
Article

Comparative Political Studies
2022, Vol. 55(6) 1021–1058
© The Author(s) 2021
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/00104140211047406
journals.sagepub.com/home/cps

Partisanship as Cause,
Not Consequence, of
Participation

Eli G. Rau1

Abstract
In most democracies, citizens who identify with a political party are more
likely than non-partisans to turn out to vote. But why is this the case? Does
voting foster partisanship, as prominent models of political learning and
cognitive dissonance postulate? Or does partisanship encourage voting, as
expressive voting models and social identity theory suggest? I introduce the
concept of partisan duty to capture the role of partisan social identities in the
turnout decision and present new empirical tests of the relationship between
partisanship and voting. I leverage a unique institutional arrangement in Chile
to establish the direction of causality with a regression discontinuity, and I
implement a novel survey design with behavioral outcomes to identify causal
mechanisms. Data from the US confirm that the main findings generalize
beyond Chile. Electoral participation does not generate partisanship. Instead,
partisanship mobilizes voters: it increases the expressive benefits to voting
and generates a sense of duty to support one’s partisan group.
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Partisan identification is intimately related to many central aspects of political
behavior. It influences vote choice (Campbell et al., 1960), voters’ policy
positions (Samuels & Zucco, 2014), and the manner in which voters process
new political information (Bartels, 2002). Partisanship has the power to
undermine politicians’ accountability (Besley, 2006) and it can even trump
voters’ democratic values in polarized societies (Svolik, 2017).

Yet large gaps remain in our understanding of partisanship’s effect on
another key subject of political behavior: voter participation. For decades,
scholars have written at length about higher turnout rates among partisans. But
until now, causal identification problems have hampered our ability to draw
important theoretical conclusions. We know that partisans are more likely to
participate than non-partisans. But the question remains, why are partisans
more likely to turn out?

Are partisans simply people who are more interested in politics (and,
therefore, more likely to participate)? Or is there a direct, causal relationship
between partisanship and turnout? Prominent theories of political behavior
provide the foundation for two distinct interpretations of the direction of
causality in this relationship. According to the mobilization hypothesis,
partisanship increases turnout. Those who identify with a political party place
value on the opportunity to express and reaffirm this identity by voting (see,
e.g., Carlin & Love, 2015; Fiorina, 1976). But according to the identity-
formation hypothesis, the effect runs in the opposite direction: electoral
participation generates partisanship (see, e.g., Leon & Rizzi, 2016; Lundell,
2007; Singh & Thornton, 2013).1 When citizens vote, they engage with the
party system, learn about which parties best represent their preferences, and
become more likely to adopt partisan identities (Converse, 1969).

The evidence for these two accounts is inconclusive. Disentangling the
causal connections between partisanship and turnout poses a major empirical
challenge. Partisanship and turnout are closely related to many other political
characteristics; this dynamic might produce spurious correlations that do not
reflect an underlying causal relationship between partisanship and turnout. For
example, a citizen’s level of interest in politics might drive both her decision to
turn out and her identification with a party. Ideally, a researcher would induce
exogenous variation in partisanship and observe whether rates of turnout
change in response (and vice versa). But this is no simple task. Partisan
identification develops over long periods of time; short-term experimental
interventions would be unlikely to change such a fundamental political
identity. Likewise, exogenous variation in turnout is rare in the real world.

In this paper, I present a series of tests that overcome these limitations and
allow us to confidently conclude that partisanship mobilizes voters, but that
repeated voting does not foster partisanship. These tests also allow us to
discern the mechanisms linking partisanship to participation. I find evidence
of two key mechanisms. The first—expressive utility—is well-established in
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the theoretical literature. The second—partisan duty—is a new theoretical
concept I introduce, which highlights the desire to do one’s part to contribute
to a group success. I show that partisans are willing to pay material costs to
express their partisan identities, and that they are further mobilized by a sense
of duty to contribute to their party’s electoral success.

I present data from a regression discontinuity and a novel survey mea-
surement strategy with behavioral outcomes, both conducted in Chile. Chile
offers a compelling context for studying the relationship between partisanship
and turnout. I demonstrate that a unique voting law generated exogenous
variation in Chileans’ voting patterns over long periods of time. I leverage this
variation to rigorously examine the effect of voting on partisan identification.
In turn, original survey data provide evidence that partisans are willing to pay
real costs to express their identification, even when doing so has no impact on
electoral outcomes, policy implementation, or party reputation.

The evidence paints a compelling picture. The act of turning out to vote
has, at best, a minimal effect on one’s likelihood of forming a partisan identity.
But partisan identities deeply affect the incentives to turn out to vote. Partisans
gain expressive utility from casting a vote to support their party, and they are
willing to pay costs for these expressive benefits. The mobilization hypothesis
is well-supported by the empirical evidence. The identity-formation hy-
pothesis, by contrast, finds no support in this study.

The main empirical contribution of this paper is to compare the validity of
competing theories in a context where we can precisely differentiate between
the observable implications of each theory. As with any study, this one faces a
trade-off between precision and generalizability. By focusing the investigation
on Chile, I am able to conduct well-identified tests of the various causal
mechanisms and contribute to the theoretical debate over partisan turnout.
However, this approach leaves open the question of whether we would find the
same results in other contexts.

As a first step in assessing how general the findings are, I analyze panel data
on partisanship and turnout from the United States. These data confirm that the
main results travel beyond Chile. Partisans in the US are much more likely to
turn out than non-partisans, but voting generates no measurable increase in
partisan identification.

Partisanship and turnout are two of the most-studied phenomena in
political behavior; understanding the relationship between them is important
in its own right. But this study has broader implications as well. In the
process of learning why partisans vote more frequently than non-partisans,
we learn general lessons about the factors that encourage people to turn out
to vote, including the intrinsic motivations inherent in expressive voting.
The study also sheds light on the ways in which partisan identification
changes people’s attitudes toward elections, and shapes a voter’s sense of
her role in politics.
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And the importance of this causal question extends beyond studies of
voting behavior. The mobilization hypothesis has clear implications for party
strategy; the identity-formation hypothesis underlies theories about the effects
of compulsory voting (Singh & Thornton, 2013) and the relationship between
democratic stability and electoral volatility (Lupu & Stokes, 2010). A more
precise understanding of the microfoundations of voting behavior contributes
to better theorizing about elite behavior, institutional implications, and macro-
level patterns in democracies.

Theories of Partisan Turnout

The robust relationship between partisanship and turnout is well-established
in American politics (Campbell et al., 1960; Gerber et al., 2010) and com-
parative politics (Powell, 1986; Resnick & Casale, 2014; Smets & van Ham,
2013). Partisanship is a strong predictor of turnout at the individual level
(Carlin & Love, 2015; Carreras & Castañeda-Angarita, 2014). And the pattern
scales up to the aggregate level (Heath, 2007; Vowles, 1994).

In Chile, partisan identification has closely tracked with turnout since the
return to democracy. In the early 1990s, approximately 75% of Chileans
identified with a political party and more than 80% turned out to vote. Nearly
three decades later, fewer than 25% identify with a party and fewer than 50%
turn out to vote.2 Cross-national comparisons in Europe reveal a similar
pattern. Figure 1 plots turnout against the proportion of survey respondents
identifying with a political party in 15 countries included in the European
Social Survey. It shows a strong positive correlation, with only one outlier:
Switzerland, where frequent referendums make national elections less salient
(Franklin, 1996).

These simple correlations, however strong, can tell us only so much about
the relationship between partisanship and turnout. We know that these var-
iables move together, but we do not know how or why. Below, I outline two
possible interpretations of this relationship. The identity-formation hypothesis
maintains that turnout produces partisanship; the mobilization hypothesis
maintains that partisanship generates turnout.

The Identity-Formation Hypothesis

A large body of literature postulates that the more someone votes, the more
likely she is to become a partisan. Converse’s (1969) social learning model
claims that partisanship increases as a result of experience with a party system,
particularly during the voting years. The act of voting forces citizens to think
about the parties regularly, and they consider their relation to each of the
parties when deciding how to vote. This cognitive engagement increases the

1024 Comparative Political Studies 55(6)



likelihood that they will begin to identify with one of the parties (Mackerras &
McAllister, 1999; Singh & Thornton, 2013).

And a burgeoning literature on cognitive dissonance in politics has
questioned the traditional story that preferences are always causally prior to
behavior; instead, people may behave a certain way out of habit or experi-
mentation, and then adjust their preferences and self-conceived identities to
justify this behavior (Acharya et al., 2018). Cognitive dissonance simply
refers to a state in which two or more pieces of information “psychologically
do not fit together” (Festinger, 1962, p. 93). People seek to avoid the psy-
chological discomfort of cognitive dissonance:

“Cognitive dissonance is a motivating state of affairs. Just as hunger impels a
person to eat, so does dissonance impel a person to change his opinions or his
behavior.” (Festinger, 1962, p. 93)

Evidence from many psychological experiments shows that people often
change their beliefs to alleviate cognitive dissonance (see, e.g., Aronson et al.,
1991; Brehm, 1956; Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959). More recently, political
scientists and economists have tested the influence of cognitive dissonance on
political beliefs. Empirical studies have found evidence of this dynamic in

Figure 1. Turnout and Partisanship in Europe. Note: Voting age population turnout
versus the proportion of respondents identifying with a political party. Turnout data
come from IDEA. Partisanship data come from the European Social Survey Round 8.

Rau 1025



many aspects of political life, including presidential approval ratings, attitudes
toward democratic norms, and general political interest (Mullainathan &
Washington, 2009; Quintelier & Van Deth, 2014). Partisan identities, then,
might be the result of accumulated political activity, such as voting for a party
multiple years in a row (Lupu & Stokes, 2010).

The theory of cognitive dissonance applies broadly, even to contexts in
which one’s behavior does not significantly deviate from one’s prior beliefs or
preferences:

“Even when people vote for a party they clearly prefer to others, actually doing
so may still lead them to think more highly of this party than before the election.
In other words, even if there is no obvious conflict between behavior and at-
titudes, there may be a slight dissonance that can be reduced by changing
attitudes so that they even more clearly favor the behavior exhibited.” (Bølstad
et al., 2013, p. 432)

Thus, voters with no partisan identity might cast a ballot for the party
that they weakly prefer; then, “the desire to resolve cognitive dissonance
leads them to see themselves as partisans of this party” (Lupu & Stokes, 2010,
p. 92).

The identity-formation hypothesis has been advanced by many theoretical
and empirical studies, but few have conducted direct tests of the theory. Singh
and Thornton (2013), Lundell (2007), Mackerras and McAllister (1999), and
Dalton and Weldon (2007) observe that more people identify with political
parties when voting is compulsory, and argue that the identity-formation
hypothesis explains this phenomenon. Turnout rises under compulsory voting
and, according to the identity-formation hypothesis, voting makes people
more likely to become partisans. Thus, compulsory voting increases partisan
identification as a direct result of increasing turnout.

But other plausible explanations for this pattern exist. For example, po-
litical parties might target a broader base of support in compulsory voting
systems because they know that a larger share of the electorate will turn out to
vote. In this alternative account, widespread partisanship in compulsory
voting systems is not a direct result of increased voting, but rather of party
strategy.

The best test to date of the identity-formation hypothesis is Leon and Rizzi
(2016). The authors used a discontinuity among young voters in Brazil to gain
causal leverage, and found mixed results. Brazil mandates voting among
citizens aged 18–70. Citizens who are 16–17 are eligible but not required to
vote. In their study, the authors examine the political preferences and be-
haviors of Brazilians between the ages of 16 and 20. At the age of 18, citizens
pass from a voluntary voting system to a compulsory one, producing a
discontinuity in the costs of abstention (and, by extension, turnout rates).
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Leon and Rizzi (2016) leverage this discontinuity to assess the behavioral
effects of electoral participation.

Voting made young people more likely to identify with one party—the
Brazilian Social Democracy Party (PSDB)—in the short-term, but not with
any other party. And even the effect of PSDB support might be fleeting. The
study looked only at Brazilians between the ages of 16 and 20. Voters of this
age group are often still developing their political identities. Voting in their
first election might give young adults a head start in developing their political
identities, but this effect might dissipate over time as non-voters have more
political experiences and develop their own identities. If this is the case, it
would not produce the sustainable long-term effect necessary to explain major
differences between partisanship in compulsory versus voluntary voting
systems, or the persistent relationship between partisanship and turnout across
age groups.

Although the identity-formation hypothesis has seen limited empirical
testing, it builds on noteworthy developments in political behavior which
show that actions often precede beliefs. With a strong grounding in social
psychological theory and implications for institutional design, the identity-
formation hypothesis warrants further empirical investigation. But it is not the
only theoretically cogent causal pathway between voting and partisanship.

The Mobilization Hypothesis

An alternative approach to explaining the turnout-partisanship correlation
considers how partisanship might change the calculus of voting. Social
identity theory provides a strong foundation for the argument that partisanship
increases the incentives to vote. Theorists in this tradition argue that partisan
identification constitutes a “genuine form of social identification” (Green
et al., 2002, p. ix). Citizens develop a sense of what types of people a party
represents—the party’s “brand” (Lupu, 2016)—and whether they fit into such
groups. Many recent empirical studies support this interpretation, showing
that party identification influences attitudes and behavior in a manner similar
to other fundamental social identities, with effects that extend beyond the
political arena to everyday social settings (Iyengar et al., 2012; Mason, 2015;
Carlin & Love, 2018).

When partisans internalize a sense of group membership, as social identity
theory posits, they experience expressive benefits from voting. Votes operate
as “a means to express political beliefs and preferences and, in doing so, to
establish or reaffirm [one’s] own political identity” (Schuessler, 2000, p. 88).
A partisan enjoys expressive benefits from voting regardless of whether her
vote is pivotal to the result: she gains utility from the act of voting, not just the
electoral outcomes. Even if a voter does not have strong preferences over
policy platforms in the current election, if she identifies with one of the parties,
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she still gains utility from voting and reaffirming her identity as a partisan.
And she enjoys these expressive benefits even if her vote is not observed by
others: by voting for her party, she is acting in congruence with her partisan
identity and reaffirming this aspect of her sense of self. Through this
mechanism, partisanship increases the payoffs to voting and mobilizes voters
who might otherwise stay home.

Fiorina (1976) formalizes this concept in a classic rational choice model of
voter turnout. Voters have preferences over parties’ platforms, but they also
have partisan identities (which may or may not align with their preferences
over party platforms in a particular election). Fiorina builds on the Riker and
Ordeshook (1968) formulation, which models the utility of voting as an
additive combination of the costs of voting, the benefits of fulfilling a sense of
civic duty,3 and the expected policy payoff (the difference in utility from one
party’s platform vs. the other, multiplied by the perceived probability of
casting a decisive vote that changes the outcome of the election). Fiorina adds
a new term to the model: an “expressive factor” (395) that accounts for the
“psychic satisfaction” (396) of voting in accordance with one’s partisan
identity (or the “psychic cost” of casting a vote for a different party).

Fiorina’s model emphasizes that partisans do not just prefer a given party’s
platform or performance in office. They internalize a sense of partisan
membership (Greene, 2002). When a partisan votes for her party, she gains
expressive utility from reaffirming her identity, separate from any instrumental
benefit of increasing the likelihood of electing a government whose policies
she prefers.

But another result of this internalized identity is that “the group’s failures
and victories become personal” (Huddy et al., 2015, p. 3). Membership in a
partisan group, similar to membership in a sports team’s fanbase, generates an
emotional investment in the outcomes of political competition. Turning out to
vote is often a low-cost way of joining in a group effort to achieve a collective
victory. Achen and Sinnott (2007, p. 9) draw parallels between turning out to
vote and cheering for a favorite sports team: “Neither act is instrumentally
rational, and thus they will seem mysterious to those whose explanatory
repertoire is confined to self-interested motivations. But there is little doubt
that people have a capacity for supporting inexpensive group efforts.”

This sense of contributing to a group success is not adequately captured by
classic models of turnout, which focus on an individual’s (negligible) chance
of changing electoral outcomes and on consumptive benefits of voting (utility,
such as expressive utility, that comes from the act of voting and is independent
of electoral outcomes). Even if partisanship generates a deeper investment in
the party’s success, each voter still has an infinitesimal chance of casting a
decisive vote that changes the electoral outcome.4 A partisan may care deeply
about the social reputation of the party with which she identifies (Huddy et al.,
2015), but her one vote will hardly affect that reputation on its own.5
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To fully understand the importance of partisanship for turnout, then,
would require that we reformulate the theoretical framework. The classic
approach to modeling turnout focuses entirely on the individual (What is the
chance that I alone will change the outcome of the election? What is my
individual consumptive benefit from voting?). But true social identification
with a party does not just provide another additive utility benefit to voting; it
changes the way that a voter defines or optimizes her utility. A model
accounting for partisan social identification must accommodate group-level
considerations, such as the concern for group-level outcomes in a rule-
utilitarian framework or the optimization of group-level behavior in
Kantian optimization approach.6 One of the primary reasons that parti-
sanship is such a powerful mobilizing force is that it creates a sense of
membership—partisans are “part of the team” and they behave as such.

To capture the key social-group dimension of partisanship, I introduce the
concept of partisan duty. I define partisan duty as the sense of duty or obligation
to do one’s part to contribute to a partisan group’s success. Partisan duty can be
modeled in the context of a group rule-utilitarian model (see Coate & Conlin,
2004; Feddersen & Sandroni, 2006; Harsanyi, 1980).7 In a group rule-utilitarian
model, elections are modeled as contests between distinct groups in which
individuals “want to ‘do their part’ to help their group win” (Coate & Conlin,
2004, p. 1476). Rule-utilitarian models of turnout provide a solution to the
paradox of rational turnout, predicting high turnout rates where the classic
Downsian model does not (Feddersen & Sandroni, 2006).

Partisan duty is a natural extension of the rule-utilitarian framework. The
stronger a voter’s party identification, the more likely she is to think about
voting in terms of her role in a partisan group. And as rule-utilitarian models
illustrate, this makes voters more likely to turn out. Even if a voter ac-
knowledges that her individual vote will not change the outcome of the
election, she votes because she wants to do her part to help her group win. And
the rule-utilitarian model shows that this group-based thinking is perfectly at
home in a rational choice model of turnout, albeit not the classic Downsian
approach. And this approach has the added benefit of recovering the relevance
of perceived closeness of the election and the importance of the outcome to the
voter—partisans are more likely to turn out than non-partisans, and they are
especially likely to turn out at high rates when they perceive that the election
will be close or they care deeply about the outcome.8

Empirical Testing

Both the mobilization hypothesis and the identity-formation hypothesis are built
on a strong foundation of theoretical literature, and several recent empirical
studies have developed clever strategies for tackling the inherent obstacles to
causal identification. Yet we still lack conclusive evidence for either hypothesis.
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Gerber et al. (2010) provide the strongest evidence to date of a causal rela-
tionship between partisanship and turnout. The authors conducted a field ex-
periment in which they randomly assigned some subjects to receive a letter
reminding them that they must register with a political party if they wished to vote
in an upcoming primary. Subjects who received the letter were slightly more likely
to report identifying with a party and more likely to turn out for the primary.
However, we cannot determine the direction of this causal effect from their data;
partisan identification was measured after the election. It is possible that the
treatment induced feelings of partisanship which then caused higher rates of
turnout. Alternatively, by providing information about the upcoming election, the
treatment may have directly boosted turnout, and the act of voting in a partisan
election may have increased partisanship. Although Gerber et al. (2010) provide
strong evidence of a causal relationship between partisanship and turnout, their
study does not allow us to adjudicate between the two hypotheses.

And the strongest test of the identity-formation hypothesis (Leon & Rizzi,
2016) is limited by the exclusive focus on young adults: is voting in one’s first
election an adequate proxy for the general effects of voting in the population at
large? Or is it a stand-in for early political experiences more broadly?

Further empirical testing is necessary to adjudicate between the mobili-
zation and identity-formation hypotheses. In the following sections, I present
data from a series of novel tests that allow us to identify the direction of
causality and test the mechanisms that underlie the relationship between
partisanship and turnout.

I begin with a test of the identity-formation hypothesis. I leverage a unique
voting rule in Chile to directly test the causal effect of turning out to vote on
the development of partisan identities. I show that voting does not generate a
sense of partisan identification, even over extended periods of time: decades of
voting in every election made an individual no more likely to identify with a
political party than if she had always abstained.

I then test the mobilization hypothesis with two original surveys in Chile. I
use behavioral outcomes and an experimental design to impose a cost on
expressing one’s partisanship. I find strong evidence that expressive voting
and partisan duty animate the relationship between partisanship and turnout,
just as the mobilization hypothesis predicts.

Finally, I assess the generalizability of these findings with panel data from
the United States. Once again, the evidence is inconsistent with the identity-
formation hypothesis. Instead, any causal relationship stems from the mo-
bilizing power of partisan identification.

Does Voting Create Partisans? Evidence from Chile

In 1988, after 15 years of brutal dictatorship under General Augusto Pinochet,
Chile held a plebiscite to determine whether Pinochet would remain in power
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or be replaced by a democratically elected president. Seventeen parties op-
posing the Pinochet regime joined to form the Coalition of Parties for NO
(Concertación de Partidos por el NO, or simply Concertación). The Con-
certación parties believed that the majority of the population would agree with
them in opposing Pinochet’s continued rule. But they feared that many would
stay home due to widespread skepticism and resignation (Tironi, 1990, p. 47).

Many people originally did not plan to register to vote in the plebiscite:
“they believed it would be futile to vote in a context that was so prone to fraud
and coercion, and they did not want to legitimize an undemocratic exercise”
(Roberts, 1995, p. 518). The potential success of the No campaign would
depend on turnout: it could only win if turnout was high. To this end, the
parties of the Concertación devoted immense effort to a large registration drive
(Roberts, 1995). These mobilization efforts were effective. Ninety-two per-
cent of the eligible population registered to vote and, in a shock to regime
officials, 56% voted “No” on Pinochet and ushered in a new era of democratic
governance.

Registering for the plebiscite constituted a long-term commitment to
voting. From 1988 to 2011, Chile combined compulsory voting with vol-
untary registration. Voters could choose whether or not to register, but once
they registered, they were obligated to vote in all future elections. The
compulsory voting rule was enforced, and turnout among registered voters
was about 90% through 2010 (Corvalan & Cox, 2013). But registration rates
fell rapidly. At the time of the 1993 presidential election (the first presidential
election after the return to democracy), only 55% of newly eligible voters
reported registering to vote.9

If voting were voluntary, many of those who registered for the plebiscite
would have abstained in future, lower-stakes elections. In a 1992 survey, 34%
of those who were registered said that they would abstain from the upcoming
municipal election if voting were voluntary.10 But they were obligated to keep
voting. Younger Chileans, on the other hand, faced a very different decision.
Those who came of age after the plebiscite were not registering to oust an
authoritarian regime. They were simply choosing to vote (or not) in demo-
cratic elections. This generated an unusually large age bias in turnout in Chile,
which we can exploit to test the proposition that voting generates partisanship.

Consider a hypothetical individual who was born in December 1970. At the
time of the plebiscite, she was younger than 18 and, therefore, ineligible to
register for the vote. Once she did turn 18, suppose she chose not to register.
She might have had no interest in voting in regular democratic elections. Or
any interest she had might have been outweighed by the substantial cost
imposed by the compulsory voting rule: she would be accepting a legal
obligation to vote in every national and local election for the rest of her life (or
until some point in the distant future when the rule might be changed). Thus,
like many Chileans of her cohort, she chose never to register. By the time of
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the 2009 election, she would have been approaching age 40 having never
voted in her life.

Yet if she had been born just 3 months earlier, in September 1970, her
voting history might have looked very different. Having come of age just in
time, she likely would have joined the 92% of Chilean adults who registered
for the 1988 plebiscite. Whereas the stakes of regular elections between
democratic candidates were not enough to compel her to register, the stakes of
the plebiscite were high enough. Her desire to vote for or against the con-
tinuation of Pinochet’s regime, combined with the mass registration drives
conducted by the political parties, were sufficient to outweigh the costs of
registering. Thus, she registered to vote in 1988 and, because of the com-
pulsory voting rule, continued to vote in every national and local election
through 2010.

The combination of a unique set of voting and registration rules, and the
high stakes of the 1988 plebiscite, generate a rare case of exogenous variation
in voting histories. Some citizens who came of age after the plebiscite, of
course, registered to vote in later elections (and a very small number who were
eligible chose not to register for the plebiscite). But many citizens looked like
the individual described above: they were willing to register for the plebiscite
but, given the choice, would not register to vote in subsequent elections.
Among this subset of the population, small shifts in one’s birthdate meant the
difference between a lifetime of regular electoral participation, and complete
abstention from all elections (through 2010).

Data and Model

I use survey data collected between June 2006 and December 2011 to estimate
a regression discontinuity.11 In 2012, the legislature passed a new voting law
that made registration automatic and voting voluntary. I focus on the last few
years of the compulsory voting regime to conduct the most favorable test for
the theory that turnout generates partisanship. By the time these data were
collected (2006–2011), Chileans who registered for the plebiscite had voted in
regular national and local elections for about two decades. Even if the causal
effect of turnout on partisanship occurs slowly as voters accumulate expe-
rience with the political system, any potential effects should show up within
this long timeframe.

Moreover, using data collected approximately 20 years after the plebiscite
limits the possibility of a compound treatment. Those who voted in the
plebiscite participated in a historic political event. If we were to use data from
the first few years after the return to democracy, any effect we observed might
stem from either (1) the general experience of voting or (2) the particular
experience of voting in the plebiscite. But as we move forward in time, the
experience of voting in the plebiscite grows more distant. At the same time,
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the treatment of voting in elections grows stronger, as registered voters were
obligated to vote in many elections throughout these two decades.

The dataset comprises a representative sample of Chileans and includes
four key variables for each individual. First, we have the exact birthdate of
each respondent, allowing us to determine their eligibility for the plebiscite.
Birthdate is the running variable for the regression discontinuity. Respondents
were also asked whether they identify with any political party. Their response
to this question serves as the main dependent variable. In addition, all re-
spondents were asked whether they identify with a coalition. Since coalitions
play a central role in Chilean politics, I use this as an alternative dependent
variable for robustness tests.

Finally, we have the self-reported registration status of every respondent at
the time of the survey. This variable is not included in the main equation: the
identification strategy hinges on using date of birth (eligibility for the
plebiscite) as the independent variable instead of reported voting history. I use
self-reported registration status in a separate equation to estimate the pro-
portion of compliers in the sample (those individuals who would register to
vote if and only if they were eligible for the plebiscite) and provide a sub-
stantive interpretation of the main result.

For the main analysis, I estimate the following model

yi ¼ β0 þ β1di þ β2ðai � cÞ þ β3ðai � cÞdi þ ϵi (1)

where yi is a binary variable, indicating whether i identifies with any political
party; di is a binary variable indicating whether or not i was eligible for the
plebiscite; ai is i’s birthdate; and c is the cutoff for plebiscite eligibility
(October 5, 1970). The parameter of interest is β1: this tells us what effect
plebiscite eligibility had on partisan identification, separate from the general
effect of age. β2 and β3 estimate the effect of age on partisanship, conditional
on a person’s eligibility status. Here, we use the term ai� c (rather than just ai)
so that β2 and β3 drop out of the equation as ai → c. Therefore β1 directly
estimates the jump (or discontinuity) in predicted partisanship from plebiscite
eligibility.12

With respect to the theoretical question at hand—does voting make people
partisan?—β1 is the intent-to-treat (ITT) estimate. The ITTestimate tells us the
effect of plebiscite eligibility on future partisanship. I present the results
primarily in this form, because we do not know the precise number of
compliers in the sample. (In this context, a complier is an individual who
would register to vote if and only if they were eligible for the plebiscite.)
However, I also present a local average treatment effect (LATE) interpretation
of the main result, using self-reported registration status to generate a con-
servative estimate of the number of compliers. The LATE directly estimates
the effect of voting in an election on future partisanship.

Rau 1033



Interpreting the Discontinuity Estimate

What kind of results would we observe if turnout had a causal effect on
partisanship? Figure 2 illustrates the regression discontinuity with a series of
hypothetical datasets. Each graph plots an estimate of equation (1). The
vertical dashed line indicates the cutoff for eligibility to vote in the plebiscite:
everyone to the left of the dashed line was eligible for the plebiscite; everyone
to the right was ineligible.

Panels 1 and 3 are examples of the kind of results we could observe if
voting does not affect partisanship. In panel 1, voters of all ages are equally
likely to identify with a party. In panel 3, older voters are more likely to
identify with a party, but their heightened partisanship is not a result of their

Figure 2. Hypothetical Results and Interpretation. Note: Each graph plots an estimate
of equation (1) from hypothetical data. The dotted line marks the cutoff for eligibility
to vote in the plebiscite: anyone born to the left was eligible and anyone born to the
right was ineligible.
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eligibility at the time of the plebiscite. Panels 2 and 4, by contrast, are ex-
amples of data that strongly support the identity-formation hypothesis. In
panel 4, like panel 3, age increases the likelihood of partisanship. But in
contrast to panel 3, we observe a clear discontinuity around plebiscite eli-
gibility. The experience of regularly voting in elections for two decades
increased partisan identification, separate from the broader effect of aging on
partisanship.

These graphs highlight the value of the regression discontinuity design. If
partisanship is positively correlated with age, as in panel 3, a simple
difference-in-means would yield a false positive result. Similarly, if parti-
sanship were negatively correlated with age, we could end up with a false
negative. The RDD allows us to control for any broader relationship between
age and partisanship, and use the discontinuity in registration rates to isolate
any effect of voting on partisanship.

Results

In the dataset used for the analysis (collected from 2006–2011), 94% of those
who were eligible for the plebiscite report that they are registered to vote.
Among those who were ineligible for the plebiscite, only 42% report that they
are registered to vote. Subject to a minimum sample size of 1219 observations,
the discontinuity in self-reported registration is significant (p < 0.05) at all
possible bandwidths.

Despite the large effect of eligibility on registration status and voting
history, we observe no discontinuity in partisan identification. Regardless of
the bandwidth selected, we never observe a positive effect of plebiscite el-
igibility on partisan identification. Figure 3 displays the model fit with a 15-
year bandwidth. Each black point represents the proportion of people born in a
given year who identify with a political party (the gray points represent the
proportion by month). These points are overlaid with the model fit from
equation (1), presented with 95% confidence intervals. If turnout induced
partisanship, then we would expect to see a significant discontinuity at the
eligibility cutoff (Oct. 5, 1970). The predicted probabilities just to the left of
this cutoff would be significantly higher than those to the right of it (as in panel
2 of Figure 2). Instead, the estimate resembles a straight line, with no
discontinuity.

This finding is not specific to the 15-year bandwidth. Figure 4 presents the
point estimate of β1 with 95% confidence intervals for all possible bandwidths
from 1 year to 25 years (increasing in increments of 1 day). We do not observe
a discontinuity in any of these models. In all cases, β1 is indistinguishable from
zero. The failure to identify a statistically significant effect under any
specification is striking, especially when considering the statistical power of
the test. The Imbens and Kalyanaraman (2012) algorithm indicates that the
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optimal bandwidth is 8484 days. At this bandwidth, the study is well-powered
to detect an effect of β1 = 0.041 or larger at the 95% confidence level.13

Power analysis allows us to confidently place an upper-bound on any
possible effect and assess whether a result of this size would be substantively
meaningful. For the substantive interpretation, it will help to convert the ITT
estimate (β1) to a LATE estimate. That is, rather than estimating the effect of
eligibility for the plebiscite on partisan identification, we want to estimate the
effect of voting in an election on partisan identification. Two key pieces of data
are necessary to make this calculation. We need to know (1) how many
elections occurred between the plebiscite and the survey collection and (2) the
proportion of compliers in the sample.

The first data point is easily identified. Depending on the time of the survey,
between 12 and 15 competitive elections had occurred after the plebiscite:
13.3 on average. The second data point—the proportion of compliers—is
harder to identify. We do not know exactly how many individuals would
register if and only if they were eligible for the plebiscite. But we can use
survey data to estimate this figure.

Figure 3. RD Test: Plebiscite Eligibility. Note: OLS estimate of Model 1 with a 15-year
bandwidth and 95% confidence intervals (n = 9699). Each point indicates the average
rate of partisan identification for respondents born in a given year (black) or month
(gray). The vertical dotted line indicates the cutoff point for eligibility to vote in the
plebiscite (those to the left of the line were eligible to vote; those to the right were
ineligible). Surveys were conducted from June 2006 to December 2011.
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I estimate equation (1) with self-reported registration as the dependent
variable. This gives us a very conservative estimate of the proportion of
compliers at 17% of the population. We know that the number of compliers is
larger than this because there is significant over-reporting of registration status
in the surveys, and the vast majority of this over-reporting comes from those
who were ineligible for the plebiscite. When adjusting for over-reporting
(using official data on aggregate registration rates), I find that the proportion of
compliers is 71–144% higher than the raw numbers indicate.14

Using the most conservative estimate of compliers (17%), how can we
interpret an ITT of β1 = 0.041? It would be equivalent to finding that voting
in an election has a 2.0% chance of making one a partisan.15 If we adjust for
over-reporting in the complier estimate, this translates to an effect in the
range of 0.76%–1.1%. But even without this adjustment, it is clear that the
results of the regression discontinuity calculations are substantively
meaningful. If voting had even a 2% chance of making one a partisan, the
test would be well-powered to detect it at the 95% confidence level. Yet we
find no such effect.

We observe the same results if we look at a simple difference-in-means
comparison across the treatment (eligible for the plebiscite) and control

Figure 4. RD Coefficient Plot. Note: Coefficient plot for each estimate of Model 1,
using bandwidths from 1 to 25 years (increasing in intervals of 1 day). For each
bandwidth, I plot the point estimate of β1 with a 95% confidence interval. Surveys
were conducted from June 2006 to December 2011.
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(ineligible for the plebiscite) groups. I also calculate the regression discon-
tinuity with an alternative dependent variable: identification with a coalition.
Coalitions in Chile are stable groups of parties that often function as “de facto
parties” (Carey, 2002). The data reveal no effect of voting on coalition
identification.16

Despite the large effect of plebiscite eligibility on voting history, it had no
effect on partisan (or coalition) identification. Many factors make this a fa-
vorable test-case for the identity-formation hypothesis. The treatment effects
are sustained over decades. Political parties focused their efforts on reaching
out to those who were registered, and not on mobilizing un-registered citi-
zens,17 so there were many more opportunities for registered voters to interact
with the parties at election time. The party system was stable throughout the
decades examined, making the environment conducive to the long-term
development of party identities.18 But even in this context, we observe no
effect.

One potential concern is that partisanship might not be as relevant in Chile,
compared with other countries. After all, Chilean parties have been described
as “stable” but “uprooted” (Luna & Altman, 2011), lacking strong ties with
voters in the post-authoritarian era. At the time of data collection, only 41% of
Chileans identified with a political party.19 A closer look, however, reveals
that partisanship is essential to understanding participation in Chile. In the
2013 election—the first presidential election conducted with voluntary voting
and automatic registration—partisans were 18 percentage points more likely
to turn out than non-partisans.20 And in the next section, I show that parti-
sanship plays a central role in Chileans’ decisions to turn out or abstain, now
that voting is voluntary.

Partisanship as Mobilization: Survey Evidence

The mobilization hypothesis contends that expressive incentives and par-
tisan duty mobilize partisans who might otherwise stay home. The reduced-
form prediction—that partisanship generates turnout—is not well-suited to
experimental testing. In contrast to voting, partisanship is an identity, not an
action; causal identification is even more challenging when partisanship is
the independent variable. Whereas the previous section identified a rare
instance of exogenous variation in voting history, it is not even clear what
“exogenous variation” would mean with regard to an identity. To the extent
that partisanship is a meaningful social identity, it is not easily manipulated.
Intervention-induced partisanship tends to be a shallow label rather than a
meaningful identity. For example, Burden and Greene (2000) show that state
party-registration laws in the United States produce higher rates of reported
partisanship. But they also find that partisanship in party-registration states
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is “shallower” (Burden & Greene, 2000, p. 72) and that partisanship in these
states is less predictive of vote choice.

However, the theory of why partisanship mobilizes voters provides another
key observable implication that is more readily testable: partisans gain utility
from expressing their partisanship, even in a private context where their
expression has no bearing on electoral or policy outcomes (e.g., an anony-
mous ballot in a large election where one has a near-zero probability of casting
a decisive vote). This is the claim I will directly test, to assess the validity of
the mobilization hypothesis.

I test this key prediction with two original surveys conducted in Chile. The
first survey estimates the prevalence of partisan duty and expressive moti-
vations for voting, using a quota-based sample of 598 eligible voters in Chile
collected in March and April 2019.21 The second survey, conducted with a
sample of 431 Chilean partisans in August and September 2019, uses a novel
design with behavioral outcomes to probe the real-world relevance of ex-
pressive utility.

Prevalence of Expressive Motivations and Partisan Duty

In March and April of 2019, I surveyed 598 voting-eligible Chileans about
their attitudes toward parties and voting. Respondents were asked about their
partisan identification, the concept of partisan duty, and their reasons for
voting.

Each respondent indicated the party with which they identified most
strongly. The strength of that identification was then measured using the scale
that Bankert et al. (2017) developed for multi-party systems. The scale
consists of eight questions, designed to measure social identification with a
political party. Responses to the eight items were aggregated and scaled, to
create an index measuring the strength of identification. The variable ranges
from �1 to 1. A score of 0 means that the individual agreed with statements
indicating social identification with a party as frequently as they disagreed
with such statements. The sample distribution for this variable is illustrated in
Figure A.11 in the online appendix.

Respondents were also asked whether they felt a sense of partisan duty to
help their party succeed. Partisan duty was measured through agreement with
the following statement:

“As a supporter of [PARTY], I have a duty to turn out and vote in elections to
help my party win.”

Respondents expressed widespread agreement with this statement.
Figure 5 illustrates the rate of agreement across different levels of partisan
identification. As the theory predicts, the rate at which respondents agreed
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with this statement increased with the strength of partisan identification.
Among respondents with a partisan identification score above zero, 85%
agreed with the partisan duty statement and only 2% disagreed (the remainder
said they neither agreed nor disagreed).

Respondents were also asked to indicate the primary reason why they vote
(with the option to indicate that they do not vote, if applicable). Possible
reasons included civic duty, partisan duty, expressive voting, social pressure,
pivotality (“my vote could change the outcome”), and group pivotality
(“together, my vote and the votes of people like me could change the
outcome”).22

Civic duty was the most commonly cited reason for voting. But among
those who identify most strongly with political parties, both partisan duty and
expressive voting rival civic duty in their importance. Figure 6 illustrates the
relationship between strength of partisan identification and the importance of
different reasons for voting. Twenty-four percent of respondents with partisan
identification scores above zero cited either expressive voting or partisan duty
as the most important reason they vote.

According to the survey evidence, partisan duty and expressive benefits are
widespread and motivate turnout among partisans. But it is one thing for
survey respondents to say that they value expression. It is another for voters to
pay real costs in exchange for these expressive benefits. I now turn to evidence
from a second survey, where I use a behavioral outcome to show that voters

Figure 5. Partisan Duty.Note: Proportion of survey respondents who express a sense of
partisan duty, by strength of party identification. The results were fitted with a logit
regression, with 95% confidence intervals. The curves do not always sum to 1 because
respondents could also select “neither agree nor disagree.”
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are willing to pay real costs to express their partisan identification, even when
there are no electoral or policy outcomes at stake.

Measuring the Value of Expression

The second survey uses behavioral outcomes to more rigorously test whether
partisans will pay material costs in the real world to obtain these expressive
benefits. I measure respondents’ willingness to pay a cost, in terms of their
time, to express their partisan identifications.

Participants were offered the choice between two surveys of differing
lengths. They could either indicate which party they identified with, and
complete a longer (10-minute) survey, or they could choose to skip the
partisan identification question and complete a shorter (two-minute) sur-
vey. Participants were informed that regardless of which survey they
completed, they would receive the same total payment. If they chose to
express their partisan identification, they would have to devote five times
as much of their time to earn the same payment they would receive from the
shorter survey.

This choice of surveys was designed to impose a cost on expressing
partisan identification. But we cannot simply assume that the longer survey is
costly to all respondents. For many respondents, surveys are an opportunity to
earn money, and they prefer to maximize their wage (money earned per time

Figure 6. Primary Reason for Voting. Note: Proportion of survey respondents who
indicated that the primary reason they vote is either civic duty, partisan duty, or
expressive voting, plotted by strength of partisan identification. The results were
fitted with a logit regression, with 95% confidence intervals.
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spent completing a survey). For these respondents, expressing their parti-
sanship comes at the cost of an 80% wage cut for this survey. But others
genuinely enjoy taking surveys and sharing their thoughts (Graham & Huber,
2021). For these respondents, a longer survey is an opportunity to spend more
time doing something they enjoy. Measuring the proportion of respondents
who opt in to the longer survey would surely overestimate the proportion who
are willing to send a costly signal of their partisanship.

To mitigate this threat to inference, I use an experimental design. Par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to one of two treatment groups. In the
expressive treatment group, as described above, survey length is tied to the
opportunity to express one’s partisan identity. Participants may choose to
express a preference for a party and complete a 10-minute follow-up survey, or
choose not to express a preference for any party and complete a two-minute
survey.

But in the baseline treatment group, survey length is the only differenti-
ating factor between the two choices. Participants simply choose between a
two-minute survey and a 10-minute survey; they do not indicate their partisan
identification in either case. This baseline treatment allows us to estimate the
proportion of the sample population that prefers longer versus shorter surveys.
We can compare the proportion of participants who opt in to the longer survey
in the expressive treatment group versus the baseline treatment group to
estimate the proportion who view the longer survey as costly but are willing to
pay that cost to express their partisan identification.

The key to this design is that it maintains the opportunity for expressive
benefits but removes potential instrumental benefits of voting in an actual
election. As in a real election, participants have the opportunity to express
their partisanship by anonymously checking a box next to their party’s name,
and the cost is one’s time and cognitive effort. But in the experiment, there are
no electoral or policy outcomes to influence, and participants do not expe-
rience pressure to participate from their friends or family. Removing these
other incentives isolates the potential expressive benefits and enables us to
determine whether they add to the payoffs of voting.

Of course, spending time filling out a survey is by no means identical to the
decision to turn out to vote. But by introducing real costs, this measurement
strategy improves upon the common approach to testing theories about
partisanship in surveys. Most often, we measure effects on turnout by simply
asking respondents whether they would vote in an election—a costless re-
sponse that is subject to well-known social desirability bias.23 By im-
plementing a behavioral outcome where indicating partisan preference is
costly, we elicit more credible data about hypothetical behavior. This, in
conjunction with direct questions about voting behavior and reasons for
turning out, presents a compelling picture of the role that partisanship plays in
mobilizing voters.
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Design

The experiment was conducted in August–September 2019, using a Qualtrics
panel of 431 respondents from Chile. Pre-treatment screening questions
ensured that all participants were eligible to vote in Chile and identified with a
political party (but did not give participants an opportunity to indicate which
party). After completing the screening questions, each participant was ran-
domly assigned to one of the two treatment groups (using simple randomi-
zation, with equal probability of assignment to each group). Members of each
treatment group saw a prompt, asking them to select one of two surveys to
complete. Each prompt is reproduced in Table 1.

The main outcome measure is survey selection: whether the respondent
chose to complete a short survey or a long survey. This outcome variable is
designed to mimic the kinds of costs people pay to turn out to vote. The costs
of completing the longer survey are temporal and cognitive. So too are the
most significant costs of voting: time to travel to the polls and wait in line, and
time and cognitive effort to gather information and decide how to vote. And
this outcome measure, as I show below, is a significant predictor of self-
reported turnout.

The baseline treatment provides a reference point: it tells us how many
people derive utility from filling out longer surveys. If we find that participants
in the expressive treatment group are significantly more likely to opt in to the

Table 1. Experimental Conditions.

Baseline Condition:
We are conducting a study about elections and political parties in Chile. You can
participate in this project in one of two ways

1. You may select “Survey A” to complete a 10-minute survey
2. You may select “Survey B” to complete a 2-minute survey
If you complete either survey, you will receive the same payment, regardless of which
survey you select

Your responses will be completely anonymous
Expressive Condition:
We are conducting a survey about elections and political parties in Chile. You can
participate in this project in one of two ways

1. Youmay select one of the parties listed below to indicate your support and complete
a 10-minute follow-up survey about political parties and elections in Chile

2. You may select “choose not to support any party” and complete a 2-minute survey
about elections in Chile

If you complete either survey, you will receive the same payment, regardless of which
survey you select

Your responses will be completely anonymous. The total number of people who
express identification with each party will not be made public
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longer survey, this would be strong evidence of the internal incentives for
expression: partisans want to reaffirm their identities, regardless of who (if
anyone) can see. And they will undertake costly actions to do so. By contrast,
if voters are only motivated by instrumental motivations, we would not expect
the expressive condition to have an effect.

Results

I use a difference-in-means calculation to test the hypothesis that partisans are
willing to pay a cost to express their partisan identification. The outcome
measure is a binary variable, indicating whether the participant opted in to the
longer survey (y = 1) or chose to complete the shorter survey (y = 0). I compare
the opt-in rate for the expressive treatment with the opt-in rate in the baseline
group, and use randomization inference to test for statistical significance.
Figure 7 presents the rate at which respondents in each group opted in to the
longer survey.

The expressive treatment has a large and statistically significant effect:
participants in the expressive treatment group were 51 percentage points more
likely to opt in to the longer survey, compared with the baseline group (p <
0.0001). In other words, 51% of participants view the longer survey as a cost,
but are willing to pay that cost to express their partisan identification.

A series of additional tests further validate the substantive interpretation of
these results, that partisans are motivated to turn out to vote by expressive
benefits. The following results compare “expressive respondents” with “non-
expressive respondents.” Expressive respondents are those that are willing to
pay the cost of completing the longer survey to express their partisan
identification. Non-expressive respondents are unwilling to pay the cost to
express their identification. A third type of respondent exists: one who prefers
long surveys and therefore does not perceive a cost to expressing their

Figure 7. Experimental Results. Note: Each point indicates the proportion of
participants who opted in to the longer survey for a given treatment group. Each
mean is presented with a 95% confidence interval (n = 431).
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identification in the expressive treatments. We do not know how willing this
type of respondent is to pay a cost to express their identification, so I exclude
them from the comparison. We can never identify the exact set of individuals
for all three types because we do not observe the full set of potential outcomes.
But the experimental design allows us to estimate the group means for each
respondent type (see the online appendix for details on the procedures for
identifying these group means).

Expressive respondents are more likely to report that they always vote in
elections, compared to non-expressive respondents. Prior to treatment, re-
spondents were asked about their voting histories. Expressive respondents
were 22 percentage points more likely to report always voting than non-
expressive respondents (p < 0.05).

Expressive respondents are also more likely to report feeling a sense of
partisan duty and voting for expressive purposes. Respondents were given a
series of possible reasons for voting and asked to indicate the extent to which
they agreed or disagreed with each statement.24 These reasons included
expressive voting and partisan duty, as well as civic duty, pivotality (“my vote
could change the electoral outcome”), group pivotality (“together, my vote
and the votes of people like me could change the electoral outcome”), a
Kantian ethic (“I vote because it is what I would want others like me to do”),
and social pressure.

The results are presented in Figure 8. The left-hand graph presents the
overall rate of agreement with each statement. The right-hand graph il-
lustrates the differences between expressive and non-expressive respon-
dents. Expressive respondents are 27 percentage points more likely to
report voting out of a sense of partisan duty and 28 points more likely to
report voting for expressive benefits. Non-expressive respondents are 12
points more likely to say that they vote because their vote might change the
outcome of the election. In all other categories, expressive and non-
expressive respondents are indistinguishable. This pattern of results con-
forms to expectations: those who are willing to pay a real cost to express
their party identification in a survey are also more likely to see expressive
utility as a reason to vote, and to feel a sense of duty to support their party.
Their decision to turn out is less likely to hinge on the perception that their
one vote might change the outcome.

In sum, many people who identify with a political party are motivated by
expressive utility. The majority of participants in the experiment are “ex-
pressive respondents”: they are willing to pay a cost to express their partisan
identification. As predicted, these expressive respondents are significantly
more likely to indicate that partisan duty and expressive utility compel them to
participate in elections. They also report voting more frequently than non-
expressive respondents, a result that highlights the real-world importance of
expressive utility for mobilizing voters.
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Do the Results Travel? Evidence from the US

Chile is a useful case for studying the causal relationship between partisanship
and turnout. Its unique electoral institutions and history allow for a rare, well-
identified test of the identity-formation hypothesis. But any single-case study
must grapple with the possibility that its findings are specific to that case
alone. More broadly, any characteristic of the Chilean electoral system might
be an unknown scope condition. For example, if voting fosters partisanship
through a cognitive dissonance mechanism, as opposed to a political learning
mechanism, the multi-party system in Chile might dampen the effect com-
pared to a two-party system. In a multi-party system, voters might not always
vote for their most-preferred party, and instead cast strategic ballots. Or, the
widespread negative attitudes toward parties in Chile might work against the
formation of partisan identities among those who are politically active.

To allay these concerns, I analyze panel data from the US. The US was
selected because it differs from Chile in important ways: partisanship is more
widespread in the US; fewer Americans than Chileans distrust political
parties; and the US has a two-party system, rather than a large multi-party
system. If we find evidence that voting fails to encourage partisanship in the
US, as it also failed to do in Chile, this would allay concerns that the Chilean
results might be particular to a low-partisanship electorate. The US data do not
allow us to discern the extent to which partisanship might mobilize American
citizens to go to the polls. But they do provide an estimate of how much more
likely partisans are to turn out (compared with non-partisans), and to examine
whether in the US, as in Chile, voting fails to foster partisanship.

The Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) conducted pre-
and post-election surveys in every even-numbered year from 2006 to 2018.25

Respondents were asked whether they identified with a political party in both
the pre- and post-election wave. In addition to collecting pre- and post-
election identification, CCES has the benefit of providing validated turnout
data. Respondents were matched with official voter files to verify whether or
not they actually voted in that year’s election.

I present two results from each survey. First, I regress post-election par-
tisanship (using a binary measure)26 on validated turnout:

PostElectionPIDi ¼ β0 þ β1Votei þ ϵi (2)

The coefficient β1 is simply the correlation between partisanship and
turnout that we would observe in cross-sectional studies, and gives us a frame
of reference for the main result. I then run the same regression, but I control for
partisan identification in the pre-election survey:

PostElectionPIDi ¼ β0 þ β1Votei þ β2PreElectionPIDi þ ϵi (3)
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In this equation, β1 estimates the extent to which participation in an election
generated new partisanship that did not exist prior to the election.

If the results from Chile travel to the US, β1 will be a large positive number
in equation (2), but it will be close to zero in equation (3). These results would
indicate that partisanship and turnout are closely related, but that turning out
did not generate partisanship.

Results

The results from the CCES data are presented in Figure 9. When we do not
control for pre-election partisan identification, we observe that voters are, on
average, 7 percentage points more likely to identify with a party after the
election than non-voters. But controlling for pre-election partisanship, voters
were actually 0.4 percentage points less likely to identify with a party than
those who abstained.

Figure 9. Voting and Partisanship: US Panel Data. Note: For each election year, the
coefficient on turnout (β1) is estimated for two regressions predicting post-election
partisan identification. The light blue points indicate β1 estimates from simple bivariate
regressions of post-election identification on turnout (Model 2). The dark green points
indicate β1 estimates when controlling for pre-election partisan identification
(Model 3). All point estimates are presented with 95% confidence intervals. Data
comes from the Cooperative Congressional Election Survey.
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If voting had a causal effect on partisan identification, we would expect
a consistent increase in partisanship among voters, after controlling for
pre-election identification. Although post-election partisanship is con-
sistently correlated with turnout across all seven election years, this effect
generally disappears once we control for pre-election partisanship. In 2006
and 2008, there is a small positive effect. In the next five election years
(2010–2018), the effect turns slightly negative. The small magnitude
and inconsistent direction of the effect casts serious doubt on the theory
that voting makes people more likely to identify with parties in the United
States.

This doubt is amplified by the space for upward bias that the panel design
introduces. The panel design eliminates many, but not all, confounders. There
are still short-term events that may simultaneously mobilize voters and
generate a sense of partisan identification. Party workers go door to door ahead
of election day, urging potential supporters to get out to vote while appealing
to their connections to the candidate’s party. And the converse can also occur:
unfavorable news stories about one’s preferred party may leave supporters
disenchanted, questioning their identification with the party and less moti-
vated to vote. Any such event that occurs between the two survey waves
would create the appearance of a causal effect.

Nonetheless, we observe no consistent effect of voting on partisanship.
Even in the US, a country in which partisanship is more widespread and trust
in parties is higher than in Chile, electoral participation does not increase one’s
likelihood of adopting a partisan identity.

Conclusions

Partisanship is often discussed in negative terms. Theoretical and empirical
studies tell us that it dampens electoral accountability (Eggers, 2014), takes
precedence over democratic values (Svolik, 2017), enables corruption
(Anduiza et al., 2013), generates discrimination against non-copartisans
(Iyengar & Westwood, 2015), and creates biases in processing factual in-
formation (Jerit & Barabas, 2012).27

But the effects of partisanship are not all bad. Strong partisan attachments
serve as insurance for parties against short-term retrospective punishments
(Lupu, 2016). This insurance can enable parties to enact policies that are
unpopular but necessary, or painful in the short-term but beneficial in the long-
term. This study points to an additional, positive effect of partisanship: it
encourages people to turn out to vote.

Prior research laid the foundation for two distinct causal interpretations of
the relationship between partisanship and turnout. In the empirical tests
presented in this paper, I show that only one of these theories holds up. The
experience of voting does not make one more likely to identify as a partisan.
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But partisanship mobilizes people who might otherwise abstain by intensi-
fying the expressive benefits to voting.

In light of the extensive theorizing that underlies the identity-formation
hypothesis, why did voting fail to foster partisan identities? The explanation
might lie in the distinction between attitudes and identities. Prior political
studies have shown that cognitive dissonance is important to understanding
attitude development: voting appears to affect approval ratings, attitudes about
democratic norms, and interest in politics (Mullainathan &Washington, 2009;
Quintelier & Van Deth, 2014). But partisanship is not merely a positive
attitude toward a party—it often forms a meaningful social identity. Although
one’s own voting experience does influence future attitudes and beliefs, the
evidence presented here suggests that it does not hold the same power over
identity formation.

These findings clearly contribute to our understanding of political
behavior. But this causal distinction—whether (1) partisanship mobilizes
voters or (2) the act of voting creates partisans—also has important im-
plications for party strategy. Researchers have argued that parties have an
incentive to maintain strong party brands: widespread partisan identifi-
cation insulates parties from negative short-term retrospective voting,
which could lead to party collapse (Lupu, 2016). The argument highlights
the risk that voters with weak party preferences may switch their vote
choice. In this paper, I show that the strategic benefits of strong parti-
sanship extend even further. Partisanship generates additional motivations
for voters who prefer a given party’s policies to actually show up to the
polls. Thus, strong partisan identification protects parties from the risk of
abstention-based collapse as well.

This study also suggests new substantive questions worth exploring. Given
the role of partisanship in mobilizing voters, what are the implications for
party strategy? What does it imply about party strategy that partisan citizens
are considerably more likely to turn out? When voting is compulsory, will
parties invest fewer resources in cultivating strong partisan identities among
their supporters? After all, a turnout boost is one of the major payoffs a party
gets from cultivating partisanship. But parties operating under well-enforced
compulsory voting laws do not need to worry about their supporters staying
home. In the absence of concerns about turnout, a party might optimize their
electoral prospects by allocating more resources toward convincing inde-
pendent or unaffiliated voters to support their platform, rather than building a
sense of genuine social identification among existing supporters. Studies
exploring the implications for party strategy can help us understand the
second-order effects of institutional changes, such as the implementation of
compulsory voting.

Future research might also test the identity-formation hypothesis in other
contexts and elections. Although voting does not seem to have the long-term
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effect that would explain higher rates of partisanship in compulsory voting
systems, it might shape partisanship in the short-term in specific contexts. In
founding elections, where party systems are new, or among young voters who
are just starting to learn about their position in the political system, voting
might jump-start the formation of partisan identities. Further testing will be
necessary to discern whether this is the case.

Further methodological research will also help contextualize some of the
results presented here. I introduce a novel survey-experimental design to
establish the mobilizing power of partisanship. Implementing a design that
differs substantially from prior studies yields new and valuable data, but it also
generates new questions about the properties of the data. How exactly does the
survey-participation cost translate to the cost of voting? The costs encountered
in the survey experiment (time and cognitive effort) are similar in nature to the
costs voters often encounter to cast a ballot; yet voting occupies a unique role
in democracy that differentiates it from other forms of political participation
(Chapman, 2019). The survey experiment showed that partisans will pay
material costs to express their partisanship; but a precise understanding of how
these costs translate to voting—both in nature and in magnitude—calls for
further examination.

This study also calls attention to remaining gaps in our understanding of
expressive voting. The experiment reported here indicates that expressive
voting is an empirically verifiable phenomenon. But what kinds of voters
place greater value on these expressive benefits? In what contexts is the
expressive value of voting more or less important? Future studies probing
these questions will help us to better understand how expressive voting factors
into the broader calculus of voting across contexts.
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Notes

1. The identity-formation hypothesis has received less scholarly attention than the
mobilization hypothesis, but this argument has been advanced by many empirical
studies, including Lundell (2007), Dalton andWeldon (2007), Singh and Thornton
(2013), Leon and Rizzi (2016), Mackerras and McAllister (1999), Lupu and
Stokes (2010), and Converse (1969). Festinger (1962) and Acharya et al. (2018)
(among others) provide strong theoretical foundations for the identity-formation
hypothesis, highlighting the importance of cognitive dissonance and the ways in
which behavior can influence preferences and identities.

2. See Figure A.1 in the online appendix.
3. Riker and Ordeshook (1968) frame the D term more broadly than the common

conception of civic duty and even mention the benefits from affirming a partisan
preference as among the factors contributing to D.

4. Fiorina (11976) incorporates expectations about the closeness of elections into his
comparative statics. However, his formulation is subject to the same problems as
the Downsian model: the probability of affecting the electoral outcome is always
so small that it should have no discernible effect on behavior, if voters are op-
timizing in the way that the classic models postulate.

5. In the case of party reputation, increasing vote shares have an effect separate from
winning or losing. The reputation of a party that loses by a very small margin will
fare much better than one that loses by huge margins. An individual vote for the
party, even if it is not decisive, contributes to the party’s reputation with certainty.
But here too the effect is infinitesimal—the marginal effect of one additional vote
on a party’s reputation is negligible.

6. Whereas many benefits to voting have been modeled as additional parameters in
the classic Downsian voting model (e.g., the Riker & Ordeshook (1968) for-
mulation), group-level considerations require a different theoretical framework.
Two such frameworks are rule-utilitarian models—where a rule-utilitarian
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optimizes over a group’s welfare rather than just her individual welfare—and
Kantian optimization models—where an agent optimizes over her own individual
welfare, but selects her strategy under the assumption that other agents who share
her preferences will select the same strategy she selects. See Feddersen and
Sandroni (2006), Roemer (2019), and Rau (2021a) for more detailed presentations
of these modeling approaches and how they differ from the decision-theoretic
framework of Downs (1957).

7. Partisan duty can also be incorporated into a model of Kantian optimization. See
Rau (2021a) for a more detailed development of the concept of partisan duty in the
context of the group rule-utilitarian model and an original Kantian model of
turnout.

8. In the classic Downsian model (and refinements such as Riker and Ordeshook
(1968)), perceived closeness of the election and the importance of the outcome to
the voter are both rendered irrelevant. Closeness only factors into the model in
terms of p, the probability that the election is determined by a one-vote margin—a
vanishingly unlikely possibility in a large election, even one that is expected to be
very close. And B, the voter’s preferences over electoral outcomes, is multiplied by
this vanishingly small probability, such that it drops out of the equation. But
empirically, we know that both these factors influence voters’ decisions to turn out
or abstain (see Aytaç & Stokes, 2019).

9. Newly eligible voters are those who were eligible to vote in 1993 but not in
1989. This estimate (55%) comes from the CEP November 1994 survey. In the
November 1994 wave, only birth years were available (not exact birthdates, as
are used in the regression discontinuity). The estimate, therefore, only includes
those born between Jan 1, 1972 and Dec 31, 1974. The estimate of 55%
overestimates registration among newly eligible voters. Social desirability bias
generates higher reported turnout than official electoral data. But data from the
Chilean electoral service are not granular enough to precisely measure this age
group.

10. Estimate comes from the CEP April 1992 survey.
11. The data were collected by the Centro de Estudios Públicos as part of their regular

public opinion surveys.
12. See Imbens and Lemieux (2008) and Gelman and Imbens (2019) for discussions of

why local linear regression is the ideal model for this discontinuity test.
13. I use the conventional power level of 80% and a one-tailed test of β1. See the online

appendix (Figure A.8) for details on the statistical power of other bandwidths.
14. See the online appendix (Section 2.1) for further details.
15. The LATE interpretation of the ITT depends on a model of the cumulative effect of

voting in multiple elections. See Section 2.3 in the online appendix for details.
16. Full details for these robustness tests are presented in the online appendix

(Section 2.2).
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17. This strategy was explained in many interviews with elected representatives, their
campaign managers, and party leaders (conducted by the author in March and
October 2018). See also Venegas (2016).

18. The set of competitive parties in the Chilean system was constant throughout
the period studied, though the relative strength of these parties changed—most
notably, the Christian Democrats (PDC) grew weaker, while the Independent
Democratic Union (UDI) grew stronger. Lupu (2018) observes recent con-
vergence between the two major coalitions in Chile, drawing from party
manifestos, though the coalitions remain distinct in voters’minds. In a survey I
conducted in March and April 2019 (described in greater detail later in this
paper, and in the appendix), 76% of respondents indicated that there were
differences between the coalitions, and 58% explicitly indicated that the
question of which coalition was in power was important to them (notably
higher than the 47% turnout in the 2017 national elections). Convergence
between coalitions in Chile might not map perfectly onto convergence between
parties: as Londregan (2000) noted, the PDC aligned with other center-left
coalition members on questions of human rights violations during the Pinochet
dictatorship, but were closer to the right-wing parties on other issue dimen-
sions. Whereas the regime dimension was paramount in the early post-Pinochet
years, other issues have risen to the forefront of voters’ minds. Even in the
absence of any policy movement within parties, this shift in issue importance
would make the coalition divide less stark.

19. This estimate comes from the CEP surveys that were used to estimate the re-
gression discontinuity. Over the same time period, LAPOP surveys estimated the
rate of partisanship in Chile at 20%. However, Baker and Renno (2019) show that
the question wording used in the LAPOP surveys consistently under-estimates the
number of partisans across countries.

20. See Table A.1 in the appendix.
21. Quotas for gender, age, education, and region were determined from the most

recent census data. Because the survey was conducted online, some populations
were harder to reach, and the sample skews younger and more educated than the
Chilean population at large. See the online appendix for additional details on the
sample demographics.

22. See the online appendix (Table A.6) for the complete wording of each option.
23. Direct questions about turnout in real elections are also used in the survey ex-

periment to check the validity of the results.
24. See the online appendix for the full text of each reason (Table A.2).
25. The pre-election surveys were conducted from late September to late October. The

post-election surveys occurred in November.
26. Respondents were asked, “Generally, do you think of yourself as a Democrat,

Republican, Independent, or Other?” Respondents who indicated any party were
classified as partisans; respondents who declared themselves “independents” or
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stated they were “not sure” were classified as non-partisans. Anyone who did not
respond was excluded from the analysis.

27. But see Bullock et al. (2015) for a strong critique of the evidence on partisan bias in
factual beliefs.
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