Native American Voting in Presidential Elections: 1952-1988.


Democratic theory holds participation to be important and desirable in the political process.  An accurate evaluation of a democratic government necessitates an understanding of the groups of voters within the government's sphere.  If voters in a particular group do not participate, the group will not receive political attention commensurate with its size.  If a group is underrepresented in the political arena, the group's members and the democratic process suffer.  Native Americans as a group are a substantial community in several states, and need to be considered significant participants in the political process.  Although they comprise slightly less than 2% of the voting age population nationwide
, there are significant concentrations in several sparsely populated states.  To increase our understanding of participation, the Native Americans should be considered as important actors in the process. 


Research on Native American voting patterns is still in its infancy.   Most studies of minority voting behavior focus on the prominent groups that are distinctive in their cultural and historical values, as well as carrying significant political impact.  However, in our quest to understand who votes, we must consider the variations among all voters in the political arena.  Native Americans, for example, have a distinct set of cultural values and unique history that differentiates them from other ethnic and racial groups in the United States (Kemnitzer, 1978).  If we wish to understand political behavior at all levels in the political process, we cannot ignore some voters simply because they are not members of the larger voting blocs.  


Research addressing smaller groups can also lead to a broader understanding of all actors in the arena of politics.  Smaller groups offer a more easily accessible testing ground for initial hypotheses, and the relative homogeneity of some communities allows researchers to isolate factors that would wash out in a large-scale analysis.

Literature and Theory.


The study of Native American political behavior is one of unfulfilled potential.  Although many authors have examined the behavior of tribal elites (Ritt 1979), little research has been done on the behavior of the individual voters.  There have been attempts to measure turnout (Peterson, 1957; Steiner, 1967; Svensson, 1973; Rendon, 1977; Ritt, 1979; McCool, 1982; Chaudhuri, 1986; Doherty, 1994), and the data tend to show that Native American turnout in national elections is lower than the overall population.  These studies suffer from many problems, the most prominent of which is a lack of a sufficiently large database from which to draw any substantive conclusions, i.e. the studies are often limited to examining one state or reservation during one election.  With the exception of Peterson (1957), these studies are very time-specific.  The second problem is that many of the studies focus on one tribe, rather than Native Americans as a whole.  Although it is possible to draw some tentative conclusions about individual tribes at specific times from these works, we are left with a series of studies that cleave many unanswered questions about Native American voting patterns.


Although research on Native Americans is lacking, there is some information to be gleaned from the work on turnout in general.  Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes (1960) found three general determinants of individual-level voting turnout: education, age, and economic status.  Their evidence showed education was the single largest factor in predicting who votes, with age and economic status also providing substantial predictive power.  Campbell et al. also found significant differences in the voting patterns of African-Americans and whites, men and women, and urban and rural voters.  Subsequent work (Verba and Nie, 1972; Verba, Nie, and Kim, 1978; Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980) provided support for Campbell et al. in many areas, but they disagreed about the relative importance of education and income.  Wolfinger and Rosenstone also confirmed Verba and Nie's conclusion that the African-American differences vanished when controls were used for education and income levels. 


Although there is still disagreement on how to predict overall turnout levels, several authors have tackled the topic of turnout in the larger minority groups.  The groups most widely studied are African-American voters.  Several studies of political behavior that included African-Americans (Verba and Nie, 1972; Milbrath and Goel, 1977; Bobo and Gilliam, 1990; Tate 1991) found they participated at slightly higher rates when socio-economic and educational variance was controlled.  In general, the research indicates that studies of African-American voting behavior do not need to compensate for the historical/cultural influences present within the African-American culture.  African-American turnout levels can be explained with the measures used to explain the voting of most other groups, including whites and Latinos (Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980).


If the common variables of income, education, and age can predict turnout across three of the largest voting communities in the United States (whites, Latinos, and African-Americans), why should Native American communities differ?  Perhaps Native American turnout is simply a function of income and education levels in the community.  There are several reasons to suspect this may be incorrect (Cornell, 1986).  Most Native American communities have a common history of consistent and often violent conflict with the national government.  Native American political culture is based on a decentralized tribal system, and many tribes lack Western democratic traditions.  The inability of the national government to provide effective solutions to reservation problems may also play a role. Although there is no way to test whether an element of Native American culture or history has a direct effect on turnout, indirect methods offer substantial potential.


Perhaps the greatest problem faced by Native American researchers is the lack of available data.  There is substantial anecdotal evidence to show that Native Americans do not vote as frequently as the remainder of the population, but the empirical evidence is extremely slim.  In most general studies of electoral behavior (such as the American National Election Studies), the number of Native Americans is so small (often fewer than 10) as to make statistical analysis impossible.  In addition, there is a  paucity of studies focusing on individual Native Americans.  Consequently, testing the general theories of individual voting behavior on Native American populations is extremely challenging.  


In the absence of suitable individual-level data on Native American political behavior, some form of aggregate testing is a logical step.  While aggregate data do not allow for specific testing of turnout theories, aggregate data can provide an initial glimpse of the general patterns of behavior present in the Native American communities in the United States
.

Data and Methodology.

The lack of individual-level data on Native American political behavior makes empirical analysis difficult.  The data for this paper are exclusively aggregate measures (i.e., county-level demographic and electoral returns).  Using aggregate data to infer individual actions is commonly referred to as the ecological fallacy.  Ecological data analysis was common until the advent rigorous survey methods after World War Two.  Social scientists routinely discussed individual-level behavior based on aggregate measures, but the new instruments exposed potentially serious validity problems with the process of ecological inference (Robinson, 1950; Goodman, 1959).  More recent work (Kramer, 1983; Langbein and Lichtman, 1978) argues that ecological techniques can outperform individual-level data under certain conditions, but the evidence is mixed at best.  There is little question ecological analysis weakens inferences from the results.  There is also no question that in this particular case, the use of ecological analysis is the only viable method to examine the phenomenon.


The data for the analysis are drawn from two sources.  The demographic and population data are from the U.S. Census; the election returns are from the archives of the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research.  Due to an lack of annual data, the decennial census data were interpolated to provide approximate values for the population, economic, and demographic variables during non-census years.  All of the demographic variables show consistent patterns of change over time, allowing interpolation with a reasonable expectation the results are accurate.  


The states were chosen based on the county-level Native American percentage.  If a state had one county where at least 40% of the population was Native American in 1990, the state was included in the analysis.  Seven states were included: Arizona, Montana, New Mexico, North Dakota, South Dakota, Utah, and Wisconsin. A total of 327 counties were included in the analysis over ten elections.   


The dependent variable in the analysis is the turnout percentage of each county [TURN]
.  The independent variables are: the percentage of the population within the county that is Native American [NAPCT]; median age [MA]; median education level [ME]
;  the population per square mile [PSM]; median family income [MFI]; and state dummy variables, [MT,NM,ND,SD,UT,WI] . 

Univariate and Bivariate Analysis.

An initial analysis of the univariate statistics revealed two potential problems in the data.  While the other variables are distributed relatively normally, the Native American population percentage and population per-square-mile variables show drastically skewed distributions (See Table 1).  The high levels of skewness in the Native American population percentage and population per-square-mile variables raise significant problems.  Converting the variables to  more normal distributions will allow the use of the Central Limit Theorem in interpretation.  Both variables were converted to logarithmic (base 10) values [LOGNA and LOGPSM] to approximate a normal distribution.  



The initial step in determining if a relationship exists is measuring the strength of the bivariate relationships. Table 2 shows the Pearson's r correlation matrix.  The results reveal several moderately strong relationships.  As expected, the logged Native American population percentage is negatively correlated with turnout and median family income.  Median age and turnout are positively correlated, as are median education level and turnout.  These results parallel the results from individual-level studies of voting behavior (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Verba and Nie 1972).  One expected negative correlation, median education and Native American population, failed to reach significance.  


A second perspective on the bivariate relationships is provided by a scatterplot.  Figure 1 presents a scatterplot of all of the cases from 1952 through 1988, with a regression line superimposed.  As a test of the face-validity of the relationship, the scatterplot is surprisingly strong evidence.  The trend of turnout decreasing as Native American population percentage increases is clear.  While correlation does not equal causation, the graph shows a potential causal relationship between the two variables.   These bivariate measures lend credence to the original expectations about the characteristics of the Native American voters.  Several moderate to strong relationships exist between the variables of interest.  Clearly, a multivariate explanation is the next logical step.

The Multivariate Model--A First Look.


There are several options available for cross-sectional, time-series data analysis.  Box-Jenkins ARIMA or Maximum Likelihood Estimation procedures are commonly used methods, but they often force the analyst to examine multiple series of potentially dissimilar cases (Zuk and Thompson, 1982).  Since the data are pooled cross-sections, GLS-ARMA (Generalized Least Squares-AutoRegressive Moving Averages) pooled regression is a more appropriate choice
.  


As a pooled regression technique, GLS-ARMA represents a compromise between "OLS [Ordinary Least Squares pooled regression] which is biased and LSDV [Least Squares pooled regression with Dummy Variables] which is inefficient" (Stimson, 1985), a compromise which improves efficiency without inducing bias in the estimators.  The GLS-ARMA procedure generates unbiased significance tests without sacrificing efficiency (Sayrs, 1989).


The results of the GLS-ARMA procedure are shown in Table 3.  Considering the data are from ten elections over almost thirty years, and considering the model does not include income measures for the years prior to 1970, the overall fit of the model is good (Adj. R-square=0.327) .  All of the independent variables are significant at p<0.01 except median income, which is not significant.  One possible explanation for this lack of significance is the effects of income are subsumed in the education variable, a result consistent with other findings (Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980).  One surprising result is the strength and consistency of the state coefficients.  All of them are positive, and they outweigh any other independent effect.


The interpretation of the results is straightforward.  If all of the variables are held constant, the average county turnout across all elections is 67%
.  A one-year change in a county's median age increases turnout, on average, by 3%.  A one-year increase in a county's median education increases turnout by 0.6%.  A one unit increases in a county's logged population density (e.g., a change in population per-square-mile from 1 to 10 or 10 to 100) decreases turnout, on average, by almost 5%.  A one unit increase in a county's logged Native American population (e.g., a change from 1% to 10%) decreases turnout by almost 14%.  State registration laws also had a substantial effect.  Turnout levels in North Dakota, as one example, are approximately 13.5% higher than the turnout levels in baseline state, Arizona.


It is important to note that all of these results are at the aggregate level.  Although it is possible to infer individual-level behavior from the data, such inferences are not directly supported by the analysis.  The results show with all other variables held constant, an increase in the relative size of the Native American population within a county causes a decrease in the county’s level of turnout.  The results do not directly verify the hypothesis Native Americans vote at lower rates than other voters, but they do provide a significant indirect test .  


With income, education, population density, and age held constant, turnout decreases as Native American population increases.  These results provide substantial support for the argument that cultural/historical influences in the Native American communities have an independent effect on voter turnout  It is possible, however, that a relationship that is significant over a series of elections can fail to explain any single election (Kramer, 1983).  To examine this potential pitfall, analysis of the individual years is needed.

The Multivariate Model--A Second Look.


To determine if the model can explain individual elections as well as the combined elections, it is necessary to apply the model to the ten individual elections in the data set.  If the model accurately predicts these substantially varying elections, the power of the model will be significantly enhanced.


Using the original linear model, multiple (OLS) regression was applied to the ten independent elections.  The results of the ten models and the GLS-ARMA model (for comparison) are presented in Table 4.  The results are consistent across all the elections and in comparison to the cross-time model.  Native American population is significant at p<0.01 or better in all ten models, which provides significant support for the argument of an independent "Native American" effect.  The state dummies were significant in at least nine of the ten elections (North Dakota and South Dakota in all ten), and median age and education were significant in eight of the ten.  


The only variable that was consistently insignificant was median income.  It is worth noting that all three elections where median education was insignificant were models that included the income variable.  It would appear the inclusion of the income variable siphons statistical power from education, lending support to previous findings (Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980).  


The coefficients for all of the variables were consistently in the expected directions with very similar magnitudes across time, and the goodness-of-fit measures are approximately the same.  The results from the examination demonstrate the model is equally effective when examining cross-sectional or serial election data.  These results provide substantial evidence for the applicability of the model to the question of Native American turnout.

Discussion.

Before we can begin to explore individual-level relationships or test individual-level theories, we need some evidence the purported relationships are present.  One method of examining potential relationships is through aggregate data analysis.  The purpose of this analysis was to ascertain if any patterns exist in Native American turnout, and the research was substantially successful in this regard.  The results must be taken with a degree of caution, but several distinct patterns emerge from the data.


The results show that counties with a high proportion of Native Americans tend to have lower turnout rates compared to counties with a low proportion of Native Americans.  The effect of the Native American population is independent of registration laws, urban/rural status, age, income, and education.  Figure 1 shows a clear relationship between turnout and Native American population.  Even when controls are imposed in the multivariate models for many of the most powerful predictors of voter turnout, the relationship between Native American populations and turnout continues to hold.  The strength and consistency of the coefficients for the Native American population throughout the models indicate the relationship is most likely not a spurious one.  Although the statistics do not address individual Native Americans in the counties, the strength of the Native American variable in all five tests of the data allows for a certain level of inference.


It would be a mistake to claim a substantive understanding of Native American voting behavior at this point.  Although there appears to be a clear trend in the data, the trend is not an explanation--it is only a pattern.  Until individual-level data are available in sufficient numbers for the Native American population, it is impossible to confirm or refute the evidence presented.  Ecological data can provide substantial insight into the relationships between variables, but aggregate data do not provide an appropriate substitute for individual data.

Implications.

The continued inactivity of Native Americans in the national political process should be a major cause for concern for all student of representative government.  With the increased focus on getting African-Americans and Latinos to the polls, it is unfortunate that Native Americans have been so widely ignored.  The concentration of Native American populations in sparsely populated states such as North Dakota and Montana gives them the potential to exert their influence on the political process.  Native Americans make up at least five percent of the population in four of the seven states in the model, a substantial enough minority to deserve attention from the political system.  In states where numbers of Democrats and Republicans are approximately equal, the Native Americans could become the swing voters.


The implications of Native American research for democracy are substantial.  Full participation in the political process is a desirable quality for the maintenance of a democratic government.  As more communities become underrepresented in the process, the potential for majority tyranny increases.  If Native Americans want to have their views expressed, they need to show themselves to be a force in the electoral process.  The only way they can accomplish this is to vote at levels near or equal to the rest of the voting population in the United States.  

Appendix One: Variable Definitions


The first independent variable is the percentage of the population within the county that is Native American [NAPCT] from 0 to 1.  Native American population percentage was interpolated from the census data by dividing the number of self-identified Native Americans by the total county population.  


The second independent variable is the median age for the county population as a whole [MA].  The third independent variable is the median education level for the county's population, measured in years [ME].  Census demographic data indicates Native Americans should show lower levels of education, but there are no clear differences in median age.


The fourth independent variable is the population per square mile averaged across the entire county [PSM].  the population per-square-mile measure is a proxy for the urban/rural effect.  Although there is disagreement whether rural voters vote more or less often than urban voters (Verba and Nie, 1972; Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980; Milbrath and Goel, 1977), the analyses all show that rural and urban voters do not vote at the same rates.  A substantial majority of the Native American population in the sample states live in rural areas, so the inclusion of a urban/rural control variable is appropriate.


The fifth dependent variable is the median family income [MFI] for the county in hundreds of dollars.  Due to a lack of accurate data, the income variable is only included for the elections after 1970.  Income is either the best or the second-best predictor of turnout at the individual level, depending on the analysis (Verba and Nie, 1972; Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980).  Demographics show Native Americans have lower income levels than virtually any other demographic group in the United States (Cornell, 1986).


The last six variables [MT,NM,ND,SD,UT,WI] are dummy variables for the respective states. The variables are included to compensate for individual differences between states.  For example, the relative stringency of registration laws can have a substantial effect on turnout (Squire, Wolfinger, and Glass, 1987), and North Dakota has the most lenient voter registration laws in the country.  The effect of the seventh state, Arizona, will be subsumed in the constant.  The state dummies are present in the multivariate model only.
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Table 1.  Univariate Statistics


PCTNA 
TURN
PSM
MA
ME

  RANGE 
0.939
0.797
4434.540
38.400
13.560

  MEAN         
0.053 
0.681      
41.845      
28.964      
11.187

  STAND. DEV
0.131    
0.130     
241.344   
4.595       
1.485

  STD. ERROR   
0.002     
0.002       
4.256       
0.081       
0.026

  SKEWNESS             
3.813  
-0.310      
15.709           
0.281 
 -0.781

  KURTOSIS  
15.673  
0.231
265.228 
0.668 
0.109

  MEDIAN  
0.007       
0.691       
7.000      
28.960      
11.780


LOGNA
LOGPSM
MFI      

  RANGE         
4.973       
4.869   
33.18

  MEAN    
1.917       
0.940   
25.382

  STAND. DEV
0.858       
0.641   
6.372

  STD. ERROR  
0.015       
0.011      
0.111

  SKEWNESS  
0.121 
0.706 
-1.161

  KURTOSIS 
-0.037
0.714  
6.082

  MEDIAN
1.858       
0.845 
26.691

Total Observations:   3210

Figure 1.  Scatterplot of Turnout and Native American Population Percentage



Table 2.  Pearson's r Matrix


TURN
MFI
MA
ME
LOGNA
LOGPSM

TURN
1.000
--------
--------
--------
--------
--------

MFI
0.267
1.000
--------
--------
--------
--------

MA
0.353
0.641
1.000
--------
--------
--------

ME
0.198
0.140
0.150
1.000
--------
--------

LOGNA
-0.392
-0.219
-0.433
-0.109
1.000
--------

LOGPSM
-0.200
-0.171
-0.143
0.156
-0.086
1.000

Number of observations: 3210

Table 3. GLS-ARMA Results

Variables
   b   
St. Error
   t    

Constant
0.671**
0.056
9.611

LOGNA
-0.137**
0.009
-10.477

LOGPSM
-0.047**
0.006
-8.179

MA
0.0301**
0.009
6.1366

ME
0.0059*
0.004
2.4259

MFI
0.001
0.005
0.8541

MT
0.137**
0.015
9.034

NM
0.055*
0.016
3.477

ND
0.135**
0.015
8.827

SD
0.145**
0.015
9.979

UT
0.174**
0.017
10.459

WI
0.157**
0.016
10.114

*= significant at p<0.05
**= significant at p<0.01

Pooled Durbin-Watson D: 2.06

Q Statistic (Distributed as Chi-Square) with 5 df: 4035.494

R-square: 0.327

Adj. R-square: 0.323

Theta: 0.371

Table 4. Individual Elections and GLS-ARMA Results


1952
1956
1960
1964
1968
1972
1976

Constant
0.371*
0.48**
0.55**
0.53**
0.46**
0.63**
0.53*

Log NA Percentage
-0.08**
-0.07**
-0.14**
-0.08*
-0.13*
-0.10**
-0.10*

Log Population PSM
-0.03
-0.03*
-0.02
-0.02
-0.05*
0.01
-0.06*

Median Age
0.01*
0.01
0.01*
0.01*
0.01*
-0.01
0.02*

Median Education
0.02*
0.01*
0.04*
0.01*
0.01*
-0.01
0.01

Median Family Income





0.01
0.01

Montana
0.148*
0.17**
0.13*
0.11*
0.14*
0.13*
0.04

New Mexico
0.09*
0.09*
0.13*
0.10*
0.11*
0.07
-0.01

North Dakota
0.18**
0.17**
0.19**
0.15*
0.17**
0.12*
0.08*

South Dakota
0.08*
0.15*
0.15**
0.12*
0.18**
0.14*
0.10*

Utah
0.21**
0.19**
0.22**
0.19**
0.23**
0.17*
0.05

Wisconsin
0.17**
0.17*
0.17**
0.12*
0.17**
0.31**
-0.01

R-Square
0.398
0.318
0.382
0.272
0.354
0.529
0.443

Adjusted R-Square
0.378
0.295
0.362
0.248
0.333
0.512
0.423


1980
1984
1988
GLS-ARMA

Constant
0.04
-0.07
0.11
0.54**

Log NA Percentage
-0.12**
-0.04*
-0.11**
-0.14**

Log Population PSM
-0.07**
-0.06**
-0.06**
-0.05**

Median Age
0.01**
0.01**
0.09**
0.03**

Median Education
0.03*
0.04*
0.09*
0.01*

Median Family Income
0.01*
0.01
0.01
0.01

Montana
0.16**
0.18**
0.15**
0.14**

New Mexico
0.05*
0.08*
0.06*
0.06*

North Dakota
0.16**
0.17**
0.12**
0.14**

South Dakota
0.19**
0.15**
0.13**
0.15**

Utah
0.23**
0.22**
0.19**
0.17**

Wisconsin
0.21**
0.15**
0.02**
0.16**

R-Square
0.624
0.521
0.576
0.327

Adjusted R-Square
0.610
0.503
0.561
0.323

*= significant at p<0.05
**= significant at p<0.01

�	 It is worth noting that several studies have been conducted of Jewish political behavior, yet they make up approximately the same proportion of the overall voting population as Native Americans.


�	 The inability to test specific theories, while a drawback, is not a deathknell for this line of research.  Like any other research endeavor, Native American political scholars need to find some type of baseline evidence to indicate there is a difference between Native American voting patterns and those of the rest of the population.  While a few scholars have produced evidence of decreased turnout in a few limited locations, even fewer scholars have attempted to study Native American voting on a near-nationwide scale.  


�	 More complete definitions of the independent and dependent variables are listed in Appendix 1.


�	 Median age and median education are included as control variables derived from the prominent work on the individual-level predictors of turnout (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Verba and Nie 1972).


�	 The model was also run using standard OLS regression and dummy variables for the years.  The results are essentially the same when compared to the GLS-ARMA procedure.  The GLS-ARMA results tend to show the similarities of from election to election, while the OLS regression highlights the differences from election to election.


�	  This is, in and of itself, an interesting result, given that the overall turnout rate for the nation is substantially lower.  This is most likely a product of the states chosen, as many of them (North Dakota, for example) have relatively open registration procedures.





