Brain Injury and Voting: An International Perspective
This report, prepared by Brain Injury Canada, explores the accessibility of electoral processes for individuals living with brain injury (BI). While voting is a fundamental human right and a platform for political empowerment, persons with brain injury (PwBI) and persons with disabilities (PWD) continue to face significant systemic and environmental obstacles.
The research combined a systematic literature review and an international environmental scan to identify barriers, existing legislation, and best practices to inform future Canadian policy.
Brain injury is a global health issue, with 27 to 69 million people diagnosed annually (Dewan et al., 2018 &James et al., 2019). In Canada, Approximately 165,000 people sustain a brain injury every year. It is estimated that at least 1.5 million Canadians live with a brain injury (Statistics Canada, 2018 & Rao et al., 2017). These injuries can cause difficulties with cognitive function, communication, and physical mobility, all of which are critical for navigating current electoral systems.
Identified Barriers to Political Participation
The research identified a wide array of universal barriers that prevent PwBI and PWD from exercising their right to vote:

	Category
	Identified Barrier

	Physical
	Lack of ramps, inaccessible parking, poor lighting, and limited transportation to polls.

	Cognitive
	Complex voting instructions, difficulty remembering information, and hard-to-read ballots.

	Informational
	A lack of centralized lists for accommodations and a gap in political literacy materials (Spagnuolo & Shanouda, 2017).

	Social/Attitudinal
	Stigma regarding “voter competence” and poll workers who are not trained to assist

	Internal
	Low confidence, social isolation, and anxiety regarding the voting process (Davis, 2010).

	Political/Legal
	Inconsistent accessibility standards and restrictive guardianship laws (McEldowney & Teaster, 2009).



Brief Overview of Legislative Frameworks and International Standards
While many countries have ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), specifically Article 29, which mandates equal political participation, enforcement varies significantly (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, n.d.).
· United States: Features the most mentioned legislation (as majority of sources were discussing the USA) including the Help America Vote Act (HAVA), the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and the Voting Rights Act (United States Election Commission Assistance, 2023 & US Department of Justice, 2022). These laws mandate accessible polling places and provide resources for upgrading voting technology.
· Europe: The European Union enforces a Web Accessibility Directive requiring public sector websites to meet specific accessibility standards (WCAG 2.1) (Equal Web, n.d.)..
· Mandatory Voting: Countries like Australia, Greece, and Mexico have compulsory voting, though flexibility is often applied to people with disabilities.
Some Best Practices and Proposed Solutions
The environmental scan highlighted several "best practices" that Canada could adopt to improve inclusivity:
· Austria: Provides election information in sign language and "easy reading" formats.
· Australia: Utilizes text-to-speech pens that read ballot text as the voter scans it.
· New Zealand: Offers telephone dictation voting.
· Estonia: Enables all citizens to vote electronically.
Critical Gaps and Future Outlook
A primary finding of this report is the critical lack of data specifically targeting the voting experiences of those with traumatic brain injuries. Most existing research focuses on broader physical or intellectual disabilities, leaving a gap in understanding the unique cognitive and sensory needs of the TBI community.
The report concludes that while legislation and technology exist to make voting accessible, there is a lack of documentation regarding the implementation and effectiveness of these solutions. Future efforts in Canada should focus on actionable policies that go beyond minimum legal requirements to ensure true democratic inclusivity.
