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Voting Together

If you were to ask most American citizens why they voted (or did not 
vote) in the last election, their explanations of their own choices would 
almost certainly take the form of a few familiar stories. One voter might 
speak of his deep and abiding interest in politics; another might speak 
passionately about her desire to see the right person win. A third might 
have little interest in the election yet still feel the pull of patriotism or 
civic duty, and yet another might worry that his family or coworkers 
would think less of him if he failed to make it to the polls. The stories of 
nonvoters would be similarly familiar stories. One would likely bemoan 
the fact that deadlines at work or long lines at the polling station had 
kept her from participating, another would rattle off a list of objection-
able actions taken by politicians, and yet another might wistfully reply 
that people like him did not really matter anyway.

Surprisingly, such stories, writ large, form the basis of most schol-
arly explanations of variation in voter turnout. Voters, compared with 
nonvoters, are more likely to find politics interesting and less likely to 
find participation prohibitively costly. Strong partisans who care about 
election outcomes are more likely to vote than weak partisans or inde-
pendents who care less about the results. Voters are more likely than 
nonvoters to have the education and skills needed to register and fig-
ure out how to get to the polls and cast a ballot. Finally, citizens are 
more likely to vote if their family, friends, and housemates are voting as 
well. Traditional theoretical explanations are cast in terms of individual 
desires, motives, beliefs, and utilities: People who want to vote and are 
able to vote are more likely to vote, whereas those lacking the desire or 
the ability will abstain.
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This book argues that such explanations are at best partial and at 
worst biased explanations of variation in political participation because 
they fail to account for the impact of social context. Individual reasoning 
does not take place within a social vacuum, but depends in various ways 
on the actions and opinions of other people. When individual decisions 
are (even in part) conditional or interdependent, the structure of social 
ties has the power to shape social outcomes to a much larger degree than 
previously recognized. Therefore, to avoid bias, explanations of variation 
in political participation and other social phenomena must go beyond 
stories about isolated individuals to incorporate the potential impact of 
social interaction on social outcomes.

This is not an idle concern for researchers and policy makers, as the 
omission of social structure and social interaction limits our ability to 
understand the fundamental mechanisms through which the demographic 
correlates of American voter turnout drive participation. Over the years, 
political scientists have documented almost no change in the empirical 
predictors of turnout. Immigrants, minorities, young people, the uned-
ucated, the poor, and the politically disinterested are systematically less 
likely to vote than those with higher social status (i.e., wealthy, white, and 
highly educated citizens), much as Merriam and Gosnell (1924) estab-
lished close to a century ago. (Churchgoers and members of voluntary 
organizations have since been added to the list of turnout predictors.) 
Education, the most powerful predictor of turnout, is often described 
as enhancing benefits or reducing costs (see, e.g., Verba, Schlozman, and 
Brady 1995). However, recent work still acknowledges that the mech-
anism connecting education to voting is mysterious (Sondheimer and 
Green 2010), and some scholars even question whether education has 
a causal effect on turnout at all (Tenn 2007; see also Nie, Junn, and 
Stehlik-Barry 1996). The social theory of turnout offered in this book, on 
the other hand, argues that education is merely a proxy for belonging to 
a social world whose members have systematically different patterns of 
social relationships.

As a result of incomplete understandings of the causes of turnout, 
 policies designed to increase participation have often failed to achieve 
their aims. Many recent voting reforms, including absentee voting and 
Motor Voter legislation, were explicitly designed to lower the costs of 
participating. Schemes that actively encourage voting at home by mail or 
the Internet have proven ineffective or even reduced turnout (Berinsky 
2005), at least after the relaxation of efforts put into marketing such 
alternative modes of participation. Reducing registration requirements 
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should raise turnout in the long run, although the impact may take some 
time to show up. Such cost-reduction policies may backfire, however, if 
the symbolic virtue of voting is reinforced by the requirement that one 
stand in lines and follow arcane procedures, or if citizens are less likely to 
behave in a public-spirited way if their neighbors are not at the polls to 
greet (and observe) them.

This book takes a fresh perspective on this long-standing area of 
research, one that explicitly accounts for how social and political context 
drives political participation, and provides new insight into the empiri-
cal correlates of voter turnout. The fundamental approach ties together 
existing strands drawn from scholarship on voting and other social phe-
nomena. The ability of social interaction to alter social outcomes will 
not come as a surprise to game theorists, who have long been aware 
that most people condition their behavior on the expected choices of 
those around them. Behavioral economics, inspired by the groundbreak-
ing work of Simon on bounded rationality and Kahneman and Tversky 
on heuristics, provides a firm foundation for the book’s core conditional 
decision-making model. Key links in the social theory are pulled from 
long-standing research into the impact of social and political context 
on mass political behavior. None of these threads contain a full-fledged 
account of individual decision making and social dynamics akin to con-
ditional choice, but they contain important elements that remain present 
in the social theory of turnout.

the social theory of voter turnout

So why do some people turn out to vote whereas others do not? This 
book proposes and argues for a social theory of voter turnout, grounded 
in the conditional choice approach. This theory places voters not only 
in a social context, but also assumes a less familiar logic of decision 
making. Conditional decision makers rely on conditional decision rules, 
sometimes termed heuristics or cognitive shortcuts, rather than optimiz-
ing payoffs in a forward-looking manner. Thus, it is possible to build a 
behavioral model of turnout based on a distribution of decision rules 
in situations like voting without solving the paradox of voter turnout. 
The social theory of participation may not speak to individual motives 
and reasoning, but it can provide a satisfying explanation of documented 
empirical variation in voter turnout, one in which variation in social net-
work structures and citizens’ social locations underlie the well-known 
demographic patterns.
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Boiled down to its essence, my argument is that the turnout decision 
is best represented as a conditionally cooperative response to cooperative 
decisions made by friends, family, neighbors, and coworkers – members 
of the social network of the citizen in question. Sometimes a handful of 
people are willing to cooperate unconditionally, whereas some people 
will not cooperate under any circumstances. The bulk of the population 
is willing to cooperate if enough other people will do the same. Having 
more family members and friends who vote makes one more likely to 
vote as well.

But what of the long-standing empirical correlates of turnout? In the 
social theory of turnout, these individual-level correlates of voter turnout 
are reinterpreted as imperfect proxies for social structural variables: var-
iation first in the size and structure of the social networks in which indi-
viduals are embedded, and, second, in individuals’ social location within 
a given social network structure. These social structural properties have a 
primary and direct impact on whether a given individual is likely to vote 
or to abstain.

The general view of turnout as generated by political and social con-
texts has several important predecessors in scholarship on voting and 
other forms of mass political behavior.

conditional choice and conditional decision making

This book provides a formal model of the decision to vote, but it is a 
model built within the theoretical framework of conditional choice (see 
Rolfe 2009). Put simply, conditional choice posits that individual choices 
are a function of the subjective social meaning of the situation and of 
the observed and/or expected choices of other people. The conditional 
choice view is compatible with an assumption of bounded rationality 
(Simon 1955). It is perhaps more persuasive, however, to simply note that 
most people make decisions that are responsive to the decisions of those 
around them, at least to some degree.

Thus, conditional choice is driven by the reality of observed individ-
ual decision making rather than a commitment to a set of assumptions 
about individual goals and desires. Few people make decisions like clear-
headed, forward-looking, goal-directed economists (even if we often wish 
that we could). Real people continue to vote even when they are not fully 
informed about the candidates; they will lend their neighbors a cup of 
sugar, but will also mow the lawn before 8 a.m. on weekends; contrib-
ute to charities devoted to world peace, but also yell at their kids; and 
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iron their shirt each morning for work, but forget to brush dog hair off 
their jacket. In other words, most people continue to act in ways that 
are entirely unpredictable if we assume that their behavior is the result 
a decision-making process that involves the rational, consistent pursuit 
of personal goals or that can be described by a consistent set of individ-
ual traits such as selfishness, altruism, aggression, kindness, laziness, or 
conscientiousness.

How can we understand individual action if individuals do not act con-
sistently on the basis of economic rationality, or even predictably on the 
basis of personal motives, traits, or characteristics (Mischel 1968)? The 
answer is to direct attention away from individual decision makers to the 
social situations in which they find themselves, and to the social interac-
tions that take place between them. Nothing of interest to social scientists 
takes place in a hypothetical social vacuum.1 All individual action takes 
place within social situations, and individual action is only intelligible 
within the social context that gives rise to it. Conditional choice puts 
social cognition and social interaction – not individual preferences – at 
the center of individual decision making.

How then do individuals make decisions if they are navigating social 
interactions rather than maximizing payoff functions or minimizing the 
risk of low payoffs? Conditional actors rely on conditional decision 
rules, sometimes termed heuristics (Kahneman 2002) or rules of thumb 
(Simon 1955).2 People may purposefully condition their actions on those 
of  others, as in a conscious desire to “do one’s fair share.” Alternatively, 
conditional responses may be automatic and unthinking, operating out-
side of the awareness of the individual decision maker.

Conditional responsiveness can vary from person to person. Some peo-
ple can be largely or even entirely unresponsive to others  (“unconditional” 
actors, whose behavior is a constant when expressed as a mathemati-
cal function of others’ decisions). Most people, however, will respond at 
least somewhat to the actions of others. To account for social interac-
tion, conditional decision rules are mathematically modeled as a function 
of (1) the social meaning of the decision situation, (2) the observed or 
expected actions of other people, and (3) individual heterogeneity. The 

 1 Not even laboratory experiments take place in a social vacuum. Subjects enter the lab 
with a wealth of social knowledge that allows them to interpret all requests and respond 
accordingly, and leave the lab with that knowledge intact or perhaps even altered by the 
interactions in the experimental setting.

 2 Social interaction is not addressed by the decision rules proposed by the Kahneman and 
Tvesrsky project.
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social dynamics of individual decision making in a particular social sit-
uation are modeled as a distribution of conditional decision rules – the 
basis of all conditional choice models. Evidence on the distribution of 
conditional cooperation comes from behavioral economics, a subfield 
within economics, which has documented that (seemingly) nonrational 
“anomalies” in individual decision making are the rule rather than the 
exception.3

Considerable empirical evidence supports the conditional interdepen-
dence of decision making. Conditional decisions are often consciously 
made in situations involving public goods or social dilemmas, when 
individual material benefits come into conflict with what is best for the 
group. (Voting may be such a social dilemma, or perceived as such by 
voters – this claim will be discussed in Chapter 3 in the analysis of the 
social meaning of voting). Conditional decision makers do not seek to 
maximize their own immediate benefit; rather, they behave in ways that 
involve cooperation with others but not complete capitulation to them. 
Cooperative acts, or contributions to the group, are conditional on the 
cooperation or contributions of others.

The conditional choice approach is neutral on the rationality of deci-
sion making, and indeed is silent on the matter of people’s ends or goals; 
whether or not these ends conform to any external standard is beside the 
point, for the purposes of this book. What is essential is that people actu-
ally do make decisions that reflect social interaction with other  people. 
Thus, a conditional decision model is strictly a mathematical represen-
tation of decision outcomes as conditional on the decisions of others, 
regardless of the rationale, motivation, or mental process of the decision 
maker (López-Pintado and Watts 2008; Young 2009). It may well be that 
the conditional cooperator believes his or her actions to be motivated by 
a desire to please, or to avoid social disapproval, or to gain the trust of 
a friend, or even to efficiently gather information in an uncertain world, 
but such possible motivations are all reducible to a conditional mathe-
matical function. Regardless of the motivational story that might be told, 
the widespread use of conditional decision making has been demon-
strated many times in both the real world and in researchers’ artificially 
constructed lab situations and social dilemmas.

 3 Experimental outcomes may seem less anomalous after accounting for what Podolny 
(2001) terms the prismatic aspect of social networks: how social interaction, in particu-
lar asymmetries in power and influence in social relationships, shape individual decision 
making.
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With conditional choice as a foundation, the social theory of turn-
out will remain silent on the immediate, conscious reasons people invoke 
to explain why they get out of bed on Election Day and plan a trip to 
the polls. A motivational story is probably a common expectation for a 
 theory purporting to explain why people vote, but my focus is not on 
the inner mental states associated with voting, but rather on the mecha-
nisms linking political mobilization and social structure to observed vari-
ation in turnout rates. I will not attempt to document “social pressure” to 
vote, or any other such carrier of interpersonal influence. In fact, I would 
expect that most conditional voters do not experience their decision as 
one motivated by social pressure, nor are they aware that their decision 
has been influenced by the choices of those around them. Rather, the level 
of explanation here focuses on the relationship between social structure 
and turnout rates.

Perhaps this will be a sufficient introduction to the perspective of this 
book; satisfied readers may wish to move on to the development of con-
ditional choice in Chapter 2, or even to the second half of the book, 
in which conditional choice is translated into specific predictions about 
voter turnout that are then tested empirically against the predictions of 
the extant view. For others, the remainder of this chapter presents com-
peting views on voter turnout in more detail.

the orthodox view: voters making decisions

As citizens in a democracy, Americans are by definition entitled to a voice 
in the affairs of their country, most commonly in the form of voting in 
elections. Indeed, Americans are called to the ballot box more often than 
citizens of most, if not all, other democratic nations, casting ballots in 
Presidential elections, midterm Congressional races, assorted state and 
local elections, referenda and initiatives, as well as primaries for the same. 
The right to vote is regarded with reverence in American civic culture. The 
extension of voting rights to women and African Americans constituted 
a crucial goal for two of the largest, most significant social movements 
of twentieth-century America. Why then do half or more of all eligible 
citizens fail to cast a ballot in most elections? This question inspired some 
of the most innovative and enduring political science research of the early 
twentieth century (cf. Merriam and Gosnell 1924; Gosnell 1927), with a 
book title summing up the basic research question: Non-Voting. Voting 
was seen as normatively desirable; nonvoters were described in undesir-
able and unfavorable terms. (As we will see in Chapter 3, nonvoting is 
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still given quite harsh treatment in the contemporary media.) The ques-
tion at the time was: Why would anyone not do the right thing?

Downs (1957) turned the conventional wisdom on its head, proposing 
that the turnout decision should be modeled as an economic decision, 
with individuals weighing the costs and benefits of voting before decid-
ing whether to vote or abstain. In this view, an individual voter’s decision 
would consider the relative benefits of having one party (versus the other) 
in office (B), multiplied by the probability of casting the deciding vote (p), 
and subtracting out the costs of voting (C) for the basic economic voting 
model: 

pB – C. 

Unfortunately, the probability of casting the deciding vote is quite small, 
and therefore abstention is always the choice of utility-maximizing citi-
zens. Clearly, most citizens do not always abstain from voting, and thus 
the divergence between actual behavior and the predictions of the cost-
benefit model became known as the paradox of voter turnout, sometimes 
jokingly described as “the paradox that ate rational choice.”

Subsequent formal models have offered a number of solutions to 
the paradox. The most common solution, typically linked to Riker and 
Ordeshook (1968), involves including a D-term in the economic voting 
model: 

pB – C + D. 

The additional mathematical term (D) can be used to signify any addi-
tional benefits that an individual receives from the act of voting. These 
benefits might be linked to an internalized sense of civic duty (Riker 
and Ordeshook 1968), the expressive thrills of participation (Schuessler 
2000), a sociotropic desire to support democracy or fellow partisans 
(Edlin, Gelman, and Kaplan 2007), and so on. Regardless of the motiva-
tional story, inclusion of a D-term reduces electoral participation to an 
unexplained taste, akin to a taste for chocolate (Tullock 1967; Morton 
1991; Green and Shapiro 1994). If someone eats chocolate, we infer that 
they like it; if someone votes, we infer that they like it, intrinsically. Such 
modifications essentially reduce the economic voting model to a tautol-
ogy that cannot be disproven: Voting is rational for people who vote and 
not rational for those who do not vote (Green and Shapiro 1994).
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Most other formal attempts to solve the paradox of voter turnout 
also have been heavily criticized, either because they also produced high 
levels of abstention or relied on unrealistic assumptions. Early parti-
san team models that increased the probability of casting decisive votes 
(Palfrey and Rosenthal 1985) produced knife-edge results: models that 
could not sustain high turnout following minor changes of assumptions 
(Morton 1991). Minimax regret decision making (Ferejohn and Fiorina 
1974) turns out to sound much less plausible when extended just slightly 
beyond the narrow decision of whether to vote or not once at the poll-
ing station. For example, scholars have argued that a potential voter 
using the minimax rule would not vote to avoid getting hit by a car en 
route to the polling place, or would only vote for themselves (Beck 1975; 
Stephens 1975; Tullock 1975; Aldrich 1993). Partisan mobilization mod-
els (Uhlaner 1989; Morton 1991; Bendor et al. 2003) fail to make sense 
of turnout among the huge number of independent and undecided voters 
in the American electorate, and suffer from second-order collective action 
problems (Olson 1965; Oliver 1980) as well as a lack of evidence (Green 
and Shapiro 1994). Thus, it remains difficult to adequately model voter 
turnout starting with a Downsian logic of costs and benefits.

The Rational Actor Takes a Survey

Despite these debates within the formal literature on voter turnout, the 
basic paradigm of individual costs and benefits was quickly adopted to 
explain established patterns in the demographic correlates of participa-
tion. A significant tradition of survey research into the causes of (non)
voting was already well established (e.g., Merriam and Gosnell 1924; 
Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet 1944; Campbell 1954), and was rapidly 
expanding with the creation of the American National Election Study 
(see Campbell, Converse, Stokes, and Miller 1960). Multiple attempts 
were made to incorporate a rational calculus of voting directly into the 
existing survey research literature, rather than relying on a reinterpre-
tation of demographic variables, but these attempts did not meet with 
great success.

First, measurement of the three important elements of the utility model 
(costs, perceived difference between the candidates or benefits, and  possible 
influence over the election outcome) proved difficult. Direct measures – 
for example, asking survey respondents how likely they were to cast the 
decisive vote – were usually found to be unrelated to individual-level 
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turnout (Ferejohn and Fiorina 1975). Although individual-level measure 
of civic duty, the D-term, was found to be associated with higher turnout 
(Campbell et al. 1960), this correlation stemmed from different patterns 
of survey responses among African Americans, and therefore faded after 
the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act (see Chapter 3).

Instead of rejecting the cost-benefit logic as a plausible individual 
mechanism, however, the literature adapted the interpretations of previ-
ously established correlates of turnout to fit better with the compelling 
new logic. Various measures of political interest, already linked to turn-
out by Lazarsfeld et al. (1944), were recast as measuring the benefit term 
in the Downsian calculus of voting (Katosh and Traugott 1982). Sanders 
(1980) argued that rural location depressed turnout because rural resi-
dents had to travel longer to get to polling places, thus increasing the 
costs of turnout. Income and education, long known to predict turnout, 
were linked to the calculus of voting through multiple pathways: impact-
ing the costs of turnout, the benefits of electoral outcomes, and the ability 
to more cheaply acquire information needed to distinguish between the 
candidates (cf. Frey 1971; Tollison and Willett 1973; Niemi 1976).

Indeed, the most prominent school of thought within survey-based 
research on voter turnout is still built on the cost-benefit logic, imagining 
that individual voters’ chances of voting increase or decrease in response 
to the personal costs and benefits of turnout, even though the cost-benefit 
logic has such difficulty making sense of anyone voting at all. Earlier 
mentions of nonrational considerations, including group consciousness 
(Verba and Nie 1972) and socialization and social identity (Campbell, 
Converse, Stokes, and Miller 1960), have been dropped from more recent 
work in the same tradition (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). The 
variables originally identified by Merriam and Gosnell are still the pri-
mary predictors of individual turnout, with a few additions. What has 
changed is that demographic characteristics are now described as proxies 
for civic resources (costs) and political interest (benefits).

contextual explanations of voter turnout

The social theory of voter turnout involves a different sort of explana-
tion. Rather than asking what it is about individual voters that makes 
them more or less likely to vote, the social view emphasizes the explana-
tory power of voters’ social and political contexts. As noted earlier, this 
book is not alone in emphasizing contextual rather than individual deter-
minants of turnout. But, whereas the social theory belongs to the same 
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