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Abstract
Student mock elections are conducted in schools around the world in an effort to increase
political interest and efficacy among students. There is, however, a lack of research on whether
mock elections in schools enhance voter turnout in real elections. In this article, we examine
whether the propensity to vote in Swedish elections is higher among young people who have
previously experienced a student mock election. The analysis is based on unique administrative
population-wide data on turnout in the Swedish 2010 parliamentary election and the 2009
European Parliament election. Our results show that having experienced a mock election as a
student does not increase the likelihood of voting in subsequent real elections. This result holds
when we study both short- and long-term effects, and when we divide our sample into different
parts depending on their socio-economic status and study each part separately.
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Introduction
Political equality is a democratic ideal, but in reality participation is highly unequal
(Lijphart, 1997). People who are rich in socio-economic resources participate to a higher
degree than those who are poor in that regard (e.g. Verba et al., 1995; Wolfinger and
Rosenstone, 1980). This inequality persists over generations; the socio-economically
affluent give their children a head start that makes it difficult for others to catch up
(Schlozman et al., 2012: 185–198).
Many scholars have seen the education system as an institution that could level the
playing field by providing young people with skills that foster turnout (e.g. Rosenstone
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and Hansen, 1993: 136). There is also ample evidence of a strong relationship between
educational attainment and the propensity to vote (Leighley and Nagler, 2014; Wolfinger
and Rosenstone, 1980). Recent studies have, however, questioned whether this relationship is causal and have argued that it might be a proxy for pre-existing characteristics
(Berinsky and Lenz, 2011; Persson, 2014). Today the jury is still out on whether education causes political participation (Persson, 2015b). It might also be that the effects are
more nuanced than previously perceived. Some recent studies have found that social science education and civic training in schools can compensate for family-background inequalities and generate more equal political engagement and participation (Lindgren et al.,
2017; Neundorf et al., 2016).
An increasingly popular and more explicit way for schools to increase political interest, and to prepare students with the necessary skills for voting, is to arrange student mock
elections (Borge, 2016). In many countries, schools arrange mock elections at the time of
general elections. In this way, young people who have not come of age can get information on party platforms and practise casting a vote under conditions that resemble real
elections. Mock elections are organised in different ways in different countries, and they
can target students at various ages. In Sweden, mock elections have been arranged at
lower- and upper-secondary schools during election years since at least the end of the
1960s. They have become an important part of the government’s efforts to increase political interest and efficacy among Swedish youth. Mock elections could also be seen as an
opportunity for students to express their political opinions.
There is a small but growing body of research on student mock elections. Evaluations
of Danish mock elections have found that they enhance students’ internal political
efficacy and improve their political knowledge (Hansen, 2017; Hansen et al., 2015).
Borge (2017) found that students who vote in Norwegian mock elections are more
likely to also express an intention to vote in subsequent real elections. Still, this is a
stated intention and does not necessarily mean that they will get out and vote in a subsequent general election. As far as we know, no previous study has examined the
effects of student mock elections on turnout in real elections. In this study, we attempt
to fill this gap. The analysis is based on unique administrative data with information
on turnout in the Swedish 2010 parliamentary election for the whole population that
was eligible to vote, as well as other individual characteristics of interest. This data,
combined with information about which upper-secondary schools have arranged mock
elections in 1998–2010, makes it possible to estimate the effects of having experienced a student mock election on turnout. Apart from arranging a mock election, the
participating schools were encouraged to arrange political debates, and they also
received teaching material to use in the classroom. We consider all these activities to
be part of the mock election. Unfortunately, we do not have data on the political
debates nor on how teachers used the distributed materials, so we cannot disentangle
the various parts in our analysis.
When we study students who were enrolled at Swedish upper-secondary schools during election years 1998–2010, we find that those who were enrolled at a school that
arranged a mock election had a slightly higher turnout in the 2010 parliamentary election.
However, schools that arranged mock elections did not constitute a random sample of all
schools; for example, students in these schools had higher grades and a more privileged
socio-economic background. When we add control variables to our models to compensate
for such differences, there is no longer any statistically significant difference between
students depending on whether or not they experienced a mock election. In other words,
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mock elections do not seem to have any effect on turnout in subsequent real elections.
This result holds when we split our sample based on the students’ socio-economic background and examine each part separately, and when we focus on short- or long-term
effects. It also holds when we use turnout in the Swedish 2009 election to the European
Parliament as our outcome variable, an election where the voting rate is drastically lower
than in Swedish national parliamentary elections.

Theory and previous findings
Research on political participation has long emphasised the relationship between socioeconomic factors and political participation (e.g. Campbell et al., 1960; Verba and Nie,
1972). The literature has provided plenty of evidence that people rich in resources are
more likely to vote than those who are less endowed. Many studies have found education
to be the socio-economic factor that best predicts turnout (e.g. Leighley and Nagler, 2014;
Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980). Schlozman et al. (2012: 185–198) also see educational
attainment as a key factor for reproducing political inequality over generations. There are
at least two processes by which such reproduction can take place. First, parents who have
a higher education are more likely to discuss political issues at home and thereby instil
political interest and engagement in their children. Second, well-educated parents are
more likely to have children who pursue a higher education and thereby acquire additional resources (see also Verba et al., 1995: 458–459).
The educational system has also been viewed as an institution that could provide
young people with civic skills that in turn foster turnout (e.g. Rosenstone and Hansen,
1993: 136). Schools could thereby compensate for different socio-economic backgrounds
among students and contribute to a more equal political participation. Some scholars
have, however, questioned whether the relationship between education and turnout is
causal and have argued that educational attainment might be a proxy for pre-existing
characteristics (Berinsky and Lenz, 2011; Persson, 2014). Different studies have reached
different conclusions, and there is not yet a clear verdict on whether education causes
political participation (Persson, 2015b). However, it might be that the search for population-average effects has led to researchers failing to recognise effects in specific subgroups. For example, Lindgren et al. (2019) found that an increase in schooling duration
and amount of social science education in Swedish vocational training programmes led to
a decreased gap in turnout, by increasing the likelihood to vote among individuals from
families of low socio-economic status.
Previous studies have emphasised civic education efforts as a means to help adolescents establish their identity as citizens and enhance their political participation (e.g.
Dassonneville et al., 2012; Torney-Purta, 2002). In most modern countries, schools are
obligated to provide citizenship education (Geboers et al., 2013). This can include various
activities and content. Dassonneville et al. (2012) distinguish between formal civic education, an open classroom climate, and active learning strategies. In a review article,
Geboers et al. (2013) concluded that an open and democratic classroom climate seems to
promote the development of citizenship among secondary school students, and that a
formal curriculum with citizenship projects and courses could be an effective type of citizenship education (see also Kahne and Sporte, 2008; Persson, 2015a). It should be noted,
however, that a study by Dassonneville et al. (2012) suggests that only longer, intensive
forms of engagement lead to higher levels of political participation. This is relevant for
student mock elections, which could be seen as civic education initiatives that are very
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limited in time. Nevertheless, they are increasingly used by schools in an effort to
strengthen political interest and prepare students with the necessary skills for voting.
Student mock elections take place in many countries around the world (Borge, 2016;
de Groot, 2017). In some countries they are organised nationally, and in others, such as
the United States, initiatives to carry them out are taken regionally or even within a single
school. The country with the longest history of student mock elections is Norway, where
students have participated in such elections since after the Second World War (Borge,
2016). In recent decades, the elections have been more formalised, and national results
have been disseminated. These results are widely covered in the national newspapers and
on television, partly because the mock election outcomes have been shown to be predictive of the election results in the national elections. In Norway, all upper-secondary
schools arrange mock elections. Apart from casting a vote, the students get to listen to
political debates and visit an election square, where they can meet and interact with party
members from the political youth organisations (Borge, 2016).
Using survey data, Borge (2017) found that Norwegian students who vote in mock
elections are also more likely to express an intention to vote in subsequent real elections.
However, there is, as acknowledged by Borge, a difference between the intention to vote
and actually casting a ballot in an election that takes place later on. Furthermore, students
who vote in a mock election are likely to be different from non-voters in various aspects,
implying that any correlation between turnout in the mock election and stated interest in
voting in a subsequent election might be non-causal. It should also be noted that Borge
did not find any relationship between attending the political debate or the election square
and the intention to vote in subsequent elections.
In Denmark, mock elections for students at lower-secondary school have been carried
out nationally since 2015 (Hansen et al., 2015). In some key aspects, they differ slightly
from mock elections in other countries; they are carried out several months ahead of the
real elections and therefore also before the political campaigns heat up. Furthermore, the
Danish mock elections include different predetermined activities that the students are
supposed to carry out at school during a three week period. Evaluations using control
groups and panel data have found that the Danish mock elections enhance students’ internal efficacy and improve their political knowledge (Hansen, 2017; Hansen et al., 2015).
The evaluations do not, however, examine any effects on voter turnout.
There is less research on mock elections in other countries, but a few results are still
worth mentioning. Syvertsen et al. (2009) studied a randomised trial of election-based
civics programmes in US high schools, and they found significant effects on students’
self-reported ability to cast an informed vote, knowledge of the voter registration process,
and sense of civic obligation. In a study of Western Illinois University’s 2007 Mock
Presidential Election, Deitz and Boeckelman (2012) found higher levels of information
and competency about the presidential election process and increased levels of political
interest and civic engagement among participants compared to non-participants. They
also found remaining effects in a follow-up survey one year later.
The question of student mock elections can also be tied to the growing body of research
on voting as a habit. Some studies have found that the very act of voting is self-reinforcing (e.g. Dinas, 2012; Gerber et al., 2003; Plutzer, 2002). If voting is a habit, then more
focus should be directed towards turnout among young people and the context of the first
election they encounter. This has led Franklin (2004: 213) to argue for a lowering of the
voting age, so that more young people face their first election when still in school and
living with their parents. If student mock elections are carried out in a way that resembles
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a real election, they might offer an alternative way to help promote long-term turnout by
giving young people a good first voting experience. On the other hand, there is a fundamental difference between a mock election and a real election, and other studies have
reached the conclusion that habits are formed within specific electoral contexts (Bhatti
et al., 2016; Coppock and Green, 2016; Meredith, 2009). It should also be noted that some
studies have questioned whether voting is an act of habit at all (Bechtel et al., 2018;
Gäbler et al., 2017).

The Swedish setting
In Sweden, elections to the parliament (the Riksdag) are held in September every four
years on the same day as elections to county and municipal councils. The voting age has
been lowered several times in the past, most recently from 20 to 19 in 1969 and from 19
to 18 in 1975, but since then it has been kept at 18. This means that young people will face
their first parliamentary election when they are between 18 and 22 years of age.
The Swedish electoral system is proportional. Turnout in Swedish parliamentary elections is high compared to most other established democracies (Blais, 2007; Holmberg and
Oscarsson, 2004; Solijonov, 2016). In the 2010 national parliamentary election, 84.6% of
the electorate voted. Among young people entitled to vote for the first time in a parliamentary election, the turnout rate was 80% (Öhrvall, 2015). Even if Sweden can be seen
as country with high turnout, the Swedish elections to the European parliament (EP) have
failed to draw the same numbers of voters to the polls as other types of elections. In the
2009 EP election, only 45.5% of the electorate turned out to vote. Hence, Sweden provides both high turnout and low turnout elections that we can use in our analyses.

The Swedish school system
At the age of 16, and after completing nine years of compulsory school, young Swedes
are entitled to a 3-year upper-secondary education free of charge. They typically graduate from compulsory school in June the year they turn 16 and enrol at upper-secondary
school in August the same year, even if there is some variation. Upper-secondary education is optional, but most students enrol directly after leaving lower-secondary education and almost all have done so within a few years. Students can choose between 18
national upper-secondary programmes, which are either vocational or preparatory for
higher education. They are normally completed within three years. Students who have
not successfully graduated from compulsory school can still enrol at an introductory
programme, which are intended to help the student to become eligible for a national
programme or to find work. Among those students who left lower-secondary school in
2008 with incomplete degrees, 97% enrolled in upper-secondary school within four
years (Jorsäter and Snölilja, 2018).

Swedish student mock elections
Since at least the end of the 1960s, mock elections have been held at Swedish lower- and
upper-secondary schools during election years (MUCF, 2015). From 1998 onwards,
mock elections have been organised as part of a broader initiative with national campaigns and a presentation of the total vote tally. Until 2006, an increasing number of
schools organised mock elections. In 2010, the total number of participating schools was
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about the same as in 2006, but there was an increase in the number of upper-secondary
schools participating, from 396 to 472 schools.
The mock elections are funded by the Swedish government and carried out by the
Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society together with the Swedish National Agency
for Education and the Swedish Election Authority. It is up to each school to decide
whether or not they will participate, and that decision is in the hands of the students. In
order for a school to be allowed to participate, a group of people in charge at the school
level has to be appointed and that group must include some students, usually the members
of the student council. This organising group could also include teachers, but this is not
necessary in order to participate.
If a school decides to participate, they receive guidelines on how to carry out the election and how to invite political parties to present their platforms or participate in debates
(Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2011). The schools are encouraged by the organising bodies to invite
youth organisations from the political parties and arrange debates between them. They
also receive material necessary for the election administration, such as paper ballots, voting booths, and so on. The purpose is to arrange elections that are as similar to real elections as possible. Initially, the national initiative was almost exclusively focused on
political debates and voting in mock elections, but since 2006 packages containing teaching material to be used in the classroom have also been distributed to the participating
schools (Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2007, 2011).
These materials include information about the Swedish political system and how to
vote, both in the form of text and video. They also contain instructions on how to carry
out two separate role-plays with the students, information about experiential learning as
a method, and a brochure on icebreakers that could be used before starting the role-playing. In the first role-play, the students get to decide upon and play out a democratic procedure, and afterwards discuss how the role-playing relates to democratic processes that
actually are in place. In the second, the students get to represent different political parties,
debate, vote, and finally decide and compromise on various political issues. It should be
noted that the teaching materials are sent to the schools just before the elections. Hence,
the initiative has been very limited in time, which has been criticised by the Swedish
National Agency for Education (Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2011).
It is up to the teachers at each school to decide on whether to use the distributed material and if so how. In a follow-up survey after the 2010 mock elections, 80% of the teachers said that they received the information material, and 71% claimed that they had used
it in their lectures (Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2011). We do not have any data on what parts of
the material they used and how, but the most accessed document was the one with information on the role-play regarding democratic processes.
The average voter turnout among students at those upper-secondary schools that
arranged mock elections was 76% in 2006 and 65% in 2010. Thus, since not all students
who were enrolled at a school that arranged a mock election casted a vote, potential
effects of mock elections on turnout in real elections might be diluted. Nevertheless, most
students do cast a vote and, as mentioned earlier, we consider mock elections to be an
initiative that also includes political debates and classroom activities.
Results from these elections have gained some media attention, mainly in the local
media. However, since the results are not presented until after the general elections have
taken place, they do not get much national media coverage since the media tend to focus
on the outcome of the real elections. The reason for not disseminating the results earlier
is that the arranging bodies do not want the outcome to affect the general elections.
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There have been a few evaluations of the Swedish mock elections. According to a
study carried out after the 2006 election, three out of four students stated that a mock election is a valuable tool for increasing political interest and knowledge about politics and
social issues (Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2007). The study also included a comparison with a
previous survey in 2005, which showed that the students’ interest in politics had increased
after the mock election. It should, however, be noted that almost two years passed between
the two surveys, so that an increase might also be due to other factors not controlled for.
No previous study has evaluated the effect of Swedish mock elections on students’ propensity to vote in real elections.

Data and empirical strategy
This study is based on unique population-wide administrative data. In a recent effort, the
complete electoral rolls for the Swedish 2009 EP and 2010 general elections have been
scanned and digitised, resulting in validated information on turnout for almost all the
seven million individuals who were eligible to vote in the two elections. The reliability of
this digitised turnout data has been shown to be very high (Lindgren et al., 2019). Since
the electoral rolls also include personal identification numbers, we have been able to
match them to various administrative registers maintained at Statistics Sweden. Thereby
we have access to various socio-economic and demographic variables, including information about educational background, for both students and their parents. In our analysis,
we focus on the subset of individuals who were enrolled at an upper-secondary school in
the election years 1998, 2002, 2006, or 2010. For this subset, we have added information
about their sex, age, average GPA in the ninth grade, and which upper-secondary school
and programme they were enrolled in. The GPA scores are standardised for each year to
mitigate potential problems with grade inflation over time. We have also added a variable
regarding immigration background, which is classified into four categories: the first three
refer to people born in Sweden with both, only one, or none of their parents born in
Sweden, and the fourth category contains foreign-born persons.
We have used Statistics Sweden’s Multi-Generation Registry to link all the students
included in our sample to their parents. From the digitised electoral rolls, we have
retrieved information on the parents’ turnout in the 2009 EP and the 2010 general elections and added this to our data material. We have coded the turnout variable from 0 to 1,
where 0 means that neither of the parents voted, 0.5 that one voted, and 1 that both voted.
We also use parental characteristics to create a measurement of the socio-economic status
(SES) of the students’ families. Our approach follows what has previously been used by
Lindgren et al. (2019), who in turn have been inspired by the PISA index of economic,
social, and cultural status, developed by the OECD (2010).
This measure of family SES is a simple average of parental earnings, parental education, and parental occupational status. All three items are standardised and assigned the
same weight in the index. Consequently, our measure of family SES takes on a value of 0
for an individual from a family with an average score on each of the three items and a
value of 1 for an individual from a family that is situated on average one standard deviation above the mean on all items (for more information on this family SES index, see
Lindgren et al., 2019).
Finally, we have matched information about which schools arranged mock elections in
1998–2010 to the sample. This data is obtained from the Swedish Agency for Youth and
Civil Society and contains complete information about all schools that have arranged
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mock elections in connection to the parliamentary elections in 1998–2010. In total, this
gives us information about around 900,000 individuals to use in our analyses.
The analyses are carried out using linear regression models.1 In our main analysis, the
dependent variable is turnout in the 2010 parliamentary election, but we also estimate the
same set of models with turnout in the 2009 EP election as the dependent variable. In that
way we can study the effect of mock elections on turnout in elections with high as well as
low voting rates. Our key independent variable refers to whether or not the students were
enrolled at an upper-secondary school that arranged a mock election. In all our models,
we have included birth year fixed effects to control for the different ages of the students
included in the sample.
It is reasonable to suspect that schools arranging mock elections do not constitute a
random sample of all schools. It could be that schools with very engaged teachers or
principals are more likely to arrange such elections, and that they also have a positive
impact on students’ political interest through other means. Students with more advantageous socio-economic background might also be more likely to self-select into schools
that are more likely to arrange mock elections. In Table 1, summary statistics for the
pooled data that includes all Swedish upper-secondary students, enrolled in election years
1998–2010, are presented. As can be seen from the table, the differences in parents’ turnout among the students who were enrolled at schools with or without mock elections are
minuscule, but students in the former group have slightly higher grades and come from
slightly more advantageous socio-economic backgrounds. We therefore include both
school-level and individual-level control variables in our models. In order to find heterogeneous effects, we also split our sample into quartiles depending on the students’ family
SES and estimate separate models for each quartile.
In the pooled data, the number of students that have been enrolled at a school that
arranged a mock election is almost exactly the same as the number of students that have
not had this experience. However, as shown in Table 2, the number of students in schools
with mock elections has increased over the years.2 Still, the differences between the two
groups in each year follow the same pattern as in the pooled data (see the Supplemental
Appendix). As mentioned above, we include birth year fixed effects in all our models,
which control for differences over time. We have also estimated separate models for students enrolled in specific elections years in 1998–2010. This also provides information
about the effect of a mock election on turnout with different lengths of time between the
mock election and the real election, which could reveal if there are any short- or longterm effects.

Results
We begin our analysis by estimating the effect of mock elections arranged in connection
with the general elections in 1998, 2002, 2006, and 2010 on turnout in the 2010 Swedish
parliamentary election. We use pooled data with all students enrolled at upper-secondary
schools at the time of all those elections. The results of the estimated models are presented in Table 3. In the first column, we present a model with only a variable indicating
if the student was enrolled at a school with a mock election (and birth year fixed effects,
which are included in all models to control for differences in age between students). In
this naive model, we find that students who have experienced a mock election are more
likely to vote. The estimated effect is small, about 0.9 percentage points, but statistically
significant.
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Table 1. Summary statistics, students enrolled in election years 1998–2010.
Obs.
All students
Turnout 2010 general election
884,545
Female
927,153
GPA (std.)
915,512
Parents voted (general)
874,723
Parents voted (EP)
873,395
Family SES
926,764
School: Parents voted (general)
927,152
School: Parents voted (EP)
927,139
School: Family SES
927,153
School: GPA (std.)
925,151
Students at schools with mock elections
Turnout 2010 general election
441,328
Female
463,909
GPA (std.)
458,221
Parents voted (general)
437,372
Parents voted (EP)
435,798
Family SES
463,721
School: Parents voted (general)
463,909
School: Parents voted (EP)
463,909
School: Family SES
463,909
School: GPA (std.)
463,909
Students at schools without mock elections
Turnout 2010 general election
443,217
Female
463,244
GPA (std.)
457,291
Parents voted (general)
437,351
Parents voted (EP)
437,597
Family SES
463,043
School: Parents voted (general)
463,243
School: Parents voted (EP)
463,240
School: Family SES
463,244
School: GPA (std.)
463,242

Mean

Standard
deviation

Min.

Max.

0.834
0.495
0.000
0.905
0.509
−0.012
0.904
0.507
−0.012
−0.001

0.372
0.500
1.000
0.250
0.449
0.791
0.032
0.094
0.283
0.439

0
0
−5.167
0
0
−1.944
0
0
−1.576
−5.167

1
1
3.127
1
1
3.786
1
1
1.428
1.504

0.831
0.501
0.048
0.905
0.508
0.045
0.904
0.510
0.017
0.041

0.375
0.500
0.990
0.250
0.449
0.803
0.032
0.093
0.283
0.402

0
0
−5.167
0
0
−1.933
0.5
0.226
−0.930
−3.428

1
1
2.721
1
1
3.786
1
0.806
1.036
1.504

0.837
0.489
−0.048
0.905
0.510
−0.070
0.904
0.504
−0.041
−0.042

0.370
0.500
1.008
0.251
0.450
0.775
0.033
0.096
0.279
0.468

0
0
−5.167
0
0
−1.933
0
0
−1.576
−5.167

1
1
3.127
1
1
3.615
1
1
1.428
1.504

GPA: Grade Point Average; EP: European parliament; SES: socio-economic status.
The data consist of students enrolled at upper-secondary schools in 1998, 2002, 2006, and 2010. Variables
with ‘School’ prefix refer to school averages. GPA refers to average grade in class 9, standardised for each
year. Variables regarding turnout refer to voting in the 2010 parliamentary election (general) and the 2009
European Parliament election (EP). Family SES is an average of parental earnings, parental education, and
parental occupational status, where all items initially have been standardised to have a mean of 0 and a
standard deviation of 1.

However, as discussed above, schools that arrange mock elections are not a random
sample of all upper-secondary schools. Additional control variables are therefore warranted. In the second model, we have added controls for a number of variables measured
at the school level: average parental turnout, average family SES and average grade 9
GPA. The estimated coefficients for the control variables mainly have the expected signs;

10

Politics 00(0)

Table 2. Students enrolled at upper-secondary schools, different election years 1998–2010.

1998
2002
2006
2010
Total

With mock elections

Without mock elections

Total

Obs.

%

Obs.

%

Obs.

%

39,631
148,196
218,204
57,878
463,909

8.54
31.95
47.04
12.48
100

201,128
131,398
104,074
26,657
463,257

43.42
28.36
22.47
5.75
100

240,759
279,594
322,278
84,535
927,166

25.97
30.16
34.76
9.12
100

Data from Statistics Sweden and the Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society.

people who are or have been enrolled at schools where their fellow students had a higher
GPA in the ninth grade or where the parents of the fellow students vote to a higher degree
are more likely to vote. However, the average family SES at school level does not have
any significant relationship with the likelihood of voting, at least not when all the other
variables are included in the model. When we add all these controls in Model 2, the estimated effect of having experienced a mock election diminishes drastically (to 0.2 percentage points) and is no longer statistically significant.
In our third model, we remove the control variables in Model 2, and instead add controls for sex, average grade 9 GPA, parental turnout, and family SES – all measured at the
individual level. We also add fixed effects for which school programmes the students
were enrolled in and fixed effects for immigration background. Once again, the directions
of estimated coefficients of the control variables are as expected. The propensity to vote
is higher among females, those with higher GPA, and those who have a more advantageous socio-economic background, and parents who voted in the EP and in the general
elections. The estimated effect of having been enrolled at a school that arranged a mock
election is of about the same magnitude as in Model 2, and not statistically significant.
Finally, in the fourth model, we include all the variables used in the previous models. The
estimated effect of having attended a school with a mock election is, once again, small in
magnitude and not statistically significant.
As discussed above, in some previous literature, the school is seen as an institution that
could compensate for differences in socio-economic backgrounds. Thus, the absence of
an average effect of mock elections may conceal important heterogeneities. If mock elections were to have such compensatory effects, we would expect a stronger effect of having been exposed to a mock election among those students who are otherwise less likely
to vote. On the other hand, it might also be that those with a more affluent socio-economic
status are more receptive to the political information provided and more influenced by the
experience of casting a mock vote. In search of such heterogeneous effects, we have
divided our data into quartiles based on their family SES, and estimated separate models
for each quartile. We also added all the previously mentioned control variables to the
model. The results are presented in Table 4. The general picture is that there are small
differences between the quartiles. The estimated effects of mock elections in all the models are similar in magnitude compared to the corresponding estimates in the pooled data,
regardless of family SES, and the estimates are not statistically significant.
In our models, we control for the school context by including variables measured at the
school level. Still, it is possible that mock elections have different effects across different
school contexts. In order to examine such potential heterogeneity, we have divided our

0.00194 (0.00152)
0.542*** (0.0306)
0.236*** (0.0175)
−0.00605 (0.00511)
0.0133*** (0.00295)



820,083

0.00931*** (0.00296)



820,083

2
0.00205 (0.00151)

0.261*** (0.00305)
0.0715*** (0.00108)
0.0126*** (0.00109)
0.00543*** (0.000674)
0.0304*** (0.000890)



820,083

3

0.00202 (0.00148)
0.0930*** (0.0313)
0.168*** (0.0162)
−0.0107** (0.00479)
−0.0261*** (0.00273)
0.260*** (0.00305)
0.0695*** (0.00106)
0.0122*** (0.00107)
0.00389*** (0.000645)
0.0320*** (0.000778)



820,083

4

OLS: ordinary least squares; EP: European parliament; SES: socio-economic status; GPA: Grade Point Average.
Standard errors in parentheses. The models are estimated using pooled data of students enrolled at upper-secondary schools in 1998, 2002, 2006, and 2010. Variables with
‘School’ prefix refer to averages at school level. Variables regarding turnout refer to voting in the 2010 parliamentary election (general) and the 2009 European Parliament election (EP). Family SES is an average of parental earnings, parental education, and parental occupational status, where all items initially have been standardised to have a mean of 0
and a standard deviation of 1. GPA refers to average grade in class 9, standardised for each year. School programme refers to the 18 national and 5 introductory programmes
available at upper-secondary schools. Immigration background is classified into four categories: the first three refer to people born in Sweden with both, only one, or none of
their parents born in Sweden, and the fourth category contain foreign-born persons.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Mock election
School: Parents voted (general)
School: Parents voted (EP)
School: Family SES
School: GPA (std.)
Parents voted (general)
Parents voted (EP)
Female
Family SES
GPA (std.)
Birth year fixed effects
School programme fixed effects
Immigration background fixed effects
N

1

Table 3. Turnout in parliamentary election 2010 among students enrolled in election years 1998–2010 (OLS regressions).
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0.00145 (0.00223)
0.113** (0.0509)
0.185*** (0.0246)
−0.0306*** (0.00440)
0.0175*** (0.00215)
0.277*** (0.00481)
0.0731*** (0.00193)
0.0373*** (0.00120)



209,760

0.00267 (0.00245)
0.121** (0.0483)
0.139*** (0.0253)
−0.0330*** (0.00494)
0.0218*** (0.00231)
0.259*** (0.00402)
0.0739*** (0.00213)
0.0354*** (0.00135)



200,341

Q2

211,092

0.00201 (0.00210)
0.0477 (0.0480)
0.171*** (0.0214)
−0.0280*** (0.00303)
0.00590*** (0.00171)
0.250*** (0.00573)
0.0688*** (0.00181)
0.0322*** (0.00114)




Q3

198,890

0.00255 (0.00178)
0.0430 (0.0449)
0.182*** (0.0231)
−0.0151*** (0.00334)
0.00631*** (0.00141)
0.215*** (0.00728)
0.0626*** (0.00193)
0.0235*** (0.00120)




Q4

OLS: ordinary least squares; EP: European parliament; GPA: Grade Point Average.
Standard errors in parentheses. Students enrolled at upper-secondary schools in election years 1998–2010 have been divided into quartiles depending on their family SES, and a
model has been estimated for each quartile. Family SES is an average of parental earnings, parental education, and parental occupational status, where all items initially have been
standardised to have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. For information about the other variables, see Table 3.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Mock election
School: Parents voted (general)
School: Parents voted (EP)
School: GPA (std.)
Female
Parents voted (general)
Parents voted (EP)
GPA (std.)
Birth year fixed effects
School programme fixed effects
Immigration background fixed
effects
N

Q1

Table 4. Turnout in parliamentary election 2010 among students enrolled in election years 1998–2010, by family SES quartile (OLS regressions).
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sample into quartiles depending on the average GPA (at grade 9) among students measured at the school level and estimated separate models for each quartile. We have also
done the same exercise but with quartiles based on family SES measured at school level.
The results are the same: we find minuscule, non-significant effects of having experienced a mock election on subsequent voter turnout across all subgroups (see the
Supplemental Appendix for details on the estimated models).
Even if we do not find any impact of having attended an upper-secondary school that
organised a mock election on turnout in subsequent real elections, there might be short- or
long-term effects that get diluted in our pooled data. For this reason, we have estimated
separate models for students enrolled in each of the election years 1998–2010. As shown
in Table 5, the general pattern is the same in all models, even if the coefficients for some
variables vary a bit. More importantly, the estimated effects of mock elections are not
statistically significant in any of the models (at the conventional 0.05 confidence level).
Thus, taken together, we do not find any effect of mock elections on the likelihood of
voting in the 2010 national parliamentary elections. It should, however, be noted that
turnout rates in these elections are relatively high, even among young people. In order to
see if mock elections could have an effect on turnout in elections that draw fewer people
to the polls, we have estimated the same models as presented above, but with turnout in
the Swedish 2009 EP election as the outcome variable. In that election, turnout was only
45.5%, scarcely more than half of the turnout in the 2010 parliamentary election. Still, the
conclusion is the same – we do not find any effect on turnout due to having experienced
a mock election at upper-secondary school – not in the pooled data, or in the data split into
quartiles depending on family SES, and nor do we find any short- or long-term effects
(see the Supplemental Appendix).

Conclusions
Student mock elections are carried out in schools in many countries around the world in
an effort to increase political interest and efficacy among young people. No previous
study has, however, examined whether these mock elections have any effect on the likelihood of voting in real elections. We tackle this question using a unique population-wide
data set on turnout in the Swedish 2010 parliamentary election and the 2009 EP
election.
Our results show that students enrolled at an upper-secondary school that arranged a
mock election were slightly more likely to vote in a subsequent real election. However,
this result is due to differences in student composition between schools that have mock
elections and those that do not. When we add variables to control for these differences,
the effect of having experienced a mock election on turnout in a general election decreases
towards zero and is no longer statistically significant. We also fail to reveal any effects
when we split our data according to socio-economic background at the individual or
school level. In other words, we do not find that mock elections help level the playing
field by having any compensatory effect on political participation. The conclusion that
mock elections do not affect turnout in real elections also holds when we study short- and
long-term effects, and we use turnout in the Swedish 2009 EP election as our outcome
variable, i.e. an election with substantially lower turnout. Even if the design of our study
does not allow us to make any certain causal claims, the quality and size of the data make
us believe that we would have discovered an effect if it existed.

0.000977 (0.00262)
0.175*** (0.0368)
0.127*** (0.0183)
−0.0220*** (0.00319)
0.00741*** (0.00162)
0.191*** (0.00454)
0.0490*** (0.00176)
0.0247*** (0.00110)



208,807

−0.0000972 (0.00228)
0.218*** (0.0522)
0.163*** (0.0259)
−0.0327*** (0.00372)
0.0186*** (0.00182)
0.226*** (0.00458)
0.0697*** (0.00184)
0.0368*** (0.00124)



245,471

2002
0.00455* (0.00257)
−0.0837 (0.0587)
0.203*** (0.0271)
−0.0316*** (0.00428)
0.0123*** (0.00173)
0.299*** (0.00458)
0.0905*** (0.00191)
0.0348*** (0.00122)



290,264

2006

0.00296 (0.00337)
−0.0247 (0.0744)
0.147*** (0.0320)
−0.00800 (0.00539)
0.00872*** (0.00255)
0.407*** (0.00815)
0.0473*** (0.00254)
0.0232*** (0.00144)



75,541

2010

OLS: ordinary least squares; EP: European parliament; GPA: Grade Point Average.
Standard errors in parentheses. A separate model has been estimated for students enrolled at upper-secondary schools in 1998, 2002, 2006, and 2010. For information about
the variables, see Table 3.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Mock election
School: Parents voted (general)
School: Parents voted (EP)
School: GPA (std.)
Female
Parents voted (general)
Parents voted (EP)
GPA (std.)
Birth year fixed effects
School programme fixed effects
Immigration background fixed effects
N

1998

Table 5. Turnout in parliamentary election 2010 among students enrolled in different election years 1998–2010 (OLS regressions).
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It is still, however, possible that mock elections carried out in other electoral contexts
or in other ways might have an effect on voter turnout. In countries with bigger hurdles to
voting, mock elections might provide vital skills that facilitate participation, as might
mock elections with more intensive learning activities stretched over a longer time period
(see Dassonneville et al., 2012). We hope that future research will examine mock elections in other countries to see if our results can be generalised.
It should also be noted that mock elections might lead to other outcomes worth pursuing or have other values. Some previous studies have for example found that mock elections can help improve students’ internal efficacy and their political knowledge (Hansen,
2017; Hansen et al., 2015). Mock elections could also be seen as a way for young people
to express themselves politically, even if the election results do not have any direct consequences and, at least in the Swedish case, gets limited media attention. However, in a
qualitative study by Borge (2018), students said that they saw the mock election as an
assignment rather than an opportunity to voluntarily express their political views.
In conclusion, we do not claim that mock elections do not have merit and that schools
should refrain from organising them in the future. We only state that our results do not
support the view that mock elections improve voter turnout, and we therefore suggest that
the rationale for carrying them out should be found elsewhere.
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Notes
1.
2.

In the Supplemental Appendix, we show that the results from a logit specification correspond very closely
with those presented in the main text.
We have restricted the sample to eligible voters (18 years or older) in the election held on 19 September
2010. Since we only have information on birth month, we have excluded all students enrolled in uppersecondary school in 2010 who were born in September 1992 or later.
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