Chapter 10. Elections and Voting Behavior
Elections serve a critical function in American society.
First, they institutionalize political activity: channel political participation through the electoral process.
Second, they provide regular access to political power: leaders can be replaced without having to be overthrown.
Elections are therefore critical because, in the eyes of Americans, they are legitimate. 

Legitimacy: elections are accepted as a fair and free method of selecting political leaders. When legitimacy is high, even the loser accepts the results peacefully.

(Ex of questionable elections. Putin, Russia, missing opponent; Sadam unopposed electoral victory; Cuba’s communist one-party system) 

To shed light on America’s electoral system and voting behaviors, this chapter is focused on presidential elections.

How American Elections Work
The US has three kinds of elections: primaries (where party nominees are selected); general elections (where the nominees from both parties battle for power); and, elections on specific policy questions (referendums and initiatives).
Referendums: a state- local-level method of direct legislation that gives voters a chance to approve or disapprove legislation or a proposed constitutional amendment. 
Ex. In 2003, Carpentersville, Gurnee, Sterling, and Warren Township each proposed a school funding referendum which would increase property taxes from 47 to 90 cents per $100 of assessed property valuation to better fund schools. However, voters defeated this proposal, guaranteeing teacher layoffs, larger class sizes and fewer courses. 
Initiative Petitions: a process permitted in some states whereby voters may put proposed changes in the state constitution to a vote if sufficient signatures are obtained on petitions calling for such reform.  
Ex. In 1996, California voters passed proposition 209 which ended affirmative action programs in the state. 
Prop 209: California’s Civil Rights Initiative - Prohibits the state, local governments, districts, public universities, colleges, and schools, and other government instrumentalities from discriminating against or giving preferential treatment to any individual or group in public employment, public education, or public contracting on the basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity, or national origin. (Recall Prop 187 – Save our Children & issue framing)
These initiatives are normally sponsored by political entrepreneurs: Prop 209 – the American Civil Rights Institute – similar to the Center for Equal Opportunity and race/ethnicity neutral EEO policy.  
Whether to Vote: A Citizen’s First Choice
Over the last two centuries, electoral history has greatly expanded suffrage. 

Suffrage = legal right to vote

During the 1800s = only property-owning White males over the age of 21 could vote. 

15th Amendment, 1870 = African Americans (race/color); 19th Amendment, 1920 = women; 26th Amendment, 1971 = people over the age of 18. 
Only non-citizens and criminals are not allowed to vote. 

Interestingly enough, even though voting rights have been extended, fewer people are actually voting.

See Overhead Figure 10.2. The Rise and Fall of Turnout in Presidential Elections, 1789-2000
See Overhead Figure 10.1 Voter Turnout around the World, 1991-2000
Deciding Whether to Vote: because over 100 million people vote in the presidential election, the chances that your single vote will impact the election are slim to none. However, once in a while, elections are decided by a small number of votes. (Ex. 2000, Florida)
Not only will your vote most likely not make a difference, but voting is costly. You have to use your valuable time to become informed; you have to make up your mind; and you have to go to the polls. If you calculate the time and energy used, you may rationally decide that the cost of voting outweigh the benefits. 

Anthony Downs, in his model of democracy, tries to explain why a ration person would even bother voting. He argues that a rational person will vote if they believe that the policies of one party will bring them more benefits than the policies of the other party. 

Another reason why people vote revolves around political efficacy.

Political Efficacy = the belief that an ordinary person can influence government; political participation really matters

People also vote to support democratic government. These people vote because they feel its their civic duty. 

Civic Duty = the belief that in order to support democratic government, a citizen should always vote.
Registering to Vote: to prevent corruption associated with stuffing ballot boxes, states adopted voter registration laws around the turn of the century.

Voter Registration = requires voters to register well in advance of Election Day; a few states permit Election Day registration.  
Downfall of voter registration = discourage people from voting; people also forget to register (Hilton, P Diddy Vote or Die campaign). 

Who Votes? Several demographic factors impact voter turnout: 
See Table 10.1 Reported Turnout Rates in 2000 (book, p. 310)
· Education = the higher the level of education, the higher the turnout

· Age = the older a person, the more likely to vote; the younger, the less likely to vote.

· Race = African Americans and Latinos vote in smaller numbers; however, if they have higher education, they vote more than their White counterparts.

· Gender = women vote slightly more than men

· Marital Status = people who are married vote more often than those who are single

· Union Membership = people how live in households with union members vote higher than the average voter turnout. 

How Americans Vote: Explaining Citizens’ Decisions

A common explanation of how Americans vote is that people vote because they agree more with the policy views of one candidate over another. 
Through their vote, they are mandating that the winning candidate carry out his or her platform and politics (Mandate Theory of Election). 

Politicians like this theory because it justifies what they want to do by claiming public support for their policies. 

Political scientists argue that people don’t always vote for the same reason. Instead, people vote based on party identification, voters’ evaluations of candidates, and policy voting. 

Party Identification: people choose to identify with the party they generally agree with. In turn, parties tend to rely on groups of people (who strongly support them) to form basic coalitions. 
However, these coalitions have eroded over time, and many voters have become increasingly individualistic – many of their votes are up for grabs. 

How do these votes actually breakdown by party?

See Overhead Figure 10.4 Presidential Vote in 200, by Social Group
Candidate Evaluation – How American’s See the Candidates: all candidates try to present a favorable personal image.
Miller, Wattenberg, and Malanchuk note three important dimensions of candidate image – integrity (honest/truthful), reliability (dependable/trustworthy), and competence (capability/know how). 

They argue that citizens assess a candidate’s personality in order to predict how they will perform in office. 

Policy Voting: electoral choices made on the basis of the voters’ policy preferences and on the basis of where the candidate stands on policy issues. 
The only time policy voting occurs is when the following conditions are met:

· Voters must have a clear view of their policy position

· Voters must know where the candidates stand on policy issues

· Voters must see differences between the candidates on these issues

· Voters must cast a vote with the candidate whose policy position coincides with their own

In the past, policy voting was difficult because politicians clouded their policy positions. However, this is not longer the case. In fact, policy voting has grown increasingly easier because candidates are forced to take clear issue positions in order to gain electoral support. 

* Overall, party voting, candidate evaluations, and policy voting play a role in elections.  They are the main factors affecting voter decisions. 
The Last Battle: The Electoral College
Once voters make their decisions in presidential elections, the process of determining electoral votes begins. 
It is the members of the Electoral College, not the people at large, who actually cast the determining vote for the President and VP of the US. 

The founders wanted the president to be selected by the nation’s elite, not directly by the people. Therefore, they established an Electoral College = an American institution created by the Constitution.

· Each state receives a number of electoral votes based on their number of US Representatives and US Senators. (states with large numbers of electoral votes receive greater attention) The state parties select their slate of electors. 

· Aside from Main and Nebraska, each state has a winner take all system – electors vote as a block on the candidate that received the most votes – whether it be 35% or 95% of the popular vote. (opposed to proportional votes)

· If no candidate receives a majority vote in the Electoral College, the election is decided by the House – they must choose from among the top three electoral vote winners. In this case, each state delegation only has one vote (impact – Wyoming 1 representative = California’s 53 representatives). This has not occurred since 1828 when electors voted for the candidate who had not won their states popular vote. (Jackson won a plurality of the popular and electoral votes, but failed to win a majority of either; the House chose Adams as president. 

Understanding Elections and Voting Behavior

Democracy & Elections: If elections affect policies, then policies impact elections. Retrospective Voting = a theory in which voters ask: What have you done for me lately? Incumbents who provide results are rewarded, while those who fail are not reelected. 

