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Abstract
Across European Parliament, local and general elections in Denmark between half 
and three quarters of voters in households with multiple voters cast their vote within 
a minute of another household member. This finding, revealed using data from a 
time-stamped voter panel covering more than two million Danish voters, establishes 
that many families visit the polling station together. The result are replicated using 
survey data from Denmark, the UK and a range of other countries, indicating that 
voting together is a widespread phenomenon, supporting the characterization of vot-
ing as a social act. For the first time our analysis reveals that acquiring a potential 
voting partner increases turnout, whilst losing one decreases turnout.

Keywords  Turnout · Social norms · Political participation · UK · Denmark

Introduction

Do people who live together vote together, and does that matter for turnout? One of the 
most persistent suggestions in the literature on electoral behavior in general, and voter 
turnout in particular, is that people are both similar to and influenced by their social inti-
mates. As William Glaser (1959) and others concluded more than half a century ago, the 
turnout behavior of married couples is strikingly similar (see also, for instance Anderson 
1943). Later studies have confirmed this pattern, often with a focus on households or 
married couples converging in turnout behavior (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Stoker 
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and Jennings 1995). This suggests that household context is crucial in understanding 
individual turnout behavior (Cutts and Fieldhouse 2009; Bhatti et al. 2018). Whilst con-
siderable research has pointed to the role of information and discussion (Huckfeldt and 
Sprague 1995), social norms (Knack 1992), and inter-personal mobilization (Rosenstone 
and Hansen 1993), a potentially important but rather less-explored explanation for this 
pattern is that citizens accompany each other to the polling stations.

Many established democracies have witnessed decreasing rates in turnout over the 
last few decades (Franklin 2004; International IDEA 2015; Vowles 2018). At the same 
time household structures have changed dramatically as families become simultane-
ously more complex and individualized. There are more single households than ever 
before, increasing divorce rates, fewer marriages, more non-marital childbearing, and 
more cohabitation outside marriage; the family has become a much less stable and 
more complex unit (Carlson and Meyer 2014; Tach 2015). This makes it more impor-
tant than ever to study the extent to which individuals that live together vote together, 
and whether changes in family structure thus have consequences for turnout.

In this paper we provide the first objective analysis (i.e. not-self-reported data) of 
whether household members actually vote together. We examine how many voters 
vote with someone else in their own household, and who votes together and alone. 
While there has been much speculation about this, the empirical evidence is still 
scarce and has mainly been based on a small number of surveys (Fieldhouse and 
Cutts 2012). We also show that some types of individuals are more likely to vote 
with others than the population at large.

Second, we present evidence that addresses the question of the causal effect of voting 
together on turnout. Recently increasing attention has been given to the household as the 
most important unit for influencing the decision to turnout (e.g. Cutts and Fieldhouse 
2009). While it now seems likely that household processes play a causally significant 
role in voting, it is less clear exactly what those processes are. One promising explana-
tion could be that individuals affect each other because they are directly confronted with 
each other’ decision to vote on Election Day and accompany each other to the polls. This 
has been referred to as the companion effect (Fieldhouse and Cutts 2012). Because vot-
ing together necessitates turning out to vote, it is very difficult to demonstrate whether 
the availability of a companion increases the probability of voting. Even large panel 
studies (e.g. the British Election Study) lack sufficient data on changes in availability of 
companions to assess the causal effect. While we do not claim to overcome all identifica-
tion issues, in this study we exploit a unique administrative data set linking individual 
voters across three elections to provide new evidence of a companion effect.

We apply our analyses across three types of elections: a municipal election, 
a European parliament election and a general election in Denmark using a large, 
unique administrative dataset with the exact timing of the vote for more than two 
million individuals in the three elections merged with precise residential informa-
tion. Additionally, in order to assess the external validity of our analyses we draw 
upon similar survey items in the British and Danish Election Studies to understand 
to what extent the level of voting together differs between the UK and Denmark, two 
very different cultural and electoral contexts.

In the following section we briefly summarize the theoretical rationale for and 
empirical evidence of voting together from the literature, and set out two hypotheses. 
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The analysis is divided into three parts. In the first we examine the extent to which 
citizens vote together and thereafter we describe which types of individuals are more 
likely to vote in company. In the last part of the paper we present evidence for the 
causal influence of voting together.

Theory, Evidence and Hypotheses

At least since Anderson (1943) it been recognized in the turnout literature that people 
vote together with the people they live with. This idea was originally based on observa-
tions and survey research that show that married couples vote more often than unmar-
ried individuals (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Stoker and Jennings 1995, 2005). 
Research also shows that the intra-household turnout correlation is very high and 
increasing attention has been given to the household as the most important unit for influ-
encing the decision to turnout (Cutts and Fieldhouse 2009; Bhatti et al. 2018). Individu-
als sharing residency are remarkably congruent in their voting behaviors and when one 
individual in a household is mobilized to vote, between 30 and 60% of the mobiliza-
tion effect spills-over to other household members (Nickerson 2008; Sinclair et al. 2012; 
Bhatti et al. 2017). Fieldhouse and Cutts (2012) have coined the phrase the companion 
effect which points to the likely importance of voting in tandem. While all these studies 
suggest some kind of effect of household members on each other with respect to turnout, 
the correspondence in turnout has been mainly based on correlations in turnout at the 
household level rather than in systematic evidence of whether people actually vote at the 
same time. More recently, in order to address this, questions measuring voting together 
have been fielded in a number of election studies around the world. However, while 
these data (reported below) provide some descriptive evidence supporting the compan-
ion effect hypothesis that voting is a social act and not something that is carried out in 
isolation, these findings would be strengthened if corroborated with objective data. In 
addition, more evidence is required to establish causality. It remains to be demonstrated 
that the initial findings hold with objective data and that voting together has some causal 
influence on the decision to vote, for example by reducing the cost of voting (Nickerson 
2008). Ultimately, if the decision to vote is a collective or joint decision rather than an 
individual one, then voting might be considered a collective act.

Before setting out our hypotheses regarding the impact of voting together, we 
briefly lay out our expectations concerning the number and type of people who vote 
together. The few existing surveys of voting together suggest that it is a widespread 
phenomenon and we expect our objective data to confirm this. We also might 
expect that the incidental benefits gained from voting together—for example the 
pleasure of taking a walk to the polling station together—are largely opportunistic 
and are therefore likely to be more important for married couples or electors living 
in larger households. As household size increases, the number of potential voting 
partners increases as well. This is important both in terms of the number of other 
voters who may invoke social norms of voting and the extent to which citizens con-
front the decision of other household members about whether to vote or stay home. 
Because social intimacy and the influence of the household might be expected to 
increase with marriage so should the relevance of voting with someone else.
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The descriptive question of how many and who vote together is a necessary first step 
in the establishing the importance of the phenomenon, but it does not directly answer the 
bigger question of whether voting together increases turnout. There are good theoretical 
reasons to think this might be the case, not least because voting is a social act (Franklin 
2004; Fieldhouse and Cutts 2016; Bhatti and Hansen 2012). The dual process model of 
behavior suggests two main sources of inter-personal influence: norms and information 
(Hogg and Vaughan 1995). First, individuals within a given household may influence 
each other because they are directly confronted with each other’s decision to vote on 
Election Day. The social norm of voting likely plays an important role here. Social pres-
sure from peers has been shown to have an important exogenous influence on voter turn-
out (Green and Gerber 2010) and may lead to the internalization of the norm of voting 
which can be manifested as civic duty (Coleman 1990). Moreover, if the norms of social 
intimates are particularly persuasive, social intimacy in families is likely to mean that 
household correlations in turnout result from the level of civic duty within the house-
hold (Fieldhouse and Cutts 2016). Second, because of higher rates of discussion within 
families than other social relationships (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995; Zuckerman et al. 
2007), household members are likely to influence each other’s electoral participation by 
exchanging information, for example about the election, candidates or even how to vote 
(e.g. removing some of the anxiety of voting for the first time). In addition to informa-
tional and normative influence, we propose a third type of mechanism, the companion 
effect: by attending the polling station together, voters may reduce the cost of going to 
the polling station to cast the vote and increase the peripheral benefits such as enjoying 
the social aspect of the experience (Fieldhouse and Cutts 2016).

As discussed above, while (given the right data) it is possible to establish 
whether individuals vote together, it is more challenging to empirically verify 
that this has an effect on turnout, because voting together necessitates voting. 
However, what we can test is whether getting a potential voting partner is conse-
quential for turnout. This leads us to the first hypothesis:

H1  Acquiring a potential voting companion leads to increased turnout probability.

Just like acquiring a potential voting partner changes the availability of a poten-
tial companion, so does losing one. For example, Hobbs et  al. (2014) show how 
widowhood results in a long term drop in turnout. When examining loss of a partner 
we can even be more precise because we can empirically distinguish between actual 
voting partners (i.e. household members who voted together in the last election) and 
potential but not actual voting partners (i.e. household members who did not vote 
together in the last elections). If voting together matters, we could expect losing a 
voting partner would have greater adverse effects on voting than losing a household 
member in general. We therefore hypothesize:
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H2  Losing a voting companion leads to a greater fall in turnout probability than 
losing a non- companion.1

Electoral Context

This article draws on data from three recent Danish Elections. The choice of case is 
driven by the availability of unique data (described below). Our data are collected 
across three types of elections: municipal, European parliament and general elec-
tions. The three types of election provide variation in the prevailing level of turnout 
across which we can measure the companion effect. No voter registration is needed 
in Danish elections. Eligible individuals automatically get registered on the voter list 
of his/her local polling station and polling cards are mailed to the individual’s offi-
cial address before Election Day. Elections are non-compulsory.

The 2013 municipal elections2 took place simultaneously in all of the 98 Danish 
municipalities on November 19, 2013. More than 30% of the Danish GDP is administered 
at the local level (municipalities and regions) and municipalities take care of most of the 
core functions in the welfare state such as child care, schools, elderly care, the social area, 
libraries and some parts of the health sector. At municipal elections each municipality is a 
constituency where between nine and 55 mandates are distributed proportionally among 
multiple parties. The municipal councils are elected for a fixed 4 year period. In 2013 
turnout was 71.9% which was slightly above the historical average of about 70%.

The 2014 European parliament elections took place on May 25, 2014.3 In the 
elections the entire country is a single constituency and the 13 Danish parliamentar-
ians are elected for a 5 year period on open party lists using proportional representa-
tion. In the 2014 election turnout was 56.3%.

The 2015 national parliament election was held on 18 June 2015. Denmark has 
a parliamentarian political system where elections to the national parliament are 
the most salient (only matched occasionally with referendums regarding EU mem-
bership). The 179 parliamentarians (of which four are elected directly in the Faroe 
Islands and Greenland) are elected for 4 years or until the prime minister calls for 
an election. The election system ensures national proportional representation though 
the representatives of the parties are elected in ten grand districts. Turnout in the 
2015 was 85.9% and this close to the historical average.

1  Non-companion refers to people who live with but did not vote at the same time as the subject. Thus a 
non-companion may be either a voter or a non-voter.
2  Municipal elections are held simultaneous with the regional elections. However, the municipal elec-
tions get the vast majority of the attention.
3  The election was held simultaneous with the Danish Unified Patent Court membership referendum.
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Data: Time Stamped and Validated Voter Files Across Three Elections

In this paper we exploit a unique feature of Danish digital voter lists: time stamps which 
provide us objective information about the exact timing of individuals’ arrival at the 
polling desk to obtain their ballot. After the 2013 municipal election, the 2014 Euro-
pean election and the 2015 national election we collected data on actual turnout from 
the municipalities who administered the elections. The municipalities use two types of 
systems for recording whether an individual voted: manual lists or digital lists. In the 
polling stations with digital lists individuals are registered digitally when they arrive 
at the polling station to obtain their ballot (which is always a paper ballot) utilizing a 
barcode on the polling card. One crucial detail is that when the barcode is scanned, the 
voter is not only digitally marked on the voter list; the time of the scan is also registered. 
This information can be used to investigate whether individuals vote together as the 
time data can anonymously be linked to residential information and family information 
etc. in Statistics Denmark (Bhatti and Hansen 2010; Bhatti et al. 2014a, b; 2016).

As we are interested in whether people vote together we focus only on polling stations 
with digital lists. The digital lists were administered by the municipalities and there is 
therefore no individual level self-selection into the study, limiting the risks of response 
bias. Furthermore, as registration is automatic in Denmark the voter lists include all eli-
gible individuals no matter their potential interest in voting as they did not have to take 
active steps to become registered. If a municipality participated we had access to infor-
mation about turnout and the timing of the vote in minutes for all eligible individuals at 
the relevant polling stations. Crucially, after the election, we could match this information 
in anonymous form to detailed socio-demographical information from the official statis-
tics bureau, Statistics Denmark. We obtained an address identifier allowing us to identify 
which individuals share a household. We had access to vote and address information for 
approximately 2.4 million individuals for the 2013 municipal elections, 2.3 million indi-
viduals for the 2014 European parliament elections, and around 2.5 million individuals 
for the 2015 General Election. The slight variation in sample size for each election is due 
to the differences in eligibility rules (the total number of eligible voters was between 4.14 
and 4.42 million in the elections), and small variations in the participating municipalities, 
which arise mainly because more voter files become digital over time.

When utilizing the register data we focus exclusively on voting together with other 
eligible household members because this can be objectively identified by address of 
residence. As noted above, the household is theoretically the most interesting unit with 
respect to joint voting, having been identified as the most influential context for political 
socialization (Berelson et al. 1954; Glaser 1959; Zuckerman et al. 2007) and empiri-
cally the most important context for inter-personal influence on turnout (Nickerson 
2008; Cutts and Fieldhouse 2009; Sinclair et  al. 2012; Bhatti et  al. 2017). It is also 
worth noting that the polling card has the address of the assigned the polling station and 
that assignment to polling stations are based on residential address such that household 
members are always assigned to the same polling station. These unique data allow us to 
examine the phenomena of voting together. Furthermore, the sample sizes and the fact 
that the electoral data can be linked to administrative data allows us to gain further lev-
erage on the question regarding causal significance of voting together on turnout.
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The unit of analysis in all analyses in this study is the individual voter. However, 
in order to calculate whether each individual voted with others, we used the indi-
vidual address identifier in the register data to create all possible intra-household 
dyads. For each dyad, as an indicator of voting together, we identified whether the 
two individuals obtained the ballot at the voting station within one minute of each 
other.4 After dyads voting together were identified, we then deduced whether each 
individual was part of at least one dyad voting together. If so, they were classified as 
having voted with someone else from their household. If not, the person was consid-
ered as voting alone.5 Thus, in the analyses we have one record per elector and the 
main variable of interest concerns whether she voted with others in her household. 
We supplement the register data with surveys from two Danish election studies and 
the British Election Study which are based on subjective re-collections of the voting 
act but are able to capture voting together between non-cohabiting individuals.

Results

How Many People Vote Together?

Before testing our hypotheses, we examine the extent to which individuals vote 
together with their household members in Denmark (see Table 1) and in comparison 
with other countries where survey data are available (Table 2). The data in Table 1 
uses the Danish register data which contain the timing of the vote from time stamps 
on the voter list. The individuals in the samples are divided depending on whether 
they did not vote, voted by post (in Denmark postal voting is a form of early voting 
usually cast at the city hall or citizen service centers), voted at the polling station 
alone or voted at the polling station with another household member.

Between 29 and 35% of all eligible individuals voted at the polling station on Elec-
tion Day with someone from their household in each of the three elections. If we look 
only at voters, 41–51% voted within a minute of someone else in their household. 
This is, to our knowledge, the first evidence on the level of voting together from large-
scale administrative data and it shows that voting together is a very common phe-
nomenon. The 41–51% share of voters voting with others is remarkable when taking 
into account that some voters live alone and therefore by definition cannot vote with 
others in their household, while others vote by post and therefore cannot vote together 
on Election Day. If we restrict the sample to only individuals living in 2 + sized 

4  I.e. we allow for 1 min divergence. Sometimes people voting together get into two different lines at the 
polling stations and get their ballot at slightly different times. One minute is still a sufficient small time 
interval to minimize the effect of randomly voting at the same time.
5  It is possible that those classed as ‘voting alone’ could have voted with someone not on the register or 
from outside the household (e.g. a friend or a child). Our survey data indicates that about 10% of Danes 
report going to the polling station only with someone from outside the household. Similarly analysis of 
network survey data from the British Election Study Internet Panel (wave 2) suggests that voting with a 
non-household member occurred in only 6% of all instances of voting together among respondents who 
named at least one political discussant and who voted in company.
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households, the share of voters voting with others increase to 56% (2015 general elec-
tion), 60% (2013 municipal elections) and 69% (2014 European Parliament election).

Looking across the three types of elections suggests that, despite large variations 
in salience between the three elections, differences are relatively modest. However, 
one interesting pattern appears: while the absolute percentage of individuals voting 
together is higher when turnout is high (29, 33 and 35% across the three elections 
ordered by overall turnout), the relative proportion voting together is higher in low 
salience elections (51, 46 and 41% respectively). This indicates that individuals vot-
ing together may be more resilient to factors that reduce turnout, perhaps because 
voting together decreases the costs and increase the peripheral benefits of voting. 
Together, these findings provide prima facie evidence of the companion effect.

It is relevant to ask if the findings from Denmark also hold elsewhere. In order to 
do so we have fielded identical survey items in the Danish Election Study and the 
British Election Study across different types of elections in the two countries, aim-
ing to estimate the level of voting together in Denmark and the UK.6 We also utilize 

Table 1   Voting mode for individuals in three Danish elections (percent)

The number of early voters was 4.5, 5.3, and 8.7% respectively in the three elections. These voters are 
registered as a separate category in the analysis. Usually early votes are casted at the city hall or citizen 
service centers

2014 European 
parliament elec-
tion

2013 
Municipal 
election

2015 General election

Non-voters 43.5 28.9 14.4
Voted by post 3.7 4.2 8.0
Voted at the polling station alone (i.e. not with 

a HH member)
23.8 34.5 42.4

Voted at the polling station with another HH 
member

29.1 32.5 35.2

Voting together as pct. of all voters 51.4 45.7 41.1
Voting together as pct. of all voters (2 + HHs) 68.8 59.6 56.2
Voting together as pct. of all polling station 

voters
55.0 48.5 45.4

N 2,335,013 2,387,939 2,497,217
Actual general turnout in the election (official 

statistics)
56.3 71.9 85.9

6  The UK surveys are the British Election Study from the 2014 European election and the 2015 gen-
eral election (Fieldhouse and Cutts 2016). The Danish survey data stems from the Municipality Elec-
tion Study (Kjær 2017) and from the Danish National Election Study (Hansen and Stubager 2016) for 
the 2013 municipals elections and the 2015 national parliament elections. The municipal election study 
was conducted as a combination of web and phone interviews and had a total response rate of 44.6% 
yielding 4.528 respondents. The national parliament election study was carried out as a combination or 
web interviews and personal interviews and with 2.001 respondents it obtained a response rate of 48.8%. 
To inquire into whether respondents voted with others we in both surveys asked respondents “Thinking 
back to Election Day, which of the following best describes how you cast your ballot”. The categories in 
the municipal survey were “I visited the pooling station on my own”, “I visited the polling station with 
another person who did NOT vote”, “I visited the polling station with another person who voted”, “I 
do not want to answer”. In the national survey the categories were similar—however, “alone” was used 
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previously reported findings from Italy, Canada, Scotland and Wales (Fieldhouse 
and Cutts 2012).7 Table 2 replicates the findings for voting together from Table 1 
based on election studies from the six different locations. As the percent voting 
together of all electors is likely to be inflated by the fact that there is substantially 
under-reporting of non-voting in the surveys, we focus on the distribution of voting 
modes among voters. 

Overall across all these countries between roughly one-third and two-thirds of those 
reporting having voted indicated that they voted together with someone at the polling 
station. There is some variation across countries with Denmark having twice the pro-
portion of voters voting together compared to the UK (slightly less than 60% compared 
to 31%). A large part of this difference seems to be driven by the use of postal voting in 
the UK (postal voting is rare—approximately 5%—in Denmark and was therefore not 
given as a response option in the surveys). About 43% of British voters voting at a poll-
ing station voted with another person compared to approximately 58% in the Danish 
surveys. The difference between Britain and Denmark highlights a potentially negative 
aspect of postal voting. Postal voting may diminish some of the social aspects of vot-
ing by making voting a more individualized activity which could be more vulnerable 
to decline (Burden et al. 2014). Figures for Scotland, Canada and Wales resemble the 
UK while the numbers for Italy are close to the Danish ones. The findings show that 
across different countries and across different types of elections, voting together is a 
widespread phenomenon and is not specific to a single country or type of election.

The percentage of polling station voters who vote with others in Denmark is 
about 58% in the survey data compared to 45–49% in the register data from the same 
elections. The difference is most likely to be due to the fact that the register data 

Table 2   Voting mode for individuals in nine elections from the UK, Denmark, Scotland, Canada, Italy 
and Wales (survey data, percent, excluding non-voters)

Weights are applied in the Danish and UK surveys

Post Alone at polling 
station

With others With others as pct. of 
polling station voters

UK 2014 EP election 33 38 29 43
UK 2015 general election 29 40 31 43
DK 2013 municipal election – 42 58 58
DK 2015 general election – 41 59 59
Scotland 2011 19 47 34 42
Canada 2011 18 42 41 50
Italy 2011 (Referendum) – 41 59 59
Wales 2011 (Referendum) 28 38 34 47
Wales 2011 (assembly) 27 39 35 48

7  The data is from the Italian Election Study (2011), the Canadian CCAP Study (2011), the Scottish 
Social Attitudes Survey (2011) and the Welsh Election Study (2011 Referendum and Assembly Studies).

instead of the word “on my own” and we used “person or persons” instead of “person”. In the national 
election surveys individuals were given the option of providing multiple answers. However, only 31 indi-
viduals did this. In the analysis we only utilize their primary answer.

Footnote 6 (continued)
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only identifies individuals voting together who share a household. Slightly more 
than 10% of those voting together in the survey data report voting only with some-
one outside the household. Furthermore, we cannot dismiss the possibility of over-
reporting of voting together in the survey data. However, overall the survey data and 
register data is quite consistent.

Who Votes with Others?

Having established that voting together is a frequently occurring and general phe-
nomenon we dig deeper into what types of individuals are most likely to vote with 
others. We expect that voting together is largely driven by opportunity, i.e. household 
size (no. of eligible individuals in the household) and marriage. To confirm this, for 
each election we calculate the share of each mode of voting (not voting, postal vot-
ing, voting alone and voting together), by the variables of interest. Figure 1 shows the 
rates of voting together by household size for each of the three Danish elections.

For all elections household size is strongly related to voting together. This is not 
surprising insofar as voting together (by definition) can only occur when the house-
hold size is greater than one. Looking at multi-person households, the descriptive 
relationship between size and voting together is modest. In absolute terms the share 
voting together declines slightly with household size in all elections—for instance, 
in the 2013 municipal elections 46% voted with others in two elector households 
while the corresponding number was 32% in large households (more than four elec-
tors). However, this is mainly because there are more non-voters in large house-
holds. When disregarding non-voters, the relative share of lone voters and individu-
als voting together is virtually constant across household size—for instance, in the 
2013 municipal elections, the ratio of individuals voting together and voting alone is 
approximately 1.7:1 for household sizes of both two and greater-than-four. A possi-
ble explanation of the similar patterns in household sizes greater than two is that the 
opportunities of voting together in larger households may be offset by weaker ties 
among household members. Figure 2 shows an equivalent chart for marital status.

The charts confirm that married couples vote together more frequently than the rest 
of the population. The percentage of non-married individuals voting together is 15–22% 
across the elections while the corresponding numbers for married individuals is 45–51%.

To provide more insight into the differences between groups when controlling 
for a range of demographic predictors of turnout, we estimate multinomial logistic 
regression models for each election. The dependent variable is voting mode (voting 
alone, not voting, postal voting and voting together). The reference category is vot-
ing alone. We include a range of usual suspects as controls: age, age squared, age-
cubed,8 gender, educational level (5 categories), income, children in the household, 
residential stability and ethnicity (3 categories). We restrict the models to include 
household sizes greater than one since single-individual households by definition 

8  We use age, age squared and age-cubed based on the recent insight that the descriptive relationship 
between age and turnout may be negative until the early twenties, positive from the early 20’ies to middle 
age and then negative in old age (Bhatti et al. 2012).
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cannot vote together. In Fig. 3 we show the predicted probabilities (averaged over 
observed values) for voting together compared to the corresponding probabilities for 
voting alone. Note that confidence intervals are plotted but are not visible due to the 

Fig. 1   Distribution of voting mode among individuals for each household size in three Danish elections. 
Note The number of observations for the three elections are 2,335,013, 2,387,939 and 2,497,217
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large sample size. Numerical results can be found in Appendix Tables 3, 4, 5 of the 
appendix where we also show results split on household sizes.

The results are consistent across elections. Even when taking household size into 
account a married person has a higher likelihood of voting together compared to 
voting alone (see also the positive coefficients for married individuals in the mul-
tinomial logit models in Appendix Tables 3, 4, 5). Unsurprisingly, the differences 
between married and unmarried individuals are smaller than when household size 
and other factors are not taken into account, but the share voting together is still 
around 10% points higher for married couples.

The results for other variables are also interesting. In the European elections, 
highly educated voters were more likely to vote together in absolute terms, but 

Fig. 2   Distribution of voting mode among individuals for each marriage category in three Danish elec-
tions. Note The numbers of observations for the three elections are 2,331,505, 2,382,947 and 2,490,782
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relative to voting alone, the proportion is lower than other groups across all elec-
tions (see also the negative coefficients for the high education groups in Appendix 
Tables 3, 4, 5). This may be because those with lower levels of education are more 
likely to drop out of voting when they have nobody to vote with. In other words 
having a voting companion may be especially important when an individual does 
not otherwise have the resources to vote. The corollary of this is that highly edu-
cated citizens are relatively less likely to vote together (compared to alone) possibly 
because their resources or norms of voting make them less reliant on the social ben-
efits of voting, and are more likely to vote even if that means voting alone. Another 
potential explanation is that, insofar as the highly educated on average work longer 
work hours (Deding and Filges 2009), they might find it more difficult to coordinate 
going to polling station with a family member. Non-Western immigrants are less 
likely to vote together than ethnic Danes, while older people are more likely than 
the young. In further analyses (Appendix Tables 3, 4, 5) we have tested the robust-
ness of the results to splitting the models on household sizes instead of controlling 
for household size. The results are generally consistent across models. Appendix 
Table 6 replicates the findings with survey data from the UK and Denmark (see the 
appendix). Again, the replication with survey data provides similar results as the 
objective data and across the two different contexts UK and Denmark.

Fig. 3   Turnout estimated as predicted probabilities (calculated at observed values) of voting alone and 
voting together for different groups in three Danish elections (based on three multinomial logit models). 
Note Predicted probabilities with 95% CIs. Clustering at household level applied. For each panel the left-
most dashed line is the overall proportion in the sample voting alone while the right-most is the propor-
tion voting together
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The Relationship Between Opportunity of Voting Together and the Likelihood 
of Voting

We have now documented that individuals indeed vote together and that the ten-
dency of voting together is, at least, partly is driven by opportunity and social inti-
macy. This is interesting insofar as it informs us about how people vote. Whilst the 
descriptive patterns are indicative of a connection between the opportunity for vot-
ing together and actual turnout, the causal effect—whether voting together affects 
turnout—still remains unproven. In other words, does the availability of a voting 
partner cause an increased probability of voting? Recent studies have found that 
households are perhaps the most important unit for inter-personal mobilization 
(Nickerson 2008; Sinclair et al. 2012; Bhatti et al. 2017). This could, at least partly 
be due to the possibility of accompanying each other to the polls, as suggested by 
the companion effect.

We noted above that it is difficult to demonstrate whether voting together bears 
any causal significance on turnout as voting together can (by definition) only occur 
among voters. In other words how do we know if a non-voter would have voted had 
they had the option to vote in company? We can go some way towards measuring 
the opportunity to vote together with network survey data by examining the impact 
of inter-personal mobilization—that is whether a respondent is asked by a discussant 
to vote (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). In the 2014 European Parliament wave of 
the British Election Study Internet Panel (Fieldhouse et al. 2015) this was asked in 
a discussant ego-network module alongside whether each discussant accompanied 
the respondent to vote. These data show a high degree of correspondence between 
being asked to vote by a discussion partner and voting together: 74% of discussants 
who asked a respondent to vote actually accompanied the discussant to the poll-
ing station. By contrast less than 1% of those voting together did so without hav-
ing been asked. Nevertheless, another 17% of those asked also voted in company, 
but not with the discussant who invited them. This demonstrates an imperfect cor-
respondence between conventional measures of inter-personal mobilization (being 
asked to vote) and voting together. Moreover, this still does not tell us whether each 
respondent would have voted had they never been asked or had the opportunity to 
vote together never arisen. This absence of a reliable counterfactual (only having 
data on voting together for voters) makes it difficult to assess the causal importance 
of the companion effect in cross-sectional data. To get a better understanding of this 
we examine whether individuals who gain the opportunity to vote with a companion 
have a higher propensity to vote than individuals who lose the opportunity. More 
specifically we conduct two analyses. First, we test whether acquiring a potential 
voting companion, from one election to the next, leads to increased turnout prob-
ability (H1). Second, we test whether losing a voting companion leads to a greater 
fall in turnout probability than losing a non-companion (H2).

To examine the consequences of acquiring a potential voting companion, we use 
data from individuals included in our register data about whom we also have infor-
mation on turnout (though not timing) from the 2009 Danish municipal elections. 
This means that we can create an individual level two-wave panel of the same type 
of elections, with a sufficiently long time-lag for a substantial number of voters to 
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have changed their living circumstances. Specifically, we examine whether individu-
als who previously lived alone in 2009 but lived at least one other elector in 2013 
saw an increase their probability of voting. We also test the reverse of this—whether 
losing a potential voting partner (from a multi-elector household to a single elector 
household)9 leads to a decrease in probability of voting. The sample for this analy-
sis is all individuals in our data who were eligible in the 2009 and 2013 municipal 
elections (for 2009 we have access to data from 44 of the 98 Danish municipalities). 
A challenge for this analysis is the possibility that unobserved characteristics of 
citizens are correlated both with changes in household composition and changes in 
turnout behavior. By stratifying our analysis by previous turnout behavior we adopt 
the equivalent of a change score model which provides some protection against the 
effects of unobserved time-constant variables (Allison 1990; Berrington et al. 2006). 
We cannot eliminate this potential threat entirely, but we mitigate it as much as pos-
sible by matching on a range of pre-treatment characteristics using coarsened exact 
matching or CEM (Blackwell et al. 2009; Iacus et al. 2012). Subsequently, we con-
duct standard regression on the matched sample with appropriate weights to take 
into account differences in the relative number of treatment and control observations 
between strata.

In our models we split the sample depending on whether individuals voted or 
abstained at the outset in 2009 to allow for asymmetrical effects on previous voters 
and non-voters. This allows us to take into account that change over time could be 
dependent on the initial level of turnout. As the sample is stratified by turnout at the 
outset, the dependent variable is simply turnout in 2013 (0—abstained or 1—voted). 
The key independent variable is the change in the household type of the individual. 
We consider four different treatment statuses, one for losing a potential voting part-
ner, two for no change (either no household partner in both periods or a partner in 
both periods), and another for gaining a partner. In our analyses we compare having 
no partner in both periods with gaining a partner, and having a partner in both peri-
ods with losing a partner. We match exactly on pre-treatment age (one category for 
each year of age), education (5 categories), civic status (married vs. non-married), 
income (6 categories), and residential stability (9 categories). The combination of 
these variables provides us with more than 40,000 potential strata. After the match-
ing we conduct a standard logistic regression of change between 2009 and 2013 on a 
range of variables. Figure 4 depicts the results graphically, while Appendix Table 7 
of the appendix show the results numerically (see Appendix Table 8 of the appendix 
for a robustness test without matching which yields similar conclusions).

The results in Fig. 4 and Appendix Table 7 indicate that a change in the availabil-
ity of a potential voting partner is highly consequential for individual turnout. The 
results are especially consistent for those who abstained in 2009 (the bottom half of 
Fig. 4 and model 1–2 in Appendix Table 7). For those who were in a single elector 
household in 2009 gaining a potential partner resulted in an increase in turnout of 
about 10% points compared to those who did not gain a partner (bottom left of Fig. 4 

9  As indicated we estimate the effects of going from one elector to 2 + electors in the household and the 
other way around. In the following we write more briefly”gaining a partner” and”losing a partner”.
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and model 1 of Appendix Table 7). Among those who did have a potential voting 
partner in 2009, losing a potential partner resulted in a 5% point decrease in turnout 
(bottom right of Fig. 4 and model 2 of Appendix Table 7). For those who voted at 
the outset, losing a partner resulted in a 6% point drop in turnout (top right of Fig. 4 
and model 4 of Appendix Table 7), but there is almost no effect of gaining one (top 
left of Fig. 4 and model 3 of Appendix Table 7). This might be because individuals 
voting at the outset were very likely to vote regardless of gaining a partner. Moreo-
ver, as well as inducing turnout, gaining a potential voting partner might disrupt pre-
vious voting patterns. For example, inevitably some subjects (including those that 
voted in 2009) gained a non-voting partner, which may have a demobilizing effect 
(Partheymüller and Schmitt-Beck 2012). In further analysis we tested this poten-
tial demobilizing effect by splitting the sample by whether those gaining a partner 
were joined by someone who was a voter or a non-voter in the previous election.10 
The analysis (reported in Appendix Fig. 6) shows that the effect of gaining a part-
ner is positive for non-voters moving in with either a voter or a non-voter, although 
the positive effect is larger for those who gained a voting partner. Moreover, even 
prior-voters who gained a non-voting partner saw no discernible drop in turnout. 

Fig. 4   Logistic regression of 2013 municipal election turnout by change in household composition, 
based on exactly matched samples of individuals and divided on 2009 turnout (predicted probabilities 
calculated at observed values). Note Predicted probabilities with 95% CIs. Clustering at by 2009-house-
holds level applied

10  We restrict the sample to those living in one or two elector households in 2013 and with available 
information about their partners past voting (if living in two elector households).
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Together these findings suggest that the positive impact of gaining the opportunity 
for voting together (the companion effect) outweighs any potential negative effects 
of anti-voting social norms. To sum-up, the results in Fig. 4 provide support for our 
first hypothesis: acquiring a potential voting companion leads to an increased turn-
out probability, whilst losing one has the opposite effect.

We noted above that, despite the panel design, it is possible that observed correla-
tion between changes in turnout behavior and household status could be the result of 
a third factor driving both. An alternative way of approaching the question, which 
overcomes this, is to examine whether individuals who voted together in one elec-
tion behave differently in subsequent elections to those who lived together but did 
not vote together (H2). More specifically, we can look at whether individuals who 
lose a voting partner are more adversely affected than individuals who split from 
a person they did not vote with. By focusing only on households that broke up we 
avoid the problem of unobserved variables that correlate with both household break 
up and changing turnout

To test this, we focus our analysis on households with two eligible-electors who 
voted in the 2013 election, which subsequently split up in the 6  months period 
between the 2013 and the 2014 elections. In other words, they did not live together 
at 2014 election, but did so in the 2013 election. In contrast to the previous analysis 
this has the advantage that, we are able to test directly the effect of the loss a voting 
companion, as opposed to any other household partner. We do not make any restric-
tions on their new household, i.e. they can be single or live with someone new, but 
we include an indicator of whether they lived with someone else in 2014. We look at 
the 2013 and the 2014 elections as 2013 is the first election in which time stamps are 
available (i.e. we do not have time stamps in 2009).

We estimate a logit model where the dependent variable is turnout in the 2014 
European parliament election. We restrict the sample to those who voted in 2013 

Fig. 5   Logistic regression of 2014 European parliament election turnout, 2013 voters who lost voting 
partners, based on exactly matched sample of individuals (predicted probabilities calculated at observed 
values). Note Predicted probabilities with 95% CIs. Clustering at by 2013-households level applied
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and had a partner who also voted to maximize the comparability of the ‘treatment’ 
and ‘control’ since, in both groups, the subject lived with an elector who voted in 
the previous election. The only difference between the groups is that in the com-
panion ‘treatment’ group the pair attended the polling station together. Thus the 
key independent variable is whether the individual voted with the partner in 2013. 
Our expectation is that voting together in 2013 would have a negative effect on the 
change in turnout between the elections, as this would imply the loss of a voting 
partner as opposed to the loss of a partner who voted separately. In other words, if 
having a voting companion is important, then losing a voting companion should be 
more detrimental to turnout than losing a non-companion. This also allows us to 
separate the effect of merely living with a voter (which might be associated with 
increased normative influence or increased flows of information) from the effect of 
the opportunity to vote together. In other words, if the effects are just as large for the 
loss of a ‘non-companion’ co-habitee, this would suggest it is not the companion 
effect at play (and vice versa). The results are presented in Fig. 5. As in Fig. 4 we 
base the model on a matched sample created by CEM on pre-treatment variables 
and we apply appropriate weights in the regression. Note that the elections are only 
6 months apart and therefore we are not able to control rigorously for time-varying 
variables which are mainly annual in the Danish registers. In Table 9 of the appen-
dix we show the results numerically and in Appendix Table 10 we present an alter-
native model with no prior matching which yields similar results.

In line with the expectations we find a negative estimate of more than 8% points 
for individuals who split from a voting companion compared to someone who voted 
separately (see Fig. 5 or Appendix Table 9 ). In other words the negative effect of 
splitting is markedly higher for individuals who in the first election voted together 
than for individuals who split from a person they did not vote with—even though 
focus only on voters. We cannot completely exclude the possibility that these dif-
ferences are partly driven by relevant unobserved differences between splitting cou-
ples that had previously voted together and alone. In other words there may be some 
unobserved factor that is correlated with both the transient component of turnout 
and whether a voting companion or non-companion was lost (e.g. splitting from a 
spouse compared to a flat-mate). However, given the protection offered by the panel 
design, the restriction of the sample, and the CEM, along with the substantial size of 
the effect, the results provide strong evidence in favor of the companion effect as an 
important mechanism driving turnout.

Conclusion

It has long been argued that voting is a social phenomenon, subject to the effects of 
inter-personal influence through shared information, indirect mobilization and social 
norms. More recently it has been argued that citizens frequently go the polls together 
and that this has consequences for turnout. However, the phenomenon has been dif-
ficult to examine empirically as questions about voting partners are not routinely 
asked in surveys and both self-reported turnout of self and political discussants may 
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be subject to response bias (through social desirability) and in addition there is often 
under-representation of non-voters in surveys. Furthermore, the extent to which 
voting together matters for turnout is difficult to study as individuals, by definition, 
can only vote together when they vote. The counterfactual—“would those individu-
als have voted in the absence of a voting partner?” cannot be answered even with 
(cross-sectional) network survey data. In this study we contribute to the literature by 
tackling this question using a longitudinal large-scale validated register dataset with 
the exact timing of the vote for more than two million individuals in three elections.

Voting with others is remarkably widespread. About 29–35% of all eligi-
ble Danes voted with another voter at the polling stations in the three elections 
under investigation, and if we restrict ourselves to voters only, the number is even 
higher—between 41 and 51% of voters vote with other household members at 
the polling station. We also showed that voting together also occurs frequently 
in Britain but less so than in Denmark, largely due to the frequent use of postal 
voting in the UK. Moreover, as hypothesized, voting together seems largely to 
be somewhat driven by opportunity and closeness in households—e.g. married 
individuals vote more frequently with others than non-married individuals. Also, 
high propensity voting groups seem to vote less with others relative to voting 
alone –perhaps because they are more resilient to the lack of a potential voting 
partner.

Investigating whether voting together has a causal effect on turnout is chal-
lenging. We leveraged the question by using this unique dataset to look at the 
consequences of obtaining a potential voting partner and losing an actual vot-
ing partner. What we found, consistent with our hypotheses, is that individuals 
who gained a potential voting partner between two elections had an increased 
probability of voting. Likewise, individuals who split from a voting partner 
saw a greater drop in the probability of voting than individuals who split from 
a household member who had not been a voting partner. These results provide 
support for the argument that voting is a social act and more specifically that the 
opportunity to go to the polling station to vote in the company of another voter 
(the companion effect) is not simply a function of normative influence. While 
there are challenges to causal inference our study adds to the existing literature 
by demonstrating both the extent and impact of voting together. It is worth noting 
that the effect sizes we have found are large in comparison to typical effect sizes 
in get-out-the-vote interventions. Our findings have important implications for 
understanding the decline in turnout in advanced democracies across the world. 
If companion effects or voting together encourage voting then part of this decline 
is likely to be attributable to changes in family and household structure. With the 
steady increase in single person households since the 1960s the opportunities for 
voting together have declined for many electors. And for some this means not vot-
ing at all rather than voting alone.
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See Appendix Figure 6 and Appendix Tables 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10. 

Fig. 6   Logistic regression of 2013 municipal election turnout by change in household composition, 
based on exactly matched samples of individuals and divided on 2009 turnout (predicted probabilities 
calculated at observed values). Note Predicted probabilities with 95% CIs. Clustering at by 2009-house-
holds level applied. The sample is restricted to 1-person households in 2009 and 1–2 person households 
in 2013
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https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/SVGV76
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Table 7   Logistic regression of 2013 municipal election turnout based on exactly matched samples of 
individuals and divided on 2009 turnout

Unstandardized logit coefficients. Standard errors clustered by 2009-households in parentheses. *p < 0.05, 
**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. ∆ Married is scaled from − 1 to 1 where − 1 is getting divorced between the two 
elections, 0 is unchanged status and 1 is being married. ∆ Education which is scaled from − 4 to 4, reflect-
ing 5 categories. 1% winsorizing applied to the ∆ income variable. ∆ Residential stability is the difference 
in the number of 1000 days at the current address at the elections. CEM is conducted on pre-treatment 
variables: on pre-treatment age (one category for each year of age), education (5 categories), civic status 
(married vs. non-married), income (6 categories), and residential stability (9 categories). The number of 
matched strata in the four models are 7966, 11,661, 9677 and 16,086. CEM-weights are applied in the 
regression

Only people abstaining in 2009 Only people voting in 2009

Gain partner (compared to none in 
both waves)

0.41*** – 0.09*** –
(0.01) (0.02)

Lose partner (comp. to having 
partner(s) in both waves)

– − 0.22*** – − 0.44***
(0.01) (0.01)

∆ Married 0.13*** 0.24*** 0.06* 0.10***
(0.02) (0.01) (0.03) (0.01)

∆ Education 0.17*** 0.15*** − 0.01 − 0.20***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

∆ Income in DKK 0.02*** 0.01** 0.00 − 0.05***
(0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.00)

∆ Residential stability 0.00 0.01*** 0.04*** 0.06***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

CEM applied on pre-treatment 
variables

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Constant − 0.43*** − 0.25*** 1.66*** 1.91***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

N 200,578 420,869 267,730 1014,435
Pseudo R2 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.02
Log likelihood − 136,242.85 − 287,405.08 − 115,290.38 − 411,865.00
Chi2 2096.73 2155.42 189.30 7848.51
Treatment observations matched 71,324 71,666 71,502 101,800
Treatment observations unmatched 2348 1263 2296 896
Control observations matched 129,254 349,203 196,228 912,635
Control observations unmatched 30,884 41,899 46,640 61,960
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Table 8   Logistic regression predicting turnout in the 2013 municipal elections divided on 2009 turnout

Unstandardized logit coefficients. Standard errors clustered by households in parentheses.  
*p < 0.05,  **p < 0.01,  ***p < 0.001. ∆ Married is scaled from − 1 to 1 where − 1 is getting divorced 
between the two elections, 0 is unchanged status and 1 is being married. ∆ Education which is scaled 
from − 4 to 4, reflecting 5 categories. 1% winsorizing applied to the ∆ income variable. ∆ Residential 
stability is the difference in the number of 1000 days at the current address at the elections

Only people abstaining in 
2009

Only people voting in 2009

No change—alone-alone − 0.03** 0.23***
(0.01) (0.01)

No change—alone-partner 0.28*** 0.48***
(0.01) (0.01)

Gain partner 0.39*** 0.37***
(0.01) (0.01)

∆ Married 0.21*** 0.31***
(0.01) (0.01)

∆ Education 0.28*** 0.20***
(0.01) (0.01)

∆ Income in DKK 0.04*** 0.01*
(0.00) (0.00)

∆ Residential stability − 0.00** 0.05***
(0.00) (0.00)

Pre-treatment levels of controls and age 
dummies included

Yes Yes

Constant − 1.39*** 0.08***
(0.02) (0.02)

N 697,840 1,393,954
Pseudo R2 0.04 0.06
Log likelihood − 462,210.64 − 481,058.67
Chi2 29,213.99 48,886.76
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Table 9   Logistic regression of 2014 European parliament election turnout, 2013 voters who lost voting 
partners, based on exactly matched sample of individuals

Unstandardized logit coefficients. Standard errors clustered by 2013-households in parentheses. *p < 0.0
5, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. ∆ Married is scaled from − 1 to 1 where − 1 is getting divorced between the 
two elections, 0 is unchanged status and 1 is being married. ∆ Residential stability is the difference in the 
number of 1000 days at the current address at the elections. CEM is conducted on pre-treatment variables: 
on pre-treatment age (one category for each year of age), education (5 categories), civic status (married vs. 
non-married), income (6 categories), and residential stability (9 categories). The number of matched strata 
is 1462. CEM-weights are applied in the regression

Only people voting and 
having a voting partner in 
2013

Lose a companion (compared to losing a non-companion) – 0.34***
(0.05)

Lives with others in 2014 0.04
(0.05)

∆ Married 0.07
(0.10)

∆ Residential stability 0.02
(0.01)

CEM applied on pre-treatment variables Yes
Constant 0.19***

(0.04)

N 10,558
Pseudo R2 0.01
Log likelihood − 7276.30
Chi2 59.26
Treatment observations matched 5053
Treatment observations unmatched 2289
Control observations matched 5505
Control observations unmatched 3074
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