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One explanation for nonvoting is simply demographic. Groups with low 
voting rates, such as young people, African Americans, and Latinos, have been 
growing as a share of the U.S. population. Young people (ages eighteen through 
twenty-nine) are traditional no-shows, perhaps because they have fewer of the 
life experiences (mortgages, taxes, school-age children, community ties) that 
propel older people toward activism. Four out of ten young people have not 
registered to vote (three times greater than those aged fifty and older).83 
Turnout among young Americans in the 2010 midterms was estimated at  
20.4 percent, slightly lower than the 23.5 percent in the 2006 midterms.84

A second explanation stresses legal barriers to voting. Only about 70 per-
cent of the VAP are registered to vote. Many democracies automatically regis-
ter all adults; some even require that people vote. By contrast, U.S. citizens 
must take the initiative to register and vote. The National Voter Registration 
Act of 1993 (the so-called Motor Voter law) aimed to increase citizens’ access 
to voter registration by, among other things, requiring states to offer voter 
registration as an option when citizens apply for a driver’s license. Registration 
of eligible voters soon rose about 3.8 percent nationwide, but voting levels 
failed to climb—especially among the young and the poor, the targets of the 
measure.85

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2001 (Washington D.C.: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 2001), table 418; Michael P. McDonald, “Voter Turnout in the 2010 Midterm 
Election,” The Forum 8 (4): art. 8.

FIGURE 4-2  �  Turnout in Presidential and Congressional Elections, 1946-2010

0

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

Presidential elections

House elections

1946 1950 1954 1958 1962 1966 1970 1974 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 2006 2010

Election year

Percentage of voting-age population (VAP) voting


