Voter Turnout Implications of the Shrinking Battleground
A FairVote Factsheet, February 2012
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The implications of our analysis of the shrinking battleground in American presidential elections go beyond which party might win the next election: they go to the heart of American democracy. Consider the impact of the current Electoral College system on voter participation.
Voter turnout now and over time

The current two-tier system of electing the president is creating a culture of political have’s and have-not’s that will likely affect voter participation rates in battleground states and spectator states for generations to come. With only a small number of battleground states, and a closely divided electorate, it becomes increasingly likely that future elections will be decided by some combination of the same states that decided the 2004 and 2008 elections.

Thus, meaningful suffrage – the ability to go to a poll and cast a vote for a candidate without effective foreknowledge of the electoral outcome in that state – will be restricted to citizens in a small number of highly contentious states that represent perhaps a quarter of the nation’s electorate. The parties and their backers will spend hundreds of millions of dollars to register and mobilize these voters. The rest of the nation will be spectators to the election, ignored by the campaigns.

The impact on voter turnout is already pronounced. In the 12 most competitive states in 2004, turnout was 63%, up from 54% in 2000. In the 12 most lopsided states, turnout was 53%, up from 51% in 2000. The gap in turnout between these two state groupings soared from 3% to 10%. The turnout disparity was 6% in 2008, but was heavily influenced by the unique appeal of Barack Obama’s campaign that boosted turnout in states where neither major party campaign sought votes.
Without reform, the effect on differential turnout will likely expand over time. Young Americans becoming eligible to vote will be treated quite differently based on where they live, with far more intense efforts to register and mobilize newly eligible voters in battleground states. Mark Franklin’s recent seminal work on voter participation (Voter Turnout and the Dynamics of Electoral Competition in Established Democracies Since 1945) provides an analysis of voter turnout and factors affecting it in more than two dozen nations over several generations. Franklin finds that voting behavior is often established by what a person does in the first elections after becoming eligible to vote. The “imprint” of whether one votes typically lasts a lifetime.

We already can see dramatic evidence of the impact of our two-tiered system in youth participation rates. According to the University of Maryland-based organization CIRCLE, in 2000 a slim majority (51%) of young voters (age 18-29) turned out in battleground states, while only 38% of young voters in the rest of the country went to the polls. 
In 2004 the gap between youth turnout in battleground and non-competitive states widened. CIRCLE found that 64.4% of young people voted in ten battleground states. Their turnout was only slightly less than the average swing state turnout of 66.1%, showing that young adults were mobilized to vote where their votes clearly mattered. (Note that CIRCLE’s numbers are based on survey data. Surveys slightly inflate turnout numbers for all groups.)

The story was very different in the rest of the country. Only 47.6% of 18-29 year olds voted in the other forty states and the District of Columbia. This is fully 17% below the turnout rates of youth voters in battleground states and much farther below the average turnout for older voters (58.9%) in these non-battleground states. Although this disparity narrowed in 2008, it remained – and again, was influenced by the unique appeal of the Obama campaign in 2008, especially to young people.

CIRCLE also provides information on the change in youth turnout in each state since 18-year olds were first allowed to vote. While overall there was a 5% decrease in young voter (age 18-24) participation between 1972 
and 2004 (despite an uptick in 2004), every single one of the ten states with the sharpest decrease is a solid spectator state, with five firmly Republican and five firmly Democrat in presidential elections. 
Table.  Ten states with the sharpest decline in voter participate from 1972 to 2004 for voters age 18 to 24.


Change in youth 
Partisan Status

State

turnout, 1972-2004
in 2004
California
-18% points

Comfortable D

Connecticut
-16% points

Comfortable D

Idaho

-17% points

Landslide R

Illinois

-17% points

Comfortable D

Indiana

-14% points

Landslide R

Kansas

-19% points

Landslide R

Massachusetts
-14% points

Landslide D

Nebraska
-19% points

Landslide R

New York
-12% points

Landslide D

Utah

-19% points

Landslide R

United States
-5% points

N/A

More elections with these kinds of disparities will make it very likely that turnout in current non-battleground states will stay well below turnout in current battleground states for decades even if we were to change the current Electoral College system and provide a fair, one-person, one-vote presidential election.
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2004

		Category		Total Vote		Voting Age		Turnout

		US as a whole		122293332		217730651.378205		56.17%

		12 Closest States		37409603		59113800.5386524		63.28%

		39 Other States		84883729		158616850.839552		53.51%

		12 Least Competitve States		18,259,038		34547695		52.85%

		12 Largest States		69,955,480		129585322.56068		53.98%

		12 Largest Nonswing States		61958204		118066878.468725		52.48%

		The Confederacy (incl KY, MO)		39,637,746		73134283.329054		54.20%

		Red States		62,388,767		111662719.638629		55.87%

		Blue States		59,904,565		106067931.739576		56.48%

		Nonswing Red States		43,927,920		81264487.4660299		54.06%

		Nonswing Blue States		40,955,809		77352363.3735224		52.95%

		04 Report Swing States		41502552		66290830.7281295		62.61%

		00 Report Swing States		45102737		72155635.7270135		62.51%

		04 Report Uncompetitive States		26,399,517		50527043.1492704		55.50%

		00 Report Uncompetitive States		26613270		50856239.8058959		52.33%

				2000		2004

		12 most competitive states		54.20%		63.28%

		12 least competitive states		51.17%		52.85%





Chart1

		Battleground Status		Battleground Status		Battleground Status



39 Spectator States

50 States plus DC

12 Battleground States

Percentage of population

Voter Turnout in the 2000 Election

0.4902022465

0.5037683525

0.5420451731



Chart3

		Battleground Status		Battleground Status



12 most competitive states

12 least competitive states

Percentage of voting age population

2000 Election: Battleground states have higher voter turnout

0.542

0.5117



Chart6

		2000		2000		2000

		2004		2004		2004



39 Spectator States

50 States plus DC

12 Battleground States

Battleground status affects voter turnout

0.4902022465

0.5037683525

0.5420451731

0.5351495037

0.5616725584

0.6328404308



2000

		Category		Total Vote		Voting Age		Turnout

		US as a whole		105417258		209257404.676356		50.38%

		12 Closest States		29681238		54757867.9248403		54.20%

		39 Other States		75,736,020		154499536.751516		49.02%

		12 Least Competitve States		13625279		26627700.2392509		51.17%

		12 Largest States		60187203		124396578.407589		48.38%

		00 Report Swing States		37976292		69457430.1977322		54.68%

		00 Report Uncompetitive States		22339361		46137714.1066534		48.42%

				2000		2004

		50 States plus DC		50.38%		56.17%

		12 Battleground States		54.20%		63.28%

		39 Spectator States		49.02%		53.51%

		12 most competitive states		54.20%

		12 least competitive states		51.17%

		Dc		553523		50%		276,761.50

		Utah		2389039		57.70%		1,378,475.50

		Wyoming		506529		64.10%		324,685.09

		Idaho		1393262		60.20%		838,743.72

		Nebraska		1747214		60%		1,048,328.40

		Oklahoma		3523553		55.60%		1,959,095.47

		North Dakota		634366		64.20%		407,262.97

		Alabama		4530182		55.50%		2,514,251.01

		Alaska		655435		68%		445,695.80

		Kansas		2735502		58.60%		1,603,004.17

		Mass.		6416505		58.90%		3,779,321.45

		Texas		22490022		46.70%		10,502,840.27

				47,575,132.00		0.5271339101		25,078,465.36





Youth

		2000 Election

		National		36.59%

		Swing		36.73%

		Nonswing		36.53%

		2004 Election

		National		47.44%

		Swing		51.56%

		Nonswing		45.08%

				2000 turnout		state populations		population of youth vote

		Alabama		44%		4,447,100		1,956,724.00

		Alaska		63%		626,932		394,967.16

		Arizona		28%		5,130,632		1,436,576.96

		Arkansas		40%		2,673,400		1,069,360.00

		California		44%		33,871,648		14,903,525.12

		Colorado		36%		4,301,261		1,548,453.96

		Connecticut		49%		3,405,565		1,668,726.85

		Delaware		50%		783,600		391,800.00

		District of Columbia		57%		572,059		326,073.63

		Florida		41%		15,982,378		6,552,774.98

		Georgia		41%		8,186,453		3,356,445.73

		Hawaii		22%		1,211,537		266,538.14

		Idaho		41%		1,293,953		530,520.73

		Illinois		47%		12,419,293		5,837,067.71

		Indiana		35%		6,080,485		2,128,169.75

		Iowa		50%		2,926,324		1,463,162.00

		Kansas		41%		2,688,418		1,102,251.38

		Kentucky		39%		4,041,769		1,576,289.91

		Louisiana		49%		4,468,976		2,189,798.24

		Maine		60%		1,274,923		764,953.80

		Maryland		42%		5,296,486		2,224,524.12

		Massachusetts		47%		6,349,097		2,984,075.59

		Michigan		44%		9,938,444		4,372,915.36

		Minnesota		54%		4,919,479		2,656,518.66

		Mississippi		48%		2,844,658		1,365,435.84

		Missouri		36%		5,595,211		2,014,275.96

		Montana		46%		902,195		415,009.70

		Nebraska		37%		1,711,263		633,167.31

		Nevada		35%		1,998,257		699,389.95

		New Hampshire		37%		1,235,786		457,240.82

		New Jersey		42%		8,414,350		3,534,027.00

		New Mexico		28%		1,819,046		509,332.88

		New York		42%		18,976,457		7,970,111.94

		North Carolina		34%		8,049,313		2,736,766.42

		North Dakota		62%		642,200		398,164.00

		Ohio		42%		11,353,140		4,768,318.80

		Oklahoma		41%		3,450,654		1,414,768.14

		Oregon		47%		3,421,399		1,608,057.53

		Pennsylvania		36%		12,281,054		4,421,179.44

		Rhode Island		46%		1,048,319		482,226.74

		South Carolina		43%		4,012,012		1,725,165.16

		South Dakota		27%		754,844		203,807.88

		Tennessee		28%		5,689,283		1,592,999.24

		Texas		37%		20,851,820		7,715,173.40

		Utah		42%		2,233,169		937,930.98

		Vermont		36%		608,827		219,177.72

		Virginia		49%		7,078,515		3,468,472.35

		Washington		45%		5,894,121		2,652,354.45

		West Virginia		36%		1,808,344		651,003.84

		Wisconsin		56%		5,363,675		3,003,658.00

		Wyoming		48%		493,782		237,015.36

				41.77%		281,421,906		117,536,444.63






