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Summary

Official turnout for the 42nd general election held on October 19, 2015, was 68.3%, 7.2
percentage points higher than the previous general election (61.1%) and 9.5 points higher than
the all-time low of 58.8% registered for the 2008 election. This was the highest rate observed
since the 35th general election in 1993, which garnered a turnout of 69.6%.

Since 2004, Elections Canada has used a sample of administrative data compiled in the course of
administering the election to estimate voter turnout by age group and, since 2008, by gender, at
the national, provincial and territorial levels. These administrative data, combined with those from
the National Register of Electors, offer a more accurate way of measuring and studying turnout
than survey-based studies, which consistently overestimate participation.

For Canadian federal elections, official voter turnout is calculated as the number of votes cast
divided by the number of registered electors. Since registration coverage may vary over time and
between different groups of electors, this study uses the estimated number of Canadian citizens
of voting age as the denominator instead of the number of registered electors. Using this method,
the “adjusted” national turnout figure for 2015 is 66.1%; it was 58.5% in 2011. All turnout
estimates included in this report use the estimated size of the electoral population as the
denominator.

In 2015, turnout® gradually increased with age, from 57.1% for ages 18—24 to 78.8% for ages 65—
74, and then declined to 67.4% for those 75 and over. This same general pattern has been seen
in every general election since 2004, when these studies began. And as in 2011, among the 18—
24 age group, those electors eligible to vote for the first time federally, i.e. those born between
May 3, 1993, and October 19, 1997, voted at a higher rate (58.3%) than those who were
previously eligible to vote (55.1%).

Compared with 2011, the “adjusted” turnout increased by 7.6 percentage points at the national
level. This increase is basically attributable to stronger estimated participation by those aged 18-
24 (+18.3), 25-34 (+12.3), 3544 (+7.4), and to a lesser extent, those over age 75 (+7.1). Turnout
by the two youngest groups, especially the age 18-24 bracket, saw the most significant increase
since 2004, both for electors eligible to vote for the first time federally and those who were
previously eligible.

Looking at differences between men and women, for the 2015 general election women
participated at a higher rate (68.0%) than men (64.1%), and this was true across all age groups
up to age 64, where men started participating more than women. This is the same pattern seen in
the 2011 and 2008 elections.

! The estimates of voter turnout have margins of error between 1 and 3 percentage points at the national
level and for most of the age groups, between 1 and 12 percentage points at the provincial/territorial level.
Actual participation rates should be within the associated margin of error 19 times out of 20. Throughout this
document, a difference is said to be statistically significant at the 5% error level if the estimated difference is
larger than the associated margin of error.
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The pattern of turnout by age is the same as in 2011 in each province and territory, with turnout
lowest among those aged 18-24 and then increasing gradually with age up to the 65—-74 age
group. Women voted more than men up to age 65 in most jurisdictions, after which the situation
reversed.

In 2015, 16% of electors used alternative voting methods, whether advance polls or special
ballots. This rate, which has seen net growth from 2011 (9%), also tends to increase with age. In
2015, 12% of youth aged 18—24 used these methods; this figure rises to 26% for those aged 65—
74. The most marked increase was noted in the 18—-24 age group, where the rate more than
doubled from 2011.
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Introduction

This report presents estimates of voter turnout by various demographic groups defined by age
and gender, at the national, provincial and territorial levels for the 42nd general election, held on
October 19, 2015. Comparisons with results from previous general elections are made where
appropriate. Tables of the estimates presented here, along with their associated statistical
margins of error, are provided on Elections Canada’s website at
www.elections.ca/res/rec/part/estim/42nd_GE_turnout e.xIsx.

The official turnout for the 2015 election was 68.3%. This is the highest rate observed since the
35th general election, held in 1993, when the turnout was 69.6%. Historically, electoral
participation peaked in Canada at 79.4% for the 1958 general election. Throughout the 1960s,
turnout remained relatively high, fluctuating between 75% and 79%. The next two decades saw it
decline slightly, but still ranging from 70% to 75%. In the 1990s, electoral participation began to
decline to a historic low of 58.8% in the 2008 general election.

The decline in electoral participation has been the subject of much academic research and
analysis. Most of this research has been based on estimates from surveys, which overestimate
voter turnout.

According to section 18.1 of the Canada Elections Act, “[tlhe Chief Electoral Officer may carry out
studies on voting, including studies respecting alternative voting processes, and may devise and
test an alternative voting process for future use in a general election or a by-election.” Since 2004,
after each general election, the Chief Electoral Officer has authorized the use of administrative
data from the electoral process to produce turnout estimates by age group. This research is free of
the inherent bias of survey-based studies. In 2008, breakdown by gender was added.

For Canadian federal elections, official voter turnout is calculated as the number of votes cast
divided by the number of registered electors. Because registration rates vary over time, this
measure can be misleading when comparing turnout from two different elections. That is, the
differences observed in Figure 1 are partly due to changes in list coverage (the percentage of
eligible electors on the list) over time. The list coverage can vary across different segments of the
population (such as youth) as well as and by region.

2 Surveys tend to over-report voting for at least two reasons. There is a selection bias because those who
agree to participate in surveys also tend to be more likely to vote. There is also a response bias because
some survey respondents will not admit they did not vote, because voting is viewed as socially desirable.
See André Blais et al., 2002, Anatomy of a Liberal Victory: Making Sense of the 2000 Canadian Election.
Peterborough: Broadview Press, p. 61.
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Figure 1: Official Turnout Rates in Canadian General Elections, 1945 to 2015*
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*Official turnout in Canada is based on the number of electors on the final list of electors.

To overcome these limitations, this study defines turnout as the number of votes cast divided by
the estimated number of eligible voters, regardless of their registration status. Because these

estimates are generally larger than the number of registered electors, the resulting turnout

estimates are typically lower than official turnout figures. Therefore, comparisons over time and

between demographic groups reflect only changes in participation, net of any variations in
registration rates.

For the purposes of this study, the number of eligible voters was established by making

adjustments to data drawn from the 2011 Census provided by Statistics Canada. More details on

how turnout is defined, the methodology used to determine the size of the electoral population,

and the sampling and estimation methodology are presented in the Appendix.
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National turnout estimates

Replacing the number of registered electors with an estimate of the size of the electoral
population in the denominator of the turnout measure does not change the observed trend in
turnout since 2004, as shown in Figure 2. Using this alternative measure, participation still
reached an all-time low in 2008, when 56.5% of the voting population voted. The 2015 election
saw significant growth in participation, to 66.1%.

Figure 2: Voter Turnout Based on Registered Electors and Eligible Electors in the
Population, General Elections 2004 to 2015
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National turnout estimates by age group and gender

For the 2015 general election, the breakdown of participation by age group is shown in Figure 3.
Turnout gradually increased with age from 57.1% for ages 18-24 to 78.8% for ages 65—-74, and
then declined to 67.4% for those 75 and older.® This same general pattern has been seen in
every general election since 2004. For 2015, however, we also note that turnout for age groups
18-24 and 25-34 is closer to that of the 35—-44 age group than in previous elections.

Figure 3: Voter Turnout by Age Group, 2015 General Election

90%
78.8

80%

70%

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

1sttime not 1st time 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75+

As in 2011, among the 18—24 age group, electors eligible to vote for the first time federally, i.e.
those born between May 3, 1993, and October 19, 1997, voted at a higher rate (58.3%) than
electors who were previously eligible to vote (55.1%).

% Observed differences between age groups at the national level are statistically significant at the 5% error
level, with the exception of the difference observed between the 18-24 and the 25-34 age groups.
Throughout this document, a difference between two estimates is said to be statistically significant at the 5%
error level if it is larger than its associated margin of error, as described in the Appendix.
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Figure 4 shows how turnout by age has evolved over the last five general elections. The same
pattern is seen for each election. Compared to 2011, turnout is 18.3 percentage points higher for
youth aged 18-24, 12.3 higher for those aged 25-34, 7.4 higher for those aged 35-44, and
slightly higher for those over 75 (7.1 percentage points). The progressions in the other age groups
are also statistically significant. Participation by the two youngest groups, especially the 18—-24
group, saw the biggest increase since 2004, both for electors eligible to vote for the first time
federally and those who were previously eligible.

Figure 4: Voter Turnout* by Age Group, General Elections 2004 to 2015
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*The figures are not shown here due to space limitations, but can be found on Elections Canada’s website at
www.elections.ca/res/rec/part/estim/42nd_GE_turnout_e.xIsx.
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Figure 5 shows turnout rates for the 2015 general election broken down by both age group and
gender. The participation rate across all age groups was 64.1% for men and 68.0% for women
(see Table 1). Women voted at higher rates than men in all age groups up to age 64, after which
the trend reversed. All observed differences between genders are statistically significant at the
5% error level, except for the 65-74 age group.

Figure 5: Voter Turnout by Age Group and Gender, 2015 General Election
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Figure 6 shows how turnout by age group and gender has changed between 2011 and 2015.
Overall, turnout increased by 6.8 percentage points for men and 8.4 percentage points for
women. The same general pattern was observed in both elections, but the differences between
men and women were not so pronounced in 2011.

Figure 6: Voter Turnout* by Age Group and Gender, General Elections 2011 and 2015
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*The figures are not shown here due to space limitations, but can be found on Elections Canada’s website at
www.elections.ca/res/rec/part/estim/42nd_GE _turnout e.xIsx.

Between the 2011 and 2015 elections, the most significant changes, for both genders, were noted
for those under age 45 and those 75 and over: +16.9 percentage points for men and +19.6 for
women for those aged 18-24; +11.8 for men and +12.9 for women for those aged 25-34; +7.2 for
men and +7.6 for women for those aged 35-44; and +4.6 for men and +8.6 for women for those
aged 75 and over.
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Provincial and territorial turnout estimates

Figure 7 shows how voter turnout varies by province and territory compared to the 66.1%
adjusted national figure for the 2015 general election. As in 2011, Prince Edward Island saw the
highest turnout at 80.0%, and Nunavut the lowest at 53.1%. Turnout surpassed 70% in Nova
Scotia (70.6%), New Brunswick (73.3%) and Yukon (74.2%). In all other provinces and territories,
turnout ranged between 59.9% and 68.2%.

Figure 7: Voter Turnout by Province/Territory, 2015 General Election
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Figure 8 shows how turnout has changed within provinces and territories from the general
election held in 2011 to that of 2015. Turnout increased everywhere, and generally by a
substantial amount. The increase was particularly significant in Nunavut (13.7 percentage points),
the Northwest Territories (13.5 percentage points), British Columbia (12.3 percentage points),
Alberta (12.2 percentage points) and Yukon (11.7 percentage points). The weakest increase was
posted in Quebec (3.8 percentage points).

Figure 8: Change in Voter Turnout by Province/Territory between the 2011 and 2015
General Elections
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Provincial and territorial turnout estimates by age group and
gender

Breakdowns of turnout by age group and gender within provinces or territories for the 2015
election are provided in Table 1. The pattern by age is the same everywhere, with turnout lowest
among the youngest and then increasing gradually with age up to the 65—-74 age group, after
which it starts to decline. The increase is most pronounced in Prince Edward Island (from 55
percentage points for those aged 18—-24 to 96 percentage points for those aged 65-74) and
Northwest Territories (from 40.9 percentage points for those aged 18-24 and 71.1 percentage
points for those aged 65—74). The highest turnout for those aged 18-24 was in New Brunswick
(65.2 points), followed by British Columbia (63.9 points) and Nova Scotia (61.1 points); the
strongest increases from 2011 were in Nunavut (30.4 points), Saskatchewan (26.8 points) and
Alberta (25.8 points). Differences between youth eligible to vote for the first time and those under
25 but previously eligible were not statistically significant at the provincial or territorial level,
except in Alberta (6.0 percentage points higher for first time eligible) and Ontario (3.2 percentage
points higher for first time eligible).

In the provinces and territories, as at the national level, women tended to have higher turnout
rates than men up to age 64 in most jurisdictions, after which the situation reversed. However, the
higher margins of error at this level lead to far fewer statistically significant differences.
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Table 1: Voter Turnout by Province or Territory, Age Group and Gender, 2015 General Election

Age and

Gender N.L. P.E.I. N.S. N.B. Que. Ont. Man. Sask. Alta. B.C. Y.T. N.W.T. Nvt. Canada
Men
57.4 76.5 67.8 69.8 65.0 63.3 63.0 64.3 61.8 66.0 70.0 58.0 48.7 64.1
1st time*
48.9 36.9 61.6 61.4 50.5 54.6 54.5 50.6 57.0 61.8 46.7 50.5 36.9 54.9
not 1st
time* 445 538 482 555 489 516 534 528 543 569 617 318 468 520
18-24
47.3 42.9 56.4 59.2 49.9 53.5 54.1 51.5 55.9 60.0 52.9 43.4 40.6 53.8
25-34
41.0 58.7 52.9 56.5 54.2 53.1 52.1 60.0 55.7 56.9 60.9 54.0 46.2 54.3
35-44
48.7 75.9 60.9 65.8 60.3 57.1 61.5 58.7 56.9 61.1 56.0 60.5 49.1 58.7
45-54
58.6 82.9 67.5 73.3 64.4 63.0 61.5 64.2 61.2 64.4 75.4 58.9 51.8 63.6
55-64
65.8 78.2 77.2 75.2 73.6 70.6 69.7 73.6 69.1 69.6 78.6 66.6 60.8 71.4
65-74
69.8 99.0 81.3 82.0 80.1 78.9 75.7 75.8 76.2 79.9 97.6 70.6 58.5 79.0
75+
71.4 96.0 77.5 71.8 73.0 74.7 75.9 71.9 73.0 74.4 67.6 55.1 35.5 74.1
Women
62.3 83.1 73.2 76.6 69.5 65.4 68.4 70.9 67.2 70.3 78.5 64.0 57.8 68.0
1st time*
48.1 68.3 67.5 72.3 56.6 60.3 63.8 61.9 67.2 70.1 65.1 29.8 48.3 61.9
not 1st
time* 46.9 67.2 63.7 70.4 56.2 56.9 56.4 64.6 57.6 64.9 58.7 51.0 51.6 58.3
18-24
47.6 67.9 66.0 71.6 56.4 59.0 61.0 62.9 63.4 68.2 62.6 38.3 49.5 60.5
25-34
54.1 81.3 66.4 73.3 61.9 57.4 61.7 66.9 60.8 62.5 84.3 73.2 60.9 60.6
35-44
55.4 69.4 71.0 72.4 67.9 61.8 63.2 68.6 66.5 66.8 73.4 66.5 66.7 65.1
45-54
67.6 73.4 71.7 78.3 71.9 67.3 69.3 74.3 70.1 69.4 73.9 69.3 59.7 69.6
55-64
72.1 95.0 82.6 84.4 79.5 73.2 75.2 77.0 72.6 76.9 93.3 67.0 57.6 76.0
65-74
75.2 93.2 83.3 81.0 80.7 76.1 80.7 80.5 76.7 80.3 64.0 717 41.0 78.6
75+
49.7 99.0 64.3 68.8 60.7 61.6 69.4 65.7 62.1 66.7 99.0 48.5 35.0 62.8

*The category “1st time” includes youth eligible to vote federally for the first time. For the 2015 general election, this includes those born
between May 3, 1993, and October 19, 1997. The category “not 1st time” includes those youth under 25 who were previously eligible to vote
federally. For the 2015 general election, this includes those born between October 20, 1990, and May 2, 1993.
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Alternative voting methods

Voters can currently vote at advance polls or by special ballot if they wish, rather than on polling
day. To see any trends in the use of these methods over time, Figure 9 shows the percentage of
the electoral population, broken down by age group, who chose to use either of these alternative
voting methods in each of the last five general elections.

The proportion of electors using these alternative methods increased substantially in 2015. In this
general election, 16% of voters used such methods, compared with 9% in 2011. As was seen in
previous elections, this proportion also increases with age. In 2015, about 11% of those aged 18—
34 used one of these methods. The figure rose to 26% for those aged 65—74. The most
pronounced increase was for those aged 18-24, where the percentage more than doubled from
2011.

Figure 9: Use of Advance Polls or Special Ballot by Age Group*, General Elections 2004 to
2015
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*The figures are not shown here due to space limitations, but can be found on Elections Canada’s website at
www.elections.ca/res/rec/part/estim/42nd_GE_turnout_e.xlsx .
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Conclusion

In 2015, the overall federal voter turnout based on eligible electors increased to 66.1% from
58.5% in 2011. This change is driven by stronger participation by youth aged 18-24 (18.3
percentage points), voters aged 25-34 (12.3 percentage points), 35—-44 (7.4 percentage points)
and, to a lesser extent, those aged 75 and over (7.1 percentage points). The remarkable increase
in the two youngest groups is unprecedented.

Turnout steadily increased with age from 57.1% for ages 18-24 to 78.8% for ages 65-74, and
then declined to 67.4% for those 75 and older.

For the 2015 general election, women participated at a higher rate (68.0%) than men (64.1%),
with the exception of electors aged over 64, where men participated more than women.

The use of alternative voting methods, i.e. advance polls or special ballots, was up significantly in
2015 (16% in total) compared with 2011 (9%). As was seen in previous elections, this proportion
also increases with age. In 2015, about 11% of those aged 18-34 used one of these alternative
methods. This percentage increases regularly up to 26% for those aged 65—-74. Use of advance
polls or special ballots was higher in 2015 for all age groups than in each of the four previous
elections.
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Appendix: Methodology

The purpose of this study is to estimate voter turnout rates for several different demographic
groups of interest defined by age and gender at the national, provincial and territorial levels.

Definition of turnout

The official turnout results published by Canada’s Chief Electoral Officer are calculated using the
number of registered electors in the denominator instead of the size of the electoral population.
This introduces distortion into the turnout results, especially when broken down by age or when
making comparisons over time.

The coverage of the electoral list (that is, the percentage of eligible electors listed) changes over
time, depending among other things on many factors related to list maintenance activities. If
turnout is calculated relative to the number of electors on the list, then measures of change in
turnout over time will be confounded by these other factors. This problem is exacerbated when
turnout is broken down by age, since the changes in coverage over time may be quite different for
different age groups. For example, an apparent decrease in youth turnout may be partly due to
Elections Canada’s efforts to increase coverage of youth on the list.

For this study, turnout is defined as the number of ballots cast divided by the number of eligible
electors. This denominator is calculated by adjusting population estimates obtained from Statistics
Canada to include only citizens 18 years of age or over as of polling day (October 19, 2015). In
order to get the numerator, we need to know how many people cast a ballot and what group they
fall into. A random sample of electors was used to produce an estimate of the numerator for each
demographic group of interest. Ultimately, the numerator is obtained by adding this estimate to
the known numbers of ballots cast by members of the different groups, whether at advance polls,
by special ballot or by persons registering when they voted on polling day.

Electoral population

The size of the electoral population within a demographic group of interest is required for the
denominator of the turnout estimates. This was based on Statistics Canada’s 2011 Census, with
adjustments made to remove non-citizens and those under 18 years of age, who are not eligible
to vote, and to take into account population growth during the time elapsed between census day
and polling day, using demographic information provided by Statistics Canada and Immigration,
Refugees and Citizenship Canada. The electoral population estimates used for this study can be
found on Elections Canada’s website at

www.elections.ca/res/rec/part/estim/42nd_GE _turnout e.xIsx.
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Definition of age groups

For the purposes of this study, age as of polling day was divided into eight groups, consistent with
previous studies. These groups were defined as follows:

Table 2: Age Group Definition (2015 General Election)

Date of birth

Age group
From To

1st time May 3, 1993 October 19, 1997
not 1st time October 20, 1990 May 2, 1993
25-34 October 20, 1980 October 19, 1990
35-44 October 20, 1970 October 19, 1980
45-54 October 20, 1960 October 19, 1970
55-64 October 20, 1950 October 19, 1960
65-74 October 20, 1940 October 19, 1950
75+ - October 19, 1940

Youth aged 18-24 were split into two groups: those who were eligible to vote for the first time in the 2015 general election
(youth born between May 3, 1993, and October 19, 1997) and those who were eligible to vote in the 2011 general election
(youth born between October 20, 1990, and May 2, 1993).

Sample design

Elections Canada maintains administrative records that contain the address, date of birth and
gender for everyone on the final voters list. They do not indicate which electors cast ballots,
except in special circumstances. The administrative data can be used to identify all those who
voted at advance polls, by special ballot, or who registered to vote on polling day. For those who
voted on polling day but were registered earlier, the information required is only available on the
strike lists used to administer the election.

The information on the strike lists is currently not captured electronically. It would be prohibitively
expensive and time-consuming to obtain all the lists from each polling station and capture the
required information after the fact. Instead, a random sample of polling divisions was selected and
the strike list of pre-polling day registered electors from each selected poll was obtained. The
information required was then captured, and an estimate of the number of votes cast by regular
ballot on polling day was produced for each demographic group of interest. The final estimates
required for the numerator of turnout were then produced by adding these estimates to the known
numbers of ballots cast in each group at advance polls, by special ballot, and by those registering
to vote on polling day.

Based on previous studies and practical considerations of time and resources, an overall sample
size of 1,800 polls was determined to be sufficient to produce estimates with acceptable margins
of error at the provincial or territorial level.
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Stratified simple random sampling was used to select the sample of 1,800 polling divisions. Each
of the 338 electoral districts constitutes a stratum. The sample was roughly allocated
proportionally to the size of the district, that is, to the number of polling divisions per district. A
random sample of polling divisions was selected within each electoral district, and all of these
samples form the overall sample containing a total of 548,336 electors.

Table 3 shows the sample breakdown by province or territory as well as the number of ballots
cast at advance polls or by special ballot.

Table 3: Sample Size and Breakdown

Province or Number of Size of sample Number of votes at
territory (zlgctpral Polling Electors advance polls or by
istricts divisions special ballot

N.L. 7 35 9,751 41,492
P.E.I. 4 8 1,218 28,352

N.S. 11 58 16,139 142,911

N.B. 10 52 12,020 134,599

Que. 78 456 138,510 1,077,279

Ont. 121 653 203,011 1,565,776

Man. 14 67 20,252 124,228
Sask. 14 58 16,607 113,409

Alta. 34 184 57,092 425,818

B.C. 42 223 67,064 628,430

Y.T. 2 613 7,846
N.W.T. 2 923 4,150

Nvt. 1 2 5,136 1,729
Total 338 1,800 548,336 4,296,019
Estimation

The initial estimate for each polling division is obtained by multiplying its sampling weight by the
total number of votes in the division. The sample weight (or the inverse of probability of inclusion
in the sample) of the polling division is considered as the average number of polling divisions
represented by each division in the study’s population.

The sum of the initial estimates gives the estimate at the electoral district level. The estimate at
the provincial or territorial level is obtained by adding the estimates of the districts belonging to a
given province or territory. The estimates by age group and gender are obtained the same way.
Finally, the sum of the provincial and territorial estimates is used to determine the national
estimate.

However, because of the random character of a sample and other factors such as missing lists,
estimates of the number of electors are generally not entirely consistent with the known totals
derived from the official results. Therefore, these estimates are adjusted to the known totals using
a customary method of sample adjustment known as the “calibration method”. Technically,
calibration consists in calculating new weights of sampled units which, in minimizing their
difference from the initial weighting, produce estimates coherent with known information on the
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population. Calibration also makes it possible to reduce the sampling variance and, in certain
cases, to reduce bias due to non-response.

These estimates are then added to the known totals of electors who voted by advance poll or
special ballot, and the resulting total is divided by the electoral population.

Margins of error for turnout estimates

Margins of error for the estimates were obtained by producing 95% confidence intervals around
the estimates, using standard errors calculated according to a method of variance estimation
known as Bootstrap, and assuming a normal sampling distribution. The principle of the Bootstrap
method is to construct a number of samples of the initial sample selected within the population,
with the statistical inference based on the results of the samples thus obtained.

For the 2015 general election, this sampling and estimation methodology serve to produce
margins of error between 1 to 3 percentage points at the national level and for most of the age
groups, approximately between 1 and 12 percentage points at the provincial or territorial level.
Actual participation rates should be within the associated margin of error for the estimates 19
times out of 20.

Throughout this document, a difference was considered statistically significant at the 5% error
level if the estimated difference was larger than the associated margin of error.

Tables showing the statistical margins of error by province or territory, age group and gender are
provided on Elections Canada’s website at
www.elections.calres/rec/part/estim/42nd_GE_turnout e.xlsx.
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