
Theoretical Framework: SOPAC
  
        SOPAC must institutionalize a voter registration service that ultimately increases and 
effectively register students to vote. Integral to this prerogative of SOPAC is the establishment 
of bonds with communities in La Jolla to strengthen the image of legitimacy and gain sources of 
moral and financial support. UCSD currently ranks last of all UC’s in student voter registration 
by percentage of student enrollment. The only university to institutionalize a voter registration 
service, UCSB, is ranked first with 38% of students registered to vote.  SOPAC activities are 
permitted through Federal and State Law as well as University Policy. The Federal Higher 
Education Act and the State of California Donahoe Higher Education Act require higher 
education institutions to place a “good faith” effort in voter registration. The University of 
California takes one further by permitting non-partisan voter registration services through the 
passage of UC Policy 42.50 by the UC Regents in 2006.  SOPAC activities and projected 
results are established through the academic community.    
  
        SOPAC’s operational and conceptual methodology has been exposed to both academic 
inquiry and real-world applications with marked results. One point of success is evidenced by 
the Motor Voter Bill of 1995 that details the importance of a formalized agreement between 
public facilities and Legislators.  Rugeley, Jackson, and Brown, explain how this formalized 
agreement fosters voter registration by groups that typically fail to register to vote, due to a 
lowered barrier of political participation.  Green and Gerber explain the supplemental necessity 
of social pressure, in the context of voter registration, to increase turnout.  In essence, the more 
an eligible voter feels their actions are monitored or may be made public, the more likely they 
will abide by social norms.  Knack discusses the importance of legitimacy that is seen through 
organizations benefiting from community involvement and growing revenue sources.  Walker 
and McCarthy detail the importance of legitimacy and how it is acquired through the 
establishment of institutional bonds and consistent, shared values.  Hager, Galaskiewicz, and 
Larson detail the specific importance for younger organizations to form close bonds with the 
community to increase chances of survival.  Finally, Waeraas discusses the importance for 
organizations to carry the same sense of value as the community they serve to attain legitimacy 
and a subsequent source of support.  The preceding research and applications of registration 
institutionalization authoritatively delineate a voter registration service that causes higher levels 
of student participation and engagement.
        The National Voter Registration Act broadly mentions that all states without election-day 
voter registration, must allow mail-in and agency-based registration programs (Knack, 796).  
The National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) is an example of the effectiveness of an 
institutionalization of a voter registration service and consequently, a formal agreement between 
legislators and public utilities that lowers costs for eligible voters to register to vote.
        To truncate, Congress passed a bill that requires the DMV to provide voter registration 
forms to eligible voters renewing their driver’s license application (Cornell Law).  For this reason 
many call the NVRA the Motor Voter Bill.  Bill Clinton signed this Bill into law in 1993; with the 
law going into effect in 1995 (Wolfinger and Hoffman, 85). This formal agreement between the 
Federal Government and public utilities lowers the costs for eligible voters to register to vote 
(Wolfinger and Hoffman, 90).  Voting is a two step process; first is to register, second is to vote 



(Rugeley and Jackson, 57).  The success of the Motor Voter Bill is based on registering eligible 
constituents to vote (ibid).  The Motor Voter Bill is successful in increasing levels of voter 
registration among groups that typically do not register to vote (Brown, 482).  This bill increases 
participation from poorer, less educated, and more politically apathetic and disaffected groups 
(ibid). The Motor Voter Bill accomplished its goal of increasing voter registration rates by 
lowering the costs to register (Brown, 483).  
“Every rational man decides to vote just as he makes all other decisions: if the returns outweigh 
the costs, he votes; if not, he abstains” (Downs, 260).  The Motor Voter Bill targets those who 
typically perceive the costs to register to vote to outweigh the benefit of voting, and lowers the 
costs to register to vote (Knack, 59).  The implementation of this bill led to a significant increase 
with citizens who changed residence in past two years of the election and more than one-third 
of recently-moved new registrants renewed their registration at the DMV offices (Wolfinger and 
Hoffman, 86).  The Motor Voter Bill also increased registration of the youngest potential voters 
(ibid).  Families with incomes less than 10,000 were more likely to register to vote at a DMV or 
public facility, and those without high school diplomas were just as likely to register to vote from 
the DMV or other public facilities as those who are more educated (Wolfinger and Hoffman, 88).  
Previous to Federal Law, some states implemented the Motor Voter Bill to gauge its effects. 
From 1972-1988, non-motor voter states had lower voter registration numbers compared to 
other states (Knack, 797).

Green and Gerber theorize on the collective action problem, in essence, a label these 
academics give for the free-rider problem that often occurs within the democratic process 
(Green and Gerber, 331).  The authors describe a situation in which individual contribution to 
a collective problem is negligible and outcomes are enjoyed by those who do not contribute 
(ibid). To counter this problem, political science examines “selective incentives” as the root of 
the individual effort to vote (ibid).  The researchers suggest selective incentivization leads to 
individuals receiving side payment for contributing to a collective cause by voting.  Basically, 
nonvoters are criticized or shunned while voters are rewarded by the approval of others. 
Fundamentally, the effect’s success is a function of how much an individuals psychology is 
swayed by social impellment.  People are recognized as respectful citizens when they comply 
with social norms and participate in elections.  Social pressure is installed in individuals who 
uphold norms are praised and those who violate them are scorned.  Social persuasion is 
amplified when individual compliance with social norms is disclosed to others (Green and 
Gerber 332).  Green and Gerber provide three ingredients for social pressure:  first, they 
warn the receiver to abide to a social norm, second, unveil that their receivers’ actions will 
be monitored and third, and insinuate that the monitored behavior will be disclosed to others.  
Green and Gerber determine that monitoring compliance with social norms and making public 
past non-voting behavior is a very effective method to ensure public participation (Green and 
Gerber, 331-332).

When individuals expect their behavior to be exposed to others, individuals are more 
likely to abide by social norms (Green and Gerber, 410).   Green and Gerber conducted four 
experiments to test the effects of social pressure (ibid).  First, conventional civic duty mailing 
was shown to increase turnout by 1.8% (ibid).  Second, voters were told ‘‘you are being 
studied,’’ which produced an increase in turnout of 2.5% (ibid).  Third, there was an increase by 
4.8% when they sent mail that displayed a subject’s voting record, as well as the voting record 



of all registered voters in the household (ibid).  Fourth, there is an 8.1% increase when they 
sent the same mailing as the third treatment group but reported the behavior of an expanded 
list of voters that included all registered voters on the block. These levels are comparable to 
the effects of personal canvassing (ibid).  In the large scale field experiment, where 329,211 
registered voters were studied, participants that received information disclosing past voting 
behavior, including which elections they abstained from, showed strong effects to motivate and 
encourage civic participation (Green and Gerber, 411).  

Feedback intervention, in the context of the Green and Gerber study, is a practice, 
using negative feedback that discloses turnout behavior by voters (Green and Gerber, 410).  
Psychologists believe the effect of negative feedback is more effective to motivate than positive 
feedback (ibid).  Subjects exposed to negative feedback or both positive and negative feedback 
perform better than subjects only receiving positive feedback (ibid).  However, extremely 
negative feedback may have an effect in the opposite direction (ibid).  The “boomerang” 
effect is negative information that humiliates or embarrasses the subject, decreasing norm 
compliance (Green and Gerber, 411).  This type of feedback, leads to a lack of self-esteem and 
overall apathy by subjects (ibid).  Green and Gerber’s results show that social pressure in the 
form of direct mail is an ineffective method to raise voter turnout, while, direct mail along with 
information about past voting and promises to monitor future voting increases voter turnout 
(Green and Gerber, 416).  The control group turnout is 22.5% as compared to subjects who 
receive any form of information along with information about their past turnout voted at a rate of 
27.7% (ibid).

Non-profit community organization must attain resources to survive.  The likelihood of 
survival of community organizations is dependent on a diverse set of funding resources (Walker 
and McCarthy, 317).  Community organizations must abide by social norms; meaning the 
service to individuals must possess community-wide and uncontested social acceptance (ibid).  
This solidifies the legitimacy of the organization within the community (Walker and McCarthy, 
318).  With legitimacy, community organizations may draw corporate partners and community 
participants and contributors (ibid). For new organizations to compete and survive, they must 
build a sense of legitimacy within the community (Hager, Galaskiwicz, Larson, 161).
Neo-institutional theory and social capital theory proclaim endorsements from the community 
are crucial because younger organizations are more likely to fail when compared to older 
organizations (Hager, Galaskiewicz, and Larson 160).  Social capital theory states networks 
with other community based organizations enables access to resources (ibid).  Organizations 
must connect with regional stakeholders to overcome the liability of being a young and 
unfamiliar service (ibid).  The establishments with the community address the problem of 
accountability, reliability, and reputation (ibid).  
 Sociopolitical legitimacy is crucial for community organization survival (Walter and 
McCarthy, 318).  Resources promote survival and strengthen ties with community institutions 
(ibid).  When organizations establish bonds with the community, it is representative of the 
adherence to institutional norms (ibid).  The way the organization is perceived contributes to the 
organizations identity and can be an important source of integrity(Waeraas, 527).   Legitimacy 
leads to endorsements from the community that help protect the organization from instability 
and external competition (Walter and McCarthy, 318).

Public sector organizations that carry out services may carry multiple sets of identities 



(ibid).  Because public organizations assume responsibility for the services they provide the 
public, they are flexible in the values they may hold and the identity they create (Waerass, 
529).  However, with the growing level of awareness from stakeholders, it is important 
for public organizations to adopt a set of values that are consistent with the values of the 
community (ibid).  Public organizations must pay close attention to the community perception 
of their reputation and identity (Waeraas, 531).  These Endorsements from other community 
organizations, such as churches, local business, and higher education institutions cement 
legitimacy and increase the likelihood of survival (ibid).
 


