parties to calculate ideological polarisation is common in the literature
(Dalton, 2008; Ellger, 2023; Hobolt & Hoerner, 2020; Lachat, 2008; Moral, 2017).
In addition, as much as actual ideological polarisation matters, it mainly matters if
this is picked up by voters — as such, whether they perceive ideological polarisation
themselves, as this should drive the turnout decision (Enders & Armaly, 2019).

In Figures 2 and 3, we show the average levels of ideological polarisation and
affective polarisation for the years in which respective variables are included in the
election study. The mean levels of ideological polarisation have been very stable
over the past decades, ranging between more or less 2.2 and 2.5, which is rather
average compared to other countries (Dalton, 2008). There are some noticeable,
albeit small, differences between the regions: Flanders is more ideologically
polarised, most likely due to the higher presence of (radical) right-wing parties
such as N-VA and Vlaams Belang, whereas the only party in Wallonia that occupies
a somewhat centre-right position is MR. Yet, although the level of affective
polarisation is stable over the past decade, it is also slightly higher in Flanders than
in Wallonia. This difference could result from the fact that affective polarisation
can be predicted relatively well by ideological polarisation (van Erkel & Turkenburg,
2022), with the populist radical right voters both receiving and giving relatively
high levels of dislike towards other parties and voters (Harteveld, 2021).
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Furthermore, the levels of affective polarisation, which barely go above a value of
2, are comparatively rather low (Garzia et al., 2023; Wagner, 2021).

Figure2  Development of Ideological Polarisation
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Markers depict the average level of ideological polarisation per region, including 95%
confidence intervals.

Figure 3 Development of Affective Polarisation
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Markers depict the average level of affective polarisation per region, including 95%
confidence intervals.

Finally, our models explaining willingness to vote control for several variables that
are important for political behaviour and, more specifically, for individual-level
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voter turnout. First, we include a variable that measures respondents’ political
interest, ranging from 0 to 10 (except for 1991 when the question was not included
in the survey). We also control for a respondent’s left-right positioning (0 = left; 10
= right) and for political extremism by taking the square root of the squared
difference between a respondent’s left-right placement and the average left-right
placement of the region in each election. Finally, we control for sociodemographic
variables: gender (1 = male), age, education (1 = no education; 5 = university
education) and employment status (0 = unemployed; 1 = not in labour force; 2 =
employed; see Appendix Al for full variable description).

4.4 Methods

We employ OLS regressions for each independent election year and each region
separately. The variables for ideological polarisation and affective polarisation are
included separately to avoid losses of observation due to item non-response. Since
the main independent variables were asked in four elections, we present eight
separate regression coefficients. Three of them — 1999, 2014 and 2019 - can be
compared directly, given that these elections included both variables. Additionally,
we also run regression models for the election studies of 1991 and 2003. The
former includes the ideological polarisation variable, while the later offers another
option to study the effect of affective polarisation. For reasons of readability, we
present coefficient plots with the different election years such that the impact of
the independent variables can be compared over time. Full regression tables can be
found in the appendix. We standardise our independent variables around the
mean, such that the coefficients represent the effect of one standard deviation
(except for employment status [nominal] and gender [binary]).

5 Results

We start by testing how differences in ideological polarisation between citizens
affect their willingness to vote (H1). Figure 4 presents the coefficients of the main
ideological polarisation variable as well as control variables divided by region.*

With the exception of Flemish voters in 1991, the effects of ideological
polarisation on turnout are in the expected positive direction: the more ideologically
polarised, the more likely citizens are to vote in future elections even if mandatory
voting would be abolished in Belgium. However, this effect is only significant in
three of the eight regressions, which means that though we can speak of a consistent
effect, it appears to be weak. When significant, we find that the effect sizes are of
about 0.1, while standard deviations of ideological polarisation are around 1 as well
(with some difference per election and region; see Appendix Al). Substantially,
moving from the least to the most ideologically polarised citizen would thus
increase the willingness to vote under non-compulsory elections by 0.5 units on
the 1-4 scale.
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Figure 4 Effects of Ideological Polarisation on Willingness to Vote under
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Our results show no significant difference between Flanders and Wallonia. That is,
there are election(s) where increased ideological polarisation is significantly
associated with increased willingness to vote under voluntary voting in both
regions. Over time, we find that the effect of ideological polarisation is most
evident in the last election of the dataset, 2019, in both regions. This could be the
result of the particular developments during that election, with increased voting
for radical parties both on the left and on the right. For example, radical right party
Vlaams Belang increased its parliamentary representation with 18 seats, and the
radical left PTB-PVDA also won 12 seats, while most mainstream parties lost seats.
Still, we acknowledge that our measure captures the impact of ideological
polarisation between voters and not between elections. As such, the nature of the
relationship - as hypothesised — should remain the same. It is, however, possible
that the rise of radical parties changed the distribution of ideological polarisation.
For example, voters who perceived average ideological polarisation during previous
elections could be perceiving stronger polarisation during the 2019 elections, yet
their attitude towards voting under voluntary voting remained unchanged. If these
voters were likely future voters, it could impact the relationship. Establishing such
finding would require panel data, which are unfortunately not available. Yet, we
still find some evidence that points in this direction: the standard deviation of
ideological polarisation is notably higher in 2019 than in all other election years
(1.23 vs. 0.83), but the standard deviation of the willingness to vote in a voluntary
system question is stable around 1.18.

As the impact of ideological polarisation on voluntary voting is only marginal,
we turn to the impact of affective polarisation. To recall, voters with higher levels
of affective polarisation should display a higher intention to vote in future elections
characterised by non-compulsory voting (H2). Similarly, we ran four separate
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regression models for each election year, in both regions (however, the party [or
voter] sympathy used to measure the affective polarisation variable is available for
2003 but not for 1991). Figure 5 presents the effects of affective polarisation on
turnout by region.

Figure 5 Effects of Affective Polarisation on Willingness to Vote under
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All coefficients of affective polarisation are in the hypothesised positive direction
in all elections. Voters with higher levels of affective polarisation show a stronger
willingness to vote, even if it was voluntary, than voters with lower levels of
affective polarisation. Furthermore, these effects are strongly significant (p < 0.01)
in all elections, except that of Wallonia in 2003. As such, we find that the effect of
affective polarisation on willingness to vote is much more robust than the effects
of ideological polarisation. Effect sizes vary only slightly, from about 0.1 to 0.2. For
instance, considering an average effect size of 0.15, the effect of moving from the
least affectively polarised citizen (0) to the most affectively polarised citizen (5) is
0.75 unit on the voluntary voting question (1-4), provided that the standard
deviation of affective polarisation revolves around 1.

Consequently, the results suggest that the emotional mechanism that drives
voters to vote in voluntary electoral systems plays a similar role in a system where
voters are compelled to vote. Voters who are more emotionally invested in Belgian
elections - for example, because they strongly like or dislike one of the parties - are
more eager to vote. Apparently, the political culture of the country, where voting
has become habitual through enforcement, has not altered the effect that emotions
have on the willingness to vote. Given that this is the case for both regions, which
show quite strong differences in the party offer, it makes us confident that these
results are robust. They also indicate that if Belgium were to make voting voluntary,
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the first elections should witness some kind of a ‘polarisation participation gap’.
Whether this holds in the long term is difficult to say through our research design,
but the recently unfolding evidence on the impact of affective polarisation on
turnout in voluntary systems (Ellger, 2023; Harteveld & Wagner, 2022) suggests
that it would. We again find that the 2019 election year has a stronger impact on
the willingness to vote than before, as we also did for ideological polarisation.
While the same aforementioned caveats exist about the nature of the relationship,
we do again find that the standard deviation of the affective polarisation increases
visibly. Whether the nature of this relationship indeed changes more structurally
because of the influence of fringe parties should be revealed by future Belgian
election studies.

Finally, we take a closer look at the control variables. Contemporary debates on
compulsory voting often focus on the type of voters who would be affected by the
abolishment (or introduction) of such a system, yet they remain largely theoretical
(Lijphart, 1997; for an overview of the arguments in favour and against compulsory
voting, see Birch, 2009). Therefore, we also assess the effects of control variables
on the willingness to vote under a voluntary voting system based on three decades
of data. To increase the number of observations, we run regressions for each
election year with only the control variables and the same dependent variable in
Appendix B.5.

We find that political interest is the most influential variable on willingness to
vote: it has a positive and strongly significant effect in all elections under study,
with the largest effect size. This is in line with recent cross-country evidence
(Dassonneville et al., 2023). As such, our results point towards a strong effect of
political sophistication on voluntary turnout, since the effects of education are also
positive and significant in each election year that we studied (Gordon & Segura,
1997; Lachat, 2008; Luskin, 1990). Accordingly, a likely turnout gap is expected
between politically sophisticated and unsophisticated citizens if Belgium were to
replace its compulsory voting system with a voluntary voting system. More
specifically, the gap would emerge between citizens with lower and higher
education, thereby confirming Lijphart’s warnings (1997).

Furthermore, researchers have often argued that older people are more likely
to vote than younger citizens (Bhatti et al., 2012), while a gender gap in voting
points towards the trend of a higher likelihood of voting among men than among
women (Franklin, 2004). In fact, recently Dassonneville et al. (2023) found that
Belgian females and younger citizens are less likely to vote if voting is not
compulsory anymore. In our dataset, we fail to find these effects. For age, we find
both positive and negative coefficients in the elections under study, but most of
them are not statistically significant. For gender, our coefficient represents the
effect of being male and should thus be positive. Again, most of our coefficients are
statistically insignificant, which is in line with more recent research arguing that
the gender gap in voting is decreasing or even disappeared (Inglehart & Norris,
2003; Kostelka et al., 2019).

Still, we must stress that our results are somewhat more nuanced: the null
effects of gender are driven by the inclusion of political interest. If we exclude
political interest in the regressions, we indeed find that males are more likely to
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turn out during voluntary elections. This appeals to the difference in political
interest that we find between both genders in our dataset, with males being
significantly more politically interested. At the same time, these results also
suggest that if a male and a female have the same level of political interest, they
should not display significantly different attitudes in turnout intention. Notably,
the other variables display the similar association (size) when political interest is
excluded, also in bivariate regressions.

6 Robustness Checks

To test the robustness of our results, we run models which include both ideological
polarisation and affective polarisation together (for the election years in which
they are both available: 2003, 2014 and 2019). However, including both variables
in the models leads to a substantial drop of observations, in particular compared to
the models that tested the impact of affective polarisation. Including both variables
is therefore most likely to impact the result of affective polarisation. Therefore, we
test the models incrementally: first, we test the original models with only ideological
polarisation or affective polarisation included (for elections in which both are
available); second, we test the models but only with the observations for which
both variables are available. Finally, we include both variables of polarisation
jointly (see Appendix B.4).

In Flanders, we do not detect major differences once both variables of
polarisation are included in the models. The significance of the positive coefficient
of ideological polarisation collapses in 1999 only, once affective polarisation is
included in the model (p = 0.104). Additionally, the coefficient for ideological
polarisation in 2014 changes direction from positive to negative once affective
polarisation is included. Yet, since this coefficient was already statistically
insignificant and very close to 0 in the original model, we do not see this is as a
meaningful change. For affective polarisation, we see that all effects remain in the
same direction and that their significance is robust.

In Wallonia, the inclusion of affective polarisation does not meaningfully
change the coefficient of ideological polarisation in any of the election years. For
affective polarisation, we do detect some changes in 1999 and 2014, where the
originally strongly significant positive coefficient loses its significance in the joint
model. This collapsed significance already occurs in the original model with the
observations of the joint model only. As such, we can assume that the collapse of
significance is not due to spuriousness but rather due to loss of observations, which
is indeed substantial (respectively 16% and 39%).

Finally, we run the joint models using multiple imputations for the missing
values of ideological polarisation and affective polarisation. This leaves us with the
same models, but with the number of observations that reflect the number of
observations after list-wise deletion of respondents with a missing value for
employment, education, left-right placement, political extremism, and/or political
interest. We impute m = 20 for every missing value in the variables of affective
polarisation, ideological polarisation, or both and thus generate 20 possible values
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for each missing value in either of the variables (this is well above the conventional
amount of imputations; see Rubin, 1987). We report these results in Figure 6 (full
regression tables in Appendix B.6). For ideological polarisation, we again only
detect the loss of significance in Flanders in 1999 (again not completely vanishing
with p =0.099). However, we do not observe the collapse of significance for affective
polarisation in Wallonia in 1999 and 2014 using multiple imputation; the
coefficients remain positive and strongly significant (p < 0.01). These results
support our interpretation that the significance loss is largely due to a drop of
observations across models. All in all, we conclude that the original models are
robust, except for the result of ideological polarisation in Flanders in 1999.

Figure 6 Effects of Affective Polarisation and Ideological Polarisation on
Willingness to Vote under Voluntary Voting with Multiple

Imputations
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7 Conclusion

Political polarisation among voters, either ideologically or affectively, has been
consistently found to stimulate voter turnout (Béjar et al., 2020; Dalton, 2008;
Ellger, 2023; Harteveld, 2021; Hobolt & Hoerner, 2020; Phillips, 2024; Wessels &
Schmitt, 2008). Still, most of this evidence has been found in systems with
voluntary voting. Given that compulsory voting has the potential to alter political
behaviour and attitudes (Chapman, 2019; Feitosa et al., 2020; Quintelier et al.,
2011; Singh, 2023), we studied whether the polarisation-turnout mechanism also
holds in the context of compulsory voting in Belgium.

Through an analysis of three decades of election studies in Belgium, we find
that the willingness to vote — captured through a question about hypothetical
future voting behaviour under voluntary voting — is mainly driven by affective
polarisation rather than ideological polarisation. Belgian voters who are more
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affectively polarised show a higher willingness to vote in future elections, even
when these would be non-compulsory. We find that these positive effects are
strongly significant and robust across both linguistic regions. Ideological
polarisation, the way in which parties are perceived to be ideologically distinct
from each other, only plays a marginal role (consistent positive effects, which are
statistically insignificant in most of the elections under study).

Our findings make a threefold contribution. First, we contribute to the
literature on the correlates of voter turnout (Frank & Martinez i Coma, 2023;
Smets & Van Ham, 2013), which has extensively studied how polarisation
contributes to turnout (Béjar et al., 2020; Dalton, 2008; Harteveld & Wagner,
2022; Hobolt & Hoerner, 2020; Wessels & Schmitt, 2008) but often overlooked
this relationship in compulsory voting systems. In these systems, we show that
affective polarisation matters. The mechanism that drives turnout through
affective polarisation applies in a similar way as in non-compulsory voting systems.
At the same time, the effect of ideological polarisation appears to be absent in such
a context. Additional research in other countries with compulsory voting is needed
to uphold these mechanisms even further. Second, we add to the literature on
compulsory voting (Birch, 2009; Singh, 2021), which often remains theoretical in
nature and has mainly analysed the common sociodemographic turnout gaps when
compulsory voting is lifted rather than the effect of polarisation (Gallego, 2010;
Lijphart, 1997; Singh, 2015; Séderlund et al., 2011). Finally, we contribute to the
booming literature on the political consequences of affective polarisation in
multiparty systems (Harteveld & Wagner, 2022; Torcal & Carty, 2022; Wagner,
2021; Ward & Tavits, 2019) and show that regardless of its often-argued negative
consequences it actually has the potential to foster political participation.

More broadly, our findings imply that if compulsory voting is replaced by
voluntary voting, Belgium might witness a ‘polarisation participation gap’, at least
in the short term. Less polarised voters are less likely to vote, or they might abstain
for good. This could impact the way citizens engage in political discussions or other
types of political behaviour. Furthermore, given that political parties should
reengage in mobilising the electorate when voluntary voting is put in place, they
might resort to polarising strategies. While ideological polarisation is arguably one
of the core duties of political parties, this might be unlikely to move citizens to
vote. Instead, polarising the electorate in more affective ways could be more
fruitful, but, potentially, it also has severe negative consequences for the democratic
system. Therefore, if parties resort to increased negative and uncivil rhetoric or
actions to mobilise the electorate, lifting compulsory voting might actually harm
democracies on the long term.

Data availability

The replication material can be found at OSF via the following link: https://osf.
io/8uqys/?view_only=7{f818b7{54e42a788995beaded82df6
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Notes

1  Panel surveys of 2009 (Deschouwer et al., 2009); panel of 2014 (Deschouwer et al.,
2014); panel of 2019 (Walgrave et al., 2022).

2 Specifically, the question asks respondents: “If voting for parliament was no longer ob-
ligatory in Belgium, would you then always, generally, sometimes, or never vote or don’t
you know for certain?”

3 The percentage of voters who gave the ‘don’t know’ option is only somewhat considera-
ble in 1991, with around 10% in both regions. In the three following election studies,
the percentages are around 5 or even lower.

4 Note that, for reasons of readability, we do not include the employment dummies. Gen-
erally, we find that citizens who are unemployed are less likely to vote in future
non-compulsory elections than employed citizens or citizens who are not part of the
labour force. Also note that we cannot control for political interest in 1991 because the
variable was not included in the survey.
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