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Part I
A Data-Driven Analysis of Youth Turnout
Impact on U.S. Presidential Elections

Research Objective
❏
❏

❏

Diagram I-A-1 Reported Voting Rates by Age
Data Source: File, Thom. “Voting in America: A Look at the 2016 Presidential
Election”.
United
States
Census
Bureau.
10
March
2017.
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/random-samplings/2017/05/voting
_in_america.html

❏

18- to 29-year olds always had much lower
voting rates.
Although, according to CIRCLE, youth
turnout in 2020 election was 10% higher
than that of 2016, this age group was still
the least participating.
In recent decades, this age group has had 50
million or so eligible voters, 20% of all legal
voters.
This research is to ﬁrst answer this
question: Are the number of votes from this
group enough to make a signiﬁcant impact
on election results if they choose to
participate more actively.

Approach & Methodology
❏

❏

This is a data-driven
research with quantitative
analysis of the hypothetical
impact from youth voters
on every presidential
elections since 1980.
The project used a
scenario-based method to
conduct the quantitative
analysis - an original
method unused by any
other research.

❖
❖

Obtaining key metrics from data of presidential elections
from 1976, for every of the 50 states and DC
For every presidential election between 1980 and 2020:
➢ applying certain voting rate metrics, based on various
higher-than-actual youth turnout scenarios, to the then 18- to
29-year-old population data to calculate the hypothetical
additional youth votes

❖

➢

With the hypothetical additional votes, using certain metrics of
percentage of votes received by each party’s candidate, based
on various youth voting decision scenarios, to calculate how
many of these votes each of the candidates would get

➢

Adding each candidate’s additional youth votes to their actual
votes from the election to determine how it would change the
results for each state, as well as the results of the overall
election when all states’ electoral votes are added up

Reviewing the results of all eleven elections modeled with
the above steps together to derive ﬁndings and
conclusions

Key Findings - 1
If they participate more actively, youth voters have the potential to
make a signiﬁcant diﬀerence in presidential elections.
Diagram

Diagram II-F-2
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In the presidential elections, most of the
popular vote margin are much smaller
than the youth population.

In the presidential elections, popular vote
diﬀerences have been decreasing, while the
voting age population and the actual votes cast
have both been increasing.

Key Findings - 2
In battleground states, the youth population can meaningfully
inﬂuence the election results with their votes, especially in tight races.
This ﬁnding is derived after studying the scenario
that youth votes would participate at the same level
as the state’s highest voting rate in the last 40 years
in all battleground states, with the party that lost the
election gaining a portion of these additional youth
votes at a magnitude the same as the most votes in
percentage the part has ever had in that state. The
diagrams on the right show that the hypothetical
additional young voters’ participation and their
candidate choices notably changed the election
results in battleground states.

Diagram II-F-6 Actual
Vs. Modeled Results Percent
of
Battleground States
Won by the Party
that Lost the Election

Diagram II-F-7 Actual
Vs. Modeled Results Percent
of
Battleground State
Electoral Votes Won
by the Party that Lost
the Election

Key Findings - 2, continued
Based on the modeled results, in
the 2000 election, Republicans won
25 less electoral votes in these
battleground states, and in the
2016 election, 46 less, which were
enough to ﬂip the results of both
elections. All it needed for that to
happen was the youth voting rate
being the same as the highest
general
voting
rate
these
battleground states have ever had,
and the Democratic Party gaining a
portion of these youth votes at a
magnitude the same as the most
votes, percentage-wise, the party
has ever had in those battleground
states.
Diagram II-F-8 Actual Vs. Modeled Results - The 2000 and 2016 Presidential Elections

Key Findings - 3
Motivating youth in battleground states and earning their votes are of
essential importance for both winning and losing parties.
In another scenario, the research studied how additional youth
voters in battleground states would strengthen the winning
party’s advantage in the last eleven elections. The modeled results
show that, if favored by the additional youth voters, the winner
would still gain slightly more electoral votes from battleground
states in ﬁve of the eleven elections, while keeping the same
already large margins in the other six elections

Diagram II-F-9 Modeled Electoral Vote
Gains by the Losing Party Vs. the Winning
Party

When combining the results of both scenarios, it is evident that
the amount of untapped youth votes in battleground states could
either ﬂip enough electoral votes for the trailing candidate, or
solidify a convincing win for the leading candidate.

This diagram shows that these
additional youth votes would
provide a bigger boost to the
losing party than they would to
the winning party in terms of
electoral vote gain, as shown in
below diagram.

Key Findings - 4
In the states that the opposing party is likely to
win, improving youth turnout and being favored
by the untapped voters will beneﬁt the trailing
party in a substantial way.
The research studied how additional youth voters in the states that the
losing party didn’t carry would help the party. Key observations are:

❏

For all presidential elections from 1980, the modeled results showed
reductions in electoral vote deﬁcit for the losing party.

❏
❏

Two out of the eleven elections, 2000 and 2016, saw diﬀerent winners.
Even Reagan’s 1984 decisive victory lost some electoral votes in this
scenario.

It can be concluded that had more youth voters come out to vote and
voted more for the losing party in the states it lost, the losing party
would have a better chance of winning these presidential elections.

Key Findings - 4, continued
In the situation that both the winning
and losing parties campaigned for and
gained additional youth votes in the
states they each lost in the elections, the
diagram illustrates electoral vote split
between the two parties for both the
actual election results and modeled
results, side by side, in the last eleven
elections.
It shows that although there were slight
diﬀerences in each party’s electoral vote
count between the actual and the
modeled results, none of the election
outcome was changed and the level of
competitiveness was mostly unchanged
as well.

Key Findings - 5
In addition to
battleground states,
higher youth voter
turnout can also
aﬀect the election
results of the states
that are not
considered
strongholds.

The diagram illustrates how
the state winners changed In
the situation that both the
winning and losing parties
campaigned for and gained
hypothetical additional youth
votes in the states they each
lost in the elections.
This is evident that higher
young voter turnout can
inﬂuence the election results
in more states than those
considered as battleground
states. Elections in the last 40
years have presented almost
the
same
amount
of
opportunities for both parties
to win over a competitive
state with the votes from
young voters, had they been
suﬃciently motivated to cast
their ballots.

Part II
Factors Inﬂuencing Youth Turnout

Factors Impacting Youth Turnout
❏
❏
❏

❏

There are commonly known factors that
aﬀect general voter turnout.
However, the impact level of these
factors on young voters are diﬀerent.
The chart illustrates, based on this
research, how the common factors are
relevant to the current and future young
voters.
Factors
such
as
electoral
competitiveness,
election
types,
candidates, bills on the ballot, and
election day weather were not visited in
this research, as they do not pertain to
voter’s personal characteristics or within
voter’s discretion.

Factors Impacting Youth Turnout: Race & Ethnicity
Race and ethnicity impact on voter turnout is substantial, as illustrated
in the diagram. Election data in recent decades ﬁnds that:
❏

❏
❏

❏

Voter participation among some minority groups
including Hispanics and Asians has increased slightly,
while that of black and white people are ﬂuctuating in a
small range.
Nationwide, the gap of voting rates between white and
black people is narrowing.
In places where minority groups have a more decisive
inﬂuence on the election, with a higher population of
minorities, the turnout disparity is smaller.
Overall, there is still a signiﬁcant gap in voter
participation between the group of white and black
people and the rest population.

Race and ethnicity is even
more relevant to the youth
group
as
the
recent
generations are getting
more and more diverse.

Factors Impacting Youth Turnout: Social Media
It is believed that social media lets people feel more comfortable
ﬁghting and arguing with others virtually as opposed to in person.
Although this can often be toxic and destructive, it can spur people
emotionally into action and going out to vote.
❏
❏
❏

Research shows that the social network platform is believed to be eﬀective in online
political mobilization and, subsequently, lifting voter turnout in the elections.
More and more politicians, civic groups, and governments have started to use digital
strategies to campaign for their causes, hoping to energize their bases to vote.
Social media is notably more prevalent in young people’s lives. With much higher
access to and more time spent on social network apps by the current and future young
voters, social media will just become a substantially more impactful factor to turnout.

As the current youth eventually grow to be a major portion of the voting population, social
media may become as common in political activities as traditional media, if not more.

Factors Impacting Youth Turnout: Income & Education
Two key socioeconomic statuses, income and education, were well
studied and documented for its relation to voter turnout - there is a
positive and clear association between higher family income/education
and greater voter turnout.
❏

❏

As most young voters are still in school
or just entering the workforce, many
belong to the lower income groups. This
factor could be a major one that
contributes to their low turnout.
In recent years, participation rate is
generally getting lower across all
education levels, lesser educated groups
lose interest more than the other
groups.

Part III
Improving Youth Engagement

Strategies
It is important to devise proper strategies that are much diﬀerent from
those targeting the general voting age population. Any political parties,
organizations, or civil groups looking to win young voters’ support need
to understand the following when establishing their strategies:
❏
❏
❏

The 50 million 18- to 29-year-old voters are of strategic importance to any
election.
It is essential to start working with the youth even before they become eligible
voters, so they are well prepared and ready to engage in the political processes.
Youth respond to voter engagement eﬀorts signiﬁcantly diﬀerently from older
age groups.

Under the guidance of these strategies, a well-coordinated and comprehensive
action plan for working with the next generation, requiring grass-root eﬀorts and
legislature-level support will fundamentally boost their engagement.

Action - 1
Encourage and enable proper early participation: It is essential to
establish positive experiences about election early on in one’s life.
Candidates, local oﬃcials, educators, community leaders, and family
members can start with:
❏
❏
❏
❏
❏
❏

Reach out to pre-voting age youth as if they were voters.
Involve youth with causes they care about ﬁrst.
Treat student body government elections as serious matters.
Start youth smaller with local elections.
Incentivize initial participation to nurture long-term activeness.
Make it safe for youth to talk about politics.

Action - 2
Start with education: Many aspects of education have a big role in
preparing the young generation for their civic duties. Actions from
lawmakers at all levels, civic groups, local leaders, school and district
administration, educators, and curriculum developers will be able to
make a meaningful and positive change in this respect.
❏
❏
❏

Recognize the importance of civic education.
Destigmatize politics in school.
Give more importance to education overall.

Action - 3
Utilize social media: As it is so pervasive among youth, social media
should be recognized as a major tool in engaging the younger
generation in politics by the campaigns, political groups, and advocates.
❏
❏

Use social media as a positive channel: posts with positive messages are
highly inﬂuential and particularly eﬀective in reaching teens.
Use social media smartly: the wrong usage of media and social media can
work against the purpose of increasing voter turnout

Action - 4
Take advantage of community inﬂuence: A person’s immediate
community, e.g. family, friends, and peers, usually inﬂuences their ideas
on politics to a fairly signiﬁcant degree. There are several ways to take
advantage of the power of community inﬂuence.
❏

❏

Surround future voters with positive inﬂuence: immersive inﬂuences form
community members are much more relevant and personal in engaging the
young voters than most transitional campaigns or canvassers can deliver
Enable adults in the community to work with young people: it is important
that community members know how to properly converse with the next
generation who often have quite diﬀerent opinions.

Action - 5
Use technology appropriately: Technology is more and more
inseparable from the elections and campaigns, and requires that the
legislative body, regulators, advocacy groups, and technology companies
work together to make things right.
❏
❏

❏

Stop misinformation: misinformation can spread like wildﬁre, which is
especially misleading to youth.
Stop the echo-chamber eﬀect: potential voters are repeatedly fed with
similar information in alignment with their previously held beliefs, de facto
narrowing their perspectives and limiting their ability to see the opposing
views of the whole picture.
Build civic technology that comes with accessibility, integrity and
modernization.

Conclusion
Together, we can fundamentally improve
youth turnout as an impactful force in the
country’s democratic process!

