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Abstract: This study aims to provide a historical account of voter turnout in parliamentary
elections in Romania, with a focus on the Oltenia region, from 1990 to the present. During
the period under review we will observe a fluctuation in voter turnout, with electoral
differences generated by socio-economic variables or regional particularities. The analysis
is focused on qualitative research, highlighted by graphs and statistical data, in an attempt
to provide the clearest possible picture of voter turnout for this type of election.
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Introduction

Voting participation is a fundamental indicator of democracy and must be
understood from the perspective of the connection between citizens and the
representative institutions of the state. It expresses the level of trust shown by citizens
in political institutions, the high or low degree of civic involvement, the perception of
the relevance of the electoral process, but also the level of interest they have in the
political life of the state. Rational or emotional, voting represents the most important
form of political participation for a state governed by law and a mechanism through
which citizens delegate the attributions of governance to other people. For post-
communist Romania, the mobilization to vote for this type of election reflects not
only a political option, but also a process of democratic-institutional transition.

The present study, which we place in the broad field of political behavior,
aims to present the evolution of voting participation in parliamentary elections in
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Romania since 1990, from a historical perspective. It also aims to identify the
major trends, explanatory factors and democratic significance of these developments
through an analysis of electoral manifestations for this type of elections in a period
marked by various transformations of Romanian society, on the one hand, and by a
continuous electoral metamorphosis, on the other. The research briefly provides the
general context of parliamentary elections and the analysis of the evolution of voting
participation over decades, with an emphasis on the factors that influenced
participation. The study is based on qualitative research, which aims to analyze
voting participation at national and regional levels, and on quantitative research,
which includes statistical data regarding the voting participation of the electorate in
the Oltenia area in parliamentary elections, as well as comparative graphs that
provide an x-ray of the overall picture of electoral behavior. We consider that for
the parliamentary elections, the turnout in Oltenia falls broadly within the national
context, without any remarkable particularities that would generate a different image
compared to the events at the country level. Also, a research limit is observed for
the year 1990, where we did not find data on the turnout in the parliamentary elections
in the counties of the Oltenia region that could be processed and analyzed. Thus,
for 1990 the data were analyzed only at the national level. In the specialized literature,
from the perspective of the historiographic approach, we note the appearance
of electoral studies?, including studies related to the elections in Oltenia?, but also

! Liliana Popescu, A Change of Power in Romania: The Results and Significance of the
November 1996 Elections, in “Government and Opposition”, no. 32(2)/1997, pp. 172-186,
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.1997.th00156.x; Tonel Boamfa, Orientation of the Voters in
the Presidential Elections in Romania 1990-2009, in “Forum geografic. Studii si cercetari de
geografie §i protectia mediului”, vol. X, no. 2/2011, pp. 387-398, DOI: 10.5775/fg.2067-
4635.2011.041.d; Monica Patrut, Candidates in the presidential elections in Romania (2014):
the use of social media in political marketing, in “Studies and Scientific Researches Economics
Edition”, no. 21(1)/2015, pp. 127-135, https://doi.org/10.29358/sceco.v0i21.309; Aurelian Giugal,
Ron Johnston, Daniel Buti, Alexandru Radu, Reforming An Electoral System — An Experiment
That Failed: Romania 2008-2012, in “Representation”, no. 56(1)/2019, pp. 111-126. https://
doi.org/10.1080/00344893.2019.1636851; Mihaela Ivanescu, An Electoral Outlier or Second
Order Business as Usual? A Decade of European Elections in Romania (2009-2019), in
“Revista de Stiinte Politice. Revue des Sciences Politiques”, no. 70/2021, pp. 153-166; Oana
Lup, Gabor Toka, Studies of Voting Behavior in Romania, in “Studia Politica. Romanian
Political Science Review”, vol. XXI, no. 2/2021, pp. 325-351.

2 Narcisa Maria Mitu, Electoral Boundaries: Local Convergence Proof of Policying in Bdlcesti
(2012), in “Revista de Stiinte Politice. Revue des Sciences Politiques”, no. 45/2015, pp. 160-172;
Georgeta Ghionea, The Romanian Presidential Elections (2014): Dealing with Local Strategies,
Elections Promises and Effects of Results in Valcea County, in “Revista de Stiinte Politice. Revue des
Sciences Politiques”, no. 48/2015, pp. 97-110; Georgeta Ghionea, The 2012 Romanian Local Elections.
An Analysis of the Local Strategies, Voting Choices and Final Results in Dragdsani (Vilcea County), in
“Revista de Stiinte Politice. Revue des Sciences Politiques”, no. 42/2014, pp. 201-215; Georgeta
Ghionea, Explaining European Parliament Voters’ Choice: Competing Insights on Elections and
Elected from Véalcea County — May 2014, in “Revista de Stiinte Politice. Revue des Sciences Politiques”,
no. 45/2015, pp. 148-159; Mihaela Barbieru, A Critical Assessment of Political Party Performance in
the Elections for European Parliament members in Dolj County Romania on May 25, 2014, in “Revista
de Stiinte Politice. Revue des Sciences Politiques”, no. 44/2014, pp. 134-147.
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of methodological and theoretical approaches used in the analysis of electoral
dynamics. Research benefits from approaches from the perspective of electoral
sociology, political science or electoral geography.

We must also understand voting participation from the perspective of
transformations in technology and, implicitly, in political communication®. Thus,
the importance of social networks has become major in recent years. They have
taken over the role of the main communication channel, occupying a special place
in electoral campaign strategies. Currently, social media has generated an exchange
of relationships between elected officials and voters, with the political message
being disseminated and debated incomparably more than in traditional methods.
Social network users are not only consumers, but are also vectors of communication,
influencing the masses and creators of content®. The geographical location of
settlements is another factor that we must take into account in understanding voter
turnout. Urban areas are different from rural areas, and rural areas located in
proximity to cities or far from them do not manifest themselves similarly from an
electoral point of view®.

From the table below (Table 1) we observe the voter turnout for the
parliamentary elections from 1990 to the present, with the percentage fluctuations.
The data is collected by the author from the Commit Global platforms. Voting
results and from the Permanent Electoral Authority®.

3 Stefan Vlidutescu, Ella Magdalena Ciupercd, Next flood level of communication: Social
networks, Aachen, Editura Shaker Verlag, 2013; Mihai Covaci, Factorul Facebook in alegerile
prezidentiale din 2014, in “Sfera Politicii”, no. 1(183)/2015, pp. 85-91; Andra Androniciuc, Ana
Margarida Baretto, User mobilization and participation in online political campaigns. A case study
from Romania, in “Annals of the «Constantin Brancusi» University of Targu Jiu”, Economy Series,
nr. 4/2018, pp. 155-168; Veronica Campian, Brindusa Maria Cerga, The Contemporary Election
Campaign in Romania: Approaching the Electorate through Online and Offl ine Communication
Channels. Case study: The European Parliament Elections 2019, in “Journal of Media Research”,
Vol. 13, no. 1(36)/2020, pp. 41-60, DOI: 10.24193/jmr.36.3; Laura Cervi, TikTok Use in Municipal
Elections: From Candidate-Majors to Influencer-Politicians, in “Revista Mas Poder Local”, no.
53/2023, pp. 8-29, https://doi.org/10.56151/maspoderlocal.175; Manuel J. Cartes-Barroso, Noelia
Garcia-Estévez, Sandra Méndez-Muros, Attracting the Vote on TikTok: Far-Right Parties’ Emotional
Communication Strategies in the 2024 European Elections, in “Journalism and Media”, no.
6(1)/2025, p. 33, https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia6010033.

4 Mihaela Barbieru, Adapting political communication to technology. Case study: evolutionary
aspects on social networks in Romania, in “Swedish Journal of Romanian Studies”, no. 5(2)/2022,
p. 132, https://doi.org/10.35824/sjrs.v5i2.23777.

5 Aurelian Giugal, Spatiu si vot: influenta orasului asupra comportamentului electoral din
localitatile periurbane la alegerile prezidentiale din 2014 — Romania, in “Impactul transformarilor
socio-economice si tehnologice la nivel national, european si mondial”, vol. 6, no. 6/2015, pp. 156-157.

6 Commit Global. Rezultate, data source Autoritatea Electorald Permanentd, available at
https://istoric.rezultatevot.ro/elections/52/turnout.
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Table 1

National voter turnout for parliamentary elections from 1990 to 2024

Election year Participation (%)
1990 86,20
1992 76,29
1996 76,01
2000 65,31
2004 58,51
2008 39,20
2012 41,76
2016 39,79
2020 33,24
2024 52,50

Source: author data processing
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Figure 1. Graphical representation of voting participation 1990-2024
Source: author data processing

Voter turnout in the years 1990-2000

At the national level, regardless of the form of elections referred to, electoral
behavior was influenced by a series of socio-political factors, but also by the decline
in trust in the political class. In 1990, the first parliamentary elections after the fall of
communism took place, on May 20, at the same time as the presidential elections.
The voter turnout rate was impressive, 86.20%’. The first post-communist Parliament
had 515 members (396 deputies and 119 senators), had a two-year term, functioned

7 Official Gazette of June 8, 1990, no. 81-82, available at https://www.roaep.ro/alegeri_1990/wp-
content/uploads/81-82.pdf.
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as a Constituent Assembly and drafted the country's fundamental laws®. It is worth
noting the political underrepresentation of women, which was more than obvious —
there is only one woman with a portfolio in the Romanian Senate and 22 women
with a portfolio in the Chamber of Deputies®. We interpret the huge mobilization as
a post-revolutionary enthusiasm, but also of trust in the electoral process and the desire
for civic involvement. Subsequently, participation began to decline permanently,
electoral mobilization not being constant and connected to the initial values. Thus,
from 1990 to the present, the percentage of those who distrust political parties and
politicians has been increasing from 56.1% in 1990 to 70% in 2002. A survey
conducted in 2016 reported a trust of only 12%%, so that in 2022 an IRES survey
would report only 6% of very much/a lot of trust and 93% of quite/very little/not at
all trust™,

Voter turnout for parliamentary elections is relatively high in the 1990s-
2000s compared to subsequent periods. According to the Commit Global platform.
According to the results of the vote'?, which has as its source the Permanent
Electoral Authority, in 1992, both in the Senate and in the Chamber of Deputies,
the voter turnout was 76.29% of the electorate registered on the permanent
electoral lists, and in 1996 it was 76.01%. In both elections we observe a high
turnout rate, relatively equal, we can say, down by approximately 10% compared
to the 1990 election. Another significant decrease follows in 2000, when voter
turnout is 65.31%.

As for the counties of Oltenia, we present in the table below the voting
participation in percentages for the period 1992-2000 and we observe a turnout below
the national level for the years 1992 and 1996, the more pronounced character being in
1992, and a turnout approximately equal to the national one for the year 2000.

This decade is characterized by a series of factors, such as the emergence of
political pluralism, economic and political transition, the formation of democratic
institutions, vulnerability and a precarious electoral culture, but also by emerging
trust in democratic mechanisms and a sense of civic responsibility. However, regarding

8 Treizeci de ani de la primele alegeri libere din Romania, in “HotNews.ro”, https://
hotnews.ro/treizeci-de-ani-de-la-primele-alegeri-libere-din-romnia-257678.

9 Mihaela Biarbieru, The woman in Romanian politics between desideratum and historical
reality, in “Epohi”, vol. 31, no. 2/2023, p. 398, DOI: https://doi.org/10.54664/NRIC5798; Alexandra
Porumbescu, Livia Dana Pogan, Gender equality in the European Union. From strategic engagement to
achievements, in “Revista de Stiinte Politice. Revue des Sciences Politiques”, no. 72/2021, pp. 68-79;
Emanuela Simona Garboni, Woman in Politics during the Romanian Transition, in “Procedia. Social and
Behavioral Sciences”, no. 163/2014, p. 251, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.12.313.

10 Marius Tatar, Votez, deci exist? Un studiu longitudinal al participdrii la vot in alegerile
parlamentare din Romania, in “Sociologie Romaneasca”, vol. IX, no. 3/2011, pp. 97-98.

1 IRES (Institutul Roman pentru Evaluare si Strategii), Romanii Tn anul 2022, p. 9, available
at https://ires.ro/uploads/articole/ires_romanii-in-anul-2022.pdf.

12 Commit Global. Rezultate, data source Autoritatea Electorald Permanents, available at
https://istoric.rezultatevot.ro/elections/52/turnout
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voting participation, Romanian society has experienced a mainly emotional, less
rational and less ideological motivational basis.

Table 2
Voter turnout for the counties of Oltenia 1992-2000

Dolj Olt Valcea Mehedinti Gorj
Year
% % % % %
1992 69,24 68,66 74,66 65,39 67,55
1996 71,96 69,12 72,78 71,15 66,82
2000 64,04 65,28 65,11 64,63 62,24

Source: author data processing

Therefore, at national level, in the decade 1990-2000 the trajectory established
for voting participation is downward, in a somewhat slow form, with percentage
differences of approximately 10% between the 1990-1992 and 1996-2000 electoral
elections (the 1992 and 1996 elections are sensitively equal).

Voting turnout in the years 2000-2010

Although it was a dynamic period with multiple transformations!?, the trend
of voter turnout was downward for each parliamentary electoral cycle held between
2000 and 2010. Among the factors that contributed to the decline during this period,
we mention migration, the decline in trust in state institutions, although democratic
institutions were consolidated, or intense political polarization. Accelerated economic
restructuring, the expansion of access to information, professionalized electoral
campaigns, the dynamics of reforms and changes in the political party system did
not have the power to maintain voter turnout as in the 1990s, which leads us to say
that during this period the normalization of the right to vote stabilized, in other
words, the establishment of a democratic routine took place.

If at the 2004 election level we observe a national voter turnout of 58.51%,
at the 2008 election level we observe a significant decrease, reaching 39.20%,
being the lowest turnout up to that point.

2000-2010 was a period of transition and consolidation, a period that prepared
the ground for subsequent electoral developments dominated by digitalization,
civic mobilization and transformations in voter behavior.

13 It was a period marked by important economic, social and institutional changes: the late
post-communist transition, NATO accession (2004), integration into the European Union (2007),
extensive administrative reforms and the emergence of new political currents.
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Table 3
Voter turnout for the counties of Oltenia in 2004 and 2008
Dolj Olt Valcea Mehedinti Gorj
Year
% % % % %
2004 58,22 58,25 59,80 57,07 58,48
2008 43,64 46,48 43,15 44,48 41,21

Source: author data processing

For the Oltenia region, we observe a percentage that is significantly equal to
the national level for the 2004 election, and a percentage above the national level
for the 2008 election. There are no large fluctuations between counties.

Voter turnout in 2010-2024

For the period 2010-2024, two phenomena are observed: the lowest voter
turnout rate from 1990 to the present, which belongs to the 2020 election, and the
return to a turnout of over 50%, which belongs to the 2024 election. Thus, the
phenomenon becomes somewhat complex — from low mobilization, as a result of
the lack of interest, but also of the pandemic in 2020, to sporadic mobilization, as
a result of the reaction to the political and social crisis in 2024. It is the period in
which a series of significant changes took place that left their mark on both the
mobilization of the electorate and the electoral mechanisms. Postal voting and
3 voting days (Friday, Saturday, Sunday) were introduced in the diaspora, voter
information tools diversified, political polarization reached a high level, a series
of legislative changes took place for the electoral process, and the online
environment has an increasing influence on the formation of political opinions. In
the 2012 parliamentary elections, voter turnout was relatively low, the political
crisis that summer and the permanent political conflicts tired the electorate and
diminished voter mobilization. However, there was a higher turnout compared to
2008 or 2016.

The 2020 elections were held in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, and
voter turnout was the lowest in the history of parliamentary elections since 1990.
The health context that imposed numerous restrictions, the lack of traditional
electoral campaigns, but also the population's reluctance to closed spaces and the
fear of contracting the virus contributed greatly to the absenteeism recorded at the
polls.

In 2024, the tight competition between parties, the emergence of new
political formations, dissatisfaction with the standard of living, the influence of the
online environment, the polarization of political discourse and the radicalization of
certain segments of the electorate led to an increase in voter turnout both in the
country and in the diaspora (the highest turnout was recorded since 1990 to the
present). However, interest remained moderate.
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Table 4
Voter turnout for the counties of Oltenia
in the period 2012-2024
Year Dolj Olt Valcea Mehedinti Gorj
% % % % %
2012 47,21 48,29 44,86 49,06 52,96
2016 44,50 46,59 41,01 43,19 41,72
2020 36,83 37,64 33,88 42,62 37,30
2024 51,05 53,06 50,41 51,96 52,14

Source: author data processing

For Oltenia, we observe an average voter turnout above the national level in
all 5 counties for the years 2012, 2016 and 2020, and for 2024 a rate that is
substantially equal to the national one. Of particular note are Gorj County, which in
2012 had a turnout 11% above the national percentage, and Mehedinti, which in
2020 had a turnout approximately 9% above the national percentage.

Figure 2

Diagram of voter turnout in Oltenia in the parliamentary
elections from 1992-2024
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Source: author data processing
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During this period, voter turnout for the parliamentary elections fluctuated,
from low interest to higher interest in 2024.

Voting participation in the diaspora

For the participation in the parliamentary elections, we observe two
phenomena for the diaspora: oscillation and significant growth. We did not find data
that would help us in shaping a picture for the year 1990, but in the following
elections we observe oscillation from 1992 to 2012, when the voter turnout was
between 23,900 in 2008 (where the national trend of low voter turnout is maintained)
and 72,350 in 1996, only to then follow a reasonable increase in 2016, a doubling in
2020, and a significant increase in 2024, when approximately 774,000 voters were
registered. In the last rounds of elections, migration was officially confirmed by the
large number of those present at the polls on election day, even if for the
parliamentary elections their interest was lower than for the presidential elections

Figure 3

Diagram of voting participation in the diaspora in the parliamentary elections from 1992-2024
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Conclusions

The first parliamentary elections in 1990 were held on the same day as the
presidential elections and were characterized by an exceptional voter turnout of
over 86%. In a context dominated by uncertainty, but also by social optimism,
those elections were marked by the population's desire to be part of the country's
political reconstruction. At the next election, in 1992, with a consolidating political
system and multiple economic changes affecting the population, enthusiasm
decreased, but voter turnout remained high. The same percentage was maintained
for 1996, approximately 76%, when the opposition also took power. Since the
2000s, there has been a decline in voter turnout for this type of election, with social
disillusionment, a sense of civic fatigue and distrust in the political class making
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their presence felt, leading to a turnout of 58% in 2004 and only 39% in 2008, the
lowest ever. The reform of the electoral system, by introducing the uninominal vote
and separating presidential and parliamentary elections, did not generate an
increase in turnout, but, on the contrary, increased absenteeism. The socio-political
context with civic protests and governmental instability in 2012 reactivated the
interest of the electorate, but in a partial and momentary form, because in 2016 the
turnout drops again to approximately 39%, and electoral apathy becomes
persistent. In 2020, the electoral context is pandemic, which led to the lowest voter
turnout in the post-communist history of parliamentary elections in Romania.
Health restrictions, the population's fear of the virus and generalized distrust led to
an extremely low result. In 2024, the political context is tense, polarized and
intense. Voter turnout will increase to approximately 58%, similar to the mid-
2000s, as a result of the mobilization of the diaspora, the diversification of the
political offer, but also the intensification of online electoral communication.

Analyzing the evolution of voter turnout in parliamentary elections in Romania
between 1990 and 2024, we observe the transition from a massive voter turnout,
typical of post-revolutionary periods and periods of major historical changes, to an
electoral model dominated by moderate fluctuations and absenteeism. We correlate
the decline in electoral interest with social disillusionment, but also with the loss of
trust in the political class. However, the 2024 voter turnout makes us believe that
there may be a change of direction, and new forms of online political communication,
the increased involvement of the diaspora and the emergence of new political
formations may contribute to a revitalization of citizen voter participation in future
elections, regardless of their nature.
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