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Young voices, healthy futures: the rationale for 
lowering the voting age to 16

The saying “If you don’t vote, you don’t count” 
highlights the importance of exercising our 
democratic right to vote in Australia.1 Voting is 

a fundamental mechanism through which citizens 
can articulate their concerns and advocate for 
responsive governance.1 Children and young people 
are currently paying a high price, especially in terms 
of their health, because individuals aged under 18 
years are not allowed to vote. The disenfranchisement 
of young people perpetuates political disillusionment 
and exacerbates health disparities.2 Historically, 
marginalised groups have experienced similar 
patterns of exclusion, leading to systemic neglect of 
their needs.3

In this 2024 MJA supplement article for the Future 
Healthy Countdown 2030,4 we argue that lowering 
the voting age to 16 years would empower young 
people and the political system to address inequities 
and build an inclusive society that promotes 
wellbeing. By examining the association between 
political participation and health outcomes, this 
article positions voting not merely as a democratic 
right but as a strategic intervention to improve public 
health (Box). This argument is grounded in the World 
Health Organization’s conceptualisation of social 
determinants of health, which acknowledges that 
participation in political processes is essential for 
individual and community wellbeing.5

Political participation as a social determinant of 
health

Political participation is a critical social determinant of 
health, fostering social inclusion, empowerment and 
equity, which are essential for mental and physical 
wellbeing.6 Voting, as a direct form of political 
participation, empowers individuals with a sense of 
agency over decisions that affect their lives.3

Historically, expanding voting rights has led to 
improved health outcomes. In the United States, for 

example, the enfranchisement of women and racial 
minorities reduced inequities, resulting in significant 
public health gains, including better education and 
income, and increased longevity.7,8 These precedents 
suggest that extending voting rights to young people 
could similarly drive positive health outcomes by 
ensuring their representation in policy making.

Young people face barriers to equitable access to 
health services, such as primary health care, and 
issues of trust and confidentiality, compounded by 
complex health issues such as sexual health, mental 
health, family violence and homelessness.9 Since 
the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, 
young people have been disproportionately affected 
by challenges such as the cost-of-living crisis, 
high education costs, lack of affordable housing, 
generational wealth inequities, and a highly casualised 
youth workforce.10

Currently, major social and policy issues in  
Australia — such as family violence, housing, 
education, climate change, social media, labour markets, 
income distribution, and criminal justice — affect all 
citizens, but are particularly relevant to young people 
given the developmental sensitivity of childhood and 
adolescence.11 Yet, young people remain largely absent 
from formal deliberative decision making on these 
issues; those in power are not compelled to consider 
their interests.12

The exclusion of young people’s voices from 
meaningful political participation in adult-dominated 
decision-making processes is well documented across 
various policy areas, including climate change,13 
poverty, and wealth inequality.3 Obesity is a prime 
example of the health consequences of excluding 
young people from policy decisions. Despite the 
staggering increase in obesity rates,5 often beginning 
in childhood and adolescence,14 and clear evidence 
of the negative impact of excessive sugar-sweetened 
beverages on obesity and type 2 diabetes,15,16 
governments have failed to take meaningful actions.17 
Research shows that young people strongly support 
evidence-based government policies to restrict “junk 
food” marketing and improve food labelling.18,19 
However, despite this support, no substantial policy 
changes have been implemented.17 Instead, powerful 
lobbying by the beverage, food and sugar industries 
has led governments to adopt industry self-regulation, 
effectively prioritising industry profits over health.20

Case study: the impact of COVID-19 on youth 
participation and health

The COVID-19 pandemic exemplified how children 
and young people’s experiences were overlooked 
in key government decisions, some resulting 
in considerable harm.4 The National Children’s 
Commissioner acknowledged in 2023 that young 
people were rendered “invisible” during the 
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•	 All aspects have been led by a passionate group of young 

advocates who have embedded their lived and living expertise 
into this work with guidance from two senior academics with 
expertise in adolescence and youth (JB, SMS).

•	 It underscores the feasibility and importance of empowering 
young people through voting to create a healthier, more 
inclusive future.

What does the evidence tell us?
•	 Political exclusion from voting has a negative impact on young 

people’s health and wellbeing.
•	 Lowering voting rights to 16-year-olds could promote youth-

centred policies, deal with critical issues such as mental health, 
education and climate change, and strengthen democratic 
engagement.

•	 Lowering the voting age is not only the right decision in terms 
of citizenship and democracy, it is the healthier decision.
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pandemic.21 This invisibility manifested in two 
significant ways. First, there was a lack of direct 
communication with children and young people, 
which might have amplified some of their fear and 
distress.22 Instead, they were often left to receive 
critical information second-hand, even when it 
directly affected them.22 Second, their views were not 
considered in decisions that deeply affected them, such 
as school closures and curfews.22

The discussions around these measures focused 
primarily on adult concerns, such as the impacts 
on the economy and productivity, with inadequate 
consideration of the implications for children’s 
education, healthy development and wellbeing.23 The 
lack of representation of young people was further 
underscored by the absence of a Cabinet Minister for 
children or a Youth Parliament at the federal level.24

Viewing policies solely from an adult-centric 
perspective during the COVID-19 pandemic 
contributed to a deterioration in the mental health 
of many children and young people, particularly 
those experiencing high levels of disadvantage.25 
Peer relationships, crucial to young people’s social 
development, were severely disrupted by the absence 
of in-person interactions.26 The repercussions of these 
policies continue to be felt, as evidenced by increases 
in delayed early childhood development, learning 
disabilities, and behavioural disorders in children and 
adolescents.26,27 Beyond recognising the invisibility of 
young people during the COVID-19 pandemic, little 
has been done to address this substantive problem. 
Despite well intentioned commitments,28 budget 
announcements, policies29,30 and programs31,32 such 
as the National Action Plan for the Health of Children 
and Young People 2020–2030,29 ostensibly designed 
to promote the health and wellbeing of young people, 
there remains no formal procedural mechanism for 
young people to participate in deliberative decision-
making processes.

Although there has been an increase in youth 
involvement through platforms such as advisory 
committees, these often fall short of providing shared 
or equitable decision-making opportunities, treating 
participation as primarily educational rather than 
substantive.33 Without a political imperative to ensure 
that policies serve the interests of young people, there 
is a risk that policy making will continue to favour 
short term election cycle approaches rather than the 
long term health and wellbeing of our younger, non-
voting generations.

Young people’s desire for political engagement 
and responsiveness

In 2024, the Australian Government released the 
report Engage! A strategy to include young people in the 
decisions we make. This report recognises that young 
people want their views valued and included in 
decisions that affect them, with 78.9% expressing a 
desire to be part of government decision making.28 
In fact, young people in Australia regard “having a 
say” as being linked to wellbeing.34 In addition, the 
“Make It 16” campaign, a non-partisan initiative led 

by young people, calls for the federal government to 
amend the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918 to lower 
the voting age from 18 to 16 years.35 This campaign 
highlights that 16-year-olds, already entrusted 
with responsibilities such as driving, consenting to 
medical procedures, joining the armed forces and 
being employed, deserve the right to vote. Movements 
such as the “Make It 16” campaign demonstrate that 
young people are eager to engage in formal political 
processes and influence the political and social issues 
shaping their lives.

Despite concerns about declining voter turnout 
among young people, this should not be mistaken 
for political disinterest.36 Instead, extensive youth 
activism around critical issues such as climate change 
suggests that young people are politically and ethically 
engaged but are disillusioned with the traditional 
political systems. For instance, in 2021, a class action 
on behalf of all people aged under 18 years against 
the Environment Minister in the Federal Court 
underscored young people’s lack of faith in achieving 
climate justice through traditional political channels.37 
Increasingly, young people are turning to alternative 
forms of political engagement, such as protests, social 
enterprises, and volunteering, which focus on values 
and issues rather than aligning with traditional 
political institutions.38 This shift reflects their 
frustration with a system that fails to acknowledge or 
respond effectively to their needs.

Young people feel disillusioned when their concerns 
are not addressed through policies and practices 
advocated by politicians, which may partly be due 
to their disproportionate absence from the voting 
demographic. Under procedural justice theory, people 
respond to policies better when they feel that the 
policy was made through a fair process, even more 
than the distributive fairness or consequences of the 
policy.39 Thus, by expanding the voting demographic 
to include 16-year-olds, young people would be fairly 
part of the policy creation process, and could more 
effectively influence political agendas, ensuring 
that issues pertinent to their health and future are 
prioritised.2

Lowering the voting age would also encourage 
politicians to align their policies more closely with the 
interests of young people, promoting civic engagement 
and supporting balanced state investments across 
different ages and generations.40 This approach could 
counterbalance the influence of powerful economic 
and commercial interests that often shape policies to 
the detriment of public health, ensuring that the long 
term wellbeing of all citizens is prioritised.41

Young people have unique insights into their 
challenges and ideas about how governments should 
respond.19 Ignoring their right to participate in the 
democratic process risks further disillusionment 
and may lead to implementing policies that could 
harm them. For example, as the federal government 
discusses the impact of social media on development, 
learning and mental health and considers potential 
bans for those aged under 16 years, the absence of 
young voices in these debates is glaring.42,43 Social 
media affects young people’s mental health in both 
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positive and negative ways. While it can contribute 
to anxiety, depression and cyberbullying, it also 
offers vital support networks, reduces isolation, 
and supports social and emotional development.44 
Many young people argue that banning social media 
platforms fails to recognise these nuanced effects 
and ignores the reality of growing up in a digital 
world. Instead of bans, they advocate for policies 
promoting digital literacy, transparency in algorithms, 
and responsible data practices to balance risks and 
benefits.45

Adult perspectives in these debates often reflect 
parental fears that do not always align with the views 
of young people. This generational disconnect can lead 
to policies that prioritise control over understanding 
and support. The proposed Health Legislation 
Amendment (Parental Access to Information) Bill 2003, 
which aimed to prioritise parental access to health data 
over young people’s right to confidentiality, highlights 
this mismatch.9 Although the Bill was ultimately 
withdrawn due to opposition from the medical 
community, it underscores the need for young people 
to advocate for their rights and interests. Lowering 
the voting age to 16 years would empower young 
people to ensure their perspectives are considered in 
policy development, particularly on matters directly 
affecting their health and wellbeing. Including young 
people’s voices in these discussions would not only 
enhance democratic participation but also lead to 
more informed and balanced policy making that 
better reflects the needs of all citizens and supports 
the mental and emotional health of the younger 
generation.

Addressing implementation challenges

Lowering the voting age to 16 years is justified 
on developmental and participatory democracy 
grounds. By age 16, individuals have developed 
the cognitive capacity for logical reasoning and 
decision making, reaching similar levels of moral and 
scientific reasoning as adults.46-48 The responsibilities 
currently entrusted to 16-year-olds — such as driving, 
consenting to medical procedures, and access to 
employment — demonstrate their ability to make 
informed decisions.

Specifically, cognitive ability has never been a criterion 
for voting eligibility; there is no upper age limit 
for voting, nor is there a requirement for cognitive 
testing. This underscores that voting is a fundamental 
democratic right, not contingent on cognitive 
assessments.

International context: lessons from other 
countries

Many countries around the world have already 
lowered the voting age to 16 years.49 Examining these 
international examples provides valuable insights 
for Australia. In Austria, where voting has been 
compulsory for all eligible citizens (including 16- and 
17-year-olds) since 2007, this practice has led to high 
levels of youth engagement and increased attention 
to youth-specific issues.50 Conversely, in Scotland, 

where the voting age was lowered to 16 years for 
Scottish Parliament and local government elections, 
voting is not compulsory for any age group. As 
demonstrated during the independence referendum, 
Scotland’s approach showed that young voters could 
engage thoughtfully with complex political issues 
and influence significant outcomes, even without 
compulsory voting.51

These international cases highlight the importance 
of aligning voting policies with the specific 
democratic and cultural context of each country. 
However, implementing such policies requires 
careful consideration of local conditions to ensure 
the successful integration of young voters into the 
democratic process. Given Australia’s tradition of 
compulsory voting, extending this practice to younger 
voters would maintain consistency across the voting 
population and align with the national approach to 
civic duty52 as opposed to introducing optional voting 
for this age group.

Concerns about criminalising young people for non-
participation can be mitigated through thoughtful 
implementation. Adequate support, education, and 
outreach are necessary to maximise engagement and 
address potential challenges, ensuring that young 
voters are well prepared to participate in shaping 
their country’s future. For example, to support 
first time voters and ensure a smooth transition, 
measures such as robust civic education programs, 
clear communication about voting responsibilities, 
and supportive initiatives including reminders and 
information campaigns targeted at young voters 
should be introduced. In addition, leniency or grace 
periods for non-participation in the early stages could 
help alleviate fears of criminalisation and foster 
positive voting habits.

Conclusion

Lowering the voting age to 16 years would 
acknowledge young people’s right and ability to 
actively participate in shaping their present and future 
lives. Such a change would encourage politicians 
to consider the concerns of young people, foster 
civic engagement, and strengthen the democratic 
traditions of Australia’s electoral system. Historical 
and international examples demonstrate that 
expanding voting rights improves health outcomes 
and societal benefits. Health and politics are deeply 
intertwined; an equitable society supports the best 
health dividends.53 Although extending the right to 
vote to younger citizens is not a complete solution to 
political disillusionment, it is an essential step toward 
bridging the intergenerational divide and promoting 
health policies that are preventively and proactively 
oriented.40 The critical question, therefore, is not why 
young people should be granted the right to vote, but 
why they should be denied it.
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