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• What is the purpose of elections 
& why do people vote?

• What is the context for modern 
elections?

• A health assessment for US 
democracy

• 2021 Elections in Virginia
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Elections keep 
politicians 
accountable

People always vote 
for the candidate 
“nearest” them
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Folk Theory Spatial Theory

People vote based 
on their social 
context

Social Theory 
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Folk Theory
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In a democracy, elections serve as a mechanism to keep leaders 
accountable to the public.

Voters

LeadersPolicy

However:
• People don’t pay attention to 

politics
• Voters are overly influence by 

recent events
• Voting choices are determined by: 

partisanship, cognitive biases, 
identity



Spatial Theory
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• Think of candidates and voters on a 
one-dimensional spectrum.

• Candidates will position themselves to 
attract the most voters possible.

• Voters vote for the candidate nearest 
them.

BUT:
• What if some people don’t vote?
• What if voters can’t identify candidates’ 

positions?
• What if candidates aren’t static?
• What if the candidate nearest you rubs 

you the wrong way?
CANDIDATES



The Social model of 
voting
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• The decision to vote is never made in 
isolation of others—it’s dependent on 
social context.

• Predictors of Voting:
• Large personal network
• More education
• Older
• Stake in the outcome
• Community roots
• Partisans
• You’ve been asked to vote
• White
• Wealthy



The 
answers 

about why 
we vote

• Why do people vote?
• Expression of social identity
• Solidarity
• Civic connection

• Why do we have elections?
• It’s not democracy otherwise
• To provide legitimacy
• To feel represented, 

connected



Outline

8  |  George Mason University

• What is the purpose of elections 
& why do people vote?

• What is the context for modern 
elections?

• A health assessment for US 
democracy

• 2021 Elections in Virginia

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

http://blogs.henrico.k12.va.us/21/2013/04/11/democracy-we-love-it/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


What a time to be alive…
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Pandemic



What a time to be 
alive…

Pandemic
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Cases in the US are on the rise, again.
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What a time 
to be 
alive…
Pandemic



What a time to be alive…
The Delta variant is much more contagious than COVID 1.0.

Pande
mic



What a time 
to be alive…
• COVID-19 is among the top 

10 most deadly plagues to 
have afflicted human in 
recorded history.



What a time to be 
alive…

COVID-19 disproportionately 
affects people of color.

14  |  George Mason University



What a time to be 
alive…

2020 US election was the largest election in US 
history (66% voter turnout)

Democrats and Republicans do not equally 
believe the election outcome.
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What a time to be 
alive…

People who get news from 
conservative news sources and 
Facebook are more likely to hold false 
beliefs about COVID-19.
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Those who hold more misperceptions about COVID-19 are less likely to be vaccinated

WHAT A TIME TO BE ALIVE…



WHAT A TIME TO 
BE ALIVE…

Partisanship is correlated with 
false beliefs about COVID-19

The pandemic has been 
politicized.
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Negative Partisanship
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Partisan identity 
is driven by out-
group repulsion



Five things to know about polarization
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The trend of contemporary polarization began in the 1970s

Polarization is driven by elites, and exacerbated by psychology

Polarization is rooted in inequality 

Parties sorted over racial justice as a result of policy progress and white backlash

Polarization degrades democratic norms, freedoms, and protections



Diagnosing US Political Dysfunction

Inequality

Partisan 
polarization

Gridlock

Decline of 
democratic 

norms/values

PANDEMIC



Partisan polarization is self-
perpetuating
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Cycle of democratic degradation

Inequalities

Sorting and 
Polarization

Breakdown 
of systems 
and norms



Polarization degrades 
democracy

• Democracy is a form of government 
that protects individual rights, liberties, 
and promotes prosperity.

• As partisans polarize, people may 
devalue democratic institutions.

• Democracy requires:
• Mutual respect among political 

rivals
• Mutual restraint

• There are fewer incentives to be 
restrained and show respect when 
rivals view one another as dangerous.



Democrats and Republicans live 
in different political realities
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One-third of Americans do not trust the election outcome



Is US democracy in decline? 
Depends who you ask

26  |  George Mason University

Experts see 
improvement in 
democracy since 
Biden 
inaugurated, but 
Trump 
supporters 
perceive a sharp 
decline



Largest 
threats to US 
democracy 
involve 
election 
authority
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Which democratic reforms do 
experts think most important?

Near 
unanimous 

support
• Campaign finance 

transparency
• Voting flexibility
• Redistricting 

commissions

Strong support

• Same day voter 
registration

• Suffrage for ex-felons
• Election Day national 

holiday
• Public funding for 

campaigns
• Pre-register young voters

Majority 
Support

• National popular vote
• Ranked-choice voting
• 18-year SCOTUS terms
• Eliminate filibuster
• Multi-member districts
• Enlarge House of 

Representatives
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Brightline Watch Expert Survey
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Virginia Elections 
2021

Yesterday was the voter 
registration deadline.

30  |  George Mason University

Election Day is Tuesday, November 2





Virginia House of 
Delegates
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• All 100 seats up for reelection
• Democrats currently hold a state “trifecta” 

in controlling branches
• Currently 55 Democrats and 45 

Republicans.
• ~22 battleground districts (16 Democrats; 6 

Republicans)
• 1993 – 2017 presidential election winner’s 

party has lost seats in the House of 
Delegates in 5 of 7 elections.

• Republicans need to flip 6 seats to gain 
control, which is about the average net 
seat shift in recent elections.



Virginia redistricting 2021

• Virginia uses a 16-member, bipartisan commission
• 4 Democratic legislators; 4 Republican legislators
• 4 Democratic citizens; 4 Republican citizens

• The legislature cannot revise the commission’s proposal.
• Virginia has 11 districts, and did not change the size of its 

congressional delegation as a result of the 2020 census.
• The commission is…not getting along well. Recently lost a 

quorum. Cannot agree on a map drawing strategy.
• State Supreme Court may wind up drawing the map.
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New congressional districts maps must be approved this year



Conclusions
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Democracy is not a spectator sport

• If Republicans win Governor or take majority of House of 
Delegates in Virginia, the state may be seen as “in play” in 2024.

• Nationally, Democrats will struggle to pass major legislation.
• As the number of Americans who do not trust election outcomes 

increases, democratic stability is gravely threatened.

•VOTE
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