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Figure 14.1 � Voter Turnout in Presidential and Midterm House Elections,  
1932–2014

Sources: Presidential data from 2000 through 2005, The New York Times Almanac, 114; midterm data through 1998 from U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 
Statistical Abstract, 291; 2004 data and beyond from United States Election Project, http://www.electproject.org/home/voter-turnout/ 
voter-turnout-data.

Note: Data for 2014 is an estimate.

society. They do not hear from and are not elected by the 
low-participation “have nots.”22

Why Americans Don’t Vote

As we have noted elsewhere, compared with other demo-
cratic nations, the United States has low voter turnout 
levels (see Figure 11.1, on page 402). Despite overall 
increases in education, age, and income, which generally 
increase the number of voters, presidential election turnout 
rates have barely gotten over the 60-percent mark for more 
than thirty years (and midterm congressional turnout rates 
have been much lower)23 (see Figure 14.1). What accounts 
for such low turnout rates in a country where 82 percent of 
adults say voting is important to democracy24—indeed, in a 
country that often prides itself on being one of the best and 
oldest examples of democracy in the world? The question 
of low voter turnout in the United States poses a tremen-
dous puzzle for political scientists, who have focused on six 
factors to try to explain this mystery.

Thinking Outside  the Box

Should there be penalties for 
those who don’t vote?

Legal Obstacles: Regulating the Elec-
torate Voter turnout provides a dramatic illustration of 
our theme that rules make a difference in who wins and 
who loses in politics. Election rules define who can vote and 
how easy it will be for those legally eligible to vote to actu-
ally do so. In many countries the government takes respon-
sibility for registering citizens to vote, and in some—
Australia, Belgium and Italy, for example—voting is 
required by law. As a result, turnout rates in these countries 
are high.25 Traditionally the United States has had a set of 
rules that put a brake on voting participation by placing the 
burden to register on the citizen and by making voting 
more difficult than it is in other places. We can think of the 
rules of elections as a set of valves that make it easier or 
harder for people to vote, a process we call regulating the 
electorate. These rules include requiring citizens to register 
to vote and restricting voting to a single weekday when 
most people have to work.

Although constitutional amendments set fundamental 
voting protections based on race, gender, and age, the 
Constitution gives to the states the primary responsibility for 
determining how elections are held. Most of the rules that 
regulate the electorate—how early and where voters need to 
register, whether early voting or voting by mail is permitted, 
how long polls are open, and the like—are made at the state 

regulating the electorate the process of setting rules 
that define who can vote and how difficult or easy it 
will be to cast a ballot in an election


