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Election 2008
Young Americans Could Break Their Parents’ Record for Youth Voter Turnout
Young voters expected to hit the polls in record numbers.
By Sharon Hakakian
Robert Weiner sat at the desk where President Richard Nixon signed the Constitutional amendment granting 18-year-olds the right to vote and wondered whether young voters can beat his generation’s record turnout in a presidential election. 

The 26th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1971 opened the way for the biggest turnout ever among young voters – 52 percent of 18-24-year-olds in 1972, according to Tufts University’s Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement.

Peter Levine, director of CIRCLE, said young people just may top that mark in the Nov. 4 election. Both presidential candidates – Democratic Sen. Barack Obama and Republican Sen. John McCain – are competing hard for voters under 30, who make up more than 20 percent of the population.

“Sitting at that desk brought back a flurry of emotion,” Weiner said of his visit on Oct. 14 to Nixon’s desk, which is on the top floor of the U.S. State Department in Washington.

Now president of the public affairs and issue strategies firm Robert Weiner Associates, Weiner was a Democratic National Committee voter registration and mobilization coordinator in 1972.

“This could be the most powerful [election] since ours,” he said. 

In 1972, young voters preferred the Democratic candidate for president, Sen. George McGovern. But the big youth turnout didn’t stop Nixon, the Republican, from winning re-election by a landslide.

Since 1971, presidential candidates have had one more constituency to please, but not a single presidential election yet has exceeded the percentage of young voters who came out at that first opportunity. After the 1972 election, the youth voter turnout decreased until it hit about 40 percent in 1988, according to the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey. Four years later, it increased nearly 10 percent, but then suffered an even greater fall in 1996. After a slight increase to 36 percent in 2000, the youth vote finally surged by 11 percentage-points in 2004 bringing it to 47 percent.

Levine said it just may be possible to add another 6 percentage-points this year and beat the 1972 record. Obama’s appeal to young voters and Internet activism on Facebook and YouTube may do the trick, he added.

Organizations such as Rock the Vote are instrumental in encouraging the youth vote as well. Some musicians and celebrities also promote political activism, including Superman’s Dean Cain, a McCain supporter, and talk show host Oprah Winfrey, who backs Obama.

And ever since states made it easier and more convenient for voters to register, statistics have shown an increase in youth voters.

“The easier you make things for people, the more likely they are to vote,” said Abby Kiesa, CIRCLE’s Youth Coordinator. In nine states, voters can register on Election Day, and in North Dakota, voters don’t even have to register. In these states, the youth turnout is 14 percent higher than the national average, according to CIRCLE.

Curtis Gans, Director of the Center for the Study of the American Electorate at American University in Washington, attributes the fluctuation in the youth turnout to disillusionment with President George W. Bush and former President Bill Clinton. 

“Clinton promised things that he didn’t deliver. He nominated people and then undercut them,” Gans said. “He did a whole series of things that made him appear pretty chameleon-like and that didn’t sit well with young people who are idealistic.”

But Weiner disagrees. In attracting the youth vote, “Clinton did the second best job,” next to what Weiner predicts Obama will do. “He emoted with everybody and he clearly did that with the kids…Kids don’t want cynical people in politics. They want upbeat, inspirational people.”

After all, it was Clinton who was tough enough to answer what the teen world was dying to know in a 1994 MTV interview: “Boxers or briefs?”
“Usually briefs,” Clinton replied.

Obama, however, was a little more reserved when asked to answer the same question in a February interview with the weekly magazine Us. “I don’t answer those humiliating questions. But whichever one it is, I look good in them!”

Despite Obama’s hesitation to get too personal, his grassroots efforts and his strategy to speak directly to young people in college towns has drawn many to his campaign. Young Obama supporters make phone calls, knock on doors, register voters on college campuses and organize promotional rock concerts.

“In this case, it’s very much about the candidate,” Gans said. “The Internet doesn’t recruit young people. Young people have to be recruited to visit the [candidates’] websites.”

But Ashley Barbera, a College Republican National Committee (CRNC) representative, said young voters are not so different from other constituents. 

“The pressing issues of today, such as the economy and energy prices, affect young people as much as they do everyone else,” she said. “If anything, the way the next president handles those issues might even affect young voters more than others, because we will have to live with the outcomes for longer.”

And according to Barbera, McCain is doing his share to attract these voters, pointing out the dramatic increase in College Republicans, which says it has recruited over 115,000 new members nationwide since August.

So will the youth vote be the determining factor in this election?

“When it’s a really close election, anything is pivotal,” said Richard Forgette, head of the political science department at the University of Mississippi.

Others agree that although the youth vote may help, it won’t be the determining factor.

“The youth vote was the only age group that went for McGovern,” Weiner said. And McGovern lost. “This can be a different dynamic. Kids are going to be overwhelming, but so are a lot of other groups.”

The 18-25 age group makes up 14 percent of those with the right to vote and 18-29-year-olds make up 21 percent, according to a 2006 Census report. Their opportunities to get involved are increasing every day.

“I’m cynical of those who are cynical, who say you can’t get involved,” Weiner said. “It doesn’t mean you have to be a congressman. I tried and failed at that, by the way. There are no excuses. Anybody can be involved. It’s our country; we might as well run it.”
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ADDENDUM:

-----Original Message-----
From: Sharon Hakakian [mailto:sharon.hakakian@nyu.edu] 
Sent: Sunday, October 26, 2008 7:22 PM
To: Robert Weiner
Subject: Re: Website -- Question from an NYU Journalism Student
Hi Mr. Weiner,

Hope you’re well.

We talked last week about the article I’m working on about the youth vote. I’m making final edits and just have a quick question for you. You mentioned the desk at which President Nixon signed the document ratifying the 26th amendment to allow 18-20 year olds to vote. Where is this desk? And if I recall correctly, you were there for an event. What kind of event and when did it take place?

I would appreciate any more information you can offer.

Thank you, again!

Yours,
Sharon Hakakian
From:  Robert Weiner 
To: 'Sharon Hakakian'

Sun 10/26/2008 8:17 PM:
At the State Department on the top floor, in the reception room.  I did not sit at the desk, I stood next to it with some emotion (for the obvious reason that I was the national Democratic Party’s first national youth voter registration director after the Constitutional Amendment authorizing the 18-21 year old vote was signed on that desk).  I put my notebook on it, at which point the State Department “docent” (information expert) giving my wife and me the private tour during the reception said nothing is now allowed on the desk.  The event was the Avon Global Breast Cancer Conference reception Tuesday night October 14.

Regards,
Bob Weiner
