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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is concerned with recent changes in levels of 

voter turnout for presidential elections. Turnout decreased at each 

election from 1960 to 1976 despite a variety of changes taking place 

in American society which might have been expected to lead to increased 

turnout. The present research attempts to shed light on this paradox 

by means of a longitudinal analysis of a variety of surveys of the 

American electorate. 

Data collected by the Bureau of the Census were used in an 

investigation of changes in turnout across various demographically 

defined subgroups between 1964 and 1976. The Census surveys provide 

information about approximately 100,000 persons. Data collected by 

the University of Michigan's Survey Research Center (SRC) were used in 

an analysis of the attitudinal correlates of the turnout decline. The 

SRC samples ranged in size from 1500 to 2000 respondents. A comparison 

of the Census and SRC surveys revealed that although turnout levels were 

generally higher in the SRC series than in the Census series, the two 

series provided similar estimates of the relationships of turnout to 

such demographic characteristics as region, color, and sex. 

The traditional sex differential in turnout was found to have 

narrowed steadily from 1964 to 1976 so that by 1976, female turnout 

equalled that of males among non-Southern whites and Southern blacks 

and exceeded that of males among non-Southern blacks. Reversals of the 

x 
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traditional sex differential were particularly pronounced within 

younger, more educated segments of the population. Further analysis 

revealed that the sex differential in turnout was related to sex 

differences in patterns of labor force participation. 

Differential change by color and region between 1964 and 1968 

was also observed; the turnout of non-Southern blacks decreased 

sharply over this four year period while that of Southern blacks 

increased markedly. No further change in the color differential was 

observed in either region from 1968 to 1976, although this finding was 

later discovered to be the result of increases in the color differential 

among younger, more educated persons and counterbalancing decreases in 

this differential among older, less educated persons. 

Also observed over this 12 year period was a decrease in the 

traditional regional turnout differential. From 1964 to 1968 and again 

from 1972 to 1976, Southern and non-Southern turnout rates converged. 

Approximately 27% of the turnout decline observed between 1968 

and 1972 could be attributed to the lowering of the voting age. Among 

whites, the greatest decreases in turnout over the entire 12 year 

interval were observed among persons between the ages of 45 and 54. 

Among blacks, the greatest decreases were observed among the 25 to 34 

year old age group while actual increases were observed at the oldest 

end of the age continuum. 

Patterns of change by education paralleled to a certain extent 

the age-related patterns, with the greatest turnout decreases from 1964 

to 1976 being observed among whites with between 9 and 11 years of 

education and among black high school graduates. 
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The attitudinal correlates of turnout examined in this research 

included measures of party identification, political interest, political 

efficacy, and political trust. It was found that the aggregate turnout 

decline from 1964 to 1972 could be statistically "explained" by 

decreasing party identification and increasing political cynicism. 

Further analysis revealed that increased cynicism accounted for the 

sharp decrease in turnout observed among non-Southern blacks between 

1964 and 1968 and suppressed the increase in turnout observed among 

Southern blacks over this same period. The other attitudinal items, 

although cross-sectionally related to turnout in theoretically 

predicted ways, failed to explain away the turnout decline. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The present research is concerned with recent changes in levels 

of voter turnout for presidential elections in the United States. As 

the data in Table 1 indicate, turnout has decreased at each election 

since that of 1960, in which 62.8% of the resident population of voting 

age cast ballots. In the 1976 election, the corresponding figure was 

54.4%. 

Although the absolute magnitude of this decrease in turnout 

does not appear particularly large (8.4 percentage points over five 

elections), the decline is interesting in at least two other respects. 

In the first place, for two of these five elections, the inter-

election decrease in turnout was greater than the popular vote plurality 

received by the winning candidate. Nixon won the 1968 election with 

a 0.7% plurality and Carter won the 1976 contest by a 0.9% margin; 

turnout for the 1968 election was 0.9% lower than that of 1964 and 

1976 turnout was 1.1% lower than that of 1972. Thus, when considered 

in the light of the metric of recent election outcomes, the apparently 

small decreases in turnout assume a new significance. 

Second, the recent decreases in turnout signal the reversal of 

an earlier, long-run trend toward increasing popular participation in 

presidential elections. Thus we observe in Table 1 that turnout 

1 
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Table 1. Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections, 1920-1976 

Year 
Resident Population 
of Voting Age (1000fs) 

Number of Votes Cast 
for President (1000's) Per Cent Voting 

1920 61,495 26,748 43.5 
1924 66,195 29,086 43.9 
1928 70,993 36,812 51.9 
1932 75,768 39,732 52.4 
1936 80,174 45,643 56.9 
1940 84,728 49,900 58.9 
1944 85,654 47,977 56.0 
1948 95,573 48,794 51.1 
1952 99,929 61,551 61.6 
1956 104,515 62.027 59.3 
1960 109,672 68,838 62.8 
1964 114,090 70,645 61.9 
1968 120,285 73,212 60.9 
1972 140,068 77,719 55.5 
1976 150,041 81,556 54.4 

Sources: U. S. Bureau of the Census (1965:Table 1) (Data for 1920-1928); 
U. S. Bureau of the Census (1978b:Table 835) (Data for 1932-1976). 

increased from A3.5% in 1920 to the 62.8% high-water mark registered in 

1960. 

These earlier increases in turnout are understandable when 

considered in the light of certain changes taking place in American 

society over this period. First, the American electorate was becoming 

older, more educated, and more urbanized. Given the repeatedly observed 

relationships of political participation to age, education, and place 

of residence (Milbrath and Goel, 1977), these changes could be expected 

to result in increasing levels of turnout. Second, this was a period 

in which large numbers of blacks were migrating from the rural South to 

urban centers in the North and West. This movement could be expected 
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to have contributed to increased participation on the part of blacks 

since with their departure from the South, blacks were also leaving 

behind a wide range of obstacles, legal, quasi-legal, and illegal, to 

their registration and voting. Finally, the increases in turnout 

observed between 1920 and 1960 may also reflect increases in the 

electoral participation of women, who had received the right to vote 

only with the passage of the 19th Amendment in 1920. As Tingsten (1937) 

has shown, a newly enfranchised group does not immediately avail itself 

of its new right, but typically does so only gradually. 

Attempting to account for the decreases in turnout from I960 to 

1976 is somewhat more problematic, since many of the factors invoked 

to explain the earlier increases in turnout have continued into the more 

recent period. The educational level of the population has continued to 

rise. The civil rights movement of the 1960's adopted as one of its 

primary foci the stimulation of increased electroal participation among 

Southern blacks (Matthews and Prothro, 1966). In general, this period 

may be characterized as one in which legal restrictions on registration 

and voting were being relaxed (Rosenstone and Wolfinger, 1978). The 

growth of the women's movement during the latter half of this period 

should have facilitated the further incorporation of women into the 

active electorate. And the popular controversy surrounding such issues 

as civil rights, the Vietnam war and "law and order" indicates that this 

was an intensely "politicized" period of American history. Yet despite 

these forces which could have been expected to lead to increased 

electoral participation, turnout rates declined. The present research 

is an attempt to understand this paradox. 
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On the Theoretical Significance of 
Political Participation 

If an examination of recent changes in American society does not 

enhance our understanding of the recent turnout decline, it can also be 

said that existent theories of the significance of political participa

tion are no more helpful in this quest. Indeed, the range of such 

theories is so wide that one can interpret decreases in participation 

either as a sign of the basic health and stability of a political system 

or as an indication of the extent to which the system is failing to 

operate properly. In a 1970 monograph entitled Participation and 

Democratic Theory, Carole Pateman has attempted to systematize these 

diverse perspectives. In this work, Pateman documents the way in which 

the theoretical significance of political participation has varied 

historically with changing conceptions of the nature of democracy. 

Pateman refers to the work of Rousseau (1968) and Mill (1910, 

1963) as exemplars of a "participatory theory of democracy," according 

to which universal political participation is set forth as the defining 

characteristic of a democratic polity. From the point of view of this 

perspective, participation is valued both on instrumental grounds as a 

particular means for arriving at collective decisions and on educative 

grounds as a means for developing in individuals a sense of the 

"collectivity." With respect to this latter function, Pateman (1970:25) 

states, "As a result of participating in decision making, the individual 

is educated to distinguish between his own impulses and desires, he 

learns to be a public as well as private citizen." 
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It is in this sense that participation comes to be viewed as an 

ideal to be pursued in and of itself; "Participation develops and 

fosters the very qualities necessary for it; the more individuals 

participate the better able they become to do so" (Pateman, 1970:43). 

Moreover, this participatory ideal is intimately linked to the pursuit 

of other human ideals such as justice and equality; indeed, it is only 

through universal participation that such ideals can be realized. 

From the point of view of "participatory theory," then, a truly 

"democratic" polity is one in which universal participation in 

collective decision making is actively purused. Low levels of 

participation are indicative of the "morbidity" of the political system. 

Historical events occurring between and after the two World 

Wars prompted a reconsideration of many of the premises of "participatory 

theory." In particular, the rise of totalitarian regimes on the crest 

of high levels of popular participation led many political theorists 

to question the assumption that the "good society" is best realized 

through universal, or at least widespread, participation. These mis

givings found a fertile field in the writings of such early political 

sociologists as Mosca (1939), Pareto (1935), and Michels (1959), who 

emphasized the need within social groupings for hierarchically 

organized authority structures dominated by elites. Out of this 

confluence of historical and intellectual developments emerged a body 

of thought which Pateman refers to as the "contemporary theory of 

democracy." Pateman identifies Schumpeter (1942) as the founder of 

this school, which also includes within its ranks such thinkers as 



6 

Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee (1954); Dahl (1956); Sartori (1962); 

and Eckstein (1961). 

The two distinctive features of this "contemporary theory" for 

our purposes are the notions that democracy is nothing more than a 

particular political method and that popular participation is, at best, 

irrelevant to the smooth operation of that method. Underlying this 

reformulation of the nature of democracy is a concern, indeed one might 

call it a preoccupation, with political stability. 

Thus, Schumpeter (1942:269)_ defines democracy as ". . . that 

institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which 

individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive 

struggle for the people's vote." The differences between this 

formulation and that of "participatory theory" are striking. In the 

first place, Schumpeter*s definition removes the power to make 

substantive political decisions from the hands of "the people" and 

lodges it within a group of elites who "compete for the people's vote." 

Second, the only popular participatory requirement of Schumpeter's 

formulation is that enough people vote to keep the electoral mechanism 

operative. Schumpeter did not specify just what this minimal level of 

participation might be, but it is clear that he saw a far greater 

threat to "democratic stability" in "excessive" participation than he 

did in too little activity. Thus, he asserts that ". . . the typical 

citizen drops down to a lower level of mental performance as soon as 

he enters the political field" and that ". . . the electoral mass is 

incapable of action other than a stampede" (Schumpeter, 1942:262, 283). 
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Schumpeter's influence on "contemporary theory" and the signifi

cance of participation within this theory is reflected in the following 

statement by Lipset (1963:185): 

Although the kinds and causes of apathy and nonvoting vary 
for different historical periods and for different sections 
of the population, it is possible that nonvoting is now, at 
least in the Western democracies, a reflection of the 
stability of the system, a response to the decline of major 
social conflicts, and an increase in cross-pressures, particu
larly those affecting the working class. 

Since Pateman's (1970) exegesis of theoretical perspectives 

concerning the significance of participation, we have witnessed a 

resurgence of interest in the problem. These more recent formulations 

seem to reflect a return to "participatory" conceptions of democracy, 

inasmuch as they view non-voting as problematic. Lukes (1975), for 

example, operating out of a "neo-Durkeheimian" framework, views rates 

of political participation as indicators of the extent to which 

citizens are integrated into a national political community. Lukes's 

(1975:304-305) concern is with the ritualistic significance of voting, 

quite apart from any utilitarian or instrumental importance which the 

act might have: 

Participation in elections can plausibly be interpreted as 
the symbolic affirmation of the voters' acceptance of the 
political system and of their role within it. The ritual 
of voting draws their attention to a particular model of 
"politics," of the nature of political conflict and the 
possibilities of political change. Moreover, it both 
results from and reinforces the belief, in which there is 
normally little truth, that elections give them an 
influence over government policy. In this way, 
participation in elections—that minimal but most basic 
democratic activity—appears as the essence of "democracy" 
and thereby contributes to the stability of both the 
liberal and socialist democracies. 



8 

Janowitz (1978) links the study of voting behavior to his 

larger concern with the problem of "social control" .in advanced 

industrial societies. Janowitz uses the terra, social control, to refer 

to the ability of a society to regulate itself in the pursuit of 

collective goals and sees an effective electoral mechanism as an 

important factor contributing to such societal self-regulation. He 

anticipates possible objections from "contemporary" theorists in his 

interpretation of recent turnout trends in the United States: 

Given the increasing levels of education, wide exposure to 
the mass media, and politicalization of minority groups, 
the persistence of a high level of nonvoting and even 
specific increases in nonvoting is particularly note
worthy. This trend can be perceived as a direct measure 
of the electoral process' ineffectiveness as a mechanism 
of social control without asserting that everyone "must" 
vote in a democratic polity. 

It should be clear from the preceding discussion that a 

decreasing level of voter turnout, in and of itself, tells us very 

little about the underlying state of the polity. A "participatory 

theorist" would respond to this observation with concern and inquire 

into the causes of the decline while a "contemporary theorist" would 

be more sanguine about the phenomenon. Despite the existence of 

disclaimers to the contrary (particularly from the "contemporary" 

camp), a preference for any of these formulations would rest on 

evaluative as well as empirical grounds; "participatory theory" posits 

maximum participation as an "inherent good while "contemporary theory" 

places a premium on "system stability." 

Rather than attempt to interpret the significance of the recent 

turnout decline in the U. S. on the basis of either of these two 
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perspectives, we will pursue an empirical approach in which the turnout 

decline will be studied in greater detail. I have no illusions that 

an empirical approach will resolve ultimate questions regarding the 

importance of participation; indeed these questions will return to 

haunt us in the concluding chapter of this work. However, it is hoped 

that the empirical approach will provide us with a better understanding 

of the mechanism underlying the decline than can be obtained on the 

basis of a priori formulations. 

Research Strategy 

In order to gain this understanding, data from a variety of 

recent surveys of the American electorate will be examined. After a 

discussion of these data and the techniques used to analyze them 

(Chapter 2), data collected by the U. S. Bureau of the Census are 

employed in a study of changes in turnout across various demographically 

defined subgroups over the period, 1964 to 1976 (Chapter 3). In 

Chapter 4, data collected by the University of Michigan's Survey 

Research Center are used in an analysis of the attitudinal correlates 

of the turnout decline. In Chapter 5, the Michigan data are used once 

again in an attempt to integrate the demography and the social 

psychology of the decline. In a sixth chapter, the findings of the 

preceding chapters are used to construct an explanation of the decline. 

This particular strategy represents a sociological approach to 

the study of political participation. The basic tenet of this approach 

is that an individual's orientation to the political world is ultimately 

dependent upon that individual's position within a larger social 
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structure. Demographic characteristics such as sex, color, and age are 

seen as basic dimensions of this structure. Our interest in atti-

tudinal correlates of turnout is based on a belief that psychological 

factors represent proximate causes of political participation, 

intervening between social structural positions and the behaviors of 

interest. More extensive discussions of the theoretical considerations 

which guided the selection of specific demographic and attitudinal 

variables for investigation are presented in the appropriate chapters. 



CHAPTER 2 

DATA AND METHODS 

The data analyzed in this report were obtained from two major 

sources. The examination of the demographic correlates of turnout 

(Chapter 3) is based upon data collected by the U. S. Bureau of the 

Census while the investigation of attitudinal correlates (Chapters 4 

and 5) relies upon data generated by the University of Michigan's 

Survey Research Center (SRC). Both of these organizations conduct 

surveys of national samples of respondents in every national election 

year, the Census Bureau since 1964 and SRC since 1952. Perhaps the most 

attractive feature of the Census series is its use of large, well-

designed samples \tfhich obtain information about approximately 100,000 

persons. Whereas the Census surveys might be described as "case-rich," 

the SRC surveys are "variable-rich," eliciting a wider range of 

information (including attitudes) from smaller samples of between 

1500 and 2500 respondents. 

Despite the superficial methodological similarities between the 

Census Bureau and SRC studies, the two organizations produce estimates 

of voter turnout which differ from each other as well as from the 

official estimates discussed in the previous chapter. As the data in 

Table 2 indicate, in each presidential election since 1964, the SRC 

estimates exceed those of the Census Bureau and the latter, in turn, 

are greater than the official estimates. These disparities are due to 

11 
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Table 2. A Comparison of Various Estimates of Voter Turnout, 1964-1976 
(Percentage Voting) 

Election 

Source 

Election Official Census SRC 

1964 61.9 69.3 77.7 

1968 60.9 67.8 75.8 

1972 55.5 63.0 72.8 

1976 54.4 59.2 71.6 

Sources: Official—U. S. Bureau of the Census (1978a:Table 835); 
Census—U. S. Bureau of the Census (1965, 1969, 1973, 1978b:Table 1); 
SRC—Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research (1964, 
1968, 1972, 1976). 

Exact question wordings: Census—"This month we have some 
questions about whether people voted in the November (date) general 
election. In any election, some people are not able to vote because 
they are sick or busy, or have some other reasons, and others do not 
want to vote. Did (person) vote in the election held on November 
(date)?" (One person of voting age within each sampled household 
is asked to answer the above question both for him- or herself and 
for other voting age members of the household.) 

SRC—"In talking to people about elections, we often find that 
a lot of people weren't able to vote because they weren't registered, 
or they were sick, or they just didn't have time. How about you—did 
you vote in the elections this fall?" (The above question was asked 
directly of each person selected for inclusion in the sample.) 
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methodological differences among the three series which are discussed 

below. The discussion is motivated by the belief that it is only 

through careful attention to methodological detail that a researcher 

can become aware of the probable sources and consequences of biases 

which are introduced in the research process. 

Official, Census, and SRC Estimates of 
Voter Turnout 

Any rate can be seen as consisting of a numerator which 

indicates the number of occurrences of some event over a specified 

interval and a denominator which represents the size of the population 

"at risk" of experiencing the event. With respect to turnout rates, 

the relevant event is the casting of a ballot in a particular election 

and the relevant population is the number of legally eligible voters at 

the time of the election. A "legally eligible voter" is defined as a 

person whose age, citizenship, length of residence, and lack of felony 

convictions would allow that person to register to vote in federal 

elections, regardless of whether or not the person is in fact 

registered. In a comparison of official, Census, and SRC estimates 

of turnout for the 1964 election, Clausen (1968) has demonstrated that 

the three series differ in both their numerators and their denominators. 

The numerators in the official series are based on actual 

counts of the number of valid votes cast in a particular election. 

These tallies are conducted at the local level and aggregated by the 

Clerk of the House of Representatives. The numerators in the Census 

series are generated by means of a "household respondent" technique 

whereby one member of a sampled household is selected to report upon 
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his or her own voting behavior as well as that of other eligible 

members of the household. The numerators in the SRC series are obtained 

by means of a "self-report" technique according to which a selected 

respondent is asked to report only upon his or her own voting behavior. 

(See the notes to Table 2 for the exact wordings of the questions used 

to elicit vote reports in the Census and SRC surveys.) Disparities 

among the estimates of the number of votes cast produced by these 

strategies might arise in a number of ways. 

First, some survey respondents may have actually cast ballots-

which were later considered "invalid" by election officials. Such 

occurrences would operate to deflate the official estimates relative 

to both sets of survey estimates. 

Second, it seems plausible that normative pressures surrounding 

the act of voting would lead some non-voting survey respondents to 

report that they did vote. On the basis of this assumption, we would 

expect the survey-based estimates of turnout to be higher than the 

official estimates. These expectations are borne out by vote valida

tion studies which were conducted in conjunction with the 1964 (Clausen, 

1968) and 1976 (Traugott and Katosh, 1979) SRC election studies. 

Both of these studies referred back to official voting records 

in an attempt to verify self-reported voting behavior in these two 

surveys. Approximately 8% of the self-reported 1964 votes could not be 

verified with a corresponding figure of 16% for the 1976 election. It 

is interesting that "misreports" of voting have increased at a time 

in which voting behavior has decreased; people may be voting less but 

are increasingly reluctant to admit to the fact. This finding is 



15 

consistent with Abramson1s (1980) observation that reported feelings 

of voting as a "civic duty" have remained at a constant level despite 

the decrease in turnout (see also Chapter 4 of this report). 

Moreover, Traugott and Katosh (1979) indicate that misreporting 

of voting in the 1976 SRC survey varies with certain characteristics 

of respondents. In particular, misreporting occurs with greater 

frequency among the young, the non-white, and those with low incomes 

than it does among older persons, whites, and those with higher 

incomes. Thus, we might expect the SRC surveys to produce attenuated 

estimates of the relationships of turnout to these characteristics. 

Validation studies of the Census surveys have not been 

conducted, although the U. S. Bureau of the Census (1978b:8) reports 

a greater incidence of "don't know" responses when respondents are 

reporting upon others' voting behavior rather than upon their own. 

The implications of this finding are not obvious; so long as this 

tendency does not vary systematically with respondent characteristics, 

no substantial bias in the estimates of relationships will be 

introduced. 

Finally, the basic SRC research design involves interviewing 

respondents both before and after the election. Both Clausen (1968) 

and Traugott and Katosh (1979) argue that the SRC pre-election inter

view serves as a stimulus which induces persons who otherwise might 

not have voted to do so. Additional evidence that pre-election 

contacts stimulate higher rates of participation is reported by Gosnell 

(1927), Berelson et al. (1954), and Yalch (1976). This particular 

feature of the SRC design would tend to inflate its turnout estimates 
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relative to the Census and official estimates; whether or not it biases 

estimates of relationships is an open question. 

Differences also exist among the denominators used in the three 

series. The denominators of the official series are estimates of the 

total civilian population of voting age, a population which includes 

non-citizens who are unable to vote and institutionalized persons who 

are presumably less likely to vote than non-institutionalized persons. 

The inclusion of these latter groups in the denominators of the 

official series is likely to deflate official turnout estimates 

relative to both the Census estimates, which are based on estimates 

of the non-institutionalized civilian population of voting age, and the 

SRC estimates, which refer to the non-institutionalized civilian 

population of citizens of voting age. 

Traugott and Katosh (1979) report that their attempts to 

effect comparability between the official and Census population bases 

brought their respective estimates of turnout for the 1976 election to 

within the margin of sampling error. This finding suggests that the 

problem of misreported voting is not particularly severe in the Census 

series. 

In addition to differences between the Census and SRC surveys 

in terms of populations sampled, the two surveys differ markedly in 

terms of response rates. For the 1976 election, for example, interview 

completion rates were 96% for the Census survey and 65% for the SRC 

post-election survey. Traugott and Katosh (1979) report that the 

characteristics of the SRC non-interviewees were such that their loss 

would tend to inflate SRC turnout estimates relative to Census estimates. 
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It should be clear from the preceding discussion that none of 

the three series provides us with unbiased estimates of the "true" 

turnout rate, that proportion of the eligible electorate which actually 

cast ballots in a particular election. However, in the light of that 

discussion, we are in a better position to assess the nature of such 

biases as do exist, both with respect to estimates of aggregate 

turnout and to relationships between turnout and other respondent 

characteristics. Of particular interest are the biases in the Census 

and SRC series, which constitute the analytical foci of the present 

research. 

With respect to the Census data, aggregate turnout levels are 

probably biased upward with respect to the "true" level by virtue of 

the population sampled and, to a lesser extent, by the household 

respondent technique. However, there exists no compelling reason or 

evidence to suspect that the Census data will provide us with mislead

ing estimates of the correlates of turnout or of changes therein. 

Admittedly, "no evidence of bias" is not as desirable a state of 

knowledge as "evidence of no bias," but this latter state has yet to 

be reached. 

The diagnosis is somewhat more severe in the case of the SRC 

data. The pre-election interview, the self-report technique, and the 

low response rates tend to inflate SRC estimates of aggregate turnout 

relative to those which would be expected to obtain among a more 

pristine population of eligible citizens. Furthermore, the findings 

of differential response rates and differential misreporting of voting 

behavior suggest that we are likely to obtain attenuated estimates of 
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the relationships of turnout to year, age, color, income, and, perhaps, 

to attitudes which are related to these factors. Just how severe these 

biases are is an open question. This question is addressed empirically 

in Chapter 5, in which a comparison of Census and SRC estimates of 

selected demographic correlates of turnout is presented. 

To end on an optimistic note, it is comforting to observe that 

all three series reveal a decline in turnout from 1964 to 1976, an 

observation which suggests that the decline is not an artifact of a 

particular measurement strategy. 

The Analysis of the Census Data 

The proximate sources of the Census data analyzed in this 

report were tabulations published in the P-20 Series of Current Popula

tion Reports (U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1965, 1969, 1973, 1978b). Two 

criteria guided the selection of tables for analysis. First, it was 

desired that the tables include variables whose relationships to 

turnout were well-established on both theoretical and empirical grounds. 

It was believed that a search for differential change in turnout 

across major demographic subgroups would provide some insight into the 

significance of the recent turnout decline. Second, it was desired 

that the tables be presented in a comparable form in all four of the 

cited issues of Current Population Reports so that the number of 

observation points could be maximized. This strategy should better 

enable us to distinguish long-run trends from election-specific 

idiosyncrasies. As a result, the analysis of the Census data refers 
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for the most part to turnout for the 1964, 1968, 1972, and 1976 

presidential elections. 

On the basis of these twin criteria, four tables were selected 

for analysis. In the first table, turnout is cross-classified by 

election year, region, color, and sex; in the second by year, color, 

sex, and age; and in the third by year, color, sex, and education. In 

an attempt to better understand patterns of turnout by color and sex, 

a fourth table was examined in which turnout was cross-classified by 

year, color, sex, and labor force status. This particular selection 

of tables reflects certain constraints imposed by a reliance on 

published data. In the first place, it would have been desirable to 

have maintained a regional distinction in the latter three tables. 

Unfortunately, such tabulations were not available for all four election 

years. Second, a table in which turnout rates were arrayed by a fixed 

set of birth cohorts rather than by age at the time of the survey would 

have permitted us to address questions about the demographic dynamics 

underlying the turnout decline more straightforwardly. Again, the 

preferred tables were not presented in the publications. Despite these 

limitations, however, the analysis of these four tables should provide 

us with a good overview of patterns of change in turnout across major 

population subgroups over the period, 1964 to 1976. (An explication of 
r 

our theoretical interest in these particular variables is presented in 

Chapter 3 of this report.) 

Region of residence was treated as a South/non-South dichotomy 

according to the conventional Census definition of the South, which 

includes "border states" as well as those states considered a part of 
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the "Deep South." Color was treated as a white/blaick dichotomy, with 

the exception of 1964 in which blacks were not distinguished from 

other "non-whites" in the published tabulations. Age refers to age at 

the time of the survey, and this variable was consistently grouped into 

the following eight categories: 18-20, 21-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 

55-64, 65-74, 75 and older. (The reader is reminded that even before 

1972, the states of Alaska, Georgia, Hawaii, and Kentucky permitted 

voting by persons less than 21 years of age.) Education refers to 

years of school completed, a quantity which was consistently presented 

in terms of the following six categories: less than 8, 8, 9-11, 12, 

13-15, 16 or more. Labor force status was ascertained by means of a 

self-report method according to which individuals were classified as 

being "employed," "unemployed," or "not in the labor force." 

The four . tables were analyzed by means of the technique of 

minimum-logit chi-square regression (Berkson, 1953; Theil, 1970), a 

weighted least-squares procedure which is applicable to cross-classified 

data. In all four analyses, the dependent variable was the natural 

logarithm of the ratio of voters to non-voters, which quantity is 

referred to as a "logit." The various independent variables (election 

year, region, color, sex, age, education, and labor force status) were 

scored in a manner appropriate to regression analysis. 

Each analysis involved .an examination of a set of regression 

models, each element of which described a particular configuration of 

effects of the independent variables upon the dependent variable. 

Each of these models generated estimated logits whose fit to the 

observed logits could be assessed in terms of the logit chi-square 
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2 statistic (Y ) and the number of degrees of freedom associated with the 

model. The various regression models were hierarchically related so 

that the sequential contribution of each terra to the overall fit of 

the model could be gauged. From the set of models examined, a 

"preferred model" was sought such that this model included all those 

terms necessary to provide an acceptable fit to the observed data (at 

a .05 level of significance or better) and whose fit could not be 

significantly improved upon by the inclusion of additional terms. 

Such a model could be specified in three of the four analyses, 

while in the fourth case, no parsimonious model could be constructed 

which provided an acceptable fit according to the chi-square criterion. 

Pullum (1978) and B. Duncan (1979) have argued that the chi-square 

criterion is quite stringent in the analysis of large-sample data sets 

2 and propose the proportion of variance explained by the model (R ) as 

an alternative criterion. On this basis, we selected as a preferred 

model a model which accounted for 98.97% of the variance in the table 

even though it did not fit according to the chi-square criterion. 

As published in Current Population Reports, the tables contained 

population estimates of the turnout of the various demographic sub

groups. A statistical analysis of these estimates would have been 

inappropriate, since the standard errors involved in such an analysis 

would be artifactually smaller than those associated with an analysis 

of the observed sample frequencies. To circumvent this problem, the 

published population estimates were reduced by year- and color-specific 

"deflation factors" which were calculated using the tables of standard 

errors of estimated proportions included in each Report. The resulting 
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deflated frequencies represent the sample frequencies necessary to 

approximate the reported standard errors of estimated proportions, on 

the assumption of simple random sampling. The deflation factors were 

incorporated into the weights used in the regression analyses. 

The Analysis of the SRC Data 

The initial design of the present research called for 

chronologically parallel analyses of the Census and SRC data over the 

period, 1964 to 1976. However, a certain feature of the design of the 

SRC surveys necessitated a slight departure from this strategy. 

In particular, the 1976 SRC sample included a panel of 

respondents who had first been interviewed in either 1972 or 1974. This 

panel design posed certain methodological problems. In the first 

place, Traugott and Katosh (1979) reported that the 1976 turnout rates 

of panel members were higher than those of non-panel respondents, even 

after taking into account panel attrition and compositional differences 

between the two subsamples. After entertaining a variety of alternative 

explanations, these authors concluded that the very experience of 

repeated interviews stimulated higher rates of participation among the 

former group (above and beyond that induced by the 1976 pre-election 

interview, to which all respondents were subjected). As a result, the 

comparability of the 1976 data with those of the earlier surveys is 

questionable. Furthermore, data generated by means of a panel design 

require analytical strategies which differ from those which would be 

used with data collected from independently-drawn cross-sectional 

samples (0. Duncan, 1980). In view of these considerations, the 
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analysis of the SRC data was restricted to the 1964, 1968, and 1972 

elections. To further enhance the comparability of the three samples, 

only those respondents who were 21 years of age or older at the time of 

the survey were included in the analysis. 

The SRC data were available in a raw form which permitted 

greater flexibility than was possible with the Census data in such 

matters as variable selection and table construction. These raw data 

were first used to construct a series of three-way tables of the general 

form, turnout by attitude by election year. The analysis of these 

three-way tables is presented in Chapter 4. It was hoped that an 

examination of the attitudinal correlates of turnout would further our 

understanding of the subjective significance of the recent turnout 

decline. A fairly wide range of attitudes was investigated, with the 

selection of particular items being guided by the existent literature 

on political participation. Some of the items, such as party identifi

cation and various measures of political interest and political 

efficacy, have their roots in the classic election studies, The Voter 

Decides (Campbell, Gurin, and Miller, 1954) and The American Voter 

(Campbell et al., 1960). Others, such as indicators of political trust 

and perceptions of government responsiveness, have come to be of 

interest to students of political participation more recently. (Exact 

item wordings and a more extensive discussion of the theoretical 

significance of these various attitudes are presented in Chapter 4.) 

The various tables in Chapter 4 were analyzed using log-linear 

techniques for the analysis of multi-way contingency tables which are 

presented in Goodman (1978). These techniques are similar to those 
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used in the analysis of the Census data, although the former are based 

on maximum-likelihood estimation. In addition to their greater 

efficiency, the Goodman techniques are better suited for exploratory 

data analyses. 

The analyses involved the examination of a set of models for 

the three-way tables in which turnout was considered a dependent 

variable and election year and an attitudinal variable were viewed as 

independent variables. By means of an iterative procedure, each model 

fit a specific subset of the marginal distributions of the three-way 

table. The fitting of certain two- and three-way marginals permits 

the estimation of "effects" of the independent variables upon the 

dependent variable. The fitting of marginals produced expected 

frequencies whose goodness-of-fit to the observed frequencies could be 

2 assessed by means of the likelihood-ratio chi-square statistic (L ) and 

the number of degrees of freedom associated with the model. The various 

models were hierarchically related so that the statistical significance 

of each effect (indicated by a reduction in chi-square which was 

significant at the .05 level) could be tested. From the set of models 

examined, a preferred model was chosen such that this model provided 

an acceptable fit to the observed data (at a .05 level or better) and 

whose fit could not be significantly improved upon by the inclusion of 

additional effects. In most cases, additional tests were conducted 

to arrive at a more parsimonious parameterization of the preferred 

model. (See 0. Duncan, 1975, and 0. Duncan and McRae, 1979, for 

illustrations of such alternative parameterizations.) 



In Chapter 5, the SRC data are used once again in an examination 

of both demographic and attitudinal correlates of turnout. The selec

tion of specific demographic and attitudinal variables was guided both 

by theoretical considerations and by the findings of the previous two 

chapters. In order to permit the comparability of the Census and SRC 

findings, minimum-logit chi-square regression was adopted as the 

analytical technique for the data in this chapter. 



CHAPTER 3 

DEMOGRAPHIC CORRELATES OF TURNOUT, 1964-1976 

In the present chapter, we will concern outselves with a variety 

of demographic correlates of voter turnout, including such factors as 

region of residence, color, sex, age, and education. Each of these 

characteristics has long been known to be related to turnout and other 

forms of political participation (Milbrath and Gowl, 1977), and a major 

interest of the present chapter is the stability (or lack thereof) of 

these relationships over the period, 1964 to 1976. For reasons to be 

discussed below, observations of differential change in turnout across 

demographic subgroups should provide insights into the dynamics 

underlying the recent turnout decline. 

Sex differentials in turnout have been observed in the U. S. 

as well as in a variety of other societies (Tingsten, 1937). The 

higher turnout of males is typically explained in terms of the 

existence of "traditional" sex role conceptions, according to which 

political participation is defined as a "masculine" activity (see, 

for example, Campbell et al., 1960). Equally familiar to students of 

political participation is the color differential, whereby the 

turnout of whites is higher than that of blacks. The lower turnout of 

blacks is commonly attributed to their lower socioeconomic standing 

(Verba and Nie, 1972) and to the existence, particularly in the South, 

of various legal, quasi-legal, and illegal obstacles to their 

26 
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registration and voting. Regional differences have also been a 

persistent feature of American electoral politics, with turnout in the 

South being consistently lower than that of other areas of the country 

(Key, 1949). This regional difference is often explained by references 

to the previously mentioned low turnout of Southern blacks, the lower 

socioeconomic conditions prevailing in the South, and the existence of 

a "one-party tradition" in the region. 

A variety of studies (Tingsten, 1937; Campbell et al., 1960; 

Verba and Nie, 1972) has repeatedly shown turnout to be related to age 

in a curvilinear fashion, with turnout increasing with age until late 

middle age and decreasing with age beyond this point. These observa

tions have given rise to a "life-cycle" interpretation of political 

participation, according to which changes in levels of participation 

over an individual's lifetime reflect changes in the extent to which 

the individual is integrated into the larger sociopolitical milieu by 

way of such intervening structures as family, community, and occupation. 

Another nearly universal finding is that of a positive relation

ship between education and various forms of political participation 

(Campbell et al., 1960; Almond and Verba, 1963). It is widely believed 

that education exerts its influence on levels of political participation 

by providing individuals with knowledge, cognitive skills, and 

attitudes which are conducive to such participation. Education is also 

thought to affect participation by facilitating entry into social 

groups, such as certain occupational and peer groups, voluntary 

associations and the like, which emphasize participation in political 

affairs. 
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Questions about the stability of these relationships over the 

period, 1964 to 1976, assume a particular interest when considered in 

the light of certain changes taking place in American society during 

this interval. Increases in female labor force participation since 

World War II and, more recently, the rise of the women's movement have 

posed a formidable challenge to traditional sex role conceptions. 

Increasing political participation on the part of women would seem to 

be a likely concomitant trend. Similarly, the civil rights movement 

of the 1960's resulted in the abolition of many obstacles to black 

voting as well as slight improvements in the socioeconomic position 

of this group. With respect to regional differences, McKinney and 

Bourque (1971) have noted a convergence between the South and other 

regions of the country along a variety of socioeconomic dimensions, 

while Ladd and Hadley (1975) have pointed to a decline of the one-

party tradition in the South. These various social changes would lead 

us to expect a convergence in turnout rates along sex, color, and 

regional lines. 

Our interest in patterns of turnout by age in recent elections 

emerges from the passage of the 26th Amendment, which lowered to 18 

years the age of eligibility for participation in national elections. 

It is commonly believed that the introduction of a new and younger age 

group into the potential electorate is responsible for at least a 

portion of the decline in turnout observed between 1968 and 1972 

(Pomper, 1977). What the common wisdom does not tell us is how large 

a portion of this decrease can be attributed to this change in 

eligibility requirements. At a more general level, we are concerned 
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with the question of the extent to which the turnout decline from 1964 

to 1976 was due to the entry of new cohorts into the electorate as 

opposed to changes in voting behavior among persons who were already 

in the electorate at the beginning of this period. 

Of all the demographic characteristics to be examined in this 

chapter, education is perhaps the most paradoxical. Indeed, the recent 

turnout decline took place in the context of increasing levels of 

educational attainment within the American electorate (Converse, 1972). 

Given the consistently positive cross-sectional relationship between 

turnout and education, we might have expected higher levels of turnout 

rather than the decreases which were actually observed. Whether or not 

these seemingly contradictory trends signal the breakdown of the 

traditional education/participation mechanism emerges as an interesting 

question. 

This particular configuration of historical forces poses an 

intriguing challenge to existent theory regarding changes in levels 

of voter turnout. The elements of such a theory may be derived from the 

work of Tingsten (1937:230), who concluded his extensive cross-national 

review of voting statistics with the following statement: 

All the facts here gathered indicate the existence of a rule 
which may be termed the law of dispersion; according to this 
rule the dispersion (the differences) in regard to participa
tion in an election or within a certain group, is smaller 
the higher the general participation is. For instance, if 
the voting frequency has been high in a certain election, the 
difference between different categories of electors (men and 
women, social groups, age groups, etc.) is comparatively low. 

A similar theme is found in Campbell's (1960) "surge and 

decline" theory, which was formulated to account for the considerable 
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shifts in partisan fortunes which are often observed between presi

dential and off-year congressional elections. Campbell attributes 

such shifts to changes in the composition of the active electorate 

from one type of election to the other. Typically, turnout for 

presidential elections is higher than that observed for congressional 

elections. The high levels of political stimuli surrounding presi

dential campaigns supposedly stimulate participation among persons who 

refrain from voting in the lower-key congressional contests. Thus 

the electorates differ qualitatively as well as in size. 

Implicit in the writings of both of these authors is the notion 

that there exist two general classes of voters: a "hard core" of 

regular voters who participate habitually and a category of "marginal 

voters" whose behavior is contingent upon factors specific to a 

particular election. For both Tingsten and Campbell, changes in 

aggregate levels of turnout from one election to another are seen as 

resulting primarily from changes in the behavior of the marginal 

category of voters. 

As we have previously seen, the "core/marginal" distinction 

has traditionally corresponded to certain demographic cleavages in the 

electorate. More specifically, white, middle-aged, well-educated, 

non-Southern males have constituted the "core" while the category of 

"marginal voters" has consisted of the young, the less-educated, 

Southerners, women, and blacks. On the basis of the logic of Tingsten 

and Campbell, we would expect these traditional demographic 

differentials to have increased along with the aggregate decline in 

turnout observed in the U. S. in recent years; the "law of dispersion" 
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suggests that the greatest changes in levels of turnout will occur 

among those groups whose turnout is characteristically low. 

Yet we have also seen that this recent period carried with it 

a variety of forces which could be expected to attenuate traditional 

demographic differentials in turnout, particularly along the dimensions 

of region, color, sex, and, perhaps, education. The analyses which 

follow may be seen as an attempt to empirically resolve this dilemma. 

Hinging on this dilemma is the question of whether the recent turnout 

decline in the U. S. represents a "steady-state" ebb as described by 

Tingsten and Campbell or a more fundamental realignment of the active 

electorate along demographic lines. 

Turnout by Region, Color, and Sex 

The discussions of our findings will be cast in terms of the 

preferred models selected in each analysis (see Chapter 2 for a discus

sion of the process of model selection). The preferred model describing 

the effects of region, color, and sex on turnout in the four elections 

occurring between 1964 and 1976 is presented in Table 3. The bottom 

three rows of this table contain quantities which are useful in 

assessing the fit of this model to the observed data; we see that this 

2 
model fits quite well according to the chi~square criterion (L = 

12.49 with 20 degrees of freedom) and accounts for 99.5% of the variance 

in the table. The first column of Table 3 presents the unstandardized 

regression coefficients which describe the net effects on turnout of 

each term included in the model, while the second column shows the 

reduction in the residual sum of squares made by each term. Since the 
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Table 3. Preferred Model for the Relationship of Turnout to Region, 
Color, and Sex, 1964-1976 

Unstandardized Reduction in Residual 
Variable3 Regression Coefficient Sum of Squares (Y ) 

X -.210 539.34 

X2 -.636 300.87 

X3 -.455 202.81 

X4 -.278 60.28 

X2X4 -.131 29.73 

X3X4 .138 11.01 

Y2X2 .269 

Y3X2 .269 
57.70 

Y.X„ .467 135.35 
4 2 

.309 12.52 

X.X. .066 35.15 
1 4 

Y1X2X3 ^ -.557 22.16 

Y2 12.49 

df 20 

' R2 .99515 

aX-£ = linear scoring of year (1964 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 = 3, 1976 = 4); 
Y^ = dummy variable for 1964 (1 if 1964, 0 otherwise); 
Y2 = dummy variable for 1968 (1 if 1968, 0 otherwise); 
Y3 = dummy variable for 1972 (1 if 1972, 0 otherwise); 
Y^ = dummy variable for 1976 (1 if 1976, 0 otherwise); 
X2 = region (0 if non-South, 1 if South); 
X3 = color (0 if white, 1 if black); 
X^ = sex (0 if male, 1 if female). 



substantive significance of the regression coefficients is not obvious 

given the presence of higher-order interaction terms, an alternative 

exposition of the model is contained in Figure 1, which displays the 

logits estimated by the model. 

Turning first to patterns of turnout for the 1964 election in 

the non-Southern region, we observe, not surprisingly, that male 

turnout was greater than that of females and that white turnout was 

greater than that of blacks. What is surprising is the existence of a 

three-way interaction among color, sex, and turnout, such that the sex 

differential in turnout was greater among whites than it was among 

blacks. This finding probably reflects differences between the two 

color groups in their respective sex role conceptions, differences 

which are, in turn, manifestations of the different existential condi

tions faced by the two groups. Dur to the generally disadvantaged 

position of blacks within American society, sex-role differentiation is 

less marked among blacks than it is among whites. This mechanism was 

spelled out by Lewis (1977:345): 

Black women, on account of male exclusion from the job market, 
have been forced to share with black men marginal participa
tion in the public work world of the dominant society through 
menial and ill-paying jobs. Their economic contributions have 
often been essential to their families. Their important 
economic role has assured them power over the limited 
resources available to a racially excluded group. On the basis 
of power over crucial resources, black women have held a 
relatively high position within a dominated society. 

It is argued here that this mechanism operates to reduce the sex 

differential in turnout among blacks relative to whites; the insulation 

of women from the "public spheres" of employment and political 

participation may be a "luxury" which blacks can ill afford. In a 
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later section of this chapter, we will explicitly investigate the 

implications of labor force status for color and sex differentials in 

turnout. 

Turning now to the South, we observe the same basic patterns of 

turnout for the 1964 election; male turnout was greater than that of 

females, white turnout was greater than that of blacks, and the sex 

difference in turnout was greater among whites than it was among 

blacks. However, it should also be noted that for all color/sex 

groups, Southern turnout was lower than that of comparable non-

Southerners and, further, that the magnitudes of the color and sex 

differentials were larger in the South than they were outside the 

region. This last finding suggests that in the South of 1964, tradi

tional conceptions of the "place" of women and blacks were more deeply 

entrenched than they were in other parts of the country. 

From 1964 to 1968, we observe decreases in turnout among all 

color/sex groups in the non-Southern region and increases among all 

groups in the South. The non-Southern decreases were greatest among 

blacks and males, while the Southern increases were greatest among 

blacks and females. This particular pattern of change has some 

interesting implications. 

In the first place, the sex differential narrowed in both 

regions among both color groups. Indeed, by 1968, male and female 

turnout rates among non-Southern blacks were virtually indistinguishable. 

This narrowing of the sex differential proceeded steadily through 1976 

for all region/color groups. By 1976, female turnout was greater than 

that of males among non-Southern blacks and equal to that of males 



36 

among non-Southern whites and Southern blacks; only among Southern 

whites did the turnout of males exceed that of females. From a 

contemporary vantage point, it is tempting to attribute the gradual 

disappearance of the traditional sex differential over this 12 year 

period to the growth of the women's movement. However, B. Duncan and 

0. Duncan (1978) have argued that major shifts in sex*-role conceptions 

occurred in the early 1970's, after the narrowing of the sex differen

tial in turnout had begun. The steadiness of this narrowing over the 

entire 12 year period suggests the operation of a more gradual process 

of "demographic metabolism" whereby older women with more traditional 

conceptions of the female role were dying out and being replaced by 

younger women who did not consider political participation to be "out 

of role." In a sense, then, the attitudinal shifts which accompanied 

the rise of the women's movement may have been more of a response to 

changing realities than a causal factor in inducing the changes. 

Also observed between 1964 and 1968 was a narrowing of the 

region differential among all color/sex groups as a result of increases 

in turnout among Southerners and decreases among non-Southerners. The 

increases in turnout over this period among Southern blacks reflect 

the effectiveness of the various strategies (registration drives, 

Federal legislation, etc.) intended to facilitate the political 

participation of this group. The smaller increases observed among 

Southern whites, on the other hand, are attributable to white anxieties 

about expanded black participation and to the existence in 1968 of a 

third-party candidate willing to appeal to those anxieties. 
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That turnout among non'-Southern blacks should have fallen so 

sharply between 1964 and 1968 appears strange at first glance, until 

one recalls the turmoil taking place at this time in the black 

ghettoes of non-Southern cities. After an analysis of the causes of 

racial unrest, Spilerman (1970:646) concludes: the federal government 

has been a most powerful proponent of Negro rights and the improvement 

of their economic situation. "Yet, leadership in this area has been 

marked by vacillation, compromise, expedient retreat, and unfounded 

promises, a situation which must provoke feelings of frustration and 

betrayal." Apparently, the frustration of urban, non-Southern blacks 

with the pace of the civil rights movement was manifesting itself at 

the ballot box as well as in the streets. To paraphrase political 

scientist Charles Hamilton, the irony reflected in this period was 

that non-Southern blacks were searching for a reason to vote at the 

same time that their Southern counterparts were pressing for the right 

to vote. After these changes from 1964 to 1968, the color differential 

in turnout persisted in both regions through 1976. The persistence of 

this difference is probably a reflection of the persistence or racial 

inequality in American society; until such equality is achieved, or 

at least until candidates express concern with this issue, we would 

expect that blacks will continue to remain aloof from presidential 

politics. 

The decrease in turnout observed among non-Southern whites 

between 1964 and 1968 continued steadily on through 1976. This finding 

is particularly interesting in the light of the Tingsten/Campbell 

formulation, since it indicates a type of electoral abdication on the 
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part of "core" voters and, thus, a profound shift in the demographic 

bases of voter turnout. We will concern ourselves with the reasons for 

this unexpected pattern of change in the next chapter. 

A further narrowing of the region differential was observed 

between 1972 and 1976. Turnout decreased among all color/sex groups 

over this period in the non-South (although to a greater extent among 

males than among females), while it either held steady (for males) or 

increased slightly (for females) in the South. This particular pattern 

of differential change by region probably reflects Carter's "native 

son" appeal to Southerners. 

In summary, then, we observed convergences in turnout rates 

along sexual and regional dimensions despite the aggregate decline in 

turnout which occurred between 1964 and 1976. With respect to color 

differences, we saw a convergence between black and white turnout 

rates in the South between 1964 and 1968, a divergence in the non-South 

over this same period and no further change in the color differential 

in either region from 1968 to 1976. It is interesting to note that, 

with the major exception of Southern blacks, such convergences as did 

occur were due less to increased participation among groups with tradi

tionally low turnout rates than they were to decreases among groups 

whose turnout has traditionally been high (in particular, non-Southern 

white males). Thus, these convergences do not so much indicate the 

increasing incorporation of "marginal" voters into the active electorate 

as they do the withdrawal of "hard core" voters. 
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Turnout by Color, Sex, and Age 

In the present section, we concern ourselves with patterns 

of turnout by color, sex, and age. Our interest in age is two-fold. 

In the first place, we are concerned with the question of the extent 

to which the turnout decline was due to the entry of new cohorts into 

the electorate, particularly after the implementation of the 26th 

Amendment. Second, an examination of patterns of turnout by age may 

shed some light on the demographic dynamics underlying the changes 

observed in the preceding section. If, for example, the sex differen

tial in turnout was found to increase with increasing age, then our 

earlier observation of a narrowing sex differential might be accounted 

for by a process of demographic metabolism, in which older cohorts with 

high sex differentials were dying off and being replaced by younger 

groups with lower sex differentials. 

Some preliminary evidence bearing on the question of the 

contribution of the lowered voting age to the decrease in turnout from 

1968 to 1972 is presented in Table 4. In this table, turnout for the 

1968 election is compared with two different estimates of 1972 

turnout; the first, 1972a, refers to the voting behavior of persons 

18 years of age or older while the second, 1972b, indicates the 

participation of persons 21 years of age or older. We observe that even 

after excluding the newly enfranchised 18 to 20 year olds, turnout for 

the 1972 election was still 3.'5% lower than the 1968 figure, as compared 

with a 4.8% drop observed when this group was included. Thus, about 27% 

of the decrease from 1968 to 1972 may be attributed to the redefinition 

of eligibility requirements. The remainder of the decrease occurred 
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Table 4. The Contribution of the Lowered Voting Age to the 1968-1972 
Decrease in Turnout 

Estimated Turnout Decrease in Turnout 
Population3 (Per Cent) from 1968 

1968 67.8 — 

1972a 63.0 4.8 

1972b 64.3 3.5 

1968—civilian, non-institutionalized population 21 years or older; 
1972a—civilian, non-institutionalized population 18 years or older; 
1972b—civilian, non-institutionalized population 21 years or older. 

within that portion of the electorate which was comparable across the 

two elections. The analysis of the five-way table in which turnout 

is cross-classified by year, color, sex, and age should permit us to 

locate these decreases more precisely. 

The preferred model for this five-way table is presented in 

tabular form in Table 5 and in graphic form in Figure 2. We observe 

in Figure 2 the characteristic curvilinear relationship between turnout 

and age for all color/sex groups in all years. Although the specific 

shapes of the curves vary by year, color, and sex, the general form of 

the relationship is such that turnout increases with age until the 

50*s or 60's, beyond which further increases in age are accompanied 

by decreases in turnout. 

Focussing now on patterns of turnout in 1964, we observe that 

for both whites and blacks, the sex differential in turnout varied with 

age. Among whites, male turnout was only slightly higher than that of 
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Table 5. Preferred Model of the Relationship of Turnout to Color, Sex, 
and Age, 1964-1972 

Variable3 
Unstandardized 

Regression Coefficient 
Reduction in Residual 
Sum of Squares (Y^) 

Y2 -.957 19.17 

Y3 .429 21.81 

Y4 
-.062 .45 • 

X2 
-1.024 95.21 

X3 
-.244 13.25 

A2 
.346 62.33 

A3 
.842 232.74 

A4 
1.241 377.26 

A5 1.502 491.91 

A6 1.578 545.84 

A7 
1.495 534.44 

A8 
1.011 259.82 

x2x3 .121 8.79 

X2X4 
.390 34.78 

vJ 
-.060 39.01 

X3X4 
.105 15.87 

X3X4 
-.022 59.99 

xax3 
.058 27.65 

V* 
-.312 58.56 

Y3X4 
.030 51.63 

V* 
-.187 21.30 

2 
.020 23.59 
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Table 5.—Continued 

Variable3 
Unstandardized 

Regression Coefficient 
Reduction in Residual 
Sum of Squares (Y^) 

X1X2X4 
-.046 8.50 

X1X2X4 
.011 15.19 

Y2 56.01 

df 103 

R2 .99125 

aX^ = linear scoring of year (1964 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 = 3, 1976 = 4); 
Y^,Y2,Y2,Y^ = dummy variables for 1964, 1968, 1972, and 1976, 
respectively; 

X2 = color (0 if white, 1 if black); 
X, = sex (0 if male, 1 if female); 
X, - linear scoring of age (18-20 = 1, 21-24 = 2, 25-34 - 3, 35-44 = 4, 
45-54 = 5, 55-64 = 6, 65-74 = 7, 75 and over = 8); 

A2,A2,A2,A^,A^,Ag,Ay,Ag = dummy variables for the eight age groups 
(from youngest to oldest). 
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females at the youngest ages, although beyond the age of 40, the sex 

differential increased sharply. This point of divergence, although 

somewhat arbitrary, corresponds roughly to a pre- and post-19th 

Amendment birth cohort cleavage. Due to the color/sex interaction 

discussed in the previous section, the turnout of young, black females 

was slightly higher than that of their male counterparts, although by 

about the age of 50, male turnout rates were higher than those of 

females and the magnitude of this differential increased with further 

increases in age. 

In a similar fashion, for both sexes in 1964, the color 

differential varied with age. Although at all ages, white turnout was 

higher than that of blacks, the color differential decreased until 

about the age of 30, beyond which it increased sharply with furthet 

increases in age. The cross-sectional patterns discussed in this and 

the preceding paragraph are consistent with the idea that sex and color 

differences in turnout are, at least to a certain extent, vestiges of 

earlier historical conditions. 

Among whites, both males and females decreased in turnout 

between 1964 and 1968. The magnitude of this decrease was uniform 

across age groups, although it varied by sex, with male decreases 

exceeding those of females. For blacks, on the other hand, changes in 

turnout varied by both sex and age. For both sexes, decreases were 

observed until about the age of 60, beyond which increases were 

observed. In the present section, we are overlooking the finding of 

differential change by color and region which was uncovered in the 

preceding section, so it is possible that the present finding of 
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differential change by age among blacks is, at least over this interval, 

a manifestation of the earlier finding and the fact that the black 

population of the South was older than that of other regions. Within 

those age groups in which decreases in turnout were observed, female 

decreases were less than those of males and within those age groups in 

which turnout increased, female increases were greater than those of 

males. 

From 1968 to 1972, changes in turnout were related to age in a 

curvilear fashion for all color/sex groups. Among blacks, the oldest 

and youngest age groups of both sexes increased in turnout while 

decreases were observed among the middle-aged. Among whites, increases 

were observed only at the youngest age, decreases were observed among 

middle-aged groups, and no change was observed among the oldest age 

group. These patterns of differential change by age are probably 

attributable to the McGovern candidacy, which appealed to many younger 

voters but held no great attraction for older "party regulars." 

However, this pattern of differential change by age itself varied by 

color; the youngest whites increased to a greater extent than did the 

youngest blacks, middle-age decreases were greater among whites than 

among blacks, and the oldest blacks showed greater increases than did 

the oldest whites. As a result, we observe a widening of the color 

differential at the younger ages and a narrowing of this differential 

at the older ages. For both color groups, differential change by 

sex was again observed, with females either decreasing less or increasing 

more than males of the same color and age. 
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Between 1972 and 1976, decreases in turnout were negatively 

related to age for all color/sex groups. For blacks, the relationship 

was nearly linear, with the greatest decreases being observed among 

the youngest age group while increases were observed among the oldest 

three age groups. For whites, decreases were observed among all age 

groups, although the magnitudes of these decreases decreased with age. 

Regardless of color, then, young voters appeared to be least 

enthusiastic about the election of 1976. The pattern of differential 

change by age once again varied by color, resulting in a further 

widening of the color differential among the youngest age groups and 

a further attenuation of the differential among the oldest groups. 

And once again, differential change by sex was observed; by 1976, 

female turnout exceeded that of males up to the age of 40 among whites 

and up to the age of 50 among blacks. 

Net changes in turnout from 1964 to 1976 are displayed 

graphically in Figure 3. These estimates of change, which are based 

on the preferred model, are subject to the following interpretation: 

a value of zero indicates no net change, values greater than zero 

signify net increases, and values less than zero represent net 

decreases. 

Among whites, we observe decreases over this 12 year period 

for both sexes at all ages. However, the decreases were greater among 

men than they were among women and they vary in a curvilinear fashion 

with age; the greatest decreases occurred among persons who were between 

the ages of 40 and 50 at election time, a category of persons whose 

turnout rates have historically been fairly high. These findings 
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suggest that the forces leading to decreased turnout among whites over 

this period were not restricted to persons who were presumably least 

integrated into the sociopolitical system (young people and women), 

but exacted their greatest toll on persons who supposedly had con

siderable attachments to the system (middle-aged men). 

Among blacks, we also observe differential change by sex and 

age over this 12 year period. The greatest decreases in turnout 

occurred among persons who were about 30 at election time, while 

increases were observed among the oldest two age categories. Black 

females either decreased less or increased more over this period than 

did black males of comparable age. 

At this point, it might be worthwhile to attempt to relate these 

findings back to our earlier question about the demographic dynamics 

underlying changes in voter turnout. With respect to sex differences 

in turnout, the findings of the present analysis are at least suggestive 

of a process of demographic metabolism, according to which the tradi

tional sex differential will disappear as older cohorts die out and are 

replaced by new cohorts. It is likely that this process is 

facilitated by "period effects" emanating from the women's movement. 

Indeed, absolute female decreases in turnout over this period were 

uniformly lower than those of men across all age groups. As a result, 

the traditional sex differential moved steadily toward the older end 

of the age continuum over these 12 years. 

With respect to color differences, however, the results of 

this analysis lead to a different conclusion. An earlier finding of 

no differential change by color over the period, 1968 to 1976, was seen 
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here as the result of differential change which varied by age; decreases 

in the color differential at older ages were counterbalanced by 

increases in the differential at the younger end of the age distribu

tion. The absolute increases in turnout observed among older blacks 

reflect the effectiveness of various efforts designed to enhance 

political participation among this group. The abolition of restrictive 

and discriminatory registration and voting requirements has unfettered 

a previously suppressed "life cycle" process of political participation 

among blacks. The large absolute decreases in turnout observed among 

young blacks, on the other hand, can be seen as a frustrated response 

to the particularly unfavorable employment prospects of this group 

(Task force, 1971), a position which can only be expected to worsen in 

the context of a declining national economy. Alternatively, this 

particular pattern of differential change by age may reflect differen

tial expectations and perceptions about progress in the realm of 

civil rights and racial equality. Presumably, young blacks growing up 

in the context of the civil rights movement would have higher expecta

tions and less patience about the pace of the movement than their older 

counterparts. Whatever their etiology, these particular patterns of 

change suggest that color differences in turnout will persist for some 

time. 

Turnout by Color, Sex, and Education 

In the present section, we will focus our attention on a table 

in which turnout is cross-classified by year, color, sex, and educa

tion. Our interest in patterns of turnout by education is based on the 
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observation that the recent turnout decline took place in the context 

of increasing levels of educational attainment within the American 

population. The question which emerges is whether or not these 

apparently contradictory trends indicate a declining significance 

of formal education in the etiology of political participation. 

The preferred model describing the relationship of turnout to 

year, color, sex, and education is presented in tabular form in Table 6 

and graphically in Figure 4. We observe in Figure 4 that, in general, 

turnout does increase with increasing education. However, we observe 

a pronounced "wrinkle" in this relationship, such that the turnout of 

persons with 9 to 11 years of education is, in many cases, lower than 

that of persons with only 8 years of schooling. This finding probably 

reflects cohort differences in levels of educational attainment; the 

relatively high turnout of eighth-grade graduates is likely due more 

to the average age of this group than to unique aspects of the eighth-

grade educational experience. Furthermore, it is likely that the 

status of "high school dropout" is associated with other characteristics 

which are not conducive to political participation. 

Focussing specifically on the 1964 graph, we observe, in 

addition to the effects of education on turnout, color and sex effects 

which interact with each other and with education. Among whites, male 

turnout exceeded that of females at all levels of education, although 

the magnitude of this sex difference decreased with increasing educa

tion, virtually disappearing at the college level. The same basic 

pattern of a sex effect which varied with education is observed among 

blacks. Once again, however, the magnitude of the sex differential was 
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Table 6. Preferred Model of the Relationship of Turnout to Color, Sex, 
and Education, 1964-1976 

Variable3 
Unstandardized 

Regression Coefficient 
Reduction in Residual 
Sum of Squares (Y^) 

Y2 
-.127 13.81 

Y3 
-.350 37.76 

Y4 
-.510 36.98 

X2 
-.403 34.20 

X3 
-1.002 257.22 

E2 
.639 296.80 

E3 
.505 99.92 

E4 
.928 277.21 

E5 
1.191 415.07 

E6 1.571 484.13 

X2X3 
.155 14.47 

X3X4 
.330 93.00 

X3X4 
-.030 35.37 

xA .270 59.37 

X1X3 
.065 32.01 

X1X4 
-.079 20.77 

X1X4 
.013 24.72 

X1X2X4 
-.132 47.96 

WI .014 20.35 

Y2 105.53 

df 76 

0 
R2 .98968 
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X, = linear scoring of year (1964 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 = 3, 1976 = 4); 
^1*^2'^3'^4 ~ dummy variables for 1964, 1968, 1972, and 1976, 
respectively; 

X2 = color (0 if white, 1 if black); 
Xg = sex (0 if male, 1 if female); 
X, = linear scoring of education (less than 8 years =1, 8=2, 9-11 = 
3, 12 = 4, 13-15 =5, 16 or more = 6); 

E^,E2,E2,E^,E2,Eg = dummy variables for the six education categories 
(from least educated to most educated, respectively). 
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less among blacks than it was among whites at all levels of education. 

Thus, we observe the "traditional" sex differential among blacks only 

at the lowest educational levels; this differential narrowed through 

high school and reversed itself by the high school graduate level. 

These findings are consistent both with the characterization of female 

non-voting as an aspect of a "traditional" conception of the female 

role and with the observation that this traditional conception becomes 

less common as education increases (B. Duncan and 0. Duncan, 1978). 

We observe further that among both sexes, white turnout exceeded 

that of blacks at all levels of education, although the magnitude of 

this color differential varied both by sex and by education. In 

general, the color differential was greater among males than among 

females and, for both sexes, the color differential increased with 

education. Thus, although education seems to reduce sex differences 

in voter turnout, it has no such effect on the color differential. 

This finding parallels other observations regarding the operation of 

the American stratification system; in terms of such rewards as income 

(0. Duncan, 1969; Farley, 1977) and occupational prestige (Blau and 

Duncan, 1967; Featherman and Hauser, 1976), blacks do not receive as 

great a return on their educational investments as do whites. That the 

color differential in turnout increases with education is probably a 

reflection of the disillusionment of better educated blacks with these 

stratification processes. 

Turnout decreased among all color/sex/education groups at each 

election since 1964. These decreases varied by color, sex, and 

education and the relative magnitudes of the decreases of each group 
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were the same at each election. Thus, we can ignore patterns of change 

between each election and concern ourselves with net changes over the 

entire 12 year interval. Figure 5 presents a plot of estimates of 

change from 1964 to 1976 by color, sex, and education. 

Among both blacks and whites, male turnout decreased to a 

greater extent than did that of females over this period. As a result, 

by 1976, female turnout exceeded that of males from the twelfth grade on 

among whites and from the ninth grade on among blacks. 

The decreases from 1964 to 1976 also varied by color and 

education. Among whites, the greatest decreases occurred among those 

with between 9 and 11 years of education and the smallest decreases 

among college graduates. Among blacks, the greatest decreases were 

observed among high school graduates and the smallest decreases among 

those with less than 8 years of education. As a result, we observe a 

narrowing of the color differential over this 12 year period at the 

lower end of the educational continuum and a widening of this differen

tial at the upper end. It is interesting to note that for neither 

whites nor blacks were the decreases in turnout restricted to the least 

educated, as the "law of dispersion" would have led us to expect. Nor 

does education seem to have become more weakly related to turnout over 

the 12 year period. Being a college graduate as opposed to a person 

with less than 8 years of education raised the odds on voting by a 

factor of 4.85 among white males in 1964; in 1976, the corresponding 

figure was 5.75. 
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Summary 

At this point, it might be appropriate to summarize the major 

findings of this chapter. Perhaps the most striking observation was 

that of a steady narrowing of the traditional sex differential in 

turnout, a narrowing which occurred regardless of region, color, age, 

or education. This finding was attributed to a gradual process of 

cohort replacement which is being reinforced by the contemporary 

women's movement. Although the forecasting of social trends is an 

inherently risky enterprise, it was predicted that this narrowing 

process will continue, leading to the complete disappearance and 

possibly to the reversal of the traditional sex difference in voter 

turnout. Indeed, the turnout of young, well-educated women already 

exceeds that of their male counterparts. 

With respect to color differences in turnout, we observed a 

decrease in the color differential between 196A and 1968 in the South, 

an increase in this differential over the same period in the non-South, 

and no net change in the differential in either region over the subse

quent eight year period. The increases in turnout from 1964 to 1968 

among Southern blacks were interpreted as indicators of the effective

ness of the various efforts being made during this period to promote 

black registration and voting. The decreases observed among non-

Southern blacks over this same period were interpreted as reflections 

of the growing frustration of urban blacks with the pace of the civil 

rights movement. The finding of no net change in the color differential 

between 1968 and 1976 was later seen as the result of patterns of 

change which varied by age and education; a narrowing of the color 
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differential among the old and the less educated was offset by an 

increase in the differential among younger, better educated persons. 

The former finding was attributed, again, to the abolition of 

obstacles to black registration and voting in the South. Once these 

barriers were removed, the "life-cycle" gains in political participa

tion which occurred among whites were also able to take place among 

blacks. The widening of the color differential among the young and 

the better educated, on the other hand, was explained in terms of more 

general stratification processes operative in American society; young 

blacks are disproportionately represented in the ranks of the un

employed and blacks do not receive as great a return on their 

educational investments as do whites. These realities engender among 

blacks a sense of frustration and disillusionment with respect to 

American society in general and the political system in particular. 

Until these aspects of the stratification system are altered, we can 

expect color differences in turnout to persist. 

Also observed over this 12 year period was a decrease in the 

traditional regional difference in turnout; from 1964 to 1968 and again 

from 1972 to 1976, Southern and non-Southern turnout rates converged. 

Part of this convergence may be attributed to long-term social changes 

occurring in the South; the South is becoming socioeconomically more 

like the rest of the nation and Republican inroads into the South are 

undermining the "one-party tradition." The increased participation 

of Southern blacks has also affected the turnout level of the region 

as a whole, both directly and by stimulating a "white backlash." 

However, there are signs that the complete political assimilation of the 
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South is not immediately forthcoming. In this matter, it is instructive 

to note that the two elections at which South/non-South convergences 

were observed were ones in which candidates with definite "native son" 

appeal were vying for office (Wallace in 1968 and Carter in 1976). 

While a variety of long-term forces are conducive to further regional 

convergence in turnout levels, it appears that short-term forces are 

necessary to realize this potential. 

With respect to patterns of change by age, we estimated that 

about 27% of the decrease in turnout between 1968 and 1972 could be 

attributed to the lowering of the voting age. Among whites, the 

greatest decreases in turnout from 1964 to 1976 were observed among 

that segment of the electorate which was between the ages of 45 and 54 

at election time. Thus, the commonly held notion that the decrease 

in turnout observed over this period was due to the entry of new 

cohorts into the electorate is seen as only a partial truth. For 

blacks, however, this description is a bit more accurate, since the 

greatest decreases from 1964 to 1976 were observed among the 25 to 34 

year old age group. Patterns of change by education parallel to a 

certain extent the age-related patterns, with the greatest decreases 

being observed among whites with 9 to 11 years of education and among 

black high school graduates. However, no educationally defined group 

was immune to the forces leading to decreased turnout; even college 

graduates manifested decreases in turnout over the 12 year period. 

On the whole, these patterns of change do not conform to 

predictions which could be derived from the work of such authors as 

Tingsten (1937) and Campbell (1960). On the basis of this work, we 
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might have anticipated that the decreases in turnout would have been 

localized within the category of traditionally "marginal1' voters: 

women, blacks, Southerners, the young, and the least educated. By 

way of contrast, decreases in turnout were observed among all segments 

of the electorate, including persons who might have been characterized 

as "core" voters. Indeed, one might characterize this recent period 

as one in which the traditional demographic bases of the "core/ 

marginal" distinction were breaking down. These findings suggest that 

the recent decline in voter turnout in the United States differs from 

the "steady-state" ebb and flow of voting behavior discussed by 

Tingsten and Campbell and reflects more fundamental changes in the 

orientations of various segments of the American electorate toward 

politics and the electoral process. In the next chapter, we will 

examine evidence regarding changes in such orientations. 

Turnout by Color, Sex, and Labor Force Status 

A good deal of our discussion of sex and color differentials in 

voter turnout revolved either implicitly or explicitly around the 

relative positions of these various groups with respect to the labor 

force. Non-voting among women, for example, was characterized as a 

manifestation of traditional sex role conceptions according to which 

participation in politics is defined as a "masculine" concern. Another 

aspect of traditional sex role conceptions is the expectation that 

adult, married women refrain from participation in the civilian labor 

force so that they are better able to fulfill the roles of wife, mother, 

and homemaker. From this point of view, then, both the lower turnout 
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rates of women and their lower labor force participation rates may be 

seen as manifestations of traditional sex role conceptions. The 

decrease in the sex differential in turnout observed between 1964 and 

1976 may thus be a reflection of the decline of such traditional 

conceptions as increasing proportions of women entered the civilian 

labor force. 

With respect to color differentials in turnout, the consistently 

lower turnout of blacks as compared with whites parallels the con

sistently higher rates of unemployment among the former group (Farley, 

1977). It is believed that the inferior position of blacks in the labor 

force engenders a sense of frustration and estrangement with respect 

to American society and its institutions which undermines the incentive 

to participate in politics. Moreover, our finding of a three-way 

interaction among turnout, color, and sex bears an uncanny resemblance 

to a similar interaction among labor force participation, color, and 

sex. Just as the sex differential in turnout is greater among whites 

than it is among blacks, so also is the sex differential in labor 

force participation greater among the former group than it is among 

the latter (Wolfbein, 1964:131). 

In view of these considerations, it was thought potentially 

fruitful to examine a table in which turnout was cross-classified by 

color, sex, and labor force status. The preferred model for such a 

table (available for the years 1968, 1972, and 1976) is presented in 

tabular form in Table 7 and graphically in Figure 6. We see in Table 7 

2 that this particular model fits the observed data quite well (Y = 

23.48, df = 23). However, due to the presence of higher-order 
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Table 7. Preferred Model of the Relationship of Turnout to Color, Sex, 
and Labor Force Status, 1968-1976 

Variable3 
Unstandardized 

Regression Coefficient 
Reduction in Residual 
Sum of Squares (Y^) 

Y2 
-.286 102.79 

Y3 
-.512 108.89 

X2 
-.968 133.34 

X3 
-.373 35.94 

Emp -.232 11.85 

Unemp -1.039 48.14 

X1X3 
-.053 12.54 

X2X3 
.178 16.29 

X2E111P .317 46.83 

X2Unemp .322 11.25 

X^Emp .097 13.54 

X^Unemp .170 6.53 

Y2 23.48 

df 23 

R2 .98862 

aX^ = linear scoring of year (1968 = 1, 1972 = 2, 1976 = 3); 
Y^,Y2>Y3 = dummy variables for 1968, 1972, and 1976, respectively; 
X2 = color (0 if white, 1 if black); 

= sex (0 if tnale, 1 if female); 
Emp = dummy variable for being employed; 
Unemp = dummy variable for being unemployed. 
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interaction terms in the model, the substantive interpretations of the 

regression coefficients contained in Table 7 are not obvious. For this 

reason, our exposition of the preferred model will focus on Figure 6, 

which displays the logits estimated by the preferred model. 

We observe the same general pattern of effects of labor force 

status on turnout among all color/sex groups in all years; being 

employed raises the odds on voting relative to being out of the labor 

force while being unemployed depresses these odds. (Unless otherwise 

stated, the effects of employment and unemployment are to be under

stood as deviations from the condition of being out of the labor 

force.) However, the magnitudes of these effects vary both by sex and 

by color. Within each color group, being employed has a greater 

stimulating effect on turnout for females than it does for males while 

being unemployed has a greater depressing effect for males than it 

does for females. This finding probably reflects traditional sex-

linked expectations concerning labor force participation; employment 

is the expected status for adult males and thus unemployment is 

presumably all the more traumatic and demoralizing for this group. 

Indeed comparing the turnout levels of the unemployed with those of the 

employed reveals a slightly greater effect of unemployment for males 

than for females (although the significance of this difference was not 

explicitly tested). 

We observe further that within each sex group, employment has a 

greater stimulating effect on turnout for blacks than it does for 

whites and unemployment has a greater depressing effect among whites 

than it does among blacks. That the difference in turnout between the 
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unemployed and those outside the labor force is less among blacks than 

it is among whites may reflect differences between the two color groups 

in the subjective meanings of these labor force categories; Wolfbein 

(1964:133) refers to the phenomenon of "labor force disappearance" 

whereby unemployed blacks with limited employment prospects define 

themselves out of the labor force. By way of contrast, the category 

of white males not in the labor force consists primarily of students 

and retired persons whose nonparticipation has a more voluntaristic 

character. As a result there is probably less of an existential 

distinction between being unemployed and being out of the labor force 

among blacks than there is among whites and consequently less impact 

of this distinction on turnout rates among the former group as opposed 

to the latter. Regardless of sex, color, or labor force status, 

turnout decreased at each election, although the decreases were less 

among women than they were among men. 

Our initial interest in the relationship between turnout and 

labor force status was based on the possible implications of this 

relationship for sex and color differentials in turnout. Since these 

differentials are not readily apparent in Figure 6, Figure 7 was 

constructed. In this latter graph, the estimated logits for each of 

the color/sex groups are plotted within categories of labor force 

status. 

Focussing first on whites, we observe that with the exception 

of employed persons in 1968, it is only among persons outside the labor 

force that the traditional sex differential in turnout is apparent. 

This finding is consistent with the argument that the lesser turnout 
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levels of white females relative to white males is related to the 

traditional role of women as housewives. However, even among whites 

not in the labor force (indeed, across all categories of labor force 

status) the traditional sex differential is either diminishing or 

reversing through time. Thus, the mechanism which is operating to 

reduce the sex differential in turnout cuts across all categories of 

labor force status. It is suspected that a process of demographic 

metabolism, reinforced by the contemporary women's movement and further 

increases in female labor force participation, is responsible for this 

across-the-board trend. 

Among blacks, the turnout of females exceeds that of males in 

all years and across all categories of labor force status and this 

particular differential is widening through time. Apparently, there 

is more to the turnout/color/sex interactions than differences between 

the two color groups in patterns of labor force participation by sex. 

What may need explanation is not the relatively higher turnout rates 

of black females as compared with their male counterparts but the 

extremely low turnout of black males. Clark (1967), for example, has 

argued that the burden of racial discrimination in the United States 

has weighed most heavily upon black males, placing them in an inferior 

position not only with respect to white society but also with respect 

to black women. This condition of "double jeopardy" (to use Clark's 

term) is thought to engender a particularly acute sense of frustration 

among black males, of which low rates of voter participation among this 

group are a reflection. 
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It should be clear from the analyses and arguments advanced in 

this chapter that the future of black/white differences in voter turnout 

hinges primarily upon the extent to which the position of blacks within 

the larger stratification system can be improved. Farley (1977:206) 

concludes his review of trends in racial inequality with the assessment 

that: 

. . . reductions in inequality are small when"compared to 
the remaining racial differences on many indicators. A 
continuation of the trends of the 1960's and 1970's offers 
no hope that racial differences will be eliminated soon. 

In the light of this assessment, it is predicted that black/white 

parity in rates of voter participation, too, is a long way off. 



CHAPTER A 

ATTITUDINAL CORRELATES OF TURNOUT, 1964-1972 

In the present chapter, we will concern ourselves with various 

attitudinal correlates of voter turnout over the period, 1964 to 1972. 

(For reasons discussed in Chapter 2, the 1976 SRC Election Study was 

deemed unsuitable for the present analysis.) Our interest in the 

attitudinal factors underlying electoral participation, as well as the 

selection of particular attitudinal items for investigation, can be 

traced back to the classic election studies, The Voter Decides 

(Campbell et al., 1954) and The American Voter (Campbell et al., 1960). 

In a chapter of the latter work devoted specifically to the problem of 

voter turnout, these authors assert that "... the decision to vote, 

no less than the decision to vote for a given party, rests immediately 

on psychological forces . . (Campbell et al., 1960:90). Moreover, 

these authors claim that the most important of these "psychological 

forces" may be characterized as relatively enduring and generalized 

orientations of individuals to the political world: 

. . . our decision into the determinants of voting turnout is 
less a search for psychological forces that determine a deci
sion made anew in each campaign than it is a search for the 
attitude correlates of voting and non-voting from which these 
behaviors have emerged and by which they are presently 
supported. As the inquiry proceeds we will find that some 
of the dimensions of attitude that are most helpful in 
accounting for turnout have the character of orientations 
to politics much more than they do the character of forces 
acting on a present decision (Campbell et al., 1960:93). 

69 
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This perspective, in which individual political behavior is viewed as a 

manifestation of deep-seated political attitudes, has emerged as a 

dominant approach to the empirical study of political participation. 

It is in this sense that the eminent political scientist, Key (1966), 

wrote of a "standing decision" on the part of most American voters to 

vote consistently for one party or another. 

More recent work in this tradition, however, has recognized that 

"relatively enduring political attitudes" are not randomly distributed 

throughout an electorate but rather are dependent upon individuals' 

positions within a larger social structure (Nie, Powell, and Prewitt, 

1969a, 1969b; Verba and Nie, 1972). From the point of view of this 

perspective, political attitudes are characterized as intervening 

variables in the etiology of political participation. Thus, Verba and 

Nie (1972) posit the existence of a complex of attitudes, referred to 

as "civic orientations," which mediates the relationship between 

political participation and socioeconomic status; one's position within 

the stratification system affects these "civic orientations" which in 

turn influence the likelihood that one engages in or refrains from 

certain types of political behaviors. Although the present chapter 

focusses primarily on the "attitude/turnout" relationship, the question 

of the social structural bases of political attitudes is recognized 

as an important problem. Indeed, the overall strength of this perspec

tive would be enhanced by the observation that differential change in 

turnout across demographic subgroups can be explained in terms of 

differential attitudinal changes. This problem is addressed in the 

following chapter. 
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The "American Voter" Approach to Voter Turnout 

If one were to identify a major theme in The American Voter 

(Campbell et al., 1960) and the subsequent work by these authors 

(Campbell et al., 1966; Converse, 1976), it would be the crucial role 

that psychological identification with either of the two major 

political parties plays in the structuring of popular political atti

tudes and behaviors. According to these authors, party identification 

first develops in an individual as a result of the transmission of 

parental partisan attitudes to their children (see also Jennings and 

Niemi, 1974; Rnoke, 1976). The intensity of this identification 

supposedly increases with age, or more precisely, with the duration of 

the partisan attachment. It is in this sense that party identification 

is characterized by these authors as a relatively enduring psychological 

orientation of the individual to the political world. 

This long-standing orientation is believed to operate as a 

"perceptual screen" on the political world which influences an 

individual's level of political interest, evaluations of political 

actors, positions on political issues, and partisan vote direction. 

With respect to the major focus of the present research, the intensity 

of one's identification with a political party has been shown to be 

positively related to the likelihood that one turns out to vote in 

elections (Campbell et al., 1960; Verba and Nie, 1972). 

In addition to party identification, the authors of The American 

Voter identified four other psychological dimensions which figure 

prominently in the etiology of turnout. The first two of these, 

concern with the election outcome and interest in the political 
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campaign, represent attitudes toward the election immediately at hand. 

Not surprisingly, the likelihood of voting was found to be positively 

related to these two short-run orientations. 

The second two attitudinal complexes, a sense of political 

efficacy and a sense of citizen duty, are seen as more enduring 

orientations to politics and the electoral process. The concept, 

political efficacy, refers to a belief that one can comprehend and 

influence political processes in meaningful ways. Citizen duty, on the 

other hand, refers to an individual's belief in a normative obligation 

to vote, quite apart from any possible instrumental significance of 

this act. Both of these orientations are seen as emerging from early 

childhood socialization processes (Easton and Dennis, 1965, 1967) and 

have been shown to be positively related to political participation 

both in the United States (Campbell et al., 1960) and in other 

societies (Almond and Verba, 1963). 

The authors of The American Voter have thus delineated five 

psychological dimensions which underlie the process of electoral 

participation at the individual level. Though empirically related, 

these various dimensions are thought to have somewhat autonomous 

influences on the likelihood that an individual turns out to vote in 

an election. Indeed, Campbell et al. (1960) have shown that a 

consideration of all five dimensions improved their ability to predict 

variations in turnout among individuals relative to a consideration of 

partisan sentiments alone. It should be noted that these findings 

were derived from surveys of the American electorate conducted during 

the 1950's. Since that time, change has occurred along many of these 
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attitudinal dimensions in ways which parallel the decrease in voter 

turnout. It is to an examination of such attitudinal changes that we 

now turn. 

Changes in Political Attitudes, 1964-1972 

Table 8 presents distributions of self-reported party identifi

cation at the time of the three presidential elections occurring 

between 1964 and 1972. A fairly fine categorization of party 

identification is maintained in this tabulation, permitting a con

sideration of both the "direction" (Democrat vs. Republican vs. 

Independent) and the "intensity" (strong vs. weak) of identification. 

(See Converse, 1976, for a discussion of these dimensions of partisan 

2 attachments.) The likelihood-ratio chi-square statistic (L ) to the 

right of the body of this table refers to a test of the null hypothesis 

of no change in the distribution of party identification across the 

three elections; the significant value of this statistic leads to the 

rejection of this null hypothesis. A formal partitioning of this 

7x3 table (Goodman, 1971) permits the following description of 

change in the distribution of party identification over the eight-year 

period; we observe a steady decrease in the proportion of respondents 

who identified themselves as "strong Democrats" and corresponding 

increases in the proportions of "pure Independents" and "Independents 

with Republican leanings." The preceding description is one of net 

changes in party identification and does not imply that the ranks of 

pure Independents and Independents with Republican leanings were 

becoming swelled with ex-strong Democrats. It is more likely that 
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Table 8. Distribution of Party Identification, 1964-1972 

a 
Party Identification 1964 

Year 

1968 1972 L2 

Strong Democrat 27.7 20.4 14.8 

Weak Democrat 25.6 25.3 25.9 120.15 (df = 12) 

Independent Democrat 9.0 9.9 10.6 

Independent 7.4 10.2 12.4 

Independent Republican 5.7 9.0 10.8 

Weak Republican 13.7 15.0 14.2 

Strong Republican 11.0 10.2 11.4 

Total 100.1 100.0 100.1 

N (1424) (1326) (2040) 

£ 
Exact question wording: "Generally speaking, do you think of yourself 
as a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or what?" 
(If Republican or Democrat) "Would you call yourself a strong 
or a not very strong ?" 
(If Independent) "Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican 
or to the Democratic party?" 
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individual changes in party identification took place between adjacent 

categories than across longer distances in the range of party 

identification. A panel analysis is necessary to uncover such patterns 

of gross change at the individual level. At any rate, we have observed 

significant changes in the very "kingpin" of the "American Voter" 

approach to electoral participation. Insofar as the turnout of 

Independents is typically less than that of partisan identifiers, 

these changes in the distribution of party identification are con

sistent with the decline in turnout. 

Table 9 presents distributions of responses to three measures 

of "political interest" over the period, 1964 to 1972. Included among 

these three measures are the two items which Campbell et al. (1960) 

used to assess short-term interest in the election at hand ("Concern" 

and "Campaign interest") as well as a third item which appears to tap 

a more generalized and enduring interest in political matters 

("Follow"). The significant values of the chi-square statistics reveal 

changes in the distributions of responses to each of these items over 

the eight-year period under consideration. Me observe a slight but 

steady decrease over this period in the proportion of respondents who 

claim to care "which party wins the election" and a net decrease in the 

proportion of respondents claiming to be "very much interested" in the 

political campaigns. These changes are consistent with the decrease 

in turnout. Yet we also observe over this period an increase in the 

proportion of respondents claiming to "follow government and public 

affairs most of the time." Thus it would be inaccurate to charac

terize this period as one of generally declining interest in political 
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Table 9. Responses to Three Measures of Political Interest, 1964-1972 

Year 

Itema Response 1964 1968 1972 L2 

Concern with Care 69.2 67.6 64.5 8. 62 (df = 2) 
Outcome Don't Care 30.8 32.4 35.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N (1380) (1261) (1998) 

Campaign Very Much 38.6 39.3 34.0 24. 20 (df = 4) 
Interest Somewhat 36.9 41.3 41.7 

Not Much 24.4 19.4 24.2 
Total 99.9 100.0 99.9 
N (1444) (1340) (2072) 

Follow Most of Time 30.3 33.3 37.6 71. 80 (df = 6) 
Government Some of Time 41.6 30.7 36.1 

Now and Then 16.9 18.6 15.2 
Hardly at All 11.2 17.6 11.2 
Total 100.0 99.9 100.1 
N (1447) (1345) (2071) 

Exact Item Wordings: 
Concern with Outcome: "Generally speaking, wouldyou say that you 
personally care which party wins the presidentail election this fall 
or that you don't care very much which party wins?" 
Campaign Interest: "Some people don't pay much attention to political 
campaigns. How about you, would you say that you have been very much 
interested, somewhat interested, or not much interested in following 
the political campaigns so far this year?" 
Follow Government: "Some people seem to follow what's going on in 
government and public affairs most of the time, whether there's an 
election going on or not. Others aren't that interested. "Would you 
say that you follow what's going on in government and public affairs 
most of the time, some of the time, only now and then, or hardly at 
all?" 
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matters; specific interest in presidential contests appears to have 

declined in the face of a trend toward increasing public attentiveness 

toward political matters in general. These observations run counter to 

an interpretation of the recent turnout decline as a reflection of the 

decreasing salience of politics. 

Distributions of responses to .four measures of political 

efficacy are presented in Table 10. We observe significant changes in 

the distributions of responses to each of the items; increases in the 

proportions of respondents who agree that they have "no say about what 

the government does," that "politics and government are too complicated 

to be understood," and that "public officials don't care" and decreases 

in the proportion of respondents who agree that "voting is the only 

way that they can have a say about how the government runs things." As 

was the case with the measures of political interest, we observe a 

"mixed bag" of changes which defies simple, blanket generalizations. 

Clearly, this was a period in which members of the American electorate 

were becoming increasingly doubtful about the possibility of under

standing and influencing political processes. Yet at the same time, 

Americans were becoming increasingly aware of alternative ways of 

attempting to influence the machinations of government above and beyond 

voting. This particular pattern of change suggests not so much a 

growing perception within the electorate of its own inability to act 

politically as it does a growing belief that the federal government was 

either unwilling or unable to respond to attempts at popular influence. 

Table 11 presents distributions of responses to three measures 

of citizen duty, the final attitudinal correlate of turnout discussed 
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Table 10. Responses to Four Measures of Political Efficacy, 1964-1972 

Item3 Response 1964 

Year 

1968 1972 L2 

No Say Agree 29.2 41.2 39.1 52. 28 (df = 2) 
Disagree 70.8 58.8 60.9 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N (1429) (1331) (2054) 

Voting Only Way Agree 73.9 57.4 60.8 98. 85 (df = 2) 
Disagree 26.1 42.6 39.2 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N (1450) (1323) (2051) 

Politics Too Agree 67.1 71.3 73.5 16. 77 (df = 2) 
Complicated Disagree 32.9 28.7 26.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N (1426) (1336) (2062) 

Don't Care Agree 36.6 43.7 49.0 52. 48 (df = 2) 
Disagree 63.4 56.4 51.0 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N (1410) (1312) (2030) 

g 
Exact Item Wordings: 
"Now I'd like to read some of the kinds of things people tell us when 
we interview them and ask you whether or not you agree or disagree with 
them. I'll read them one at a time and you just tell me whether you 
agree or disagree with them." 
No Say: "People like me don't' have any say about what the government 
does." 
Voting Only Way: "Voting is the only way that people like me can have 
a say about how the government runs things." 
Politics Too Complicated: "Sometimes politics and government seem 
so complicated that a person like me can't really understand what's 
going on." 
Don't Care: "I don't think public officials care much what people 
like me think." 
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Table 11. Responses to Three Measures of Citizen Duty, 1960-1972 

Year 

Item3 Response 1960 1972 

Can't Win Agree 
Disagree 
Total 
N 

7.5 
92.5 
100.0 
(1899) 

8.6 
91.4 
100.0 
(2667) 

1.78 (df = 1) 

So Many Others Agree 
Disagree 
Total 
N 

7.9 
92.1 
100.0 
(1897) 

10.1 
89.9 
100.0 
(2674) 

6.26 (df = 1) 

Doesn't Care Agree 
Disagree 
Total 
N 

44.5 
55.5 
100.0 
(1878) 

45.9 
54.1 
100.0 
(2655) 

.89 (df = 1) 

g 
Exact Item Wordings: 
Can't Win: "It isn't important to vote when you know your party 
doesn't have any chance to win." 
So Many Others: "So many other people vote in the national elections 
that it doesn't matter much to me whether I vote or not." 
Doesn't Care: "If a person doesn't care how an election comes out he 
shouldn't vote in it." 
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by Campbell et al. (1960). Only one of these three items ("So many 

others") registered any significant change from 1960 to 1972, and even 

this change was small in magnitude. These findings suggest that the 

recent decline in turnout is not likely to be explained by reference to 

some general erosion of perceived normative obligations to vote (see 

Abramson, 1980, for a similar argument). 

Thus far, we have restricted our discussion of changes in 

political attitudes primarily to items which Campbell et al. (1960) 

have identified as important attitudinal correlates of turnout. In 

recent years, however, a good deal of interest has developed around a 

concept that was probably not viewed as problematic at the time of The 

American Voter—the concept of political trust (Citrin, 1974; Miller, 

1974a, 1974b; Muller and Jukam, 1977; Wright, 1976). A theoretical 

interest in this concept may be traced back to the work of Easton 

(1965) and Gamson (1968), both of whom viewed political trust as one 

particular dimension of the more general concept of political support. 

According to these authors, political support refers to affective 

psychological orientations toward various political objects, including 

incumbent political authorities and political institutions as structural 

phenomena. Feelings of political support supposedly develop in 

individuals as a result of early socialization experiences, although 

these sentiments can be altered by prolonged and repeated dissatisfaction 

with the performance of political authorities and/or institutions. 

According to the conventional wisdom, feelings of political support 

(including trust) are necessary conditions for individual involvement 

in conventional forms of political participation. Such involvement is 
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meaningful only if political objects can be counted upon to operate in 

a fair and competent manner. 

Table 12 presents distributions of responses to five items which 

have come to be widely used as measures of political trust. Each of 

these items registers a significant increase in feelings of distrust or 

cynicism from 1964 to 1972. Over this eight-year period, the American 

electorate had become increasingly convinced that "quite a few of the 

people running the government are a little crooked," that "the people 

in government waste a lot of tax money," that "the government can be 

trusted to do what is right only some of the time," that "the people 

running the government don't seem to know what they're doing," and 

that "the government is run by a few big interests looking out for 

themselves." 

This increasing cynicism seems to track quite well with the 

decline in voter turnout observed over this period. However, such 

research as does exist (Citrin, 1974) suggests that political trust, 

as measured by these particular items, is unrelated to various forms 

of conventional political participation, including voter turnout. 

Citrin attempts to explain this lack of association by arguing that 

these particular items measure trust in incumbent authorities rather 

than trust in political institutions as such. He argues further that 

it is the latter form of trust which is crucial to an understanding of 

mass political behavior; trust in incumbents bears no necessary rela

tionship to any particular type of behavioral outcome. A lack of 

trust in incumbents may even promote increased electoral participation 

oriented toward "throwing the rascals out of office." 



82 

Table 12. Responses to Five Measures of Political Trust, 1964-1972 

Item3 Response 1964 

Year 

1968 1972 L2 

Crooked Hardly Any 19.0 19.6 14.7 53. 87 (df = 4) 
Not Many 51.0 54.0 47.7 
Quite a Few 30.0 26.3 37.6 
Total 100.0 99.9 100.0 
N (1383) (1283) (1967) 

Waste Not Much 6.7 4.2 2.4 150. 35 (df = 4) 
Some 45.2 35.2 29.5 
A Lot 48.1 60.6 68.1 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N (1413) (1309) (2034) 

Trust Always 14.5 7.5 5.3 255. 10 (df = 4) 
Most of the Time 63.2 55.3 48.5 
Some/None of the Time 22.3 37.3 46.3 
Total 100.0 100.1 100.1 
N (1424) (1310) (2026) 

Smart Yes 72.2 60.8 57.3 81. 46 (df = 2) 
No 27.8 39.2 42.7 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N (1386) (1280) (1959) 

Benefit All 69.1 56.4 41.0 258. 03 (df = 2) 
Interests 30.9 43.6 59.0 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N (1335) (1212) (1877) 

g 
Exact Item Wordings: 
"Now I'd like to talk about some of the different ideas people have 
about the government in Washington and see how you feel about them. 
These opinions don't refer to Democrats or Republicans in particular 
but just to the government in general." 
Crooked: "Do you think that quite a few of the people running the 
government are a little crooked, not very many are, or do you think 
that hardly any of them are crooked at all?" 
Waste: "Do you think that people in the government waste a lot of 
the money we pay in taxes, waste some of it, or don't waste very much 
of it?" 
Trust: "How much of the time do you think you can trust the government 
in Washington to do what is right—just about always, most of the time, 
or only some of the time?" 
Smart: "Do you feel that almost all of the people running the 
government are smart people who usually know what they are doing, or 
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do you think that quite a few of them don't seem to know what they are 
doing? 
Benefit: "Would you say that the government is pretty much run by a 
few big interests looking out for themselves, or that it is run for 
the benefit of all the people?" 
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In assessing Citrin's characterization of the five items as 

measures of "trust in incumbents," it might be worthwhile to look more 

closely at the exact wordings of the items, which are presented at the 

bottom of Table 12. We observe that the referents of the items vary, 

with the "lead-in," the "Trust" item, and the "Benefit" item referring 

to "the government" and the "Crooked"Waste," and "Smart" items 

referring to "the people in government." Although it is impossible 

to know what particular objects people had in mind when they were 

responding to these items, it is plausible that the former items 

tapped some "institutional" component while the latter items gauged 

attitudes toward "incumbents." Thus, it appears that Citrin's blanket 

characterization of all five items as measures of "trust in incumbents" 

is questionable. Furthermore, this particular piece of research 

(Citrin, 1974) is beset with methodological problems which invite a 

reexamination of the "trust/turnout" relationship. 

In summary, then, we have observed an American electorate which 

had become from 1964 to 1972 more attentive to "government and public 

affairs" at the same time that it had become less interested in 

political campaigns and the outcomes of presidential elections. 

Similarly, the electorate had become less convinced of its ability to 

understand and influence political processes at the same time that it 

had become aware of an expanded "participatory repertoire." The 

electorate of 1972 could also be characterized as less partisan and 

more cynical than its 1964 counterpart. Many of these attitudinal 

changes are consistent with the decrease in turnout observed over this 



85 

period. In the sections which follow, we will explicitly investigate 

the relationships between these attitudinal changes and the turnout 

decline. 

Turnout and Party Identification 

Table 13 contains a set of models for a three-way table in which 

turnout for the 1964, 1968, and 1972 presidential elections was cross-

classified by the seven-category party identification variable 

introduced in the preceding section of this chapter. The comparison 

of Models 2 and 3 with Model 1 indicates that both party and year have 

significant "zero order" effects on turnout. However, the comparison 

of Models 2 and 4 reveals that the effect of year on turnout is no 

longer significant once the effect of party on turnout and changes in 

the distribution of party identification from 1964 to 1972 are taken 

into account. As we have seen, changes in party identification were 

such that the proportions of "pure Independents" and "Independents with 

Republican leanings" increased while the proportion of "strong 

Democrats" decreased. Thus, we can explain the decrease in turnout 

from 1964 to 1972 in terms of decreasing partisan attachments. 

Additional tests proposed by 0. Duncan (1975) revealed that we 

could accurately describe the effects of party identification on turnout 

using only three out of a possible six degrees of freedom. This 

2 constrained model, which fit the observed data quite well (L = 16.32, 

df = 17), is presented graphically in Figure 8. Identification with 

the Democratic party (including "Independents with Democratic 

leanings") raised the odds on voting relative to those of "pure 
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Table 13. Some Models of the Relationship of Turnout to Year and Party 
Identification 

Model Fits3 L2 df 

1 23 1 174.10 20 

2 23 12 14.35 I4b 

3 23 13 164.33 18 

4 23 12 13 9.06 12 

1 = turnout; 2 = party identification; 3 = year. 

^Indicates preferred model. 
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Independents'1 by a factor of 1.71 while identification with the 

Republican party raised the corresponding odds by a factor of 2.85. 

The higher turnout of Republicans, a factor which makes this party 

"competitive" in national elections despite its smaller number of 

adherents, can be attributed to differences in the demographic composi

tion of the two parties. In his study of the social"bases of party 

identification in the U. S. from 1952 to 1972, Knoke (1976) has shown 

that the two classes of party adherents differ along racial, regional, 

and socioeconomic dimensions, with Republicans being less black, less 

Southern, and socioeconomically better off than Democrats. Each of 

these factors is associated with turnout in such a way as to make 

understandable the higher turnout of Republican identifiers. In 

addition to the two "direction" parameters, we observe an "intensity" 

parameter, whereby claiming to be a "strong" party identifier (as 

opposed to either a "weak" identifier or an "Independent leaner") 

further raised the odds on voting by a factor of 1.72. All three of 

these parameters remained stable across the three elections. 

Turnout and Interest in Politics 

Table 14 presents sets of models for three three-way tables 

in which turnout for the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was cross-

classified by responses to each of the three measures of political 

interest discussed previously. In the case of the "Concern" item, we 

observe that the effect of year on turnout is rendered insignificant 

once the effects on turnout of responses to this item and changes in 

the distribution of responses are taken into account. With respect to 



89 

Table 14. Some Models of the Relationship of Turnout to Year and Three 
Measures of Political Interest 

Item3 

Campaign 
Concern Interest Follow 

Model Fitsb L2 df L2 df L2 df 

1 23 1 190.97 5 376.90 8 439.02 11 

2 23 12 6.89 4C 13.48 6 31.46 8 

3 23 13 183.96 3 367.91 6 430.61 9 

4 23 12 13 2.43 2 5.17 4° 13.57 6 

3 
See Table 8 for exact item workings. 

^1 = turnout; 2 = response to attitude item; 3 = year. 

c 
Indicates preferred model. 

the "Campaign interest" rcem, we select as a preferred model one which 

posits effects on turnout of both year and responses to the item. For 

the "Follow" item, we detect a significant three-way interaction among 

turnout, year, and responses to the item. Constrained versions of these 

models are displayed in Figure 9. 

For the "Concern" item, no constraints were necessary; the 

estimated odds presented in the first panel of Figure 9 were generated 

2 
by Model 2 in Table 14 (L = 6.89, df = 4). We observe that at each 

election, caring "which party won the election" raised the odds on 

voting by a factor of 2.61 relative to those who claimed not to care 
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about the outcome. Neither those who cared nor those who did not 

showed any decrease in turnout from 1964 to 1972, which indicates that 

the turnout decline can be explained in terms of increases in the 

proportion of persons claiming not to care which party won the election. 

This finding is another indication of the extent to which the recent 

decline in turnout is related to declining partisan sentiments within 

the American electorate. 

With respect to the "Campaign interest" item, additional tests 

revealed that both the effects of year and of responses to the item on 

turnout could be constrained to be "linear." (See Simon, 1974, for a 

discussion of the notion of "linearity" in a two-way contingency table 

and 0. Duncan and McRae, 1979, for an application of this concept to 

a multi-way table.) The second panel of Figure 9 presents the odds 

2 estimated by a model which included such constraints (L = 8.39, df = 

6). The linear constraint of the response effect was such that at each 

election, being either "somewhat" as opposed to "not much" interested 

in the campaign or "very much" as opposed to "somewhat" interested 

raised the odds on voting by a factor of 2.35. Regardless of level 

of campaign interest, however, the odds on voting decreased by a factor 

of .90 from 1964 to 1968 and again from 1968 to 1972. This latter 

observation suggests that presidential elections are assuming more of 

the character of a spectator sport; the same expressed levels of 

campaign interest are becoming less likely to result in electoral 

participation. 

The third panel of Figure 9 contains a parsimonious representa

tion of the three-way interaction among turnout, year, and responses to 
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the "Follow" item. The model from which these odds were estimated fit 

2 the observed data quite well (L = 10.45, df = 9). This model asserts 

that although the odds on voting increased cross-sectionally with the 

extent to which a respondent "followed government and public affairs," 

changes in turnout from 1964 to 1972 depended on responses to this 

item. More specifically, no change in turnout was observed among those 

who claimed to follow government and public affairs "most of the time" 

while linear decreases in turnout were noted among all those who 

expressed lesser amounts of interest. For all but the "most of the 

time" respondents, then, the odds on voting decreased by a factor of 

.90 at each election since 1964. It is interesting to recall that the 

proportion of respondents claiming to follow government and public 

affairs "msot of the time" was found to have increased over this eight-

year period. These findings suggest the existence of a growing group 

of "electoral activists" whose attitudes and behaviors were running 

counter to the aggregate trend toward decreasing turnout. 

Turnout and Political Efficacy 

Table 15 contains sets of models for four three-way tables in 

which turnout for the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was cross-

classified by responses to each of the four'efficacy items. For the 

"Voting" and "Too complicated" items, a preferred model was selected 

which included effects of both year and response on turnout. In the 

case of the "No say" and "Don't care" items, on the other hand, 

significant three-way interactions among turnout, year, and response 
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Table 15. Some Models of the Relationship of Turnout to Year and Four 
Measures of Political Efficacy 

Itema 

Too 
No Say Voting Complicated Don't Care 

Model Fitsb L2 df L2 df L2 df L2 df 

1 23 1 163.94 5 57.33 5 88.42 5 183.11 5 

2 23 12 11.90 4 15.36 4 9.07 4 9.65 4 

3 23 13 154.81 3 47.57 3 79.17 3 174.84 3 

4 23 12 13 6.91 2 

C
O

 
» 2C 2.47 2C 7.24 2 

See Table 10 for exact item wordings, 

^1 = turnout; 2 = response to attitude item; 3 = year. 

c 
Indicates preferred model. 

were encountered. Constrained versions of these preferred models are 

presented graphically in Figure 10. 

Turning first to the "Voting" item, we observe that at each 

election, agreement with the statement that "voting is the only way to 

have some say" depressed the odds on voting by a factor of .61 relative 

to those who disagreed with the statement. Thus, an awareness of 

alternative forms of political participation seems to enhance the 

likelihood of participation in elections. For both those who agreed 

and those who disagreed with the statement, however, the odds on voting 

decreased by a factor of .86 at each election. Thus, we can in no sense 

"explain" the decrease in turnout by references to changes in the 
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distribution of responses to this item. But this should come as no 

surprise, since we previously observed that such changes as did occur 

in this response distribution were in a direction of increasing 

"efficaciousness." The introduction of the linear constraint on the 

year effect yielded a model with an excellent fit to the observed 

data (L^ = .90, df = 3). 

A similar constraint was imposed in the case of the "Too 

complicated" item, resulting in" the model which is displayed in the 

2 third panel of Figure 10 (L = 2.47, df = 3). At each election, agree

ment with the statement that "politics and government are too 

complicated" lowered the odds on voting by a factor of .50 relative to 

those who disagreed with the statement. But one cannot argue that the 

recent turnout decline reflects an increasing inability on the part of 

the American electorate to comprehend political affairs, since turnout 

decreased both among those who agreed with the statement and among 

those who disagreed. Regardless of one's response to this item, the 

odds on voting decreased by a factor of .90 at each election. 

With respect to the "No say" item, we observe that agreement 

with the statement that "people like me have no say" depressed the odds 

on voting relative to those who demurred. However, the odds on voting 

did not vary across the three elections among the latter group while 

they decreased by a factor of .82 at each election among the former. In 

this case, then, we have localized the turnout decline within a growing 

segment of theelectorate who believed that they had "no say about how 

the government runs things." The expected odds generated by this model 

2 
fit the observed odds quite well (L = 1.23, df = 3). 
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Finally, a constrained version of the three-way interaction 

among turnout, year, and responses to the "Don't care" item is presented 

2 in the fourth panel of Figure 10 (L = 3.80, df = 3). As in the case of 

the "No say" item, agreement with the statement that "publ'ic officials 

don't care" lowered the odds on voting at each election. And once 

again, those who disagreed with the statement showed no change in 

turnout from 1964 to 1972. Among "agreers," on the other hand, the 

odds on voting decreased by a factor of .77 from 1964 to 1968 but showed 

no further change from 1968 to 1972. In view of these findings, we can 

say that the decrease in turnout between the latter two elections is 

"explained" by increases in the proportion of respondents who agreed 

that "public officials don't care." 

To summarize our findings up to this point, we have observed 

that the "Voting" and "Too complicated" items, although cross-

sectionally related to turnout in the predicted manner, do not enhance 

our explanatory power with respect to the recent turnout decline. With 

respect to the "No say" item, we were able to localize the turnout 

decline within a growing segment of the electorate who believed that 

they had "no say about how the government runs things." Similar 

findings emerged with respect to the "Don't care" item over the period, 

1964 to 1968, although the decrease in turnout from 1968 to 1972 could 

be explained in terms of increases in the proportion of the electorate 

who believed that "public officials don't care." 

Since their introduction in The Voter Decides (Campbell et al., 

1954), the four attitude items with which we have been concerned in the 

present section have been conceptualized and used empirically as 
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indicators of a single underlying concept—that of "political efficacy." 

However, preliminary research conducted as a part of the present project 

revealed that the four items could not be considered "unidimensional" 

nor "scalable" in any conventional sense during the period under con

sideration. Additional work reported in 0. Duncan, Sloane, and Brody 

(forthcoming) showed that the "response consistency" model proposed by 

0. Duncan (1979) did not account for the pattern of interrelationships 

among responses to these items. In yet another analysis of the response 

structure of these four items, Balch (1974) has argued that the items 

tap into two distinct "dimensions" of political efficacy. The "Voting" 

and "Too complicated" items supposedly reflect an individual's sense of 

internal efficacy—an assessment of his or her own political resources 

and abilities—while the "No say" and "Don't care" items purportedly 

measure an individual's sense of external efficacy—an evaluation of 

the extent to which political authorities will be responsive to one's 

attempts at influence. 

Considerations such as these led to the adoption of the 

analytical strategy which has been pursued up to the present point—the 

separate analysis of each of the four items in relation to turnout. 

(See Curtis and Jackson, 1962, for a discussion of this strategy.) 

However, there is an alternative strategy which does not depend upon 

assumptions about the "indexical" or "scalar" properties of the items 

but which still permits an assessment of the effects of each item on 

turnout, net of the effects which the items share by virtue of their 

association. To pursue this strategy, a six-way table was constructed 

in which turnout was cross-classified by year (1964, 1968, and 1972), 
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and by the multivariate distribution of responses to the four attitude 

items. A set of models for this six-way table is displayed in Table 16. 

None of the models in this table make any assumptions about the 

structure of responses to the four items, apart from the not very 

stringent assumption that the items are associated. After an examina

tion of a variety of models, of which those in Table 16 represent but 

a subset, Model 18 was accepted as the preferred model for the six-way 

table. This model asserts that the effect of the "Don't care" item on 

turnout depends upon one's response to the "Too complicated" item, that 

the effect of the "Voting" item depends upon one's response to the "No 

say" item, and that the effect of year on turnout depends upon one's 

response to the "No say" item. Parameter estimates derived from a 

constrained version of Model 18 are presented in Table 17. The 

2 
constrained model fit the observed data with an L statistic of A3.83 

over AO degrees of freedom. 

The first two rows of Table 17 depict the three-way interaction 

among turnout and responses to the "Don't care" and "Too complicated" 

items. Regardless of one's response to the "Too complicated" item, 

agreeing that "public officials don't care" depressed the odds on 

voting. However, the magnitude of this effect was greater among those 

who agreed that "politics and government are too complicated" than it 

was among those who disagreed with this statement. Apparently, feeling 

that one is able to understand political matters counteracts to a 

certain extent the depressing effect on political participation of 

believing that "public officials don't care." 
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Table 16. Some Models of the Relationship of Turnout to Year and the 
Multivariate Distribution of Responses to the Efficacy 
Items 

Model Fits3 df L2 

1 23456 12 13 14 15 16 41 65.45 

2 23456 12 13 14 15 43 69.04 

3 23456 12 13 14 16 42 92.20 

4 23456 12 13 15 16 42 67.68 

5 23456 12 14 15 16 42 81.99 

6 23456 13 14 15 16 42 118.38 

7 23456 123 14 15 16 40 60.50 

8 23456 124 13 15 16 40 59.53 

9 23456 125 13 14 16 40 65.02 

10 23456 134 12 15 16 40 65.35 

11 23456 135 12 14 16 40 64.10 

12 23456 145 12 13 16 40 55.84 

13 23456 126 13 14 15 39 60.46 

14 23456 136 14 15 39 63.35 

15 23456 146 12 13 15 39 65.39 

16 23456 156 12 13 14 39 56.64 

17 23456 123 145 16 39 50.08 

18 23456 123 145 156 37 43.39b 

19 23456 1 a (A = .68) 46 86.27 

1 = turnout; 2 = don't care; 3 = too complicated; 4 = voting only way; 
5 = no say; 6 = year; a = equal effect of each efficacy item on turnout. 

^Indicates preferred model. 



100 

Table 17. Net Effects on Turnout of Year and Responses to the Efficacy 
Items (Generated by a Constrained Version of Model 18 in 
Table 15) 

Effect on Turnout of: Given: Odds Ratio 

"Don't Care" Agreement with "Too 
(Agree:Disagree) Complicated" .52 

Disagreement with "Too 
Complicated" .79 

"Voting" Agreement with "No Say" 1.25 
(Agree:Disagree) Disagreement with "No Say" .75 

Year (1968:1964 = Agreement with "No Say" .81 
1972:1968) Disagreement with "No Say" 1.00 
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The second two rows of Table 17 reveal the nature of the three-

way interaction among turnout and responses to the "Voting" and "No say" 

items. We observe a classic "vicious" interaction, in which the effect 

on turnout of agreeing that "voting is the only way" differed in 

direction depending upon one's response to the "No say" item. If one 

believed that one had "no say," then agreement that "voting is the 

only way" raised the odds on voting. This is perhaps the most dramatic 

illustration of alienated voting yet uncovered in this research; a group 

of voters who believed that voting is the only means of political 

influence available, believed it to be ineffective (after all, they had 

"no say") but still voted at a higher rate than those who saw alterna

tives to voting. way of contrast, if one disagreed about having "no 

say," then agreeing that "voting is the only way" depressed the odds on 

voting. 

The last two rows of Table 17 indicate the manner in which 

changes in turnout from 196A to 1972 varied depending upon one's 

response to the "No say" item. As was the case in the single-item 

analysis, no change in turnout was observed among respondents who 

disagreed with the statement that they had "no say." And once again, 

the odds on voting decreased by a factor of .81 at each election among 

those who agreed with the statement, regardless of their responses to 

the other three items. This particular pattern of change may be 

interpretable within a cognitive dissonance framework. One need only 

posit the existence of a normative belief within American political 

culture that voting in elections should represent having "some say" 

about what the government does. For those who believe that they do 
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have "a say," participation in elections is consistent with that 

belief. Given the lack of incongruity between the belief and the 

behavior, there would be no particular pressure to alter either. Thus 

we see no change in turnout among those who disagree that they have "no 

say." Among those who do believe that they have "no say," on the other 

hand, there would exist a tension between the belief and the behavior 

of voting (given the normative prescription) which should lead to 

alteration of either the belief or the behavior. In the historical 

context, it would appear that the behavior lost to the belief. 

The preceding multivariate analysis of the relationship of 

turnout to the four efficacy items reveals a subtlety and complexity 

which would have been completely overlooked if some sort of "efficacy 

index" were to have been constructed. Nevertheless, the framework of 

this analysis is sufficiently flexible to permit an explicit test of 

the assumption that the four efficacy items behave as an additive index 

with respect to turnout. Consider a regression of some dependent 

variable, Y, on a composite measure, X, which is defined as the un

weighted sum of the variables, X^, X^, and X^. This model could be 

represented as: 

Y = a + bX + e (1) 

(where e represents an error term). 

Given the definition of the variable, X, Equation (1) could be 

rewritten as: 

Y = a + b(Xx + X2 + X3 + X^) + e (2) 
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Expanding Equation (2), we have: 

Y = a + bX1 + bX2 + bX3 + bX^ + e C3) 

We see in (3) that the assertion that a set of items behaves as 

an additive index with respect to some dependent variable is equivalent 

to the assertion that the items have equal effects on the dependent 

variable. The comparison of Models 2 and 19 in Table 16 represents a 

test of this latter hypothesis. Model 2 posits effects of each item 

on turnout while Model 19 constrains these effects to be equal in 

direction and magnitude. Not only is the fit of Model 19 significantly 

worse than that of Model 2 (the chi-square statistic increases by a 

value of 17.23 over 3 degrees of freedom), but Model 19 (as well as 

Model 2) does not provide an acceptable fit to the observed data. Thus, 

the use of an efficacy index in this analysis would have been more than 

merely obscurantist; it would have been downright unjustified and 

inaccurate. Although it has taken us somewhat away from our major 

substantive concern, this brief digression should serve to illustrate 

an important methodological point. This point is that greater care 

should be taken in the construction of composite attitude measures than 

is revealed in current research practice. Rather than increasing our 

ability to address relationships among "generic concepts," an un

warranted assumption of "unidimensionality" or "scalability" may serve 

only to obscure such inter-item relationships as do exist. In view of 

this possibility, the construction of composite attitudinal measures, 

if it is to be performed at all, should proceed only after a rigorous 
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examination of the interrelationships among the individual items that 

make up the composite measure(s). 

Turnout and Trust 

Such assumptions of "unidimensionality" and "scalability" 

permeate much of the empirical work with the five trust in government 

items (Citrin, 1974; Miller, 1974a, 1974b; Wright, 1976). Indeed, it 

will be argued in the present section that such assumptions prevented 

Citrin (1974) from observing an interesting relationship between trust 

and turnout. We will begin, however, with an investigation of each 

item to turnout. 

Table 18 presents sets of models for five three-way tables in 

which turnout for the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was cross-

classified by responses to each of the five trust items. Models 

including both effects of year and effects of response on turnout are 

selected as preferred models in the. case of the "Crooked," "Waste," and 

"Smart" items. For the "Trust" and "Benefit" items, on the other hand, 

the year effect on turnout is rendered insignificant once the effects 

of response on turnout and changes in the response distributions are 

taken into account. In other words, the decrease in turnout from 1964 

to 1972 can be explained in terms of the increases observed over this 

period in "cynical" responses to these latter two items. Constrained 

versions of these various preferred models are presented in Figure 11. 

In the case of the "Crooked" item, two modifications were made 

to Model 4 in Table 18; only one of two possible contrasts among the 

three response categories was needed to capture the effect of response 
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Table 18. Some Models of the Relationship of Turnout to Year and Five 
Measures of Political Trust 

a 
Item 

Crooked Waste Trust Smart Benefit 

Model Fitsb L2 df L2 df L2 df L2 df L2 df 

1 23 1 24.62 8 19.53 8 40.17 8 21.43 5 15.69 5 

2 23 12 10.00 6 12.01 6 9.00 6C 8.64 4 3.86 4° 

3 23 13 14.18 6 10.43 6 31.77 6 13.05 3 9.54 3 

4 23 12 13 .99 4C 1.55 4C 4.73 4 2.51 2C .94 2 

3 
See Table 11 for exact item wordings. 

^1 = turnout; 2 = response to attitude item; 3 = year, 

c 
Indicates preferred model. 
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on turnout and the year effect was constrained to be linear. This 

model, presented in the first panel of Figure 11, fit the observed data 

2 
quite well (L = 3.02, df = 6). He observe that at each election, the 

odds on voting were depressed by a factor of .79 for those who gave 

either the "hardly any" or "quite a few" response as opposed to the "not 

many" response. In other words, the relationship between turnout and 

responses to this item is non-monotonic; both the most cynical and the 

least cynical respondents had lower turnout rates than those who gave 

the more "moderate" response. We also observe that regardless of one's 

response to the "Crooked" item, the odds on voting decreased by a factor 

of .88 at each election. 

Two lessons are to be learned from the finding of a non

monotonic relationship between turnout and responses to this item. 

From a substantive point of view, this result leads us to reconsider 

the argument that political participation should increase monotonically 

with increasing trust. Part of this argument is that low levels of 

trust engender a sense of the futility of participation; why should one 

bother to participate if one believes that the people one helps to 

elect cannot be trusted to perform justly and competently? But our 

findings suggest that high levels of trust may give rise to an attitude 

of complacency according to which the government is believed to be 

capable of functioning properly regardless of one's own participation. 

This complacency can be seen as decreasing an individual's motivation 

to participate just as effectively as can feelings of futility. In this 

sense, Lipset's (1963) argument that low levels of turnout reflect a 

basic state of popular contentment with existing social, economic, and 
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political conditions is vindicated as a possible explanation of turnout 

decreases. However, the direction of the attitude changes observed in 

the U. S. over the period under consideration, shifts toward increasing 

cynicism, suggests that this possibility is not likely to be applicable 

to the problem at hand. 

From a methodological point of view, the finding casts suspicion 

on the practice of designating one of the three response categories as 

a "cynical" response and treating the item as a "cynical/non-cynical" 

dichotomy, a practice which is routinely followed in the previously 

cited empirical work with these items. In the present case, this would 

have entailed aggregating "hardly any" and "not many" into a single 

"non-cynical" category, thereby obscuring the form and diminishing the 

magnitude of the association between turnout and responses to this 

item. 

Turning now to the "Waste" item, we observe that in all years, 

believing that "not much" tax money is wasted depressed the odds on 

voting by a factor of .62 relative to those who believed that "some" 

or "quite a lot" is wasted. No difference in turnout is observed among 

respondents who gave either of the latter two responses. In this case, 

then, turnout was lowest among those who gave the least cynical response. 

These findings, in conjunction with the observaton that more than 90% 

of all respondents held one of the two more cynical opinions throughout 

this eight-year period (see Table 12), suggests that by the mid-1960's, 

a certain amount of government wastefulness had come to be tolerated, 

or perhaps even expected. That the relationship between trust and 

turnout was negative in this instance constitutes prima facie evidence 
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against the practice of combining responses to the five items into 

"trust indices" or "trust scales." Regardless of one's response to 

this item, however, the odds on voting decreased by a factor of .88 

at each election. The constrained model presented in Figure 11 provided 

2 an excellent fit to the observed data (L = 1.77, df = 6). 

With respect to the "Trust" item, we observe that the cross-

sectional relationship between turnout and response is similar to that 

encountered in the case of the "Crooked" item (i.e., non-monotonic). 

In the present instance, the odds on voting were depressed by a factor 

of .69 among those who believed that the government could be trusted 

to "do what is right" either "always" or "only some of the time," 

relative to those who thought they could trust the government "most of 

the time." Introducing this constraint on the response effect yielded 

2 
a model which fit the data reasonably well (L - 10.19, df = 7). 

Furthermore, once this cross-sectional relationship and changes in the 

distribution of responses to the "Trust" item are taken into account, 

the effect of year on turnout vanishes. In this sense, we can explain 

the turnout decline in terms of increases in the proportion of 

respondents who believed that they could trust the government "only 

some of the time." It is interesting to note that the "Trust" item is 

one of the two items believed to be tapping attitudes toward the 

government as an institution. 

In the case of the "Smart" item, believing that "quite a lot of 

[the people running the government] don't seem to know what they're 

doing" depressed the odds on voting by a factor of .79 relative to those 

who believed that these people are "smart people who usually know what 
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they're doing." Regardless of one's response to this item, however, the 

odds on voting decreased by a factor of .90 at each election. This 

constrained model fit the observed data with a likelihood-ratio chi-

square statistic of 2.56 over 3 degrees of freedom. 

Finally, Model 2 in Table 18 was used directly to estimate the 

relationship of turnout to year and responses to the "Benefit" item. 

We see that at each election, believing that the government is "pretty 

much run by a few big interests looking out for themselves" lowered the 

odds on voting by a factor of .79 relative to those who believed the 

government to be run "for the benefit of all the people." No change in 

turnout levels from 1964 to 1972 was observed among either category of 

respondent. Once again, we can "explain away" the turnout decline, this 

time with reference to the growing proportion of respondents who 

believed that the government is run "by a few big interests." In 

addition to the fact that the referent of this item is "the government," 

this item appears to touch on a fundamental tenet within the American 

democratic tradition that government be run "of, by, and for the 

people." The growing perception that this tenet is violated in 

practice seems to have undermined the incentive to participate in 

elections. 

To summarize the findings up to this point, we have seen that 

each of the five trust items was cross-sectionally related to turnout 

over the period under consideration, although not necessarily in ways 

which we would have anticipated. The "Crooked" and "Trust" items were 

non-monotonically related to turnout, with the highest levels of 

turnout being observed among those with moderate levels of cynicism. 
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In the case of the "Waste" item, turnout was found to be lowest among 

the least cynical respondents. Only with the "Smart" and "Benefit" 

items was the turnout of those giving cynical responses lower than that 

of non-cynical respondents. Furthermore, we found that the turnout 

decline could be explained in terms of increases in either the propor

tion of respondents believing that "the government can be trusted to 

do what is right only some of the time" or the proportion believing 

that "the government is pretty much run by a few big interests looking 

out for themselves." 

In order to estimate the net effects on turnout of each of the 

five trust items, a seven-way table was constructed in which turnout 

for the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was cross-classified by the 

multivariate distribution of responses to the five items. In an effort 

to maintain adequate cell sizes within this table, the three tri-

chotomous items ("Crooked," "Waste," and "Trust") were treated as 

cynical/non-cynical dichotomies; the "quite a few," "a lot," and "only 

some of the time" responses, respectively, were designated as "cynical" 

responses. Although the preceding analyses warn against this practice 

as a general "rule-of-thumb" procedure, this strategy should not be 

overly misleading in the present context, especially since our 

explanations of the turnout decline focus on changes in the cynical 

responses. A set of models for the seven-way table is presented in 

Table 19. 

Model 1 in Table 19 asserts that turnout is independent of year 

and responses to the trust items. Although this model provides an 

acceptable fit to the observed data, improvements in fit can be 
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Table 19. Some Models of the Relationship of Turnout to Year and the 
Multivariate Distribution of Responses to the Five Trust 
Items 

Model Fitsa df L2 

1 234567 1 95 109.97 

2 234567 12 94 98.03 

3 234567 13 94 100.69 

4 234567 14 94 88.05b 

5 234567 15 94 109.57 

6 234567 16 94 ' 100.16 

7 234567 17 93 104.14 

8 234567 14 12 93 86.24 

9 234567 14 13 93 85.67 

10 234567 14 15 93 86.25 

11 234567 14 16 93 85.84 

12 234567 14 17 92 86.06 

13 234567 12 13 14 15 16 17 88 77.17 

14 234567 12 13 14 15 16 90 79.12 

15 234567 1 a (fi = 1.10) 94 91.90 

1 = vote; 2 = benefit; 3 = smart; 4 = trust; 5 = waste; 6 = crooked 
7 = year; Ct = equal effect of each item on turnout. 

^Indicates preferred model. 
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obtained by positing effects on turnout of "Benefit" (Model 2), "Smart" 

(Model 3), "Trust" (Model 4), and "Crooked" (Model 6). Neither "Waste" 

(Model 5) nor year (Model 7) was found to be significantly related to 

turnout. Since the decline in voter turnout represents the primary 

explanandum of the present research, this latter finding is particu

larly disconcerting and warrants closer consideration. 

An analysis of the SRC turnout marginals presented in Table 2 

revealed a statistically significant change in turnout from 1964 to 

1972 (L^ = 9.13, df = 2). A further test indicated that this year 

effect could be captured using a single degree of freedom by positing 

equal declines from 1964 to 1968 and from 1968 to 1972 (i.e., a 

"linear" decline from 1964 to 1972). In the present context, however, 

the year effect failed to achieve statistical significance over two 

degrees of freedom. This anomaly is attributable to changes in the 

sample composition which occurred as a result of the exclusion in the 

seven-way tabulation of persons with no responses to one or more of the 

trust items. Nevertheless, even in this tabulation, the year effect 

can once again be picked with a linear term using a single degree of 

freedom. Our interest in the present analysis is thus with the question 

of whether or not a consideration of responses to the trust items 

renders the year effect insignificant even over one degree of freedom. 

Models 8 through 12 in Table 19 indicate that once the effect of 

responses to the "Trust" item are taken into account, neither responses 

to the other items nor year has a singificant effect on turnout. Even 

if a single degree of freedom were used to describe the year effect, 

no significant improvement in fit would be possible; using two degrees 
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of freedom to describe this effect decreases the chi-square statistic 

by a value of only 1.99 (compare Models 4 and 12), Thus, the findings 

of the single-item analysis axe confirmed. The decrease in turnout 

from 1964 to 1972 may be explained in terms of increases in the 

proportion of respondents giving the cynical response to the "Trust" 

item. 

The framework of the present analysis permits us to test the 

popular assumption that the five items behave as an additive index with 

respect to voter turnout. As we have seen in the preceding section, 

this assumption is equivalent to positing equal effects of each item on 

turnout. A comparison of Models 14 and 15 represents a test of this 

assumption. The significantly worse fit of Model 15 as compared with 

2 
that of Model 14 (L = 12.78, df - 4) indicates that this hypothesis is 

untenable. Thus, treatment of the five items as an additive index is 

unjustified. Furthermore, the previous findings that none of the other 

items has a significant effect on turnout once the effect of the "Trust" 

item is taken into account suggests that such an index would provide 

us with no additional explanatory power. The implication is that if 

one is concerned with the concept of "trust in government," the most 

meaningful question to present to respondents is one which inquires 

about this attitude directly. Indeed, the other four items can be 

interpreted as questions about reasons why one does or does not "trust 

the government in Washington to do what is right." 
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Summary 

In the preceding pages, we have encountered a fairly wide range 

of findings regarding the attitudinal correlates of voter turnout. This 

pursuit of a strategy of breadth rather than one of narrowness and depth 

was motivated by a desire to link the study of the recent turnout 

decline to as many other areas of interest to students of American 

politics as were potentially relevant to this problem. Indeed, the 

decline in party identification has been the subject of a good deal of 

recent scholarly debate (Ladd and Hadley, 1975; Abramson, 1980; 

Converse, 1976; Knoke, 1976; Ladd, 1977), as have the decreases in 

political efficacy (Converse, 1972; House and Mason, 1975; Wright, 1976) 

and political trust (Citrin, 1974; Miller, 1974a, 1974b; Wright, 1976). 

Insofar as the turnout decline could be empirically related to these 

other trends, a more comprehensive synthesis of recent attitudinal and 

behavioral changes within the American electorate can be achieved. 

However, the danger in this broad approach is that in the 

process of sorting through this wide range of findings, we might lose 

sight of the larger purpose of this study. To avoid this problem, the 

present chapter closes with a brief summary of major findings. 

A review of marginal changes in attitudes from 1964 to 1972 

revealed an electorate which had become less partisan, less efficacious, 

and less trusting over the eight-year period. The only exception to 

this general characterization was observed with respect to one of 

the efficacy items: the electorate of 1972 was less willing than its 

1964 counterpart to admit that voting was the only way in which it could 

influence government. A decrease in interest in presidential campaigns 
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and the outcome of elections was observed over this period, although 

an increase was observed in the extent to which Americans claimed to 

"follow government and public affairs" in general. It was believed that 

many of these changes could be used to account for the turnout decline 

observed over this period. 

Such was indeed the case with three of the attitudinal items 

examined; the decrease in turnout could be explained with references to 

the increases in the proportions of respondents who identified them

selves as "Independents," who claimed not to care which party won the 

election, and who believed that they could "trust the government in 

Washington to do what is right only some of the time." Two other items 

allowed us to localize the turnout decline within segments of the 

electorate who claimed to follow government and public affairs less 

than "most of the time" and who believed that people like themselves 

"had no say about what the government does." The remaining items, 

although cross-sectionally related to turnout, neither explained away 

the turnout decline nor permitted us to distinguish "changers" from 

"non-changers." In the chapter which follows, we will el'tempt to 

empirically integrate these findings with those of the preceding 

chapter. 



CHAPTER 5 

VOTER TURNOUT AND POLITICAL ATTITUDES 
IN A DEMOGRAPHIC CONTEXT 

In the preceding chapter, we found that the decrease in voter 

turnout observed between 1964 and 1972 could be "explained" in terms of 

the decreasing attachment of the American electorate to the two major 

political parties and increasing distrust of the federal government. 

This statement is very crude and general, referring to the turnout 

decline within the electorate as a whole and ignoring the differential 

change in turnout observed across demographically defined subgroups 

within the electorate. Nevertheless, it focuses our attention on two 

attitudinal variables which are likely to be of interest in further 

attempts at understanding the recent changes in voter turnout in the 

United States. 

In the present chapter, we hope to refine our understanding of 

these changes by an examination of the relationships of turnout to party 

identification and trust within the context of certain demographic 

variables. Such an investigation follows quite naturally from a 

sociological approach to the study of political participation, according 

to which individual political attitudes and behaviors are viewed as being 

dependent upon one's position within a larger social structure. Through 

a simultaneous consideration of attitudes and demographics in relation 

to turnout, we are clearly operating out of this approach. 

117 
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Our concern with political attitudes necessitates reliance upon 

the SRC data. One question which immediately emerges is whether or not 

these data reveal the same relationships of turnout (and changes therein) 

to demographic characteristics as did the Census data upon which the 

demographic analysis of the third chapter was based. Once again, the 

issue of cross-survey comparability which was raised in the second 

chapter arises. 

To address this issue, comparable tables were constructed with 

each of the two data sets. In these tables, turnout for the 1964, 1968, 

and 1972 elections was cross-classified by region, color, and sex, 

demographic characteristics which were previously observed to have 

interesting relationships to turnout in the period under consideration. 

A preferred model was then selected for the Census table and the param

eters of this model were estimated independently for the SRC data. The 

results of this analysis are presented in Table 20. 

We note first that each of the terms included in the preferred 

model of the Census table appears to make a significant net contribution 

to the fit of the model, as the figures in the second column of Table 20 

suggest. With respect to the SRC data, however, such is the case for 

only two of the ten terras included in the model; only the term for region 

(X^) and the term which allows the sex effect to vary by region (X£X^) 

show through clearly in these data. Nevertheless, in eight out of ten 

cases the signs of the regression coefficients are the same in both data 

sets. So it is not so much the case that the two data sets would have 

given us contradictory impressions about the relationships of turnout to 

these demographic factors as it is a question of the ability of the 
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Table 20. Preferred Model of the Relationship of Turnout to Region, 
Color, and Sex, 1964-1972 (Census and SRC Surveys) 

Census SRC 

Variablea 

Unstandardized 
Regression 
Coefficients 

Reduction in 
Residual Sum 
of Squares 
(Y2) 

Unstandardized 
Regression 
Coefficients 

Reduction in 
Residual 

S.O.S. (Y2) 

X1 
-.204 192.82 -.106 2.28 " 

x2 -.363 244.27 -.430 12.73 

x3 -.437 113.98 -.307 2.48 

X4 
-.284 .36.87 -.017 .01 

X2X4 
-.151 25.07 -.408 7.81 

X3X4 
.122 5.45 .109 .23 

X1X4 
.074 15.79 -.045 .28 

Y1X2 
-.252 43.86 .013 .01 

Y1X3 
.308 11.70 .216 .32 

Y1X2X3 
-.565 22.61 -.723 2.78 

Y2 8.37 20.22 

df 13 13 

R2 .99564 .88852 

aXj = linear scoring of year (1964 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 = 3); 
Y1'Y2»^3 = dummy variables for 1964, 1968, and 1972, respectively; 
X2 = region (0 if non-South, 1 if South); 
X3 = color (0 if white, 1 if black); 

= sex (0 if male, 1 if female). 
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smaller SRC samples to detect these relationships. These findings call 

into question the accepted wisdom that samples o£ between 1500 and 2000 

respondents are adequate for the task of estimating relationships among 

variables within a population; apparently, the "resolving power" of 

samples of this size is quite limited. This problem is becoming partic

ularly acute as the statistical techniques for multivariate data analysis 

are becoming more refined. 

The comparison of the parameters of independently estimated 

models does not constitute a test of the hypothesis that the observed 

differences between the two,:data sets are attributable to something other 

than sampling error. To address this hypothesis, the two five-way tables 

were combined to produce a six-way table in which "survey" was treated as 

an explicit variable. The results of the analysis of this table are 

summarized in Table 21. 

Model 3, which constrains the regression equations (including 

both the coefficients and the constant) to be identical across both data 

sets, provides a poor fit to the observed data. Model 4, which con

strains the coefficients to be identical but allows the constants to 

vary across the two sets, improves in fit considerably with respect to 

Model 3 and does provide an acceptable fit to the observed data. Inas

much as the model does fit the data, it would not be misleading to assert 

that despite differences between the two surveys in univariate turnout 

marginals, the surveys provide the same estimates of the relationships of 

turnout to the demographic characteristics of region, color* and sex. 

Models 5 through 13 allow these relationships to vary across surveys one 

at a time. In only two of the nine contrasts do any of these models 



Table 21. Some Models of the Relationship of Turnout to Region, Color, Sex, and Survey, 1964-1972 

Model Turnout Regressed on: df L2 

1 Nothing 47 2227.07 

2 Y2,Y3,X2,X3,XA,X5 41 183.49 

3 Y2,Y3,X2,X3,X4,X2X4,X3XA,Y1X2,Y1X3,X1X4,Y1X2X3 36 200.83 

4 Y2JY3,X2,X3,X4,X2X4,X3X4,Y1X2,Y1X3,X1XA)Y1X2X3 
'X5 

35 42.51 

5 Y2,Y3,X2,X3,X4,X2X4,X3X4,Y1X2,Y1X3,X1X4,Y1X2X3 ,x5,x2x5 34 38.18 

6 Y2,Y3,x2,x3,x4,x2x4,x3xA,YjX2,YxX3,YxX4,YxX2X3 >x5,x3x5 34 42.44 

7 Y2, Y3 ,X2 ,X3 ,X4 ,X2X4 ,X3XA , YXX2 ,YXX3 fXlX4, Y]LX2X3 >X5>XAX5 34 40.71 

8 Y 2,Y3,x2,x3,X4,x 2x4,x3x4,YxX2,YxX3,xxx4,YxX2X3 ,x5,x2x4x5 34 33.37 

9 Y2,Y3,X2,X3,X4,X2X4,X3X4,Y1X2,Y1X3,X1X4,Y1X2X3 ,x5,x3x4x5 34 42.43 

10 Y2, Y3 ,X2 ,X3 ,X4, X2X4 ,X3X4, YA, YA, XA, Y^ ,x5,Y1x2x5 34 42.39 

11 Y2,Y3,x2,x3,x4,x2x4,x3x4,yxX2,yxX3,xxx4,yXX2X3 ,X5,YIX3X5 34 42.49 

12 Y2,Y3,X2,X3,X4,X2X4,X3X4,Y1X2,Y1X3,X1X4,Y1X2X3 ,x5,x1x4x5 34 39.62 

13 Y2 , Y3 ,x2,x3 ,x4 ,x2x4 ,x3x4, YXX2 , YXX3 ,XLX4 ,Y;LX2X3 ,X5,YlX2X3X5 34 42.43 

14 Y2,Y3,X2,X3,X4,X2X4,X3X4,Y1X2,Y1X3,X1X4,Y1X2X3 ,x5,x2x5,x2x4x5 33 33.36 

15 Model 4 with linear constraint on year effect 36 43.16 

16 Model 8 with linear constraint on year effect 35 33.96 

aX1 = linear year (1969 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 = 3); YpY2,Y-j = dummy variables for 1964, 1968, and 
1972, respectively; X2 = region (0 if non-South, 1 if South); X3 = color (0 if white, 1 if 
black); X4 = sex (0 if male, 1 if female); X^ = survey (0 if SRC, 1 if Census). 
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improve the fit of Model 4; Model 5 allows the effect of region on 

turnout (X2) to vary between the two surveys while Model 8 permits 

across-survey variation in an interaction according to which the effect 

of sex on turnout differs by region (X^X^). Once this latter term is in 

the model, the former term fails to make a significant improvement in 

fit, as the comparison of Models 8 and 14 indicates. A further compari

son of Models 8 and 16 reveals that the "main effect" of election year 

on turnout can be constrained to be linear. The logits estimated by this 

last model are displayed in Figure 12. 

In general, the pattern of relationships exhibted in Figure 12 is 

similar :to that displayed in Figure 1, so that we will forego an extended 

discussion of the substantive significance of these results. However, we 

note that for each region/color/sex group, the SRC turnout estimates are 

higher than those derived from the Census data. This finding is probably 

attributable to the SRC pre-election interview "stimulus effect" discussed 

discussed in Chapter 2. Furthermore, we observe that although the sex 

effect on turnout appears to be greater within the South than it does 

outside the South in both surveys, the magnitude of this interaction is 

greater in the SRC data than it is in the Census data. Just why this 

should be the case is unclear; it is not readily apparent, for example, 

why the "stimulus effect," if that is what is operative, should be 

region- and sex-specific. A more likely explanation of this between-

survey disparity is that the relatively small number of geographic units 

sampled by SRC in the South decreased variances in this region and re

sulted in unreliable estimates of population parameters. 
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On the whole, these results are somewhat encouraging. Inde

pendent analyses of the Census and SRC data would -.have, for the most 

part, revealed similar patterns of relationships of voter turnout to 

region, color, and sex. However, some relationships which appeared to be 

statistically significant in the Census data (according to a conventional 

.05 level of significance) would have been overlooked in the SRC data 

(according to the same criterion). Nevertheless, apart from a generally 

higher level of turnout in the SRC series, one can reject the null 

hypothesis that the relationships of turnout to region, color, and sex 

are the same in both series in only one of nine cases. With these con

siderations in mind, we can proceed to the substantive concern of the 

present chapter, the interaction of attitudinal and demographic charac

teristics in the etiology of voter turnout. 

The "Baseline" Model: Turnout By 
Region and Color 

One major interest in this chapter is in the ways, if any, in 

which patterns of change in party identification and trust interrelate 

with patterns of differential change in turnout across various demo

graphic subgroups. In Chapter 3 we observed differential change by sex, 

whereby both males and females decreased in turnout from 1964 to 1976 

although the male decreases were greater than those of females. We also 

noted differential change by color and region, such that the turnout of 

non-Southern blacks decreased dramatically from 1964 to 1968 while the 

turnout of Southern blacks increased notably over this same interval. It 
* 

would be interesting to observe that such patterns of differential change 

could be accounted for by changes in party identification and trust; such 
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findings would be consistent with the general sociological model of 

political participation, according to which attitudes intervene between 

social structural positions and behaviors. 

However, quite apart from the inherent complexity of the task of 

unravelling the forces behind social change, there exist good reasons for 

not expecting to be able to account for differential change in turnout by 

sex in terms of either of these two attitudinal variables. A preliminary 

analysis of the SRC data revealed that although there are slight but 

statistically significant sex differences in party identification and 

trust, changes in these variables from 1964 to 1972 were uniform across 

sex groups; models which posited effects of both year and sex on these 

two variables but not three-way interactions fit the observed data quite 

2 
well (L = 10.56 with 12 degrees of freedom in the case of party identi-

2 
fication and L =6.88 with 4 degrees of freedom in the case of trust). 

Barring the presence of complex higher-order interactions, it is unlikely 

that one could account for differential change in one variable (turnout) 

by reference to other variables which change uniformly across the sub

groups of interest (party identification and trust). Furthermore, it was 

argued previously that the narrowing of the sex differential in turnout 

is due more to changes in sex role conceptions than it is to changes in 

more narrowly "defined political orientations. 

With respect to differential change in turnout by color over the 

period 1964 to 1972, the outcomes of the preliminary analyses were some

what more provocative. In the case of trust, a model which posited 

effects of both year and color on trust but no three-way interaction 

2 
provided a poor fit to the observed data (L = 23.93, df = 4). This 
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finding is corroborated by Miller (1974a:954) who reported greater 

decreases in trust among blacks than those which occurred among whites 

over the period, 1966 to 1970. In the case of party identification, the 

hypothesis of no three-way interaction among year, color, and party could 

not be rejected at the .05 level (L^ = 20.78, df = 12, p = .054). How

ever, once region was taken into account, the null hypothesis of no four-

2 
way interaction among y^ar, color, region, and party was rejected (L = 

24.75, df = 12). These latter findings are consistent with those of 

Knoke (1976:57-8) who describes the nature of this four-way interaction: 

The mobilization of the southern black electorate during the 
early 1960Ts saw a sharp drop in apolitical behavior and a 
rapid increase in the Democratic affiliations of blacks in 
both regions. In apparent rejection, Democratic affiliations 
among southern whites plummeted while Independent affiliations 
doubled. 

In view of these considerations, it was decided that distinctions 

between region and color groups would be maintained in the analyses which 

follow while the sex distinction would be ignored. On the basis of the 

assumption that the Census data provide a better representation of the 

demographic correlates of turnout than do the SRC data, the Census data 

were used to select a preferred model for a table in which turnout for 

the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was cross-classified by region and 

color. The parameters of this model were then independently estimated 

for a comparable SRC tabulation. This latter model, whose parameters are 

displayed in Table 22, will serve as a baseline against which the results 

of subsequent analyses will be compared. 

As was the case previously, many of the terms included in this 

model do not appear to be statistically significant within the SRC 
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Table 22. Preferred Model of the Relationship of Turnout to Region 
and Color, 1964-1972 (SRC Surveys) 

Unstandardized Reduction in Residual 
Variable Regression Coefficient Sum of Squares (Y ) 

X1 
-.132 6.65 

X2 
-.654 62.30 

X3 -.235 3.39 

Y1X2 
.005 0.00 

Y1X3 
.379 0.90 

X1X2X3 
-.752 2.72 

Y2 4.72 

df 5 

R2 .96220 

% = linear scoring of year (1964 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 = 3); 
^l'^2»^3 = duimny variables for 1964, 1968, and 1972, respectively; 
X2 = region (0 if non-South, 1 if South); 
Xg = color (0 if white, 1 if black). 
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samples. Nevertheless, the significance of these terms within the Census 

data represents "side evidence" that these effects are "real" and thus 

should be included in a properly specified model. However, the inclusion 

of nonsignificant terms in the baseline model will make the interpreta

tion of the subsequent analyses somewhat "slippery." More specifically, 

it will be impossible to determine in any formal sense whether the non-

significance of either the demographic correlates of turnout or changes 

in turnout in the analyses which follow is attributable to the inclusion 

of attitudinal variables. As a result, the analyses and interpretations 

contained in this chapter will be somewhat impressionistic and will rely 

heavily on comparisons of plots of estimated logits of the various pre

ferred models as opposed to formal tests of statistical significance. 

The estimated logits of the SRC baseline model are presented in 

Figure 13. We observe familiar findings such as generally higher turnout 

among non-Southerners and whites as compared with Southerners and blacks, 

a linear decrease in turnout among-non-Southern whites between 1964 and 

1972, and differential change by region among blacks from 1964 to 1968. 

The only effect not apparent in Figure 13 that was-observed in the Census 

data is the narrowing of the region differential among whites between 

1964 and 1968 as a result of slight increases in turnout among Southern 

whites over this period. The term for this effect was included in the 

baseline model, but the effect was so weak that it appears in Figure 13 

as if Southern whites decreased in turnout in the same fashion as did 

their non-Southern counterparts throughout the eight-year period under 

investigation. In any case, it is unlikely that this particular change 

would be accounted for by either of the two attitudinal variables to be 
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considered in this chapter; the increase in turnout among Southern whites 

from 1964 to 1968 probably represents a white reaction to the prospect of 

increased voter participation among Southern blacks rather than changes 

in the party affiliations or trust of Southern whites. 

Turnout by Region, Color, and Party 
Identification 

The SRC data were used to construct a table in which turnout for 

the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was cross-classified by region, color, 

and party identification. In order to maintain adequate cell sizes 

within this five-way table, party identification was treated as a tri-

chotomous variable. In view of our earlier findings about the relation

ship between turnout and party identification, Independents who expressed 

leanings toward either of the two major parties were classified as 

partisan identifiers, leaving only "pure Independents" in the Independent 

category. 

The preferred model for this five-way table is presented in 

tabular form in Table 23 and graphically in Figure 14. These results are 

perhaps more interesting from the point of view of the cross-sectional 

relationships among turnout, region, color, and party than they are from 

the point of view of unravelling changes in turnout. Although the co

efficient for the main effect of the year (X^) is slightly smaller once 

changes in party identification are taken into account (-.122 as opposed 

to -.132 when party was ignored), the same pattern of differential 

change by region among blacks persists. In the case of non-Southern 

blacks, one might have expected the decrease in turnout from 1964 to 1968 

to have become accentuated once the increasing partisanship of this group 
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Table 23. Preferred Model of the Relationship of Turnout to Region, 
Color, and Party Identification, 1964-1972 (SRC Surveys) 

Variable3 
Unstandardized 

Regression Coefficient 
Reduction in Residual 
Sum of Squares (Y ) 

X1 
-.122 5.51 

X2 -.491 26.33 

X3 -.103 .58 

Y1X2 
-.026 .03 

Y1X3 
.315 .64 

Y1X2X3 
-.705 2.45 

D .760 53.29 

R 1.365 111.04 

X2R -.511 9.58 

X3R -1.116 8.10 

Y2 15.25 

df 25 

R2 .93500 

% = linear scoring of year (1964 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 = 3); 
Y1,Y2,Y3 = variables for 1964, 1968, and 1972, respectively; 
X„ = region (0 if non-South, 1 if South); 
Xg = color (0 if white, 1 if black); 
D, I, R = dummy variables for Democrats, Independents, and 
Republicans, respectively. 
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was taken into account. With respect to Southern blacks, the expectation 

was that the increase in turnout observed within this group from 1964 to 

1968 would have diminished once increases in party identification were 

considered. In retrospect, it is not difficult to understand why this 

latter expectation did not materialize. There is little doubt that the 

increase in turnout observed among Southern blacks was in large measure 

attributable to the efforts of various governmental and nongovernmental 

organizations which were striving to politically mobilize this group. 

The increase in voter participation was thus more a result of organiza

tional changes which facilitated black registration and voting that it 

was a result of changes in the psychological motivations of Southern 

blacks. 

Turning now to cross-sectional patterns, we observe that at each 

election, the effect of party identification on turnout depended upon 

region and color. Among non-Southern whites, identification with either 

political party raised the odds on voting relative to Independents, al

though the effect of being a Republican was greater than that of being a 

Democrat. Among non-Southern blacks, on the other hand, identification 

with the Democratic party had a greater stimulating effect on turnout 

than did identification with the Republican party. The general pattern 

of turnout by party identification among Southern whites was similar to 

that of their non-Southern counterparts, although the turnout of Southern 

white Republicans was only slightly higher than that of Southern white 

Democrats. Among Southern blacks, the effect of being a Republican was 

doubly muted, once by virtue of being black and again by virtue of re

siding in the South. As a result, the turnout of Southern black 
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Republicans was even lower than that of Southern black Independents. It 

should be pointed out that the effect of being a Democrat as opposed to 

an Independent did not vary across either region or color groups; the 

interaction of party identification with region and color involved only 

Republicans. 

These findings regarding the interaction of a Republican party 

identification with region and color represent prime examples of the 

concept of "social cross-pressures," a concept introduced by the authors 

of The People's Choice (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1948) to refer 

to inconsistent or contradictory forces impinging on an individual's vote 

decision. These authors indicate that individuals experiencing cross-

pressures (such as Catholics with Republican party identifications) often 

tend to resolve their psychological conflicts by losing interest in the 

election at hand. It is argued here that to be either a Southern Re

publican or a black Republican is to be in a cross-pressured situation 

and that depressed turnout among these groups is a behavioral manifesta

tion of the loss of interest that the authors of The People's Choice 

discuss. 

In the case of Southerners, the cross-pressures of being a 

Republican arise from the historic predominance of the Democratic party 

in this region, a tradition which dates back to the Civil War era (Key, 

1949). On the one hand, environmental stimuli would tend to induce 

pressures to vote for a Democratic candidate. On the other hand, an 

individual's Republican party identification would tend to predispose the 

individual to vote Republican. One way of resolving this dissonance 

would be to choose not to make a choice, to refrain from voting. 
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In the case of blacks, the cross-pressures arise from the dif

ferent positions espoused by the two major parties with respect to civil 

rights issues. In the period under consideration, the Democrats mani

fested a stronger commitment to the pursuit of civil rights than did the 

Republicans, for whom the maintenance of "law and order" was of paramount 

importance (see, for example, Muse, 1968:Chapter 10). As a result, to be 

a black Republican was to be predisposed by one's party identification to 

vote for candidates whose positions on key issues were likely to be in 

conflict with one's own best interests as a black person. Again, 

abstention from a vote decision was one way of resolving that conflict. 

In a sense, these findings are a testimony to the tenacity of 

party affiliations. Cross-pressures involving party identification could 

also be resolved by altering one's partisan allegiance. Yet for some 

Southerners and blacks, self-disenfranchisement was preferred over such 

a shift of allegiance. 

Turnout by Region, Color, and Trust 

The preferred model for a five-way table in which turnout for the 

1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was cross-classified by region, color, and 

responses to the "Trust" item is presented in tabular form in Table 24 

and graphically in Figure 15. The relative interest of cross-sectional 

versus over-time results in this case is just the opposite from that of 

the party identification analysis. As was the case in the three-way 

analysis of turnout by year and responses to the "Trust" item, those who 

believed that they could trust the government "most of the time" turned 

out at higher rates than those who claimed that they could trust the 
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Table 24. Preferred Model of the Relationship of Turnout to Region, 
Color, and Trust, 1964-1972 (SRC Surveys) 

Unstandardized Reduction in Residual 
Variable3 Regression Coefficient Sum of Squares (Y^) 

X1 -.100 3.79 

X2 
-.681 67.44 

X3 -.175 1.83 

Y1X2 
.061 0.15 

Y1X3 
-.083 0.04 

Y1X2X3 
-.565 1.61 

T2 .344 23.89 

Y2 25.72 

df 27 

R2 .85429 

X^ = linear scoring of year (1964 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 = 3); 
Y1,Y2,Y3 = dummy variables for 1964, 1968, and 1972, respectively. 
X£ = region (0 if non-South, 1 if South); 

= color (0 if white, 1 if black); 
^1'^2Ĵ 3 = dumay variâ les for the three categories of trust 
("always," "most of the time," and "only some of the time," 
respectively). 



Figure 15. Turnout by Region, Color, and Trust, 1964-1972 (SRC Surveys) 
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government either "always" (the most trusting respondents) or "only some 

of the time" (the least trusting). This effect on turnout of responses 

to the "Trust" item appears to hold in all years regardless of region or 

color. 

As far as change in turnout is concerned, this model has some 

rather interesting implications. In the first place, the coefficient of 

the main year effect is reduced from -.132 to -.100; for what it is worth 

(and it is not entirely clear in the light of the other terms included in 

the model), one can eliminate this term from the model without a statis

tically significant worsening of the "fit of the model. Alternatively, 

we can assert that the year effect is reduced by 24.2% once changes in 

trust are taken into account. 

Perhaps even more intriguing, however, are the implications of 

decreasing trust for the differential change by region observed among 

blacks between 1964 and 1968. In the case of non-Southern blacks, the 

decrease in turnout observed over this period becomes sharply attenuated 

once the increasing cynicism of this group is taken into account. This 

finding is consistent with an argument which was initially advanced in 

Chapter 3 that the decrease in turnout was due to increasing cynicism 

arising from frustration with the pace of the civil rights movement. 

Even under Democratic institutions, federal government intervention into 

the realm of civil rights was, at best, half-hearted. And even in those 

instances in which federal civil rights legislation was passed, the per

sistence of discrimination must surely have led blacks to question the 

efficacy of the federal government and the value of participation in 

politics at the federal level. 



139 

Quite apart from the civil rights policies of the federal govern

ment, there were other events in the late 1960's which could be expected 

to increase black disenchantment with conventional electoral politics. 

The assassinations of Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King surely must 

must have dampened the hopes of blacks who were committed to a moderate, 

non-violent, "within the system" approach to civil rights. And the rise 

of more militant factions within the civil rights movement both reflected 

and reinforced dissatisfaction with those moderate strategies. 

In the case of Southern blacks, the increase in turnout observed 

between 1964 and 1968 becomes more pronounced once changes in trust are 

taken into account. This finding points to the existence of counter

vailing forces affecting the voting behavior of Southern blacks during 

this period. On the one hand, great energies were being expended by a 

variety of organizations to mobilize the vote of Southern blacks. On the 

other hand, Southern blacks appear to have been susceptible to the same 

forces leading to increased cynicism among blacks in other parts of the 

nation. Figure 15 suggests that were it not for this increasing cynicism 

among Southern blacks, the mobilization efforts would have met with even 

greater success than they did. 

To summarize, then, it appears as if the patterns of change in 

voter turnout observed between 1964 and 1972 were indeed related to 

changing levels of trust in the federal government. A supplementary 

analysis restricted to the non-Southern white population confirmed the 

finding that the main effect of year on turnout was rendered insignificant 

once the increasing cynicism of this group was taken into account; for a 

table in which turnout for the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was 
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cross-classified by responses to the "Trust" item, the inclusion of a 

2 
linear effect of year on turnout reduced Y by only 2.84 over one degree 

of freedom. Furthermore, changing levels of trust appear to mediate the 

differential change in turnout by region observed among blacks between 

1964 and 1968. As was pointed out previously, these conclusions should 

be regarded cautiously because the analysis is, of necessity, somewhat 

"slippery." Nevertheless, they have a substantive interpretation which 

is quite plausible. 

Turnout by Region, Color, Party Identification, 
and Trust 

In the final analysis, a table was examined in which turnout for 

the 1964, 1968, and 1972 elections was cross-classified by region, color, 

party identification, and responses to the "Trust" item. The simul

taneous consideration of both party identification and trust is of par

ticular interest in the case of blacks, whose partisan attachments were 

growing at the same time that their cynicism was increasing at a faster 

rate than that of whites. These countervailing trends might have muted 

some effects in the separate analyses. 

The preferred model for the six-way table is presented in tabular 

form in Table 25 and^graphically in Figure 16. In the light of the pre

ceding analyses, this model holds little in the way of surprises. The 

cross-sectional relationships of party identification and trust to 

turnout are quite similar to those obtained in the separate analyses. 

Furthermore, the combined effects of these attitudes on changes in turn

out is further reduced from what it was in either of the separate 

analyses while the implications of attitude changes for differential 
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Table 25. Preferred Model of the Relationship of Turnout to Region, 
Color, Party Identification, and Trust, 1964-1972 (SRC 
Surveys) 

Variable3 
Unstandardized 

Regression Coefficient 
Reduction in Residual 
Sum of Squares (Y ) 

X1 -.082 2.38 

X2 -.491 25.49 

x3 -.066 .23 

Y1X2 
.031 .04 

Y1X3 
.042 .01 

Y1X2X3 
-.542 . 1.50 

D .769 52.88 

R 1.322 102.06 

X2R -.491 8.75 

X3R -1.011 7.67 

T2 .320 19.83 

Y2 58.28 

df 82 

R2 .79221 

% = linear scoring of year (1964 = 1, 1968 = 2, 1972 - 3); 
Y1'Y2'Y3 = dunuDy variables for 1964, 1968, and 1972, respectively; 
X£ - region (0 if non-South, 1 if South); 
X3 = color (0 if white, 1 if black); 
D,I,R = dummy variables for Democrats, Independents, and Republicans, 
respectively; 

T^,T2>T2 = dummy variables for the three categories of trust 
("always," "most of the time," and "only some of the time," 
respectively). 
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change in turnout by region among blacks are similar to those observed 

when responses to the "Trust" item were considered separately. In the 

following chapter, we will attempt to integrate these findings about 

turnout, party identification, and trust.within a larger sociohistorical 

context. 

I  



CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

In the preceding two chapters, we found that the changes in 

voter turnout observed in the United States between 1964 and 1972 were 

intimately related to increases in the proportions of the American 

electorate who did not identify themselves with either major political 

party and who could trust the government to do "what is right" only some 

of the time. These variables will figure prominently in the following 

discussion of the dynamics underlying the turnout decline. 

We will begin this account back in the 1950's with a charac

terization of the American electorate of this period which is drawn from 

The American Voter (Campbell et al., 1960). As was mentioned previously, 

the major theme of this work was the crucial role which party identifi

cation played in the structuring of the political attitudes and be

haviors of an electorate which was not particularly concerned with 

political issues nor particularly ideological in its orientation to the 

political world (see also Converse, 1964). Identification with a 

political party, a characteristic which was largely inherited from one's 

parents, provided individuals with a "perceptual screen" with which to 

view this- world, affecting their levels of political interest, evalua

tions of candidates, and positions, if any, on issues. Party identifi

cation provided individuals with an incentive to vote, and to vote for 

the candidate of one's party in the absence of compelling pressurs to do 

144 
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otherwise. The^picture which emerges, then, is one of an electorate' 

which was docile and complacent, motivated politically primarily by 

primordial attachments to either of the two major political parties. 

This characterization of the American electorate of the 1950's 

was not unique to the authors of The American Voter but rather was a 

pervasive theme in the political commentary of the time. Thus, we see 

Bell (1960) heralding The End of Ideology and Robert Lane (1965) 

speculating on "The Politics of Consensus in an Age of Affluence." 

Lipset's (1963) previously quoted statement about apathy and nonvoting 

as indications of "system stability" and "the decline of major social 

conflicts" provides yet another example of this line of thinking. 

Underlying the work of all these authors was a view of politics as being 

traditionally concerned with basic questions about the distribution of 

valued resources; by the late 1950's, these basic distributive questions 

had presumably been resolved, leaving only "technical questions" about 

the implementation of this consensus to be worked out. Thus, the 

apolitical electorate portrayed in The American Voter could be seen as 

a reflection of the nature of the politics of the time. 

These sanguine assumptions about "stability" and "consensus" 

were put to a severe test in the mid-19601s when the previously passive 

electorate of the 1950's, infused with new cohorts, became deeply con

cerned with and polarized over such issues as civil rights, the Vietnam 

war, "law and order," and a host of other social and economic questions. 

This heightened concern with issues manifested itself in an increase in 

"issue-voting" (Asher, 1976; Nie, Verba, and Petrocik, 1976) and was 

accompanied by an increase in "ideological thinking" within the 
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electorate (Nie and Anderson, 1974); it was also seen as being respon

sible for the increases in distrust of government observed over this 

period (Miller, 1974a; House and Mason, 1975). 

These last three authors depict a federal government attempting 

to steer a centrist and, at times, erratic course through an electorate 

which was highly polarized with respect to the issues of the times. 

Rather than "pleasing everyone" through this approach, the federal 

government ended up alienating segments of the electorate with strongly 

held views at the extreme ends of the various issue continua. Thus, 

Miller (1974a) writes of "cynics of the left" who favored racial inte

gration, withdrawal from Vietnam, protection of the rights of the 

accused, and increased governmental activity in social and economic 

affairs and "cynics of the right" who held diametrically opposed views 

on these issues. These findings about the non-monotonicity of the 

relationship between distrust and issue positions were corroborated by 

House and Mason (1975). All of these authors concluded that the 

greatest increases in cynicism occurred among those whose issue-

preferences deviated most drastically (in either direction) from the 

center. 

Me observed in Chapter 4 that the aggregate decrease in turnout 

from 1964 to 1972 could be "explained away" by this increasing 

cynicism. In Chapter 5, we found that increasing cynicism was largely 

responsible for the sharp decrease in turnout observed among non-

southern Blacks between 1964 and 1968 and had a dampening effect on the 

increases in turnout observed among southern Blacks over this same four- • 

year interval. Far from being "largely ritualistic expressions or 
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fashionable cliches" (Citrin, 1974:984), increasing cynicism was 

intimately related to the changes in turnout observed over the period 

under consideration. 

Thus far, we have been concerned with the origins and implica

tions of increasing cynicism with respect to the federal government. 

But this was also a period in which partisan attachments were weakening. 

Were these two trends related? Miller suggests that they were, pro-^ 

viding evidence that cynicism was related to dissatisfaction with both 

political parties. He writes that "... those who feel that neither 

party offers viable solutions to contemporary social problems are among 

the most cynical, distrustful, and alienated citizens in the U. S. 

today" (Miller, 1974a:968). Implicit in this conclusion is a view of 

political parties as organizational mechanisms for translating popular 

issue preferences into actual government policy. Presumably, in the 

late 1960's, parties were becoming increasingly perceived as in

effective devices for such a translation; the issue concerns of the 

polarized electorate of this time were not readily assimilated into 

traditional party platforms. This argument is consistent with our 

observation that the turnout decline could be explained away by de

creases in the proportion of the American electorate who claimed to care 

which party won the presidential elections. Despite changes of adminis

trations, the war in Vietnam dragged on and the civil rights movement 

proceeded at a tortuous pace. 

Although dissatisfaction' with partisan policies with respect to 

salient issues may have contributed to the decline in party identifica

tion, other changes were taking place in the structure of American 
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politics which would have weakened political parties quite apart from 

this disenchantment. Our concern at this point is more with parties as 

organizations than with parties as psychological phenomena. In the 

first place, the expansion of the scope of government activity since 

World War II usurped many of the functions which had traditionally been 

the province of political parties. The growth of non-partisan "civil 

service" in the sphere of public employment reduced the role of partisan 

patronage in this area. The rise of the welfare system made people less 

dependent upon the "good will" of party bosses for the provision of 

public services. These two developments removed from party leaders many 

of the "carrots" ("plums"?) with which they were previously able to 

effect compromises and forge coalitions. More generally, Janowitz 

(1978:124) attributes the emergence of "weak political regimes," 

characterized by low levels of popular support and the lack of co

herently formulated "policy," precisely to the growth of the "welfare 

state": 

The emergence of the "stalemated" parliamentary' government 
under advanced industrial society is in part a result of 
changes in the system of socioeconomic stratification generated 
by the rise of the welfare state. Because of the growth in 
the proportion of the Gross National Product distributed by 
the agencies of government—federal, state, and local—a 
person's social position is not only a function of his occu
pational position but also of the claims and expectations he 
holds for welfare. From the point of view of social control, 
these changes make it moire difficult for the..individual 
citizen to calculate and articulate his enlightened self and 
group interest and to formulate his political preference in 
periodic elections. 

A second factor contributing to the declining salience of 

political parties as organizations involves changes in the ways in which 

national political campaigns are conducted. Public funding of 



149 

presidential campaigns and the increasing importance of the mass media 

have given rise to a "personalistic" style of campaigning. In their 

appeals for the vote, candidates have come to rely increasingly upon 

their own personal campaign organizations rather than upon some inte

grated network of party organizations stretching from the national to 

the state and local levels. Concomitantly, one might argue that the 

increased educational level of the electorate makes it less dependent 

upon partisan cues in its evaluation of candidates. Indeed, Ladd and 

Hadley (1975) indicate that the "new Independents" are much better 

educated than were their counterparts of the 1940's and 1950's. 

A third set of changes are organizational changes with psycho

logical implications. We refer here to a variety of recent reforms, 

taking place mainly within the Democratic party, which were intended to 

increase the "representativeness" of delegates to national political 

conventions. The increasing use of direct primary elections as a means 

of delegate selection and the establishment of de facto quotas on the 

basis of color, sex, and age represent two such strategies designed to 

enhance "internal party democracy." In a textbook example of the dis

parity between "manifest and latent functions," these reforms set the 

stage for the domination of national conventions by groups of 

"activists" whose views differed widely from those of the masses of 

party identifiers (Ladd, 1977). As the nomination of McGovern as the 

1972 Democratic presidential candidate and his resounding defeat in the 

general election indicate, these various "reforms" were no guarantee 

that candidates with broadly based appeal would be selected. 
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What we see, then, is an electorate of the late 1960's and 
* 

early 1970's which was more issue-oriented, more ideological, less 

trusting, and less partisan than its counterpart of the 1950's_ The 

heightened concern with issues, coupled with dissatisfaction trLrh 

government policies regarding these issues, led to the decline in 

trust which, in turn, was responsible for the deline in turno". De

creases in party identification, attributable to policy dissazisfaction 

and the weakening of parties as organizations, also contributed to the 

turnout decline. 

There is a particular irony in this scenario inasmuch =s the 

turnout decline took place within an electorate which in other -=ays 

might be described as intensely political. This irony is capr^ed in 

the assertion tnat "Democracy works as long as no one takes it 

seriously." In contrast to the passive electorate of the 195C~s, the 

electorate of the late 1960's and early 1970's confronted the federal 

government with policy demands. When the government was seen =.= either 

unwilling or unable to respond to these demands, disenchantment and 

withdrawal were the results. 

We can reformulate this scenario in :terms of the contrast 

between "participatory" and "contemporary" theories of deraocra — pre

sented in the introductory chapter of this report. The argune=:r is that 

democracy in America is legitimized on the basis of the "participatory 

theory." Thus, Americans are socialized to believe that goverzsent 

rests on the consent of the governed, that they should be able zo in

fluence government decisions, that political authorities should conduct 

the affairs of government in a just and competent manner. In the 
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mid-1960's, Americans attempted to act on the basis of this ideology and 

found it to be sorely at odds with the realities of politics in 

America—a politics which is conducted on the basis of the "contemporary 

theory." It is in this sense that we can speak of a "legitimation 

crisis" in the United States; the participatory ideology which had pro

vided such legitimation has been unmasked. What we observe, then, is 

nothing less than a concrete, historical manifestation of the tension 

between "participatory" and "contemporary" conceptions of democracy. 

More than just an idle academic debate, the working out of this tension 

constitutes a fundamental problem facing the United States and other 

"liberal democracies." 

A "real world" concern with this problem is reflected in a 

recent work sponsored by the Trilateral Commission (Crozier, Huntington, 

and Watanuki, 1975), a group of economic, political, and academic elites 

from the United States, Western Europe, and Japan (the term "elite" is 

no hyperbole; included in the ranks of the Commission at the time of the 

report were the President of the United States and several cabinet 

members and Presidential advisors). In a chapter of this work devoted 

specifically to recent political developments in the U. S., Huntington 

writes: 

. . . American society is characterized by a broad consensus 
on democratic, liberal, egalitarian values. For much of the 
time, the commitment to these values is neither strong nor 
intense. During periods of rapid social change, however, 
these democratic and egalitarian values of the American creed 
are reaffirmed. The intensity of belief during such creedal 
passion periods leads to the challenging of established 
authority and to major efforts to change governmental structure 
to accord more fully with these values (Crozier et al,, 1975: 
112). 
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It would be difficult to find a more straightforward description 

of "participatory theory" coining to be taken seriously. Yet in his 

diagnosis, Huntington is clearly operating out of the framework of 

"contemporary theory." Thus, he continues: 

The vulnerability of demoncratic government in the United 
States thus comes not primarily from external threats, though 
such threats are real, nor from internal subversion from the 
left or the right, although both possibilities could exist, 
but rather from the internal dynamics of democracy itself in 
a highly educated, mobilized, and participant society (Crozier 
et al., 1975:115). 

Huntington's prognosis is that the democratic impulse (which he 

alternatively refers to as the "democratic distempter") must be sup

pressed for the sake of the stability of the system. He argues that 

. . the effective operation of a democratic political system requires 

some measure of apathy and noninvolvement on the part of some indi

viduals and groups" (Crozier et al., 1975:114). The result of the 

present analysis suggest that Huntington just might have gotten his 

wish, at least as far as presidential elections are concerned. Still, 

popular concern and controversy with respect to such issues as women's 

rights, nuclear energy, and corporate profits suggests that a return to 

the politics of the 1950's is not immediately forthcoming. On the 

resiliency of the participatory vision of democracy, Wolfe (1977:341) 

writes: 

Democratic dreams have come and gone, sometimes appearing as 
visions of what a humane world would be like and sometimes 
turning into perverse nightmares as people become desperate in 
the search for answers to the pressures in their lives. Even 
though they -may be suppressed momentarily, their existence can 
never be discounted, for the desire to be part of a meaningful 
community is a human urge that no historical event has yet 
completely overcome. 
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