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ALIENATION AND NEGATIVE VOTING ON A SCHOOL LEVY
Dwight D. Dean and Alberta Y. Jordon Woods, lowa State University

PROBLEM. Providing education for all has
been firmly established policy in America for
many, many years. In 1961-62, 72.1 percent of
school bond elections resulted in approval; in
1966-67 the rate was 66.6%; in 1971-72,
47.0% and in 1976-77, 55.6% (Grant & Eiden,
1981 75). This study was undertaken to deter-
mine the effect of both social structural and so-
cial psychological variables on negative voting
on a school levy in a midwest industrial-type
city of 42,000. It was conducted just prior to the
third and finally successful attempt after two
failures. It passed, in part, because the state
legislature had in the meantime changed the
law from requiring 55 percent approval to sim-
ple majority.

BACKGROUND

Even in Presidential elections, only about
half of eligible citizens vote, the percentage
having declined for several decades
(Cavanagh, 1981). It is suggested that low
rates of participation may reflect alienation
from the political system. (Carr, 1974). Others
have suggested that alienated people vote,
but express their alienation by voting nega-
tively to protest the “wrong” decisions “they”
have made (Nettler, 1957; Gold, 1962; Horton
& Hanson, 1961; Levin & Eden, 1962; McDill &
Ridlen, 1962; Templeton, 1966; Piele & Hall,
1973). Wright (1976) did not find this to be true.
Alienation has affected opposition to fluorida-
tion (Richardson, 1963). Morris (1966) deter-
mined that alienation is a deterrent to well-
child supervision (Morris, 1966). Alienation is
inversely related to immunization (Gray,
Kesler, & Moody, 1967). Alienation has related
negatively to utilization of health services by
Mexican Americans (Hoppe, Heller, 1975).
Maddox (1981,295) stated “we are now in a
period when the bulk of the electorate (45.4%
in 1976) is alienated from politics in a very
basic sense, and when nonvoters (61.5%
were alienated in 1976) are no longer the sys-
tem’s evidence of slumbering contentment”. A
study of 334 women, found that alienation
scores were stable over an 8-year period (Zel-
ler, 1980).

Social background factors have also been

found related to patterns of voting (Schwartz,
1973). Voting is inversely related to social
class (Reiter, 1979). Those with less educa-
tion tend not to give support to school financial
issues (Tebutt, 1968; Gallup, 1969). Theless a
voter's income, the less likely he will vote in
favor of a school financial issue (Fish, 1964;
Hatley, 1970; Gallup, 1969; Wilson & Banfield,
1971). Occupation, length of residence in the
relevent community, having children still in the
home, age, and religious affiliation are also
shown related to patterns of voting (Gallup,
1969; Tebutt, 1968; Parnell, 1964; Smith,
1968; King, 1973; McKalven, 1966).

There is, of course, also a relationship be-
tween social structural variables and aliena-
tion. Alienation has been found inversely re-
lated to social status (Citrin, 1975; Rowe,
1975; House & Mason 1975). The lower the
occupational status or family income the
higher the level of alienation (Neal & Groat,
1974). The less educated are more alienated,
(Braun, 1976; Maddi, 1979). Alienation was
shown inversely related to levels of education,
income, and age, (Otto & Featherman, 1975).
High alienation is related to low education, and
low need for accomplishment (Vredenburgh &
Sheridan, 1979). Martin (1976) related aliena-
tion to rural residence. Washba (1980) and
Kohn (1976) found the work situation related to
alienation. The lower income groups feel alien-
ated primarily in the sense of powerlessnes
(Josephson & Josephson, 1962).

HYPOTHESES. Both alienation and low so-
cial status may be interpreted as low integra-
tion in society, in empirically indicated by a
high degree of alienation, and specifically,
higher scores on powerlessness, normless-
ness, and social isolation. Low integration in
the community will be represented by low in-
come, lesser education, recent residence in
the community, having no children living at
home, and having a “minority” religious affilia-
tion. Catholics represent about 20 percent of
the population in this community, and have
parochial schools to support. Hypotheses: (1)
Low integration in the society yields a hegative
voting response. (2) Low integration in the
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community yields a high negative voting re-
sponse.’

PROCEDURE. The experimental design

was a cross-sectional study involving 4 of the

city's 60 precincts. The percentage of favor-
able vote was calculated for each precinct.
Two sets of contiguous precincts with widely-
differing favorable percentages of 38% and
59% and 50% and 62%, were selected in the
hope that extraneous factors such as race, the
proximity of a parochial school, a possibly
more- active Parent Teachers’ Association,
would be randomized. A table of random num-
bers was used to select a third of the house-
holds within each of the four designated pre-
cincts. The resulting sub-samples varied from
86 to 95 cases. Questionnaires were hand dis-
tributed and picked up by students in an under-
graduate methodology
households selected, 60 were excluded be-
cause of such legitimate factors as too recent
residency to qualify as a voter, or iliness in the
family. Of the remaining 308 in the sample,
252 replies were received for a response rate
of 82 percent from the selected households.
A questionnaire was prepared which in-
cluded Dean's scale of Afienation (Dean,
1961), selected social background variables,

and questions about voting. The alienation

scale was a Likert-type, scored in stich a way
that a high score indicates high powerless-
ness. This scale was selected, in part, be-
cause it is widely-used (Dean, 1980). This in-
strument was constructed in the social psy-
chological tradition; “if men define things as
real...”, rather that the Marxian “objective”
sense. Seeman (1976 has presented a com-
prehensive review of empirical work done from
the social psychological viewpoint. For an at-
tempt to bridge the opposing theoretical posi-
tions, see Geyer (1976) and Fischer (1966).

" Four categories of voting behavior were

used: voted for the school levy, voted against,
did not vote on this issue, and was unable to
get to the polls. The latter two response
categories were inserted to provide a face-
saving mechanism for probable “no” voters,
since the questionnaires were, as indicated

above, distributed by college students. Analy-'

sis indicated that respondents in the latter two
categories did not differ significantly from the
“no” votersbut did differ significantly from “yes”

course. Of 368 -
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voters. When these two categories were com-
bined with the “no” voters, a prediction about
the outcome of the election was made: 51.3%
favorable. The actual outcome was 51.2% fa-
vorable. However, for the purpose of a “pure”
sample, this study will utilize only respondents
from the definitely “yes” or “no” categories.
This reduced the sample from an N of 269 to
224,

- The sample, thus delimited, consisted of
101 males and 123 females. Mean ages were
about 40 and 37, respectively. The modal oc-
cupational level was skilled craftsmen/kindred
workers; the mean North-Hatt occupational
prestige score was 64; 75 percent of the sam-
ple had a high school education or better. The
average length of residence in the community
was about 10 years. With reference to religion,
73% were Protestants, 21% were Catholics,
and the rest were unaffiliated.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION. Expressed
as zero-order correlations, the relationship be-
tween the measured variables and negative
voting was as shown in Table 1.

Only three of the empirical hypotheses were
supported at the .05 level of confidence, but 9
‘of the 10 hypotheses except recent residency
were in the predicted direction (p = .002).

TABLE: 1 CORRELATION OF ALIENATION
'VARIABLES TO NEGATIVE VOTING

(r 05,205 = .13)

Alienation Variables Correlation
Powerlessness 22
Normlessness A7
Social Isolation 13
Low Education 19
LowIncome 21
Low Qccupation .03
Recent Residency -.18
No Children at Home 12
Younger Age 10
“Minority Religion” .26

A hierarchical regression was undertaken.
Recalling that the literature indicated a positive
relationship between social structure and alie-
nation, and assuming the former to be the in-
dependent variables, the social background
variables were entered first in the model, and
then the social psychological ones. The results
are shown in Table 2.
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TABLE: 2 HIERACHICAL REGRESSION OF
ALIENATION WITH SOCIAL VARIABLES

(n = 224) Hierachic
Regression

Social Variables Coefficient R?
Income .208 .04
Occupation 213 .05
Children at Home .226 .05
Education .260 .07
Age .292 .09
Religious Preference .294 .09
Length of Residence .328 11
Social Isolation .348 J2
Powelessness .367 14
Normlessness .368 14

It may be noted that after the social struc-
tural variables were entered, the multiple cor-
relation was .328 and R-squared was .108.
The addition of the alienation scores increased
the multiple r to .368 and R-squared to .136,
respectively. The venerable sociological vari-
ables of soclo economics status (SES), were
of greater importance in accounting for voting
behavior than the social psychological vari-
able, alienation.

A portion of the low significance may possi-
bly be explained by the decision to eliminate,
for the sake of a “pure” sample, the 45 respon-

dents who reported that they either did not vote .

on the school issue or were unable to getto the
polls. As indicated above, they were not sig-
nificantly different from the “no” voters, and of
course the inclusion of these 45 would change
the level of significance, though little if any-
thing of practical import would be added. It
would be highly desirable in future research to
obtain a sample of non-voters to compare with
those who do vote but who vote “against,”
since there have been numerous suggestions
that one result of alienation is apathy about
voting. Possibly rather than continuing re-
search into personality variables (or “traits”), it
would be useful to combine personality and
situation variables (Argyle and Little, 1972)
and/or construct an institution-related aliena-
tion scale, as Dean (1961) so long ago
suggested. With so low a proportion of direc-
tion being accounted for, itis imperative that a
search begin for other promising variables
which might lead to more practical results.

Volume11,No1,May1983 37

REFERENCES

Argyle, M.B., M. Little, 1972. “Do Personality
Traits Apply to Behaviour,” J Theory of Social
Behaviour, 2: 1-36.

Braun, D., 1976. “Alienation and Participa-
tion,” J Polit. & Military Sociol., 4:245-259. Fall.

Carr, R., 1974. Essentials of American De-
mocracy. Hinsdale, lllinois: Dryden.

Citrin, J., H. McClosky, J. Shanks, and P.
Sniderman, 1975. “Personal and Political
Sources of Political Alienation,” British J Polit.
Sci., 5:1:31.

Dean, Dwight G., 1961. “Alienation: Its
Meaning and Measurement,” Amer. Sociol.
Rev. 26, 5:753-758. Oct.

, 1980. “Story of ‘Alienation: its Mean-
ing and Measurement,” Citation Classics, 45
13-14. Nov.

Dean, Dwight G. and Brent T. Burton, 1982,
“Alienation and Emotional Maturity.” In review.

Fischer, C.S., 1966. “Alienation: Trying to
Bridge the Chasm,” British J Sociology, 27,
1:35-49. March.

Fish, L.D., 1964. “An Analysis of Factors As-
sociated with Voter Behavior in School Budget
Elections.” Ed.D Thesis disseration,
Washington State U.

Gallup, George, 1969. How the Nation
Views the Public Schools. Princeton, N.J.
CFK/Ltd., Gallup International.

Geyer, R.F., 1976. “Individual Alienation
and Information Processing: A Systems
Theoretical Conceptualization,” in Theories of
Alienation, R. Geyer D. Schweitzer Eds., 189-
223. Leiden: Nijoff.

Gold, David, 1961. “Independent Causation
in Multivariate Analysis: The Case of Political
Alienation Towards a School Bond Issue,”
Amer. Sociological Rev., 27, 1:85-87. Feb.

Grant, W., L. Eiden, 1981. Digest of Educa-
tion Statistics. Washingtion, D.C.: Nat. Ctr. for
Education Stat., U.S. Dept. of Education.

Gray, R., J. Kesler and P. Moody, 1967.
“Alienation and Immunization Participation,”
The Rocky Mountain Social Sci J., 4,1: 85-87.
Apr.

Hatley, R., 1970. “Family Income, Voting
Behavior, and Financial Referendums: Educa-
tional Finance and Politics in Albuquerque,
1968-1969.” Ed.D. Thesis Dissertation, New
Mexico U.

Hoppe, Sue Keir and Peter L. Heller, 1975.
“Alienation, Familism and the Utilization of




FREE INQUIRY in CREATIVE SOCIOLOGY

Health Services by Mexican Americans,”
Health and Social Behavior, 3: 304-314. Sejt.
House, J., and W. Mason, 1975. “Political
Alienation in America, 1952-1968,” . Sociol.
Rev.,2:123-147. Apr. :

Josephson, Eric and Mary Josephson,
1973. Alone: Alfienation in Modern Society.
York: Seminar Press. ’

King, Irene A., 1973. Sales for Public School
Purposes 1971-1972.hingtion, D.C., U.S.
HEW Education Off.

Levin, M.B., & M. Eden, 1962. “Political
Strategy for the Alienated Voter,” Public Opin-
ion Qly,47-63. Spring.

Long, Samuel, 1978. “Political Hopeless-
ness: A New Dimension of Systemic Disaffec-
tion,” Journal Social Psych., 105: 205-211.

Maddi, S., S. Kobasa, & M. Hoover, 1979.
“An Alienation Test,” J Humanstic Psych., 19,
4:73-76.

Maddox, W., 1981. “The Citizen’s Role and
Voter Turnout,” Sociological Focus, 14, 4: 287-
296. Oct. :

Martin, W., V. Bengston, & A. Acock, 1974.
“Alienation and Age: A Context-Specific Ap-
proach.” Social Forces, 53, 2:266-274. Dec.

McDill, EI & J. Ridley, 1962. “Status,
Anomia, Political Alienation and Political Par-
ticipation,” American J Sociol., 68:205-217.
Sept.

McKelvey, Troy V., 1966. “Cooperative
Study of Voting Behavior in Two Coterminous
Systems of Local Government”. Ph.D. Thesis
California U. Berkeley.

Morris, N., M. Hatch and S. Chipman, 1966.
“Alienation as a Deterrent to Well-Child Super-
vision.” Amer. J Public Health, 56, 11:1874-
1882.

Neal, A. & H. Groat, 1975. “Social Class
Correlates of Stability and Change in Levels of
Alienation:”. Sociol. Qtrly., 15:548-558. Au-
tumn.

Nettler, G.A., 1957. “A Measure of Aliena-
tion,” Amer, Sociol. Rev., 22, 6:670-677. Dec.

Otto, L. & D. Featherman, 1975. “Social
Structural and Social Psychological Antec-
dents of Self-Estrangement and Powerless-
ness,” Amer. Sociol. Rev., 40, 6:701-719. Dec.

Volume11,No 1, May1983 38

Parnell, Dale Paul, 1964. “Voter Participa-
tion Patterns in Three Oregon School Dis-
tricts.” Ed.D. Thesis dissertation, Oregon U.

Piele, P. & J. Hall, 1973. “Residential Mobil-
ity .and Alienation,” Journal Social Psych.,
90:7-168. June.

Reiter, Howard L., 1979. “Why Is Turnout
Down?” Public Opinion Qrly., 43, 3:297-311.
Fall.

Richardson, A., 1963. “Attitudes toward
Fluoridation in Perth, Western Australia.” Au-
stralian Dental J., 8, 6:513-517. Dec.

Schaff, A., 1980. Alienation as a Social
Phenomenon. Oxford: Pergamon.

Schwart, D., 1973. Political Alienation and
Political Behavior. Chicago, Aldine.

Seeman, Melvin, 1976. “Empirical Aliena-
tion Studies: Overview,” Theories of Aliena-
tion, (R. Geyer, Ed.,) 265-305.

Smith, R., 1968. Community Support for the
Public Schools in a Large Metropolitan Area.
Ypsilanti, Michigan: Eastern Michigan U.

Tebutt, Arthur, 1968. “Voting Behavior and
Selected Communication in a Bond and Rate
Referenda for a Suburban School District.”
Ph.D. Thesis Northwester U.

Templeton, J., 1966. “Alienation and Politi-
cal Participation,” Public Opinion Qrly.,
30:249-261. Summer.

Vredenburgh, Donald J., & John E. Sheri-
dan, 1979. “Individual and Occupational De-
terminants of Life Satisfaction and Alienation,”
Human Relations, 32, 12:1023-1038. Dec.

Wahba, Suzanne Patterson, 1980. “Human
Side of Banking,” Psychol. Rps., 47:391-401.

Wilson, J., & C. Banfield, 1971. “Political
Ethos Revisited,” Amer. Polit. Sci. Rev.,
65:1048-1062. Dec.

Wright, J., 1976. “Alienation "and Political

Negativism,” Sociol. & Social Research,

60:111-133. Jan.

Zeller, R., A. Neal, H. Groat, 1980. “On the
Reliability and Stability of Alienation Meas-
ures: Longitudinal Analysis,” Social Forces,
58, 4:1195-1204. June.



