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Racing To the Front: The Effect of Frontloading on Presidential Primary Turnout

Abstract: Since 1988, there has been an increasing trend for states to schedule their nominating events earlier in the campaign, a procedure known as frontloading.  We focus on how frontloading and the consequent “ending” of the nomination campaign alters voter turnout in states’ primary elections.  We examine this in several ways.  First, we investigate how the effective “end” date of the campaign has changed as the nomination system has become more frontloaded.  Next, we use aggregate data to assess how the timing of a state’s primary, relative to the effective end of the nomination campaign, influences turnout.  We argue that voters consider the dynamics of the nomination race and their position in those dynamics when choosing whether or not to participate.  We find that state-level primary turnout depends, in important ways, on states’ positions in the campaign season.  Finally, we use the results of our model to simulate national turnout under different scenarios of frontloading. 

Racing to the Front: The Effect of Frontloading on Presidential Primary Turnout

Since 1972, the selection of each party’s nominee for president is the responsibility of state primary voters and caucus goers. The goal of the reforms that produced the current system was to increase rank and file participation and to allow for greater internal party democracy in selecting the party nominee. From one perspective, these goals have been met.  Because primaries promote broader participation than caucuses, and one unintended consequence of the rule changes was a shift by many states from a caucus to a primary delegate selection mechanism, participation increased. But, at the same time, rules governing when nominating events are held have changed dramatically, altering the internal dynamics of the process and potentially depriving some voters of meaningful participation.  As a result, these changes potentially damage some of the democratic gains seen at the onset of the reforms.  


Since 1988, there has been an increasing trend for states to schedule their nominating events earlier in the campaign, a procedure known as frontloading, in an effort to become more important players in the outcome of the nominating race and to attract increased media and candidate activity.  Certain effects of frontloading are quite visible. First, candidates begin their campaigns much earlier, often a year before the first scheduled primary.  This so-called invisible primary activity is necessary to create the organization and raise the funds necessary to compete.  Second, once the nominating events begin in the Iowa Caucuses, the winnowing process for candidates occurs much quicker and the party nominee is determined much sooner.  Thus, this part of the nominating cycle is much shorter.  As a result, voters in states that schedule their primary early in the process have a greater influence in determining the party’s nominee than voters in later states, decreasing the meaningful participation of some voters’ vis-à-vis other voters. The normative concerns related to frontloading are serious and have grown substantially, since 1988, as each successive election year continues its compression.  In 2004, frontloading may be so widespread that the race may seem more like a virtual national primary than an extended and sequential race.  This is because the Democratic Party, following the lead of the Republican Party in 2000, has allowed states to schedule their nominating events a mere one week after New Hampshire.  So far seven states, Arizona, Delaware, Missouri, New Mexico, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Virginia, have scheduled nominating events on this date.  With potentially more pushes to the front still to come, the competitive Democratic nomination campaign may be over within three or four weeks.

The “race to the front” raises important normative concerns about the efficacy of the nomination system and the choice of parties to allow states to shift their primaries earlier in the season. Yet to date, political scientists have not systematically explored the effects of frontloading on turnout. This is troubling because frontloading is likely to have very serious consequences across a variety of dimensions, including an increased importance for the events of the invisible primary (Mayer and Hagan 2000), the advantage given to the frontrunner (Busch 2000), and the problem of information for the voter (Morton and Williams 2001).  

We focus on how frontloading and the consequent “ending” of the nomination campaign alters voter participation in states’ primary elections.  We examine this in several ways.  First, we investigate how the effective “end” date of the campaign has changed, as the nomination system has become more frontloaded.  Next, we use aggregate data to assess how the timing of a state’s primary, relative to the effective end of the nomination campaign, influences turnout.  We argue that voters consider the dynamics of the nomination race and their position in those dynamics when choosing whether or not to participate.  We find that state-level primary turnout depends, in important ways, on states’ positions in the campaign season.  Finally, we use the results of our model to simulate national turnout under different scenarios of frontloading. 

Background and Theoretical Overview

Reforming the System

Between 1924 and 1968 state and national party elites through tradition, and in some cases legislation, controlled the delegate selection mechanism during the nomination campaign.  This endeared most delegates to state leaders, rather than to individual candidates seeking the nomination.  Often this was the governor, who had given them their delegate status because of their past party work and personal loyalty.  State party elites then bargained at the convention to determine who would be the best presidential candidate. This meant that potential presidential candidates could pursue an "inside" strategy in their quest for their party's nomination.  An inside strategy required candidates to work only with and through party leaders --it was not necessary for them to actively participate in primary contests or take their candidacy to the people.  


In addition, the nomination process was by no means easily open to participation by the rank-and-file of the party.  During this period caucuses, not primaries, dominated the nomination process making it easier for state level party elites to maintain control.  Although in some cases new blood entered the party, as in the case of Barry Goldwater in 1964, the rules, especially in caucus states, were biased in favor of party regulars.  Many states used secret caucuses, closed slate-making, and extensive proxy voting for determining delegate selection.  Some states had no formal rules for delegate selection or changed their rules after delegates had been selected.   In some cases, the delegates to the national convention were selected prior to the presidential election year before the slate of presidential candidates was even known.
  Such selection procedures made it difficult and sometimes impossible for non-party activists to participate.  



These procedural irregularities along with the difficult public issues facing the nation in the 1960s, especially the Viet Nam War, led to a clamor for change by reformers who envisioned a more open and democratic nominating system.  These reformers believed that too much power rested in the hands of the party elites and too little power rested in the hands of the rank-and-file members of the party.  Reformers demands were recognized at the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago when delegates explicitly called for direct democracy in the selection of the party nominee.  Delegates inside the convention and protesters outside the convention were angered by their perception of an illegitimate nomination of Hubert Humphrey who received the party's nomination without entering a single primary.  The reformer’s goals were to, “weaken the power of traditional party leaders, to reduce the influence of interest groups, and to increase the amount of rank-and-file participation in the nominating process" (Caesar, 1982: 31).  



The party elite, fearing what might happen if they did nothing, resolved at the 1968 Democratic National Convention to appoint a commission to review the presidential nominating system and make appropriate recommendations.  This commission, now known as the McGovern-Fraser Commission,
 recommended rule changes to the nomination process that were adopted by the Democratic National Committee in 1971 and applied for the first time to the 1972 presidential nominating campaign. The rule changes transferred the responsibility of selecting a party nominee from the party professionals to the party rank-and-file.  The general purpose of the McGovern-Fraser Commission was to establish a way to assure broad participation by the rank-and-file of the party in delegate selection and hence in the way the party nominated presidential candidates. This broad mandate for reform led to the adoption of eighteen rules, which provided for procedural fairness, proportional representation of presidential candidate supporters, and affirmative action policies forcing delegations to represent their underlying partisan groups within the electorate as well as candidate preferences.  The underlying purpose of these reforms was to legitimize the party's selection of the presidential party nominee by increasing participation and by opening the party to primarily under represented constituencies.  

`
Specifically, the Mandate for Reform stated that, “Rules or practices which inhibit access to the delegate selection process--items which compromise full and meaningful participation by inhibiting or preventing a Democrat from exercising his influence in the delegate selection process.” This implies that delegate selection and consequently the selection of the party nominee would be tied to the expression of preferences of participants during the nomination stage.  This mandate was a profound change on the nomination process. Post McGovern-Fraser, primaries have become the modal way to determine the outcome of state nominating events increasing the number of participants. Between 1924 and 1968 the average number of states holding both Democratic and Republican primaries was 13.5, since 1968 that average number has soared to 35 states (p < 001, two-test).  Moreover, primary and caucus support for nomination contenders is directly linked to the number of delegates each candidate receives, especially within the Democratic Party.  Delegates selected through this reformed process are candidate enthusiasts, psychologically committed to supporting a particular candidate at the convention. The thrust of these changes placed the decision-making power for the party's nomination in the hands of primary and caucus participants and away from national, state, and local party leaders.  However, party leaders and candidates through more reform and general tinkering with the process have attempted to tilt the nomination campaign in favor of powerful party and elite preferences potentially undermining the opportunity for “full and meaningful participation” of potential rank-and-file party participants.  

Consequences of Reform

More Reform


Immediately following the implementation of these reforms more reforms were instituted.  The Mikulski Commission (1972-73), the Winograd Commission (1974-78), the Hunt Commission (1980-82) and the Fowler Commission (1985-86) added more reforms including affirmative action on delegate selection, Super Delegates, mandating proportional representation rules, binding primaries, etc.  (see Diclerico and Davis 2000).  In addition, starting with the Winograd Commission the issue of timing and the length of the presidential selection system came into question.  Critics observed that the process was too long and so commissions tried to curtail the length by setting a narrower time frame for nominating events.  However, special exemptions were often made for Iowa and New Hampshire ensuring a generally long nomination process, but some deliberative time between contests to promote voter interest and information. 

Frontloading

Equally important, candidate behavior changed.  While prior to the reforms candidates stayed in the race longer, often up to the convention, in the post reform world candidates withdrew quickly when their campaign could not meet expectations and raise money for the on-going events (Mayer and  Hagen 2000).  Thus, early events like Iowa and New Hampshire played an increasingly important role, often eliminating candidates that did not do well and providing others with momentum.  This was due to the fact that the early primaries captured a huge proportion of the media and candidate attention and later states did not (Bartels 1988).  Recognizing these changes and their importance to candidate selection, critics questioned the appropriateness of demographically unrepresentative states essentially making these choices for all party activists (Polsby 1983; Keeter and Zukin 1983).  Southern states in particular felt as though their more conservative values and interests were not represented in this process (Norrander 1992).  Wanting to have greater clout in determining the party nominee and get a piece of the media pie, many states altered their primary schedule, pushing their nominating dates up earlier in the process. 
  For example, in 1988, Southern state leaders combined their efforts to create a regional primary event, known as Super Tuesday. One of the reasons behind the push is the increased influence and perceived importance of going early.  Southern Democrats, in their campaign for a regional Super Tuesday, indicated that one reason for the change was, “to encourage greater participation by Southern voters” (Southern Legislative Conference 1986).  On this front the change was a success, Southern primary voters turned out in record numbers, increasing overall participation by a significant 5% and doubling participation in some states (Norrander 1992).   Leaders in other states quickly jumped on the frontloading bandwagon, ultimately changing the nature of the race each successive election year.

Figure 1 compares the proportion of Democratic and Republican primaries completed by week since the beginning of the reform period.  Notice how primaries in 1972, 1976, 1980 and 1984 were largely drawn out with less than 50% of primaries conducted half way through the primary season.  By 1988, however, frontloading was highly visible with more than 50% of primaries conducted by week seven.  By 2000 fully half the primaries were completed by week four of the primary process.  And, because primaries are linked directly to delegate selection, delegate selection has also been compressed.   The result is that we now have a system that looks substantially more like a national presidential primary than ever before.  

Figure 1.  Proportion of Democratic and Republican Primaries Completed by Week, 1972-2000
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Front loading will increase further during the 2004 election cycle.  In January of 2002 the Democratic National Committee voted to allow states to hold their primaries more than a month earlier in 2004 than in 2000.  In 2004, Iowa will schedule its caucus on January 24 and New Hampshire will hold its primary on January 27.  The new Democratic window allows other states to schedule their primary or caucus as early as February 3, five weeks earlier than in 2000.  This schedule follows the Republican schedule seen in 2000 and is meant to keep Democratic candidates and activities in the public eye.  During 2000 the Republicans held five primaries in February garnering national media attention around the nomination fight between John McCain and George W. Bush.  Some Democrats feel this media intensity better positioned Republicans in 2000 and will better position Democrats in 2004 to challenge George W. Bush.  Critics of the change, however,  argue that heavier frontloading will prevent voters from adequately learning about some Democratic contenders because theoretically the nomination season could essentially produce a winner by the end of February-- only four weeks after the process begins.

Earlier Endings

One consequence of frontloading is that the nominee is determined much earlier.  This is due to candidate attrition as well as delegate accumulation.  In 1972 for example, 9 Democratic candidates ran for the party nomination and by the end of the nomination season two thirds of them remained.  Similarly in 1976 half the Democratic candidates and both the Republican candidates stayed in the race throughout the primary season.  In comparison, in 1988 only 2 Democratic candidates out of 7 remained during the entire delegate selection period; and, for Republicans only the eventual nominee was left over two months before the delegate selection process was over. By 2000 both parties effectively ended their campaign almost 3 months before the last primary was held; and, in the Republican Party at least half the field withdrew before the first delegate selection event was conducted.

This information is reflected in Table 1, which presents the number of primary elections remaining after the nominee is essentially called by the media, has enough delegates to cross the 50% delegate threshold, or only one candidate remains.  Just looking at the competitive contests and not where an incumbent president is running unopposed for his party’s nomination (incumbent years are in bold), the table shows an almost monotonic increase over time.  Early on in the 1972-76 period all or nearly all of primaries were fought before the race was called.   By 1988, however, over one-third of the primaries in both parties remained when the respective party candidates were anointed as winners.  Four years later over half the races remained and by 2000 three-in-five, a huge majority, of the primaries remained after the party nominee emerged.
Table 1.  Number  and Percentage of Primaries Remaining after Nominee is Determined

	
	Democrats
	Republicans

	Election Year
	# of Primaries Remaining
	% of Primaries Remaining
	Total # of primaries
	# of Primaries Remaining
	% of Primaries Remaining
	Total # of primaries

	1972
	0
	0
	20
	19
	100
	19

	1976
	0
	0
	27
	0
	0
	26

	1980
	27
	77
	34
	12
	34
	34

	1984
	0
	0
	25
	25
	100
	29

	1988
	13
	36
	36
	16
	44
	36

	1992
	18
	46
	39
	22
	58
	38

	1996
	36
	100
	35
	15
	34
	42

	2000
	25
	64
	40
	25
	58
	43


Note: Bold numbers are sitting Presidents running for reelection.

The increasing trend to declare the winner early and quickly affects the type of campaign to which voters in different states are exposed.  In the earliest states, such as New Hampshire, voters are exposed to a full slate of candidates, intense campaigning, and a disproportionate share of media attention (Bartels 1988).  Their decisions are seen as the harbinger of the campaign. Because the race is new and every candidate has a chance to win the nomination (at least in theory), votes in these states “count” more. The outcome of early states provide important cues to future voters about the electability of candidates, and can breathe life and the all important “big mo” into the underdog campaign. As each subsequent election takes place, however, the dynamics of the campaign change: the field is winnowed, candidates cease campaigning, the “cues” from any one state become less important to future states, and media attention wanes (Norrander 2000, Haynes and Murray 1998).  Once the winner of the nomination has been declared – either because of delegate selection, media reports, or by an absence of challengers - voters in any remaining states no longer have a meaningful choice at the polls. Without the prodding that an active campaign provides and because whatever marginal effect voters’ choices would make to an election outcome is lost when the candidate is known, voters have fewer incentives to participate and less interest in the contest.  

Consequences to Voter Participation

We argue that these dynamics have unintended consequences for voter participation.  What started out in 1972 as a drive for meaningful democracy and participation by the rank and file is slowly deteriorating due to frontloading. As presidential nomination campaigns have become increasingly frontloaded since 1988, we find that this criticism becomes more relevant.  Many potential voters are left out in the cold as the process often “ends” before their state’s primary is conducted. However, we cannot know the degree to which frontloading presents a problem without systematic evidence on how the timing of a state’s primary, relative to the “effective end” of the nomination campaign, affects turnout independent of other influences on turnout.   

We focus our analysis on the two distinct, but related factors – whether or not a state’s primary election occurs before or after the effective end of the nomination campaign and, for those who fall before the end, their position in the sequence of primaries prior to when the nominee is known.  The logic for the study of the former is intuitive – we expect turnout to decline once the active campaign period is over.  The logic for the latter is less intuitive, thus warrants explication.  

The position that a state’s primary falls in the sequence of primaries matters because the sequential nature of the nomination choice alters the calculus of voting in an important way – early votes matter more because they send signals to later voters; and, thus contribute more to a candidate’s probability of winning than votes cast later in the sequence.  Unlike a general election vote, which derives all value from contributing to the chances a candidate will win a majority of the vote, the primary vote has value even when cast for the loser.  Candidates thought to be underdogs who beat the odds and do better than expected in a nominating event gain momentum, and, as a result, increasing media attention, campaign contributions, and a closer look by voters in subsequent primaries.  Thus, candidates, other than the frontrunner, enhance their viability by “winning” early.  However, the degree to which the vote for a losing candidate can enhance the subsequent chances of that candidate declines as the sequence of primaries progresses because the viability of the eventual also-rans decreases with each state electoral event.  This is, in part, due to the delegate accumulation count and to the behavior of candidates.  As weaker candidates are winnowed from the field, voters have fewer choices and the enthusiasm and expenditures in the race declines.  Candidate winnowing thus serves as a disincentive for voter participation and consequently turnout declines.

Of course, timing is far from the only influence on nomination turnout.  Past studies on voter turnout in presidential primaries have relied on both aggregate and survey data to understand how the nomination environment, the rules (Moran and Fenster 1982; Morris and Davis 1975; Norrander 1986a, 1992; Norrander and Smith 1985; Ranney 1977), candidate strategies (Moran and Fenster 1982, Norrander 1986a, Norrander and Smith 1985, Zeidenstein 1970), and the demographic characteristics of the electorate, influence turnout (Kenney and Rice 1985).  Similar factors are found to influence turnout in general election campaigns (Lazarsfeld et al, 1944, Verba and Nie 1972; Milbrath and Goel 1977, Cavanagh 1981, Rosentone and Wolfinger 1978, Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980, Patterson and Caldeira 1983).    We control for these important factors as we test for the effect of primary sequencing and nominee selection on presidential primary turnout.  

Data and Methods

We use aggregate state level primary voting data beginning in 1972, because that is the first election under the new nominating rules, and ending in 2000 to test our hypothesis that primary sequence and ending period affects political participation.
  Our unit of analysis is party elections in states.  Each election year has up to two cases per state, since there may be a nomination race for each party in each state.
 Specifically, we hypothesize the following:

· H1.  State party primaries that occur after the party nominee is known have a lower rate of turnout than party primaries that occur before the nominee is known, cet. par.

· H2:  Primaries that occur earlier in the sequence and prior to when the nominee is known have higher turnout than states that occur later in the sequence, cet. par. 

Dependent Variable

One of the most complex issues in modeling turnout in presidential primaries is defining the dependent variable (Norrander 1986b, 1992).  This is a difficult question, because the eligible electorate, the denominator, is difficult to define.  During a general election this is a rather simple question and is measured as either the number of registered voters, the voting age population, or the voting eligible population (McDonald and Popkin 2001; Teixeria 1992; Shields and Goidel but see Lijphart 1997).  However, in a primary setting, unlike a general election, the race is intraparty and therefore there are really two elections happening simultaneously.  The question, then, becomes how to determine the partisan subset of voters who make-up the eligible electorate.  

Fortunately, Norrander (1986b) tested 4 different measures of the eligible electorate and determined that using a “normal vote” measure to represent the party population is the best theoretical and empirical measure of the eligible electorate. We define normal vote as the state party vote for the governor and the president averaged over the last 12 years of election within the state.  Thus we use the last 3 state presidential elections and anywhere from 3 to 6 gubernatorial elections.  We measure the proportion for each office, average it over the 12-year period and combine these averages to make one overall proportion for each state.  We multiply this by the number of registered voters in the state to create the denominator in our measure of party turnout. The numerator, of course, is the number of people who cast votes in each party primary.  Our intraparty turnout measure ranges from 1.15 to 94.14%.

Independent Variables


We have two main independent variables of interest.  The first is whether or not the primary election occurred after the date a party nominee is known.  Drawing upon multiple sources, we identify the point at which a single candidate was considered the party nominee due to delegate selection or lack of challengers.
  We use a dummy variable that is 0 for the time in which there is no known nominee and a 1 after the nominee is chosen. For years in which there was an incumbent president running essentially unchallenged (1972 Republican, 1984 Republican, 1996 Democrat) we code this variable one throughout.  This essentially provides us with a baseline of those willing to support the party and turnout even when there is essentially no contest.  These voters are loyal partisans who probably participate habitually in voting. Once the race is called voters have less incentive to participate. Therefore, we predict a negative effect from this variable.

The second variable measures the effect of distance in terms of primary sequence from the moment at which the race is called.  To create this measure, we first identified the sequential location of all primary contests, and then counted back from the end point of the campaign the number of primaries in sequence to the beginning of the primary campaign (i.e. New Hampshire).  For example, in 2000 the Republican nomination essentially ended when Senator John McCain suspended his campaign on March 9, after he did poorly in a Super Tuesday event on March 7.  These Super Tuesday primary states were coded –1 and we counted backward adding –1 to each earlier primary date for a measure that goes down to –6.  Likewise, Democrats in 2000 ended their nomination campaign on the same date, March 9, when Senator Bill Bradley withdrew from the contest.  The Democrats, however, had only 4 primary dates before this announcement and therefore this measure goes from –1 to –4.  States primaries that occur after the nominee is known are coded 0.  The variable, in essence, captures the frontloading effect.   We expect that as states get closer to the date the nomination is called and as winnowing and cues signal who is ahead, who is behind and who is out, turnout will decrease.  Thus, we expect this coefficient for this variable to be negative.  

Control Variables


In addition to our main variables of interest, we control for other factors that may have material effects on turnout.  The rules or structural factors surrounding the race including whether the primary is open, closed or a modified open primary are an important part of the primary election context. A closed primary is where only registered partisans can participate in the party primary; a modified primary is where registered partisans and independents can choose to participate.  We make dummy variables for each of these and include in our model modified open and open. If participation rules matter, then the more open the primary rules, the larger the voter turnout. Therefore we expect both coefficients to be positive.  However, past research on primary turnout has found little effect of open primary rules on turnout and often a negative effect of modified open primaries (Ranney 1977; Kenney and Rice 1985).  Rules such as these may be too esoteric for most voters, leaving voter stimulation to candidate behavior and characteristics of the race.  


Other rules we control for include the role of the primary in delegate selection.  Some primaries are “beauty contests” in which the vote does not directly determine the eventual nominee. In this case, the primary is less meaningful to the voter and therefore voters may not turnout.  Others have found this variable sometimes lowers turnout (Norrander 1986a, 1992; Norrander and Smith 1985; Ranney 1977; Zidenstein 1970). We use a dummy variable for beauty contest primaries, 0 if it is not a beauty contest and one if it is and expect this variable to be negative. Likewise we control for whether the primary is a delegate primary. A delegate primary is a primary contest where voters choose delegates to the convention and do not necessarily vote for a candidate preference.  States sometimes include information about delegate candidate preference and sometimes do not.  Given that voters may have less incentive to invest in such a primary we expect a negative relationship with turnout.


We also control for whether there is a state primary being held simultaneously (Norrander 1986; Norrander and Smith 1985). This is an important control because state offices may attract turnout in the absence of a competitive presidential primary race.  This, too, is a dummy variable coded one if states hold their state primaries on the same day and zero otherwise.


In terms of candidate behavior we capture competitiveness of the state primary races in two ways.  First, we control for the number of candidates in the contest.  Our assumption is that as the number of candidates increases that the race is more competitive and draws out more voters.  We define number of candidates as the number of candidate receiving 5% or more of the vote.  This is likely because voters have more choices and because of multiple candidates’ efforts in mobilization of their constituencies.  Secondly, we measure the amount of money spent in each state contest per potential voter.  To calculate this measure we take constant dollars spent per state divided by the normal state party vote.
 Campaign spending captures candidate mobilization efforts and therefore represents one way to measure competitiveness.  We expect competitiveness to have a positive effect on turnout as it does in general election campaigns. We show our results with and without this variable for three reasons. First, reporting rules only apply to candidate who choose to take federal matching funds.  Thus, in 1996 spending data for Steve Forbes and in 2000 Steve Forbes and George W. Bush are not available.  So, in these years, spending data under reports actual spending.  Second, the FEC rules cap spending in states based upon an Electoral College formula.  These caps force candidates to show spending meant for one state as spending in another state.  This happens when a candidate buys TV ads in the Boston media market for the New Hampshire primary or a candidate uses a survey firm in Nebraska to assess voter attitudes in New Hampshire.  If the candidate is worried about reaching spending limits imposed by the FEC he will place those costs into Massachusetts and Nebraska instead of New Hampshire.  And, third, reporting requirements only began in 1976 and therefore 1972 becomes a missing case.  Thus, this data has some amount of error, but still represents an adequate measure of spending.


Because our unit of analysis is party elections in primary states we also control for party.  The variable is coded 0 for Democrats and 1 for Republicans.  We also control for year of race as each contest is ultimately centered on a particular general election contest that is important to the general dynamic of the nomination contest.


Finally we also control for demographic characteristics of states including percent black, percent college educated, percent over the age of 65 and state median family income.
  We expect that state with greater proportions of blacks to have lower levels of turnout and that states with higher levels of residents over the age of 65, greater numbers of college educated residents, and larger median family incomes to have higher levels of turnout.  This is consistent with the resource model of participation (Verba and Nie 1972).  However, given our dependent variable, these variables may not work as expected.  This is because we use a normal party vote measure to determine turnout and given that the partisan balance of some states is very biased favoring one party over another, the turnout variable within a state may be very high for one party and very low for another party canceling out any effects.  

Results


We begin by showing the difference in mean turnout before and after the race is declared.  Our hypothesis is that mean turnout should be lower once the nominee is known because voters have less incentive to go to the polls once their vote no longer counts in determining the party nominee.  Table 2 supports our hypothesis.  A simple t-test shows that average turnout drops from 37% to 26%, a difference of 9% points once the nominee is known. 

Table 2.  Difference in Turnout Rates before and After the Party Nominee is Known, 1972-2000

	
	Percent Turnout
	N

	Before 
	33.66
	268

	After
	25.73
	256

	Difference
	7.93***
	


Note: *** p < .001

Table 3 presents the results of our two models (see Appendix A for electoral dummy results).  Both support our hypotheses outlined in the previous section.  Party primaries that occur after the nomination campaign is effectively over have lower turnout, and states that fall closer to that end have lower turnout than states that fall near the beginning of the process.  Moreover, these effects are strong and highly significant even after controlling for a variety of alternative influences on turnout.  

The main difference between the two models is the inclusion of the competitiveness variable.  Model 1, the model without the competitiveness measures, shows that as frontloading increases and fewer states participate in deciding the party nominee, turnout decreases by .7%.  Similarly, once the nominee is determined turnout decreases even further - by a substantial 4.2%.  The direction of this relationship for both variables holds relatively steady when we include our competitiveness measure with our measure of winnowing hardly changing at all and effective end measure increasing  about a percentage point to  5.3% once the race is called.  

We are cautious in our interpretation the “competitiveness” coefficient because of the potential for error in the candidate spending data and the reduced number of cases, as discussed earlier.  However, the measure is significant and positive as expected.  Since most spending is done prior to the end of the campaign, this variable represents additional effects of frontloading. 

Other factors show significant effects on primary turnout.  If the primary is a beauty contest and delegates are picked elsewhere, the primary contest has a decline of about 14%.  Delegate primaries, however, show no influence on voter turnout.  The rules governing the process and who can participate show only modest findings on one variable and then in the wrong direction.  A modified open primary, where independent voters are allowed to choose their primary party on voting day, has a negative effect on turnout.  This is troublesome, but has appeared repeatedly as a consistent finding (Kenny and Rice 1985, Ranney 1977).

Table 3.  OLS Regression of Primary Turnout

	
	Model 1
	Model 2

	
	b
	Standard Error
	b
	Standard Error

	Frontloading Effects:
	
	
	
	

	Winnowing
	-.66**
	.27
	-.57**
	.29

	Race Declared
	-4.17***
	1.58
	-5.26**
	1.60

	
	
	
	
	

	Rules:
	
	
	
	

	Beauty Contest
	-14.44****
	2.92
	-13.97****
	2.93

	Delegate Primary
	5.20
	7.01
	6.06
	6.73

	Open
	1.73
	1.23
	1.31
	1.24

	Modified Open
	-9.36****
	1.66
	-8.43****
	1.70

	
	
	
	
	

	Context of Race:
	
	
	
	

	Other Primaries
	5.74****
	1.27
	6.90****
	1.29

	Incumbent in Race
	-5.18****
	1.30
	-6.09****
	1.30

	State Primary Tradition
	8.17****
	1.34
	7.69****
	1.37

	Party
	-9.50****
	1.06
	-9.26***
	1.06

	# of Candidates
	1.47*
	.76
	-.18
	.825

	Campaign Spending
	-----
	----
	.93*
	.49

	Demographics:
	
	
	
	

	Percent Black
	-.32****
	.07
	-.31****
	.07

	Median Family Income
	-.0002**
	.00
	-.0002*
	.000

	Percent over age 65
	-.78**
	.38
	-.70*
	.39

	Percent college or More
	.38
	.26
	.25
	.25

	Constant
	54.71****
	8.70
	58.17***
	8.72

	
	
	
	
	

	R Square Adjusted
	.486
	
	.473
	

	F
	22.88***
	
	19.88***
	

	N
	511
	
	464
	


Note:  * p < .10 **, p < .05, ***p<.01, **** p < .001

The context of the race also is important and the results are largely consistent with our expectations.  Having other state primaries scheduled on the same day as the presidential primary increases turnout by nearly 6%.  These other primaries offer additional incentives for participation and therefore a positive effect was anticipated.  Furthermore, this is important because many late primary states have state primary events at the same time, resulting in a larger turnout than would otherwise be expected.  Having an incumbent president in the intraparty contest also impedes turnout, averaging about a 5% loss.  This is especially likely to be important when the President is unchallenged as in 1984 for the Republicans or in 1996 for the Democrats.  Voters in states that have “always” participated in primary contests are much more likely (about 8%) to turnout than voters in state’s who have more recently joined the primary bandwagon.  Party also shows a negative effect indicating that Republican primary voters are less likely to turnout then Democrats.

Our demographic variables showed mixed results.  While percent black works as expected in a negative direction, median family income and percent over age 65 are in the wrong direction.  Increased rates of college graduates in a state also make little difference to state primary turnout, as the results are insignificant from zero.  However, at least, the coefficient in both models is in the positive direction.

Predicting Turnout Based on Primary Sequencing 


The models in the previous section lend strong support to the idea that state primary turnout depends upon the relative sequence of the primary and whether or not the primary falls after the “end” of the campaign.  But, our interest is broader than just predicting turnout on a state-by-state basis – we wish to know what effect changes in primary sequencing have on overall turnout.  To examine this question, we create two “simulations” to predict national turnout under different frontloading assumptions – one that rests on a set of fifteen hypothetical states, and a second that “replays” the 1976 elections under the assumption that they were frontloaded as the 2000 elections. 


The first simulation is somewhat removed from the real world, but is illustrative of the effects of frontloading independent of all other factors.  In our simulated campaign process, we examine national turnout for one party’s primaries based on the turnout from 15 hypothetical states. All states in this model have equal population (100,000), identical demographics, identical primary contexts, and identical primary rules.  The only difference among states is their position in the primary sequence and whether or not each state’s primary occurs after the end of the “effective” campaign.  


Technically, the absolute soonest the race could be over due to delegate selection falls at the half way point, after the 8th race. However, the race could be “effectively over” at any time.  If only one candidate seeks the party nomination, the nomination outcome is determined from the outset and all primary elections are held after the “end” of the campaign.  However, if two or more candidates run, the effective end occurs when all candidates but the eventual nominee choose to stop campaigning and cede the race.   This may occur because of actual delegate selection, or it may occur because challengers perceive themselves as no longer viable.  In recent years, candidate drop out is a central reason for determining the party nominee, and is related to the frontloading phenomenon and a consequent decrease in the value of momentum.


Figure 2 shows the predicted national turnout for the hypothetical party by the point in the sequence that the primary ends.  The first point on the X-axis represents a campaign that ends before it ever begins, such as might occur when a president runs for a second term.  The rightmost point on the X-axis represents a campaign where the winner is not known until after the end of the last primary.  The baseline national primary turnout when the campaign lasts the full fifteen periods is 33.5%.  However, national turnout drops by nearly 1% each time the campaign ends a period earlier.  When the nomination is over before the campaign season gets under way, primary election turnout drops to a mere 22%. 

Figure 2:  Simulated National Turnout for Campaign Ending in Different Periods

While the simulated results provide a visible picture about the nature of voter turnout in a frontloaded process that emphasizes early endings, it does not provide a clear picture of the voting casualties that such changes imply.   Using the assumptions of our model in Table 3, we estimate the loss of voters in each contested contest over the last three decades due to the changing nature of process.  Notice first that prior to 1988 there were only two contested effected by early endings and this was in 1976 and 1980)   and that three contests (Democrats 1972, Republicans 1976 and Republicans 1980) went to the end of the campaign and so voter turnout was unaffected by these factors.  However, starting in 1988 we see an increasing number of voters influenced by these factors in deciding whether or not to turnout. And the effect on overall turnout and the number of voters choosing to do something else is extremely high.  With four out of the six contests having voter casualties of higher than 20%.  That suggests that fully one-fifth of turnout is lost because of early determination of the party nominee.  

Table 4.  Voter Casualty Due to Winnowing and Early Endings

in Non Incumbent Presidential Races, 1972-2000

	                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
	Party
	Turnout
	Estimated Loss in Turnout
	Total Potential Turnout
	Percentage Vote Casualty

	1972
	Democrat
	15,993,965
	0
	15,993,965
	0

	1976 
	Democrat
	16,052,652
	0
	16,052,652
	0

	1976
	Republican
	8,669,625
	0
	NA
	0

	1980 
	Republican
	18,747,825
	1,027,069
	19,774,894
	5.2

	1984
	Democrat
	17,740,504
	0
	NA
	0

	1988
	Democrat
	22,961,936
	2,726,002
	25,687,938
	10.6

	1988
	Republican
	12,165,115
	3,498,421
	15,663,536
	22.3

	1992
	Democrat
	12,696,550
	3,481,960
	16,178,510
	21.5

	1996
	Republican
	15,374,488
	2,961,259
	18,335,747
	16.2

	2000
	Democrat
	14,000,895
	4,671,504
	18,672,399
	25.5

	2000
	Republican
	19,317,635
	4,983,900
	24,301,535
	20.8


Discussion

Our results and simulations show the harmful effect of frontloading on turnout up to the effective end of the campaign, each subsequent primary further reduces turnout as incentives for voting for the frontrunner increases and incentives for supporting an increasingly likely pool of losing  candidates decreases.  In addition, once the nominee is known participation rates substantially decline as voter no longer have incentives to participate and candidates no longer have incentives to stimulate participation.  These results seem problematic in the face of a reformed process that was intended to enhance internal party democracy and meaningful and fair participation.  

Recent discussions by political elites, party leaders and political pundits, also question the sanity and effectiveness of the nomination process as it has evolved, particularly as it relates to frontloading and its consequences.  Political pundit David Broder argues that the rapid succession of numerous state primaries may result in the inability of voters to make a quality and deliberative decision given the choices offered.  Simply, there is not enough time between state contests for voters to make a well-informed choice.  As David Broder suggests,  “As the primary results from one state shifted the strength of candidates within the field, voters in the states next on the schedule often did not have time to thoroughly assess the field of candidates.  They didn’t have the opportunity to make a well-informed decision.  They didn’t see those candidates very much, if at all.” Party leaders have expressed similar concerns. The Republican National Committee in 1996 organized a task force on primaries and caucuses because in RNC Chair Haley Barbour’s words, “There is some concern that our nominating process may have become so compressed that it does not serve the party or the voters very well. Voters don’t have much time to reflect as some candidates drop out and others emerge,” (from Busch 2000).

Other pundits have also argued against the compressed schedule.  Arguing that there essentially is no nomination campaign, these pundits pointed to a report by Professor Thomas Patterson that showed that voter interest abated quickly after the nominee was known in 2000 and media attention waned just when voters had a chance to become more informed and make a more mature assessments of the candidates involved (Germond and Witcover 2000).  And, finally, the consequences to voter mobilization and rank-and-file party recruitment may also be negative.  Academic research has also shown that nomination campaigns are an environment in which the party has the opportunity to expand its base of support.  Research shows that those involved in the nomination campaign, even for a losing candidate, often work for the party or party nominee in the general election campaign (Stone, Atkeson and Rapoport 1992).  Thus, presidential nomination campaigns are a unique opportunity for new entrants to come into the party.  With a shorter campaign, party expansion and recruitment may be less likely as voters do not have the time or inclination to become involved in a candidates’ campaigns before the race is essentially over.     

Given these findings and the level of contempt for the process among party elites, political pundits, academics and even voters, we suggest that further reforms are in order.  To make the process more deliberative and more democratic, proper spacing of primaries needs to be considered.  Voters need to have time to learn about the candidates and candidates need to have time to get their messages to the voters and stimulate interest and participation in the process.  Candidates also need time for momentum and its positive consequences, news attention and campaign contributions, to kick in.  Thus, spreading out the process increases the chance for greater participation among the rank and file and for a more deliberative process, allowing voters to make better choices about both the electability and ideological appropriateness of the candidates.  Without such changes, a de facto national primary is imminent that reduces interest and favors the frontrunner, making the nomination campaign a mythical agent of choice.    

Appendix A.  Table 1 Election Year Controls for Models 1 and 2 

	
	Model 1
	Model 2

	
	b
	Standard Error
	b
	Standard Error

	1972
	5.12
	3.88
	
	

	1976
	5.09
	3.56
	3.63
	3.51

	1980
	6.17
	2.82
	5.39
	2.76

	1984
	-.12
	2.34
	-.98
	2.66

	1988
	5.40**
	2.08
	5.44**
	2.27

	1992
	1.96
	2.09
	1.75
	2.03

	1996
	-3.40
	1.96
	-3.19
	1.89


Note: * p < .10, ** p < .05 ***, p < .01, **** p < .001
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�  For a full listing of abuses see the Commission on Party Structure and Delegate Selection, Mandate for Reform.


�  McGovern-Fraser is the most commonly used name for the commission coming from its two chairs, Senator George S. McGovern of South Dakota and Representative Donald M. Fraser of Minnesota.  The official title of the commission was the "Commission on Party Structure and Delegate Selection.”


� Some states after moving up their primary date change back to a later date.  


� We do not examine caucus turnout because caucus attendance data is only sporadically reported.  We did, however, include the limited caucus data in some of our test models.  We found the addition of caucus data resulted in similar findings for the variables we report in Table 1 and that the caucus variable was large, negative and significant as expected.  


� Parties do not necessarily have their nominating events on the same day or with the same delegate selection mechanism.  


� We determine when the race ends using newspaper reports and academic articles.


� Data on candidate spending comes from FEC reports.  We used constant 2000 dollars.  The formula for constant dollars was obtained from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 


� When you look at the data, spending levels makes sense with expectations about primary sequence.  Most of the money is placed in the early primaries with the latest primaries often indicating no money spent.   


� An F test actually showed that including the dummies did not provide any increase in predictive power.  Models without election year dummies show slightly stronger effects for our two main independent variables of interest.  


� These data are from the census bureau.
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Figure 1.  Percentag of Democratic and Republican Primaries Completed by Primary Week
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