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I What is turnout?

I Why is turnout higher in some countries, and/or some
elections than others?

I Why does turnout increase or decrease over time?



What is turnout?

Turnout
Voter turnout measures the percentage of voters that
have actually taken part in an election (the proportion of
eligible voters who actually cast a vote).

POLS4039/POLS8039 Week 5







Blais, André. 2006. “What affects voter turnout?” Annual
Review of Political Science 9: 111–125.



Why turnout is higher in some countries than in others?
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Why turnout is higher in some countries than in others?

Powell 1982:

I Analysis of turnout in 23 countries.

I The model distinguishes three blocs of variables:

1. The socioeconomic environment (e.g., GDP per capita);

2. Electoral systems (e.g., proportional representation), and;

3. Party systems and election outcomes (e.g., number of
parties and party-group linkage).
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Making Sense of Correlation

https://rpsychologist.com/correlation/

https://rpsychologist.com/correlation/


The Socioeconomic Environment



Electoral Systems



Party Systems



Party Systems



Party Systems



Why turnout is higher in some countries than in others?

Jackman 1987:

I Analysis of turnout in 19 countries.

I Three institutional variables identified as fostering turnout:

1. Compulsory voting;

2. The electoral system, and;

3. Unicameralism.
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Compulsory Voting



Main factors suggested by the literature to foster turnout since
Powell 1982 and Jackman 1987:

1. Voting age: the propensity to vote increases with age;

2. Compulsory voting;

3. Electoral system (e.g., countries with PR systems have
higher turnout rates);
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Other factors suggested by the literature:

1. Population;

2. Regime age (e.g., old vs. new democracies);

3. Ethnic fractionalization.
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Population



Democracy Age



Ethnic Fractionalization



Blais’ Critiques

Bringing Powell (1982) back!

I Many of the findings in the comparative cross-national
research are either inconsistent or not robust;

I When the findings are robust, we do not have a compelling
microfoundation account of the relationship;

I The impact of institutional variables may be overstated.

Blais (2006) advocates for more individual level analyses (from
macro to micro).
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Brady, Henry E., Verba, Sidney, and Schlozman, Kay L. 1995.
“Beyond SES: A resource model of political participation.”
American Political Science Review 89(2): 271–294.



Background

Why people don’t take part in politics?

I Because they can’t:
I A paucity of necessary resources: time to take part in

political activity, money to make contributions, and civic
skills to facilitate effective participation.

I Because they don’t want:
I The absence of psychological engagement with politics-a

lack of interest in politics, minimal concern with public
issues, a sense that activity makes no difference, and no
consciousness of membership in a group with shared
political interests.

I Because nobody asked them:
I Implies isolation from the recruitment networks through

which citizens are mobilized to politics.

All these factors help explain political participation, but. . .
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Brady, Verba, and Schlozman (1995) develop a model of
political participation focusing on the role of three resources:

I Time;

I Money, and;

I Civic skills.



Four steps to develop the resource model of political
participation:

1. Definition and measurement of resources;

2. The distribution of resources among the population;

3. Close look at the resource of civic skills;

4. Show that resources explain political participation.



Data

I US population-representative survey;

I 1989 and 1990;

I 15,000 respondents by telephone;

I In-person interviews with a subset of 2,517 of the original
15,000 respondents.



Measurements

I Time: Hours left for political activity, if any, after
accounting for time spent in an average day of work,
household activities, studying, and sleeping.

I Money: Family income;

I Civic Skills: Educational experience and language abilities.

I Political participation: Aggregation of several types of
political behavior (e.g., voting, protesting, contacting
politicians, donating money for political campaigns,
working in campaigns, engaged with others on community
issues).



The Distribution of Resources



The Distribution of Resources



The Resources Model



Results



Results



Shortcomings

I Aggregated dependent variables.

I Empirical strategy:

I Conditional hypotheses.

I Model revision: Relationships and directions.



Causal Paths

Direct:

Moderator:

Mediator:



Frank, Richard W. and Coma, Ferran Mart́ınez i. 2021.
“Correlates of Voter Turnout.” Political Behavior, 1–27.



Frank and Coma (2021):
I Comprehensive empirical analysis of

I 44 articles on turnout from 1986 to 2017.

I 127 potential predictors of voter turnout identified,

I 70 of these variables collected.

I 579 elections in 80 democracies from 1945 to 2014.

I 15 million regressions to determine which of the 70
variables are robustly associated with voter turnout.



Results

I 22 variables are robustly associated with voter turnout,
including:
I Compulsory voting,
I Concurrent elections,
I Competitive elections,
I Inflation,
I Previous turnout,
I Economic globalization.

However. . .



Results



Results



Next Class

I Thursday, 31 March.

Week 6. Spatial Models of Vote Choice

Compulsory readings:

– Downs, Anthony. 1957. An economic theory of democracy. New York: Harper
Collins. Chapters 2, 3, 7, and 8.

– Aldrich, John H. 1993. “Rational choice and turnout.” American Journal of
Political Science 37(1): 246–278.
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	Next class



