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How does losing one’s right to vote again after having been eligible to vote before affect political
fundamentals such as political efficacy?We draw attention to the hitherto neglected phenomenon
“temporary disenfranchisement,” which, for instance, occurs regularly in states that extended the

franchise to underage citizens in some but not all elections. If an election with voting age 16 is closely
followed by an election with voting age 18, underage voters who are eligible for the former will have no
right to vote in the latter. Using original panel data on young citizens in Germany and a differences-in-
differences design, we find that temporary disenfranchisement results in a decrease in external efficacy,
which remains even after regaining eligibility. Our findings highlight an important side effect of selective
voting rights extensions and bear insights that are relevant to other cases of temporary disenfranchisement
due to residential mobility, citizenship, or felony disenfranchisement.

INTRODUCTION

W hat is the effect of temporarily losing one’s
franchise? Many countries grant and
restrict voting rights selectively based on a

variety of criteria such as a citizen’s age, place of
residence, citizenship, or criminal convictions. Most
relevant to our case of study, in recent years, several
countries have lowered the voting age to 16 for some
but not all types of elections, leading to the increasing
occurence of a phenomenon, which we call “tempo-
rary disenfranchisement.”1 Every time an election
with voting age 16 takes place less than two years

before an election with voting age 18, some underage
voters who are eligible for the former will have no
right to vote in the latter. Lowering the voting age at
only one level of government, usually for local or state
elections while the national voting age remains at
18, implies that many young voters will be temporarily
disenfranchised after having been eligible to vote for
the first time. Political scientists have responded to
voting age reforms with a growing body of research on
the advantages and disadvantages of a lower voting
age (cf. Eichhorn and Bergh 2020). However, the
effects of different voting ages within one country
have so far gone unnoticed.

Temporary disenfranchisement occurs regularly in
countries with a partially lowered voting age. For
instance, in the United Kingdom, most 16- and
17-year-olds who were eligible to vote in the Scottish
Independence Referendum in September 2014 could
not vote in the subsequent UK general election in May
2015. In the United States, in Takoma Park alone,
which in 2013 was the first city to lower the voting age
for municipal elections to 16, temporary disenfran-
chisement has since occurred eleven times. As more
jurisdictions adopt a lower voting age, more young
citizens will experience temporary disenfranchisement
as part of their political socialization.

In Germany, temporary disenfranchisement of
underage voters has occurred in 46 elections since the
first state lowered the voting age to 16 in 1996. Eleven
of its 16 states have implemented voting age 16 for state
elections, municipal elections, or both, while the voting
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age for national and European elections remains at 18.
This makes Germany an excellent example of how
voting age reforms will likely play out in other coun-
tries: gradual implementation of a lower voting age for
lower-level elections resulting in the temporary disen-
franchisement of young citizens.
We study a case of temporary disenfranchisement in

the German state of Schleswig-Holstein, where 16- and
17-year-olds were eligible to vote in the state elections
in May 2017, but almost all of them were barred from
voting in the national elections five months later. We
cover both elections as well as subsequent local elec-
tions through a register-based online panel survey of
young voters aged 15 to 18. Almost half of 16- and
17-year-old respondents who voted in the state election
said they also intended to vote in the national election,
having not yet realized that most of them would not be
eligible, hinting at the frustrating effects of temporary
disenfranchisement.2
Building on a difference-in-differences design, we

examine changes in young voters’ political engagement
as a response to the experience of being eligible in one
but not the other election. We find that being tempo-
rarily barred from voting negatively affects citizens’
perceptions of the political system’s responsiveness to
them as well as their satisfaction with democracy,
whereas there is no effect on internal efficacy or polit-
ical interest. The net effect of temporary disenfran-
chisement on the former remains negative even after
citizens have regained their voting rights in municipal
elections with voting age 16 another few months later.
Our findings highlight a hitherto overlooked side

effect of selective voting rights extensions with impor-
tant implications for the political and scientific debate
around voting rights. In our case study, temporary
disenfranchisement happens during affected citzens’
formative years (Neundorf and Smets 2017); thus, the
extent and longevity of disenfranchisement effects
might extend beyond what we are able to establish in
this article and remain important topics for future
research. Furthermore, our findings bear insights that
are relevant to temporary disenfranchisement due to
residential mobility, citizenship, and felony disenfran-
chisement.

LITERATURE AND THEORY

Youth Voting

Research on underage voting mainly focuses on polit-
ical maturity, turnout, and boost effects of the first
election. With respect to political maturity, analyses
of cases where voting age 16 applies have demonstrated
that underage citizens are neither particularly unable
nor unwilling to participate (Stiers, Hooghe, and Gou-
bin 2020; Wagner, Johann, and Kritzinger 2012).
Although prior research shows that turnout among
young citizens is generally lower (Franklin 2004; Smets

2012) and more unequal (Schäfer, Roßteutscher, and
Abendschön 2020), there are also indications that turn-
out among 18- and 19-year-olds is higher than among
20- to 30-year-olds and that this pattern may be even
more pronounced among underage citizens (Bhatti,
Hansen, and Wass 2012; Leininger and Faas 2020).
Finally, several studies confirm a positive effect of
turnout on political engagement (Schulte-Cloos 2019)
and future turnout (Coppock and Green 2016). But
what happens if (young) citizens lose their right to vote
again?

Temporary Disenfranchisement

Previous research has demonstrated that attitudes
toward the political system are malleable to short-term
forces, as evidenced most prominently by the literature
on electoral outcomes and democratic satisfaction. Par-
tisans experience a decrease in democratic satisfaction
when their favored party loses an election (Anderson
and Guillory 1997; Rich and Treece 2018). Voters
directly relate electoral losses to the functioning and
responsiveness of the political system and adapt their
attitudes. Therefore, one may assume that losing the
right to vote—whether due to age restrictions, citizen-
ship requirements, or conviction for a felony—will also
negatively affect evaluations of the political system.
Being barred from voting after having been eligible
may convey an image of an inaccessible and unrespon-
sive political system that in their view unfairly disen-
franchises voters despite their previously demonstrated
capability for participation.3

Furthermore, losing a fair election is not perfectly
comparable with losing, even if only temporarily, one’s
franchise, which affected citizens may perceive as partic-
ularly discomforting.4 It is less clear whether temporary
disenfranchisement affects the extent to which citizens
are willing and feel capable of participating politically.
Attitudes toward the political self are set early and
change relatively little over the life course (Prior
2010).5 With this in mind and distinguishing between
orientations toward the political system and the political
self, we would expect that losing electoral eligibility
decreases affected citizens’ external political efficacy
and satisfaction with democracy while having no effect
on their internal political efficacy and political interest.

What happens after voting rights are restored? Just
as winning an election after a spell in opposition can
restore partisan’s prior satisfaction with the political

2 See Table C.1.

3 A similar argument comes from economics, where violations of
earned benefits and expectations of employees toward their
employer are found to be related with reactions of exit, voice, or
neglect (Turnley and Feldman 1999).
4 In fact, our data suggest they do. Respondents whowere not eligible
to vote in the national election after having been eligible to vote in the
state election were significantly angrier about their ineligibility than
respondents who were ineligible for both elections (see Table C.2).
5 In contrast to external efficacy, which is shaped by ongoing expe-
riences within a political system, internal efficacy beliefs are formed
by early family socialization and later generalized to different
domains in life (Lane 1965).
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system, we would expect that citizens will rebuild con-
fidence in the political system.6 Therefore, we might
expect that regaining electoral eligibility increases
affected citizens’ external political efficacy and satis-
faction with democracy. Regaining eligibility should
undoubtedly have no unfavorable effect on citizens’
political interest and efficacy.
Finally, what is the net effect of losing eligibility in one

election and regaining it in a later election, which
together constitute the phenomenon of temporary dis-
enfranchisement?Drawing on prospect theory, we spec-
ulate that the negative effect of losing eligibility may
outweigh the positive effects of regaining it. Kahneman
and Tversky (1979) were the first to argue that individ-
uals can be described as loss averse because their pain of
losing is more powerful than their pleasure of gaining.
Similarly, losing the right to vote might frustrate voters
more than (re)gaining would, as voters can be consid-
ered loss averse (Lockwood and Rockey 2020). In our
case study, young voters first gained the right to vote in a
less salient state election and then lost eligibility in a
highly salient national election before regaining it in low-
salience local elections. The difference in salience
between the elections might further contribute to a
difference in absolute subjective values, which individ-
uals assign to the gain and loss of eligibility. This leads us
to expect that, in sum, temporary disenfranchisement
decreases affected citizens’ external political efficacy
and satisfaction with democracy, whereas finding any
such effects for affected citizens’ internal political effi-
cacy or interest is less likely.

RESEARCH DESIGN

To subject these expectations to empirical scrutiny, we
use survey data collected in Germany’s northern-most
state, Schleswig-Holstein. The state represents a typical
case of temporary disenfranchisement caused by incon-
sistent voting age regulations. We conducted a three-
wave panel survey following a state election (with
voting age 16) in May 2017, the national elections
(voting age 18) just five months later, and municipal

elections (voting age 16) in May of the following year.
To contact potential respondents, we obtained the
names, addresses, and dates of birth of all German
citizens aged 15–18 at the time of the state election
from the population registers of the largest municipal-
ities in Schleswig-Holstein.7 We chose the population
of respondents so that they are relatively similar in age
but at the same time have very different voting rights in
these three elections.8

We compare two groups of young citizens—see
Table 1—in a difference-in-differences (DiD) setup.
We conceive of the respondents eligible in the state
election in May 2017 but not the subsequent national
election as the treatment group. The group that was
eligible in all elections serves as the control group. For
both groups, the state election in May 2017 was the
first-ever election they were eligible to vote in. We
investigate the effect of temporary disenfranchise-
ment on external political efficacy, satisfaction with
democracy, internal political efficacy, and political
interest, treating the dependent variables as quasi-
continuous.9

A DiD is a commonly applied method of causal
identification, which compares the differences in
trends in the dependent variable between the treat-
ment and control group—see Figure 1. We assume
that both groups would have followed the same trend
in the dependent variable if it were not for the
treatment group having experienced temporary disen-
franchisement. The difference between the observed
value and the counterfactual established through the
DiD constitutes the treatment effect. To guard against
the possibility that differential nonresponse patterns
drive the differences in trends between treatment and
control groups, we estimate all models on a subsample
of respondents who have participated in both waves.10
For a more extensive elaboration of the research
design see section D of the online appendix and for
robustness checks, including matching, see sections F,
G, and H.

TABLE 1. Study Design

Group Age
State election
May 7, 2017

National election
September 24, 2017

Municipal elections
May 6, 2018 N

1 Control 18 Eligible Eligible Eligible 581
2 Treatment 16–17 Eligible Ineligible Eligible 916

Note: The control group (1) comprises persons entitled to vote in the national election and all following elections because they were 18 on
the day of the national election, and the treatment group (2) comprises persons entitled to vote in the state and municipal elections only
because they were aged 16 or 17 on the day of the national election. N = respondents who participated in both waves 1 and 2.

6 This mirrors the finding from the literature on felony disenfran-
chisement that negative effects of disenfranchisement through incar-
ceration can be reversed once a former inmate’s right to vote is
restored (Shineman 2020).

7 See section B for more information on the survey.
8 See also Table B.2 and Figure B.1.
9 Details on the coding of variables and itemwordings can be found in
sections B.3 and B.4
10 However, panel attrition is very similar across treatment and
control groups (Table B.3).
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RESULTS

We first estimate the effect of losing eligibility by
comparing how young citizens’ political attitudes
belonging to the two groups change from the first to
the second wave.We then analyze differences in trends
from waves two to three to measure the effect of
regaining one’s right to vote. Finally, we estimate the
net effect of temporary disenfranchisement by compar-
ing voters’ attitudes before (wave 1) and after (wave 3)
having experienced both dis- and reenfranchisement as
a whole. To summarize our results, we plot the coeffi-
cients representing the average treatment effects along
with their 90% and 95% confidence intervals in
Figure 2.11
As the first panel of Figure 2 indicates, the effect of

losing the right to vote is negative and significant for
both external efficacy and satisfaction with democracy.
External efficacy in the treatment group decreased by
an average 0.19 points, which is roughly a fifth of the
variable’s standard deviation. Comparedwith themean
difference in external efficacy between respondents
having obtained or pursuing a high school degree
qualifying for university studies (“Abitur”) and those

who have or do not, our effect estimate is equivalent to
67% of that difference. Losing the right to vote is also
associated with a statistically significant 0.14-point
decrease in satisfaction. This effect size is equivalent
to 34% of the education differential in democratic
satisfaction. In short, when experiencing a loss of voting
rights, respondents in the treatment group perceived
the political system as less responsive to their needs and
were less satisfied with the way democracy works. In
contrast, internal efficacy and political interest remain
unaffected by losing the right to vote.

When respondents received the invitation to the
third wave of the survey, they had already regained
eligibility by having been able to vote in the municipal
elections. The results in the second panel suggest that
reenfranchised respondents have increased in external
efficacy, satisfaction with democracy, and internal effi-
cacy vis-à-vis the control group, which did not experi-
ence a change in eligibility status. However, these
effects are not significantly different from zero.
Although there might be a slightly positive effect of
regaining the right to vote, we cannot say with sufficient
certainty that it significantly ameliorates respondents’
perceptions of the political system to make up for the
loss in efficacy and satisfaction experienced through
disenfranchisement in the first place.

FIGURE 1. Visualization of the Difference-in-Differences Design Using Data from All Three Waves of
the Survey

Counterfactual
trend

Treatment
effect

2.6

2.8

3.0

3.2

state national municipal

Ex
te

rn
al

 E
ffi

ca
cy

Losing eligiblity

state national municipal
Interview after ... election

Regaining eligibility

state national municipal

Net effect of
temporary disenfranchisement

Eligible for national election Temporarily disenfranchised

Note: The graph plots mean values of external efficacy after the three elections in the treatment (dark gray) and control group (black)—light
gray dots represent data not used in the specific analysis. Solid lines connect observed values (dots). The dashed line illustrates the parallel
trends assumption, which constructs the counterfactual (circle) from the pretreatment value in the treatment group and the trend in the
control group. The difference between counterfactual and observed value represents the treatment effect.

11 We report the models behind these results in section F.
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Finally, thenet effect of temporarydisenfranchisement
comprises the effect of losing and regaining one’s right to
vote. As can be seen in the third panel, temporary
disenfranchisement results in decreased external efficacy
while not significantly affecting the remaining three
dependent variables.Anaverage respondent of the treat-
ment group decreased by -0.14 in external efficacy after
losing and regaining their right to vote. Apparently,
losing eligibility after having voted before seems to rep-
resent such a great loss that the slightly positive effects of
regaining eligibility cannot outweigh the damage caused.
We conducted several robustness tests—see sections F,

G, and H of the online appendix. Using alternative sub-
samples—created through focusing on voters only,
employingmatching, reducing the age range, or replacing
the control group with underage ineligible voters—pro-
duces substantively similar if not even stronger results.
Furthermore, although we are unable to test the parallel
trends assumption in pretreatment periods, we can make
it plausible throughaplacebo treatment group.12Because
the nature of first-time eligibility (Bhatti, Hansen, and
Waas 2016) and interruptions in voting habit formation
(Plutzer 2002) can influence future participation, we also
had a look at turnout, with inconclusive results due to
limitations imposed by our data.13

CONCLUSION

An increasing number of countries extend voting rights
selectively to underage citizens and residents without

citizenship. Most relevant to our case of study, voting
age reforms are usually implemented in lower-level elec-
tions such as municipal or state elections first, with the
result that young citizens often temporarily lose their
right to vote again after having voted for the first time.
This article is the first to investigate the phenomenon
of temporary disenfranchisement, using voting age
reductions as a case study. We show that stripping citi-
zens of their right to vote, even if only temporarily, leads
to a reduced perception of the system’s responsiveness.
On a positive note, affected voters’ internal efficacy or
political interest do not suffer. In summary, although
voters do not lose faith in their abilities to participate
politically, their belief that their voices will be heard in
the democratic process decreases.14

Our findings have implications for the political and
scientific debate around voting rights: they suggest that
innovative policymakers in regional jurisdictionsmight
counteract the improvement they were trying to
achieve when giving citizens the right to vote at an
earlier age. It is widely assumed that lowering the
voting age may facilitate participation because citizens
will bemore likely to vote while still being embedded in
family homes and schools. However, the negative
effects of temporary disenfranchisement caused by
voting age reductions contradict the positive effects of
first-time voting. Therefore, policy makers might want
to be cautious about continuing on the path of gradual
reductions in the voting age and might instead want to

FIGURE 2. Average Treatment Effect Estimates

Losing eligiblity Regaining eligibility Net effect of temporary
 disenfranchisement

-0.2 0.0 0.2 -0.2 0.0 0.2 -0.2 0.0 0.2

Political Interest

Internal Efficacy

Satisfaction with Democracy

External Efficacy

Coefficient Estimate

Note: Estimates of the effect of losing eligibility (left panel ), regaining eligibility (middle), and temporary disenfranchisement (right) on
external political efficacy, democratic satisfaction, political interest, and internal efficacy. The coefficient plot shows results from the DiD
specifications comparing groups 1 and 2 across waves 1 and 2 (left), waves 2 and 3 (middle), and waves 1 and 3 (right). Models are
estimated on samples of respondents who took part in both waves. Horizontal bars indicate 90% and 95% confidence intervals.

12 See Table F.1.
13 See section F.4.

14 This also seems to lead to a short-term behavioral response: results
in Table C.3 suggest that temporarily disenfranchised respondents
engaged more in nonelectoral political participation, including pro-
test, than both older and younger respondents.

Temporary Disenfranchisement: Negative Side Effects of Lowering the Voting Age

359

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

22
00

03
4X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305542200034X


follow the principle of all or nothing. Because raising
the voting age again is unrealistic, this would imply
lowering the voting age to 16 for all elections.15
Our results also bear relevance for our understand-

ing of temporary disenfranchisement due to other rea-
sons such as residential mobility, citizenship, or felony
disenfranchisement.16 Citizens are sometimes tempo-
rarily barred from voting after moving (and not regis-
tering or being registered in time), which, as our results
suggest, has not just a mechanical effect on electoral
participation but also an attitudinal component, which
might translate into longer-term behavioral conse-
quences. Additionally, some noncitizen residents reg-
ularly experience temporary disenfranchisement. In
the European Union, for instance, residents from other
EU countries can vote in European and local elections
but not national or regional elections in their country of
residence, with, as of yet, unknown consequences for
their political integration. Finally, our results suggest
that on top of the effect of the hostile experience of the
carceral state, the loss of franchise that goes along with
a prison sentence may have an independent effect on
former inmates’ political attitudes, which contributes to
lower turnout after release from prison. Investigating
these other cases of temporary disenfranchisement,
testing the mechanisms undergirding our findings,
and extending the focus to behavioral implications,
most importantly turnout, constitute important topics
for future research.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit http://doi.org/10.1017/S000305542200034X.
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