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I. Introduction 
 

From the very beginning of the American “experiment in democracy”, the right to 

express one’s opinions through the power of the ballot has been the cornerstone of our 

system of government and a highly celebrated aspect of our national American identity. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt poignantly captured these very sentiments when he said “let us 

never forget…the ultimate rulers of our democracy are not a President and senators and 

congressmen and government officials, but the voters of this country.”1 Some of the most 

remarkable events and social movements to occur in this country have revolved around 

the expansion of the voting franchise to formerly excluded segments of society. Perhaps 

it is in light of this history that the current state of youth voting is viewed with such 

disappointment and disgust by older generations of Americans, and has thus been 

propelled to the forefront of electoral news analysis and political research. Trends in 

youth suffrage fail to conform to any other trend in American suffrage. Historically 

speaking, the other two major groups to whom the franchise was extended - women and 

African Americans, both experienced 

surges in turnout as well as generally 

upward trends in participation over time 

following enfranchisement. Why has 

youth suffrage proven to be so different 

then? 

U.S.18 to 29 
U.S. 30 and older 

Source: CIRCLE Factsheet: “Quick Facts About Young
Voters:2006” Mark Hugo Lopez. Sep 2006.  

 In reality, it would not be 

inaccurate to characterize the 

contemporary downward trends in youth  
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voting as troubling to say the least. According to reports compiled by the Center for 

Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), youth turnout 

for the 2004 presidential election when averaged across all states, was approximately 

20% lower than turnout rates for adults aged 25 and older.2 The situation is even more 

disparate for national midterm elections. According to 2002 midterm data analyzed by 

CIRCLE, the difference between these age groups was approximately 31%. While these 

statistics appear disappointing, it is important to note that the 2004 Presidential election 

ended a steady decline of approximately 16 percentage points between 1972 (when 18 

year olds were granted the right to vote) and 2000.  In that election, 47% of 18-24 year 

olds cast ballots, an increase of 11% over 2000 youth turnout rates. While constituting an 

impressive turn-around, that rate is still well below the national average turnout rate of 

those 25 and older which was 66%.3

Perhaps most striking about this downward trend in engagement is that it is 

occurring at a time when traditional predictors of engagement and participation would 

indicate increased levels of both. The current generation of young Americans is the most 

educated in the history of the United States. According to statistics from the National 

Center for Education Statistics, 66.7% of recent high school completers were enrolled in 

college in 2004, up from 49.2% in 1972.4 Total enrollment in 4-year colleges has also 

been steadily increasing every year, with nearly 17.3 million enrolled in 2004, compared 

to 16.9 million the previous year.5  Finally, the proportion of young people with exposure 

to higher education is increasing. Statistics show a 7% increase in the proportion of 24 

year olds who have a B.A. or and an 8% increase among those with “some college” 

experience, since 1972.6 This means that college is becoming an important event in life 
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for a growing number of young people in America. Education has long been identified as 

the best demographic predictor of voter turnout. Why then has youth voting been on the 

decline when youth higher education is on the rise? 

Each year, more and more high school seniors are choosing to attend schools 

outside their home state. As reported by Postsecondary Education Opportunity, a 

postsecondary education think-tank, currently 1 in 5 college-bound recent high school 

graduates enroll in institutions out-of-state, and this rate is expected to rise in the future.7 

Prestigious private (and semi-private) institutions, such as Cornell University, have long 

been aware of many of the issues present when students leave their home state for college 

study elsewhere. The profile of the Cornell University Class of 2010 indicates that only 

31% of domestic students are from the state of New York, meaning 69% of the domestic 

student body is attending as out-of-state students.8 Unavoidably, attending college out-of-

state involves a couple of major complications to casting votes in an election, namely 

registering prior to leaving for school and obtaining an absentee ballot during election 

time. The vast majority of high school seniors are newly minted 18-year olds and thus 

while freshly eligible to vote, they possess little, if any, experience navigating 

government bureaucracy. Thus, as the population of college students attending schools as 

out-of-state students rises, understanding the effect of this geographic mobility on voting 

will grow in importance.  

In this vein, this thesis examines the effects of distance and isolation associated 

with attending college far away from home on voting habits. In other words, this thesis 

seeks to shed some light on one part of the apparent paradox of college attendance 

boosting the probability of turnout post-graduation while decreasing the probability while 
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actually in school. Thus, this thesis compares turnout rates of Cornell students based on 

how far Cornell is from their hometown and previous political engagement including 

registration and voting history. To this end, this thesis examines the results of an original, 

basic survey examining distance, information isolation, civic resources, as well as a 

number of other factors including party association, strength of party affiliation and 

finally the attitudes motivating participation versus non-participation. The survey was 

given to a small sample of Cornell students, made up predominantly of undergraduates, 

in December 2006.  

The results of the survey indicate that voting among Cornell students appears to 

be a decision made at the margins, largely driven by small increases in costs and not the 

result of long-term factors and individual preferences. Thus, the regression models run as 

part of this thesis to explain the variation in midterm turnout are largely unsuccessful at 

capturing a full, complete picture of voting among the students surveyed. The regressions 

modeling registration variation were more successful in explaining who was registered 

and who was not. In other words, voting appears to be subject to more random variation 

while registration is more strongly related to long-term, traditional predictors of political 

participation. The results also offer support for the idea that parent-related resources such 

as perceived parental voting habits do significantly impact engagement in their children.  

As a means of studying this question, this thesis begins by taking a look at the 

historical roots of youth voting in America and proceeds to take a close look at some of 

the possible causes of the modern day downward trend in voting among youths. Next, an 

in-depth discussion of policy considerations and possible recommendations looks at the 

possible implications of empirical research into the issue of youth voting. The remainder 
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of the paper examines youth voting among students at Cornell University – particularly 

distance and distance-related effects, with the goal of determining the possible 

effectiveness of policy alternatives on campus in Ithaca.  

II. Legislative History of Youth Voting 

 
 Voting age was not among the issues addressed by the founding fathers in their 

drafting of the Constitution. Until the modern day, it had been the long-standing tradition 

in the United States to limit the franchise to, among other groups, those at least 21 years 

of age. As a matter of fact, the extension of voting rights to those 18-20 years old would 

constitute the last of the major expansions of the electorate in American history to date.1 

The first such expansion was the passage of the 15th Amendment in 1870, which ensured 

equal voting rights based on race. The second came in 1920 when the 19th Amendment 

expanded suffrage to women. It would be another 52 years however until 18-20 year olds 

would gain voting rights; a debate which would come to rely heavily on the emergence of 

the draft as justification for the change.  

 The first recorded consideration of franchising 18-20 year olds occurred in 1867 

during the New York State constitutional convention. A delegate named Marcus Bickford 

raised the idea, arguing that maturity seemed to be coming earlier for the nation’s youth. 

Almost assuredly much of the impetus for this argument arose from the Civil War which 

had ended only a few years before, where a considerable amount of the fighting was 

carried out by young, teenage men. It would take over 70 years and a man named 

Jennings Randolph from the state of West Virginia before Bickford’s proposal would 

come to fruition. 
                                                 
1 The main source of information for this historical recap is drawn from a book by Wendell Cultice titled 
“Youth’s Battle for the Ballot: A History of Voting Age in America.”  New York: Greenwood Press: 1992.  
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 The issue of lowering the voting age first garnered nation-wide attention with the 

coming of World War II. Even before Pearl Harbor, legislators were beginning to discuss 

the possibility. In 1941, Jennings Randolph first introduced legislation providing for 

amending the Constitution to lower the voting age to 18. The legislation attracted little 

support and failed to pass. It wasn’t until 1942, when Congress approved the lowering of 

the draft age to 18, that the debate began to heat up. Legislators argued that if 18 year old 

boys were old enough to fight and die for their country, then they certainly should be 

given the right to vote for who makes the decisions on whether or not to send troops into 

battle as well. Legislation was again introduced but went nowhere. Pressure continued to 

build throughout 1943 as Eleanor Roosevelt threw her support behind the policy and, 

perhaps more significantly, Georgia became the first state to extend the franchise 

“downward” to 18 year olds. National legislation however continued to face fierce 

opposition, with opponents arguing that young people would use their vote irresponsibly 

or not at all. With the end of the war, national debate on the voting age largely died off, 

although the cause was still pursued vigorously in some states. 

 By 1970, debate over a voting amendment again came to the forefront with the 

growth of youth opposition to the Vietnam War. Beyond the draft-based arguments 

previously employed by proponents of expanding the franchise “downward,” many 

legislators also saw an additional benefit to such a measure. The emergence of 

widespread domestic discontent and civil unrest frightened many in Congress, 

particularly the growing number of protests and rallies attacking the U.S. policy 

regarding the war in Vietnam. Many members of Congress believed that by lowering the 

voting age, they would provide discontent youth with an alternative method of expressing 
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their views – through the ballot rather than public protests which disrupted domestic life. 

Finally, in March 1970, Congress saw an opportunity for a compromise which would 

provide a practical and achievable means of lowering the voting age. Amending the 

Constitution is a long, tedious, and difficult process. Instead, Congress would simply 

amend the Voting Rights Act of 1965. This would be much easier to pass and hopefully 

achieve effectively the same result as a Constitutional amendment. The change of tactics 

was initially seen as a clever political trick. The celebration would not last long however. 

 States quickly objected to the new legislation, arguing that federal government did 

not have the power under the Constitution to determine how states would carry out 

elections. They viewed this task as falling under the sole discretion of the states. Oregon 

was the first state to challenge the legislation, taking their arguments in front of the 

Supreme Court in the case of Oregon v. Mitchell in 1970. The Court held that the act 

could only apply to the voting age in federal elections, not state level elections. Although 

a partial victory for states rights advocates, the decision threw the states into an 

administrative nightmare. According to the decision, states would have to maintain 

separate voter registries in order to allow 18-20 year olds the right to vote in federal 

elections, as well as printing separate ballots if that was not already the state-determined 

voting age. All told, such a system would add tens of millions of dollars to the cost of 

administering elections. With the 1972 presidential elections looming on the horizon, 

Congress was desperate to find a quick and efficient solution. 

 The moment Jennings Randolph had been waiting for had finally arrived. On 

January 25, 1971, Randolph again introduced legislation in the Senate, providing for a 

Constitutional amendment lowering the voting age to 18. The House approved the 
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amendment on March 23. On the very same day, five states ratified the amendment (DE, 

MN, TN, WA, and CT). The amendment finally became law on June 30, when the Ohio 

state House passed a ratification resolution in just 12 minutes. In the end, the ratification 

of the 26th Amendment was the quickest of any successful amendment in the history of 

the Constitution. 

 Almost as quickly as the states ratified the amendment, they also passed 

legislation erecting roadblocks for college students seeking to flex their new civic 

muscles. Thirty four states ended up passing restrictions making it difficult, if not 

impossible, for college students to register in the voting district in which their college 

resided. These restrictions ranged from requiring students to be financially independent 

of their parents, to flat-out excluding college students from local politics.  

 The next major legislative milestone affecting youth voters was the passage of the 

National Voter Registration Act in 1993. The so-called “Motor Voter” act, signed into 

law by President Bill Clinton, is best known for requiring states to provide eligible 

citizens the opportunity to register when they go to apply for or renew their driver’s 

license. The act also required states to allow mail-in registration and provide registration 

forms at agencies supplying public assistance. The act exempted six states – Idaho, 

Minnesota, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming – as each either 

did not require voter registration, or allowed for election-day registration. The Motor 

Voter Act is generally credited with leading to the registration of 10 million new voters 

within three years of implementation. 
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III. Background Discussion 

Possible Explanations of Lower Youth Turnout 

When discussing youth political participation, taking other measures of youth 

behavior and attitudes into account results in a fuller picture of the overall situation. 

According to studies published by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI), there 

has been a sharp decline in the number of incoming college freshman who report 

discussing politics with friends or family. In studies from the 1990’s and 2000, only 16% 

report doing so, compared to 30% who reported doing so in studies done in 1968 and 

1970.9 Similarly, fewer young people today follow public affairs regularly; down from an 

average of 25% during the period of 1960-76 to just 5% saying that they do so in 2000.10 

In addition, exposure to newspapers among youth is also down, with a smaller proportion 

of students reporting that their families receive a newspaper regularly.11 Young people 

today also see the government as less receptive and responsive to their opinions and 

ideas. The proportion of young people who indicate confidence in the idea that people 

“like them” are listened to by government officials has been in decline since the early 

1990’s, with only 40% of young people reporting confidence in 2000, down from an all-

time high of 80% reported by young people in 1960.  

Part of the answer, may be the very nature of modern colleges and universities 

themselves and the resulting culture present on many campuses. While countless 

accommodations have been made by colleges across the country to attract out-of-state 

students, it cannot be said that assisting students in casting ballots has been a top priority, 

with few institutions actively addressing the issue. Is encouraging civic participation not 

a proper goal for colleges and universities? David L. Warren, President of the National 



Association of Independent Colleges and Universities, sees just such a goal as a vital 

component of a college education.  

“Our students receive vigorous intellectual training, character development,  
and exposure to a world rich in new ideas. Just as important to us is fostering  
a strong sense of civic awareness and involvement in students of all political 
persuasions.”12

 
American colleges and universities have been for most this nation’s history regarded as 

beacons for civic values and civic education, widely hailed for their enthusiastic 

celebration of American democratic institutions. The notion of citizenship as conferring 

not only rights, but also responsibilities was a central focus of the secondary educational 

experience. Charles Eliot, the President of Harvard at the turn of the 20th century, 

captured this when he said that “at bottom, most of the American institutions of higher 

education are filled with the democratic spirit…teachers and students alike are 

profoundly moved by the desire to serve the democratic community.”13 Thomas Jefferson 

also hailed education as the only legitimate means to an informed democratic-minded 

electorate. “If we think them not enlightened enough to exercise control with a 

wholesome discretion, the remedy is…to inform their discretion by education.”14 As 

Jefferson saw it, it was right and just for the power to be in the hands of the people and if 

the health of the country was to be so dependent on the people themselves, it is only right 

and prudent that the people be educated so as to make the best possible choices. Indeed, 

the entire idea of democracy and republicanism is widely viewed by Americans as the 

only natural endpoint of thoughtful study by educated people when it comes to 

governmental structure, the answer to most political ills. Thus, education and democratic 

ideals have long worked hand in hand in this country, closely intertwined in the fabric of 

American society.  
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 Unfortunately, this bond has weakened in modern years. In 1992 youth voting 

spiked, primarily driven by college-educated youth.15 Just 12 years later however, when 

youth voting spiked again, it was largely based on increases in those not college-

educated. Those with Bachelor’s degrees experienced the lowest increase in turnout, only 

8%.16 Women with less than a college degree however saw an 11% increase. Primary 

education has also largely taken a step back from its civic-focus. Nearly 1/3 of high 

schools seniors lacked a basic understanding of how the American system of government 

works.17 In the 1950’s and 1960’s, civics education consisted of as many as 3 courses 

covering topics including democracy, civics, and government. Today, formal civics 

education is usually only one part of a semester-long course on government.18 This is a 

troubling trend in curriculum as young people ages 15-26 are 23% more likely to believe 

that they are responsible for making things better for society if they have taken a civics 

class.19 All of this points to the fact that civics education is no longer a central focus of 

educational curriculums at either the primary or secondary education levels, and 

furthermore that these lessons are largely not being taught and/or taken in through the 

current education system.  

Non-school-based institutions, which also have traditionally played a role in 

imparting civic skills and knowledge, have also seen a marked decline in youth 

membership and participation. These organizations include political parties, unions, 

nonprofits, and activist religious denominations. Whether this widespread disengagement 

is the result of decreased efforts by these organizations or is youth driven is not entirely 

clear. Whatever the case may be, this trend when combined with the declines in voting 

rates, civic education, political discussion, and interest in public affairs, paints a gloomy 
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picture of the prospects for the current generation of Americans transitioning into 

adulthood as well as fully participating citizens. Research has shown that young people 

who attend religious services regularly are more likely to vote, consider voting important, 

and hold a positive view of government.20 Modern day teens however are attending 

religious services at a lower rate than in the past. Only 33% of high school seniors report 

attending services regularly, compared to 41% of high school seniors in 1976.21 Primary 

civics education is also not what it used to be resulting in a serious dearth of guidance in 

terms of the importance of getting involved civically, how exactly one goes about voting, 

resulting in many, if not most students lacking a basic understanding of how the 

American system of government functions. This is evidenced by a finding that 75% of 

students tested as part of the 1998 NAEP Civics Assessment scored at “basic” or “below 

basic” levels of knowledge and understanding of basic civic concepts.22

 As mentioned previously, students today are taking fewer and fewer civics classes 

compared to generations previously. Thus, at the same time as the country was asking the 

youth of the country to participate through exercising their new right to vote, the amount 

of education related to civic rights and responsibilities offered to them was being 

reduced. Young people are acutely aware of this dearth of guidance from educational 

institutions. According to research done by the Harvard Institute of Politics, 55% of 

young people believe that schools are failing to give young people the basic skills and 

information that they need to vote.23  

 What does this mean for youth voters? The message has not been getting sent to 

the new generations of young people that voting is important. Even worse, it is actually 

being discouraged as society fails to give them the practical knowledge of how to cast a 
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ballot. Thus, we are leaving today’s youth voters footing a bigger bill in terms of the 

costs of participation. 

 

What Should Be the Goal of Turnout-Oriented Policy? 

 Perhaps one of the most misunderstood aspects of the American form of 

government is that it is not simply a democracy, it is a republican form of governance. 

The distinction here is often overlooked and the terms misused, but the difference 

between the two is essential. A democracy is a form of government in which the will of 

the people is carried out directly. Quite simply, majority rules. A republic, on the other 

hand, as defined as a “state in which the supreme power rests in the body of citizens 

entitled to vote and is exercised by representatives chosen directly or indirectly by 

them.”24 The United States is a republic, not a democracy. A central fear held by a 

number of the Founding Fathers was a fear of democracy run amuck, also known as 

“mob rule.” Alexander Hamilton best expressed these sentiments when he said “a pure 

democracy if it were practicable would be the most perfect government…experience has 

proved that no position is more false than this.”25 James Madison described democracies 

as “spectacles of turbulence and contention” with short lives and violent deaths.26 He 

further argued that they were “incompatible with personal security or the rights of 

property.” Events such as Shays Rebellion following the Revolution, where a mob of 

small farmers captured a federal arsenal in Massachusetts, cemented these fears and 

further convinced them of the need to formulate some means of preventing the country 

from regressing to simple majority rule. 
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In response to these concerns, the new Constitution, written in 1787, included 

provisions for the use of the Electoral College in Presidential Elections and the election 

of Senators by the State Houses. These two provisions instituted layers to decision 

making and electing Congressmen as well as the President, thus providing a check on the 

will of the people at large.  

What all of this leads to is the idea that the Founding Fathers were skeptical, at best, 

regarding the ability of the citizenry to choose their representatives well, or at least 

viewed them as susceptible to political ploys.  

By taking into account the intentions of the founding fathers and the reservations 

they had about placing too much control in the hands of the people, it is possible to view 

registration requirements in a new light. Instead of merely being bureaucratic “red tape” 

to cut through or a tedious policy solution meant to frustrate attempts at voter fraud, 

registration may instead be a hurdle placed purposefully to discourage whimsical voting 

by those who do not value voicing their opinion via the ballot enough to put the extra 

effort into registering to do so. Furthermore, registration may function as a symbolic task, 

intended to encourage reflection on the part of the potential voter so as to acknowledge 

the responsibility associated with voting. The natural tradeoff is that fewer people will 

vote. If this is the case, what then is the desired level of turnout in a given election? 

 Many have suggested that the United States should implement compulsory voting 

in general elections. Currently 32 countries including Australia, France (for Senate 

elections), and Mexico have compulsory voting statutes on the books. There are a number 

of compelling arguments in favor of such a system. First and foremost, supporters of 

mandatory voting argue that voting is a civic duty comparable to paying taxes or serving 
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on jury duty, as opposed to a civil right that is available to eligible citizens. Mandatory 

voting also brings less politically active segments of the population to the polls. In 

general, the more people that turnout for elections, the better mandate those who are 

elected have to carry out their policies. This means more legitimacy for the government 

officials who are elected. Furthermore, mandatory voting shifts the focus of campaigns 

away from motivating the party’s base and towards appealing to centrist swing votes, 

resulting in policies better reflecting a compromise between opposing political entities. 

Finally, compulsory voting could help alleviate the influence of big donors in politics. 

Campaign finance reform has been one of the most talked about issues in politics over the 

past decade, consistently cited as one of the biggest problems plaguing modern American 

politics. Despite the passage of reform legislation altering Congressional rules regarding 

gifts, trips, and campaign donations, scandals such as the one involving lobbyist Jack 

Abramoff, where he bribed high ranking House members on behalf of his clients, 

continue to splash across newspaper headlines. Compulsory voting would also make the 

electorate balloon in size, thus diluting the pull of formerly large voting blocs such as 

teachers unions or the Christian coalition. Campaign costs would be reduced as 

politicians would no longer need to worry about motivating voters to the polls, as the 

penalties for not voting would take care of that. Still, the United States has yet to adopt a 

policy compelling citizens to go to the polls, why? 

 Although, practically speaking, compulsory voting would affect a number of 

positive changes in American politics, compulsory voting laws are still viewed by many 

Americans as antithetical to core American values. There are major concerns regarding 

mandatory voting in terms of religious freedom. Some religions, Jehovah’s Witnesses for 
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example, enjoin their members from participating in secular civic acts such as voting. 

Also many Americans will likely resent the idea of being coerced, if not out of offense to 

their sense of American values, then out of simply not having the time, interest or desire. 

As a result, many will likely vote randomly or arbitrarily, not willing to invest the time 

necessary to research candidates and issues in order to make an informed vote. It is 

difficult to argue that this is a good policy outcome or that such votes help to maintain the 

health of the American democratic republic. If compulsory voting is not the answer, what 

should be the ultimate turnout rate goal of voting reform policy changes? To begin 

looking at this question, a logical place to start is to look at who should be voting. 

Rational Voter Theory tells us that, generally speaking, it is not rational to vote since 

expected benefits of doing so are miniscule. Yet candidates, political lobbying groups, 

and non-profit voting-focused organizations routinely fund campaigns encouraging 

Americans to head to the polls. A variety of arguments are employed by groups such as 

these to motivate people, both on the individual and group-levels.  

 Individual-level messages are probably the most frequently utilized form of pro-

voting argumentation. The classic example of an individual-level message is that an 

individual should vote because “Your vote matters.” To describe the idea that an 

individual’s lone vote will be decisive in some way in the outcome of an election as 

“unlikely” would be an understatement.  This is well-established in the literature 

regarding Rational Voter Theory where the “p” value of the equation, the probability of 

casting the decisive vote, is practically nil thus resulting in unrealistically low turnout 

predictions. This is actually one of the main Achilles heels of the theory, as the extremely 
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low p-value accounts for why the expected benefits of voting are so low, and thus why 

the theory declares it irrational for most citizens to vote. 

Group-level arguments do not fair much better under scrutiny of the standing 

body of research. Group-focused campaigns appeal to an individual’s identification or 

membership in a group or segment of the population to motivate them to vote. A 

stereotypical example of this type of argument would be that young people should vote in 

order to force politicians to cater to them. This is the argument often employed by interest 

groups based around issues ranging from the environment to religious groups to those 

based on race or ethnicity. The goal of these groups is to convince their members, and 

those sympathetic to their cause, to vote consistent with the values of the organization or 

group in mind. In other words, groups such as these advocate prioritizing the needs and 

views of the group over other considerations in the voting booth. The main weakness of 

this argument is that it is not clear that the best electoral choice for the group is also in the 

best interest of the population as a whole. Thus, this argument fails because it encourages 

participation for the benefit of a particular segment of society instead of what is best for 

the whole of society. What then is a legitimate motivation upon which to base policy 

measures meant to encourage increased participation among individuals or a particular 

segment of society? One possibility may be to correct an imbalance of interests being 

represented in the government. 

 Simply by nature of our electoral system, politicians have a strong tendency to 

skew policy viewpoints and legislative votes in order to represent and garner votes from 

those groups most likely to turn out to the polls come election time. The result of this 

phenomenon is that policy priorities at every level of government are driven by a desire 
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to first address the issues that actual voters (those who will likely vote in the next 

election) care about. Therefore, when a particular population segment routinely fails to 

turnout in significant numbers, issues specific to that group are much more likely to be 

ignored by elected officials, as addressing them is likely to have little impact on the 

success of their re-election attempts. This can be a harmful trend as it begins to function 

as a negative feedback loop. The lower the turnout rates among a particular group, the 

less likely the needs of that group will be addressed by their elected official. In turn, the 

less the needs of that group are addressed, the less responsive that group feels the 

government is to them, a feeling which will likely depress voting rates further. Having 

the needs and opinions of an entire segment of the population largely ignored in policy 

debates and legislative initiatives, has a negative impact on the welfare of the population 

and society as a whole, as policies reflect only a part of the population instead of taking 

the whole of society into account.  

 It is possible to argue that this phenomenon is simply a natural, if unfortunate, 

outgrowth of any democratic electoral system. Those who are most heavily invested in 

the outcome, and thus turnout to vote, are those who will have their opinions heard and 

interests tended to. In many ways this is true. The argument that those who are most 

interested should be the ones who vote so that their opinions are not diluted by those who 

care very little about the outcome, is a very compelling one. The main problem for 

policymakers however, is when or if a segment of the electorate is being systematically 

excluded or discouraged from participating in some way. While there are very extreme 

and overt historical examples of exclusion over the history of the United States, such as 

poll taxes and threats of physical violence as with African Americans, examples can also 
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be found that are much less obvious. A possible example of this would be if polls were 

only open from 9am to 5pm on a workday, when Election Day is not a national holiday. 

Such a set-up would most likely largely exclude much of the working class, as well as 

discourage voting among workers of all levels, as they would have to work during the 

hours that the polls are open, leaving them unable to participate. Participation can also be 

discouraged when a particular group faces significantly higher costs than the average 

costs faced by others in the electorate. I will later return to this idea in arguing that there 

is in fact a significant cost differential between young voters and older ones, and that this 

is a major factor depressing youth voter turnout in modern elections. 

 What we are left with after all of this, is that maintaining some level of cost 

associated with voting is a valuable thing, as long as the costs are relatively evenly 

distributed across all segments of society. Imposing costs to voting encourages 

thoughtful, informed voting. While the costs associated with voting are not generally 

viewed as “high,” they are oftentimes enough to discourage those who fail to research the 

issues in an election or care very little about the outcome, from showing up at the polls. 

Framing any voting policy discussion in this way - focused on encouraging thoughtful 

and interested voting as opposed to simply increasing turnout overall, is essential to 

differentiating meaningful policy solutions from the rest. Once it is established what the 

goal of voting policy reform should be, the question becomes how to translate that goal 

into specific policies aimed at college-student populations. 
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IV. Literature Review 

The issue of voting behavior has received a considerable amount of attention in 

terms of empirical analysis and theoretical hypothesizing. Any discussion of voter turnout 

research must naturally begin with the Rational Voter Theory, also known as the 

Expected Utility Theory of Voting. First put forward by Downs in 1957 in his 

groundbreaking work “An Economic Theory of Democracy”, this theory essentially boils 

down the idea that a person will turnout to vote if the expected benefits of doing so 

outweigh the costs.27 The crucial distinctive feature of this theory is that “it is not the 

potential benefit but the expected benefit that matters.”28 Thus, the theory looks as 

follows: 

Individual will vote if:  C < B*p 

Where B represents the benefits, p is the probability of casting the decisive vote, and C is 

the costs. Thus according to this model, the benefits of voting consist not simply whether 

or not your preferred candidate wins, but also the probability that yours is the decisive 

vote as to whether or not that candidate is elected. Naturally, the probability of casting 

the decisive vote is miniscule in almost any election scenario today, but particularly for 

national elections such as the Presidential elections. The costs are generally seen as the 

opportunity costs associated with voting, i.e. what else one could have accomplished with 

the time and energy it takes to register, learn about the candidates and the issues, and then 

actually cast a ballot. Generally, these costs are believed to be small to most Americans. 

When compared to the other part of the equation however, we see a more complete 

picture of voting as a low-cost, and most likely an even lower-expected benefit action. 



Thus, the rational voter theory predicts a very low turnout rate in most elections, with 

many turnout decisions occurring at the margins 

This is not the case in actual elections in the United States however. For instance 

in Presidential elections where the pool of eligible, and even likely voters, is quite large 

and thus the probability of casting the decisive vote is so low as to almost be non-

existent, the turnout rates are regularly well above 50%. This discrepancy between what 

the theory predicts and what occurs in actuality is what has come to be known as the 

“paradox of voting.” Thus, since the beginning of rational choice research, researchers 

have been proposing amendments and alterations to the theory in order to accommodate 

and explain this paradox. In all, there have seven primary recommendations, ranging 

from adding a value accounting for the sense of duty which compels many Americans to 

the polls (Riker and Ordeshook, 1968), to Game theory-based ideas where eligible voters 

reason that if other voters are rational and decide to abstain, their vote will become more 

decisive as a result (Palfrey and Rosenthal, 1983). 

Another theory is that individuals vote if the regret that they would feel if they 

voted and their candidate lost is less than the regret they would experience if they 

abstained and their candidate lost by a single vote. This is the Minimax Regret theory 

offered by Ferejohn and Fiorina (1974). It has also been suggested that the candidates 

themselves make it so easy for their supporters to vote that the cost of voting drops below 

even the still miniscule level of expected benefits. Common examples of this include 

providing lots of information about themselves as well as their opponents and major 

campaign issues, though in more extreme instances candidates have been known to 

provide transportation to and from the polls as well as registration drives. This model also 
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takes into account the well-known practice of elected officials conferring favors and 

additional benefits to strong supporters. This has led other researchers to conclude that 

perhaps since the costs associated with voting are practically non-existent, they are even 

lower than the resultant expected benefits, resulting in positive turnout (Niemi, 1976). 

Finally, Barry (1978) suggests that because both the costs and benefits are so low, the 

rational choice model fails because voting is an act “simply not worth being ‘rational’ 

about.”29 In other words, individuals simply do not dedicate the time it takes to make a 

rational decision about whether or not because the associated costs and benefits are too 

low to justify such efforts. While each of these theories offers interesting contributions 

and perspectives to the discussion, none have been shown empirically to offer a complete 

and satisfactory explanation of the paradox.    

Alternative models have been set forth to attempt to answer some of these 

shortcomings of the utility-based, rational theory. In looking at this question, it is useful 

to begin by illustrating the picture of the individual voter on which these theoretical 

frameworks are based. In both of these models, every individual (potential voter) has 

their own personal threshold which must be met in order for them to vote. The 

components of how high or low that threshold is depends on a myriad of demographic, 

background, and environmental factors. Presumably, this threshold for participation can 

be lowered by altering the factors which compose it, whether through policy actions or 

simply over the lifespan as the result of individual characteristic changes.  

The Resource Model, formulated by Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995), 

suggests that the more resources one has to overcome the costs of voting, the more likely 

one is to vote.30 In particular, they focus on three resources: time, money, and civic skills. 
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This is a particularly interesting theory when applied to youth voting since on average 

young people tend to have fewer civic skills and less money than older segments of the 

voting population.  For most people, civic skills are gained predominantly with age as an 

individual has more experience with government policies and bureaucracies. This could 

contribute to anxiety about participation, since many younger adults suffer from simply 

not knowing what to expect or how to proceed. In many ways, the Resource model 

appears to be a better predictor of turnout than the Rational Voter theory, because it 

generally predicts much higher rates of turnout. Still, the Resource Model says nothing to 

alter a voter’s perception of the benefits of voting being extremely low. It only addresses 

the idea that whatever costs are associated with voting, can be overcome with the right 

mix of resources.  Thus, it seems to offer an incomplete explanation of voter turnout.  

Another possibility is a social, community-based theory of turnout where an 

individual does not make the decision whether or not to vote based on individual 

considerations, but instead as a member of society. Much of the foundation of this model 

coincides with the argument regarding the impact of a sense of duty on voter turnout. 

According to this theory, a major component of an individual’s decision process is based 

on either a concern for the civic health of their community or else a desire to maintain a 

feeling of good-standing, membership and ownership in the community.  

The final major model to discuss has to do with mobilization, particularly by 

political parties. In this theory, politicians work to reduce the cost of voting by operating 

through existing social networks to encourage participation both through social pressure 

and facilitation (Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993). Although political mobilization efforts 

by parties have received increased attention recently, it does not appear to be particularly 
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relevant to youth voting as these mobilization efforts are not usually directed at the youth 

vote. The most common explanation is that that is a result of the low turnout rates among 

young people, making it a less productive and efficient use of resources. In reality it may 

actually be closer to a classic “chicken-and-egg” situation where the exact causality of 

which came first – low youth voting or low youth mobilization by parties, is less clear.  

 

How does youth voting fit with traditional theories of turnout? 

How does youth voting fit the Rational Voter model though? Is it possible that 

youth voting is a special case, fundamentally different than the rest of the voting 

population and thus a case which is better explained by the Rational Voter theory? For 

instance, it could be that both the benefits and the costs are higher for this group, leading 

young people to look at voting in a more rational way. The costs are clearly exaggerated 

for this group, since the costs to participate in a particular election are much higher for 

those who have never voted before compared to those who have. Namely there is the 

opportunity cost of time associated with having to acquire the considerable amount of 

information necessary including how and where to register, as well as deadlines when 

that needs to happen by in order to be able to vote. Further, there is the time and energy 

necessary to gather information about parties, issues, and candidates in order to decide 

who to vote for. The information required to participate in subsequent elections is much 

lower because some of that information need only be gathered once.  

While it is clear that costs are higher for this population, what is less clear is what 

level of expected benefits this group perceives. On the one hand, it may be that the 

expected benefits are lower for young people as politicians have not traditionally paid as 
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much attention to catering to young voters through policy initiatives, thus benefits would 

likely be extremely low in terms of one particular candidate versus another. On the other 

hand, it could be that they have even more to gain than the average voter from simply 

casting a vote, instead of from one candidate versus another. The more young people 

turnout to vote, the more attention this group of voters will receive from politicians in 

order to cater to their vote. Thus, instead of the expected benefits consisting of the 

benefits one would get from their preferred candidate multiplied by the probability of 

casting the decisive vote that that candidate wins, this case would be the benefits of 

politicians paying more attention to youth issues multiplied by the probability of casting 

the decisive vote that politicians will perceive the youth vote as being important enough 

to cater to. Still, this scenario fails to alter the fact that the probability of casting the 

decisive vote in an election, no matter what the goal of the vote may be, is minute. In the 

face of the clearly higher costs, it is unlikely that the additional benefits possibly 

perceived by young voters would be enough to account for significantly positive turnout 

rates.  

The alternative models proposed also prove to be a poor fit with youth voters. The 

resources cited in the Resource Model – time, money, and civic skills, are all things that 

young people stereotypically have in very short supply. Not only are young voters 

typically still in school, thus having very little money of their own, but they have yet to 

develop civic skills which are usually developed over time with age as a person expands 

their wealth of life experience. With regards to community-based theories, young people 

tend to have few ties to their community independent of their family as the majority do 

not own a home or have a family. Furthermore, young social networks, while known for 
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their capability to put pressure on members in terms of behavior and clothing, are not as 

adept or interested in pressuring members to participate in elections, particularly recently. 

In general, many of the factors associated with individuals who are more likely to vote 

according to traditional voter turnout research, are those which are uncommon among 

young, newly eligible voters. “Given finite amounts of time, engagement with politics 

and its consequences, like voting, are more costly for those who have not yet sorted out 

their lives.31 Thus, it seems that there is something about being young which leads to 

disinterest in political participation. 

 

Theories Focused on Youth & Age Effects  

The idea of life-cycle events systematically altering voting behavior is a growing area of 

research into voting behavior.  

“Low participation among the young, however, appears to be a  
lifestyle phenomenon. As young Americans marry, have children, 
and develop community ties, their turnout tends to increase.”  
(Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde, 1998, 76) 

 

As early as 1989, researchers were theorizing that young people were simply occupied 

with other, more immediate concerns such as attending to their education, finding mates, 

and starting a career, which drew their attention away from political participation. In this 

relatively new research area, the work done by Highton & Wolfinger is really the most 

comprehensive look into the impact of what  they call “adult roles” on voting among 

young people (2001). In their study, they identified six transitions to adulthood – (1) 

leaving parents home, (2) leaving school, (3) getting a job, (4) community ties, (5) 

marriage, (6) settling down (less geographic mobility.  Their Adult-Roles theory predicts 
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that as young people undertake these transitions to adult hood, they are more likely to 

vote as they take on responsibilities and experience the greater stability of adulthood. 

While, not all of the transitions were found to be correlated with higher turnout rates, 

they did find that residential stability of 1-2 years has an impact of nearly 6% on turnout 

levels, an effect that jumps to nearly 11% after 3 years.32  

Strength of party affiliation is also believed to be age-related, with the tendency 

being that party attachments become stronger over time. Timpone found that his factor 

“strength of party identification,” to be significant in determining registration rates as 

well, finding a positive relationship between the two.33 Strate et al., also used strength of 

partisanship in their life-span studies. Both hypothesize that over time, individuals are 

given multiple opportunities to vote for a party, serving to psychologically connect the 

voter to both voting and party affiliations. This then translates to higher turnout levels. 

This study found a modest relationship of .148 between strength of partisanship and 

turnout, while even slightly less of a relationship between strength of partisanship and 

civic competence.34 While this is a seemingly cogent argument describing the function of 

party affiliation over the lifespan, it does little to explain youth turnout as young voters 

have not had the opportunity to vote in many elections through which to cement their 

psychological attachment to a party. So why then do so many people still turnout to the 

polls and what accounts for why is there such a gap between younger and older 

Americans? 

In theories which largely parallel the Adult-Roles theory, a number of studies 

have studied voting behavior more generally within a similar framework explaining 

voting as a behavior acquired and habitualized over the life-span. Plutzer offers a 
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“developmental” framework meant to “complement and integrate” previous research by 

offering a new perspective through which to view it.35 According to the theory, all 

potential voters have a starting level or “initial probability that they will vote in their first 

eligible election.”36 The theory also embraces the notion of “inertia” or the “propensity 

for citizens to settle into habits of voting or nonvoting.” Thus, a dichotomy is established 

between factors affecting the starting level of potential voters and factors altering already 

established patterns of behavior. Verba and Nie accept a similar notion in their book, 

Participation in America, in an attempt to explain their finding that the peak for overall 

political activity occurs when the individual is in their forties. In the book, they conclude 

that their data appeared to be compatible “with a gradual learning model of political 

activity,” leading to the inference that “the longer one is exposed to politics, the more 

likely one is to participate.”37  

 This developmental theory is particularly compelling when used to explain low 

youth turnout rates and thus combined with the influence of resource levels to account for 

the transition between inertial states will together constitute the centerpiece and main 

guiding framework of this thesis. The costs of voting are always magnified in young and 

new voters. The main costs associated with voting for the first time, include voter 

registration, finding the correct polling place, and developing a reasonable understanding 

of public issues and both candidate and party platforms.  

 Plutzer cites the comparability of the effect of age to that of education as strong 

evidence in support of his habitual, age-based theory. Education is generally accepted to 

be the most significant predictor of participation.  

“The 1998 Current Population Survey…shows a 40-point turnout gap between 
those  
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who completed less than ninth grade (24% turnout) and those with an advanced 
degree (64%) But the gap between those 18-24 years old and those older than 65 
is 46 points.”38  

 
This is significant because this indicates that differences in turnout rates due to education 

will most likely occur anyway as people age. Education is merely one of the resources 

acknowledged as a mechanism for overcoming the costs of voting. Thus, the idea is that 

as an individual ages, they acquire greater resources to overcome the costs and thus are 

more likely to vote.  

As if magnified costs were not enough, young and new voters are at a further 

disadvantage due to their lacking many of the resources which could help to overcome 

the barriers to voting. Firstly, young people tend to have little disposable income and thus 

attract little, if any, attention from candidates which could encourage participation. 

Furthermore, young people tend to lack substantive ties to the community which have 

been shown to promote political participation – namely owning a home. Strate, Parrish, 

Elder and Ford offer a parallel explanation of low voter turnout based on life-span 

theories. “Among young adults, rates of political participation tend to be low…this is 

likely due to the primacy of such non-political concerns as obtaining an education, 

finding a mate, and establishing a career.”39  

 At the same time, the prospect for participating in one’s first eligible election is 

not completely bleak. There are a number of factors which affect the starting level of new 

voters. These factors include parental education, political knowledge, and political 

involvement, as each of these if present in a parent is likely to foster similar 

characteristics in their offspring. Thus, parental resources, in terms of political knowledge 

and socioeconomic status, are the strongest determinants of which new voters participate 
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in their first election.40 Following the first election however, one of the most significant 

predictors becomes the individual having voted or abstained in the previous election – i.e. 

one’s prior voting record will tend to be a major factor in future turnout. Of particular 

interest in this thesis is throwing the impact of geographic mobility into the mix, either 

immediately preceding or following an individual’s first eligible election. Geographic 

mobility is another factor weighing more heavily on younger individuals than their older 

counterparts. Younger people move more often than older individuals and the length of 

residency in a particular area is positively associated with turnout (i.e. people who 

haven’t been at their current location for very long are less likely to vote than those who 

have).41  

While the theory of life-span development offers a compelling story of why the 

costs of voting decline with age, it fails to address outright the issue of the perceived 

benefits of voting. Thus, even if we accept that the costs are low and can even be 

overcome with certain resources, it seems that there must be more to the explanation of 

turnout – i.e. older individuals perceiving greater benefits to voting to account not only 

for the relatively high levels of turnout observed, but also the vast gulf between the 

voting rates of youth vs. older individuals. 
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V. Research Design 

 This thesis seeks to study a very specific question with regards to voter turnout 

among college students, that being how distance from home and distance-related barriers 

impact electoral participation. In other words, do students who attend colleges further 

from home participate at a lower rate than those attending colleges closer to home? 

Further, if this is the case, what is driving this phenomenon? Is this effect offset by 

registering and/or voting prior to leaving home for college? Are the structural barriers 

faced by out-of-state students or students from a significant distance away from Cornell, 

significantly higher than those from areas closer to Ithaca? Finally, do these barriers 

significantly contribute to lower turnout rates among these students? 

Naturally, the end goal of acquiring data through this survey is to estimate an 

empirical model of voter participation in the 2006 Midterm elections among Cornell 

students. Specifically, this model will narrow its focus to two primary factors – 

achievement of steps to engagement prior to coming to Cornell (i.e. voter registration or 

even voting) and the distance from Cornell to a student’s hometown. Thus distance from 

one’s hometown is a dual-measure, covering both information isolation as well as the 

distance one would have to travel to vote traditionally in one’s home district. Of 

secondary interest, yet still very central to this model, is the influence of parents as civic 

resources through both discussion and habit on turnout.  

Thus, based on my theory of voting in college students, I proffer three hypotheses 

regarding the results of this survey. My first hypothesis is H1: Voting or registering to 

vote prior to coming to Cornell increases the probability of turnout independent of both 

age effects and general interest in electoral politics. My second hypothesis is that H2: 



Those students whose hometowns are closer to Cornell are more likely to vote in the 

midterms than those students whose hometowns are further from Cornell. The third and 

again less central hypothesis is H3: Those students who discussed the elections with their 

parents are more likely to have voted in the elections than those students who did not 

discuss the elections with their parents. A basic discussion of the preliminary survey 

results follow in the next chapter. 

The centerpiece of this thesis is an originally-composed survey of a small sample 

of Cornell undergraduate students, instead of a traditional national youth survey. The 

reasons behind opting for a smaller and more local study are numerous. The main 

advantage motivating the decision to do a small, single-campus survey is the fact that the 

act of going away to school is a topic that has yet to be studied widely in-depth. Instead, 

college is most-often included as an abstract act constituting one part of life-cycle studies. 

Thus first of all, there was not much to be found in the way of existing data addressing 

some of my variables of interest. Further, my goal for this thesis was not to study the 

voting behavior of young people generally, but instead study the phenomenon of voting 

on a local level. Not only is this population one that I am very familiar with and thus 

naturally very interested in better understanding, but Cornell is also a great example of 

the campus-level conditions I wish to investigate. Annually, Cornell draws students from 

across the country, resulting in a significant proportion of students attending from outside 

the state of New York. At the same time, Cornell is a semi-private institution, meaning 

that there is also a large incentive for New York student residents to attend as tuition is 

much cheaper. Thus, Cornell offers a prime opportunity to compare these two groups by 

offering a good mix of subjects, all under presumably the same conditions in terms of 
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campus culture and the character of the university experience. After taking into 

consideration all of these factors, the pull to do an original survey of only Cornell 

students proved irresistible. 

The data used in this analysis was compiled based on the results of a survey 

administered during the Fall semester of 2006 to undergraduate students at Cornell 

University. The survey was a three-page, self-reported survey entitled “Political Behavior 

Survey” which was administered to Cornell undergraduates enrolled in courses offered 

through the department of Policy Analysis & Management in the College of Human 

Ecology at Cornell. The survey asked students to respond to a variety of questions 

regarding political attitudes, affiliations, the voting habits of their parents, as well as an 

assortment of demographic characteristics. The survey can be found at the end of this 

paper in Appendix A. Approximately 275 surveys were distributed, with 247 being 

returned fully completed (only 246 observations are included in the data however, as one 

of the respondents had already taken the survey and thus was a repeat).  
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VI. Data 

Political Party Affiliation

Democrat
Republican
Independent
Green
Socialist
Other
Don't Identify
Don't Know

Following successful distribution and preliminary coding of the surveys, basic 

statistics describing the survey sample were calculated in order to better understand the 

nature of the sample achieved. The courses to which the survey was administered were, 

for the most part, large introductory lecture courses in statistics and economics. Lecture 

courses to which the survey was given include PAM200: Intermediate Microeconomics, 

PAM204: Economics of the Public Sector, PAM210: Introduction to Statistics, and 

PAM340: Economics of 

Consumer Policy. These 

courses were chosen in this way 

so as to include as many 

students from other colleges as 

possible, as it is common 

practice for students to take introductory courses in other colleges.  Still, the vast majority 

of individuals included in the survey were students of either the College of Human 

Ecology (37%) or the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (49%), combining to 

make up over 85% of the total survey sample. Approximately 54% of the respondents 

were female and approximately 56% reported New York as their home state. The mean 

age of the respondents was just shy of 20 years of age. Finally, 42% of respondents 

identified themselves as Democrats (104 respondents), 27% as Republicans, and 8% as a 

variety of other parties including Independents, Green, Socialists, and Libertarians. The 

overall self-reported turnout rate for the total sample came out to be approximately 16%, 

the turnout rate among registered voters, 23%. These rates are basically comparable to 



those seen for this age group generally (CIRCLE Report – Young Voters in the 2006 

Elections). A complete breakdown of the characteristics of the sample can be found in 

Appendix B.  

The remainder of the survey focused on assessing the attitudes of the sample 

students regarding overall interest in politics, exploring the depth of party affiliation, 

motivations behind participation vs. non-participation, and finally also the influence of 

their parents on their turnout. When asked to estimate their overall interest in the 2006 

political campaigns and elections, well over half of the students surveyed (59%) reported 

that they were “Somewhat” or “Very Much” interested in the midterm elections. Only 

13% of this group however responded at the “Very Much Interested” level. “Somewhat 

Interested” was the most commonly cited answer, followed by “Not Much Interested” 

with just over 40% of respondents. In addition to being asked to indicate any political 

party affiliation they might have, the survey subjects were also asked to estimate how 

strongly they identified with the party they cited in the previous question. Thus, students 

were asked to rank the strength of their party affiliation on a scale including the following 

descriptors: “Very Much,” “Somewhat,” “Not Much,” or “Not at All.” The answer cited 

most often was “Somewhat”, with over half (53%) of student respondents. Next in 

frequency were students who reported that they identified with their political party “Very 

Much” with 33% of the sample choosing this answer choice. 

The next set of questions was designed to get at the very heart of turnout by 

explicitly asking students if they voted, what was the primary factor motivating them to 

turnout and if they did not vote in the midterms what was the motivator behind their 

abstention. Thus, students who reported that they had voted in the midterm elections were 
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Motivation for Voting

Civic Duty/Responsibility

Strong Like/Dislike of
Candidate(s)
Issues

Social/Peer Pressure

Don't Know

Other

asked “If you voted in the midterm elections, which of the following best describes why 

you chose to vote in that particular election?” Students were then asked to choose one of 

a series of answer choices including options citing civic duty and responsibility concerns, 

strong like or dislike of candidates, a single or series of issues very important to them, or 

social pressure to vote. There was also 

an “Other” option where students were 

asked to specify an answer not listed in 

the answer choices. Before reporting 

the actual responses, it is important to 

note that more students responded to this question (55 student respondents) than actually 

reported voting in the midterms (40 students), thus somewhat distorting the resultant data 

for this question. Far and away the factor most-often cited as being the dominant 

motivator of turnout was a belief that voting is a civic duty and a responsibility of eligible 

citizens with 49% of respondents choosing this answer.  A deep concern over a(n) 

political issue(s) was the second most commonly chosen answer with 27% citing this as 

the primary motivator of their vote. Individual like or dislike of candidates was a distant 

third with just under 15% of respondents citing this as the main reason why they voted.  

Primary Reason for Failure to Vote

Too Busy/Forgot

Not Registered

Didn't Know How to Vote

Vote Doesn't Matter That
Much
No Candidates Agreed
With
Other

Those students who reported 

that they did not vote in the midterms 

were also asked to cite the factor 

which most impacted why they didn’t 

vote. Students were given five 

structured answers as well as an 
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“Other” option as discussed above with a “please specify” section. Unsurprisingly, the 

most common answer was that the student reported being “Too Busy” or forgetting to 

vote with just under 44% of the sample choosing this answer, as being too busy has been 

shown to be one of the top four reasons cited for abstention in national polling data 

(youthvote.org). Of the remaining sample, 16% reported not being registered in time or 

not knowing how to register to vote and 17% reported not knowing how to obtain an 

absentee ballot or vote traditionally. Thus, nearly one third of students surveyed 

attributed their abstention to factors related to a lack of civic competence and knowledge 

as the primary reason why they failed to vote in the 2006 midterm elections! Finally, and 

in stark contrast to the rational voter model of voting, only 6% of students cited the 

feeling that their vote wouldn’t matter much as the primary reason for failing to turnout.  

The final section of survey questions (other than demographic controls), were 

regarding the parents of the student respondent. This section of the survey consisted of 

two questions – one meant to estimate the voting habits of the parents and the other 

measuring how many times a student discussed the elections with their parents. The first 

question asked “On how many occasions would you say you discussed the campaigns 

and elections taking place this year with your parents?” Students were then given the 

following answer choices: “Never,” “Once or twice,” “3-5 times,” or “6 or more times.” 

Answers to this question were relatively evenly distributed over all of the answer choices. 

The most commonly cited answer was “once or twice” with over 41% of students 

surveyed reporting this answer. In addition, 22% reported never discussing the midterm 

elections with their parents. For the remaining answer choices, approximately 23% 

reported 3-5 discussions and only 14% reporting six or more such discussions. The 
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second question in this set asked “If you had to guess, which of the following best 

describes the habits of your parents with regards to voting in national elections?” 

Unfortunately, the wording of the answer choices turned out to be somewhat confusing 

and unclear as to the proper choice to put down, thus leaving the legitimacy of this 

question as a true measure of anything in particular in doubt. The choices provided were 

“At least one votes all or most of the time,” “One or both votes some of the time,” “One 

or both vote infrequently or never,” and the final option was “Don’t Know.” The vast 

majority of students, over 71%, reported the first choice that at least one of their parents 

voted most of the time. Just under 15% chose the second response option of “One or both 

votes most of the time.” Coming in third in terms of frequency was “One or both votes 

infrequently” with only 10% choosing this response choice. Finally, 4% of students 

reported not knowing the voting habits of their parents.  

The next phase of examining the data gathered from this survey was to do cross-

tabulation tables in order to look for preliminary evidence of possible relationships 

regarding turnout in the midterm elections. For organizational purposes, it makes the 

most sense to begin by looking at the cross-tab tables for the variables underlying the 

theory at the heart of this thesis. The table concerning the distance of the student’s 

hometown from Cornell indicates promising evidence for the presence of a relationship 

between this distance and turnout among Cornell students. As indicated in Table 1, those 

students who reported that they lived less than an hour from Cornell, reported turnout at a 

rate of approximately 42% compared to only 16% in those students reporting that their 

hometowns were over four hours from Cornell.  
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Although at first there appears to be a startling difference, it should also be noted that 

there were likely not enough observations in the sample of students living within an hour 

of Cornell and thus the 42% turnout rate may not be representative of the true turnout 

among all like students. This provides support for the role of structural barriers to voting 

being important to explaining turnout. Students living within an hour of Cornell are much 

more likely to be able to return home and thus register and vote in person, thereby 

avoiding the additional burdens of doing so by mail from afar faced by students whose 

hometowns are further away. 

The other central tenet of my theory is that those students who show some 

indication of participation or participatory tendencies (i.e. steps to voting such as 

registration) prior to coming to Cornell as undergraduate students vote at higher rates 

than those who do not. My theory is that at least part of this effect could be the result of 

lower information demands and higher levels of civic competence, which results in lower 

costs associated with voting. This is in addition to the effect of self-selecting into voting 

resulting from baseline personal preferences and interest levels in politics and elections. 

In order to fully explore this concept, I have included cross-tab tables for both of the 

possible indicators of this included in the survey – registration and previous record of 

voting. Table 2 shows the turnout rates based on previous registration while Table 3 

shows midterm turnout rates by having a voting record prior to coming to Cornell. 

 As seen in Table 2, those Cornell students who reported being registered to vote 

prior to Cornell voted at a rate (21.3%) more than double that of students who reported 

that they were not registered to vote prior to coming to Cornell (9.5%). While this is of 

course not conclusive evidence of a relationship between registration and voting, it is a 
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strong indicator that there is a connection between the two. As for the voting history 

variable, the effect appears even more significant as students who reported having voted 

prior to coming to Cornell turned out to vote at a rate (29%) nearly three times that of 

those who reported not having voted prior to coming to Cornell (12%). 

Interesting results were also found in the table looking at frequency of discussions 

between the student subject and their parents regarding the 2006 midterm elections. 

There was a marked and unmistakable gulf in terms of turnout rate between students who 

reported three or more such discussions with their parents versus those who reported 

fewer than three such discussions. As seen in Table 4, there is a huge jump in turnout 

from 1-2 discussions to the group citing 3-5, with students in the former group voting at a 

rate of 8% while 34% of students in the latter group reported voting. Still, the nature of 

the relationship being shown in this table is not entirely clear as it could be that this effect 

could be the result of students who are more interested in politics and elections are more 

likely to vote as well as more likely to discuss the elections with their parents. Thus, these 

differences in turnout could largely be the result of the impact of individual interest 

instead of merely discussion frequency with parents. 

 As for party affiliation, only two parties constituted a significant portion of the 

sample: Democrats and Republicans (it is important to note that quite a few students 

actively identified themselves as independent). There seemed to be little difference 

between these three primary parties, though students who identified as Democrats had a 

turnout rate approximately 5 percentage points higher than that reported by students 

identified as Republicans (20% for Democrats vs. 15% for Republicans). Perhaps most 

interestingly, there also appears to be a strong and very significant difference between 
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those students who report that they actively “Don’t Identify” with any particular party 

compared to those who simply report that they “Don’t Know.” Five of the 29 respondents 

who reported that they didn’t identify with a party, reported that they voted in the 

midterm elections, a turnout rate of just over 12%. Of the nine respondents reporting that 

they “Didn’t Know” however, none of them reported midterm voting participation. While 

there is clearly not enough data available in this relatively small experiment to 

legitimately generalize widely, these findings do indicate that there could potentially be a 

sizeable portion of the youth electorate who fall outside the confines of political party 

ideology, thus not fitting within the confines of the traditional American political system.  

 The cross-tabulation tables for turnout rates by age indicated evidence for the idea 

that there is an age effect to voting, thus largely fitting both my theory as well as previous 

literature. As seen in Table 6, turnout rates increase with age with the largest jumps 

between 19 and 20 year olds and again from 21 to 22 year olds. These results are likely 

also at least partially due to the fact that most Cornell students who are 20 years of age or 

older are likely in their second or third year at Cornell and thus are much more 

acclimated and familiar with the area, local customs, as well as increased knowledge of 

the laws of the state of New York.  Thus, this data lends support both for an age effect as 

well as geographic mobility (and stability) playing a part in affecting turnout in college 

students.  

 As for the other variables (mostly demographic for control purposes) cross-

tabulation tables were done for a few in order to eliminate the possibility of relationships 

between predictive variables which could muddy the clarity of the empirical model. The 

table comparing men to women largely followed the findings of countless previous 
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studies where women voted at a modestly higher rate than men (approximately a 

difference of 5 percentage points in this survey). As for the “Interest” variable measuring 

overall interest in the midterm campaigns, the cross-tab results follow logical predictions 

where those who are more interested in the elections voted at higher rates than those who 

reported less interest. Overall, this basic cross-tabulation analysis is a necessary middle 

step in continuing to hone a clear picture of possible relationships in determining voting 

in Cornell students, as the results of the analysis are useful in guiding the development of 

the overall empirical model which will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 Finally, there is the ever present concern of determining whether or not different 

variables are picking up different characteristics of the survey subjects. Perhaps the most 

obvious example of this potentiality in this survey (and the resulting data) is with the 

variables measuring overall interest in the campaigns and discussion frequency with 

parents. Additionally, the combination of discussion frequency and parental habits could 

potentially be covering similar concepts. These are merely two possibilities in this model, 

many others are possible. Thus, in  

order to ensure that similar variables are not both included resulting in a cross-correlation 

problem, a correlation matrix was calculated and compiled including all of the possible 

variables to be included in the model. The resultant matrix can be viewed in Appendix D, 

while a smaller version including the variables raising the most concern in terms of 

covariance can be seen in Table 7. As seen in Table 7, there does in fact appear to 

statistically significant correlation between all of the variables in the table, with the 

exception of PartyID and interest. This will thus have to be taken into account when the 

regression models are formulated.
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VI. Empirical Model & Methodology 

The statistical model serving as the backbone of this study borrows components 

from Plutzer’s theory of habitual voting along with structurally-based arguments, as well 

as the life-span civic development theory, to attempt to capture an accurate and valuable 

depiction of youth voting in college populations. In particular, I am looking for 

relationships between turnout and distance from home, as well as other indicators of 

distance-related variables which act to depress turnout rates by isolating students from the 

immediacy of campaign issues and candidates in their hometown. Thus, the primary test 

variables in this regression are the measures of driving distance from Cornell to the 

student’s hometown as well as measures of parental habits and interaction, age, and 

finally the presence of voting history prior to coming to Cornell. Other control variables 

included in the model are: sex, interest level in electoral politics, and whether or not the 

student identifies with a political party. The primary dependent variable in this study is of 

course turnout in the midterm elections. 

Midterm Participation 

All of the variables in this model are categorical and thus are coded in a 0-1 

method. Observations for “MidPar” were recorded as a 1 if the individual reported that 

they voted in the election and as a 0 if they reported either not voting in the elections or 

not being eligible to do so. Most often the students who reported that they were not 

eligible to participate in the elections cited not being a citizen of the United States as the 

reason why. Those students who reported this as the reason that they were not eligible 

were removed from the sample prior to coding.  

Voting History 



 The final component of this statistical model is voting history. This variable 

distinguishes between those who voted in an election prior to matriculating at Cornell and 

those who did not. This variable also functions on several levels. It is an indicator of 

previous civic engagement, thus controlling for baseline civic tendencies. Examining 

voting history will also allow for a close study of the impact of lower levels of 

bureaucratic anxiety as well as higher levels of baseline political knowledge, presumably 

gained prior to participating in the previous election. In other words, this variable is 

getting at the effect of (presumably) not being as scared of the unknown in terms of 

knowing what is involved in registration and voting (who to talk to, where to go, how to 

fill out the forms). “VoteHist” was coded in much the same way as midterm turnout, 

students who reported that they had voted in an election prior to coming to Cornell were 

recorded as a 1 and those who reported that they had not, for whatever reason, were 

recorded as a 0. 

Distance from Home 

 While not the subject of extensive research, distance from home is nonetheless 

central to this statistical model. This variable is meant to measure two parallel concepts. 

First of all, measuring driving distance from home accounts for how difficult it is (or 

would be) for the student to return home to register and/or vote. A student who lives 

closer to Cornell oftentimes goes home much more often than a student who lives far 

away. This increases the likelihood that a student will be able to register and cast a ballot 

in the traditional method. Additionally, living closer to Cornell means that it is more 

likely that the student is a resident of New York, theoretically lowering the information 
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costs to learning how to register and vote as they only have to learn the laws and 

regulations of one state.  

 The other factor that distance from home measures is the degree of information 

isolation. Information isolation is the idea that the further from home you are, the less 

information you are likely to get regarding local issues and thus local elections and 

candidates. In other words, if you attend school in New York but your home is in 

Michigan, it is most likely that you will receive very little information about Michigan 

elections while at school, except that which is specifically sought out by the individual. 

One consequence of being isolated both with regards to information and news, as well as 

geographically, for much of the year is that you are less likely to closely identify or 

connect with many of the issues driving state and local elections. Thus, you are much 

more likely to connect with and be motivated by issues affecting the town and state that 

you live in during the majority of the year. Thus, distance works both at a basic level in 

terms of the opportunity and information costs of voting as well as on a more 

psychological level in terms of the strength of connection with current state events and 

issues.  

The coding of the distance from home measure, “4 or more,” serves both a 

theoretical as well as a practical purpose. Setting the distance threshold at living four or 

more hours away from Cornell can be considered the dividing line between whether or 

not returning home constitutes a major burden as well as a distance which likely puts the 

student out of reach of local news as well as the draw of local issues. The main practical 

concern was that the sample was weighted heavily towards students reporting that they 

lived further than four hours away from home (see Table 1). Ideally the division would be 
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set between those living less than 1 hour away and those living more than an hour away, 

as this is likely a more probable group of those likely to return home often, and during the 

week (as for an election day). This is reflected in the cross tabs which indicated a major 

drop-off in turnout between those less than an hour from home and those more than an 

hour from home (see Table 1). Unfortunately there was simply not enough variance in the 

sample to divide the sample in this way, without heavily weighting the responses towards 

0. Thus, in order to ensure a balanced division of observations, students who reported 

living more than four hours from home were recorded as a 1 and those reporting that 

Cornell is less than four hours away from their home were recorded as a 0.  

Political Interest 

 Naturally, just as some individuals are inherently more interested in politics and 

elections than others, some students are certain to be more interested in politics than 

others. While this seems like an obvious truism, it is essential none the less and must be 

accounted for statistically. Common sense tells us that those who are more interested in 

politics, and thus elections, are more likely to vote than those who have little or no 

interest. Presumably the information costs of voting are lower for those who are naturally 

interested in politics and elections, as they likely already have some level of 

understanding and information regarding politics and the accompanying issues. 

Furthermore, as they are genuinely interested in the topic and not simply gathering 

information in order to vote, they are likely to get some pleasure or benefit from 

researching the topic, while those less interested are more likely to view such research as 

a burden. Thus, this model assumes that those who are more interested in politics and the 

  48



elections are more likely to vote in those elections, and thus this will serve as an 

important control variable. 

The measure of electoral interest in this model, simply named “interest,” was 

coded in a way where individuals reporting that they were “somewhat” or “very much” 

interested in the midterm elections were recorded as a 1 and those reporting that they 

were “not much” interested in the elections were recorded as a 0 (there was also one 

observation of a “don’t know” response which was also recorded as a 0). 

Parental Electoral Discussion & Voting Habits 

 The next component of this statistical model is meant to account for the impact of 

the parent-child (student) relationship on the development of voting behavior. Plutzer 

found that the most significant factor regarding initial turnout is parents’ reported turnout, 

with a 22% difference between youth whose parents voted and those whose parents did 

not. Plutzer also found a modest relationship between parental strength of partisanship 

and long-term increases in turnout rates. (49) To place these findings within the context 

of voter theory, this relationship is likely the result of an increased wealth of resources 

with which to overcome the costs of voting among young people whose parents vote 

regularly and discuss politics and current issues with their children. In other words, those 

young people whose parents vote regularly are likely to pass along not only basic 

knowledge regarding politics and the government, but also information as to how and 

where to vote, as well being more likely to view voting as important, an attitude easily 

picked up on by their children. Clearly, the impact of parents on the voting habits of their 

children occurs on many levels and is an important factor to incorporate into the model.  
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 For the variable measuring frequency of discussion with parents, “disc,” a “1” 

was recorded where the student reported discussing the current midterm elections with 

their parents on three or more occasions, and a “0” where students reported having such 

discussions on fewer than three occasions. The parental habit measure was also coded in 

a 0-1 dichotomy with responses that at least one of the student’s parents vote “most or 

all” of the time being coded as a “1” and all other response choices coded as a “0.” 

Party Identification & Strength of Party Affiliation 

 For the purposes of this study, party identification is presumed to have two 

primary functions. First of all, those who are registered with a party or have indicated in 

some way support for a particular party, are much more likely to be the subject of party 

get-out-the-vote drives such as phone call reminders, shuttles to the polls, mailings, and 

registration drives. Each of these can help to overcome some aspect of the cost 

component to voting, thus making voting more likely. The primary way in which party 

affiliation is likely to impact voting is the result of the two-party system presently at work 

in this country. If a student, or any young person, firmly identifies with one of the 

traditional parties they are more likely to vote because their candidate is much more 

likely to be elected. The two-party system currently in place in this country leaves little 

room for third party candidates, leaving many of those who support such candidates with 

feelings that their vote is virtually wasted if they support their candidate as there is a low 

probability of that candidate successfully being elected. Young voters are aware of this 

and thus consideration of this is likely to play a significant role in determining turnout. 

The third and final underlying reason is that strong party identification implies a higher 

  50



level of understanding and knowledge regarding politics resulting in lower information 

costs of voting.  

This concept is measured through the “PartyID” variable, where those 

respondents who reported identifying themselves as a Republican, Democrat, Green, 

Socialist, or Other were recorded as a 1 while those responding that they either are 

independent, don’t identify with a party or don’t know were recorded as a 0. Strength of 

affiliation is measured by “ParAffil,” where those reporting that they feel identify very 

strongly, or “Very Much,” with their party as a “1” and all other responses as a “0.” 

Age 

 As discussed previously, research has shown age to be one of the most powerful 

predictors of voter turnout, second only to education in the extent of impact on actual 

turnout rates. Age has been shown to influence voting rates in a number of distinct ways. 

First of all, younger people tend to have accumulated fewer instances of interacting with 

government bureaucracies. Secondly, younger people tend to have weaker community 

ties as they have yet to “settle down” with families, jobs, and homes. Related to this idea, 

is the fact that young people are much more geographically mobile compared to older 

population segments, particularly college students who often leave their home town, if 

not their home state, to attend school. Research has shown that individuals who have 

lived in their present location for less than two years are much less likely to be registered, 

and thus participate in elections compared to those individuals who have been in the same 

area for more than two years. Clearly college students attending school out-of-state are 

part of this group, as they spend nine months or more at their school instead of home. 

College freshmen and sophomores are especially affected by this as they have been 
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attending their particular college for less than two years. Thus, it is clear that age is an 

important factor to control for when investigating youth voting as its effects weigh most 

heavily on young people. 

The age measure, “20&Older,” in this model is relatively straight forward. 

Students under 20 years of age were coded as a 0 and all others were coded as a 1. This 

division was chosen as presumably for the most part, students who are 20 yrs old and 

above have lived the majority of their previous two years in Ithaca (two years being an 

important threshold in geographic mobility literature related to turnout). 

Sex 

 The final control model included in the survey is a sex dummy variable. Research 

into voter turnout has repeatedly confirmed the finding that women tend to participate at 

slightly higher rates than men. Thus in this model, “Female” is the categorical variable 

for sex, and obviously female respondents were recorded as a 1 and men as a 0. 

Education 

As education is considered the most important factor in predicting voting, it will 

constitute an important, but absent role in this model. Clearly given the close relationship 

between voting and education, it is essential that any model seeking to explain voting 

include education and control for its effects. By designing this experiment as a study of 

students within a particular college, education is inherently controlled for. Not only are 

all of the individuals taking the survey at the same educational attainment level, being as 

they are all currently enrolled college students (with the exception of the CIPA graduate 

students), but furthermore they are all enrolled at Cornell University, adding an additional 

level of control accounting for possible differences between students at different caliber 
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institutions. Presumably students at Cornell have comparable records of achievement and 

educational focus which could be a confounding variable if student populations from 

different colleges were being compared. Thus, while education will not actually be 

included in the statistical model itself, it is a central aspect of the foundation of this study 

and is only being omitted from the statistical model itself since it is naturally controlled 

for in the experimental design. 

 Combining all of the preceding variables, the resultant statistical regression model 

is as follows: 

MidPar = a + b1VoteHist + b220&Older + b3Disc + b44orMore + b5Interest + 

b6Female + b7PartyID + b8CurReg 

 MidPar = Voted in the 2006 Midterm Elections 
 VoteHist = Voted in election prior to coming to Cornell 
 20 & Older = Age measure, those 20 yrs old and above 
 Disc = Frequency of discussing the elections with parents 
 4 or More = measure of driving distance from Cornell to home  
 Interest = Level of interest in the Midterm elections 
 Female = categorical variable for sex 

PartyID = Self-identify with a political party (Republican, Democrat, Socialist, 
Green) 
CurReg = categorical variable for being registered to vote in the United States 
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VIII. Results 

 Three primary regression models were run: one predicting overall midterm 

turnout, one predicting midterm turnout among registered voters, and a final model 

predicting registration. This is the order in which these regression models will be 

discussed in this chapter. Overall, the statistical analysis indicates mixed results with the 

models attempting to explain turnout failing to confirm my hypotheses and being fairly 

weak models overall. The registration model however, indicating better predictive power 

of which students are registered and which students are not. Beyond simple linear 

models, interactive variables were also used in order to check for the possibility that 

some of the variables work together and thus have predictive power beyond what they 

show independently. The results of each model follow below. 

Overall Turnout 

 The goal of this model to explain the variation in turnout of the entire sample of 

students, not simply the subset of students who reported being registered voters (this 

group is modeled in the next section). Being currently registered is a control variable 

however (CurReg), in each variation of this model. Other control variables included in all 

of the variations include variables controlling for overall interest in the elections 

(“interest”), sex (dummy variable “Female”), age (“20&Older”), and being affiliated with 

a political party (“PartyID”). The primary variable being tested here were the distance 

measures – “4 or More” and “New York.” As seen in Table 8 in Appendix E, “4 or 

More” in Model #1 appears to be more significant than “New York” in Model #3 as a 

predictor of turnout, though “4 or More” is still not significant at the 5% or even 10% 

level. This result fails to fit my hypothesis that distance from home and or being an in-



state student would be a significant predictor of midterm turnout. Another variable being 

tested in these models is “VoteHist.” Referring to Model 2 in Table 8, “VoteHist” is only 

significant when both distance 2measures (4 or More and New York) are excluded from 

the model. Age (“20 & Older”) also becomes weaker when “New York” is used in place 

of “4 or More” as the distance measure. The rest of the control variables were significant 

across the board, with the exception of “PartyID.”  The results for “PartyID” are 

relatively consistent with the literature and theory in the sense that it is predicted to be a 

weak determinant of youth voting as young people are less likely to be the target of party 

turnout efforts and also have had less time to develop firm attachments to political 

parties. 

 Overall, the r-sq values stayed remarkably consistent across each of the variations 

of this model, hovering just above 20% with Model #1 narrowly reporting the highest r-

sq and r-sq adjusted values. Thus, not only did none of the test variables end up being 

significant, but the overall model is only a weak predictor of turnout overall. While these 

are disappointing results in terms of my hypotheses, these results do say something about 

the predictive power of traditional predictors of turnout – the control variables in this 

model listed previously. While they are all statistically significant predictors of turnout in 

this model, they capture only a relatively small portion of the overall picture. Stronger 

results should theoretically be found in the next section which examines turnout among 

registered voters. 

 

Turnout Among Registered Voters 

                                                 
2 Regressions were also ran including just the age variable, “20&Older,” and just “VoteHist.” There was 
very little change in the significance of either variable or the other variables in the model.  
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 This model attempts to predict the turnout of a subset of the survey sample, those 

students self-reporting as registered voters. As mentioned previously, this model should 

be a stronger predictor of turnout than the previous one which took the entire sample as a 

whole and only controlled for registration. Registration is a prerequisite to voting and 

thus by using only this subset, the regression should be stronger because of not having to 

account for those students who were not even registered and thus could not have possibly 

participated in the election. In fact however, these regressions ended up being weaker 

statistically than the previous ones which took the group as a whole. In these models, as 

reported in Table 9 in Appendix E, the only variables which were significant were two of 

the control variables – discussion of the election with parents (“Disc”) and overall 

interest in the election (“interest”). Although “4orMore” was the better distance measure 

compared to “New York” in terms of significance, it was still only significant at 25%. 

“VoteHist” was worse in these models compared to the models from the previous section 

of overall turnout. Also of note, the sex control variable “female” and the age variable 

“20 or more” had comparable significance levels ranging from 10-20%.  

 In the end however, these results also do not fit my hypotheses with the test 

variables actually doing worse in this model than the previous one. Furthermore, the r-sq 

and r-sq adjusted values were lower across the board compared to the overall models 

discussed previously, with the r-sq at 17% and r-sq adj. at 13% for each of the models. 

Thus, these models were even less effective at predicting turnout than the overall turnout 

models, regardless of which distance variable was used or if none at all was included.  

 Between the weak results of the first model and the even weaker results of the 

second model, midterm turnout begins to appear to be more and more based on 
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randomness or factors more based on short-term issues as opposed to longer term 

attitudes or behaviors. It is a commonly accepted fact in electoral politics that random 

factors on Election Day can depress turnout – weather is the most common example of 

this where people will stay home if it is raining for instance. Thus, perhaps turnout 

among college students is also based on a myriad of similarly random or short-term 

concerns such as course load for the semester in which an election occurs or if exams end 

up being scheduled in the time immediately surrounding an election. Thus, it seems that 

the decision by a student of whether or not to vote in a particular election is made at the 

margin, where any (even miniscule) rise in cost or inconvenience could sway a student 

away from voting. This is consistent with the concept and theory of voting as a low-cost, 

low-benefit activity, vulnerable to minor changes, particularly in terms of the associated 

costs.  

Registration 

 The third regression model is intended to explain the variation between students 

who are registered to vote and those who are not. The results of these regressions can be 

found in Table 10 in Appendix E. “New York” was a more significant predictor than 

“4orMore” of registration as well as produced significantly better r-sq and r-sq adjusted 

values for the overall regression. This was more than a 10% jump in r-sq values when 

“New York” was used instead of “4orMore.” These strong results for “New York” 

indicate that structural barriers do matter in registration and thus may have a 

disproportionate effect on out-of-state students.  

 Additionally, parental habits seem to be a better predictor of registration than 

discussion of the elections. “ParHab” is not only statistically more significant than 
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“Disc,” but also results in higher r-sq values for the overall regression. In fact, the highest 

r-sq values were achieved when the regression equation included both “ParHab” and 

“New York” as predictors. This is consistent with theory because this seems logical 

because “ParHab” is a more general, long-term measure and frequency of discussion 

regarding the election is a much more focused, short-term measure of behavior and 

attitudes. Thus, as registration can occur at any time during the year and not simply 

during election years, it makes sense that a measure which better captures the overall 

family influence regarding elections and politics would better predict this general step 

towards participation.  

 On a related note, it is clear given the results of these models that this study found 

more success predicting registration variation than the variation in midterm turnout. This 

could be at least partially due to the fact that an individual’s tendency to register is based 

on factors more easily measurable, and not so much on changes at the margin as appears 

to be true with voting. It is relatively easy to measure attitudes and influences, but it is 

much more difficult to also account for the unpredictable variables which seem to have 

an impact on turnout rates – this could be anything from course load in a particular 

semester, exam schedule, or weather. 

 

Interaction Variables 

 The final stage of regression analysis for this data was to explore the possibility 

that the variables may also have an effect when they interact with one another. Thus, a 

series of interaction variables were formulated for use in the regression models in order to 

account for the possibility of such a relationship. Thus in this section, the results of using 
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these variables will be discussed for each model, again starting by looking at the models 

for midterm turnout and then moving to the registration model.  

 In terms of overall turnout in the midterm elections, only one of the interaction 

variables attempted turned out results that were improved over the basic model 

regressions. This variable was “20-Hist” which is a combination of “VoteHist” and 

“20&Older.” The idea behind this is that perhaps having a voting history as well as being 

20 years of age or older has a combined effect of some kind. One possibility is that the 

age threshold is, for the most part, only significant when the individual has also voted 

before. The results of this regression can be found in Table 11 in Appendix E. In 

summary however, both “VoteHist” and “20&Older” were more significant individually 

than in the basic regressions (here reporting p-values of .058 and .055 respectively). 

Additionally, the interaction variable itself is significant at the 90% level. Finally, the r-sq 

values were slightly better than what was observed with the basic regression models, 

averaging a one-percent improvement (r-sq (adj) = 19.3%).  

 As for the regressions modeling registration, there were several possibilities in 

terms of pairs of variables interacting. The first, and strongest of the interaction variables, 

is that combining “20&Older” and “New York.” The idea behind this combination is that 

the age and geographic stability effects of being 20 years of age or older is magnified 

when the student also cites New York as their home state. Put differently, because these 

students have been living in the same state at least since becoming an eligible voter, it is 

more likely that the individual will acquire civic competence and experience, increasing 

the likelihood of participatory action (i.e. registration and or voting). The next interaction 

variable examined in this section is simply a variation on “20-NY,” it is a combination of 
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“Age” and “New York.” The idea is fairly similar to the previous variable and is meant to 

see if the interaction is more attributable to overall age-effects and not geographic 

stability. Finally, it is important to note that in Models 1 and 2 the use of the “Age” 

variable in interaction variables appears to have had some auto-correlation effects, 

resulting in unusually large coefficients in the variable they were paired with (“New 

York” and “4orMore.” The large coefficients were an immediate red flag that something 

is going on with these interaction variables and thus since the overall results in these 

models are affected by this, it is difficult to draw any concrete conclusions from these 

two models.  

The full results for this series of regressions can be found in Table 12 in Appendix 

E. As already mentioned, the results for “20-NY” were strong as it was statistically 

significant (p = .000), as were “20&Older” and “New York” individually. The r-sq values 

for this regression were also the highest, with an adjusted r-sq value of 36%. Similar 

results were also largely observed in the regressions using the other interaction variables 

with the individual components of the combination variable becoming highly significant. 

Furthermore, the “Hab-NY” and “NY-Age” interaction variables were also highly 

significant themselves (over 95%). The remaining interaction variables – “Hab-20” and 

“4orMore-20” were not significant however with “Hab-20” reporting the lowest p-value 

of the group (.550). Generally this group of regressions also maintained consistent r-sq 

values, in the low to mid-30% range with one exception; “4orMore-20” reported an 

adjusted r-sq value of only 17.9%. This is consistent with the results of the basic 

registration regression model, as the distance measure of being four or more hours from 
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an individual’s hometown was found to be a weak predictor of registration, with the in 

vs. out-of-state measure of being from the state of New York being much better. 3

                                                 
3 In modeling overall Midterm election turnout, a number of other interaction variables were attempted but 
reported results either largely similar or worse than those observed in the basic regressions, both in terms of 
the individual variables and the interaction variables, as well as the r-sq values. The three primary 
interaction attempts which reported these types of results include “Interest-Age,” “Disc-Age,” and “Hist-
Age.” 
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IX. Policy Recommendation 

  Unfortunately, the results of this study offer little indication of what drives voter 

turnout among college students, beyond the basic predictors that have been long accepted 

to affect turnout. Though the hypotheses offered in this thesis were not supported by the 

results, there is important information that can be taken away. First and foremost, a large 

number of students reported that they were registered to vote. As registration is the 

necessary first step to voting, doing so can be perceived as an indication of an intention to 

vote. Given this perspective, it seems that there is a widespread intention to vote among 

Cornell students as 70% of students surveyed as part of this study reported that they were 

currently registered to vote. There seems to be some disconnect however from registering 

or intending to vote and actually doing so. While some of this can be attributed to random 

events or conditions, that certainly cannot be the whole story given that this same 

difference between registered voters and actual voters is not seen in older voters. Thus, 

the question for policymakers becomes how to bridge this divide.  

 Harvard University has garnered wide acclaim for its highly successful student 

voter network called “Project H-Vote.” Founded in 2004, this volunteer based 

organization focuses on widely publicizing voting issues and campaigns through 

information drops to dorms, tabling at central gathering areas on campus, and events 

called “study breaks.” Through these efforts, students are encouraged to register with the 

network. “H-Vote” then sends out personalized email newsletters featuring news on 

important campaign developments, candidate comparisons, and deadline reminders for 

state voting registration and absentee ballot requests. Another facet of the program is 



their voter pledge card drive, which has also proven to be very successful, with some 

dorms reporting pledge rates well over 60%.42  

 In essence, campus voter networks function as replacements to more traditional 

avenues for civic education (i.e. schools, family, political parties, etc.). These networks 

are an efficient means of providing not only basic, practical information about how to 

vote but also news and thoughtful analyses of campaigns to encourage informed and 

considerate voting. Further more, pledge cards reinforce the framing of voting as a civic 

responsibility, which has been shown time and time again to be among the most powerful 

of motivators behind voting. In the survey done as part of this thesis, among Cornell 

students who voted in the midterm elections, a sense of civic duty and responsibility was 

the most commonly cited motivator (49%).  

 In addition to the vital implications that these networks promise on the individual 

level, these networks also have the capacity to achieve group-wide changes in the 

perceived value of voting. Bringing voting and electoral politics to the forefront of daily 

student life, particularly in election years, can help to spark campus-wide discussion, not 

simply increasing the frequency of such exchanges but improving the quality of the 

discourse as well by providing more concentrated, accessible flows of information. Thus, 

if these networks are successfully integrated into the campus culture, college campuses 

can become a catalyst for civic mindedness and political engagement as opposed to its 

current status of being environments largely isolated and cut-off from the pull of the 

polls. In the results of this study, frequency of discussion regarding the elections was 

routinely a significant predictor of turnout throughout all of the models, thus encouraging 
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discourse among students should be a primary goal of any program meant to encourage 

turnout.  

The real value and virtue of programs such as “H-Vote” over other policy 

alternatives is that it has the flexibility to maintain a healthy balance between costs and 

resources. The information provided by voter networks is not given out to everyone, but 

instead requires action on the part of the student, thus largely targeting students who have 

some interest in the elections and politics in general.  Further, the program requires 

further action still as the impetus remains on the students themselves to fill out the 

registration forms and absentee ballot request forms. Thus, voter networks merely offer a 

one-stop resource for students to get all of the information they need to begin their public 

life as thoughtful and informed voters. Finally, by encouraging discussion and debate 

among peers, students are driven to explore their individual political thoughts and values 

which are vital to the nurturing of a strong connection to civic life and civic values.  
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X. Conclusion 

 Sometimes it seems as though voter turnout in America, particularly youth 

turnout, is a topic which has really been talked about to the point of exhaustion. It is 

viewed as such an intractable problem that most people see it as an unavoidable 

consequence of modern American life. It is just widely assumed that the youth of today 

simply lack interest and fail to see the value in actively participating. I, on the other hand, 

reject this pessimistic outlook. Instead, I believe that between the advances in news and 

technology which make the free flow of ideas and information more accessible than ever 

before combined with the fact that the current generation of youth is the most educated 

and technologically engaged generation this country has ever seen, the conditions present 

today are ripe for a major surge in youth engagement.  

That being said, the responsibility for bringing young voters into the fold in terms 

of electoral participation should not fall on young voters alone, but instead is a load 

which must be born by all – the government, private organizations, family, religious 

groups, political parties, and particularly on the education establishment in this country. 

What is missing from the equation in recent years is guidance. Collectively as a nation, it 

is imperative that we embrace each new generation, putting just as much emphasis on 

being good community members and citizens as we do on being productive and 

successful in terms of educational achievement and careers. Bringing as many motivated 

young voters to the polls as possible is the best means of ensuring that all segments of 

society have their opinions and values represented, thus putting pressure on our elected 

officials to be responsive to the needs of people of all ages, and not merely those who are 

most likely to show up to the polls.  



This brings me to my final point which is that while I have been particularly 

critical of the American educational system in terms of facilitating the decline in youth 

voting I am also the first to acknowledge the role that young people play in all of this. 

Despite perhaps not being instilled with the same level of practical, direct knowledge of 

voting present in previous generations, the resources and alternate avenues to gaining this 

knowledge available to young people today are also vastly wider and more accessible 

than ever before. The knowledge and know-how to understand the process of voting is 

available at the click of a button on the internet or (God forbid) at the other end of a 

phone call to their hometown or the Tompkins County government offices to ask an 

official about voting rules and protocols. Thus, it is up to young voters themselves to 

demand more attention from candidates, parties, and campaigns as well as demanding 

better services from their colleges and governments in terms of facilitating their 

participation in elections.  

I would like to close with a quote from Sean Combs, better known as “P.Diddy” 

in popular culture, which I ran across in an article from the MTV.com website in the 

course of my research for this thesis. I can think of no better way to end a thesis project 

on youth voting than with material from one of the most visible movements during the 

last Presidential election in 2004 meant to make voting “cool” – the “Vote or Die” 

campaign of which Sean Combs was the spokesperson and founder. Perhaps he said it 

best when he said the following referring to young American voters – “We’ve been left 

out of the game for too long…time for y’all to let us in now.”43
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Appendix A. Political Behaviors Survey 

Political Behaviors Survey 
 

My name is Lauren Battaglia and I am a senior Policy Analysis & Management student. 
This survey is part of my honors thesis looking at factors affecting voting behavior in 

Cornell students. I appreciate your taking the time to fill out this survey! 
 
 

1.  Have you taken this survey before? (please circle)  YES  
  
          NO 
 
  IF YES, Skip to Question 13 

 
2. How far away from Cornell is your hometown? 
  a. less than 1 hour 
  b. 1- 2 hours 
  c. > 2 - 3 hours 
  d. > 3 - 4 hours 
  e. more than 4 hours 
 
3. Are you currently registered to vote in the United States? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
 
 5b.) IF YES, please specify the state in which you are registered? 
    ____________________________ 

 
4. Were you eligible to vote prior to coming to Cornell? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Don’t know 

 
4b.) IF YES, did participate in any elections prior to coming to 
Cornell? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
4c.) IF YES, which of the following methods did you use to cast your 
vote in that election? 

a. Traditional, day-of-election voting 
b. Absentee ballot 
c. Other, please specify _______________________ 

 
5. On November 7, 2006, midterm elections were held to fill Congressional 

seats in both the House and the Senate. Were you eligible to vote in the 
2006 national midterm elections? 

a. Yes 
b. No 



c. Don’t know 
 

5b.) IF YES, did you vote in the election? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
5c.) IF YES, which of the following methods did you use to cast your vote 
in that election? 

a. Traditional, day-of-election voting 
b. Absentee ballot 
c. Other, please specify _______________________ 

 
 
 
6.  Would you say you have been very much interested, somewhat interested, 

or not much interested in the political campaigns this year? 
a. Very much interested 
b. Somewhat interested 
c. Not much interested 
d. Don’t know 
 

7. If you voted in the midterm elections, which of the following best describes 
why you chose to vote in that particular election? Please choose only one 
of the following. 

a. It is my civic duty to vote, I consider voting my responsibility 
b. I either strongly liked or disliked one of the candidates 
c. I have an issue or series of issues that I care deeply about and thus make 

sure I vote every election 
d. I felt social or peer pressure to vote 
e. Don’t know 
f. Other, please specify: __________________________________ 

 
8. If you did not vote in the recent midterm elections, which of the following 

best describes your decision to not vote? Please choose only one of the 
following. 

a. I was too busy or forgot 
b. I didn’t know how to register or was not registered in time to vote 
c. I didn’t know how to obtain an absentee ballot or vote traditionally 
d. My vote doesn’t matter that much 
e. There were no candidates I agreed with enough to support 
f. Other, please specify: _____________________________________ 

 
9. When it comes to politics, which of the following political parties do you 

usually identify yourself with? 
a. Democrat 
b. Republican 
c. Independent 
d. Green 
e. Socialist 
f. Other, please specify _____________________ 
g. I don’t identify myself with a political party 
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h. Don’t know 
 

10. How strongly do you identify with the answer choice you identified above? 
a. Very much  
b. Somewhat 
c. Not much 
d. Not at all 
e. Don’t know 

 
11. On how many occasions would you say you discussed the campaigns and 

elections taking place this year with your parents? 
a. Never 
b. Once or twice 
c. 3-5 times 
d. 6 or more times 

 
12. If you had to guess, which of the following best describes the habits of 

your parents with regards to voting in national elections? 
a. At least one votes all or most of the time 
b. One or both votes some of the times 
c. One or both vote infrequently or never 
d. Don’t know 

 
13. Please indicate your sex: (please circle)  MALE    
        FEMALE 
 
14. Please specify your age _______ 
 
 
15. Please fill in your college and major below 

College within Cornell: _________________________ 
Major: _________________________ 

 
YOU’RE FINISHED WITH THE SURVEY! THANKS FOR 
PARTICIPATING! 
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Appendix B. Sample Characteristics Table 
 
Table 1   
Sample Characteristics   
   
Demographic Characteristic No. of Respondents Pct. Of Respondents 
   
Age   

18 18 7.44 
19 102 42.15 
20 64 26.45 
21 40 16.53 
22 7 2.89 
23 2 0.83 
24 4 1.65 
25 1 0.41 
26 1 0.41 
   
29 2 0.83 
   
39 1 0.41 
Total 242  
   

   
Sex   

Male 112 45.71 
Female 133 54.29 
Total 245  

   
College Within Cornell   

Human Ecology 89 36.63 
Ag. & Life Sciences 118 48.56 
Arts 24 9.88 
Hotel 1 0.41 
Industrial & Labor Relations 5 2.06 
Art, Architecture & Planning 3 1.23 
Graduate (CIPA) 3 1.23 
Total 243  

   
Home State   

New York 77 56.2 
Pennsylvania 7 5.11 
Michigan 3 2.19 
Maryland 4 2.92 
Hawaii 1 0.73 
New Jersey 12 8.76 
California 9 6.57 
Ohio 1 0.73 
Massachusetts 3 2.19 
Washington 1 0.73 
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Florida 4 2.92 
Connecticut 4 2.92 
Wyoming 1 0.73 
Arizona 1 0.73 
Texas 3 2.19 
Minnesota 1 0.73 
Virginia 2 1.46 
Total 134  

   
Major   

AEM 88 36.67 
PAM 53 22.08 
HD 16 6.67 
HBHS 13 5.42 
BIO 7 2.92 
DEA 6 2.5 
ILR 5 2.08 
ECON 5 2.08 
HIST 4 1.66 
CIPA 3 1.25 
UNDEC. 3 1.25 
DSOC 3 1.25 
Nat. Res. 3 1.25 
ANSCI 3 1.25 
CHEM 2 0.83 
PLANT 2 0.83 
TXA 2 0.83 
SNES 2 0.83 
URS 2 0.83 
NUT 2 0.83 
BIOM 2 0.83 

   
 

    
Total 240  

   
   
Distance From Home (Driving)   

Less than 1 hr. 12 4.88 
1 - 2 hrs. 21 8.54 
< 2 - 3 hrs 15 6.1 
< 3 - 4 hrs 59 23.98 
More than 4 hrs 139 56.5 
Total 246  
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Currently Registered to Vote in U.S.   
Yes 172 69.92 
No 74 30.08 
Total 246  

   
Registered to Vote Prior to Coming to Cornell  

Yes 141 57.32 
No 105 42.68 
Total 246  
   

Previous Electoral Participation?   
Yes 65 46.43 
No 75 53.57 
Total 140  

   
Method of Previous Participation   

Traditional 54 84.38 
Absentee 10 15.63 
Total 64  

   
Eligible for Midterm Elections?   

Yes 202 85.23 
No 35 14.77 
Total 237  

   
Vote in Midterms?   

Yes 40 19.8 
No 162 80.2 
Total 202  

   
Method of Midterm Participation? *   

Traditional 11 26.8 
Absentee 30 73.2 
Total 41  

   
Interest Level in Midterm Elections   

Very Much 32 13.01 
Somewhat 114 46.34 
Not Much 99 40.24 
Don't Know 1 0.41 
Total 246  

   
Motivation for Voting**   

Civic Duty / Responsibility 27 49.09 
Strong Like/Dislike of 

Candidate(s) 8 14.55 
Issues 15 27.27 
Social/Peer Pressure 1 1.82 
Don't Know 4 7.27 
Other 0  
Total 55  
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Motivation for NOT Voting**   

Too Busy/Forgot 87 43.72 
Not Registered 31 15.58 
Didn't Know How 34 17.09 
Vote doesn't matter much 11 5.53 
No Candidates agreed with 10 5.03 
Other 25 12.56 
Total 198  

   
Political Party Affiliation   

Democrat 104 42.28 
Republican 64 27.24 
Independent 15 6.1 
Green 1 0.41 
Socialist 1 0.41 
Other 2 0.81 
Don't Identify 42 17.07 
Don't Know 14 5.69 
Total 246  

   
Affiliation Strength   

Very Much 80 32.65 
Somewhat 130 53.06 
Not Much 20 8.16 
Not At All 4 1.63 
Don't Know 11 4.49 
Total 245  

   
Frequency of Discussion w/ Parents   

Never 54 22.04 
Once or twice 101 41.22 
3-5 times 56 22.86 
6 or more 34 13.88 
Total 245  

   
Parental Voting Habits   

At least one votes most/all of 
time 171 71.25 

One/Both votes most of time 35 14.58 
One/Both vote infrequently 24 10 
Don't Know 10 4.17 
Total 246  
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Appendix C. Cross-tab Tables 
 
 
Table 1. Turnout in Midterms by Distance of Cornell to Hometown 

 Less Than 1 
Hour 1-2 hours > 2–3 hours > 3-4 hours More than 4 

hours All 

Did Not 
Vote in 

Midterms 

7 
(3.4) 
58.33 

18 
(8.74) 
85.71 

13 
(6.31) 
86.67 

51 
(24.76) 
86.44 

117 
(56.80) 
84.17 

206 
100 

83.74 

Voted in 
Midterms 

5 
(12.50) 
41.67 

3 
(7.5) 
14.29 

2 
(5) 

13.33 

8 
(20) 

13.56 

22 
(55) 

15.83 

40 
100.00 
16.26 

All 
12 

4.88 
100 

21 
8.54 
100 

15 
6.10 
100 

59 
23.98 
100 

139 
56.50 
100 

246 
100 
100 

Cell Contents: Count 
                        (Row Percentage) 
                        Column Percentage 
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 Table 2. Midterm turnout by Previous 
Registration 
 Not 

Registered 
Prior 

Registered 
Prior All 

Did not 
vote in 

Midterms 

95 
(46.12) 
90.48 

111 
(53.88) 
78.72 

206 
100 

83.74 

Voted in 
Midterms 

10 
(25.00) 

9.52 

30 
(75.00) 
21.28 

40 
100 

16.26 

All 
105 

(42.68) 
100 

141 
(57.32) 

100 

246 
100 
100 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Cell Contents: Count 

                        (Row Percentage)  
                        Column Percentage  
 
 
 

 Table 3. Midterm Turnout by Presence of 
Voting History Prior to Cornell 

 
Did Not 

Vote 
Prior 

Voted 
Prior to 
Cornell 

All 

Did not 
vote in 

Midterms 

160 
(77.67) 
88.40 

46 
(22.33) 
70.77 

206 
100 

83.74 

Voted in 
Midterms 

21 
(52.50) 
11.60 

19 
(47.50) 
29.23 

40 
100 

16.26 

All 
181 

(73.58) 
100 

65 
(26.42) 

100 

246 
100 
100 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Cell Contents: Count 

                        (Row Percentage) 
                        Column Percentage 
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Table 4. Turnout by Frequency of Discussion with Parents 

 Never Once or 
Twice 3-5 times 6 or more 

times 
All 

 
Did not 
vote in 

Midterms 

52 
(25.24) 
96.30 

93 
(45.15) 
92.08 

37 
(17.96) 
66.07 

24 
(11.65) 
70.59 

206 
100 

84.08 

Voted in 
Midterms 

2 
(5.13) 
3.70 

8 
(20.51) 

7.92 

19 
(48.72) 
33.93 

10 
(25.64) 
29.41 

39 
100 

15.92 

All 
54 

(22.04) 
100 

101 
(41.22) 

100 

56 
(22.86) 

100 

34 
(13.88) 

100 

245 
100 
100 

Cell Contents: Count 
                        (Row Percentage) 
                        Column Percentage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5. Turnout in Midterms by Political Party 

 Democrat Republican Independent Green Socialist Other Don’t 
Identify 

Don’t 
Know All 

Did Not 
Vote in 

Midterms 

83 
(40.29) 
79.81 

57 
(27.67) 
85.07 

13 
(6.31) 
86.67 

1 
(0.485) 

100 

0 
(0) 
0 

1 
(0.485) 

50 

37 
(17.96) 
88.10 

14 
(6.80) 
100 

206 
100 

83.74 

Voted in 
Midterms 

21 
(52.50) 
20.19 

10 
(25.00) 
14.93 

2 
(5.00) 
13.33 

0 
(0) 
0 

1 
(2.50) 
100 

1 
(2.50) 

50 

5 
(12.50) 
11.90 

0 
(0) 
0 

40 
100 

16.26 

All 
104 

(42.28) 
100 

67 
(27.24) 

100 

15 
(6.10) 
100 

1 
(0.41) 
100 

1 
(0.41) 
100 

2 
(0.813) 

100 

42 
(17.07) 

100 

14 
(5.69) 
100 

246 
100 
100 

Cell Contents: Count 
                        (Row Percentage) 
                        Column Percentage 
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Table 6. Midterm Turnout Rates by Age 
 

  
18 19 20 21 22 23 and 

over All 

Did not 
vote in 

Midterms 

17 
(8.37) 
94.44 

91 
(44.83) 
89.22 

52 
(25.62) 
81.25 

31 
(15.27) 
77.50 

4 
(1.97) 
57.14 

8 
(3.10) 
72.73 

203 
100 

83.88 

Voted in 
midterms 

1 
(2.56) 
5.56 

11 
(28.21) 
10.78 

12 
(30.77) 
18.75 

9 
(23.08) 
22.50 

3 
(7.69) 
42.86 

3 
(7.69) 
27.27 

39 
100 

16.12 

All 
18 

(7.44) 
100 

102 
(42.15) 

100 

64 
(26.45) 

100 

40 
(16.53) 

100 

7 
(2.89) 
100 

11 
(3.55) 
100 

242 
100 
100 

Cell Contents: Count 
                        (Row Percentage) 
                        Column Percentage 
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Appendix D. Correlation Matrices 
 
Table 7. Correlation Matrix 

 Interest Parental Voting 
Habit 

Discussion 
Frequency 

Presence of 
Voting History 

Parental Voting 
Habit 

0.173 
(0.007)    

Discussion 
Frequency 

0.202 
(0.001) 

0.188 
(0.003)   

Presence of Voting 
History 

0.177 
(0.005) 

0.164 
(0.011) 

0.252 
(0.000)  

Party ID 0.103 
(0.106) 

0.296 
(0.000) 

0.146 
(0.022) 

0.149 
(0.019) 

Cell Contents: Pearson Correlation 
                        P-Value 
 
Variable Correlation Matrix 

 Party 
ID 

20&Olde
r Disc Interest Female ParHab 4 or 

More 
MidPa

r 
Vote 
Hist 

20&Older 0.124 
(0.055)         

Disc2 0.146 
(0.022) 

0.011 
(0.868)        

Interest 0.103 
(0.106) 

-0.002 
(0.981) 

0.202 
(0.001)       

Female -0.003 
(0.965) 

-0.009 
(0.889) 

-0.049 
(0.449) 

-0.112 
(0.080)      

ParHab 0.296 
(0.000) 

-0.028 
(0.667) 

0.188 
(0.003) 

0.173 
(0.007) 

0.037 
(0.564)     

4 or More -0.163 
(0.010) 

-0.051 
(0.428) 

-0.165 
(0.009) 

-0.042 
(0.515) 

-0.015 
(0.814) 

-0.166 
(0.010)    

MidParEv 0.108 
(0.091) 

0.165 
(0.010) 

0.340 
(0.000) 

0.230 
(0.000) 

0.063 
(0.323) 

0.114 
(0.078) 

-0.013 
(0.835)   

VoteHist 0.149 
(0.019) 

0.321 
(0.000) 

0.252 
(0.000) 

0.177 
(0.005) 

-0.172 
(0.007) 

0.164 
(0.011) 

-0.162 
(0.011) 

0.211 
(0.001

) 
 

PrElg 0.178 
(0.005) 

0.241 
(0.000) 

0.192 
(0.003) 

0.189 
(0.003) 

-0.175 
(0.006) 

0.166 
(0.010) 

-0.144 
(0.024) 

0.158 
(0.013

) 

0.517 
(0.000

) 
Cell Contents: Pearson Correlation 
                        P-Value 
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Appendix E. Regression Models: Tables 
 
Table 8. Regression Set #1 – Predicting Overall Midterm Turnout 
No. Observations = 242 
Dependent Variable = MidPar 
Predictor Model #1 Model #2 Model #3 Model #4 
VoteHist .051 

(.359) 
.044 

(.005) 
.044 

(.423) 
.086 

(.132) 
20 & Older .060 

(.202) 
.063 

(.202) 
.044 

(.423) 
.041 

(.397) 
Disc .211†† 

(.000) 
.204††

(.000) 
.198††

(.000) 
- 

4 or More** .059 
(.186) 

- - .034 
(.466) 

Interest .102††

(.026) 
.104††

(.023) 
.106††

(.022) 
.131††

(.006) 
Female .090††

(.040) 
.088††

(.047) 
.087††

(.049) 
.086†

(.061) 
Party ID .025 

(.634) 
.084 

(.047) 
.018 

(.738) 
.032 

(.566) 
CurReg .146††

(.007) 
.138†† 
(.010) 

.117††

(.046) 
.148 

(.566) 
New York** - - .044 

(.297) 
- 

ParHab - - - .078 
(.128) 

R-Sq (adj.) 18.6% 18.4% 18.3% 12.5% 
Cell Contents: Variable Coefficient 
                        (p-value) 
† - significant at 10% 
†† - significant at 5% 
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Table 9. Regression Set #2 – Midterm Turnout Among Registered Students 
No. Observations = 160 
Dependent Variable = MidCurReg 
Predictor Model #1 Model #2 Model #3 
VoteHist .036 

(.615) 
.024 

(.736) 
.025 

(.733) 
20 & Older .094 

(.170) 
.098 

(.156) 
.101 

(.145) 
Disc .259††

(.000) 
.255†† 

(.000) 
.249††

(.000) 
4 or More** .074 

(.253) 
- - 

Interest .160††

(.022) 
.168††

(.016) 
.170††

(.015) 
Female .105 

(.114) 
.095 

(.148) 
.095 

(.148) 
Party ID .047 

(.595) 
.049 

(.579) 
.047 

(.598) 
New York** - - .035 

(.585) 
R-Sq (adj.) 13.9% 13.7% 13.3% 
Cell Contents: Variable Coefficient 
                        (p-value) 

 

† - significant at 10% 
†† - significant at 5% 
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Table 10. Regression Set #3 – Predicting Registration 
No. Observations = 242 
Dependent Variable = CurReg 
Predictor Model #1 Model #2 Model #3 Model #4 Model #5 
20 & Older .284††

(.000) 
.288††

(.000) 
.264††

(.000) 
.263††

(.000) 
.249††

(.000) 
4 or More** -.113††

(.044) 
-  - - 

Female -.077 
(.161) 

-.074 
(.176) 

-.069 
(.166) 

-.072 
(.149) 

-.077 
(.118) 

Disc .117††

(.042) 
.135††

(.019) 
.063 

(.232) 
- - 

Party ID .149††

(.027) 
.165††

(.014) 
.130††

(.032) 
.139††

(.021) 
.108†

(.075) 
Pol-Gov Maj .053 

(.419) 
.046 

(.481) 
.023 

(.698) 
.021 

(.727) 
.033 

(.581) 
New York** - - .392††

(.000) 
.404††

(.000) 
.395††

(.000) 
ParHab - - - - .151††

(.006) 
R-Sq (adj.) 16.6% 15.5% 30.6% 30.4% 32.3% 
Cell Contents: Variable Coefficient 
                        (p-value) 
† - significant at 10% 
†† - significant at 5% 
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Table 11. Interactive Variables Table 
No. Observations = 242 
Dependent Variable: MidPar 

Variable Model #1 

Constant -.232††

(.001) 

4 or More .062 
(.163) 

Disc .062 
(.163) 

20&Older .103†

(.055) 

VoteHist .185†

(.058) 

PartyID .025 
(.633) 

Female .084†

(.056) 

Interest .096††

(.036) 

CurReg .133††

(.014) 

**20-Hist .187†

(.095) 
R-Sq (adj) 19.3% 

Cell Contents: Variable Coefficient 
                        (p-value) 
† - significant at 10% 
†† - significant at 5% 
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Table 12. Interactive Variable Regressions  
No. Observations = 242 
Dependent Variable: CurReg 

Predictor #1 #2 #3 #4 #5 

Constant -1.372††

(.002) 
.092 

(.797) 
.484††

(.000) 
.240††

(.001) 
.244††

(.000) 

20 & Older - - .232††

(.005) 
.251††

(.000) 
.374††

(.000) 

Age .089††

(.000) 
.057†

(.059) - - - 

4 or More - -1.262††

(.036) 
-.162††

(.041) -  

Female -.066 
(.186) 

-.085 
(.124) 

-.087 
(.109) 

-.063 
(.202) 

-.059 
(.222) 

PartyID .262††

(.040) 
.158††

(.021) 
.124†

(.065) 
.111†

(.065) 
.089 

(.134) 

New York 2.158††

(.000) - - .585††

(.000) 
.602††

(.000) 

ParHab .157††

(.005) 
.189†† 
(.002) 

.174††

(.004) 
.220†† 

(.001) 
.148††

(.006) 

**4-Age - .057†

(.059) - - - 

**20-NY - - - - -.378††

(.000) 

**Hab-NY - - - -.257††

(.031) - 

**NY-Age -.088††

(.001) - - - - 

**4 -20 - - .069 
(.550) - - 

R-Sq (adj.) 29.7% 13.7% 17.9% 33.6% 35.9% 
Cell Contents: Variable Coefficient 
                        (p-value) 

 

† - significant at 10% 
†† - significant at 5% 
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