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‘Why is the Voter Turnout of American Presidential Elections So Low?
- A Review from the Perspective of Mass Media and Politics -
{Summary}

Ken Kondo
Mass media, especially television, has profoundly transformed the American elec-
toral process, One conspicuous phenomenon is a decline in voter turmout. The last
Presidential election (1996) recorded a 48,8% turnout which was the second lowest
in the twentieth century. Since the 1960 election, which showed a 62.8% turnout, the
highest rate in the century, numbers have been steadily decreasing. This phenom-
enon poses a guestion of legitimacy of representative government for democratic
governance. Many voting studies have revealed psychological, socio-¢conomic, and
institutional factors affecting voting behavier, especially nonvoting, Recently, schol-
ars of political communication argue that the centrality of television in American life
is one of the major factors for declining turnout. An average American household
waiches televisioﬂ for 7 and half hours daily. For Americans, television is the major
information source of politics and public affairs, especially election campaigns. In-
creasing tendency of 'game-framing' and negative-oriented reporting of politics and
election campaign in television news program is strongly co-related to deepening
public cynicism toward politics and a feeling of political powerlessness. Also, televi-
sion takes off a free time for civic engagement and casual socializing which are
essential to keeping social connectedness and which, in turn, stimulate participation
in the political process. Overexposure to television's campaign reporting makes vot-
ers feel that they are already 'participating’ in an election, so they do not really feel
like going to vote (virtual participation}. With fast developing television media there
is a talk of 'electronic town-hall' meeting. Interactive television may erase the role of
mediators like journalists. Whether those developments affect further decline of voter
participation or instead motivate voters is a question for the future of representative
government. And declining voters is a question for the future or representative gov-
ernment. And declining voting rate and increasing political cynicism is a problem not
only for the United States but also for industrial democratic countries including Ja-
pan. In the 'media’ age, it may be correct to say that the future of representative
government hinges on the role and functions of television in the political process.



