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Abstract

The American democratic system is fundamentally based on the idea of
a government of the people. At the cornerstone of this system is voting.
However, to date, voter turnout among the youth vote (citizens aged
18-29) is very low. This paper explores the historical data of youth voter
turnout and subsequently addresses two core questions. First, why is youth
voter turnout important? Second, what can we do to increase youth voter
turnout in the 21st century? This paper argues that youth voter turnout is
important for a number of reasons, from education levels to habitual voting.
Primary among these is the argument that increases in youth voter turnout
can help to moderate U.S. Congressional polarization. In answering the
second question, this paper turns to behavioral economics. After exploring
bounded rationality, bounded willpower, and bounded self-interest, this
essay proposes making voter registration, as well as voting itself, available
online and applying nudges to boost online voter turnout. These proposed
nudges include framing voting as a matter of identity, using social media to
prompt individuals to vote, and turning voting into a type of social norm,
among others.

I. Introduction

The United States of America is no longer a bastion of democracy
in action. This is an unfortunate but sadly true realization. Upon its
founding, America stood as a city upon a hill, proudly proclaiming its
democratic freedoms. Few would deny that the very core of democracy is
citizen engagement— particularly through voting. Simply put, voting is the
distinguishing factor between a democracy and other forms of government.
But many Americans do not vote; and not just a few, but rather the majority
of eligible American voters do not vote.! Today, rather than standing as the
beacon of democratic practices, the United States ranks 38th out of the 40
countries studied by the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-Operation and

1 In the 2010 midterm elections, 48% of eligible American voters cast ballots,
according to the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance.
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Development) in voter turnout.? While this is disheartening in itself, the issue
is even graver when examining the “youth vote,” or voters aged 18-29. Young
voters historically have the lowest rates of voter turnout; in 2010, for example,
only 24% of eligible youth voters cast a ballot.? This must be improved.

To explain why youth voter turnout must be increased, this paper
will examine historical voting data and provide a series of arguments for the
importance of the youth vote. Finally, methods for increasing youth voter
turnout will be proposed utilizing the new field of behavioral economics and
its theory of “nudges.”

II1. Historical Youth Voter Turnout

In assessing the importance of increasing youth voter turnout it is
helpful to first understand exactly where voting rates stand now. Included
below are two figures illustrating voting rates for the 2010 midterm election
and the 2008 election, respectively.* Generally speaking, statistics indicate that
voting rates tend to increase significantly with age. Specifically, as indicated
in Figure 1 below, nearly 60% of citizens over the age of 65 voted in the 2010
midterm elections, while less that 20% of 18-20 year olds did the same.”

U.S. Voter Turnout by Age Group
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2 Ibid. Statistical analysis available at: http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/soc_glance-

2011-en/08/04/g8_co4-01.html?contentType=&itemld=/content/chapter/soc_glance-
2011-29-en&containerltemld=/content/serial/19991290&accessItemlds=/content/
book/soc_glance-2011-en&mimeType=text/html.

3 CIRCLE staft. “Official Youth Voter Turnout Rate in 2010 was 24%”. Center for
Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement. 15 April 2011.

4 Note that 2012 voting rate statistics were not readily compiled and available as of
the date of this essay.

5 U.S. Census Bureau. The 2012 Statistical Abstract: Elections: Voting-age Population

and Voter Participation. Web. Accessed April 20, 2013. Available at: http:/www.
census.gov/compendia/statab/cats/elections/voting-age population_and voter par
ticipation.html.
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This is not merely a midterm election phenomenon, however.
Presidential elections are similar. Even in the 2008 Presidential Election, widely
acclaimed for relatively high rates of youth voting, overall voter turnout rates
appear to follow a similar pattern to that seen above. While the disparities
are much smaller, voter turnout among young Americans still fell far short
of turnout among their elder counterparts. As indicated in Figure 2 below,
nearly 75% of voters over the age of 65 exercised their right to vote, while only
approximately half of 18-20 year olds did the same.®

U.S. Voter Turnout by Age Group
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Thus, accepting that youth voter turnout is considerably lower than
the voting of other age groups, the question remains: “So what?” Why is it
important that younger citizens vote in the modern era?

III. The importance of Increasing Youth Voter Turnout

This essay provides arguments regarding the importance of the youth
vote by first taking a closer look at 21st century polarization. In particular, this
essay will show that Congressional polarization is high and increasing, while
polarization among the American public is not. Analyzing this disparity, the
essay will then argue that increases in youth voter turnout can moderate such
partisanship. Third, this paper will contend that the citizens comprising the
youth vote are the single most educated group of voters that America has had
since its inception.” As will be discussed, the educational attainment level of
each generation of Americans has increased since WWII, making younger

6 Ibid

7 U.S. Census Bureau: CPS Historical Time Series Tables. “Years of School Com
pleted by People 25 Years and Over: Selected years 1940-2012.” U.S. Census
Bureau. Web. Accessed 30 March 2013. http://www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/edu
cation/data/cps/historical/index.html.
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voters significantly more systemically educated than their elders. Fourth, the
disproportional effect of current Congressional debates on younger voters
will be analyzed. Finally, this paper will argue that young voters become
habituated to voting and, consequently, increasing youth voting today will
have lasting effects on overall turnout.

III.a Modern Polarization

Given the events of the 112th and 113th Congresses, such as the recent
sequestration, debt limit crisis, and government shutdown, it seems intuitive
that Congress is more polarized now than in recent history. It seems that, even
at moments when bipartisan support on some issue is right around the corner,
legislation is halted at the behest of inter-party blaming. Many scholars have
asked whether this partisanship is truly new or simply “politics as usual.”

II1.a.i Congressional Polarization
To provide an answer to this question, McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal

conducted analyses on the polarization of sessions of Congress through
time. With their research, the answer becomes clearer: Congress has become
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increasingly polarized in recent history.® This is illustrated in Figure 3 below.’

This graph shows the relative difference over time between Republican

8 McCarty, Nolan, Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal. Polarized America: The Dance
of Ideology and Unequal Riches. Cambridge, MA: MIT, 2006. Print.
9 Ibid
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and Democratic members of Congress in each house on the liberal-to-
conservative scale. “First Dimension” refers to economic issues, indicating that,
since WWII, there has been a consistent increase in the degree of polarization
over economic issues in both the House and the Senate. Moreover, while the
figure above shows the degree of polarization over approximately 130 years,
recent years (2000-2007) indicate a sharp rise to levels unseen since before
WWIL This rapid rise in polarization is not confined to economic issues,
however. McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal discovered similar patterns of
polarization over time on scales involving social issues as well.°

Based on these findings, many scholars have attempted to determine
what factors have caused such increases. Such research suggests that this
more recent increase in polarization is attributable to the loss of the moderate
factions of each party." As discussed by Professors Richard Fleisher and John
Bond, where 40% of Congressional Republicans were either moderate or non-
conformist in the 1950s, only 15% were by the 1990s. This shift was nearly
identical for Democrats.'?

II1.a.ii Polarization among the American people

For some, simply acknowledging Congressional polarization
wasn’t enough; a deeper question remained. They looked one step beyond
Congressional polarization, examining whether similar degrees of
polarization exist in the general American public. One individual leading this
investigation, Morris Fiorina," found that the American public is, for the most
part, fairly moderate. In fact, he discovered that values and opinions among
self-proclaimed Republicans and Democrats are almost identical, except on
the most divisive issues, such as homosexual adoption and gun control. Using
data from Pew Research, Fiorina conducted numerous analyses and published
his findings in a book entitled Culture War?: The Myth of a Polarized America.**
One such study showed that among supposedly contentious social issues,
voters expressed the following preferences as outlined in Figure 4 below."

10 McCarty, Nolan, Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal. Polarized America: The Dance
of Ideology and Unequal Riches. Cambridge, MA: MIT, 2006. Print.
11 Fleisher, Richard and John R. Bond. “The Shrinking Middle in the US Congress.”

British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 34, No. 3 (Jul., 2004), pp. 429-451.

12 Ibid.

13 Morris P. Fiorina is currently a Professor of Political Science at Stanford University.
At the time of publication of Culture War?: The Myth of the of a Polarized America
he was the Thompson Professor of Government at Harvard University.

14 Fiorina, Morris P., Samuel J. Abrams, and Jeremy Pope. Culture War?: The Myth of
a Polarized America. New York: Pearson Longman, 2005. Print.
15 Ibid. at p. 25.
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Figure 4

This figure depicts the percentage of respondents who agree with the
contentious policy questions in Red States (i.e., a state that voted for Bush in
2000) compared to respondents in Blue States (i.e., a state that voted for Gore
in 2000). Examining these social issues, perceived as divisive among liberals
and conservatives, respondents generally agreed on most issues. Note that out
of 16 issues, the variance between the two groups of respondents is less than
10% for 10 items, and the variance is 15% or less for 15 of the items.

Additionally, in a separate analysis Fiorina excluded non-voters
and examined self-proclaimed political positions on a liberal-conservative
spectrum. In this experiment he used a 7-point scale to score data (with 1
representing “very liberal” and 7 representing “very conservative”). Figure 5
below illustrates the results of Fiorina’s study.®

The figure below shows that the majority of American voters fall
within the moderate range (3, 4, and 5), as approximately 58% of individuals
in Red States and approximately 60% of individuals in Blue States fall into
this category. With the exception of slight extremity (#6) in Red States, this
reinforces Fiorina’s findings in Figure 5: The general public is in agreement
more than it is not. Thus, based on Fiorina’s findings, one notes a large
discrepancy between the levels of polarization observed in Congress as
compared to the American citizenry.

16 Ibid. at p. 28.
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II1.a.iii Why is Congress more polarized than the general public?

This disparity between Congressional polarization and the moderate
views of the general American public have left many searching for the cause of
Congressional partisanship. Certainly, numerous factors have come together
to cause such an event. Nonetheless, a few core factors are believed to exist.
Primary among these is that, according to Matthew Levendusky,"” Americans
have begun to simply “sort” themselves along party lines, despite relatively
similar views."® The implication of this is that, while individuals may be
similar on the conservative-liberal scale, conservatives are more likely to vote
purely Republican and liberals are more likely to vote purely Democratic.
As will be discussed in section IV of this essay, this type of increased party
identification and straight-ticket voting is likely due to what is known as a
psychological heuristic.”” Sorting is not the only explanation of the disparity
between Congress and the general public. Another likely cause is the primary
electorate. The electorate of American primary elections is disproportionately

17 Matthew Levendusy holds a Ph.D. from Stanford University, is an Assistant
Professor of Political Science at the University of Pennsylvania, and is the author of
The Partisan Sort.

18 Levendusky, Matthew. The Partisan Sort: How Liberals Became Democrats and
Conservatives Became Republicans. Chicago: University of Chicago, 2010. Print.
19 A full explanation of this concept is set in section IVb. Briefly, a psychological

heuristic is a shortcut created in the mind to make complex decision making simpler,
faster, and easier. While heuristics can be beneficial sometimes, they come with
many biases (i.e. people associate the probability of an occurrence with how easily
they can think of an example of it). Heuristics can create inefficient outcomes for
decisions that require more attention such as voting.
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comprised of extreme and activist voters who are unrepresentative of the
broader populace.

In brief, numerous scholars have argued that the primary electorate
is unrepresentative and “out of step” with the broader citizenry.* More
specifically, the primary electorate is much more extreme and polarized than
the generally moderate public. This occurrence is not a result of large factions
of extremity but rather because of the degree to which the sample of voters
who turn out during primaries is relatively small and abnormally activist
in nature. For example, in the 2012 Republican nomination process, twenty
different state contests (primaries and caucuses) had a turnout of less than
10%.%" One could certainly argue that this low turnout is due to the relative
insignificance of the earliest primary votes. Nonetheless, even in the later
contests that determined the nomination, only two states achieved a 30%
turnout: New Jersey and Montana.”> » The low turnout among youth is only
accentuated in these initial contests; on Super Tuesday* in the 2012 election,
for example, youth voter turnout was recorded at a paltry 5%.* Figure 6 below
further illustrates this voting trend.*

20 Brady, David, Hahrie Han, and Jeremy Pope. “Primary Elections and Candidate
Ideology: Out of step with the Primary Electorate?” Legislative Studies Quarterly,
Vol. 32, No. 1, February 2007. pp. 79-105.

21 McDonald, Michael. “2012 Presidential Nomination Contest Turnout Rates”.George
Mason University: United States Election Project. Web. Accessed 21 April 2013.
Available at: http://elections.gmu.edu/Turnout 2012P.html.

22 Ibid.

23 It should be noted that a third state, New Hampshire, also reached a voter turnout
rate of 31.1%. However, New Hampshire held the second primary contest on
January 10, 2012. As it was not a key state in the final stretch of the GOP primary, it
was omitted from the above statistic.

24 Super Tuesday is the day in which the greatest numbers of presidential primary
contests are held. In 2012, 10 states held primaries on Super Tuesday.
25 “Youth Turnout on Super Tuesday 5%; Paul, Santorum and Romney Tied for Youth

Support.” The Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and
Engagement. 7 March 2012. Accessed: 20 April 2013. Available at: http://www.
civicyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/CIRCLE_Release SuperTues2012.pdf.

26 Wattenberg, Martin P. Is Voting for Young People?: With a New Chapter on the 2008
and 2010 Elections. 3rd ed. Boston: Pearson, 2012. Print. at p. 107.
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Tumoutin Presidential Pimaries/Caucuses by Age, 1972-2000
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Figure 6

The figure above shows that since 1972, the voting rate in primaries
for youth voters has remained relatively unchanged with voter turnout of
17% in 1972 and 18% in 2000, averaging turnout of 17% over the 6 election
years analyzed. However, this is the only age group to have remained the
same in terms of voter turnout. Over the same period, voters aged 40 and
older collectively doubled their turnout rates. It should be noted here that the
differences between McDonald’s calculations (see note 21) and Wattenberg's
calculations of voter turnout shown above (see note 26) arise from the use of
different methodologies. However, the purpose here is not to promote either
method but rather to show more generally that voter turnout is low (whether
at 10% or 40%) and that youth voters are disproportionately underrepresented.
With either dataset one finds that over this period the joint voice of the (already
quiet) youth vote has become further diluted relative to other age groups in
presidential primary contests.

However, it is Congressional races, not merely the Presidential race
that are at the heart of the polarization. Given its perceived significance, the
Presidential race often receives significantly higher turnout than Congressional
contests, which are generally low. While some rates are as high as 22%%,
less contested races around the country have had turnouts less than 4% of
registered voters.® ¥ This low turnout leaves room for a small part of the

27 Associated Press. “Indiana Primary election voter turnout was 22%.” The News-
Sentinel. 2 June 2012. Web. Accessed 21 April 2013. Available at: http://www.news-
sentinel.com/article/2012120609949.

28 “Voter Turnout”.FairVote: The Center for Voting and Democracy. Web. Accessed 10
April 2013. Available at: http://www.fairvote.org/voter-turnout#. UX9pHivrmLE.
29 Griffiths, Shawn. “Texas Primary and Runoff Numbers Show Poor Voter Turnout.”

Project for Independent Voter Education: IVN Publication. 8 December 2012. Web.
Accessed 23 April 2013. Available at: http://ivn.us/neutral-zone/2012/08/12/texas-
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electorate to gain a disproportionate voice in elections.

Because of these low turnout figures, special interest groups, party
activists, and more extreme party members are able to have much louder
voices, via voting, than would normally be expected. As such, in order to
become elected and remain elected, candidates must either be more extreme
or act more extreme in order to win their respective primaries.*

I1.a.iv Moderating polarization through youth voter turnout

One clear step toward alleviating the rise in Congressional polarization
is to increase primary voter turnout—among all age groups, but especially
among younger voters. The more primary voters that go to the polls, the
more the extreme voters’ voices are diluted and the true, moderate voice of
the general population can be heard. Accordingly, more moderate candidates
will begin to win their primaries and, once in office, will be able to take more
moderate stances without fearing that their Congressional voting record will
ruin their future electoral chances. The long-term consequence, theoretically,
is a return to a moderate Congress that better matches the level of political
unity shown by the American public. Looking more closely at various age
groups, one finds that young voters are the single most important group for
this movement. This is because, while these voters are collectively a left-leaning
and socially liberal age group, they are only slightly so. In fact, according to
the Pew Research Center, they are the single most moderate group of any
subset of the population with 40% describing themselves as moderates and
a near even split (29% liberal, 28% conservative) on each side of the aisle as
of 2010.%! The fact that the youth vote is currently the most moderate and the
least likely to vote means that the greatest potential for a dramatic change that
would ameliorate polarization lies with engaging young voters.

ITI1.b Education and the Youth Vote

While moderating polarization is perhaps the most immediately
compelling reason to reach out to the youth vote, there are additional reasons
to work toward increasing youth voter turnout. Beyond the simple fact that
the youth population is 21% of the potential electorate,® one finds that these

primary-and-runoff-numbers-show-poor-voter-turnout/.

30 See Brady, supra note 20, at p. 83.

31 The Pew Research Center. “Democrats’ Edge Among Millenials.” 18 February
2010. Web. Accessed 20 March 2013. Available at: http://www.pewresearch.
org/2010/02/18/democrats-edge-among-millennials-slips/.

32 CIRCLE staft. “The Youth Vote in 2010: Final Estimates based on Census Data.”
The Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and Engagement. 15
April 2011. Web. Accessed 19 April 2013. Available at: http://www.civicyouth.org//
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voters are also the single most collectively educated group in American
history.® Thus far, each generation since WWII has reached new levels of
educational attainment, as shown below in Figure 7.

Figure 2: Percent of Population Age 25 and over by Educational Attainment:
1940-2012

Figure 7

The top, green portion of this figure shows a drastic increase in the
number of college graduates from 1940 to 2012, with less than 5% of individuals
holding a bachelor’s degree in 1940 and more than 30% in 2012. Conversely, in
the bottom, blue portion of this figure, one can also see the sharp decline in the
number of individuals without a high school diploma as this rate drops from
more than 75% in 1940 to approximately 12% in 2012.

The overall percentage of educated individuals significantly improved
throughout the 20th Century and, while gains have leveled off in the last two
decades, there still exists a strong relationship between age and education.*
The importance of, (or more specifically the marginal returns of) a more
educated populace is up for debate. However, a correlation between political
awareness and education was established in 1948 and was calculated at 0.31.
A correlation of this size means that approximately 10% of an individual’s
increase in political awareness is solely and explicitly explained by an increase
in her level of educational achievement. While this correlation may not seem
particularly high, it has greater significance due to its stability over time. This

wp-content/uploads/2011/04/The-CPS-youth-vote-2010-FS-FINAL1.pdf.

33 U.S. Census Bureau: CPS Historical Time Series Tables. “Years of School
Completed by People 25 Years and Over: Selected years 1940-2012.”.U.S. Census
Bureau. Web. Accessed 30 March 2013. http://www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/edu-
cation/data/cps/historical/index.html.

34 For further graphical data see Appendix A.
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correlation has remained relatively stable for over 50 years, being calculated
at 0.37 in 2004. As Martin Wattenberg, professor of Political Science at the
University of California at Irvine, points out in Is Voting for Young People?,
this statistical data should suggest that political awareness and knowledge
in young people today is significantly higher than it has ever been before.*
However, as shown in What Americans Know about Politics and Why it Matters’,
a “general decline in political engagement has offset the positive impact of
rising education levels.”*” Consequently, while young voters have the potential
to be the most politically educated and active group of citizens to date, they
have thus far remained relatively silent in exercising their democratic rights.
Tapping into this potential is important for two reasons.

First, it was the intention of the founding fathers to have educated
voters casting ballots. In fact, one of the greatest fears of some members of
the Continental Congress was that an uneducated electorate would lead to
disastrous consequences in the long term. In 1879, Delegate Elbridge Gerry
opposed the Constitution without a bill of rights, for fear that the “the people
are uninformed, and would be misled by a few designing men.”* It was also
partially because of this fear, for example, that an electoral college was put into
place to determine the Presidency. Certainly, these founding fathers could not
have predicted the advent of Google or the rapid flow of information to younger
individuals as a result. Nonetheless, today’s youth voters, if re-engaged in the
political process, would be the well-informed voters the founders designed
this system around.

Second, a highly educated electorate is important as, moving into
the remainder of the 21st century, the United States will face a number of
unprecedented issues. These issues, including but not limited to global
warming, overpopulation, and international debt crises, will require
innovative solutions. In order for these solutions to come about, governmental
representatives must be elected who are willing to undertake such programs.
Actively choosing these programs, particularly over short-term gains, will
require an electorate that understands both the complexities of the issues at
hand and the necessity of postponing short-term gains in order to promote
long-term well-being. For example, as global warming becomes a more
imminent threat, a highly educated electorate will be required to understand
the convolutions and implications of the issue and, in turn, to adopt the types

35 See Wattenberg, supra note 26, at p. 69.

36 Delli Carpini, Michael, and Scott Keeter. What Americans Know about Politics and
Why It Matters. New Haven: Yale UP, 1996. Print.

37 See Wattenberg, supra note 26.

38 Eddins, Geri. “Getting the Votes and Getting Elected: The Popular Vote vs. the

Electoral College.” Ourwhitehouse.org. 2012. Accessed 21 April 2013. Available at:
http://www.ourwhitehouse.org/gettingthevotes.html.
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of difficult programs necessary to abate further global warming. The youth
vote, presently representing the most educated segment of the population, can
offer this type of open-minded, knowledge-oriented voter base. However, this
only applies if they engage with the issues and turn out to vote.

III.c Modern and Future Challenges

Having considered the importance of the youth vote with regard to
education and potential long-term problems, it should be noted that younger
voters are also disproportionately affected by many current Congressional
debates. For example, three of the biggest issues of the 112th and 113th
Congresses—sequestration, changes to Medicare and Medicaid, and paying
off the national debt—affect the youth more than any other age group.
Senior citizens (aged 65+) remain relatively untouched, as any changes to
healthcare laws generally include a clause sidestepping this group. Similarly,
for economic issues, the future income potential of retired senior citizens is
significantly lower than younger voters.* Moreover, individuals at their peak
earning age, between 40 and 60 remain less at risk of exposure to the long-
term negative effects of Congressional decisions. Because many of the key
issues of the modern day involve long-term problems such as unsustainable
social security budgets, skyrocketing U.S. debt, rising healthcare costs, and
global warming, many societal risks are not imminent but in the slightly more
distant future. Consequently, it is young voters who will, later in their lives,
have to face these debts, feel the cuts due to the previous (and potentially
future) sequestration(s), and see any changes in the quality and availability
of healthcare. Additionally, while headlines dramatically attempt to speak of
the effects on babies and young children who are unable to vote,*’ the youth
vote is truly the key demographic for representing the younger population,
including children and future generations.

This is important for three reasons. First, as with any decision-making
process, there are incentives associated with various options. The fact that many
Congressmen and the vast majority of active voters fall into older age brackets
means that certain incentives may be misaligned for younger generations. For
example, while many people wish to change policy on global warming, the
cost-benefit analysis of making difficult lifestyle changes is different for youth

39 U.S. Census Bureau. “2012 Statistical Abstract: Money Income of Households—
Distribution by Income Level and Selected Characteristics: 2009.” U.S. Census
Bureau. 2012. Accessed 3 March 2013. Available at: http://www.census.gov/com-
pendia/statab/2012/tables/12s0692.pdf.

40 New, Catherine. “Every Baby Born Today Owes More Than $13,000 In State
Debt: Study.” The Huffington Post: Money. 2 October 2012. Web. Accessed 6
May 2013. Available at: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/10/02/baby-owes-
state-debt-study_n_1932721.html.
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as opposed to older citizens. For younger voters, the prospects of experiencing
the negative effects of global warming are very real and, consequently, the
incentive structure may favor more aggressive measures to halt global
warming, even at the cost of economic growth and profits. However, for elder
voters who have a smaller likelihood of experiencing the effects, the cost-
benefit analysis may be, hypothetically, different (although familial ties would
likely mute this difference to some degree). In this case more immediate issues
like economic well-being, and job growth, may take precedence over global
warming,.

Because these different incentive structures and, consequently,
policy goals can exist between various age groups on many issues including,
but certainly not limited to, global warming, a well-rounded voter base is
necessary. Without this base, the decision-making process risks becoming
out of balance with the needs of all citizens, focusing too heavily on those of
smaller, more politically active subsets.

Second, as alluded to earlier, the education level of youth voters and
their comfort with technology makes them ideally placed to facilitate public
discourse on innovative solutions to long-term problems. This can be done in a
number of ways, whether through public service announcements, nationwide
awareness campaigns, think tank reports, or—of interest presently —voting.
Through voting, not only can young citizens ensure proper representation as
noted above, but they can also ensure that proper discussion and consideration
of new ideas is taking place.

Finally, from a purely democratic philosophy perspective, the youth
vote should be properly represented on matters that will significantly affect
their well-being. Because of the democratic-republic nature of the U.S.
Constitution, young voters will not directly vote on each issue but rather
rely solely on representatives to tackle these issues for them. Because of the
disproportionate effect many current debates will have on young voters, it is
ever more important that the tenets of representative democracy are upheld
and young voter’s voices are heard.

III.d Voting is habitual and life-long
Finally, if for no other reason, youth voter turnout is beneficial as a

strong predictor of and motivator for future voter turnout, especially among
first-time voters.*"*? Penn State University Professor Eric Plutzer summarizes

41 Meredith, Marc. 2009. “Persistence in Political Participation.” Quarterly Journal of
Political Science. 4(3). pp.187 - 209. Web. Accessed 19 April 2013. Available at:
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~marcmere/.

42 Nickerson, David. 2004. “Just How Addictive is Voting and Why?””.Working Paper.
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the issue well: “Virtually all major works on turnout have concluded that
voting behavior is, [at least] in part, a gradually acquired habit.”* This means
that boosting youth impact today will have an even greater impact on overall
turnout in years to come. In other words, increasing youth voter turnout does
not simply have short-term effects but instead has a long-lasting impact on the
overall voter turnout of the populace. In fact, according to Gerber and Green,
the single greatest predictor of whether an individual will come out to vote is
whether they voted in the last election.*

In analyzing this phenomenon, there are a few noteworthy
implications. First, voting at a young age not only increases the likelihood
that voting will continue into the future but also that partisan identities held
as a youth will be carried into future votes.*” In other words, increasing youth
voter turnout today not only increases the likelihood that increases spill over
into future years but also that the ideological preferences of youth voters are
likely to be slightly better preserved. * This is particularly useful in continuing
the moderation of polarization (as discussed previously) into the future. By
engaging younger, moderate voters earlier, one can increase the likelihood
that both voter turnout and moderate preferences may increase over time,
thus further ameliorating polarization in Congress.

Second, the psychological explanation of this phenomenon and its
implications are also important. Robert Cialdini, Professor of Psychology at
Arizona State University, explains that individuals carry strong self-identities.
As a result, once an individual commits to a certain factor or set of factors (i.e.,
voting as a moderate, well-informed individual), she feels a need to remain
consistent with her internal view or self-portrait. In essence, human nature
is such that individuals purposefully take actions to avoid contradictions in
internal identity, whether they are aware of the intentions of these actions
or not.* Hence, this predicts the patterns of behavior observed: once an
individual becomes “a voter,” that individual will feel the psychological need
to be consistent in her behavior and continue to be “a voter” in the future. This
concept of psychological identity, as well as its manipulations on behavior,

43 Plutzer, Eric. “Becoming a habitual voter: Inertia, resources & growth in young
adulthood.” American Political Science Review. 2002. Volume 96, p. 42.
44 Gerber, Alan S., Donald P. Green & Ron Shachar. “Voting May be Habit Forming:

Evidence from a Randomized Field Experiment.” American Journal of Political
Science 2003. 47(3): pp. 540-550. Web. Accessed 19 April 2013. Available at: http://
isps.yale.edu/research/publications/isps03-004#.UX2wLyvrmLE.

45 See Meredith, supra note 41.

46 Ibid.

47 Cialdini, Robert. Influence: Science and practice (4th ed.). Boston: Allyn & Bacon.
2001. Print.

48 Ibid.
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will be important to developing strategies for increasing voter turnout shortly.
IIl.e Concluding remarks on the importance of increasing youth voter
turnout

Assuming the foregoing reasoning is sound, it can be safely concluded
that increasing youth voter turnout in America is not only beneficial but also
important to the future of American prosperity, whether manifested through
a moderate Congress or protection against continual rises in U.S. debt. This
then leads to the obvious question: What can we do about it? More eloquently,
McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal leave their readers with this as part of their
concluding remarks:

Why, then, in the midst of affluence and much positive social change are
we struck with political leaders who are at daggers’ point while the general
population is generally not? Compared to our political leaders the public is
relatively moderate. We have no easy cure. We wish we did, as we find this
trend deeply disturbing.*

I1V. What Can Be Done?

McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal are certainly correct in believing that
polarization will not be easily cured. The same can be said of increasing voter
turnout. While a complete, failsafe cure may be impossible, many scholars have
nonetheless proposed strategies to boost turnout. Most often these strategies
are focused on increasing overall turnout or increasing turnout to favor one
party, rather than targeting a broader subset of the electorate. Though this is
less common, others have approached the issue focused primarily on youth.
This paper will briefly outline these various strategies, and then propose a
new solution using recent breakthroughs in behavioral economics as a guide.

Among the older, more standard recommendations for increasing
voter turnout, few are as popular as moving Election Day to a Monday or
Friday and making it a federal holiday, thus giving everyone a day off
of work and providing them with plenty of time to vote. Similarly, some
suggest that changes should be made to voter registration laws; this often
includes allowing same-day voter registration, online registration, or both.*
Online registration is believed to be particularly impactful for boosting the
youth vote.”® Meanwhile, some institutions suggest increasing early voting

49 See McCarty, supra note 8, at p. 203.

50 Pillsbury, George and Julian Johannesen. “America Goes to the Polls 2012: A Report
on Voter Turnout in the 2012 Election.” NonprofitVote.org. Web. Accessed 17 April
2013. Available at: http://www.nonprofitvote.org/voter-turnout.html.

51 Ourtime.org Staff. “Lessons Learned from the 2012 Election: Perspective from the
Millennial Generation.” Ourtime.org. Web. Accessed 23 February 2013.
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periods and increasing funding to civics education and political awareness
campaigns.” Others still focus less on the voter experience and more on the
campaign tactics.” In brief, there are numerous proposals that run the gamut
of target populations and potential benefits.

Looking at all of these recommendations, however, there appears to be
one key commonality: a root in behavioral economics. Each recommendation is
predicated on the goal of changing a voter’s cost-benefit analysis for deciding
to vote. Most, like voter registration- and early voting-based proposals focus
on making voting easier and less costly to a potential voter. This means that it
will take up less of a voter’s time and make voting a more convenient process.
Over the past couple of years some newer recommendations have focused
on changing the other side of the equation —increasing the benefit of voting.
They do this by making it more painful to not vote by putting social pressure
on a potential voter.>* In what is perhaps the most well known of this type of
pressure, scholars have shown that simply telling voters that voting is a matter
of public record increases voter turnout. One of the tactics studied by Donald
Green and Alan Gerber of Yale University involved using direct mail to notify
registered voters of this fact.®> Moreover, they found that notifying voters that
their neighbors may receive a list of who voted and who did not vote further
increases turnout. In their experiment, the control group (receiving generic
direct mail referring to the civic duty to vote) elicited a 29.7% voter turnout,
while the pressuring direct mail (including a list of neighbors voting histories
and asking “What if your neighbors knew whether you voted?” elicited a
37.8% voter turnout.>

Efforts such as this begin to move away from traditional voter turnout
methods and more toward those driven by behavioral economics. Behavioral
economics is the key to increasing voter turnout among youth. To gain a
better understanding of these implications, one must first examine the field of
behavioral economics.

IV.a Behavioral Economics

Rarely has an intriguing concept flourished into an established field of
study and a basis for policy-making in so little time. In other influential fields,

http://our time.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-contentuploads/2013/02/2012-Elec-
tion-Report.pdf.

52 See Pillsbury, supra note 50 at p. 21.

53 Green, Donald P., and Alan S. Gerber. Get out the Vote!: How to Increase Voter
Turnout. 2nd ed. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2008. Print.

54 Ibid.

55 Ibid.

56 Ibid.
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such as political science, philosophy, economics, or mathematics, the founders
and influential thinkers reach back to distant times, even ancient Greece and
before. The vast majority of influential thinkers on the issue passed away long
ago. In behavioral economics, however, the opposite is true. With its oldest
historical roots in the 1950s, the field came into bloom with Daniel Kahneman’s
Prospect Theory of the 1970s. As a result, behavioral economics is a very young
field, whose founders and key thinkers are modern day professors at America’s
top institutions. Despite its youth, behavioral economics has already evolved
into an active policy-making theory, with its own agenda and issues. One of
the patriarchs of the movement, Harvard Law professor and co-author of the
New York Times bestseller Nudge, Cass Sunstein, recently served as President
Obama’s Administrator of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs. It
is commonly believed that, in addition to his work with President Obama at
the University of Chicago, Sunstein was offered the position so that he could
implement his views on behavioral economics and “nudges.” However, one
should first briefly examine the tenets of behavioral economics in which the
concept of nudges is based.

IV.b Understanding Behavioral Economics

At its core, behavioral economics is a sub-set of economics that, like
traditional economics, attempts to explain and predict market events such as
consumption, production, demand for goods or, in this case, voting patterns.
Behavioral economics is in many ways an expansion of Daniel Kahneman and
Amos Tversky’s prospect theory®, which, in its simplest (if not over-simplified)
form, explains how people make their decisions. It shows that people make
judgments based on their own perception of potential gains and losses,
dependent upon a reference point. Individuals have their own preferences
regarding their risk of losing, known as loss aversion, and consequently their
own tolerance of risk in attempts to gain. Perhaps one of the most interesting
and crucial aspects of prospect theory is the fact that, depending on one’s
reference point (also known as a “frame”), one’s perception of losses and
gains can be skewed, which in turn affects one’s behavior. Manipulation of
the frame, known as “framing,” will be discussed further shortly, as it is a key
tool in affecting behavior.

Based on framing and many other aspects of prospect theory,
behavioral economics has worked to develop a new field of study. By merging
economics and psychology to simply describe people’s actions as opposed to
developing theories of what “Homo Economicus” would or normatively
should do, behavioral economics has been able to more accurately explain

57 Kahneman, Daniel and Amos Tversky. “Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision
under Risk.” Econometrica, (March 1979), pp. 263-291.
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human behavior.

The enhanced understanding of human behavior stems from a
realization that real people are not like “Homo Economicus®—in many
ways rational choice models have been found to be entirely non-descriptive.
These realizations, at their core, result from the fact that traditional, rational
economics differs from behavioral economics on three points. These three areas
are known as “bounded rationality,” “bounded willpower,” and “bounded
self-control.”

IV.b.i Bounded Rationality

The concept that unlimited rationality® may not exist was originally
discussed by Herbert Simon as “limited rationality”® in his discussion of
choice theory in the 1955. The term caught on as “bounded rationality” in
his book Models of Man®, published just two years later. Bounded rationality
should not be confused as irrationality or a lack of rationality, although it is
often used it in this way. Rather, as explained by Oliver Williamson, who
synthesizes Simon’s Models of Man, bounded rationality can be understood
in this way: “although boundedly rational agents experience limits in
formulating and solving complex problems and in processing (receiving,
storing, retrieving, transmitting) information (Simon 1957), they otherwise
remain ‘intendedly rational.”’®> In short, people are attempting to act in a
rational manner but either lack perfect information upon which to base their

58 The term “Homo Economicus” stems from the term “Economic Man,” an idea
established as a hypothetical abstraction by John Stuart Mill in his
discussions of economics. Although the term was not coined by him, in his essay
“On the Definition of Political Economy; and on the Method of Investigation Proper
To It,” he states: “[Political Economy] is concerned with him solely as a being who
desires to possess wealth, and who is capable of judging of the comparative efficacy
of means for obtaining that end.” In essence, Mill is describing a man who
rationally and completely pursues the maximization of utility. The concept of Homo
Economicus has been criticized by many economists but especially by behavioral
economists who find the assumptions that man is entirely rational and utility
maximizing is unrealistic.

59 Rationality, for the purposes of this essay, can be understood as including both
practical and epistemic rationality. In this way, rationality means that an individual’s
beliefs and desires are inherently utility maximizing based on the information at
hand and, based on these beliefs and desires; an individual takes the
utility-maximizing action.

60 Simon, Herbert. “A Behavioral Model of Rational Choice.”. The Quarterly Journal of
Economics, Vol. 69, No. 1 (Feb., 1955), pp. 99-118.

61 Simon, Herbert. Models of Man. John Wiley. New York. (January 1, 1957), Print.

62 Williamson, Oliver. “The Economics of Organization: The Transaction Cost Ap-

-proach.” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 87, No. 3 (Nov., 1981), pp. 548-577.
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actions or lack the capacity to entirely understand the issue at hand. Thus,
while from an objective, theoretically omnipotent perspective a person may
appear to act irrationally, they may be acting in accordance with what seems
(internally) to be the utility-maximizing choice. These gaps are often caused by
the use of heuristic principles, or simply heuristics, which were described by
Kahneman and Tversky as a means to “reduce the complex tasks of assessing
probabilities and predicting values to simpler judgmental operations.”® The
representativeness heuristic, for example, allows one to quickly classify and
judge an object. Rather than calculating the probability that an object belongs
to a class of objects, one can merely look at the object and determines that if
A looks like B then it is more likely to actually be like B. Representativeness is
but one of many recognized heuristics.

Although the use of heuristics is not, in and of itself, “irrational,” as
it may often be worth it for individuals to rely on a simpler estimation than
calculating probabilities, one of Kahneman’s breakthroughs was the startling
fact that people use heuristics even when it is more valuable to carefully
contemplate an issue.

This is likely the case, for example, of straight-ticket voting. Straight-
ticket voting is a basic heuristic that allows a voter to estimate, without going
through the time-intensive and thus more costly, process of researching
candidates. Instead, an individual can rely on her knowledge of generic party
platforms and choose the same party for each position. As polarization has
increased, party lines have been more clearly drawn, and partisan sorting
has occurred, this heuristic has likely gained strength, as voters become less
engaged and more party oriented.®

While heuristics are the core explanation for the gap between
rationality and behavior, other theories also play a part. This aspect of bounded
rationality can be most easily summarized as the human element of decision-
making. Because of human aspects like the ego, or identity as discussed earlier,
and personality, people tend to ignore certain information. This is known in
psychology as a cognitive bias; people favor information that benefits their
pre-existing notions and will actively avoid information that goes against
their opinions. One such example is overconfidence. Mullainathan and Thaler
describe the issue of overconfidence by explaining that, “If investors are

63 Tversky, A., Kahneman, D. “Judgment under Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases.”
Science, New Series, Vol. 185, No. 4157 (1974), pp. 1124-1131.
64 Jones, Jeffrey. “Voter Engagement Down Slightly From Last Two Elections.”

Gallup. 13 August 2012. Web. Accessed 18 April 2013. Available at: http:/www
gallup.com/poll/156524/voter-engagement-down-slightly-last-two-elections.aspx.
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overconfident in their abilities, they will be willing to make trades even in
the absence of true information.”® This type of human flaw not only helps
to explain the gap in an efficient market and in current financial models but
also partially explains the shift away from following news stories and toward
party-based campaign statements seen in Gallup polls.*® It explains why
individuals who identify as conservative are far more likely to watch Fox
News and those who identify as liberal are far more likely to listen to NPR.¢
As the Washington Post puts it, voters from different sides of the aisle “often
have not only their own opinions but also their own sets of facts, making it
harder than ever to approach common ground.”®

Finally, people simply have manners of thinking about an issue that
are not always based on objective fact or probability but rather on personal
preferences. Almost all people are significantly averse to losing and will pay
more than they rationally should (based on the probability of losing) to ensure
that they do not lose. This explains the “Endowment Effect,”® or the idea
that people tend to value an object in their possession far above the standard
market value, as well as workers’ tendency to overwork to ensure they reach
their income goals.”

As a result of these numerous heuristic principles, behavioral
economists have learned that an individual’s decisions can be dramatically
affected by the manner in which the decision is presented to him. As prospect
theory shows that frames can affect decisions, behavioral economics shows
that these frames can be actively manipulated in a calculated manner to
produce different results. This framing allows one to predictably estimate the
“mistakes” an individual will make and affect her decision-making as a result.

This concept has become a large focus of bounded rationality, particularly
as new theorists attempt to provide means of leading people towards more

65 Mullainathan, Sendhil and Thaler, Richard H. “Behavioral Economics.” (September
2000). MIT Dept. of Economics Working Paper No. 00-27. at p. 6.
66 Ibid.

67 Iyengar, Shanto and Kyu Hahn. “Red Media, Blue Media: Evidence of Ideological
Selectivity in Media Use.” Journal of Communication. Vol. 59. 2009. pp. 19-39.
68 Fisher, Marc. “Polarized News Market Has Altered the Political Process in South

Carolina Primary.” The Washington Post. 20 January 2012. Web. 15 April 2013.
Available at: http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/in-south-carolina-a-window-
on-an-ideologically-polarized-news-market/2012/01/11/gIQA2ygPDQ _story.html.

69 Kahneman, Daniel, Jack L. Knetsch and Richard H. Thaler. “The Endowment
Effect, Loss Aversion, and Status Quo Bias.” The Journal of Economic Perspectives,
Vol. 5, No. 1 (Winter, 1991), pp. 193-206.

70 Camerer, Colin, Linda Babcock, George Loewenstein, and Richard Thaler. “Labor
Supply of New York City Cabdrivers: One Day at a Time.” The Quarterly Journal of
Economics, vol. 112 (2), pp. 407-41, May 1997.
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theoretically rational decisions.

It is these psychological quirks that led Professor Christopher Bryan
of Stanford University to discover that slight framing differences can alter
voter turnout among youth voters significantly.” In his experiments, with
a median subject age of 22.8—near the median age of the youth vote—he
tested the effectiveness of language in questionnaires on registered voters.
Giving the survey to registered voters the day before the election, he broke
the group into two and gave each a different questionnaire. In one condition
of the experiment, voting was framed as a matter of personal identity. The
questionnaire asked “How important is it to you to be a voter in the upcoming
election?” In the second condition the questionnaire instead focused on the act
of voting, asking “How important is it to you to vote in the upcoming election?”
Using public records to follow up with participants, he found that those who
took the first questionnaire were significantly more likely to have voted the
following day. In fact, the experiment “found an increase in turnout in the
noun [voter] condition of 10.9 percentage points, a 13.7% boost in turnout over
the verb [voting] condition.” What causes the shift?

The two frames evoke entirely different sentiments and target
different aspects of a potential voter’s decision-making process. As Bryan et
al. point out, voting is merely a behavior, while being “a voter” is part of
one’s identity.”? Behavioral economics allows us to drill down on step further.
The behavior of voting is less compelling than being a voter, among other
reasons, because a behavior is merely one of many alternate opportunities —
one can exercise his right to vote or he can partake in numerous other activities
(i.e., sleep, watch TV, exercise) that may have a higher utility for him at that
time. However, if being a voter is part of one’s self identity, it is a loss of an
opportunity to vote to skip the election for something else. Moreover, as part
of one’s identity, skipping the opportunity to vote may incite personal feelings
of laziness or other negative externalities that are at odds with the individual’s
broader identity. These are costly and are to be avoided. Hence, as Bryan et
al. found, one is far more compelled to maintain one’s identity and vote than
to choose the behavior of voting. This will be beneficial to developing youth
voter turnout strategies shortly. However, bounded rationality is only one
component of behavioral economics. A great deal of study has also focused on
the matter of bounded willpower and bounded self-interest.

71 Bryan, Christopher J., Gregory M. Walton, Todd Rogers, and Carol S. Dweck.
“Motivating voter turnout by invoking the self.” Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the United States (PNAS). Vol. 108, no. 31. 2 August 2011.
pp. 12653—-12656. Available at: http://www.pnas.org/content/108/31/12653.full.
pdf+html.

72 Ibid.
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IV.b.ii Bounded Willpower

Bounded willpower may be better thought of as a limit to one’s self-
control. In the realm of traditional economics, Homo Economicus, someone
should rationally determine the correct course of action and then follow
that course of action perfectly, without regard for temptations or possible
deviations. However, in daily life this is simply not the case. There are
numerous theoretical examples of this phenomenon, but the clearest examples
are those seen in real life; Christine Jolls, Cass Sunstein, and Richard Thaler
turn to the fact that “[M]ost smokers say they would prefer not to smoke, and
many pay money to join a program or obtain a drug that will help them quit.””
The rational action for a smoker who knows that smoking is dangerous and
unhealthy is to quit smoking. Moreover, it is entirely possible for a smoker to
quit smoking as there are no external barriers to quitting —the only necessary
device is the willpower to resist a chemical addiction. For smokers, however,
this is often easier said than done.

In many ways, bounded willpower can be boiled down to the fact
that people often have goals to save more, exercise more, eat healthier, work
harder, and strive for higher achievement, yet cannot muster the consistent,
prevailing motivation to follow through. Consequently, individuals end
up acting in a manner opposite of that which they had formerly hoped and
decided to.

One of the manifestations of this discrepancy is known as hyperbolic
discounting, a form of time-inconsistency in the evaluation of cost-benefit
analyses. In essence, individuals often discount their future as compared to
the present. For example, while smoking may be harmful in the long run,
this future is severely discounted. Hence, the benefits (relatively small when
objectively compared to the detrimental effects) that come immediately
may outweigh the long-term, discounted negative outcomes. In this way
an otherwise rational actor, due to discounting, may fail to act accordingly.
This is likely the case for many registered voters who fail to vote and many
unregistered voters who fail to register.

James Fowler of the University of California studied this concept and
found that there is a direct correlation between an individual’s measurable
patience—how little he discounts his future wellbeing—and his likeliness to
vote.”* As Fowler points out, “While the costs of voting are paid on or before

73 Jolls, Christine, Cass Sunstein, and Richard Thaler. “A Behavioral Approach to Law
and Economics.” Stanford Law Review, Vol. 50 (May 1998), pp. 1471 — 1550. At p.
1479.

74 Fowler, James and Cindy Kam. “Patience as a Political Virtue: Delayed Gratification

and Turnout.” Political Behavior. Vol. 28, No. 2, June 2006. pp. 113-128.
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Election Day, any benefits related to the policy outcome are not obtained until
after Election Day.””

It is likely, as shown in this research, that some young voters decide
that they wish to vote, but when it actually comes time to vote they determine
that the short term costs of going to the polls, waiting in line, etc. are not
worth the long term gain of potentially changing policy. Individuals may not
consciously weigh the costs and benefits of voting in an inter-temporal manner
but rather focus on the present, writing off any gains that may be made from
voting in the long run. The same logic applies to those potential voters who
do not register. The barriers to registering in the short term may outweigh the
benefit of having the opportunity to vote in the future.

As a result of these shortcomings, people often choose to sacrifice
efficiency in an effort to force themselves to make the more rational decision.
For example, rather than buying a large carton of ice cream (at a much cheaper
price) and only eating a snack-sized amount, many people will buy the smaller
container. They know that if they have the entire carton of ice cream in front
of them, they will eat far more than the optimal amount. As such, they must
take the less economically efficient road and pay more than necessary to lock
themselves into their preferred course of action. Thus, with a certain cost,
they are able to pre-commit to the outcome that is better off in the long-term.”
This creates an inefficient market where consumers are willing to pay higher
prices for lower quantities of the same good. Under rational economic theory,
this type of behavior is inexplicable. Nevertheless, it exists in the economic
market, yet not in the political arena— currently no self-control device exists
that allows an individual to commit to go to the polls or applies pressure on
the self to do so. This is an opportunity that, if harnessed, could further boost
youth voter turnout. Before addressing this, however, we must examine the
final realm of behavioral economics: bounded self-interest.

IV.b.iii Bounded Self-Interest
The final assumption of rational economic theory that does not hold

under real-world observation is the notion of a purely self-interested person.
While the idea that people are inherently self-interested is pervasive across

75 Ibid. at p. 115.

76 Hoch, Steven and George Loewenstein. “Time-Inconsistent Preferences and
Consumer Self-Control.” Journal Of Consumer Research, Vol. 17 (March 1991), pp.
492-507.
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economics” and political theory”™, self-interest cannot be said to be pure.”
Despite assumptions to the contrary, the empirical truth is that economic
arguments regarding altruism do not account for the degree to which
individuals donate to charity or act to promote equality. For example, as
explained by Sunstein and Jolls, in many market-based games, “people care
about being treated fairly”® and are willing to destroy their own individual
benefit to ensure that fairness and equality is maintained. Moreover, while
individuals may not want to be fair to others, they do, perhaps for their own
greater benefit, wish to appear fair to others.® Hence, in ultimatum games,*
individuals generally offer a 60% / 40% or 50% / 50% split, despite the fact that
Homo Economicus would suggest offering as little as possible.®

77 This concept exists throughout economics and can be most directly seen through
the theory of a Free-Rider Problem, where people must often be obligated by
institutions to act in a manner consistent with the more efficient collective-action
solution. While collective action is better for everyone overall, the individual is
better off by defecting from this solution and therefore will do so because he cares
only for his own interests. See: Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: “The Free
Rider Problem” at http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/free-rider/ for further explanation
of the example.

78 Indeed, the core of James Madison’s arguments for the U.S. Constitution in
Federalist Papers No. 10 and 51 is the idea that each man’s interests in ambitions
will guide their decisions and will create numerous factions that will always be
pitted against one another, thus minimizing the likelihood that a majority will be
able to gain enough power to singlehandedly control or force the agenda of
government. Federalist Paper No. 51, in its argument for checks and balances,
claims, “ambition must be made to counteract ambition.” These arguments are all
derived from the assumption that people are self-interested and will predictably
promote their own goals and interests. This concept, at least in modern political
theory, can be found as far back Hobbes’ Leviathan (1651), which assumes that
people without a government would murder, cheat, and steal so long as their own
well-being was promoted.

79 Mullainathan, supra note 65, at p. 7.
80 Jolls, supra note 73.
81 Dana, Jason and Roberto A. Weber and Jason Xi Kuang. “Exploiting ‘moral wriggle

room’: Experiments demonstrating an illusory preference for fairness.” Economic
Theory, Vol. 33, No. 1, Symposium on Behavioral Game Theory (October 2007), pp.
67-80.

82 An ultimatum game is a type of 2-player game testing allocations of funds. Player
A has the choice of how to divide money in an escrow account between himself
and Player B. Player B can then either accept the offer, in which case each player
receives the allotted money, or reject the offer, in which case neither player receives
anything. Traditional economic theory suggests that offering even 1 cent to player
B should garner acceptance (as 1 cent is greater than nothing), but results show that
offers of 80% to 20% or worse are often rejected by Player B.

83 Chaudhuri, Ananish. Experiments in Economics: Playing fair with Money.
Routledge Publishers. 2009. Print. Chapter 2.
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Al Roth, 2012 Nobel Laureate in Economics, and his partner Jack Ochs
find similar results in their “An Experimental Study of Sequential Bargaining,”
but argue that the monetary incentives proposed in ultimatum games simply
do not translate into the maximization of expected utility for the subjects®.
Rather, the utility of the subjects includes other unidentified preferences in
addition to monetary gain.*® Nonetheless, even Roth and Ochs admit that
they  offer the argument, that “an unobserved component of bargainer’s
utilities” can explain the discrepancy, “with the very greatest caution.”* While
Roth and Ochs’ explanation attempts to frame the discrepancy in a manner
consistent with rational economic theory, it would go against the assumptions
of Homo Economicus to argue that fairness and equality are truly aspects of
an individual’s preferences. Moreover, evidence found by Colin Camerer and
Richard Thaler suggests that people destroy their welfare (by declining the
offer) in an effort to not only promote positive values like equality but also to
show their spitefulness and frustration with the proposer’s lack of etiquette.””
They argue that, as an expectation that others will decline unfair offers,
individuals often propose more fair splits as an economic strategy. These
scholars have tried to rationalize fair proposals into traditional economic
theory. However, some scholars who accept that fairness violates utility
functions have proposed other reasons.

At the vanguard of this movement is Amartya Sen, who argues that
“commitment,” whether to a norm or other higher calling, demands in certain
circumstances that an individual pursue a course of action at odds with utility
maximization.* Many scholars, particularly Cristina Bicchieri,* have argued
about whether this type of commitment can be merely annexed into a broader
concept of a utility function as part of social norms, but this is a discussion for
a different essay. Assuming that commitment is, as Sen proposes, a violation
of one’s utility function, may have profound implications for explaining voter
behavior among youth in the 21st century.

In political science there is a long-discussed paradox to voting known
as the Downs paradox. As discussed previously, there are certain costs
associated with voting and certain theoretical benefits. We have addressed

84 Ochs, Jack and Alvin E. Roth. “An Experimental Study of Sequential Bargaining.”

85 Ibid.

86 Ibid. at p. 380.

87 Camerer, Colin and Richard Thaler. “Anomalies: Ultimatums, Dictators and
Manners.” The Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 9, No. 2. (Spring 1995), pp.
209-221.

88 Sen, Amartya. “Rational Fools”. Philosophy & Public Affairs. Vol. 6, No. 4. Summer
1977. pp. 317-344.

89 Bicchieri, Christina. The Grammar of Society: The Nature and Dynamics of Social
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the idea that these benefits may be discounted into the future and, thus,
outweighed by the costs. Anthony Downs, in his book An Economic Theory
of Democracy, explained that this creates a paradox. The benefit of voting is
theoretically infinitesimally small even before discounting because, according
to Downs, the primary benefit of voting is not policy but the probability of
impacting an election. Under this view, given that the probability that one’s
vote even slightly impacts an election is so small, nobody should ever vote—
yet they do. Some have suggested that benefits come from taking part in the
voting process or being able to say that you voted —these are valid arguments.
However, bounded self-interest and commitment may provide a clearer
explanation to this paradox.

Because, unlike in the traditional economic view of Downs, individuals
are not wholly self-interested, they turn out to vote because of a commitment
to a social norm of higher cause. In popular culture, this social norm is called
a “civic duty.” Hence, according to this theory many voters turn out to vote,
despite the costs, because there exists a commitment to this patriotic duty
to do so. Angus Campbell and his colleagues at the University of Michigan
explained it this way:

Wide currency in American society is given the idea that the individual has
a civic responsibility to vote. When this norm becomes a part of the value
system of the individual, as it has for most of our citizens, it may be regarded

as a force acting directly on the turnout decision.”

Interestingly, this theory would accurately predict the pattern of
age-based voting displayed in America. As seen below, the levels to which
individuals identify with the concept of a civic duty to vote are relatively
lower among youth.”!

Understanding that self-interest is not the driving economic force
behind decision-making opens the door to many opportunities for boosting
voter turnout. In particular, understanding that creating a norm that requires
voting can strengthen the push to vote will be useful.

90 Campbell, Angus, Philip Converse, Warren Miller, and Donald Stokes. The
American Voter. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1960. Print. at p. 105.
91 See Wattenberg, supra note 26, at p. 121.
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Figure 8

V. The Solution: Nudges and Libertarian Paternalism

As we have seen, as a result of heuristics and bounds to human
behavior, many people fail to act in a manner that maximizes their personal
utility (as proscribed by Homo Economicus). As a result of these clear issues
with neoclassical, rational economic theory, new types of decision-making
processes have been suggested that can be beneficially adapted to voter
turnout policy. At the vanguard of this movement are Richard Thaler and
Cass Sunstein, whose book Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth,
and Happiness has become the gold standard of applied behavioral economics.
It has also become widely popular in the public, being named one of The
Economist’s books of the year in 2008.%2 It is from the concepts and policy ideas
of this book that many behavioral economic suggestions are formed. Solutions
to low youth voter turnout will come through the lens of nudges.

A nudge begins with a “choice architect,” or a central decision maker
who generally attempts to think as objectively and rationally as possible to
develop the structure of the choice.” In this case the choice architect would
be whoever is designing voter registration and voting mechanism. According
to Sunstein and Thaler, a nudge is a choice structure “that alters people’s
behavior in a predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly
changing their economic incentives.”** An article in The Economist describes
this theory as “soft paternalism,” explaining that:

92 “Books of the Year 2008: Pick of the Pile.” The Economist. The Economist
Newspaper, 04 Dec. 2008. Web. 12 Mar. 2012. Available at:
<http://www.economist.com/node/12719711>.

93 Thaler, Richard H., and Cass R. Sunstein. Nudge: Improving Decisions about
Health, Wealth, and Happiness. New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 2008. Print, at pp. 81 —
100.
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