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Voter Turnout Implications of the Shrinking Battleground 

A FairVote Factsheet, February 2012 

 

 

Voter turnout much higher in battleground states
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The implications of our analysis of the shrinking 

battleground in American presidential elections go 

beyond which party might win the next election: they go 

to the heart of American democracy. Consider the 

impact of the current Electoral College system on voter 

participation. 

 

Voter turnout now and over time 

 

The current two-tier system of electing the president is 

creating a culture of political have’s and have-not’s that 

will likely affect voter participation rates in battleground 

states and spectator states for generations to come. With 

only a small number of battleground states, and a closely 

divided electorate, it becomes increasingly likely that 

future elections will be decided by some combination of 

the same states that decided the 2004 and 2008 elections. 

 

Thus, meaningful suffrage – the ability to go to a poll 

and cast a vote for a candidate without effective 

foreknowledge of the electoral outcome in that state – 

will be restricted to citizens in a small number of highly 

contentious states that represent perhaps a quarter of the 

nation’s electorate. The parties and their backers will 

spend hundreds of millions of dollars to register and 

mobilize these voters. The rest of the nation will be 

spectators to the election, ignored by the campaigns. 

 

The impact on voter turnout is already pronounced. In 

the 12 most competitive states in 2004, turnout was 

63%, up from 54% in 2000. In the 12 most lopsided 

states, turnout was 53%, up from 51% in 2000. The gap 

in turnout between these two state groupings soared 

from 3% to 10%. The turnout disparity was 6% in 2008, 

but was heavily influenced by the unique appeal of 

Barack Obama’s campaign that boosted turnout in states 

where neither major party campaign sought votes. 

 

Without reform, the effect on differential turnout will 

likely expand over time. Young Americans becoming 

eligible to vote will be treated quite differently based on 

where they live, with far more intense efforts to register 

and mobilize newly eligible voters in battleground states. 

Mark Franklin’s recent seminal work on voter 

participation (Voter Turnout and the Dynamics of 

Electoral Competition in Established Democracies Since 

1945) provides an analysis of voter turnout and factors 

affecting it in more than two dozen nations over several 



 2 

generations. Franklin finds that voting behavior is often 

established by what a person does in the first elections 

after becoming eligible to vote. The “imprint” of 

whether one votes typically lasts a lifetime. 

 

We already can see dramatic evidence of the impact of 

our two-tiered system in youth participation rates. 

According to the University of Maryland-based 

organization CIRCLE, in 2000 a slim majority (51%) of 

young voters (age 18-29) turned out in battleground 

states, while only 38% of young voters in the rest of the 

country went to the polls.  

 

In 2004 the gap between youth turnout in battleground 

and non-competitive states widened. CIRCLE found that 

64.4% of young people voted in ten battleground states. 

Their turnout was only slightly less than the average 

swing state turnout of 66.1%, showing that young adults 

were mobilized to vote where their votes clearly 

mattered. (Note that CIRCLE’s numbers are based on 

survey data. Surveys slightly inflate turnout numbers for 

all groups.) 

 

The story was very different in the rest of the country. 

Only 47.6% of 18-29 year olds voted in the other forty 

states and the District of Columbia. This is fully 17% 

below the turnout rates of youth voters in battleground 

states and much farther below the average turnout for 

older voters (58.9%) in these non-battleground states. 

Although this disparity narrowed in 2008, it remained – 

and again, was influenced by the unique appeal of the 

Obama campaign in 2008, especially to young people. 

 

CIRCLE also provides information on the change in 

youth turnout in each state since 18-year olds were first 

allowed to vote. While overall there was a 5% decrease 

in young voter (age 18-24) participation between 1972  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

and 2004 (despite an uptick in 2004), every single one of 

the ten states with the sharpest decrease is a solid 

spectator state, with five firmly Republican and five 

firmly Democrat in presidential elections.  

 

Table.  Ten states with the sharpest decline in voter 

participate from 1972 to 2004 for voters age 18 to 24. 
 

  Change in youth  Partisan Status 

State  turnout, 1972-2004 in 2004 

California -18% points  Comfortable D 

Connecticut -16% points  Comfortable D 

Idaho  -17% points  Landslide R 

Illinois  -17% points  Comfortable D 

Indiana  -14% points  Landslide R 

Kansas  -19% points  Landslide R 

Massachusetts -14% points  Landslide D 

Nebraska -19% points  Landslide R 

New York -12% points  Landslide D 

Utah  -19% points  Landslide R 

 

United States -5% points  N/A 

 

More elections with these kinds of disparities will make 

it very likely that turnout in current non-battleground 

states will stay well below turnout in current 

battleground states for decades even if we were to 

change the current Electoral College system and provide 

a fair, one-person, one-vote presidential election. 
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