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Preface

This report is another in the series of analytical reports prepared by de

mographers in the Population Division of the Bureau of the Census. These

reports feature broad speculative analysis and illustrative hypotheses by the

authors to aid in understanding the statistics and assessing their potential

impact on public policy. The usual scope of these reports is broader than

that of annual Census Bureau reports on population trends and characteristics.

The author wishes to express his appreciation to Richard G. Smolka,

professor of political science at American University and editor of Election

Administration Reports, and Richard M. Scammon, Director of the Elections

Research Center, for providing data and assistance in the preparation of this

report. Within the Population Division, valuable assistance was provided by

Gilbert R. Felton in the preparation of the estimates of the population of

voting age, by Paul C. Glick and Meyer Zitter in a critical review of this

report, and by Catherine A. Caruso in the preparation of the manuscript.

Charles E. Johnson, Jr., is the Demographic Programs Advisor of the

Population Division.



Nonvoting Americans

An apparent disenchantment with the political process has led to declining

voter participation in recent Presidential elections. This report places these

recent declines in historical perspective by examining voter participation in

each of the Presidential elections from the founding of our Country to the

present time. In addition, it presents demographic and socioeconomic char

acteristics of nonvoting Americans. An examination of the reasons why so

many Americans do not vote is also presented, as well as descriptions and

evaluations of some of the means that have been adopted or proposed to

help increase voter participation.

Americans have never participated as actively and completely as they

might have in Presidential elections. Nonvoting Americans constituted a

majority in every election from 1789 to 1924, as more than one-half of

the voting-age population did not vote.” From 1928 to 1976, nonvoters

constituted a silent plurality in every election as the number who did not

vote was greater than the number who voted for the winning candidate.

Because of historical variations in the population eligible to vote for

President and the impossibility of preparing correct estimates of the

population legally eligible to register and vote, it is customary to consider

the percent of the population of voting age who voted as the standard for

comparing voter turnout in Presidential elections. This standard has been

used throughout this report.”

Voter turnout before 1920. In our Nation's earliest Presidential elections

(from 1789 to 1824) the popular vote was not the primary determinate of

election results.” It was not until the 1828 election that the popular vote

became the dominant factor in electing the President. In that election,

*Women could not vote in all States prior to 1920, so that it was not unexpected

that the nonvoters would constitute the majority prior to that time.

*Approximations of voter turnout among the eligible population for the years from

1824 to 1968, prepared by Walter Dean Burnham, are included in the Census Bureau

publication, Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1970.

*The Constitution, in Article II, Section 1, provides for the election of the President

of the United States through the establishment of an electoral college in each State for

each Presidential election. In the elections from 1789 to 1824, one of the principal

methods of determining electoral votes was the election of Presidential electors by the

State legislatures themselves.
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Andrew Jackson was elected President, but only 22 percent of the voting-age

population voted (table A and figure 1). Jackson, an early advocate of demo

cratic participation for the common man, was elected President by only 12

percent of the electorate (figure 2).”

Voter participation remained quite low throughout the rest of the 1800's,

ranging from 21 percent when Andrew Jackson was reelected in 1832 to 37

percent when Rutherford B. Hayes was elected in 1876.

Table A. Voter Participation Rates Before Universal Suffrage:

1828 to 1916

(Resident population)

Election year Popula- Voted for

and winning tion of winning

candidate voting age Voters candidate Nonvoters

1828, Jackson. . . . . . . . . . 100.0 22.2 12.4 77.8

1832, Jackson. . . . . . . . . . 100.0 20.6 11.6 79.4

1836, Van Buren. . . . . . . . 100.0 22.4 11.4 77.6

1840, Harrison . . . . . . . . . 100.0 31.9 16.9 68.1

1844, Polk. . . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 30.6 15.1 69.4

1848, Taylor . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 28.6 13.5 71.4

1852, Pierce. . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 27.3 13.8 72.7

1856, Buchanan . . . . . . . . 100.0 30.6 13.8 69.4

1860, Lincoln. . . . . . . . . . 100.0 31.5 12.5 68.5

1864, Lincoln. . . . . . . . . . 100.0 24.4 13.4 75.6

1868, Grant . . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 31.7 16.7 68.3

1872, Grant . . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 32.0 17.8 68.0

1876, Hayes. . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 37.1 17.8 62.9

1880, Garfield . . . . . . . . . 100.0 36.2 17.5 63.8

1884, Cleveland . . . . . . . . 100.0 35.6 17.3 64.4

1888, Harrison . . . . . . . . . 100.0 36.3 17.4 63.7

1892, Cleveland . . . . . . . . 100.0 34.9 16.1 65.1

1896, McKinley . . . . . . . . 100.0 36.8 18.8 63.2

1900, McKinley . . . . . . . . 100.0 34.0 17.6 66.0

1904, Roosevelt . . . . . . . . 100.0 29.7 16.8 70.3

1908, Taft. . . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 29.8 15.4 70.2

1912, Wilson . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 27.9 11.7 72.1

1916, Wilson . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 32.1 15.8 67.9

* In these early elections, not everyone was permitted to vote because of laws severely

restricting the eligibility to register and vote for President. Women, slaves, Indians, non

citizens, illiterates, convicted felons, prisoners, new residents, institutionalized persons,

those who had not paid a poll tax, and other groups have not been permitted to vote

at various times throughout our history. While many of the legal barriers to voting in

Presidential elections have been removed, some legal restrictions on a person's eligibility

to register and vote still exist.
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Not only was the total voter turnout quite low during the 1800's, but

so was the proportion voting for the Presidential winner. The proportion of

the population of voting age casting ballots for the winning candidate ranged

from a low of 11 percent in 1836, when Martin Van Buren was elected

President, to a high of 19 percent in 1896, when William McKinley was

elected.

These election patterns continued into the early years of the 1900's, as

voter participation rates remained low and Presidential winners received votes

from only a small proportion of the total population.

Voter turnout from 1920 to 1976. In the 1920 election, women were per

mitted to vote for the first time in every State, as the 19th amendment to

the Constitution granting women the right to vote was ratified on August 26,

1920. For the first time, the possibility existed of having more than half of

the population of voting age cast their votes for President. However, only 42

percent of the population of voting age voted in the 1920 Presidential elec

tion; 26 percent of the voting-age population voted for Warren Harding, the

winner, but 58 percent did not vote at all (table B and figures 3 and 4).

In the 1924 election, Calvin Coolidge, who had become President upon

the death of Warren Harding, easily won over his principal opponents John

Davis and Robert La Follette. In this second election since women's suffrage,

Table B. Voter Participation Rates After Universal Suffrage:

1920 to 1976

(Resident population)

Election year Popula- Voted for

and winning tion of winning

candidate voting age Voters candidate Nonvoters

1920, Harding. . . . . . . . . . 100.0 42.5 25.6 57.5

1924, Coolidge . . . . . . . . . 100.0 43.8 23.7 56.2

1928, Hoover . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 51.7 30.1 48.3

1932, Roosevelt . . . . . . . . 100.0 52.4 30.1 47.6

1936, Roosevelt . . . . . . . . 100.0 56.9 34.6 43.1

1940, Roosevelt . . . . . . . . 100.0 58.9 32.2 41.1

1944, Roosevelt . . . . . . . . 100.0 56.0 29.9 44.0

1948, Truman. . . . . . . . . . 100.0 51.1 25.3 48.9

1952, Eisenhower . . . . . . . 100.0 61.6 34.0 38.4

1956, Eisenhower . . . . . . . 100.0 59.3 34.1 40.7

1960, Kennedy. . . . . . . . . 100.0 62.8 31.2 37.2

1964, Johnson . . . . . . . . . 100.0 61.9 37.8 38.1

1968, Nixon. . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 60.9 26.4 39.1

1972, Nixon. . . . . - - - - - - 100.0 55.4 33.7 44.6

1976, Carter. . . . . . . . . . . 100.0 54.4 27.2 45.6
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less than half the population voted, and Coolidge, for whom 24 percent of

the population voted, was easily outdistanced by the “nonvote” of 56

percent.

The 1928 Presidential election was the first in American history where

more than half the population voted. In this election, Herbert Hoover, who

had been Secretary of Commerce during the Harding and Coolidge adminis

trations, defeated Alfred E. Smith, then Governor of New York, as 52 percent

of the population of voting age went to the polls. However, voters casting

their ballots for Hoover (30 percent of the voting-age population), were

overshadowed by the 48 percent of the population who did not vote.

Voter turnout has remained above the 50 percent level since 1928. The

lowest turnout since then was the 51 percent recorded in 1948 when Harry

Truman, who succeeded to the Presidency on the death of Roosevelt, was

the Presidential victor. Only 25 percent of the voting-age population cast

their ballots for Truman, but he had relatively strong opposition from

Thomas Dewey, his major opponent, and from minor party candidates,

J. Strom Thurmond and Henry Wallace.

The highest voter turnout recorded in U.S. history occurred in 1960 when

John Kennedy, Senator from Massachusetts, and Richard Nixon, Vice

President under Eisenhower, competed for the Presidency. Sixty-three

percent of the population of voting age turned out to vote in this historic

election. In an extremely close election, Kennedy was the winning candidate,

receiving votes from 31 percent of the population. But as in all other

Presidential elections, the plurality was held by the nonvoters, as 37 percent of

the voting-age population did not vote. Thus, for the 14th time in U.S.

history, the Presidential winner received less than 50 percent of the votes

CaSt.

Voter participation has declined in each election since 1960. There was

almost an exception to the historically apathetic electoral performance

of the American people in the 1964 Presidential election. Lyndon Johnson,

who succeeded to the Presidency with the death of Kennedy, recorded the

near triumph of having almost as many people vote for him as did not vote

at all. Johnson received votes from 37.8 percent of the voting-age popula

tion, the highest percentage recorded by a Presidential winner, defeating

Barry Goldwater, Senator from Arizona. The voter turnout for Johnson

was barely topped by the 38.1 percent who did not vote.”

In the 1972 election, the age limitation on voting was lowered to 18

* In absolute numbers, there were 43.1 million people who voted for Johnson in

1968 and 43.4 million who did not vote. Although Johnson did not win a plurality of

the total population of voting age, he did win a plurality of the total population that

was legally eligible to register and vote. Included within the 43.4 million people of voting

age who did not vote were approximately 8.3 million residents who were not

citizens of the United States or who could not meet the residency or other requirements

for registration, as estimated by Meyer Zitter and Donald E. Starsinic in their study

“Estimates of Eligible Voters in Small Areas: Some First Approximations” published

in the Proceedings of the Social Statistics Section of the American Statistical Associa

tion, 1966.
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years in all States as a result of the ratification of the 26th amendment to

the U.S. Constitution.”

Voter turnout dropped to 55 percent in 1972 after exceeding 60 percent

in the previous three elections. Although younger Americans are less likely

to vote than older Americans, their lack of participation was not completely

responsible for the lower turnout in 1972, as voter participation also declined

for those 21 and over."

In the election of 1972, Nixon easily beat George McGovern, Senator from

South Dakota. Despite the magnitude of his victory, the number of nonvoters

continued to outnumber those voting for the Presidential winner. Thirty-four

percent of the population of voting age voted for Nixon in the 1972 election,

more than the 26 percent who voted for him in his 1968 victory, but still

not equal to those not voting in 1972 (45 percent).

In the election of 1976, voter turnout declined slightly from the 1972

level, as 54 percent of the population of voting age went to the polls—the

lowest level since the 1948 election of Harry Truman. Jimmy Carter defeated

Gerald Ford, who had become President upon the resignation of Richard

Nixon, receiving votes from 27 percent of the electorate. However, 46 per

cent of the voting-age population did not vote in 1976.

Nonvoting Americans are the Nation's silent plurality, outnumbering

those voting for the winning candidate in every Presidential election. The

characteristics of this dominant segment of our population and some of the

reasons for their nonparticipation in the electoral process are examined in

the following sections which are based on statistical information collected

by the Bureau of the Census in the Current Population Surveys conducted

immediately after each election.

Characteristics of nonvoting Americans.” Nonvoting Americans are not

dissimilar to voting Americans. There are basic demographic and socioeco

nomic similarities that remain, even though differences exist in voter par

ticipation rates among various population groups.

For example, both nonvoters and voters are more likely to be women;

in the 1976 Presidential election, women constituted 53 percent of both

these groups (table C). Women outnumber men in the United States, and

* Prior to this time the voting-age population had been restricted to those 21 and

over, except that Georgia had permitted the population 18 and over to vote since 1944

and Kentucky had done so since 1956. Other exceptions included Alaska, which be

came a State in 1959, where those 19 and over were eligible to vote, and Hawaii, which

also joined the Union in 1959, where those 20 and over were eligible to vote.

”See Voting and Registration in the Election of November 1972, Current Population

Reports, Series P-20, No. 253. -

*The voting and nonvoting percentages in this section on the characteristics of non

voting Americans are based primarily on the November 1976 Current Population Survey

(CPS). The data in this survey, as in other surveys of voting behavior, overstate the

number and percent of persons who voted and understate the number and percent of

persons who did not vote. For example, CPS estimates show 59 percent of the popula

tion reporting that they voted in 1976 as compared with a 54 percent turnout based on

a count of the actual votes cast. For further discussion of this overstatement of voting,

see Voting and Registration in the Election of November 1976, Current Population

Reports, Series P-20, No. 322.



TableC.VoterParticipation,bySex,Age,andRaceandSpanishOrigin:November1976

(Numbersinthousands.Civiliannoninstitutionalpopulationofvotingage)

Percentdistribution

Sex,age,andraceandPercent

SpanishoriginVotersNonvoters'Percentvotingnotvoting'VotersNonvoters'

Total..............86,69859,85059.240.8100.0100.0

Male................41,07927,87859.640.447.446.6

Female..............45,62031,97258.841.252.653.4

18to24yearsold.......11,36715,58542.257.813.126.0 25to64yearsold.......61,64635,94963.236.871.160.1

65yearsoldandover.....13,6858,31662.237.815.813.9

Medianage............45.135.3(X)(X)(X)(X)

White...............78,80850,50860.939.190.984.4
Black...............7,2737,65548.751.38.412.8

Spanishorigin”.........2,0984,49531.868.22.47.5

XNotapplicable.

*Alsoincludesthosewhowererecordedas“donotknow”and“notreported”onvoting.

*PersonsofSpanishoriginmaybeofanyrace.

as
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even though men were slightly more likely to vote than women in the 1976

election, this small difference did not offset the predominance of women

among both nonvoters and voters.

As would be expected, both the typical nonvoter and the typical voter

are White, even though there are differences in voter turnout between Blacks

and Whites. In the 1976 Presidential election, 61 percent of the Whites

reported voting as compared with 49 percent of the Blacks, but Whites still

constituted 84 percent of all nonvoters as well as 91 percent of the voters.

Because younger Americans are less likely to vote than older Americans,

there are some basic differences between the age composition of nonvoters

and voters. The lowering of the voting age to 18 by the 26th amendment

has led to a widening of the gap in the age difference between nonvoters

and voters. In the 1976 election, the median age of the nonvoter was 35

years, while the median age of the voter was 45 years.”

Generally, nonvoters and voters are evenly distributed across the Nation,

although the South Region has more than its expected share of nonvoters.

Thirty-six percent of the Nation's nonvoters in the 1976 election lived in the

South, while only 30 percent of the voters were Southerners (table D). The

30-percent proportion of voters living in the South was equalled by residents

of the North Central Region. The nearly equal number of voters in these two

regions in 1976, even though the South had a larger population, occurred

because the 65-percent voter turnout reported in the North Central Region

in 1976 was considerably higher than the 55-percent turnout reported in the

South.

About two-thirds of the Nation's population live in metropolitan areas

(one-third live in nonmetropolitan areas). Even though the residents of

metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas differ in many ways, they do not

differ in voter participation rates; most voters and nonvoters, 68 percent in

each category, lived in metropolitan areas in 1976. Within these areas, both

the voters and nonvoters were more likely to live in suburban areas than in

central cities.

Since most adults of voting age are married, it follows that most nonvoters

and voters are also married, although there are some differences in voter

participation for different marital status categories (table E). Married people

are more likely to vote than never married, widowed, or divorced people.

But even with the difference in participation levels between those who are

married and those who are not, 62 percent of the nonvoters and 74 percent

of the voters in the 1976 Presidential election were married.

There are considerable differences in voter turnout by educational attain

ment levels, as persons with a college education are far more likely to vote

than those with less education. In the 1976 Presidential election, only 29

percent of those with less than 5 years of school reported voting as compared

*There was a 10-year difference between the average age of the typical nonvoter and

the typical voter in 1976. But in the 1968 election, before those 18 to 20 years old

could vote in every State and both the nonvoters and voters were older than in 1976,

there was only a difference of 5 years between the median age of the nonvoters and

the voters.



TableD.VoterParticipation,byResidence:November1976

(Numbersinthousands.Civiliannoninstitutionalpopulationofvotingage)

Percentdistribution

Percent

AreaVotersNonvoters'Percentvotingnotvoting'VotersNonvoters'

Total..............86,69859,85059.240.8100.0100.0

Northeast.............20,19413,73459.540.523.322.9

NorthCentral..........25,54413,69365.134.929.522.9

South...............25,86921,27654.945.129.835.5
West................15,09111,14857.542.517.418.6

Metropolitan..........58,94340,64659.240.868.067.9

Incentralcities.......24,40618,71456.643.428.231.3

Outsidecentralcities...34,53721,93261.238.839.836.6

Nonmetropolitan........27,75519,20459.140.932.032.1

Nonfarm...........24,82217,68158.441.628.629.5

Farm..............2,9331,52365.834.23.42.5

*Alsoincludesthosewhowererecordedas“donotknow”and“notreported”onvoting.

NS
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TableE.VoterParticipation,byMaritalStatusandYearsofSchoolCompleted:November1976

(Numbersinthousands.Civiliannoninstitutionalpopulationofvotingage)

Percentdistribution

Maritalstatus,andyearsPercent

ofschoolcompletedVotersNonvoters'Percentvotingnotvoting'VotersNonvoters'

Total..............86,69859,85059.240.8100.0100.0
Married..............64,03337,02863.436.673.961.9

Spousepresent.......62,23134,39564.435.671.857.5
Spouseabsent........1,8032,63340.659.42.14.4

Widowedordivorced.....9,9109,33451.548.511.415.6

Nevermarried..........12,75513,48848.651.414.722.5

Elementary:

0to4years..........1,3533,30129.170.91.65.5 5to7years..........3,4724,79542.058.04.08.0

8years.............6,1855,84351.448.67.19.8

Highschool:

1to3years..........10,48111,73547.252.812.119.6

4years.............33,05822,60759.440.638.137.8

College:.

1to3years..........16,0547,50768.131.918.512.5

4yearsormore.......16,0964,06379.820.218.66.8

Nothighschoolgraduate..21,49125,67445.654.424.842.9

Highschoolgraduate.....65,20834,17765.634.475.257.1

*Alsoincludesthosewhowererecordedas“donotknow”and“notreported”onvoting.
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with 80 percent of those who had completed 4 or more years of college.

However, nonvoting Americans are not always people with low levels of

education; the majority of nonvoters (57 percent) and voters (75 percent)

in 1976 were persons who had completed at least a high school education.

Most adults in America are in the labor force as are most nonvoters and

voters, therefore, the nonvoter is not someone out of the economic main

stream (table F). There is a difference in voter participation by labor force

status, as persons in the labor force are more likely to vote than those not

in the labor force. But even with this difference, 61 percent of nonvoters

and 65 percent of voters were in the labor force in 1976.

One area in which there are some major differences between voters and

nonvoters is in their major occupation groups. While the number of Ameri

cans who were employed as white-collar workers was slightly larger than

the number employed as blue-collar, service, and farm workers, white-collar

workers were much more likely to vote than workers employed in these other

groups (72 percent and 51 percent, respectively) in 1976. The net result of

these differences is that among the employed, white-collar workers con

stituted 60 percent of the voters but only 38 percent of the nonvoters.

Blue-collar, service, and farm workers, however, constituted 62 percent of the

employed nonvoters and only 40 percent of the voters.

Another major difference between voters and nonvoters is found in their

family incomes. Persons with a high family income are more likely to vote

than those with a low income. For example, 77 percent of those living in

families with incomes of $25,000 or more reported voting in the 1976

election, compared with only 45 percent of those in families with incomes

under $5,000.’" Among nonvoters in 1976, the median family income was

considerably lower ($9,807) than it was for voters ($13,485).

In summary, the evidence shows that the typical nonvoter is: a White

woman in her mid-thirties, a Southern resident, a suburban dweller, married,

at least a high school graduate, and a blue-collar worker with a family income

of around $10,000. The typical voter, with some exceptions, is quite similar:

a White woman in her mid-forties, a Southern resident, a suburban dweller,

married, at least a high school graduate, and a white-collar worker with a

family income of about $13,500.

Reasons for not voting. Many reasons have been advanced to explain why

so many Americans stay away from the polls on election day. Primarily,

people do not vote either because of physical and legal barriers or psycho

logical reasons, such as lack of interest, apathy, or alienation.

One major study of reasons for not voting and possible remedies to

increase voter turnout was the work of the Commission on Registration and

Voting Participation, appointed by President Kennedy. This Commission,

noting that one-third of the voting-age population did not vote in the 1960

**These income figures slightly understate the true income figures because only

one global income question was asked in the November CPS and more detailed questions

are needed to provide complete income data.

*
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Presidential election, made numerous recommendations for alleviating the

various restrictive legal and administrative procedures required to register and

vote. Most of these have since been adopted through legislation.”

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 abolished literacy tests as a prerequisite

for voting, removed all barriers preventing Blacks and other minorities from

registering and voting, and permitted new State residents to vote for Presi

dent. The 24th amendment, ratified in 1964, eliminated the poll tax as a

qualification for voting, and the 1970 Voting Rights Act Amendments”

specified that local residence requirements to register and vote should not

exceed 30 days.

While these legal actions removed most of the barriers to registration and

voting, they did not lead to a dramatic rise in voter participation. In fact,

voter participation is lower now than it was in 1960. In that Presidential

election, one-third of the voting-age population did not vote, but in the

1976 Presidential election, nearly one-half of the electorate did not vote.

Of course, America's recent voting record might have been even lower if it

had not been for the introduction of these various legal actions.

There was one legislative action, however, which led to a reduction in the

overall voter participation rate. This was the ratification of the 26th amend

ment to the Constitution. This amendment gave persons 18 to 20 years old,

a group with traditionally lower turnout rates, the right to vote in all States

beginning with the 1972 Presidential election.

Some insight into the reasons why so many people fail to participate in

the electoral process is provided by data from the Census Bureau's Current

Population Survey. Following the Presidential election of 1976, respondents

to the Current Population Survey were asked if they had registered and

voted, and those who had not were asked the reason why.

Responses to the questions on voter participation indicated that in the

1976 election, 4 out of 10 had not voted,” and most of the nonvoters

(8 out of 10) were not registered to vote (tables C and G). By and large,

most of the people who were registered actually voted—90 percent in 1976.

Among those who were registered to vote in 1976 but did not do so, about

6 out of 10 reported that they were unable to vote because they were ill,

out of town, unable to take time off from work, or were prevented from

voting by some similar reason. The other 4 out of 10 reported that they did

not vote in 1976 because they were not interested in voting, did not prefer

any of the candidates, or else reported some other reason for their lack of

desire to vote (table H).

**See the Commission's Report on Registration and Voting Participation, U.S.

Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 1963; V. Lance Tarrance, Jr., “The

Realities of Nonvoting,” Harvard Political Review, Fall 1973; and Curtis B. Gans, “The

Empty Ballot Box: Reflections on Nonvoters In America,” Public Opinion, September/

October 1978.

**These 1970 Amendments abolished durational residence requirements as a pre

condition to voting for President and required the States to register all duly qualified

residents who applied not later than 30 days prior to a Presidential election.

** Respondents in the Current Population Survey, as in other surveys of voter par

ticipation tend to overreport their actual participation rates which are somewhat higher

based on survey results than the actual rate.
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Table G. Registration Status and Reason for Not Registering or

Voting, for the Nonvoting Population of Voting Age:

November 1976

(Numbers in thousands. Civilian noninstitutional population)

Registration status and reason

for not registering or voting Number Percent

Total reported not voting'. . . . 48,486 100.0

Registered . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10,231 21.1

Unable to vote. . . . . . . . . . . . 5,887 12.1

Not interested in voting. . . . . . 4,344 9.0

Not registered. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38,255 78.9

Unable to register. . . . . . . . . . 12,793 26.4

Not interested in registering . . . 25,462 52.5

*Excludes those not reporting on registration or not reporting on reason

for not registering or voting.

Table H. Reason for Not Voting, for the Registered Population of

Voting Age: November 1976

(Numbers in thousands. Civilian noninstitutional population)

Reason for not voting Number Percent

Total reported registered but not

voting'. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10,231 100.0

Unable to vote . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,887 57.5

Illness or emergency. . . . . . . . . . . . 2,157 21.1

Out of town or away from home. . . . 1,561 15.3

Couldn't take time off from work,

had no way to get to polls . . . . . . . 1,205 11.8

Other reason. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 964 9.4

Not interested in voting . . . . . . . . . . . 4,344 42.5

Did not prefer any of the candidates,

not interested in the election this

Yeaſ. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,060 20.1

Did not get around to it, or forgot ,

or similar reason. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,846 18.0

Other reason. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 438 4.3

*Excludes those not reporting on reason for not voting.
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The major reason for nonregistration was lack of interest. Actual barriers

to registration precluded participation in the electoral process for only a

relatively small component of the population; two-thirds of those who were

not registered were not interested in registering (table 1). Among those of

voting age who reported that they were unable to register, one-third were not

U.S. citizens and were ineligible to register. Only 6 percent of those who were

not registered reported that they had failed to register because of such

barriers as lack of transportation, inconvenient hours or place of registration,

or because they did not know how or where to register. A similar proportion

reported that they did not meet the residence requirements (30 days in 1976)

or had recently moved and just never got around to registering at their new

address.

Among those who indicated an insufficient amount of interest in register

ing, the majority (55 percent) gave themselves an excuse to legitimize their

failure to register: they did not get around to it, forgot, did not know they

Table I. Reason for Not Registering, for the Population of Voting

Age: November 1976

(Numbers in thousands. Civilian noninstitutional population)

Reason for not registering Number Percent

Total reported not registered' . . . . . 38,225 100.0

Unable to register . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12,793 33.4

Not a citizen. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4,383 11.5

Residence requirement not met or

recently moved and never got

around to it. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,591 6.8

No transportation, hours or place

inconvenient, did not know how

or where to register. . . . . . . . . . . . 2,443 6.4

Permanent illness or disability . . . . . 1,383 3.6

Other reason . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,993 5.2

Not interested in registering. . . . . . . . . 25,462 66.6

Did not get around to it, forgot,

didn't know had to, or other similar

ſeason . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14,043 36.7

Did not prefer any of the candidates

or not interested in election this

YCdſ. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6,959 18.2

Did not want to get involved in

politics. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,320 6.1

Vote would not make a difference. . . 758 2.0

Other reason. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,382 3.6

"Excludes those not reporting on reason for not registering.
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had to, or some similar reason. The rest reported that they were not interested

in the election, the candidates, or politics, or some similar reason such as a

belief that their vote would not make a difference.

Can voter participation be increased? Since most of the barriers to registra

tion and voting in the United States have been removed by legal actions,

it appears that the majority of Americans who do not vote are just not

interested in voting. Still, most Americans who are registered to vote actually

do vote on election day, so efforts have continued to simplify the registration

process in the hopes of further increasing voter turnout.**

One proposal to increase voter participation is to permit voter registration

by mail. Several bills were recently introduced in Congress that would have

required the Federal Government to provide for the mail registration of all

eligible voters.” However, none of these proposals were enacted by the

Congress, as critics of the bills cited the possibilities of fraud, the costs and

complexity of inaugurating and maintaining the system, and the fact that

voter apathy seemed to be the primary reason for low voter turnout.

However, even though no Federal legislation was passed, 16 States and the

District of Columbia adopted or greatly expanded procedures for registration

by mail between the Presidential elections of 1972 and 1976.

States permitting registration by mail did not mail registration cards to

all addresses, as was proposed for the national mail registration system, but

allowed the distribution of mail registration forms by political parties, civic

and labor organizations, and other groups. However, in these areas, which

contained nearly one-half of the U.S. population, overall voter turnout did

not increase between the 1972 and 1976 elections. In fact, there was a de

cline of 2 percentage points (from 56 percent to 54 percent) in the voter

participation rate in these mail registration areas. In those States which did

not permit registration by mail, voter turnout remained the same (55 percent)

in both 1972 and 1976. California and New York, the two most populous

States in the Nation, inaugurated post card registration between 1972 and

1976, but the voter participation rate declined by 9 percentage points in

California and by 5 percentage points in New York between these elections.”

Of course, the use of mail registration did not, in itself, lead to the decline

in voter turnout; nine of the States which adopted a mail registration system,

as well as the District of Columbia, had increases in voter participation. But

since there was an overall decline of 2 percentage points in the voter par

-

**See Richard G. Smolka, Registering Voters by Mail: The Maryland and New Jersey

Experience, American Enterprise Institute, Washington, D.C., 1975; and Richard G.

Smolka, Election Day Registration: The Minnesota and Wisconsin Experience in 1976,

American Enterprise Institute, Washington, D.C., 1977.

** For a discussion of some of these proposals see The Concept of National Voter

Registration, Hearing before the Subcommittee on Census and Statistics of the Com

mittee on Post Office and Civil Service, House of Representatives, 92d Congress,

Serial No. 92-51, Washington, D.C. U.S. Government Printing Office, 1972.

** Data on mail registration was abstracted from Election Day Registration, op. cit.,

and from information provided by Richard G. Smolka, editor, Election Administration

Reports.
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ticipation rate in the States which began mail registration systems, it is

clear that the system, at least as it is presently practiced, has no proven effect

on voter participation. However, it is possible that voter participation rates

might have dropped even more without the mail registration system.

Moreover, even though a mail registration system might make registration

easier for the voters, this method has not been universally accepted by the

public, for the voters in the State of Washington repealed a newly passed

mail registration law in 1977 by a 2-to-1 margin.

Another major innovation designed to increase voter participation is the

proposal to permit people to register to vote on election day. A bill to permit

election day registration throughout the United States was introduced in

Congress in 1977, but failed to become law.” However, election day regis

tration was inaugurated in Minnesota and Wisconsin for the 1976 Presidential

election. Voter turnout was somewhat higher in these States in 1976 than it

had been in 1972, as voter participation increased from 68 percent to 72

percent in Minnesota and from 62 to 66 percent in Wisconsin.

However, not all of the gain in voter turnout in these States was directly

attributable to election day registration. In Wisconsin, some localities did not

require registration in either the 1972 or 1976 elections. Other localities,

which did require registration in both these elections, changed their system

to permit election day registration in the 1976 election. Richard G. Smolka,

in his study of election day registration, noted that voter participation was

higher in Wisconsin in 1976 than it was in 1972 in all localities. In Minnesota,

there was also the possibility that voter turnout may have increased because

Walter Mondale, a native son, was on the ballot.**

The increase in voter turnout in States with election day registration, was

small and accompanied by procedural problems, as Smolka notes:

Election day registration probably contributed to a marginal increase

in voter turnout, about 1 or 2 percentage points both in Minnesota

and in Wisconsin, but it also encouraged many voters to wait until

election day to register. It caused confusion and long lines at the

polls, and errors were made that permitted hundreds of voters to vote

in the wrong precincts or wards.”

Other procedural changes in the registration system have also been pro

posed in attempts to increase voter turnout in Presidential elections.

Rosenstone and Wolfinger, of the University of California, studied the effect

some of these proposed changes in registration laws might have on voter

turnout. Using data from the November 1972 voting supplement to the

Current Population Survey, they concluded that some further gains in regis

tration could be made if States permitted people to register up to 1 week

* 7 For a discussion of this proposed act see Universal Voter Registration Act of

1977, Hearings before the Committee on House Administration, House of Representa

tives, 95th Congress, Washington, D.C., U.S. Government Printing Office, 1977.

**Election Day Registration, op. cit., pp. 45-46 and 53-54.

** Ibid., p. 68.
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before the election and if registration offices were open during normal

business hours, evenings, and Saturdays.”

Summary. Voter participation, as measured by the percent voting among

the population of voting age, has been relatively low throughout American

history. In every American Presidential election until 1928, more than one

half of the population of voting age did not vote because of legal restrictions

and barriers to registration or lack of interest. The first time more than

one-half of the population voted was in the election of 1928, 8 years after

universal suffrage was established. The high point of voter participation oc

curred in the 1960 Kennedy-Nixon election when 63 percent of the population

voted. However, since that time, electoral participation has declined, with

only 54 percent of the voting-age population voting in the 1976 election.

The number of people voting for the President has, in every case, been

less than the number of people not voting at all. Lyndon Johnson, in his

1964 victory, came the closest of any President to winning a plurality among

the entire population of voting age. -

Those who do not vote in Presidential elections are generally similar to

those who do vote, even with differences in voter participation rates among

the various subgroups of population.

Most of the legal barriers which limited registration and voting in earlier

years have been removed, so the primary reason people do not register and

vote is because they are not interested. Two-thirds of those who were not

registered reported they were not interested in registering. Most nonvoters

are not registered (8 out of 10 in the 1976 election), and most of the people

who are registered vote (9 out of 10 in the 1976 election).

More Americans might vote if there were further easing of registration

procedures. For example, in Canada and Great Britain, where the govern

ments initiate the registration process rather than leaving it up to the indi

vidual, 76 percent of the eligible population voted in the May 1979 elec

tions.” However, in the United States, the increased use of mail registration

in some States between 1972 and 1976 did not lead to an increase in voter

participation, and the use of election day registration in Minnesota and

Wisconsin in the 1976 Presidential election led to only modest gains in

voter turnout. Even with these limitations, efforts to ease the registration

procedures are still worthwile, for as Richard M. Scammon noted:

Democracy does not require total voter participation, and totalitarian

elections with their 99.9 percent voter turnouts are mere exercises in

contempt of the democratic idea. But democracy does require that the

voter have not only the right to vote, but also an administratively easy

way to put that right to use.”

** Steven J. Rosenstone and Raymond E. Wolfinger, “The Effect of Registration

Laws on Voter Turnout,” The American Political Science Review, Vol. 72, No. 1,

(March 1978), pp. 22-45.

** Reported by Richard M. Scammon, Director of the Elections Research Center

of the Governmental Affairs Institute.

** Richard M. Scammon, “Electoral Participation,” The Annals of the American

Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 371, (May 1967), p.71.
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1904,Roosevelt.......45,498

1908,Taft..........49,919

1912,Wilson.........53,830 1916,Wilson.........57,708

Afteruniversalsufferage:

1920,Harding........62,988
1924,Coolidge.......66,414

1928,Hoover........71,185

1932,Roosevelt.......75,768 1936,Roosevelt.......80,174 1940,Roosevelt.......84,728 1944,Roosevelt.......85,654

1948,Truman........95,573

1952,Eisenhower.....99,929 1956,Eisenhower.....104,515

1960,Kennedy.......109,672
1964,Johnson........114,090

1968,Nixon.........120,285 1972,Nixon.........140,068 1976,Carter.........150,127

13,521 14,884 15,037 18,531 26,748 29,086 36,812 39,732 45,643 49,900 47,977 48,794 61,551 62,027 68,838 70,645 73,212 77,625 81,603

7,628 7,675 6,297 9,128 16,143 15,718 21,392 22,810 27,753 27,308 25,607 24,179 33,936 35,590 34,227 43,130 31,785 47,170 40,831

31,977 35,035 38,793 39,177 36,240 37,328 34,373 36,036 34,531 34,828 37,677 46,779 38,378 42,488 40,834 43,445 47,073 62,443 68,524

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

29.7 29.8 27.9 32.1 42.5 43.8 51.7 52.4 56.9 58.9 56.0 51.1 61.6 59.3 62.8 61.9 60.9 55.4 54.4

16.8 15.4 11.7 15.8 25.6 23.7 30.1 30.1 34.6 32.2 29.9 25.3 34.0 34.1 31.2 37.8 26.4 33.7 27.2

º
70.3 70.2 72.1 67.9 57.5 56.2 48.3 47.6 43.1 41.1 44.0 48.9 38.4 40.7 37.2 38.1 39.1 44.6 45.6 Note:ThepopulationofvotingagefortheUnitedStatesforeachPresidentialelectionyear1828to1920wasbasedonthepopula tionenumeratedineachdecennialcensusbeginningin1820andendingin1930publishedinHistoricalStatisticsoftheUnitedStates, ColonialTimesto1970BicentennialEdition,Part2.Thecensusdataforafewcensusyearswasadjustedslightlytoreflectnonreporting ofage.Linearinterpolationinthenumberofpersons21yearsoldandoverinconsecutivecensusesprovidedestimatesforeachofthe electionyears.Theestimatesofthepopulationofvotingageforelectionyearbeginningwith1932werepublishedpreviouslyinCurrent

PopulationReports,SeriesP-25,No.732.
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