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Amplifying Youth Activism to Lower the Voting Age



This talking points document aims to

provide a clear and compelling case for

lowering the voting age to 16. It outlines

the benefits of engaging young people in

the democratic process early, emphasizing

that it can lead to lifelong voting habits

and higher voter turnout. The document

also addresses common

counterarguments, providing evidence

that 16- and 17-year-olds are capable of

voting responsibly and independently.

Ultimately, the goal is to advocate for the

inclusion of youth voices in elections to

strengthen democracy and increase civic

participation.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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WHY SHOULD WE LOWER THE VOTING

AGE TO 16 FOR LOCAL ELECTIONS? 

Main Argument

Lowering the voting age can create lifelong voters and

lead to a long-term increase in voter turnout.

KEY POINTS IN SUPPORT OF

VOTE16

Voting is habitual, and 16 is a much better time than 18 to

establish the habit of voting.

At 18, people are in a state of transition (e.g., moving out, entering

college, starting a job), which makes it less likely they will vote. At

16, young people can establish the habit of voting in a more stable

environment, supported by family, peers, and teachers.

Data from places that have lowered the voting age to 16 and tracked

participation shows that 16- and 17-year-olds consistently turn out at

higher rates than 18-20 year olds (traditional first-time voters). For

example, in Takoma Park, Austria, and some cities in Norway, 16- and

17-year-olds vote at higher rates than their older counterparts.

Study from the University of Edinburgh (2023): In Scotland, 16- and

17-year-olds who voted for the first time showed higher participation

rates than those who started voting at 18. This early engagement

fosters a habit of voting that continues into their 20s, proving that

lowering the voting age leads to more consistent electoral

participation.

2



WHY SHOULD WE LOWER THE VOTING

AGE TO 16 FOR LOCAL ELECTIONS? 

Counter Argument 

Sixteen- and 17-Year-Olds Will Just Copy Their Parents’

Votes

KEY POINTS IN SUPPORT OF

VOTE16

At 16, many students are already learning civics as part of their

school curriculum, making the transition to voting a natural next

step. This educational preparation helps ensure they are informed

about government, policies, and their role in the democratic process.

According to the Center for Information & Research on Civic

Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), young people’s voting behavior

is shaped by a variety of factors beyond parental influence, including

education, peer networks, and their own personal experiences. The

argument that they simply "copy" their parents is inconsistent with the

data, which shows that youth are capable of independent political

thought and voting choices.
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Research published by Sandra Day O’Connor Institute for American

Democracy shows that the idea of young voters simply copying their

parents' votes is inaccurate. The study found that teenagers who voted

in their first election were more likely to have mothers who also voted

in the next presidential election, showing a two-way influence or a

"trickle-up" model where young voters also encourage their parents to

participate. This mutual influence suggests that young voters are not

simply mimicking their parents but are becoming active participants in

their own right.



WHY SHOULD WE LOWER THE VOTING

AGE TO 16 FOR LOCAL ELECTIONS? 

Main Argument

Lowering the voting age would ensure that elected

officials listen to young people and address their

concerns.

KEY POINTS IN SUPPORT OF

VOTE16

Voting is the most reliable way for ordinary citizens to

influence the government.

Elected officials pay most attention to those who vote.

There is no better way to ensure that young people’s voices are heard

when it comes to local policymaking than giving them the right to

vote.

Local political decisions have great influence on the lives of 16- and

17-year-olds: public transportation, school funding, jobs, police

policies, parks and recreation, and more.

Main Argument

Sixteen- and 17-year-olds deserve the right to vote on

issues that affect them.

Sixteen- and 17-year-olds work and pay taxes on their income, can

drive, and can in some cases be tried as adults in court.
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WHY SHOULD WE LOWER THE VOTING

AGE TO 16 FOR LOCAL ELECTIONS? 

Counter Argument 

Lowering the Voting Age Is Just a Ploy to Get More

Votes for Democrats

KEY POINTS IN SUPPORT OF

VOTE16

Young voters are more issue-driven than party-driven, meaning that

they often vote based on policies that directly affect their lives, such

as education, climate change, and economic opportunity, rather

than strictly following party loyalty. This helps break the argument

that lowering the voting age would skew the electorate in favor of

any one party.

Data from CIRCLE suggests that while young Democrats have

historically made up a larger portion of the youth vote, Republican

youth are becoming increasingly vocal and involved in political

movements. The growing political activism among young Republicans

challenges the notion that the push to lower the voting age is solely a

strategy to benefit one party.
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The movement to lower the voting age is fundamentally about

engaging young people in democracy, not about pushing any single

political agenda. Lowering the voting age ensures that young people,

regardless of political affiliation, have the opportunity to participate

in decisions that impact their lives. This broadens democratic

participation, making it a more inclusive and representative process

for all citizens, not just one party's base.



WHY SHOULD WE LOWER THE VOTING

AGE TO 16 FOR LOCAL ELECTIONS? 

Main Argument

Lowering the voting age can encourage better civics

education

KEY POINTS IN SUPPORT OF

VOTE16

Students learn best when class material is relevant to their

lives, and there is no better way to make civics classes

relevant than by inviting students into the voting booth.

 Letting 16- and 17-year- olds vote can push schools to focus more

attention on effective civics education.

This is important because only one-third of Americans can name all

three branches of government, and schools are failing to prioritize

effective civics education as they focus on meeting accountability

measures in other subjects.

Lowering the voting age empowers young people to take an active role in

shaping their future, ensuring the next generation has a direct voice in

democracy. Early engagement leads to higher participation rates in future

elections and strengthens the democratic process.

Main Argument

We need bold ideas to reinvigorate participation in democracy, and

lowering the voting age is one of these potential solutions

Voter turnout in the U.S. has been on the decline, especially in local

elections. By allowing 16- and 17-year-olds to vote, we create a new

wave of young voters who are likely to stay engaged in the voting

process throughout their lives, helping to reverse this trend.
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WHY SHOULD WE LOWER THE VOTING

AGE TO 16 FOR LOCAL ELECTIONS? 

Counter Argument

 Sixteen- and 17-year-olds are not legal adults

KEY POINTS IN SUPPORT OF

VOTE16

Sixteen- and 17-year-olds play a vital role in society. They drive, they

work, and they pay taxes. The legal definition linking adulthood to

the age of 18 should not affect voter eligibility.

Many states already allow 17-year-olds to vote in primary elections.

Legal age limits should be set in accordance to what is best for each

individual issue. Our country has set the driving age, in most states, at

16, and the drinking age at 21. For this specific issue, the voting age

should be 16.

Sixteen has a particular significance in our culture, as it is the age

when young people can obtain a driver’s license, work unlimited

hours, etc.

Counter Argument 

Slippery slope: Why stop at 16? Why not extend voting rights to

15-year-olds or 12-year-olds or even younger?

Some research shows that on a cognitive level, 16-year-olds are

virtually indistinguishable from 18-year-olds and slightly older voters,

but 15-year-olds are not.
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At 16, most students have taken or are taking high school civics

classes, and it makes sense to let them vote at the same time.



WHERE HAS THIS BEEN DONE IN THE

UNITED STATES

Albany, California- all local elections

Berkeley, California – school board elections

Brattleboro, Vermont – all local elections

Greenbelt, Maryland – all local elections

Hyattsville, Maryland – all local elections

Oakland, California – school board elections

Riverdale Park, Maryland – all local elections

Newark, New Jersey- school board elections

Takoma Park, Maryland – all local elections

Somerset, Maryland - all local elections

Cheverly, Maryland - all local elections

Chevy Chase, Maryland - all local elections

Mount Rainier, Maryland - all local elections
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DO NOT argue by analogy

If someone suggests that 16- and 17-year-olds do not have the mental

capacity to vote, don’t respond with, “Well, adults with declining capacities

are still allowed to vote.” This concedes that 16- and 17-year-olds may not

be ready to vote, and distracts from the main points about the good that

comes from giving voting rights to 16- and 17-year-olds.

It’s best to respond directly, not with an analogy.

THINGS TO AVOID
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DO NOT use words like “kids” or “teenagers”

Avoid words that set up a distinction between youth and adults, like “youth,”

“adult,” “teenagers,” or “kids.”

Stick to the actual ages and talk directly about “16- and 17-year-olds,” or

“young people.”

DO NOT compare this to other movements to expand suffrage

Don’t compare lowering the voting age to suffrage expansions like the civil rights

movement and the women’s suffrage movement. Sixteen- and 17-year-olds are

different in that they will eventually be enfranchised at the age of 18.

These comparisons can also be offensive to some people.
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