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Democratic governments rely on participation by all citizens for bal-
anced and equitable election outcomes. What maintains voter turnout,
this central aspect of democratic health? Civic duty is a powerful force
in getting citizens to the polls, and yet it has often been misunderstood
or neglected in empirical studies. By contrast, political theory has devel-
oped a rich literature on the obligations of democratic citizens, We
show that a new statistical model based on political theorists’ analysis of
duty substantially improves the understanding of turnout in Japan and

South Korea,
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...doing such actions, not from inclination, but from duty

(Kant 1997 [1785], 11).

[ . Introduction

Why do people vote? One reason is that they have a strong
preference among the candidates or parties. Thus journalists often
interpret high turnout in an election as a sign that the voters were
more engaged than usual, Similarly, political scientists have long
used opinion survey data to demonstrate that those who care
about the outcome of an election are much more likely to vote
(Campbell et al. 1960, 103-105). However, in every election survey
around the world, a great many people report that they do not
care much about politics, and yet they vote, The civic partic-
ipation of this second group proves to be the clue that explains,
not only their own vote, but that of many other citizens as well.

We argue that the desire to fulfill one’s civic duty is a key fac-
tor in generating voter turnout, and that its impact is just as large
as caring about the candidates. The power of civic duty in produc-
ing turnout has long been noted (Campbell et al, 1960, 105-100),

but it was largely overlooked in recent decades because the rele-
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vided helpful written comments, and they have our gratitude.
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vant survey questions were omitted from most national election
studies. In Japan, for example, duty has played only a minor role
in most studies of turnout (for example, Horiuchi 2005; Yamamura
2011). However, now that civic duty questions have begun to re-
appear in election surveys, their importance has become evident.

First, a sense of civic duty is widespread in democratic
electorates, People believe that they should vote, Blais and Achen
(2011) provide evidence from several Western nations, but the
same finding holds in Fast Asian democracies—perhaps even
more so. In Japan, over 95% of respondents said that voting is “a
citizen’s duty” or “something that a citizen really should do,” ac-
cording to the 2005 Japanese Election Study. In Taiwan’s 2011
TEDS survey, the proportion of respondents with a sense of duty
was 68%.1 Of course, these beliefs are reinforced in every country
by schools, political elites, and sometimes also by religious
authorities.

Thus many citizens believe that they have a duty to vote. But
of course, others do not, Blais and Achen (2011) show that this
ethical diversity in the population has important consequences for
the analysis of voter turnout, In this paper, we extend their argu-

ment to two East Asian democracies, For Japan, we show that the

1) As we shall see, Japan's question probably encourages over-reporting of duty,
while Taiwan used a survey question designed to minimize false acquiescence.
Thus the two duty proportions are not truly comparable, Our point is simply that
by any measure, large proportions of each country report that they feel a duty to
vote. Unfortunately, the Taiwan survey was released just as this article was going

to press, and we did not have the opportunity to studly it in detail.
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same pattern holds as in the West. For South Korea, where the
available data have limitations, we make more restricted claims,
However, the available evidence suggests that civic duty matters
for turnout in South Korea in much the same way as it does in

Japan,

I1. Sense of Civic Duty and the Study of Turnout

In recent years, Kanazawa (1998), Blais (2000, 112) and
Campbell (2000) have directed scholars’ attention once again to
the importance of civic duty. Yet it has not been obvious how to
use a measure of civic duty in a statistical model of turnout, Riker
and Ordeshook (1968) argued that one should simply add a term
D (“duty”) to the statistical model. But such a model corresponds
poorly to the canonical Western treatments of duty, as in Kant
(1997 [1785]) In that tradition, a duty is what one must do, even if
it is difficult or unpleasant, Thus for Nowell-Smith(1954, 210), “A
moral obligation is, like a natural obligation, something which ob-
liges me to act in a way that, but for the obligation, I would not
have acted.” The morally motivated voter simply does what is
right. In particular, the non-ethical appeal of an act is disregarded,
or at least downgraded, when the act is done out of duty.

If this ethical tradition is applied to the decision to vote, the ef-

fect of civic duty will not be simply additive. Instead, it will
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change the way voters decide. In the presence of duty, other fac-
tors matter less to the turnout decision, Indeed, as we shall dem-
onstrate, standard explanatory factors behave differently for those
voters who believe that it is their moral obligation to show up at
the polls. Thus a different modeling strategy is needed for those
voters, Hence an appropriate statistical model of turnout must
take into account both citizens with this kind of ethical motivation
and those without it.2)

Blais and Achen (2011) show that the simplest way to in-
corporate duty into models of turnout is to include both duty and
caring about the election as explanatory variables, That much is
standard. However, they argue for an additional explanatory fac-
tor, an interaction term between duty and caring. This interaction
term is expected to have a negative coefficient, That is, both duty
and caring about the outcome have separate impacts on turnout,
But when the sense of duty is strong, the negative interaction term
reduces the impact of caring. This is precisely the way political
theorists in the Kantian tradition have treated duty: When duty is
present, other factors matter less, The negative interaction term
captures that effect,

Using both American and Canadian data, Blais and Achen
(2011) show that this new model fits the data better than the con-

ventional approach of throwing a garbage can of explanatory vari-

2) We take no position in this paper as to who is right. Our point is simply that both
kinds of voters exist in the population, that they behave differently, and hence

that good empirical studies must take account of the difference.
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ables into the turnout equation, They find that caring about the
outcome is approximately as powerful as duty in explaining turn-
out, but that its impact diminishes as duty increases, just as
Kantian theory would suggest. They also find that those two varia-
bles alone are powerful predictors of turnout, For American voters
in 2008 who had neither a sense of duty nor cared about the elec-
tion, turnout was 6%, For voters who both had a strong sense of
duty and also cared strongly who won, turnout was 92%,. Thus
these two variables alone accounted for much of the American
variation in who voted. Other standard explanatory factors such as
partisanship and age mattered less,

In Canada, duty was slightly higher in the population, and car-
ing about the outcome dramatically lower, in 2008 than for the
US. Overall, these two factors roughly cancelled, making
Canadian turnout just slightly lower than the American rate. But,
and this is the crucial point, within each combination of duty and
caring about the outcome, Canadian and American turnout rates
were virtually identical. For example, high-duty, high-caring in-
dividuals voted at a 92% rate in both countries. In short, just those
two variables—duty and caring about the outcome—predicted
each country’s turnout patterns very well, The theoretical patterns
were the same, too. Most importantly, the impact of caring about
the election declined as duty increased. Thus the Kantian ap-
proach to voter turnout received powerful confirmation in these
two North American cases.

East Asian democracies are significantly younger than their
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American counterpart, but we expect the same basic dynamic be-
tween duty and preference to hold. For duty is not a uniquely
Western idea. Even in pre-democratic years, through both admir-
able and haunting events, the East Asia region has shown power-
ful examples of citizen duty to the state. In this paper, we assess
how that sense of duty to the state has evolved in the democratic

era, We start with Japan, the oldest of the East Asian democracies,

II. Duty and Preference in the 2005 Japanese House

of Representatives Election

We use the Japanese Election Study (JES) I11,3) a national elec-
tion survey similar to those in many other democracies. JES III is a
nine-wave panel survey spanning four years, from 2001 to 2005, It
contains four sets of pre- and post-election surveys for two rounds
of Diet elections and one pre-election survey for a Prefectural
Assembly election, Among these, we focus on the most recent, the
2005 House of Representatives pre- and post-election survey, The

sample size for all waves is always close to 1500 respondents, and

3) The data for this secondary analysis, “Nation-wide Longitudinal Survey Study on
Voting Behavior in the Early 21st Century, 2001-2005, JES III Project Team
(Ken'ichi Ikeda, Yoshiaki Kobayashi, Hiroshi Hirano),” was provided by the
Social Science Japan Data Archive, Center for Social Research and Data Archives,

Institute of Social Science, The University of Tokyo.
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all interviews are conducted in-person,

The JES duty question asks respondents whether they see vot-
ing as every citizen’s duty, something that a citizen should do, or
something that a citizen is not obliged to do. A possible short-
coming of the question format is that it does not offer respondents
an equally acceptable non-duty alternative, thereby possibly over-
estimating the proportion of respondents who have a legitimate
sense of duty. By contrast, recent North American versions of the
duty question offer respondents a non-duty option involving
“choice,” a word with strong positive valence in that culture (Blais
and Achen 2011). About half of Canadian and American re-
spondents select “choice” rather than “duty.”(The precise question
wording is given in Appendix 1.) We return to this point below.

To measure preference, we use a question that asks how
much attention the respondent paid to the campaigns of candi-
dates and parties. It is not a direct measure of how much one
cares who wins, but we believe that it is a reasonable proxy. The
assumption is that those who care more or have a stronger prefer-
ence will be motivated to pay more attention to the campaign.
The correlation coefficient between the preference question and
the standard political interest question is only 0.3, confirming that
the measure is tapping something different from a habitual atten-
tion to politics. The JES III provides English translations for both
duty and preference measures used here; see Appendix 2.

We begin with Table 1, the joint distribution of duty and

preference 4 Quite a different picture from the American case
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Table 1 | Duty and Preference Distribution in the 2005 Japanese Sample (weighted by final
wave k sampling weight)

Duty none Duty weak, some Duty strong
Pref little, weak 3 15 20
Pref somewhat 2 12 26
Pref a lot 0 5 17
unweighted N=1397 5 32 63

emerges here, More than 60% of the Japanese sample express a
strong duty to vote, almost double the number of Americans with
strong duty (Blais and Achen 2011). Fully 95% of Japanese re-
spondents say that they feel a strong sense of duty or at least see
voting as something a citizen should do, whereas only about half
of American respondents have even a weak level of civic duty. It
appears that the idea voting is a duty constitutes a near consensus
in Japan.

Table 2 shows reported Japanese turnout as a function of duty
and preference. As in the American case, each variable shows
powerful effects. Having a preference (as we measure it) alone
raises the probability of voting by more than 40 percentage points.
Duty is even more powerful. No matter how little or much the
voter cares about who wins, once she sees voting as a duty, the
probability of voting is always at least 87%, With more than 9 out
of 10 respondents saying that they have at least some level of civic
duty, it appears that in Japan, civic duty would be powerful

enough to sustain the high rate of citizen participation in elections

4) In all following analyses, descriptive and inferential, we use the sampling weights

supplied for Wave K, the 2005 post-clection survey.
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Table 2 | Percent Turnout by Duty and Preference in the 2005 Japanese House Election
(weighted by final wave k sampling weight)

Duty none Duty weak, some Duty strong
Pref little, weak 54 87 9%
Pref somewhat 84 94 97
Pref a lot 100 96 98
unweighted N=1397

on its own,

The impact of Kantian duty is very clear in Table 2. Those who
don’t care about the election, or who care very little, vote at a 96%
rate if they have a strong sense of duty. Adding a strong sense of
preference raises turnout only to 98% among those with duty.
Either way, duty gets nearly everyone to the polls, Adding prefer-
ence to duty raises turnout only by two percentage points,

By contrast, when citizens have no sense of duty, adding a
strong preference increases turnout nearly 50 percentage points,
Without duty, people need strong preferences to motivate them,
Thus there is evidence of a negative interaction effect between
duty and preference. When duty is high, preference matters less.
Without duty, it matters more. This is precisely the dynamic be-
tween duty and preference for which we have argued. Kantians
carry out their duties regardless of how strongly they feel other-
wise about the action, Non-Kantians depend on the stimulation of
the current political campaign,

We now address the issue of over-report in the JES III. Japan’s
high level of civic duty and its powerful relationship to turnout

may be due at least in part to over-report of both duty and
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turnout, For example, the reported turnout in the survey is 93%,
well above the actual Japanese turnout in 2005, The official turn-
out rate for the 2005 House of Representatives election, as re-
ported by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications,
was 67.5%, Over-report is a universal problem for surveys, but an
over-report of 25 percentage points is high among academic elec-
tion surveys.>

We suspect that the same kind of social pressures that led to
the high over-report for turnout also affected reported levels of
duty. While over-report is not necessarily a problem for statistical
inference about relationships among explanatory variables, it is far
more damaging for descriptive analysis. Thus we qualify our ear-
lier conclusions about the dutifulness of the Japanese electorate.
While we would guess that the Japanese people have a greater
sense of civic duty than their North American counterparts, the
current evidence available to the international political science
community does not permit a decisive test.

We now move ahead with a statistical test of our argument, us-
ing JES III. Table 3 shows alternate specifications of turnout as a
function of preference, duty, and both. All variables in the models
were rescaled from 0 to 1 for comparability.

The first model is a standard probit model of turnout, with

preference as the only predictor. We build our full model on this

5) In the United States, turnout over-report in the best academic surveys such as the

ANES usually range between 10 to 15 percentage points (Cassel, 2004).
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Table 3 | Alternate Models of Turnout in the 2005 Japanese House Election (weighted)
Coefficients with standard errors in parentheses

probit probit probit probit
Preference 092+ 057+ 1,61 117
(17 (18) (:46) (51)
o 1 opm 13 092
Y (20 (29 (29
-1.47+ -1.20*
PrefxDi : .
w (58 (64
597
Age 2.0
2 -4.96
Ao @17)
) -002
Education (26)
053
Interest (21)
1 4a
PID strength (24)
constant 1.16% 050" 0.24 -1 527
(07) (14 (17) (:56)
log pseudolikelihood -7235 -570.0 -561.84 -483 15
Unweighted N 1487 1397 1397 1360

*** significant at .01, ** significant at .05, * significant at .10

first one, consecutively adding duty, the interaction term, and oth-
er powerful covariates of turnout, We can see from the third and
fourth models that even in Japan, the impact of Kantian duty on
voting thrives, Not only is the duty coefficient significant and pos-
itive, but it also interacts with preference in the way that we have
argued, as evident from the negative sign of the interaction term,
Even with powerful covariates of turnout added, the interaction
term maintains the expected sign and is statistically significant at
the 10% level.

Japanese voters, like American voters, are more likely to vote
when they see voting as a duty, even if they care very little about

the candidate or the election itself,
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IV. Duty and Preference in the 2010 South Korea
Local Flection

Our second East Asian case is South Korea, For the fifth time
now, the Korean Social Science Data Center (KSDC) and the
Korean Association for Electoral Studies have jointly conducted
surveys of local elections, To our knowledge, this is the only
Korean election survey in the KSDC data bank that contains a du-
ty to vote measure. Here, we use the most recent 2010 post-local
election survey, All interviews are conducted in-person, and the
sample size of 1,000 makes the survey comparable to both our
American and Japanese data.

Unfortunately, our use of the Korean data is limited by the
usual difficulties of comparability across surveys from different
countries, For our purposes, the survey suffers from two
shortcomings. First, the design of the duty question is not similar
to either the Japanese version or to those used in the US. The
question does not ask specifically about civic duty to vote, but
rather, lists duty as one of the five possible reasons for turning out
to vote (See the English version of the question in Appendix 3.) As
a result, it is impossible to measure varying strengths of civic duty.,
Duty can only be studied as a binary variable,

Second, and more problematically, the survey was designed to
ask the duty question only of self-reported voters. That is, the du-
ty question is a follow-up for people who say they voted. As a re-

sult, direct comparison with surveys from the United States and
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Japan becomes difficult. With respect to the duty question, we are
essentially working with different sample populations. In Korea,
the population studied is restricted to (reported) voters, while in
Japan and most other countries that have asked about civic duty,
the sampled population consists of all eligible voters.

Thus the Korean sample design limits inferences about duty to
just those who voted. Hence the survey also impedes any stat-
istical analysis between duty and turnout, since in the sampled
population, those who have duty voted at a 100% rate, and those
who have no sense of duty also voted 100% of the time, That is,
among reported voters, the turnout rate is always 100 percent, We
have no way to assess how much duty matters to turnout,

For these reasons, we present here just an initial exploration of
our argument for South Korea, We start with the distribution of
civic duty, Table 4 shows that among people who report that they
voted, 70% say that they did so mainly out of a sense of duty. The
second and third highest responses, “to support my candidate”
and “to prevent the party I dislike from winning,” trailed far be-
hind at 13% and 10%, respectively. These two responses arguably
best capture the idea of voting as a choice, Together, they com-
prise only 23% of voters, paling in comparison to the importance
of duty. Thus respondents report that civic duty — not government
campaigns, social networks, or even good candidates — brings
most Korean voters to the polls.

For comparison, we matched the Japanese sample to the

Korean one, looking at the distribution of duty only for voters,
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Table 4 | Duty distribution in 2010 Korean Sample vs, 2005 Japanese Matched Sample
(weighted percent of the total sample)

Korea Japan
No Duty Duty No Duty Duty
Voters 30 70 4 96
Non-Voters 27 73

Table 4 shows the distribution, which is highly skewed in the
Japanese case, as we have seen, Perhaps due to over-report, 96%
of Japanese voters say that they have at least some level of civic
duty. Table 4 also shows that the Korean duty distribution among
reported voters is less one-sided than Japan's. In fact, it is more
similar to that of the non-voters in Japan. This suggests that civic
duty is lower in South Korea than in Japan, or less powerful in
producing turnout, It is impossible to know which is true without
seeing the distribution of duty among non-voters, which we do
not have. And, of course, differences in the question format could
also be responsible for the differences between the two countries.

Table 5 shows the joint distribution of duty and preference in
Korea, To measure strength of preference, we used a question
asking about interest in the current election, The English versions
of the South Korean duty and preference questions appear in
Appendix 2.

Table 5 shows that, just as in Japan, duty and strength of pref-
erence are positively associated with each other in South Korea.
Only a very small percentage of the sample has a sense of duty
but little or no preference, On the other hand, 62% of those who

have a sense of duty also care at least somewhat who wins © The
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Table 5 | Duty and Preference Distribution in 2010 Korean sample (weighted percent of
reported voters)

Korea
No Duty Duty
Pref little, weak 6 8
Pref somewhat 14 38
Pref a lot 10 24
unweighted N=789 30 70

more they care, the more likely they are to have a sense of duty.
At the upper end of preference strength, 70% have a sense of civic
duty. Thus, as in Western countries, engagement with politics and
a sense of duty to vote tend to go together in both Japan and
South Korea.

We cannot do more with the Korean data due to the limits of
the sample design. Even at this stage, however, we can say that
Kantian duty toward voting is not limited to the West. In fact, a
larger percentage of Japanese and Korean citizens say they have
civic duty than American citizens do. In Korea, duty is the pre-
dominant reason why self-reported voters say that they turned out
to vote, In Japan, civic duty to vote is so prevalent that not having
it is the exception. Indeed, long ago Steiner (1965, 377) observed
in his account of Japanese civic life that “abstention from voting
amounts to shirking a duty to the collectivity,” After more than

three decades of democratic life, that sense of duty appears to be

6) We remind the reader that we are using interest in the election as a proxy for car-
ing who wins. The latter attitude is the theoretically relevant one; the former is

the only measure we have,
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flourishing,

For citizens with civic duty, caring who wins matters less in
their turnout decision. Blais and Achen (2011) have shown that re-
lationship for the U.S. and Canada; we have shown that it is true
in Japan as well, Given the high level of civic duty in Japan, this
suggests that turnout rates in Japan, and possibly in Korea too,
will be less susceptible to fluctuations—in the excitement or close-
ness of elections—that alter strength of preference. For an elec-
torate so firmly grounded in civic duty, preference simply matters

less for turnout,

V. Conclusion

We have shown that some people construe voting in ethical
terms, and that those who do so are more likely to vote and also
less inclined to pay attention to non-ethical considerations. Some
citizens are Kantians when they approach elections, and being
Kantian makes a difference, Analysts need to include measures of
duty, preference strength, and their interaction in statistical mod-
els of turnout.

This study also exposes the dearth of comparable duty ques-
tions across the East Asian national election studies. For future
cross-national comparisons, Asian scholars will need comparable

survey questions for many different attitudes and behaviors, When
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Japanese, Korean, and Taiwan election studies ask the same ques-
tion in the same format, international comparisons will become
more reliable and much more interesting,

As always, survey questions for international comparisons
need to be written skillfully. For example, civic duty questions will
work best if they give respondents the option to choose a non-du-
ty alternative that is attractive within the national culture, The
goal, of course, is to help respondents avoid mere lip-service
agreement with the cultural norm of voting, Moreover, such ques-
tions need to be asked of all respondents, not just voters, so that
the impact of duty on the turnout decision can be assessed.

The study of civic duty and voting presents a rich agenda for
researchers, One natural question that follows from our com-
parative study concerns the sources of civic duty. Why does the
strength of civic duty apparently vary so widely across countries?
A likely answer is culture, Different cultures can provide different
moral bases to think of voting as a duty (Hur 2011). For example,
in the US,, the dominant Christian culture provides a religious
ethic in which voting comes to be seen as a moral obligation. In
Japan and possibly other East Asian countries, socially embedded
Confucianism, which preaches duty to authority and to the collec-
tive, can be the moral foundation for voting--a citizen’s duty to the
state. South Korea would be an interesting case to study further,
given the co-existence of deep Confucian roots and widespread
Christian faith,

If civic duty is grounded in culture, and if certain cultures have
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stronger ethical foundations for developing duty toward voting,
and if Confucianism is one of those cultures, then we arrive at a
controversial conclusion: Perhaps Confucianism in East Asia —of-
ten stereotyped as authoritarian and thus harmful to democracy—
is a blessing, not a curse, for the democratic potential of the
region,

We also believe that our results suggest an important lesson
for contemporary political science. Over the last half-century, po-
litical theory and empirical political science have come to occupy
the “separate tables” that Gabriel Almond (1988) warned us of, But
a more serious problem is the walls dividing political science in
different countries, In many cases, we are not just at separate ta-
bles, but in different rooms entirely.

Yet civic duty, like many other central democratic concepts, is
by no means uniquely American or Western, In fact, we suggest
that there is significant intellectual gain to be had by examining it
cross-culturally, We have tried to show that, by reaching, not just
across sub-fields, but across different countries as well, we can be-
gin to achieve a richer and more accurate understanding of one of
the most basic questions in political science, namely why people

vote,

Appendix 1,
The question wording for duty in the Blais-Achen (2011) sur-

veys of the 2008 Canadian and American federal elections:

Civic Duty and Voter Turnout in Japan and South Korea 63



Different people feel differently about voting, For some, voting
is a DUTY, They feel that they should vote in every election how-
ever they feel about the candidates and parties.

For others, voting is a CHOICE. They feel free to vote or not to
vote in an election depending on how they feel about the candi-
dates and parties. [The order of these two statements was varied

randomly ]

For you personally, voting is FIRST AND FOREMOST a:

1 Duty
2 Choice
9 Not sure

[If respondent chose “Duty”] How strongly do you feel person-

ally that voting is a duty?

1 Very strongly

2 Somewhat strongly

3 Not very strongly
Appendix 2

The question wording for duty in the JES III (wave 8) is:
J6. In regard to voting, several opinions are shown on the list.
Choose one that best reflects your own,

1. Voting in elections is a citizen’s duty, and all citizens are
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obliged to vote,

2. Voting in elections is something that a citizen really
should do,

3. Voting in elections is each citizen's decision, One

should not be obliged to vote,

We have no direct measure of preference in JES III (in wave
9). In its place, we estimate strength of preference by asking
about the respondent’s behavior during the campaign. The as-
sumption is that those who pay more attention to the campaigns

will care more about who wins the election,

K4 During the recent House of Representatives election, how
much interest did you have in the campaigns the different parties
and candidates conducted? Did you have a great deal of interest,
some interest, hardly any interest, or no interest at all?

1. T had a great deal of interest in the campaigns.
2. T had some interest in the campaigns.
3.1 had hardly any interest in the campaigns.

4, T had no interest at all in the campaigns.

The interest question was asked as part of the post-election
survey, so that it is vulnerable to bias from post-hoc justification or
rationalization. After the outcome is determined, respondents may
convince themselves that they paid more attention to it than they

actually did. Thus our results should be interpreted with appro-
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priate caution.

Appendix 3,
The question wording for duty in the 2010 South Korean survey:
[For those who voted] What is the main reason you voted?

1. To support my candidate

2. Voting is a democratic citizen’s duty

3. The National Election Commission’s voter turnout cam-

paign

4. Urging from people around me

5. To prevent the party I dislike from winning

6. Other

The question is asked as a follow-up for people who answered
“yes” to the turnout question. We coded everyone who selected
the duty response as “1” and all others as “0,” making the question

a dichotomous measure of civic duty.

For preference strength, we used a question very similar to the
Japanese measure:
How interested were you in this local election?
1. Very interested
2. Somewhat interested
3. Somewhat disinterested

4. Very disinterested
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The question concerns interest in this particular election, not in
general, hence differentiating itself from the standard political in-
terest question, We coded the responses into three levels of pref-
erence strength, ranging from caring none to little (responses 3

and 4), caring some (response 2), and caring a lot (response 1).
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