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Abstract

In this paper, we examine the political effects of local age distributions, with an eye to
understanding geographic variations in voter turnout. The Depression era birth cohort is
now elderly and will soon make a final exit from the electorate through mortality. The Baby
Boom generation is quickly closing on retirement. These older generations are highly partici-
patory for both generational and life-cycle reasons, but the enormous post-Boomer age
cohorts show signs of being less participatory. These generalizations about political activity
within age cohorts raise questions about the extent to which local turnout levels are affected
by the relative size of these groups in local electorates. We find that aggregate local turnout
is highly sensitive to the age distribution, rising with the percentage over age 60, falling shar-
ply with increases in the percentage between age 18 and 29. We find the greatest effects in
those counties with the highest population growth rates, and we argue that the age gap
between the general population and the active electorate will be greatest in these fast-grow-
ing locales. We conclude with some reflections about the importance of mobilizing younger
voters who have not yet established a habit of voting.
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During the next 25 years, a remarkable phenomenon will take place that is likely

to have serious consequences for political life throughout the United States. The

Depression Era generation, those who came of age during the 1930s and 1940s,

will make a final exit from the electorate through mortality. The Baby Boom
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generation, the large post-World War II birth cohort presently in its 40s and 50s, will
be entering retirement, and it too will begin to drop out of the electorate. Bracket-
ing the other end of the population distribution is an enormous and fast-growing
population under age 25. These are the children, and among the youngest, the
grandchildren, of the Baby Boomers. Their numbers, at 99.4 million strong, are
impressive to say the least—a full 35.3% of the US population was reported to be
under age 25 in the 2000 census. By contrast, Baby Boomers (birthdates between
1946 and 1964) number approximately 70 million, and the remaining Depression
Era cohort (those over 65) numbers about 35 million, although mortality is taking
an increasingly heavy toll on this group. The younger birth cohorts are now in a
stage of the life-cycle characterized by muted political influence, due mainly to the
voting ineligibility of those under age 18, and the low levels of political partici-
pation that typify members of the 18–29 age group. According to one recent analy-
sis, if current trends continue, those over age 65 will be outvoting young adults by
a 4:1 ratio by the 2020s (Goldstein & Morin, 2002).
A sharp decline in the level of voter participation with the passing of the Baby

Boom generation would appear to lie ahead. Boomers are not only more participa-
tory than the younger birth cohorts in the electorate (those under age 40), they
were also more participatory when they were in those younger age brackets, by
about 10% points (Zukin, 2000). Because they are likely to remain highly participa-
tory into their twilight years, we can expect the voice of retirement-age voters to
echo loudly through the year 2020. But they will one day cease to be a political
voice. Will they be replaced? How might their replacement vary from location to
location across the nation? These are the questions that motivate our work here.
While the changing shape of the national age distribution may have great relevance
for participation trends in national elections, legions of candidates lean on their
understanding of local electorates as their means to elective office, voters they must
then represent as policymakers if they win. In rapid-growth locations, the differ-
ence between local populations and local electorates is only likely to increase as a
result of youthful non-participation. In slow-growth locales, where there are few
new voters to socialize, these gaps between voters and citizens are likely to
be minimized.
Our concerns lead us directly to an examination of local variations in the age

distribution. In some places, the aged population is large, and mortality rates are
high relative to fertility rates. At other locations, the retirement-age population is a
small proportion of the total, and fertility rates are much higher than mortality
rates. And at still other locations, the mortality and fertility rates are equally high,
with a smaller proportion of the population in middle age. Geographic mobility
also plays a role in reconfiguring local age distributions, as young people coming
of age exhibit high rates of mobility, as do elderly populations with means (Plane
& Rogerson, 1994). Depending on the local shape of the age distribution, mor-
tality, fertility and mobility will interact to produce political change to varying
degrees. Political manifestations of demographic trends may be quite localized, but
nevertheless quite potent (Jennings, 1987: p. 381; Nardulli, 1995; Nardulli, Dalager,
& Greco, 1996).
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From a national standpoint, the way of glimpsing what lies ahead demo-

graphically is to examine the graph in Fig. 1, where we show one depiction of the

national age distribution of the population current with the 2000 census. These fig-

ures show that in the next 20 years the bulge in the distribution that is peaked in

the 40–59-year old age group will shift to the right and eventually decline toward

mortality. Behind (or beneath) them in the 18–29 bracket sits Generation X, the

‘‘baby busters’’, a small group born during the late 1960s and early-1970s. The

under 18 age cohort is the sizable Generation Y population, also called the ‘‘echo-

boom,’’ which constitutes a growing plurality of the nation’s population.
The practical political implications of the current age distribution are not

entirely clear nationally, much less so locally. If the more recent birth cohorts

emerge from the non-participatory stages in the life-cycle to become regular voters,

then the political impact of the final departure of Depression era cohort and the

subsequent demise of the Baby Boomers may not be much to note and the tran-

sition from one generation to the next could be imperceptible. Generational change

need not have any significant political consequences, in the short or long term,

since generations need not be politically distinct (Abramson, 1974, 1976, 1989;

Braungart & Braungart, 1986). But if the younger cohorts’ participation levels lag

not only through young adulthood, but into middle age, the level of turnout could

drop sharply as Baby Boomer activists depart the electorate not to be replaced by

anyone. This drop in turnout will have a significant—though locally variable—

impact on the gap between the active electorate and the general population. In

Fig. 1. A view of the age distribution of the US population, 2000.
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particular, the active electorate is likely to be significantly older (and almost cer-
tainly wealthier) than the population as a whole.
At the outset, we should remind ourselves of the distinction between the short-

term consequences of generational replacement, attributable to life-cycle differences
between the newer and older generations, and longer-term consequences, attribu-
table specifically to generational effects. That elderly people participate more than
younger people can be attributed to their stage in the life-cycle. Younger citizens
are unsettled and have not yet developed a habit of voting whereas the middle aged
and elderly have (Deufel, 2002; Plutzer, 2002). A generational effect, on the other
hand, is indicative of differences between generations when the comparison cohorts
are at similar stages in the life-cycle. To distinguish between life-cycle and genera-
tional differences, we present the graph of voter participation rates by age cohort
for the 1972 and 2000 presidential elections (see Fig. 2). For both election years, a
similar pattern is present: low participation in the youngest age cohorts, rising par-
ticipation in middle age, followed by declining participation at the very end of the
life-cycle. This inverted U-shaped pattern has been persistent across many decades,
and was noted at least as early as the 1950s (Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes,
1960). Notably, those over age 80 still report participating at a higher rate than
those under age 30 (see Fig. 2), and some surveys show very little turnout decline
from middle to old age (Glenn & Grimes, 1968; Jennings & Markus, 1988).
Generational effects are most apparent in these data when we compare partici-

pation rates across election years within a given age cohort. For instance, it is clear
that when the initial Baby Boomers were squarely in the age 18–29 bracket, in

Fig. 2. Distribution of voter participation by age cohort in 1972 and 2000 presidential elections (Source:

American National Election Studies 1972, 2000).
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1972, they were participating at a higher rate (66%) than the youngest generations
were in 2000 (56%). The difference is 10% points, and suggests that even as the
young cohort moves through the life-cycle, its participation may not reach the level
of their parents and grandparents when they were the same age.

Differences in political and policy views

What kind of political effects might we expect to follow from the generational
changes we have been discussing? Much of the significance of generational differ-
ences would appear to hinge upon the arriving and departing generations having
differing policy views and interests. The fertility and mortality process is surely cap-
able of driving partisan change through differential socialization associated with
the events occurring during each generation’s upbringing (Abramson, 1975; Braun-
gart & Braungart, 1986). But generational change is also capable of hastening or
delaying policy shifts. If generational replacement finds a highly active generation
being replaced by a largely inactive one, the generationally-induced shrinkage of
the electorate results in a widening age gap between the general population and the
active electorate. Interests aligned with the younger generation do not have rep-
resentation at the polls, altering the nature of policy demands on officeholders. As
the Baby Boomer generation nears retirement, it will be more focused on federal
senior citizen benefits than the tax burden that will fall on their children and
grandchildren. Arguably, we are moving toward generational fiscal warfare with
the young paying the tab.
As an indication that these policy views and interests of the youngest generation

are distinct from those of their elders, see Table 1, exhibiting some basic cross-
tabulations of policy opinion by age cohort drawn from the 2000 American
National Election Study. That we would find younger and older people differing on
issues specifically related to the maintenance of social security should be no sur-
prise. But these figures also show that younger Americans are decisively more in
favor of affirmative action and government’s role in ensuring equal treatment for
blacks than those in the oldest age bracket. Younger Americans also exhibit more
tolerant attitudes toward the integration of gays in the military (see also: Goldstein
& Morin, 2002). These findings suggest that the low participation levels of younger
Americans will not only skew the politics of social security, but also issues relating
to race and morality. The disproportionate participation of the elderly relative to
the young may weaken the drive toward racial justice and government-enforcement
of non-discrimination.

Geographic variation in the age distribution

Adding to the fascinating complexity of trying to understand the effects of age
cohorts on political behavior is a large and restless population residing in a federal
system in which state and local elections are waged as politically distinct battles.
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To comprehend the political impact of specific age distributions, local information

about the geography of these developments is required.
Since our focus is on geographic variation in voter turnout, we must evaluate the

relative theoretical leverage of alternative geographic disaggregations for under-

standing local political effects. While broad geographic regions and references

to political cultures (Elazar, 1984, 1994) might be useful for some purposes, age

distributions vary more locally, by county, than by broad geographic region.1

1 To prove this point, one need only run an analysis of variance on between group variation vs. within

group variation for the percentage of the population in each age group, with the groups of counties

being defined according to Elazar’s three subcultural categories. This analysis shows that the variance

within the three groups for age cohorts is far higher than the between group variance. The same is true

for the dependent variable, turnout. Far greater variance lies at the county level within each of the sub-

cultural categories, than between the categories themselves. This analysis is available from the authors

upon request.

Table 1

Exemplary issue and policy differences by age cohort, November 2000

Response category Age cohort

18–29 30–44 45–64 65 older

Q. Should companies that have discriminated against blacks have to have an affirmative action plan?

Yes, they should 57.0 50.6 48.3 37.9

No, they should not 38.1 43.1 44.9 55.0

Other 4.9 6.3 6.8 7.1

N ¼ 1137; X 2 ¼ 21:66; p � 0:001

Q. Should the federal government see to it that black people get fair treatment in jobs?

Yes, strongly 51.8 43.9 49.9 35.6

Yes, not strongly 9.6 10.2 8.0 6.8

No, not strongly 7.2 8.9 7.5 7.9

No, strongly 31.3 37.1 34.5 49.7

N ¼ 1137; X 2 ¼ 19:53; p � 0:021

Q. Should homosexuals be allowed to serve in the military?

Yes, strongly 57.6 53.6 50.2 43.1

Yes, not strongly 27.1 24.6 22.3 25.0

No, not strongly 4.1 5.4 4.6 7.2

No, strongly 11.2 16.4 23.0 24.6

N ¼ 1684; X 2 ¼ 31:56; p � 0:001

Q. . . .proposal to use the expected budget surplus to protect social security and medicare?

Approve strongly 52.4 62.9 68.9 74.8

Approve, not strong 29.0 17.4 12.6 13.7

Disapprove, not strong 11.5 9.6 9.3 3.9

Disapprove strongly 7.1 10.0 9.2 7.5

N ¼ 1755; X 2 ¼ 58:17; p � 0:001

Source: American National Election Studies, 2000.

Cell entries are percentages summing to 100 down the columns for each table.
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Within culturally homogeneous regions, in other words, there will be locations with

large elderly concentrations, as well as youthful ones. Aggregating to the region-

wide level would result in these concentrations canceling each other out, obscuring

the variation we most want to understand.
One simple but politically relevant way of disaggregating the national population

distribution is to examine high growth and low growth counties separately. Popu-

lation growth rates closely mirror underlying trends in the local economy and labor

market (Gimpel & Schuknecht, 2001, 2003). Since the forces of population

growth/decline (fertility, mortality and population mobility) are all captured in

overall growth rates (measured by percent change in population), we can fruitfully

contrast the shape of the age distribution in locations in the highest growth quar-

tile with those in the lowest quartile (see Fig. 3). Also, high growth counties will

eventually play a more significant future role in state politics than the stagnant

counties, although in strictly electoral terms their influence may lag well behind

their growing numbers.
What the comparison in Fig. 3 reveals is that the difference between high growth

and low growth locales is primarily found in the size of the elderly population

(those over age 60). Notably, the proportions in the large Baby Boom cohort (age

40–59) are highly similar, but the proportion of those in the 18–29 age group is sig-

nificantly higher in the fastest growing locations. These differences are potentially

quite relevant to turnout inasmuch as the elderly have much higher participation

Fig. 3. Views of the age distribution of the US population in high and low quartiles of population

growth, 2000.
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rates than the young. Specifically, we would expect the high growth locations to
have considerably lower turnout rates, and they did in the 2000 presidential elec-
tion where the mean for the high growth quartile was 51.8% ðs:d: ¼ 9:3Þ, compared
with 56.9% ðs:d: ¼ 9:1Þ among the low growth locations.
The low turnout levels in high growth areas are suggestive of the difficult chal-

lenge that candidates and parties face in quickly growing towns and cities when
they try to mobilize new residents and persuade those coming of age to become
habitual voters. At many of these locations, people are entering the potential elec-
torate at a rate far faster than they can be converted into regular participants—
with the results showing a steadily declining level of participation.
In the locations comprising the lowest quartile of growth, working to mobilize

new voters is not a major chore, since populations are either stable or declining. In
places of steep decline, the proportion of the population that is not participating
may well shrink with the attrition of non-voters, elevating the level of turnout by
shrinking the potential electorate. Hence, we see many locations of exceedingly
high turnout on the rural high plains, where small town and farm populations are
aging and the youthful non-voting segment of the electorate is migrating away
from agricultural ways of life.

Geographic or spatial structure in turnout rates

There are a number of ways in which we can statistically evaluate the effect of
local age distributions in order to document and understand their impact. As a
temporal process, addressing the effect of aging on turnout over time obviously
makes sense, particularly if the focus is on changes attributable to distinctive gen-
erations, as opposed to differences between one group and another attributable to
the part of the life-cycle in which they find themselves. Our approach here we will
set aside the long-term implications of trends in fertility and mortality, and profit-
ably employ cross-sectional county-level data across the presidential election cycles
from 1980 to 2000. We explore how the local size of the population in the younger
stages of the life-cycle explain depressed turnout at many locations, whereas those
places with a greater representation of elderly voters show much higher turnout.
We draw our political participation and demographic data for the nation’s 3100

counties from the 1980, 1990 and 2000 US decennial censuses. Our measure of polit-
ical participation is the percentage of the population of voting age that cast ballots
in each of the 1980–2000 presidential elections. To secure an accurate measure of
turnout in the face of high international migration, we have subtracted the non-citi-
zen population over age 18 from the denominator (McDonald & Popkin, 2001).
The analysis of geographic data poses special challenges from a statistical stand-

point because we must first be cognizant of spatial structure. Spatial structure is
not only interesting in its own right, to show regional clustering of low or high
turnout levels, but it poses special challenges for the estimation of regression mod-
els aimed at offering explanations for geographic patterns (Anselin, 1988). Given
that county boundaries are merely conventions, and given that residents freely
cross county boundaries, it is likely that turnout levels in one jurisdiction will be
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positively related to participation in neighboring jurisdictions. This is because

populations interact across adjacent counties, and share similar values on other

predictors of political engagement, such as socioeconomic status, education level

and mobility rates. Moreover, adjacent counties may often be part of the same

election districts, experiencing similar campaign stimuli. Yet standard regression
models assume no spatial dependency among observations. Indeed, such models

routinely assume that observations on the dependent variable are independent of

one another. But clearly in the case of geographically situated data such as ours,

this assumption is false. It is highly likely that participation levels in one county

are highly correlated with turnout levels in adjacent jurisdictions.
Taking an example year, in this case, 2000, we can obtain a clearer grasp of the

spatial structure in turnout variation by considering Fig. 4 displaying the standar-

dized G�
i -statistic for turnout rates2 (by natural breaks) for the 2000 presidential

election (Getis & Ord, 1992). With G�
i , we are able to detect a concentration of

similar turnout values around i, and the value of i is also included in the calcu-

lation (Fotheringham, Brunsdon and Charlton, 2000: p. 100–101). There is an

unquestionable North–South divide evident on Fig. 4, with counties in the Upper
Midwest and Plains, and in New England exhibiting the highest turnout (dark

shades), while those in the South and Southwest stand in the lowest grouping.

While it may be possible to explain these geographic differences as a function of

culture; ‘‘Moralistic’’ in the North and ‘‘Traditionalistic’’ in the South (Elazar,

1994: p. 9), we want to resist attributing the cause to cultural differences if we can
instead pinpoint the specific economic, social or demographic characteristics that

account for much of that variation.
To examine geographic clustering in turnout levels for the 2000 presidential elec-

tion, we utilize a familiar geographic statistic, Moran’s I, as a means of measuring

the extent of ‘‘spatial dependence’’ in turnout patterns (Anselin, 1988; Griffith,

1987; O’Loughlin, Flint, & Anselin, 1994).3 Moran’s I gauges the extent of spatial

2 To identify the way in which values of turnout are clustered across the nation, we use a local statistic

designed to depict trends in the data around each town. The G�
i is formulated as:

G�
i ¼

X
j

wijxj

,X
j

xj

where Gi is the measure of local clustering of turnout around particular town i, xj is the value of turnout

at j and wij represents the degree of connection between towns i and j, measured in binary terms

(Fotheringham, Brunsdon and Charlton 2000: p. 100–101).
3 Moran’s I measures the covariance between the value of a variable x, at one place, and its value at

another (Fotheringham, Brunsdon, & Charlton, 2000; Goodchild, 1986; Anselin, 1988). The formula for

Moran’s I is as follows:

I ¼ nP
i

P
j wij

 ! P
i

P
j wijðxi � �xxÞðxj � �xxÞP

iðxi � �xxÞ2

� �

where i and j index the N spatial units and wij is the spatial weight measuring the degree of connection

between towns i and j. �xx is the mean value of x.
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dependence because it is formulated to discriminate between different arrangements
of x values on a planar surface. From an interpretive standpoint, the values of
Moran’s I are centered around zero. High positive values indicate positive spatial
autocorrelation, showing that neighboring values are alike. High negative values
exhibit negative autocorrelation, exhibiting dissimilarity in nearby values, following
the pattern on a checkerboard. Values approaching zero indicate a random pat-
tern, or no significant spatial structure (Tam Cho, in press; Goodchild, 1986).
If spatial autocorrelation is present, then models that do not take into account

the spatial relationships among units cannot be trusted to provide accurate para-
meter estimates in regression models (Tam Cho, in press). If spatial structure is
present in the data for the variable to be explained, then the next step is to deter-
mine the precise nature of the geographic relationships. After review of similar
research, we used a 40-mile distance criteria to determine spatial adjacency. This
estimate makes the reasonable assumption that the extent of daily population inter-
action drops off sharply after 40 miles due to limits on the mileage traveled to
work. In the binary distance matrix, those counties whose centroids fell within a
40-mile distance radius were considered influential neighbors; those falling outside
this range were not. There were, to be sure, about 150 counties, primarily in west-
ern states, that by this measure had no neighbors. But it makes more sense to

Fig. 4. Standardized G�
i statistic for turnout in the 2000 Presidential Election by County in the 48

Contiguous States.

J.G. Gimpel et al. / Political Geography 23 (2004) 71–9580



assume that few people living in these counties have daily interactions with those
outside county boundaries, than to assume that they do, and then be saddled with
a more unrealistic criterion (say, 60 or 100 miles) to determine spatial adjacency.
In the turnout data for the 2000 presidential election, to take but one exemplary

year, the value of Moran’s I is 0.52, exhibiting positive spatial dependency (Mor-
an’s I for 1996 ¼ 0:58; and for 1992 ¼ 0:57) Tested against the assumption that
this particular set of x values was drawn independently from a population of nor-
mally distributed values leads us to reject the null hypothesis of no spatial depen-
dence at the p � 0:0001 level of significance. Testing under a randomization
assumption—that the sample of x values was randomly chosen from among the n!
possible arrangements of the observed x values among the total number of coun-
ties, then estimating the probability that such a randomly chosen arrangement
would have a Moran’s I as extreme as the one actually observed—also leads us to
reject the null hypothesis.

Alternative hypotheses and data analysis

The Moran’s I statistic, along with the obvious spatial patterns exhibited by the
standardized G�

i in Fig. 4, strongly suggest that we consider the alternative expla-
nations for turnout that are commonly advanced in political participation research.
Indicators that represent these causal influences must be included in any model
that hopes to isolate the effects of generational variables. First, we control for the
effect of recent migration. Population mobility depresses turnout due to the fact
that most states require movers to reregister to vote well before election-day
(Squire, Wolfinger, & Glass, 1987; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). While determ-
ined citizens will eventually surmount the obstacles posed by their own mobility,
these barriers are overcome at some cost and tax the level of turnout (Conway,
2002). Our measure for the volume of recent migration is the percentage of resi-
dents in a county who have moved in from outside the state in the previous 5
years.
The racial and ethnic composition of local populations must be considered rel-

evant control variables as it is well known that the African American and Latino
populations participate at much lower rates than the Anglo white population, even
if it is income and education that are primarily responsible for the differences, and
not race, per se. Our measures for the Black and Latino populations are simply the
percentage of the county’s total population identified as Black and Hispanic by
standard US census sources. We also consider the effects of population density on
turnout since a long line of studies has suggested its relevance, indicating that it is
smaller, less densely populated areas where participation is highest (Dahl, 1967;
Dahl & Tufte, 1973; Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974; Nie, Powell, & Prewitt, 1969;
Oliver, 2000). Rural and small town populations are said to be rich with the kinds
of social ties that promote civic engagement (Putnam, 2000).
We also consider the county’s prior level of political competitiveness, realizing

that locations in which the parties run close to even are likely to exhibit higher
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turnout as a function of party and candidate mobilization efforts (Rosenstone &
Hansen, 1993). Our measure for competitiveness is electoral marginality, computed
as the absolute value of the electoral margin between the two major party candi-
dates in the previous presidential election. By subtracting this quantity from 100,
higher values on our competitiveness measure indicate counties with a recent his-
tory of close presidential elections. Realizing that education and income are power-
ful influences on political participation in many studies using survey data (Miller &
Shanks, 1996; Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993; Verba & Nie, 1972; Verba, Schlozman,
& Brady, 1995), we add controls capturing the percentage of the population (over
age 25) with a four year college degree, and the median family income of the
county population.
Our measures capturing the theoretically relevant aspects of the age distribution

of local populations are four. First, we calculate the proportion of the population
that is in the youngest electorally relevant cohort—those between the ages of 18
and 29. The youngest voters are less likely to participate than their elders, possibly
for generational reasons, but definitely for life-cycle reasons, namely; they are
highly mobile, have developed less of a stake in their communities, and they have
less knowledge about electoral processes, voting and candidates (Deufel, 2002;
Highton & Wolfinger, 2001; Timpone, 1998). All of these inertial forces add up to
not having developed the habit of voting (Plutzer, 2002). Our prediction is that
places with an age distribution that is skewed to the right will exhibit lower turn-
out than those with bell-shaped distributions, or distributions skewed to the left.
Similarly, we also included a measure for the percentage of the population that is
over age 60, believing that a large bloc of elderly voters would predict high turnout
in the local electorate. We control for the size of the 40–59 age cohort mainly
because turnout is highest in middle age (see Fig. 2), and we want to reduce the
risk that our variable for the age 18–29 population is really capturing the parents
of these voters, most of whom will lie in the 40–59 age bracket. Finally, our indi-
cator for the rapidity of local generational change is simply a three way interaction
of these two age variables at the locations where the age distribution is bimodal in
its distribution; that is, the percentage of the population between ages 18–29 multi-
plied by the percentage over age 60 only for those locations where these two vari-
ables are both above their national mean (coded 1 if they are, 0 otherwise). This
triple interaction takes on high values when there is a large cohort of potential
voters that has recently come of age coupled with a large bloc of voters departing
the electorate through mortality. For the reasons laid out above, we hypothesize
that as the values of the interaction term increase, turnout will drop.
Control variables for state election laws were included because previous research

has often shown them to be statistically significant influences on political partici-
pation (Knack, 1995; Timpone, 1998; Rosenstone & Wolfinger, 1978). Here, we
test for the effects of four aspects of state law that could influence county turnout
levels: motor vehicle license registration, closing dates, election-day or ‘‘same-day’’
registration, and early in-person voting. Motor vehicle license registration refers
to the ability to register to vote when securing a motor vehicle driver’s license—
enacted as a federal law requiring state compliance in 1994, some states did have
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this provision on their books earlier (Knack, 1995). Election-day registration refers
to the ability for the voter to wait to register to vote on election-day, with no prior
closing date deadline. Closing dates are relevant to turnout because if a voter does
not register to vote by the deadline, (s)he cannot vote. To measure the effect of
closing date deadlines, we have classified the states into two groups, those who do
not have same-day registration but have a closing date less than 28 days prior to
the election, and those that have a requirement of 28 days or more. We expect that
those counties whose electoral laws fall into the latter group will exhibit lower
turnout than those that do not. Finally, early in-person voting refers to the ability
of voters to cast ballots before election-day under special circumstances, providing
they show-up to vote in person (rather than through the mail). We anticipate that
early-voting, motor vehicle license registration and same-day registration will
heighten turnout, at least modestly, over the participation figures reported for the
counties in states (and years) that have not adopted these legal changes.
For the intercensal observation years (1984, 1988, 1992, 1996), we use linear

interpolation to estimate quantities for all demographic variables on the right hand
side of our regression models. To adjust for the likely spatial dependency in our
observations, we computed a spatially lagged version of each of our dependent
variables using the statistical software SpaceStat2, and then included this spatially
lagged variable on the right hand side of our regression models.4

As a second step, we aim to maximize the generality of our findings, by conduct-
ing an analysis of the pooled data from the six election years, including dummy
variables for each year (using 1980 as the baseline for comparison). Use of
regression in this context requires the implementation of a statistical technique that
adjusts the standard errors of the regression coefficients by correcting for auto-
correlation in the errors from repeated observations of the same cases (in our case,
counties) over time. The model we estimate includes not only the conventional
error term, but error associated with observations of the individual counties (i)
across the six presidential elections from 1980 to 2000. It takes the form:

Yit ¼ aþ Xitb þ vi þ eit

Where vi is the error term associated with observing each individual county over
time, and eit is the model error term with the standard properties. The results from
the estimation of this pooled cross-sectional model are reported in Table 4.

Results from high and low growth settings: 1980–2000

Little more than a cursory overview of Tables 2a and b, 3a and b is needed
before one realizes that there are—not surprisingly—striking similarities among
these sets of locations regardless of whether they are low growth, high growth or
somewhere in between. Variables associated with the conventional SES model

4 Briefly, the spatial lag is a weighted sum of the observations within a specified distance to a given

observation of the dependent variable. In this case, the distance � 40 miles.
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(education and income) tend to have a significant impact on turnout regardless of
the growth status of the county. Similarly, counties with relatively higher black
populations exhibit lower participation rates, as do counties that experience higher
levels of recent in-migration. Year-specific effects also vary little across the growth
quartiles.
That said, the impact of certain factors differs depending upon the county-level

growth context. For example, the impact of specific registration requirements/rules
often varies by county growth rate, clearly suggesting that electoral reform has had
an uneven geographic impact within and across states, depending upon local
conditions.
For our purposes, the similarities and differences that are most important have

to do with the voting patterns of the youngest adult cohort (percent aged 18–29)
and the oldest adult cohort (percent over age 60). As would be expected, the rela-
tive size of the 18–29 age group has a significant negative impact on overall turn-
out. The greater the percentage of young adults in the population, ceteris parabus,
the lower the rate of turnout. Significantly, this dampening effect is greatest in the
high growth quartile of counties. While a standard deviation change in the percent-
age aged 18–29 tends to reduce turnout by anywhere from 1.4 to 2.1 points in the
low, low-to-moderate, and moderate growth counties, the same standard deviation
change generates nearly a 3% drop in turnout in high growth locations.
The impact of the relative size of the oldest age cohort varies considerably across

the county growth quartiles. The impact of the size of the over 60 population ran-
ges from a high of 1.3 in the lowest growth counties to a low of 0.6% points (per
standard deviation increase) in the middling growth locations.
So, the relative size of the oldest age cohort has a strong positive impact on turn-

out in the same counties in which the relative size of the youngest age cohort has
the strongest negative impact on turnout. From a representational standpoint,
these contrary effects reinforce each other. In those places in which the age-specific
turnout effects are greatest, the gap between the age of the actual population (of
potential voters) and the age of the active electorate will be greatest. To the extent
that other demographic, economic, and political variables are associated with age,
we should expect to see similar gaps—on the dimensions corresponding to these
variables—between the actual population and the voting population. Note also
that these gaps between the age of the active electorate and the age of the actual
population are occurring in those areas where the population growth is highest, so
the counties where these participatory gaps exist will contain increasingly large seg-
ments of statewide electorates, a direct sign of their increasing practical importance
as time goes on.
These results imply, counterintuitively, that the disproportionate impact of the

highly active Baby Boomers will increase as their numbers (relative to the youngest
cohort) decrease. The Baby Boomers will have political influence vastly exceeding
their actual numbers in those locations where the non-participatory younger
cohorts are expanding most rapidly. From a purely political standpoint, this sug-
gests that the temporal impact of the Baby Boom generation on local, state, and
national politics has been underestimated. Even during the ‘‘out’’ years—the twi-
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light of the Baby Boom era when the Boomers are well beyond 65—Baby Boomers
will be a force to be reckoned with—particularly in those high growth but low
participation areas that are, themselves, becoming increasingly important portions
of various state electorates.

Results from the pooled cross-sectional analysis

As a last step in our analysis designed to help us summarize our findings and
generalize about the impact of our explanatory variables, we pooled our cross-sec-
tional data sets, and controlled for the effect of individual election years with (0, 1)
dummy variables. We excluded 1980 for use as the baseline for comparison. We
first ran these models without the spatially lagged dependent variable, and the
results indicated that there was substantial spatial autocorrelation in the residuals
ðI ¼ 0:51Þ even after all other explanatory variables were included. Regional cluster-
ing remained prominent in the residuals for the unweighted model, with turnout
running much higher than model predictions in Maine, Wisconsin, Minnesota, and
the lower Mississippi Valley (see Fig. 5). The Border South, running from Appa-
lachia to Oklahoma, stands out as a region that exhibited much lower turnout than
the unweighted model predicted. Whether cultural explanations can be counted on

Fig. 5. Standardized G�
i statistic for residuals from unweighted regression model for the 2000 Presiden-

tial Election by County in the 48 Contiguous States.
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to explain these patterns is debatable given their wide geographic dispersion.
Clearly no singular cultural predisposition can account for these errors over so vast
an area.
Our conclusion is that much of the spatial dependency evident from the G�

i stat-
istics displayed in Fig. 4 has not dissipated simply with the inclusion of the inde-
pendent variables, alone. However, adding the spatial lag dropped the value of
Moran’s I across the entire pooled sample to a much more modest �0.12, suggest-
ing that our 40 mile distance criterion for proximity did a reasonably good job
accounting for the spatial dependency in the observations.
We also mapped the resulting residuals from the weighted model using the stan-

dardized G�
i in order to identify any remaining clustering of high and low error

values, although that map is not presented here. The mapped residuals suggest that
there may still be omitted variables that could explain the underprediction of turn-
out in the Mississippi Delta region, along the Texas border, and in small but still
consequential pockets of the upper Midwest. Perhaps in these locations, party
mobilization and campaign efforts played a role in activating voters not captured
by other variables we have included. Our weighted model also appears to over-
predict turnout at scattered locations throughout Kansas and Nebraska and much
of Appalachia. Whether these locations can be accounted for through reference to
political cultural variation is an intriguing possibility and we remain open to per-
suasion on the matter.
Substantively, the results of the spatially weighted model (Table 4) show that the

increase in the proportion of the eligible population under age 30 is associated with
a 1.9% drop in turnout for each standard deviation increase in size. To our amaze-
ment, this variable exerts more pressure in a negative direction than education
levels do in a positive direction (+1.2). The proportion of those new to the elector-
ate is also a stronger predictor of turnout across counties than race or ethnicity.
As we ponder the challenge of discerning the variable impact of local age dis-

tributions across the nation, we cannot forget the complicating factor of popu-
lation mobility and how it shapes and reshapes the local age cohort mix. Citizens
are not permanently fixed to the places where they are born and the fact that there
are rather few counties exhibiting both large youthful and elderly populations is
very revealing. In the United States, certain phases of the life-cycle are closely
linked to residential mobility. At locations where it looks like very little genera-
tional change is occurring, it is largely because young people have abandoned the
area. Young adults will move away from small towns and rural areas on the
Northern Plains, for example, leaving a concentrated elderly population behind. Or
the young and upwardly mobile will flock to locations in the Mountain West and
Northwest, diluting the elderly proportion of the population at those locations,
and stimulating more local generational change than would occur otherwise.
Because the nation’s counties are highly balkanized by age, that makes the direct
effects of our age variables much more influential than their interaction.
While it appears that elderly participation is offsetting the non-participation of

the young in the places where both have a pronounced presence, this may not last.
Once the Baby Boom generation begins to exit the electorate through death, it is
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very likely that turnout could drop sharply as the number of post-Boomers enter-
ing middle and old age—highly participatory periods of the life-cycle—will be on
the decline, just as Generation Y becomes fully eligible to vote but may choose
instead to abstain.
Predictably, the African American and Latino populations drop the level of

turnout in the pooled cross-sectional analysis (by about one-half percent for every
standard deviation increase in size), as does the local percentage of recent out-of-
state migrants (see Table 4). The variables capturing the effects of individual elec-
tion years clearly indicate that county level turnout was well below 1980 levels in
every election thereafter. In 1996, though, turnout bottomed out at 8.8 points
below 1980. In 2000, the most competitive presidential election in recent US his-
tory, turnout still ran six points below 1980. These figures suggest a steady and
alarming drift toward electoral demobilization even after controlling for some of
the major predictors of participation.
The indicators for state electoral legal structure show that the adoption of early

in-person voting laws have had a modest positive impact on turnout across coun-
ties. Closing dates that exceed 28 days have had a mildly depressive impact on
county level turnout. Motor vehicle registration and election-day registration were
not statistically significant influences on turnout in the model presented in Table 4.

Discussion

While all of the points we have made rely upon inferences made from ecological
data, we are encouraged that the results we present are not wildly at odds with the
large body of survey data on age cohort effects on participation (for example:
Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993). Knowing that candidates and parties wage war over
turf, and are focused on electorates rather than individuals, our work has tried to
extend some of the survey-based generalizations to a geographic level.
What will happen when the current highly active elderly cohort disappears? We

suspect that as long as the Depression era voters who are presently dropping out of
the electorate are replaced by highly active Baby Boomers now moving into retire-
ment, the impact on turnout may not be highly perceptible. But in the second dec-
ade of the 21st century, as the Baby Boom generation fades from view, it is
doubtful that the succeeding generations will have anything like the same level of
activism when they reach middle and old age. This is when we are likely to see the
serious drops in turnout that may make good democrats (small ‘d’) pine for the
days when participation levels were at 52%.
Our results have important implications for candidates, parties and campaign

strategy. First, we have seen that places with a large cohort in the 18–29 age
bracket have substantially lower turnout than they would have without these popu-
lations. This turnout deficit is likely to affect Republicans as much, if not more,
than Democrats. It is Republicans who generally win the more affluent, fast-grow-
ing suburbs, such as Johnson County, Kansas, and Montgomery County, Texas,
where there are legions of young, unregistered voters. Low turnout is not the prob-
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lem of just a single kind of poor and less educated electorate. Specifically, low
turnout is likely to hurt the GOP in fast-growing areas with many upwardly
mobile, family-age migrants, who lack established voting histories.
Second, locations with significant concentrations of elderly voters benefit from

higher turnout resulting from impressive levels of political activism. To some
extent, the high levels of participation among the elderly are capable of offsetting
the lack of participation among the young, but consistent with previous research
based on survey data, it is the size of the cohort in middle age (40–59) that is
responsible for driving high turnout throughout most of the country. Elderly
voters are clearly associated with driving high turnout in rural areas of the Mid-
west, suburbs in the Northeast, and in locations of retirement-age migration such
as the Florida peninsula. In places where young residents are moving out, but none
are moving in, registration barriers and other institutional hurdles have no rel-
evance to turnout levels because the aging population is already registered.
As strategic targets for campaign mobilization efforts many of these locations of

aged concentration are of minimal value. Outside of Florida, turnout remains high
in areas with large percentages of retirement-age voters largely because the local
populations have been stable or are declining. In the most rural counties, there are
not enough voters to warrant an intensive campaign. Finally, these locations con-
tain some of the most habituated voters, among the least inclined to be swayed by
campaign efforts. While the elderly electorate will continue to grow as the Baby
Boomers reach retirement, it is not clear that any substantial share of it will be ‘‘in
play.’’
At the opposite end of the age distribution, however, the vote of those who have

only recently become eligible to vote is very uncertain (Plutzer, 2002), both in
terms of its participation, and its party loyalty. Generation Y’s socially liberal
values on issues such as race, gay rights and abortion rights suggests that the
Democrats may have an edge in socializing this group of voters. The Democratic
Party has increasingly recognized this, and its candidates have competed with con-
siderable success in fast-growing suburban locations that were once ceded to
Republicans. The battle is on for the heart of the post-Baby Boom generations,
and the party that takes this emerging vote seriously, and learns how to effectively
mobilize them, could be in for some big victories at the polls.
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