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ABSTRACT

Why do the rich participate in politics more than the poor? I argue that two common answers to
this question—resources and opportunity cost—are insufficient by themselves but together offer
a unique explanation. The core of my argument is two-fold. First, the experience of demands in
everyday life, such as food insecurity, hospitalization, or housing eviction, exhausts the resources
that would otherwise be used for participation. As individuals make choices about how to best allo-
cate scarce resources, they privilege basic needs over higher-order activities. The opportunity cost
of participation therefore increase as demands arise and resources are diverted away participation.
The second part of my argument is that the poor experience more of these demands on a day-to-
day basis as money provides security and convenience that helps eliminate threats to basic needs.
Taken together, these two arguments amount to an explanation of the income-participation gap. I
test these claims using data from the 1991 and 2004 General Social Survey, which included an
extensive battery on negative life events. The results are as predicted: demands on resources reduce
participation, especially among the poor who experience more of them.
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The legitimacy of the democratic process is predicated on fairness: everyone should have

the opportunity for their voice to be heard and access to the political process should be equal in the

electorate. That class differences in participation persist in the United States thus presents a chal-

lenge to the American political system. A report from the American Political Science Association

documented this very problem, noting that “citizens with lower or moderate incomes speak with a

whisper that is lost on the ears of inattentive government officials, while the advantaged roar with a

clarity and consistency that policy-makers readily hear and routinely follow" (2004, p. 2). The find-

ings of this report make clear that the legitimacy of democracy and its ability to generate justifiable

outcomes, such as fair representation or adequately funded anti-poverty programs, is diminished

by politicians who make little effort to hear the whisper of the poor.

So why don’t the poor speak with a louder voice? This question has recurred in political

science scholarship over the past half century because of its normative importance and the empir-

ical consistency with which unequal class participation has been observed. Scholars have tackled

this problem, commonly known as the income-participation gap, with an array of explanations:

education, political interest, mobilization, resources, opportunity cost, and institutional barriers to

voting. Yet each of these explanations is insufficient or partial in one way or another. In this paper,

I revisit the problem of the income-participation gap and offer a unique explanation that combines

the theoretical structure of the resource model with the logic of opportunity cost. Doing so shifts

the focus of the income-participation gap to the demands of everyday life and expands its scope

from the political to the social. The conclusion is that at least part of the reason for this whisper has

to with an inability to speak louder, not a lack of motivation to do so.

One problem with several of the current explanations of the income-participation gap is tem-

poral ordering. The gap refers to the effect of income on turnout or, more precisely, the effect of

income in the year prior to an election on turnout in that election. However, education, political in-

terest, mobilization, and institutional barriers to voting are largely fixed for most adults by the time
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income is measured or the election occurs, making them nonviable explanations of the income-

participation gap even as they are important to overall turnout. What remains as explanations are

resources and opportunity cost. Yet each of these fall short for different reasons. The resource

model points to the role of money in campaign contributions, donations to causes, and member-

ship in political organizations, while it says nothing about how money affects voting, protesting,

volunteering, or other forms of participation. Economic models in contrast focus explicitly on the

opportunity cost that participation imposes on income, but cannot agree on a common definition of

cost and therefore yield competing hypotheses about the effect of income on participation.

Nevertheless, resources and opportunity cost need not fall short as explanations of the

income-participation gap. The resource model is one of the most influential frameworks for study-

ing participation and has become the lingua franca among scholars of political participation be-

cause of its intuitive underpinnings and explanatory power. I argue in this paper that the resource

model is even more powerful than it styles itself. The focus on the effect of socioeconomic status

(Verba & Nie 1972, Wolfinger & Rosenstone 1980) and later on time, money and civic skills (Verba,

Schlozman & Brady 1995) make the resource model ripe for explaining the income-participation

gap. Integrating the logic of opportunity cost into it allows me to construct a unique and viable

explanation of the income-participation gap while also shedding light on other aspects of political

participation.

The core of my argument is that demands on resources reduce participation broadly speak-

ing, but that the social stratification of these demands reduces participation more greatly for those

who are poor. The experience of these demands in everyday life—stressors such as food insecurity,

hospitalization, or housing eviction—exhausts resources that would otherwise be used for partici-

pation. As individuals make choices about how to best allocate their scarce resources, they privilege

basic needs, such as food and housing, over higher-order activities, such as political participation or

leisurely hobby. In other words, the opportunity cost of participation increase as demands arise and
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resources are diverted from participation to coping with stressors. That the poor experience more

day-to-day stress than the rich is thus one potential explanation of class differences in participation.

The remainder of the paper proceeds in five parts. The first part reviews the opportunity

cost arguments that have been brought to bear on the income-participation gap. I show that each is

insufficient because of the difficulty scholars encounter when defining and operationalizing cost; at

times these arguments have produced hypotheses in which the rich are less likely to participate. In

the second part, I examine the resource model more closely and show that it too can only provide a

partial explanation of the income-participation gap. These two sections justify the circumstances of

the study by demonstrating that the causes of the income-participation gap remain under-theorized.

In the third part, I extend the resource model by arguing that resources must be understood

within the broader context of everyday life. Civic skills, time, and money are not just required for

participation, they are also required for non-political activities. I show that participation declines

as the non-political demands on resources increase and thereby raise the opportunity cost of com-

mitting resources to participation. I call this the resource-demand model. I then show why class

differences in participate might emerge by articulating two pathways by which income can affect

participation. The fourth part identifies stress as one kind of demand on resources and measures

stress as negative life events. Stressors are “any environmental, social, or internal demand that re-

quires the individual to readjust his/her usual behavioral patterns" (Thoits 1995, p. 54, emphasis

added) and therefore adequately capture the concept of demands.

Finally, in the fifth part, I test my claims using data from the 1991 and 2004 General Social

Survey. These two waves of the General Social Survey asked about voter turnout, an array of nega-

tive life events, and income. The results show that stress reduces political participation and that the

poor experience more stress. These findings taken together explain a small portion of the income-

participation gap. I conclude by discussing how the findings contribute to our understanding of the

income participation gap as well as the ways that the resource-demand model contributes to the
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study of political participation more broadly.

The Opportunity Cost Argument

The earliest debates about the income-participation gap were over how the opportunity cost

of participation should be defined with respect to income. Downs (1957) initially claimed that the

primary cost of voting was utility income in the form of time away from work. He concluded

from this that “upper-income citizens have an advantage" (Downs 1957, p. 266). The economist

Bruno Frey (1971) offered support for Downs’ premise years later but challenged his conclusion.

If the primary cost is utility income then in fact high-income individuals are at a disadvantage:

“Though it may be true that the rich are better able to carry the same $-amount of cost than the poor,

their higher income (from work) means, of course, that their (opportunity) cost is correspondingly

higher" (Frey 1971, p. 102).

This argument—that the rich have a higher opportunity cost than the poor and therefore

should be less likely to participate—does not comport with empirical reality. However, Frey be-

lieved he could resolve the discrepancy between the expected effect of opportunity costs and the

empirical observation of the income-participation gap by arguing that “the productivity in the use

of time to perform political activities" was greater for the rich than for the poor. From this, Frey

concluded that because both the opportunity costs and the productivity of participation are greater

for the rich, the income-participation gap must be a consequence of greater weight given to the

latter over the former.

Frey’s arguments evoked a strong response from economists and political scientists. One

was that Frey lacked evidence to support his claims (Russell, Fraser & Frey 1972). Another was

that he oversimplified the calculation of opportunity cost (Russell, Fraser & Frey 1972). This latter

critique offers a useful starting point for unpacking the concept of opportunity costs in the context

of voting. Fraser (1972) points out that Frey offers a simple version of opportunity costs in which
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C = WT

where C here is the opportunity cost, W is the value of wages, and T is the time it took to vote (or,

in Fraser’s words, the “time missed" which is presumably the time missed from earning wages).

Fraser offers four reasons why this calculation is too simple. First, the duration of polling ensures

that no one must sacrifice time for earning wages for voting. Second, politics is more integral to the

jobs of the rich, therefore making them more likely to participate within a work-capacity. Third,

the rich are more often salaried or paid for the quality of their work, so lost work hours do not

correspond one-to-one with lost wages as they do for the poor who are more often paid hourly

wages. Finally, Fraser argues that once the principle of diminishing marginal utility of money is

considered, it becomes even less likely to think that the rich have a higher opportunity costs to

voting. Frey responded to this and other critiques by arguing that the “free time" of the rich must

have higher marginal utility in order to comport with the high productivity of work time; in other

words, the use of free time is not cost-less.

This lively exchange highlights the ways in which the idea of opportunity cost is concep-

tually afloat but operationally adrift. To effectively link income to participation therefore requires

more than a simple wage-based notion of opportunity cost. Unlike the earlier debate, Rosenstone

attempted to move the conversation forward by focusing on the opportunity costs that emerge from

everyday life. He argued that

...theories of political participation must take into account not only the costs associ-

ated specifically with the act of participation but other life circumstances that also

place demands on the citizen. Only one set of conditions—economic adversity —has

been identified here. Others, such as marital problems, family illness, death of a close

friend or relative, problems at work, or a change of residence also surely increase the

opportunity cost of political participation.

While this line of thinking is a clear advancement over previous research, it still encounters
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the conceptual problems that plagued earlier explanations. How exactly is economic adversity an

opportunity cost to participation? And what is the relationship between income and these other

aspects of everyday life? Here, Rosenstone is relatively quiet, stating that “When a person suffers

economic adversity his scarce resources are spent holding body and soul together, not on remote

concerns like politics." This seems logical prima facie, but it is unclear what is meant by scarce re-

sources upon closer inspection. Is Rosenstone talking about income? If so, how does he see it being

a resource for participation? Rosenstone does not answer these questions. Equally problematic is

the fact that Rosenstone seems to define income as both a resource available to an individual and as

a marker of the opportunity cost an individual faces. This conflation conceals important differences

between these concepts and makes it impossible to operationally distinguish one from another.

The use of opportunity cost to explain the income-participation gap eventually tapered off

because of its lack of theoretical structure and operational specificity. How should cost be defined?

How should cost be operationalized? Until these questions are answered, the ability to link income

to participation through opportunity cost remains elusive.

The Resource Model

Unlike opportunity cost arguments, the resource model comes up short as a matter of degree

rather than as a result of opacity. The seminal work on this model opens with the question: why

don’t people participate in politics? In addition to motivation, mobilization, and disenfranchise-

ment, one answer is resources. Participation requires resources and therefore individuals with more

resources will be more likely to participate ceteris paribus. The resource model has thus typically

focused on the distribution of resources and how that distribution relates to political participation

(Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995). That is, the concern is on how much of each resource that an in-

dividual possesses. Verba and colleagues justify this focus by noting that “the presence or absence

of resources contributes substantially to individual differences in political participation" (Brady,

6



Verba & Schlozman 1995, p. 274).

Like civic skills and time, money enters the resource model as a requirement for participa-

tion. Donating money to a candidate or cause or joining a political organization requires money.

Those with money can participate; those without money sit on the sidelines. However, this is not

true for all forms of participation. Money is not a requisite of voting as there are no longer prop-

erty ownership requirements or poll taxes nor is it required for protesting, contacting an official, or

volunteering for a campaign. The explanatory limits of money were clearly articulated by Verba,

Scholzman, and Brady in Voice and Equality even if subsequent research has treated the resource

model as a more-or-less complete explanation of the income-participation gap. Table 1 is a reprint

of a table from Voice and Equality and reveals which resources are required for which forms of

participation. Notably, money is only required for three of the nine activities.

[Table 1 about here]

This table perhaps best depicts how the resource model is only a partial explanation of the

income-participation gap. It can explain the gap as it relates to donations or joining organizations

but not as it relates to other forms of participation. The disconnect between the power of the re-

source model and its ability to explain the income-participation gap has not gone unnoticed. As

André Blais observes in his review essay on turnout “Given the prominence of the resource model

in the field of political participation (Brady et al. 1995), we would expect more systematic analy-

ses of how poverty. . . affect[s] turnout” (2006, p. 117). It is Blais’ challenge to construct a better

understanding of “how poverty affects turnout” that I now address.

Income and the Demand for Resources

If the problem with the resource model is its limits then one solution is to simply expand it.

I do just this by integrating the logic of opportunity cost into the resource model. The flip side of
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this expansion is that the opportunity cost argument is revitalized because it is now anchored to the

theoretical structure of the resource model. In the first part of this section, I expand the resource

model to account for how demands on resources affect participation. I refer to this new model as

the resource-demand model. In the second and third sections, I articulate how the resource-demand

model provides an explanation of the income-participation gap by focusing on two potential path-

ways by which income can have an effect.

The Resource-Demand Model

The focal point of the resource model is the distribution of resources. How much civic skills,

time, and mental bandwidth does an individual have? While the supply of resources is crucial to

participation, this emphasis ignores other aspects of resources, such as finiteness and demand. The

finiteness and demand of resources complicates the way in which resources lead to participation be-

cause they require individuals to evaluate the opportunity costs of how and when resources should

be deployed.

Finiteness is the limit or bound to the supply of a resource. Time and money are finite

resources. There are only 24 hours in a day and only so many dollars in a bank account. Once these

hours or dollars have been spent on one activity they cannot be used again for another activity;

they are limited in their supply. Civic skills developed in educational and institutional settings are

less finite because they are not lost once used. The ability to write a letter to a representative can

be used repeatedly once acquired without depleting its supply. Nevertheless, civic skills can have

characteristics similar to finite resources insofar as their deployment depends on mental bandwidth,

which refers to an individual’s attentional and cognitive capacity broadly construed (Mani et al.

2013) and is finite. Few could routinely write several letters a day.

In addition to finiteness, resources are also in demand. The resources necessary for political

participation are also required of other activities. Money is a requisite for donating to a politi-
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cal campaign, but it is also a requisite for purchasing food and clothes, paying for shelter and

transportation, and participating in other non-political extracurricular activities. Time and mental

bandwidth are likewise in demand. Feeding oneself requires both time and mental bandwidth in

addition to money—planning meals, making a grocery list, purchasing goods, and then preparing

the food for consumption are not costless activities.

By identifying the finiteness of and demand for resources, it becomes clear that the resources

required of participation are scarce. In economics, scarcity is the degree to which the supply of a

good falls short of its demand. Scarcity means something similar here: the degree to which the sup-

ply of resources fall short of the demands for those resources. Indeed, there are more demands on an

individual’s time, money, and mental bandwidth than can possibly be met. Individuals constantly

face trade-offs precisely for this reason: Should I watch a television show or a movie? Should I

purchase new shoes or a round of golf? Should I do a crossword or read a book? I can’t do all these

things because the resources required for each are scarce. This is also true for political activities:

should I attend the union meeting or mow the lawn? Should I donate money to my preferred can-

didate or should I save it for a new computer? Given these trade-offs, I must make decisions about

how to best allocate my limited supply of resources.

Now the question arises: How are competing demands adjudicated? The demands for re-

sources come from an array of life domains, including work, finances, health, family life, housing,

and it is not always clear which demands will command more attention and resources. As individ-

uals face competing demands, either from within a single domain (e.g., should I donate money to

candidate A or candidate B?) or between domains (e.g., should I attend the protest or clean my

house?), they must determine which distribution of resources, or alternatively which fulfillment of

demands, to choose. The process of determining the optimal distribution is nonetheless difficult due

to computational shortcomings and imperfect information (Simon 1972). Individuals may instead

employ a decision rule that allows them to overcome these limitations. For example, satisficing—or
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making a decision without evaluating all possible alternatives—would allow individuals to reach a

satisfactory, although potentially sub-optimal, fulfillment of demands.

While decisions over how to use resources will be somewhat idiosyncratic, certain big pic-

ture rules about resource deployment are probably broadly applicable. I highlight one such satisfic-

ing strategy that focuses on an individual’s hierarchy of need. When faced with competing demands

from different domains, individuals will give basic needs primacy over higher-order needs with re-

spect to how resources are allocated (Maslow 1943). Basic needs include the need for shelter, the

need for food, the need for clothing, the need for utilities (such as heat and water), and the need

for sanitation. I call this the basic needs hypothesis. Individuals will generally fulfill demands from

basic needs before yielding to the demands of higher-order activities. Only when basic needs are

minimally met will individuals use their remaining resources to pursue higher-order activities, such

as leisurely and political activities.

Consider an individual who faces a foreclosure on her home as an illustrative example. The

process of foreclosure will bring about a temporary increase in the demand for resources—money,

time, and mental bandwidth to relocate, mental bandwidth and time to remain organized in the pro-

cess of moving, time and energy to deal with emotional turmoil, and so forth. These resources are

no longer available for political participation or may still be available at a diminished capacity. But

the consequences are farther reaching than simply resource reduction; foreclosure erases equity,

damages credit ratings, eliminates eligibility for relocation assistance, and hinders future ability

to secure mortgage loans, all of which create the potential for demands to feedback on the ability

to recuperate old or generate new resources. Simply put, the opportunity costs of participation are

greater when basic needs lead to a heightened demand for resources.
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Explaining the Income-Participation Gap

The resource-demand model—in contrast to either opportunity cost or resources—offers an

explanation of the income-participation gap. In order to explain how this is so, I first need to make

a distinction between two kinds of resources: primary resources and secondary resources. Primary

resources are the subject matter of the resource model insofar as they are resources required for

participation. Secondary resources in contrast are not required for participation but are required

for other demands. As I show later, secondary resources can affect participation within the frame-

work of the resource-demand model. Income is a primary resource for donating money or joining

an organization and a secondary resource for all other forms of participation, including voting,

protesting, volunteering, and contacting officials. While income is the focus of this paper, it is not

difficult to imagine how things like marital status or health could function as secondary resources.

I revisit these possibilities in the conclusion.

Dividing resources into two types allows me to illustrate two pathways by which income, or

potentially other secondary resources, might affect participation. The first is the income generation

pathway by which a lack of secondary resources generates demands. Income may not directly affect

participation but a lack of income does place greater pressure on primary resource by creating new

demands. Let me illustrate the resources-to-demands pathway using the case of food security.

Earlier I noted that food security was a demand that required similar resources as political

participation, namely time, mental bandwidth, and money. Food security takes time and energy

to purchase, prepare, and consume food, whether that means making a grocery list and going to

the store or simply deciding on a restaurant for dinner. But food security also requires money,

something that most forms of participation, including voter turnout, do not require. Individuals

who lack money are often food insecure and must go through an arduous process in order to feed

themselves. It is usually not feasible for poor people to purchase food at a store or restaurant. But

even when these options are possible, they are more difficult: the poor have to budget, cut meals,
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reduce portion sizes, and they probably live in a food desert. When the poor cannot afford food

then they have to find food pantries or soup kitchens or apply for food stamps. Recent changes to

SNAP means that the poor will be required to maintain gainful employment in order to receive a

food stamp check, thereby adding a hurdle to achieving food security. The poor may even dumpster

dive or steal or poach animals in extreme circumstances.

In short, the food system is convenient and relatively stress-free for the well off. Money

minimized the demands placed on time and mental bandwidth by making individuals food secure

and thereby freeing up these resources for activities like political participation. But it is not just

food security. Money abates medical and housing security, reduces stress at home and at work, and

alleviates material hardship, all of which have the potential to siphon primary resources away from

political participation. Even though money is not a primary resource for political participation, it is

a resource for fulfilling those demands that require the resources required for participation.

An alternative pathway is when a lack of income magnifies the effect of a demand. I call

this the income magnification pathway. Demands can come about for a variety of reasons unrelated

to an individual’s income, yet income can still affect the way in which individuals experience and

cope with the demand. Here, the role of money depends in part on the degree to which money,

or potentially other secondary resources, is fungible for primary resources. This pathway is less

clearly illustrated by the case of food insecurity, so let me use the death of a spouse as an example.

In addition to the emotional distress of such an event are logistical demands. Organizing a funeral,

sorting through the deceased spouse’s possessions, and executing a will require time, mental band-

width, and money. Here money, or potentially other secondary resources, can lighten the extent to

which logistical demands put pressure on time and mental bandwidth. Individuals with money can

hire a funeral director, afford a lawyer to sort through the legal jargon of a will, seek out therapy

to deal with the emotional distress, absorb the loss of the spouse’s income, and avoid incurring

additional stress from whatever debt the deceased spouse might have left behind. In this instance,
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a lack of money did not give rise to the demand but it does make the coping process harder and

more demanding of an individual’s primary resources. Where money, time, and mental bandwidth

are fungible or at least semi-substitutable in terms of coping with stress, we should see demands

more greatly reducing participation among the poor.

Stressors as Demands

What are demands? One important source of competing demands is the stress that individ-

uals experience in everyday life. I have alluded to some already—food insecurity, housing fore-

closure, and the death of a spouse—and referred to these demands as stressors. Stressors are “any

environmental, social, or internal demand that requires the individual to readjust his/her usual be-

havioral patterns" (Thoits 1995, p. 54, emphasis added), or, more simply, stressors are “external

circumstances that challenge or obstruct" (Aneshensel 1992, p. 16). I argue that stressors are a

demand on resources that induce coping, which is the “cognitive and behavioral efforts made to

master, tolerate, or reduce external and internal demands and conflicts" (Folkman and Lazurus

1980). Increased demands on time, money, and mental bandwidth cause these resources to become

scarcer. Stressors as one type of demand should therefore divert resources away from political par-

ticipation and towards coping behaviors. In this sense, stress is a good “case study” for testing the

resource-demand model.

Scholars have typically divided stressors into three categories: chronic stressors, negative

life events, and major life traumas (Aneshensel 1992). Chronic stressors are “recurring demands"

that often require a long period of time for readjustment, such as marital problems or chronic health

conditions. Negative life events are “acute changes" that require a more immediate readjustment,

such as the birth of a child (Thoits 1995, p. 54). Major life traumas are events which can result

in serious injury or death, such as war or natural disaster. Stressors can also come from an array

of life domains. I have identified seven types of stress around which research has coalesced: work
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stress, economic stress (including both financial stress and material hardship), housing stress, fam-

ily stress, crime-related stress, physical health, and caregiver stress. Table 2 lists examples of each

kind of stressor—chronic, life events, and trauma—across each of these domains.

[Table 2 about here]

Several negative consequences of stress have been identified, including reduced physical

health (Pearlin et al. 2005), reduced mental health (Turner, Wheaton & Lloyd 1995), and impaired

cognitive ability (Evans & Schamberg 2009). The negative correlation between stress and health is

particularly consistent with respect to chronic stressors and recurring negative life events, suggest-

ing that the duration of exposure to a stressor is especially harmful (Aneshensel 1992). Major life

traumas can likewise result in mental distress, potentially including post-traumatic stress disorder

(Norris 1992). This prior research provides an initial validity check that stressors placed demands

on our physical and mental capacities and that prolonged exposure to stressors can have long-term

negative consequences on well-being.

At this point, it is worth asking whether there is evidence to support the idea that stress

reduces participation. Is there any empirical support for the basic needs hypothesis generated by

the resource-demand model? The answer is that research has produced isolated findings consistent

with a stress-participation linkage but has not yet systematically explored the topic and certainly

has not directly linked stress to the income-participation gap. Physiological studies of stress and

participation generally bolster the idea that stress matters, although the findings are somewhat

mixed. Booth and Welch (1978) found that some physiological measures of stress are higher among

the politically active, others are lower, and most measures are not statistically significant in one

direction or another. On the other hand, recent research on cortisol shows that individuals with a

higher threshold for stress, measured as a low baseline cortisol level, were more likely to participate

in politics (French et al. 2014).

Perhaps better evidence for a direct stress-participation linkage comes from several studies
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on negative life events and voting. This research shows that the probability of voting is reduced

by negative life events such as parental divorce (Sandell & Plutzer 2005), teen parenthood and

dropping out of school (Pacheco & Plutzer 2007, Pacheco & Plutzer 2008), arrest (Pacheco &

Plutzer 2008), and widowhood (Hobbs, Christakis & Fowler 2014). These findings taken together

are suggestive of a connection between stress and participation. Nevertheless, any individual con-

nection between a life event and participation need not be the consequence of stress. Dropping

out of school, for example, may be problematic because of truncated civic skills rather than the

demands of transitioning to life outside the classroom. A more comprehensive approach that con-

siders a wider array of stressors is thus required to more firmly establish a linkage between negative

life events and political participation. In the analysis below, I extend the approach of Pacheco and

Plutzer (2008) by focusing on life events across a variety of domains to assess whether and how

stress reduces participation and the degree to which it can explain the income-participation gap.

Analysis

Before proceeding with the analysis, I want to recap the arguments introduced by the resource-

demand model and the ways in which these arguments help explain the income-participation gap.

First, the basic needs hypothesis proposes that demands on resources hinder participation when

those demands stem from basic needs. Second, there are two kinds of resources that affect par-

ticipation: primary resources, which are those required for participation, and secondary resources,

which are those required by non-political demands. Third, the resource-demand model lays out

two pathways by which income affects participation. The income generation pathway says that a

lack of income brings about more demands for the poor which in turn leads to less participation

compared to the rich. The income magnification pathway says that a lack of income magnifies the

effects of demands such that the negative effect that demands have on participation will be greater

among the poor.
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The analysis proceeds in four sections. In the first section, I describe how stressors are mea-

sured. In the second section, I provide evidence for the basic needs hypothesis and address some

concerns regarding the limitations of the data. In the third section, I test the income generation

pathway. Finally, in the fourth section I test the income magnification pathway. Data for the anal-

yses come from the 1991 and 2004 years of the General Social Survey. The GSS conducts an

annual (1972-1994) and biennial (1996-present) survey of adults in the United States on key social,

political, and economic issues. The strength of the GSS for this paper is that it uses a nationally

representative sample. This feature allows me to make broader inferences than is typical of stress

research, which frequently relies on city-specific samples (e.g., Plutzer & Wiefek 2006, Turner &

Wheaton 1995).

The key dependent variable is self-reported voter turnout. Respondents interviewed in 1991

were asked if they voted in the 1988 presidential election; about 71% report voting. Respondents

interviewed in 2004 were asked if they voted in the 2000 president election; about 69% report vot-

ing. I pool cases across years to form a single vote variable (mean = 0.70). The two key independent

variables are stress and income. I describe the measurement of stress in the section that follows.

The measurement of income in the study of political behavior varies from study to study, but gen-

erally takes on one of four specifications: a continuous dollar amount, a squared continuous dollar

amount, a log of a continuous dollar amount, or an n-point ordinal measure. Research has not made

clear which is the most appropriate measure for models of voter turnout so I have opted to present

the results of the logged income models, while footnoting similarities and differences in models

that use the other measures. The logged income results generally produce the most conservative

estimates of the relationship of interest, thereby offering the most stringent tests of the hypotheses.
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Measuring Stress

The key independent variable is self-reported stress. Research on voting has typically mea-

sured stress through physiological traits (French et al. 2014), experimental stress primes (Hassell

& Settle 2012), or singular life events (Pacheco & Plutzer 2007, Pacheco & Plutzer 2008). I use

the life events approach because I am most interested in stress as demands (rather than stress as

hormone secretion or stress as anxiety). The 1991 and 2004 GSS asked about the experience of 51

negative life events from eight domains: work, financial, material, housing, family, crime-related,

physical health, and other. Respondents were prompted about the domain of interest and asked

“...did any of the following happen to you since [date one year prior to interview]?" Respondents

then indicated having experienced the event in the past year or not. For example, the first item in the

work domain is “being fired or permanently laid off" and about 6% of respondents reported such

an experience. The Appendix lists each item along with the percentage of affirmative responses.

Responses to all 51 items are summed to form a variable that is the number of negative life events

experienced in the past year. Responses are also summed within domains to capture the experi-

ence of domain-specific negative life events. Table 3 shows descriptive statistics and frequencies

for overall as well as domain-specific stress.

[Table 3 about here]

Three important concerns about the measurement strategy—regarding selection and clas-

sification, aggregation, and temporal ordering—should be addressed before proceeding. I take

these concerns in seriatim. Regarding the selection and classification of stressors, the eight-domain

scheme offered by the General Social Survey is preferable for several reasons. First, the scheme

was crafted on the basis of theoretically and statistically-driven research that defines the measure-

ment of social indicators, quality of life, and human need (Smith 2005, p. 6-7). Second, the scheme

is comprehensive, discrete, and non-overlapping. This means that all events fall into one of the
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eight domains and do not fall into more than one domain. There are perhaps two concerns about

whether the domains are comprehensive and non-overlapping: the exclusion of a domain that rep-

resents caretaker stress and the overlap between the financial domain and the material hardship

domain. With respect to the former concern, negative life events related to caretaking are included

in some capacity (e.g., “a child of yours being a patient in a hospital, sanatorium, convalescent or

nursing home”). Nevertheless, the lack of a caretaker domain means that events were not selected

for the sole purpose of measuring experiences in this domain; this is an oversight that should be cor-

rected in future research. With respect to the financial-material hardship division, finances include

“money problems such as bankruptcy and pressure from bill collectors,” while material hardship

includes “specific things that people lacked or were forced to go without such as being evicted or

being unable to purchase needed food” (Smith 2005, p. 9). Because material hardship is often a

consequence of financial problems, the demarcation between these domains is necessarily blurry.

For more details on the selection of life domains, see Smith (2005).

Regarding the aggregation of negative life events, I choose to sum for several reasons. First,

unweighted summing is the most common approach in the literature (Avison & Turner 1988, Tausig

1982, Turner, Wheaton & Lloyd 1995). While there is an ongoing debate about whether some

events should be weighted more than others, research on how weighting should be carried out

remains in contention, and research using weights has not produced higher correlations with out-

comes (Turner & Wheaton 1995). Second, I choose summing over other psychometric techniques

such as factor analysis or item-response theory because I do not conceive of the negative life events

as being caused by a latent trait. It is the demands themselves that are of interest. Indeed, satistical

research on the GSS negative life events items show that they are determinants of stress rather than

consequences of it and therefore should not be aggregated through a latent measurement model

(Bollen & Ting 2000).

Regarding the temporal ordering of variables, respondents are asked to report on electoral
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behavior in presidential elections that often occurs several years prior to the interview. This con-

trasts to questions about negative life events which are specific to the previous year. The unfortunate

consequence is that the measurement of stress and voting are temporally out of order—stress from

last year predicts turnout from one or more years ago. This problem is common in survey-based

cross-sectional analyses of political behavior; most variables used to predict participation, includ-

ing education, marital status, income, and partisan strength, are measured after the outcome of

interest. This is as true of Verba and colleague’s (1995) original work on the resource model as it

is of the analyses in this paper. I argue that the temporal issue is unproblematic for the inferences

that I make. First, there is some continuity in the experience of stress over the life course. Individ-

uals who report some stress at the time of the interview will have experienced some stress at the

time of the election; the same is true for those reporting no stress. These individuals will produce a

relationship between stress and turnout identical to the one produced in the absence of a temporal

problem. Alternatively, some individuals will report some stress at the time of the interview when

they in fact did not experience stress at the time of the election and vice versa; these individuals will

give the appearance that stress and voting are unrelated if in fact the relationship between stress and

voting is in the hypothesized direction. Therefore the whole sample will tend to underestimate the

effect of stress. Put in other words, using current stress as a proxy for prior stress puts the analysis

at risk of errors of the second kind more than errors of the first kind.

Testing the Basic Needs Hypothesis

To test the basic needs hypothesis I look at the relationship between stressors and voting

in both bivariate and multivariate models. An initial examination of the stress-participation link-

age shows that overall stress as well as material hardship, financial stress, and family stress all

significantly reduce the probability of voting. Table 4 reports the coefficients from both bivariate

and multivariate logistic regressions of voting on the overall stress scale and each stress subscale.
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The first differences, which are the percentage changes in the probability of voting given a one

standard deviation change in stress, are reported in the adjacent column. Organizing the table from

largest effect to smallest effect reveals that a one standard deviation increase on the overall stress

scale results in an 18% decrease in the probability of voting (in a bivariate model). The bivariate

subscale results show that material hardship and financial stress have the largest effect on voting

and housing stress and crime-related stress have the smallest. The effect of health-related stress is

indistinguishable from zero. In the right-hand panel, I report the results of a multivariate regression

of voter turnout on the stress subscales. The results of this analysis show that material hardship,

financial stress, and family stress all have negative and significant effects on voting.

[Table 4 about here]

The previous results show that stress is associated with voting, but do not account for a range

of control variables that could render the relationship spurious. As such, I estimate a set of mul-

tivariate models that control for gender, race, education, age, current income, childhood income,

martial status, partisan strength, health, and interview year. Descriptive statistics for the control

variables are described in the Appendix. The results of the multivariate analyses are displayed in

Table 5. The first model reports the results with the full set of control variables minus health and

shows that stress has a negative and significant effect on voter turnout. This result provides support

for the basic needs hypothesis. The second model builds on the first by adding in health. The results

are similar but weaker. Stress has a negative effect like before but is now significant at only the p

< 0.10 level. Using income, income squared, or ordinal income produces similar looking results in

terms of statistical significance and effect size.

[Table 5 about here]

One possibility for the health-related change in the findings is that the stress-participation

linkage is spurious because health affects both stress and participation. This is a very real possibility
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and one that should be taken seriously. Another possibility for this change is statistical. Only a

subset of respondents are asked to report on their health so including it cuts the sample size by

nearly half. The result is minimal changes in the estimated coefficients but a uniform increase in

the standard errors, not just for stress but for all the independent variables. Given the higher risk for

errors of the second kind due to the temporal mismatch between stress and turnout, I am inclined

to view even these weaker results as evidence for the basic needs hypothesis.

Having presented support for the resource-demand model of participation, I now test two

pathways by which income can affect participation within this framework. I look at both a count

of negative life events as was done previously but also extend the analyses to consider specific

negative life events. The latter allows me to better pinpoint exactly what kinds of demands on

resources explain the effect of income.

Testing the Income Generation Pathway

The income generation pathway states that the poor experience more demands on their re-

sources by the very nature of their poverty and this in turn leads to lower levels of participation.

As a matter of analysis, demonstrating support for this pathway requires three pieces of evidence:

1) a lack of income generates new demands on resources, 2) the demands reduce participation, and

3) the demands mediates the relationship between income and participation. Logically speaking,

the first two pieces of evidence must be true if the third is true. Practically speaking, not every

demand is predicted by income or predicts turnout so I conduct the mediation analyses on only

those negative life events for which the first two requirements hold.

Which negative life events are negatively related to both income and participation? I find

that 32 demands meet this criteria and that five of those 32 are related at a conventional level of

statistical significance: being unable to purchase food, having utilities shut off, falling behind on

rent/mortgage, feeling pressure to pay bills, and pawning items. Figure 1 displays a coefficient plot
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showing the results of separate multivariate logistic regressions for each of the five demands. The

green dots represent the income coefficient from the model predicting the demand. The orange dots

show the demand coefficient from the model predicting voter turnout. In each case, the coefficient

reaches statistical significance at either the p < 0.05 level (light line) or the p < 0.10 level (dark

line).1

[Figure 1 about here]

That a demand is both predicted by income and predicts participation does not necessarily

mean that it mediates the effect of income on participation. Evidence in support of a mediating role

for these demands requires a statistical test of the mediation linkage. I test eight mediation models,

each with a different measure of demands: total stress, a sum of the five statistically significant

demands, a sum of the 32 statistically non-significant demands, and each of the five statistically

significant demands. The results, which are reported in Figure 2 show that stressors account for a

small portion of the effect of income on participation. To begin, the mediating effect of total stress

is statistically significant but substantively trivial. Total stress only accounts for 5% of the income

effect. This result does not provide support for the income generation pathway.

[Figure 2 about here]

The five individual stressors do not do much better accounting for the income-participation

gap. Having utilities shut off accounts for only 5% of the income-participation gap and being

unable to afford food accounts for 6%. The other individual stressors were not significant either

statistically or substantively. Collectively, these five stressors—or what is called the five mediating
1The results reported in Figure 1 are based on a model includes all the control variables from the basic needs model

reported above but without health. If health is included in all models then the only variables that meet the criteria are
being unable to purchase food and having utilities shut off. I chose to report the results from the model without health
because of concerns over the possibility of false negatives for reasons previously discussed. Another way to view the
findings is to say that the evidence is strong for being unable to purchase food and having utilities shut off, and is
weak for falling behind on rent/mortgage, feeling pressure to pay bills, and pawning items. I include health in all the
mediations models that come in the next step of the analysis.
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stressors in Figure 2—account for 6% of the income-participation gap after controlling for the

experience of other negative life events. When I broaden out the measurement of stress to include

all 32 of the potential mediating stressors, the model does a much better job. It now accounts for

13% of the income-participation gap. This may be statistically small but it is a substantive albeit

incremental contribution: that the resource-demand model and the income generation pathway can

explain a part of the income-participation gap. That most stressors take alone do not detract from

participation but taken together create a considerable burden.

Before testing the income magnification pathway, it is worth making two points regarding

these results. First, mediation analysis is precarious with data from even the best designed experi-

ments; it is especially difficult with observational data that has temporal ordering problems on the

variables of interest. These results should thus be treated with caution and not finality. The second

point, and in contrast to the first, is that the magnitude of the effect sizes are on the conserva-

tive side. The use of logged income dampens the effect in the first step in which income predicts

demands. Alternative model specifications that used income, income squared, or ordinal income

produced a larger set of potential mediators inclusive of the ones mentioned above while only min-

imally altering how well income predicts turnout. The result is a much stronger mediating effect,

one that nearly doubles all the values reported in Figure 2.

Testing the Income Magnification Pathway

The income magnification pathway states that demands explain the income-participation gap

because a lack of income magnifies the negative effect demands have on participation. Contrary to

the hypothesis, the results of the analysis are not statistically significant and the direction of the

coefficients even suggest that the opposite is true. I report the results below and speculate in the

conclusion about why the findings did not behave as anticipated and what the implication are for

the resource-demand model.
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The results of logistic regressions that predict turnout using stress, income, an interaction

of the two, and a set of control variables are reported in Table 6.2 The interaction term is crucial

to assessing the income magnification pathway because it reveals whether demands have a larger

effect among the rich, the poor, or whether there is no difference between these groups. Model I in

Table 6 points to no differences in the effect of stress. Model II adds in health and likewise shows

an interaction term between stress and income that is not statistically significant.

[Table 6 about here]

Of note, however, are signs that are the opposite of what was hypothesized on two of the

three key independent variables. The positive sign on the constitutive stress term and the negative

sign on the interaction term together indicate that stress more greatly reduces participation among

the rich. Or symmetrically that the effect of income declines at higher levels of stress. Not only

do these findings not support the income magnification hypothesis, they suggest that the opposite

might be true. Alternative specifications of the model that use income, income squared, or ordinal

income do not produce a significant interaction term, but do share the directional values of the key

variables.

[Figure 3 about here]

Figure 3 presents a substantive representation of the statistical findings from Table 6. I plot

the predicted probability of voting across the values of stress for two hypothetical respondents:

one with an income of $11,500 and another with an income of $70,000. The poor respondent

experiences a modest decline in the predicted probability of voting as the number of negative life

events increases. The richer respondent, on the other hand, experiences a much steeper decline in
2For this analysis, I collapse respondents who report 10 or more negative life events into a single value of 10.

Interacting stress with income is nonsensical on the upper end of the distribution because so few respondents fall into
the 10-28 range. The results are statistically similar had I used the non-truncated measure, but the confidence intervals
of the predicted probabilities would take on values outside of the bounds of the dependent variable.
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the predicted probability of voting as the experience of stress increases. Going from no stressors to

10 stressors leads to a 15 percentage point reduction in the probability of voting for this hypothetical

respondent. Nevertheless, the differences in the slops of these lines is not statistically significant.

Discussion

So why don’t people participate in politics? Aside from disenfranchisement, apathy, and im-

mobilization, Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995) argue that resources are essential. But resources

for what? And what resources when? By introducing the notion of demands on resources, I both

illustrate how political participation competes with other activities for finite resources and offer an

explanation for the longstanding puzzle of the income-participation gap. The development of the

resource-demand model has implications beyond its ability to help explain the effect of income.

Broadly speaking, it is not enough to have resources if they cannot be accessed for participatory

purposes. Political participation is in this way part of a larger managed process of making ends

meet. Politics and the ability to engage it cannot be understood separate and apart from the context

of everyday life.

As to the whisper of the poor, the resource-demand model offers a clear and resolute albeit

partial and incremental insight: money brings with it security and convenience that clears everyday

life of threats to basic human needs. Food insecurity, troubles paying rent, and other material hard-

ships are infrequent occurrences in the upper half of the income distribution. This isn’t to say that

the lives of the rich and famous, or even the solidly-upper-class and not-so-famous, are stress-free.

Money can’t stop death, illness, or problems at home or work. So when these negative life events

come about, everyone, rich or poor, respond to it in kind: by allocating scarce resources to coping

and away from higher-order activities such as political participation. Surprisingly, the prediction

that a lack of income would magnify the effect of stress turned out to be not true. If anything, the

rich seemed more susceptible to the consequences of stress. One potential reason why is that the
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poor encounter more negative life events on a day-to-day basis and so have better developed coping

skills, be they material, psychological, or social. Another and more likely possibility has to do with

what Pluzter (2002) calls the habitual nature of voting: the rich are more likely to develop a voting

habit such that stressors can act as a disruptor. The reasons why the poor participate at low levels

may be quite heterogenous and therefore circumscribe the degree to which stress can systemati-

cally explain non-participation within this group. In order words, stress cannot affect participation

if there isn’t any participation to disrupt. These possibilities are worth exploring in future research.

Several additional implications of the resource-demand model are worth highlighting. The

first has to do with the classification of resources into primary and secondary resources. Income is a

secondary resource, but it is not the only one. Family and social capital as well as somatic capacity

might also function as secondary resources in a way that frees up primary resources for participa-

tion. Close ties with family, friends, and neighbors means that the burden of demands is shared to

a degree. Take, for instance, the difference between childrearing in a two-parent family and in a

single-parent family. In the two-parent family, parents can juggle the demands of childcare to free

up the requisite time and mental bandwidth for voting. In the single-parent family, this juggling is

not shared—the single-parent fulfills all the demands by him or (more commonly) herself due to a

lack of family capital. This might help explain a part of the reason that marriage consistently pre-

dicts turnout. Likewise is true of social capital and its potential to mitigate the burden of demands.

Membership in a church, voluntary associations, neighborhood, or even workplace provides access

to coping strategies that might otherwise be unavailable. The role of these institutions were noted

by Verba and colleagues (1995), whose emphasis was on their role in resource development and

not on demand reduction.

Somatic capacity also has the potential to function as both a primary and secondary resource.

Voting requires somatic capacity in the sense that physicality is required to go to the polls and vote.

Individuals will be less likely to vote when they find it more physically difficult to do so. In this way,
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somatic capacity is a primary resource. But somatic capacity is also a secondary resources insofar

as it eases the ability with which non-political demands can be fulfilled, thus freeing up time and

mental bandwidth for voting. Consider an individual recovering from a mildly invasive surgery. He

may be largely confined to bed rest because simple activities are exhausting. Having taken care

of basic needs—eating, dressing, using the bathroom, interacting with family members—he may

have a depleted somatic capacity and lack the recovery time necessary to generate the physical

energy required to participate in activities like voting. This logic also applies to individuals who

lack energy due to poor health (?) or depression (Ojeda 2015). Individuals with disability, who

have been shown to participate at lower rates (Schur et al. 2002, Schur & Adya 2013), may not be

accommodated in all domains. The lack of accommodation may make demands more difficult to

fulfill and thereby dictate the use of time and mental bandwidth that could otherwise be devoted to

participation.

A second implication is the resource-demand feedback loop that I alluded to earlier. A lack

of resources can generate demands that in turn reduce the ability to generate new resources which

gives rise to new demands...and so the cycle continues. This process may be akin to the Matthew

effect or what is commonly known as accumulative advantage. The possibility for a feedback loop

also means that the effect size of stress may be attenuated in the analyses above. If demands are

working at least partly through resources then its effect via this pathway will be captured by the

inclusion of resources in the model. Future research disentangling any potential feedback will be

useful for better understanding when and why participation may be thwarted by demands.

Third, and in addition to new resources and a feedback loop, future research on the resource-

demand model should also consider other kinds of demands. I operationalized demands as stress

and measured stress as negative life events. But there are other measures of stress: chronic stress

and major traumas. Chronic stressors are of particular interest because they might create recur-

ring barriers to devoting resources to political participation. Such a pattern raises the possibility
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that individuals will develop non-voting or non-participatory habits (Plutzer 2002). There are also

non-stressful demands: routines and uplifts. Certain kinds of routines (or schedules) may be less

conducive to participation. For example, individuals who travel for work, such as athletes, truckers,

or flight attendants, may find their work routine to be a barrier to participation. Its not that these in-

dividuals necessarily lack the resources for participation, but rather they have non-stressful routine

demands on those resources which may distract from political participation. Uplifts, on the other

hand, may be the opposite of demands in that they provide energy and motivation to engage the

social world. Still, little is known about whether or how uplifts might affect political participation.

As with any paper, the value of the results is bounded by the limitations of the methods and

data. The observational data, the temporal mismatch of the key variables, and the use of mediation

analysis all present challenges to the validity and accuracy of the findings. At the same time, certain

features of the analysis made it more difficult to detect effects. The temporal mismatch and the use

of logged income likely attenuated the size of the effects reported here. These results should thus

be taken as initial evidence in favor of the resource-demand model and the income generation

pathway. However, more research is required to verify the robustness of these findings.

Finally, if participation must be understood in the context of everyday life then the discipline

should encourage research that considers other non-political factors that might affect participation

or explain phenomena such as the income-participation gap. This claim is not the first of its kind: it

echoes Claudine Gay’s claim that “homo politicus is not an island,” (Gay 2009, p. 39) and Warren

Miller and Merrill Shanks’ articulation that “any comprehensive explanation of the vote must also

include social and economic characteristics” (Miller & Shanks 1996, p. 215). Unfortunately it has

been difficult reach outside of politics to understand participation without a framework that explains

why the non-political world should matter. By extending the resource model to include demands as

well as primary and secondary resources, I provide a pathway for this kind of research.
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Table 1: Money is not a resource for all types of political behavior.

Required for Participation:
Activity Time Skills Money

Affiliation with a Political Organization X X X
Campaign Contribution X

Campaign Work X X
Contact an Official X X

Contribution to a Political Cause X
Informal Community Work X X

Member of a Local Board X X
Protest X

Vote X

Note: Adapted from Voice and Equality (Verba et al. 1995, 48).
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Table 2: Stress comes in several forms and across many life domains.

Chronic Stressors Life Events Major Traumas
Work Not getting along with co-workers Being fired or permanently laid-off Serious work accident

Financial Concerns about owing money A major worsening of one’s finances (short of bankruptcy) Going bankrupt
Material Rising prices of common goods Having a car, household appliances, or furniture repossessed Eviction from one’s apartment/house
Housing Troublesome neighbors Housing in poor condition (e.g. broken windows, insects, etc.) Having a home destroyed or heavily damaged

Family Overload with family responsibilities Getting divorced Death of a child or partner
Crime-related Living in a high-crime neighborhood Having a home burglarized or broken into Assault resulting in long-term injury or disability

Physical Health Declining physical abilities Undergoing counseling for mental or emotional problems Severe illness resulting in hospitalization/surgery
Caregiving Problems with aging parents Child having serious trouble in school (e.g. failing, expelled) Death of a child, partner, or parent

Other Trouble with reading abilities Being unable to get into school or a training program Serving in the army during wartime
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Table 3: Almost half of respondents report one or fewer negative life events.

Descriptives Frequency
Items Mean S.D. 0 1 > 1

Work 9 .42 .90 76% 14% 11%
Financial 5 .38 .79 76% 14% 10%
Material 7 .47 .99 75% 13% 12%
Housing 4 .26 .55 79% 17% 4%

Family 5 .35 .78 79% 12% 9%
Crime-related 7 .19 .54 86% 10% 4%

Physical Health 9 1.16 1.01 28% 40% 32%
Other 5 .26 .61 81% 15% 5%

Total 51 3.48 3.61 13% 34% 53%
Note: Data come from the 1991 and 2004 General Social Survey.
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Table 4: Material hardship and financial stress have the biggest effect on voting.

Bivariate Regressions Multivariate Regression
Estimated Standard First Estimated Standard First
Coefficient Error Difference Coefficient Error Difference

Overall -.13∗ .02 -18%
Material -.48∗ .06 -18% -.28∗ .07 -10%

Financial -.53∗ .07 -16% -.24∗ .09 -7%
Family -.39∗ .07 -12% -.19∗ .08 -5%
Other -.47∗ .08 -11% -.11 .10 -2%
Work -.30∗ .06 -11% -.11 .07 -4%

Crime-related -.37∗ .09 -8% -.16 .11 -3%
Housing -.20∗ .10 -5% .04 .11 1%

Physical Health -.04 .05 -2% .11 .06 4%
* p < 0.05 (two-tailed)
Note: Data come from the 1991 and 2004 General Social Survey. First differences are percentage point changes in the
probability of voting given a standard deviation change in the continuous variables or a 0 to 1 change in the dichotomous
variables while all other variables are held at their median.
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Table 5: Stress reduces the probability of voting.

Basic Needs Model First Differences
I II SD Change Min to Max

Stress -0.042∗ -0.054† -3.6% -29.2%
(.019) (.028)

Female -0.028 0.068
(.137) (.188)

Black 0.209 0.350
(.209) (.292)

Other Race -0.445† -0.524
(.304) (.393)

Education 0.236∗ 0.201∗ 11.4% 74.8%
(.031) (.040)

Age 0.055∗ 0.057∗ 17.0% 50.9%
(.005) (.008)

Current Income 0.389∗ 0.347∗ 6.2% 44.1%
(.085) (.115)

Childhood Income 0.059 0.002
(.079) (.108)

Marital Status 0.082 0.324
(.151) (.199)

Partisan Strength 0.651∗ 0.743∗ 14.2% 21.4%
(.069) (.092)

Health 0.349∗ 5.2% 46.4%
(.129)

Interview Year -0.427∗ -0.457∗ -4.3% -7.8%
(.135) (.183)

Constant -9.624∗ -9.645∗

(.931) (1.305)
* p < 0.05, †p < 0.10 (two-tailed)
Note: Data come from the 1991 and 2004 General Social Survey. Dependent variable
is self-reported voter turnout. The sample size in Model I is 1,832 and in Model II is
1,075. Cell entries are coefficients from a logistic regression; standard errors are reported
in parentheses. First differences in the “SD change” column are percentage point changes
in the probability of voting given a standard deviation change in the continuous variables
or a 0 to 1 change in the dichotomous variables while all other variables are held at their
median. First differences in the “Min to Max” column are calculated based on min-to-max
changes in the independent variables.
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Table 6: The negative effect of stress is larger for those with money.

Model Model
I II

Stress 0.136 0.418
(.251) (.355)

Current Income 0.457∗ 0.511∗

(.126) (.161)
Stress X Current Income -0.018 -0.047

(.025) (.035)
Female -0.027 0.064

(.137) (.188)
Black 0.205 0.326

(.208) (.290)
Other Race -0.456 -0.535

(.305) (.397)
Education 0.235∗ 0.199∗

(.031) (.040)
Age 0.055∗ 0.057∗

(.005) (.008)
Childhood Income 0.057 0.001

(.079) (.107)
Marital Status 0.071 0.307

(.151) (.198)
Partisan Strength 0.648∗ 0.738∗

(.069) (.091)
Health 0.359∗

(.129)
Interview Year -0.424∗ -0.446∗

(.135) (.184)
Constant -10.285∗ -11.311∗

(1.319) (1.763)
* p < 0.05, †p < 0.10 (two-tailed)
Note: Data come from the 1991 and 2004 General Social
Survey. Dependent variable is self-reported voter turnout.
The sample size in Model I is 1,719 and in Model II is 970.
Cell entries are coefficients from a logistic regression; stan-
dard errors are reported in parentheses.
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Figure 1: There are five demands that may individually mediate the effect of income on voting.
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Figure 2: Demands mediate a small percentage of the income effect.
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Figure 3: Demands reduces the probability of participating for both the poor and the rich.
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Appendix

Table 7: List of life events from the 1991 and 2004 GSS
Life Events Incidence

Health
1. Ill enough to go to a doctor 56.5%
2. Undergoing counseling for mental or emotional problems 6.9%
3. Infertility or being unable to have a baby 2.6%
4. A drinking problem (e.g., frequently drunk, suffering from alcoholism) 1.7%
5. Using illegal drugs (e.g., marijuana, cocaine, pills) 4.6%
6. Your (husband/wife/partner) being a patient in a hospital, sanatorium, 8.9%

convalescent, or nursing home (apart from having a baby)
7. A child of yours being a patient in a hospital, sanatorium, 8.8%

convalescent, or nursing home (apart from having a baby)
8. Child on drugs or having a drinking problem 3.0%
9. Death of a close friend 23.1%

Work
1. Unemployed and looking for work for at least one month 6.2%
2. Being demoted or switched to a less favorable position 2.5%
3. A cut in pay (including reduced hours) 7.0%
4. Being passed over for a promotion 4.3%
5. Serious trouble with one’s boss 4.4%
6. A person’s own business (farm or professional office) losing money or failing 2.8%
7. A (husband/wife/partner) being fired or permanently laid-off 3.1%
8. A (husband/wife/partner) getting a cut in pay (including reduced hours) 5.0%
9. A (husband/wife/partner) being unemployed 6.9%

Finances
1. Going bankrupt (declaring personal bankruptcy) 1.3%
2. Having a car, household appliances, or furniture repossessed 1.2%
3. Pawning or selling-off valuables to make ends meet 5.1%
4. Being pressured to pay bills by stores, creditors, or bill collectors 15.2%
5. A major worsening of one’s financial condition 15.0%

Material Hardships
1. Falling behind in paying the rent or mortgage 8.3%

continued . . .
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. . . continued
Life Events Incidence

2. Eviction from one’s apartment/house 1.0%
3. Having the utilities (water, heat, or electricity) shut-off 3.6%
4. Being unable to purchase needed food 5.0%
5. Being unable to afford needed medical care 9.9%
6. Lacking health insurance coverage 15.7%
7. Having to temporarily live with others or in a shelter 3.5%

in a shelter or on the “streets"

Family and Personal
1. Having serious trouble with one’s (husband/wife/partner) 8.3%
2. Separating from one’s (husband/wife/partner) 7.3%
3. Breaking up with a fiance 7.5%
4. Having serious trouble with a child 5.8%
5. Having serious trouble with a close friend 5.7%

Law and Crime
1. A robbery (e.g., a mugging or stick-up) 3.8%
2. A personal assault (e.g., being beaten up, hit, or attacked with a weapon) 2.5%
3. Having a home burglarized or broken into 4.4%
4. Being accused of something for which a person might be sent to jail 1.5%
5. Being arrested 2.0%
6. Being sued in a civil (non-criminal) case 1.3%
7. A child being arrested or getting in trouble with the law 3.1%

Housing
1. Having a home destroyed or heavily damaged due to fire, flood, or other disaster 2.2%
2. Housing in poor condition (e.g., leaks, broken windows, 6.3%

insects, heating breakdowns, exposed wires, etc.)
3. Major home repairs (e.g., replaced furnace, new roof) 15.0%
4. Serious troubles with a landlord or building manager 2.4%

Miscellaneous
1. Being discriminated against because of one’s race or nationality, sex, 5.5%

or for a similar reason
2. Being unable to get into school or a training program 2.3%
3. Child having serious trouble in school (e.g., failing, dropping out, expelled, held back) 3.6%
4. Needing, but unable to use, public transportation to get to work, shop, etc. 3.5%

continued . . .
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. . . continued
Life Events Incidence

5. Not having a car (one month or more) 10.9%
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Table 8: Descriptive statistics of control variables

1991 and 2004 General Social Survey
Mean S.D. Min Max Notes

Female 0.54 0 1
Black 0.12 0 1
Other race 0.05 0 1
Education 13.53 2.96 0 20 grades completed
Age 45.48 15.93 21 89
Current Income 49,370 39,251 468 151,053
Childhood Income 2.78 0.92 1 5 far below average (1) - far above average (5)
Marital status 0.55 0 1
Partisan strength 1.84 0.98 0 3 independent (0), leaning (1), committed (2), strong (3)
Health 2.07 0.78 0 3 poor (0), fair (1), good (2), excellent (3)
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