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What drives or stunts voter turnout in United States elections? Getting American voters 
to the polls often is a struggle, especially in non-federal elections which typically see 

a 10-20 percent smaller turnout compared to federal elections.1 Voter turnout is also greatly 
affected by voter suppression policies that have become more common and more forceful across 
the United States in the last twenty years, threatening our representative democracy. States and 
districts are implementing strict ID laws, voter purges, and inconvenient polling locations and 
times that have detrimental effects on voter turnout, specifically in minority districts.2 

The literature has mainly focused on the presence of voter suppression in elections and 
its correlation with the decrease in voter turnout overall.3 However, relatively little literature 
addresses the individual motivations of voters facing voter suppression and how legislators 
and interest groups can work towards utilizing those motivations to increase voter turnout and 
combat voter suppression. Does voter suppression motivate or demotivate individual voters 
and are voters motivated by civic duty or self-interest? In this article, I present the results of an 
original survey experiment designed to gain insights into this crucial question.
 
Motivation: Combatting Voter Suppression in the United States

The United States has a long history of voter suppression. From the birth of the country, 
and for many years after, voting rights were restricted to white (land-owning) males. It was not 
until 1870, with the passage of the 15th amendment following the Civil War, that black men 
gained the constitutional right to vote. Women only gained the right to vote with the ratification 
of the 19th amendment in 1920. Even so, voting. In practice, voter suppression through Jim 
Crow laws, for example, continued to undermine constitutional voting rights.

After years of mobilizing by the civil rights movement, Congress passed the Voting 
Rights Act in 1965 to enforce the 15th amendment and outlaw discriminatory voting practices.4 
The act banned the use of literacy tests in elections, it provided federal oversight of voter 
registration in areas where less than 50 percent of the non-white population had not registered 
to vote, and finally it authorized the US attorney general to investigate the use of poll taxes 

1 Although the turnout gap has shrunk in the past few years, it persists.  See “United States Elections Project,” United States Elections 
Project, accessed December 14, 2019, http://www.electproject.org/.
2 For a good history of voter suppression in the United States, see Tova Andrea Wang, The politics of voter suppression: Defending 
and expanding Americans’ right to vote (Cornell University Press, 2012). Also see “Voter Suppression,” Brennan Center for Justice, 
accessed April 9, 2021, https://www.brennancenter.org/issues/ensure-every-american-can-vote/vote-suppression. 
3 See, e.g., Zoltan Hajnal, Nazita Lajevardi, and Lindsay Nielson, “Voter Identification Laws and the Suppression of Minority Votes,” 
The Journal of Politics 79, no. 2 (April 2017): 363–79. Justin Grimmer, Eitan Hersh, Marc Meredith, Jonathan Mummolo, and Clay-
ton Nall, “Obstacles to estimating voter ID laws’ effect on turnout,” The Journal of Politics 80, no. 3 (2018): 1045-1051.
4 For a historical review of federal voting rights legislation, see “History of Federal Voting Rights Laws,” US Department of Justice, 
updated July 27, 2007, https://www.justice.gov/crt/history-federal-voting-rights-laws. 
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in state and local elections. In 1966, the Supreme Court banned poll taxes in state elections. 
Importantly, section five of the Voting Rights Act prohibited offending districts – those that 
had a voting tests and less than 50 percent turnout for the 1964 presidential election – from 
enacting changes to their election laws and procedures without gaining federal authorization.5 
These districts had to prove to the Attorney General (or a three-judge panel of a Washington, 
D.C. district court) that the proposed change “neither has the purpose nor will have the effect” 
of negatively impacting an individual’s right to vote based on race or minority status.6

Despite the landmark civil rights legislation of the 1960s, which sought to increase 
voting access, elections did not automatically become freer and fairer. Remnants of restrictive 
voting laws persisted throughout southern states and new suppressive laws were modified to 
work around new restrictions. In 2011, Shelby County in Alabama filed a lawsuit that sections 
five and four(b) of the Voting Rights Act were unconstitutional. In 2013, the Supreme Court 
decided 5-4 in favor of the plaintiff in Shelby County v. Holder, a major blow to voting rights that 
essentially gave free reign to states to enact suppressive laws with no federal oversight. Within 
twenty-four hours of the Supreme Court’s decision, Texas announced that it would implement 
a strict photo ID law. Mississippi and Alabama followed soon after and began to enforce photo 
ID laws that had previously been barred because of federal preclearance.7 

The negative ripple effects of the Shelby decision are still being felt today. Since 2013, 
the state of voting rights in America has continued to worsen. Conservative states have taken 
advantage of the repeal of section five and four(b) to enact strict voter ID laws as well as early 
voting cutbacks. In 2016, the ACLU found that seventeen states may have restrictive voting 
laws in place and these laws affect over 110 million people.8 In 2018 even more states enacted 
restrictive voting laws, including Georgia, North Dakota, and Kansas. With increasing numbers 
of states across the United States passing restrictive voting laws it is imperative for legislators 
and interest groups to find ways to motivate voter turnout despite restrictive laws. 

Hypotheses
In this study, I focus on self-interest and civic duty as two main alternative individual 

motives that may explain voter turnout. According to a leading social psychologist, “the self-
interest motive is singularly powerful according to many of the most influential theories of 
human behavior and the layperson alike.”9 In fact, Quentin Kidd claims that self-interest is the 
best indicator of political motivation.10 However, under classical median voter theory models, 
voting is irrational from the perspective of self-interest. So why do people vote? Eminent political 
scientists often argue that citizens vote to fulfill a civic duty (citizens fear that democracy will 
collapse without their participation).11 I assume self-interest and civic duty are important 
political motivators and should affect participants’ willingness to vote (even after being exposed 
to suppression rhetoric) or influence their identification of voter suppression. 
 I assume that individual behavior may be sensitive to the kinds of information and 
framing to which individuals are exposed. In particular, I test the following four hypotheses:

5 Voting Rights Act of 1965, Pub. L. 89-110, 79 Stat. 437.
6 “Shelby County v. Holder.” Oyez, accessed April 23, 2020, https://www.oyez.org/cases/2012/12-96.
7 “The Effects of Shelby County v. Holder.” Brennan Center for Justice, August 6, 2018, accessed April 23, 2020, https://www.bren-
nancenter.org/our-work/policy-solutions/effects-shelby-county-v-holder.
8 “Voter Suppression Laws: What’s New Since the 2012 Presidential Election.” American Civil Liberties Union, August 1, 2016, ac-
cessed April 23, 2020, https://www.aclu.org/map/voter-suppression-laws-whats-new-2012-presidential-election.
9 Dale T. Miller, “The Norm of Self-Interest,” American Psychologist 54, no. 12 (1999): 1053-1060.
10 Quentin Kidd, “Civic Socialization and Civic Participation,” in Civic Participation in America (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011).
11 Anthony Downs, “An Economic Theory of Political Action in a Democracy.” Journal of Political Economy 65, no. 2 (1957): 135-50. 
William H. Riker and Peter C. Ordeshook, “A Theory of the Calculus of Voting.” The American Political Science Review 62, no. 1 
(1968): 25-42.
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(1) Exposure to voter suppression rhetoric makes respondents more likely to view tactics in the 
article read as voter suppression. 

(2) Respondents are more likely to vote if exposed to self-interest motivations. 

(3) Respondents are more likely to vote if exposed to civic duty motivations.  

(4) Respondents are more likely to vote if exposed to both self-interest and civic duty motivations. 

Methodology and Survey Design
To test these hypotheses, I designed and fielded a randomized survey experiment. The 

survey was conducted through Amazon Mechanical Turk and had a total of 723 participants.12 
The 723 participants were randomly assigned into one of five separate groups, four treatment 
groups and one control group. Each participant was asked a set of pre-test questions, then 
shown an article, and then asked a set of post-test questions. The four treatments align with 
the four hypotheses. Each treatment group was shown a vignette that included a quote meant 
to engage their motivations for self-interest, civic duty, or self-interest and civic duty combined. 
These vignettes were based off real world news journals that I found to write something that 
would emulate what the participants would typically read in their daily news. The goal was to 
identify whether self-interest by itself, civic duty by itself, or self-interest and civic duty together 
significantly affect participants’ views of voter suppression and willingness to vote. 

Results
After reading the vignette, participants were asked to rate their level of concern about 

voter suppression on a one to five Likert scale (Not at all Concerned, Slightly Concerned, 
Somewhat Concerned, Moderately Concerned, Extremely Concerned). Figure 1 shows the 
average level of concern (with 95 percent confidence interval) for the control group and each 
treatment group. All treatments groups showed more concern than the control group on 
average (and each is statistically significant at the 0.05 significance level). What is most notable 
is that utilizing self-interest and civic duty motivations combined was most effective in pushing 
respondents towards the “extremely concerned” option. Participants were also asked to provide 
a one-word reaction after reading the vignette. The responses for the combined treatment are 
displayed in a “word cloud” in Figure 2.

Participants were also asked to share their beliefs about the existence of voter 
suppression. They could select one of the following statements that most align with their views: 
any barriers to voting should be seen as voter suppression, only deliberate actions taken to 
prevent voting should be seen as voter suppression, voter suppression does not exist, or other.  
Only the last treatment (self-interest and civic duty combined) had a statistically significant 
effect (at the .05 significance level) increasing views that all barriers to vote should be considered 
voter suppression. While neither of the motivators individually had an effect on suppression 
beliefs, the two combined did influence participants into recognizing voter suppression.

Respondents were also asked to select which option most aligned with their views: 
purging voter lists and increasing voter ID requirements is a form of voter suppression or 
purging voter lists and increasing voter ID requirements is a way to prevent voter fraud.13 

12 The survey was approved by the IRB at Carnegie Mellon University. Funding was provided through the Graduate Student Assem-
bly as well as through the Institute of Politics and Strategy. The MTurk sample was not necessarily representative of the US voting 
age population. Further research is warranted based on a nationally-representative sample.
13 Voter purges are the mass removal of registered voters rolls without notifying the voter they have been removed. States typically 
cite lack of voting activity or address changes for these actions.
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Figure 1: Level of Concern Following Vignette

Only the self-interest treatment was statistically significant (at the 0.05 significance level), with 
the self-interest treatment moving participants toward believing that purging voter lists and 
increasing voter ID requirements is a form of voter suppression. Interestingly, neither the civic 
duty nor the combined treatment had any effect. This suggests that self-interest more than civic 
duty may be the strongest motivator when comparing voter suppression and voter fraud.

Finally, participants were asked, “are you planning to vote in the 2020 presidential 
election?”, both before and after being shown the vignette. Table 1 reports respondents’ 
willingness to vote in the 2020 presidential election. While none of the treatments were 
found to be statistically significant at 
the 0.05 significance level, self-interest 
did decrease the odds that respondents 
said they planned to vote (significant at 
the 0.10 significance level). In total, the 
self-interest treatment changed eight 
participants’ answers from yes to no when 
asked if they were planning to vote in the 
2020 presidential election. 

Further Study
This study creates a foundation for a deeper analysis of the role of motivation in 

voter suppression’s effect on voter turnout. It could easily be replicated with a larger, more 
representative sample. Questions could be added to further probe the sources of voter beliefs 
and motivations surrounding voter suppression and turnout. I also expect a larger sample would 
produce a better chance of finding statistical significance in the interactions of the key variables 
that I simply lacked statistical power to detect. A larger sample size would also make the results 
more generalizable, thus increasing the significance any findings. 

Another avenue for future research, building upon this study, is a case study that looks 
at levels of voter suppression rhetoric in the media and voter turnout for different election cycles. 
This could be done by further defining suppression rhetoric and aiming to find generalizable 
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Figure 2: Word Cloud of Responses Following Vignette (Treatment 4)

levels on either the state or county level for the months leading up to an election. This could then 
be compared with levels of voter turnout and levels of suppression reported to see if there are 
any significant ties between the two factors. This could further aid legislators and interest groups 
in the fight against voter suppression and find effective ways to target suppression and increase 
voter turnout through directed motivational rhetoric. 

Conclusion
Voter suppression and low voter turnout continue to be rampant problems in the United 

States that need to be combatted. Any barriers to voting should be considered voter suppression, 
including limited access to mail-in ballot options during the COVID-19 pandemic. Without 
free and fair elections, the United States cannot be considered a model democracy, much less a 
superpower that can “make the world safe for democracy.”

This study’s findings suggest a significant relationship between self-interest and civic 
duty motivations and beliefs about voter suppression. The purpose of this thesis was to identify 
some causal relationship between voter suppression and voter turnout, and the final results do 
just that. The survey experiment shows a small negative relationship between self-interest and 
voter turnout, suggesting that self-interest motivates have some effect on reducing participant’s 
willingness to vote. The study also found that utilizing the motivations of self-interest and civic 
duty combined was the best way to urge participants towards identifying voter suppression. 
 Both legislators and interest groups can utilize these initial insights from this study in 
their continued fight against voter suppression. Knowing that self-interest may reduce a citizen’s 
likelihood to vote is important when utilizing promotional or media exposure to promote 
voting. It is also helpful for stakeholders to play on self-interest and civic duty motivations when 
trying to aid citizens in identifying voter suppression. Knowledge is power, and when legislation 
cannot be blocked or changed, having the ability to knowingly and efficiently educate the public 
on voter suppression will hopefully boost voter turnout.

Micah Rabin


