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Voting Behavior Among Young Adults: An Analysis of Youth Voters 
and how Behavioral Economic Concepts can be Applied to Increase 

Young Voter Turnout 

Abstract: 
This research paper examines factors that influence young adult voter behavior during the 2016 
presidential election. Data was derived from the Current Population Survey, controlled for 
individuals ages 18 to 24. The cross-sectional data from the random sample of 8,433 people 
were then used to estimate the marginal probit regression model that tested certain voting 
factors’ impact on the probability to vote. Gender, education, race, and age were control 
variables in the model. The study focuses on different methods of registration, household 
income, and the duration of residence. The results found that registering to vote via the internet, 
registration drives, and at school are statistically significant and increase the probability of voting 
among young people more than other methods. Additionally, I introduce behavioral economic 
concepts, such as framing, anchoring, herding, etc., that could be applied to certain significant 
factors to increase young voter turnout. This allows further research to be conducted on the 
impact behavioral economics could have when targeting significant voting behavior factors.  
 
 
 
Author: Heather Hall 
Advised by: Dr. Joseph Morreale and Lindsey Lee 
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Introduction 

 The presidential election of 2016 had poor voter turnout, especially among 

young adults. Yet, youth are heavily affected by policy changes politicians make. The 

implications of nonvoting pose a threat to human values, policy making, and democracy 

in the United States. My research in this paper seeks to answer these questions: What 

factors discourage youth to vote? And what behavioral economic concepts could be 

implemented to increase voter turnout? Persuading young people to exercise their right 

to vote and to make more rational decisions towards voting will aid the issue of their 

presence in presidential elections.  

 
Source: US Census Bureau.(2017) 

 

Only about 50% of registered young people ages 18 to 29 voted in the 2016 

election which was not a large variation from the presidential election of 2012. 

Moreover, about 50% were not even registered, making for only 25% voting of the 

practical pool. Voting among young adults matters because they constitute as the future 
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voters and are a major subset of the electorate (CIRCLE 2016). Since the act of voting 

is habit-forming, young people must engage in the polls early on. 

It is imperative to raise awareness about the factors that cause young people not 

to vote so that they may take action and encourage themselves to vote. There have 

been various studies that have attempted to explain why people participate in elections, 

but none take into account behavioral approaches.  Rationality is questioned when 

voters have the ability and right to vote, but choose not to. Just because young people 

are eligible to vote, does not mean they will actually do so. When the “paradox of 

nonvoting” (believing that one vote does not have a great effect on the outcome) is 

mentioned, it can be rebutted with the expected utility theory, which applies because the 

choice (to vote) is not between one alternative or another, but rather between 

contributing to the advancement of one alternative over another (Mackie 2011). This 

analysis seeks to examine other non-traditional economic concepts that investigate how 

the youth behave and how they can be indirectly persuaded to participate in the polls.  

Traditional economic theory assumes all people are rational, individual choices 

are derived from expected utility theory, and that people analyze and update their 

decisions based on new information. Rational behavior refers to people who make 

choices to optimize their benefits, assuming people would like to be better off instead of 

worse off (Staff 2018).  Irrational behavior refers to people who fail to weigh the costs 

and benefits of certain decisions they make and use snap judgments, emotions, and 

other externalities when making those decisions. Behavioral economics is the study of 

when and why people actually behave. It addresses the assumption that all people 
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behave rationally and deems it unrealistic. This behavior can be shaped by the level of 

fairness, justice, and other factors that affect decision making and judgment. 

Behavioral economics states that people are in fact irrational or at least 

non-rational in their decision making most of the time. A misconception that is made 

about behavioral economics is that it focuses on controlling people’s behavior, but it is 

focused more on identifying common systematic mistakes that people make and why 

they make them bridge the gap between intention and action. Behavioral economics 

incorporates the psychological aspects of decision making by accounting for the 

emotional characteristics of human judgment. Since behavioral economics is a fairly 

new mindset even for economists to grasp, there is a gap in research about its concepts 

and voting behavior. Although there have been many psychological studies performed 

to try to understand the reasons behind voting, the implementation of specific behavioral 

strategies may increase youth attendance at the polls and ameliorate the issue of 

nonvoting. Recent studies reveal that the effects of behavioral economics has a great 

impact on an individual's decisions by using positive reinforcements and indirect 

suggestions, both of which could be considered as heuristics. 

In the 2016 presidential election, the existence of heuristics, cognitive shortcuts 

that simplify decisions, to persuade voters was prevalent. This idea of instantaneous 

correctness towards political issues spread across the nation, and some may say 

divided it. In my own opinion, Donald Trump used three biases of heuristics that apply to 

behavioral economics: overconfidence, belief perseverance, and confirmation. 

Throughout his campaign, he was definitely more confident than correct, but maybe that 
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helped him win over people that were looking for a change. At times, he would pick 

facts that were only useful in his favor and ignore other factors that might have 

influenced voters against him. Additionally, he would rationalize negative facts about his 

opponent, such as the email scheme with Hillary Clinton. Maybe if people recognized 

these biases that challenged their thinking by recognizing each candidate’s flaws, the 

election might have seen different results. This all stems from the way each campaign 

was framed to steer voters in the candidate’s direction. Generally, political candidates 

want to persuade voters to elect them. But, what if similar behavioral economic 

approaches could be applied to the nonvoting community to increase young voter 

turnout? 

The purpose of this paper is to determine the factors that encourage and 

discourage young voters and propose behavioral economic solutions to increase turnout 

rates by targeting nonvoters.  With the upcoming presidential election in 2020, this is an 

imperative issue that should be addressed. 

Literature Review 

Factors of Voting:  

The amount of available research on voting factors attempts to understand why 

people choose to vote or not. The top three reasons that to understand people ages 18 

to 24 years old did not vote in the presidential 2016 election was because they disliked 

candidates or campaign issues, they were too busy or had a conflicting schedule, or 

they were simply uninterested (US Census Bureau 2016). This indicates that young 

people do not understand their influence at the pools. Young people who chose to not 
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vote for reasons like these need to be encouraged to vote for their own benefit. 

Additionally, information efficacy  among young voters was impacted by gender, 1

election news, and peer communication in the 2012 U.S. presidential election 

(Muralidharan 2015). In other words, young people’s level of knowledge and confidence 

in that knowledge is affected by those three factors.  

An individual’s decision considers the motivation to vote, the ability to vote, and 

the difficulty to vote. Krosnick (2008) psychologically explains that the motivation to vote 

can correlate with strong preferences for a certain candidate or the belief of civic duty. 

The ability to vote depends on the information provided and the capability of a voter to 

comprehend this information. Lastly, the difficulty to vote derives from voter registration 

requirements that vary by state and availability of polling locations. For those who are 

frequently moving, such as young people, can reduce their motivation to vote since it is 

difficult to obtain information about registering in most states. Krosnick (2008) 

emphasized that there is more than one factor causing poor voter turnout and all factors 

are focused on a person's motivation for voting, ability to voting, and difficulty of voting. 

For this reason, Krosnick (2008) performed an analysis indicating that demographic 

factors, such as education, income, age, gender, and race, social factors, such as 

marital status and group solidarity and characteristics of a particular election have an 

enormous effect on voter turnout. Plutzer (2002) agrees with Krosnick by stating that all 

costs of voting are magnified when the youth decide whether or not to vote in their first 

election. These costs include never participating in the various registration processes, 

1 Information efficacy is a concept that describes the extent to which individuals have sufficient confidence in their level of political information or 

knowledge to participate in the political process (Kaid).  
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not knowing the location of their polling place, and not fully understanding the 

candidates’ differences on policy issues.  

Encouraging people to vote is imperative since many studies have shown that it 

is habitual. Plutzer (2002) states that all voters begin as non-voters and must overcome 

the passivity of non-voting to become habitual voters. However, becoming habitual has 

to start earlier than the legal voting age. Thomas and Mcfarden (2010) conducted a 

study about how high school extracurricular activities affect voter participation. Their 

results displayed that a number of high schools activities are positively related to voting 

in early adulthood and a low rate of involvement is related to lower voter turnout among 

youth. Students may learn political engagement from these activities because of the 

perception that members can work together to affect their environment, what Bandura 

(2001) calls “collective efficacy.” Thomas and Mcfarden (2010) suggest that “Schools 

can create environments that encourage extracurricular involvement, and teacher 

leadership of such activities, through funding and policy. They can also discourage 

extracurriculars through neglect.”  Influencing habitual behavior before the legal voting 

age may be a solution to increase the voter turnout of young voters.  The study by 

Bogard, Sheinheit, and Clarke (2008) focused on university-based programs for 

college-aged voters resulted in a positive relationship with increasing voter registration 

and participation.  One of these programs, Day of Dialogue, had a larger effect than the 

others since it was a multi-perspective, one-day undergraduate conference regarding 

issues facing the nation held three weeks before the presidential election.  
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Furthermore, the flourishing role of social influence and contagion has been 

shaping people’s behaviors, tastes, and actions when analyzing voting behavior. 

Studies have shown that political socialization, which is “a developmental process by 

which adolescents acquire cognitions, attitudes, and behaviors related to their political 

environment” (Atkin 1978), influences observational learning and political viewpoints. 

Braha (2017) conducted research regarding “voting contagion” and found that social 

interaction among young voters and social limitations influences uncommitted voter 

choices. Social limitation, or voting contagion, in this case, is defined as voters being 

influenced by the behavior of others. Thaler (2012) suggests, “people have a strong 

tendency to go along with the status quo or the default option.” The methodology Braha 

(2017) used includes data from presidential elections from 1920 to 2012 and the results 

show the effect of external forces, one being the social contagion that influences voting. 

The effects of social contagion is shaping political behavior on a large scale with 

inherent implications upon democracy and policy, making it extremely important to 

examine. This means that since young people rely on others when making decisions on 

whether to vote and who to vote for, it creates a type of bias within the political 

environment. Further research is necessary to examine the positive and negative 

effects of young voter social behavior.  

Furthermore, Plutzer (2002) stated that young voters’ friends cannot assure them 

that voting has been easy, enjoyable or satisfying since they have limited knowledge 

about voting. Because young people are easily influenced by others around them in 

society, if the majority of people in their setting do not vote then they will also be less 
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inclined to. On the contrary, the effects of peer influence may be used to increase voter 

participation through the use of social media. Currently, young people and political 

candidates, namely Donald Trump, have a huge presence on Twitter. Young individuals 

who are ignorant to the nation’s issues could be informed through social media 

platforms and influenced by their peers if they are interested in politics. Although young 

voters may not be able to distinguish between fact and fiction on social media, it may 

spark their interest for further research on the topics being discussed. This method of 

“voter contagion” can either have a positive or negative impact on democracy and 

policy, but it is worth considering when analyzing youth voting.  

 

Behavioral Economics  

The definition of behavioral economics is a method of economic analysis that 

applies psychological aspects of human behavior to decision-making.  Rodgers, Fox, 

and Gerber (2012) conclude that “behavioral approaches” play an increasingly 

prominent role in research on political communications and on best practices among 

political professionals.  

In the study by Rodgers, Fox, and Gerber (2012), the authors explain that 

traditional economists conceive voting as “a quasi-rational decision made by 

self-interested individuals.” They assume that people rationally weigh the trouble they 

might go through to vote against the probability of the effect of their vote in the overall 

election.  However, this is a problematic mindset and clearly traditional economic 

models cannot fully rationalize the reasoning of voting. Caplan (2008) agrees, “Voter 
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irrationality is precisely what economic theory implies once we adopt introspectively 

plausible assumptions about human motivation.” He also states that ignorance and 

irrationality among voters are argued to be the reason why democracy fails and 

addresses the behavioral aspect of the motivation being voting, painting a more realistic 

picture of democracy than traditional economists.  

Furthermore, nudges are used to implement behavioral concepts. Thaler (2012) 

defines a “nudge” as any small feature that influences behavior. To add to that, he 

explains that there are and should be certain influencers, which he refers to as choice 

architects. These choice architects may be political candidates or other people trying to 

increase voter turnouts. Thaler (2012)  uses a simple example to explain how choice 

architects nudge people to make certain decisions. One example was in the 

environment of a buffet-style eating place. These choice architects choose where to put 

the coffee, the salads, the burgers, the desert, etc. Certain architects would put salads 

on the way to the burger sections, to try to influence a healthier choice. 

The power of behavioral economics was already evident in the latest presidential 

election. Donald Trump’s target audience felt what they had to offer was not valued 

anymore and the availability of jobs was being taken by immigrants (Hoban 2018). The 

feeling of no longer being “counted” can be explained by the behavioral economics 

concept of reciprocity, where one group perceived itself to be treated unfairly. Trump 

also utilized one of the most popular behavioral economics concepts of loss aversion, 

which is defined as the pain of losing is more powerful than the pleasure of gaining. He 

used loss aversion by allowing his audience to believe that this was their only chance to 
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recover their social and financial status (Gohmann 2017). In this case, Trump and his 

campaign managers were acting as choice architects using techniques to persuade 

voters to vote for him.  

Moreover, “framing,” which is a type of nudge, determines our choices, 

preferences, and tastes. To exemplify, people will be more influenced by a sign that 

says “improve our schools” rather than “raise our taxes.” Framing works because most 

people are intuitive thinkers and passive decision makers (Thaler  2012). Moreover, the 

use of cookies on a web browser is a perfect example of how framing is used. Cookies 

track what people search and then present advertisements that are more likely to entice 

the viewer to click on their advertisement. The cookies themselves are framing the way 

people view their browser while surfing the internet. Framing is a strategic concept, 

usually used in marketing, that influences people’s decisions. 

Many comparisons in other areas could be made when brainstorming specific 

behavioral solutions for the lack of voter turnout. For example, Bhargava, Loewenstein, 

and Sydnor (2015) conducted a study concluding that health insurance plans are too 

complicated and the majority of people choose plans that make them have fewer 

benefits. This displays irrationality when it comes to decision making among individuals. 

In response, Chetty (2015) proposed that simplifying the set of options given to 

specifically those with low socioeconomic status can improve their health insurance plan 

decisions. By simplifying the complex information, people have a better chance of 

choosing a plan that optimizes their benefits.  Relating it back to voting, the difficulty of 

registering is one of the major issues preventing youth voting. This concept of 
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simplification could be applied to certain methods of registering since they vary by state. 

With the simplified knowledge of how to register, young people could be more likely to 

understand and choose what registration method works best for them. This could 

inherently increase voter registration and turnout among young adults overall.  

Similarly, Bettinger (2012) discusses another example of providing simplified 

information and assistance when applying to college, including applying for the Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). Bettinger concluded that by doing this, it 

can increase college attendance among low-income people. Chetty (2015) adds to her 

point by emphasizing that assistance methods are much more cost-effective at the 

margin than existing policy tools, such as grants or loans. As mentioned previously, if 

people between the ages of 18 and 24 were given more information and assistance 

regarding registering to vote and voting, there would be an increase in turnout. 

Interventions during school, whether they be before people are of legal voting age or 

after, could expand the knowledge of young people that are unsure of the steps needed 

to vote or unsure of the importance of voting. To take it a step further, additional 

information about specific political parties’ policy proposals and beliefs can be provided 

in schools to assist students’ decision making. Although there might be controversy to 

implement this at school, especially after the 2016 election, the importance of and 

benefits that come from informing the youth outweigh problems that may arise. In order 

for this to work, there has to be an unbiased exchange of each candidates’ proposals to 

lessen the chance of arguments among students.  
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 The further research being conducted on youth voting should be considered to 

be of great importance. Within the literature, one can see that there are many factors 

that persuade the youth to vote or not to vote, such as demographics and social 

involvement and interaction. Additionally, it emphasizes the habitual nature of voting 

and why we should encourage the young to vote. Additional studies offer behavioral 

approaches to voting behavior, which is the basis of the revolutionary action that needs 

to be implemented. All of the studies have contributed to the several reasons why young 

adults tend to be discouraged to vote.  

This analysis will examine these reasons and will determine what could be done 

to influence the issue of nonvoting among young adults. The purpose of this research is 

to (1) identify factors that discourage the youth from voting in the United States and (2) 

measure the scope of the causal relationships found to (3) propose behavioral 

economic policy perspectives and solutions needed to persuade young people to 

understand the importance of voting and how to do so.  

Theoretical Analysis  

The data on young voter turnout was constructed in the following manner. The 

Current Population Survey (CPS) derives from the monthly microdata of the United 

State Labor Force Survey. The CPS includes demographic information, employment 

data, and supplemental data, such as voter registration which makes it imperative to 

this study. I estimated my equation through specifying independent variables and their 

standard error terms. It was important for me to develop a model that shows statistically 

significant variables to indicate what factors impact voting. Relying on past research, I 
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carefully chose each variable to analyze what factors could assist young people to 

make a habit of voting. I focus on the different methods of registration to discover which 

one will have the greatest impact on voting amongst young people, how long a young 

person has been living in their residence, and how much household income they make. 

Unfortunately, there was no relevant data available to analyze how civically engaged 

young people to vote. Using the data that was available, I estimated an equation to 

determine the factors that affect voter turnout of individual ages 18 to 24 to be the 

following:  

personvoted = β0 + β1age + β 2internetreg + β 3mailreg + β4regdrive + β5dmvreg+ 

β6schoolreg + β 7newinc0000 - β 8male - β 9hispanic - β10nhblack - β 11nhother + 

β12empstatus - β 13highschool + β14fullcoll + β 15duration  

All of my variables are dummy variables except for newinc0000, age, and duration. 

Where personvoted is my dependent variable and depicts if the person voted in the 

presidential election. The data will show 0 if the individual did not vote and 1 if the 

individual did vote. Therefore, any independent variable will be compared to those who 

did vote in the 2016 election. Age is a continuous variable that represents the age of the 

individual, which is limited to those between 18 to 24. I infer that as young people get 

older, they will be more likely to vote because of their increase in knowledge and 

interest might increase as they age.  The variable internetreg includes those who 

registered to vote online, mailreg includes those who registered to vote via mail, 

regdrive includes those who registered to vote at a registration drive, dmvreg includes 

those who registered at the department of motor vehicle,  and schoolreg  includes those 
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who registered to vote at school, hospital, or on campus. I believe that identifying which 

method of registering that attracts more young people is important to indicate. Amongst 

young people, I intend for internet registration and school registration to have the most 

impact on voting. The continuous variable, newinc0000, is the dollar amount of family 

household income divided by $10,000 to normalize the data. I assume that the more 

money young people make, the more interested and educated they will be, making 

them more inclined to vote. The gender variable male denotes if the individual identifies 

as a male and the female variable is omitted. I expect males to vote less than women 

due to historical voter turnout trends. The race variable, hispanic represents if the 

individual is hispanic, nhblack represents those who identify as non-hispanic black, 

nhother represents those who do not identify as hispanic, non-hispanic black, or 

non-hispanic white. I expect them all to be negatively associated with voting because 

generally, white people vote more often. The variable nhwhite was omitted in the 

analysis to compare the other race-related variables to it. The variable, empstatus 

identifies the individuals that are employed and is compared to those who are 

unemployed. The variable highschool includes the individuals that received a 

highschool diploma or GED and fullcoll represent those that are enrolled in a college or 

university as full-time students. I expect college student will be more likely to vote and 

individual’s that did not pursue higher education to be less likely to vote. The continuous 

variable, duration, is the number of years lived at an individual’s current residence. Past 

research has indicated that people who move around a lot are less likely to vote, so I 



 

Hall 17 

expect that the longer young people live in one residence, the more inclined they are to 

vote.  

The variables that I am focusing closely on for my model are income, registration 

method, and duration of residency. According to the literature, coming from a higher 

income family relates to higher voter turnouts among young adults. Additionally, the 

amount of time spent at one residence was noted in the literature to significantly impact 

whether a person votes or not and I want to see if this is true for young people. I had to 

omit a civic engagement variable due to lack of data, but the literature indicated that if 

people are more participative in their community or school, that they are more likely to 

vote.  I wanted to focus on the different registration methods to add to past research 

because if it is known what registration method young people participate more in, then 

we can make certain behavioral policy decisions based off of the results. The 

race-related variables are included to see which groups of people policy can target to 

persuade them to vote.  

Although only individuals ages 18 to 24 are included in this study, it is important 

to examine if it still has a marginal impact on voting or not. My reasoning for including 

employment status and education variables is based on the assumption that these 

variables would influence people to be more likely to vote. In the 2016 presidential 

election, the United States had their first female candidate, Hillary Clinton. This could 

indicate interesting results when examining the gender variable in my equation. 

Whether these assumptions are correct or incorrect, it is still important to test their 

significance in my model.  
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The Results  

My model for the November 2016 presidential election included 8,433 

observations, each being an individual who completed the Current Population Survey. I 

tested my model two ways, using marginal probit regression and linear regression, but 

both of the results were extremely similar. Since my dependent variable and most of my 

independent variables have a binary outcome, it is logical to use probit model. However, 

to determine how much of the variation among the variables is explained, I examine the 

linear regression model as well.   2

 In addition to testing my model for the 2016 election, I have also tested my model 

for every presidential election, which occurs every four years, since 2000. The varied 

results might tell a story of the reasons that young people have not been voting. 

 

2 See Appendix for the comparison of the linear regression model and the marginal probit model, which consists of the 

coefficients and standard errors for the 2016 presidential election. 



 

Hall 19 

 
*Regressions were tested positive for heteroskedasticity. The table shows normalized numbers that were corrected.* 
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The main interest of this study is to uncover what factors affect the voting 

behavior of young adults. With this information, policymakers could then take alternative 

approaches to focus on the young adults who do not vote. After applying my model, the 

adjusted R squared for 2016 indicates that my chosen independent variables only 

describe 24 percent of the young people that voted in that election. This comes to no 

surprise since most of the variables were dummy variables and suggests that there are 

other factors that contribute to young voter behavior not included in my model. Yet, 

most variables were significant and some of their coefficients agreed with their theorized 

signs.  

When focusing on the 2016 presidential election, the following are significant 

variables at the 99 percent level that contribute to the decision to vote or not amongst 

young people. It is important to remember that my dependent variable, personvoted 

goes from 0 to 1, so all of the variables’ coefficients explain the probability impacts 

between 0 and 1. After analyzing the regression results, it can be concluded that for 

every additional year in age, the probability of young adults voting increases by .0187 

percentage points. If young people register to vote using the internet, the probability of 

them voting increases by .497 percentage points when compared to other methods of 

registering not included in my study. Excluding the 2016 and 2012 presidential election, 

the variable internetreg was omitted because before that there was not a way to register 

to vote online. Furthermore, the probability of voting goes up by .444 percentage points 

when young adults register to vote via mail when compared to other methods of 
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registration. To add to that, if young people register to vote at a registration drive, the 

probability of them voting increases by .449 percentage points and if they register at the 

department of motor vehicle, the probability increases by .335 percentage points when 

compared to other methods of registration not included in my study. If young people 

register to vote at school, the probability of voting goes up by .434 percentage points 

when being compared to other methods of registering. This makes sense because 

usually if people register to vote, they are more likely to vote in the sequential election.  

Regarding income, for every additional $10,000 the probability that young people 

will vote increases by 0.00713 percentage points. This result was surprising because I 

assumed those who make more money are more likely to vote, which is true in this 

case, but I assumed the percent would be higher and have a larger impact. Similarly, 

young people that are employed, the probability of them voting increases by .0659 

percentage points than those who do not work from ages 18 to 24.  

Young men are .0525 percentage points less likely to vote than young women 

and one can argue that this could be biased since the 2016 election has Hillary Clinton 

as a running candidate. However, the past elections that I examined also show that 

males are less likely to vote than females in this age range. 

 Furthermore, the regression results show that a growing number of young 

Hispanics have not been voting as the coefficients decrease from election to election. 

However, in 2016, the probability of young Hispanic voters decreases by  .0826 

percentage points in relation to young non-Hispanic white people. Young non-Hispanic 

black people, the probability to vote was proved insignificant when compared to 
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non-Hispanic white people. What was really surprising was that in the 2008 and 2012 

elections, non-Hispanic black people’s probability to vote increased and was significant. 

This may be due to the fact that Barack Obama was the leading Democratic candidate 

in the 2008 and 2012 elections.  The question still remains: why was young 

non-Hispanic black people’s behavior insignificant in the 2000 and 2016 elections when 

compared to non-Hispanic white people? Another logical reason could be because 

there were not as many non-Hispanic black people that voted in 2016 and more people 

of this race took the survey in 2012 and 2008. Young people of other races and who are 

not Hispanic are .0975 percentage points less likely to vote when compared to 

non-Hispanic white people.  

The probability of young people voting decreases by .0354 percentage points if 

they just graduated from high school or have a GED equivalent when compared to 

individuals that didn’t finish high school and individuals that furthered their education. 

This is an interesting result because I previously assumed if people are more educated 

they are more likely to vote, but this might not always be the case. Those who did not 

finish high school were not included in my study, but I assume that this group of young 

people are less likely to vote than those who did finish high school. On the contrary, the 

probability of voting among young people who are full-time college students increases 

by .119 percentage points when compared to young people who are not full-time 

college students. This sheds a light on the fact that young people who are more 

educated are more likely to vote.  Additionally, for every one year increase in the 

duration of residency, the probability of voting rises by .0159 percentage points. This 
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outcome agreed with past research and my assumption that the longer a young person 

lives at one residence, the more likely they are to vote.  

After analyzing all these variables against young adults who voted, I wanted to 

see if this is true for those who did not vote. If 0 included individuals that voted and 1 

included individuals that did not vote when regarding the personvoted variable, all the 

same independent variables are significant and their coefficients would have the 

opposite sign. This means that these variables would have a similar effect on the 

youth’s decision not to vote.  

Discussion & Recommendations 

When comparing the 2016 presidential election with the other election years 

included in my study, there is not much of a difference seen amongst the results. The 

fact that they stayed consistent over the past sixteen years is the very reason why it is 

so important to address. Young people entering the voting population gain the 

constitutional right to vote and to elect a president that can represent their values. The 

regression results indicate that men, Hispanics, races other than white, and high school 

graduates are the young people that need to be targeted when discussing what 

methods can be implemented to increase voter turnout. These variables were deemed 

negative and significant which means they are the discouraged young voters. 

Additionally, young individuals who are able to register to vote through the internet are 

more likely to vote. Targeting specific methods of voting to make them less difficult, 

could increase voter turnout and possibly make it habit from a young age.  
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Since isolating some of the factors that affect the decision to vote among young 

people, the question remains: What should we do about it? Knowing that people make 

subconscious decisions based on available alternatives, policymakers can nudge young 

people who are new to voting to do so by utilizing behavioral economic concepts such 

as using default options. It can be assumed from my study that high school students 

have a lack of information when it comes to how voting impacts their lives, the policies 

debated, and the candidates themselves, causing them not to vote when they become 

of age.  

Holding information sessions at school could help mitigate this issue and should 

be done throughout the four years of high school. Implementing informative sessions, 

such as Day of Dialogue from Bogard’s, Sheinheit’s, and Clarke’s (2008) study, is 

extremely beneficial to students to learn about national and international issues that the 

country is facing and how their vote influences the future. High school seniors are soon 

to be graduated and will be of voting age. Having these young people be automatically 

registered to vote unless checked “no” when attending these sessions or even applying 

for colleges or graduation could increase voter registration and voting in general. This 

default option of automatic registering is already in place at the Department of Motor 

Vehicles and the data proved that this theory works. The combination of increased 

knowledge about voting and the incentive and easiness of automatically being 

registered could encourage more young people to vote. Another benefit that could result 

from this habit of being educated about current political issues, is that the interest of 

these issues could follow some students to college and increase voter turnout in the 
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long run. The literature suggests that voting is habitual and starting to vote at a younger 

age is crucial.  

Furthermore, my study shows that a lot of young people register to vote at school 

or at a registration drive. Although a majority of colleges have registration drives, the 

problem is that people are unaware that they can register at school, especially if they 

attend large universities. This is where the behavioral economic concept of anchoring 

could be useful. No matter if a school is small or large, there is one place on every 

campus where most students go to, the cafeteria. This is why that if the school holds a 

registration drive, then it should be in front of the cafeteria and have information about 

the candidates and their policy proposals. Other places that these drives could take 

place could be the front door to the main buildings on campus or near sports fields 

when there are games. Depending on the type of school in a specific area, there are 

many intuitive places that these registration drives could be held to increase the interest 

in voting and persuading the young to vote.  

To relate this back to the idea of “voter contagion,” the behavioral economic 

concept of herding applies. Herding means people tending to follow what other people 

do. In the context of voting, this could be a fantastic way to encourage young voters. 

Since non-white young people are less likely to vote than non-Hispanic white people, 

this poses a great opportunity for the minority youth to gain a following. Having young 

advocates from similar races could persuade other young people to vote by informing 

them of how the election candidates relate to their values. For example, the current 

president Donald Trump has strong views against immigration, so hypothetically a 
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young Hispanic voter who feels passionately about immigration probably would not vote 

for him. If this young Hispanic voter spreads the word about his policies and contrasts 

his policies with those of the other candidates, then it may spark interest among young 

people from similar backgrounds. These concepts could be applied to the young 

non-Hispanic black community as well. Although my results for 2016 proved to be 

insignificant, there must be a reason why they were for prior election years. No matter 

what the reason is, there is no harm in focusing on young non-Hispanic black people to 

encourage them to vote. In today’s world, young adults can share their opinions through 

social media. Social media gives every young person regardless of race a platform to 

voice their view on current issues and politics and people who concur will express it with 

a like or comment. This is already a form of herding and could be heavily influential 

when it comes to rallying young adults to vote.  

To add to that, internet use among the youth is extremely high and this could be 

used as an advantage to increase the availability of information about where and how to 

register to vote. My model indicates that those who use the internet to register are very 

likely to vote. However, if individuals are unaware of the fact that they can register 

online or are not allowed to, it might dissuade them from trying to register at all. When 

the time to register arrives, there should be advertisements on social media websites to 

educate people in general on where they can register and vote to increase young voter 

turnout. This way society can frame what the youth population focuses on while they 

scroll. Additionally, since young people ages 18 to 24 usually do not live in one place for 

a long time and may move to a different state, the voting awareness that derives from 
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information on the internet will be extremely helpful with increasing registration 

information and voting poll location knowledge. 

To target the young male population to vote, I have a more cynical behavioral 

approach. The behavioral economic theory of loss aversion states that psychologically 

people try to prevent losses more than try to make gains. If young males are aware that 

young women vote more than them, it may result in an increase male turnout at the 

polls simply because they do not want to “lose” to women. Raising awareness could be 

difficult to implement, but using social media platforms could be a key avenue to 

spreading the word.  

All this being said, there needs to be more research done on this topic. 

Unfortunately, there was a lack of relevant data regarding civic engagement among 

young people. Since the literature explains that the more involved young people are, 

whether it is volunteering or participating in extracurriculars at school, could impact their 

decision to vote there should be more studies focused on this.  

Additionally, I believe Krosnik (2008) was correct with his conclusion that voting 

depends on an individual’s motivation to vote, ability to vote, and difficulty of voting. If 

people implement behavioral economic concepts to each of these, I assume that young 

voter turnout will increase. 

 

Conclusion 

The results of my model portray a small explanation about what encourages and 

discourages young people to vote.  I concluded that those who are males, non-white, 
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and high school graduates are three groups of young people who are less likely to vote 

and therefore should be nudged to do so. I also discovered that new methods of 

registering, like using the internet, at school, and at registration drives, increase the 

probability of voting among young people. Using the behavioral economic concepts, 

such as anchoring, framing, default options, loss aversion, and herding, political actors 

and other choice architects can encourage these groups of young people to make not 

only the decision to vote but a rational decision on who to vote for. Strategically placing 

registration locations, framing what young people look at on social media, and 

automatically registering students to vote are some ways that we could increase the 

turnout amongst young adults. 

As the presidential election of 2020 approaches, it is imperative that people take 

action now to persuade the youth how important it is to vote. After the 2016 election, 

predictions are being made that young people will be more engaged in politics and 

exercise their right to vote. This momentum must be sustained no matter who the 

candidates are, and we must not allow young people to be discouraged to vote. This 

proved to be true in the 2018 Congressional midterm election where the young voter 

turnout rose ten percent from 2014 (CIRCLE 2018). This being said, further research 

needs to be conducted to isolate more factors that affect young voting behavior. This 

includes conducting experiments of my suggestions and other recommendations related 

to behavioral economic concepts. Further research could also be conducted about the 

young non-Hispanic black community over time to identify the reason for the fluctuations 

in their probability to vote that I saw in my study.  



 

Hall 29 

After the next presidential election, there will be a new pool of young voters that 

need to be analyzed. Not only do the presidential candidates need to know how to 

persuade young people to vote for them, but we need to know how to rally the youth to 

care about voting in general and voting for what they value because it affects them 

greatly.  
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Appendix 
 
Comparison of Linear Probability Model and Probit Marginal Effects for 2016 after 
heteroskedasticity test.  
 

  (1)  (2) 

  personvoted 

   Linear Regression  Marginal Probit 
Effects 

age 0.0187*** 0.0182*** 

  (0.00252) (0.00257) 

internetreg 0.497*** 0.469*** 

  (0.01570) (0.01870) 

mailreg 0.444*** 0.403*** 

  (0.01880) (0.02010) 

regdrive 0.449*** 0.408*** 

  (0.03140) (0.03560) 

dmvreg 0.355*** 0.306*** 

  (0.01380) (0.01150) 

schoolreg 0.434*** 0.388*** 

  (0.01790) (0.01770) 

newinc0000 0.00713*** 0.00704*** 

  (0.00112) (0.00112) 

male -0.0525*** -0.0536*** 

  (0.00959) (0.00951) 

hispanic -0.0826*** -0.0819*** 

  (0.01280) (0.01350) 

nhblack (0.00361) (0.00317) 
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  (0.01560) (0.01550) 

nhother -0.0975*** -0.0964*** 

  (0.01670) (0.01780) 

empstatus 0.0659*** 0.0670*** 

  (0.01030) (0.01030) 

highschool -0.0354*** -0.0335*** 

  (0.01070) (0.01070) 

fullcoll 0.119*** 0.114*** 

  (0.01100) (0.01060) 

duration 0.0159*** 0.0157*** 

  (0.00268) (0.00269) 

_cons -0.174***   

  (0.05580)   

N 8433 8433 

R-sq 0.24   

adj. R-sq 0.239   

      

Standard errors in 
parentheses 

    

* p<0.1   ** p<0.05   *** p<0.01 
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Descriptive data for 2016 presidential election:  

 
Linear Regression  
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Marginal Probit Effect 

 
 
 
2012 Regressions: 
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2008 Regressions: 
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2004 Regressions: 
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2000 Regressions: 
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