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MILLAGE ELECTION OUTCOMES IN MICHIGAN PUBLIC SCHOOL
DISTRICTS: A TEST OF THE RATIONAL CHOICE AND
SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL VOTING MODELS
Christopher Petras, D.P.A.

Western Michigan University, 1996

In this study, the author tests two models of voting behavior to predict the
likelihood of a public school millage passing. They are: (1) a rational-choice model,
and (2) a social psychological model. The rational-choice model asserts that the
likelihood of a school millage passing is a function of the millage's economic benefit
as perceived by the voter. The social psychological model asserts that support for the
local school millage is a function of the voter's political attitudes and/or the salience
of the ballot issue.

The author analyzed every millage election in the 561 (K-12) Michigan public
school districts during the month of June for the years 1990, 1991, and 1992. The
logit regression findings show that the rational-choice model is successful in
predicting school millage outcomes in two of the three years studied. The social
psychological model, however, is successful in predicting school millage outcomes
for all three years.

Specifically, the likelihood of a school millage passing is a function of the
number of persons living in rural farm areas, the number of civilians unemployed
within the school district, the amount of the millage renewal requested, the amount of
the millage increase requested, and the past success rate of the school district in

passing a millage referendum. Suggestions for future research are offered.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Public school superintendents perform many managerial tasks such as
motivating employees to perform and empowering the employees. Managerial models
such as total quality management and strategic planning help the superintendent in
developing support among their employees for school affairs and operations. Public
school superintendents are taught a variety of managerial models in educational
administration programs. Some superintendents receive this managerial education in
public administration and business administration courses. Hence, superintendents
have a very clear understanding of employee behavior and performance outcomes.
What public school superintendents lack, however, is a clear understanding of voting
behavior models and school millage outcomes. Public school superintendents,
however, serve as policy implementors.

Serving as a policy implementor, the superintendent knows what funding is
necessary to deliver school programs effectively. In order to raise funds for policy
implementation, the school superintendent is often called upon to serve as the school
millage campaign strategist. Therefore, a public school superintendent should have a
clear understanding of voting behavior models and their use in predicting election
outcomes.

Why is an understanding of voting behavior models and school millage
outcomes quintessential for superintendents? I believe that the electorate is an

integral part of the superintendent’s work. They are often called upon to financially

-
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support the administrative goals of the school board, vis-a-vis, the millage election.
Public school superintendents must harness the political attitudes and economic
interests of voters and funnel those dynamics into a “yes” vote at the polls.

Acting primarily as campaign managers for local school millage elections,
public school superintendents must pull-together numerous resources and develop
campaign strategies that will lead voters to pass the millage request. This parallels
campaign management activities for presidential and Congressional campaigns. The
campaign manager must understand the political attitudes and economic interests of
voters and execute an election strategy that reconciles those attitudes and interests.

Voting behavior models can facilitate a superintendent’s understanding of
voters’ political attitudes and economic interests and the effect of those dynamics on
school millage outcomes. The field of political science provides a robust literature
base on voting behavior models and Congressional and presidential election
outcomes. Unfortunately, voting behavior models are not typically incorporated with
educational or public administration programs. Therefore, [ will explain voting
behavior models and their application to presidential, Congressional, and school
millage elections. There are three objectives for this study.

The first objective of my study is to explain the evolution of voting behavior
theory and its application to Congressional, presidential, and school millage elections.
I construct three epochs from the literature, which trace the development of voting
behavior theories. They are: (1) the foundational tenets period (pre—-1960), (2) the
concrete development period (1960-1976), and (3) the modern expansion period
(1977-present). Voting behavior scholars established the two primary voting

behavior models—social psychological and rational-choice—during these periods.
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Social psychological voting theory asserts that elements such as political
attitudes within voters impact Congressional, presidential, and school millage
outcomes. Feelings, such as trust in our government officials, and their effect on
election outcomes are what social psychological voting scholars address.

Rational-choice voting theory asserts that the voter casts his or her ballot as
a utility maximizer. The voter compares the economic benefits of supporting a
candidate or policy to the costs of voting for a candidate or policy. If the voter sees a
large economic differential in a candidate or policy and determines that the costs of
voting for the candidate and/or policy are low, the voter will cast his or her ballot of
support for the candidate or policy with the greatest economic return-on-investment.

My second objective is to empirically answer the research question: “What is
the likelihood of the voters’ economic interests and political attitudes impacting the
success of a public school millage referendum?” To answer this question, I construct
and test two logit models of voting. They are: (1) a rational-choice model and (2) a
social psychological model. The dependent variable is the outcome of each (K—12)
public school millage election during the month of June for the years 1990, 1991, and
1992. School millage outcomes are coded dichotomously as either “1” the millage
passed or “0” the millage failed.

The rational-choice model comprises the following independent variables:

(a) median household income within the school district, (b) levels of education within
the school district, (c) levels of urbanization within the school district, (d) the number
of households within the school district with children ages 5-17, (e) the ethnicity of
the school district, and (f) the number of civilians unemployed within the school

district.
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The social psychological logit model comprises the following independent
variables: (a) amount of millage renewal, (b) amount of additional mills requested,
and (c) the current millage success ratio.

I generate nine hypotheses that assert the likelihood of certain social
psychological and rational-choice variables affecting the outcome of a millage
referendum. I analyze the 561 (K-12) public school districts in the state of Michigan
for a three-year period (1990-1992). School districts are stratified by their student
enrollment size into the categories of very small, small, medium, and large.

My final research objective is to determine if campaign strategies provided in
school millage campaign publications are congruent with social psychological and
rational-choice assumptions of voting. I examine a sample of school millage campaign
publications to determine what symmetry, if any, in political attitudes and economic
interests is assumed among voters regardless of a school district’s size. If voters vary
in their political attitudes and economic interests across school districts, millage
campaign strategies should reflect those variances.

This study is a departure from previous school millage research because it
analyzes school millage outcomes on a macro-level. Research on school millage
outcomes is usually case specific. The unit of analysis is one school district. This
study, however, provides a broad profile of school millage outcomes for an entire
state. Hence, Michigan public school superintendents will know what impacts the
likelihood of school millages passing on a state-wide basis versus a case-specific
basis. In other words, public school superintendents will see the impact of rational-
choice and social psychological voting behaviors on public school millage outcomes
in their state. This will provide a more robust picture of voting behavior and its

impact on school millage outcomes.
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This study integrates both quantitative and qualitative research methods. By
empirically testing voting behavior models and school millage outcomes, I provide
public school superintendents with a look at the degree to which political attitudes
and the economic interests of voters impact the outcome of a school millage election.
Analyzing campaign strategies and comparing them to rational-choice and social
psychological assumptions will provide public school superintendents with a look at
the congruency between voting behavior assumptions and millage campaign
strategies.

If congruency between voting behavior theory and published millage
campaign strategies is missing, public school superintendents must build a level of
congruency into their campaign work. This is especially true if voting behavior
dynamics vary by school district size. For example, if symmetry in political attitudes
and economic interests is true for all voters, differences in school district size should
not matter, and therefore neither should the millage campaign strategy. However, if
the political attitudes and economic interests of voters vary by school district and
school district size does matter, superintendents can expect differences in voters’
attitudes and interests as they advance among school districts. Hence millage
campaign strategies should be designed to accommodate the differences in political
attitudes and economic interests among school district voters by district size.

The state of Michigan is a ripe source for this study. Recently, the voters of
Michigan approved of a state-legislative proposal to reform the way in which school
districts generate revenues for school operations. Between 1990 and 1994, the state
of Michigan brought before its citizens two proposals to reform the method by which

local school districts generate revenue from the local property tax. The first request
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failed. However, the second request, in the form of Proposal A, succeeded by a
plurality of the voters.

I believe it is too early to conclude if Proposal A has accomplished its
legislative goal. Michigan public school districts financed a substantial portion of their
school operations from the school millage. Since Proposal A was passed, Michigan
public school districts must continue to finance their building construction,
remodeling, and technology programs from local millages. Therefore, public school
superintendents must understand the impact of voters’ political attitudes and
economic interests on school millage outcomes and then design appropriate millage
strategies.

Three points are stressed in this study. First, voting behavior assumptions
developed for estimating Congressional and presidential election outcomes may be
helpful in estimating school millage outcomes. Second, I contend that voters’ political
attitudes and economic interests are an integral part of understanding school millage
outcomes. Third, millage campaign strategies should reflect voting behavior
assumptions if superintendents want to increase the likelihood of the millage
referendum passing.

Public school superintendents must know what shapes voters’ support for the
school millage request and harness that support into a “yes” vote at the polls. I
believe models of voting behavior can provide a useful contribution to our knowledge
of school millage outcomes and serve as a useful guide when designing campaign

strategies.
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CHAPTER I

A HISTORICAL LOOK AT RATIONAL-CHOICE AND
SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL MODELS OF VOTING
AND ELECTION QUTCOMES

Why Vote?

Explaining why voters turnout at the polls and support or oppose political
candidates and public policies is a concern to both campaign strategists and local
government officials. Voters cast ballots for a number of proposals and referenda.
Campaign strategists and local government officials need cues from their respective
electorates to increase the likelihood of their candidate or policy winning in an
election. If local government officials, such as public school superintendents, know
what shapes the electorates’ degree of support for a millage request, they can design
a campaign strategy that will increase the likelihood of passing the millage.

To explain voter turnout and participation, we must first examine the
theoretical assumptions from which voting behavior is derived. We currently know
that voters possess political attitudes and economic interests which shape their degree
of support for political candidates and public policies. This chapter focuses on when
these assumptions of voting behavior developed, and in turn, how they affect election
outcomes.

Theories of voting are classified primarily into two models. The first model,

social psychological, focuses upon sociological dimensions of voting, the political
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attitudes of voters, issue salience, and the effect of those three dynamics on electoral
outcomes.

Work on social psychological models of voting behavior began with
assumptions about the social status of voters and electoral turnout. Later,
sociological assumptions about voters developed into complex attitudinal and
behavioral theories derived primarily from the field of psychology. Political attitudes
such as apathy and efficacy are now analyzed with election outcomes to determine
the degree to which feelings such as alienation affect electoral outcomes. How voters
feel about their role in politics and the salience of a policy issue impacts the degree to
which they support political candidates and policies.

The second voting model is more popularly called the rational-choice or
rational-action model. Rational-choice models examine an individual’s economic self-
interest (the pocket-book issue), an individual’s overall concern for society’s
economic well-being (sociotropic voting), and the effect of those economic interests
on electoral outcomes.

Rational-choice models are derived primarily from utility maximization
assumptions developed in the field of economics. Utility maximization precepts
suggest that individual decisions represent a cost/benefit function for the voter. The
greater the economic differential (benefit) from selecting a particular political
candidate or policy, when compared to the cost of voting for a particular political
candidate or policy, the greater the likelihood of that voter supporting a particular
policy or political candidate.

Voting behavior models are rarely discussed as an evolution of assumptions.
Instead, most treatises on the subject are presented in a survey of the seminal works

(Niemi & Weisberg, 1993a, 1993b). Dalton and Wattenberg (1993), however,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



discuss voting behavior models as paradigm shifts which I believe is more
appropriate. Many of the precepts found in rational-choice and social psychological
models of voting are derived from economic and psychological assumptions about
consumer behavior. The way we view the consumer and their purchasing decisions
has evolved from changes in consumer interests. We must therefore view the
development of voting behavior models as an evolution of the changes in voter
decision-making processes.

I construct three epochs of voting behavior theory development. They are:
(1) the foundation period (pre—1960), (2) the concrete development period (1960—
1976), and (3) the modern expansion period (1977-present). Several key
assumptions are addressed from these eras which helped shape the way we think
about voters, their decision-making processes, and electoral outcomes.

My review of the literature on voting and Congressional and presidential
election outcomes evolves into a model of voting and school millage outcomes.
School millage outcomes are explained in a manner similar to Congressional and
presidential outcomes. They are a function of (a) the political attitudes held by voters,
and (b) the economic interests of voters. Public school superintendents need to know
what induces their electorate to support a school millage request. By reviewing the
evolution of voting behavior models, I will show parallels between the determinants
of Congressional and presidential election outcomes and school millage election

outcomes.
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The Foundational Period (Pre—1960)

Social Psychological Voting

Social psychological voting theory explains election outcomes as a function of
a voter’s belief about their role in politics, the attitudes they formulate toward
political candidates and public policies, and the salience of an issue. Various political
attitudes develop within voters from their experience (or inexperience) with
government institutions and processes. Political institutions and activities, such as
political party activism and election canvassing, shape the political attitudes of voters,
which in turn, shape various degrees of support for political candidates or policies.
The social psychological voting models of today evolved from sociological
assumptions of voting developed in the early part of the 1940s.

These socioeconomic assumptions about voters were posited by Lazarsfeld,
Berelson, and Gaudet (1944) and Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee (1954). They
asserted that socioeconomic variables such as income and education were correlated
with voter turnout. They found that higher income, higher education, and higher
status occupations were in fact correlated with higher voter turnout rates.

If campaign strategists wanted to increase the likelihood of electoral success,
they would have to first target voters with higher incomes, higher education levels,
and higher status occupations because this segment of the electoral population would
have a higher likelihood of voting during a presidential or Congressional election.
This finding did not, however, help the campaign strategist determine what would
induce a voter to turnout at the poll and cast a supporting ballot. The findings merely

showed a correlation between the demographic and economic characteristics of the
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voter and turn out numbers. Nonetheless, a phenomenon known as cross-pressure,
surfaced in the early sociological research on voting .

Cross-pressure theory suggests that when voters of higher income levels,
higher education levels, and higher job occupational status encounter differences in
their political views among their socioeconomic cohorts, their differences form, in the
mind of the voter, a state of cognitive dissonance where the individual voter cannot
decide which public policy or political candidate to support. As a result, the voter will
abstain from casting a ballot rather than risk voting against or for a policy or
candidate that is contrary to another cohort’s value. During this stage in the
development of voting behavior theory, data were readily available, in secondary
form, through Census documents and then analyzed using correlation analysis.

Almost 20 years later, another group of scholars would expand beyond the
sociological dimensions of voting by examining the political psychology, or attitudinal
dimensions, of the voter. For example, Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes
(1960) would tap political feelings of voters through survey research and then profile
the American voter on attitudinal dimensions such as political alienation, political
identification, and political efficacy. They discovered that voters have feelings about
politics that are not necessarily positive and that shape their degree of support for
political candidates and public policies.

Social psychological modeling eventually made us aware of the need to
collect data from voters such as their feelings about political participation,
government access, and registration processes. Pollsters would use methods such as
survey research and focus group interviews to collect the data. Campaign strategists
could then create a barometer of political attitudes, whether negative or positive, and

then attribute those attitudes to a candidate or public policy.
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12
While the foundation of social psychological voting was developing, the

rational-choice theorists were constructing an economic theory of voting that would
explain voting and election outcomes as a function of the economic interests of the
voter. Instead of tapping voter attitudes about issues and candidates, rational-choice

theorists would correlate the costs and benefits of voting with election outcomes.

Rational-Choice Voting

Rational-choice theories of voting explain election outcomes as a function of
voters’ economic self-interest or the person’s overall interest in society’s economic
well-being (sociotropic). Elections translate into economic gains or losses to the
voter who seeks to maximize his or her economic benefit while minimizing the costs
associated with voting. This explanation of election outcomes finds support as far
back as the middle 1800s. In a democracy, the feeling was the majority will elect
candidates who promise the greatest benefits from the public treasury. Voting for
public officials and policies for economists is thus considered a function of utility
maximization.

Utility maximization theory provides the impetus for most rational-choice
assumptions. For example, when consumers purchase goods or services, they
conduct a cost/benefit analysis. The costs of purchasing a good or service are
factored against the perceived benefits of having the good or service. The costs must
be less than the perceived benefits before the consumer will make the purchase.
Translated into elections, voters seek to increase their return-on-investment when
casting a ballot. The investment equals the cost of an individual’s effort to cast a
ballot (e.g., the time spent on registering to vote) while the return equals the

economic benefit received from supporting a policy or political candidate.
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The formal development of rational-choice voting assumptions began with
treatises by Hotelling (1929) and Schumpeter (1950). Both scholars argued that
voting is a function of the perceived economic differential one will receive by
supporting a particular political candidate or policy. Downs (1957, 1960), however,
provided the first robust application of utility maximization theory to voting.

Downs (1957) examined the perceived costs and benefits associated with
voting and the concomitant strategies political parties must develop for enticing
voters into their coalitions. He argued that the economics of politics was such that
political parties had to create policy platforms to win elections instead of winning
elections to create policy platforms. Downs (1957) showed that by creating policy
platforms before the election, political parties could create economic differentials for
the voters who could then calculate the costs and benefits of supporting a particular
party. Voters will support the political party that promises the greatest economic
utility. Using the Downsian model, for example, voters enter into the coalition
(political party) that uses the state for redistributing benefits to the other coalition.
The costs are allocated by the winning coalition to those individuals belonging to the
higher income coalition. Hence, voters will cast a vote of support for the political
party that promises the largest economic utility.

By using our redistributive policy example, we find that in a two-party
system, if the bottom 50% on the income continuum plus one (the median voter)
voted for a referendum, they would be the winning party. This would permit a greater
redistribution of income than if the upper 50% plus one formed the majority coalition.
The key voter in this situation is the one making just at or above the median income.
This person (the median voter) must be enticed into the lower income coalition to

ensure a majority coalition. The minimum income taxed must be fixed just above this
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person’s income; furthermore, this person must be included in the redistributional
benefit. The relationship between the economic interests of voters and election
turnout is expressed as follows:

LetR=PB-C

where: R = net rewards (benefits) to turning out;

B = expected candidate (or party) or issue differential;

C = costs of turning out;

P = probability turning out will affect the outcome;

turnout if and only if R>0.

Downs (1957, p. 40) stressed that the size of the voter’s current party
differential is the key, that is, the difference between the utility income he or she
actually received in period ¢ and the one he or she would have received if the
opposition would have been in power. He further emphasized the importance of
information costs and the strategies used by voters to reduce those costs. For
example, voters attempt to reduce information costs by relying upon their own
evaluation of past and future performance of a candidate. Retrospective and
prospective models of voting, which I address later, evolved from this assumption.

Downs’ (1957) economic interpretation of voting greatly influenced the way
we think about the rationality of electoral politics. In order for turnout to lead to
support at the polls, voters would have to perceive an economic benefit that
exceeded the cost of the effort to vote. Furthermore, voters would have to perceive
that their vote mattered in an election and that the information underlying their
decisions is credible enough for them to rationally cast a ballot.

The research conducted during the foundational period was ripe for

expansion. Social psychological scholars began to develop survey instruments that
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would measure voters’ political attitudes. Once those political attitudes were
measured, analysts could then assess the extent to which political attitudes, whether
negative or positive, shaped the outcome of electoral contests. Rational-choice
scholars, on the other hand, began developing and testing models of voting that
would attempt to correct for some methodological limitations discovered after

Downs’ (1957) study entitled An Economic Theory of Democracy was published.

The Concrete Development Period (1960-1976)

Social Psychological Voting

The study of political attitudes of voters, the salience of political issues, and
their effect on election outcomes took the forefront during the early part of the
concrete development period. Campbell et al. (1960) published the first
comprehensive study of political attitudes and their correlation with election
outcomes. Their social psychological model of voting expanded from what had
previously been merely a socioeconomic approach to voting. Their profile of the
American voter emphasized socioeconomic status, political participation, political
knowledge, and concern for political issues.

After analyzing national election data from 1948, 1952, and 1956, Campbell
and his colleagues (1960) concluded that American voters were unconcerned,
uneducated, and passive with regard to politics. Furthermore, the primary cue for
electoral decision-making was the political party. The results of this study provided
campaign strategists with new considerations when designing electoral strategies. For
if Downs’ (1957) assertion of economic interests and voting were correct and

Campbell et al.’s (1960) assertion of voters following the party were sustained,
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campaign strategists would have to develop election strategies that differentiated the
economic benefits of their candidate or policies while at the same time convincing
voters that support for a candidate or policy was support for the political party.

Unlike the research of political sociologists such as Berelson et al. (1954),
The American Voter study suggested that socioeconomic correlates of voter turnout
were insufficient as an explanation of voter support for policies and candidates.
Instead, if voters were educated about the issues and candidates and could
differentiate the economic benefits of a policy or candidate and factor costs
associated with supporting a policy or candidate, campaign strategists could link
negative political attitudes to the opposition party. This, in turn, would increase the
likelihood of a voter casting a ballot in support of the other candidate or policy.

Voters, however, would have to feel involved in politics and that their vote
mattered. Election outcomes were considered a function of political party affiliation
during the early to mid 1960s. This became important to understanding the impact of
Downs’ (1957) model on election outcomes. The political party would hth;, to entice
the voter into their coalition by tapping their economic interests and educating them
on the issues.

The theme of political illiteracy came under fire in the research of Nie, Verba,
and Petrocik (1976). They analyzed U.S. Congressional and presidential election data
from 1956, 1958, 1964, 1968, 1970, and 1972. Nie et al. (1976) concluded that the
American voter was actually well aware of, and sensitive to, political issues. It was
the salience, or importance, of the issue that mattered to the voter and not their party
identification when deciding to participate in politics or cast a ballot at the polls.

It was now speculated that the political party was playing a lesser role in

election outcomes while the candidate centered campaign became larger. This finding
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changed the way campaign strategists would eventually focus their methods. The
political attitudes and economic interests of voters would now shape a candidate’s
stance on issues. Hence, campaign strategists worried less about the attitudes and
economic interests espoused by the political parties and focused more on the attitudes
and economic interests of the candidate while at the same time bonding the candidate
with the electorate.

The assumptions of social psychological voting that developed during the
concrete development period were used primarily to construct models of voting that
correlated socioeconomic factors with national election outcomes. Research
consistently showed that socioeconomic factors, such as income and education, were
strongly correlated with election turnout. This, however, led some to criticize the
social psychological approach for focusing too narrowly on demographic and
economic characteristics of voters and neglecting their political attitudes. Criticism,
such as failing to incorporate interpersonal communication processes among voters
into their social psychological voting assumptions, surfaced.

Knoke (1990) thus argued that failing to include elements such as whether or
not a voter participated in an election suggests that voters are “atomized actors
floating unanchored in a homogenized stream of national mass-media stimuli, their
perceptions unfiltered by constraining and validating personal relationships”

(p. 1058). Other criticisms focused upon the inability of scholars to establish whether
or not political attitudes precede political participation or whether political
participation precedes political attitudes.

Leighley (1995) explains the temporal precedence issue by arguing that
“misspecifying the relationship between individual’s attitudes and political

participation . . . [made] causes of participation impossible to draw” (p. 187). This
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criticism eventually subsided when social psychological voting scholars refocused
their attention toward the construction of survey instrumentation that would measure
political feelings. The order of individual political attitudes and behaviors became a
secondary thought. Measuring those political attitudes and feelings came first. Once
attitudes and behaviors were measured, their impact on election outcomes could be
determined.

The newer social psychological voting models showed that the political
psychology of the voter is very complex. Linking political attitudes to support for
policies and political candidates would require the use of sophisticated survey
instrumentation or concomitant proxy variables. The rational-choice scholars, on the
other hand, discovered theoretical and methodological issues that challenged their

approach.

Social Psychological Voting and School Millage Qutcomes

Assumptions about political attitudes and school millage outcomes were the
focus of theorists such as Jennings (1973) during the concrete development period.
They found that attitudes on issues such as school system quality matter somewhat in
determining school millage success.

Social psychological assumptions expanded into areas such as the taxpayer
revolt and community conflict. For example, during the early part of the concrete
development period, Lamb (1972) and Alexander and Bass (1974) found that voting
in school millage elections often translates into a protest against higher taxes by
voters. In other words, voters will cast a “no” vote for a school millage request as a

sign of protest.
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Later studies of tax proposals, however, showed no linkages between social
psychological or rational-choice voting assumptions and tax proposal outcomes.
Lowery and Sigelman (1981) developed eight explanations (self-interest, tax-level,
tax distribution, economic pinch, political ideology, political disaffection, tax
efficiency, and information explanation) of the tax revolt. Their analysis found no
statistical support for any one of these explanations. Later, they expanded their model
by proposing eight revised explanations (Sigelman & Lowery, 1983).

Their revised explanations are: (1) tax level, (2) tax distribution, (3) cost/
benefit, (4) political ideology, (5) political participation, (6) political culture,

(7) diffusion of innovations, and (8) a rules-of-the-game. Again, they found little
empirical support for their tax revolt explanations with the exception of the diffusion
of innovations explanation. Sigelman and Lowery (1983) found that the tax revolt
comes from what they call a “contagion” into neighboring states.

Tax revolt fever spreads from citizen interactions among neighboring states
and not by administrative interactions. What makes this finding interesting is that it is
the inverse of the findings in the policy diffusion research by Walker (1969), Gray
(1973) and Press and Verburg (1979). Tax revolt limitations would later be examined
by Downes (1993) during the modern expansion period.

The cultural values of a community were studied by Hahn and Almy (1971)
and Acock and Haley (1975) to determine their effect, if any, on support for the
school millage request. They found that race affects support for the public school
millage request. Giles, Gatlin, and Cataldo (1976) discovered, during the later part of
the concrete development period, that the social status of the voter and feelings of
powerlessness toward school officials affect voter support for school millage

requests. Voters with a higher socioeconomic status are more likely to support the
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school millage; voters who feel they have no control over their school system are
unlikely to do so.

During the concrete development period, social psychological voting research
taught public school superintendents that they would have to design millage
campaign strategies that involved citizens in the campaign process. Furthermore,
voters would have to be involved in school issues throughout the school year to build
feelings of political efficacy and control over their school system.

If voters felt that they were involved in school functions and controlled the
destiny of their school, they would be more likely to support the school millage

request.

Rational-Choice Voting

Voting behavior theory took an unusual twist during the concrete
development period when rational-choice scholars faced the unpleasant discovery
that voting was not a rational act for anyone. The paradox of voting would force
rational-choice scholars to reconsider their assumptions about voting.

The paradox of voting posits that voters may support policies and political
candidates who show great promise of an economic return-on-investment. However,
the probability of one voter turning out and affecting an election outcome will
approach zero as the electoral population increases. Hence, any economic benefit
multiplied by zero will most likely produce a non-rational result. The voter should
therefore abstain from voting. Many voters, however, still turnout at election time
and vote even though it is a nonrational act. Olson (1965) applied rational-choice
assumptions to interest group participation and found similar limitations to rational-

choice precepts.
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Interest groups, such as labor unions and political parties, comprise what
Olson (1965) called collective action. He asserted that individuals join these groups if
their activities produce collective benefits that outweigh the costs of participation.
Olson’s (1965) model of political participation could be expressed as follows:

A=PB-C

where: A, = the level of activism of individual i

P, = the probability that individual i’s participation will bring about the
collective good or policy goals of the group;

B = the collective benefits or public goods resulting from the implementation
of a group’s program,

C, = the costs to individual i of contributing to the collective good.

Downs (1957), Olson (1965), and Riker and Ordeshook (1968) challenged
the rationality of interest participation and voter turnout by arguing that “B” could
easily exceed “C,” but that in any reasonably large group or electorate population,
“P” will approach zero. Thus, it is more rational to abstain from participating in
interest groups or voting in elections. However, abstaining occurs very rarely for
many voters. Large numbers of citizens vote, for example, during elections, including
a disproportionate number of those with higher levels of education and information,
who should supposedly know better.’

To address the paradox of voting, Downs (1957), Olson (1965), and Riker
and Ordeshook (1968) added a consumptive benefit term to the rational-choice
model. This newer version of the rational-choice model could be expressed as
follows:

Let: R=PB-C+D

where: D = consumptive benefits.
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Similarly, a neo-rational-choice model of interest group participation could be
expressed as follows:

Let: A=PB-C +D

where: D = consumptive benefits.

Consumptive benefits include various forms of satisfaction derived from
voting, such as a higher sense of civic duty, political efficacy, or a desire to avoid
social ostracism. Therefore, feelings of a high sense of civic involvement will increase
the likelihood of voting. Riker and Ordeshook (1968) found that the more voters feel
a sense of a civic duty to vote, the higher the turnout becomes for electoral contests.

By adding the consumptive benefit term to the rational-choice model,
rational-choice scholars lessened the theoretical distinctions between social
psychological and rational-choice models. Nonetheless, a new issue arose where if
the probability of a voter’s ballot affecting the election outcome and the benefits
received from a candidate or policy were less than the cost of voting (PB < C), voter
turnout was now made rational by habit and not by judgements about candidates and
electoral situations (Riker & Ordeshook, 1968). The costs and benefits associated
with voting would no longer matter if voting were habitual. Another issue arose as to
whether voters could accurately estimate the impact of their vote on an election

outcome. This led to a new stream of voting behavior research.

Alternative Rational-Choice Models

Ferejohn and Fiorina (1974) introduced the “minimax regret” model as an
alternative to estimating the impact of an individual’s vote on an election outcome.

Their model suggests that voters are guided by a preference to minimize the
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probability that a least preferred outcome will occur. In other words, voters try to
minimize the possibility that the least preferred candidate will win the election.

The minimax-regret model did not provide campaign strategists with a
realistic view of voter decision-making. As Mueller (1989) points out, voter
indifference between two candidates should result in an abstention from voting,
according to minimax regret assumptions. However, if an undesirable candidate
enters the race, voters must go to the polls to prevent the undesirable candidate from
winning the election by one vote. The unlikelihood of such an event moved rational-
choice scholars to reexamine vote impact.

Vote impact was examined by scholars such as Beck (1975) who discarded
the “P” factor altogether. While the impact of the vote mattered theoretically, in
reality Beck (1975) showed that voters could not adequately determine the impact of
their vote on an election outcome but cast ballots anyway.

If voters did calculate the closeness of an election, campaign strategists would
have to convince voters that failing to vote might give the opposition a one vote
victory margin during the election. The problem, however, is that many elections are
not close. Instead, they result in landslide victories usually for incumbents.

Other solutions to the paradox of voting included the use of game-theory
techniques such as the prisoner’s dilemma. Discussion of this dilemma is intended to
enhance cooperation among group members who know nothing about the other
members’ decisions. Cooperation is obtained by manipulating event (election)
conditions.

There are four ways in which campaign strategists could obtain cooperation

using the prisoner’s dilemma technique. They are: (1) not discounting future events,
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(2) repeating the events over time, (3) maintaining uncertainty for how the event
ends, and (4) punishing defectors without punishing cooperators (Hardin, 1971).

Game-theory proved unrealistic for real-life political situations. For example,
political party activists rarely punish non-activists within the same party in the
American political party system. Doing so might jeopardize membership enroliments.
Unlike political party systems in countries such as Great Britain, where members pay
dues, political party membership in the United States is free. Therefore, sanctions
against members for nonparticipation may discourage voluntary membership.

The economic self-interest of voters surfaced again during this period in the
rational-choice camp. This time rational voting scholars focused on the economic
concern a voter has for other voters. Mueller (1989) explains that this altruistic
concern for other voters was believed to induce voters into participating in elections.
However, the model did not fare well because critics, such as Mueller, argued that
voters cannot determine if their participation will make any difference.

Such reconciliation of the paradox of voting and participation also led to
other problems. Barry (1970) and Niemi (1976) argued that calculating the costs and
benefits of elections was irrational. Costs and benefits are too small to calculate and
therefore should be eliminated from rational models. Furthermore, as Whiteley
(1995) argues, this reconciliation solves the paradox of voting by eliminating the
rational-choice model. If costs and benefits are too small to calculate, the rational
model is no longer useful in solving rational-choice problems.

Reconciling of the paradox of voting carried into the early years of the
modern expansion period of voting behavior theory development and continues
today. Factoring the costs and benefits of voting is still an essential component of

rational-choice modeling. Campaign strategists must convince voters that supporting
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a particular candidate or policy will bring economic benefits far greater than the
benefits of not voting.

The concrete development period of voting behavior theory taught us that the
economic self-interest of voters and their political attitudes are much more than
correlates of election outcomes; they are determinants of election outcomes. It
became clear by the end of the concrete development period that voting behavior
assumptions are important and that campaign strategists and public officials must
understand how to apply those assumptions to their election strategies.

For the most part, studies of voting and election outcomes during the next
period, modern expansion, refined some of the earlier models found in rational-choice
and social psychological research. However, new research on institutional contexts
within the American political system and voter turnout (e.g., Powell, 1986) showed
that political attitudes are shaped by the levels of encouragement given by
government institutions. Citizens develop attitudes toward government based in part

on the encouragement given to vote during elections.

Rational-Choice Voting and School Millage Qutcomes

Development and application of rational-choice voting assumptions to school
millage outcomes peaked in the mid 1960s and early 1970s. The economic self-
interest of the voter was analyzed by scholars such as Boss (1973, 1976), who
asserted that support for a school millage request is a function of the economic self-
interest of the voter. Relying heavily upon Downs’ (1957) median voter theory, Boss
argued that voting for the supply of school goods is found at the equilibrium between
supply and median preference. He found that collective demand for education

increases as the tax-price per unit of education decreases.
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Jennings (1973) examined the tax capacity of the school district and support

for public school millage requests. He found that as the tax capacity of the district
decreases, so does support for school millage requests. When voters have fewer
resources available to support school functions, they tend not to support the local
school millage request.

The rational-choice model continued to flourish in the research of Hall and
Piele (1976). They asserted that voting during the public school millage election is an
act of economic self-interest and that various socioeconomic characteristics of the
voter, such as occupation and household income, are best estimates of support for a
public school millage request. They found that support for the school millage request
is a function of a voter’s income, occupational status, and level of education.
However, they noted that these variables are not as important as the past pattern of
millage support within the school district.

Public school superintendents have to consider the ability of the voter to pay
additional taxes for school operations when their capacity is reached. Designing a
campaign strategy under these conditions requires the superintendent to build

previous levels of support to ensure that the current millage will pass.
Modern Expansion Period (1977-Present)

Social Psychological Voting

The study of institutional structures and their processes (e.g., voter
registration) opened a new chapter on the social psychological assumptions of voting
in the early 1980s. Crewe (1981) and Powell (1986) showed that stringent

registration requirements lead to lower turnout rates among industrialized
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democracies, including the United States. This is attributed to feelings of political

alienation developed from attempts to participate in the registration process. When
voters must jump institutional hurdles, such as registration processes and residency
requirements, they feel, among other things, alienated from the political system.

Social psychological scholars studied the preference ranking of issues among
voters in the late 1980s. By finding a fixed ranking of preferences among voters,
election campaign strategists and public officials could narrow their campaign focus
and costs. Rivers (1988) argued that attitudinal dimensions, such as political party
preference and issue salience, are values that rank in importance, individually, by each
voter. No fixed aggregate rankings of political attitudes and salient issues exist
because the context of the voter’s environment determines the volatility of their
political attitudes. This argument is supported in the work of Miller and Shanks
(1990) and Shanks and Miller (1991).

If campaign strategists seek consistent rankings of political attitudes by
voters, they will be hard-pressed to find them. Political attitudes change with the
times and the context of the voter’s environment. Campaign strategists must assess

the context of the voter’s environment for each election.

Social Psychological Voting and School Millage Qutcomes

Kowalski (1977) developed a social psychological model showing that
positive political attitudes increase the likelihood of support for the school millage
request. He found some strength in his hypothesis but not enough to warrant any
change in the way we view political attitudes and their effect on school millage

outcomes.
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A relatively new addition to social psychological theory is found in the
research on “psychological sense of community (PSC).” Davidson and Cotter (1993)
explain that PSC is a strong attachment that people experience toward others based
on factors such as where they live, where they work, where they go to school, or
with which groups they affiliate. People high in PSC orientation possess the following
characteristics: (a) a feeling of belongingness, (b) the belief that they influence and
are influenced by their referent group, (c) the belief that their needs are met by the
collective capabilities of the group, and (d) a feeling of emotional connectedness.
When aggregated, these attributes are believed to induce higher levels of community
participation and thus increase the likelihood of support for a school millage request
(Davidson & Cotter, 1993).

Davidson and Cotter (1993), though, found that psychological sense of
community has little impact on voter support during public school millage elections.
They concur with Hall and Piele (1976) that economic conditions are more important
in predicting the likelihood of support for a school millage request.

Current research on social psychological voting and school millage outcomes
has focused on the elderly and their impact on school millage elections as voters. This
literature was influenced by the concept of public regardingness (Wilson & Banfield,
1964) where tenure within the community determines support for local policies. The
longer citizens live in a community, the stronger their attachment to the community
becomes. Hence, residents with longer tenure feel a greater need to support policies
that benefit their community’s well-being. The research of Beck and Dye (1982) and
Appleton and Williams (1986) shows that elderly voters are much less opposed to

local taxes than conventional wisdom might dictate.
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Elderly voters who migrate to areas such as the South from northern areas of
the country believe that higher taxes for goods and services are concomitant with
more effective good and service delivery. Does this mean that these transplanted
elderly have a higher level of public regardingness for their local school districts?
According to the research of Button (1992), this is not the case. To the contrary,
elderly voters are more driven by their economic self-interest to the detriment of
younger persons. The elderly tend not to support school millage or bond requests.
Therefore, no clear indication of public regardingness exists when social
psychological assumptions of voting are applied to school millage support.

Social psychological studies of voting have most recently examined the
cumulative influence of school officials on voters’ attitudes and the impact of those
attitudes on support for school millage requests. Brokaw, Gale, and Merz (1990)
tested a model of the cumulative influence of school officials on voters attitudes and
the impact of those attitudes on support for a school bond referendum. They found
that the informational campaign implemented by school officials has a positive
influence on voters’ attitudes. This positive influence takes the form of a positive
attitude within the voter who then tends to favor the school referendum request.

Downes (1993) examined the effect of tax-revolt limitations on equalizing
education burdens and student performance by school district. What makes this
approach interesting is that Downes extended the equalization question from tax
burden to student effect. He found that while the tax-revolt equalized tax burdens for
property owners in California, it failed to equalize student performance.

Does any one model of social psychological or rational voting best explain or
predict support for a school millage request? My review of the literature suggests

not. Similarly, we are afforded one study (Cataldo & Holm, 1983) that ambitiously
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tests five explanations of school millage outcomes to determine which explanation(s)
best estimate the likelihood of support for the school millage request. The five
explanations are: (1) rational self-interest, (2) socioeconomic status, (3) political
attitudes, (4) tax payer revolt, and (5) community conflict. They found that all five
explanations are statistically weak in predicting support for school millage requests.
The only significant explanation of school millage outcomes here pertains to
community conflict.

Rational-choice scholars entered the modern expansion period of voting
behavior theory by redefining how a voter calculated the costs and benefits of
supporting a particular candidate or policy. The consumptive benefits term was
redefined while past and future economic conditions were studied to determine a

voter’s support for a candidate or policy.

Rational-Choice Voting

Rational-choice scholars spent most of the late 1970s and early 1980s
replicating voting models and attempting to solve the paradox of voting. Palfrey and
Rosenthal (1983) approached the paradox of voting by treating voting decisions as a
strategic calculus game where voters consider the actions of others when deciding to
cast a vote. If a voter anticipates that other voters will abstain on election day he or
she will consequently choose to cast a ballot.

Palfrey and Rosenthal (1983) asserted that when voters anticipated the
abstention of other voters this would increase their perceived impact of their own
vote. They found that if voters are uncertain about the costs of voting for a candidate
or policy and the electoral population is large, voters will only cast ballots if their

“psychic benefits” exceed the costs of voting (Palfrey & Rosenthal, 1985).
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The strategic calculus model reminded campaign strategists of the need to
design strategies that would build high levels of perceived economic benefits. If
benefits are perceived as being greater than voting costs, campaign strategists will
thus have increased the probability of victory at the polls.

The relationship between economic conditions and election outcomes was
analyzed in the early part of the modern expansion period with retrospective and
prospective voting models. These models assert that past and projected economic
conditions impact voters’ attitudes toward political candidates and policies. When
voters feel that past economic conditions were favorable during the incumbent’s term
in office, they will most likely vote for the incumbent. However, if past economic
conditions are viewed unfavorably by the voters, they will tend not to vote for the
incumbent. These same precepts hold true when examining projected economic
conditions and incumbent reelection rates.

Several scholars (Fair, 1978, 1988; Fiorina, 1981; Kuklinski & West, 1981;
Lewis-Beck, 1988; Lockerbie, 1991; MacKuen, Erikson, & Stimson, 1988) argue
that the past and projected performance of the economy is a strong determinant of
voter choices during an election. Rice (1985) argues, however, that economic
factors, such as affirmative action and job training are often neglected in rational
modeling and that they should be factored into such calculations because they alter
wealth without transferring income. Currently, few studies address this issue.

The past and projected performance of the economy has become a potentially
strong strategic weapon for campaign strategists. When voters perceive past
economic hardship as an attribution of the incumbent, the challenger can create an
economic benefit differential that will increase the probability of a voter supporting

them. On the other hand, economic prosperity can create an economic benefit
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differential for the incumbent that will increase the candidate’s likelihood of
reelection.

Redefining the consumptive benefits portion of the rational model has
enhanced our understanding of election outcomes. Scholars, such as Moon (1992),
have adjusted the rational-choice model by re-specifying the meaning of consumptive
benefits. Moon’s consumptive benefits term includes variables such as political
education, political efficacy, and citizen duty to vote. Furthermore, he includes an
information processing variable to establish the impact of information usage by voters
on election outcomes. Moon concludes that voters information processing capacities
have little impact on election outcomes. For campaign managers, this means
educating the electorate. Informational campaigns are required to teach voters about
the issues so they understand the economic benefit in supporting a particular

candidate or policy.

Rational-Choice Voting and School Millage Qutcomes

In the early part of the modern expansion period, Rubinfeld (1977) enhanced
the use of the rational voter model by examining the relationship between the number
of children a household has in public school, the level of household income, the price
of public schooling, and previous support for the school millage request. He
concluded that support for a school millage request is largely a function of the
number of children a voter has in public schools.

Lankford (1985) developed an integrated model of rational and social
psychological voting. He constructed a demand-preference model of school
expenditures which depicted an economic self-interest relationship between

preference and demand and support for school millage requests. He found that school
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enroliment and school district employment moderately impacted support for school
millage requests. By adding a social psychological component, voter perceptions of
the quality of education, Lankford showed that voter perceptions of the quality of
education have a greater impact on support for school millage requests than does the
economic self-interest of the voter.

Since the number of children a voter has in public schools and the voter’s
perception of quality education influences school millage outcomes, public school
superintendents have to convey a message to the voter that his or her child will
receive a quality education and that this quality will bring future economic benefits to
the child.

Federalism also emerged in the rational-choice studies of school financing.
However, the application of federalism models to voting behavior was not that clear.
For example, Kearney and Kim (1990) examined the impact and distributional effects
of changes in grant funding for local public school districts. They conclude that the
switch from the categorical grant to the block grant method of funding by the federal
government during the 1980s shifted resources from less advantaged groups in
Michigan public school districts to those not requiring financial assistance. Hence
fewer resources reached the needier districts. Furthermore, this shift in grant funding
decreased overall funding to districts (a) with large percentages of poor children,

(b) in highly urbanized areas, and (c) with smaller school districts.

Voting behavior assumptions have taught us how to look at voting from
micro and macro perspectives. Table 1 shows the evolution of voting behavior
variables for the rational-choice and social psychological models of voting. The
cross-over of voting behavior variables begins in the Concrete Development Period

(1960-1976). This illustrates the integration of voting behavior models.
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Table 1

Summary of Voting Behavior Indicators

Time Period

Rational-Choice

Social Psychological

Foundational Period

Concrete Development
Period

Modern Expansion
Period

Monetary benefit from
policy or candidate

Costs of registering to
vote

Monetary benefit from
policy or candidate

Costs of registering to
vote

Sense of civic duty

Monetary benefit from
policy or candidate

Costs of registering to
vote

Sense of civic duty
Information processing

Personal income
Level of education
Job status

Feelings toward
government and politics

Party affiliation

Feelings toward
government and politics

Party affiliation

Psychological sense of
community (PSC)

To recapitulate the key findings of voting behavior studies, I will summarize

the development of rational-choice and social psychological voting models.

Summary of Voting Behavior Models

Voting and election outcomes were first analyzed with sociological models

during the foundation period (pre 1960). Researchers examined the correlation

between the socioeconomic characteristics of voters and voter turnout. Higher

socioeconomic status is strongly correlated with higher turnout rates. The
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sociological model, however, failed to capture the psychological components of
voting. Cross-pressure was the psychological state found to occur within voters who
encountered conflicting political views among their socioeconomic characteristics.
This created within the voter a state of voting dissonance which led the voter to
abstain from voting.

Sociological modeling offered little to campaign strategists when designing
campaign strategies. Measuring the political attitudes of the voter and attributing
them to the political party was later considered more important than examining the
correlation between socioeconomic characteristics of the voter and election turnout.
The study of political attitudes would later become the focus of most social-
psychological voting studies.

The study of rational-choice voting debuts in the work of Downs (1957).
Downs applied assumptions found in utility maximization theory to voter turnout. He
argued that voters support political candidates and policies from the political party
that provides the greatest economic return-on-investment.

Political parties must converge on the median voter who has one-half of the
electorate to his or her left and one-half of the electorate to the right. The party must
then adopt policy platforms close to the position of the median voter. This targeting
strategy will draw the median voter into the majority coalition.

A key concern to rational-choice theorists arose when voting and
participation were found to be irrational activities. Voters have to perceive that their
vote will significantly impact the election outcome before they will cast a ballot.
Mathematically, the probability of one vote significantly impacting an election
outcome approaches zero as the electoral population increases. Therefore, voting and

participation are non-rational activities in large electorates. However, many voters
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still vote even though it is irrational to do so. This phenomenon is referred to as the
paradox of voting.

As voting behavior research moved into the concrete development period
(1960-1976), much of the research on voting and election outcomes was devoted to
measuring political attitudes, finding linkages between political attitudes and election
outcomes, and increasing the benefit differential among candidates and public
policies. This was accomplished primarily by redesigning the rational-choice model of
voting and constructing survey instruments that would measure political attitudes and
the importance of political issues to the voter.

The paradox of voting was addressed by adding a consumptive benefits term
to the rational model equation. Consumptive benefits include various forms of
satisfaction derived from voting. Feelings of political efficacy and civic duty will
increase the likelihood of voting. This, however, lead rational voting scholars into
another trap. If voting costs were greater than economic benefits and the probability
of one vote affecting the election were zero, voting and participation could be made
rational by habit and not by judgments about candidates.

Game-theory, factoring the closeness of the election, and discarding “P”
altogether from the rational model were just a sample of the solutions offered during
this time-period to reconcile the paradox of voting. None of these solutions seemed
to solve the paradox, however, without eliminating the rational model altogether.
Voting behavior scholars would have to address voting costs, economic benefits, and
the significance of the vote when designing rational models of voting.

Campaign strategists use rational-choice assumptions when designing election
strategies. Voters are enticed into the coalition that promises the greatest economic

return-on-investment for the vote. Since voters cannot accurately estimate the impact
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of their vote on the election outcome, the economic benefits of supporting a
candidate or policy have to be stressed.

Social psychological scholars grappled with survey validity and reliability
during the concrete development period. Furthermore, they realized that voters are
not atomized creatures. Voters develop political attitudes that are influenced by
economic factors and other macro-level variables. Examining the economic
environment of the voter is necessary to explain voter attitudes toward political
candidates and policies. The context of the voter’s environment shapes his or her
political attitudes. Shaping behaviors, attitudes, and the degree of issue importance
became the focus of social psychological voting scholars.

To address these issues, social psychological scholars developed models that
simultaneously funneled macro-level and micro-level variables into a decision to vote.
Identifying the determinants of political attitudes and the shaping of those attitudes
into voter support for political candidates and policies came through the use of
questionnaires developed by social psychological scholars. The significance of
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