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INTRODUCTION 

I
n 1971, 18-to-20-year-olds were granted the right to vote 
with the ratification of the 26,h Amendment to the United 
States Constitution, a right that emerged only after hard 

fought political and legal battles. The amendment reads: 

The right of citizens of the United States, who 
are 18 years of age or older, to vote shall not be 
denied or abridged by the United States or by 
any state on account of age. 

The youth vote was potentially large enough to upset estab
lished voting patterns and influence the outcome of elections. 
The question was, would it? 

Many claim that the ratification of the 26th Amendment was 
simply an action whose time had come. Others, however, 
attributed the promptness with which the measure was passed 
through Congress and later ratified by the various states to the 
political climate that prevailed; it was a time of intense 
activism and unrest. 

Immediately after the 26,h Amendment passed much was 

written about the youth vote, and the impact of youth's 
participation in the 1972 preSidential election was carefully 
scrutinized. More recently, however, less attention has been 
paid to this matter, as youth have failed to prove themselves 
an important voting bloc. 

3 
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The Youth Vote: The Registration and Voting Patterns of Youth 

Since the Passage of the 26'b Amendment in 1971 was 
written in response to numerous requests for authoritative 

information on the historical and legal background of youth's 
enfranchisement. Tracing the history of efforts to lower the 
voting age, this publication includes legal issues that arose 
and provides stati~tical voting data with an analysis of the 
registration and voting patterns of youth in over two decades 
of voting participation. 

Please note: the statistical data in this book collected from 

the United States Bureau of the Census has a 5 to 15 percent 
margin of error, as it is gathered from individuals polled 

after elections. 

The League of Women Voters of Cleveland Educational Fund 
appreciates the suppon of The Cleveland Foundation and The 
George Gund Foundation for funding this edition of The 
Youth Vote: The Registration and Voting Patterns of Youth 

Since the Passage of the 26'b Amendment in 1971. 



CHAPTER 1 

The Youth Vote: 
The Historical Passage 
of the 26th Amendment 

so much is in your hands now. To those who 
believe the system could not be moved, I urge 
you to try it. To those who have thought the 

system impenetrable, I say there is no longer a 
need to penetrate-the door is open. You now 
have the opportunity and the obligation to mold 
the world you live in, and you cannot escape this 
obligationI 

On Thursday, January 17,1971, President Nixon spoke these 
words to faculty and students at the University of Nebraska, 
urging 18-to-20-year-olds to exercise a nev,' right extended to 
them: the right to vote in federal elections granted under an 
extension of the Voting Rights Act. After several years of 
steadfast dedication, activists and politicians had finally won 
their long sought-after prize. With a little extra work, these 
indiyiduals would soon guide passage of the 26th Amendment 
granting the United States' II and a half million 18-to-20-year
olds the right to vote in all elections, federal, state and local. 

According to the United States Constitution, states are empow
ered to enfranchise or grant the right to vote to citizens for 
state and local elections. Qualifications for voting in federal 
elections are determined by federal law. Throughout American 
history, states have been mandated by the federal government 
to give the right to vote to particular groups in all elections. 
This has been done by means of amendments to the United 
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States Constitution as well as by statutes (federal law), 

For example, the 15th Amendment, adopted in 1870, gave 
black men the right to vote, Similarly, the 19th Amendment, 
adopted in 1920, gave women the right to vote, In 1961, the 

23rd Amendment Was enacted, which declared that residents 
of the District of Columbia were eligible to vote in presiden
tial elections, People unwilling or unable to pay a poll tax in 
federal elections were granted voting privileges by the 24th 

Amendment, which became law in 1964, 

In addition to amendments, statutes have also affected voting 
rights, A prime example of a statute that broadened the voting 
franchise is the 1965 Voting Rights Act, The law's provisions 
included outlawing literacy tests in the Deep South where 

they were being used to discriminate against African-American 
voters, Section 10 of the act also instructed the attorney 
general to challenge the constitutionality of poll taxes as 
voting prerequisites in state and local elections, This provision 
did lead to the elimination of poll taxes throughout the 
United States, 

The road to passage of the 26th Amendment was a rocky one, 

whose foundation was firmly grounded in youth's resentment 
that they were old enough to fight in Vietnam, but not old 
enough to vote, This frustration led to grassroots efforts to 
encourage senators and representatives to support the fight 
for the youth vote, The Youth Franchise Coalition, a lobbying 
group comprised of 33 organizations including the National 
Education Association, the Young Democrats and the YMCA, 
was one of the largest activist or~nizations in support of the 
issue,ii Through the coalition's Washington D,C, headquarters, 

member groups throughout the countty received advice 
and materials as they worked towards a common goal. The 
coalition attempted to influence state legislators and initiate 

a constitutional amendment setting the minimum voting age 
at 18, By rallying state support, the organization felt ratifica-
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tion of an amendment would be simplified, should the oppor

tunity arise (ratification of amendments requires passage by 
three-fourths of the state legislatures). 

The Youth Franchise Coalition was joined by efforts from 
other organizations including Let Us Vote (LUV) whose 
founder, Dennis Warren, a 21-year-old pre-law student from 
the University of the Pacific in California, based his efforts on 
the following philosophy: "Young adults are accepting adult 

responsibilities and are qualified and willing to become politi
cally active. They believe in constructive dissent and active 
participation. American youth should be given a 'piece of the 
action.' They deserve and urgently desire to vote."iii 

By 1969, the lobbyists' persistency had paid off. On August 12 
of that year, Jennings Randolph, a Democratic senator from 
West Virginia, introduced Senate JOint Resolution 147, a pro
posed constitution~l amendment that extended the right to 
vote to 18-year-olds. The proposal was referred to the Senate 
Committee on the Judiciary. 

At roughly the same time, President Richard Nixon proposed 
that the historical 1965 Voting Rights Act be extended another 
five years. Unlike the constitutional amendments that had 
extended the right to vote to African-Americans, women, 

residents of the District of Columbia and people unable to 
pay poll taxes, the Voting Rights Act is a statute which needs 
to be fe-introduced every five years. President Nixon, how

ever, did not want to merely extend the Voting Rights ~ct. He 
also asked that it be amended so changes in local voting rules 
would no longer be subject to federal approval. Civil Rights 
activists saw this as a strategy to weaken enforcement efforts 
in the South. iv 

The president was not the only party interested in amending 
the historical act. Although the House of Representatives went 

along with President Nixon's proposal, the Senate did not. 

While hearings on Senate Joint Resolution 147 were taking 
7 
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place, Senator Mike Mansfield introduced Amendment 545 
that would decrease the voting age to 18 in all elections. 
The proposed legislation would amend the Voting Rights Act, 
not the Constitution. Some members also wanted to broaden 
the act by limiting the residency requirement for presidential 
elections to 30 days and disallowing literacy tests in all states, 
not just the Deep South. These states included New York, 
California and Illinois and 17 others where the tests were 
being used but where there was no real claim that they were 
being administered discriminatorily. This action itself would 
enfranchise an additional 500,000 Americans. v 

Simply adding the youth vote onto the Voting Rights Act was 
cause for tremendous debate in the Senate, as many members 
felt that youth should be franchised only through a constitu
tional amendment, the way other major groups were enfran

chised. Members who did not support adding the youth vote 
provision to the Voting Rights Act pointed to Article I, Section 2 
of the Constitution, which authorizes states to determine 

voting procedures and qualifications for state and local 
elections. The proposed Voting Rights Amendment would 
allow 18-year-olds the right to vote in all elections, including 
those at the federal level. The only way to override what 
the Constitution states in Article It Section 2 was to create a 

constitutional amendment, opponents of this approach said. 

Opponents of amending the Voting Rights Act also argued 
that a constitutional amendment would let the people decide, 
as it required three-fourths state approval to pass. They 
criticized proponents of the statutory approach, stating that 
they were using it merely to get instant action and to avoid 

the lengthy constitutional process. vi 

Proponents, on the other hand, saw nothing wrong with 
amending the Voting Rights Act. They argued that although 
the Constitution gives the states the general authority to set 
voting qualifications, they must not violate any specific indi-
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vidual safeguard such as the 14th Amendment's guarantee of 
equal protection under the law, A section of this amendment 
gives Congress the power to protect rights by developing 
appropriate legislation. The proponents cited the 1966 
decision of Katzenbach vs. Morgan, in which the Supreme 
Court upheld federal legislation outlawing literacy tests for 
Puerto Ricans in New York. The case held that if Congress 
acts to enforce the 14th Amendment through legislation 
declaring that a state law discriminates against a group of 

people, the Supreme Court will let the law stand if the justices 
can perceive a basis for it. vii 

After much debate, the Senate adopted the Voting Rights 
Act amendment on Thursday, March 12, 1970. Ultimately, 
the House depated the legislation for only an hour, with 
passage being assured. During the debate, one Republican 
Congressman even went so far as to proclaim that: "A 'no' 
vote would mean the most effective civil rights law in our 
nation's history would be emasculated." After sintilar argu
ments, it passed in the House as well. The challenge now 
was to win the president's support. 

President Nixon acknowledged that Katzenbach v. Morgan 
provided a legal basis for Congress to outlaw literacy tests 
throughout the country. He noted this was only the case 
because denying Spanish-speaking individuals or poor per
sons the right to vote is a discriminatory act. In his opinion, 
setting the voting age at 21 discrintinates against nobody; 
it merely recognizes a lintitation must be made. Thus, the 
president questioned the proponents of the Voting Rights Act 
amendment and their reasoning. He felt that Katzenbach v. 
Morgan was not applicable to granting 18-to-2o-year-olds the 
right to vote. viii 

Nixon felt instead that a constitutional amendment allowing 
18-to-20-year-olds the right to vote in only national elections 
was the best solution. States would respond by decreasing the 

9 
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voting age for state and local elections as well, in .an attempt 
to eliminate the bookkeeping nightmare that would prevail, 
should youth be permitted to vote in national elections only. 

Despite his misgivings, Nixon signed the Voting Rights Act 
into law on Monday, June 22, 1970, complete with its amend
ment giving IS-year-olds the right to vote. After the historic 
moment, he said, "If I were to veto, I would have to veto the 
entire bill, voting rights and all. Because the basic provisions 
of this act are of great importance, therefore, I am giving it 
my approval and leaving the decision to the courts. "ix 

While signing the bill, Nixon also directed his attorney gen
eral to seek a swift court test of the law's constitutionality. At 

the same time, he urged Congress to proceed with legislation 
to decrease the voting age via a constitutional amendment. 

Heeding the president's orders, then-U.S. Attorney General, 
JolinN:-Mitchell announced that by August 3, 1970, states 
had to prove that they were complying with the new law's 
provisions, or face court actioo. Idaho and Arizona refused to 

cooperate and were, therefore, named defendants iq suits 
filed by the Justice Department. Oregon and Texas, contesting 

the IS-year-old provision, filed individual suits, naming 
Mitchell the defendant. All four suits were combined in a 
single test case of the law's validity. 

The Supreme Court ultimately handed down a 5 to 4 deci
sion, maintaining that Congress does have the power to set 
voting ages for federal elections. Then, in another 5 to 4 vote, 
the Justices decided that Congress does not have the power 
to set voting ages for state and local elections . 

. Four Justices voted that Congress could set voter qualifica

tions for any election. Four Justices took lust the opposite 
stand, claiming these matters are best left up to the states. 

Justice Hugo Black was the swing vote, maintaining that 
Congress could set regulations for federal elections only, with 
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state and local voting remaining outside their realm. 

Justice Black stated that: 

Congress has ultimate supeIVisory power over con
gressional elections. Similarly it is the prerogative 
of Congress to oversee the conduct of presidential 
and vice-presidential elections and to set the quali
fications for voters for electors for these offices. On 
the other hand, the Constitution was also intended 
to preseIVe to the states the power that even the 
Colonies had to establish and maintain their sepa
rate and independent governments, except insofar 
as the Constitution itself commands otherwise ... 

He continued by stating that: 

It is a plain fact of history that the framers never 
imagined that the National Congress would set 
the qualifications for voters in eveIY election from 
president to local constable or village alderman. 
It is obvious that the whole Constitution reseIVes 
to the itates ,the power to set voter qualifications 
in state and local elections, except to the limited 
extent that the people through constitutional 
amendments have specifically narrowed the power 
of the states.X 

Justice William Brennan speaking for those who felt that 
Congress could lower the voting age for any election pro

claimed: 

In sum, Congress had ample evidence upon which 
it could have based the conclusion that exclusion 
of citizens 18 to 20 years of age from franchise is 
wholly unnecessary to promote any legitimate 
interest the states may have in assuring intelligent 
and responsible voting,Xi 

Taking the opposite stand, Justice John M. Harlan criticized 
the court for having tampered too much with the Constitution 
by taking away the states' power to determine voter qualifica-

11 
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tions. As he put it: 

I am of the opinion that the 14th Amendment 
was never intended to restrict the authority of the 
states to allocate their political power as they see 
fit, and, therefore, that it does not authorize 
Congress to set voter qualifications, in either state 
or federal elections.xli 

After the Supreme Court handed down its "split" decision in 
December, 1970, a constitutional amendment giving 18-year
olds the right to vote in all elections was introduced into the 

Senate, as Joint Resolution No.7. Senator Jennings Randolph 
(D-WV) sponsored the bill with 85 supporters who hoped 
that passage of this measure would resolve the issue of 
teen voting with finality and eliminate the clerical problems 
associated with dual voting ages in some states. 

The proposed amendment read: "The right of citizens of 
the United States, who are 18 years of age or older, to vote 
shall not be abridged by the United States or by any state 
on account of age (Section One). The Congress shall have 
power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation 
(Section Two). 

The measure met with little meaningful opposition. It first 
sailed through the Senate without one dissenting vote. Then on 
March 23, 1971, the House passed it by a margin of 400 to 19. 

The next move was up to the states, with the measure 
becoming law when approved by 38 state legislatures. Five 
states-Minnesota, Delaware, Tennessee, Connecticut and 
Washington-ratified the amendment the day it was approved 
by the House. Within the ensuing week, Massachusetts and 
Hawaii passed the measure, and it was being processed in 

several other states.xiii 

. More than idealistic zeal may have been responsible for the 
speed with which this was all being accomplished. Practical 
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concerns were also involved. Many electio~ officials were 
concerned that if 18-year-olds were allowed to vote in federal 
but not in local or state elections an administrative nightmare 
might result. Towns that utilized paper ballots would have to 
prepare two separate sets: one for those 21 and over and 
another for those 18 to 20. If a town employed voting machines, 
they would have to adjust the mechanism so that certain 
portions would lock when those under 21 entered the booth. 

The states were anxious to avoid such costly "dual elections." 
Therefore, state legislators worked diligently towards passage 
of an amendment that would make it possible for young 
voters to participate in all elections. 

Whatever the motivation involved, the momentum did not 

slow down as the ratification process continued. On April 19, 

1971 less than a month after Congress approved the measure 
it was passed by the California Legislature, the 20th state to 
take such action. This marked the halfway point in the ratifi

cation process. 

The Ohio Senate approved the measure by a margin of 30 to 2 
on June 29th and sent it to the House. The' next morning, 
House Clerk Thomas Bateman announced the action the 
Senate had taken. Then, acting on the motion of Represen

tative Keith McNamara, Speaker of the House Charles Kurfess 
sent the matter to the Committee on State Government.xiv 

Passage of the matter was anticipated, and all involved real
ized this was an important event: the amendment would 
become law as Ohio, being the 38th state to take this step, 
approved it. The Speaker had planned to permit a number of 
members, both Republican and Democrat, to speak on the 
amendment. However, this never came to pass. xv 

After only three short speeches, the Republican floor leader 
interrupted to announce, "I have just been informed the 
legislature of Oklahoma has gone into special session tonight. 

13 
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The time for discussion is over. The time for action is here." 

Anxious not to lose its place in history by permitting 
Oklahoma to approve the measure before it could take this 
step, the legislature acted quickly. Over the shouted protests 
of several back-benchers, Speaker of the House, Charles 
Kurfess pushed through a motion that cut off debate. Then, 
he ordered an immediate roll call, which ended at 8:05 p.m. 

The final tally was 81 in favor and 9 against. On June 30, 
1971, after just three months, Ohio became the 38th state to 
ratify the amendment. 

Despite the "near panic" which occurred, the Ohio legislators 
had nothing to worry about. The Oklahoma legislature was 
not scheduled t~ go into session until the next day. xv; 

The 26th Amendment experienced the fastest ratification in 
history, only 100 days after passage by Congress 'and broke 
the record set by the 12th Amendment, which clarified the 
electoral college procedure, ratified in six months and six 
days,xvii 

Nixon, Richard M., U.S. President. Speech: University of Nebraska, 
17 January 1971. 

ii "History in an Hour," Time, 29 June 1970, 13. 

iii Wendell Cuitice, Youth's Battle For The Ballot (Westport, Cf: 
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viii "Vote for 18-Year-Olds: What Justices Said on Both Sides," 
u.s. News ",uI World Report, 25 January 1971, 88. 
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A Shout at the Ballot Box 
or an Inaudible Whisper: 
The Registration and Voting 
Patterns of Youth 

W th the youth vote firmly in place, student groups, 
political parties and nonprofit organizations began 

the mammoth task of registering the nation's 
II million 18-to-20-year-olds that had just earned the right to 

vote. The Movement for the Student Vote, Inc. was particularly 
active in this effort, having the support of prominent politi

cians from both political parties. The group ran a sophisticated 
advertising campaign urging registration, explaining local vot

ing rules and requesting federal laws easing rules regulating 
absentee voting. i 

Some programs aimed at registering youth proved phenome
nally successful. The Washington D.C. based Student Vote 
claimed to have signed up 500,000 youth in a scant eight 

months. In Pennsylvania, a joint effort by the Pennsylvania 

State Education Association, both major political parties and 
several unions put 183,000 new voters on the rolls. The Impact 
Program, administered by the Alliance for Labor Action and 

sponsored largely through the United Auto Workers, managed 
to sign up 90 percent of the eligible high school students it 

approached in California, New Mexico and WisconsinH 

Organizers even utilized gimmicks to register students; music 
was a popular drawing card. Peter Yarrow of Peter, Paul and 

Mary sang at many registration rallies. Even the Beach Boys 
had special registration booths at their concerts. iii 
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Voter registration drives gained momentum as the 1972 
presidential election loomed ever closer. A Chicago Tribune 

Unidex survey showed that by September of 1971, only 
60.5 percent of eligible students were registered. This figure, 
however, increased to 87 percent by August, 1972. Even if 
this statistic was inflated, the percentage of students who 
registered compared favorably with the 70 percent figure of 
the general population. iv 

Representing the largest influx of voters since women were 
enfranchised in 1920, the youth vote had the potential to 
strongly impact the system. Some skeptics, however, doubted 
young people would vote in large enough numbers to make 
much difference, pointing to their past performances in state 

elections. 

Four states, Kentucky, Alaska, Hawaii and Georgia, had long 
permitted those under 21 to vote in state and local elections. 
Georgia set the precedent when it gave 18-year-olds the 
fmnchise in 1943. Kentucky took this step in 1955. When 

Alaska became a state in 1959, it enfranchised 19-year-olds; 
the voting age was later lowered to 18. Hawaii permitted 
20-year-olds to vote when it entered the union in 1959.v 

Judging from voter turnout in these states, it is no wonder 

many questioned youth's ability to prove the skeptics wrong. 

There are two ways that voting is reported in census data. 

Percentage of voting age population (VAP) refers to the num
ber of people who voted as a percentage of all United States 

citizens in a given age group. Percentage of registered voters 

refers to the number of people who voted as a percentage of 

all the people registered to vote. In the four states in 1970, only 
26 percent of the VAP under the age of 21 participated in the 
election. This compared with 55 percent of the VAP over the 
age of 21. In a Maryland congressional race held dUring the 
spring of 1971, an estimated 47,000 youth had their first chance 
to vote, yet only two percent of them cast their ballots. vi 
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The Nixon-McGovern election of 1972 finally gave millions 
of youth a chance for their voices to be heard. Forty-eight 

percent of all 18-to-20-year-olds participated in the election. 

Despite many activists' hopes for the contrary, voter turnout 
for 18-to-20-year-olds hit its peak in 1972 and has experienced 
a slow descent ever since. The low participation rates in 
the 1972 election turned many groups and politicians away 
from youth registration efforts. Political parties followed suit. 
Democrats, guided by the memory of 1972 when a massive 
youth registration and get-out-the-vote effort produced 
disappointing results, had no special youth division in 1976. 
Instead, they targeted more general voter registration efforts. vii 

Perhaps it was this loss of interest in targeting and registering 

youth, or perhaps it was the same circumstances that drew 
mediocre results in the 1972 election. Whatever the reason, 
18-to-20-year-olds as a group showed even less interest in the 
Ford-Carter presidential election of 1976 when only 38 percent 
of them came to the polls. 

The 1980s brought further decline in youth voter participation. 
In 1980, 35.7 percent of youth voted in the Carter-Reagan 
election. In the Reagan-Mondale election of 1984, this number 
was slightly higher at 36.7 percent and reached a 33 percent 
low in the Bush-Dukakis election of 1988. 

In 1992, however, a gentle upswing occurred. The highly ener
gized Clinton-Bush-Perot presidential election saw 38.5 percent 
of 18-to-20-year-olds at the polls, up more than five percentage 
points from 1988's 33 percent. Although not monumental, this 
increase in numbers excited many activists and initiated a new

found sense of hope in those working to bring respect to the 
young generation considered politically disengaged. 

Registration and education efforts had dropped off after disap
pOinting youth turnout in the 1972 presidential election. In the 
early 1990s, however, emphasis was placed, once again, on 
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rallying the youth vote. Studies unveiled reasons why youth 

did not participate in the electoral process. New organizations 
developed programs that targeted these reasons with the 
hopes of turning youth into a driving political force. 

According to the Center for Youth Voting, there are four primary 
reasons why youth do not vote. To begin with, they are transi
ent, often living in three or five different places after high school 
before settling down, requiring several changes in voting regis
tration. Youth also have little experience with the electoral 
process and political issues and often lack the information 
needed to make informed choices. Likewise, youth turn away 
from voting when elected leaders and candidates fail to reach 
out to them and fail to touch on issues that affect their lives. 

This final reason for lack of political participation presents an 
additional problem. As political leaders and candidates make 
little effort to reach out to young voters, young voters make 
little effort to vote. This lack of participation, in turn, discour
ages candidates frqm targeting youth, which discourages them 
from voting, thus starting the cycle all over again. viii 

Other studies cite a distrust in government as a driving force 
that sends youth away from the polls. Furthermore, youth see 
politiCians and political parties as constantly bickering and 
looking for differences instead of trying to find' a common 
ground. More than ever, young people do not see govern
ment as a solution to their problems. They see no connection 
between issues they care about and the political process. ix 

In response to the outpouring of information on nonvoting 
18-to-20-year-olds, many organizations were born in the early 
1990s aimed specifically at rallying the youth vote. No longer 
a means of merely registering youth, these groups worked to 
educate them on politics and the issues that affected their lives. 

Founded in 1990 by Patrick Lippert, Rock The Vote is one 
such organization. Using music and the "hip hop" culture, 

19 
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Rock The Vote works to target the causes it feels young voters 
need to learn about, including freedom of speech and censor
ship. In 1992, the organization utilized the "Your Vote is Your 
Voice" slogan to show youth their voices did count and were 
important. Using the music industry and MTV's Choose or 
Lose program for support, the organization was able to regis
ter more than 750,000 young voters in 1992.x 

MTV, a cable music television station aimed at youth, launched 
Choose or Lose in 1992 to promote youth voter participation. 
Along with publishing nonpartisan guides to issues and elec
tions, the program traveled, via bus, to college campuses, 
music concerts and festivals throughout the country educating 
youth and registering them for the upcoming election. The 
program even invited presidential candidate Bill Clinton to 

speak to a studio audience of voting-age youth. 

Evident from Clinton's acceptance of MTV's invitation, 1992 
political candidates likewise took notice of nonvoting youth 
studies. While on MTV, Clinton played his saxophone, 
answered audience members' questions and even admitted 
to wearing boxer shorts. He came across as being a hip 
candidate who was in touch with the concerns of the young 

generation. According to George Stephanopoulus, Deputy 
Campaign Manager for Clinton in 1992, "Our campaign 
strategy was to grab people who hadn't voted before and 
convince them that their future was at stake."xi 

With the advent of the World Wide Web, organizations rushed 

to develop websites to rally the "cyber generation." Youth 
Voices worked to identify the common dreams and concerns 
of 18-to-24-year-olds so they could mobilize and more actively 
participate in the political life of the country. Through a survey 
process, the organization targeted 1,200 American youth and 
uncovered their top concerns, including healthcare, welfare 
and having a job that pays well and provides decent benefits. 
This research was then put in the hands of youth organizers 
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and political and business leaders to emphasize the issues 
concerning youth. xii Other wehsites such as Youth Link and 
Election Watch, a page designed by a high school government 
class, provided educational materials, color coded election 
maps, student editorials and vocabulary and discussion ques
tions, all aimed at educating an entire generation of voters. 

Such boundless determination was destined to see results, 
and results there were. Many observers of the issue agreed 
that youth's nJsh for the poUs in the 1992 election was a 
direct result of the onslaught of youth vote organizations 
during the presidential campaign. 

Riding the wave of the '92 election with renewed energy, 
enthusiasm and momentum, the same groups that worked to 

rally the youth vote in 1992 worked even more diligently to 
increase voter turnout in 1996. Joined by new coalitions such 
as Youth Vote '96 and the Youth Education Alliance, organ
izers felt they were "on a roll" and even touted repons that 
nine out of ten youth sUiveyed said they would vote in the 

'96 election. xiii 

1996, however, was not the banner year poople were expecting. 

In fact, the Clinton-Dole election only saw 68.4 percent of 
registered 18-to-20-year-olds at the polls, down over 11 per
centage points from 1992. Likewise, the percentage of all 
18-to-20-year-olds in the voting age population who voted 
fell from 38.5 percent in 1992 to 31.2 percent in 1996. 

Why such a downturn in young voter participation? To begin 

with, fewer voters of every age turned out for the 1996 elec
tion; only 49 percent of all Americans of voting age cast ballots, 
the lowest number for any presidential election since 1924.xiv 

Many argue, however, that there are concrete reasons for the 

low turnout among young people in 1996. Although groups 
emerged en masse to raUy the youth vote in 1996 as they had 
in 1992, another major factor that yielded high turnout in 
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1992 was not present in 1996: Bill Clinton's grassroots courting 
of the younge: generation. Unlike 1992 when Clinton made 
frequent campaign stops at colleges and appearances on MTV, 
1996 saw him targeting middle America, leaving youth without 
a favorite contender. Bob Dole alienated youth in much the 

same manner. Likewise, in 1992 young Americans felt con
nected to the system and voted on issues of particular rele

vance to them: national service, the environment, reproductive 

rights and others. In 1996, the topics-budget, Medicare and 
the flat tax-left them cold. xv Studies on reasons for low voter 

turnout among youth proved correct; young people fail to 
vote when elected leaders and candidates do not reach out to 
them and touch on issues that affect their lives. 

The following chart summarizes Census Bureau data for youth 
vote turnout in the presidential elections of 1972, 1976, 1980, 

1984, 1988, 1992 and 1996. 

Registration and Voting Patterns of 18-to-20-Year-Old Citizens 
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1972 11,002,000 6,404,000 58.0% 5.318,000 83.0% 48.o<Yo 
Nixon-McGovern 

1976 12,105,000 5,700,000 
Ford-Carter 

47.0% 4,600,000 81.0% 38.0"fo 

1980 12,274,000 5,485,000 
Carter-Reagan 

45.~ 4,387,000 80.0% 35.7"fo 

1984 11,249,000 5,285,000 47.0% 4,131,000 78.0% 36.7% 
Reagan-Mandale 

1988 10.742,000 4,822,000 44.9% 3,570,000 74.0% 33.0% 
Bush-Dukakis 
1992 9,727,000 4,696,000 48.3% 3,749,000 79.8"10 38.5"10 
Bush-Clinton-Perot 
1996 10,785,000 4,919,000 45.6"10 3,366,000 68.4"10 31.2% 
Clinton-Dole 
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The following chart compares the registration and voting 
patterns of whites, blacks and Hispanics aged 18 to 20 who 

voted in the 1972, 1976, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1992 and 1996 
presidential elections. In each instance, the percentage of 
whites who voted was greater than the percentage of blacks 
or Hispanics, and the percentage of blacks who voted was 

greater than the percentage of Hispanics. 

Comparison of Registration and Voting Patterns of Whites, 
Blacks and Hispanics Aged 1B to 20 
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1972 9.519,000 5,750,000 60.4"10 4,856,000 84.5% 51.0"10 

1976 10,346,000 5,120,000 49.4"" 4,200,000 82.0"f0 40.6"to 

1980 10,423.000 4,850,000 46.5% 3,928,000 81.0% 37.7% 

1984 9,263,000 4,427,000 47.S% 3,472.000 78.4"10 37.5% 

1988 8,824,000 4,047,000 45.9"fo 3.045,000 75.2% 34.5% 

1992 7,743,000 , 3,938,000 50.8% 3.187,000 80.9% 41.2% 

1996 8.641,000 4,078,000 47.2% 2,808,000 68.9% 32.5% 

Black 
1972 1,384,000 596,000 43.1% 425,000 71.3% 30.7"10 

1976 1,571,000 530,000 33.7% 358,000 67.5% 22.8% 

1980 1,594,000 566,000 35.5"10 404,000 71.4% 25.3% 

1984 1,655,000 782,000 47.3% 593,000 75.8% 35.8% 

1988 1,543,000 662,000 42.9% 429,000 64.8% 27.8% 

1992 1,501,000 638,000 42.5% 474,000 74.3% 31.6% 

1996 1,621,000 689,000 42.5% 461,000 66.9% 28.4% 

Hispanic 
1972 591,000 223,000 37.7"10 177,000 19.4% 29.9% 

1916 766,000 221,000 28.9"10 169,000 76.5% 22.1% 

1980 929,000 184,000 19,8% 121,000 65.8% 13.0% 

1984 849,000 215,000 25.3% 149,000 69.3% 17.6% 

1988 1,104,000 270,000 24.5% 171,000 63.3% 15.5% 

1992 1,159,000 261,000 23.0% 183,000 68.5% 15.8% 

1996 1,421,000 386,000 27.1% 228,000 59.1% 16.1% 
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Education is also a major factor in determining voter registra-
tion and voter turnout. The following chart details the rela-
tionship between the level of education that a voter attained 
and their pattern of registering and voting. In all instances, 
voting turnout increases with education level. 

The Relationship Between Education and Voting 
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8th grade 1980: 18-19 167,000 20,000 12.0% 12.000 7.2% 
20-21 127,000 24,000 18.9% 16,000 12.6% 

1984: 18-19 179,000 24,000 13.6"10 12.000 6.7% 
20-21 148,000 18,000 12.5% 8,000 S.4% 

1992: 18-19 147,000 8,000 5.6% 6,000 4.1% 
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1996: 18-19 156,000 15,000 9.7% 13.000 8.6% 
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high school 20-21 1,118,000 269,000 24.1% 184,000 16.4% 

1984: 18-19 t,886,OOO 543,000 28.8% 408,000 21.6% 
20-21 1,001,000 274,000 27.4% 168,000 16.8% 

1992: 18-19 1,912,000 606,000 31.7% 477 ,000 24.9% 
20-21 876,000 195,000 22.3% 118,000 13.5% 

1996: 18-19 2,275,000 698,000 30.7"10 489,000 21.5% 
20-21 899,000 251,000 27.9"10 105,000 11.7% 

4 years of 1980: 18-19 4,450,000 2,109,000 47.4% 1,668,000 37.5"10 
high school 20-21 3,606,000 1,584,000 43.9% 1.241,000 34.4% 

1984: 18-19 4,039,000 1,941,000 48.1% 1,510,000 37.4% 
20-21 3,485,000 1,642,000 47.1"10 1,242,000 35.6"(0 

1992: 18-19 2,361,000 1.180,000 49.9% 930,000 39.3"(0 
20-21 2,222,000 1,000,000 45.0% 751.000 33.8% 

1996: 18-19 2,810,000 1,259,000 44.8% 826,000 29.4% 
20-21 2,132,000 925,000 43.3'Yo 548,000 25.7"10 
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Not only did expectations for a large youth vote not material
ize upon ratification of the 26th Amendment, but also hopes 

about young voters being a windfall for Democratic candi
dates proved ill founded. Activists argued that young people 
would playa major role in George McGovern, the 1972 
Democratic candidate, unseating Richard Nixon for the presi
dency of the United St'nes. In support of this scenariO, Gallop 
pollster Louis Harris noted during July 1972 that although the 
electorate as a whole gave Nixon an IS-point lead, those 

under 30 favored Senator McGovern by a nine-point margin. 
This "support" for Senator McGovern was thought to be a 
reflection of youth's liberal Democratic leanings.xvi 

In the 1972 presidential election held shortly after passage of 
the 26th Amendment, Senator George McGovern, Democratic 
presidential candidate, narrowly edged out President Nixon, 
Republican presidential candidate, among those 18 to 20 years 
old. Senator McGovern, however, won fewer votes among 
those in the 22-to-28-year-old category than among those 21 
and under. 

A CBS-New York Times survey taken on election day 1976 
showed a switch in this pattern. Young people, aged 18 to 20, 
favored the Republican candidate, Gerald Ford, over the 
Democratic candidate, Jimmy Carter, by 51 percent to 49 per
cent. Voters who were slightly older (22 to 29) showed more 
support for Carter than did those in any other age group.XVii 

By 1984 youth completely negated the prediction that a maj
ority of them would vote left of center. In fact, youth voted 
more strongly for Reagan than the population as a whole, 
67 to 28 as compared to 61 to 32.xviii Republicans continued 
to earn youth support in 1988. According to a Gallup poll, 
63 percent of young people, aged 18 to 30 voted for Bush, 
while only 37 percent voted for Dukakis. This compared to 
a more even split in the population as a whole: 54 percent 
supported Bush and 46 percent supported Dukakis.xix 
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Although a much closer race in 1992, Bill Clinton earned the 
most support from 18-to-30-year-olds. Closer to the 43.2 per
cent national average, 40 percent of youth voted for the 

Democratic candidate. Thirty-seven percent supported Bush, 
directly in-line with the 37.8 percent who supported him 
nationally. Independent candidate Ross Perot landed 23 per

cent of the youth's vote, up four percentage points from what 
he earned nationally. Democrats continued to receive youth's 

support in the 1996 election. Fifty-four percent of young 

people aged 18 to 30 voted for Clinton, while Dole received 
only 30 percent of their votes. The remaining 16 percent went 
to Ross Perot.xx 

As indicated from the above-mentioned statistics, youth's 

political party preference appears to jump back and forth 

from Democrat to Republican. Scholars argue that polls will 
show more and more of this behavior as young people and 
adults alike abandon allegiance to both the Democratic 
and Republican parties. Research indicates that Americans, 

citing distrust for politicians, no longer organize their political 
thinking in accordance with party membership. Instead, they 
are increasingly inclined to describe themselves as indepen

dent. One-fifth of the electorate would even bolt to a third 
party given the opportunity.xx; 

Youth, more than any other voting bloc, identify themselves 
as independent. Swayed by issues, not ideology, they scatter 
their support, "emerging as an amorphous mass whose inter

nal differences renounce any generational solidarity."xxii 

A study by the National Opinion Research Center at the 
University of Chicago demonstrates this unfolding trend. In 
the 1984 election, 37 percent of all those surveyed claimed to 
be independent, while 46 percent of those aged 18 to 29 
claimed the title. Again in 1994, more youth than the general 
electorate claimed to be independent. While 39 percent of 
youth considered themselves independent, only 33 percent of 
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the general electorate did so. In both elections, the youth bloc 
had the highest percentage of respondents claiming to be 
independent. xxiii 

The following chart lists the results from the National Opinion 
Research Center survey. 

Political Party Identification, 1974 to 1994 

"GeneraLLy speaking, do you usually think of yourseLf as a RepubLican, 
Democrat or ind~pendent?H 
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1: 1: 1: 1: 1: 1: ---.~----- ---- ----- -----I 
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1994 ,,% 3S% 34% 36% 43% 43% 
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1974 3S% 41% 46% 4S% 4S% ~ ._--- ----
Independent 

1994 3.% 34% 3.% 30% 30% 23% 

1984 46% 3.% 41% 30% 27% 23% 

1974 44% 34% 30% 26% "% 13% 
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Republican 

1994 2." 2'% 2S% 30% 27% 31% I 
"84 ,,% 21 ... " .. 24'10 30% 36'10 

I 1974 IS'Io ,.% ,,% 27% " ... 36'10 
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Note; Pt>n:ettls tnny rIOt add to 100 because ~otberH mul H"O answer~ are "ot it/eluded. 

Souree; Gn/eral Social Sun~', National Opltltml Research Cet"", lhlit'f!rSlt)' of Chicago 

The same organization conducted a poll asking respondents 
if they considered themselves to be a Republican, Democrat 
or independent. If Republican or Democrat, respondents 
were asked if they considered themselves strong, or not 
very strong. If independent, they were asked if they lean 
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Republican or Democrat. The results are as follows: 

Strength of Party Identification, 1994 

"Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, 
Democrat or Independent? If Republican or Democrat: Would you call 
yourself a strong Republican/Democrat or not a very strong 
Republican/Democrat? If independent, do you think of yourself as 
closer to the Republican or Democratic party? 
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Democrat 

strong .% ,,% 13% 16% 20% ,,% 

not very strong 21% ,,% 21% 21% ,,% 21% 

Independent 

lean Democrat 13% 12% 13% 11% 11% ,% 

neither 15% 13% 14% 9% 10% 10% 

Lean Republican 11% 9% 10% 10% 9% 6% 

Republican 

strong .% 11% 9% 14% 10% 13% 

not very strong 20% 17% 16% 16% 1'% 17% 

Note: Percents may not add tolOO because ~otber" and "no answer- are not tncluded. 

Source: General Soctal SUm.,', Notional Opinton Researcb Center, Untventty qf Cblcago 

Of those polled, youth aged 18-29 are the least likely to 

exhibit strong Democratic or Republican views. Similarly, 
youth are the second largest group, next to non-high school 
graduates to consider themselves neither Republican nor 
Democrat. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Overcoming Obstacles: 
The Youth Vote and the Law 

D
espite winning the right to vote, many young people 
argued that being away from home on election day 
made it difficult for them to cast their ballots. 

Skeptics, however, claimed that college students were simply 
making excuses for their lack of participation on election day. 
In 1963, the President's Commission on Registration and Voter 
Participation decided to investigate the matter further. The 
released study concluded that 21-to-25-year-olds were, in fact, 
experiencing barriers to voting. The report noted that "the 
restrictive legal and administrative procedures for registration 

and voting, including exclusionary residence qualifications and 

cumbersome absentee voting laws, appear to be the major 

cause for low voter turnout participation in this age group." 

According to a study compiled by national youth registration 
groups, 24 states did not allow any absentee voting at the 
time the 26th Amendment was passed in 1971. This meant 
that it was fruitless for 18-to-20-year-olds away at college to 
register to vote in their hometowns, since they would not be 

home to vote during the election, and the law did not permit 
them to vote absentee. Several states permitted people to vote 
hy absentee ballot in general elections'but not in primaries, 

which worked to disenfranchise students.; 

The problem youth faced revolved around their "dual residency." 
Along with maintaining a permanent residence at their par-
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ents' home, many also resided for most of the year in their 
college town. Traditionally, the law viewed students as residing 

permanently at their parents' residence, while living only 
temporarily at college. There was an assumption that they 
would return to their parents' residence after completing 
their studies. Recogrtizing this, many authorities thought 

youth should vote using their parents' address, thus voting 
in their hometown. 

Since absentee voting was not an option for most students, 
many made ill-fated attempts to register and vote in their 
college towns. Concerned about students' influence on small 
town elections, local registrars placed barriers in the way of 
young people who were hoping to register. A witness who 
spoke during Congressional debate on the 26th Amendment 
expressed these concerns: 

My principal concern with this particular measure 
is one that has to do with permitting I8-year-olds 
to vote, for instance, in local and municipal elec
tions in college towns. For example what would 
happen in a community like Urbana, Illinois, with 
an influx of 20,000 to 25,000 students from outside 
the state coming into that community and being 
given the opportunity to vote at 18 years of age? 
For goodness sake, we would have transients 
actually controlling the elections, city councils and 
mayors in or out of office in a town in which they 
have a dominant voice. Personally, I feel this is 
bad. We have seen in Madison, Wisconsin, where 
in one local election the students of the University 
of Wisconsin were able to band together and elect 
several officials who could care less how the city 
was run and have no responsibility whatsoever 
about taxes which have to be raised to fund 
municipal functions in the city. ii 

Students who were discouraged from voting in their college 
towns did not remain silent. Refusing to let local authorities 
stand in their way, they filed numerous lawsuits claiming 
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officials were violating their right to vote. The courts did not 
reach a clear-cut decision that would prove applicable in all 
cases, but young voters did 'win many victories. 

When the courts finally permitted college students to vote in 
their college towns, they were recognizing the emerging 
transient nature of youth and a changing society with citizens 
"on the move." Denying students the right to vote in their 
college towns was not youth's only complaint. They also 
argued that young people should not be subjected to more 
vigorous questioning than other members of the electorate. 
That is, they should not be deprived of their 14th Amendment 

right, which promises equal protection under the law. 

Complaints about unfair questioning eventually reached the 
courts as well. In Bright v. Baesler, the court prohibited 
officials in Lexington, Kentucky from obliging students to 
complete a form to prove their permanent address was their 

parents' home. The court stated: 

There is no dispute in this case that Kentucky 
has the right to require every applicant for voter 
registration to be domiciliary of the precinct in 
which he offers to vote. But may the state require, 
and is there any compelling reason why it should 
require students to go to greater lengths to prove 
domicile? This court thinks not. iii 

Middlebury, Vermont authorities refused to register students 
who did not indicate they planned to remain in the town 
indefinitely. The courts ruled this practice unconstitutional 
in 'Shivelhood v. Davis. In a discussion worded like others 
evolving from similar cases, the court stated: 

Thus, the Board of Civil Authority must not require 
students to fill out a supplemental questionnaire 
involving questions concerning their domicile 
unless all applicants are required to complete the 
s.ame questionnaire. Moreover, the Board of Civil 

33 



34 

The Youth Vote 

Authority must use its best efforts to ensure 
any questionnaire is equally relevant to all appli
cants and not designed only to apply to student 
applicants."iv 

The Pacific 2nd District Court in Jolicoeur v. Milhaly, ruled 
students must be viewed as emancipated even if they are 

not completely self-supporting, as doing otheIWise would 
represent a violation of the 26th Amendment. This invalidated 

a California law that forced young people to vote by absentee 
ballot from their parents' home. 

The court stated: 

We hold today that both the 26th Amendment to 
the United States constitution and California law 
require respondent registrars to treat all citizens 
18 years of age or older alike for all purposes 
related to voting. We do not imply that registrars 
may not question a citizen of any age as to his 
true domicile. However, the middle-aged person 
who obtains a job and moves to San Francisco 
from San Diego, and the youth who moves from 
his family in Grass Valley to Turlock to attend 
college must be treated equally. v 

The 5th District Federal Court determined in Whatley v. Clark 
that allowing students to vote in their college town should 

not remain contingent upon their promising they will remain 

there indefinitely. In reaching this conclusion, the court 

stated: "A state has power to restrict franchise to bona fide 
reSidents, but if residence requirements are to withstand 

continued sCnltiny, they must be appropriately defined and 
uniformly applied, "vi 

In yet another victory for young voters, Anderson v. Brown 

found the court striking down an Ohio law requiring students 

to obtain a permanent residence in their college town before 

being permitted voting privileges there. This regulation was 
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ruled a violation of students' 14th Amendment rights; that is, 

they were being subjected to closer scrutiny than were others 

who attempted to register. 

Jonathan Reiff, however, was concerned that local officials' 

efforts to obey this agreement were making them overly 

lenient; they were not adhering to regulations stipulating 

voters must have a "domicile" in the district. In order to 

qualify as a "domicile," a place of residence must accommo

date the important activities of a self-sustaining life,vii 

In Texas, similar problems emerged. Leroy Symm, a Texas 

official, had been asking students to fill out a questionnaire 

that inquired about property ownership and intentions of 

staying in the county. This practice was ruled unconstitutional 

in Texas v. the United States. The Supreme Court later refused 

to hear the case on appeal. 

Although many cases went in the students' favor, the local 

authorities did prevail in some instances, especially with 

issues involving voter eligibility. In Ramey v. Rockefeller, for 

example, the court ruled it is not a violation of 14th Amend

ment rights "to select for individual inquiry categories of 

citizens presenting the most obvious problems, as long as 

the ultimate standard is the same for all," 

The court specified that while questions which ask the stu

dents' future intentions may not be acceptable, those seeking 

to determine "the place which is the center of the individual's 

life now, the locus of his primary concern," are permissible; 

the "determination must be based on all relevant factors. "viii 

Although much of the debate surrounding youth registration 

emerged shortly after passage of the 26th Amendment, small 

confrontations still erupted years later. In 1989, four students 
at the University of Maryland went to court on behalf of more 

than 300 students who claimed they were stripped of their 
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right to vote in the city election that year. The students filed 

their lawsuit after learning that, over several months, the 

College Park City Council had adopted a series of registration 
policies that purged their names from the city's voting lists. 

The city also instituted a 90-day deadline, which closed regis
tration several weeks before students returned to campus, 
making fe-registration difficult. ix 

Court interVention was not solely responsible for easing voter 
registration problems encountered by youth. The National 
Voter Registration Act of 1993 was intended to alleviate the 
"hassles" of voter registration by expanding the number of 
locations and opportunities whereby eligible citizens can 
register. These locations include the Bureau of Motor Vehicles, 
public assistance agencies and via mail. The "Motor Voter," as 

it has been termed, also requires updating voter registration 
files by identifying and removing names of people who can
not vote. Finally, the act provides "fail-safe" voting procedures 
to ensure an individual's right to vote prevails over current 
bureaucratic or legal technicalities.x In the law's first two 
years of implementation, an estimated 28 million people took 
advantage of its provisions to register to vote or update their 

registration.xi Although intended to reach all facets of the 
American electorate, the National Voter Registration Act does 
ease some of the barriers associated with youth voter registra
tion by providing convenient registration locations. However, 
its exact impact on the youth vote has not yet been measured. 

Kenneth Guido, "Student Voting and Residency Requirement 
Qualifications: The Aftermath of the 26th Amendment," 
7be New York University Lnw Review, April 1972, 45. 

ii "Students Voting and Apportionment: The 'Rotten Boroughs' 
of Academia," The Yale Lawjoumal, 1971,37. 

iii "United States v. State of Texas," 44SF, Supp, 1255. 
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v "Whatley v. Clark, 482 Federal Reponer, 2'ui Serles, 1230. 

vi "Jolicoeur v. Milhaly," 96 California Reponer, 708. 

vIi Jonathan D. Reiff. "Ohio Residency Law for Student Voters-It" 
Implications and a Proposal for More Effective Implementation 
of Residency Status," Cleveland State Law Review, 1979,466. 

viii Burt Neuborne and Arthur Eisenberg, The Rights of Candidates 
and Vote~ (New York: Avon Press, 1976), 30. 

ix "Students Charge Rights Violation in Suit on Voting," The New 
York Times, 17 September 1989, A59. 

x The National Clearinghouse on Election Administration, Federal 
Election Commission, Implementing the National Voter 
Registration Act of 1993: Requiremems, Issues, Approacbes 
and Examples (Washington D.C GOP, 1 January 1994), II. 

xi Meg S. Duskin, "Motor Voter's Road Test," The National Voter, 
June/July 1997,6. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Why Youth Don't Vote: 
Theories of Non-voter 
Participation 

A
indicated in Chapter 2, it is evident that youth have a 

relatively low voter turnout, with their voter partici

pation percentages falling year after year (with the 
exception of the 1992 presidential election). This lack of ful

fillment of political responsibility has left theorists scurrying 
for concrete reasons why youth do not vote. 

Relatively few studies concentrate solely on youth's participation 
in the political process. More importantly, studies examine the 

electorate as a whole to uncover trends, especially since voter 
turnout as a whole has been significantly decreasing since the 

1960s. These studies have unveiled a plethora of reasons as to 
why people do not vote, almost all of which can be subdivided 

into two categories: 1) social circumstances/demographics and 
2) overall societal changes affecting people's political philoso

phies and sense of duty to the political system. 

Analyzing basic data referring to age, sex and voting participa
tion presents a notable trend. As indicated in the information 

from the United States Bureau of the Census on page 39, it is 
obvious that as a person ages, he/she is more likely to vote, 

with the exception of those over the age of 75. 

Why this trend prevails has perplexed analysts. Many, however, 
have found answers. According to Stanley Verba, political 
participation has been shown to fluctuate in accordan·ce with 
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Voting Participation by Age Group in the 1992 Election 

"" J 
, 

I 18-20 years 
---'''- "-

36.4'%. 36.3% 36.6% 

21-24 years 38.8% 37.4"'" 40.2% 

i 25-34 years L ________ _ 49.9% 46.9% 53.0% 
--1 

35-44 years 60.0% 57.0% 63.1% 

L_4:~~a~ ___ _ 66.9% 66.2% 67.5"10 

55-64 years 10.5% 69.5% 71.4% 
,-------- ------ .- ----I 

65-74 years 76.3% 79.6% 13.5% ; _ __ _____ -.J 
75 years and over 66.1% 70.3% 63.4% 

Source; Currem I'opu!atton Reports, Serles P-20, VOlIrIg and Reglstrattmt In tbe 1:1ecttoTl 
(if November 1992, United States Dc.partmelJI o/Commerce. llureau of/be CrnlSUS. 

one's position in the life cycle, greatly determined by their 

age. People who are younger have different demographic 
and social circumstances than those who are older. This 

panicipation pattern is attributed to the impact of "start-up" 

and "slow-down," In the early years, people are unsettled 
and do not have a stake in the system that would oblige their 

participation. The legal barriers that accompany mobiliry are 

always present. For example, registration in Ohio closes 
30 days prior to an election. Older people, Verba claims, 

experience psychological withdrawal as well as physical 
infirmities which make it difficult for them to reach the 
polling placesi 

A study by Margaret Conway takes the life cycle theory even 
further. She argues that citizens between the ages of 30 and 
65 vote at higher rates than do those that are older or 
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younger because of the effects of other social characteristics; 
age groups differ in educational attainment and income, 
which impact voter turnout. Likewise, people living with a 
spouse are more likely to vote than those who are single, 
divorced or widowed. ii 

Older (75 years and older) and younger citizens, notes 

Conway, have lower levels of educational attainment. Since 
individuals with more education are more likely to vote, it is 
no wonder participation levels for the old and young are so 
low. Younger citizens are also less likely to participate politi

cally than are middle-aged citizens because of their marital 
status. Lower proportions of those who are under the age of 
25 are married. People who are not married are less likely to 
vote. Interpersonal influences have a significant impact on 
voting, with the influence of one's spouse being especially 
important. Furthermore, youth's high rate of mobility creates 
feelings of disengagement; individuals who have lived in an 
area for a relatively short time are less likely to vote, and 
younger citizens move more frequently than do older citizens ill 

Accompanying the life cycle theory of voter participation is a 
study by Peter Bachrach that measures voter participation with 
regard to types of employment. He found that blue-collar· 
workers have little opportunity to express themselves within 
their work environment. Bacharach theorizes that workers 
would have more to draw upon when voting if they could 
participate more fully in decision-making at work. Supporting 
this statement, he finds that as people from working class 
backgrounds become more active in organizations they 
become more politically active. iv 

Conway develops this point even further. She notes that 
socioeconomic status (income, occupation and education) 

determines voting behavior. People with higher status possess 
higher levels of politically relevant resources, greater access to 
political information, higher levels of capacity to process that 
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information and a greater awareness of the impact of political 

decisions on their interests. v 

Other studies tout the importance of demographic and social 

circumstances when considering voter turnout as well. 

According to Jack Dennis, young adults do not vote because 

of the experiences, or lack thereof, they have encountered 

in their lives. He nbtes that youth do not have practice in 

collecting and processing decision-relevant political informa

tion, they have little experience with leadership, policies 

and government, and they lack a tangible stake in their 

community where they reside, or in society in general. vi All 

of these characteristics have very real effects on voter turnout. 

An ABC poll, conducted between June 29 and July 13,1983, 

indicated that voting patterns stem, in part, from onc's 

upbringing. Sixty percent of those labeled "most likely to 

vote" reported that their parents always voted in presidential 

elections. For those viewed as most unlikely to vote, the 

figure was 32 percent. 

I n The People Choose a President: b{{ormatioll 011 Voter 

Decisions, O'Keefe and Mendelsohn conclude that first-time 

voters come to their initial election with no particular 'youth' 

ideology but, rather, with an ideological thrust that has devel

oped within the milieu of their families' socialization patterns. 

They support this contention hy nQ(ing that those with more 

education (higher socio-economic status) tended to vote for 

Nixon, the Republican candidate for president in 1972, more 

frequently than did their less educated counterparts. vii 

.Judging from the above-mentioned theories, it is evident that 

the young generation is not necessarily a disengaged group 

of idlers without any interest in politiCS. Instead, it is a group 

whose ingrained lifestyle characteristics do not fit the descrip

tion of the earnest voter. The filct that young people typically 

are not married, are extremely transient and lack life ex peri-
41 
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ences and education is not the fault of one generation of 

young people. Rather these characteristics have exemplified 
young generations since America was founded. However, 

the number of young people voting in elections has been 

decreasing each year. This phenomenon can partly be 
explained using the previously mentioned theories. Unlike 

youth of the past, more and more of today's young people are 

waiting to marry, if they do so at all. Many more are traveling 
the world and moving from city to city in search of different 

jobs, making it difficult to set roots in one particular area. 

All, however, cannot be blamed on social experiences. If mere 
demographics determine whether or not someone votes, why 

has voting decreased Significantly since the 1960s for all age 
groups? The answer may lie in much deeper societal changes. 

Robert A. Jackson has determined that something deeper is 
indeed at work. In his study entitled, "A Reassessment of 
Voter Mobilization," he argues that sociodemographic traits 

cannot be the sole determinants of turnout behavior, since so 

many people vote in one election but not the next. To further 
develop his point, Jackson studied voter registration status. He 
found that the major influences on registration are individuals' 
own abilities and characteristics, since the United States 

government does not promote registration like it promotes the 

actual act of voting. Thus, although people register to vote, 
something happens that causes them to vote or not to vote in 

an election-something other than demographic characteristics. 
Demographics do influence voter turnout, but, according to 

Jackson's analysis, this can actually be overridden by a high 
profile election campaign. Therefore, Jackson theorizes that 
highly energized voter mobilization campaigns determine high 
voter turnout. viii 

Although Jackson has determined that demographics cannot 
work alone, he does not explain precisely why voter turnout 

has been steadily decreasing. Changes in the excitement 
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levels of voter mobilization campaigns and elections cannot 
be the sole reason; since they vary from election to election, 

they would produce spikes in voter turnout instead of a 

steady decline. 

In his article "Why Americans Refuse to Vote," Seymour Martin 

Lipset claims that the United States has undergone changes 
since the 1960s that have altered Americans' political attitudes. 
He notes that in the early 60s, President John F. Kennedy 

appointed a commission to investigate nonvoting. In response 
to the investigation, Kennedy initiated changes in the electoral 
system to facilitate the voting process and to increase the 
number of ways to register to vote. Despite these changes, 

however, the proportion of the electorate that voted fell from 
greater than three-fifths in 1968 to about half in 1988. 

Lipset argues that this downward swing is due to the large 
drop in confidence Americans today have in institutions, 

particularly political ones. Beginning in the 1960s, Americans 
grew increasingly uneasy about the efficacy of their leaders. 
They lost confidence that changes brought by elections would 

improve situations. Presidents were a disappointment and did 

not deliver. This, along with scandals and cOnstant gridlock 

hetween Congress and the president led to a disdain for all 
politicians, low voter turnout and rejection of politicS evident 

in a lack of party identification. According to Lipset: 

We can tinker with the electoral system, make 
voting easier and raise the number of voters a hit. 
But fundamentally, what makes a difference in 
voter turnout over time are macroscopic factors 
that influence the degree of conformism or 
deviance. x 

The 1992 Brookings Institution book, The Disappeari1l8 

Americall Voter written by Ruy A. Teixeira sheds further light 

on macroscopic factors. Teixeira argues that costs and benefits 

determine voting behavior. The lower the costs and greater 
43 
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the benefits, the more likely it is that someone will vote. 

Voting costs include registering, finding out where the polling 

booth is, taking the time and effort to travel to it on election 

day and accessing and understanding the facts necessary to 

distinguish hetween candidates. These activities cost the 

potential voter time, energy and mind power. The benefits 

derived from voting are harder to measure. Although the 

outcome of an election may strongly affect a person's life, the 

individual citizen does not have to participate in the election 

to obtain these benefits. Teixeira notes that changes in the 

electoral system such as bilingual registration materials and 

registration by mail have decreased the cost of voting. Thus, 

he argues, recent low voter turnout must be attributed to the 

changing benefits of voting.x 

These benefits, notes Teixeira, can be attributed to changes 

in Americans' attitudinal characteristics, including social 

and political connectedness and political involvement. 

Social connectedness, the social ties found in marriage and 

religion that provide a substantial proportion of an individ

ual's motivation to vote, has decreased since the 1960s. 

Political connectedness has also decreased since the 1960s. 

The weakening relationship berween political parties and the 

electoral process has led to a decrease in party identification 

and knowledge of parties and candidates. 

Together with a sense of connectedness, political involvement 

has taken a nosedive. In 1960, more than half of all. Americans 

followed political campaigns in the newspaper. In 1988, that 

numher fell to less than one-fifth. The proportion of Americans 

claiming to be very much interested in a campaign fell from 

38 percent to 28 percent, and the proportion that followed 

public affairs fell from 63 percent to 59 percent. In 1960, 

over 62 percent of the electorate had a strong sense of 

governmental responsiveness. By 1988, the number slipped 

to 30 percent. There is no longer a perceived link berween 
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the government and the ordinary citizen.xi 

Curtis Gans, Director of the Committee on the Study of the 
American E~ectorate, notes that laday's generation looks more 

at person~1 betterment than did previous generations. He 
argues that his parents' generation, shaped by the Depression, 
wanted to create a society where their children would have 
better lives. Their children translated that vision into making 
society better through public service. Today's young generation, 
on the other hand, concerns itself with personal betterment, 
rather than the betterment of society as a whole. This, coupled 
with the breakdown of political parties and a frustrated elec
torate who feels government does not listen to its desires, 
creates decreased political participation,xii 

As all Americans continue to turn their backs on the political 
system, nonvoter theoty will continue to grow. Rather than 
focusing merely on demographic characteristics, theorists 
have begun to uncover deeply rooted attitudinal and societal 
changes that are impacting voter turnout. Understanding 

these changes provides the key to developing voter mobiliza
tion programs to politically motivate youth along with the 
American electorate as a whole. 

Sidney Verba, "Participation and the LiFe Cycle," in Parttcipattmt 
ill America: Polt/teal Democracy and Society Equality (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1972), 138-139. 

ii Margaret Conway, Political Participation in the United States 
(Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly, Inc., 1991), 17. 

m Ibid, 18--19. 

Iv Peter Bachrach. "Interest, Participation and DemocrJ.tic Theory," 
in Participation in Politics, ed. John W. Chapman (New York: 
Ilever-Alherton, 1975),48. 

v Conway. 21. 
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"A Look at This Year's Voters." U.S. News and World Report, 
17 April 1972, 27. 
An estimated 25.7 million new voters will become eligible to 
vote in the 1972 presidential election due (0 the enfranchise
ment of IS-year-alds and erasure of literacy and residency 
requirements. Alabama, Utah, Hawaii and South Carolina have 
the highest proportion of young voters. 

"A Quiet Revolution." Newsweek, 14 June 1971,34-37 & 28. 
Many high schools, spearheaded by labor unions or groups 
such as the League of Women Voters, have conducted voter 
registration drives. By substantial margins, young people have 
registered as Democrats. 111is pauern has held even in con
servative Orange County, California, although it may simply 
reflect youth's desire to participate in primary elections. 

"A Vote for YOUlh." Time, 12 July 1971, 5 
The 26th Amendment, granting youth the vme, became law 
on June 30, 1971 when the Ohio legislature approved it. 
Approximately 1 i million young people were enfranchised. 
Early registration showed Democrats enjoying a 3 to 1 margin 
among youth. 

Abramson, Paul R. "Generation Changes and Decline of Party 
Identification." American Political Science Review, April 1976, 
469-477. 
Abramson refutes the contention that being an independent is 
strictly a function of age, with youth gaining party loyalties as 
they mature. He claims that independence is dependent upon 
other factors, including the temper of the times. In reaching 
this conclusion, he cites a study indicating that 65 percent of 
youth who labeled themselves as independent in 1973 were 
independent fully eight years later. 
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"All Eyes on New Young Voters." Sellior Scholastic, 20 September 

1971,2-3. 
A capsulized history of efforts to lower the voting age. In 
1968 only·51.1 percent of those between 18 and 24. voted. 
With regards to party identification, studies by the Institute 
of Student Opinion indicate that 42 percent of those in the 
lR-to-20-year-old group consider themselves independent. 
The figures for Democrats and Republicans are 30 percent 
and 20 percent respectively. 

"The American Freshman: National Norms for Fall 1997," prepared 
for the Higher Education Research Institute, University of 
California, Los Angeles. 
An excerpt from a lengthier study, this article notes that 
incoming college freshmen in 1997 showed record levels of 
political disengagement-the lowest in the history of the 
survey. A record low of 26.7 percent of freshmen believed that 
"keeping up to date with political affairs" is a very important 
or essential life goal. Similarly, an all-time low 13.7 percent of 
freshmen said they frequently discuss polities. 

Apple, R.W., Jr. "The States Ratify Full Vote at 18." The New York 
Times, I July 1971, Al & A43. 
The article relates the events leading up to Ohio's ratification 
of the z61h Amendment. Although the Speaker of the House 
had planned to permit many people to speak on the issue, a 
vote was quickly pushed through so Ohio would be the 381h 

state to approve the legislation, giving it the impact of law. 
It was feared that Oklahoma would beat Ohio out of these 
"honors" if the legislature did not act with haste. 

Bachrach, Peter. "Interest, Participation and Democratic Theory," 
Participation in Poittics, Ed. John. W. Chapman. New York: 
Lieber-Atherton, 1975. 
Bachrach argues that working class people are often ill 
prepared to participate in the dectoral process, since their 
work environment provides them with little decision-making 
experience. He claims that this problem could be resolved 
if people had more opportunity to control their work environ
ment. They would bring more to the political system, and 
everyone would benefit. 

Baskin, D. "The Old ~ome Town: Question of Student Residency." 
New Republic, 6 November 1971, Ii. 
Baskin argues that politics in college towns would not be 
unduly influenced by young voters should they be permitted 
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to register there, as many other factors are involved. He also 
points out that many people other than students are highly 
mobile and are still allowed to vote in the town where they 
are presently residing. Likewise, Baskin mentions that studenL'i 
are gaining an education and should therefore be highly 
qualified voters. 

"Big Vote to Come." 11me, 4 January 1971, 24. 
This article indicates that the youth vote was first pushed 
through Congress as a rider to legislation extending the 1%5 
Voting Rights Act. Young people will probably not vote as a 
bloc and, due to apathy, may not go to the polls at all. 

Boyd, Richard. "Decline of U.S. Voter Turnout: Structural 
Explanation." American Politics Quol1er/y, II No.2, April 1981, 
13}-159. 
Boyd argues that although voter turnout in presidential 
elections may be less than admirable, Americans do vote 
with regularity, because they participate in a wide variety of 
elections. Europeans do not have as many different contests, 
where voters elect people to posts on all levels of government. 

Clymer, Adam. "Polls Show Problems Behind Low Voter Turnout." 
The New York Times, 25 September 1983, A2l. 
This article discusses factors influencing voting patterns and 
determines that a voter's attitude toward politicians is a 
Significant factor. 

"College Town Wary: 18·(0·21 Voters Take Over?" U.S. Nc.ws and 
World RepOI1, 6 September 1971, 3B-4l. 
After the 26th Amendment became law a debate developed 
about where students should vote. This question was particu· 
larly important in towns like Cambridge, Massachusetts where 
students comprised one·third of all voters. The reSidency 
question is also Significant with regards to tuition; if students 
register to vote in a town, it is uncertain whether they can 
be charged out of state tuition or not. 

"Congres", Age of Aquarius." Newsweek, 23 March 1970, 30-3l. 
The Constitution mentions, at least four times, that only states 
can set voting requirements. It would be pos..<;ible, however, 
according to Harvard Professor Archibold Cox, for Congress to 
lower the voting age by statute. This could be accomplished 
by claiming that "due process of law" is violated when those 
under 18 cannot vote. 

Conway, Ma.rgaret. Poltttcal Participation i1l the United States, 
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Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Inc., 1991. 
The aUlhor examines American political participation from the 
ballot box to the protest march. She analyzes the patterns of 
participation and offers Five different explanations for those 
patterns based on current research findings. These explana
tions include: social characteristics of the electorate, psycho
logical elements, the political environment, the legal structure 
and the rationality of political participation. 

Cook, Rhodes. "Landslide or Lethargy the 1982 Turnout Question: 
Voter Angry or Depressed?" Congressional Quarterly Weekry 
Report, 30 October 1982, 2748-275l. 
Raymond Wolfinger claims that the young are "champion 
movers" and often fail to register for elections where personal 
appeal is not involved. He finds this tendency responsible for 
their poor showing in midterm election. 

Cook, Rhodes. "Whatever Happened to the Youth Vote?" 
Congressional Quarterly Week(y, 15 July 1978, 1792-1795. 
This article expresses disappointment over the number of 
youth who have voted; the percentage is dWindling. In keeping 
with their low turnout at the polls, young people have lost 
any "power" they once held within the party hierarchy. The 
percentage of youth that have served as delegates at the 
Democratic National Convention has, for example, decreased. 

Cowan, Jonathan J. "The War Against Apathy: Four Lessons from the 
Front Lines of Youth Advocacy." National Civic Review, Fall 
1997,193-202. 
Authored by the co-founder of "Lead ... or Leave," the first 
national nonpartisan "twenty-something" advocacy group, this 
article presenL<; the four most important lessons the author 
learned from his years on the front lines of youth activism: 
the real problem is polities, not young people; service leads 
to service, not to polities; don't agonize, organize; and a new 
politics begins in the home. 

Cuitice, Wendell . . Yotltb's Battle/or tbe Ballot, Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press, 1992. 
This book depicts the battle for the youth vote, beginning in 
Athens, Greece, Be and ending in Washington D.C. The author 
shows that lowering the voting age was not a proposal unique 
to America. However, an in-depth discussion of the American 
adoption of the youth vote is the book's central theme. Tables, 
illustrations and a concise chronology of the ratification of the 
26th Amendment provk!l~ added resources. 
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53 



54 

The Youth Vote 
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campaign influences. 

"Jolicoeur v. Mihaly" 5 Cal. 3d 565. 
The case invalidated a California law that forced students (0 

vote by absentee ballot from their parents' home. It was 
claimed that students must be viewed as emancipated even if 
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regulations had been more permissive. Late closing dates 
along with regulations pertaining to absentee voting are the 
most significant factors in determining participation. 
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