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Abstract   This exploratory study examines the impact of ending the military draft on U.S. voter 
turnout from 1960 through 2006. After allowing for a number of variables, including the 
unemployment  rate, unionization, the female labor force participation  rate, per capita real GDP, and 
Presidential approval ratings, compelling evidence is found that ending the military draft in the U.S. 
may have acted in and of itself to reduce the aggregate voter participation rate.  Specifically, the end 
of military conscription may have reduced voter turnout by about 7.5 percentage points, ceteris 
paribus. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The subject of voter participation at in the U.S. has been examined extensively by economists and 
political scientists.  Academic investigation into voter participation in the U.S. (and elsewhere) has 
historically focused on the marginal benefits and marginal costs of voting, and whether the decision 
to vote is a rational one.  Beginning with Downs' (1957) theory of the “rational voter” (i.e., the 
Rational Voter Model, or RVM), a number of RVM studies have followed, many of which have been 
presented in a variety of “real world” or “experimental” contexts.1 In recent years, Copeland and 
Laband  (2002), Barreto, Segura, and Woods (2004), and Cebula (2004) have empirically 
investigated a theory of “expressive voting.”  To some extent, these studies reflect efforts to identify 
non-traditional or non-demographic variables that may explain voting behavior.  
 
This study is an exploratory effort seeking quantify the effect of an overlooked factor that may 
influence voter participation in U.S. national elections, namely, the presence of a military draft, and 
its influence on the electoral participation of citizens.  Our data set of U.S. national elections spans 
from 1960 to 2006, including a time-frame (1960-1972) wherein military conscription existed in the 
U.S., as well as a time-frame (1974-2006) where an all-volunteer army was employed.  The finding 
in this exploratory study is that the existence of a military draft leads to a higher voter participation 
rate; alternatively stated, ending the military draft reduced the aggregate voter participation rate.  
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2. Framing the Hypotheses  
 
Paralleling in principle the RVM, the probability that a given eligible voter will actually vote, 
PROBV, is an increasing function of the expected gross benefits (EGB) associated with voting, 
ceteris paribus, and a decreasing function of the expected gross costs (EGC) associated with voting, 
ceteris paribus.  In interpreting EGB, this exploratory study argues that the concept requires a very 
broad interpretation.  For example, the marginal benefit of voting in most major elections for the 
individual in is often expressed terms of the probability of casting a decisive vote, which is 
approximately zero.  Nevertheless, certain circumstances or factors can potentially increase the 
expected benefits from voting.  The variables in (1) below explore factors intended to capture 
changes in the expected benefits from voting in U.S. national elections (1960-2006). 
 
VPRt = f(ELECTDUMt, UNEMPRATEt, UNIONt, FLFPRt, PCRGDPt, PRESAPPDUMMYt, 
IRAQWARt, ARMYRECRUITS%t, DRAFTDUMMYt)                                                       (1) 
 
VPRt  is the percentage of eligible voters who actually voted in the national elections in year t; 
ELECTDUMt is a dummy variable equal to 1 if year t was a U.S. Presidential election year (0 
otherwise); UNEMPRATEt is the percentage of U.S. civilians that were unemployed in year t; 
UNIONt is the percentage of the U.S. civilian labor force that was unionized in year t.   Next,  
FLFPRt is the female labor force participation rate in year t, expressed as a percent; PCRGDPt is the 
per capita GDP in year t (expressed in year 2000 dollars); PRESAPPDUMMYt is a binary variable 
equal to 1 in those election years when the average Presidential approval rating was more than one 
full standard deviation above or one standard deviation below the average Presidential approval level 
for the 1960-2006 period.  In addition to these, IRAQWARt is a dummy variable equal to 1 if year t 
is part of time period during which the U.S.-Iraq War was occurring (0 otherwise). 
ARMYRECRUITSt is the percentage of the eligible U.S. population that voluntarily enlisted in the 
U.S. Army and U.S. Army Reserves in year t; and, finally, DRAFTDUMMYt is a binary variable 
equal to 1 for those election years during which the military draft was no longer in effect (1974-
2006).     
 
Presidential elections offer an opportunity for individual eligible voters to vote for a very powerful 
and important policymaker (the President) in conjunction with voting for myriad other candidates for 
public office and on a potential host of referenda.  Hence, during Presidential election years (as 
opposed to non-Presidential, or mid-term election years), there may exist an increased incentive to 
vote.  Moreover, the prospect of voting in such an important election also tends to invoke greater 
emotional enthusiasm and psychic benefits from fulfilling one’s “civic duty” that are typically 
missing in most other election years (Copeland and Laband, 2002; Cebula, Durden and Gaynor, 
2008).  Consequently, it is hypothesized that the voter participation rate is higher during Presidential 
election years than during mid-term election years, ceteris paribus. 
 
Feddersen (2004: 107) argues that individual voters base their decision to participate in a given 
election in part on “…assessments about the overall macroeconomic health of the economy.” Thus, it 
is expected that UNEMPRATEt will be positively related to VPRt.  Unions have been successful 
historically in mobilizing their memberships to participate in national elections, not only in the U.S. 
but in other democracies.2   Hence, it is expected that the higher (lower) the relative degree of union 
membership in the aggregate, the greater (lower) the aggregate voter participation rate.  
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The female labor force participation rate (FLFPR) is an economic factor that may influence the 
expected benefits from voting. Arguably, as the FLFPR rises, women in the labor force may become 
more directly affected by, more informed about, and more sensitive to a host of labor market and 
other economic issues. As such, women in the labor force may perceive a greater need to act on 
behalf of their own interests by participating in the election process. Hence, it is hypothesized that 
the higher the FLFPR, the higher the overall VPR, ceteris paribus.  Another economic factor that 
may influence the expected benefits from voting is per capita real GDP (PCRGDP). Tolbert and 
Smith (2005) indicate that persons with higher incomes per capita are considered more likely to 
participate in the electoral process.3  Thus, it is hypothesized here that the higher the per capita real 
GDP, the higher the VPR, ceteris paribus.   
 
It is hypothesized in this study that the public has a greater incentive to vote when eligible voters are 
especially pleased or especially displeased in their perception of the incumbent President’s job 
performance. To measure whether the public is especially pleased or displeased with the President, 
the binary variable PRESAPP/DIS is introduced.4   The variable PRESAPP/DIS  is equal to 1 during 
those years when the President’s average public approval rating is either very low, defined in this 
study as the average Presidential approval rating minus at least one standard deviation, or very high, 
defined here as the mean Presidential approval rating plus at least one standard deviation. Thus, it is 
hypothesized that voting when one either strongly approves or strongly disapproves of the President 
provides a subjective benefit because the act of voting facilitates the expression of strong feelings. 
 
A secondary aspect of public choice studies of military conflicts, such as Anderson and Tollison 
(1991) and Mixon and Trevino (2002), is that voter participation is relatively high during wartime, 
ceteris paribus.  Equation (1) above captures such a conflict -- the U.S.-Iraq War (2004-present) -- 
through the dummy variable IRAQWARt , which is equal to 1 during the 2004-06 portion of the 
time-series dataset used in this study (0 otherwise).  As such, the coefficient associated with 
IRAQWARt is expected to be positive.  Next, we turn to another military variable of particular 
interest -- ARMYRECRUITS%t.  This variable measures the percentage of the U.S. population 
voluntarily enlisted in the U.S. Army and U.S. Army Reserves in year t.  When voluntary enlistments 
are lower (higher), the social networks attached to the voluntary army are relatively smaller (larger).  
Thus, ARMYRECRUITS%t will in theory negatively impact the VPRt.  
 
The third military variable of particular interest, DRAFTDUMMY, is a binary variable equal to 0 for 
even-numbered election years when the draft was either in effect (i.e., 1960-1972), and equal to 1 
when it was no longer in effect (i.e., 1974-2006). This variable is included in the model to reflect the 
idea that if the public is not subject to a military draft, it is literally much less involved in, and 
accordingly much less concerned with, the military actions of the U.S. This is because a military 
conflict does not directly involve the families and friends of draftees.  In a sense, a cognitive 
dissonance exists in a volunteer army regime that results in a separation of the concerns, vis-à-vis 
military risk, of the general population and that of volunteer soldiers.  Given its construct of 
DRAFTDUMMY is expected to be negatively related to the voter participation rate, ceteris paribus.  
It this variable – DRAFTDUMMY – that is the primary focus of our study. 
 
 
3. Econometric Analysis 
 
Augmented Dickey-Fuller and Phillips-Perron unit root tests reveal that over the 1960-2006 study 
period, UNION, FLFPR, and PCRGDP are not stationary in levels, but are in first differences. 
Accordingly, the econometric model expresses UNION, FLFPR, and PCRGDP in first differences. 
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The remaining variables are expressed in levels.  The specification in (1) above is estimated by OLS, 
adopting Newey-West HAC standard errors (Newey and West, 1987).  The OLS results are shown in 
Table 1.   
 
All nine regression coefficients exhibit the expected signs and are statistically significant at the one 
percent level. The Durbin-Watson and Rho statistics are 1.91 and 0.04, respectively, attesting to the 
lack of stationarity issues in the model. The F-statistic of 283.7 supports the significance of the 
overall model.  In terms of individual results, it appears that the voter participation rate (VPR) is an 
increasing function of ELECTDUM. Indeed, the finding is that Presidential election years generate a 
15.6 percentage-point greater VPR than mid-term election years. Similarly, the Iraq War acted to 
raise the VPR by roughly 5.3 percent points. In addition, strong public approval or disapproval of the 
President raises the VPR by approximately 3.0 percentage points.  The VPR is shown to be an 
increasing function of the unemployment rate, perhaps as a form of “expressive voting” over concern 
with higher unemployment rates. The impact of unions on the VPR also is shown to be positive. 
Furthermore, both the female labor force participation rate and per capita income positively impact 
aggregate voter turnout.   
 
Finally, there are the remaining two military variables, ARMYRECRUITS% and DRAFTDUMMY, 
which are at the heart of this study. In each case, the estimated coefficient is negative and statistically 
significant at the one percent level. The first result (for ARMYRECRUITS%) is consistent with the 
social network hypothesis described above. The second result (for DRAFTDUMMY) – that voter 
participation rates are 7.4 percentage points lower when a volunteer army replaces military 
conscription – is consistent with the cognitive dissonance idea that if the public is not subject to a 
military draft, it is less involved and less concerned with the military actions of the U.S. This 
empirical link is one that has heretofore been missing in the academic literature..   
 
 
4. Summary 
 
Taken together, the results in this exploratory study imply that ending the military draft induced 
increased voter apathy and reduced voter turnout. This finding is consistent with the “expressive 
voting” literature highlighted in this study.  It also supports a broadened interpretation of the rational 
voter model. The strength of the empirical findings notwithstanding, the central hypothesis at hand 
requires further development and testing before it can be interpreted as genuinely credible.  
 
 
Endnotes 
 
1. Of course, Buchanan and Tullock (1962) is also a seminal study in this area of public choice.  
Among the studies in the literature stream described here are Ashenfelter and Kelly (1975), Piven 
and Cloward (1988), Cox and Munger (1989), Green and Shapiro (1994), Verba, Schlozman, and 
Brady (1995), Greene and Nikolaw (1999),  Putnam  (2000),  Borgers (2004), Feddersen (2004), and 
Leighly and Nagler (2007). 
 
2. Delaney, Masters, and Schwochau (1988), Radcliff and Davis (2000), Radcliff (2001), and Leighly 
and Nagler (2007) characterize unions as important institutions of mass mobilization.  The latter of 
these studies indicates that individual union members are significantly more likely than non-union 
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members to vote, and that part of the decline in aggregate voter turnout in recent decades is 
attributable to the decline of unions. 
 
3. Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes (1960) found that persons with higher income tended to be 
especially aware of the economic stakes that were potentially at issue as a result of elections. 
 
4. Over the 47 year period studied in this paper, the mean public approval rating of the incumbent 
President was 53.16 out of a possible 100.0, with a standard deviation of 11.22. 
 
5. Given the distribution of the public approval ratings, PRESAPPDUMMY is equal to 1 for 
approval ratings of (1) roughly 42 or less, and (2) roughly 64 or more; PRESAPPDUMMY is equal 
to 0 otherwise. 
 
 
References 
 
Anderson, G.M. and R.D Tollison 1991. “Political Influence on Civil War Mortality Rates: The 
Electoral College as a Battlefield,” Defence Economics, 2, 219-233. 
 
Ashenfelter, O. and S. Kelley, Jr. 1975. “Determinants of Participation in Presidential Elections,” 
Journal of Law and Economics, 18, 695-733. 
 
Barreto, M.A., G.M. Segura, and N.D. Woods 2004. “The Mobilizing Effect of Majority-Minority 
Districts on Latino Turnout,” American Political Science Review, 98, 65-76. 
 
Borgers, T. 2004 “Costly Voting,” American Economic Review, 94, 57-66. 
 
Buchanan, J.M. and G. Tullock 1962. The Calculus of Consent, University of Michigan Press. 
 
Campbell, A., P. Converse, W. Miller, and D. Stokes 1960. The American Voter, University of 
Chicago Press. 
 
Cebula, R.J. 2004. “Expressive Voting: Alternative Evidence,” Atlantic Economic Journal, 32, 216-
221. 
 
Cebula, R.J., and M. Toma (2006) “Determinants of Geographic Differentials in the Voter 
Participation Rate,” Atlantic Economic Journal, 34, 33-40. 
 
Cebula, R.J., G.C. Durden, and P.E. Gaynor 2008. “The Impact of the Repeat-Voting-Habit 
Persistence Phenomenon on the Probability of Voting in Presidential Elections,” Southern Economic 
Journal, 75, 429-440. 
 
Copeland, C. and D. Laband 2002. “Expressive Voting,” Public Choice, 110, 351-363. 
 
Council of Economic Advisors  2003. Economic Report of the President, 2003, U.S. Government 
Printing Office. 
 
Cox, G.W. and M.C. Munger 1989. “Closeness, Expenditures, and Turnout in 1982 U.S. House 



    Cebula, Mixon and Layfield, Journal of International and Global Economic Studies,3(1), June 2010, 60-67 
 

65

Elections,” American Political Science Review, 83, 217-231. 
 
Delaney, J.T., M.F. Masters, and S. Schwochau 1988. “Unionization and Voter Turnout,” 
Journal of Labor Research, 9, 221-236. 
 
Downs, A. 1957. An Economic Theory of Democracy, Harper and Row. 
 
Fair, R.C. 2002. Predicting Presidential Elections and Other Things, Stanford University Press. 
  
Feddersen, T.J. 2004. “Rational Choice Theory and the Paradox of Not Voting,” Journal of 
Economic Perspectives, 18, 99-112. 
 
Goff, B.L. and R.D. Tollison 1987. "The Allocation of Death in the Vietnam War: A Public Choice 
Perspective," Southern Economic Journal, 54, 316-321. 
 
Green, D.P. and I. Shapiro 1994. Pathologies of Rational Choice Theory: A Critique of 
Applications in Political Science, Yale University Press. 
 
Greene, K.V. and O. Nikolaw 1999. “Voter Participation and the Redistributive State,” Public 
Choice, 98, 213-226. 
 
http://www.geocities.com/americanpresidencynet/approval.htm 
 
http://www.infoplease.com 
 
http://isr.umich.edu 
 
http://www.ttaxfoundation.org/prtopincometable.html 
 
Kennedy, P. 2008. A Guide to Econometrics, Blackwell Publishing. 
 
Leighly, J.E. and J. Nagler 2007. “Unions, Voter Turnout, and Class Bias in the U.S. Electorate,” 
The Journal of Politics, 69, 430-441. 
 
Mixon, F.G., Jr. and L.J. Trevino 2002. “Politicians as Utility Maximizing Agents: Public Choice 
and the British National Election of 1945,” International Journal of Social Economics, 29, 956-962. 
 
Newey, W.K. and K.D. West 1987. “A Simple Positive Semi-Definite, Heteroskedasticity and 
Autocorrelation Consistent Covariance Matrix,” Econometrica, 55, 703-708.  
 
Piven, F.F. and R.A. Cloward 1988. Why Americans Don’t Vote, Pantheon Books. 
 
Putnam, R.D. 2000. Bowling Alone, Simon & Schuster. 
 
Radcliff, B. 2001. “Organized Labor and Electoral Participation in American National Elections,” 
Journal of Labor Research, 22, 405-414. 
 
Radcliff, B. and P.A. Davis 2000. “Labor Organization and Electoral Participation in Industrial 
Democracies,” American Journal of Political Science, 44, 132-141. 

http://www.geocities.com/americanpresidencynet/approval.htm
http://www.infoplease.com/
http://isr.umich.edu/
http://www.ttaxfoundation.org/prtopincometable.html


    Cebula, Mixon and Layfield, Journal of International and Global Economic Studies,3(1), June 2010, 60-67 
 

66

 
Tolbert, C.J. and D.A. Smith 2005. “The Educative Effects of Ballot Initiatives on Voter Turnout,” 
American Politics Research, 33, 283-309. 
 
Tollison, R.D., and T.D. Willett, T.D. 1973. “Some Simple Economics of Voting and Not Voting,” 
Public Choice, 16, 1973, 59-71. 
  
Verba, S., K.L. Schlozman, and H.E. Brady 1995. Voice and Equality: Civic Voluntarism in 
American Politics, Harvard University Press. 
 
White, H. 1980. “A Heteroskedasticity-Consistent Covariance Matrix Estimator and a Direct Test 
for Heteroskedasticity,” Econometrica, 48, 817-838. 
 



    Cebula, Mixon and Layfield, Journal of International and Global Economic Studies,3(1), June 2010, 60-67 
 

67

Table 1 
Summary Statistics & OLS Regression Results: Dependent variable, VPR 

 
Regressors Coefficient t-value 

constant 30.6 16.27 
ELECTDUM 
[0.50; 0.51] 

15.58 31.99 
 

UNEMPRATE 
[5.80;1.40] 

1.78 6.24 

ΔUNION 
[18.01; 5.98] 

1.12 3.28 

IRAQWAR 
[0.08; 0.28] 

5.34 5.40 

ARMYRECRUITS% 
[0.10; 0.08] 

−20.24 −5.30 

DRAFTDUMMY 
[0.71; 0.46] 

−7.43 −11.26 

ΔFLFPR  
[41.82; 4.63] 

2.65 4.65 

ΔPCRGDP 
[24,933; 7,206] 

0.003 4.35 

PRESAPPDUMMY 
[0.33; 0.48] 

2.98 4.69 

F-statistic 
2R  

Durbin-Watson statistic 
Rho 

283.74 
0.94 
1.91 
0.04 

 

   
     Notes: Numbers in brackets below the variables are means and  
     standard deviations, respectively (for dependent variable, VPR, 
     these are 45.98 and 9.80, respectively).  Terms in parentheses  
    are t-statistics from Newey-West HAC standard er rs (Newey  ro
     and West, 1987). Δ is the first difference operator.  
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