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Abstract

This thesis will apply a theory consuming method studying voter turnout between swing
states in the United States. To accomplish the theory consuming study, the study is divided
into two phases. It will start testing Downs’ rational choice theory and apply this to voter
turnout. It will then move on to applying the independent variables, socioeconomic

background and voting laws to understand voter turnout from this perspective.

The study starts with the hypothesis that Downs’ rational choice theory should be able to
explain swing states’ voter participation. However, the research shows rational choice theory

cannot explain the voter turnout in swing states.

In the second phase, the study tests socioeconomic background and voting laws. These two
independent variables better explain the voter turnout in swing states. Being well educated
while being well off financially have a bigger impact than what rational choice theory can
explain. It does not matter if P is overestimated and C is almost nil, it did not help to explain
the voter difference in swing states, even though according to the theory, swing states should

vote accordingly.

To be able to increase voter turnout in swing states with a low voter turnout, not only does
voting laws have to become more liberal, but one law in particular seems to make the biggest
difference: the possibility to register on election day. However, changing voting laws are not
enough. The largest impact is your socioeconomic background. A high educational
attainment and being financially stable over the poverty level are the core reasons for voter
turnout. Taking people out of poverty and creating opportunities for all to attend college is

where higher voter turnout starts.

Keywords: United States, swing states, voter weight, voter turnout, rational choice theory,

socioeconomic background, voting laws
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Introduction

There is always a reason to vote. An incentive. Some people see it as their duty to vote, some
vote because of peer pressure, and some vote because the benefit exceeds the cost of voting
(Feddersen, 2004; Blais, 2000). There must be a reason, as voting is an active choice to
abstain from voting. If all citizens have an incentive to vote, why is there such a vast

difference in voter turnout between states in the United States?

Somewhere, there must be a difference in opportunities or the incentive must be much
stronger in some states. Social scientists argue that socioeconomic background plays a large
roll in voter turnout, as well as voting laws. And in 1957, Anthony Downs introduced the
rational choice theory of voter turnout and throughout the years, his theory has been amended
by several political scientists and social scientists to try to understand voter turnout (Blais,
2000). The basic of the theory is, if the cost of voting exceeds the benefit, a person will not
vote. As some states vote in a higher regard than others, there must be a reason for this
difference. According to rational choice theory, some voters must have a larger incentive to

vote. One interesting phenomenon is the so-called swing states in the United States.

It is here, in swing states, where the incentive is the highest to vote. Here, the political
candidates spend most of their time, as well put most of their campaign money, and because
of that, the media draws most of its attention here. These citizens get easier access to
democracy through easier access to their candidates, both through the presence of the
candidate in the state, as well as aimed marketing towards these citizens, and the media
attention. These votes, according to Downs’ rational choice theory, count more as it is a close
race since these states does not lean neither Democratic nor Republican. So, do these swing
states vote in a higher regard than the other states? Or can we see interesting patterns within
swing states and find which states have the largest incentive to vote, and if so, are these the
citizens who vote in the highest regard? And if not, why so? According to Downs’ rational
choice theory, swing states should vote in a higher regard, but how much does other factors,

such as socioeconomic background and voting laws, play a role for citizens in swing states?

From earlier research, we know that some factors play a larger role than others, such as
socioeconomic background and voting laws. In 1974, Nie and Verba did the largest study to

date about voter turnout and incentive between all states in the United States, looking at a



broad perspective of factors. However, this study never took swing states in to consideration,
the states who should have the biggest incentive to vote. The question is if their finding can
also be applied to swing states, or if Downs’ rational choice theory can better explain voter
participation in swing states, as the citizens of these states have the highest incentive to vote
of them all. What drives the citizens of swing states the most to vote in a presidential

election?

Purpose and research question

Research question

The purpose of this study is to understand why there is a difference in voter turnout between
chosen swing states. It will first explore the rational choice theory, and later explore the
impact of the variables voting laws and socioeconomic background.

The question this study will answer is:

- Why is there a variation in voter turnout between swing states in the United States?

Disposition

The study will continue to present previous research and theory. Here, the reader will first get
an understanding of Downs’ rational choice theory. The section continues describing
previous research of socioeconomic background and voting laws and the impact it can have

on voter participation.

To continue, the reader will be presented with the method, choice of design and material for
the study, arguing for the reason of choice of independent variables. In the last part of this
section, the delimitation and validation will be presented.

Further on, the study is divided into two parts. Firstly, in the background, it tries to
understand voter turnout in swing states by testing the rational choice theory. A theory
confirming method will be applied to test if the theory can explain voter turnout. Secondly,
the aspect of socioeconomic background and voting laws will be presented through a theory

consuming method.



Lastly section of the study will show the result of the study, comparing the swing states
chosen. In the conclusion, a gathered analysis will be made for all the swing states, looking at
a broader perspective. The study will end with actions necessary to take if the purpose is to
increase voter turnout, as well as presenting further research and references used to conduct

this study.

Previous research and theory

Rational choice theory

The rational choice theory tries to explain the reason of voter turnout, based on the rational
thought that the benefit of voting must exceed the costs for a rational person to vote. First
described in 1957 by Anthony Downs, his theory of rational choice was described as R = BP
- C.

The assumption concludes that every person can make an informed decision and therefore
has the capacity to make a rational choice. With this knowledge and capacity, a person is
intelligent enough to consider options presented to them and make a decision that best suits
that individual. A rational individual will make the decision to vote if the benefit of voting

exceeds the cost of voting (Downs, 1957).

In the model presented by Downs (1957), the R stands for what the constituent would gain
(or lose) if (s)he decides to vote. The B stands for what gain the constituent would have if the
preferred candidate would win over the other candidate, and the likelihood that the
constituent’s vote would have an impact on the election, represented by P. Represented by the
C is the actual cost of voting, such as digesting information about the election and the
candidates, register to vote and voting itself. In this model, for the rational person to actually
cast a vote, R must be 0 or higher. As most people know that the likelihood of casting the
deciding vote is minimal, almost impossible, the model of R = BP — C falls. Even though
most people know that their vote will not change the outcome, most people do still vote.
Hence the paradox of voting (Aldrich, 1993; Blais, 2000; Geys, 2004).

Throughout the years, scientists have amended the theory to be more applicable, and to move

away from the paradox of voting. In 1968, Riker and Ordeshook adjusted the model to R =



BP — C + D, where D stands for a citizen’s civic duty of voting, and the satisfaction a citizen

will feel after doing its civic duty.

Later, Ferejohn and Fiona introduced minimax regret. They suggested that a person cannot
predict the outcome of an election and therefore incapable to recognize if their vote will have
an impact on the election or not. The regret question was introduced: “If it turns out that a
given state of the world is true, would you have any regret that you chose the action (voted or
abstained) that you did, and if so, how much regret?”” (Aldrich, 253:1993). Hence, the voter
has the decision to make what action will minimize their maximum regret. If their preferred
candidate would loose with simply one vote, the constituent would feel a high regard of
regret. To reduce the regret, the voter will then rather vote, to minimize the possibility of
regret (Aldrich, 1993; Blais, Young, Fleury, & Lapp, 1995). A study was conducted in 1993
by Blais et al. (1995) to try the minimax regret model. In their study, they asked the following
question: “I would really feel terrible if I didn’t vote and my candidate lost by one vote”
(Blais, et al., 831:1995). People who strongly agree with the statement did in fact vote in a
higher regard than people who did not agree with the statement.

Yet, with all the studies made about rational choice theory, there is still a void in
understanding why citizens within a certain area, who have the same benefit of voting, vote
in such vast variation. If rational choice theory could explain it all, all swing states should
vote in a much higher regard than a safe state. That is because safe states are most likely to
follow its historical voting-pattern. Since media and political campaigns spend all their time
and effort in the swing states, the citizens in the latter are told that they are more important,
and that they can throw the deciding vote. Studies have also shown that an increase in
campaign money spent, increases the closeness of a turnout, and therefore the potential of
casting the decisive vote increases. Because of these factors, people do tend to overestimate
P. In combination of a close race, the possibility to overestimate P is even higher in a swing
state and it should, therefore according to rational choice theory, increase the voter turnout in
these swing states (Blais, 56,60,62:2000). These arguments are also supported by Riker and
Ordeshook research (Riker et al., 1968).

However, voter turnout is not only studied from a rational choice theory perspective.
Studying what impacts voter turnout, the two major factors are argued to be socioeconomic
background and voting laws (Blais, 2000; FairVVote; Nie & Verba, 1972). Early on, political



scientist understood that voting laws had a major impact on voter turnout. When voting laws
are more liberal, voting registration is easier, more people vote as the cost of voting decreases
(Aldrich, 1993). Second, socioeconomic background also shows to have an impact on voter
turnout. As such, wealthier and well-educated people are more likely to turn out at the polls
(FairVote; Geys, 2006).

Socioeconomic background

The pioneers of the socioeconomic status model (hereafter SES) were Norman H. Nie and
Sidney Verba (1972). Before their study, socioeconomic background’s impact on
participation was not studied, only assumed. With their diligent study, the socioeconomic
model now had a scientific background to lean on (Seasholes, 1974). Their study explained
what drives political participation based on different human capital, such as income level,
education level and age. Based on this human capital, they tried to explain why some groups
have more incentive to vote, and why they vote in that regard. They concluded that the higher
income and higher education level a citizen hold, and if a citizen participate in social

gathering are prone to push or advocate for political participation (Nie & Verba, 1972).

Since then, thorough studies have been made throughout the years. In 1980, Wolfinger and
Rosenstone published Who Votes?. Their study was based on data from the Consensus
Bureau, much of where this study will gain its data. They concluded that the single biggest
impact on voter turnout is educational attainment. The more years in school, the more likely
you are to vote. Second largest impact was age. As the age increases, the voter turnout will
follow. At age 55 however, it will stay stable and not increase, and after the age of 70 years,
it will decrease again (Blais, 49:2000). Another important factor whether a person decides to

vote is marital status. A married person is more likely to vote than a single person.

Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980) found that income had less impact on voter turnout. It is
only a larger difference between the poor and others. The difference between middle class
and high income was non-conclusive. However, publication by Rosenstone and Hansen in
1993 concludes that a person with a higher income and higher education level is more likely
to follow politics (Green & Schwam-Baird, 2016). A person with a lower income does not
have the time or resources to follow and engage with politics, this person has to focus her/his

time on other matters in her/his life (Blais, 2000).
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Voting laws

Voting laws are decided on both federal and state level. On the federal level, the minimum
requirements are described in the Constitution as well as in federal laws. The Constitution
states the minimal requirements of being at least 1. A United States citizen, and 2. 18 years of
age on Election Day. These Constitutional rights are definite and are applicable to elections
on every level: federal, state and local (USA.gov, 2018). However, for everyone to be able to

exercise their right to vote, federal voting laws can, and have, been enacted.

In the 1960s, voting laws started to become more liberal than ever before. One of the most
important federal legislation was The Voting Right Act of 1965, prohibiting racial
discrimination in voting. Not only were there federal acts implemented, but it also became
easier to register to vote, registration fees waived, and people were able to take time off work
to vote (Aldrich, 1993). However, even though there are Constitutional rights and federal
voting right laws in place, states still have the power and possibility to put in place other

requirements to cast a vote.

Up until the 21st century, liberal laws continued to be implemented. However, in the last
couple of years, stricter measurements have been taking place. For example, many states now

apply stricter ID-laws, and some have withdrawn early voting access (Brennan Center, 2016).

Brennan Center is part of New York University of Law and studies every election and the
changes of voting laws in all states. They classify changes of voting laws as expansive or

restrictive.

Expansive voting laws are instituted with the goal of making it easier to vote and should
therefore increase the voter turnout, or as rational choice theory would describe it, create a
decrease of the cost of voting. Expansive voting laws include, but is not limited to, the
possibility to early registration, Election Day registration, early voting, and mail voting.
During the mid- and late 20th century, voting laws became more liberal, and therefore we
saw more people, and different demographics, vote (Aldrich, 1993). During the publications
by Downs (1957), Aldrich (1993) and Blais et al. (1995), there were prosperity of new federal
laws enacted, making it easier for every demographic in the United States to vote. However,
during the last two decades, the United States have drastically changed from implementing
expansive laws, to so called restrictive voting laws (Brennan Center, 2016).
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As understood, restrictive laws are the contrary of expansive voting laws. This can include
stricter ID-laws, making it harder to register to vote and/or reducing early voting
opportunities (Brennan Center, 2014).

Of course, this is a very political engaged question, as it will either drive more or less votes to
the election. Democrats tends to support expansive voting law as it would reach a broader
demographic, something they believe would benefit them (Wines, 2019). Democrats also
argue for the sake of everyone’s right to vote. On the contrary, Republicans worry about
voter fraud, and sees the risk of a new demographic group voting, a group they are afraid to
lean towards the Democratic Party. The science though is split. Argued by Wright (1975),
right during the liberalization of voting laws concluded with Nie and Verba’s study (1974)
that these laws benefit the people who are already better off. One hypothesis of why we are
now seeing more restrictive voting laws are the usage of Gerrymandering. As voting districts
have been exhausted throughout the years with Gerrymandering, new incentives will be
presented to maximize the possibility of more votes for the respective party. It all boils down

to how one party can maximize their own party’s votes in their district.

Operationalization

Poverty threshold rate

When speaking of the poverty threshold rate, there are not a full consensus of what the
poverty rate it. However, for this study, | will refer to the poverty threshold rate as described
by the United States Census Bureau. As this study will rely on data from the Bureau, it only
makes sense to follow their guidelines of the rate.

Socioeconomic background

In this study, I will focus on Wolfinger and Rosenstone’s (1980) and Blais’ (2000)
description of socioeconomic background. In their studies, they focused on education and
income level. As an addition in this study, there will also be a broader understanding of
citizen’s financial standing, such as employment standing and where they fall within the

income bracket.
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Voting base

When describing the voting base, it is based on the VEP population. The voting base is
divided into two different groups, VEP and VAP. VEP stands for voting-eligible population
while VAP stands for voting-age population. VAP includes everyone over 18 years old at the
Consensus Bureau count. The VEP however excludes non-eligible people such as convicted

felons (when applicable, states apply different laws towards convicted felons).

Voting laws

Despite the different reports of the outcome of early voting, this study will regard the effort
as being expansive. This law was put into place with the expectation of it increasing voter
turnout, and as this study will look at voting laws as a variable, | intend to use this effort as
expansive, even if it in some cases has the outcome as a restrictive voting law. This is also

how Brennan Center categorizes it.

As this study is focusing on the VEP population, it will not consider the voting laws

regarding people imprisoned, convicted felons or on parole as they are excluded in this thesis.

Method, design and material

Method

This study is divided into two studies, where the first part tries to explain voter turnout using
rational choice theory. For this part, a theory confirming method will be used. Theory
confirming is used when a method is applied on empirical material. In this method, the theory
is central while testing the theory on the chosen variables. The main objective for this method
is to either strengthen or weaken the theory chosen. Most often, this theory is used trying to
explain a hypothesis.

For the second part of this study, theory consuming method will be applied. Here, the
analysis units are the focus of the study, and the rational choice theory will be used as a tool
to better understand voter turnout. Since the study’s main objective is to find the variation
between the swing states, the theory consuming method will be used for the analysis. The

main objective of this study is not to develop a new or specifically test a current theory, but
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use the theory as a tool to better understand the voter turnout rate between swing states
(Esaiasson, Giljam, Oscarsson, & Wangrud, 42-44:2010).

As described by Esaiasson, et al. (43:2010), the difference between theory confirming and
theory consuming is a question about degree of argumentation. As rational choice theory will
be used in the analysis, it can still be argued that this study will either strengthen, or weaken

the theory.

Design and choice of analysis units

The approach for this study is to do a comparative case study. As the name implies, the study
is based on comparing cases to find the variation between the chosen analysis units and
explain why there is a difference between them. To be able to understand why there is a
difference in voter turnout between swing states, this study will approach a certain set of
swing states to test rational choice theory and the independent variables socioeconomic

background and voting laws.

To delimitate the swing states, | decided to use the most different system design and the most
similar system design. For these designs, it is preferred to use a limited, and strategically
chosen set of analysis units. As this study focuses on swing states within the United States,
the analysis units were limited even before the delimitation was made. As there are only a
few swing states, it is also preferred to use the most different and similar system design

compared to doing a major quantitative study (Esaiasson, et al., 112:2010).

The most similar design tries to explain two cases that are as similar as possible, except for
the dependent variable. It tries to describe what the analysis units have in common, and
where we can find differences to understand the difference in the dependent variable. We
know the difference of the dependent variable, but what are the similarities, and are there
other differences (Anckar, Denk, & Karvonen, 2013; Esaiasson, et al., 2010)?

The most different system design does the opposite, it tries to find analysis units that have the

same outcome in the dependent variable, but differs in the independent variable (Anckar, et
al., 2013). This theory will be applied as it is mostly used to test a theory. As rational choice

14



theory was chosen for this study, it will be a good measurement to test it in depth on the

chosen analysis units.

What distinguish these methods is the strategic selection of the analysis units. For the designs
to work the best way possible, it is necessary to find the most homogenic set of analysis units.
Therefore, the delimitation of swing states was made early. They all are states within the
United States and all have the same political system for electing the president. Also, all these
states are divided in support for the presidential candidate, compared to a more homogenic
state that leans Democratic or Republican. Because they are a swing state, all the citizens
have easier access to the election than in a safe state with all the media attention. However, to
make the most different and similar system designs as successful as possible, it is of
importance to gather as much information as possible about the analysis units before starting
the analysis (Esaiasson, et al., 2010). The argumentation of chosen units will therefore be

presented in the background section.

Material

For this study, most of the empirical material comes from official election data and credited
organizations and universities, such as Brennan Center, United States Elections Project and
the Secretary of State from each state. Brennan Center, as well as United States Elections
Project are both websites from credited universities, the first from New York University
School of Law and the latter University of Florida. The Secretary of State is a department
found in every state, with one of the core responsibilities to hold elections. Hence, they also

gather election information and archives all elections held in the state.

Another site that this study will heavily rely on is the Unites States Census Bureau. The
bureau is part of U.S. Department of Commerce and collects national statistics of the country,
such as size of population and economic growth (United States Census Bureau [USCB]).
Compared from the websites of Secretary of State, this site gathers data from all over the

country, not only statewide as the latter.
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Delimitation
As | gathered information about swing states and voter turnout, it was clear that a
delimitation was needed to be done early as this is a subject that can be as broad as one

prefers.

| decided early to limit the study to a few states, as the plan was to do a qualitative case study.
The workload to do a qualitative study with all the states in the United States would have
been unbearable (Esaiasson, et al., 2010). To engage the reader and to make the study
interesting from a political science perspective, the swing state aspect was added to limit the
amount of states. However, with twelve swing states, the workload would still be too great,
and therefore another delimitation of swing states was conducted. The argumentation for

which swing states chosen is argued later in the study under the background section.

| then decided which presidential elections to do the research on. The intention was to look at
two different presidential elections to neutralize the voter turnout that might happen for one
candidate and/or party. Starting with that argumentation, the criteria for what presidential
elections to study were: 1. Have one winner from each party, 2. Not be a mid-term election
with an incumbent president. These criterions were met for the 2016 and 2008 presidential
election. However, when doing an initiating overview at the voter participation, there was not
a major difference. Therefore, it was then decided to only study one presidential election as
two elections would not add any value. To make it more interesting and more current, this

thesis will study the 2016 presidential election.

For the choice of theory, the rational choice was applied. This is a well-used theory for
political science and was first introduced in the 1957 by Anthony Downs and furthered by

many scholars.

In the book To Vote or Not to Vote, Blais identifies three factors that may affect voter
turnout: 1. socioeconomic environment, 2. institutional setting (3/5 setting are linked to
voting laws) and party system (Blais., 24:2000). Since the party system is the same for all the
states, this study will not look at this factor and only focus on voting laws regarding
institutional settings. Socioeconomic environment and voting laws were also argued by Nie

and Verba and will therefore be the base for the analysis of this thesis.
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Other reasons for voter turnout are age and marital status. A married person is more likely to
vote than a single person. As described by Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980) the data shows

that the youngest and the eldest citizens are the ones who is least likely to vote.

Both Wolfinger and Rosenstone (38:1980) and Blais (2000) recognized that age and marital
status are major factors to voter turnout. However, these variables cannot be compared in the
same manner as socioeconomic background or voting laws. As this study tries to find
solutions to the voter turnout rate, these variables will be disregarded. One cannot change or
choose its age, we can only confirm the work of Wolfinger, Rosenstone and Blais, and same
with marital status. People do not get married to increase voter turnout, but marital status

does have an impact on voter turnout, not the other way around.

Background

This section will introduce rational choice theory through a theory confirming method. To
better guide this section, the hypothesis it will try to explain is: “If rational choice theory
would work and be applicable to voters in the United States, we should see the highest voter
turnout in swing states as their likelihood to cast the decisive vote is higher than in a safe

state”.

Swing states

Oxford dictionary defines a swing state as “A state where the two major political parties have
similar levels of support among voters, viewed as important in determining the overall result
of a presidential election”. In the definition itself, it can be understood the importance of a
swing state. Hence, the benefit to vote in a swing state is extensively greater than a vote from

its opposite, a so-called safe state.

As most states apply the winner takes it all system (except Maine), safe states are not of
interest for media to report on or political candidates to spend crucial time or campaign
money on, as they will most likely vote according to their historical pattern. Since safe states
does not get the same attention, their voter turnout should be generally lower according to
ration choice theory. As the steps of voting increases for safe states, the incentive to vote

should decrease at the same time.
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The term swing states is not a certain set of states, but is subjective to whomever study or
report on the case. Swing states, often used by media and analysts, do differ on which states
to consider as swing states. When creating a delimitation of swing states, | looked at some of
the most influential medias covering the presidential election in 2016. It was decided to look
at the definition made by four of the biggest media outlets; CNN, New York Times, Politico
and Washington Post. If a swing state was mentioned in at least two of these outlets, they
were included in this study. Based on this argument, the swing states this thesis will look at
are as follows: Arizona, Colorado, Florida, lowa, Michigan, Nevada, New Hampshire, North
Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Virginia, Wisconsin (Agiesta & Cohen, 2016; Mahtesian,
2016; Sargent 2016; Wasserman, 2016).

Table 1, Presidential election of 2016

Swing states | Safe states

65.6% 60.4%

Data based on total ballots counted of the VEP population. Data retrieved 2018 April 7 from USEP. Data from
the presidential election of 2016. Included in the swing states are: AZ, CO, FL, 1A, MI, NV, NH, NC, OH, PA,
VA, WI. In the metrics of safe states are the remaining U.S. states and DC.

The difference is clear, swing states vote in a higher regard than safe states, 5.6 percentages
to be exact. This supports the rational choice theory, the gain from voting for the citizens in
these states are higher than in a safe state. This is an interesting pattern, but it also just

supports the rational choice theory. So why is it that swing states vote in a higher regard?

One cause is that their vote has more weight than in a safe state. In New Hampshire, the
difference in the 2016 presidential election between Hillary Clinton (D) and Donald Trump
(R) was only 2,736 votes, or 47.6 % compared to 47.2 % (CNN, 2016). Compared to
Tennessee, a safe state, Trump (R) won with 61.1 % of the votes, compared to Clinton’s (D),
34.9 % (Agiesta & Cohen, 2016). Hence, political candidates and media have their interest in
New Hampshire rather than Tennessee. This is also where candidates spend most of their
time and budget, to persuade the voters, and get their supporters to cast a vote and rally the
so-called “get out the vote” drives (Beaulieu, 2012). By rational choice theory measures, the
cost of voting in swing states decreases with the attention these states get. They do not have
to seek political information as much as in a safe state, as their state will be filled with
political information, meetings and debates. If swing states have a lower cost of voting, do

they all vote in the same manner? Let us have a look.
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Table 2.1, Turnout rate for swing states, presidential election 2016

State VEP turnout rate
Arizona 56.2%
Colorado 72.1%
Florida 65.7%
lowa 69.0%
Michigan 65.7%
Nevada 57.3%

New Hampshire | 72.5%
North Carolina 65.2%

Ohio 64.2%
Pennsylvania 63.6%
Virginia 66.1%
Wisconsin 69.4%

Data collected from USEP, 2016.

The statistics show that there is a vast difference between swing states as well. The difference
between the lowest versus the highest is 16.2 percentages. Arizona in the bottom with 56.2 %
and New Hampshire with the highest voter turnout rate at 72.5 %. Explaining the difference
in voter turnout by only using Downs’ explanation of rational choice theory is not enough,
the result shows that there is something else that determines why citizens in Arizona votes in

a less regard than New Hampshire, but why?

If rational choice theory was to predict which swing states would vote in the highest regard, it
should be the states where the profit is the highest compared to the cost (Downs, 1957). To
find these states, | narrowed the study down to looking at swing states with:

e The highest electorates per capita

The Electoral College

An important factor in the United States election is the Electoral College process and how
many electorates each state holds. Officially, it is these who vote for the president, honoring
their state’s voter turnout. In the United States, there are 538 electorates, divided as described

below. This measurement shows the ultimate weight of voting, as the state with the highest
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voter weight do indeed have the most reason to vote, as their vote has a bigger impact than

the states with a lower voter weight.

Every tenth year, the Census Bureau of the United States conducts a population count. This
count is used to calculated how many electorates each state gets. As described, there is a
permanent number of 538 electorates. The first 100 electorates are based on the Senate,
where each state is represented by two Senate seats each. Regardless of size of the state or
population, each state will have a minimum of two electorates (votes). Based on the
population count, the remaining 438 electorates are divided accordingly to the population
count. Each elector represents the amount of seat(s) each state holds in the House of
Representative, plus the two Senate seats. The electors then honor the election outcome, and
they are the people who officially votes for the president later in the election year (National
Archives and Records Administration). This system benefits small states and can therefore be

described as these states’ voter weight being higher.

In Table 2.1, the electorates are stated. The Electoral College does not tell us anything by
itself, but it helps us calculate the voter weight for each state. To find the voter weight, | used
Dale R. Durran’s (2017) calculation, but modified it to fit this thesis structure. He calculates
it as follows:

“I divided each state’s electoral vote total by the total number of ballots cast in that state, and
then divided again by the exact fraction of an Electoral College vote accorded the average

voter-eligible population”.

This thesis will focus on all eligible voters (VEP), and therefore the latter part will read
“average voter-eligible population”. In the original calculation, Durran uses the latter part to
read “average American voter”. This calculation fits better as this study is trying to
understand the voter turnout from a rational choice theory perspective, which is a theory
applied before the election takes place, not a measurement and theory applied after the

election result.
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Table 2.2, Voter turnout presidential election 2016

State | Electoral colleges | Voter weight | Total ballots counted | VEP turnout rate
AZ 11 1.74 2,661,497 56.2 %
(6{0) 9 1.32 2,859,216 72.1%
FL 29 1.27 9,580,489 65.7 %
1A 6 1.59 1,581,371 69.0 %
MI 16 1.38 4,874,619 65.7 %
NC 15 1.32 4,769,640 65.2 %
NH 4 2.22 755,850 72.5%
NV 6 2.24 1,125,429 57.3%
OH 18 1.35 5,607,641 64.2 %
PA 20 1.36 6,165,478 63.6 %
VA 13 1.37 3,984,631 66.1 %
WI 10 141 2,976,150 69.4 %

Data collected from USEP, 2016.

Based on this, we can tell that Nevada and New Hampshire benefits most of the Electoral
College system, their votes weigh more than any of the others. In third place comes Arizona,
with a 0.48 score less. Considering their score, according to rational choice theory, these
swing states voter turnout should be the highest. This statement is true for New Hampshire,
but not for Nevada. Not only has Nevada the second lowest voter turnout by all swing states,
but its voter turnout is lower than the mean national average. What are the differences
between Nevada and New Hampshire that creates this difference in voter turnout that rational

choice theory cannot explain?

On the contrary, Colorado and Wisconsin have the highest voter turnout after New
Hampshire, yet their voter weight is considerably lower than New Hampshire’s, 0.9 and 0.81
lower. Since we cannot explain the difference only by observing the voter weight, we know
that the voter weight is not the only difference between these swing states. Even though the
cost of voting is higher for Colorado and Wisconsin than New Hampshire and Nevada, why

do these states vote in different regards?

According to Downs’ rational choice theory, Nevada and New Hampshire should vote in the

highest regard, however as shown above this is not the case. The hypothesis that swing states
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with the highest voter weight also has the highest voter turnout therefore falls short. Simply
looking at the statistics, we cannot explain the voter turnout by using the rational choice
theory for swing states. More variables must be applied to get a deeper understanding within
the differences of voter turnout.

Neither being a swing state nor voter weight can explain voter turnout from a rational choice
theory perspective, so this shows that rational choice theory, at least alone, cannot explain

voter turnout.

Analysis units

As described earlier, to find the analysis units, most different and similar system design will
be applied. The study will find the analysis units from the data presented in “Table 2.2, Voter
turnout presidential election 2016”. Usually when applying the most different and similar
system design, it is beneficial if more than one independent variable is known. However, for
this study only one variable will be taking into consideration before deciding on analysis
units, voter weight. As argued earlier, it should be noted that other variables were taking into
consideration earlier, all being a state within the Unites States, being swing states and the

states have the same access to information about the election.

The delimitation of analysis units was based on the data, but also argumentation made from
the rational choice theory perspective from the background section. For this study, voter
weight will continue being the interesting narrative of understanding voter participation. We
also know that rational choice theory, by itself, cannot explain voter turnout in swing states.
To be able to answer the research question, voter weight will continue being the most
reasonable value while choosing analysis units based on the most different and similar system
design. In the search of understanding voter participation in swing states, this helps to argue
from a rational choice theory perspective and applying the chosen independent variables:

socioeconomic background and voting laws.

As presented, the swing states that should have voted in the highest regard according to
rational choice theory, should have been the states with the highest voter weight. Here, the
first set of states are found. Using the most similar system design, we could either choose the

states with the highest or lowest voter weight. Since we are applying rational choice theory, it
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is of most interest to study the swing states with the highest voter weight. These states are
Nevada and New Hampshire. Not only do they almost have the same voter weight, there is
also a major difference in the voter turnout rate. New Hampshire is the swing state with the
highest turnout rate while Nevada has the second lowest. This will be the first set to study,

and the base line for choosing the two other sets.

For the two other sets, the study applies the most different system design trying to find a
difference in the dependent variable (turnout rate), but similar outcome in the known
independent variable (Anckar, et al., 2013). Finding analysis units using this design and
making this thesis interesting from a political science perspective, the two swing states with

the lowest and highest turnout rate will be analyzed.

Table 2.1 showed that the swing states with the lowest turnout rate was Arizona and Nevada,

whilst Colorado and New Hampshire had the highest turnout rate.

Arizona and Nevada are the swing states with the lowest turnout rate, with only a difference
of 1.1 percentages. However, the difference in the voter weight score was 0.5, a significant

difference since the highest score, held by Nevada, is 2.24.

Colorado and New Hampshire’s turnout rate were the highest, 72.1 % for the former and 72.5
% for the latter, a slim difference of 0.4 percentages. However, the difference in voter weight
is significant. As we know, New Hampshire’s voter weight is 2.22, second highest, while

Colorado’s voter weight is 1.32, second lowest.

Table 3, Summary of chosen analysis units

State | Electoral colleges | Voter weight | Total ballots counted | VEP turnout rate
AZ 11 1.74 2,661,497 56.2 %
0] 9 1.32 2,859,216 72.1%
NH 4 2.22 755,850 72.5%
NV 6 2.24 1,125,429 57.3%

Data collected from USEP, 2016.

As this study is focusing on voting participation in swing states, voter turnout will be the
dependent variable. The two independent variables to describe the variation of the dependent
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variable will be socioeconomic background and voting laws (Esaiasson et al., 54:2010).
Voter weight was used as an independent variable as well, however it was already known
before the study was made. This according to the most different and similar system design, as
the researcher needs to know one background variable or independent variable before
conducting the study (Anckar, et al., 2013).

Analysis

As described earlier, for this study three sets were chosen based on most different and similar
system design. Nevada and New Hampshire were chosen based on most similar system
design. For the other two sets, most different system design was applied. Arizona and Nevada
were chosen based on their low turnout rate, whilst Colorado and New Hampshire were
chosen based on their high turnout rate. Between the latter, there was a big difference in the

known independent variable, voter weight.

As the hypothesis of rational choice theory being able to explain voter participation in swing
states was disregarded, another explanation of voter turnout was required. The analysis will
therefore research if voting laws and socioeconomic background can better explain voter

turnout between swing states.

In the conclusion, I will summarize the findings of all the gathered data, to show a broader
perspective of the findings. From the analysis of these units, I will conclude what precautions

to take, if the goal is to increase voter participation.

Socioeconomic background
To better understand the numbers that will be presented below, | will firstly present the

average national data for the variables.

The official voter turnout for the presidential election of 2016 was 61.4 % (VAP) (USEP,
2016). In the US, the poverty threshold rate of 2016 was 13.1 % (USCB). As described
earlier, there is only a significant difference between poor and other, therefore 1 will only
divide the income brackets into the lowest levels and the rest. As there is a difference
between living under the poverty threshold and being poor, it is also if interest to analyze the
three poorest income brackets in this study. The percentage of people in households in the
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three lowest income brackets ($0 — $24,999), was 22.3 % (American Fact Finder [AFF]). The
unemployment rate was 4.9 % (AFF). Also, the median income for a family was $57,617
(Guzman, 2016).

Regarding educational attainment, people with a high school graduate or higher was 87.5 %

and people with a bachelor’s degree or higher was 31.3 % (AFF).

Nevada and New Hampshire

As we know, if rational choice theory would have played the biggest role if citizens decide to
vote or not, Nevada and New Hampshire would vote in the highest regard. Not only are they
swing states, their vote also weights the most in regard to the voter weight. There are no other
states that have as good prerequisites as these two. However, the difference could not be
greater. The voting participation in Nevada was 57.3 %, compared to New Hampshire at 72.5

% (USEP). Below is the comparison.

Table 4.1, Economic background 2016

. Three lowest

Voter Median income : Unemployment
State Poverty level | income brackets

turnout | (household) level

(household)

NH 72.50 % $70,936 6.80 % 15.80 % 2.80 %
NV 57.30 % $55,180 11.50 % 21.20 % 5.70 %
US. | 61.40% $57,617 13.10 % 22.30 % 4.90 %

Data collected from Guzman, USCB, USEP.

Viewing the statistics of the poverty rate between the states, there is a significant difference
here too. Both states are below the national poverty level, where Nevada had a poverty level
of 11.5 %, while New Hampshire’s poverty level was considerate lower, 6.8 % (USCB). This
is a percentage difference of 4.7. Also, the percentage of people with a household income in
the three lowest brackets was 21.2 % for Nevada, while in New Hampshire the number was
15.8 % (AFF). The unemployment rate in Nevada was 5.7 %, while New Hampshire was at
2.8 % (AFF).
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There is also a vast difference in the median income between the two states. Median in
Nevada reached $55,180, and in New Hampshire $70,936 (Guzman, 2016). Here, Nevada is
below the national average while New Hampshire is well above.

Table 4.2, Educational attainment 2016

—_— Voter Educational attainment — high Educational attainment —
turnout | school graduate or higher bachelor’s degree or higher
NH 72.50 % 92.80 % 36.6 %
NV 57.30 % 86.00 % 23.5%
US. |6140% 87.50 % 31.3%

Data collected from USCB.

Regarding educational attainment, there are major differences. Nevada only had 86 % of their
population with a high school diploma or higher, while New Hampshire had a rate of 92.8 %.
The difference with people with a bachelor’s degree is even more significant. Nevada only
had a rate of 23.5 % while New Hampshire’s rate was 36.6 % (AFF). Here, the difference is
13.1 percentages. The difference is almost as large as the voter turnout difference of 15.2
percentages. We can certainly see the connection between education level and voter turnout.
Nevada had a lower score compared to the national average, while New Hampshire was well

over.

Analyzing the socioeconomic data, Nevada scores lower in every single aspect. Nevada is
also close to being below the national average on almost every data point, except poverty
level and the three lowest income brackets. This also follows the trend that Nevada’s turnout
rate is lower than the national average, and the average for safe states. This argues that the
SES model works better to explain the voter turnout than rational choice theory.

Colorado and New Hampshire

Applying the most different system design and studying the two states with the highest voter
turnout, the data shows Colorado at 72.1 %, and New Hampshire at 72.5 % (USEP). With
similar voter participation, the socioeconomic prerequisites should be about the same if the

SES model works (Nie & Verba, 1972). While looking at statistics, this is not completely an
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accurate statement. As we know from earlier paragraph, New Hampshire’s poverty level was
at 6.8 %, while Colorado had a higher rate of 9.2 % (USCB).

Table 5.1, Economic background 2016

Three lowest

Voter Median income : Unemployment
State Poverty level | income brackets
turnout | (household) level
(household)
CO 72.10 % $65,685 9.20 % 18.10 % 3.20 %
NH 72.50 % $70,936 6.80 % 15.80 % 2.80 %
US. | 61.40% $57,617 13.10 % 22.30 % 4.90 %

Data collected from Guzman, USCB, USEP.

Both states are well above average of median income, Colorado’s median income at $65,685,

and again New Hampshire’s at $70,936 (Guzman, 2016). The unemployment rate in
Colorado was 3.2 %, while in New Hampshire a low of 2.8 % (AFF). Colorado had 18.1 % in

the three lowest income brackets compared to New Hampshire at 15.8 % (AFF).

Analyzing the educational attainment, both states had impressive numbers. 91.4 % of

Colorado’s citizen had a high school diploma or higher, compared to New Hampshire’s 92.8

%. Both well above the national average of 87.5 %. Same goes for citizens with a bachelor’s

degree or higher, impressive 39.9 % for Colorado and 36.6 % for New Hampshire (AFF).

Table 5.2, Educational attainment 2016

. Voter Educational attainment — high | Educational attainment —

turnout | school graduate or higher bachelor’s degree or higher
0] 72.10 % 91.40 % 39.9%
NH 72.50 % 92.80 % 36.6 %
US. |6140% 87.50 % 31.3%

Data collected from USCB.

The SES model works almost seamlessly, as it follows the pattern. The more well-educated,

and the higher income level, the higher voter turnout. Even though New Hampshire’s voter
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turnout only is 0.4 percentages higher, the analysis shows that New Hampshire has a higher

ranking in all independent variables measured, except citizens with a bachelor’s degree.

Arizona and Nevada

Their voter turnout, both below the national average, shows Arizona’s voter participation rate
at 56.2 % and Nevada 57.3 % (USEP). While these swing states stand out being below the
national average, there is still a 1.1 percentage difference between the two states. If following

the same pattern as the two earlier sets, we should see better data for Nevada than Arizona.

Table 6.1, Economic background 2016

- Three lowest

Voter Median income : Unemployment
State Poverty level | income brackets

turnout | (household) level

(household)

AZ 56.20 % $53,558 16.60 % 23.30 % 5.40 %
NV 57.30 % $55,180 11.50 % 21.20 % 5.70 %
US. | 61.40% $57,617 13.10 % 22.30 % 4.90 %

Data collected from Guzman, USCB, USEP.

Comparing the poverty level, the difference is astonishing. As showed earlier, Nevada had a
poverty rate of 11.5 %, well below the national average. Arizona on the other side had a
poverty rate of 16.6 %, 3.5 percentages over the national average (USCB). Arizona had 23.3
% of people in the three lowest income brackets while Nevada had, 21.2 % (AFF). Lower,
but it is still a high percentage. Also, the unemployment rate of Nevada as we know was 5.7
%, at the same time 5.4 % in Arizona (AFF).

However, when it comes to the median income, the difference is not as sharp. The median

income in Arizona was $53,558, while Nevada was at $55,180 (Guzman, 2016). Again, here
both states are below the national average.
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Table 6.2, Educational attainment 2016

—_— Voter Educational attainment — high Educational attainment —
turnout | school graduate or higher bachelor’s degree or higher
AZ 56.20 % 86.70 % 28.9 %
NV 57.30 % 86.00 % 23.5%
US. |61.40% 87.50 % 31.3%

Data collected from USCB.

The national average for a high school diploma was 87.5 %, and both states are under that.
Arizona had a rate of 86.7 % while Nevada had a rate of 86 %. However, looking at
bachelor’s degree or higher, Nevada’s rate drops to 23.5 %, while Arizona had a rate of 28.9
% of the population with a bachelor’s degree or higher (AFF).

Nevada had a 1.1 percentage higher voter turnout than Arizona, and while looking at different
perspectives of socioeconomic background, the data shows Nevada having better

prerequisites than Arizona, except for education.

For socioeconomic impact, financial standing can better explain voter turnout than
educational attainment. As seen in set two, educational attainment cannot explain voter
turnout as good as financial standings. Rather, educational attainment does not follow the

voter turnout rate as seamlessly as financial standings.

Voting laws
Compared to socioeconomic background, there is no national average compiled, as voting
laws are decided on a state level, not a federal level (except minimum requirements listed in

earlier chapter). For this part of the analysis, I will solely rely on comparing the sets.

Nevada and New Hampshire

Comparing the two states, there is one law that stands out the most: election day registration.

As described by Brennan Center, one of the most impactful voting laws is if a citizen can
register to vote on election day. In New Hampshire, with a relative high voter participation,

there is a possibility to register on election day, however not in Nevada (New Hampshire
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Secretary of State [NHS0S]; Nevada Secretary of State [NS0S]). Not only do you have to
register before election day in Nevada, but the cut off time to do so varies based on your
choice to register. A citizen must register 28 days before election day by mail, 21 days before

in person and 19 days before if you choose to do it online (NSoS).

However, before the general election of 2016, New Hampshire implemented stricter ID laws,
something that has been a trend in many states in recent years. To be said about this law is
that a citizen does not need to get an ID if the person does not have one, but a photo will be
taken at the polling station (National Conference of State Legislature). This is a major
difference compared to getting an ID. Why many Americans do not have an ID is because of
the cost of it, it is simply too expensive to get an ID card. The cost of voting increases
significantly if this would be needed. The cost of voting increases as the time at the polling
station would increase, but only slightly so, and there would not be a monetary cost
associated with the new stricter ID law. According to rational choice theory, this should make

the cost of voting higher, yet this is not shown in the voter turnout for New Hampshire.

Except the law of thorough check-in if no ID is presented, voting laws from a rational choice
theory perspective can be argued. Nevada has the most restrictive voting laws, which means
that the effort to vote increases. As Brennan Center stated, this has the largest impact on voter
turnout, and should therefore be seen as a high increase of cost of voting. While New

Hampshire, who has a much lower cost of voting, sees a higher voter turnout.

Colorado and New Hampshire
Two swing states that vote in a high regard, are there any differences in their voting laws? As
described in the earlier set, New Hampshire enforces election day registration, and so does

Colorado.

Early voting is not possible in New Hampshire, and the Secretary of State has taken an active
stand on not allowing it (NHSoS). As some studies have shown, voter turnout decreases when
carly voting is allowed, which is the Secretary of State’s standpoint (Steinhauser, 2018). That
also means that New Hampshire does not approve mail in ballots. Here, Colorado takes a
whole different standpoint. Mail in ballots are something that Colorado approves, and

encourages its citizens to do. The citizens of Colorado also have the possibility to cast their

30



vote early in person (Colorado Secretary of State [CS0S]; NHSo0S). Since the research done

on early voting is split, both Secretary of States’ can argue for their cause.

However, this thesis standpoint is that not allowing early voting as restrictive, which would
mean with rational choice theory that it increases the cost of voting. If applying rational
choice theory to voting laws, voter turnout should have been lower in New Hampshire, which
the data has shown is false. Therefore, the theory can be discarded as an explanation to voter

turnout in this case.

Arizona and Nevada

For the two states with the lowest voter turnout, there is also a pattern. Both states have
multiple options to register to vote; in person, by mail or online. The information is clearly
stated on both states’ websites, and instructions are clear (Arizona Secretary of State [AS0S];

NSoS).

As stated earlier by Brennan Center (2016), one of their biggest issues of restrictive voting is
whether a citizen can register to vote on election day. This is not a possibility for either of the
states. In Arizona, the deadline is 29 days before the election day, while as we know, Nevada
has a confusing timeline with different dates depending on how you register: 28 days by mail,

21 days in person and 19 days online (ASoS; NSoS).

Early voting is available in both states, however in Arizona a citizen must go through several
steps to request an early ballot. Nevada however makes it easier explaining it on their website
how to cast an early ballot (ASoS; NSoS). As this information is something you have to look
up yourself, this does increase your cost of voting, according to rational choice theory. As

such, the cost of voting is higher in Arizona than in Nevada.
Another step that Arizona took during the 2016 election was to reduce the amount of polling
stations open on primary election day. This caused a massive line for hours, which most

likely discouraged people to vote in the general election (Brennan Center, 2016).

In 1993, Bernard Grofman argued that when barriers to registration are steep, the turnout is

lower (Blais 11:2000). This certainly explain the low voter turnout for both states as their cut
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of time to register to vote is weeks, if not a month prior to the election. This support the

rational choice theory, the more restrictive voting laws, the higher the cost of voting.

Conclusion
This study tried to explain the following question:

- Why is there a variation in voter turnout between swing states in the United States?

To be able to do so, the study started applying the rational choice theory on the swing states,
but this could not explain why we saw a difference in voter participation. To be able to
answer the question, the independent variables were added. First when the independent
variables were added an explanation of the difference was achieved. It made it clear that the
rational choice theory is an exception, while the independent variables are the rule to

understand voter turnout.

If rational choice theory was the only explanation to why citizens vote, we should have seen
the highest voter turnout in the swing states studied. As described, this is far away from the
truth. Even though these states get all the attention from the presidential candidates, as well
as the influence of media outlets that persuades the voters that they could actually cast the
decisive vote, we still cannot explain the result for the swing states solely by using rational
choice theory. Yes, New Hampshire has one more advantage than the rest of the swing states,
it is the smallest swing state and in the presidential race the difference was only 2,736 votes.
Yet, the outcome of the voter turnout for all the states can be relied on factors described by
Blais, and Nie and Verba; socioeconomic background and voting laws. The incentives of
socioeconomic background and voting laws plays too much of a roll, not to play a part
whether a citizen will vote or not, regardless how high P is and how low C is, even in a swing
state. When summarizing the data into a table, it makes it clearer. The opportunities and
prerequisites citizens have in life will determine if (s)he will vote or not. First, presented

below is the data for economic background.
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Table 7.1, Economic background 2016

Median Three lowest
Voter : : Unemployment
State income Poverty level | income brackets
turnout level
(household) (household)
AZ 56.20 % $53,558 16.60 % 23.30 % 5.40 %
CO 72.10 % $65,685 9.20 % 18.10 % 3.20 %
NH 72.50 % $70,936 6.80 % 15.80 % 2.80 %
NV 57.30 % $55,180 11.50 % 21.20 % 5.70 %
u.s. 61.40 % $57,617 13.10 % 22.30 % 4.90 %

Data collected from Guzman, USCB, USEP.

The economic background for citizens in each swing state almost perfectly follow the trend
of voting. Nevada and Arizona, whose voter participation was lower than the national
average, also has a lower average in most data points provided above, while New Hampshire
and Colorado perform above the national average on every data point. Most often, they are
well above the national average, consistently with the voter turnout. This undermines the
rational choice theory, if the theory was true, the four swing states’ voter turnouts should

have been above the national average, as they have the same prerequires in consideration.

Table 7.2, Educational attainment 2016

- Voter Educational attainment — high Educational attainment —
turnout | school graduate or higher bachelor’s degree or higher
AZ 56.20 % 86.70 % 28.9 %
0] 72.10 % 91.40 % 39.9%
NH 72.50 % 92.80 % 36.6 %
NV 57.30 % 86.00 % 23.5%
uU.S. 61.40 % 87.50 % 31.3%

Data collected from USCB.

For educational attainment, the data shows almost the same pattern as the economical
background. Besides Arizona’s bachelor’s degree attainment, Arizona and Nevada are below

again, while Colorado and New Hampshire are above in every data point.
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As described, the one thing Colorado and New Hampshire have in common regarding voting
laws is the possibility to register to vote on election day. This was also described by Brennan

Center as one of the major variables for an increased voter participation.

However, rational choice theory can help us argue for the socioeconomic background and
voting law perspective. The more restrictive voting laws, the higher the cost of voting. Not
only can voting laws come with financial expenses, but also as a time-consuming expense
such as applying for an ID card and paying for it. Often, this means you must take time off
work as ID cards can only be done during normal business hours (Arizona Department of
Transportation, Nevada Department of Transportation). Therefore, according to rational
choice theory, we should have seen a lower voter turnout in Arizona and Nevada, which is

true.

The assumption was that all swing states should vote in the same regard, because their vote
has the potential to be the decisive vote, something that sets them apart from a safe state.
When you regard the socioeconomic background for every individual, this may not always be
the only decision the rational person has to make. As we know, Arizona and Nevada’s
financial standard and educational attainment level is lower than in Colorado and New
Hampshire. This often means that if you have financial restraint, you may have to take
another job, another shift to make a living. That means you will not have time to absorb the
information about the election that is given to you, even though it is easily accessible. You
may not have time to go to a townhall debate, or follow the broadcasted speech. Even though
the information is more accessible in a swing state than in a safe state, the citizen might
decide to not prioritize the presidential election, because of their socioeconomic and financial
standing. And, if unlucky, (s)he is a citizen of either Arizona and Nevada and do decide to

consume some information, it might be too late to register to vote.

Also, in Arizona and Nevada, rational choice theory is not given a fair chance. As the
presidential campaign intensifies in the month prior to the election, the citizens of these
swing states do not have a chance to even vote, if they are not registered to vote before the
cut off time. These citizens might absorb information in the upcoming days of the election
and would have wanted the opportunity to vote, however due to restriction to register to vote,
they cannot vote on election day. They could, or at least be very close, to throw the deciding

vote in an election. Statistics from the presidential election shows that the difference in
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Nevada was only 2.4 %, or 26,434 votes. In New Hampshire, it was a 0.4 percentage
difference, or 2,736 votes. These states are called a swing state for a reason — every vote

matter and can swing the entire country (Catanese, 2016).

The data shows that socioeconomic background and voting laws can explain voter turnout in
swing states, and therefore, this study concludes that there is no difference in why people
vote in swing states and the so-called safe states. The same variables effect voter turnout in

both cases.

According to Downs’ rational choice theory, this study should have shown that all swing
states vote in a higher regard, yet this hypothesis was disregarded early. Better yet, it should
have shown that the swing states with the absolute most reason to vote, with the highest voter
weight, should have followed the same pattern, yet this was not the case either. The clear
example was Nevada and New Hampshire. This set shows that regardless of the rational

choice theory opportunity, socioeconomic background and voting laws plays a larger role.

If the goal is to increase voter participation, the same suggestion goes for both safe and swing
states, we cannot see a difference. States should prioritize education and bring people out of

poverty.

As Blais (2000) argues in his book, rational choice theory should not be discarded completely
because it cannot explain voter turnout fully, but find the parts of the theory that can help us
understand voter turnout. As the theory might be more an exception than a rule, both rational
choice theory and the independent variables both helps to understand New Hampshire’s voter
turnout. Not only does the state have expansive voting laws and high standards of
socioeconomic background, one vote might actually swing the voter outcome. As been
argued for rational choice theory, it works better in smaller election, hence New Hampshire
with a total ballot count of 755,850 votes (NHSoS). Regarding New Hampshire’s citizens
argument for voting, I would certainly not disregard the rational choice theory effect. Not
only can socioeconomic background and voting laws understand the voter turnout, but all the
characteristics for rational choice theory can also be applied. The election in New Hampshire
2016 was extremely close, and this would argue that the minimax regret theory works in the

state.
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There might be a paradox of voting, but I believe for the citizens of the great state of New
Hampshire, the theory might just work, even though this might be an exception, and the

theory should not be completely discarded as critics might want.

Future research

In November of 2018, Nevada approved a law regarding automatic voter registration (AVR).
This means that every citizen who interact with a government department will automatically
be registered to vote, if the person do not actively decline this offer. To further this study in a
macro perspective, it would be interesting to see the long-term changes of the AVR voting
law approved in Nevada on the effects of voter turnout. Research has shown it has a positive
impact on voter participation, and Nevada would be a great state to study as their voter

participation is low (Brennan Center, 2016).
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