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Measuring Likely Voters. A Model
for Predicting Electoral Participation
in Romanian Presidential Elections

Abstract: Predicting voter turnout by estimating the proportion of likely voters
as accurately as possible is a challenging task and it is debated both in literature
and among experts actively involved in the field of sociological research and
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polling organizations. While there are several vari-
ables that influence turnout, and also several meth-
ods and models that have been put into practice over
time, in reality there is no magic formula for correct-
ly measuring, before an election, the percentage of
individuals that are most likely to vote. Each nation-
al context comes with particular variables, as well
as historical factors and demographic dynamics that
need to be taken into account. We propose a model
built on pre-election survey data and on past official
election statistics, which has been tested and proven
viable in the context of the 2019 Romanian presiden-
tial election.
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1. Introduction

Estimating voter turnout is an issue of high in-
terest for both researchers and political actors.
Electoral participation is an expression of the
democratic commitment, of people’s interest in

elections, of mobilization or dissatisfaction / disappointment towards the
political system and its actors (Kaase, 2007), influencing political calcu-
lations and electoral strategies. Pre-election measurement and especially
predicting turnout as accurately as possible has always been a challenge
for pollsters and political scientists, given not only the issue of survey re-
spondents’ over-estimation of voting intentions, but also the multiple
variables that can be taken into account for building a predictive model.
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Literature, but also research institutes offer different formulas or good practices, but their
applicability is not a general one, at least not without nuances and adjustments to specific con-
texts and situations. Therefore, the model this paper proposes is based on experience and
knowledge accumulated over time in this field, enriched with specific characteristics of the
Romanian elections, especially presidential elections. This model is built on pre-election sur-
vey data and on official election statistics, being tested in the context of the 2019 Romanian
presidential election’.

Model design involves a mix of variables and a step-by-step development, by weighting
and recalibrating the data. It involves two categories of variables: poll questions — intention to
vote, voting in the past, interest in elections (interest in potential elections in the near future),
and official election data (turnout in different types of elections from the past).

From a methodological point of view, there are several stages involved in the construction
of the model for predicting electoral participation. The first one is to define the main variable
— in our case, electoral participation (intention to vote). Next, it is essential to identify useful
and relevant types of reference behavior. These are variables that can generally be associated
with electoral participation and voting intention, such as past voting behavior, previous behav-
ior involving different types of political participation (signing petitions, displaying a campaign
badge, donating money to a political organization or group, participating in political activities,
taking part in protests etc.), attitudes and orientations (values, feelings, opinions, etc.) that may
predict a stronger or weaker willingness to participate in voting and public life in general (In-
glehart, 1997; Norris, 2002; Norris, 2007; Oser, 2017; Inglehart, 2018; Norris and Inglehart,
2019), relevant statistics that may be used to understand participation, such as census data, of-
ficial government statistics or other data. The third stage involves performing data analysis and
building the actual model. To this end, simple bivariate analysis can be used, which can create
linear models between two variables, or more complex, multivariate analyzes can be run, such
as regressions or cluster analysis, as well as other types of segmentation of the populations
based on complex variation of the variables. Data analysis allows the identification of the most
relevant variables in the data set that can be considered when constructing the prediction
model. Defining the model involves taking into account certain variables and excluding oth-
ers, namely determining those independent variables that best capture the behavior to be pre-
dicted. The final step is to refine the model by including in the analysis certain sampling lim-
itations, but also official electoral statistics.

2. Measuring the proportion
of likely voters. A brief literature review

Over-reporting of voting in a survey context is a well-known issue among social science re-
searchers. This phenomenon can have important consequences for research that seeks to ex-
plain and / or estimate turnout. It can distort social reality, influencing research hypotheses
(Bernstein et al., 2001) and directing researchers towards low-relevance paths. There are sev-
eral significant factors that contribute to the gap between declared intention to vote and actu-
al turnout, as a result of respondents in post-electoral surveys who report having voted despite
the fact that they did not participate, or citizens who report before the election that they intend
to vote, but they do not do so on election day. The respondents’ memory plays a role in this
process, as does social pressure / desirability, or in other words, social desirability response
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bias (Burden, 2000; Karp and Brockington, 2005; Duff et al., 2007; Gerber and Rogers, 2009;
Holbrook and Krosnick, 2010). When people feel that they will be judged or have something
to lose due to their opinion, they tend to give untrue but socially acceptable responses (Bern-
stein et al., 2001).

Studies of this phenomenon have sought to reveal its correlations with various socio-demo-
graphic and attitudinal variables of respondents, in order to be able to “identify’” and “isolate”
those who tend to over-report voting (Bernstein et al., 2001; Silver et al., 1986; Belli et al., 2001;
Deufel and Kedar, 2010; Stout and Martin, 2016). Others focused on the type of interview, the
improvement of data collection procedures or the development of the survey tool, more specif-
ically the design of survey questions (Duff et al., 2007; Gerber and Rogers, 2009; Holbrook
and Krosnick, 2010; Katz and Katz, 2010; Hanmer et al., 2014; Comsa and Gheorghita, 2016),
to reduce social desirability bias and to increase the accuracy of the responses.

The official results of electoral participation are usually compared with sociological data
collected (by opinion poll) either in the run-up to the election — data that reflect a particular
voting intention — or after the election — data that highlight the inclination to, and dimension
of the conformist response. Since estimated voting intention does not always materialize, for
polling organizations, social sciences experts, and researchers, but also for political actors, the
first type of comparison often poses a real challenge: developing better methods for estimat-
ing turnout as accurately as possible, in other words a precise quantitative determination of the
percentage of likely voters — people who have a strong intention to vote, who are the most like-
ly to put into action their intention expressed in an opinion poll.

There is no magic formula for measuring, before the election, those voters with the high-
est propensity to participate. Research institutes use a number of indicators, but their combi-
nation differs. As such, there is no right or wrong methodology for determining the most like-
ly turnout (AAPOR, n.d.). For example, institutes such as Gallup or Pew Research use the
Perry-Gallup index. These questions focus on intention to vote, past voting behavior, knowl-
edge about the voting process and interest in the election campaign. Other models also add
socio-demographic data about respondents (Perry-Gallup and Demographics — PGaD) such as
age, education, income, gender, strength of partisanship, etc. (Rentsch et al., 2019). Pre-elec-
tion information is aggregated and processed, generally using deterministic methods to divide
survey respondents into voters and non-voters, or probabilistic methods, to calculate the prob-
ability of each respondent going to vote (Keeter and Igielnik, 2016; Rentsch et al., 2019).

Estimating electoral participation is a process that involves managing several variables.
The sociological data produced by questionnaires provide relevant information, but the actual
participation (materialization of the intention to vote, its transformation into action) can be in-
fluenced by several factors recorded by the rich literature on voting behavior. Among these are
institutional arrangements, such as compulsory voting or the type of electoral system; the im-
portance / the relevance of the elections; socio-economic factors such as population size, in-
come inequality or corruption; circumstantial factors, such as the competitiveness of the party
system and the balance of power between electoral actors (Geys, 2006; Blais, 2006; Cancela
and Geys, 2016; Stockemer, 2017).
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3. Research design. Predicting the

voting behavior of the population — electoral participation,
based on survey data, in Romania

The construction of the model for predicting electoral participation is based on the data of an
opinion poll conducted by CPD — the Center for Civic Participation and Democracy (a re-
search center of the National University of Political Studies and Public Administration —
SNSPA) in 2019, five months before the presidential election. The survey data were collected

from June 1 to 22 (N=977, £3%). The analysis also uses statistics from previous elections,
from the national electoral bureau in Romania.

3.1. The 1°! stage of the process. Defining the variable

Since our main variable is electoral participation, we first look at the percentage of people who
declare their intention to vote in the future presidential elections, as a response to a direct ques-
tion in our survey, and discover that 83% of the respondents indicate intention to participate
when asked straightforwardly (Fig. 1). The percentage expresses the answer to a standard, ge-
neral question, frequently biased by social desirability, and our objective is further refining this
number to better reflect reality.

If PRESIDENTIAL elections were being held next Sunday,
would you go to the polls or not?

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%

30%

11%

10% ,
’ 49
5 —l% [ 0%
Yo

Definitely YES Probable YES Probably NOT Certainly NOT DE/NA

Figure 1. Distribution of responses to the direct question estimating electoral participation

3.2. The 2" stage of the process. Identifying reference behavior

In this process of refining and fine-tuning the model, we need to identify similar behaviors that
can be compared and interpreted to extract useful data in the process of predicting electoral par-
ticipation. Our initial choice is to evaluate past behavior involving the main variable — i.e., past
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voting episodes, operating on the premise that “voting in one election substantially increases the
likelihood of voting in the future” (Gerber et al., 2003, p. 540), that “most people are habitual
voters” (Fowler, 2006, p. 3) or in other words, voting in the past increases the probability of vot-
ing in the future. Assessment of past electoral behavior can use various sources of data: on the
one hand, appealing to the memory of the survey respondents, and, on the other hand, appeal-
ing to official data on actual participation in various types of past elections.

Survey data show that 81% of respondents participated in the presidential election in the
past (Fig. 2). This percentage is a new benchmark, an additional piece of information that con-
tributes to the construction of the model. But memory is selective and sometimes inaccurate.
In addition, due to social pressure, people tend to sometimes give responses that are expected
from them (more people say they voted compared to actual participation figures).

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Did you geta chance to votein thelast euro 31%
. . . . - #o
parliamentary or presidential elections? )

HmYes

Figure 2. Subsample of population responding ,,Yes* to the question
regarding voting in recent past elections

Comparing this percentage with historical data on past turnout at different elections shows
that there is a considerable difference between official numbers and what people say, with ac-
tual turnout being lower (Table 1). Indeed, no election moment resembles another, and the per-
ceived stakes of the electoral process, as well as the importance given to each type of election
(local, regional, national, European) influence turnout. However, the differences are signifi-
cant, and they require a refinement of the model.

Table 1. Electoral participation in Romania. Official turnout for several rounds of elections

Type of election Date Electoral participation rate
Presidential elections November 2014 53.17%
Local elections June 2016 48.17%
Parliamentary elections December 2016 39.44%
European Parliament elections|May 2019 49.65%

Thus far, our sample reveals 83% declared intention to participate, an indicator that we can-
not assume to be reliable, since only 81% of the respondents say they voted in the previous
presidential election, and we also know from official data that turnout actually ranged from
39% to 53%.
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In order to get a more accurate estimation of the percentage of people who actually intend
to vote, we need to complete the model by introducing new relevant variables. Specifically, we
build an alternate predictor of voting, using a combination of two variables: intention of par-
ticipating, our main variable (with a scale of four answers: definitely YES, probably YES, prob-
ably NOT, definitely NOT) and interest in elections (also using a scale of four possible answers:
very interested, somewhat interested, not very interested, not at all interested).

If PRESIDENTIAL elections were being held next Sunday
(for the election of the President of Romania), how
interested would you be in these elections?

50%
50%
40%

30%

5%
I 0%

Very interested Somewhat Not very interested Not at all interested DE/NA
interested

Figure 3. Distribution of responses to the question estimating interest in elections

At this point, our sociological data show an 83% stated intention to vote (Fig. 1) and an in-
terest in hypothetical (presidential) elections of 65% (Fig. 3). The combination of these data
can provide a clearer picture of voter turnout.

3.3. The 3™ stage of the process. Data analysis and model-building

By using a simple crosstabulation between these two variables, we can obtain a useful segmen-
tation of the sample. We find a hierarchy of several categories of respondents, based on the in-
tensity of their willingness to participate (Table 2): the first category of very mobilized voters
is composed of people that say they will definitely vote, and (at the same time) they are very
interested in elections; subsequently, we have various levels of mobilization — people with
slight interest in election, or only mild intention to vote; finally, there are individuals that have
either no intention to vote, or no interest in the elections in general.
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Table 2. Simple crosstabulation highlighting the relationship between the two questions
— interest in elections and intention to vote

If PRESIDENTIAL elections were being held Total
next Sunday, would you go to the polls or not?
Definitely | Probably | Probably | Certainly
YES YES NOT NOT DR/NA

2 very 62% 2% 0% 0% 65%
= interested
A =%

28
'-O p—
3 2o Somewhat |5 2% 19%
< - 9 |interested

80 o O
£ <
838 =

o 2 2

o O

= & g Notvery 2% 3% 0% 1% 0% 6%
£ o > |interested
2F¥ =

P~

SIS
Zg =
252 [Notatall
27| 3% 3% 1% 3% 10%
E ° 5 interested
S E
Z&3
A
&~ DK/NA 0% 0% 0%
Total 83% 11% 1% 4% 0% 100%

So far, we can assume that the people who are extremely interested in elections and say
they “certainly” intend to vote have the highest probability to vote. Therefore, from a subsam-
ple of 81% of people that said they voted in the past, we manage to narrow the search for “like-
ly voters” to a lower sample of 62%, which is a more plausible participation rate. Nonetheless,
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this figure is still much higher compared to the real-life general participation behaviors (which
are, usually, below 50%).

To refine the predictive model, the data must be further adjusted, using information about
similar past behavior. To this end, we take into account answers to a question regarding past
participation to elections (with a simple response option — Yes or No). Since the survey was
conducted only a few weeks after the elections for the European Parliament (in May 2019), the
results are relevant.

We create a new crosstabulation report to explore the relationship between the two vari-
ables, namely the response of the sample of 62% (people who seem to be very mobilized) in
terms of their voting behavior in the most recent past elections. The result shows a subsample
of 55% of “likely voters” (Table 3), people who, at the same time, are very mobilized to vote
in the presidential elections and have voted in recent past elections. We can look at this num-
ber with increased confidence that it resembles more the percentage of people that will defi-
nitely go to vote on the day.

Table 3. Simple crosstabulation highlighting the relationship between the two variables
— mobilization for presidential elections and voting behavior during previous elections

Did you get a chance to vote in the
last euro parliamentary or
presidential elections?

No Yes Total
Very mobilized 7% 55% 62%
Mobilization for
presidential Slightly mobilized 6% 16% 21%
election
Not mobilized 6% 10% 17%
Total 19% 81% 100%

3.4. The 4! stage of the process. Refining the data. Taking Diaspora
into account to adjust the general population level

This step involves an adjustment of the survey data to the reality of the actual population, more
precisely to the official statistics about the electorate. In any national sample, there is no techni-
cal possibility to include people living or working abroad (the so-called Diaspora). This gener-
ates an error from the start, and it is necessary to adjust the results to the current adult population
since there are estimates (NIS, 2019; Toma, 2020; OECD, 2019) which suggest that people cur-
rently living in Romania only represent 85% of the adult population (thus, our survey sample is
not representative for all 18.3 million Romanian adults, but for 85%%*18.3=15.6 million adults
actually living in the country, while around 2.7 million people live and work abroad).
Consequently, we need to adjust our prediction for two different segments of the popula-
tion. First, for the people that vote in Romania, and secondly, for the people that vote abroad.
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Taking this into consideration, we can presume that, if the 55% turnout is representative for
the in-country population, then, when applied to the whole voting population, this percentage will
decrease to 47%, which is our prediction for the turnout of the population living in Romania.

For the Diaspora turnout, we first need a historical perspective. Analyzing past voting be-
haviors by studying official turnout data, we find that in 2014-2019 the number of Romanians
voting abroad varied between 106.038 for the 2016 parliamentary elections — BEC (n.d.-a),
161.262 at the 2014 presidential elections — BEC (n.d.-b), and 384.943 people for the 2019 Eu-
ropean Parliament elections — BEC (n.d.-c), which represents a 1-2% bonus to the overall
turnout. By adding these percentages, we can estimate a turnout in the presidential election be-
tween 48% and 49%. This is the last stage of the process and the last piece of the model of pre-
dicting electoral participation, which introduces one last variable and refines the entire process.

4. Results. How well did the predicting model
perform compared to actual data?

Our estimation of turnout was based on data measured in June 2019, a few months before the
actual election day (10 November 2019), and just after another round of elections (for the Eu-
ropean Parliament — 26 May 2019). The real turnout in Presidential elections, in November
2019, was 47.66% in Romania and 3,67% abroad (among the Diaspora).

This means that the total participation rate was 51.33%. comparatively (Table 4), our esti-
mate was 48-49%.

Table 4. Actual electoral participation vs. estimated turnout based on our predictive model
(2019 Romanian presidential elections)

Official turnout 47.66%
Total turnout (RO + Diaspora) 51.33%
Estimation 47%

Difference 1 (Official turnout — Estimation) - 0.66%
Difference 2 (Total turnout — Estimation) 2.83%

The margin of error for the model we used proved to be very small for the “domestic” pop-
ulation (only 0,66%), and slightly larger for the turnout including the diaspora (around 2,8%).
Taking into account that our data was collected only from people living on the Romanian ter-
ritory, this method of estimating the voting participation has proven very effective.

5. Discussion

This heuristic method has been tested repeatedly in different election periods (2014, 2016,
2020), with similar results. Our experience shows that, using this combination of variables, we
can predict not only the level of turnout, but also the results of the elections (with scores for
every party/candidate with a similar margin of error).
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Voting can be influenced by many factors, some of which are subjective (related to each in-
dividual), others specific to the political and social system. Therefore, the actual turnout varies
from one electoral moment to another, and its preliminary estimation cannot be a simplistic
process. Predicting voting turnout as accurately as possible must be based on the experience
of the researcher or pollster, on a series of good practices in the field, but also on building an
appropriate model of secondary analysis involving the choice of the most relevant variables
and their careful calibration.

The model presented here does not presume to be infallible, but it has the ability to increase
the accuracy of the pre-election polls, with direct implications for public confidence in this in-
strument, in the basic foundation of the electoral system, and the effectiveness of electoral
campaigns. Ultimately, the importance and relevance of any predictive model is given by its
confrontation with reality, in this case its comparison with the official turnout.

Notes

! This model is the result of a heuristic process, and the practical activity, on an empirical level, of sociol-
ogists Vlad Achimescu, Leonard Sultanescu and Mirel Palada who contributed to its development over time,
for which the authors are grateful.
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