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Perceived Representativess and Voting:
An Assessment of the Impact of ‘‘Choices’’ vs. “‘Echoes’’

JounN F. Zipp
Washington University

The persistent decline in voting in presidential elections since 1960 has resulted in serious scholarly
attention being given to nonvoting. Despite the quality of these studies, however, the ratio of what we
know about nonvoting to what we do not know is rather low. In the hopes of improving this situation,
I advance the hypothesis that one reason that individuals do not vote is that their interests are not
represented by any of the major candidates. To test this hypothesis, I used the SRC election studies
(1968-1980) to construct measures of individuals’ perceived distance from the major candidates on a
variety of issues. Net of an extensive set of factors usually invoked to explain participation, increased
distance from candidates significantly decreases the probability of voting. The implications of these

results are discussed.

The persistent decline in voter turnout in presi-
dential elections since 1960 has resulted in serious
scholarly attention being given to nonvoting.
There is now a growing number of studies that
attempt primarily to explain this trend and
secondarily to explain nonvoting in general (e.g.,
Abramson & Aldrich, 1982; Boyd, 1981; Cassel &
Hill, 1981; Cavanagh, 1981; Hadley, 1978; Katosh
& Traugott, 1982; Ladd, 1978; Reiter, 1979;
Rosenstone & Wolfinger, 1978; Schaffer, 1981;
Tarrance, 1978; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980).
Despite the quality of these studies, serious gaps
in our knowledge of nonvoting still exist, and I
hope that this study will begin to fill some of
them.

Recent nonvoting studies have emphasized
three principal kinds of factors: 1) socioeconomic
and demographic (e.g., income, education, age,
and sex); 2) social psychological (e.g., party iden-
tification, citizen duty); and 3) rational choice
variables (e.g., the perceived closeness of the elec-
tion) (Cassel & Hill, 1981; Cavanagh, 1981; Reiter,
1979; Shaffer, 1981). The procedure for testing
these relationships is generally the same: through
some extension of the general linear model, a
dichotomous dependent variable of voting-non-
voting is related to some subset of known or sus-
pected correlates. These studies suggest that the
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most important factors contributing to the decline
in turnout have been the changing age structure
(see also, Boyd, 1981), a decrease in participation
among lower status citizens with no counter-
balancing increase, and declines in both political
partisanship and feelings of political efficacy.

Despite their value, however, these analyses
have a major shortcoming. In line with the domi-
nant emphasis in electoral research in the United
States, they focus primarily on individual factors
and do not consider the importance of the options
available to individuals. Turnout among any seg-
ment of the electorate is known to be decreased by
the absence of a realistic party or candidate choice
expressing the interests of that segment (see Mil-
brath & Goel, 1977; Zipp & Smith, 1982), but this
finding has not been incorporated into studies of
recent voting declines. In this article, I present
evidence of how consideration of the options
available to individuals helps to explain non-
voting.

Background

Converse (1971) listed three broad factors that
keep people from voting: accidental, legal, and
motivational. Accidental factors do not concern
us because there is little that can be done about
them. Legal factors, on the other hand, clearly ex-
plain some portion of nonvoting, as it is harder
both to register and to vote in the United States
than in virtually any western democracy. How-
ever, legal factors cannot explain the decrease in
turnout since 1960 because since that time legal
restrictions on registration and voting have been
relaxed (e.g., Rosenstone & Wolfinger, 1978). The
third set of factors, motivational ones, is generally
considered to be the most important. Converse
surmised that typically motivational factors in-
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volve some indifference or apathy to voting. He
further distinguished two types of motivational
factors: internalized motivation (the learned need
for citizen participation), and external stimulation
(the mobilizing effects of the excitement sur-
rounding a presidential campaign).

Although attention has been given to both of
these aspects of motivation, perhaps much more
has been given to internalized motivation. Brody
(1978), Cassel and Hill (1981), Cavanagh (1981),
Reiter (1979), and Schaffer (1981) all cite the ex-
pectation that increased levels of education during
this period should have resulted in increased turn-
out. In other words, because more people became
aware of the need for and the benefits of par-
ticipation, more people should have voted. The
effects of education, however, may have been off-
set by external factors: the enfranchisement of
18-year-olds and the increased distrust of and
cynicism toward the government in the wake of
the Vietnam war and Watergate. Lowering the
voting age increased the size of the electorate and
artificially lowered turnout rates (when compared
to earlier years), because 18-20 year olds have low
rates of turnout (e.g., Boyd, 1981). The same can-
not be said for political trust, as Schaffer (1981)
found no significant independent effect of trust
on turnout.

There is one major external factor which gener-
ally has been ignored. After finding that lower
status whites had higher rates of nonvoting than
others, Reiter (1979) drew on Burnham (1967) and
mentioned that a reason for this failure to vote
might be the lack of a viable socialist party for
them to support. In comparative terms, the socio-
economic gap in participation is greater in the
United States than in most other western democ-
racies (Verba, Nie, & Kim, 1978; Zipp, Lander-
man, & Luebke, 1982). Although this is a pro-
vocative idea, there has been no direct test of it in
the United States and, indeed, Reiter (1979) went
so far as to speculate that such a test might not be
possible with current data.

Although it is not my purpose to determine
whether. or not lower status citizens want a social-
ist party, I do contend that turnout among
various groups in the electorate is affected by the
presence or absence of a party that represents the
interests of those groups. In their study of voting
behavior in Canada, Zipp and Smith (1982) found
that nonvoting among members of the working
class decreased in constituencies in which there
was a viable candidate of a mildly socialist party
(the New Democratic Party), the party that they
presumed to represent the interests of the working
class. Furthermore, research done by Campbell
and his colleagues, along with others, has found
that turnout increased when people perceived
clear and attractive alternatives in a particular
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election (Campbell, 1960, 1962; Campbell et al.,
1960; Rokken & Valen, 1962). Based on this
work, I have tested the hypothesis that accounting
for whether or not one’s interests are represented
among the various candidates increases our ability
to explain turnout.

Data and Methods

The data for this article are drawn from the
Survey Research Center’s American National
Election Studies. These data are available from
the Survey Research Center at the University of
Michigan and are a standard source for studies of
voting in presidential elections.

Because my hypothesis concerns the idea that
the options available to individuals affect voting,
a central task is to obtain measures that indicate
whether or not the respondents felt that their in-
terests were represented by any candidate in the
relevant election. Although there is no direct in-
formation on this, I was able to construct
measures that reflect on a 7-point scale the dis-
tance between the respondent’s position on a par-
ticular issue and the respondent’s perception of
each candidate’s position on that same issue. The
closer a respondent is to a candidate, the more
that respondent feels his or her interests on that
issue are represented by that candidate. Perhaps
the situation most conducive to high levels of
voting would occur when all citizens are close to
one candidate but a considerable distance from
the others, so that there would be clear, repre-
sentative choices for everyone. The least con-
ducive situation, on the other hand, would occur
when all individuals are equidistant from all can-
didates. In the latter case, individuals would be in-
different about who wins the election, whereas in
the former instance, who wins would make a dif-
ference to the voters. What I have outlined, in
fact, is very similar to Brody’s and Page’s (1973)
notion of indifference. Drawing on the idea of ra-
tional abstention (Downs, 1957), Brody and Page
demonstrated that those who felt equally about
the candidates were less likely to vote than those
who clearly favored one candidate.! Thus, indif-
Serence is one way in which the lack of representa-
tion can lead to nonvoting.

As Brody and Page also noted, it is possible to
have a relatively clear choice but yet, at the same
time, not to feel favorably disposed toward any of
the candidates. Brody and Page termed this
notion, which draws most closely from Con-

'Brody and Page (1973) did not use these perceived
distance measures, but rather used a summary evalua-
tion of how favorably the respondent felt toward each
candidate.
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verse’s (1966, p. 24) idea of ‘‘dynamic nonvot-
ing,”’ alienation. Brody and Page found that even
though alienated citizens might not be indifferent,
they were also less given to voting. Thus, it is
through both indifference and alienation that the
absence of preferred options can lead to non-
voting.?

The questions on which the measures of both
indifference and alienation are based are listed in
the Appendix. Because these questions were in-
cluded only in the SRC surveys from 1968 through
1980, my analysis must be confined to those years.
In each year I use the absolute value of the dif-
ference between a respondent’s position and the
respondent’s perception of the candidate’s posi-
tion. Absolute values are used because I am con-
cerned not with the direction of the distance be-
tween the respondent and the candidates, but with
the gap itself. In each of the four elections, I
measured the gap between the respondent’s posi-
tions and the perceived positions of the major
candidates: Nixon, Humphrey, and Wallace in
1968; Nixon and McGovern in 1972; Ford and
Carter in 1976; and Reagan, Carter, and Ander-
son in 1980.

Indifference. I expect the situation most con-
ducive to voting to occur when one candidate’s
positions are close to one’s own position and all
other candidates’ are distant from it. To opera-
tionalize this notion, I took the absolute value of
the difference between the respondent’s position
on a particular issue and the respondent’s percep-
tion of each particular candidate’s position on
that same issue (pdD, pdR, and pdM for the ab-
solute value of the perceived distance from the
Democratic, Republican, and minor party candi-
dates). Thus, in 1968 there were six measures: the,
absolute distance between the respondent and 1)
Nixon on the Vietnam War and on urban unrest;
2) Humphrey on the Vietnam War and on urban
unrest; and 3) Wallace on the Vietnam War and
on urban unrest. In 1972, there were eight
measures; that is, the absolute distance from the
responndent and both Nixon and McGovern on
each of four issues: liberalism, jobs, minority

?In a somewhat similar vein, Kelley and Mirer (1974)
used both partisanship and affect toward candidates
and parties to predict (primarily) the direction of voting.
Although they also looked briefly at nonvoting, they
acknowledged that there was an important difference
between studying decisions of whether to vote and the
direction of the vote. ‘A comparison of candidates
resulting in a choice among them should be one con-
sideration—but not the only one—in the decision about
whether to vote”’ (Kelley & Mirer, 1974, p. 574). I agree
with them and include some of these other factors in my
model (e.g., political efficacy, political mterest, whether
one was mobilized to vote).

Vol. 79

rights, and equality for women. Similar measures
were obtained for the same four issues in 1976 and
1980, with the latter including distance from
Anderson’s position.

To construct a measure indicating whether one
was close to or distant from any or all candidates,
I proceeded as follows. In 1972 and 1976—when
there were only two major candidates—I took the
absolute value of the difference between the
respondent’s and Democratic candidate’s posi-
tions (pdD) and the respondent’s and Republican
candidate’s positions (pdR) on each issue and re-
versed the scoring ((|jpdD — pdR| x — 1) + 7).
Thus, if the respondent were close to one candi-
date and distant from the other, the respondent
would get a low score on this measure for each
particular issue. Similarly, if the respondent was
close to or distant from both candidates, he would
receive a high score. Thus, we would expect a
negative relationship between scores on these in-
dexes and voting: as the choice between candi-
dates becomes less clear (i.e., as indifference in-
creases), individuals should be less likely to vote.

I wanted to retain the same scoring and scale
for the 1968 and 1980 elections, and to do so I had
to adjust for the presence of a third candidate. In
each election I made contrasts for each issue
similar to the ones described immediately above.
To illustrate this process for 1968, I created three
new terms: RD = the absolute value difference
between the respondent and Nixon (pdR) and the
respondent and Humphrey (pdM); RM = the re-
spondent and Nixon (pdR) vs. the respondent and
Wallace (pdM); and DM = the respondent and
Humphrey (pdD) vs. respondent and Wallace
(pdM). 1 then subtracted the smallest of these new
terms from the largest and reversed the scoring (as
above). This allowed me to capture how clear
one’s choice was: if there is little difference be-
tween the largest and smallest of these measures
(RD, RM, DM), then the respondent is indif-
ferent. If, on the other hand, there is a big gap,
the respondent is not indifferent. For example,
assume that a respondent is 0 units from Hum-
phrey, 5 units from Nixon, and 6 units from Wal-
lace. From these scores it is obvious that the re-
spondent has a clear choice (Humphrey) and is
therefore not indifferent, and my measure of in-
difference must apprehend this. In this case, RD is
[5-0] = 5;RMis|5-6| = 1; and DM is 16 - 0!
= 6. Indifference would be measured as the larg-
est of these (DM) minus the smallest (RM), with
the scoring reversed: (6 - 1) X -1) + 7 = 2.
Thus, the respondent would have a very clear
choice, as the only clearer choice would be indi-
cated by a score of 1, and my measure of indif-
ference reflects accurately the respondent’s per-
ceived choices. To reiterate: voting should be
negatively related to indifference.
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Alienation

The measure of alienation is more straight-
forward. The concept of alienation is similar to
the situation described above: respondents are
distant from all the candidates on the perceived
distance measures (pdD, pdR, pdM). I have oper-
ationalized alienation as the minimum of the ab-
solute values of the perceived distance measures
on each of the items.® A low score on these mini-
mum distance variables—or alienation—indicates
that the respondent is close to at least one candi-
date (i.e., the respondent is not alienated),
whereas a high score means that one is not close to
any candidate (i.e., alienated). Thus, the aliena-
tion variables also should be negatively related to
voting: as alienation increases, the likelihood of
voting should decrease.

In sum, the lack of representation can lead to
nonvoting through the absence of a clear choice
(indifference, as measured by the joint distance
variables), through the lack of any candidate close
to one’s positions (alienation, as indicated by the
minimum distance measures), or through some
combination of both.

Unlike earlier researchers (e.g., Brody & Page,
1973), I developed an extensive model of factors
thought to explain voting and only considered the
impact of indifference and alienation net of these
other factors. This approach should help to guard
against reaching a spurious interpretation of the
relationship between interests and voting. All of
these other independent variables and their coding
are listed in Table 1. For each of them, missing
data were recoded to the mean. Because I am only
assessing the impact of the distance variables after
controlling for age, sex, race, region of the coun-
try, education, occupation, income, whether one
was contacted by the parties, political efficacy,*
political interest,® and party identification, these
will be conservative tests of my hypothesis that
having one’s interests represented increases the
probability that one will vote.

Before continuing, it is important to note the

3The measure of indifference does not distinguish be-
tween two different reasons for nonvoting: being indif-
ferent because one is equally close to all candidates and
being indifferent because one is equally distant from
them all. Alienation addresses this in part, as it captures
whether one is close to any candidate. I thank an anony-
mous reviewer for bringing this to my attention.

4] used two items to measure external political effi-
cacy (e.g., Abramson & Aldrich, 1982): 1) “People like
me don’t have any say about what the government
does,”” and 2) “I don’t think that public officials care
much about what people like me think.”

sPolitical interest is a measure of the respondent’s in-
terest in the political campaign.
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limitations of these measures. First and most
serious is the direction of causal flow between the
perceived distance measures and voting. I have
assumed that the perceived distance variables pre-
cede voting causally, but it is plausible that the
reverse is true. Justification for this reasoning can
be found in cognitive dissonance theory under the
rubric of “‘post-decisional conflict reduction’’
(e.g., Brehm, 1956; Crawford, 1976). Basically
this term describes a process in which once a
choice is made among various options, the sub-
jects tend to evaluate their chosen option much
more positively than they did before making the
choice, with the reverse being true for the options
that were not chosen. Thus, in a postelection
interview—in which voting decisions already have
been made—it is possible that respondents first
decided whether or not to vote and then ra-
tionalized whether they were close to any of the
candidates.

Although this is a realistic possibility, I feel that
the predominant causal flow is from attitudes to
behavior. I base this judgment on the work of
Brody and Page (1973). In their study of the 1968
election, they tested this notion by comparing pre-
election and postelection candidate evaluations.
Even though they found some evidence of post-
decisional rationalization, they concluded that it
““was not sufficiently prevalent”’ to warrant a
reversal of causal attribution.® However, because
some rationalization does occur, the conclusions
need to be tempered by this fact, and the reader
should bear this in mind.

Second, there is no guarantee that the issues
that have been measured are salient and ones
upon which voting decisions are made.” Given
these and the fact that the major party candidates
often do not differ very much from each other
(e.g., Page, 1978), it may be better to view our
analyses as suggestive.®

$What ideally would be needed is a comparison of the
pre- and post-election evaluations of those who were
undecided immediately before making the decision to
vote or not to vote. According to my approach, these
voters with no clear choice should not vote and should
still have no clear choice after the election. Should they
vote and have a clear choice after the election, this
would indicate the presence of post-decisional conflict
reduction.

In 1968, questions were asked concerning the impor-
tance of these particular issues in the respondent’s
voting decision. These results indicate that these two
issues were of substantial importance to the respon-
dents. '

*Fiorina (1981, pp. 139-143) pointed out that
measures such as those which ask one to compare some-
one else’s position with one’s own position are subject
to a psychological process in which one rationalizes the
other’s position as being near to one’s own. Although
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Table 1. Independent Varables Used in the Analyses

Variable Description Coding

Middle aged R’s age 1=35-54, 0 = All else?

Older aged R’s age 1=55+,0=Allelse

Sex R’s sex 1 = Male, 0 = Female

Race R’s race 1 = White, 0 = Nonwhite

South Region where R lives 1 =South, 0 = Nonsouth

Some high school education R’s education level 1=9-11 yrs., 0 = All elseb

High school graduate R’s educational level 1=12 yrs.,0 = All else

Some college education R’s educational level 1=13-15 yrs., 0 = All else

College graduate R’s educational level 1=16+yrs., 0= All else

Professional-technical Occupation of head of household 1 = Professional, technical jobs, 0 = All

else

Clerical-sales Occupation of head of household 1 = Clerical, sales job, 0 = All else

Blue collar Occupation of head of household 1 = Blue collar job, 0 = All else

Family income R’s family income In dollars

Contact Whether R was contacted 1 = Contacted, 0 = Not contacted

Political efficacy R’s feelings of political efficacy 0-2; lowest to highest

Political interest R’s interest in politics 1-5; Not interested to Very interested

Democratic ID R’s party identification 1 = Democrat, 0 = All elsed

Republican ID R’s party identification 1 = Republican, 0 = All else

Indifference: Liberalism R’s joint distance from all major 1-7, with 1=R close to or distant from all
candidates on the liberalism candidates, and 7=R close to one and
scale. distant from all other candidates.

Indifference: Jobs

Indifference: Minority rights

Indifference: Women

Indifference: Urban

Indifference: Vietnam

Alienation: Liberalism

Alienation: Jobs

Alienation: Minority rights

Alienation: Women

Alienation: Urban

Alienation: Vietnam

R’s joint distance from all major
candidates on the jobs question.

R’s joint distance from all major
candidates on the minority
rights question.

R’s joint distance from all major
candidates on the women
question.

R’s joint distance from all major
candidates on the urban question.

R’s joint distance from all major
candidates on the Vietnam
question.

Minimum of the absolute value of
R’s perceived distance from any
of the candidates on the
liberalism scale.

Minimum of the absolute value of
R’s perceived distance from any
of the candidates on the jobs
question.

Minimum of the absolute value of
R’s perceived distance from any
of the candidates on the minority
rights question.

Minimum of the absolute value of
R’s perceived distance from any
of the candidates on the women
question,

Minimum of the absolute value of
R’s perceived distance from any
of the candidates on the urban
question.

Minimum of the absolute value of
R’s perceived distance from any
of the candidates on the Vietnam
question.

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

1-7, with 1=R close to at least one
candidate and 7=R distant from all
candidates.

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

Same as above

80mitted category is young—age 21-34.
Omitted category is 8 or fewer years of education,
€Omitted category is managerial jobs.
dOmitted category is independent, other or no party identification.
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Results

The dependent variable is a dichotomous, vote-
nonvote one with voting coded 1 and nonvoting
coded 0. Because there are problems with the use
of ordinary least squares regression with dichoto-
mous dependent variables, I have chosen to use
logistic regression. Good discussions of the prob-
lems of OLS with dichotomous variables and the
benefits of logit analysis can be found in Dwyer
(1983) and Hanushek and Jackson (1977).

The results of the logit analyses are shown in
Table 2. Because I am interested only in the
distance variables, I discuss only their effects.
Furthermore, because I have no a priori reason to
expect any of these distance variables to be more
important than the others and because they are
positively correlated with each other, I am more
concerned with the performance of each set of
them rather than any particular one.

For this reason, and because there is no clear ra-
tionale for the order in which the alienation and
the indifference variables should be entered into
the equations relative to each other, I chose to
present the results of all the possibilities. I entered
the alienation variables first, the indifference ones
first, and both sets together. In order to determine
whether or not the lack of representation is re-
lated to voting, I compared the increments in chi-
square associated with including both the aliena-
tion and the indifference factors.® I also examined
the chi-square increments of alienation alone and
alienation net of indifference, and vice versa.
Taken together these comparisons should enable
us to assess 1) if accounting for whether or not
one’s interests are represented increases our abil-
ity to explain nonvoting, and 2) if this is the result
of indifference, alienation, or both.

In all four elections, the alienation and indif-
ference variables when considered together sig-
nificantly increase our ability to explain non-
voting (see Table 2). In 1968 this is primarily the
result of the effects of indifference to the Vietnam

this is a problem, if such a process is operating in these
data, it will result in having most people report being
closer to the candidates than they actually are. This will
attenuate the relationships between these measures and
voting, and thus the results may underestimate the ef-
fects of having one’s interests represented on the likeli-
hood of voting.

sTesting for the significance of a set of variables in-
volves comparing the chi-square value obtained from a
model with those variables to the chi-square value
obtained from a nested model excluding that set of vari-
ables. If there is a significant increment in chi-square
when the set is included, then that set of variables has
significantly increased our explanatory power. -
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War (-.16), in 1972 to indifference to liberalism
(-.15), in 1976 to indifference on the role of
women (.19), and finally in 1980 to alienation on
the jobs question (.19). At the most general level,
then, this constitutes initial evidence that the lack
of representation increases nonvoting.

One still needs to consider the separate impacts
of alienation and indifference. Turning first to
alienation, as a set the alienation variables alone
significantly increase the explanation of non-
voting in 1972 (chi-square increment = 22.62 with
4 df), in 1976 (chi-square increment = 9.78 with 4
df), and in 1980 (chi-square increment = 14.14
with 4 df). In 1972 the lack of representation of
liberalism (-.30) and minority rights (-.14) is pri-
marily responsible, in 1976 liberalism (~.23) again
is significant, whereas in 1980 it is because of
alienation on the jobs question (-.21). Finally, in
all elections the direction of the significant coeffi-
cients is as expected: increases in alienation are
associated with decreases in voting.

Accounting for indifference significantly
enhances our understanding of voting in 1968
(chi-square increment = 9.60 with 2 df), in 1972
(chi-square increment = 33.79 with 4 df), and in
1976 (chi-square increment = 16.69 with 4 df). In
1968, it results primarily from the joint distance
between the respondents’ and the candidates’
views on the Vietnam War (-.18), with the gap be-
tween the respondents’ and the candidates’ views
on liberalism (-.20) and on minority rights (-.10)
statistically significant in 1972, and liberalism
(-.14) and an equal role for women (.19) signifi-
cantly related to voting in 1976. Further, except
for the women issue in 1976, the direction of the
coefficients is as expected: as indifference in-
creases, voting decreases.'®

From the above, it is clear that both indif-
ference and alienation lead to nonvoting. To
determine better which factor has a greater im-
pact, I have undertaken two procedures. First, I
examined the increments in chi-square for each of
the two sets of distance variables net of the other
set. The results of these comparisons (also listed in
Table 2) indicate that, net of indifference, aliena-

19As an anonymous reviewer brought to our atten-
tion, failure to answer the candidate placement ques-
tions could lead to nonvoting if this failure indicated
that the respondent was unable to perceive a candidate’s
position. I checked for this possibility by creating new
variables representing missing-nonmissing on each of
the self- and candidate-placement items. As a set, these
variables were not significant in 1968 and 1976, and in
the other two elections their significance is mainly due
to the respondents’ failing to answer the self-placement
questions (these respondents were then not asked the
candidate placement questions). Thus, this explanation
largely is not valid.
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tion never produces a significant increment in chi-
square, whereas accounting for indifference
significantly augments our understanding of non-
voting—net of alienation—in 1968 (chi-square in-
crement = 6.75 with 2 df), in 1972 (chi-square in-
crement = 19.61 with 4 df), and in 1976 (chi-
square increment = 12.31 with 4 df). Thus, it ap-
pears at this point that indifference is more impor-
tant than alienation.

I have approached this issue in a second way.
Logistic regression coefficients, unlike OLS coef-
ficients, do not have a constant effect on the
dependent variable across all values of the in-
dependent variables, so the effect of one indepen-
dent variable must be evaluated at its different
values and at certain values of all other indepen-
dent variables. It is conventional to make these
evaluations at the means of the other independent
variables. Thus, to provide further insight on the
impacts of alienation and indifference, I have cal-
culated the probabilities of voting for the aliena-
tion and indifference variables, holding all other
variables—including whichever set of distance
variables is not being evaluated—at their respec-
tive means (see Table 3). I can illustrate how I ar-
rived at these figures by using alienation in 1968 as
an example. (The same procedure was used in all
years and also for indifference.) I first multiplied
the logistic coefficient of each of the independent
variables listed in Table 3, column 3, except for
the alienation measures, by the mean of the
respective variable. For each alienation measure, I
multiplied the logistic coefficient by the respon-
dent’s actual score on the respective variable.
Thus, each respondent was given the mean value
on all the independent variables except for aliena-
tion, on which they received their actual value.
After summing these together along with the
intercept and terming this new quantity XB, I cal-
culated the probability of voting as equal to:
1/(1 + exponent(— XB)). This gives the probabil-
ity of voting across levels of alienation, with every
other factor held at its mean. Because all varia-
bles, except for alienation, are fixed at their
means, all the variance in the probability of voting
results from alienation (or likewise from indif-
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ference, when I calculate the results for it). Thus,
the standard deviations of these probabilities sup-
ply information about the relative effects of
alienation and indifference.

These results, shown in Table 3, indicate that in
all but 1980 the standard deviations of indiffer-
ence are considerably larger than those of aliena-
tion.!! This difference in standard deviations can
be interpreted to signify that there is greater varia-
bility in the likelihood of voting across levels of
indifference than across levels of alienation. To
illustrate, let us assume that being one standard
deviation above or below the mean indicates that
one is very high or very low on a particular
measure. Given this, in 1968 the difference in the
probability of voting between a highly indifferent
(.7825) and not indifferent person (.8511) was
almost 7%. The same comparison for an un-
alienated (.8241) and an alienated individual
(.7923) produced a difference of slightly more
than 3%. Similarly, the differences between those
who were one standard deviation above and one
standard deviation below the mean were 9% for
indifference and 6% for alienation in 1972, and
8% for indifference and 5% for alienation in
1976. Taken together, these results confirm that
both alienation and indifference lead to non-
voting, but that indifference has a greater impact.

Summary and Discussion

The most important finding is that measuring
the gap between an individual’s positions on
issues and his perceptions of all the candidates’
positions on the same issues, net of a host of fac-
tors usually invoked to explain voting, signifi-
cantly increases one’s ability to explain turnout.
In general, if one has a clear choice among the
candidates (is not indifferent) and one’s policy
preferences are close to at least one candidate (one
is not alienated), one is much more likely to vote.
Furthermore, although both alienation and indif-

""The means are approximately equal throughout, as
they should be.

Table 3. Probabilities of Voting by Alienation and Indifference, 1968-19802

Alienation Indifference
X SD +1SD -1SD X SD +1SD  -1SD
1968 .8082  .0159  .7923  .8241 .8168  .0343 .7825  .8511
1972 .7835  .0297 .7538  .8132 712 .0449 7263 .8161
1976 7829  .0269 .7560  .8098 7849  .0392  .7457  .8241
1980 7652 .0447 7205  .8099 7757 0253 7504 .8010

3All other variables are evaluated at their means.
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ference can lead to nonvoting, being indifferent to
the candidates has a greater impact on nonvoting
than does being alienated from them. The fact
that these results were obtained net of an exten-
sive set of factors related to voting in different
elections provides additional evidence of their
existence and persistence.

There are several implications of these results.
First, this research was prompted by a concern
that the options available to individuals generally
have been neglected in explaining nonvoting in the
United States. The extant literature focuses
almost solely on individualistic characteristics,
ignoring the interplay between the attributes of in-
dividuals and the choices presented to them. For
example, in his study of turnout Cavanagh (1981,
p. 63) contended that *‘the current rightward drift
in policy initiatives may owe its source to the con-
temporaneous class shift in participation pat-
terns.”’ Thus Cavanagh blames the victim: if more
lower class people had participated, the current
rightward shift might not have occurred. His in-
terpretation assumes that the politics of the elite
faithfully mirror those of the mass electorate.
Although this assumption is central to responsive
democratic government, research in both the
United States (e.g., Hamilton, 1972) and other
countries (see Zipp, 1978, for a summary) calls it
into question. Although we know that various
individual-level factors are associated with non-
voting (see Table 2) and cannot be ignored, I am
suggesting that the fit between individuals and the

options presented to them also needs to be incor--

porated into explanations of nonvoting.

These results have a second implication for in-
dividualistic approaches to explaining nonvoting.
Another way of saying that the lack of a repre-
sentative candidate decreases voting is that non-
voting may be the outcome of a reasoned,
thoughtful political position. However, recent
research on nonvoting tends to treat it as the
failure to act politically rather than as a chosen
form of political action. The difference between
these two is quite important. For example, treat-
ing nonvoting as a failure to act, Brody (1978),
Cassel and Hill (1981), Cavanagh (1981), Reiter
(1979), and Schaffer (1981) all predicted that in-
creased levels of education from 1960 to 1980
would result in increased levels of voting, because
education increases the awareness of the needs for
and the benefits of voting. The underlying
assumption is clear: nonvoting stems from a lack
of education or knowledge, not from an intelli-
gent, reasoned position. Thus, the solution to the
problem of nonvoting is to educate the nonvoters.
However, taking the perspective that nonvoting
may be a thoughtful, chosen stance directs one
away from educating the nonvoter and toward an
examination of the factors that cause nonvoting
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to be a legitimate alternative way of expressing
political preferences. In this article I have con-
tended that one of these reasons is that individuals
do not have their interests represented in the
political sphere. For some citizens, nonvoting may
‘be a failure to act politically, but for others it is a
chosen form of political action. Neither reason
for nonvoting can be treated as the other.

There is one approach to explaining nonvoting
with which my results generally are quite consis-
tent: rational choice theory and the idea of ra-
tional abstention (e.g., Brody & Page, 1973;
Davis, Hinich, & Ordeshook, 1970; Downs, 1957;
Ordeshook, 1970). At the risk of oversimplifica-
tion, this view argues that, given the costs of
voting, if the outcome does not make any dif-
ference, the rational citizen does not vote. Indeed
I have shown that not having a clear choice among
the candidates (i.e., not having a preferred out-
come) leads to nonvoting, and thus these results
can be used to support this notion of rational
choice theory.

However, as noted above, this research was not
motivated by seeking to test the utility of
Downsian spatial models. Rather, I was influ-
enced most by a concern for the lack of options
that exist for many individuals,'? and because I
have established that the absence of representa-
tion leads to nonvoting, it is appropriate for
scholars to ask why these options do not exist for
many citizens. Although a thorough examination
of this question is beyond the scope of this article,
a brief outline is suggested. Single district, single
member, ‘‘first-past-the-post’’ presidential elec-
toral systems encourage the development of two
centrist, brokerage-style parties and weaken sup-
port for third parties. Combined with historical
and other forces (e.g., American Political Science
Association, 1950), such rules have resulted in a
less-than-responsible two-party system in which
the parties do not provide coherent and distinct
ideologies and programs. This system negates
even the requisites of the ‘‘competitive theory of
democracy’’ and elevates nonvoting to the level of
a third choice. In addition, several current factors
create a considerable distance between candidates
and most citizens: the upper-middle-class back-
grounds of most candidates; the need of candi-
dates to have or to be able to attract the large
sums of money required to conduct viable cam-

12] ooking only at the marginals for the indifference
variables, for 10 of the 14 variables more than 50% of
the respondents are in the two lowest categories—i.e.,
the “‘least representation’ categories. In two of the
remaining four, more than 40% are in these categories.
Thus, it is safe to say that these options do not exist for
a good. number of citizens.
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paigns; the importance of the media and their
almost complete neglect of third-party candidates;
and, perhaps owing to the increased role of the
judiciary and other unelected officials (Burnham,
1967), the belief on the parts of some that elected
candidates cannot really make good on their
promises (e.g., Kimball, 1972; Parenti, 1980,
especially chap. 11).

In conclusion, I feel that it would be more fruit-
ful intellectually if scholars shifted their focus
away from explaining nonvoting primarily by not-
ing the deficiencies of nonvoters to one that also
includes an understanding of the circumstances
that lead some individuals to use nonvoting as a
reflection of political beliefs.

Appendix:
Candidate Distance Questions, 1968-1980

(1) Urban (1968 only)

There is much discussion today about the best
way to deal with the problem of urban unrest and
rioting. Some say it is more important to use all
available force to maintain law and order—no
matter what the results. Others say it is more im-
portant to correct the problems of poverty and
unemployment that give rise to the disturbances.
And, of course, other people stress opinions in be-
tween. Suppose the people who stress the use of
force are at one end of this scale—at point num-
ber 7. And suppose the people who stress doing
more about the problems of poverty and un-
employment are at the other end—point number
1. Where would you place (yourself, Humphrey,
Nixon) on this scale?

(2) Vietnam (1968 only)

There is much talk about ‘‘hawks’’ and
‘“‘doves” in connection with Vietnam and con-
siderable disagreement as to what action the
United States should take in Vietnam. Some peo-
ple think that we should do everything necessary
to win a complete military victory, no matter what
results. Some people think we should withdraw
completely from Vietnam right now, no matter
what results. And, of course, other people have
opinions somewhere between these two extreme
positions. Suppose the people who support an im-
mediate withdrawal are at one end of this scale at
point number 1. And suppose people who support
a complete military victory are at the other end of
the scale at point number 7. At what point would
you place (yourself, Humphrey, Nixon)?

(3) Liberalism (1972-1980)

We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals
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and conservatives. I’m going to show you a
7-point scale on which the political views that peo-
ple might hold are arranged from exremely liberal
to extremely conservative. Where would you place
(yourself, the Democrats, the Republicans) on
this scale, or haven’t you thought much about it?

(4) Jobs (1972-1980)2

Some people feel that the government in Wash-
ington should see to it that every person has a job
and a good standard of living. Suppose these peo-
ple are at one end of this scale—at point number
1. Others think that the government should just
let each person get ahead on his own. Suppose
that these people are at the other end—at point
number 7. And, of course, some people have
opinions in between. Where would you place
(yourself, the Democrats, the Republicans) on
this scale, or haven’t you thought much about
this?

(5) Minority Rights? (1972-1980)

Some people feel that the government in Wash-
ington should make every possible effort to im-
prove the social and economic position of blacks
and other minority groups. Others feel that the
government should not make any special effort to
help minorities because they should help them-
selves. Where would you place (yurself, the
Democrats, the Republicans) on this scale, or
haven’t you thought much about it?

(6) Women (1972-1980)

Recently there’s been a lot of talk about
women’s rights. Some people feel that women
should have an equal role with men in running
business, industry, and government. Others feel
that a woman’s place is in the home. Where would
you place (yourself, the Democrats, the Repub-
licans) on this scale, or haven’t you thought much
about it?

3There were slight changes in wording from 1972 to
1980, but only in the way in which the respondent was
informed about the ends of the scale. In all cases, the
options were the same, as was the substance of each
question.
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