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Did Minorities that Did Not Participate in 2004 Participate More in the 2008 Election?


With the election of Barack Obama in 2008, much focus was placed upon minority support of the candidate.  To the casual observer, it might have seemed as if more minorities participated in the electoral process, giving Mr. Obama a strong base of support.  However, if this was the case, for what reason did minority voters turn out en masse in support of candidate Obama?  
Previous studies have assessed factors related to race-based electoral participation, such as the factors that contribute to increased minority mobilization (Bobo and Gilliam 1990); differences in self-reported and validated electoral participation (Abramson and Claggett 1984); and racial crossover tendencies (Bullock 1984).  However, none of these surveys directly measures the number of minority voters in a given election that did not vote in the previous election for the same office.  Thus, in addressing whether the 2008 election saw greater participation by those who did not participate in 2004, it is necessary to compare the percentages (among 2008 voters) of those who participated in 2004 to those who did not, using race of the respondent as a control variable.  This methodology will be repeated using American National Election Study (ANES) data from 2004, 2000, and 1996 to see if the number of minority voters that did not participate in the previous election was abnormal in 2008.
However, before addressing the percentages of minority voters that participated in 2008 and not in prior elections, it is important to note prior research on the subject of minority voting.  Abramson and Clagett (1984) studied the differences between white and black turnout, in addition to differences between self-reported and validated electoral participation in each group.  The research served two main functions.  The first was to provide evidence against the notion that, despite the tendency of black voters to participate less in politics than whites, this difference is mitigated when controlling for “racial differences in socioeconomic status” (Abramson and Claggett 1984, 719).  Second, Abramson and Clagett (1984) investigated whether black and white voters had different tendencies of falsely reporting whether they voted in a survey environment.  To address both of these issues via one methodology, Abramson and Clagett (1984) used survey data from the Survey Research Center and the Center for Political Studies at the University of Michigan for the presidential and senatorial elections in 1964, 1976, 1978, and 1980.  The level of self-reported white turnout was measured, and self-reported black turnout was presented as a raw percentage, a percentage when region acted as a control (southern vs. non southern black voters), a percentage when level of education acted as a control, and when both of these variables were controlled.  The findings were varied when comparing the percentage of black turnout when both education and region were controlled to white turnout.  In some years, controlled self-reported black turnout was higher than self-reported white turnout (0.5% in 1964, 1.1% in 1976, and 0.9% in 1980), but 1978 produced a situation in which whites voted 4.6 percent more than controlled self-validated blacks (Abramson and Clagett 1984, 728).  The abnormal result of 1978 can be attributed to the fact that there was no presidential election that year.
Though in the majority of years assessed by Abramson and Clagett (1984) the black population that was controlled for region and education level actually tended to participate more often than whites, it is important to note that these results were self-reported.  When using voter validation studies instead of self-reported participation figures in an identical analysis, the study found that in each election cycle investigated, the validated black vote that was controlled for region and educational level was significantly lower than the white vote (by 8.2% in 1964, 9.7% in 1976, 14.2% in 1978, and 7.1% in 1980) (Abramson and Clagett 1984, 729).  The abnormally high differential in 1978 can be attributed to the fact that 1978 was not a presidential election year, but the results are noteworthy because they do not support the claim that if race-based socioeconomic status is controlled, black voters actually participate more than white voters.  Abramson and Clagett’s (1984) study is important when addressing the question of whether minority voters who did not vote in 2004 participated in the 2008 election at an increased rate for two reasons.  First, black voters have historically been markedly less likely to participate in elections than whites.  If there was a notable difference in black and white voting habits in 2004 and 2008 did not see such a difference, it might mark the Obama election as an abnormality and thus support the thesis that more minorities that did not participate in prior elections emerged in 2008 to support Mr. Obama.  Secondly, the study reminds us that both black and white voters are prone to lie about electoral participation in self-reporting surveys, such as the American National Election Survey.  Thus, any data used in this analysis cannot be completely held as true until it is performed with verified statistics.
Another relevant study researches the type political environment necessary for widespread minority electoral participation (Bobo and Gilliam 1990).  Utilizing a large black oversample from the National Opinion Research Center’s 1987 General Social Survey, the research aims to explain two things.  First, like Abramson and Clagett (1984), Bobo and Gilliam (1990) provide research that contradicts the popular notion that when controlling for race-related socioeconomic status among blacks, they are more likely to participate than whites.  Second, the research addresses the idea of “black political empowerment” as it relates to black political participation (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 377).
To address the concern of black voting levels compared to white voting levels, Bobo and Gilliam (1990) outline the popular belief (that will later be exposed as unfounded) that black populations that are controlled for socioeconomic status actually vote more than whites by outlining two theories that might explain such a phenomenon.  First, the compensatory theory holds that “blacks join organizations and become politically active to an exaggerated degree in order to overcome the exclusion and feelings of inferiority forced on them by a hostile white society” (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 378).  The second explanation for such a pattern is the ethnic community approach, which states that “membership in disadvantaged minority communities leads people to develop strong feelings of group attachment and group consciousness,” which causes them to be more politically active (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 378).  However, the research conducted does not support either of these theses.  When assessing both unadjusted individual indicators of participation (voting, individual-level campaigning, and contacting of governmental officials) or scaled measures of these activities that are adjusted for socioeconomic status (education, occupational prestige, and income), there is no reason to support the hypothesis that “adjusted” blacks vote at a higher rate than whites (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 381-382).  However, it is important to note that Bobo and Gilliam’s (1990) results showed that rather than being less likely to participate than whites, “adjusted” blacks and whites had no significant difference in participation.  This is significant, because only six years prior, Abramson and Clagett (1984) found that black voters that had been adjusted for region and education were significantly less likely to vote than whites.  Thus, it could be that over time a trend had developed whereby blacks were more likely to vote, which could affect the analysis of minority voting habits in 2008.
The second focus of Bobo and Gilliam (1990) is upon the idea of “black empowerment” as it relates to electoral participation.  Black empowerment, in the context of this research, is the “extent to which a group has achieved significant representation and influence in political decision making” (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 378).  The research posits that black empowerment should have a positive effect on participation because of the notion that in an environment with high empowerment, the benefits of participating should outweigh the costs of doing so (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 379).  Additionally, the research argues that “empowerment influences black participation because it is a contextual clue of likely policy responsiveness to black concerns” (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 382).  To measure the effects of empowerment on participation, the research divides respondents by whether or not their city had a black mayor to designate high and low areas of black empowerment.  Then, to measure sociopolitical participation the research focused on areas other than just voting (campaigning, communal activity, and particularized contacting of officials) (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 380).  The research ultimately generated two conclusions.  First, in areas where blacks held governmental positions (areas of high black empowerment), blacks were more likely to participate in the electoral process (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 387).  Second, those respondents in areas of high black empowerment showed signs of increased “policy responsiveness that encourages blacks to feel that participation has intrinsic value” (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 387).  These results are important when addressing minority voting habits in 2008 because of Barack Obama’s race.  That is, faced with the prospect of electing a black man during a time at which minorities held more elected offices than in the past, minorities might have felt increased empowerment and thus more incentive to participate than in previous elections like 2004.
A third study that may have bearing upon minority turnout during 2008 addresses the phenomenon of racial crossover voting and the election of black officials (Bullock 1984).  In his research, Bullock (1984) takes information from 52 elections in the Atlanta area in which one candidate was white and the other was black.  The research measures the voting habits of blacks according to a variety of independent variables, such as: the office being sought in each race; time of each race (since between 1970 and 1980, the proportion of blacks in Atlanta rose from 51 to 67 percent); whether one candidate was an incumbent; newspaper endorsements; type of election (primary vs. general vs. runoff); number of candidates; the number of black registered voters; and the percentage of black turnout (Bullock 1984, 242-246).  While Bullock’s (1984) multivariate analysis of the effect of these independent variables upon crossover voting produced results that crossover voting occurred more when incumbents made “inroads among voters of the opposite race” and that newspaper recommendations fueled racial crossover voting among less informed voters, the part of the study that is most applicable to the issue of minority voting in the 2008 election is the independent variable related to voter turnout (Bullock 1984, 250).  The expectation that black candidates would gather a larger percentage of the overall vote when black turnout was high was confirmed (Bullock 1984, 246).  Additionally, the research suggests that “a heated campaign will make the racial identity of the candidates more widely known and may stimulate both higher turnout and less crossover voting” (Bullock 1984, 246).  Finally, the research claims that if overall turnout in an election is high, the tendency of blacks to vote for whites is diminished (Bullock 1984, 246).
The research upon turnout in Bullock’s (1984) study is especially applicable to the 2008 election because of the comparatively high turnout during that cycle and the heated campaign that preceded it.  However, it is important to note that Bullock’s (1984) work, like much other research regarding minority voting, is hampered by having a small sample size.  Additionally, because the research was conducted solely in the Atlanta area, it is low in external validity because it neglects to address voting patterns in other areas in the (non southern) United States.  Despite these shortcomings, however, the research regarding turnout can be effectively utilized in our analysis of nationwide minority turnout in 2008.
Though none of these studies on black participation deal directly with the tendency of minorities to participate in one election after not having participated previously, they serve as important descriptors of black voting habits.  The combination of Abramson and Clagett’s (1984) findings that blacks are less likely to participate than whites and Bobo and Gilliam’s (1990) results that suggested that there was no real difference between black and white voting likelihood may suggest that there is a trend toward increased black voting over time.  Bobo and Gilliam (1984) also suggest that if there was an increase in minority voting in 2008, increased “black empowerment” should play a large role in the phenomenon.  Finally, Bullock’s (1984) findings regarding black turnout in large and heated elections are especially applicable in the case of 2008.  Given the possible trend toward more black voting, more “black empowerment” in the U.S., and the heated nature of the 2008 election, it is logical that an abnormally larger number of blacks voted in that election than in 2004.
In order to assess the voting habits of minorities that did not vote in 2004, it is logical to measure its change from the levels of minority voting in 2004 that did not vote in 2000, and so on.  Therefore, whether one voted in the current electoral year will be the dependent variable, and whether one voted in the previous presidential election is the independent variable.  Of course, the 2008 American National Election Survey does not have information pertaining to elections before 2004, so it is necessary to find the relationship between current and prior voting in prior ANES data (in sum, 2008, 2004, 2000, and 1996 data was used).  Additionally, such that a comparison between races can be made, race of the respondent in each survey acts as the control variable.  Since the majority of the research on minority voting has to do with black voting tendencies, however, the data has been separated into both black and nonwhite (the sum of black, Asian, Pacific islander, etc.) categories, in addition to white respondents.
Table 1: Past Nonvoters That Voted In Current Election (By Race)

	Year
	All that did not vote in previous presidential election but voted in current election
	Whites that did not vote in previous presidential election but voted in current election
	Minorities (sum of nonwhites) that did not vote in previous presidential election but voted in current election
	Blacks that did not vote in previous presidential election but voted in current election

	2008
	43.9%
	41.7%
	49.0%
	54.4%

	2004
	46.1%
	44.5%
	47.1%
	50.1%

	2000
	36.7%
	34.4%
	42.8%
	45.6%

	1996
	29.9%
	29.1%
	33.1%
	35.6%


Sources: 1996, 2000, 2004, and 2008 American National Election Surveys

These data elicit several immediate observations.  First, over the years from 1996 to 2008, there has been a marked increase in each racial group of people who vote in current elections that did not vote in the election previous to it.  This could be explained in several ways.  First, elections could just be getting more “interesting,” with campaigns becoming more heated and electoral results generally closer than in 1996, when Bill Clinton handily defeated Bob Dole by 220 electoral votes.  This explanation would be in keeping with Bullock’s (1984) analysis that heated campaigns translate to larger turnout.  Such an analysis would be supported by the data in Table 2, which show that from 1996 to 2008, there has been a rise in those who are “very interested” in campaigns by an entire 17.6 percent.  It is important to note that in addition to more people being “very much interested” in post-millennium politics, the percentage of people who were not “much interested” declined precipitously since 1996.  Additionally, the data show small slips in interest in 2004, which is likely because of George W. Bush’s incumbency.  Such an explanation could help to explain why interest was so low during 1996, when Bill Clinton was an incumbent.
           Table 2: Interest In Presidential Campaigns, 1996-2008

	Year
	Very Much Interested
	Somewhat Interested
	Not Much Interested

	2008
	44.8%
	40.3%
	14.9%

	2004
	41.1%
	43.6%
	15.3%

	2000
	41.4%
	44.2%
	14.5%

	1996
	27.2%
	49.5%
	23.3%


          Sources: 1996, 2000, 2004, and 2008 American National Election Surveys

Another notable feature of the information on Table 1 that relates directly to the hypothesis that an abnormally high number of minority voters that had not voted in 2004 participated in 2008 is that the differences in percentages in both the black and minority categories are not markedly different, except in 2008.  That is, there was only a 0.3% difference between the changes of overall minority and black “new” voter percentages (voters who voted in the 2000 election but not in 1996) from 1996 to 2000.  Similarly, there was only a 0.2% difference between the groups in 2004.  However, in 2008 minorities showed a 1.9% increase in “new” voting, whereas blacks exhibited a 4.3% increase, a difference of 2.4%.  At the same time, the percentage of “new” white voters in 2008 dropped by 2.8%, which was somewhat similar to the overall drop in “new” voting of 2.2%.  Therefore, the difference between the black change in “new” voting and the overall change in “new” voting is a significant 6.5%.  For reference, in 2004 the black change in “new voting” had actually been lower than the overall change in “new voting” by 4.9%, perhaps because of a lack of electoral excitement, campaign interest, or because it was an incumbent election.  In 2000, the change among “new” black voters was 3.2% higher than the overall change of 6.8%.  In summary, it is fair to say that the 2008 election saw an abnormal change in the number of blacks, not minorities, that did not vote in the previous election but voted in the current election.
Table 3: Differences Between “New” Voters In Current Election and Previous Election
	Years
	All difference between current percentage and last election percentage
	Whites difference between current percentage and last election percentage
	Minorities difference between current percentage and last election percentage
	Blacks difference between current percentage and last election percentage

	2008-2004
	-2.2%
	-2.8%
	1.9%
	4.3%

	2004-2000
	9.4%
	10.1%
	4.3%
	4.5%

	2000-1996
	6.8%
	5.3%
	9.7%
	10%


Sources: 1996, 2000, 2004, and 2008 American National Election Surveys

Why, then, were blacks that did not participate in 2004 more prone than whites or other minorities to participate in 2008?  According to Bobo and Gilliam (1990), it could be explained by a heightened sense of “black empowerment.”  In this case, black empowerment could refer to the increased presence of blacks in political office or, more likely, the potential presence of a black man as the President of the United States.  That is, black voters might have participated to elect Barack Obama, whose election could serve as a “contextual clue of likely policy responsiveness to black concerns” (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 382).  Of course, other possible factors that contributed to increased black participation in 2008 could also be related to simple voter mobilization campaign or a more general trend of increased black electoral participation.


Such a trend, could be illustrated by noting how Bobo and Gilliam’s (1990) findings differ from Abramson and Clagett’s (1984) results.  The former noted that even when race-based socioeconomic factors are controlled for blacks, that group is less likely to participate than whites; however, the 1990 study showed that there is no real difference between the voting tendencies of each group.  Thus, to determine whether there is a trend of increasing black participation it is necessary to track the voting habits of blacks over the four presidential elections from 1996 to 2008.  It is important to note that the information provided in Table 4 is not adjusted for race-related socioeconomic status, but this should not matter if attempting to assess the more general argument that black participation is increasing on the whole.
Table 4: Percentage of Voters By Race

	Year
	All 
	White
	Minority
	Black

	2008
	77.4%
	78.2%
	74.3%
	78.5%

	2004
	79.8%
	84.4%
	63.3%
	66.1%

	2000
	72.2%
	73.5%
	59.1%
	72.5%

	1996
	71.8%
	73.5%
	57.4%
	64.1%


Sources: 1996, 2000, 2004, and 2008 American National Election Surveys

As illustrated by Table 4, the idea that blacks are becoming more likely over time to vote is unfounded.  The percentage of black voters increased in 2000 and 2008, but not in 2004.  This could be explained, like the varying degrees of campaign interest in Table 2, by the fact that in 1996 and 2004 there was an incumbent in the race.  However, at the same time that black turnout declined in 2004, white turnout increased by 10.9%.  Therefore, any such trend implied by a fusion of Abramson and Clagett’s (1984) research and Bobo and Gilliam’s (1990) research is not supported by the data.  Thus, the tendency of blacks that did not vote in 2004 to vote in 2008 cannot be explained by a more general pattern of increased black voting.


Given the research by Abramson and Clagett (1984), Bobo and Gilliam (1990), and Bullocks (1984), it is possible to efficiently assess the 2008 voting habits of those blacks that did not vote in the election in 2004.  The primary growth of “new” voters in 2008 cannot be attributed to minorities as a whole, but the 4.3% increase among blacks is especially notable given the negative growth among the population as a whole.  As illustrated in Table 4, such a growth cannot be attributed to a general trend toward black voting, so it must be attributed to the political climate in 2008, not over time.  As such, the increase of black voters could be attributed to Bobo and Gilliam’s (1990) idea of “black empowerment,” which posited that blacks would elect Barack Obama because they thought that he would pursue policies that benefitted them.  Additionally, the increase in “new” black voters during the 2008 election could be attributed to the heated nature of the campaign that preceded it, as posited by Bullock (1984).

Whether there was an abnormal amount of black voters in 2008 that did not vote in the previous election and why such a phenomenon occurred is very interesting, especially given that the 2012 election is quickly approaching.  Will there be another new and massive base of black support for Barack Obama?  While there will be a considerable climate of “black empowerment,” it will also involve an incumbent.  As illustrated previously, incumbent elections tend to draw a smaller black base than elections involving two non-incumbents.  Regardless, the fact remains that “black empowerment,” a non-incumbent election, and increased percentages of black voters who did not participate in 2004 helped to provide Barack Obama the base of support necessary to win the presidential election in 2008.
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