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ABSTRACT

In 2012, Chile passed a major election law reform to adopt automatic registration and voluntary voting.
Prior to this, Chile, like most Latin American countries, had a compulsory voting law. With this reform,
Chile became one of only a few countries to ever move from compulsory to voluntary voting. Since the
new law came into effect, two elections have taken place. The purpose of this research note is to review
registration and turnout patterns in comparative historical terms, discuss the pros and cons of the election
law reform, and to evaluate the 2012 and 2013 election outcomes with respect to voter turnout and election
results. We describe the background of voter registration and turnout under the old system; discuss the
debate surrounding the election law reform; and review the impact of the reform on turnout patterns.

‘‘[The government of Chile] expects wide-spread electoral participation from our citizens, and we

are convinced that the next municipal election will be the election with the largest number of

votes in the history of our country.’’

—Sebastián Piñera, president of Chile (Estrategia, 2012).

In 2012, the Chilean government approved an
election law reform that was intended to have a

dramatic effect on Chile’s electorate in the proxi-
mate election. Prior to this, Chile, like most Latin
American countries, had a compulsory voting law.
Unique to Chile, however, was the use of compul-
sory voting in combination with voluntary registra-
tion. Although registration rates—and hence
turnout—were extremely high immediately follow-
ing the country’s transition to democracy in the late
1980s, registration and turnout sharply declined

over the course of the next two decades. This
sparked major debates over election law reform,
ultimately leading to the adoption of automatic reg-
istration and voluntary voting.

The implementation of automatic registration
increased the size of the electorate from roughly 8
to 13.4 million registered voters; supporters of the
reform advocated that this increase would be suffi-
cient to boost turnout. Indeed, days before the first
election under the new law, President Piñera touted
that the 2012 municipal elections would have the
highest turnout in Chile’s history (Estrategia, 2012).
The president’s expectation is consistent with
research that shows that lowering registration costs
is often associated with higher turnout (Gimpel and
Schuknecht, 2003; Vonnahme, 2012). Meanwhile,
as with research that shows voluntary voting results
in lower turnout rates than compulsory voting
(Irwin, 1974; Singh, 2011), opponents feared that
this transition would result in a dramatic drop-off
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in turnout. Consistent with the latter expectation,
turnout dropped considerably in the two elections
following the reform. Overall, given that turnout
has important implications for the quality of democ-
racy, the decision to adopt electoral reforms may
have a lasting impact on both participation and legit-
imacy in Chile’s democracy.

This electoral reform is of particular interest to
scholars of electoral politics, who have had few
opportunities to examine patterns of political partic-
ipation under different voting systems within the
same country. Indeed, Chile is one of only a few
countries to ever abandon compulsory voting.1 We
take advantage of this recent reform to consider the
pros and cons of electoral rules such as registration
and voting requirements and to assess voter registra-
tion and turnout in Chile both before and after the
reform. To do so, we first describe voter registration
and turnout trends under Chile’s previous voluntary
registration and compulsory voting system.2 Second,
we discuss the pros and cons of the election law
reform, and review the major change in electoral
laws. We situate this discussion within the debate sur-
rounding the decision to alter the electoral rules in
Chile. Finally, we discuss the impact of the reform
by examining participation patterns in the two most
recent elections held under the new law.

VOLUNTARY REGISTRATION
AND COMPULSORY VOTING:
PRIOR TO REFORM, 1989–2011

Leading up to the democratic transition in the late
1980s, Chile implemented an electoral system of
voluntary registration and compulsory voting.
Under this law, all Chilean citizens over the age of
18 (and qualified foreigners) were eligible to regis-
ter to vote.3 While registration was voluntary, all
registered voters were required by law to vote
(i.e., compulsory voting).4 Although some countries
with compulsory voting systems do not impose
sanctions for voters who do not comply with the
law, compulsory voting in Chile was enforced
(International IDEA, 2010). Registered voters who
abstained had to provide a legitimate excuse for
not voting; otherwise they could face sanctions
such as fines and possible imprisonment.

Despite the inconveniences of voluntary registra-
tion, registration rates were initially high due to con-
tention surrounding the democratic referendum that

took place in 1988. The democratic opposition explic-
itly mobilized voters to register in an effort to defeat
the Pinochet dictatorship in the late 1980s. Simultane-
ously, the incumbent administration marshaled their
supporters to register to vote in the referendum.
These combined efforts resulted in a 92 percent regis-
tration rate in the 1988 national plebiscite (Huneeus,
2005). Over the course of the next two decades, how-
ever, voter registration gradually declined.

Figure 1 graphs registered voters as a proportion
of the population on the left y-axis, the total number
of registered voters on the right y-axis, and the elec-
toral period on the x-axis. The figure demonstrates
that registration rates fell from 92 percent of the
total population in 1989, to 80 percent in 1999,
and then to a low of 68 percent in 2009—the last
presidential election prior to reform. Since individ-
uals were only required to register once and
remained registered for all subsequent elections,
drops in total registration rates over the last three
decades were largely due to the failure of newly
eligible voters to register. To illustrate this point,
Figure 2 graphs the composition of the electorate
for each election, starting with the first democratic
presidential election in 1989 through the most
recent election in 2013. In the first presidential elec-
tion in 1989, voters age 18 to 29 comprised 30 per-
cent of the electorate, making them the largest age
demographic registered to vote. Over the next two
decades, as members of this cohort aged, and new
cohorts of eligible voters did not register to vote,
the proportion of voters age 18 to 29 dropped to a
low of eight percent in the 2008 municipal elec-
tions. As a result, young cohorts of voters became
severely underrepresented in the electorate, and
older cohorts of voters, age 40 and older, were
increasingly over represented. The low levels of
registration among the youth were of particular con-
cern to the government (Emol, 2012; Ruiz, 2012).

1The Netherlands switched from compulsory to voluntary vot-
ing in 1970; Venezuela and Italy made the transition to volun-
tary voting in 1993 (Lijphart, 1997; Gratschew, 2004).
2We define turnout as the proportion of the voting age popula-
tion that cast a ballot in a given election, rather than the total
number of votes cast.
3In order to register to vote, individuals were required to go in
person to the registration office, present a valid national iden-
tity document, and have their name recorded in the national
registry.
4Voluntary registration was established in Article 7 of the
1925 Constitution and carried over by Article 13 of the 1980
Constitution.
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Meanwhile, voter turnout rates were also decreas-
ing. Figure 3 graphs voter turnout as a proportion of
registered voters (solid line) and as a proportion of
the population aged 18 or older (dashed line). The
figure illustrates that turnout fell among both the
total population and among registered voters. Turn-
out dropped from 84 percent of the total population

(or 91 percent of registered voters) in the first presi-
dential election in 1989 to 58 percent of the total pop-
ulation (or 86 percent of registered voters) in the
presidential election prior to reform in 2009.

To address waning registration and participation
rates, the Chilean government voted to abandon vol-
untary registration and compulsory voting in favor

FIG. 1. Voter registration in Chile. The 2012 municipal election marks the adoption of automatic registration laws. Voter reg-
istration data were collected from the Servicio Electoral (Electoral Service) of Chile: < http://www.servel.cl/ > .

FIG. 2. The composition of the Chilean electorate, by age. The 2012 municipal elections mark the adoption of automatic reg-
istration, which restored the composition of the electorate to reflect the Chilean population. Voter registration data were collected
from the Servicio Electoral (Electoral Service) of Chile: < http://www.servel.cl/ > .
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of automatic registration and voluntary voting.
There was a clear consensus among legislators
that the switch from voluntary registration to an
automatic system would be beneficial as a whole;
the new law would incorporate approximately five
million new voters, and it would integrate all
young citizens into a system that was largely com-
posed of an aging electorate (see Figure 2), with
the goal of increasing turnout. While there was
widespread support for automatic registration,
there was considerable debate surrounding the deci-
sion to implement voluntary voting. In the section
that follows, we discuss the pros and cons of differ-
ent registration and voting requirements and high-
light the major issues raised in the debate that
took place in Chile leading up to the reform.

THE DEBATE: THE PROS AND CONS
OF ELECTION LAW REFORM

The proposal for the voluntary voting law was
introduced in the Chilean Senate on December 1,
2010, and it was approved and passed in the Senate
the following year on December 20, 2011.5 During
that year, several debates concerning the legislation
took place in the House and Senate. In this section,
we highlight the basics of the debate by providing

insight on the different views that were presented
by the members of the government. In doing so, we
discuss the literature that examines the impact of reg-
istration and compulsory laws on electoral participa-
tion respectively, and we situate the debate within the
larger framework provided by the literature.

Registration reform

Historically, differences in registration require-
ments have attracted considerable interest among
scholars of electoral participation. Registration
requirements are shown to impact levels of partici-
pation by affecting the costs associated with voting
(Kelley et al., 1967; Wolfinger and Rosenstone,
1980). From a rational-choice standpoint, voters
consider the costs and benefits of voting in their
decision to turn out, and only do so if the benefits
outweigh the costs (Downs, 1957; Tullock, 1967).
Registration laws that require individuals to register

FIG. 3. Voter turnout in Chile. The 2012 municipal elections mark the adoption of voluntary voting. Data for the total number of
voters and registered voters were collected from the Servicio Electoral (Electoral Service) of Chile: < http://www.servel.cl > .
Information on the voting age population was collected using census data from Instituto Nacional de Estadı́sticas of Chile
(National Institute of Statistics) < http://www.ine.cl > .

5The process originally began with President Piñera introducing
the bill to the Chilean Senate. The law was then sent to the
Supreme Court for approval to modify the Constitution, which
previously stated that voter registration was to be voluntary.
After the Constitution was modified to accommodate the pro-
posed law, the bill was sent back to the Senate and passed onto
the House of Representatives. Amendments to the bill were
made in the House and sent back to the Senate for final approval.
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prior to the election impose inconveniences, as well
as monetary and information costs on voters (Kelley
et al., 1967; Powell, 1986; Vonnahme, 2012; Wolf-
inger and Rosenstone, 1980), thereby increasing the
overall costs of voting and reducing the likelihood
that people turn out. When the cost of registration
is low, however, voting becomes more attractive.

Previous research demonstrates that reforms that
remove or relax registration requirements reduce
the costs and inconveniences associated with voting
and increase turnout (Gimpel and Schuknecht,
2003; Haspel and Knotts, 2005; Vonnahme,
2012).6 For example, preregistration requirements
(among other things) are attributed to lower turnout
in the United States as compared to other industrial-
ized democracies that employ automatic registra-
tion ( Jackman, 1987; Powell, 1986). Consistent
with cross-national research, studies on the U.S.
find that shorter closing dates (i.e., allowing voters
to register closer to the election) increase turnout
(Burden et al., Forthcoming; Fournier et al., 2004;
Gimpel et al., 2007). Moreover, Rosenstone and
Wolfinger (1978) find that registration provisions,
including absentee registration and longer office
hours for registrars (e.g., evenings and weekends),
are associated with greater turnout. In sum, research
shows that turnout is higher when registration is
more convenient and less costly. Given the well-
established proposition that automatic registration
is conducive to higher participation rates, the deci-
sion to move from a voluntary to an automatic reg-
istration system was highly consensual among
Chilean politicians. In addition, automatic registra-
tion was intended to address two of the govern-
ment’s major concerns. First, the elimination of
registration requirements led to the automatic incor-
poration of over five million new voters into the
electorate. Second, it would automatically increase
registration among the youth; under the old law,
only eight percent of citizens aged 18–29 were reg-
istered to vote by 2009. With the adoption of auto-
matic registration, this proportion rose to 26 percent
of the electorate.

Voluntary voting reform

The most contested issue surrounding electoral
reform was the shift from compulsory to voluntary
voting. Similar to registration requirements, compul-
sory voting is also shown to impact participation. A
plethora of studies indicate that when voting is man-

datory, penalties for not turning out increase the costs
of not voting, as citizens are subject to fines or other
negative repercussions (Brockington, 2004; Blais,
2000; Perea, 2002). Aside from this, citizens who
abstain and get caught disobeying the law may
incur social costs (Geys, 2006). By contrast, volun-
tary voting decreases the costs of abstaining, making
voting less desirable. Because the costs of voting
often outweigh the benefits, citizens are more likely
to abstain when voting is voluntary (Downs, 1957).

Consistent with this logic, one of the most robust
findings in the research on voter turnout is that com-
pulsory voting is associated with higher turnout
( Jackman, 1987; Geys, 2006). Multiple studies find
a turnout bonus ranging from 10 to 15 percent in
compulsory voting countries (Blais and Carty,
1990; Blais and Dobrzynska, 1998; Franklin, 1996,
2004; Blais and Aarts, 2005). This effect is strongest
when sanctions are in place (Blais et al., 2003) and
strictly enforced (Panagopoulos, 2008; Singh, 2011).

In a cross-national study of Latin America—the
region where compulsory voting is most preva-
lent—Fornos, Power, and Garand (2004) find a
strong positive relationship between compulsory
voting and turnout. Table 1 helps to illustrate this
relationship by showing the turnout rates in 17
Latin American countries for the most recent presi-
dential elections, as well as their use and enforce-
ment of compulsory voting. For each country,
column 3 indicates the type of voting system. Twelve
of the 17 countries in Latin America use compulsory
voting, and the remaining five countries use volun-
tary voting. In general, countries using compulsory
voting exhibit higher levels of turnout. More specif-
ically, seven out of nine countries that have turnout
levels above 70 percent use compulsory voting sys-
tems. For example, countries such as Bolivia, Uru-
guay, Peru, and Ecuador all displayed turnout rates
above 80 percent in the last presidential election
under their compulsory voting systems. By contrast,
the three countries to exhibit the lowest turnout rates
(El Salvador, Chile, and Colombia) all currently
employ voluntary voting systems.

To facilitate the comparison of compulsory vot-
ing across countries, we include a severity index

6For exceptions to this finding see Brown and Wedeking
(2006), who find that the National Voter Registration Act in
the U.S. increased pools of registered voters who were unlikely
to vote and did not increase turnout.
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developed by Singh (2011). The index rates coun-
tries’ voting systems on a scale ranging from 0 to
4 based on the use of compulsory voting, the sever-
ity of sanctions, and the level of enforcement.
Higher values of the index indicate stronger levels
of enforcement and sanctions. Consistent with pre-
vious studies of compulsory voting (Panagopoulos,
2008; Singh, 2011), Table 1 suggests that the level
of enforcement matters. All four countries that
report turnout rates higher than 80 percent have
moderate to severe levels of sanctions and enforce-
ment. Conversely, the countries with compulsory
voting that have reported relatively low levels of
turnout (such as Honduras, Guatemala, and Costa
Rica) all have little to no enforcement. In fact, turn-
out rates in countries with compulsory voting and
no enforcement are similar to those in countries
with voluntary voting. Still, some exceptions
apply. Both Venezuela and Nicaragua display high
rates of turnout despite their voluntary voting sys-

tems, suggesting that these countries have been
able to mobilize voters in contempt of rules that
might discourage participation. While we cannot
draw any conclusions from the table, systematic evi-
dence does suggest that compulsory voting is asso-
ciated with higher levels of turnout in Latin
America (Fornos, Power, and Garand, 2004), and
that this relationship holds in other parts of the
world (Franklin, 1999; Singh, 2011).

Given that automatic registration and compulsory
voting systems both tend to produce higher partici-
pation rates, the combination of these two electoral
laws would likely maximize turnout (as compared
to electoral systems that include voluntary voting
and/or voluntary registration). In fact, the Chilean
government strongly considered the option of
retaining compulsory voting, but ultimately came
down in favor of voluntary voting. The debate sur-
rounding the shift from compulsory to voluntary
voting was largely focused on the issue of voting
as either a right or a civic duty. While many argue
that no person should be forced to vote, others
firmly believe it is a citizen’s duty to participate in
their country’s elections.

Proponents of compulsory voting argue that the
legitimacy of a government is founded on electoral
participation. If every citizen is required to vote,
then the elected government is truly representative
and thus more legitimate. For this reason, some
argue that it is a citizen’s responsibility to be a
part of the electoral process (International IDEA,
2010). Chilean Senator Sabag (Partido Demócrata
Cristiano, Center-Left Coalition), for example,
warned that voluntary voting could potentially
weaken the relationship between citizens and the
nation. He argued that if Chileans want the govern-
ment to be accountable to their demands for better
education, security, health, and higher standards of
living, then they must fulfill their obligation to
vote (Senado, 2011). If everyone is not required to
vote, accountability between citizens and the gov-
ernment might be compromised.

On the other side of the spectrum, those who sup-
port voluntary voting argue that forcing one to vote
is a violation of their freedom (a right that should be
protected by democracy—not violated). In the past,
countries with questionable democratic practices
often attempted to influence citizens’ decision to
vote through the use of intimidation practices and
other coercive actions (Malkopoulou, 2009). This
type of political and social pressure has led many

Table 1. Compulsory Voting and Turnout

Across Latin America

(1)
Country

(2)
Most recent
presidential

election

(3)
Voting
system

(4)
Severity of
sanctions

and
enforcement

(5)
Voter

turnout

Bolivia 2009 Compulsory 3 94.5%
Uruguay 2009 Compulsory 4 89.2%
Peru 2011 Compulsory 3 82.5%
Ecuador 2013 Compulsory 2 81.1%
Venezuela 2013 Voluntary 0 79.6%
Brazil 2010 Compulsory 2 78.5%
Argentina 2011 Compulsory 3 74.4%
Panama 2009 Compulsory 1 74.0%
Nicaragua 2011 Voluntary 0 71.8%
Paraguay 2013 Compulsory 2 68.0%
Mexico 2012 Compulsory 1 64.7%
Honduras 2013 Compulsory 1 61.2%
Guatemala 2011 Compulsory 1 60.8%
Costa Rica 2014 Compulsory 1 56.6%
El Salvador 2014 Voluntary 0 55.5%
Chile 2013 Voluntary 0 49.3%
Colombia 2010 Voluntary 0 44.5%

Notes: Column 5 reports turnout in the first round presidential election.
We use the coding index for severity and enforcement of sanctions
adapted by Singh (2011). Countries are coded as 0 if voting is not com-
pulsory, 1 if voting is compulsory but enforcement is low and sanctions
are weak, a 2 when compulsory voting is combined with moderate lev-
els of enforcement and sanctions, 3 when either sanctions or enforce-
ment is high, and a 4 when both are high. See Singh (2011) for a
more detailed discussion.
Source: Turnout data were retrieved from < http://www.electionguide
.org > . Data from Nicaragua were retrieved from < http://www.idea
.int/vt/ > . Compulsory voting and enforcement data were retrieved
from < http://www.idea.int/vt/compulsory_voting.cfm > and the index
was adapted from Singh (2011).
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citizens to negatively perceive the act of mandatory
voting and to deem it undemocratic. With respect to
Chile, for example, some reports indicate that illicit
groups allegedly affiliated with candidates have
attempted to intimidate voters or coercively influ-
ence their vote choice on election day (Crellin,
2012). In the Senate debate, opponents of compul-
sory voting argue that forcing citizens to participate
against their will may provoke resentment, which
could discourage civic engagement and political edu-
cation (Senado, 2011). For this reason, Gratschew
(2004) suggests that it is less likely that countries
will consider adopting compulsory voting today
given the spread of liberal and democratic principles
around the world.

Another drawback of compulsory voting is that it
may lead to an increase in the amount of invalid
and random votes, since part of the electorate might
become resentful or uninterested, which arguably
decreases the legitimacy of the elected government
(International IDEA, 2010). In the Senate debate,
Senator Navarro (Movimiento Amplio Social, Left)
highlighted the need for the government to actively
engage the electorate rather than requiring them to
vote; higher turnout could be achieved by creating a
system in which the Chilean people feel they are
part of and they can voluntarily participate in an effort
to influence government decisions (Senado, 2011).

Aside from the discussion of right vs. duty,
another concern that was invoked when consider-
ing the reform was the fear that voter turnout may
plummet under a voluntary voting system. Senator
Zaldı́var (Partido Demócrata Cristiano, Center-Left
Coalition) brought up this issue when arguing against
the new bill, stating that ‘‘the previous experience of
different countries that established voluntary voting
systems teaches us that in the end, participation is
lower each time around’’ (Senado, 2011). Indeed,
extant research shows that turnout decreases when
countries implement voluntary voting systems
(Irwin, 1974). For example, when the Netherlands
switched from compulsory to voluntary voting in
1970, turnout decreased from 94.6 percent to 74.1
percent (Irwin, 1974). Most importantly, youth turn-
out (ages 21 to 29) fell considerably (from 93.5 per-
cent to 61.4 percent). This statistic is especially
alarming in the context of Chile, since increased
youth turnout was one of the major goals the govern-
ment aimed to achieve by changing voting systems.

A final topic discussed in Senate debate is the
role of political campaigns. It is likely that the

cost of mobilizing the electorate to vote is higher
when voting is voluntary than when voting is man-
datory (Huneeus, 2008). Senator Espiña (Renova-
ción Nacional, Center-Right Coalition), however,
argued that the electorate would benefit more
from voluntary voting because it would encourage
politicians to become more responsive to constitu-
ents’ concerns. This is because political parties
would have to mobilize constituents to vote. To
effectively do so, Espiña argued that they would
‘‘first need to reach out to the youth—something
that today does not matter since they are not regis-
tered—and second, politicians will have to make
their propositions more attractive and the elections
sufficiently competitive to encourage participa-
tion.’’ By this logic, voluntary voting may actually
strengthen the relationship between democracy
and accountability.

Adoption and implementation

Ultimately, the Senate approved the new law in
December of 2011. Twenty-five of the thirty-eight
senators voted in favor of the law, eight voted
against it, and three abstained (Senado, 2011).7

The partisan distribution of votes suggests that the
debate was partially fueled by partisan politics: all
eight senators who voted against the reform and
the three who abstained were members of the cen-
ter-left coalition (Concertación), and all present
members of the center-right coalition (Alianza)
voted for the reform to pass. In the end, the Alianza
was able to garner enough support from the opposi-
tion and the independent senators in order to pass
the reform with about 66 percent of the vote. The
new law was officially adopted in January of 2012.

During the following three months, the electoral
registry was updated to include all eligible voters.8

7When the Chamber of Deputies voted to approve the final
modifications to the election law reform on December 14,
2011, only one Deputy, a member of the Alianza, voted in oppo-
sition.
8Before, citizens had to undergo a tedious bureaucratic process
to registrar to vote; automatic registration has streamlined this
process. Now, all citizens over the age of 18 residing in Chile
are registered to vote, as well as eligible foreigners. According
to the constitution, to be eligible to vote, foreigners must have
had legal residency status for at least five years and be 18 years
of age or older. Residents who are 17 years old, but will turn 18
on or before the election day are included in the national regis-
try. Chileans living abroad who wish to vote must return to
Chile and vote in person. There is no absentee voting.
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The government also made efforts to inform voters
of the new electoral law. For example, during April
and May, all newly registered voters received a let-
ter from the government informing them of their
inclusion into the electoral national registry and
providing information on the specific voting loca-
tion assigned to each voter. Further, the main
national newspapers La Tercera and El Mercurio

covered the reform process and reported extensively
on the new rules leading up to the election. Other
efforts to mobilize voters to understand the new
law included web-based and twitter movements
that were endorsed by famous Chilean actors and
writers, such as the Vota Tú Decides campaign.9

The government made multiple public service
announcements that contained information about
the new law and key dates detailing how and
when the new system would be implemented. To
facilitate the process and encourage turnout, the
government allowed citizens to change their voting
location if they wished, in hopes that increased con-
venience would encourage voters to participate.10

TURNOUT PATTERNS UNDER
THE NEW SYSTEM

As of today, Chile has held two elections under
the new electoral system. The first election under
the new law took place in October of 2012, as Chil-
eans voted in the mayoral and city council elections.
In November of 2013, Chile held its first presiden-
tial and congressional elections under the new vol-
untary voting system. This section first compares
voter registration pre and post-reform. Specifically,
we consider how the reform changed the composi-
tion of the electorate. Then, we discuss pre and
post-reform patterns of turnout. In doing so, we con-
sider both national and regional trends in turnout, as
well as turnout among the youth. Moreover, we
explicitly compare turnout patterns in the 2012
municipal elections to previous municipal elections;
likewise, we compare turnout in the 2013 presiden-
tial election to previous presidential elections.

Registration rates

The municipal election on October 28, 2012
marked the first time in which the entire Chilean
population was automatically registered to vote,
and could do so voluntarily. As intended, the adop-

tion and implementation of automatic registration
resulted in two significant changes in the Chilean
electorate. First, because automatic registration by
definition includes all eligible voters, it significantly
increased the size of the electorate from 8 million to
13.4 million eligible voters. Since the transition to
democracy, voter registration had fallen from 92
percent of the voting age population in 1989 to 68
percent in 2009 (see Figure 1). Second, automatic
registration restored the composition of the elector-
ate to reflect the population. By early 2000, the
cohort age 40 to 49 comprised the largest proportion
of the electorate (27 percent of all registered voters
in 2009, up from 17 percent in 1989), making this
cohort significantly overrepresented. By contrast,
the cohort age 18 to 29 was significantly underrep-
resented and comprised the smallest proportion of
the electorate (9 percent in 2009, down from 30 per-
cent in 1989). After the transition to automatic reg-
istration, the cohort age 40 to 49 comprised only 19
percent of the electorate in the 2012 municipal elec-
tions and the cohort age 18 to 29 made up 26 percent
of the electorate. These high levels of voter registra-
tion were sustained in the 2013 presidential elec-
tion. Indeed, the purpose of automatic registration
is to ensure that the electorate encompasses the
entire pool of eligible voters.

National trends in turnout

With the reform, turnout dropped dramatically
in both the 2012 and 2013 elections as compared
to previous elections at the same level. Compare,
for example, turnout rates in the municipal elec-
tions pre and post election law reform as depicted
in Figure 3. Participation rates declined from 58 per-
cent of the population (or 86 percent of registered
voters as depicted by the solid line in Figure 3) in
2008, to 41 percent in 2012.11 The dashed line in
Figure 3 indicates that turnout as a proportion of eli-
gible voters has been declining over the past two
decades. The adoption of voluntary voting may
have exasperated this trend.

9Information available at < http://www.acuerdos.cl/votovoluntario/
voto/>.
10New electors had until June 30, 2012 to request a change of
voting district location, and could do so by going to any elec-
toral registration office in the country.
11In terms of total votes, turnout decreased from 6,959,075
votes in 2008 to 5,495,929 in 2012, a decrease of 1,463,146
votes. Data retrieved from: < http://www.servel.cl >.

AUTOMATIC REGISTRATION AND VOLUNTARY VOTING IN CHILE 577



Turning next to the comparison of turnout in
presidential elections pre and post reform, a similar
decline in turnout is observed. Specifically, in the
2009 presidential elections (under the old law), 59
percent of eligible voters (or 87 percent of regis-
tered voters) turned out to vote (see Figure 3). In
2013, under voluntary voting, only 49 percent of eli-
gible voters turned out.12 This represents a 10 per-
cent decline in turnout among eligible voters.
While the drop in turnout between municipal elec-
tions held before and after the reform was almost
20 percent, the decline between presidential elec-
tions was much smaller. This should not be surpris-
ing given that presidential elections are often more
salient than subnational elections. A poll conducted
by Mori (a polling company in Chile) and the
Chilean Association of Municipalities prior to the
municipal election reported that about 41 percent
of Chileans considered the 2012 municipal elections
to be irrelevant (MercoPress, 2012a). This senti-
ment is also reflected in historical registration
rates. For example, there was never a rise in registra-
tion rates in Chile prior to municipal elections, but
there was always a small bump in registration
prior to presidential elections (see Figure 1). Thus,
it seems reasonable that turnout was slightly higher
in the 2013 presidential elections than in the 2012
municipal elections. In the section that follows,
we provide additional insights regarding the varia-
tion in turnout before and after reform by examining
turnout at the regional level.

Regional trends in turnout

To go beyond changes in the aggregate, we exam-
ine turnout across the 15 regions in Chile. Specifi-
cally, we compare change in turnout by region for
both municipal and presidential elections. Table 2
lists turnout by region for the municipal and presi-
dential elections prior to the reform and the elec-
tions immediately following the reform. Turnout is
calculated as the percentage of eligible voters in
2013.13 For each election type, we calculate the dif-
ference in turnout pre and post-reform. Columns 5
and 8 list the change in turnout between the 2008
and 2012 municipal elections and the 2009 and
2013 presidential elections, respectively.

First, turning to the municipal elections, turnout
was above 40% in every region in Chile in the
2008 election. In 2012, turnout dropped below 40%
in a number of regions, although there was notable

variation across different regions. As column 4 indi-
cates, Arica y Parinacota, the most northern region in
Chile, and Magallanes, the most southern region,
exhibited the lowest turnout rates at 32.89 percent
and 30.62 percent in 2012, respectively. By contrast,
turnout was roughly 20 percentage points higher in
Maule and O’Higgins, which had rates of 51.28 per-
cent and 49.28 percent, respectively. This variation
across regions in 2012 suggests that other factors
(e.g., demographic, political, or institutional factors)
also may have influenced the levels of turnout
(Barnes and Rangel, 2014).

Large variation is also present if we consider the
change in turnout from the 2008 elections under the
old system to the most recent municipal elections
under voluntary voting (column 5). Magallanes dis-
played the largest decline in turnout, going from
41.85 percent in 2008 to 30.62 percent in 2012
(11.23 percent drop). Two other regions that
exhibited a substantial decline in turnout were Chile’s
most urban and populated regions, Metropolitana de
Santiago and Valparaı́so; both experienced drops of
8.62 percent and 8.56 percent, respectively. Mean-
while, other regions exhibited much smaller declines
in rates of participation. Los Lagos saw a 3.58 percent
decline in turnout, whereas Maule recorded only a
slight drop of 1.81 percent from 2008 to 2012.
Though there was wide variation in the magnitude
of the change, all regions displayed drops in average
turnout rates, indicating that turnout was consistently
lower under the new system in 2012.

Next, turning to presidential elections, similar
patterns are observed. In the 2009 presidential elec-
tions (under the old law), turnout was consistently
above 45 percent in every region of the country. In
2013, under the new system, six out of 15 regions
exhibited turnout rates lower than 45 percent,
including a low of 38.79 percent in Tarapacá.
While the largest rate of turnout in 2009 was

12The total number of votes for presidential elections dropped
from 7,264,136 votes in 2009 to 6,699,011 in 2013, a decrease
of 565,125 votes. Data retrieved from: < http://www.election
resources.org > .
13We use the percentage of eligible voters in 2013 to calculate
turnout by region for each election. Statistics on the voting eli-
gible population are not available by region for 2008, 2009, and
2012. This table allows us to see that changes in turnout were
not consistent across regions, but given that the voting eligible
population has increased over this period our calculations for
regional turnout underestimate the turnout rates in the 2008,
2009, and 2012 elections.
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59.27 percent in O’Higgins, the high for 2013 was
only 54.11 percent in Maule. A closer look at col-
umn 8 also indicates that the change in turnout
between 2009 and 2013 was negative for all regions.
Seven regions displayed drops larger than 6 percent,
including a 6.88 percent drop in O’Higgins. The
smallest decline took place in the Metropolitana
de Santiago region, where 2.39 percent less people
turned out to vote in the presidential elections of
2013 compared to the 2009 elections. Thus, similar
to the pattern observed for municipal elections, turn-
out rates were systematically lower in the 2013 pres-
idential elections under the new voluntary voting
system than under the previous presidential elections
held in 2009 under the old compulsory rules.

Turnout among the youth

As previously discussed, one of the primary
motivations of the election law reform was to
increase participation among the youth in Chile.
Prior to the reform, only eight percent of citizens
age 18–29 were registered to vote. The new auto-
matic registration law drastically changed the elec-
torate’s demographics—the percentage of young
voters in the electorate increased substantially to
26.9 percent in 2012. Now, one out of four potential
voters are under the age of 30. Thus, automatic reg-
istration successfully increased the number of
young voters who became automatically eligible
to vote.

The impact of the new law on turnout, however, is
more difficult to assess. The Chilean National Insti-
tute for Youth (INJUV, 2012) conducted extensive
surveys prior to both the 2012 municipal and 2013
presidential elections to gauge the implications of
the reform for youth political participation. When
asked about their perceptions on how turnout would
change given the new law, 39 percent of responders
suggested that turnout among the youth would
increase, while 32 percent said it would remain the
same. But, when respondents were asked if they per-
sonally intended to vote in the 2012 municipal elec-
tions, only 33 percent said that they would turn out,
about 45 percent said they did not intend to partici-
pate, and others refrained from responding or were
unsure about their intentions to vote.

Despite the intentions to vote reported in the pre-
election survey, in a post-election survey conducted
by INJUV (2013) only 23 percent of the youth
reported that they did in fact turn out in the 2012
municipal elections.14 This was a considerable
improvement from previous participation rates
among the youth that failed to achieve 10 percent,
but the increase was not as large as leaders had
hoped. Further, 47 percent of the youth who chose
not to vote said the reason why they abstained was
because they are not interested in politics. This

Table 2. Summary of Electoral Results by Region

(1)
Region

(2)
Region size

VEP
(2013)

(3)
Turnout

municipal
(2008)

(4)
Turnout

municipal
(2012)

(5)
Change

in turnout
2008–2012

(6)
Turnout

presidential
(2009)

(7)
Turnout

presidential
(2013)

(8)
Change

in turnout
2009–2013

Antofagasta 419,001 40.57% 34.65% - 5.92% 47.46% 42.16% - 5.29%
Araucanı́a 812,478 46.66% 44.02% - 2.64% 51.85% 48.01% - 3.84%
Arica y Parinacota 173,855 42.68% 32.89% - 9.79% 47.48% 40.95% - 6.54%
Atacama 221,606 46.59% 41.01% - 5.58% 51.71% 44.75% - 6.97%
Aysén 90,538 43.22% 39.34% - 3.88% 48.30% 41.67% - 6.63%
Biobı́o 1,638,968 51.12% 46.62% - 4.50% 57.33% 52.10% - 5.23%
Coquimbo 538,805 46.52% 40.95% - 5.57% 51.53% 48.21% - 3.32%
Los Lagos 669,118 45.64% 42.06% - 3.58% 51.94% 46.91% - 5.02%
Los Rı́os 324,037 48.44% 44.08% - 4.36% 53.85% 49.91% - 3.94%
Magallanes 153,628 41.85% 30.62% - 11.23% 46.96% 40.76% - 6.20%
Maule 809,528 53.09% 51.28% - 1.81% 58.48% 54.11% - 4.36%
Metropolitana de Santiago 5,326,912 45.86% 37.24% - 8.62% 52.29% 49.90% - 2.39%
O’Higgins 699,594 53.71% 49.28% - 4.43% 59.27% 52.39% - 6.88%
Tarapacá 222,024 43.11% 37.79% - 5.32% 45.33% 38.79% - 6.55%
Valparaı́so 1,473,051 48.96% 40.40% - 8.56% 55.49% 49.10% - 6.39%

Notes: Column 2 reports the voting eligible population (VEP). Turnout for each election is calculated as a proportion of the VEP in 2013.
Source: Municipal level data are based on the mayoral election and were retrieved from the Servicio Electoral (Electoral Service) of Chile: < http://
www.servel.cl/ > . National level data are based on the presidential election and were retrieved from < http://www.electionresources.org/cl/ > .

14Official turnout results are not available broken down by age.
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lack of political interest raises concerns about future
rates of political engagement amongst the youth.

Similar patterns were observed in the 2013 pres-
idential elections. While no information on actual
youth turnout is available, a recent study conducted
by INJUV (2013) suggests that participation levels
were slightly higher than in 2012, likely due to
the increased salience of presidential elections.
When asked if they would vote in the 2013 presi-
dential elections, 27 percent of respondents reported
that they would vote, and 44 percent reported they
would abstain. Taken together, although average
turnout rates among the youth did increase from
less than 10 percent to about 20 percent (according
to INJUV), this increase might not have met the
optimistic expectations projected by Chileans poli-
ticians who advocated for the reform.

Partisan turnout patterns

The Chilean political party system is generally
characterized as having two stable and cohesive
coalitions that facilitate electoral coordination
prior to subnational and national elections. The
Concertación por la Democracia is the center-left
coalition, and the Alianza por Chile is the center-
right coalition.15 In 2009, the Alianza (center-right
coalition) took control of the presidency for the
first time after Chile’s transition to democracy in
1989. The 2012 municipal elections marked the
first election since the change in political power
from the center-left to the center-right. The results
of the most recent municipal and presidential elec-
tions, however, suggest a shift in support away
from the president’s party and back towards the cen-
ter-left. In 2008, prior to the reform, the Alianza
secured the largest share of mayoral posts (144
posts compared to 101 posts secured by the center-
left Concertación) and went on to win the presidency
in 2009. In 2012, after the reform, the proportion of
seats won by the Alianza (electoral pact Coalición
por el Cambio) dropped to 121 posts or 35.07 per-
cent of the total posts. The center-left opposition,
the Concertación, won more posts, increasing its
share of mayoral posts from 101 in 2008 to 186 in
the 2012 election. In 2013, the Concertación took
back the presidency and won an additional nine
seats in the lower chamber, increasing their seat
share from 47 percent after the 2009 election to
55 percent in 2013. The Alianza, by contrast, lost
seven seats in the lower chamber in 2013, decreas-

ing their overall seat share from 48 percent in
2009 to 43 percent.

One question to emerge from the election law
reform is whether the reform provided partisan bene-
fits to either of the two main electoral coalitions.
Some media reports suggest that the Alianza’s losses
are largely a result of waning support for President
Piñera, particularly in open races (MercoPress,
2012b); meanwhile, others suggest that in 2012 a select
handful of upsets were due to low turnout in those
municipalities (Navia, 2012). While each of these
explanations is possible, we cannot disentangle the
effect of turnout and citizens’ support for the incum-
bent government by looking at few electoral upsets.

In attempt to shed more light on this relationship,
we examine the correlation between turnout in each
district (municipal districts in 2012 and congressional
districts in 2013) and the proportion of votes cast
for each party in that district. The data show that
the overall correlation between turnout and support
for either political party is weak. In the 2008 elec-
tions, the correlation between turnout and support
for the Alianza was only 0.04. In comparison, turn-
out was slightly negatively correlated with support
for the Concertación at - 0.15. In the 2013 Con-
gressional elections, turnout is positively correlated
with support fort the Alianza at 0.39 and the corre-
lation between turnout and support for the Concer-
tación is only 0.09. While it is possible that patterns
of turnout may have had a partisan effect, a more
systematic analysis is needed to draw conclusions
about the relationship between turnout and benefits
to specific political parties. Moreover, given the
limited number of post-reform elections that have
taken place, it may be too soon to conclude the
reform had any significant effects on the electoral
support for either political coalition.

CONCLUSION

Taken together, some clear trends emerged in the
aftermath of the election law reform in Chile. Turn-
out dropped to an all time low in the 2012 municipal
elections following the reform. This decline sparked

15In the 2012 municipal elections, the Concertación ran as two
separate pacts, the Concertación Democratica and the Por un
Chile Justo. In the 2013 presidential elections, the Concertación
ran as the Nueva Mayorı́a.
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considerable concern among politicians in Chile,
including President Piñera, who claimed that the
high rate of abstentions is a ‘‘warning sign’’ for
Chile’s democracy (Vergara, 2012). Following the
2012 election, media sources reported that the
extremely low rate of participation represented soci-
ety’s overall waning satisfaction with politics
(Ulmer and De la Jara, 2012). The 2013 presidential
election saw a slight bump in comparison to the pre-
vious municipal election, but turnout still repre-
sented the lowest on record for a democratic
presidential election in Chile. While turnout was
higher in some regions than others, the general
trend of decline was persistent across every region
in Chile for both post-reform elections. Finally,
the one apparent success of the reform is that turn-
out among the youth increased in the 2012 and 2013
elections. Turnout among the youth is still low, but
in 2012 it was approximately 13 percent higher than
the proportion of the cohort that was registered to
vote prior to the reform.

The adoption of automatic registration was an
important step in restoring the composition of the
electorate to reflect the Chilean population. Aban-
doning compulsory voting, however, appears to
have resulted in dramatic decreases in electoral par-
ticipation nationwide. Yet, it remains unclear what
the long-term implications of the voting reform
will be. For example, given the high proportion of
young voters who report not being interested in pol-
itics, it remains to be seen how voluntary voting will
affect political participation among this cohort in
the long run. Additionally, previous research raises
concerns regarding how well marginalized groups
in society are represented when voluntary voting
is in place. Specifically, poor and uneducated popu-
lations are more likely to abstain when voting is vol-
untary (Lijphart, 1997). Indeed, a study of aggregate
level data from the Santiago Metropolitan Region
(Metropolitana de Santiago region) conducted by
the Observatorio Politico-Electoral found that turn-
out in the 2012 municipal elections was higher in
wealthier municipalities. This finding suggests that
a similar trend might be present at the individual
level. If it is the case that voluntary voting depresses
turnout among particular groups, political parties
might have incentives to cater to subsets of the pop-
ulation, possibly resulting in unrepresentative policy
outcomes. On balance, while this reform appears to
enhance some aspects of democracy by giving citi-
zens the freedom to choose to participate, it may

come at a cost in terms of who gets represented
and what types of policies are ultimately advanced.
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Estrategia. 2012. ‘‘Piñera y Municipales 2012: Va a Ser la Elec-
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