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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the relationship between income inequality and voter turnout in states from 

the 2008 election to the 2020 election. The study utilizes economic, political, and election data 

from several sources, including the United States Election Project, the U.S. Census Bureau’s 

American Community Survey (ACS), and the National Conference of State Legislatures to 

estimate the relationship between income inequality and the percentage of eligible voters that 

turn out to vote in U.S. national elections. I found that income inequality has a meaningful, 

negative relationship with voter turnout in Presidential elections. Additionally, a variety of 

economic and political variables have statistically significant and meaningful relationships with 

the level of turnout in a Presidential election. Future research should consider building upon this 

study by examining how wealth inequality and perceptions of inequality relate to voter turnout.
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INTRODUCTION 

In his final State of the Union address, President Obama declared income inequality as one of the 

most significant issues facing the country. Obama inquired, “How do we give everyone a fair 

shot at opportunity and security in this new economy?" (Obama, 2015). Since President Obama 

departed office, as well as throughout his tenure, income inequality continued to grow as wealth 

became more concentrated in the upper-income levels. Despite policymakers seeking to address 

the impact of income inequality through redistributive policy appeals in elections, and the 

traditional wisdom that economic appeals drive turnout in national elections, it is unclear if these 

proposals are affecting turnout.  

 

This paper’s analysis will study the relationship between the rising income inequality and voter 

turnout in national elections, and seek to answer how elected officials should view the role of 

economic conditions and political factors in projecting turnout in individual states. The existing 

literature exploring this relationship is relatively scarce, however, a vast body of research 

analyzes the relationship between income inequality and voter turnout, and how an individual’s 

experience with income inequality in their country affects their policy preferences - especially 

regarding redistributive policies (Niehues, 2014). 

 

HYPOTHESIS 

I hypothesize that increasing income inequality will be negatively associated with voter turnout 

rates in states because high levels of inequality, combined with other relevant factors, could 

discourage individuals and communities from engaging with electoral politics. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Income Inequality 

Income inequality has not always been as wide as it is today. According to an analysis of Census 

Bureau data by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “from the late 1940s to the early 

1970s (family incomes) across the distribution grew at nearly the same pace” (Stone et. al., 

2020). Income inequality has increased at an accelerated pace in the United States since the 

1980s (Attanasio et. al., 2012). This accelerated growth trend is on pace to continue as a recent 

Congressional Budget Office analysis of family income predicts the top 1 percent of earners’ 

income will continue to grow significantly faster than other income groups’ through 2021 (CBO, 

2019). Despite economic shocks such as the 2008 financial crisis and coronavirus pandemic, the 

wealthiest income groups have continued to see their wealth grow as the brunt of the shocks was 

felt by the lowest income groups. An analysis performed by the Economic Policy Institute found 

that following the 2008 financial crisis to 2018, the bottom 90 percent of earners saw their wages 

grow by 6.8 percent, compared to a 19.2 percent growth rate for the top 0.1 percent (Mishel & 

Kassa, 2019). The coronavirus pandemic appears to be a continuation of this trend of unequal 

economic impacts by income. For example, a PWC analysis found that global billionaire wealth 

grew by over $2 trillion in the summer of the pandemic while during the same period six million 

people in the United States fell into poverty (Gadney et. al., 2020). This trend continued into the 

pandemic, as a January 2021 analysis from the Institute for Policy Studies and Americans for 

Tax Fairness found that American billionaires’ wealth increased by $1.1 trillion during the 

pandemic (Mishel, 2021), while over 8 million Americans saw their economic condition fall into 

poverty in 2020 according to estimates published by economists at the University of Chicago, the 

University of Notre Dame, and the Lab for Economic Opportunities (Han et. al., 2021). 



 

 3 

An individual’s experience with and views on the degree and nature of income inequality in their 

society are relevant to their views on the efficacy of voting, as well as the types of policies they 

choose to support. The degree of income inequality in a society has been found to have 

consequential sociological and social-psychological effects on individuals, as experiences with 

being in the lower levels of income in society have been observed as lowering the self-perception 

of their social status, their perception of their overall well-being, and the importance of social 

status to life satisfaction (Schneider, 2019). 

These social-psychological effects of the perceived level of inequality, along with structural 

voting barriers, are more acutely felt by members of historically socially and economically 

marginalized groups. The gender and racial income gaps that persist in the American economy 

are influential factors in the politicization of income inequality in the country. According to an 

analysis from the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, since 1979 the weekly gender earnings 

ratio between men and women has risen from 62.3 percent to 81.5 percent in 2019. However, the 

majority of this gender wage gap closing occurred in the 1980s and 90s and only narrowed by 

less than .5 percent from 2010 to 2019 (IWPR, 2020). Within the gender wage gap, women of 

color typically earn less than their male counterparts of every race and ethnicity. 

Despite recent modest wage growth, the racial wage gap has grown over the past decade. 

According to an analysis by the Economic Policy Institute, the black-white wage gaps are 

significantly wider now than in 2000 (Gould, 2020). The Hispanic–white wage gap narrowed 

since the start of the century (12.3% in 2000 to 10.8% in 2019); however, the black-white gap 

grew substantially larger in the same period (10.2% in 2000 to 14.9% in 2019). The gender and 

racial gap in wages are not only useful measures to disaggregate public perceptions of income 

inequality in the United States, but also a necessary component for understanding the importance 
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of public perception. Despite, racial and gender economic inequality is a long-term issue in the 

United States, research has found that a substantial percentage of Americans appear oblivious to 

the phenomenon. A 2019 study found that respondents thought that the Black-White wealth gap 

was smaller, by around 80 percentage points than its actual size in 2016 (Kraus et. al, 2019). This 

misperception of racial income inequality feeds into incorrect economic narratives that arguably 

influence an individual’s decision to turn out to vote to address historic levels of income 

inequality. 

To better understand the effect of income inequality on an individual’s decision to vote, it is 

important to understand how people perceive the importance of income inequality in their 

political life. The determinants of perceptions of inequality have not been extensively studied, 

however, suggested determinants include people’s immediate environments, media coverage, 

and acceptance of hierarchy, and views on the significance of personal choice and responsibility 

on outcomes (Hauser & Norton, 2017). Given these determinants, it is unsurprising that in a 

highly polarized political environment views on income inequality and the importance of 

addressing the issue vary greatly between political parties. A 2019 Pew poll found that although 

61% of all U.S. adults believe that “there’s too much economic inequality in the U.S.”, only 41% 

of Republicans agree with the statement compared to 78% of Democrats (Horowitz et. al., 2019). 

This partisan division on the acceptable level of income inequality strongly correlates with views 

on who bears responsibility for addressing the issue. Pew found that “by double-digit margins, 

Democrats who say there’s too much economic inequality in the country are more likely than 

their Republican counterparts to say the state or federal government, corporations, and wealthy 

individuals should have a lot of responsibility in reducing inequality.” Furthermore, Democrats 

are more likely to view the issue of income inequality as a result of structural factors (56% of 
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Democrats compared to 30% of Republicans) than a consequence of personal decisions (27% of 

Democrats compared to 60% of Republicans). These differences help explain why partisanship 

may be a significant factor in determining the nature of the relationship between income 

inequality and voter turnout.  

Voter Turnout 

A vast body of voter turnout theoretical literature suggests a significant relationship between 

voter turnout and income inequality exists. This relationship is often framed as a consequence of 

electoral politics’ effect on the economic conditions and prospects of likely voters. As suggested 

by Meltzer–Richard (1981), the Median Voter Theorem predicts that an individual’s preferences 

for redistributive policies are determined by the individual’s income position in society. Since 

the United States has high levels of inequality this traditional theory expects the median voter to 

turn out to vote for a more generous welfare state to achieve more equal distributions of wealth. 

However, more recent literature has called this theory into question as inequality in the United 

States has widened and the welfare state has remained less generous (Niehues, 2014). One theory 

to explain this unexpected result is that the numerous barriers to voting in the United States 

restrict those median voters from turning out to vote for their economic interests. The United 

States has consistently lagged behind other developed democracies in voter turnout in the past 

decades. According to Pew research from 2018, the United States’ 55.7% voting age population 

(VAP) turnout in 2016 places the U.S.  26th out of 32 amongst OECD countries (Desilver, 

2018). Several barriers to voting complicate the relationship between income inequality and the 

act of turning out to vote including voter suppression laws and tactics, the systematic exclusion 

of people in prison from enfranchisement, and difficulties facing people with disabilities seeking 

to vote. 
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According to the Brennan Center for Justice, following the Supreme Court weakening the Civil 

Rights Act of 1963 in 2013 states have amplified voting suppression tactics such as imposing 

strict voter ID laws, cutting voting times, restricting registration, and purging voter rolls. 

According to the Center’s 2020 report, while “29 states have introduced at least 188 bills to 

expand access to the franchise, primarily by making registration easier and reducing restrictions 

on absentee voting”, legislators in other states have introduced at least 35 bills to restrict voting 

access in 15 states (Brennan Center for Justice, 2020). The impact of voter suppression laws 

contributes to racial disparities in the ability to easily vote. For example, Weil et al. (2019) found 

a strong correlation between race and waiting time to vote in the 2018 midterm elections - 

despite a general decrease in overall waiting times. A person’s incarceration (or formerly 

incarcerated) status, citizenship status, and disability status are also determinants of voter 

turnout. 

The rights and ability of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people to vote in the United 

States vary tremendously by state. In some states incarcerated people never lose the right to vote, 

in others the right to vote is only lost while a person is incarcerated, and some states place 

enough requirements on restoring voting rights that it becomes virtually impossible for a 

formerly incarcerated person to regain voting rights (NSCL, 2020). Similar state-by-state 

variations exist for people with disabilities attempting to turn out to vote. According to a 2017 

GAO study, during the 2016 election 83% of polling places posed at least one barrier to voting 

for voters with disabilities, and fewer than 40% of voting locations adequately equipped their 

voting systems for people with disabilities. Voter turnout literature suggests that variables such 

as race, income, incarceration status, partisanship, disability status, and location among others 
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should be considered as complicating the relationship between income inequality and voter 

turnout. 

Income Inequality and Voter Turnout 

Existing literature suggests that there is a relationship between income inequality and an 

individual’s decision to vote in an election. However, much of this literature has been based on 

European case studies, and not the United States’ unique electoral systems. Using European 

election data, Horn (2011) observed a weak negative association between inequality and turnout 

at the level of the national election. Furthermore, Horn found that “larger differences in income 

between the very rich and the middle decreases overall turnout, while the higher difference 

between the middle and the very poor increases turnout.” Bartle et al. (2017) performed a study 

in Britain, the results suggest that the impact of inequality on voter turnout depends upon the 

variable of “segregation” within geographical units. The researchers found that the effect of 

segregation was most pronounced among the lower-income sections of the population, leading 

them to conclude that geographical isolation among low-income people (i.e., 'ghettoization') 

results in lower turnout. 

In addition to this body of research, several studies on the effect of income inequality on 

redistributive policy preferences that motivate individuals to vote. Choi (2019) found robust 

evidence that “perceptions of inequality were significantly associated with redistributive 

preferences, while preferences for redistribution do not translate into any type of redistribution.”  

To further interrogate the nature of the relationship between income inequality and voter turnout, 

in the following section I will describe the data, sources and methodology which support the 

empirical research in this analysis. 
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DATA AND METHODS 

My analysis is based upon data collected from several sources which will be aggregated together 

to produce state-level data. For data on voter turnout, voter non-turnout, registration percentages, 

and the voting-eligible population I extracted data from the United States Election Project. The 

United States Election Project, maintained by Associate Professor of Political Science at 

University of Florida Dr. Michael P. McDonald, collates official voter turnout information from 

Secretaries of State towards its stated mission, “to provide timely and accurate election statistics, 

electoral laws, research reports, and other useful information regarding the United States 

electoral system.”  

 

For data that captures state Gini Coefficients, the household median income I utilized data 

collected by the American Community Survey (ACS) which is conducted by the U.S. Census 

Bureau. The ACS annually captures demographic information, statistics on income, poverty, and 

other relevant statistics from over 3 million households in communities with populations of 

65,000 or greater.  

 

For measuring the partisanship of a state, I used the Partisan Voting Index (PVI) from the Cook 

Political Report.  The PVI is a measurement of how strongly a state leans toward the Democratic 

or Republican Party, compared to the nation. The index is based on how a state voted in the 

previous two presidential elections. 

 

For data on the number of polling places in a state, I used data published by state Secretaries of 

State. The data was collected by journalists Rob Arthur and Cameron Joseph for their research 
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into the closure of polling places during the 2020 election. I created a mail-in vote dummy 

variable to capture the data from the states that primarily rely upon vote by mail for general 

elections.  

 

My analysis uses the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) from the Census Bureau’s Current 

Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplements (CPS ASEC) as a measure of 

poverty in a state. The SPM is defined as “the sum of cash income plus refundable tax credits 

and any government in-kind benefits that families can use to meet their basic needs, which are 

represented in the thresholds, minus taxes and other nondiscretionary expenses for critical goods 

not included in the thresholds. (Social Security Office of Retirement and Disability Policy, 

2015)” Since the official SPM wasn’t calculated in 2008, I utilized the official poverty measure 

for that year.  

 

As a measure of the cost of living, I used data from the National Low Income Housing 

Coalition’s annual Out of Reach report. The report calculates the hourly wage that a household 

must earn (working 40 hours a week, 52 weeks a year) to afford the Fair Market Rent for a two-

bedroom apartment at 30% of their income.  

 

For data on education, I utilized data collected by the ACS. I created variables for educational 

attainment for the population in a state that is over the age of 25 and has a high school degree or 

higher and those in that population that have a bachelors or higher. For data on voter turnout by 

racial group and voter registration rates, I utilized the estimates produced by the U.S. Census 
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Bureau, which has collected data on the characteristics of American voters for every national 

election since 1964. 

 

Finally, my analysis utilizes data collected by the National Conference of State Legislatures on 

statewide policies that impact voter turnout such as vote by mail laws, the presence of automatic 

voter registration policies, and state voter id laws as well as policies that affect income inequality 

like minimum wage laws. For data on the unemployment rate in each state, I utilized data from 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics. My analysis used the U-6 unemployment rate which includes the 

total unemployed rate including persons marginally attached to the labor force and persons 

employed part-time for economic reasons. 

Methods 

This analysis utilizes an ordinary least squares (OLS) approach, along with fixed effects for time 

and state, to determine the relationship between voter turnout and perceptions of inequality. An 

OLS regression model fits my assumption that there is a linear relationship between the voter 

turnout dependent variable and perception of inequality independent variable and crucially 

allows for me to assess the strength and validity of the relationship between the variables while 

holding several relevant controls constant. This analysis includes time fixed effects to control for 

variation in demographic and other factors that change over time, and state fixed effects to 

control for variation in states such as the partisan composition of the state or geographic 

distribution of the population. The next section summarizes the results of my empirical analysis.  
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Table 1: Variable Descriptions and Predicted Correlation Coefficient 

 
 

Variable Definition Variable Type Description Predicted 

Relationship 

Voter Turnout 

(Dependent 

Variable) 

Continuous The turnout rate among eligible 

voters in a state in a year 

N/A 

Non-Voting 

Turnout of Voting 

Eligible Population 

Continuous The non-turnout rate among 

eligible voters in a state in a year 

N/A 

 

State Gini 

Coefficient (Key 

Independent 

Variable) 

Continuous A measurement of the degree of 

income inequality in a state 

Negative 

Voting Eligible 

Population 

Continuous The number of individuals 

eligible to vote in a general 

election 

Positive 

State Partisanship Continuous  A measurement of how strongly 

a state leans toward the 

Democratic or Republican Party, 

compared to the nation as a 

whole 

Unknown 

State ID Law Categorical  State ID required to vote dummy Negative 

Ineligible Felon 

Population 

Continuous Number of individuals ineligible 

to vote in an election in a given 

year 

Negative 

Unemployment 

Rate 

Continuous U-6 Unemployment Rate Negative 

Polling Places Continuous The number of polling places in 

a state in a general election 

Positive 

Automatic 

Registration 

Categorical Automatic registration in a given 

state dummy 

Positive 

Minimum Wage Continuous Minimum wage in a state in a 

year 

Unknown 

Median Wage Continuous  The household median wage in a 

state 

Positive 

Cost of Living  Continuous The hourly wage that a 

household must earn in order to 

afford the Fair Market Rent for a 

two-bedroom unit 

Positive 
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Vote by Mail Categorical A state with that primarily votes 

by mail 

Positive 

Poverty Rate Continuous Supplemental poverty rate in a 

state in a year 

Negative 

Education Continuous A state’s population over 25 with 

a high school degree or higher, 

and with a bachelor’s degree or 

higher 

Positive 

Race Continuous The percentage of voter turnout 

of individuals that identify as 

white, black, hispanic, or asian  

Unknown 

Registration 

Percentage 

Continuous  The percentage of eligible voters 

registered to vote in a general 

election year 

Positive 

 

Empirical Model 

 

Voter_turnoutij = β0 + β1 state_gini + β2voter_id + β3PVI_D + β4felon_pop + β5unem + 

β6wage_twobed +   β7educ_college +   β8educ_hs + β9auto_reg  + β10poverty + β11min_wage +  

β12med_wage + β13polling_loc +  β14mail_vote + β15white  + β16black + β17latino + β18asian + 

β19reg_pct  + FEyear +   FEstate + ɛ 

 

Where: 

Voter_turnout is the predicted percentage of eligible individuals voting in state i in year j 

β0 is the constant term 

β1inequality_perception is the measure of income inequality in a state 

β2 - β19 is the set of independent variables serving as controls 

FEyear measures election year-specific effects 

FEstate measures state-specific effects 

Ɛ is the error term 
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EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

This section includes analysis and discussion of the empirical findings of the research into the 

relationship between income inequality and voter turnout in U.S. states. The section summarizes 

the univariate statistics of the dependent and independent variables included in the multivariate 

analysis, discusses the relationship between the dependent and independent variables using a 

correlation matrix, and discuss the results of different OLS regression models to assess the 

potential relationship between income inequality and voter turnout in general elections. Finally, 

this section will discuss the strengths and limitations of the study in measuring the relationship 

between income inequality and voter turnout in general elections.  
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Table 2: Univariate Statistics of Dependent and Independent Variables 

Variable Definition Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min  Max 

Voter Turnout The percentage of eligible 

voters that voted in a 

general election 

204  63.56 6.79 43.2 80 

Non-Voting 

Turnout 

The percentage of eligible 

voters that did not vote in 

a general election 

204 36.43 6.79 20 56.8 

State Gini 

Coefficient 

A measurement of the 

degree of income 

inequality in a state 

204 .46 .02 .40  .54 

Voting Eligible 

Population 

The number of 

individuals eligible to 

vote in a general election 

204 4350963 4594556  40573

2 

2.60e+07 

State 

Partisanship 

A measurement of how 

strongly a state leans 

toward the Democratic or 

Republican Party, 

compared to the nation as 

a whole 

204 -2.23 12.047 -27  45 

State ID Law A state with restrictive 

voter ID voting 

restrictions 

204 .23 .42 0 1 

Ineligible Felon 

Population 

The number of 

individuals in a state that 

are ineligible to vote due 

to their incarcerated status 

204 57758.31 82781.38 0 492390 

Unemployment 

Rate 

U-6 Total unemployed 

rate including persons 

marginally attached to the 

labor force and persons 

employed part-time for 

economic reasons 

204 11.24 2.94 5.2 20.3 

Polling Places The number of polling 

places in a state in a 

general election 

204 1979 2347.47 0  14315 

Automatic 

Registration 

A state that has laws that 

automatically registers 

citizens to vote 

204 .11 .32 0 1 

Minimum Wage The minimum wage in a 

state 

204 7.90 1.76 2.65 15 
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Variable Definition Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min  Max 

Cost of Living The hourly wage that a 

household must earn to 

afford the Fair Market 

Rent for a two-bedroom 

unit 

204 17.92 5.56 10.4 38.76 

Vote by Mail A state with that primarily 

votes by mail 

204 .08 .28 0 1 

Poverty Rate The Supplemental 

Poverty Measure rate for 

a state 

204 12.62 3.13 6.4 23.8 

High School 

Education 

A state’s population over 

25 with a high school 

degree or higher 

204 88.44 4.86 35.8 94.5 

College 

Education 

A state’s population over 

25 with a bachelor's 

degree or higher  

204 30.51 7.53 17.5 89.8 

White The percentage of voter 

turnout among individuals 

that identify as white 

204 65.93 6.05 48  83.4 

Black The percentage of voter 

turnout among individuals 

that identify as black 

204 63.42 7.06 40.3 82.4 

Hispanic The percentage of voter 

turnout among individuals 

that identify as Hispanic 

204 50.14 7.80 21.7 71.9 

Asian The percentage of voter 

turnout among individuals 

that identify as Asian 

204 49.86 7.96 23.4 79 

Registration 

Percentage 

The percentage of eligible 

voters registered to vote 

in a general election year 

204 70.63 6.11 46.27  84.2 

 

Table 2 Analysis 

Table 2 summarizes the univariate statistics of the variables relevant to exploring the relationship 

between income inequality and voter turnout. The time frame of my analysis is 2008 – 2020, and 
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the variables contain data from each Presidential general election year (2008, 2012, 2016, and 

2020) in that frame. The sample contains four years of data for 50 states (and the District of 

Columbia), totaling 204 observations.  

 

The univariate data for registration percentage attests to the fact that on average fewer voters turn 

out to vote (63%) than are registered to vote (70%) in a Presidential election. This registration-

turn-out gap speaks to the role of the other control variables in influencing a state’s level of 

turnout. The partisanship variable in the univariate statistics shows that states slightly leaned 

towards the Republican party (-2.23 PVI), despite the Democratic party winning three of the four 

elections (excluding Democrats winning the popular vote in 2016) during the examined period.  

 

The economic variables further illustrate the magnitude of the challenges facing the electorate in 

the examined time frame. Despite the average minimum wage required for a household to afford 

Fair Market Rent at 30% of its income is $17.92, the average minimum wage was only $7.90. 

Furthermore, the inequality, poverty, and unemployment rates on average were relatively high. 

This likely reflects the economic challenges posed by the Great Recession and the subsequent 

recovery. The subsequent correlation matrix details the bivariate correlations between some of 

the key variables of interest in my analysis.  



 

 

1
7
 

Table 3: Correlation Matrix of Variables of Interest 

17 

 

 
Voter Turnout Voter Non-

Turnout 

Inequality Partisanship Poverty Min. Wage Med. Wage Unemployment College Educ HS Educ 

Voter Turnout 1.0000 
         

Voter Non-

Turnout 

-1.0000 1.0000 
        

Inequality -0.1873 0.1873 1.0000 
       

Partisanship 0.2118 -0.2118 0.3382 1.0000 
      

Poverty -0.4931 0.4931 0.6399 0.2043 1.0000 
     

Min. Wage 0.2667 -0.2667 0.2640 0.4213  -0.0201 1.0000 
    

Med. Wage 0.4565 -0.4565 -0.0597 0.3607 -0.3737 0.6277 1.0000 
   

Unemployment

  

0.0042 -0.0042 0.2677 0.2645 0.3901 0.3241  0.0240  1.0000 
  

College Educ 0.3571 -0.3571 0.2588 0.6090 -0.0786 0.5116 0.6553 0.0474  1.0000 
 

HS Educ 0.3015 -0.3015 -0.3579 -0.0082 -0.4160 0.0706 0.3003 -0.2033 -0.1818 1.0000 
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Table 3 Analysis 

Table 3 shows that there is a mild, negative correlation (-0.1873) between my dependent variable 

and key independent variable. This correlation can be interpreted to mean that increasing 

inequality is associated with lower voter turnout in Presidential elections, as my hypothesis 

contends. The strongest positive correlations for the dependent variable are median wage 

(0.4565) and college educational attainment (0.3571). These strong positive correlations can be 

interpreted to mean that higher median wages and increased college educational attainment are 

associated with increasing voter turnout.  

 

Poverty is strongly negatively correlated (-0.4931) with voter turnout. This result fits with the 

hypothesis of this study, which argues that increased economic distress and inequality depress 

voter turnout in Presidential elections.  

 

Several independent variables are highly correlated and could be responsible for possible 

multicollinearity in the subsequent regression models. For example, college educational 

attainment is strongly correlated with both the minimum wage and median wage. This can be 

explained as states with larger populations of college graduates are likely to have better-paying 

jobs and industries. Additionally, college educational attainment is strongly correlated with the 

partisanship variable, meaning that more Democratic-leaning states have a higher proportion of 

adults with a college degree. Finally, there is a strong correlation between poverty and the key 

independent variable inequality as well as poverty and unemployment. I will further discuss the 

significance of these strong correlations in the proceeding section which details my regression 

model results.  
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                              Table 4: Regression Series with Controls and Fixed Effects 
                               Dependent Variable: State Voter Turnout 

Predictor/Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Gini Coefficient -57.47*** 

(19.66) 

-21.51 

(18.53) 

-34.93* 

(18.78) 

-19.52 

(25.12) 

7.03 

(19.58) 

Voter ID 
 

-1.27** 

(.619) 

-1.04 

(.675) 

-.761 

(.694) 

-.35 

(.798) 

Unemployment 
 

.068 

(.104) 

.192 

(.122) 

.088 

(.146) 

.154 

(.142) 

Unemployment (lagged) 
 

-.046 

(.096) 

-.015 

(.098) 

-.069 

(.121) 

-.070 

(.155) 

Automatic Registration 
 

1.96** 

(.955) 

.990 

(.999) 

1.84* 

(.825) 

1.51* 

(.811) 

Cost of Living 
 

-.264** 

(.129) 

-.329** 

(.135) 

.098 

(.140) 

.106 

(.142) 

Minimum Wage 
 

.224 

(.182) 

.342* 

(.199) 

-.307 

(.223) 

-.070 

(.207) 

Poverty Rate 
 

-.335** 

(.151) 

-.110 

(.186) 

-.212 

(.156) 

.006** 

(.171) 

Polling Locations 
 

-.00008 

(.0001) 

-.00004 

(.0001) 

-.0002** 

(.0001) 

-.0001 

(.0001) 

Mail-in Vote 
 

-1.66* 

(.962) 

-1.81** 

(.881) 

.336 

(2.63) 

-.034 

(2.40) 

College Education 
 

.213*** 

(.077) 

.346*** 

(.096) 

-.110 

(.118) 

.085 

(.129) 

High School Education 
 

.271*** 

(.088) 

.410*** 

(.108) 

-.072 

(.124) 

.126 

(.136) 

White Voter Turnout 
 

.520*** 

(.063) 

.423*** 

(.066) 

.386*** 

(.077) 

.281*** 

(.093) 

Black Voter Turnout 
 

.066** 

(.031) 

.057* 

(.031) 

.092*** 

(.035) 

.056* 

(.033) 

Hispanic Voter Turnout 
 

.093** 

(.036) 

.083** 

(.034) 

.048 

(.031) 

.041 

(.029) 

Asian Voter Turnout 
 

.029 

(.026) 

.027 

(.025) 

.050* 

(.030) 

.052* 

(.028) 

Voter Registration 

Percentage 

 
.106** 

(.054) 

.178*** 

(.049) 

-.062 

(.040) 

-.022 

(.043) 

Voting Eligible 

Population (log) 

 
1.39** 

(.574) 

.988* 

(.564) 

1.32 

(2.19) 

2.31 

(1.88) 

Partisanship  
 

-.223*** 

(.072) 

-.230*** 

(.076) 

.075 

(.102) 

.031 

(.106) 
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Predictor/Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Partisanship (squared) 
 

-.008*** 

(.002) 

-.007 

(.002) 

.00009 

(.003) 

.0006 

(.003) 

Median Wage (log) 
 

2.14 

(3.13) 

1.15 

(3.05) 

7.37* 

(3.19) 

6.10 

(3.86) 

Ineligible Prison 

Population (log) 

 
.256 

(.307) 

.497* 

(.294) 

-.600 

(.632) 

.256 

(.603) 

Democratic Leaning 

State 

 
-1.63 

(1.79) 

-1.37 

(1.56) 

2.02** 

(1.02) 

2.63*** 

(.926) 

Republican Leaning 

State 

 
-5.88*** 

(1.66) 

-5.96*** 

(1.44) 

1.36 

(1.37) 

1.95 

(1.36) 

Constant 90.04*** 

(9.18) 

-44.69 

(30.98) 

-41.60 

(32.00) 

-45.11 

(34.92) 

-85.08 

(52.61) 

Year fixed effects? No No Yes No Yes 

State fixed effects? No No No Yes Yes 

Observations 204 204 204 191 191 

R-squared 0.0351 0.8112 0.8245 0.9366 0.9441 

***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10. Robust standard errors in parenthesis. 
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                               Table 5: Regression Series with Economic and Political Controls 
                              Dependent Variable: State Voter Turnout 

Predictor/Model (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Gini Coefficient 63.59* 

(34.45) 

32.98 

(28.21) 

-63.83*** 

(20.78) 

-11.10 

(22.93) 

Voter ID 
  

-.841 

(.740) 

-.473 

(.689) 

Unemployment .677*** 

(.182) 

   

Unemployment (lagged) -.171 

(.145) 

-.043 

(.141) 

  

Cost of Living -.332* 

(.200) 

.378** 

(.161) 

  

Minimum Wage -.106 

(.305) 

-.146 

(.205) 

  

Poverty Rate -.956*** 

(.223) 

-.057 

(.152) 

  

Polling Locations 
  

-.0003*** 

(.0001) 

-.0002*** 

(.00008) 

Mail-in Vote 
  

-2.45** 

(1.10) 

1.24 

(2.78) 

College Education .379*** 

(.087) 

.146 

(.106) 

  

High School Education .386*** 

(.0953) 

.165 

(.110) 

  

White Voter Turnout 
  

.758*** 

(.066) 

.291*** 

(.093) 

Black Voter Turnout 
  

.008 

(.040) 

.072** 

(.029) 

Hispanic Voter Turnout 
  

.094** 

(.041) 

.049* 

(.027) 

Asian Voter Turnout 
  

.029 

(.025) 

.064** 

(.027) 

Voter Registration 

Percentage 

  
.198*** 

(.053) 

-.021 

(.043) 

Voting Eligible 

Population (log) 

  
2.97*** 

(.680) 

2.55 

(1.83) 

Partisanship  
  

-.291*** 

(.079) 

-.015 

(.103) 

Median Wage (log) -30.79* 

(16.63) 

-11.55 

(11.91) 
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Predictor/Model (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Ineligible Prison 

Population (log) 

  
-.402 

(.364) 

.004 

(.603) 

High Inequality -1.97* 

(1.10) 

-.616 

(.854) 

  

Democratic Leaning 

State 

  
.510 

(1.72) 

2.33** 

(1.01) 

Republican Leaning 

State 

  
-5.21*** 

(1.55) 

1.35 

(1.22) 

Constant 305.64* 

(164.04) 

 
-15.47 

(1.55) 

 

Year fixed effects? No Yes No Yes 

State fixed effects? No Yes No Yes 

Observations 203 203 192 192 

R-squared 0.4581 0.9239 0.7378 0.9392 

***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10. Robust standard errors in parenthesis. 
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Table 4 Analysis 

For the multivariate analysis, I conducted several regression models to analyze the relationship 

between income inequality and voter turnout. The first model in Table 4, a simple regression 

with the dependent variable and the key independent variable, shows that income inequality is a 

statistically significant predictor of voter turnout at the 99% level. The association of the two 

variables can be interpreted as a 1% increase in income inequality (as measured by a state’s Gini 

Coefficient) is associated with a -.57% decrease in voter turnout in a state, ceteris paribus. The 

magnitude of this association is significant, as recent elections have shown that a half-percentage 

change in turnout can change the result of a Presidential election, especially if this change occurs 

in a “swing state”. This result is not a good fit for explaining the variation in voter turnout as 

only about 3% of the variation in voter turnout is explained only by income inequality.   

 

In the second model, I included control variables to account for the omitted variable bias inherent 

in the simple regression. Additionally, I included dummy variables for Democratic-leaning states 

(states above the median PVI) and Republican-leaning states (states below the median PVI) to 

better understand the role of partisanship in voter turnout. The reasoning for this inclusion is 

multi-faceted. Given the competitiveness of a state’s election, you could expect a greater turnout 

of voters in closer elections where resources are spent by Presidential campaigns. Also, partisan 

attitudes towards voting could have a substantial effect on voter turnout. In the second model, 

income inequality loses its statistical significance, meaning that I can not reject the null 

hypothesis that the association is zero. However, like in the correlation table, the median wage 

and partisanship were statistically significantly associated with the dependent variable. A 1% 
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change in median income in a state is associated with a 2% reduction in voter turnout, and a state 

leaning towards the Republican vote is associated with a 5% reduction in turnout, ceteris paribus.  

The third, fourth, and fifth models take fixed effects into account. Fixed effects models help me 

control for the average differences across years and states, effectively reducing the omitted 

variable bias in the first two models. In the third model which includes year fixed-effects, 

income inequality is a statistically significant predictor (at the 90% level) of voter turnout, 

although the association is weaker than the simple regression model. A 1% increase in income 

inequality is associated with a .34% decrease in voter turnout in a state, holding all other 

variables included in the regression constant. In these fixed effects models, voter registration and 

partisanship had the most consistently statistically significant and impactful associations with 

voter turnout. The controls and fixed effects regression models explained a significant portion of 

the variation of voter turnout (between 81 and 94 percent); however, I am also interested in how 

economic factors and political factors control the magnitude of the association between my 

dependent and key independent variable.  

 

Table 5 Analysis 

Table 5 separates the independent variables into economic variables in elections and political 

variables. In the first model, which includes the economic variables, I found a similar result to 

the simple regression in Table 4. In this model, a 1% change in income inequality is associated 

with a -.63% change in voter turnout, holding all other variables included in the regression 

constant. This association is statistically significant at the 90% level. Furthermore, in this model 

variables such as poverty, unemployment, and education have statistically significant 

associations with the dependent variable. The second model, the year and state fixed-effect 
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model for the economic regression, results in almost all the included independent variables 

losing their significance and explains substantially more (92%) of the variation in voter turnout 

than the first model (45%). This implies that the impact of economic factors in the elections 

covered in this analysis may be better explained by the variations within years and states than the 

economic conditions during the elections.  

 

The third and fourth models support the findings of the previous models. In the third model, 

income inequality is statistically significant at the 99% level, and a 1% change in income 

inequality is associated with a -.63% change in voter turnout, ceteris paribus. Like in Table 4, the 

variables capturing partisanship, voter registration, the number of eligible voters, and polling 

locations were statistically significant and of substantial magnitude. These characteristics held 

for both the controlled and fixed-effects models.  

 

These multivariate results indicate that income inequality can be a statistically significant and 

substantial factor in voter turnout during a presidential election. The results also indicate that 

although economic factors may have a non-zero effect on voter turnout, political variables that 

relate to a state’s partisanship and citizens’ ability to vote may play a more significant role.  

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study explored the relationship between the level of income inequality in a state and that 

state’s voter turnout rate in Presidential elections through ordinary least squares regression 

models that contained other relevant state-level variables and controlled for fixed year and state 

effects. The results of this empirical analysis revealed that income inequality has a meaningful, 
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negative relationship with voter turnout tin Presidential elections. Furthermore, a variety of 

economic and political variables have significant relationships with the level of turnout in a 

Presidential election. This empirical analysis is a useful study for helping to fill significant gaps 

in the current understanding of electoral politics.  

Policy Relevance 

This study contributes to the existing literature that examines how the growing trends of income 

inequality in the United States affects voter turnout in national elections. This study helps answer 

several questions that are currently unanswered in the existing literature, including questions 

about how economic and political factors interact with voter turnout in national elections. 

Furthermore, this study provides a unique analysis of how the forces of income inequality impact 

elections in the unique American political system, as opposed to previous studies that performed 

cross-country level analyses. Finally, this study provides an alternative view to how the political 

and economic characteristics of a state influences the turnout rate, deviating from the 

traditionally held belief that the broader economic condition of the country drives turnout in 

national elections. 

Empirical Findings Implications 

James Carville, Bill Clinton’s campaign director, coined the phrase “it’s the economy stupid” as 

an electoral theory for why voters would turn out for Clinton in the 1992 Presidential election. 

This platitude appeared to carry weight in understanding electoral turnout as Pew Research 

Center’s polling showed that voters consistently viewed the economy as a top issue in each 

election cycle from 2008 to 2020 (Pew, 2020). Despite the continued popularity of the phrase, 

political scientists have raised serious doubts about its accuracy. This literature, like Thomas 
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Frank’s What's the Matter with Kansas (Frank, 2004), questions why despite continued 

economic distress in some states most voters in the state continue to vote for the party that 

enforces that status quo – often rejecting the policies and politicians that would potentially 

improve their economic situation.  

In recent elections, the literature has challenged this long-held truism by exploring how the 

confluence of political, cultural, and economic factors influences voter turnout. This study’s 

empirical analysis takes this approach to gain a better understanding of voter turnout by 

examining its relationship with income inequality - a representation of how well a state 

distributes the gains of the economy. The findings of this study accord with the studies of the 

relationship between income inequality and voter turnout in European elections done by Horn in 

2011, as the empirical analysis found a similar negative relationship between the variables. 

However, while the magnitude of the relationship was considered smaller in the European 

context, the marginal differences explained by income inequality could have much more 

meaningful impacts upon national elections.  

 

Due to the American system’s Electoral College, changes in voter turnout by less than 1% for the 

major political parties in recent Presidential elections have swung key states in recent elections. 

For example, in the 2016 Presidential election, despite Hillary Clinton winning nearly 3 million 

more votes 107,000 votes in three states effectively decided the election (Meko et. al., 2016). 

Furthermore, despite Joe Biden winning 7 million more votes in the 2020 election, according to 

NPR's Domenico Montanaro’s analysis "just 44,000 votes in Georgia, Arizona and Wisconsin 

separated Biden and Trump from a tie in the Electoral College" (Swasey and Jin, 2020) 
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The empirical results of this study show that the level of income inequality in a state matters in 

explaining these crucially marginal changes in turnout. Critically, the results also affirm previous 

research that political factors such as partisanship and voting restrictions have significant 

relationships with voter turnout in Presidential elections. As partisan polarization is likely to 

continue to grow alongside the growth of income inequality, the trends identified by this study 

will likely be useful for future literature seeking to understand the changing levels of turnout that 

are essential to winning close elections. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study faced several limitations that potentially biased the results and could be refined for 

future studies of this topic. The first limitation of utilizing economic and political variables to 

analyze variance in voter turnout is that several subjective variables exist on the individual-level 

that inarguably influence an individual’s decision to turn out to vote. Voting is a personally 

costly action especially for lower-income people that may not have the flexibility to wait in lines 

for hours to vote and may not feel invested in the electoral process. In a 2008 study published in 

the American Psychological Association’s journal, Christopher Munsey identifies several 

subjective characteristics that could explain an individual’s decision to turn out to vote including 

a sense of self-importance, a psychological mechanism called the "voter's illusion", self-

expression of American identity, altruism, and wanting to “fit in” amongst many others (Munsey, 

2008). This analysis involves data at the state level, as states determine Presidential elections and 

data is more readily available for states than individuals, however, state-level data is unable to 

capture the multitude of individual characteristics that motivate or demotivate people to turn out 

to vote.  
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Another limitation of this study is the use of interpolation and extrapolation to fill in missing 

data, especially for the recent 2020 election. The use of these techniques inherently weakens, a 

model’s precision, even if that estimate is made according to sound statistical practices. 

Throughout this analysis, data points such as racial turnout rates, the number of polling places, 

and registration rates needed to be imputed.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

Policymakers will continue to need a better understanding of how voters react to growing trends 

of inequality and polarization as both trends appear to continue into the next decade. Future 

research should consider building upon this study by examining how wealth inequality and 

perceptions of inequality relate to voter turnout.  

 

This analysis utilizes income inequality as its key independent variable; however, income does 

not capture the entirety of an individual’s economic position. Wealth captures all the assets 

owned by a person including the market value of their physical possessions and their intangible 

assets as well as their accumulated debts. An analysis that examines how the growth in wealth 

disparities affects Presidential elections would be able to capture several relevant trends in the 

economy including growing debt for lower-income Americans who may effectively have 

negative income, effects from systemic discrimination that precluded communities of color from 

wealth-generating activities, and a more precise understanding of the differences in turnout 

between high-wealth and low-wealth states or individuals.  

 

Finally, as mentioned in the literature review, Americans often misperceive the true degree of 

income inequality present in the country – especially between racial groups. As research by 
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Schneider found, examining perceptions of inequality addresses a key limitation of this study by 

capturing some of the subjective variables that influence voter turnout including their self-

perception of their social status, their perception of their overall well-being, and the importance 

of social status to life satisfaction. Building upon previous research, an in-depth analysis of how 

perceived inequality affects voter turnout could fill a crucial gap in the literature for American 

policymakers.  
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