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Introduction

By the end of this session, students should recall the following:

• What political participation looks like,

• Why individuals do or do not participate in politics,

• How the costs and benefits of political participation are
determined, and

• How participation is linked to public policy-making.
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What is Political Participation?

• Broadly, action to
affect policy

• Examples?
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A Puzzle: Why Participate?

• What are the Costs to
participation?

• What are the benefits of
participation?

• What is the likelihood your
participation “matters”?
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Let’s Think about This More Rigorously

• Let U(v) denote the utility you receive from voting (though
we could generalize to other types of participation).

• Let p denote the probability your vote is “pivotal.”

• Let B denote the benefits you derive from your preferred
candidate winning.

• Let C denote the costs you pay to cast a ballot.

U(v) = pB − C

• Vote if pB ≥ C.

• Is voting rational?
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National Participation in American Elections
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The Voting Paradox

• We see people participating all
the time

• But if voting is “irrational,”
why do we observe this
behavior?
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The Voting Paradox: Redux

• Let D denote the utility individuals derive simply from the act
of casting a ballot.

• We can think of this as fulfilling a “Civic Duty.”

U(v) = pB − C +D

• Vote if pB +D ≥ C
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Let’s Unpack Our Voting Equation

• What affects the individual
values of the elements of our
equation?
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Participation When Vote Power is High

• Battleground states

• Elections with few
elligible voters

• Small groups: church,
union, etc.
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Participation When Benefits are High

• Vote buying

• Spoils system

• Selective benefits

• Social Security
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Participation among American Voters, by Age
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Participation among American Voters, by Income
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Participation When Costs are High

• Bad weather

• Long lines

• Informational costs

• Education

• Opportunity costs
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Participation among American Voters, by Education
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Participation when Duty is High

• Rally-’round-the-flag effects

• A sticker effect?
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Government Efforts to Raise Costs to Voting

• Poll taxes

• Literacy/understanding tests

• Restrictive time/manner
laws

• Felony restrictions

• Mandatory voting?

• Voter ID laws?
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A Closer Look: Voter Fraud and ID Laws

• What does “voter fraud”
look like?

• How often does it occur?

• Should we be concerned
about the integrity of the
vote?

• Should we be concerned
about an election getting
“rigged”?
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Voter ID Laws
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Frequency of Voter Fraud?
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Government Efforts to Lower Costs to Voting

• Motor-voter laws

• Automatic registration

• Same-day registration

• Mail-in or absentee ballots

• Early voting

• Fifteenth Amendment

• Nineteenth Amendment

• Voting Rights Act of 1965

• Twenty-Sixth Amendment
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Participation in American Elections, by Race
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Participation and Same-Day Registration
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Conclusion

• Political participation is a bit of a paradox.

• But understanding what affects voters’ propensity to
participate can help us to better understand that paradox.

• This means understanding the costs and benefits of
participation.

• Government, non-public sources, and individuals themselves
affect these costs and benefits.

• Knowing who shows up is critical to understanding American
public policy-making.
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