Individual, Economic, and Institutional
Causes of Electoral Participation in Latin
America’

Our knowledge on electoral participation for the Latin American countries remains fragmented
because no study has yet tackled participation in a comprehensive way. This work hopes to bridge
this gap combining the latest (2008) round of the Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) in
17 Latin American countries (n=28,592) with the institutional, political, and economic variables the
literature has put forward. It is found that the classical socio-economic-status variables are a powerful
predictor of voting turnout (such as age, education, associativeness, etc). It also shows that some
institutions do have a robust effect on voting participation, especially those related to registration
procedures and so-called compulsory voting, and that the relationship between the economy and
voter turnout is much more multifaceted than a mere linear association. It undermines, however, the
rational choice hypothesis that electoral competition fosters turnout; indeed, this paper opens the
debate of the direction of causality between these two variables.
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Introduction

Understanding the reasons behind electoral participation is a complex endeavor, and even more
complex in the context of relatively fluid party systems such as in most Latin American countries. On
the one hand, we know that certain institutional arrangements foster participation (i.e., the so-called
compulsory voting). On the other hand, we also know that certain personal characteristics play a

crucial job in the prospects of an individual to vote (i.e. education or age).

In recent years, this literature for the Latin American countries started to bloom and to experience
momentum. Studies already constitute landmarks on the topic, such as some neo-institutional
accounts of turnout (Fornos, Power, and Garand 2004; Kostadinova and Power 2007; Pérez Lifian
2001; Power and Garand 2007) or survey-based cultural research (Booth and Seligson 2005). Yet,
most of these pieces subscribe to a unique theoretical and methodological perspective. Therefore,
our knowledge still is fragmented because no study has yet tackled participation in a comprehensive

way.

A significant portion of scientific production on turnout in elections in Latin America is anchored in
case-studies that rely on survey-based research.! Such research has been remarkably successful in
showing, for example, that civic apathy does not necessarily cross evenly in some societies. Younger

citizens show worrying signs of alienation and cynicism, often claiming that "politicians do not care

about us ", "they do not understand our probl ems" ..

evident self-fulfilling prophecies in current democracies. If younger individuals do not vote, politicians
have little incentives to address their demands, which, concomitantly, leaves citizens further unheard.?
As an example, for younger citizens in Chile political identities, either at the level of parties or
coalitions, do not seem to have a significance at all.®> Indeed, when electoral registration closed three
months before the Chilean municipal elections of October 2008, only seven per cent of citizens
between 18 and 24 years had registered. In Costa Rica, another country that systematically is
referred to as one of the most solid and healthy democracies in the continent, electoral participation is
decreasing sharply (Vargas Cullell 2007), and still in other places, such as Guatemala or Colombia,
participation is even lower than in the United States, an (in)famous case for its rather poor levels of

electoral engagement.*

! By definition case studies adopt a non-institutional perspective, as the institutions at the national level

remain usually constant, with the few exceptional cases of the federal countries where rules and institutions vary
among sub national units. For case-studies on turnout, see (Booth and Seligson 2005; Lehoucq and Wall 2004).
2 In this regard, it has been also argued that nonvoting produces skewed public policies, not only in regard
g)recise age-groups in society, but other groups as well (Key 1966; Key 1949).

Those who do not identify with a political group whatsoever were 32% in 1994, 44% in 1997, and 74% in
2003 (Gonzalez, et al 2005).
4 In last presidential elections of Colombia (May 2006) and Guatemala (September 2007) the percentage
of votes over the voting age population was less than 50 percent. In the United States, while there is a vivid
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The lack of leverage of theories regarding electoral participation becomes more distressing, especially
when turnout--seen from various angles--indicates that Latin American citizens are more disenchanted
and electorally demobilized than in other latitudes. Dangerously, in many of our countries, the "do not
know/no response" category in survey-based research has become the "preferred" political party. In
some countries of the region the situation is more than worrying simply because of the fact that this

demobilization translates directly in actual behaviors:t h e _ s i | e nate margirfjalzed ifrom tees

democratic game.

Nonetheless, at the same time, in recent years, we have been witnessing the election of leaders
nobody would have predicted in the region a while ago (a woman in Chile, Bachelet; a Native
American in Bolivia, Morales; an industrial worker in Brazil, Lula; and a former Liberation Theology
bishop in Paraguay, Lugo). Many of these new leaders, such as Chavez in Venezuela, and Correa in
Ecuador, were elected based on the promise of a profound re-structuring of their countries; in the
words of Ur ug Wayz'qu:eRurndtsirobts efrihe trees scramble.ll In this regard there is,

indeed, an effervescence without precedent in the region.

Evidently, the shifting patterns of turnout and the election of a type of leaders previously unknown of in
Latin America are clear sign that something different is going on in the continent in terms of electoral
participation. Yet, while Latin America has served as one of the most seminal springboards into the
generation of theories about the breaks, transitions, and consolidation of democracy, the continent has

been virtually absent from the discussion and generation of theories about electoral participation.®

As the reader will witness, the literature has mainly tackled turnout using three types of variables
(institutional, socio-economic, and structural) that have been combined in a variety of ways over the
years. For example, a cursory review of the literature accounts for more than forty different
independent variables to explain what in the United States is called the "vote paradox,"® even to a
degree of including (lately) genetic/hereditary factors among the explanations (Fowler, Baker, and
Dawes 2008; Fowler and Dawes 2008). In fact, it would be virtually impossible to condense all
combinations of variables in this area of study; yet, as the bottom line, it is extremely rare that these
three bodies of literature have been pooled in a single study and part of the problem is given by the

difficulty in using aggregate and individual variables synchronously.

discussion on how to measure turnout (either over voting age population or eligible population), participation has

been consistently about 55 percent for the last forty years.

° This phenomenon is particularly acute when compared with other bodies of literature in the region that

have emerged in recent years, such as the alleged "shift to the left" of Latin American countries (e.g. Castafieda

and Morales 2008).

6 In large populations, the probability that a single vote affects the results of an election, regardless how

close it is, is rather little implying that even very small costs to the individual typically outweigh the expected

benefits he or she would receive from voting (Aldrich 1993; Fowler 2006; Riker and Ordeshook 1968). Thus,
trying to answer the question of —iNtheUStteratupeomotprhoet. vot e ? 1l h
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This study, however, assumes that the propensity of an individual to vote is a combination of personal
characteristics as well as certain attributes of the environment where this individual lives (Bihlmann
and Freitag 2006). According to my review of the literature on the subject, no study has done such a
combination in the context of Latin America (and, indeed, very few have done it elsewhere). This
paper tries to fill a lacuna in our understanding of electoral participation in Latin America combining
these classical institutional, political, and economic variables the literature has put forward with the
latest (2008) round of Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) in 17 Latin American countries
(n=28,592).

This paper proceeds as follows. After offering the theoretical framework on approaches and the
causes of electoral participation, | then present my hypotheses and methods. Following a statistical
analysis of the theory using Logistic Cross Sectional analysis is set out. Finally, | draw some

conclusions.

Theoretical approaches and the causes of electoral participation

Danhl believes that political systems become more representative as the number of citizens eligible to
vote increases (Dahl 1971). In this sense, the right to participate emerges as one of the two axes
relevant in defining a polyarchy. YetDa hl * s measur e of p a rightitocpariicipdte]
not the actual rate of participation. A year later, Verba and Nie observed: "if democracy is interpreted
as rule by the people ... then there is the more participation in decisions, the more democracy there is"
(Verba and Nie 1972: 1). However, they never emphasized how many people should take advantage
of this right. Neither did they establish a minimum level of participation in order for a political regime to
be considered democratic. Still, there is a broad consensus in the comparative literature about the
procedural minimums required for democracy, but these relate to the inclusion of the majority of the
voting age population, not to how many people effectively exercise this right (Altman and Pérez-Lifian
2002).

Since modern democracy is based on regular elections as the procedure for selecting governments,
the possibility to vote in national elections is the common denominator that characterizes all
polyarchies. For this reason, levels of electoral participation are usually taken as the standard
measure of _r &abtéertupautistrélated tp demacraay (and its quality) in several ways.

First, participation can be considered as a value in itself, as participationist theorists have emphasized

! It is undeniable that participation could take many other forms, but they only become meaningful when

they are able to affect the formation of the government or the exercise of power. Moreover, alternative forms of
participation are highly dependent on political context, which makes comparisons very difficult. By contrast, the
level of voter participation is an indicator theoretically consistent, albeit limited, of actual participation in various
nations (Altman and Pérez-Lifian 2002).
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(Pateman 1970). However, even from an "elitist" perspective of democracy, such as proposed by
Schumpeter (1950) higher turnout could be considered as a factor that enhances democratic life.
Higher levels of participation involve more voters using their resources for political control, which

makes the elites more accountable to the citizenry (Teixeira 1987).

Other authors have noticed that a high level of electoral participation is not only the cause but the
consequence of a sound democratic life (Morlino 2004). Regarding the latter, it should be noted that
participation levels might reflect what is at stake in politics. When the leaders discuss topics that are
vital to the citizenry, their convening power is strengthened. If, conversely, the agendas under
discussion do not represent the priorities of citizens, then there are lower incentives for citizens to
actively engage in politics. This factor is vital for the quality of democracy because, by excluding
certain items of discussion, the elites can demobilize vast sectors of the population. Commenting on
the high level of abstention in the USA, Schattschneider (1960: 102) noted that the nature of the

political agenda was, in itself, closely associated with levels of participation.

Many works on electoral participation study the determinants that prevent or facilitate voting in national
elections by placing a strong emphasis on the institutional architecture of democracies (on the state of
the art see Blais 2006; and Geys 2006). From this perspective, participation tends to be higher in
countries where certain institutional conditions allow raise the marginal value of each vote (Pérez
Lifian 2001: 283). Their results usually have this kind of wording: —Furnout is likely to be highest in a
small, industrialized, densely populated country, where the national lower house election is decisive,
voting is compulsory, and the voting age is 21, having a PR system with relatively few parties and a
close election outcomell (Blais and Dobrzynska 1998: 251). In the following paragraphs | spell out the

crucial variables employed in this research and how | expect them to relate to turnout.

The cross-national evidence is quite strong that compulsory voting, which is the degree to which voter
appearance atthe pollsismandat ed by nati onal (Blhi®2p06s1l3& Jackman 1987;
Power and Garand 2007). It has been traditionally captured with a dichotomous variable. Yet,
enormous differences emerge when the enforcement aspect of this obligation is studied. In this
research | follow Power and his colleagues in the way they codify compulsory vote through a
polychotomous measure (Kostadinova and Power 2007; Power and Garand 2007); [see Appendix A
for a description of variables and summary statistics]. Note that the term compulsory vote is wrongly
used in the context of a democratic regime. By definition, in a democratic context there is no such
thing as forcing citizens to vote. At most, a democratic regime could force citizens to be present in a
specific place during a specific time. What we do inside the voting precinct is absolutely private.
Otherwise we could hardly talk about democracy at all. In other words, we should talk about

compulsory presence of the citizens at the voting centers.

wor ks
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In addition, the degree of compulsory vote is strongly associated with the electoral registration
procedures (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980). Here, | also use a trichotomous measure of registry
procedures (automatized=0, obligatory=1, and voluntary=2). | expect that as registry procedures
approximate the voluntary category, participation decreases (i.e. | expect an inverse relationship

between registration procedures and turnout).

In regard to the electoral system, it has been argued that district magnitude (M) has a relevant effect
on participation (Karp and Banducci 2008), because single member districts do not produce the
necessary incentives for presenting candidates in all districts and mobilize voters within them (Powell
1986). Based on Powell, Jackman (1987) agrees that —nationally competitiwv
promote turnout because there is no obvious winner and candidates and parties have further
incentives to mobilize votersll (Pérez Lifian 2001: 283). Of the 17 countries included in this analysis,
the vast majority use proportional representation and just a minority some mixed systems (either
parallel or compensatory). Even within those countries with PR the variation in the average district
magnitude is enormous (from the least proportional imaginable case of Chile, with an M=2, to one of
the most proportional in the contemporary world, as the Uruguayan case, with an M=99); within the

mixed systems, the disparities are also important.

Furthermore, the district magnitude exerts two collateral influences: on the number of parties that
enter to the game, and on the degree of disproportionality. It has been argued that multipartism has a
negative effect on turnout because the individual vote is less decisive when it comes to forming
governments. The reason usually given is that the impact of this vote is mediated by parliamentary
coalitional negotiations (Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Jackman 1987; Jackman and Miller 1995;
Kostadinova 2003). Obviously, this conclusion is skewed by the sample of countries into
consideration (mainly Western Europe) where parliamentary regimes dominate. In fact, there is no
reason to argue that multipartism discourages turnout in presidential regimes, as the highest elective
office is not negotiated in the legislature and is also indivisible (on this point see Perez LiAan 2001:
285). Based on this fact, | pose the hypothesis that multipartism has no influence on turnout in

presidential regimes.

Of course, the magnitude of the districts affects the number potential players that can enter into the
game; the smaller the district the fewer the inclusiveness of the party system. Accordingly, small
parties and their followers have negative incentives to run (and vote) in very small districts where their
chances to get elected are rather slim. In short, the distortions produced in the translation of votes to
seats, called disproportionality, —i nt r oduce disincentives to potenti a

aggregate outcome is |ess sensi(Pérezkifian 2001288 i mpact o

8 See also Jackman & Miller (1995) and Lijphart (1984).
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| assume that the incentives to vote in a system that translates votes into effective power without
intermediation would be higher. | thus embrace the idea that bicameralism would affect participation
in a negative way (Jackman 1987; Kostadinova and Power 2007; Lijphart 1999); or the opposite:
unicameralism should foster turnout (Jackman, 1987, p. 408). Given that | do not have a powerful
theoretical reason to challenge the previous hypothesis, in this research | hold that turnout should be
higher in the context of a unicameral parliament than in a bicameral system. Note that Latin America
is evenly distributed between uni- and bicameral legislatures and, as happens with M, the cameral
structure of a country could also be altered by constitutional amendment, becoming one of the purest

examples of an institutional variable.

The literature is pretty strong in claiming, additionally, that the more competitive the election is
expected to be, the higher the probability that one vote affects the outcome, which increases the
expected utility of voting and thereby voter turnout (Aldrich 1993; Altman and Pérez-Linan 2002;
Downs 1957; Matsusaka and Palda 1993; Riker and Ordeshook 1968). Matsusaka and Palda refer to
this as the Downsian Closeness Hypothesis (1993), and the empirical record seems to solidly support
this hypothesis (Blais 2000; Cox and Munger 1989), ...at least the literature that comes from the north.
While there is no consensus on how to calculate the competitiveness of a presidential election, in this
research | follow Settle and Abrams (1976) in the way they operationalize it because of its simplicity:

i.e. the winner's percentage of the vote.’

Another portion of this literature on electoral turnout, however, stresses the importance of explanatory
variables coming from classical modernization theory; a theory that linearly and, why not, bluntly
related economic development and democracy. Although many scholars such as Mills, Marx, and
Tocqueville studied this relationship, it was-

toordo a country in economic terms, the greater

not
t he

L

C

sentence that made hi @979, yt werdt ¥ hyade arO‘ IDotnere,l lcal | ed

The —optimist equationl wa s based on the bel
communications, urbanization, and better levels of education, tend to produce moderate tendencies in
society; and consequently, smaller lower and upper classes and a larger middle class. This context

tends to produce a better ground to maintain democracy, and encourage political participation.

Within the stream of Modernization Theory the list of potential variables to be included is extensive,
and, from a methodological perspective, usually highly correlated. Thus, | just include four control
variables (population size, urbanization, national wealth, and economic growth). One variable that
systematically appears in most studies of democracy and turnout is the population size. It is argued

that the larger the size of the population, the lower the likelihood that a single vote made the

9 For example, Caldeira and Patterson use the percentage margin of victory (1982; 1983). | this work |

have tried both way of measuring competitiveness of the elections and the results are notably consistent.

i ef
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difference; thus the utility expected vote decreases (Blais and Carty 1991; Geys 2006: 642; Owen and
Grofman 1984). Also Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995) show that once individual characteristics
are controled, there is more associative life and social activity in smaller communities. Nonetheless,
given the obtuse differences in sizes of populations, | have reasons to believe that having overcome a
certain threshold, it does not matter whether a country has 50 or 150 million inhabitants. Thus, | have
opted to calculate and include in the model the natural log of population. But, maybe is not the size
but the distribution of the population that matters for assessing turnout. Thus, urbanization is also
used as a control variable, expecting that, ceteris paribus, the more urbanized a country, the higher

levels of political engagement and turnout we are likely to find.

Further development encourages greater flow of information necessary to vote, as well as levels of
education contribute to developing the political skills of voters (Power and Garand 2007). Although
Powell (1982) found a positive relationship between development and participation; Crewe (1982) and
Jackman (1987) cannot find any link between both phenomena. According to Blais and Dobrzynska
(1998), this dissonance may be due to two reasons. One pointed out earlier in the paper refers to the
selection of cases. The second, that the relationship is not linear. Like the latter, this work
hypothesizes that economic development has a great effect on participation, but as the development
exceeds certain thresholds; its impact tends to decline. Thus, | transformed the variable GDP per

capita into a proxy to capture development, into the natural log of GDP-PPP.

There are other variables that do not necessarily fit neatly into one of the theoretical bodies addressed
above, yet they have been extensively used. | am referring to the economic atmosphere that reigns in
a country, the temporal distance with the founding democratic election, and the level of democracy.
We know well that rich countries suffer economic crises once in a while, and it reasonable to expect
these disasters have an impact on electoral participation. The obvious problem is to determine which
variable best corresponds to, or captures, the —di
variables of macroeconomics are, frequently, highly correlated. Based on Prospect Theory, a body of
cognitive psychological arguments that claims that people are risk-seeking in the domain of losses and
risk-averse in the domain of gains (Weyland 2002),"® | consider that citizens behave differently in
regard to the elections depending in which domain they believe they are located. On the one hand, it
seems reasonable that the more severe the economic constraints a country faces, the more they will
bet for changing the state of affairs (i.e., voting). On the other hand, it also seems plausible that the
better a country is doing in economic terms, the stronger the temptation for maintaining the status-quo
for the citizens, and for the leaders to mobilize the citizenry and increase the public support the

executive enjoys. This might seem a potentially contradictory explanations, yet | consider it a Janus-

10 This suggestion contradicts expected utility theory (i.e., rational choice), in which individuals are

assumed to maximize a utility function predicted upon consistent risk-aversion, or at least risk-neutrality.
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faced phenomenon. Thus, hoping to find a U-shaped coefficient, | use the quadratic form of per capita
GDP-growth.

Kostanidova (2003) and Kostanidova and Power (2007) dealing with Eastern Europe and Latin

America, find that second and third elections after transition to democracy show a significant decrease

in turnout (see also, Fornos, Power, and Garand 2004). They affirm that —citizen
from electoral participation almost immediately after the democratic transition has been completed.ll

This eloquent argument about the routinization of democracy was advanced already in the fransitology

that characterized the Latin America literature of the mid-eighties (O'Donnell and Schmitter 1986). In

this work | consider remoteness of the founding election those elections that marked the entrance of

each country to the third wave, and for those fortunate countries that did not suffer any of the
democratic breakdowns of the 1970s, | take the last transitions to democracy (Colombia and
Venezuela 1958, Costa Rica 1948)."

Mo s t procedur al definitions ofl9710,e moweamc $h (1850)atrdri ‘ns
assert that certain pre-conditions have to be present for democracy (or polyarchy) to flourish. Current
work on turnout also controls for the democraticness of a regime (Endersby and Krieckhaus
Forthcoming). It is not the intention of this research contributing to the debate on how to measure
democracy given —democracy is pr obabsécencd Htéhasmat s t co
been and may never be measured in all its many-f acet ed, mul t i d(Coppedgs 2002n a | gl
35). Unfortunately there are few instruments for coding democracy. In this paper | use the normalized
combined scores of Freedom House as a proxy for the level of democracy hoping that it will have a

positive relationship with turnout.'

Last but not least, another relevant group of studies emphasizes cultural individual resource variables.
In one of the first attempts to empirically study the cultural dimension in a cross-national study,
Almond and Verba (1963) showed that countries differ significantly in their patterns of political relevant
beliefs, values and attitudes, and that within countries these elements of political culture are shaped
by life experiences, education, and social class. In their view, the development of a stable and
effective democratic government depends upon more than the structure of government and politics: it
depends upon the orientations that people have to the political process (Almond and Verba 1963).
Inglehart (1977) gave an i mpor tant twist to Al maovimedheamgued tieér ba* s

political culture constitutes an intervening variable linked to both economic development and to

B For a complete classification of democratic level in Latin America, see Mainwaring, Brinks, and Pérez-

LiAan (2001).

! Since 1972 Freedom House ranks all independent countries from 1 (the best score) to 7 on both civil

l' i berties and political ndsandbly differentidfch measure ofdento@aey andpoffeo vi d e &
comprehensive scope o0V e r(Mainwarng, |IBsinkst dnd Béeez-Lii@gnc280 e58)l See
Appendi x for this variable's operationalization.
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modern mass democracy. More recently, Putman (1993) holds that the existence of a powerful civic
community is the most dominant explanatory variable to explain differences in institutional

performance.

A plethora of mid-r ange theories evolve from Al mond and
words, these studies indicate that individuals with more economic and social resources participate
more in electoral processes and, consequently
(Lijphart 1997; Powell 1986). Also, this literature claims that there are crucial personal characteristics
that empower us to be active citizens, and one of these characteristics has to do with how individuals
interact to their peers and seek certain objectives together. The weakest in socioeconomic resources

present higher indices of political disaffection, which translates into lower indices of turnout.

Although it has been argued that low participation could be understood as a reflection of strong
satisfaction with the political regime, the evidence clearly suggests the contrary (Crewe 1982;
Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980)." There is solid evidence that the more satisfied citizens are exactly
those who participate more and otherwise. The classic variables these studies include are: levels of
education (Almond and Verba 1963), gender and age (Norris 2004), satisfaction with democracy
(Booth and Seligson 2005), socio-economic status (SES), participation in organizations in general
(Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995), and in some particulars ones such as unions (Radcliff and
Davis 2000)."

Methods

Given that the literature suggests that not only the characteristics of the political system have a
significant influence on the vote (Fisher, Lessard-Phillips, Hobolt, and Curtice 2008), but also unique
and individual characteristics of voters (Franklin 2004), in recent years a special emphasis has been
placed on the importance of systematizing the relationship between the micro-macro linkages to
understand how certain macro characteristics affect the conduct of individuals at the micro level
(Zaccarin and Rivellini 2002). "While micro-level research neglects the contextual framework within
which individual actions take place, macro-level approaches face the risk of ecological fallacies.
Against this background, we argue that non-voting has to be explained by both individual and
contextual characteristics” (Buhlmann and Freitag 2006). This work, as one of its tasks, combines
these three theoretical perspectives to achieve the outlines of a unified theory of voting in Latin

America.

13 On the discussion about peopl e oting seeaReiters(f987¢ dnd Rennetia s

and Resnick (1990).
" See also Bernhagen and Marsh (2007).

Verb

t he
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One of the major conclusions that one could arrive at after entering the realm of vote studies is that
many of the results are highly contingent on the selection of cases. On this point, Blais and
Dobrzynska (1998) assert that much of the literature focuses almost exclusively on the industrial
democracies, especially the strongly influential works of Jackman (1987) and Jackman and Miller
(1995). But beyond the theoretical combination of variables discussed, important methodological

doubts remain that could and should perhaps qualify our knowledge on the subject.

Since the vast majority of these works have general elections as their units of analysis (for the
presidency, the legislature, or both) during a relatively small (usually since the Third Wave), the N
does not exceed a handful of cases and the statistical stability of many of these models might be
questionable. Indeed, the literature offers some studies derived from multivariate regressions with six
independent variables and fewer than twenty cases. All these models have very low degrees of
freedom and consequently many observations are likely to be outliers weighing very heavily in
estimating the coefficients. In other words, removing or adding a single observation could alter our
ratios all of a sudden. Also, few studies have been careful enough to thoroughly check the problems
of collinearity in their respective models. Given two highly collinear variables it is virtually impossible
to come up with reliable estimates of their individual regression coefficients. Yet, collinearity is more
dangerous when the variables are correlated in a non-spurious way, i.e., when we have strong
theoretical reasons to predict a direct and intimate relationship between variables (perhaps a prima
facie case is the case Freedom House rates separated from its "political rights" and "civil liberties"). '
While | have no doubt that this was certainly was the best that could be done at the time, this

weakness justifies a voracious search for more and better data on the subject.

The dependent variable of this research is the dichotomous declaration of having participated in the
last presidential election by the LAPOP respondents in 17 countries of Latin America.'® Of course, the
dichotomous character of the dependent variable forces some type of binary regression and, given
individuals are clustered by countries, this study uses XTLOGIT as the main tool of statistical

inference.

We also have to be aware that working with survey-based research has its problems and one of the
most evident one is that now and then some people tend to inflate the responses they consider
—good, | f oparticipation.t ¥eat ¢he difference between respondents indicating that they
participated at last presidential elections and the real electoral participation is, on average, about 6

percentage points with a standard deviation of 5 points (see Table 1 below). We have to bear this fact

1 On this point of collinearity see Coppedge, Alvarez, and Maldonado (2008).

The only country that is missing from this LAPOP round is Argentina.
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in mind when reaching any conclusion and we must avoid making any ecological inference

whatsoever."’

Table 1: Participation and Qualified Participation

Vote/Voting Age Share of LAPOP respondents Difference between
Population indicating that they participated reported turnout and
at last presidential elections effective turnout
Bolivia 84.5 91.3 6.8
Brazil 81.0 84.1 3.1
Chile 63.6 70.8 7.2
Colombia 45.0 60.2 15.2
Costa Rica 65.2 70.8 5.6
Dominican Republic 72.8 80.3 7.5
Ecuador 76.0 84.6 8.6
El Salvador 66.2 67.9 1.7
Guatemala 48.1 56.5 8.4
Honduras 66.3 82.5 16.2
Mexico 58.6 71.3 12.7
Nicaragua 66.7 61.3 -5.4
Panama 74.9 79.5 4.6
Paraguay 64.2 67.7 3.5
Peru 87.7 91.8 4.1
Uruguay 88.3 88.9 0.6
Venezuela 74.0 76.8 2.8
Regional Average 69.6 75.7 6.1
Standard Deviation 12.3 10.9 5.4

Overall, the recent presidential elections had an estimated average of civic participation of 69.6
percent in the first round with a standard deviation of 12.3 percent (with respect to the adult population
of voting age)." Political competition (understood as the closeness of the vote between the two most
voted candidates), does not seem to be a good precedent for assessing the turnout in the second
round, as it could be established in theoretical terms. In fact, the correlation coefficient between the
absolute value of the difference in the percentage of votes between the first two candidates in the first

round and the participation rate in the second round is not even marginally significant (p>0.96). Also,

7 According t o t he —ecol ogi clevél inferancels drony agfregatea dafa nisg i ndi

problematic. Even though the number of votes in the presidential election and the number of declared votes
may be almost identical, this does not imply that the people who voted are the same people who said they voted.
I n other words, —t ihferencg eraobem anby be eowceptugized asl a standard contingency
table with missing data. The marginals are known, since they are based on aggregate data, but the cell
percent ages #Burden and KimbaliM9B:535).

18 Several elections were held in Latin America in 2006, which facilitates synchronous comparisons in the
region. During 2006 presidential contests took place ten countries (Chile, Nicaragua, Mexico, Ecuador, Peru,
Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Haiti and Venezuela), and many other legislative elections (including legislative
renewal in the Dominican Republic and El Salvador). In turn, four municipal elections were held (Dominican
Republic, Paraguay, Peru and Costa Rica), which joined a popular initiative in Bolivia and a constitutional
plebsicite in Panama.
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as expected, voter participation in last legislative elections was subordinated to that observed at the

presidential level."

The results of the model are displayed in Table 2. The model as such performs satisfactorily, and, in
general lines, satisfies my theoretical expectations. First of all, it is highly statistically significant.
Moreover, as it is, the model explains most of the variance of the dependent variable, the declared
participation in the last presidential election. Even more, the rho coefficient is very small, implying that
the panel groups explain just about 1 percent that is not included in the model. | used the BIC
postestimation function to check if this model performs better than a classical logistic regression

without the panel groups, and it does.

Table 2: Turnout in Latin America i Logistic Cross Sectional analysis

Variable Expected Sign Coef. Std. Err.
Education Level (+) 0.292*** (0.025)
Age (+) 0.048*** (0.001)
No-Associativity (-) -0.650*** (0.041)
Wealth (+ 0.037*** (0.010)
Democratic Satisfaction (+) -0.081*** (0.023)
Gender (-) -0.028 (0.032)
Compulsory Vote (+) 0.349* (0.143)
Registration Procedures (-) -0.782*** (0.212)
Disproportionality (-) 0.053 (0.041)
Unicameralism (+) -0.396 (0.359)
Average District Magnitude (+) 0.006 (0.005)
Effective Number of Parties (-) -0.053 (0.074)
Democraticness of the Regime (+) 2.352 (1.260)
Presidential Vote (-) 0.036** (0.011)
Power Purchasing Parity (nat.log) (+ -0.992* (0.318)
GDP Growth (quadratic) (+) 0.026* (0.013)
Routinization of Democracy () -0.002 (0.009)
Population (nat.log) (-) 0.335 (0.176)
Urbanization (+) -0.010 (0.025)
Constant 5.262*** (1.489)

Number of obs. = 26,130; Log likelihood =-11994.112; Wald chi2 = 1805.22***

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05

19 Thus, the legislative contests recorded an average turnout of 58.28 percent, with a standard deviation of

just over 15 percentage points. The higher rates of participation took place in Uruguay (87.5 percent) and
Panama (76.0 percent), whereas the minimum values were recorded in Venezuela (23.8 percent) and Colombia
(34.6 percent). It is particularly remarkable that the two latter countries are those in which their respective
presidents managed to clear the widest gap of votes in respect to those coming in second place. The latter
evidence an extreme presidencialization of the general elections, while suggesting the presence of democratic
deficiencies related to the consolidation of hegemonic presidential leadership.
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| will first discuss the variables related to the cluster belonging to cultural-resource perspective. Most
variables behave as expected, especially those related to the individual characteristics of people, age,
educational level, wealth, associativity, and satisfaction with democracy. Indeed, they are strongly
significant at the .001 level and regardless of the inclusion or not of other variables, their stability is
simply enormous. Only one variable belonging to this cluster was not statistically discernible from
zero: gender. But, this is not such a surprise, and, these are good news. It might be implying that
gender, eveninacontextofnon-i ndustrialized societies does n
Of course, it does not mean that gross differences between men and women do not exist. It just
means that in terms of political citizenship understood as electoral participation, there is no such a

significant difference between men and women.

Because interpreting logistic regressions is more complicated than interpreting multivariate ordinary
least squares (OLS) regressions, the results can be expressed more accurately through a series of
graphic displays. Thus, in Figure 1, | draw the probabilities of voting based on (synchronically)
considering the age of a typical individual and his/her educational level. (Given that gender was not
significant, the probabilities here are estimated using the mean average of variable gender in the
sample—see Annex). Thus, a twenty-year old person with no education whatsoever has a probability
of voting of about 16 percent, ceteris paribus). As this person grows older, | e say antil 50 years old,
the probabilities go up to 46 percent. Yet, assuming that this individual has finished higher education,
his or her probabilities increase almost by 100 percent when twenty years old (16 to 32 percent), and

about 50 percent when fifty (from 46 to 67 percent).

It is interesting that despite the fact that satisfaction with democracy came up highly significant and
with the expected sign, its effects on the probabilities of voting are rather low. In Figure 2 below | draw
the probabilities of voting by personal wealth and satisfaction with democracy. As seen, the gap
between the lines is rather constant and moving in the graph from the extreme left (poor) to the
extreme right (rich), the differences are not terrible wide. The gap between strong satisfaction and no
satisfaction at all with the democratic regime is never higher than 6 percent, and horizontally, the gap
never surpasses 7 points. This fact should serve as a caution sign in regard the obsession several
cooperation agencies and some scholars have in searching how democracy is cherished or not in a
given country. At least for the purposes of voting, these variables, though significant, do not help

much in improving the voting record of a democracy.

ot
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Figure 1 Figure 2
Probabilities of voting by age and education level Probabilities of voting by personal wealth and
satisfaction with democracy

4 10
Age Wealth
== = NoEducation - - Primary Very Satisfied =~ ———-—- Somehow Satis.
_____ Secondary Tertiary - Notvery Satis. — —~—" No Satisf.

From the cluster of the typical neo-institutional theories | included seven variables. Yet, just two of
them were strongly significant and with the expected signs (compulsory vote and registration
procedures). As expected, the more effectively enforced the compulsory presence of an individual at
the ballot box on election day, the higher the probabilities of being present at the precinct. And even
controlling for the type of vote, the effects of the registration procedures are huge. Figure 3 is pretty
telling about the combination of these two formal dimensions of the vote and the age of the typical
LAPOP respondent. Note that in the way these variables were codified, there are twelve possible
combinations (for graphical purposes | draw just four of them): from the most lax (voluntary registering
and vote, to compulsory vote in a context of automatized registration). The differences are simply

shocking, and even worse..they fully make sens

L e ttake the case of compulsory vote (enforced in practice) and voluntary registration. The reader
might question if there is a country with such a strange combination. The answer is a simple yes, and
Chile is one of those. This is a rather perverse combination of factors because incentives for
registration are terrible low, especially for young individuals. What kind of 18-year old smart guy
would voluntary adopt such an obligation that in case of not fulfilling it could be heavily penalized??
This might explain, at least partially, the deep decreased in participation Chile exhibits (Altman 2008;

Luna 2008), and looking at the figure below, the picture becomes clearer.

Considering the Chilean combination, the probabilities of voting for a twenty-year old young person is
about 20 percent (of course, this figure assumes that all other significant variables in the model are

located at their mean value. In other words, this figure of 20 percent could be much lower in case of a

20 To make things worse, the electoral registry offices are open just few days a week for a very short period

of time. Registration stops long before campaigns acquires its momentum.

e
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non- educated, etc). Yet, it is not necessary to fly faraway for having a completely different
combination of arrangements that foster electoral participation. The northern neighbor of Chile, Peru,
has the most favorable combination for turnout: compulsory vote (enforced in practice) and
automatized registration. Using the same example case of a 20-year old, the probabilities of voting for
such a person in Peru are above half (53 percent). It is not surprising that Peru is one of the countries

with higher participation and declared participation in the continent (see Table 1 above).

Figure 3 Figure 4
Probabilities of voting by type of vote enforcement Probabilities of vote based on per-capita GDP-
and registration procedures growth

20 30 40 50 60 70
Age
(\j_ -
Comp.Vote (enforced) & Auto.Reg. ————" Vol.Vote & Auto.Reg 1‘0 15 (‘) ! 1‘0
Comp.Vote (enforced) & Vol.Reg. = == Vol.Vote & Vol.Reg. GDP (Per Capita) Growth

As seen in the figure above, the design of the type of vote and registration procedures have an
enormous impact on a typi cal i n dprobabititiasa | This fact is timportgnt evidence
legislators should seriously have to take into account at the time of engineering institutions, especially
if they are concerned with the low turnout their democracies have, and the supposed lost of legitimacy
in the eyes of citizens (or potential citizens). The other variables belonging to this cluster did not come
up discernible from zero (multipartism, average district magnitude, disproportionallity, and

unicameralism).?’

Finally, let me refer to the political variables, among which there are some surprises. Three variables
come up significant but two of them, prima facie, with the opposite expected sings. As discussed
earlier, most of the literature has shown that the more competitive an election is, the more the citizens

believe his or her vote could be determinant in the result, the more parties mobilize supporters, the

2 For this research | use both typical ways of calculating M in mixed regimes (considering just those

multimember districts and considering all of them). While both ways differ drastically the M index in certain
countries (for example in Mexico goes from M=40 to M=1.64 respectively), no statistical difference occurred
whatsoever in the general model.
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more passion, the more vote. Yet, based on the coefficient of this variable, this expectation not only is

undermined, but it is also challenged.

This interesting phenomenon might have the following explanations. | believe the relationship
between electoral competition and participation is rather more complex here in the southern
hemisphere. A positive coefficient indicates that as competitiveness drops, more people declare
having voted in the presidential election. (Note: | have tried both ways of measuring competitiveness

of the elections and the results are notably consistent).

One possible explanation might be that Latin Americans have overcome the paradox of voting,
acknowledging that their vote will not change -anything.ll This might not be the case of a calculated
rational-choice model they have deducted, but rather that cynism and frustration have reached certain

degrees in which competition is seen as something belonging t o -ptople abmvel (i.e.,

politicians). Yet, people also like to win. Therefore,gi ven t hat —my vote won

will vote if | win, especially if | am sure | am on the winner* sidell .So this explanation indicates that if
there is a bandwagon everyone wants to jump on it; i.e. people also bet to the winner. Probably an
important amount of votes could be explained in this way, especially taking into consideration the
landslides victories of some presidents such as Chavez in Venezuela, Uribe in Colombia, or Morales
in Bolivia. In presidential regimes this bandwagon could be perfectly inversely related to the
closeness of the election, especially in regimes with weak or fluid party systems (Mainwaring and
Scully 1995). And the reasons could be twofold: either many individuals do not want to be outside of

that historical moment or they dosndt want to

Again, the literature supports the idea that more competitive elections do seem to correspond to more
turnout, i.e. closer elections producer greater turnout. But in the Latin American context we see the
opposite. Another potential explanation for this puzzle is that we might be seeing that higher turnout
produces less competitive results. In other words, the cause and effect issue here is notably
important, which it can perfectly vary in different contexts. This phenomenon is evident in the US
literature dealing with "re-aligning" elections, like those of 1932, where turnout went way up, but the
election was way less competitive. In certain particular elections the old pattern of competition is
being destroyed by bringing new people, with different preferences, into the system. And even re-
alignment per se is not happening—the point is that higher turnout can mean less competitive

outcomes precisely because parties are bringing people who formerly were not politically active into

the system.?? This situation is further supported by evidenceo f t he —revol uti onar vyl

2 Note that in the context of enforced participation these politically inactive citizens might have expressed

their alienation through blank or invalid votes and not necessarily by not participating. Yet, the systematic
comparison of these types of votes in the last elections within each of the Latin American countries falls beyond
the scope of this research.
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American political elites previously mentioned. Thus, the whole idea that the competitiveness of an
election would increase turnout is correct as far we are immerse in a reasonable stable and
institutionalized political environment (exactly where Downs was thinking and living), something that is

not necessarily the norm, maybe even less currently in Latin America.

Finally, the economic atmosphere a country is immersed in also helps us enormously to foresee the
probabilities of voting. As stated, | operationalized the quadratic per capita GDP-growth hoping to find
a U-shaped relationship. As the figure below describes, there is a significant impact of per capita
GDP-growth in the probabilities of voting. Low levels of GDP-growth change are detrimental for the
civic participation and turnout exploits as soon as we move to the extremes of the figure below. The
explanation could perfectly be that either citizen will to drastically alter the status quo when their
money evaporates from their hands or they become notably conservative and want to maintain the
state of affairs if they are located in the right side of the figure. This finding consolidates Radcliff’s line
ofreasoning and empir i c athe [Had] ®dosomic effedtein thieifirstdveorld tish a t —
withdrawal, while in the developing world it is mobilization. In the former, real income is directly
related to turnout, so that sour conditions depress turnout. In the latter, income is inversely related to
turnout such that when things are bad, citizenst end t o v ot e i n(Ragdlife189%:&45). number

Conclusions

Even as the literature is pretty blunt that some individual characteristics increase the vote
propensities, it also pushes us to be aware that, ceteris paribus, the same individual in a different
context will have different propensities to vote. In other words, context affects individual behaviors.
Thus, by combining the responses and personal characteristics of more than 25,000 individuals in
Latin America and controlling for institutional, political, and economic environments these people are
immersed in, this research provides not only a new twist in the literature of voting turnout outside the
developed world, but also a new and more complete picture of the reasons behind political
participation in the continent. The conclusions of this research both support and question many of the

hypotheses advanced by different bodies of literature.

Of all the big names posed in the literature review, some should be really proud of in that their
theories and ideas resist empirical testing in Latin America. Almond, Verba, Putnam, and other
certainly had a point in that the socio-economic-status still is a powerful predictor of voting turnout
(such as age, education, associativeness, etc). Lijphart, Power, Pérez-Lifian, and other
institutionalists should also be confident that institutions (yet not all of them) have a robust effect on
voting participation, especially those institutions related to registration procedures and the so-called

compulsory voting. And in regard to contextual variables, such as GDP growth, Radcliff would



19

definitely buy the argument that the relationship between the economy and voter turnout is much more

complex than a mere linear association.

Perhaps Downs and his followers would be among those whose feelings are more uneasy with the
findings of this paper. Of course, despite the eloquent simplicity and powerful explanations of voting
turnout from the rational choice perspective, which had seminal theoretical and empirical
consequences, this paradigm of voting constitutes -ene of the most persistent and recalcitrant
empirical puzzles for the (Kanazawa n998: 974)hGivierctee refolmiso r y o f
wave some Latin American countries are experiencing and taking into consideration the landslide
victories of some of the presidential candidates, we might re-call this variable either as the bandwagon
or re-aligning effect. This finding is consistent with other one in unlikely places and times, such as
Britain during the eighties (McAllister and Studlar 1991), the United States (Goidel and Shields 1994),
Canada (Nadeau, Cloutier, and Guay 1993), or Germany (Schmitt-Beck 1996). Yet more studies are
required to decide which one better explains the relationship between competition and turnout in Latin

America.

Although turnout constitutes one of the backbones of the literature on democracy, it is also crucial to
be aware that not everything falls within the world of —e | ect or all pol i onipartikippation Th e
shows us in that there are other forms participation that might have even stronger effects on, for
instance, government accountability. For instance, recent work for the Mexican case shows that
electoral struggle has no effect on municipal government performance. But the results are consistent

with the hypothesis thatnon-e | ect or all participation (€laany2@0%). i mpr ov e

Although —e | e ¢ t o r ad notpexhauisttthie dilenimas of current democracies, electoral apathy in
contemporary societies has grave consequences. As | said in the very first sentence of this paper,
understanding the reasons behind electoral participation is a complex endeavor, and even more
complex in the context of relatively fluid party systems such as those in most Latin American
countries. Therefore, while this piece provides a more comprehensive perspective behind turnout in
Latin America, bridging the gap among diverse theoretical perspectives, additional research is needed

before more definite conclusions can be drawn.
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Variable Description and Source Expec | Obs.| Mean Std. Min Max
ted Dev.
sign
Educational Level None=0, Primary=1; High School=2; (+) 28185 1.8 0.8 0 3
Superior=3 (either technical or university)
[Source: LAPOP Question EDR]*
Age A continuous variable that ranges from 16 (+) 28211 38.2 15.5 16 97
to 97 (mean 38; STD=15) [Source:
_ LAPOP Question Q2]
8 | No Associativity Source: Average of LAPOP Questions (-) 27558 3.4 0.5 1 4
2 CP6, CP7, CP8, CP9, CP10, & CP13.*
'-g Wealth Assessment of Personal wealth measured (+) 28210 3.8 2.0 0 9
- by position of capital goods [LAPOP
Question Wealth]
Gender Men=1, Women=2. [LAPOP Question Q7] () 28215 1.5 0.5 1
Democratic Very Satisfied=1, Somehow=2, not () 26740 2.6 0.7 1
Satisfaction very=3, not at all=4. [LAPOP Question
PN4]
Compulsory Vote Voluntary = 0; Compulsory voting statute, (+) 28215 1.6 1.0 0 3
but which have no sanctions against
nonvoters written into law, 1; compulsory
systems possessing such legal sanctions
but leaving them generally unenforced, 2;
and compulsory systems with legal
sanctions that are enforced in practice, 3.
(Power and Garand 2007)
Electoral register Automatized=0; Obligatory=1; Voluntary=2 (<) 28215 0.9 0.6 2
Fragmentation Legislative Effective Number of Parties. (..) 28215 3.9 21 8.5
© Aut hor ' s cal taaksaand o r
IS Taagepera' §1979) formulae.
_:é Disproportionality Aut hor*s calculation (9 28215 4.3 3.7 11.6
E Unicameralism Unicameralism=1, Bicamerilism=0 (+) 28215 0.6 0.5 1
8 Average District (M).Aut hor*“s calcul ati (%) 28215 11.6 20.3 1.8 99
Z | Magnitude
Est | Bandwagon The winner's percentage of the vote (+) 28215 45.8 12.2 22.8 62.8
[l‘jf |_Faraway Author's calculatiod () |28215| 27.0| 113 16 58
al  [Freedom House FH (Normalized, = (14—(PIE+CL" ), (+) | 28215 0.7 0.1 0.5 1
where PR is score of Political Rights of
country i-th at year ¢, and CL is the score
of Civil Liberties of country i-th at year .
Aut hor's calcul ati oy
National Wealth Natural log of Per Capita Power (+) 28215 7.7 0.7 6.7 8.7
Purchasing Parity (PPP)
Population (natural Natural log of Population. Data retrieved () 28215 25 1.0 1.2 5.2
log) from World Development Indicators
Database.
Urbanization Percentage of the total population living in (+) 28215 67.9 12.6 47.9 92.8
the urban areas. Data retrieved from
World Development Indicators Database.
Economic Growth Quadratic form of per capita GDP-growth. (+) 28215 24.2 19.1 5.3 87.0

Data retrieved from World Development

Indicators Database (WDI).

% For Uruguay, EDR had to be redefined using the particular LAPOP-questionnaire for that country.

2 For Bolivia, CP10 was not considered (not asked).
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