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energized social conservatives who supported the language of the amendment, which 
limited marriage to a union between a man and a woman. However, many opponents, 
including gay and lesbian organizations, were also mobilized to vote to prevent 
passage of the amendment. Their efforts failed, however, and the amendment passed 
with 76.3 percent of the vote. The controversial nature of this amendment explains 
in part the increase in voter turnout that year. Normally, the amendments are largely 
noncontroversial, often technical changes to the Texas Constitution. However, this 
provision of the Texas Constitution is now invalid because the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled in Obergefell v. Hodges (2015) that states could not deny marriage licenses on 
the basis of sexual orientation.53 As a result, turnout is low. The 2015 election was 
an example of this, with seven amendments on the ballot, including increasing the 
homestead exemption on property taxes and eliminating the requirement that state 
elected officials live in Austin.

So why is voter turnout typically higher for presidential elections than for midterm 
elections for governor, members of the U.S. House of Representatives, and the state 
legislature, and why do midterm elections in turn have higher voter turnouts than special 
elections? One answer lies in what scholars who compare elections across different 
countries refer to as second-order elections.54 Second-order elections are elections for 

Second-order elections
elections for offices below 
the national executive level 
in countries with presidential 
systems like the United States’ 
or the national legislature level 
in parliamentary countries like 
Great Britain; generally viewed 
as less important in scope and 
impact on a country

  FIGURE 9.3    Turnout in Texas Special Elections, 1977–2015
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Source: Compiled by the authors from data available from the Texas Secretary of State, “Election Results,” www.sos.state.tx.us/elections/historical/index.
shtml (accessed August 9, 2016).

Note: The June 1993 election was a runoff for the U.S. Senate; a constitutional election occurred in November 1993.


