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ABSTRACT 

This thesis asks two questions in regard to voter turnout in the United States: 1) Does 

political heterogeneity within a community increase or decrease voter turnout? and 2) 

What is the impact of political homogeneity on voter turnout?  To construct a variable 

that measures the politically heterogeneity or homogeneity of a community, data is used 

from past presidential elections on the margins of victory by the winning parties.  If the 

margins of victory are persistently large, the community is considered politically 

homogenous.  If the margins of victory are persistently narrow, the community is 

considered politically heterogeneous.  To investigate the relationship between political 

heterogeneity and voter turnout at the community level, an ordinary least-squares 

regression model is employed testing the following model: Voter turnout = a + political 

heterogeneity index + county characteristics + region + μ.  The data employed is county-

level voter-turnout for all U.S. counties.  This thesis finds that counties on either end of 

the political heterogeneity-homogeneity spectrum are associated with higher voter 

turnout than counties that are of average political composition.    
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Voting is the most fundamental mechanism through which citizens exert their power 

over policymakers.  In the act of voting, the abstract notion of ―we the people‖ is brought 

to life.  It is the primary means through which citizens hold their elected representatives 

accountable.  With their votes, citizens directly approve or disapprove of the policy-

making of their elected officials.  Representatives disliked by voters typically do not last 

long in office.          

Voter turnout in the United States is quite variable across communities.  It seems 

many Americans do not view voting as the essential act envisioned by our founding 

fathers.  Over one-third of Americans did not vote in the 2004 presidential election 

(sixty-four percent of voting age citizens did vote), a year in which turnout was the 

highest for a presidential election since 1992 (Holder 2006).  How do we explain why 

some individuals choose to vote while others do not?   

In Why We Vote, David E. Campbell argues that individual civic participation, 

including voting, cannot be properly explained outside the context of community (2006).  

According to his ―dual motivations‖ theory of public engagement, Campbell posits that 

people vote for one of two reasons – either to fulfill a perceived duty or to protect their 

interests.  The degree to which a citizen will respond to these social forces depends on the 

type of community in which he or she lives.  In Campbell’s perspective, the voter is a not 

an atomized individual, as often pictured in political theory.  Rather, the individual is a 
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demographic voter whose choices are driven, at least in part, by the people who surround 

him or her (Krebs 2006).   

If a citizens lives in a politically homogenous community where neighbors share 

political values, the citizen will likely vote out of a sense of civic duty.  According to 

Campbell’s theory, citizens living in these types of neighborhoods vote more frequently 

because community norms encourage them to do so.  These community norms have 

persuasive power over citizens because of their common sense of political identity – 

whatever those beliefs may be.  Alternatively, if a citizen lives in a heterogeneous 

community, in which political interests are conflicting, the citizen will also likely vote, 

but will do so in order to protect his or her interests (Campbell 2006).   

This paper revisits Campbell’s analysis, testing his dual motivations theory using 

county-level voter turnout data from the 2004 presidential election.  In exploring the 

decision to vote, the two central questions I ask are: Does political heterogeneity within a 

community increase or decrease voter turnout?   Likewise, what is the impact of political 

homogeneity on voter turnout?   

Additionally, I assess whether increasing political polarization among the U.S. 

electorate has amplified these ―dual motivations‖ and in doing so, has led to an increase 

in voter turnout.  Political scholars and observers have noted a marked increase in 

partisanship in national politics since the presidency of Richard Nixon (Jacobson 2000).  

Commentators and journalists often talk of ―red states‖ and ―blue states.‖  If political 

polarization is a real trend among the American electorate, many more communities are 
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gravitating towards either extreme of the homogeneity spectrum.  Consequently, I predict 

the impact of political homogeneity and heterogeneity on voter turnout will be even 

larger in this thesis than it was in Campbell’s analysis.   

Such a finding could help explain why nearly twenty million more Americans voted 

in the 2004 election than in 2000 (McDonald 2006).  If the dual motivations theory is 

correct, some voters cast a ballot because they felt a responsibility to their neighbors to 

do so.  Others did so to protect their own welfare, however so defined.   

In Chapters 2 and 3, I provide additional background information on voter turnout as 

well as a survey of the existing literature and empirical research on voter turnout, with 

particular attention paid to studies that have examined the impact of community 

characteristics.   In Chapter 4, I detail the conceptual framework and hypotheses 

underlying this thesis.  In Chapter 5, I describe my data set and statistical methods.  In 

Chapter 6, I describe the results of the regression analysis.  Chapter 7 offers a discussion 

of those results. 
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Chapter 2 – Background  

What motivates citizens to vote?  Alternative, what deters citizens from voting?  

Survey data of voters provides some insight on the latter question, particularly as to why 

people fail to register – a prerequisite to voting.  According to a survey by the U.S. 

Census Bureau, nearly half of the people who were asked why they did not register to 

vote in 2004 cited ―not interested in the election or not involved in politics‖ as the reason 

(Holder 2006).  The puzzle, then, is why some individuals are interested or engaged in 

politics while others are not.   

According to an analysis by the U.S. Census Bureau of the 2004 election, several 

individual demographic characteristics were associated with higher levels of turnout.  

Women voted at slightly higher rates than did men (sixty-five versus sixty-two percent); 

older citizens were more likely to vote than younger ones (seventy-two percent of those 

over the age of fifty-five voted while only forty-seven percent of those between eighteen 

and twenty-four years of age did so); and married people voted at a much higher rate than 

never-marrieds (seventy-one percent versus fifty-two percent).  Voter turnout also 

increased with higher levels of education and income (Holder 2006).    

Voter turnout in the United States also differs by region of the country.  On the high 

end, seventy-six percent of Midwest citizens of voting age turned out to vote in 2004, 

compared to only sixty-one percent of those in the South.  Voters in the Northeast and 

West turned out at the same rate at sixty-four percent (Holder 2006).      

Levels of voter turnout differ by state as well.  In 2004, Minnesota had the highest 
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level of voter turnout at seventy-nine percent, while Hawaii had the lowest with only 

about half of Hawaiians voting (Holder 2006).  

Within states, voter turnout also varies tremendously by community.  For example, 

residents of Swift County, Minnesota turned out to vote in 2004 at a much lower rate 

(just under sixty percent) than the average Minnesotan, who was more likely to vote than 

citizens of any other state.  In Tennessee, seventy percent of residents of Williamson 

County turned out to vote in 2004 whereas only fifty-four percent of Tennesseans as a 

whole voted (Caltech/ MIT website; McDonald 2006).     

We should not ignore Swift and Williamson Counties.  There are many communities 

whose rates of voter turnout do not fit expected patterns.  This thesis argues that although 

both individual demographic factors (e.g., sex, age, income, and educational level) and 

geographic location (in terms of region and state) are valuable in explaining patterns of 

voter turnout, one must also take into account the political characteristics of the 

community in which an individual lives.  Civic participation, including the act of voting, 

is defined by the interaction between the individual and his or her community. 

Communities are a critical aspect of the civic participation dynamic.   

Although the secrecy of the voting booth allows one to vote confidentially, for most 

Americans the act of voting is very public.  Citizens must vote by presenting themselves 

at their local polling place.  Whether or not people choose to vote, according to the 

survey data cited above, is driven largely by whether or not they are ―interested in 

politics.‖  If and how citizens perceive themselves as being an influential part of the 
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polity, this thesis argues, depends a great deal on how they relate to the polity they come 

into contact with on a day-to-day basis – their neighbors in their local communities.  

Consequently, we would expect to see different levels of voter turnout depending on the 

communities’ political characteristics.    

Building on the hypothesis that individual voting cannot be explained outside the 

community context, the previous scholarly work investigating the relationship between 

community characteristics and voter turnout is reviewed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3 – Literature Review 

Rational choice theory and the paradox of voting 

The ―voting paradox‖ has long been a conceptual dilemma for rational choice 

theorists.  Rational choice theory is a dominant theory in microeconomics, as well as a 

central paradigm in political science.  According to rational choice theory, people make 

decisions by weighing the expected benefits and costs of a given action.  Applying 

rational theory to voting behavior, Anthony Downs developed a ―calculus of voting‖:  

Vote = pB > C, where p is the probability of casting a decisive vote, B represents the 

benefits that result from the election of a voter’s preferred candidate, and C is the cost of 

voting (1957).   

Using this equation, rational choice theory predicts that few people will vote.  The 

political benefits of voting — ―B‖—are greatly reduced when multiplied by ―p‖ because 

―p‖ is so low.  The vote of one citizen is highly unlikely to determine the outcome of the 

election.  Given that the costs of voting – ―C‖ – are real in terms of time and effort, 

Downs’s calculus of voting leaves us with the unsettling – and observably false 

conclusion – that no one will ever vote (Downs 1957; Feddersen 2004).    

Two explanations   

In response to Downs’s theory, scholars have tried to explain why many people do 

indeed vote, despite the prediction made by the voting calculus equation.  Two 

explanations have been the most widely discussed and debated.  According to one theory, 

individuals vote because they have interests at stake.  Alternatively, another theory 
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asserts that individuals vote because they receive positive benefits from fulfilling a civic 

duty to do so.   

Below, the theory and empirical evidence supporting each explanation is reviewed.  

Connecting back to the premise of this thesis – that community context is a critical factor 

in voter turnout – predictions on how voter turnout will vary by community are made 

based on the assumptions of both theories.  As it turns out, each theory makes contrary 

predictions as to the impact of community political accord (or discord) on voter turnout.   

Electoral closeness and rival interests 

One approach scholars have used in attempting to solve the voting paradox is to focus 

on the value of ―p‖ – the probability that a citizen’s vote will impact the outcome of the 

election.  The more competitive an election is expected to be, the greater probability that 

a single vote will determine the election – and the higher the value of ―p‖ will be 

(Campbell 2006).   

This hypothesis corresponds with the prevalent idea – most eloquently expressed by 

James Madison – that individuals vote to protect their own interest.  In a world where 

policy results in winners and losers, individuals benefit by voting for candidates who 

pledge to protect their interests (Campbell 2006).  According to Madison in The 

Federalist Papers, the consequence of this fierce battle between competing interests is 

that ―the public good is disregarded in the conflicts of rival parties‖ (1788).   

In many elections, citizens can reasonably assume that their favored candidate will 

win if they vote or not.  However, as the predicted competitiveness of an election 
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increases, the incentives to vote for the average citizen are expected to grow (Campbell 

2006).    

An extensive empirical literature generally confirms a connection between the 

closeness of an election and voter turnout, finding a correlation in presidential elections 

(Hofstetter 1973; Patterson and Caldiera 1984); congressional elections (Crain, Leavens, 

and Abbot 1987); gubernatorial elections (Patterson and Caldiera 1983); and local 

elections (Caldiera and Patterson 1982) (cited in Campbell 2006).  

Although the empirical evidence on electoral competitiveness and voter turnout is 

relatively strong, two important caveats must be acknowledged.  First, there is conflicting 

empirical evidence.  Political scientist Margaret Conway failed to find a significant 

correlation between competitiveness of congressional elections and voter turnout (1981).  

Additionally, John Ferejohn and Morris Fiorina used game theory to famously argue 

against the hypothesis that close elections drive voter turnout in their article, ―Closeness 

Counts Only in Horseshoes and Dancing‖ (1975).    

A second qualification, highlighted by Ron Shachar and Barry Nalebuff, is that most 

of the studies that found positive evidence of a correlation between closeness and turnout 

employed models with an endogeneity problem.  Instead of attempting to correlate 

predicted closeness and turnout, studies generally correlated election closeness, itself is a 

function of turnout, with post-election turnout data (Shachar and Nalebuff, 1999).  

Shachar and Nalebuff overcome this issue by using a partial equilibrium model.  Using 
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this approach, they found, nonetheless, that turnout increased significantly when an 

election was predicted to be close.   

Political scientists recognize that voters and candidates are not the only groups with 

more at stake when elections get closer.  Political and party elites tend to focus more 

resources on more competitive races.  Jonathan Nagler and Jan Leighley employed 

regression analysis of Federal Communications Commission (FCC) data as evidence that 

donations are the mechanism through which close elections increase turnout (1992).  

Nagler and Leighley asserted that as electoral contests get tighter, donors contribute more 

money, which is in turn used by candidates to buy more ads and invest more in get-out-

the-vote activities.   Several other scholars have found evidence to support the idea that 

political elites’ interest in close elections drives turnout, including Crain, Leavens, and 

Abbot (1987), Green and Gerber (2004), Shachar and Nalebuff (1999), and Patterson and 

Caldiera (1984).   

The idea that voters have more at stake when elections draw closer need not be at 

odds with the notion that political leaders invest more resources in mobilizing these 

voters.   As voters recognize the election is getting close, they are more likely to pay 

attention to the campaigns, and vice versa, campaigns will be able to convince citizens to 

vote, given heightened awareness of the candidates and their campaigns (Campbell 

2006).   

Voter turnout and heterogeneous communities 
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This thesis focuses on the relationship between individuals’ voting behavior and their 

communities’ political context.  If we assume that close elections, and the escalation in 

conflicting interests created by these tight races, compel more citizens to vote, the 

question is: in which communities are close elections more likely to take place on a 

regular basis?   

 Close elections are more likely in communities where there is no political consensus 

among community members.  This thesis identifies these communities as politically 

heterogeneous, following Campbell (2006).  In these communities, no one political 

ideology or party is dominant.  Rather, each election presents a new opportunity for 

competing interests to battle.   

Recent research on the political participation levels of high school students supports 

the hypothesis that political heterogeneity increases civic participation.  The researchers 

found that students were more likely to participate in politics when there was greater 

partisan diversity within their classes (Gimpel 2003).   

Recent work on the polarization of the U.S. electorate, although not always empirical, 

also tends to confirm the connection between political heterogeneity, conflicting interests, 

and voter turnout.  In their 2006 book, Alan I. Abramowitz and Walter J. Stone asserted 

that increased turnout in the 2004 presidential election can be attributed to the 

polarization of the electorate over President George W. Bush.  The trend of increasing 

polarization of the U.S. electorate has implications for this thesis and its findings, which 

will be discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters.   
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Voter turnout and civic duty 

Returning to the issue of the voting paradox, this chapter now considers another 

explanation of voting behavior that scholars have advanced to solve the voting riddle.  In 

1968, political scientists William Riker and Peter C. Ordeshook argued that a critical 

parameter, a benefit of voting, was missing from Downs’s voting calculus equation.  

They asserted that Downs failed to account fully for the social benefits individuals 

receive from fulfilling their ―civic duty‖ to vote.  Riker and Ordeshook rewrote the voting 

calculus as Vote = pB + D > C, where ―D‖ then represented the strong, positive 

psychological benefits individuals receive from fulfilling a community norm encouraging 

people to vote (Riker and Ordeshook, 1968; Abrams, Iversen, and Soskice 2005).  

From this perspective, voters are not atomized individuals making the decision to 

vote or not to vote in a vacuum.  To the contrary, the various social networks of which 

individuals are a part play a significant role in shaping their political decisions.  

According to this reconception of rational theory, individual civic participation, including 

voting behavior, cannot be properly explained outside the context of community (Krebs 

2005; Campbell 2006).   

Recent scholars, such as Robert Putnam, have expounded upon this idea.  Putnam has 

documented a long-term decline in civic and political participation, including voting, 

among Americans.  He attributes this decline to a decrease in ―social capital‖ in 

communities (2000).  High social capital implies that strong community norms enforce a 

code of behavior or values upon its members (Campbell 2006).   
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Voter turnout and homogenous communities 

The benefit a voter receives from meeting his civic duty – ―D‖– is presumed to be 

highest in communities where members share the same political beliefs.  A strong social 

norm promoting voting exists because neighbors believe their neighbors will vote as they 

do.  People vote, in part, to display their solidarity with their neighbors.  Accordingly, 

voter turnout is predicted to increase as the political homogeneity of a community 

increases (Campbell 2006).  If politically homogeneously communities are associated 

with high voter turnout, their elections are likely to be non-competitive as a consequence 

of their community members sharing the same political beliefs.  

In 2003, Dora L. Costa and Matthew E. Kahn reviewed the literature on the 

correlation between civic participation – more broadly defined than voting – and 

community heterogeneity, including 15 empirical studies.  According to Costa and Kahn, 

their review ―documented an empirical regularity – civic engagement is lower in more 

heterogeneous communities‖ (2003).   

In a related analysis, Diana Mutz examined the ways that politically diverse social 

networks impact political participation (2002).  Mutz found that when a person is subject 

to ―cross-pressures‖ – which occur when a person is exposed to conflicting political 

ideologies – he or she was less likely to participate in politics.   

Conflicting or complementary voting theories?   

To summarize the discussion above, some theorists have predicted that voter turnout 

will increase with community heterogeneity because close elections stimulate citizens to 
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vote when their interests are at stake.  Others have predicted that as community 

homogeneity increases, voter turnout will increase because voters receive significant 

social benefits from voting in communities where there are strong norms urging citizens 

to fulfill their civic duties.  Can both theories be right?  Or are they intrinsically opposed?     

In the chapter that follows, these questions are tentatively answered, via a discussion 

of the conceptual framework underlying this thesis.  The two theories described above are 

used to explain David E. Campbell’s ―dual motivations‖ theory of voting, which connects 

individual voting behavior and communities’ political composition.  This theory forms 

the basis for the regression analysis of county-level voter turnout data that follows.   
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Chapter 4 – Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses 

 

This thesis explores two related empirical questions: Does political heterogeneity 

within a community increase or decrease voter turnout?   Likewise, what is the impact of 

political homogeneity on voter turnout?     

Conceptual framework 

To construct a variable that measures the politically heterogeneity or homogeneity of 

a community, data is used from past presidential elections on the margins of victory by 

the winning parties.  If the margins of victory are persistently large, the community is 

politically homogenous.  If the margins of victory are persistently narrow, the community 

is politically heterogeneous (see Exhibit 1).  Historical, county-level data from 

presidential elections from 1980 through 2004 are used to measure this concept and to 

construct a ―politically heterogeneity index.‖ 
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Exhibit 1: Constructing a variable measuring political composition 

1992 winner % 1996 winner % 2000 winner % 2004 winner % Average

Alameda County 0.6304 0.6577 0.694 0.752 68.4%

Alpine County 0.3518 0.43 0.48 0.533 44.9%

Amador County 0.3549 0.4764 0.567 0.621 50.5%

Butte County 0.3822 0.4898 0.545 0.538 48.9%

Calaveras County 0.3535 0.4812 0.562 0.609 50.1%

Colusa County 0.4594 0.5429 0.65 0.672 58.1%

Contra Costa County 0.5093 0.6573 0.589 0.623 59.5%

Del Norte County 0.3891 0.4129 0.546 0.569 47.9%

El Dorado County 0.3992 0.5184 0.583 0.613 52.8%

Fresno County 0.4217 0.4742 0.532 0.574 50.0%

Glenn County 0.4324 0.5888 0.666 0.688 59.4%

Data from historical elections results by county

Example data from California

Among these California counties, 

• Alameda and Contra Costa are the most politically homogenous

• Alpine and Del Norte are the most politically heterogeneous

 

Although the focus of this thesis is on the effect of the political heterogeneity index 

on voter turnout, it is not the only variable that should be taken into consideration.  As 

reviewed in the previous chapter, research on voter turnout has documented the 

importance of several factors in explaining voter turnout.  The following factors are 

controlled for in the model: education, income, level of urbanization, population density, 

residential mobility, ethnic and racial heterogeneity, income heterogeneity, region of the 

country, and state-level of political competition (See Exhibit 2).    
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Other factors that impact county-level voter turnout for which I cannot account with 

real data in the model include: upsurges or declines in get-out-the-vote activities; 

unobserved characteristics of the election affecting voter turnout; and county- or state-

level voting policies (e.g., voter registration requirements) (See Exhibit 2).      

Exhibit 2: Factors influencing voter turnout at the community level 

** Main variable of interest

Political 

heterogeneity 

index**

Demographic & 

socio-economic 

factors 

• Education

• Income

• Level of urbanization

• Population density

• Racial heterogeneity

• Ethnic heterogeneity

• Region of the country

Other factors

• Increases/ decreases in 

local get-out-the-vote 

and campaign activities

• Characteristics of local 

election/ ballot

• Campaign 

characteristics (e.g., 

spending)

• State or local election 

policies (e.g., voter 

registration 

requirements) 

Voter 

turnout

 

Hypotheses 

My hypothesis is that communities on either end of the political heterogeneity-

homogeneity spectrum will be associated with higher turnout than communities that are 

average in this regard (See Exhibit 3).   Another way of stating this hypothesis is that 

communities in which elections are usually extremely competitive or extremely non-

competitive elections will both have higher voter turnout than in communities whose 

elections are average in terms of competitiveness.  Given the trend among the U.S. 
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electorate of increasing political polarization, I also predict that the impact of political 

homogeneity on voter turnout will be greater than the impact of political heterogeneity.   

Exhibit 3: Factors influencing voter turnout at the community level 

Description

Expected impact

on voter turnout

Type of 

community

• Elections are not close 

• Citizens adhere to shared sense of political values

• Voters reap real and perceived benefits from acting in 

accordance with the political consensus in their 

communities

Politically 

homogenous

Politically 

heterogeneous

• Election are close– a few votes can determine the election 

• Political views are divergent

• Citizens vote to protect their own self-interest

• Voters benefit when their selected candidate wins because 

he or she is expected to advance or protect the voter’s 

interests

Average
• Neither politically homogenous nor heterogeneous 
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Chapter 5 – Data and Methods 

Data 

David E. Campbell, author of Why We Vote, supplied the data file used in this thesis 

and it is being used with his permission.  The file is comprised of county-level data on 

voter turnout in the 2004 presidential election, a constructed variable measuring political 

heterogeneity (discussed in detail below), as well as a set of demographic and political 

characteristics.  The data is a compilation of several different sources, originally 

assembled by Robert Putnam (Campbell 2006).  The two primary sources for the file are 

the U.S. Census Bureau’s County and City Data Book (1994) and David Leip’s Atlas of 

U.S. Presidential Elections.  The file was supplemented with data from Congressional 

Quarterly’s America Votes (1996).    

There are two advantages to using county-level data over state-level data for the 

purpose of this thesis.  First, there are over 3,100 U.S. counties.  All U.S. counties are 

included in the file – allowing for a very large sample.  Second, county-level data on 

voter turnout and other community characteristics, including demographics, is compiled 

more typically at the county-level, as compared to any level smaller than the county.       

Using county-level data also has two drawbacks that merit discussion.  First, voting is 

an individual act.  By using county voter turnout data to draw conclusions about voting 

within communities, this analysis may be limited by the ecological fallacy.  The 

ecological fallacy problem in statistics arises when assumptions are made about micro-

level relationships based on macro-level data (Healey 2005, 416).   
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The second disadvantage to using county-level data for the purpose of this thesis is 

that a citizen’s county may not be an accurate reflection of his or her relevant community.  

In other words, there may be multiple and diverse communities within a county.  By 

using county-level data, such communities are aggregated and the differences between 

the communities are effectively disregarded.  However, the difficulty of obtaining 

sufficient and consistent data across states at a unit lower than the county-level is 

enormous.  Therefore, the county-level remains the best unit for the purposes of this 

thesis, despite the limitations.   

Methods 

 To investigate the relationship between political heterogeneity and voter turnout at 

the community level, an ordinary least-squares regression model is employed testing the 

following: 

Voter turnout = a + political heterogeneity index + county characteristics + region + μ  

Voter turnout 

Voter turnout is calculated for each county as a percentage of the number of votes 

cast in the 2004 presidential election divided by the voting-age population (VAP).  This 

approach was preferable to the method of measuring turnout as votes cast as a percentage 

of registered voters.  By including registered and unregistered citizens in the calculation 

of voter turnout, the variable represents a more accurate measure of the level of civic 

participation and engagement in a community.  If unregistered citizens were not included, 

the analysis would beg the question of why citizens bother to register to vote at all 
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(Campbell 2006).   

Political heterogeneity index 

The independent variable of interest is the political heterogeneity index, which is a 

constructed variable measuring the political diversity of a community.  The variable was 

created for each U.S. county using records on the margins of victory for the winning 

parties in previous elections.  High margins signify a degree of consensus within the 

community on the winning candidate; small margins signify a political divide on the 

candidates within the community.   

Using data from several historical elections – and not just the most recent election – 

decreased the possibility that the index would be biased by the peculiarities of the most 

recent election.  If the margins of victory were persistently large in previous elections – in 

other words, elections were not very competitive – the community is politically 

homogenous.  If the margins of victory were persistently narrow in previous elections – 

meaning the elections were consistently competitive – the community is politically 

heterogeneous. 

Calculating the political heterogeneity index involved two steps. 

First, communities’ political heterogeneity (hpc) was calculated as the mean level of 

electoral competition in a county in previous presidential elections, using this formula: 

hpc = ∑(100 – Ki) / N 

where ki represents the share of the vote taken by the winning candidate in each county in 

year i, and N is the number of years (Campbell 2006).  For each U.S. county, hpc was 
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calculated using the results from each presidential election from 1980 through 2004.   

 The value of hpc  increases with more competitive elections (which occurs most 

frequently in politically heterogeneous communities).  For example, in 2004, 75.2% of 

the voters in Alameda County, California, voted for John Kerry for President – a wide 

margin suggesting that Alameda County is politically homogenous.  Using the equation 

above, the political heterogeneity score for Alameda County for that year was calculated 

as 24.8 (100-75.2).  Alternatively, in Alpine County California, John Kerry won 53.3% of 

the votes.  Using the equation above, Alpine County’s political heterogeneity score for 

2004 was 46.7 (California Secretary of State). 

 A second step for constructing the political heterogeneity index variable is required 

because the hypothesis is that voter turnout increases in communities that are on either 

end of the political heterogeneity spectrum.  Consequently, the political heterogeneity 

index was calculated as 

political heterogeneity index = (hpc  μp)
2 

where μp is the mean political competition across all counties and hpc  is the mean level of 

competition for each county, c (Campbell 2006, 38).   

County characteristics variables 

 To assess accurately whether political heterogeneity or homogeneity affects voter 

turnout, it is vital to control for other factors related to voting.  The model controls for 

county characteristics with eight variables listed in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Summary of county characteristic control variables 
Characteristic Correlation with voter 

turnout (source) 
Variable in 

model 

Description/ measure of variable  
(as necessary) 

Education  Positive (Wolfinger and 

Rosenstone 1980) 

Percentage with 

college degree 

 

Income Positive (Verba and Nie 

1972) 

Mean 

household 

income 

 

Urban or rural  Urban areas have lower 

turnout than rural 

communities (Lipset 

1987) 

Urbanicity Level of urbanicity as defined by U.S. 

Census Bureau 

Population 

density  

Positive (Filer, Kenny, 

and Morton 1993) 

Population 

density 

Population per square mile 

Tenure in 

community  

Positive (Teixeira 1987; 

Squire, Wolfinger, and 

Glass 1987) 

Residential 

mobility 

U.S. Census Bureau definition – Total 

number of persons living in the same house 

that they were living in 5 years ago divided 

by the total number of persons  

Racial 

diversity 

Negative (Costa and 

Kahn 2003 ) 

Racial 

heterogeneity 

Herfindahl index 

Ethnic 

diversity 

Negative (Knack and 

Keefer 1997) 

Ethnic 

heterogeneity 

Ethnic heterogeneity index (higher number 

signifies more heterogeneity within 

community) 

Income 

diversity  

Negative (Oliver 2001) Income 

heterogeneity 

Gini coefficient 

 

The variables measuring ethnic, racial, and income heterogeneity merit further 

explanation.   

Ethnic and racial heterogeneity are both measured by calculating a Herfindahl Index.   

Ethnic heterogeneity index = 1  ∑ h
2

ec 
                                                                                 e 

where e signifies six ethnic groups, c represents each county, and hec is the share each 

ethnic group represents in each county (Campbell 2006, 224).  The six ethnic groups are 

listed in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2: Categories for ethnic heterogeneity index 
Category Description 

Anglo-American English, Canadian, Irish, Scott-Irish, Scottish, Welsh, American 

Western European Austrian, Belgian, Dutch, French (except Basque), French Canadian, German, 
Swiss 

Scandinavian Finnish, Norwegian, Swedish 

Latino/  Hispanic Hispanic ethnicity is identified in the census ethnicity item 

Mediterranean Italian, Portuguese 

Eastern European/ 

Balkan 

Czech, Greek, Hungarian, Polish, Romanian, Russian, Slovak, Ukrainian, 

Yugoslavian 

West Indian West Indian, excluding Hispanic origin groups 

 

The variable racial heterogeneity was calculated using the same equation but 

replacing the six ethnic groups above with the racial categories used by the Census 

Bureau: 1) White, 2) Black, 3) American Indian, Eskimo, Aleutian, 4) Asian, and 5) 

Pacific Islander.   

The Gini coefficient is a commonly used measure of income heterogeneity.  The 

higher the coefficient, the greater income inequality is within the community (Campbell 

2006, 24).   

Region 

The model also uses two regional dummy variables to account for documented 

variations in voter turnout across regions of the country.  The South has consistently 

lower voter turnout rates relative to the other regions, although the gap has narrowed over 

time (Nichols and Beck 1995, 45).   A control dummy variable is also included for states 

in the Upper Midwest, where turnout is reliably higher than average (Campbell 2006, 

225).
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Chapter 6 – Results 

Use of data 

As described in Chapter 5 (Data and Methods), this thesis uses data on U.S. counties 

to measure the impact of community political makeup on voter turnout using an ordinary 

least squares regression model.  2004 voter turnout is the dependent variable and the 

independent variable of interest is an index of community political composition.  Other 

demographic and geographic factors known to impact voter turnout are used as controls 

in the model.  The estimated model is: 

Voter turnout = a + political heterogeneity index + county characteristics + 

region + μ  

Communities at either end of the politically homogeneity/ heterogeneity spectrum are 

predicted to have significantly higher turnout than communities which are average along 

that dimension.   

Counties with impossible or extreme values for voter turnout were removed from the 

sample.  These included counties with voter turnout above 100% and below 5%, leaving 

a sample size of 3,055 U.S. counties.    

Descriptive statistics 

 Table 3 below provides the summary descriptive statistics for all of the interval-ratio 

variables in the analysis.  The mean of the dependent variable – county-level voter 

turnout – is .5905 or 59.05%.  This appears reasonable given that in 2004, according to 

the U.S. Census Bureau, 64% of voting-age U.S. citizens voted in the Presidential 
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election (2006).  The mean of the independent variable of interest – community political 

composition – is 0.367.   

 The average size of counties in the sample is just over 85,000 residents.  The average 

percentage of residents with college education is 16.4%.  The average of mean household 

income at the county-level was just under $42,000.    

Table 3: Descriptive statistics for interval-ratio variables
1
  

 Mean Median Mode Std. 

dev 

Min Max 

Voter turnout 0.5905 0.5916 0.5941 0.1079 0.05050 0.9853 

Political heterogeneity index 0.3671 0.3800 0.4700 0.0920 0.0800 0.5100 

County population 85,141 24,350 10,155 284,434 356 9,519,33

8 

Residents with college degree (%) 0.1640 0.1439 0.2222 0.0772 0.0492 0.6375 

Mean household income (dollars) 41,843.7

5 

40,509.5

0 

35,326.0

0 

9,634.5

2 

14,167.0

0 

97,225.0

0 

Urbanicity 0.3978 0.3931 0 0.3079 0.000 1.0 

Residential mobility - % moved 0.4104 0.4046 0.3275 0.0742 0.1940 0.8456 

Gini coefficient (income 

inequality) 

0.4348 0.4322 None 0.0387 0.3152 0.6085 

Ethnic heterogeneity 0.8378 0.8478 .7837 0.0837 0.0373 0.9993 

% of residents-white 0.8174 0.8959 0.9762 0.1865 0.0158 1.0 

% of residents-black 0.0870 0.0160 0 0.1451 0 0.8608 

% of residents-Indian 0.0151 0.0032 0 0.0620 0 0.9275 

% of residents-Asian 0.0074 0.0035 0 0.0150 0 0.3072 

% of residents-Hawaiian 0.0003 6.3E-05 0 0.0008 0 0.0127 

N = 3,056 

 

Categorical and dummy variables 

 The geographic distribution of the counties in the sample is given in Table 4 below.  

Nearly forty percent of the counties are located in the West North Central region of the 

country or the South Atlantic region.  As shown in Table 5 below, forty-six percent of the 

counties are in Southern states. 

                                                             
1 For 42 of the 3,107 observations, voter turnout is greater than 1 in the data value, exceeding theoretical maximum for 

voter turnout (100%).   These observations are excluded from the analysis.    
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Table 4: Distribution of REGION variable
1 

REGION States in region Frequency Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 

New 

England 

CT, ME, MA, NH, RI, VT 

67 2.2 2.2 

Middle 

Atlantic 

NJ, NY, PA 
130 4.2 6.4 

East North 

Central 

IN, IL, MI, OH, WI 
437 14.3 20.7 

West North 

Central 

IA, KS, MN, MO, NE, ND, 

SD 
617 20.1 40.8 

South 

Atlantic 

DE, DC, FL, GA, MD, NC, 
SC, VA, WV 

578 18.9 59.7 

East South 

Central 

AL, KY, MS, TN 
364 11.9 71.6 

West South 

Central 

AR, LA, OK, TX 
468 15.3 86.9 

Mountain 
AZ, CO, ID, NM, MT, UT, 
NV, WY 

269 8.8 95.7 

Pacific AK, CA, HI, OR, WA 133 4.3 100.00 

TOTAL 3,063   

1Region of country is measured as a categorical variable.   

 

Table 5: Distribution of counties within Southern and non-Southern states 

Countries within Southern states 

SOUTH Frequency Percent 

Non-Southern 1647 53.89 

Southern 1409 46.11 

 

Regression Results 
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In order to separately measure and compare the political homogeneity versus the 

political heterogeneity effect, the variable in the data set measuring political composition 

was split into two coded variables – one representing high political heterogeneity and one 

representing high political homogeneity.   

 To create the variable indicating high heterogeneity, counties above the mean on the 

political composition index were coded with their score on that index.  All other counties 

were coded with a zero.  The second variable – representing high political homogeneity – 

was coded so that counties below mean on the political composition index received that 

score multiplied by -1.   All counties with a political composition score above the mean 

were coded with a score of -1.  By using -1 to code the homogeneity effect, this variable 

then represented a continuum of increasing homogeneity from -1 to -0.08.     

 In Table 6 (below) are the results of using OLS regression with the model described 

above.  Both the political heterogeneity and homogeneity variables are statistically 

significant at a confidence level higher than a one percent alpha level and have a positive 

sign, as predicted.    
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Table 6: Political Heterogeneity and Voter Turnout 

 Parameter  

Estimate 

Standard  

Error 

P-value 

Independent Variables  

of Interest 

   

Political homogeneity effect 0.0651 0.0227 0.0041 

Political heterogeneity effect 0.1180 0.0369 0.0014 

 

County Characteristics    

Percentage w/ college degree 0.5824 0.0351 <.0001 

Mean household income 0.000001 0.0000003 <.0001 

Urbanicity  -0.0652 0.0066 <.0001 

Residential mobility -0.4046 0.0291 <.0001 

Income heterogeneity -0.2328 0.0570 0.0002 

Ethnic heterogeneity -0.2446 0.0267 <.0001 

Total population -0.000000004 0.000000006 0.4383 

Percentage white 0.3056 0.0166 <.0001 

Percentage black 0.3137 0.0231 <.0001 

Percentage Indian 0.3173 0.0322 <.0001 

Percentage Hawaiian -6.180 2.042 0.0025 

    

Region     

Region 0.0144 0.0010 <.0001 

Southern state -0.0682 0.0039 <.0001 

    

Intercept 0.6352 0.03534 <.0001 

Observations 3,055   

R
2 

0.4863   

Adjusted R
2
 0.4837   

 

 Moving from the mean to the minimum level of political heterogeneity – the political 

homogeneity ―effect‖ – is predicted to increase voter turnout by 6.5 percentage points.  

Going from the mean to the maximum level of political heterogeneity – the political 

heterogeneity ―effect‖ is predicted to increase voter turnout by nearly 12 percentage 

points.  This compares with an expected decrease in turnout when moving from the least 
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to the most urban county of seven percentage points.   Similarly, a 23 percentage point 

decline in voter turnout is expected when going from the least to the most ethnically 

diverse county.  All the control variables included in the model were significant except 

for the total population variable.   

 In the regression results above, race appears to be a very significant factor.   All the 

race variables are statistically significant.  Furthermore, the magnitude of each race 

―effect‖ is high.   For example, a one-unit change in the percentage of the county that is 

white (which represents a move from 0 to 100% because the data is in percentages), is 

expected to increase voter turnout by 30 percentage points.   

 Table 7 displays the regression results from a model that leaves out the race variables.  

Neither the political heterogeneity nor homogeneity variables are statistically significant 

at the ten percent level.   Additionally, the magnitude of the political composition 

coefficients is smaller than in the model with the race variables included (Table 6).   This 

implies that there is a relationship between race, community political composition, and 

voter turnout that complicates the relationship between community political composition 

and voter turnout.   Critically, once racial composition is controlled for in the model, the 

community political composition variables of interest are significant – both statistically 

and practically.  A valuable topic for future research would be a more comprehensive 

analysis of the dynamic between racial composition, political composition and voter 

turnout, and if and how this dynamic is changing over time in the U.S. 
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Table 7: Political Heterogeneity and Voter Turnout Without Race Variables 

 Parameter  

Estimate 

Standard  

Error 

P-value 

Independent Variables  

of Interest 

   

Political homogeneity effect 0.0275 0.0238 0.2484 

Political heterogeneity effect 0.0614 0.0389 0.1146 

 

County Characteristics    

Percentage w/ college degree 0.6495 0.0363 <.0001 

Mean household income 0.000001 0.0000003 <.0001 

Urbanicity  -0.1003 0.0066 <.0001 

Residential mobility -0.4927 0.0294 <.0001 

Income heterogeneity -0.3961 0.0583 0.0004 

Ethnic heterogeneity 0.0061 0.0192 0.7523 

Total population -0.00000003 0.000000006 <.0001 

    

Region     

Region 0.0071 0.0009 <.0001 

Southern state -0.0638 0.0037 <.0001 

    

Intercept 0.8450 0.0339 <.0001 

Observations 3,055   

R
2 

0.4250   

Adjusted R
2
 0.4230   
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Chapter 7 – Discussion 

Limitations of this analysis 

 A limitation of this thesis is that it uses community-level data to explain individual 

behavior, and, therefore, risks committing the ecological fallacy.  It would have been 

ideal to pair this analysis with one using individual data on citizen’s perceptions of their 

community and voter turnout.  Additionally, because this thesis only assessed turnout in 

the 2004 presidential elections, it would be helpful to conduct this type of analysis on 

future elections, as well as state and local elections, to see if the results analyzing 

additional elections are similar.    

Political polarization 

 In Campbell’s original analysis of the 2000 presidential election, the homogeneity 

effect was stronger than the heterogeneity effect, although both were found to be 

statistically significant (2004).  In the regression analysis described above of the 2004 

presidential election, the heterogeneity effect was stronger than the homogeneity effect, 

reordering Campbell’s results.  This suggests that the increased turnout levels in the 2004 

election can perhaps be attributed to increased voter mobilization to certain types of 

communities – those that were more politically divided – than average.     

 This finding corresponds with existing evidence suggesting that the United States has 

become more politically polarized over the last decade or so.  Political polarization could 

amplify both effects being studied in this thesis.  Within politically homogeneous 

communities, there may be a consolidating sense of political identity.   For example, if 

County X had traditionally leaned towards the Democratic Party, then polarizing 
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tendencies may be solidifying more County X residents as Democrats.  Similarly, within 

communities that are politically heterogeneous, the polarizing tendencies may be 

changing the individual citizen’s voting decision calculus.  In a community that is 

politically divided, the gains from winning an election and the costs to losing an election 

increase as the parties move farther away from one another and increasingly resist 

cooperation.  This thesis’s results imply that the latter type of polarization – occurring 

within and not between communities – was a more important factor in increasing voter 

turnout in the 2004 election. 

 Alan I. Abramowitz and Walter J. Stone have suggested that American’s polarized 

feelings towards President George W. Bush are the best explanation for the surge in voter 

turnout in the 2004 presidential election (2006).  Their hypothesis accords with the 

findings of this thesis, but this thesis cannot prove or disprove that it was sentiments 

toward President Bush specifically that drove Americans to the polls.  An interesting area 

of future research would be to examine the relationship between Americans’ ratings of 

their current elected leaders and voter turnout.   

Practical implications 

 Despite the limitations described above, this thesis nonetheless provides compelling 

evidence of a relationship between community political composition and voter turnout 

which has both scholarly and academic implications.  This thesis demonstrates that voter 

turnout cannot be properly understood outside the context of community.  In the act of 

voting, citizens express their preference for the candidate they believe will best represent 
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the interests of themselves and of their community.   

 This thesis finds that voters who live in communities that are either politically 

homogeneous or heterogeneous are more likely to turn out than those who live in 

communities where political composition is more ambiguously or tenuously defined.  

Based on the earlier discussion of this thesis’s conceptual framework, we can assume that 

voters in these types of communities are mobilized by two different motivations.  In the 

politically homogenous communities, voters are encouraged to vote by a sense of duty 

and shared community.  In the politically heterogeneous communities, voters are 

encouraged to vote by the notion that their vote could make the difference in the close 

elections within their community.   

 Although most would agree that higher voter turnout is better than lower turnout, we 

cannot ascribe similar value judgments to political composition.  Furthermore, it makes 

no sense to try to move communities toward either end of the political composition 

spectrum.  Rather, this thesis suggests that the degree to which citizens vote depends on 

the political community in which they reside and their relationship to that community.   

Citizens are mobilized by the prospect of greeting both their political friends and foes at 

the polls.     

 The findings of this thesis suggest that get-out-the-vote efforts should be – wherever 

possible – attuned to the specific type of community the campaign is operating in and 

tailor their message to that community.  The strength of the political heterogeneity effect 

versus the homogeneity effect suggests that mobilizing tactics that exploit differences 
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may be generally more successful than those which emphasize unity and cooperation – at 

this time.  Additionally, this thesis suggests that get-out-the-vote campaigns focused on 

rallying communities and groups of voters, rather than individuals, could be effective.  

This thesis’s confirmation of the ―dual motivations‖ theory of voting suggests that 

candidates and campaigns who incorporate a more nuanced perspective on voting 

decisions into their advocacy and political strategies are more likely to be successful than 

those who view the decision to vote as a simple act of yay or nay.  When citizens vote, 

they do so not only as individuals, but as community members – as savvy neighbors – 

acutely aware of their political context.   

  

 



 

 

36 

Bibliography 

Abramowitz, Alan I., and Walter J. Stone.  2006.   The Bush effect: Polarization, turnout, 

 and activism in the 2004 presidential election.  Presidential Studies Quarterly 36,  no. 

 2: 141-55.  

Cal Tech/ MIT Voting Technology Project website.  

 http://www.vote.caltech.edu/data.htm.  Accessed 13 September 2007. 

Caldiera, Gregory, and Samuel C. Patterson.  1982.  Contextual influences on 

 participation in U.S. state legislative elections.  Legislative Studies Quarterly 7, no. 3: 

 359-81. 

California Secretary of State.  2004.  ―Statement of Vote and Supplement to the 

 Statement of Vote: 2004 Presidential General Election.‖  Data available for 

 download at http://www.sos.ca.gov/elections/sov/2004_general/contents.htm.  

 Accessed 2 November 2007. 

Campbell, David E.  2006.  Why we vote: how schools and communities shape our civic 

 life.   Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.   

Costa, Dora L. and Matthew E. Kahn.  2003.  ―Civic engagement and community 

 heterogeneity:  an economist’s perspective.‖   Perspectives on Politics.  1: 103-11. 

Crain, W. Mark, Donald R. Leavens, and Lynn Abbott.  1987.  Voting and not voting at 

 the same time.  Public Choice: 53:221-29. 

Downs, Anthony.  1957.  An economic theory of democracy.   New York: Harper and 

 Brothers.   



 

 

37 

Feddersen, Timothy J.  2004.  Rationale choice theory and the paradox of not voting.  

 Journal of Economic Perspectives 18, no.1: 99-112.   

Federalist Papers, The. 1788.  James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay.  Ed. 

 Isaac Kramnick.  New York: Penguin Books.  Edition printed in 1987.   

Filer, John E., Lawrence W. Kenny, and Rebecca B. Morton.  1993.  ―Redistribution, 

 income, and voting.‖  American Journal of Political Science.  37: no 1, 63-87.  

Gimpel, James G., J. Celeste Lay, and Jason E. Schuknecht.  2003.  Cultivating 

 democracy: Civic environments and political socialization in America.  

 Washington, DC: Brookings  Institution Press.  

Green, Donald P. and Alan S. Gerber.  2004.   Get out the vote!  How to increase voter 

 turnout.   Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press. 

Healey, Joseph F.  2005.  Statistics: a tool for social research.  7
th
 edition.  Belmont, CA: 

 Thomson Wadsworth. 

Hofstetter, Richard C.  1973.  Inter-party competition and electoral turnout: The case of 

 Indiana.  American Journal of Political Science 17, no. 2: 351-66.   

Holder, Kelly.  2006.  ―Voting and Registration in the Election of November 2004: 

 Population Characteristics.‖   Current Population Reports.  U.S. Census Bureau.  

 Available at www.census.gov/prod/2006pubs/p20-556.pdf.  Accessed 22 October 

 2007.   

Jacobson, Gary C.  2000.  Party polarization in national politics: the electoral connection.  

 In Polarized politics: Congress and the President in a Partisan Era.  Ed. Jon R. 



 

 

38 

 Bond and Richard Fleischer.  Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly Press. 

Knack, Stephen, and Philip Keefer.  1997.  ―Does social capital have an economic 

 payoff?  A cross-country investigation.‖  Quarterly Journal of Economics.  112: 

 1251-88. 

Krebs, Vladis.  2005.  It’s the conversations, stupid!  The link between social interaction 

 and political choice.  In Extreme democracy, ed. John Lebkowsky and Mitch 

 Ratcliffe.  Morrisville, NC: lulu.com. 

Liep, David.  Atlas of U.S. presidential elections.  Available at 

 http://www.uselectionatlas.org.   

Lipset, Seymour Martin.  1987.  Political man: the social bases of politics.  Baltimore: 

 Johns Hopkins University Press.  

McDonald, Michael, United States Election Project website, ―2004 Voting-Age and 

 Voting-Eligible Population Estimates and Voter Turnout.‖        

  http://elections.gmu.edu/Voter_Turnout_2004.htm.  Last updated on 6/5/2006.   

 Accessed 17 September 2007.  

Mutz, Diana. 2002.  The consequences of cross-cutting networks for political    

  participation.  American Journal of Political Science 46, no. 4: 838-55.    

Nagler, Jonathan, and Jan Leighley.  1992.  Presidential campaign expenditures: 

 Evidence on allocations and effects.  Public Choice 73: 319-33. 

Nichols, Stephen M. and Paul Allen Beck.  1995. In Democracy’s feast: elections in 

 America.  Ed. Herbert F. Weisberg.  Chatham, NJ: Chatham House Publishers.   



 

 

39 

Oliver, Eric J.  2001.  Democracy in Suburbia.  Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Patterson, Samuel C., and Gregory A. Caldiera.  1983.  Getting out the vote: participation 

 in gubernatorial elections.  American Political Science Review 77, no. 3: 675-89.   

Patterson, Samuel C., and Gregory A. Caldiera.  1984.  The etiology of party 

 competition.  American Political Science Review 78, no. 3: 691-707.    

Putnam, Robert.  2000.  Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American 

 community.  New York: Simon and Schuster.   

Riker, William, and Peter C. Ordeshook.  1968.  A theory of the calculus of voting.  

 American Political Science Review.  62: 25-42.   

Scammon, Richard, Alice V. McGillivray, and Rhodes Cook.  1997.  America Votes 22: 

  A Handbook of Contemporary American Election Statistics, 1996.  Washington, 

 D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Books.   

Shachar, Ron, and Barry Nalebuff.  1999.  Follow the leader: Theory and evidence on 

 political participation.  American Economic Review 89, no. 3: 525-47.   

Squire, Peverill, Raymond E. Wolfinger, and David P. Glass.  1987.  ―Residential 

 mobility and voter turnout.  American Political Science Review.  81, no. 1: 45-66.   

Teixeira, Ruy A.  1987.  Why Americans Don’t Vote: Turnout Decline in the United 

 States 1960-1984.  Westport, CT: Greenwood. 

U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census.  1994.  County and city data book.  

U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census.  2006.  Voting and Registration in 

 the Election of 2004.  Available at http://www.census.gov/prod/2006pubs/p20-



 

 

40 

 556.pdf.  

Verba, Sidney, and Norman Nie.  1972.  Participation in America: Political democracy 

 and social equality.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Wolfinger, Raymond E. and Stephen J. Rosenstone.  1980.   Who votes?  New Haven: 

 Yale University Press.  


