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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Democratic inclusion of individuals with intellectual disabili- Received 25 January 2025
ties remains an important issue also in countries where Accepted 13 November
these individuals are allowed to vote. Assessments of elec- 2025

toral participation suggest that turnout is still significantly KEYWORDS
lower within this group than among the general population Political equality; electoral

as well as among individuals with other disability profiles. participation; obstacles;
This study captures reflected attitudes and experiences of  facilitated survey;
constraining factors for electoral participation as experienced ~ intellectual disabilities

by individuals with intellectual disabilities who took part in
a 21-h preparatory study-circle series before the general
elections in Sweden 2022. These constraining factors are
mapped using a facilitated survey among participants and
reports from the facilitators leading it. The most commonly
reported difficulties were those associated with making the
electoral decision. Two kinds of difficulties, difficulties in get-
ting to a polling station and a perceived lack of reason for
voting, were significantly more common among non-voters,
suggesting that such difficulties may prevent individuals
from voting.

Points of interest

« This article is about the problems people with intellectual disabilities face when vot-
ing in elections.

« Before the 2022 Swedish election, some people with intellectual disabilities joined
small learning groups called study circles. Many persons in the study circles answered
a survey. In the groups, they also told each other about their problems. The group
leaders wrote them down.

+ The survey and the problems that the leaders wrote down helped show the problems
participants had when choosing what to vote for. The survey also showed problems
that many people with intellectual disabilities have when casting their vote.

+ A big problem was understanding the political parties and making a choice. This was
hard both before the election and on the day of the election.
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Some people also had trouble getting to the place where you vote and needed
someone to go with them. Some felt worried about doing something wrong when
voting.

Introduction

An increasing number of states are expanding voting rights to include all
individuals with intellectual disabilities by removing legal barriers. However,
estimations of electoral participation among individuals with intellectual dis-
abilities indicate that turnout is significantly lower within this group than
among the general population and also lower than among individuals with
other types of disabilities (Boman and Hultin Rosenberg 2024; Femec,
Kis-Glavas, and Masic 2017; Keeley et al. 2008). The difference in turnout
between individuals with and without disabilities, the disability voting gap
(Brown and Jones 2023; Teglbjaerg et al. 2022), is thus especially large for
individuals with intellectual disabilities. This gap suggests that individuals
with intellectual disabilities face obstacles to electoral participation that indi-
viduals without intellectual disabilities do not encounter and that these
obstacles make it impossible in practice or unreasonably costly for individuals
with intellectual disabilities to participate politically.

An inventory of such obstacles is provided by studies conducted in the US
(Friedman 2018; Lineberry and Bogenschutz 2023), Sweden (Kjellberg and
Hemmingsson 2013), Ireland (McCausland et al. 2018), the Netherlands (van
Hees, Boeije, and de Putter 2019), and Scotland (Willis et al. 2016). The barri-
ers that appear to be especially important fall into four categories: legal
restrictions; difficulties in understanding the meaning and content of elec-
tions; difficulties in getting to a polling station; and difficulties at the polling
station. These difficulties are due to unfair procedures (lack of accessible
information, lack of assistance, and bad treatment by personnel at the polling
station) or lack of substantive opportunities (lack of adequate education,
practice, and conversations about political issues). Several studies highlight
lack of support or supportive attitudes from service providers and significant
persons as the most important barrier for voting (e.g. Agran, MacLean, and
Andren 2015; Friedman and Rizzolo 2017; van Hees, Boeije, and de Putter 2019).

The studies cited are either quantitative studies of support personnel or
relatives of individuals with intellectual disabilities (Agran, MacLean, and
Andren 2015; Fontana-Lana et al. 2023; van Hees, Boeije, and de Putter 2019)
or small-N interview studies or focus group studies of narrow samples with
limited potential to assess the relative importance of different kinds of barri-
ers (Agran, MaclLean, and Andren 2016; Friedman 2018; Kjellberg and
Hemmingsson 2013). None of the studies cited attempts to make statistically
sound conclusions based on citizens with intellectual disabilities speaking for
themselves. While there are some recent well-crafted studies on electoral par-
ticipation of individuals with intellectual disabilities (e.g. Lineberry and
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Bogenschutz 2023; McCausland et al. 2018), none of these capture obstacles
to electoral participation as experienced by individuals with intellectual
disabilities.

This study aims to map obstacles to electoral participation as experienced
by individuals with intellectual disabilities. This is done primarily by means of a
survey conducted in adjacent to the 2022 Swedish general election of indi-
viduals with intellectual disabilities (N=326) participating in the study-circle
series Mitt val ('My election’ and ‘My choice’) where they prepared for partic-
ipating in the elections. These data are complemented by reports written by
facilitators leading the study circles. We address two research questions:

1. What obstacles to electoral participation do individuals with intellec-
tual disabilities experience when preparing for and participating in
general elections?

2. How do subgroups of individuals with intellectual disabilities differ in
terms of what obstacles they experience?

Theoretical framework

Countries such as Austria, Canada, Finland, Ireland, Italy, Kenya, Netherlands,
Sweden, and United Kingdom (UK) represent a minority of states (although
growing) where individuals with intellectual disabilities have no status-based
judicial restrictions on the right to vote (Beckman 2014). The normative point
of departure for this study is that political equality requires equal political
rights and equal opportunities to use these rights (see for example Dahl
1989; Rawls 1971). This notion of political equality is reflected in article 29 of
the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) which
requires that ‘States Parties shall guarantee to persons with disabilities polit-
ical rights and the opportunity to enjoy them on an equal basis with others.
Such a notion of political equality gives reason focus not only on legal
restrictions on voting rights, but on all kinds of conditions that prevent indi-
viduals with intellectual disabilities from fully participating in democracy on
equal terms with others. As such, our position aligns with Redley (2008), who
proposes that the primary questions to ask about political equality for indi-
viduals with intellectual disabilities regard how to ensure equal opportunities
and not only equal political rights to participate in democracy.

Political equality does not require that everyone participates, but that
everyone can participate if they want to, without undue costs. Ensuring equal
opportunity in the political context is, thus, not just about increasing political
motivation and strengthening political resources. Equally important is to
adjust what is required to participate politically. Knowledge of obstacles to
electoral participation that individuals with intellectual disabilities face is
needed to ensure this (see Hultin Rosenberg 2023). What individuals require
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to be able to participate on equal terms with others depends on how the
democratic procedures are designed (including the accessibility of political
information, the design of the polling station, the availability of postal voting,
early voting and assisted voting, and the availability of other support
functions).

Electoral participation could be described as an activity with three distin-
guishable components: (i) forming a political opinion; (ii) making a political
choice among alternatives, candidates, or parties based on the political opin-
ion and information about these alternatives, candidates, or parties, and (jii)
communicating the choice by casting a vote (see Hultin Rosenberg 2025).
Ensuring equal opportunity for electoral participation among people with
intellectual disabilities involves making participation as accessible as possible
and providing the support needed to make an informed and independent
political choice. Difficulties associated with making a political choice (ii) and
communicating the choice (iii) will be the focus of this article. Capturing dif-
ficulties associated with forming a political opinion is beyond the scope of
the article as it requires a broader approach that would include the individ-
ual and structural conditions for opinion formation, including the availability
of civic education, support and training in self-determination, and the quality
and accessibility of the broader political discourse.

Previous research provides some guidance regarding which obstacles
can be expected to be particularly salient and which subgroups of individ-
uals with intellectual disabilities are most likely to face these obstacles.
Based on previous research, the obstacles that appear to be especially
important fall into four categories: legal restrictions, difficulties associated
with making an informed political choice, difficulties associated with get-
ting to a polling station, and difficulties at the polling station (see Boman
and Hultin Rosenberg 2024). Legal restrictions remain an important obstacle
to electoral participation in many parts of the world. Even when such
restrictions are removed, individuals with intellectual disabilities may not
fully understand that they have the legal right to vote (see e.g. Fontana-Lana
et al. 2023) and thus suffer from perceived legal obstacles. Making the polit-
ical choice concerns the activity of ‘translating’ one’s political opinion into
an informed choice among alternatives, candidates, or parties. This is often
challenging for individuals with intellectual disabilities who have reading
difficulties or difficulties in understanding abstract information. Difficulties
in making political choices are often driven by inaccessible political infor-
mation (see e.g. Agran, MacLean, and Andren 2016). Getting to the polling
station is often challenging for individuals who have limited executive or
planning ability. It involves difficulties in finding the polling station (Schur,
Adya, and Kruse 2013) or knowing that it is election day. Difficulties in get-
ting to the polling station are reinforced by a lack of support or supportive
attitudes from service providers and significant persons (Agran, Maclean,
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and Andren 2015; Kjellberg and Hemmingsson 2013; van Hees 2019).
Individuals with intellectual disabilities testify to discrimination and nega-
tive attitudes at the polling station (Friedman 2018). Difficulties at the poll-
ing station may also involve difficulties in reading the ballot, understanding
how to vote (Schur, Adya, and Kruse 2013), and lack of preparatory training
(Agran, MacLean, and Andren 2016). Difficulties at the polling station are
reinforced by polling stations that are poorly tailored for the needs of indi-
viduals with disabilities.

Subgroup differences in experienced difficulties are not explicitly covered
by previous research. However, differences in electoral turnout between sub-
groups measured in these studies suggest differences in experienced obsta-
cles. Based on this, the level of disability, intellectual and adaptive difficulties,
residence type, age, and sex can be expected to be correlated with experi-
enced obstacles. McCausland et al. (2018) reports that turnout rates are sig-
nificantly higher for individuals with mild intellectual disabilities than for
individuals with moderate intellectual disabilities. This could be taken to indi-
cate that individuals with moderate intellectual disabilities face more severe
obstacles to electoral participation than individuals with mild intellectual dis-
abilities. Keeley et al. (2008) report significantly lower turnout rates among
those living in supported accommodation than those living in private house-
holds. McCausland et al. (2018) report similar results. They also show that
communication difficulties, literacy difficulties, and help in everyday life cor-
relate with electoral turnout.

The context: Sweden

Sweden is an ideal case for examining the challenges and opportunities in
political participation for individuals with intellectual disabilities. Following
the repeal of the declaration of incapacity in 1989, Sweden became a trail-
blazer in expanding voting rights to include this group (Berg 2021).
Consequently, Sweden has had ample time to integrate individuals with intel-
lectual disabilities into its political community. However, while individuals
with intellectual disabilities were granted the formal right to vote, there were
no concurrent initiatives to promote their political engagement (Berg 2021).
One possible explanation is that the rationale for excluding those deemed
incapacitated, in Sweden (Berg 2021) and other countries (Katz, 1997),
stemmed from a mix of perceived inability and dependency. The extension
of voting rights in Sweden occurred not because these reasons were invali-
dated, but rather due other problems with the incapacity declaration (Berg
2021). Hence, the reform’s primary goal was not to guarantee political influ-
ence for a previously marginalized group. As a result, barriers to political par-
ticipation for individuals with disabilities only became apparent decades after
the group was granted the right to vote (SOU 2016:5 2016).
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There is a lack of reliable data on voter turnout among individuals with
intellectual disabilities in Sweden. There are three studies on electoral partic-
ipation based on Swedish data that all suggest low turnout within the group
(SCB 2015; Tideman 2000; Umb-Carlsson and Sonnander 2005). However,
these estimations are based on small-N studies with limited generalizability
or large-N surveys that, due to the survey design, are likely to return a biased
subsample of individuals with intellectual disabilities, mostly comprising per-
sons with mild disabilities. A recent study based on register data of more
than 8000 young individuals points to a turnout rate of 52.6% (compared to
84.2% in the general population) in the 2022 national election (Boman, Hultin
Rosenberg, and Wejryd 2025). Although the results are based only on young
individuals, this is probably the best estimation of the turnout rate within the
group of individuals with intellectual disabilities in Sweden.

Election laws in Sweden allow for postal or early voting (since 1942), vot-
ing by messenger (since 1966), and voting via a mobile voting clerk (since
2015) (SFS 2005:837 2005). These opportunities might facilitate electoral par-
ticipation among individuals with intellectual disabilities although this, as far
as we know, has not been studied. However, a recent study based on Swedish
register data indicates that the opportunity to vote in advance is more likely
to be used by politically engaged high-status voters that would have voted
anyway (Dehdari et al. 2024). The opportunity to vote by messenger and via
a mobile voting clerk is at least intended to facilitate voting for individuals
with disabilities (SFS 2005:837 2005; SOU 2016:5 2016).

Research process

The results reported in this article are based on a survey conducted with
individuals with intellectual disability participating in the Swedish study-circle
series Mitt val and on reports written by the facilitators leading the study-circle
series. The project was approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority,
prior to data collection (application number 2022-00857-01). Mitt val aims to
both encourage voting and support an informed, independent selection of
political parties. The study-circle series has been arranged by the civil society
organization Studieférbundet vuxenskolan in connection with the elections in
Sweden since 2014. It is aimed at individuals with intellectual disabilities and
is free of charge. Participation is voluntary and open to anyone with an intel-
lectual disability. In 2022, 158 study circles were conducted in 85 of Sweden'’s
290 municipalities, with 922 participants (Kjell Stjernholm, pers. comm,,
January 17, 2023).

This study-circle series offers a unique context for studying obstacles to
electoral participation as experienced by people with intellectual disabili-
ties. These study circles, and their large number of participants, provide us
with the possibility to overcome the current under-sampling of individuals
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with disabilities in surveys. It grants us access to many respondents that are
willing to share their views on political participation, which enables mean-
ingful quantitative analysis. Furthermore, the study-circle series provides
access to reflected opinions and experiences among individuals who have
intellectual disabilities and attempts at advancing their own political
abilities.

Recruitment of facilitators and respondents

Each study circle was led by a facilitator, some of which led more than one
study circle. The facilitators were recruited by Studieférbundet vuxenskolan
and underwent a short training course before the study-circle series began.
Some of the facilitators had previous experience of leading study circles with
individuals with intellectual disabilities while some of the facilitators lacked
previous experience. During the training course, the facilitators were informed
about the research project by two of the researchers involved, and were
invited to participate in the research. Each study circle consisted of seven to
eight sessions that were 3h each. The start of each study circle series varied
from February through the summer, to end shortly after the elections on
September 11. All participants in the study circles that were involved in the
research were offered the chance to answer the survey. Participation was vol-
untary and information about what it meant to be part of the research was
presented in an accessible way by the facilitators as well as given printed
information with visual support. Moreover, the participants could also take a
sheet intended for proxy persons, so that participants who wanted to discuss
with someone whether to take the survey could provide printed input into
the discussion. However, the supervisors were instructed not to suggest that
participants involve others in their decision, but rather to make their own
decisions. The materials for informed consent were approved as part of the
ethical vetting.

We conducted two surveys, one at the first or the second session and one
at the last session. The results reported in this article are based on the survey
conducted at the session shortly after the general elections. This study
includes the responses of those participants who responded to the survey
questions about obstacles to electoral participation. They were 326 (that is,
35% of the population of 922 study-circle participants) coming from 95 study
circles facilitated by 32 facilitators.

In addition to facilitating the surveys, we instructed the facilitators to write
a report after each session by answering a number of questions in a short,
web-based survey. These reports include, among other things, information
about anticipated or experienced difficulties associated with electoral partic-
ipation expressed by the participants when preparing for electoral
participation.
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Survey design and forms for facilitators’ reports

The difficulties in creating surveys for individuals with intellectual disabilities
involve formulating questions that are easy to understand and allowing suf-
ficient time and options for well-considered answers. Moreover, surveys may
be unapproachable for those with intellectual disabilities due to factors such
as the use of complex language and design, the technical setup, and the
absence of necessary assistance (Johansson et al., 2021) We applied several
different strategies for overcoming these difficulties including reducing the
level of abstraction by breaking down concepts into several questions about
concrete issues, illustrating concrete concepts with pictures, and letting facil-
itators support the participants. The facilitators read the questions and answer
options to those who could not read themselves. Facilitators also helped
interpret and explain the questions to the participants and made sure that
the survey questions were answered individually.

The surveys were co-designed and piloted in a group of ‘experience
experts’ of five individuals with moderate intellectual disability, one expert in
pedagogy, and one accessibility expert. The survey included measures of
political attitudes, political participation, and demography (in total 31 ques-
tions). The results reported in this article are based on questions about expe-
rienced obstacles in electoral participation, whether the participant voted,
demography (sex, age, migration background, employment, and housing),
difficulties (including the ability to read), and help in everyday life.

The main dependent variable (experienced difficulties in electoral partici-
pation) was measured using a set of 17 alternatives. The alternatives used to
measure to what extent the respondents experienced difficulties in electoral
participation were based on a pilot study conducted by Inre ringen (a civil
society organization of individuals with intellectual disabilities who advocate
for the rights of individuals with intellectual disabilities). The 17 alternatives
correspond to five main types of obstacles. Four of these are covered in the
previous studies presented in the theory section, namely legal restrictions,
difficulties associated with making an informed political choice, difficulties
associated with getting to a polling station, and difficulties at the polling
station. A fifth category of obstacles, perceived lack of reasons to vote, was
added to accommodate an item that was proposed by the pilot study but
did not fit into the previous four categories.

Legal restrictions were measured using two alternatives: ‘I thought | was
not allowed to vote because | have intellectual disabilities, and ‘My fiduciary
(‘Gode man’) said | was not allowed to vote because | have intellectual dis-
abilities. Difficulties associated with making an informed political choice were
measured using four alternatives: ‘It was difficult to choose which party to
vote for; ‘It was difficult to understand the parties, ‘No party represented my
opinions, and ‘The opinions of the parties were too similar. Difficulties
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associated with getting to a polling station were measured using five alter-
natives: ‘l was not supported to go and vote, ‘The staff at the group home
would not help me, ‘I didn't want to go to the polling station by myself; ‘I
did not know what day the election was taking place;, and ‘It was difficult to
find the polling station’ Difficulties at the polling station were also measured
using five alternatives: ‘I found it difficult to ask for help at the polling sta-
tion; ‘I was embarrassed because | didn't know what to do; ‘l was afraid of
being treated badly, ‘I was afraid | would accidentally vote for a party | didn't
like; and ‘I did not understand the party symbols. Perceived lack of reasons
to vote were measured using one alternative: ‘I did not understand why |
should vote!

As regards demography each respondent was asked to indicate their
sex with four alternatives: ‘man’, ‘woman;, ‘other’, and ‘prefer not to respond".
Respondents’ age was tapped as a number. The respondents were asked
whether they were born in Sweden with one question and the alterna-
tives ‘yes, ‘no;, ‘prefer not to answer, and ‘don't know’. We asked the
respondents about their occupation by eight questions to be responded
with ‘yes’ or ‘no’. The questions asked about being involved in studies,
work at an activity center, work at Samhall (a state-owned company with
its stated mission ‘to create enriching jobs for people with disabilities’
(Samhall n.d.), other kind of work, being on sick leave, being on long
term sickness benefit or disability pension, being retired, and ‘don’t know".
For housing, the respondents could indicate if they lived in a group home,
with parents, in an apartment that was not part of a group home or a
house that was not part of a group home. A fifth question invited respon-
dents to indicate ‘other’ type of housing and describing it with a free-text
response.

The respondents were also asked about a set of difficulties typically expe-
rienced by individuals with intellectual disabilities and the help that they
receive in everyday life. Neuropsychiatric difficulties were measured by
yes-or-no questions about difficulties with planning, getting started, concen-
tration, completing things, and with memory. Intellectual difficulties were
measured by asking about difficulties with learning new things and under-
standing. Language difficulties were measured by questions about difficul-
ties with writing, reading, communication, and calculating. The respondents
also indicated their reading ability on an ordinal scale with five items: ‘l can
read very well. Neither difficult and unusual words, nor long texts pose any
problems for me; ‘l read rather well. As long as the words are not too diffi-
cult; ‘I manage short and simple texts, ‘[rleading is rather difficult, even
when the texts are short and simple; ‘I almost can't read at all. A set of
items asked about the help that respondents receive in everyday life.
Respondents could indicate ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for each of the following list of alter-
natives: ‘I can manage by myself, | receive help ‘from my parents, ‘from
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siblings or other related persons, ‘from good friends; ‘from colleagues; ‘from
fiduciary;, ‘from trustee, from contact person;, from employees at the home
where | live, ‘from employees at a daily activity center;, and ‘from some other
person’

The facilitators’ report covers obstacles expressed by participants during
the study circles. After each session, the facilitators answered a short,
web-based survey that included one question about obstacles to electoral
participation mentioned by the participants during that session. The question
read ‘[dlid any participant mentions any difficulty with voting or deciding
who to vote for?’ (‘yes' or 'no’), followed by ‘[ilf yes, what difficulty or difficul-
ties? Please describe in your own words!

Sample characteristics

The mean age among the respondents was 38years, the youngest being
19years old and the oldest 79years. There were more male (60%) than
female (38%) respondents. 0.3% of the respondents indicated ‘other’ as
their gender and two percent indicated that they did not want to answer
the question about gender. The proportion of foreign-born respondents
was 12% and 88% were born in Sweden. 0.6% indicated that they did not
want to answer this question. The most common type of housing among
the respondents was group homes or some other kind of service home
(53%). 30% of the respondents lived in their own apartment or their own
house, and 17% lived only with their parents. Several respondents com-
bined different occupations or kinds of financial support. 93% worked at
an activity center, 26% had a pension, disability pension, sickness benefit,
or were on sick leave, 9% studied, and 7% worked at some other place
than an activity center.

Given the theme of the study circles and the study material used, we
expected mainly respondents with mild intellectual disability. However, it seems
that the group also consisted of individuals with moderate intellectual disabil-
ity. This is suggested by facilitators’ reports commenting on the composition of
the group and descriptions of what support the participants needed to answer
the survey, and by the survey results regarding the ability to read, showing
that 12% of the respondents picked the alternative ‘I almost can't read at all

76% of the respondents reported some kind of neuropsychiatric diffi-
culty. 61 reported some kind of language difficulty and 47% some kind of
intellectual difficulty. A great majority of respondents reported that they
receive help from someone, most commonly a fiduciary, trustee, or con-
tact person (62%), and employees at a group home or an activity center
(58%). (More information about the sample is available in the Online
Supplemental Material at Harvard Dataverse https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
LVWNZ7.)
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Data analysis

Using this material, we analyze difficulties expressed to the facilitators before
election day, difficulties expressed in the surveys after election day, and cor-
relates of reported difficulties.

The difficulties that were expressed before election and reported by facilita-
tors leading the study-circle series were analyzed manually and coded based on
the type of obstacle that was reported. The facilitators’ reports had the form of
web-based surveys, which were answered by the facilitators after each session.
The responses included 110 difficulties mentioned by the participants during the
study circles. The difficulties were grouped into the five categories used in the
survey: making the decision, getting to the polling station, at the polling station,
lack of reason, and experienced legal barriers. Some difficulties reported by the
facilitators (30 in total) were difficult to categorize or did not fit into any of the
categories and are therefore placed in the category ‘other obstacles.

The difficulties associated with electoral participation that were expressed
after election day derive from the survey responses given by participating indi-
viduals with intellectual disability. The five main types of obstacles (described
above) were captured by yes-or-no questions about the 17 alternatives (also
described above). We analyze these data simply by categorizing the alternatives
over the five main types of obstacles and examining the prevalence of the dif-
ferent types of difficulties. In addition, we briefly compare the occurrence of dif-
ferent types of difficulties among, on the one hand, respondents who had voted
in the election and, on the other hand, respondents who had not.

The correlates of reported difficulties associated with electoral participation
were explored by regression analyses. We did this by regressing the experiences
of difficulties on different measures of individual background factors covering dif-
ficulties and abilities, help in everyday life, occupation, housing situation, and
demographic factors. In order to keep as much variation as possible in the data
for the regressions, each category of difficulties was here operationalized by an
index instead of a dichotomous measure. The index for the respective category of
difficulties captures the share of stated possible difficulties within the category
that the respondent has indicated. For each pair of one dependent variable (i.e.
category of difficulties) and one independent variable (i.e. background factor) we
calculate a separate, bi-variate ordinary-least-squares regression. Confidence inter-
vals were calculated from standard errors clustered on study-circle groups. The
estimates that are statistically significant on the 95% level or higher are reported.

Results
Difficulties expressed before election day - facilitators’ reports

The facilitators’ report covers difficulties expressed by participants during
the study circles before election day. In total, 110 difficulties mentioned by
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the participants during the study-circles were reported (the full list of diffi-
culties is available in the Online Supplemental Material at Harvard Dataverse
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/LVWNZ7). The most common kind of difficul-
ties mentioned were difficulties in making the decision about which party to
vote for in the upcoming elections. In total, 50 difficulties within this cate-
gory were reported. These include difficulties in understanding the informa-
tion from the political parties, distinguishing between the parties, and
matching one’s political opinions with the different parties’ policies. The
lack of accessible information and information in an easy-to-read format is
repeatedly mentioned.

In several groups, anticipated (or previously experienced) difficulties in get-
ting to the polling station and anticipated (or previously experienced) prob-
lems at the polling station were mentioned (in total, 18 difficulties within
these categories were reported). The former includes uncertainty about how
to get to the polling station and the need for assistance or company. The
latter includes difficulties in picking the right ballot papers and putting these
in the right envelopes, fear of feeling stupid, fear of making a fool of oneself,
nervousness about the stressful environment, physical barriers, and uncer-
tainty linked to claiming one’s right to assistance.

Some participants mentioned a lack of reason to vote and experienced legal
barriers (in total, 12 difficulties within these categories were reported). The
former includes unwillingness to vote, a lack of trust in politicians, and weak
external political efficacy. The latter includes having a fiduciary who claimed
that an individual with intellectual disabilities did not have the right to vote
and participants who had not received their voting card.

The facilitators’ reports contain several additional difficulties mentioned by
the participants that do not fit within the five types of difficulties or that
might fit within several of these types of obstacles. In total, 30 reported dif-
ficulties were categorized as other difficulties. Participants in several study
circle groups mentioned as an obstacle that they did not have a valid ID
card. Participants in two groups mentioned difficulties in maintaining their
political independence vis-a-vis their parents. In many groups, difficulties
associated getting accessible information, including information in an easy-to-
read format, are mentioned.

Difficulties expressed after election day - the survey

The survey maps difficulties to electoral participation expressed by individu-
als with intellectual disabilities in close connection with election day.
Difficulties associated with making the electoral decision are the most
common, experienced by 75% of the respondents. These respondents had
indicated at least one of the following difficulties: ‘[ilt was difficult to under-
stand the parties’ (indicated by 39% of all respondents), ‘[ilt was difficult to
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choose which party to vote for' (38%), ‘The opinions of the parties were too
similar’ (22%), and ‘No party represented my opinions’ (18%).

34% of the respondents indicated that they had experienced or antici-
pated (if they did not go there) at least one kind of difficulty with getting to
a polling station. This kind of difficulty is measured using five different alter-
natives. The most common difficulty of this kind was ‘l didn't want to go to
the polling station by myself’ (indicated by 19% of the respondents) followed
by ‘I was not supported to go and vote’ (14%), ‘[ilt was difficult to find the
polling station’ (10%), and ‘I did not know what day the election was taking
place’ (6%). The least common of difficulties related to getting to the polling
station was ‘[t]he staff at the group home would not help me’ (indicated by
6% of respondents living in a group home).

24% of the respondents indicated some difficulty at the polling station.
The most common of these was ‘I found it difficult to ask for help at the
polling station’ (indicated by 10% of the respondents). 9% of the respondents
indicated ‘I was afraid | would accidentally vote for a party | didn't like, 8%
indicated ‘I was embarrassed because | didn't know what to do, while 6%
ticked yes for ‘I was afraid of being treated badly’ ‘| did not understand the
party symbols’ was indicated by 5% of the respondents.

The least commonly experienced categories of difficulties regarded per-
ceived lack of reason to vote ('l did not understand why | should vote’) and
experienced legal difficulties (‘I thought | was not allowed to vote because |
have intellectual disabilities’ and ‘My fiduciary said | was not allowed to vote
because | have intellectual disabilities’). Difficulties within these two catego-
ries were expressed by 6 and 5% respectively.

12% of the respondents answered that they experienced or anticipated
some other kind of difficulty. 15% did not experience any difficulties at all.

It should be noted that 87% of those who answered the survey stated
that they voted in the elections. Therefore, the above results do mainly
refer to experiences by individuals with intellectual disabilities who despite
these difficulties did vote. When comparing respondents who voted with
respondents who did not vote, a few differences can be noted. We mod-
eled the likelihood of experiencing some difficulty within the respective
category by a linear probability model. This indicates statistically significant
differences between voters and non-voters as regards three outcomes:
Difficulties in getting to a polling station and lack of reasons to vote were
significantly more likely to be reported by non-voters than by voters. Not
reporting any experiences of difficulties in connection with electoral partic-
ipation was more likely among voters than non-voters. As regards the most
common form of difficulties, difficulties in making the decision about who
to vote for, there seems to be negligible differences between voters and
non-voters (see the Online Supplemental Material, Figure 2, for the fre-
quency of categorized difficulties among those who voted and those who
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did not vote, respectively, and Table 2 for the linear probability model
Harvard Dataverse https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/LVWNZ7).

Correlates of reported difficulties

The exploration of correlation between experiences of difficulties, on the one
hand, and individual background factors, on the other, returns a number of
significant findings.

The results indicate that difficulties in making the electoral decision are
related to individuals’ intellectual difficulties, neuropsychiatric difficulties, and
language difficulties. That is, the more the respondents have indicated these
types of general difficulties, the more likely they are to have experienced
difficulties in making the decision who to vote for. Difficulties in making the
decision are also related to the total number of indicated general difficulties.
Reading ability (treated as a five-point interval scale in the regression) is
related to less difficulties in making the decision. As regards help in everyday
life, difficulties with making the decision are related to receiving help from
someone appointed, such as a fiduciary, trustee or contact person.

Reporting difficulties with getting to a polling station is related to difficul-
ties with language, total number of general difficulties and three measures of
help received in everyday life. Those who indicated that they could manage
on their own indicated significantly less difficulties with getting to a polling
station. More difficulties with getting to a polling station were reported by
those who indicated that they receive help from friends and those who
receive help from someone appointed.

Problems at the polling station are more often experienced by those who
have neuropsychiatric difficulties, language difficulties or a higher total num-
ber of indicated general difficulties. This category of difficulties in voting is
also more often experienced by those who receive help from their family.

The last two categories of difficulties, perceived lack of reason for voting
and perceived legal obstacles, are not statistically significantly related to any
of the background factors. Moreover, none of the experienced kinds of diffi-
culties in voting were significantly related to housing situation, demographic
variables, or whether their occupation included some kind of studies or work
outside of activity centers.

Discussion

The current study aimed to map obstacles to electoral participation as expe-
rienced by individuals with intellectual disabilities. We were interested in
questions concerning the obstacles to electoral participation that individuals
with intellectual disabilities experience when preparing for and participating
in general elections, and whether there are differences between different
subgroups of individuals with intellectual disabilities in this regard.
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The results reported in this article suggest that individuals with intellectual
disabilities in Sweden encounter obstacles that hinder both informed political
decision-making and voting. Difficulties associated with making an informed
political decision were common. Facilitators’ reports indicate that individuals with
intellectual disabilities experience or anticipate difficulties in understanding the
information from the political parties, distinguishing between the parties, and
matching their own political opinions with the different parties’ policies when
preparing for electoral participation. The survey, capturing obstacles expressed
after casting the vote, shows that difficulties associated with making the electoral
decision were frequent. Three quarters of respondents experienced such difficul-
ties. The results indicate that difficulties in understanding the parties and difficul-
ties in choosing which party to vote for are particularly common. Facilitators
reported that difficulties associated with knowing how to vote, understanding
what to do, and getting accessible information, including information in an
easy-to-read format, were mentioned by participants in several study circle
groups. This further underlines the importance of accessible information.

These findings are largely in line with previous research suggesting that
difficulties in making political choices are common among individuals with
intellectual disabilities and often driven by inaccessible political information
(see e.g. Agran, MacLean, and Andren 2016).

The results from the survey show that experiencing difficulties associated
with making the decision is more common the more the respondents indi-
cated intellectual difficulties, neuropsychiatric difficulties, and difficulties with
language. This suggests that individuals with more severe intellectual disabil-
ities are more likely to face this type of obstacle.

Given that accessible political information (including information in easy-to-
read format) was an integrated part of the study circle from which respon-
dents were recruited, one could expect that difficulties associated with
making an informed political decision are even more common within the
general population of individuals with intellectual disabilities than the results
of this study suggest.

It is worth noting that among the respondents of the survey, these diffi-
culties associated with making an informed political decision were as com-
mon among those who voted as among those who did not vote. This
suggests that these difficulties did not prevent the study-circle participants
from voting. These difficulties might nonetheless have prevented the
study-circle participants from effective electoral participation. For electoral
participation to be effective, the electoral choice must be based on some
informed understanding of the alternatives, candidates, or parties that the
citizen finds important.

The results of this study further suggest that difficulties associated with
communicating the (informed) political choice by casting a vote are common
among individuals with intellectual disabilities although not as common as
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difficulties associated with making an informed political choice. Facilitators’
reports indicate that individuals with intellectual disabilities experience or
anticipate both difficulties with getting to the polling station and difficulties
at the polling station. Uncertainty about how to get to the polling station,
the need for assistance or company, difficulties in picking the right ballot
papers and putting these in the right envelopes, fear of feeling stupid, and
being afraid of making a fool of themselves, nervousness about the stressful
environment, physical barriers, and uncertainty linked to claiming their right
to assistance were also mentioned. The results of the survey, capturing obsta-
cles expressed after casting the vote, show a similar pattern. One third of the
respondents experienced difficulties in getting to the polling station. While
difficulties at the polling station were experienced by one fourth of the
respondents.

These findings are in line with what has been suggested by previous
research regarding difficulties in getting to the polling station (Friedman and
Rizzolo 2017; Kjellberg and Hemmingsson 2013; van Hees 2019) and difficul-
ties at the polling station (Friedman 2018; Schur, Adya, and Kruse 2013). In
relation to previous research (see Agran, MacLean, and Andren 2016) it is
worth noting that the results reported in this article suggest that difficulties
at the polling station are quite frequent also among those who have received
tailored preparatory training, suggesting that the remaining room for improve-
ment mostly has to do with developing the context and the support that is
offered.

Among those who expressed difficulties in getting to the polling station
when answering the survey, it was particularly common to answer: ‘l was not
supported to go and vote’ or ‘I didn't want to go to the polling station by
myself. These findings suggest a lack of support or supportive attitudes
among service personnel, relatives and others who could assist individuals
with intellectual disabilities in getting to the polling station.

As has been suggested by previous research, difficulties in getting to the
polling station are reinforced by a lack of support or supportive attitudes
from service providers and significant persons (Friedman and Rizzolo 2017;
Kjellberg and Hemmingsson 2013; van Hees 2019).

It is worth noting that among the respondents of the survey, the difficul-
ties associated with getting to the polling station were more common among
those who did not vote than among those who voted. This suggests that
difficulties associated with getting to the polling station did prevent some
study-circle participants from voting. As for subgroup differences, difficulties
in getting to the polling station were more common among those who
needed help in everyday life (in comparison to those who managed on their
own) and those who experienced several of the measured (intellectual, neu-
ropsychological, and language) difficulties (in comparison to those who expe-
rienced few).
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The findings of the survey suggest that lack of reason and experienced
legal barriers were quite uncommon within the group. Some participants
mentioned unwillingness to vote, a lack of trust in politicians, weak external
political efficacy, a fiduciary who claimed that an individual with intellectual
disabilities did not have the right to vote, and participants who had not
received their voting card. Facilitators reported that participants in several
study circle groups mentioned that they did not have a valid ID card.

Lack of reason and experienced legal barriers can be expected to be much
more common among individuals with intellectual disabilities who have not
received the information and support that the respondents included in this
study did receive. Informing participants about their political rights, the
meaning and importance of voting, and helping participants solve practical
issues related to voting were part of the curriculum of the study-circle series.

The result that as many as five percent of the respondents expressed that
they experienced legal obstacles after being part of the study circles con-
firms what has been suggested by previous research (see e.g. Fontana-Lana
et al. 2023), namely that individuals with intellectual disabilities may not be
fully aware of their legal rights.

The main results of the current study underline the importance of continu-
ing the work of making political information accessible to individuals with
intellectual disabilities. This applies to information about the political parties,
including their stance on important political issues. It also applies to informa-
tion about democracy, including voting procedures and the political rights of
individuals with intellectual disabilities (such as the right to assistance at the
polling station). The results also underline the importance of support and
supportive attitudes among those who help individuals with intellectual dis-
abilities in their everyday lives. Difficulties in getting to the polling station
undermine the political equality of individuals with intellectual disabilities.
Providing support in this respect is crucial. An expanded use of postal voting,
early voting, voting by messenger, and voting via a mobile voting clerk could
also be expected to facilitate electoral participation for this group. The latter
could be especially relevant for those who live in group homes (which a
majority of respondents in this study do).

The current study has several limitations. For example, even though we
targeted a specific sub-group (or sub-groups within a broader sub-group) the
sample size could be larger and more representative. The lack of statistically
significant differences in experienced obstacles to electoral participation
between different demographic groups might depend on the relatively small
number of respondents in this study. In particular, the study of correlates of
less commonly experienced kinds of difficulties would benefit from a larger
sample. The results of the study reflect obstacles to voting experienced by
individuals undergoing training aimed at facilitating independent and
informed voting among individuals with intellectual disabilities. We can
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therefore expect the results to be lower-bound estimates of the difficulties
experienced by the group as a whole.

We consider this study an important contribution to the field as it presents
difficulties experienced by individuals with intellectual disabilities who have
been given opportunities to properly prepare for voting and together reflect
on obstacles that prevent effective participation. Unlike in many survey stud-
ies, there is no need to wonder what the respondents of this study would
have responded had they given more time or effort to engage with the issues.

The main conclusion of this study is that individuals with intellectual dis-
abilities experience a broad range of obstacles when preparing for and par-
ticipating in general elections. Some of these obstacles, such as lack of valid
ID or lack of information about when it is election day, could be remedied
with minor efforts. Other obstacles, such as difficulties in understanding the
political parties or finding a party that matches one’s preferences, require
more far-reaching efforts. While lack of accessible information did not pre-
vent the participants from voting, it could still be expected to prevent effec-
tive participation that conveys actual opinions. Difficulties in getting to the
polling station on election day hindered participation. To ensure political
equality for this group, it is crucial to provide assistance to individuals with
intellectual disabilities to get to the polling station or to give them opportu-
nities to vote in other ways.
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