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nations, the United States ranks among the last in voter turnout (see Figure 10.1). Various 
explanations have been offered for the low U.S. turnout, including the failure of parties to 
work to mobilize turnout and obstacles to participation such as restrictive registration 
laws, limited voting hours, and the frequency of elections. We examine who votes and why 
in Chapter 12, but for now the fact remains that voter turnout in national elections is the 
lowest, or among the lowest, of the industrialized nations.

In Your Own Words
»	 Evaluate how well American citizens measure up to notions of an “ideal democratic 

citizen.”

What Influences Our Opinions About Politics?
Sources of continuity and division in the American public

Clearly many, but by no means all, Americans exhibit the characteristics of our so-called 
ideal democratic citizen, and the traits of ideal democratic citizenship are not distributed 
equally across the population. But the fact that education and socioeconomic status have 
something to do with our political opinions and behaviors still does not tell us where our 
opinions come from. In this section we look at several sources of public opinion: political 
socialization, economic self-interest, ideology, education, age, gender, race, religion, and 

Figure 10.1  �Comparison of Voter Turnout Among Select Nations

 Belgium 93

 Iceland 88

 Austria 87

 Denmark 87

 Italy 87

 Germany 84

 Netherlands 81

 Greece 80

 Norway 80

 Israel 74

 Spain 74

 Finland 72

 United Kingdom 72

 Japan 66

 United States 64

 India 59

 Switzerland 48

Source: Calculated by authors with data from the Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, www.idea.int/vt/.


