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Demographics and the 
Social Bases of Voter 

Turnout

Eric Plutzer

Demographics as the essential core of political behavior research

The term “demographics” conjures up the idea of personal characteristics whose categories are 
typically reported in national censuses and government reports. In every nation, sex, age, marital 
status, educational attainment and some measure of economic status comprise the core concepts 
typically reported. In addition, the “essential core” might include language spoken at home in 
Canada and Switzerland; race, religion and residential mobility in the United States; or ethnicity 
in Uganda and Nigeria.
	 For scholars of political behavior generally, demographic characteristics represent highly 
accessible data that are often correlated with behaviors such as turnout, participation, issue pref-
erences and party affiliation. Although scholars may consider different approaches to coding and 
measurement, the operationalization of demographic concepts has been relatively uncontrover-
sial in comparison to the definition and measurement of concepts such as efficacy, alienation and 
other psychological traits believed to be causes of political behavior. The relative stability of 
many demographic characteristics also makes them attractive because reverse causality is (often) 
less plausible. For example, voting in a recent election is unlikely to fundamentally alter a citi-
zen’s reported age, sex, education or income.
	 For these reasons – ease of access, uncontested conceptualization and exogeneity – demo-
graphic characteristics have formed the essential core of any analysis that seeks to explain why 
citizens differ in their political behaviors.
	 The roots of this can be seen in all the classic studies of political behavior. Lazarsfeld, Berel-
son and Gaudet (1944), for example, examined age, education, occupation, age, place of resid-
ence and sex as predictors of political participation and engagement. Demographic predictors 
were used at least to some extent by Centers (1949) in The Psychology of Social Classes, Key’s 
(1961) Public Opinion and American Democracy (1961), The American Voter (Campbell et al. 1960) 
and most notably in the essays Lipset published in the volume Political Man (1960).
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The declining usefulness of simple demographics

Demographic variables’ ease of use, however, can easily lull even experienced scholars into 
superficial – dare I say lazy – social research. Indeed, there are five common and recurring 
threats to valid inference.
	 First, lurking beneath the apparent consensus on measurement are multiple and conflicting 
meanings – for example, what exactly do we mean when we say one citizen is more highly 
educated than another? Might someone who attended Oxford for two years without attaining 
a degree have “higher” education than a graduate of my own Penn State University? Is a degree 
earned in 1980 comparable to a degree from the same school in 2015?
	 Second, observed differences such as gender gaps, ethnic cleavages and socio-economic gradi-
ents are the result of complex social processes that ideally should be understood and modeled 
directly.
	 Third, differences in measurement quality can sometimes tip the scales in favor of the better 
measured concept, leading researchers to incorrectly conclude that one variable is “more 
important” than another (for a modern review and some novel solutions, see Blackwell, Honaker 
and King 2015).
	 Fourth, some demographics are less stable than others, which can mislead scholars in inter-
preting their apparent effects. Instability can be of two types. First, there is instability in the 
actual construct – when a citizen is classified as married, divorced or single this might reflect a 
condition that has influenced current behavior for a few weeks, a few years or a few decades. In 
short, two individuals with the same demographic classification could have very different expo-
sures to the actual causal factors that the demographic proxies are designed to capture.
	 Instability can also be a function of survey response – as in answering questions about sexual, 
racial or religious identification differently from time to time. Someone may identify today as 
African American and tomorrow as mixed race and this type of instability poses a different chal-
lenge to inference – with implications for questionnaire design as well as interpretation.
	 Fifth, and most fundamentally, society has changed dramatically since the pioneers of behavi-
oral research began using demographics to predict political behavior. Social life was more rigid in 
1950s and 1960s Europe and North America than it is today. Four examples illustrate this well.
	 First, men’s and women’s ideal roles were highly proscribed, and this gave the binary variable 
“sex” a clear referent that was reflected in observable differences in political engagement 
(Andersen 1975). Second, a sizable blue collar work force was not only a “class in itself ” but, 
because of strong unions and labor-oriented political parties, blue collar workers comprised a 
class “for itself.” For these reasons, the blue–white collar distinction was highly predictive of 
many political behaviors, such as political party affiliation, and authoritarian attitudes (Lipset 
1960). Third, in Europe especially, university education was restricted to a small group and con-
noted privileged status. But the democratization of higher education and the growing diversity 
of higher education options create significant heterogeneity within traditional groupings of 
educational attainment. Finally, race and ethnicity tended to also put individuals “in their place” 
with relatively rigid expectations; in contrast, a growing number of citizens now claim multiple 
racial and ethnic identities – identities that might differ in salience from one day to another. 
This, along with rapidly changing competition and coalitions among cultural minorities, com-
plicates any attempt to measure and assess the political consequences of racial and ethnic 
affiliation.
	 In short, simple demographic classifications were never perfect, but they represented justifi-
able ways of operationalizing the social bases of politics in the 1950s and 1960s. They may still 
be useful, but we have graduated beyond their uncritical use.
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	 If “demographic effects” are not as simple as they seem, they remain essential to any effort to 
understand political behavior. Humans are social animals and the political choices we make are 
arguably circumscribed by the social worlds we inhabit. For example, our workplaces structure 
political information we receive (Mutz and Mondak 2006); our neighborhoods and our income 
determine the extent to which political parties seek to mobilize us (Huckfeldt and Sprague 
1995) or seek contributions (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995). Thus my goal in writing this 
chapter is to provide a guide to the social bases of political behavior that will help scholars – both 
novice and established – to engage in rigorous research that does justice to the complexity of 
social life and the group affiliations that demographic variables connote. Scholars armed with an 
appreciation for the complexity underlying these deceptively simple variables will be better 
equipped to conduct research that is creative, that more closely models the underlying social 
processes, and is more useful in guiding reforms in public policy.

Ascription, achievement and the fluidity of identity

Anthropologists and sociologists traditionally (see, for example, Foner 1979) distinguish between 
ascribed traits that do not change (e.g., year of birth, sex) from achieved traits that are the result 
of individual and social processes (such as education and occupation). That distinction may have 
been useful as a simplification, but now obscures the importance of identity in translating social 
location into politics. The binary distinction between male and female has given way to sexual 
and gender identities that challenge traditional roles and challenge traditional notions of biologi-
cal determinism (Waylen 2013). While European Jews and African Americans in the 1930s had 
little power over the categories that others placed them in, racial and religious identities are now 
more fluid (Huddy 2001; Junn and Masuoka 2008; Putnam and Campbell 2012) and more 
personal (Bellah et al. 2007).
	 While binary distinctions may be useful as simplifying assumptions for empirical research, we 
can no longer assume uncritically that these distinctions do a good job of capturing the politically 
relevant aspects of personal characteristics. Yet this is exactly what a good deal of contemporary 
research does. Whether as “control variables” or as potential causes of political behavior, many 
contemporary scholars continue to use traditional demographic variables and interpret them 
along outdated, culturally conventional lines.
	 In that light, my goal in this chapter is to provide readers with a review that empowers them 
to engage in research that does justice to the underlying social dynamics that give many demo-
graphics their explanatory power. Demographics matter – but determining how and why is hard 
work that can no longer rely on social conventions about “people’s place” in the social order.

To do so, I will focus on four of the core clusters of variables that animate politics today. 
(1) I will begin with demographics that help us to understand political development over the life
course: variables such as age, family formation, retirement. (2) I then discuss the cluster of
demographics that comprise socio-economic status (SES): especially social status, education and
income. (3) We will then move to variables that often interact in domestic life: sex, gender,
family structure and labor force participation. (4) Finally, I turn to variables that represent
national and geographic heritage – race, ethnicity and national origin. In each case, issues of
conceptualization, operationalization and measurement are key considerations.

This is not, of course, an exhaustive list. This chapter will not discuss religion, residential 
mobility or place of residence (e.g., the urban–rural nexus). However, these variables are strongly 
illustrative of the key demographic variables that influence political behavior and the general 
principles that have led to major advances in the other clusters can be applied to other 
domains.
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	 Scholars armed with an appreciation for the complexity underlying these deceptively simple 
variables will be better equipped to conduct research that is creative, that more closely models 
the underlying social processes and that will be more useful in guiding public policy.

Political participation over the life course

Of all demographic factors, none is more prevalent than age. Writing more than 50 years ago, 
Milbrath (1965: 134) cited eight papers that showed the same empirical pattern: very low 
turnout characterized the youngest eligible voters, followed by a steep rise in young adulthood 
followed by gradual increases until voters reach their sixties. Similar patterns are seen in all estab-
lished democracies (Franklin 2004; Melo and Stockemer 2014) and emerging democracies (Pot-
gieter 2013). Recently, fine-grained analyses suggest a slight fall in turnout when young voters 
leave the homes of their parents rather than a uniform monotonic rise (Bhatti and Hansen 
2012a), but the broad pattern remains. This broad pattern, however, probably over-estimates 
the causal impact of age because age-specific mortality is higher for low-SES, low-turnout 
citizens, so each cohort becomes slightly more economically advantaged as it ages (Rodriguez 
2012).
	 Whether and to what extent turnout falls off during old age is less often examined than the 
rise in young adulthood. This is partly due to the fact that many electoral surveys limit their 
sampling frame to the non-institutionalized population, thereby excluding citizens who live in 
nursing facilities. The result of this exclusion is that the small number of surveyed respondents 
who are among the old and oldest-old are disproportionately healthy, mobile and fit. For this 
reason, analyses of American National Election Studies, for example, fail to find a falling off in 
old age (Miller and Shanks 1996). However, when scholars have access to government electoral 
data that can be linked to census and health statistics, there is clear evidence of a steep decline in 
old age as well (Bhatti and Hansen 2012b).
	 Three broad explanations have been advanced to account for age effects. The first lies in the 
gradual clarification of interests and preferences. Younger citizens may not have a clear sense of 
their own current and future political interests (Achen 2006) – at the age of 18–20 they may be 
in university, in military service or in an apprentice position and lacking a clear sense of whether 
they are on track to benefit or not from high tax rates, tough workplace regulations or most 
government policies. These clarify over time, and seem to do so in ways consistent with Baye-
sian updating (Achen 2006). Likewise, new citizens may not fully appreciate how political 
parties differ (Plutzer 2002) so, even with clear values, it is difficult to map those values on to 
particular candidates or parties – diminishing the motivation to vote.
	 The second broad explanation is the gradual internalization of societal norms – adults are 
expected to start a family, keep up with the news, settle into a permanent residence of their own 
and participate in the civic life of the community. Markers of maturation and the adoption of 
adult roles, therefore, may be better predictors of turnout than age, per se (Highton and Wolf-
inger, 2001). The challenge of examining key “life cycle” events, however, is that many are not 
simply markers of maturation, but also of competing demands for time and attention (such as 
the raising of young children – Stoker and Jennings 1995; Plutzer 2002).
	 The third explanation focuses on how aging is associated with changes in social networks and 
peer groups. Young adults may first become eligible to vote while living with parents and while 
in schools that encourage civic engagement. But they soon find themselves living among other 
young people who lack electoral experiences – they go from a high turnout context to a low 
turnout context, with a corresponding reduction in social cues and expectations of civic parti-
cipation (Bhatti and Hansen 2012a). As citizens near the ends of their lives, this process reverses 
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as frailty and mortality both reduce the size of networks and impair the political involvement of 
close ties (Bhatti and Hansen 2012b).
	 No doubt, these three processes are all in play, sometimes in ways that are mutually reinforc-
ing. The demographic variable of age, therefore, provides a window into the operation of key 
social and cognitive determinants of voting. There are important opportunities to enhance our 
understanding of participation by focusing theories on these underlying dynamics and seeking 
to model them directly, rather than by inferring their impact via the variable of age.
	 Of course, while “age” has a clear theoretical connotation, the variable of age in a cross-
sectional data set is confounded with generational effects. For example, we often refer to “baby 
boomers,” children of the welfare state, or Thatcher’s or Reagan’s children. Coming of age in 
particular political epochs has been explored extensively with respect to values (see, for example, 
Inglehart 1990), and vote choice (see, for example, van der Brug 2010), but less so for turnout 
(though see Miller and Shanks 1996).

The S in SES: social status

Socio-economic status, or SES, is not a variable but, rather, a catch-all term that encompasses a 
wide range of potential characteristics. In the 1960s and 1970s, when data and computational 
capacity exploded to create the modern discipline of political behavior, most researchers assumed 
that the various aspects of SES were so highly correlated that it made sense to think of them as 
comprising a single, unidimensional concept (Duncan 1961). For example, the occupational 
gradient of unskilled, skilled blue collar, clerical, management/professional was highly corre-
lated with education and income (and, in the US, race as well). Scholars found it attractive to 
subsume these characteristics into a single concept because this would simplify both theory and 
analysis. Indeed, many data sets shipped with pre-calculated composite measures of SES – such 
as “Duncan’s SEI.” Today, few scholars find the unidimensional concept useful and our under-
standing of political behavior has been enhanced by close examination of the various 
components.

Social status and social exclusion

Max Weber famously wrote that collective political power can derive from class (the control of 
capital), status (one’s group-based social standing), and party (the power of numbers) (Weber 
1978 [1922]). For the purposes of political behavior research, however, these are amorphous 
concepts. The “S” in SES has given rise to many different concepts and operational variables. It 
is useful to recognize that, for Weber, “status” was a categorical variable. He used the word, 
“standt,” which is best translated as “estate,” and Weber was likely thinking of the political 
power that was wielded by the first estate (monarchs ruling by the social convention that they 
have a “divine right”), the second estate (clergy, to whom people defer even when they lack 
coercive power of the state or the power of money) and the third estate (landowners, who 
derive certain rights, most notably suffrage, as a consequence of their status).
	 The concept was later Americanized. America, many believed, had no social classes and no 
state church, but a continuum of statuses based on occupation – white collar professionals 
derived prestige and influence that was not necessarily linked to their income. A school teacher 
held more prestige than a unionized factory worker who might actually have higher earnings.
	 The key takeaway is that power and privilege can derive from the formal and informal pres-
tige that a society grants to groups because of esteem, respect or tradition; and that this power 
and privilege is analytically distinct from power deriving from the group’s economic resources.
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	 Recently, this idea has found its expression most clearly in studies of social exclusion – when 
societal norms discourage the active participation of groups deemed to be outsiders or insuffi-
ciently integrated into the dominant culture. For example, Heath and his colleagues (2013, 
Chapter 8) show that ethnic minorities in the United Kingdom abstain from voting at especially 
high rates even after accounting for differences due to lower education, class and age; Aasland 
and Fløtten (2001) show similar impacts of Slavic minorities in Estonia and Lativa. The notion 
of social exclusion also has motivated former felons (Pettit and Sykes 2015; Bevelander and 
Pendakur 2011) and alienated youth (Bentley and Oakley 1999).

Education

Other than age, no demographic variable has received as much attention as education (see 
Burden 2009 for an excellent review). It is almost always the first or second strongest predictor 
of voter turnout and political participation, and education’s presumed causal influence was 
unchallenged for four decades in spite of the obvious paradox that turnout in many Western 
nations declined even as educational attainment soared (Brody 1978; Franklin 2004). As late as 
1992, Miller and Shanks (1996: 84) could write of the pre-New Deal generation that “educa-
tion completed a half century earlier apparently subsumes all other social differentials as an influ-
ence promoting turnout.” Miller and Shanks (1996: 85–92) similarly report education to be the 
strongest influence on turnout for New Dealers and the largest effects were found among the 
post-New Deal generation.
	 Early attempts to discern the causal influence of education by instrumental variable methods 
produced numerous contradictory findings. Milligan, Moretti and Oreopolus (2004) and Dee 
(2004) showed statistically significant net effects of education, while Tenn’s (2007) analysis 
shows education’s impact to be spurious – at least during the period of completing one’s 
education.
	 Some analyses show that the impact of education is not absolute but apparently relative. Pers-
son’s (2013) cross-sectional analysis of 37 countries shows relative education is more predictive 
than absolute. At the individual level, Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry (1996) show that education 
effects are relative to one’s generational cohort. The notion that education effects are relative 
can be interpreted in both causal and non-causal terms.
	 Hence it is relevant that a series of empirical analyses in the last decade have seriously under-
mined the idea that education has a causal effect on turnout. Persson’s (2013) panel analysis of 
Swedish voters shows education effects present before education is complete. Highton (2009), 
looking at political sophistication using US panel data, finds exactly the same thing. Berinsky 
and Lenz’s (2011) clever use of regression discontinuity designs shows no causal impact of 
education among young Americans in the Vietnam generation. While more research is yet to 
come, it seems that the stronger the research design in terms of causal inference, the less likely 
it is to find any impact of education whatsoever.
	 This then raises the question of what accounts for the strong correlation between education 
and turnout. It does not seem to be the result of products of education, such as cognitive ability 
or future earnings – for if it were, unmediated causal analysis would show an impact of educa-
tion. Rather, it points us to precursors of education located in the family of origin, in personality 
and early socialization. In short, at this time, it appears that education effects likely reflect selec-
tion mechanisms and social forces that sort people into tracks of relative privilege.
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The E in SES: class analysis and income effects

The economic components of SES have received considerably less attention than education in 
recent decades, with studies usefully located in two broad traditions. The first is more com-
monly employed in European political science and in North American political sociology, and 
relies heavily on the traditional notion of social class. The second is focused on consumption and 
therefore typically focuses on family or household income.

Class analysis

The Weberian and Marxist tradition of class analysis views politics in historical context and 
social classes as collective actors that make political history. Most of the research on social class 
derives from the presumed conflicts of interest that are created by an individual’s location in the 
economic order. Anticipating Marx, Madison (1787) famously wrote in Federalist #10 that “The 
most common and durable source of factions has been the various and unequal distribution of 
property. Those who hold and those who are without property have ever formed distinct inter-
ests in society.”
	 During the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, class was most typically operationalized based on whether 
the head of a household could be classified as a white collar or blue collar worker (see, for 
example, Burnham 1987). Starting in the late 1980s, the operationalization of social class became 
more nuanced. The two leading approaches augmented occupational titles with information on 
where a worker fit in the class structure, such as whether a worker owned a business, or whether 
she/he supervised lower level workers (see Manza, Hout and Brooks 1995 for a review). By and 
large, class effects on turnout tend to be modest in size in the United States and minimal in 
Europe. Drawing on three decades of evidence, Gallego (2010: 239) concluded “inequality in 
election turnout is not universal.” According to records, in many countries, particularly Euro-
pean democracies, education and income are not associated with voter turnout. The small effect 
of class is in part due to the effective mobilization by trade unions and union-based political 
parties. Class effects are more evident for broader measures of civic participation (e.g., Li, Pickles 
and Savage 2005).
	 A second aspect of class analysis is class identification – do individuals think of themselves as being 
members of a particular class? The classical notion that class identity creates a class “for itself ” implies 
that when lower income individuals self-identify with a working class movement, the group iden-
tification can be empowering (Mann 1973). Yet, the limited empirical evidence does not support 
this idea. For example, Walsh, Jennings and Stoker (2004) examined a multi-generational panel 
study and found that political participation was negatively related to working class identification 
(though they did not directly test the implied class × class identification interaction).

Income effects

Individual-level income effects are small or non-existent in Europe (Franklin 2002). When such 
effects are identified, they are typically modest or conditional on other factors – for example, 
Martikainen, Martikainen and Wass (2005) show small income effects on turnout among older 
Finnish citizens.
	 In contrast, income matters quite a bit for political participation in the United States. Leigh-
ley and Nagler (2013) demonstrate persistent effects of income on turnout in the United States 
over a 40-year span. In the US, the role of economic status has seen something of a renaissance 
in recent research. All scholars working in this area recognize that money is not a resource that 
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can be directly utilized to increase participation, except in the narrow case of campaign contri-
butions (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995). Rather, income is a proxy for more difficult-to-
measure factors that directly or indirectly impact on participation in general and the turnout 
decision in particular.
	 Most of this work has focused on the lower end of the income distribution. Pacheco and 
Plutzer (2007, 2008) argue that economic hardship in young adulthood is a precursor to brushes 
with the law, crime victimization, interrupted education and early parenthood, all of which – in 
turn – disrupt the development of habits of civic engagement. Recent work by Holbein (2017) 
suggests that these experiences likely presage low turnout through their correlation with social 
skills such as inter-personal problem solving, emotional and impulse control, and overall life 
management – a finding consistent with Plutzer and Wiefek’s (2006) speculation that income 
mobility effects on turnout might reflect non-cognitive traits such as personal organization and 
perseverance, and with Ojeda’s (2015) demonstration that mental illness – in this case, depres-
sion – can impact voter turnout.
	 In short, recent advances have sought to unpack the complex social and psychological proc-
esses that are the proximal causes of observed income gradients in political participation. As 
Holbein shows, doing so can uncover actionable findings – methods to address the underlying 
causes may be far more practical than seeking to enhance participation by changing national 
distributions of income.

Measuring income

Even as income’s effect is presumed to be indirect, the presence of substantial total effects of 
income is important, because it has important implications for the functioning of democracy and 
social justice (Bartels 2009). Ojeda (2017) posited that if income effects reflect an individual’s or 
family’s purchasing power, then political science research might benefit from work in eco-
nomics that seeks to better measure this accurately. In particular, Ojeda shows that operational-
izing income in terms of the ability to meet basic needs reveals larger income effects than would 
be the case using traditional ordinal or log-scaled measures. His approach of adjusting income 
by creating a ratio of current income to the relevant poverty threshold for an individual’s family 
represents a promising approach that can be implemented in most electoral data sets.

Sex and gender, work and family

As recently as 1975, Kristi Anderson (1975: 439) could observe that “politics almost everywhere 
is a male dominated enterprise. … Sex differences in political participation are enormous.” Yet 
even a half century ago, sex differences in most forms of participation were small. Indeed, 
Campbell et al. (1960: 484) show only a 10 percent difference in turnout in the 1956 presiden-
tial election. Ten years ago, Paxton, Kunovich and Hughes (2007: 264) could review the extant 
literature and conclude that “Women’s fight for formal political representation is mostly won … 
women are more likely to vote than men in the United States … and across most countries 
women vote at rates fairly similar to men.”
	 If turnout differences are small, there are some additional gender gaps in other dimensions of 
participation. For example, women are less expressive in open-ended questions and more likely 
to give “don’t know” answers in political surveys (Atkeson and Rapoport 2003), they are less 
active in deliberative forums (Karpowitz, Mendelberg and Shaker 2012) and they score lower 
on scales measuring political knowledge, political interest and political efficacy (Verba, Burns 
and Schlozman 1997).
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	 Family structure is another topic that has been investigated, with consistent findings that 
married citizens have higher turnout than unmarried citizens (Stoker and Jennings 1995; Denver 
2008), with especially low levels for single parents (Wolfinger and Wolfinger 2008; Plutzer and 
Wiefek 2006). In addition, parental divorce during childhood can have lasting impacts that 
depress turnout in young adulthood (Sandell and Plutzer 2005).
	 By and large, these factors – gender, family structure and work life – have been studied in 
isolation, even though it might be expected that marriage, divorce, parenthood and career ori-
entation are experienced quite differently for men and women. It is surprising then, that few 
have examined within-gender differences through the lens of a gendered society that differen-
tially channels politically relevant resources to men and women. The major exception is the 
groundbreaking book by Burns, Schlozman and Verba (2001). They found that women whose 
work life was more career oriented had higher levels of participation than those with jobs that 
were less demanding or who had no employment at all. Though frequently cited, however, few 
have sought to build on this approach to develop a mature and cumulative research program on 
how the intersection of these factors may impact upon political participation.

Race and ethnicity

The enslavement of African Americans, their systematic disenfranchisement under Jim Crow 
laws and the slow implementation of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 creates a particular histor-
ical context for the study of race and politics in the United States. Not surprisingly, the electoral 
participation of African Americans lagged behind that of whites at the dawn of the era of beha-
vioral political science. The authors of The American Voter, for example, estimated that black 
turnout was less than half the rate of whites even in the northern United States (Campbell et al. 
1960: Table 11–6). Based on data from the American National Election Studies, Rosenstone 
and Hansen (2003) estimate an average 15-point racial gap in turnout between 1952 and 1988. 
That gap, however, has closed with African American turnout exceeding that of whites in the 
2008 presidential election.
	 Critically, however, early studies examining the black–white gap in participation found that 
the effect disappeared or reversed after accounting for the much lower SES of African American 
voters (see, for example, Guterbock and London 1983). This then represented a puzzle: why did 
African Americans “outperform” the levels of participation that might be expected for white 
Americans of similar age, education and income? The research that sought to solve this puzzle 
is broadly generalizable. Though empirical results have been mixed, they represent approaches 
that have been applied to other minority groups in the United States, and have the potential for 
application to minority politics throughout the world.

Linked fate

The concept of linked fate was initially proposed in Dawson’s seminal book, Behind the Mule. 
Gay, Hochschild and White (2014) describe it this way: 

due to historical and contemporary experiences of group disadvantage and discrimina-
tion, one’s own life chances depend heavily on the status and fortunes of Black Ameri-
cans as a whole. That perception has led, in turn, to the rational substitution of group 
utility for individual utility in political decision-making, and often to a strong moral 
and emotional commitment to the group. 
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The similarity of linked fate to the earlier ideas of class consciousness – how a class transforms 
from the class in itself to a class for itself – is clear, and the concept can in principle be applied 
to any group in any country that has endured periods of disadvantage and discrimination. Indeed, 
it has been applied to many groups in the United States by adapting Dawson’s original question, 
“Do you think what happens generally to Black people in this country will have something to 
do with what happens in your life?,” by substituting other groups in place of the word “Black.” 
The empirical results, however, have been mixed. Effects for African Americans (Philpot, Shaw 
and McGowen 2009; Gay, Hochschild and White 2014), Latinos (Stokes 2003; Stokes-Brown 
2006; Sanchez 2006; Gay, Hochschild and White 2014) and Asians (Kim 2015; Junn and 
Masuoka 2008; Gay, Hochschild and White 2014) have typically been small or not statistically 
significant in the expected direction.

Political empowerment

A long-standing argument is that members of racial and ethnic minorities may be mobilized by 
political empowerment – that is, descriptive representation can lead to feelings of pride and 
efficacy, and a reduction in cynicism, thereby spurring higher turnout (Bobo and Gilliam 1990). 
This argument is more complicated than it seems at first glance, however, because of feedback 
to majority member citizens. The political empowerment model is silent on (for example) the 
impact of an African American office holder on the mobilization of white voters (Washington 
2006). If the political empowerment thesis is tested by examining black–white gaps, a significant 
effect could be due to larger black mobilization, white demobilization, or both. Likewise, a 
conclusion of “no effect” could be the result of black political empowerment and white reaction 
of similar magnitudes.
	 Most recently, Logan, Darrah and Oh (2012) confirmed the empowerment thesis for African 
Americans, showing a small but significant effect for Latinos, but a negative impact for Asian 
Americans.

Religious mobilization

A third explanation with broader applicability focuses on religious mobilization. When racial 
and ethnic groups attend religious institutions that cater specifically to members of their own 
members, the mobilization effect of religious attendance may be amplified – a conclusion 
reached by Segura and Bowler (2012) based on their review of the empirical literature (see 
Harris 1994 and Jones-Correa and Leal 2001).
	 In sum, every racial and ethnic minority group has a unique history – a history that may 
begin with enslavement, escape from war or civic violence, or in economic migration. The 
social and political exclusion of the first generations of the group are also critical in establishing 
patterns of political participation – and of course the institutional framework of the national and 
subnational governments play outsized roles. Amidst such diversity, can we build a broader 
theoretical framework that can guide our research and interpretation of racial and ethnic demo-
graphic variables? The three approaches reviewed here – linked fate, political empowerment 
and religious mobilization – represent promising ideas on which to build.

Summary and conclusion

Demographic variables represent an essential core of quantitative research in political behavior. 
Despite the rapid pace of social change, we continue to observe turnout gaps related to age, 
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ethnicity and education. As a consequence, any serious analysis must control for these key vari-
ables, which structure opportunities, mobilization and information acquisition in modern 
democracies. Yet in every instance, a close look at the best empirical research suggests that no 
demographic variable embodies a simple causal story. In some cases, such as education, new 
research is overturning decades of political wisdom. In other cases, such as the linked fate and 
class consciousness paradigm, the empirical effects are relatively small in comparison to qualit-
ative accounts of these processes. In every instance, we are reminded that society never holds 
“all else equal” so it becomes difficult to isolate the effects of age from income, income from 
race, race from class, class from work status, or work status from gender.
	 Because it is not possible to experimentally manipulate demographic variables, advances will 
necessarily come from unpacking the mechanisms that link social group membership to political 
engagement – mechanisms that will vary within demographic groups and which, in some cases, 
might be good candidates for experimental research. Better use of longitudinal research may also 
be promising, and clever exploitation of quasi-experiments (e.g., changes in voter context due 
to redistricting) may provide the basis to better specify theories such as those related to political 
empowerment. Finally, attention to measurement – especially for income, education and group 
identity – has substantial promise to enhance our understanding of how and why demographic 
variables consistently predict differences in voter turnout.
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