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Who votes has been a long-standing question in both the
public sphere (e.g., policymakers, elected officials, reporters,
journalists) and academic sphere (e.g., political, social, and
behavioral sciences researchers). Spurring the ongoing interest
is the shared sentiment that “elections are ultimately decided
by those who cast a vote.” Research suggests that multiple
factors can affect voter turnout, including inequities that
may limit or restrict persons’ ability to participate and thus
leverage voting power to some groups and away from other
groups. The Voters Right Act of 1963, for instance, was aimed
to overcome legal barriers at the state and local levels that
prevented African Americans from exercising their right to
vote under Amendment XV to the Constitution of the United
States. As a relatively easily measured demographic variable,
age has long been used to study Americans’ behaviors, values,
and beliefs across a wide spectrum of economic, health, and
social phenomena, including engagement in political activities
or roles (e.g., voter, campaign volunteer, poll worker, politi-
cal protestor). Specific attention to older voters, however, has
heightened in recent decades due to increased awareness that,
mirroring the aging of the U.S. population, the U.S. elector-
ate is growing older. For instance, in 1996, 41% of registered
voters were aged 50 and older; by 2012, this figure climbed
to 51% and has since stayed relatively stable. In 2020, the
majority (52%) of registered voters were aged 50 and older
(Pew Research Center, 2020). As Robert Binstock commented
in 2000, with 76 million Baby Boomers entering into old age
in upcoming years, politicians and their advisors see older
persons as a “pivotal segment of the American electorate”
(p- 18). He goes on to predict that politicians’ preoccupation
with “the senior vote” will intensify in the years ahead (p. 18).

Drawing on the research and scholarship of early pioneers
and leaders in political gerontology, this article reviews trends
in older Americans’ electoral voting in recent decades, includ-
ing a comparison of their voting rates with those of their
younger counterparts. In doing so, it highlights researchers’
prior investigations of how voting participation is shaped

by individual aging, life cycle stage, and age or generational
cohort. Finally, it delves into shifting perceptions of the older
population and their political influence over time, especially
in a climate of a deepening partisan divide.

Trend in Voting Rates by Age Groups

Since 1972, the Current Population Survey (CPS), a large
national survey with a high response rate (90% or greater),
has been a valuable resource for information on U.S. citizens’
participation in electoral voting at the federal level. Each
November of election years, the CPS asks respondents two
key questions: whether they were registered to vote and, if
50, did they cast a vote. Although based on self-report meas-
ures (and thus typically overreporting turnout), the CPS data
offers valuable insights into trends in U.S. citizens’ voting,
often regarded as one of most fundamental acts of political
engagement.

Although overall U.S. voter turnout fluctuates over time,
the CPS data reveal two consistent voting patterns. The first
is that U.S. voter turnout is always higher in presidential elec-
tion years than midterm (congressional) election years. The
second is that in both cases (presidential or congressional
election years), older people have higher voter rates than do
younger persons. For instance, analysis of CPS data on U.S.
voting patterns by age for presidential election years between
2002 to 2016 found that the youngest age group (18-29
years) had 47%-65% turnout rates whereas older persons
(60 and older) exceeded an 80% turnout rate. For midterm
elections, in this same timeframe, the turnout for persons
aged under 30 was 17%-35%, whereas those in their 60s
voted at a 70% rate (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).

In the most recent (2020) U.S. presidential election, voter
turnout climbed to a decades high level; almost 63% of U.S.
citizens (or about 158+ million persons) age 18 and older cast
a vote (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). The exceptionally high
turnout was attributed two factors. First, the fierceness of
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public partisan fight between the incumbent president Donald
Trump and the challenger Joe Biden spurred many to vote. (A
preelection survey found about eight out of ten registered vot-
ers expressed a view that it “really mattered” who wins.) (Pew
Research Center, 2021). Second, states’ expansion of early
voting and mail ballots during the COVID pandemic offered
citizens greater opportunities to participate in the electoral
process (Pew Research Center, 2021). As Table 1 shows, the
trend of higher participation of older adults in voting con-
tinued to prevail in the 2020 U.S. presidential election (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2021).

Individual Aging and Life Cycle Effects on
Voting Behaviors

Broad, cross-sectional comparisons of younger and older
persons’ voting behaviors and political attitudes should be
viewed with some caution. On the most basic level, the used
age categories (or brackets) are somewhat arbitrary and differ
across surveys and studies, often to achieve sufficient num-
bers in the designated brackets. For example, some studies
use “ages 18 to 24” for the youngest age group, whereas oth-
ers designate it as “younger than 30.” Additionally, relative
to younger age groupings, the age bracket of “65 and older”
is typically much larger, encompassing persons in their 60s,
70s, 80s, 90s, and even 100s. Also of importance, age or gen-
erational cohort data are based on “averages” derived from a
group (and not individuals who may vary considerably from
each other), leading to oversimplification.

Despite these flaws, cross-sectional studies consistently
suggest a curvilinear age pattern in voting participation, with
relatively low voting rates in early adulthood, followed by a
steady climb in voting with each additional year of life and
ultimately peaking in one’s late 50s or early 60s, and then
some decline with advanced old age (Bhatti et al., 2012).
Early researchers exploring aging, political interest, and vot-
ing, such as Glenn and Grimes (1968), often drew on disen-
gagement theory, a now discounted but prevalent perspective
at that time, which posited that old age is associated with a
progressive withdrawal from society (Cummings and Henry,
1961), as a potential explanation for older adults’ retreat
from voting. Indeed, social scientists have long thought of age
as “more than just a number,” viewing it as being roughly
associated with individuals’ life stages and their adoption
(or release) of various social roles (e.g. marriage, parent-
ing, grandparenting, employment, retirement). Although
not captured (or measured) in most voting studies, the life
stage reasons offered for younger people’s lower voting rate
as compared with their older counterparts include the initial
challenges of voter registration and not yet developing the
habit to vote as well as greater geographic mobility (which

Table 1. Voter Turnout by Age: U.S. 2020 General Presidential Election

Age group Percent voting
18 to 24 48%
25 to 44 55%
45 to 64 65.5%
65 plus 71.9%

Source: https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/04/record-high-
turnout-in-2020-general-election.html.
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requires reregistering to vote) and/or a weaker of sense of
belonging to a particular community or state. Also suggested
is that the busy life of younger adults, including the pursuit
of advanced education, establishing a profession/career, mar-
riage, and building a family, may lead to voting not being
a priority. In contrast, it was believed that older people are
more likely to be socialized into and have established the
habit of voting as well as have more free time due to fewer
daily life responsibilities. Additionally, older persons are less
geographically mobile and thus seen as more likely to have
longer ties to their communities and a greater interest in hav-
ing their voices heard (Binstock, 2000; Glenn and Grimes,
1968; Stalter, 2024).

Recent researchers emphasize that voting behaviors
might best be framed as a decision based on incentives and
resources, and diminished health, whether physical, cogni-
tive, and/or emotional health, may be key factors in imped-
ing voting. Although chronological age is a straightforward
measure or benchmark for various social, cultural, and legal
phenomena/rights, such as voting rights, it does not con-
sider factors such as health, genetics, lifestyle, and exposure
to toxins that can lead to very different paces of biological
aging (Elliot et al., 2021). For instance, their research show-
ing that people with disabilities have lower voting rates than
nondisabled people, especially among older persons with dis-
abling conditions, led Schur and her colleagues to conclude
that older adults with disabilities may be an exception to
the often-stereotyped “civic generation” of older Americans
(Schur et al., 2005, p. 494).

Although based on a largely White midwestern cohort,
research by Engelman et al. (2022) linking the Wisconsin
Longitudinal Study and state administrative voting data
offers a wonderful opportunity to explore health and
wealth as determinants of older voters’ longer term turn-
out and voting methods. Their results revealed that both
health and wealth were associated with older voter turnout
but that greater wealth lessened the negative effects of poor
health on voting behavior. They also found that although
absentee voting methods mitigated the effects of poor
health for older voters, it did not compensate for a lower
voter turnout rate. This study underscores the importance
of understanding the health and economic stratification
in older persons’ voting behaviors in terms of not only
individual characteristics but also how federal and state
electoral voting policies may reinforce, or even amplify,
unequal representation.

Generational Shifts in Perceptions of Older
Persons and Their Political Influence

Age and generation cohort comparisons have long captured
the interest of the public and scientific community. Central
to cohort analysis is the assumption that the unique histor-
ical experiences associated with each generation (see Table
2), whether a collective response to traumatic or trium-
phant events, unites or builds solidarity among members.
Research suggests that events that occur when one is com-
ing of age (e.g., in one’s teens or twenties) are especially
powerful in shaping an individual’s lifetime political atti-
tudes (Fisher, 2020). Millennials, for instance, share sitting
in a classroom on the day of the September 11th terror-
ist attack, awakening (perhaps for the first time) a strong
sense of vulnerability.
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It is also true that successive generations often experience
different sociopolitical landscapes in their later years of life.
However, as Binstock (2010, 2011) and Hudson and Gonyea
(2012) emphasize, the Baby Boomers entering old age are fac-
ing a political landscape that is far more different than that
of either their parents or grandparents. From the mid-1930s
through the mid-1970s, the creation of the U.S. old-age wel-
fare state was fueled by “compassionate ageism,” an oversim-
plification and stereotyping of older persons as “dependent”
due to poverty, frailty, and discrimination (Binstock, 2010).
Boomers’ grandparents, primarily members of the Greatest
Generation, who were shaped by the Great Depression and
WWII, were seen as highly deserving of government support
in old age. given early life hardships and wartime sacrifices.
Boomers’ parents, born in the interwar period and labeled the
Silent Generation, not only prospered during their working
years on the tide of post-WWII economic expansion but also
benefited by the public’s general acceptance of government’s
responsibility for old-age benefit programs. (Hudson and
Gonyea, 2012).

By the late 1970s, however, the reemergence of neoliberal-
ism (favoring private market to public interventions), coupled
with a depressed U.S. economy and a Social Security fund
cash-flow problem, began to draw attention to the public
costs of an increasingly aging society. Articles such as Robert
Hudson’s 1978 piece on the “graying of the federal budget,”

Table 2. Generation Definitions

Generation Birth year span
Generation Z 1997-2012
Millennial 1981-1996
Generation X 1965-1980
Boomers 1946-1964
Silent 1928-1945
Greatest 1910-1927

70%

60%

52% 52%
50%
40%
31%
30% 27%
21%
20% 17%
10%
0%
GenZ Millennial
Republican

Source: Pew Research Center - Statista 2024

Figure 1. Political party identification by generation, 2022.

44%
39%
ki 35%33%3 35%
30% 2%
I 26%
GenX

W Independent
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highlighting the tremendous growth in the amount and pro-
portion of federal funds targeting older persons, led some
journalists, policy analysts, and public officials to question
our nation’s level of responsibility for shouldering “the bur-
den” of older people (Binstock 2010).

Aggregate improvements in the U.S. older population’s
well-being set the stage for a shift in the social construction
of old age from “disadvantaged” to “advantaged,” despite
an ongoing persistent divide in late life economic wellbeing
(Gonyea, 2005). Yet unlike the two generations that preceded
them, Boomers were also arriving to old age with the negative
political baggage of being a self-absorbed generation with a
strong sense of entitlement (Hudson and Gonyea 2012). As
Binstock (2010, p. 576) noted, “This theme soon was ech-
oed widely, and the epithet greedy geezers became a familiar
adjective...” A rise was seen in the scapegoating of older peo-
ple as “the problem,” including a view that they were taking
resources away from and worsening the plight of the nation’s
children (Preston, 1984; Samuelson, 2011; Thurow, 1996).

Not surprisingly, with their expanding numbers and higher
voting rates, concerns were soon being voiced and continue
to be raised about a “senior voting block” exerting its own
interests. Since the late 1970s, multiple political gerontolo-
gists have sought to dispel the “senior power myth” through
electoral studies showing that the older population, now com-
prised overwhelmingly of Baby Boomers, is not politically
cohesive, and thus it is unlikely that their numbers would
translate into increased political influence. (Binstock 1997,
2000, 2010; Campbell, 1971; Maddox, 1978; Williamson, et
al. 1982). All stress that the older population is heterogenous
and that individuals have multiple social identities based on
social class, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, occu-
pation, and other lived experiences that may more strongly
influence their sociopolitical views.

Fisher’s (2020) study, analyzing the American National
Election Studies (ANES) data from 1952 to 2016, also found
only modest generational disparities in presidential vote
choices or ideological self-identities (i.e., ranging from most
conservative to most liberal) during this period. He attributes

Boomer Silent

m Democrat
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the now present “considerable” political gap between gener-
ations as primarily due to the phenomenon of generational
change or replacement (p. 29). Noting that most demographic
groups have a political leaning, Griffin et al. (2019) empha-
size that “a group increasing or decreasing in size over time
will tend to benefit one party or type of politics over another”
(p. 1). In 2018, we reached a generational tipping point in
our nation’s politics as Millennials edged out Boomers as the
largest voter-eligible age group (Gonyea and Hudson, 2020).
This ended the Boomers’ four decades of being the largest
generation of eligible votes since 1978, when they surpassed
the Greatest Generation (Griffin et al., 2019). Even with their
lower 2016 and 2018 turnout rates, the younger generations
(Generation X, Millennial, and Generation Z) slightly out-
voted the two older generations (Silents and Boomers) in
terms of their share of the total votes (Pew Research Center
2017,2019a).

The Pew Research Center (2019b) report shows that parti-
sanship is “the dividing line in the American public’s attitudes,
far surpassing differences by age, race and ethnicity, gender,
educational attainment, religious affiliation or other factors”
(p. 5). Yet, it is also evident that the demographic changes that
are reshaping the U.S. population are leading to divergent
demographic compositions in the nation’s two major political
parties (Gonyea and Hudson, 2020). Demographically, Gen Z
is the most racially diverse and well-educated generation yet,
and its members are expressing a greater openness to emerging
social and cultural trends (Pew Research Center,2018a,2019¢).
In contrast, Boomers are less racially diverse and, on average,
have fewer years of education. Additionally, as a group, White
voters with no more than a high school education have increas-
ingly moved to the right in recent years (Pew Research Center,
2018Db). Figure 1 reveals that each rising younger generation is
trending away from the Republican Party as well as increas-
ingly identifying as Independent. Yet, although many persons
self-identify as Independent, the reality is that individuals are
often either left- or right-leaning. For example, of the almost
half of voters under the age of 25 that did not identify directly
with a party in 2022, 28% were leaning Democrat and 20%
were leaning Republican (Pew Research Center, 2023)

In his 2000 article, Binstock asks, “In view of these charac-
teristics of baby boomers, what will their voting behavior be
like when they reach old age?” (p. 28). He goes on to caution,
“answers to this question can be informed by the past, but they
also need to be premised on hypothetical political scenarios”
(p. 28). Indeed, political gerontologists recognize that future
predictions are always risky. Hudson and Gonyea (2012)
suggest that “cohort characteristics and political context
may fundamentally shape policy developments in Boomers'
old age and may create additional levels of jeopardy for age-
based programs” (p. 280). As previously noted, Boomers
carry negative political baggage that could undermine their
longstanding political legitimacy of older persons as a deserv-
ing population. One possible scenario could be the fracturing
of older people’s singular political imagery into two distinct
groups: affluent Boomers who fight for their benefits will be
redefined from “advantaged” to “contenders,” whereas the
vulnerable Boomers will be relegated to “dependent” status
(Hudson and Gonyea, 2012). Yet the researchers also stress
that in addition to cohort characteristics, much will also be
shaped by how society balances the old and new welfare risks
(e.g., changes in family roles, labor markets, immigration, cli-
mate, and aging society) (Hudson and Gonyea, 2012).

81

Concluding Thoughts

Based on current discourse, it appears that like race, class,
and gender divisions, generational divisions will continue to
be raised. With greater longevity, successive generations are
increasingly demographically, socially, and technologically
different than prior ones. The rising Millennial generation
is more left-leaning than older generations at the same time
that the oldest generations have moved to the right (Fisher,
2020; Pew Research Center, 2023). As we experience this
generational tipping point, however, we must strive to avoid
oversimplifying and stereotyping and recognize that the gen-
erations are not monolithic. We can achieve this objective by
not only lifting up differences but also highlighting areas of
political consensus across age groups. Finally, to ensure voter
representation, we must prioritize increasing voting access for
all. Doing so will require expanding the focus beyond individ-
ual characteristics to the ways in which federal and state pol-
icies contribute or reinforce unequal voting representation.

With greater longevity, successive
generations are increasingly demo-
graphically, socially, and technologically
different than prior ones.

The rising Millennial generation is more
left-leaning than older generations at the
same time that the oldest generations
have moved to the right.
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