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ABSTRACT 

 

 Using a 2014 poll that showed midterm voters were more motivated to vote against a 

candidate they viewed would endanger their rights as a guide, this study uses data from the 

Current Population Survey, a joint project of the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census, as 

well as calculated turnout rates from the United States Elections Project to estimate the effect of 

contentious ballot measures on voter turnout. Ballot measures that would restrict legal abortion 

were designated as “endangering,” while similarly controversial measures related to same-sex 

marriage and redistricting were used as a basis of comparison. This study finds a statistically 

significant positive correlation between the presence of a measure that would restrict abortion on 

the ballot and voter turnout, suggesting that, as with candidates, midterm voters are more 

motivated to vote for ballot measures they view as a danger their rights. 



 

iv 

 

 

The research and writing of this thesis 

is dedicated to the dogged and much-maligned employees of the U.S. Department of the Census, 

who rival only U.S. Postal Service workers in completing their missions, rain or shine. 

 

Many thanks, 

 

ALEXANDRA L. HAWORTH 

 



 

v 

 

 TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 1 

I. Literature Review and Background ............................................................................................. 6 
Why do people vote? ................................................................................................................................ 6 
Ballot measures and voter behavior .......................................................................................................... 9 
“Salient” ballot measures ........................................................................................................................ 16 

II. Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................................ 18 

III. Data and Methodology ............................................................................................................ 19 

IV. Empirical Model ..................................................................................................................... 23 

V. Results ...................................................................................................................................... 27 

VI. Conclusion and Policy Recommendations ............................................................................. 43 

Appendix ....................................................................................................................................... 47 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................................. 52 

 

 

 
 

 



 

vi 

 

 

 

TABLE OF TABLES AND FIGURES 

 

 

Figure 1: National VEP And VEP Presidential Turnout Rates, 1948-2000 ................................ 12 

Figure 2: Percent Voting, By Family Income Bracket, 2012 And 2014 ...................................... 15 

Figure 3: Net Support Of Policy, Voters Earning More Than $150,000 And Nonvoters Earning 

Less Than $30,000 ................................................................................................................ 16 

 

Table 1: Effect Of Three Types Of Ballot Measures On Voter Turnout 2002-2014 Federal 

Midterm Elections ................................................................................................................. 29 

Table 2: Number Of Votes In Play, Calculated By Multiplying Key Coefficients By Number Of 

Ballots Counted In A Swing State In 2014 ........................................................................... 34 

Table 3: Crosstabs Of Voted Variable With Reasons For Not Voting ........................................ 35 

Table 4: Effect Of Three Types Of Ballot Measures On Voter Turnout 2002-2014 Federal 

Midterm Elections, Controlling For Individual Years .......................................................... 39 

 

Table A: Descriptive Statistics ..................................................................................................... 47 

Table B: Simplified Regression Equations With Only Ballot Measure Variables And Male ..... 48 

Table C: Equation 3 With Interaction Term To Study Difference In Turnout Effect Of An 

Abortion Ballot Measure Between Males And Females....................................................... 49 

Table D: Paired T-Test Of Abortion And Samesex ..................................................................... 50 

Table E: Equation 6 With Employment Dummy Variable .......................................................... 51 



 

1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Politicians and election watchers from both parties often concern themselves with the issue of 

voter turnout: how to increase it in targeted geographic areas, among targeted constituencies, and 

of course among their likely supporters. Despite the fact that there are elections held every year 

in the United States, the predominance of American voters only participate in the presidential 

election every four years. Voters who vote in presidential elections but not midterm elections are 

called “drop-off voters.” This problem does not only concern campaigns working to get a 

candidate elected; oftentimes ballot measures necessitate just as much, if not more, behind-the-

scenes lobbying efforts. Despite the possibility that a ballot measure arguably has more of a 

direct effect on public policy than a politician does, voters who do not vote in midterm elections 

ostensibly disqualify themselves from weighing in on a ballot measure that could greatly affect 

them. In this paper, I examine whether drop-off voters can be motivated to head to the polls 

based on the types of questions that appear on the ballot by examining whether voter turnout in 

midterm elections is higher in states with these particular initiatives. My hypothesis is that ballot 

questions that are a threat to one’s existing rights are more motivating than other kinds. 

Despite some evidence to the contrary, conventional wisdom is that higher voter turnout is 

associated with more votes for liberal candidates (in 1986, economist John Galbraith declared, 

“If everybody in this country voted, the Democrats would be in for the next 100 years” 

(Interview with John Kenneth Galbraith, 1986)). Democratic campaign operations are especially 

interested in increasing voter turning during midterm (non-presidential) elections, when fewer 

people are motivated to head to the polls. For this reason, political organizations try to 
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understand and employ the best, most effective methods of reaching “drop-off” voters, and often 

commission polls to tell them how to do this. 

One such poll was conducted in August 2014 by the research firm Anzalone Liszt Grove; 

surveying 1,000 drop-off voters in 18 battleground states, the firm tested issues of women’s 

health and economic security in order to understand what motivates “progressive base voters” 

and swing voters to vote during a midterm cycle (Anzalone et al. 2014). They found that 

potential drop-off voters are “highly receptive” to messaging about the “adverse consequences of 

not voting” (Anzalone et al. 2014). Specifically, reproductive rights are a motivating factor for 

drop-off voters, particularly “when framed in the light of what anti-women’s health politicians 

are trying to take away” (Anzalone et al. 2014). According to their research, 70 percent of drop-

off voters were motivated by the chance to vote against anti-choice politicians, even more so 

than they were by the chance to vote for pro-choice ones (66 percent) (Anzalone et al. 2014).  

In other words, the negative consequences of not voting are more motivating to a drop-off voter 

(by 4 percentage points) than hearing inspiring messages about why they should vote. As a 

TIME magazine article on the poll put it, voters “are more motivated to vote when they feel 

women’s access to birth control and abortion are threatened” (Newton-Small, 2014). As the issue 

of women’s reproductive rights appears to split more and more along party lines, it is logical to 

assume that women voters are more likely to vote against a politician whom they feel would 

endanger their rights. Therefore, this poses the question as to whether this same attitude applies 

to ballot measures that seek to accomplish the very same policy. 

In order to replicate the message presented to drop-off voters in the aforementioned poll, I 

categorize ballot measures as either “endangering” or “salient”. An “endangering” ballot 
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measure is one that would restrict a woman’s abortion rights, and a “salient” measure on another 

issue that has proven to occupy a substantial space in the public discourse. I designate measures 

related to same-sex marriage and redistricting as salient for the purposes of my study to provide a 

basis of comparison with an “endangering” measure. As with the voters surveyed in the 2014 

poll, having a measure on the ballot that may restrict a woman’s access to safe and affordable 

reproductive care may indeed motivate a drop-off voter to vote more than any other controversial 

measure. 

There is no doubt that the issue of same-sex marriage is contentious; before the Supreme 

Court ruled in June 2015 that same-sex couples had the same right to marriage as straight 

couples, the national debate over this issue was heated (and, indeed, continues to be). Before this 

time, same-sex marriage was not legally a “right,” and therefore could not be taken away via 

ballot measure. For this reason, in my analysis it does not fall into the “endangering” category. 

Consequently my hypothesis would assume that a ballot measure related to same-sex marriage 

would not be as motivating as one related to abortion. I do expect same-sex measures to have at 

least some positive correlation with turnout, considering how controversial the subject matter.  

Looking forward to future elections, I anticipate that the next contentious issue being put to 

voters will be redistricting. According to Ballotpedia’s definition, 

“Redistricting is the process by which new congressional and state legislative district 

boundaries are drawn. It is often a fiercely contested issue due to perceived undue partisan 

influence in the process. Proponents of redistricting reform maintain that political parties and 

incumbents draw the district lines for their benefit at the expense of proportionality and fair 

representation. This practice is known as gerrymandering.” (Ballotpedia.org, accessed 

11/29/2015) 
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 In our increasingly polarized political system, more and more states are turning to the creation 

of an independent redistricting commission to redraw congressional districts every ten years, 

rather than the state legislature, as is commonly the case. According to the Washington Post, six 

states currently employ an independent commission: Arizona, California, Idaho, Washington, 

Montana, and Alaska (Wilson, 2015). In the case of Arizona, the Supreme Court recently 

intervened, after the Arizona state legislature sued the independent commission over the right to 

redraw lines. (Totenberg, 2015). The Court’s deliberation and ultimate ruling was notable 

because “dozens” of state laws adopted by ballot initiative or needing approval by voters could 

have been deemed unconstitutional; fortunately for the ballot question’s survival, the Court ruled 

in favor of the independent commission (Brennan, 2015).  

 If more and more states seek to employ an independent redistricting commission, it is only 

more likely that the issue will draw national attention as state legislatures seek to hold onto what 

has hereto been their domain. Therefore I will also study the effects of putting the issue of 

redistricting to voters on a ballot in order to ascertain any effect this issue of growing importance 

to the general electorate has on voter turnout. 

This paper investigates the relationship between the way a ballot measure’s policy appears to 

the public and how that appearance correlates with voter turnout: whether this in turn motivates 

voters to head to the polls when they ordinarily would not, and comments on the policy 

implications of the results. In Section II, I will discuss the background of the issue of voter 

turnout and voter motivation, a history of the use of ballot measures in elections, pertinent 

literature, and relevant voter and social theory. Section III is a theoretical framework to explain 

how the two categories of ballot measures may influence voter turnout. Section IV discusses the 
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data and descriptive statistics; Section V provides the empirical equations estimated to study the 

relationship between ballot measures and voter turnout. Finally, the last section concludes with 

policy recommendations and future implications based on the results of the study. 
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I. LITERATURE REVIEW AND BACKGROUND 

 

Much has been written – and from many perspectives – on the factors that influence voter 

behavior, from econometric predictions on why and how people vote the way they do, to post-

mortem mea culpas penned by the political adviser to a losing campaign. Many studies have 

evaluated why high voter turnout is necessary for a well-functioning democracy, being perhaps 

the chief indication of an engaged electorate, as well as the role ballot measures play in engaging 

citizens in direct democracy. This bank of literature suggests that before measuring how certain 

ballot measures mobilize voters as compared to others, we should consider the psychological and 

environmental factors behind voting behavior and how and why the story of ballot measures in 

America could forecast the next stage in our democracy.  

 

Why do people vote? 

 The first economic theories of voter behavior begin with Anthony Downs’ 1957 essay, An 

Economic Theory of Democracy, wherein he posited that people decide how and why to vote the 

same way they approach any other economical decision: by weighing the costs and benefits 

(Downs, 1957). Downs assumed that voters are rational and make decisions at the ballot box 

based on “expected utility,” or how much benefit the voter believes he or she will gain from 

voting. Each citizen casts his or her vote for the person or policy that will provide him or her 

with the highest utility. Voting is costly, Downs argues, not only because a typical voter is not 

acting with complete information, but also because of the opportunity costs of getting to the 

polls. The rational voter must weigh the costs and benefits of voting even before he or she heads 
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out the door. Downs’s theory of voter behavior can be explained by the formula R=PB-C, where 

R is the expected utility; B is the perceived differential in benefits offered the voter; P is the 

probability that his or her vote will bring about the preferred victory; and C represents the costs 

of getting to the polls on Election Day (Downs, 1957).  

However, there are other psychological and environmental factors that explain why an 

individual votes, and more recent works have discussed how income and identity politics are two 

extremely influential factors in voter behavior. In the United States and most of the world, 

income is a consistent predictor of voter turnout and party identification: rich Americans are far 

more likely to vote than poor Americans (Highton and Wolfinger, 2001), and when poor 

Americans do vote, they are far more likely to vote for liberal policies that redistribute income or 

widen the social safety net, possibly because middle- and upper-income voters can (literally) 

afford to vote based on ideology (Crandinetti, 2008). There are several reasons for this 

phenomenon: First, low-income voters are more likely to have actual physical impediments to 

getting to the polls. States that allow early or no-excuse absentee voting notwithstanding, 

Election Day is on a Tuesday during normal work hours; poor people are less likely to be able to 

take time off work to vote. Low-income people also rely more on public transportation, further 

limiting their timely transit options (Crandinetti, 2008).  

Second, analysts believe lower educational attainment is associated with lower turnout; low-

income voters are more likely to be less informed on day-to-day issues and on how government 

works (Crandinetti, 2008). Third, political campaigns simply have a harder time reaching poor 

people. Low-income constituents have reduced access to newspapers, television, the Internet, 
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and phones, all primary ways in which modern campaigns communicate with the electorate 

(Crandinetti, 2008).  

 Additionally, changes in income can predict voter behavior. Moving up the socioeconomic 

ladder tends to make people more conservative, while those moving down become more liberal 

(Crandinetti, 2008). At the individual level, poorer areas are more likely to vote for the candidate 

promising welfare programs – however at the state level, the trend is reversed, at least in recent 

presidential contests: Democrats perform well in the richer blue states in the northeast and 

coasts, and Republicans dominate the red states in the middle of the country and south (Gelman 

et al. 2008). Finally, voters punish or reward their elected leaders during election years if their 

income or the economy has changed (Crandinetti 2008).  

Economic factors aside, identity politics plays a large role in determining voter behavior, 

particularly because identity politics arises as a perceived minority group struggles to empower 

itself by “vocalizing its oppression through political action” (Kurian et al. 2011). Since 1972, 

church attendance has been a significant indicator of party affiliation: in every major 

denomination (Catholic, mainline Protestant, evangelical Protestant), frequent churchgoers tend 

to vote Republican; the same is true for Jewish voters (Brownstein, 2007). Similarly, social 

injustices over generations have enabled female voters to draw from shared experience and target 

their angst as a group under attack; this sense of being targeted can be a useful vehicle for 

political mobilization. What social scientists call the “gender gap” – the on-average seven-point 

difference in how men and women vote – has its origins in the 1980 election, when women felt 

turned off by then-candidate Ronald Reagan’s hawkishness and plans to cut back on social safety 

net programs (Copeland, 2012). Since then, women have been generally more aligned with the 
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Democratic Party, while men, though they fluctuate, typically identify with Republicans 

(Copeland, 2012). Gender identity can even be so strong as to compete with partisan affiliation 

(Plutzer and Zipp, 1996). This is true among men and women, and especially true among 

independents, if voters are presented with a particularly strong female candidate (Plutzer and 

Zipp, 1996).  

 

Ballot measures and voter behavior 

As Robert Putnam puts it in his seminal novel, Bowling Alone, “Voting is by a substantial 

margin the most common form of political activity, and it embodies the most fundamental 

democratic principle of equality. Not to vote is to withdraw from the political community” 

(Putnam, 2000, 35). Yet in his book he notes that voting in America has decreased by about 25 

percent over the last three decades, and interest in public affairs is also down (Putnam, 2000). 

According to Putnam, virtually every form of community involvement has declined significantly, 

from petition signing to running for office.  

Declining turnout rates in the late 19
th

 century and early 20
th

 century prompted politicians and 

lawmakers to seek new ways of engaging the electorate, and the idea of putting a question to 

voters on the ballot was born (Tolbert and Smith, 2005). States began approving amendments to 

add the ballot initiative, popular referendum, or a recall to their state constitutions, and 

supporters hailed the emergence of this new form of direct democracy (Tolbert and Smith, 2005). 

A total of 2,421 state-level initiatives have been on the ballot since the first ones went before the 
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voters in Oregon in 1904 (University of Southern California, 2013)
1
. The modern initiative 

movement began in the late 1970s and exploded in the following decades (USC, 2013). As 

turnout is once again on the decline after a post-World War II boost (Putnam, 2000), ballot 

measures could once again be an answer to reengaging with an ever more apathetic voting-

eligible population.  

Despite this, landmark studies contradict the notion that ballot measures have a significant 

effect on turnout: after examining the effects of initiatives on turnout in presidential and 

congressional elections from 1960 to 1978, David Everson finds a “best case” increase in voter 

turnout of 0.05 in an off-year election – and after removing Southern states from the model, 

which because of historical suppression of African-American voters have had lower turnout, the 

effects of initiatives are “negligible” (Everson, 1980). A later analysis performed by David 

Magleby, building upon Everson’s study and controlling for variables that Everson omitted, 

suggests that voter turnout “generally has been the same whether or not states had the initiative 

process” (Magleby, 1984). 

However, more recent, comprehensive studies suggest the opposite. Examining statewide 

ballot measures between 1972 and 1996, University of Washington professor Mark Smith used 

the percentage of front-page newspaper coverage dedicated to what he called “salient” ballot 

measures on the day after an election to find that states with initiatives experienced higher 

turnout in midterm elections by roughly 3 percent (Smith, 2001). Political scientists Caroline 

Tolbert and Daniel Smith (no apparent relation to Mark), analyzing more than two decades of 

                                                 
1
 For the curious reader: Measure 2 instituted Oregon’s direct primary nomination process, and passed with 78 

percent of the vote. Measure 3 established the Local Option Liquor Law, which passed with 52 percent of the vote 

and granted Oregon counties the autonomy to decide by a countywide vote whether or not to ban alcohol (a 

statewide ban had been previously attempted in 1887, and saloons had been legalized in 1889). 
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ballot measures and using an updated calculation of voter turnout, show that having a question 

on the ballot can increase voter turnout, especially during non-presidential elections, or midterm 

elections (Tolbert and Smith, 2005). And by measuring the number of initiatives appearing on 

statewide ballots over twenty-six years of election data, Tolbert, Grummel, and Smith found that 

states with initiatives have higher voter turnout in both presidential and midterm elections than 

states without (Tolbert et al. 2001). 

Moreover, there are two prevailing methods of calculating voter turnout; while both use the 

number of votes cast as the numerator, they differ on what to cast as the denominator. Because 

the Constitution grants states the authority to regulate elections, election data are not uniformly 

reported – some research suggests voter turnout is consistently underreported – in addition, the 

turnout rate is sensitive to the “specification” of the total eligible population (McDonald and 

Popkin, 2001). Nearly all reports, including the Congressional Research Service, use the voting-

age population from the U.S. Census Bureau as their denominator, which is an estimate of the 

number of persons of voting age who reside in the 50 states (McDonald and Popkin, 2001). For 

non-Census years, the bureau adjusts the last full Census to account for deaths, persons who 

reach the voting age, immigration, and the number of people entering or leaving overseas 

military service; this results in an imperfect estimate that includes noncitizens, disenfranchised 

felons, the mentally ill, and people who do not meet residency requirements (McDonald and 

Popkin, 2001). In 2001, political scientists Michael McDonald and Samuel Popkin constructed 

an alternative: the VEP – voting eligible population – to adjust for the VAP’s limitations. They 

remove noncitizens with data from the Current Population Survey (CPS), ineligible persons “due 

to criminality” based on Department of Justice statistics, and add military and civilian personnel 
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living overseas using figures from the Census Bureau, Department of Defense, Office of 

Personnel Management, and the U.S. Consular Service (McDonald and Popkin, 2001).  

The VEP has since been used in numerous analyses, such as the ones conducted by Tolbert et 

al. and by the Pew Research Center, and paints a somewhat rosier picture of voting trends in the 

U.S. (Tolbert et al. 2001). Figure 1 below demonstrates how VAP may have been underreporting 

voter turnout by comparing national VAP and VEP presidential turnout rates from 1948-2000. 

The VEP turnout rate follows the same historical pattern as the VAP, but is consistently higher, 

and the gap widens significantly after the 1972 Presidential election. According to Figure 1, as of 

2000, the VAP may be underreporting the turnout rate by approximately 5 percentage points. 

 

Figure 1: National VAP and VEP Presidential Turnout Rates, 1948-2000 
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In their research, Tolbert, Grummel, and Smith use the VEP rather than the VAP to calculate 

voter turnout, in order to show that the rate has indeed not decreased as dramatically as is 

generally discussed (Tolbert et al. 2001). In later research, Tolbert and Smith (again using the 

VEP) show that states with more initiatives on the ballot have had higher voter turnout in both 

midterm and presidential elections, and that ballot measures actually have a higher mobilization 

effect on midterm elections, when they are not competing with presidential elections (Tolbert 

and Smith 2005).  

It is worth noting that Robert Putnam is far from optimistic about ballot measures’ future 

influence on increasing civic engagement (or much of anything, really). He notes that, although 

the frequency of ballot measures in the United States is on the rise, as of his writing (2000) only 

five states accounted for more than half of all ballot measures nationwide (namely California, 

Oregon, North Dakota, Colorado, and Arizona), and therefore the upsurge in ballot measures is 

not an adequate metric for citizen involvement everywhere (Putnam, 2000). Putnam also derides 

the influx of money in campaigning on ballot measures, arguing that their rise “is a better 

measure of well-financed special interests than of civic engagement” (Putnam, 2000, 164). The 

influence of money in politics is beyond the scope of this paper; however, in my opinion – and 

general research reflects this – campaign spending could in fact have more influence on the 

education of the voter than on the mobilization of the voter. In an evaluation of the effect of 

same-sex marriage ballot measures on turnout in the 2004 presidential election, researchers 

found no statistically significant effect by ballot measures on voter turnout (Smith et al. 2006). 

Voter turnout was up all around, due to the fact that it was a presidential election, and although 

pundits had predicted the presence of these ballot measures would spell victory for Republican 
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candidate George W. Bush, the measures only ensured that conservatives voted for Bush – they 

did not bring more of them out to the polls (Smith et al. 2006). 

It is clear that, irrespective of method of calculation, voter turnout rates in the U.S. are low: 

according to one report, just 41.9 percent of the voting-age citizen population voted in 2014 

(McElwee, 2014). As discussed earlier, high-income Americans are far more likely to vote than 

low-income Americans (Highton and Wolfinger, 2001), and the income gap among voters and 

non-voters is significant: while 52 percent of individuals earning more than $150,000 a year 

voted in 2014, only 24 percent of those earning less than $10,000 a year did (McElwee, 2014). 

Although at least one previous study has contradicted this view, stating in one study that “the 

notion that non-voting is concentrated among a single group…is incorrect” (Highton and 

Wolfinger, 2001), recent studies over the last decade continue to find disparity between income 

levels and policy preferences of voters and non-voters. Whereas Benjamin Highton and 

Raymond E. Wolfinger concluded in their study: “Simply put, voters’ preferences differ 

minimally from those of all citizens; outcomes would not change if everyone voted” (Highton 

and Wolfinger, 2001), a new report by researcher Sean McElwee, which aggregated his own 

research with that of other prominent political scientists, found that there were significant gaps 

between voters and non-voters (McElwee, 2015).  

Figure 2 below from McElwee’s study shows the percent voting by family income bracket in 

2012 and 2014, based on figures from the U.S. Census Bureau. Keeping in mind that 2012 was a 

presidential election year, which explains the higher turnout percentages in that year, it is 

apparent that families with higher incomes are associated with higher voting percentages.  
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Figure 2: Percent Voting, By Family Income Bracket, 2012 and 2014 

 

Additionally, McElwee found that affluent voters (those earning more than $150,000) are far 

more likely to oppose liberal government policies than low-income non-voters (those earning 

less than $30,000) (McElwee, 2015). In Figure 3 below, McElwee notes that, dramatically, “on 

every policy, a majority of affluent voters oppose the “progressive option, while a majority of 

low-income nonvoters support it”: 
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Figure 3: Net Support of Policy, Voters Earning More Than $150,000 and Nonvoters 

Earning Less than $30,000 

 

Closing the turnout gaps between rich and poor would therefore also serve to close the policy 

preference gap between voters and nonvoters (McElwee, 2015).  

 

“Salient” ballot measures  

 What has not been significantly discussed is how salient ballot measures can influence voter 

behavior differently in midterm years, and to what magnitude. Bans on same-sex marriage or 

abortion, as well as the controversial subject of redistricting, are three such ballot measures that 

could influence how voters vote in upcoming elections.  

As Tolbert and Smith (2005) found, one or two significant initiatives on the ballot during a 

midterm year may be enough to substantially increase turnout, especially “if the measures 
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concern salient or controversial policy questions, such as gay marriage or affirmative action” 

(Tolbert and Smith, 2005, 294). A similar study found that the presence of salient initiatives and 

referenda increases turnout in midterm elections because without a presidential race on the 

ballot, voter and media attention focuses on state issues (Smith, 2001).  

 As mentioned in the Introduction, drop-off voters are “highly receptive” to messaging about 

the “adverse consequences of not voting” (Anzalone et al. 2014). Stated in Downsian terms, the 

voter perceives his or her expected utility to be lower if he or she does not vote. More people are 

motivated to cast their ballot against an anti-choice politician, even more so than to vote for a 

pro-choice one (Anzalone et al. 2014). As Downs put it, “elections inevitably signal change or no 

change” (Downs, 1957); does the voter want to endorse the change to their democracy, or not?  

My study will take all of this into consideration, including the various identity, environmental, 

and time-related factors that studies have shown influence voter turnout. However, I intend to go 

one step further in order to analyze how the turnout effect of each of these factors changes when 

evaluating midterm elections with different types of proposals on the ballot. I next describe my 

theoretical framework. 
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II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In order to examine whether different types of ballot measures influence voter turnout 

differently, I developed the theoretical model described below. This model creates a framework 

for the discussion that follows by outlining the factors that should theoretically influence an 

individual’s decision to vote, and subsequently influence the voter turnout of a particular state. I 

developed the empirical model that follows with this framework in mind: 

 

Voter turnout = f (Ballot measures (abortion, same-sex marriage, redistricting), individual 

demographics, statewide trends, national economic environment, e) 

(1) 

 

The logic behind this model is that, in addition to any salient ballot measures that may 

motivate voters, individual demographics, statewide trends, and the state of the national 

economy are factors that potentially influence whether an individual stays home or heads to the 

polls on Election Day.  

I now turn to the data I use to study these issues. 
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III. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

 

My data are compiled from two sources: the Current Population Survey (CPS) and the United 

States Elections Project. The CPS is a joint effort by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the 

Census Bureau to collect employment information and the demographic characteristics of U.S. 

citizens. Table A in the Appendix presents the descriptive statistics for each variable of interest. 

The surveys are conducted at the individual level and grouped by households. The CPS also 

conducts various supplemental surveys on issues such as public participation in the arts, fertility, 

civic engagement, and tobacco use; for this study I use the CPS supplement on Voting and 

Registration. This study has been conducted every two years in November since 1996, with the 

purpose of providing demographic information on persons who did and did not register to vote.  

The United States Election Project (USEP) is an open source website whose mission is to 

“provide timely and accurate election statistics, electoral laws, research reports, and other useful 

information regarding the United States electoral system” (McDonald, 2015). The USEP 

presents turnout data for all 50 states from 1980 to 2014, culled from state election websites, 

Census data, year-end DOJ prison, probation, and parole reports, and data on Americans living 

overseas from the Federal Voting Assistance Program (McDonald, 2015). This website is run by 

Michael P. McDonald, a highly-regarded associate professor at the University of Florida whose 

work has been widely cited, most notably by Tolbert, Grummel, and Smith (2001). I use USEP 

data because McDonald calculates “preferred” turnout rates by dividing voter turnout by the 

voting-eligible population (VEP), rather than the voting-age population (VAP), as many 

government entities do, including the U.S. Census Bureau (File, 2015). As I describe in Section 
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II, using the VAP to calculate voter turnout incorrectly includes individuals who are ineligible to 

vote, such as non-citizens, felons, and mentally incapacitated persons (McDonald, 2015). 

I match the CPS data with the VEP-calculated voter turnout by state, and collapse the data by 

narrowing the sample size to eligible voters, namely U.S. citizens over the age of 18, to create a 

dataset from 2002 to 2014. I create dichotomous, or dummy, variables to represent whether or 

not a particular measure was on the ballot. I also create variables for age, gender, marital status, 

educational attainment, race, income level, whether or not a person has children, whether or not a 

person owns their home, and whether or not a person voted. For this ultimate variable (VOTED), 

I examine the crosstabs on the questions related to whether a person did or did not vote. The 

census taker was instructed to ask the individual first whether they voted; if the individual 

answered in the affirmative, they skipped the questions on voter registration. Therefore the cross-

tabs on the “Did you vote?” question and the “Were you registered to vote?” include data on 

those observations. Since I am only concerned with either eligible voters who voted or eligible 

voters who were registered but did not vote, I only include those responses in my voting dummy 

variable. 

It is widely known that because CPS data rely on subjects to self-report, the data can be 

unreliable. Individuals sometimes give answers that they believe the interviewer wants to hear. 

Because voting is considered a positive activity and often a duty of those in a democracy, it is 

possible that an individual may report that they voted when they in actuality did not. However, 

since I rely on CPS for demographic data and am comparing the demographic data of individuals 

to the very reliable data from each state’s respective Secretary of State (via USEP), my 

dependent variable of interest (TURNOUT) is likely to be unaffected, as any over-reporting on 
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the part of the individual in the survey is corrected for by using state data as well. Election 

returns in the United States are heavily monitored to protect against tampering and corruption of 

the elections process, and it is in each state’s interest to have the most accurate election returns 

and voter registration data as possible, despite the lack of any federal reporting standard. In fact, 

many states pride themselves in the transparent process by which they count ballots or display 

them on their websites; it is thanks in part to these obliging states that I have sufficient data for 

this study. Moreover, as is discussed earlier, using the voting-eligible population in calculating 

voter turnout allows for a more precise estimate. 

I do not include fixed-effects regressions in my analysis. A fixed-effects model controls for 

time-invariant unobservable factors that are not present in my data but nonetheless influence 

voter turnout. For example, certain states will always have higher turnout rates than other states, 

for reasons that are not collected in my data. These factors may include average wealth of the 

state, geographic region, or, in the specific case of my analysis, religiosity of the state’s 

residents. The same logic applies for year fixed-effects: including year fixed-effects controls for 

nationwide effects over time, such as trends in voter turnout, economic trends, national 

unemployment rates, and so forth. Limitations in my data that I will explain later in more detail 

prevent me from including a state fixed-effects model; however, I create indicator variables for 

each year in the study (2002, 2006, 2010, 2014) in order to control for those unobservable 

characteristics that a year fixed-effects model would also have picked up on. 

One potential weakness in my research is that my data do not account for those voters who 

turned out to vote but who did not actually cast a vote for the ballot item in question. This is 

unfortunately knowingly excluded because there is no baseline for turnout comparison in other 
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years; there is nothing against which to compare the number of votes cast for a particular ballot 

measure, since the measure has never before appeared on the ballot. Therefore, because of this 

exclusion, my estimates are likely biased upward. However, by including year indicator variables 

in my final model, I control for some of these environmental factors over time that are not 

directly observable in the data but nonetheless would have some influence on voter turnout. 

Additionally, in my models I include the most relevant variables (according to general research) 

– such as education, age, gender, income, race, marital status, and homeownership, among others 

– in order to mitigate some of this bias. 

Another weakness in my model is the lack of a religiosity control. The Census Bureau is 

prohibited by law from asking questions on religious affiliation in its demographic surveys, so 

my data does not include any information on religious attendance or affiliation. Considering 

religiosity is likely highly influential on how a person feels about abortion and gay rights, not 

being able to control for religiosity of respondents is concerning and will probably contribute to 

omitted variable bias in my analysis. State-level fixed effects may attenuate some of this bias, as 

would the use of an instrumental variable. 

I now turn to the empirical model I use to operationalize the theoretical model and study these 

data. 
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IV. EMPIRICAL MODEL 

 

In my attempt to assess the impact of various ballot measures on voter turnout using real-

world data, I propose the following empirical model: 

 

TURNOUT = β0 + β1(ABORTION/SAMESEX/REDISTRICT) + β2(EDUC) + β3(AGE) + 

β4(MALE) + β5(INCOME) + β6(WHITE) + β7(MARRIED) + β8(HOMEOWNER) + 
β9(HASCHILD) + e 

(2) 
 

I test this model using several multivariate regressions, depending on the type of ballot 

measure, as discussed in the Results section. TURNOUT is the estimated voter turnout rate based 

on state election year returns, and is my dependent variable for each regression. I employ three 

different variables to measure the prevalence of each type of ballot measure in order to gather 

what effect each kind has on voter turnout.  

 I anticipate my three key independent variables of interest will be consistent with previous 

research and my hypothesis. Any relationship between these ballot measures and voter turnout 

will influence future policy recommendations. ABORTION is a dichotomous variable equal to 1 

if a question restricting legal abortion is on the ballot. Given the hypothesis that midterm voters 

are more likely to vote against something they see as a danger to their rights, I anticipate that the 

coefficient on ABORTION will be positive. SAMESEX is a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if a 

question related to same-sex marriage is on the ballot. Although I do not anticipate the topic of 

same-sex marriage to be as motivating to voters as the topic of abortion, it is a salient ballot 

measure. Since past research suggests that salient ballot measures increase turnout, especially in 
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midterm election years, I predict the sign of this coefficient to be positive, albeit smaller in 

magnitude than that of ABORTION. Similarly, since the issue of redistricting is not yet as 

contentious as same-sex marriage or abortion, I predict that the coefficient on REDISTRICT, a 

dichotomous variable equal to 1 if a question related to redistricting is on the ballot, will also be 

positive, but smaller in magnitude than both ABORTION and SAMESEX. 

The remaining variables control for various demographic factors that could affect voter 

turnout, including education, age, gender, income, race, marital status, homeownership, and 

whether or not a respondent has children. The first of these, EDUC, is a continuous variable 

measuring years of educational achievement, and for which I expect a positive sign, considering 

previous research has demonstrated that education and civic engagement, particularly voting, 

have a positive correlation. AGE is also continuous variable measuring a person’s age in years 

beginning at age 18, which I predict to have a positive association with turnout, since senior 

citizens have been shown to be the most reliable voting bloc. 

I include a gender control, MALE, a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if a person identifies as 

male. Previous research suggests that women voters tend to be more aligned with the Democratic 

Party and have been since the 1980 election, although differences in voting behavior between 

men and women have been more to do with beliefs than turnout. However, my hypothesis 

suggests a measure like abortion would spur women to vote more than it would men, so I 

anticipate a slight spike in its coefficient as it relates to having a measure related to abortion on 

the ballot. Income level has been shown to be another influential factor in voting behavior, and I 

include INCOME as a continuous variable measuring a person’s income in thousands of dollars 

per year and simplified into categories of $25,000 or less, $25,000 to $49,999, $50,000 to 
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$74,999, and more than $75,000, and for which I anticipate a positive relationship with voter 

turnout because, as previous research has proven, high-income individuals are more likely to 

vote. I cannot create a category higher than $75,000 because some years of CPS data do not 

record salaries above that figure. 

 The next several controls are all dichotomous variables to capture demographic characteristics 

that influence turnout. Given that identity politics, such as a person’s race, can play a large role 

in how a person votes, I include a variable, WHITE, equal to 1 if a person is white, and for which 

I predict to be only marginally positive, given that the majority of Americans are white. 

MARRIED is a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if a person is married; I anticipate this will have 

a positive relationship with turnout, as senior citizens are not only more likely to vote but also to 

be married. Whether or not a person owns his or her home is indicated by the dichotomous 

variable HOMEOWNER, equal to 1 if a person owns a home. I predict home ownership will 

have a positive relationship with turnout for the same reason that higher incomes are associated 

with more frequent voting behavior.  

 Because the matters addressed by the ballot measures in my study – in particular, abortion – 

are social issues, I am curious to know how people with families react to this issue on the ballot. 

Therefore I include a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if a person has at least one child 

(HASCHILD). Predicting the sign of this coefficient is difficult. On the one hand, younger voters 

without children may be motivated to vote to preserve their right to legal abortion; on the other, 

older voters with established families may be just as motivated because they witnessed firsthand 

or even participated in the abortion rights movement in the 1970s. But since previous research 
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would imply that these older women are part of the older voting bloc of predictable voters, logic 

suggests that HASCHILD would also be positively correlated with turnout rate. 

 I now discuss my results. 
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V. RESULTS 

 

I first estimate the following OLS equations: 

 

Turnout = β0 + β1(abortion) + β2(educ) + β3(age) + β4(male) + β5(income) + β6(white) + 

β7(married) + β8(homeowner) + β9(haschild), robust + μ 

(3) 

Turnout = β0 + β1(samesex) + β2(educ) + β3(age) + β4(male) + β5(income) + β6(white) + 

β7(married) + β8(homeowner) + β9(haschild), robust + μ 

(4) 

Turnout = β0 + β1(redistrict) + β2(educ) + β3(age) + β4(male) + β5(income) + β6(white) + 

β7(married) + β8(homeowner) + β9(haschild), robust + μ 

(5) 

 

Equation 3 is a regression estimating the effect of having a measure related to abortion on the 

ballot on voter turnout. Equation 4 estimates the effect of having a measure related to same-sex 

marriage on the ballot on voter turnout. And Equation 5 estimates the effect of having a measure 

related to redistricting on the ballot on voter turnout. All of these models control for a person’s 

educational attainment, age, gender, income level, race, marital status, homeownership, and 

number of children. Each model estimates voter turnout in the fifty United States and the District 

of Columbia.  
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My initial three regressions (Equations 3, 4, and 5) appear to show that having an abortion 

measure on the ballot has a slightly larger and statistically significant effect on voter turnout than 

measures related to same-sex marriage or redistricting. The results across the three models are all 

estimated with a high level of precision – the corresponding p-values are <0.00 though the F-

statistics range quite a bit – which leads me to believe the slightly larger magnitude of an 

abortion ballot measure is legitimate. Although the R-squareds for each model is relatively low, 

indicating that the models do not explain a lot of the variation in voter turnout, I attribute that to 

the lack of any controls for variation in turnout over the years or across states. A Ramsey RESET 

test confirms that I likely have omitted variable bias, which is to be expected, given I am not yet 

controlling for any factors over time, and given the omission of a religiosity variable as reviewed 

earlier. 

The results for my control variables are also consistent across regressions; interchanging my 

key independent variable does not cause one coefficient to shoot up or down. For example, it 

appears that no matter what type of measure is on the ballot, whether or not a person owns a 

home appears to increase midterm turnout by between 0.38 and 0.45 percentage points, holding 

all other variables in the equations constant.  
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Table 1: Effect of Three Types of Ballot Measures on Voter Turnout 2002-2014 Federal 

Midterm Elections 

 

 
 
Variables 

Model (1) 
Abortion measure 

Model (2) 
Same-sex 
marriage measure 

Model (3) 
Redistricting 
measure 

Model (4) 
All measures 
included 

     
  

0.0281239 *** 
(0.0005842) 

 
0.0222425 ***   
(0.0006462) 

 
0.023541 *** 
(0.0006531) 

Abortion 
0.0277958 *** 
0.000569 
 
Same-sex 
marriage 
0.0201685 *** 
(0.0006046) 
 
Redistricting 
0.0261593 *** 
(0.0006546) 

Education 0.0010479 *** 
(0.0001792) 

0.0010857 ***    
(0.0001797) 

0.0009995 *** 

(0.0001796) 

0.0010508 *** 
(0.0001785) 

Age -0.00007 
(0.0000523) 

-0.0000253  
(0.0000253) 

-0.0000925 
(0.0000524) 

-0.0000513 

(0.0000521) 

Male 0.0000523  
(0.0002675) 

0.0001054  
(0.0002682) 

0.0001094 
(0.0002681) 

-0.0000314 
(0.0002664) 

Income -0.0010382 *** 
(0.0001377) 

-0.0009209 ***  
(0.000138) 

-0.0011121 *** 
(0.000138) 

-0.0010129 *** 
(0.0001372) 

White 0.0121135 *** 

(0.0003518) 

0.01204 *** 
(0.0003531) 

0.0122289 ***  
(0.0003512) 

0.0121848 *** 

(0.0003504) 

Is married -0.0003285 
(0.0004093) 

-0.000529 
(0.0004103) 

-0.0001781  

(0.0004101) 

-0.000484 
(0.000408) 

Owns home 0.0042451 *** 
(0.0003399) 

0.0038516 ***  
(0.0003406) 

0.0044241 *** 

(0.0003404) 

0.0043237 *** 
(0.0003386) 

Has child 0.0001848 
(0.0003477) 

0.0002344 

(0.0003488) 

0001972 
(0.0003486) 

0.0002492 
(0.0003463) 

     
Observations 310,376 310,376 310,376 310,376 
R-squared 0.0001 0.0018 0.0009 0.0118 
F-statistic 3.11 73.42 32.29 2056.96 
Ramsey RESET 
test 

F = 17.98 
Prob > F = 0.000 

F = 56.40 
Prob > F = 0.000 

F = 27.93 
Prob > F = 0.000 

 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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The findings in Table 1 demonstrate several effects, most of which, though unexpected, 

confirm my hypothesis that midterm voters are more likely to be spurred to vote against a ballot 

measure that they perceive to endanger their rights. It appears in this initial OLS regression, the 

difference in turnout between an abortion measure and a same-sex marriage measure is 

approximately 0.58 of a percentage point. Although this may not seem like much, competitive 

elections are won on the margins, and a percentage point on either side can influence the 

outcome. 

Educational attainment has positive and statistically significant effects on voter turnout across 

all models, albeit small. These results are consistent with previous research and conventional 

wisdom, which states that education is positively associated with civic engagement. 

Additionally, whether or not a person is white or owns their home both have a positive, 

statistically significant influence on turnout, which may be reflective of the fact that the majority 

of the United States’ most dependable electorate is white and retired, and age is positively 

associated with owning a home. Paradoxically, my initial analysis suggests that age is negatively 

associated with turnout, at least when a measure related to abortion, same-sex marriage, or 

redistricting is on the ballot. This association is an almost negligible 0.07 percentage-point 

difference, however, and is not statistically significant. 

Each additional dollar in income is associated with a small, statistically significant drop in 

voter turnout of approximately 0.10 percentage points. This is also inconsistent with previous 

research. It is possible that these smaller magnitude associations will flip signs with either a 

fixed-effects model, which would control for time-invariant factors in each state, or by 

controlling for individual years, as I do in a later in this section. 
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Gender is another non-statistically significant coefficient; being male is associated with a 

decrease in turnout of about a tenth of a percentage point. The lack of statistical significance 

when adding a control for gender is somewhat surprising, given that I would imagine a measure 

like abortion would spur women to vote more than it would men. To be sure I ran a simplified 

version of each model with only the ballot measure variable and MALE in the model, and none 

of the three resulting coefficients resulted in statistical significance. The results for this 

regression can be found in Table B in the Appendix. I also created an interaction term to 

determine whether the effect of having a measure related to abortion on the ballot was different 

for males than for females. Adding this interaction term to Equation 3 surprisingly showed that 

being a woman was associated with slightly less turnout when an abortion measure was on the 

ballot (0.0245 fewer percentage points), although this effect was not statistically significant. The 

results for this regression can be found in Table C in the Appendix. 

Finally, being married is associated with lower turnout, which is unusual considering that 

having a child is not, which seems to suggest that being married without children is more of a 

deterrent than being married with children. This suggests to me either that parents without 

children are less civically inclined, or that there is something inherent in voting on abortion, 

same-sex marriages, or redistricting that does not appeal to people with children. My model does 

not specify the age of the children, so respondents with children could also include children who 

have left the household. This could then suggest that older parents who lived around or near the 

time of the abortion rights movement felt more strongly about the issue, and were more inclined 

to vote. Whatever the case, this association is not statistically significant, and small to the point 

of being negligible, so it most likely does not bear much scrutiny beyond this. 
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Also important to the legitimacy of my analysis: when I include all three independent 

variables of interest for each of the three types of ballot measure, the results do not change wildly 

across these key three variables or the controls.  

 

Turnout = β0 + β1(abortion) + β2(samesex) + β3(redistrict) + β4(educ) + β5(age) + β6(male) + 

β7(income) + β8(white) + β9(married) + β10(homeowner) + β11(haschild), robust + μ 

(6) 

 

According to the results for Equation 6 in Table 1 above, statistical significance across 

variables does not change, and the magnitude of each coefficient, as well as the standard 

deviation, are similar if not identical to their counterparts in Equations 3, 4, and 5.  

As mentioned above, the difference in turnout when an abortion measure is on the ballot and a 

same-sex marriage measure is on the ballot is approximately 0.58 of a percentage point. I ran a 

paired t-test (Table D in the Appendix) in order to determine whether the means of ABORTION 

and SAMESEX are statistically different from one another – more specifically, whether the mean 

of ABORTION is greater than that of SAMESEX. The resulting t-statistic was 36.24 with 

334,963 degrees of freedom, and the corresponding two-tailed p-value is 0.0000, which is 

smaller than all conventional levels. This leads me to conclude that the mean difference of 

ABORTION and SAMESEX is different from 0, reconfirming the results of the regressions 

above. 

Since lawmakers and politicians are naturally more familiar with voter turnout percentages 

than with p-values, it may be helpful to quantify these findings in a more digestible measure: 
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number of voters. Beginning with the difference between ABORTION and SAMESEX 

mentioned above, I multiplied each coefficient by the number of raw ballots in 2014 in Nevada, 

Colorado, Minnesota, Iowa, Wisconsin, Ohio, Pennsylvania, New Hampshire, Virginia, South 

Carolina, and Florida. Each of these states is considered a “swing” or “battleground” state 

because no single party has overwhelming support in presidential years. These states also fall 

into the top category for competitiveness of congressional races, as categorized by the Cook 

Partisan Voting Index (Cook). Table 2 displays the results of these calculations. Each vote tally 

is rounded to the nearest whole number: 
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Table 2: Number of Votes in Play, Calculated by Multiplying Key Coefficients by Number 

of Ballots Counted in a Swing State in 2014 

 

 

Total ballots 
 
 

Difference 
between 
Abortion 

and Same-
sex marriage 

measures 

Abortion 
measure 

Same-sex 
marriage 
measure 

Redistricting 
measure 

NV 552,546 3,250 15,540 12,290 13,007 

CO 2,080,071 12,234 58,500 46,266 48,967 

MN 1,992,613 11,719 56,040 44,321 46,908 

IA 1,142,284 6,718 32,125 25,407 26,891 

WI 2,422,248 14,246 68,123 53,877 57,022 

OH 3,149,876 18,526 88,587 70,061 74,151 

PA 3,535,576 20,794 99,434 78,640 83,231 

NH 495,565 2,915 13,937 11,023 11,666 

VA 2,194,346 12,906 61,714 48,808 51,657 

SC 1,261,611 7,420 35,481 28,061 29,700 

FL 6,026,802 35,446 169,497 134,051 141,877 

 

As demonstrated above, having a salient measure on the ballot can have a significant effect on 

the number of ballots cast. For example, in Ohio, often considered the bellwether swing state, the 

abortion coefficient indicates that having this kind of ballot measure would lead to 88,587 more 

midterm voters in this electorally-important state. That would be more than enough to swing any 

one of Ohio’s congressional districts, however unlikely it would be to have all 88,587 additional 

voters concentrated in one congressional district. However, in Florida, one of the few 

gubernatorial races deemed a “toss-up” in 2014, the 169,497 additional votes from having an 

abortion measure on the ballot could have potentially altered the outcome: based on the 
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presumption of my hypothesis that these voters headed to the polls to vote against abortion 

restrictions, and thereby leaned more Democratic, Charlie Christ (D) would have prevailed over 

Rick Scott (R) by 105,352 votes. Florida did not have a measure related to abortion, same-sex 

marriage, or redistricting on its ballot in 2014; if it had, things may have been different.  

These effects can be clearly viewed by running the crosstabs between individuals who didn’t 

vote and why. As shown by Table 3 below, out of the 334,964 eligible voters in my sample, 

182,423 people cast a vote in midterm elections between 2002 and 2014. This is about 10 

percentage points higher than United States congressional elections turnout rate (41.9%), but 

consistent with the country’s presidential elections turnout rate of approximately 54.9% (File, 

2015). This is perhaps due to individuals over-reporting whether or not they voted due to stigma, 

as discussed earlier. Of the 152,541 eligible voters who did not vote, 16,338 did not vote either 

because they did not feel their vote would count or were otherwise generally apathetic to the 

election, or because they “did not like the candidates or issues.”  

 

Table 3: Crosstabs of VOTED variable with reasons for not voting 

 
2002 2006 2010 2014 Total 

 
0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 

 Did not vote 37,452 3,835 33,284 3,470 30,786 4,230 34,681 4,803 152,541 

Voted 47,897 
 

47,175 
 

44,799 
 

42,552 
 

182,423 

Total         334,964 

1 indicates person did not vote because they were “apathetic” or they “did not like the candidates or issues” 

 

Broken down by year, it appears that indifference caused between approximately 3,400 and 

4,800 voters to stay home during a midterm election. As discussed earlier, competitive elections 
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are won and fought on the margins, and political strategists would benefit from drawing those 

apathetic voters out of their living rooms.  

The 2014 midterm elections were a terrible year for Democrats; Republicans gained control of 

11 state legislative chambers, took control of the Senate, and amassed the largest majority in the 

House of Representatives since before the New Deal (Cassata, 2014). If Democratic strategists 

had been able to tap into this pool of voters motivated by a so-called “endangering” ballot 

measure, they may have been able to address at least part of the enthusiasm gap. 

My analysis seems to confirm the hypothesis that midterm voters are more motivated to vote 

against an issue they view would endanger their rights than for an issue that extends rights to 

others. Before the Supreme Court ruled in June 2015 that the right to marry should extend to all 

couples, same-sex marriage ballot measures historically either extended the right to marry to 

same-sex couples or prevented it from ever becoming legal, via a constitutional referendum, for 

example. Same-sex marriage measures only appeared on ballots in the midterm years of 2006 

and 2002. In those years, the only measures pertaining to same-sex marriage were to limit 

marriage to between one man and one woman. Future studies should widen my analysis to 

include midterm election years where a measure extending same-sex couples the right to marry 

was on the ballot; these measures would then fall into the non-endangering category and future 

researchers could further explore whether these motivations we see at a higher level of analysis 

still apply. 

In order to control for time-invariant factors that may influence voter turnout across states and 

years, I also attempted to run state-level and year-level fixed-effects regressions for each of my 

key independent variables (ABORTION, SAMESEX, and REDISTRICT). However, in order to 
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manipulate my dataset to be able to run the fixed-effects models, it was necessary to drop certain 

observations that were creating a lot of statistical noise. Since fixed-effects models require no 

repeated observations in the data, I was forced to drop those observations where a person’s age 

was missing (AGE=.) and if one of the methods CPS used to identify the interviewee was 

missing (HURESPLI=-1) – 82,036 observations in all. There are limitations in dropping these 

observations, because although for example a person’s age may be missing in the data, they were 

still recorded as having voted, which implies that they are of eligible voting age. Furthermore, it 

seems that all 82,036 dropped observations were also from the year 2014, which further 

handicapped my analysis. I recommend that future researchers widen the dataset to include years 

before 2002, to mitigate this problem by increasing the number of observations. 

The next best alternative to running a fixed-effects regression with a time variable is to 

control individually for each year in the original OLS model. Controlling for each year 

individually allows me to control for temporal variation in my dependent variable (TURNOUT). 

Turnout trends vary from year to year, for reasons that may not be adequately captured by the 

rest of the control variables in my model. For example, 2010 was a banner year for conservatives 

– with more of their voters hitting the polls, the Republican Party took back the House of 

Representatives from Democratic control – whereas in 2006, more Democratic voters gave the 

Democrats their largest seat gain since the elections immediately following Watergate. These 

environmental influences have little to do with the individual-level controls in my model, like 

gender, race, and income. Adding year dummy variables controls for these outside influences, 

and hopefully mitigate some of the omitted variable bias in my original regressions. 
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To control for variation in voter turnout over the years, I estimate the following model (I omit 

one year indicator variable from the model because of multicollinearity): 

 

Turnout = β0 + β1(abortion / samesex / redistrict) + β2(educ) + β3(age) + β4(male) + β5(income) + 

β6(white) + β7(married) + β8(homeowner) + β9(haschild) + β10(yearind2006), + 

β11(yearind2010), + β12(yearind2014), robust + μ 

(7) 

 

The results of this model are in Table 4 on the next page: 



 

39 

 

Table 4: Effect of Three Types of Ballot Measures on Voter Turnout 2002-2014 Federal 

Midterm Elections, controlling for individual years 
 

VARIABLES 

Model (1) 
Abortion 
measure 

Model (2) 
Same-sex 
marriage 
measure 

Model (3) 
Redistricting 

measure 

        

 
0.0239*** 0.0102*** 0.0133*** 

 
(0.000590) (0.000677) (0.000663) 

Education 0.00160*** 0.00160*** 0.00158*** 

 
(0.000173) (0.000174) (0.000174) 

Age 0.000419*** 0.000428*** 0.000410*** 

 
(5.08e-05) (5.09e-05) (5.09e-05) 

Male 5.34e-05 9.75e-05 9.84e-05 

 
(0.000259) (0.000259) (0.000259) 

Income 0.000127 0.000144 5.86e-05 

 
(0.000133) (0.000133) (0.000134) 

White 0.0107*** 0.0107*** 0.0107*** 

 
(0.000335) (0.000336) (0.000336) 

Is married -0.00262*** -0.00262*** -0.00254*** 

 
(0.000396) (0.000397) (0.000397) 

Owns home 0.00140*** 0.00121*** 0.00144*** 

 
(0.000327) (0.000327) (0.000328) 

Has child 0.000154 0.000185 0.000171 

 
(0.000336) (0.000337) (0.000337) 

Yearind2006 0.00764*** 0.00935*** 0.0107*** 

 
(0.000393) (0.000398) (0.000383) 

Yearind2010 0.0112*** 0.0124*** 0.0108*** 

 
(0.000333) (0.000332) (0.000356) 

Yearind2014 -0.0358*** -0.0347*** -0.0349*** 

 
(0.000379) (0.000380) (0.000378) 

    Observations 310,376 310,376 310,376 

R-squared 0.077 0.072 0.072 

Ramsey 
RESET test 

F = 55.82                  
Prob > F = 

0.0000 

F = 233.72                  
Prob > F = 

0.0000 

F = 1010.80 
Prob > F = 

0.0000 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1  
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The findings in Table 3 further confirm the original hypothesis that midterm voters are more 

motivated by something they feel endangers their rights. Having a measure related to abortion on 

the ballot is associated with a statistically significant increase of voter turnout by 2.39 percentage 

points, controlling for all variables included in the original model as well as variation in turnout 

over the four midterm election years in the data. This effect is estimated with a high level of 

precision; it is significant at all conventional levels, the F-statistic is high, and the corresponding 

p-value is <0.00. Like the original OLS regressions, the R-squareds are not very high, but I 

believe this could be fixed in future analysis by controlling for state-level fixed effects.  

Adding indicator variables for each year in the study appears to have exacerbated the 

difference in effect between abortion measures and the two others, and even reduced the 

influence of a measure related to same-sex marriage: the difference between an abortion measure 

and a same-sex marriage measure is now 1.37 percentage points, whereas the difference between 

an abortion measure and a redistricting measure is now 1.06 percentage points. However, 

running a Ramsey RESET test for each new model suggests there are still variables related to 

one or both of my independent variables and my dependent variable (TURNOUT) missing from 

the model. In addition to an omitted religiosity control, it is possible that these omitted variables 

are time-invariant or state-related characteristics that a fixed-effects model would have captured. 

Another potential omitted variable could be employment status: years of research have shown 

that the unemployed are the least likely to vote. However, running the same regression with a 

dummy variable equal to 1 if someone is employed does not change the coefficient on my main 

variable of interest, and the coefficient on this new variable is not statistically significant, so I do 

not see the need to include it in this model (the results of this regression can be found in Table E 



 

41 

 

in the Appendix). Another potential omitted variable could be weather on Election Day; previous 

research and conventional wisdom show that if the weather is bad, people are less likely to vote. 

However, no reliable data for this is included in the CPS or election returns data. Future 

researchers could look up the weather report and factor in Election Day weather conditions from 

2002 to 2014. A simple dichotomous variable indicating whether or not it was raining might 

suffice. 

The results for my control variables are less consistent across regressions, but interchanging 

my key independent variable does not cause one coefficient to drastically change. Each year 

indicator variable is statistically significant at all conventional levels. Education attainment has a 

higher statistically significant effect on voter turnout than in the original three equations. There 

were no significant changes associated with the effect of being white or having a child, whereas 

owning a home and being male are now associated with a slightly smaller effect on voter turnout 

than originally reported. 

Most interesting were the changes in the associated effects of age, income, and marital status. 

Previously, each additional year of age was associated with a small, negative, non-statistically 

significant effect on voter turnout; controlling for year now suggests a statistically significant, 

slightly larger, still negative effect on turnout. A person’s income was originally associated with 

a statistically significant, negative (albeit small) effect on turnout; adding year controls flips the 

sign of the coefficient to a positive effect, however that effect is no longer statistically 

significant. Finally, marital status was originally associated with a non-statistically significant 

negative effect on voter turnout; controlling for year makes this effect statistically significant and 

multiplies its effect on voter turnout by a magnitude of 100. 



 

42 

 

Overall, each equation seems to support the original hypothesis that a measure related to 

abortion has a greater influence on voter turnout than a measure related to same-sex marriage or 

redistricting. However, due to the fact that I did not run a fixed-effects regression and the 

coefficients in my OLS models are likely biased due to omitted variables, I cannot say with 

certainty that my hypothesis was proven. I next discuss the policy implications of these results. 
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VI. CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 In conceiving of this paper and constructing my hypothesis, I set out to examine whether 

ballot measures could be used to draw voters to the polls during off-year elections. Using a 2014 

poll of midterm voters as a guide, I categorized ballot measures into issues that I hypothesized a 

voter would view as endangering or otherwise.  

 The results of this study point to a clear difference between “endangering” measures and all 

others, particularly in the final model, which includes year indicator variables. Ballot questions 

of the “endangering” sort – in this study, measures that restrict legal abortion – have more of an 

effect on voter turnout than other salient measures. I was somewhat surprised by the relative lack 

of effect by same-sex marriage measures; as mentioned earlier, the same-sex ballot measures 

included in my years of study were those restricting marriage to between one man and one 

woman, and I assumed that more voters would be encouraged by their personal or religious 

beliefs to vote to ensure this was law. However, these results do confirm the original hypothesis 

that a measure viewed as “endangering” to one’s rights is more motivating than anything else. 

 These results are consistent with previous research that suggests competitive ballot measures 

encourage voter turnout in midterm years. It is my hope that by distinguishing these effects, 

policymakers and political scientists can use ballot measures to their advantage in applying these 

results to the issue of increasing voter turnout across the United States. 

 Ballot measures increase turnout undoubtedly in part because these measures force the 

electorate to engage in direct democracy; some types of measures require a signature petition 

drive to even appear on the ballot. Furthermore, salient measures most likely have more of an 



 

44 

 

effect on turnout than some technical or extremely local policy question. Nevertheless, these 

results are encouraging because they suggest that voters are motivated by the same issues in 

midterm years as they are in more candidate-driven elections, and these effects are felt across 

many socioeconomic levels. An apathetic voter may feel re-enfranchised, so to speak, by an 

“endangering” measure on the ballot when a congressional candidate will not do the trick. (This, 

unfortunately, presents the paradoxical and Machiavellian argument that, since fear motivates 

voters, if a lawmaker really wanted to ensure high turnout in his or her district, he or she would 

simply need to ensure a sufficiently scary proposal was on the ballot.) 

As discussed in the Results section, my analysis only included midterm elections with 

measures prohibiting same-sex marriage; future studies should widen my analysis to include 

midterm election years where a measure extending same-sex couples the right to marry was on 

the ballot. I hypothesize individuals who are against same-sex marriage would view this proposal 

as more “endangering.” This is yet another topic for future study. I also recommend future 

research include state and year fixed-effects to control for those time-invariant unobservable 

characteristics I was not able to fully address in my analysis. Widening the dataset to include 

more years of study should address whatever CPS coding issues prevented me from executing 

this in my study. 

 Based on these results, I would recommend that a state encourage issue-based voting through 

ballot measures by relaxing prohibitions that limit the number of measures allowed on the ballot 

on any given year. Allowing more issues on the ballot that excite voters not only engages the 

electorate in any initial signature-gathering process, but also informs and reminds voters that 

important, issue-driven elections occur in years without a presidential contender.  
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 These results also indicate that having a contentious ballot measure not only increases turnout 

but also may alter election outcomes in close races. The Florida gubernatorial race in 2014 is one 

such example of how lawmakers should be mindful of what issues are being put to voters 

simultaneous to their campaigns. Conversely, shrewd political consultants should examine what 

measures will be on future ballots, and run political candidates in years who may be helped by a 

particularly contentious measure. 

 These results also speak to the ongoing struggle between conservatives and progressives over 

the right to a legal abortion. As conservative politicians continue to try to restrict abortion rights 

through ballot measures, it appears liberal voters continue to show up to prevent their success. If 

conservative lawmakers are interested in succeeding, they would be better served focusing their 

efforts on passing veto-proof legislation at the state level, because my results would indicate that 

when they put this question to voters, the people clearly disagree. 

As I discuss in the Introduction, the issue of voter mobilization is one that continues to plague 

not only the “political industry” (Putnam, 2000), but also lawmakers and policy makers. Since 

ballot measures are shown to increase voter turnout, especially in midterm years when turnout is 

consistently low, then policymakers may be encouraged to include salient ballot measures only 

on those years in order to be able to speak to more voters. Certain states (such as Minnesota) 

only seem to include ballot measures in presidential years; perhaps the results of this study may 

encourage state governments to include questions on midterm years only in order to draw up 

turnout in the absence of a competitive nationwide election. Policymakers and politicians alike 

can undoubtedly agree that closing the turnout gaps between rich and poor and young and old, 
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widens the electorate to include the views of those voters are not currently reflected in the 

American election process. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Table A: Descriptive statistics 

 
VARIABLE 

 

 
NUMBER OF 

OBSERVATIONS 

PERCENT OF 
POPULATION 

OR MEAN 

 
MINIMUM 

 
MAXIMUM 

 
STANDARD 
DEVIATION 

      

Abortion 20,746     

Same-sex marriage 14,441     

Redistricting 14,165     

      

AGE (years) 334,964 47.58 18 85 17.44 

GENDER      

Male 157,879   47.13    

Female 177,085 52.87    

EDUCATION 334,964     

Less than high school 36,814 10.99    

High school diploma 172,020 51.35    

College degree 93,580 27.94    

More than college 
degree 

32,550 9.72    

INCOME (per year)      

Less than $25,000 69,084 22.26    

$25,000-$49,000 83,144 26.79    

$50,000-$74,999 62,250 20.06    

$75,000+ 95,898 30.90    

RACE      

White 284,771 85.01    

Black 31,384 9.37    

Other (Asian, 
American Indian, 
Pacific Islander) 

18,809 5.61    

MARITAL STATUS      

Married 191,345 57.12    

Widowed/Divorced 67,310 20.09    

Never married 76,309 22.78    

HOMEOWNERSHIP      

Owns home 251,240 75.01    

Rents 79,365 23.69    

Does not pay for 
lodging 

4,359 1.30    

CHILDREN      

Does not have 
children 

241,013 71.95    

Has at least one child 93,951 28.05    
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Table B: Simplified regression equations with only ballot measure variables and MALE 

 

 

 Equation (1) Equation (2) Equation (3) 
VARIABLES Abortion 

measure 
Same-sex 
marriage 
measure 

Redistricting 
measure 

    
Abortion 0.0286***   
 (0.000559)   
Samesex  0.0232***  
  (0.000602)  
Redistrict   0.0243*** 
   (0.000649) 
Male 0.000159 0.000211 0.000202 
 (0.000256) (0.000256) (0.000256) 
    
Constant 0.421*** 0.422*** 0.422*** 
 (0.000178) (0.000178) (0.000178) 
    
Observations 334,964 334,964 334,964 
R-squared 0.009 0.004 0.004 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table C: Equation 3 with interaction term to study difference in turnout effect of an 

abortion ballot measure between males and females 

 

 

  
VARIABLES Turnout 

  
Abortion 0.0280*** 
 (0.000812) 
Abortionmale 0.000245 
 (0.00117) 
Educ 0.00105*** 
 (0.000179) 
Age -7.00e-05 
 (5.23e-05) 
Male 4.56e-05 
 (0.000275) 
Income -0.00104*** 
 (0.000138) 
White 0.0121*** 
 (0.000352) 
Married -0.000328 
 (0.000409) 
Homeowner 0.00425*** 
 (0.000340) 
Haschild 0.000185 
 (0.000348) 
Constant 0.408*** 
 (0.000591) 
  
Observations 310,376 
R-squared 0.012 

 



 

50 

 

Table D: Paired t-test of ABORTION and SAMESEX 
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Table E: Equation 6 with employment dummy variable 

 

 

  
VARIABLES Turnout 

  
Abortion 0.02388*** 
 (0.000590) 
Education 0.00163*** 
 (0.000175) 
Age 0.000400*** 
 (5.33e-05) 
Male 8.18e-05 
 (0.000260) 
Income 0.000154 
 (0.000135) 
White 0.0107*** 
 (0.000335) 
Married -0.00257*** 
 (0.000398) 
Employed -0.000338 
 (0.000300) 
Homeowner 0.00139*** 
 (0.000327) 
Has child 0.000161 
 (0.000336) 
Yearind2006 0.00764*** 
 (0.000393) 
Yearind2010 0.0112*** 
 (0.000333) 
Yearind2014 -0.0358*** 
 (0.000378) 
Constant 0.411*** 
 (0.000612) 
  
Observations 310,376 
R-squared 0.077 
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