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ABSTRACT 

 

 The topic of Alternative Voting Method (AVM) law reform has been subject to frequent 

political discourse and analysis. Prominent AVM law reforms include unrestricted absentee 

ballot request laws, the introduction of early voting prior to Election Day, the abolishment of 

voter ID laws, and the practice of allowing for instant voter registration on Election Day. The 

topic of absentee (by mail) voting, for example, is often discussed in the media during pivotal 

elections. However, little research exists to determine the influence that such voting regimes may 

have on electoral results. This thesis fills a gap in the present literature by evaluating the 

influence of new AVM laws on voter turnout in American elections on a national scale. Voter 

turnout data is calculated by comparing the total number of ballots cast in every U.S. state during 

even-year elections from 1980 through 2020 against the state’s total Voting Eligible Population 

(VEP). A series of multivariate regression analyses are conducted to estimate the net percentage 

point change in turnout among U.S. states that have introduced new AVM laws. A variety of 

variables that are known in the literature to influence elections, such as demographic 

characteristics, economic traits, and candidate persuasion efforts, are evaluated and controlled. 

Results are significant at the 5% level and suggest that the introduction of new AVM law 

reforms has a net positive impact on voter turnout of 1.64 percentage points. Overall, the results 

of this thesis suggest that restrictive election laws in states that have not liberalized their 

approach toward AVM’s exist as an obstacle for voters to participate in U.S. elections.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 The history of the United States of America is rooted in a longstanding belief that our 

success as a Republic is incumbent on citizen participation. Indeed, for the American experiment 

to work, a healthy level of citizen engagement in the political process is necessary, and that 

ability to engage should always be protected. The most vital of these options to engage in the 

political process is the right to vote. It was Chief Justice Earl Warren who wrote in 1964 that 

“the right to vote freely for the candidate of one’s choice is of the essence of a democratic 

society,” adding that any “restrictions on that right strike at the heart of representative 

government.”1 At the same time, turnout rates for national elections in America are relatively 

low in comparison to most other OECD countries.2 On average, roughly only half of the U.S. 

voting age population (VAP) turns out to vote on Election Day, a number that is often 

dramatically lower for local elections.3 While most political observers can agree that voting 

rights should never be suppressed, to what extent should new, additional options for voting be 

introduced so that voter turnout might increase? Should the voting process be liberalized; should 

it expand dramatically so that any and all barriers to vote are removed, and that voting becomes 

as easy as addressing an envelope? 

 The question of how elections should be administered has been a topic of conversation 

since the creation of the United States, and policymakers around the country have enacted a wide 

 
1 Reynolds v. Sims. 
2 DeSilver, “In Past Elections, U.S. Trailed Most Developed Countries in Voter Turnout.” 
3 Misra, “Behind the 2018 U.S. Midterm Election Turnout.” 
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variety of reforms aimed at changing how and when we vote. During the U.S. Civil War, for 

example, the concept of absentee voting via the Postal Service became a reality, aiding soldiers 

who were unable to return home to vote in person.4 Since then, voting by absentee ballot has 

become an integral part of U.S. elections. Other election reforms enacted over the years include 

early voting, Election Day voter registration, voter identification laws, and more. Collectively, 

such measures are often referred to as alternative voting method (AVM) laws. The introduction 

and utilization of alternative voting method laws have been subject to a great deal of controversy, 

with opponents of AVM’s arguing that liberalizing these policies could lead to increased rates of 

fraud and potentially threaten the integrity of U.S. elections. On the other side of the debate, 

supporters of AVM laws argue that very few examples of fraud exist in governments that 

liberalize their election laws and that removing barriers to voting only improves the integrity of 

the American political process overall by expanding enfranchisement. Ultimately, an essential 

question that both sides should ask is whether the introduction of new AVM laws influences 

voter turnout in a way that would be different than without AVM laws. Answering that question 

can help policymakers weigh the benefits and costs of alternative voting methods and can 

provide a deeper understanding of how and why people choose to vote in America. 

 Research on this topic has delivered varied results, with some papers suggesting that new 

AVM laws yield no change in turnout,5 while others suggest a noticeable increase in turnout as a 

result of new reforms.6 Recently, a large amount of research focusing specifically on the impact 

of mail-in voting reforms7 emerged during the 2020 U.S. Presidential Elections, as the topic of 

 
4 Grabowski, “Assessing The Trend Toward Liberalization.” 
5 Fitzgerald, “Greater Convenience But Not Greater Turnout.” 
6 Oliver, “The Effects of Eligibility Restrictions and Party Activity on Absentee Voting and Overall Turnout.” 
7 Kamarck and Stenglein, “Low Rates of Fraud in Vote-by-Mail States Show the Benefits Outweigh the Risks.” 
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potential voting fraud came into question from former President Donald Trump.8 Despite the 

new wealth of research on this specific topic in recent months, broader research that seeks to 

evaluate the introduction of new AVM laws across the country (and their potential influence on 

voter turnout) has still been inconsistent, infrequent, and focused on localized trends. This thesis 

examines the introduction of new AVM laws since 1980 in order to determine if they create a 

positive change in voter turnout. Specifically, the impact on voter turnout of new laws relating to 

absentee/vote-by-mail systems, early voting programs, Election Day registration (EDR) 

practices, and voter identification reform are investigated. Multivariate regression analysis is 

utilized to estimate the impact on turnout, which is calculated by comparing the total number of 

eligible voters in a state against the total number of ballots cast. A variety of regression analyses 

dependent on a fixed-effects model with clustered standard errors are conducted to compare 

turnout rates both before and after the implementation of new AVM reforms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8 Saul and Epstein, “Trump Is Pushing a False Argument on Vote-by-Mail Fraud. Here Are the Facts.” 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 For many years, political scientists have sought to determine precisely why voters choose 

to participate in elections. Understanding the primary reasons why people turn out to vote is a 

key step that must be considered before evaluating the potential influence of election law reforms 

on electoral participation. In general, scholars agree that voters are influenced by four main 

variables:9 demographic characteristics, existing election laws, party/candidate persuasion 

efforts, and psychological resources.10 An expansive field of literature exists to further evaluate 

these four variables and the extent to which they impact voter behavior, but far less research 

exists regarding the specific impacts of new AVM laws as defined in this thesis. Among the 

literature that does exist, very little of it has sought to comprehensively evaluate this topic on the 

national scale. Most of this literature has focused on specific local elections or regional trends. 

Research published by Kousser & Mullin (2007) as well as Stein et al. (2018) has provided 

locally focused evaluations of the impact of alternative voting methods, but their narrow focus 

on vote-by-mail leaves some questions about other AVM reforms left unanswered. A paper 

published by Barber & Holbein (2020) sought to evaluate the impact of vote-by-mail on the 

national level. However, it did not consider other new forms of alternative voting methods, and it 

focused primarily on data available from states in the Pacific Northwest.  

 

 
9 Leighley, “Attitudes, Opportunities and Incentives.” 
10 Stein, Owens, and Leighley, “Electoral Reform, Party Mobilization, and Voter Turnout.” 
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1. Alternative Voting Methods Research 

 In the field of research regarding AVM’s, a variety of perspectives have been evaluated. 

One of the earliest papers to discuss the use of alternative voting methods was authored by Paul 

Steinbicker in 1938, who predicted a sharp rise in the use of absentee ballots as America 

emerged from the Great Depression and industry started to spring up in new places.11 In part, 

Steinbicker also advocated for the simplification of alternative voting method laws. He argued 

that securing an absentee ballot, for example, should be both “convenient” and “inexpensive,” 

going so far as to imply that states with byzantine absentee ballot laws are inadvertently 

suppressing voter participation. His argument posits that states that restrict access to alternative 

voting methods create “greater inconvenience” to voters, leading to a logical assumption that 

greater access to alternative voting methods creates greater participation in elections. But has 

relevant research proven that to be true? In the decades that followed, researchers endeavored to 

find out. 

 In their 1980 book “Who Votes?”, Wolfinger and Rosenstone utilized a probit regression 

model to estimate the impact of various election law requirements on voter turnout across all 50 

states. Although they did not directly look at the impact of the introduction of new alternative 

voting methods on turnout, they compared states with restrictive voting laws (i.e., no opportunity 

to vote prior to Election Day, difficulty acquiring an absentee ballot, obstacles to registering) 

against states with less restrictive voting laws. The results of their study align well with 

Steinbicker’s 1938 hypothesis: the liberalization of election laws leads to greater turnout among 

voters. Specifically, the authors identified four AVM-related election law reforms that states 

 
11 Steinbicker, “Absentee Voting in the United States.” 
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could implement to increase voter turnout. They found that if states enacted those four reforms, 

turnout across the country would increase by a remarkable 9.1 percent.12 Of noteworthy mention 

are the authors’ conclusions that the expansion of access to mail-in voting in particular would 

increase voter participation for southern states, as well as minorities, uneducated populations, 

and those who live in poverty, at a greater rate than for other regions and demographics.  

A more recent attempt at analyzing the impact of new AVM laws across the country 

came in a paper published by Barber & Holbein (2020). In their research, the authors found that 

counties that introduced liberalized vote-by-mail laws saw an increase in voter turnout between 

1.8% and 2.9%.13 These findings support Wolfinger & Rosenstone (1980), Oliver (1996), and 

Southwell & Burchett (2016), who all found that the introduction of liberalized vote-by-mail 

laws leads to anywhere between a 0.5% and 10% increase in voter turnout. However, all of these 

studies fail to look at the impact of new AVM laws from a nationwide perspective, as they focus 

their research on regional or local comparisons, therefore limiting external validity. An inherent 

flaw exists in Southwell & Burchett (2016), for example, who compared vote-by-mail systems in 

Oregon against turnout rates in places such as Louisiana: two states with vastly different cultural 

norms and voting behaviors. Moreover, these studies have only sought to examine the impact of 

vote-by-mail specifically and not a broader category of new AVM laws in general. Wolfinger & 

Rosenstone (1980) accounted for other AVM proposals in their research but failed to measure 

the actual impact of such reforms, having only proposed estimates of what effect enacting the 

reforms could have on turnout in general if they were to be made law nationwide. 

 
12 Wolfinger and Rosenstone, “Who Votes?” 
13 Barber and Holbein, “The Participatory and Partisan Impacts of Mandatory Vote-by-Mail.” 
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A review of the available literature reveals a significant gap whereby researchers have 

failed to consider the broader national impact of AVM laws on voter turnout. While vote-by-mail 

as a standalone reform has been evaluated thoroughly, further analysis is necessary to evaluate 

the impact of the many other alternative voting method reforms, such as early voting. In this 

regard, I will build on the presently available research by expanding the scope of interest 

regarding AVM proposals and the variety of contexts in which their effects can be measured. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 Fully understanding the reasons why voters participate in elections is an inexact science, 

but researchers have generally come to a consensus that four primary factors contribute to one’s 

propensity to vote:14 demographic characteristics, local/national election laws, party/candidate 

efforts, and psychological resources.15 This framework has changed over the years but was 

summarized by Leighley (1995). The conceptual framework of this thesis will rely on Leighley’s 

summation of these four variables and will build upon it by examining the extent to which the 

introduction of new alternative voting method (AVM) laws influence voter behavior. Figure 1.1 

below outlines these variables and their impact on voter participation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Conceptual Framework 

 
14 Leighley, “Attitudes, Opportunities and Incentives.” 
15 Stein, Owens, and Leighley, “Electoral Reform, Party Mobilization, and Voter Turnout.” 
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This conceptual framework helps answer the question posed by this thesis by utilizing a 

two-step process. First, one must understand and compensate for the four variables that are 

already known in the literature to affect voter participation. Understanding the impact of these 

four variables will help to make data from different jurisdictions more comparable; i.e., the voter 

mobilization efforts in a swing state during a Presidential Election year will be very different in 

comparison to the voter mobilization efforts in a non-swing state, and understanding this 

difference is a prerequisite for making further comparisons between two such states. The second 

step is to then contrast these baseline comparisons against voter participation rates after the 

introduction of new alternative voting method laws. In summation, this thesis will combine the 

conceptual framework of traditional theoretical understandings regarding voter participation with 

an additional AVM-specific lens. 

 The resultant hypothesis that arises from this conceptual framework is that the 

introduction of new alternative voting method laws will lead to a positive increase in voter 

participation rates. The basis of this hypothesis rests on the argument that new AVM laws 

directly influence all of the four variables that are already known to impact voter turnout as 

identified by Leighley (1995) and that reforms that make it easier to vote will only amplify the 

positive impacts of these variables. An assortment of literature over the past century supports this 

hypothesis (see Figure 2.1). Each of the four variables, either through estimates or observational 

research, have been proven to be directly impacted by the introduction of new AVM laws. This 

suggests that altogether the four variables combined with new AVM laws should have a different 

impact on voter participation than the four variables’ impact on their own without the 
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introduction of new AVM laws. Figure 2.1 below describes the additional impact that new AVM 

laws could have on each of the four variables identified initially in Figure 1.1. 

Variable Potential Impact of New AVM Laws per relevant literature 

Demographic Traits  

of Voters 

Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980) estimated that new AVM laws 

would increase participation rates for southern states and minorities at 

a disproportionately greater rate than for other demographics, 

indicating a demographic trait effect.16 

Local, State, & National 

Election Laws 

Barber and Holbein (2020) found that the introduction of new AVM 

laws in states that previously did not have them resulted in an 

increase in voter turnout between 1.8% and 2.9%.17 

Party & Candidate 

Mobilization Efforts 

Stein et al. (2018) found that mobilization efforts are greatly aided by 

the introduction of new AVM laws.18 

Psychological Resources 

It is inferred from combining the psychological motivations of voters 

in Leighley (1995) and the prohibitive impact of non-liberalized voter 

laws19 in Steinbicker (1938) that the introduction of new AVM laws 

would make it easier for voters to exercise their voting preferences 

and would in turn increase citizen understanding of elections. 

Figure 2.1: Impact of New Alternative Voting Method Laws on Voter Turnout Variables 

 

 What is less clear from this hypothesis is a prediction as to what degree the introduction 

of new AVM laws will change the magnitude of voter participation rates. While it is 

hypothesized that new AVM laws will influence voter turnout, some previous research indicates 

that the magnitude of this effect is muted unless other variables are present, such as coordinated 

political efforts to exploit the benefits of the new laws.20 Fitzgerald (2005) highlighted this 

dilemma, as did Stein et al. (2018). The conceptual framework of this thesis addresses this 

concern by incorporating some of these muted variables (such as voter mobilization efforts and 

existing election laws) into preliminary considerations of state-by-state election data. 

 
16 Wolfinger and Rosenstone, “Who Votes?” 
17 Barber and Holbein, “The Participatory and Partisan Impacts of Mandatory Vote-by-Mail.” 
18 Stein, Owens, and Leighley, “Electoral Reform, Party Mobilization, and Voter Turnout.” 
19 Steinbicker, “Absentee Voting in the United States.” 
20 Fitzgerald, “Greater Convenience But Not Greater Turnout.” 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

 

1. Data 

 

 To analyze whether or not the introduction of alternative voting methods influences voter 

turnout, a variety of data sources were combined. Altogether, the available data provides this 

thesis with aggregate state-by-state turnout information for all even year elections ranging from 

1980 to 2020. A description of each dataset is provided below, followed by a description of 

observations that have been removed, in addition to notable caveats about the use of this data. 

 

State-by-State Certified Election Results & Turnout Data 

In the weeks that follow every election, whether it be a special, primary, or general 

election, it is the responsibility of election officials in all 50 states to certify (or make official) the 

results of that specific election. This certification process is relatively uniform across the nation 

in the respect that the end result is the publication of final election data on state government 

websites. Certified election data on each website reveals the total number of ballots cast during a 

particular election, in addition to more nuanced information relating to the total number of votes 

cast on each party line and for each candidate all the way down to the election district or precinct 

level. For purposes of determining whether the introduction of new alternative voting methods 

influences voter turnout, certified election data has been collected and uniformly transformed 

into a machine-readable format. The raw data is freely and publicly available for download on 

state government websites without the need for Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request. 
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Additional turnout data was also gathered from the United States Election Project, which 

maintains publicly available historical election results on its website. Cumulatively, obtaining 

election result data from all 50 states during the period of 1980 to 2020 initially yields 1,050 

observations.  

 

State-by-State Voter Registration Data 

 Determining the number of registered voters in each state and having access to each of 

their respective voting histories would provide this analysis with a much larger sample size and a 

much greater capability to examine voter behavior on the micro-level. As such, individual voter 

registration data was obtained either through public records or via freedom of information act 

requests. While each state maintains different data variables for each individual voter, the voting 

history of each voter is generally consistent across all states. However, the total sample size of 

this data is over 153,066,000, making it difficult to utilize the entirety of it due to computational 

limitations. As such, this data is used for inferential purposes to provide for a more precise 

account of the number of registered voters in each state, which is ultimately used as part of the 

final combined dataset. This data also helps to further inform the total Voting Eligible and 

Voting Age population counts, as described in the following subsection. 

 

Voting-Eligible and Voting-Age Population Data 

 Information obtained from the United States Election Project provides this analysis with 

historical data regarding the number of Voting-Eligible and Voting-Age populations (VEP and 

VAP, respectively) in each state from 1980-2020. Because the number of registered voters in 



13 

 

each state changes markedly every year, it is important to acknowledge and compare the number 

of eligible voters in a state against that state’s actual reported number of registered voters. 

 

Manual Data Collection Regarding Alternative Voting Method Laws 

 Interpreting the influence of AVM laws on turnout requires understanding which states 

already have such laws and in what year they were introduced. Through a manual review of 

election laws, state legislative records, and media archives in all 50 states, a database was created 

to identify the differences in AVM laws and their history across the nation. Each state was 

evaluated against whether or not they allow for early voting, unrestricted absentee voting, 

Election Day voter registration, and the absence or presence of Voter ID laws. Building upon 

data published by Fitzgerald (2005), publicly available historical news archives and state 

legislative records were referenced to determine the exact years in which each specific AVM law 

was enacted in its respective state. AVM laws were then coded as dummy variables, with values 

of 1 or 0 being assigned depending on the presence or absence of those laws in each state. 

“LibRate”, a variable designed to score states based on how liberalized their AVM laws are, was 

created by adding together all AVM law dummy variables to yield a score ranging from 0 to 4. 

An additional related score, called yrly_LibRate, was created to denote a state’s LibRate score 

during a specific given year (also on a scale of 0 to 4). The yearly LibRate score is an important 

metric for measuring the before-and-after effects of AVM reforms, but it also serves an essential 

purpose in situations where certain states had enacted an AVM-relevant reform, later repealed it, 

and then re-enacted it again. 
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Other Datasets for Control Variables 

 As inferred by Leighley (1995) and in the conceptual framework of this thesis, there are 

four primary variables that influence voter turnout rates. These four variables include voter 

demographics, existing election law infrastructure, party and candidate mobilization efforts, and 

the psychological characteristics of individual voters. Census data, manual data collection, and 

survey data about campaign activity and donations were collected to provide for the ability to 

control for these four variables in the regression analysis. Survey data was collected from 1980 

through 2020 from the American National Election Studies (ANES) annual survey. Using this 

survey data, each state was assigned both a psych_score and mobi_score to evaluate their 

psychological resources and political party mobilization efforts, respectively. These scores range 

from 0 to 1 and are unique to each state for every year throughout the dataset.  

 

Data Restrictions, Exclusions, & Caveats 

Historically, at least up until the late 2000s, turnout has been calculated by comparing the 

number of ballots cast in an election against the total number of individuals in the voting age 

population (VAP). The historical reasoning behind this calculation method has been that election 

boards did not always keep good records regarding enrollment, therefore making the reliability 

of government-produced turnout data questionable.21 However, with the overwhelming transition 

toward electronic voter records and database management in state governments in the decade 

that followed the 2000 Presidential Election, records have become much more precise and 

reliable. Moreover, increased access to census, demographic, and survey data has made the 

 
21 Fitzgerald, “Greater Convenience But Not Greater Turnout.” 
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practice of measuring the Voting Eligible Population of each state easier. As such, this thesis 

does not exclusively utilize the historically accepted method of comparing ballots cast against 

VAP to calculate turnout. Instead, additional turnout variables are calculated by comparing the 

total number of ballots cast against the total number of eligible voters in a state. The total number 

of registered voters in a state, as identified by their state Board of Elections or Secretary of State, 

is used for inferential purposes against the total VEP count.  

It must also be noted that a small handful of states utilize noticeably different 

mechanisms for running their elections. Colorado, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington all utilize 

mail-only voting, with some exceptions for in-person voting on Election Day. North Dakota does 

not register voters at all; merely an acceptable form of identification is all that is needed to vote. 

Similar circumstances exist in Utah. Because of these differences, Colorado, Hawaii, Utah, 

Oregon, Washington, and North Dakota are excluded from the analysis. All U.S. territories, 

protectorates, and federal districts are also excluded due to their exceptionally unique 

demographics and electoral histories. 

 

Combined Data for Analysis 

 A combined data file for regression analysis was created using the above data sources. 

Included in this dataset are nominal and dichotomous variables as well as ratio variables.  The 

dataset is comprised of 924 observations across 18 variables, as described by Table 1.1 below. A 

variety of interactive terms between variables were also created and tested during regression 

analysis that are not included in the below table. For every even-year election from 1980 to 2020, 

the combined dataset describes for the selected states the following variables: 
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Table 1.1: Variables Included in Dataset 

Variable 

Year 

Unique State ID code 

Turnout Rate (%) per # of Registered Voters 

Turnout Rate (%) per VEP 

Turnout Rate (%) per VAP 

Percent of College Educated Voters 

Poverty Rate 

Median Income 

Total # of Voting Eligible Population (VEP) 

Total # of Voting Age Population (VAP) 

Psychological Resources Score (survey data) 

Mobilization Score (survey data) 

Presence of Early Voting Law (1 if allowed, 0 if not) 

Presence of Unrestricted Absentee Voting Law (1 if allowed, 0 if not) 

Presence of Election Day Voter Registration Law (1 if allowed, 0 if not) 

Presence of ID Required to Vote Law (1 if not required, 0 if required) 

LibRate Score 

Yearly LibRate Score 

 

2. Methodology 

 The analysis employed by this thesis consists of a variety of fixed effects regression 

models utilizing clustered standard errors.22 In all models, the dependent variable of interest is 

voter turnout, defined as NewTurnout in this analysis. Specifically, voter turnout is measured as 

the number of ballots cast in an election compared against the number of eligible voters in that 

state. The primary independent variable across all models is the introduction of AVM laws in 

any given state. In addition to this key independent variable, other independent variables are 

included in regression analyses, including the four influencing factors identified in Leighley 

(2005). Controlling for and including these variables is of extreme importance for any 

 
22 The decision to utilize a fixed effects model with clustered standard errors is based on the argument that there are 

various unmeasured state-level factors that would likely influence turnout. 
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measurement of voter behavior, as there are a variety of powerful influencing variables that 

dictate turnout rather than AVM laws alone. Particularly polarizing elections, and the efforts of 

party mobilization to fight for votes during such elections, for example, could influence turnout 

tremendously. As such, these variables are accounted for in the multivariate regression. 

Altogether, the key dependent variable, key independent variable, and other independent 

variables yield the following regression equation: 

NewTurnoutsy = β0 + β1 Treatmentsy + β2 Demographicssy + β3 Lawssy  

+ β3 Mobilizationsy + β4 PsyResourcessy + εsy 

 In the above model, NewTurnoutsy represents the key dependent variable, the change in 

turnout. Treatmentsy represents the emergence of new AVM laws, where s relates to the state and 

y relates to the year. Demographics, Laws, Mobilization, and PsyResources represent the four 

variables identified in the conceptual framework of this thesis.  
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CHAPTER 5 

RESULTS 

 

1. Descriptive Statistics 

 

Table 2.1 below summarizes the basic descriptive statistics of this dataset. The average 

turnout across observations from 1980 through 2020 is 51.86%, consistent with other findings in 

the literature.23,24 The lowest observation is the Louisiana election in 1982 with 17.3% turnout, 

with the highest observation being the Minnesota election in 2020 with 79.9% turnout. LibRate 

scores increased over time, with a mean score of 2.09 out of a possible 4.0, indicating a 

marginally slight lean toward AVM liberalization from 1980 onward from a nationwide 

perspective. The average year of new AVM law enactment was 2002, with a range from 1980 

(when Nevada passed a law to allow for unrestricted access to absentee ballots) to 2020 (when 

multiple states passed laws expanding early voting). As of 2021, there are 35 states that utilize 

early voting, 28 states that allow for unrestricted absentee ballot requests, 14 states that allow 

citizens to both register and vote on Election Day, and 15 states that do not require a form of 

identification to vote. Most states currently have at least one version of an AVM law in effect, 

but rarely do states have all four, and just as rarely do states have zero in effect: 6 states have all 

four AVM laws in effect, and 5 have none. The most common type of AVM reform in effect 

across all states relates to early voting systems; 35 states in this dataset utilize some form of early 

voting. 

 
23 DeSilver, “In Past Elections, U.S. Trailed Most Developed Countries in Voter Turnout.” 
24 This thesis only examines even-year general elections, which generally see higher turnout than odd-year elections. 

As such, the actual average turnout across all elections would likely be lower than 51.86%. 
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Table 2.1: Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean/Percent Count 

Turnout 51.86% - 

Early Voting Allowed (2020) 79.55% 35 

Unrestricted Absentee Voting (2020) 64.64% 28 

Election Day Voter Registration (2020) 31.82% 14 

No Identification Required (2020) 34.09% 15 

LibRate Score 2.09 / 4.0 - 

States with LibRate of 4  (all AVM’s) 13% 6 

States with LibRate of 3  (3/4 AVM’s) 25% 11 

States with LibRate of 2  (2/4 AVM’s) 29% 13 

States with LibRate of 1  (1/4 AVM’s) 20% 9 

States with LibRate of 0  (0/4 AVM’s) 11% 5 

 

 When comparing turnout across states over time, it becomes generally apparent that 

states with active AVM laws are associated with higher voter turnout rates. Table 2.2 below 

describes the turnout rates associated with the presence of AVM’s. Figure 3.1 visualizes the 

apparent increase in average voter turnout as LibRate scores increase.  

Table 2.2: Average Turnout for Various Alternative Voting Method’s  

 Average Turnout 

Early 

Voting 

Early Voting Permitted 52.03% 

Early Voting not Permitted 51.20% 

Unrestricted 

Absentee 

Unrestricted Absentee Voting Permitted 54.91% 

Unrestricted Absentee Voting not Permitted 50.38% 

Election Day 

Registration 

Election Day Registration (EDR) Permitted 59.89% 

Election Day Registration (EDR) not Permitted 50.34% 

Voter ID 
No Identification Required to Vote 53.59% 

Identification Required to Vote 50.96% 
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Figure 3.1: Average Turnout vs LibRate Score, 1980-2020 

 

As illustrated in Table 2.2 and Figure 3.1, average turnout is in all cases higher for states 

that have any AVM law in effect. States with higher LibRate scores are also associated with 

higher average voter turnout rates. Further analysis of the dataset illustrates this as well: when a 

state enacts a new AVM law, a notable difference appears between its pre-enactment average 

turnout rate and its post-enactment average turnout rate. During pre-AVM enactment time 

periods, states are associated with 6.39% lower average turnout rates than during their post-

AVM enactment time periods. From an observational perspective, this difference is certainly 

notable, but requires statistical analysis to derive a more accurate estimate of the effect of AVM 

laws on turnout. 

2. Inferential Statistics 

 Table 3.1 below displays OLS regression results designed to estimate the impact that 

AVM laws have on turnout. Each state’s yearly LibRate score was included in the regression 
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estimates alongside controlling variables. The resultant coefficient associated with LibRate is 

positive and statistically significant at p < 0.001. This relationship indicates support for the 

overarching hypothesis tested by this thesis, as the regression results show that the presence of 

AVM laws in a state estimate a 1.64 percentage point increase in voter turnout rates in 

comparison to if the state did not have AVM laws. All variables except for the Psychological 

Resources Score and Mobilization Score are statistically significant. 

Table 3.1: Evaluating LibRate 

Variable Coefficient Standard Error 

yrly_LibRate .0164213** .006067 

Poverty .0413253** .015314 

College .2311996* .101441 

Psych. Resources Score -.0512346 .0907566 

Mobilization Score .0824382 .0591152 

Constant .4213492*** .0568837 
 

R2: 0.1029 

Mean VIF score: 1.31    VIF Range: 1.03 – 1.77 

Observations: 924 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 In addition to measuring the impact of a state’s LibRate score on turnout, a secondary test 

was conducted to estimate the impact of specific AVM laws on turnout. When measured together 

in one regression test, resultant coefficients for each AVM variant produced some surprising 

results. Table 3.2 below illustrates the results of this test. Same day voter registration is 

associated with a 7.26 percentage point increase in voter turnout and is statistically significant. A 

similar outcome is seen with laws that permit unrestricted access to absentee ballots; the 

coefficient on this variable estimates a 4.01 percentage point increase in voter turnout and is 

statistically significant. Surprisingly, however, laws that expand early voting (the ability to vote 

prior to Election Day) and laws that eliminated the need for identification to vote are both 
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associated with negative coefficients. Early voting laws are associated with a coefficient that 

estimates a 2.86 percentage point decrease in voter turnout and is statistically significant. 

Similarly, laws that permit voters to participate without showing identification are associated 

with a negative coefficient that estimates a 0.12 percentage point decrease in voter turnout, but it 

is not statistically significant. A mean VIF score of 1.57 suggests that multicollinearity does not 

exist as a potential problem in this model. 

Table 3.2: All Alternative Voting Method’s Evaluated Collectively Together 

Variable Coefficient Standard Error 

Same Day Voter Registration .0725848*** .0139194 

Early Voting Systems -.0286493** .0094465 

Unrestricted Absentee Ballots .0401261** .0127178 

No ID Required to Vote -.0011685 .0124833 
 

R2: 0.1503 

Mean VIF score: 1.57    VIF Range: 1.09 – 2.42 

Observations: 924 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Note: control variables are hidden from this table but behave as expected. 

 Given some of the surprising results from this regression analysis, additional tests were 

conducted to review the influence of each AVM law as if the others did not exist. Table 3.3 

below details the results of four separate regression tests, each designed to evaluate the 

individual-level impact that AVM laws have on turnout. These new tests yield coefficients that 

in some ways are similar to the results from Table 3.2, but with a change in direction on two 

variables. In comparison to Table 3.2, the coefficient on same day voter registration remains 

relatively unchanged and continues to hold statistical significance. The coefficient on 

unrestricted absentee ballots has dropped slightly, but not alarmingly so. The directions of the 

coefficients on early voting systems and voter ID laws have reversed, now indicating a positive 

influence on voter turnout. However, in this model, neither of the aforementioned variables are 
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statistically significant. Low VIF scores across all four models suggest that multicollinearity is 

not a potential problem in any of the tests. 

Table 3.3: Alternative Voting Method’s Evaluated Separately 

When examining all three regression tests together, a general trend appears to be that 

AVM laws are associated with increased voter turnout rates. In particular, the consistency in 

coefficients on the same day voter registration variable and unrestricted absentee ballot variable 

across the models (and their statistical significance) is encouraging. When evaluated as a yearly 

index of a state’s assigned LibRate score, statistically significant positive coefficients also serve 

to reaffirm the results of each analysis. These results support the hypothesis of this thesis and 

generally align with previous findings in the available literature on this topic. 

 

 

 

Variable Coefficient Standard Error Constant VIF 

Same Day Voter 

Registration 
.0782125*** .0141321 .4427283*** 

μ: 1.22 

1.04 – 1.48 

Early Voting 

Systems 
.0025694 .0129154 .414032*** 

μ: 1.26 

1.06 – 1.60 

Unrestricted 

Absentee Ballots 
.0296672** .0127977 .4076943*** 

μ: 1.27 

1.04 - 1.68 

No ID Required to 

Vote 
.0109447 .0175669 .413066*** 

μ: 1.24 

1.05 – 1.53 
   

R2: 0.1503                                                            Observations in each regression: 924 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Note: this table displays coefficients derived from four separate regression results (i.e., each row is 

representative of a separate regression test that held all other variables constant). 

 Control variables are hidden from this table but behave as expected. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

1. Discussion 

The main hypothesis presented in this thesis is that the introduction of alternative voting 

methods (AVM’s) has a positive impact on voter turnout. A review of the fixed effects models 

applied to state-by-state election data since 1980 supports this hypothesis. In particular, the 

statistically significant estimated impact of a 1.64 percentage point increase associated with 

higher LibRate scores suggests that states with more liberalized voting laws see higher turnout 

overall. Despite some limitations inherent in these models, some key takeaways found within 

these results should be acknowledged as well. 

 

Election law reforms that allow voters to both register to vote and cast a ballot on 

the same day have a uniquely strong effect on voter turnout. Across all models tested by this 

thesis, the estimated impact of same-day voter registration policies on voter turnout was 

consistently high. When evaluated against all other AVM’s, these policies are associated with a 

7.26 percentage point increase in voter turnout, which is remarkably high compared to other 

policies that are known to influence voter turnout. Recently available data also suggests that 

same-day voter registration laws not only increase turnout, but perhaps obviously, these laws 

also lead to unprecedented increases in registration counts as well. For example, in 2020, a new 

reform of same-day voter registration laws in Maryland set records for same-day registration 

counts. Over 26,000 citizens in that state utilized same-day registration in 2020, a large increase 
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from the previous record of only 7,884 four years prior when the state utilized a much more 

restrictive same-day registration system.25 During that same time period, statewide turnout in 

Maryland increased from 67% in 2016 to 71% in 2020. Given this information, policymakers 

should consider whether the absence of same-day voter registration in their state actually serves 

as a barrier not only to increased turnout, but a barrier to registering to vote in the first place. 

 

It is also evident that the impact on voter turnout is greater for states that have 

adopted all four AVM laws than those that have only adopted some, or none. As illustrated 

by this thesis, a correlation exists between a state’s voter turnout over time alongside an increase 

in their yearly assigned LibRate score. While it is evident that enacting even just one of the four 

AVM laws is associated with increased voter turnout rates, the effect becomes even stronger 

when additional AVM reforms are compounded one after another. States with zero AVM laws in 

effect also see much lower rates of voter turnout, with an average turnout rate of 49.16% from 

1980 through 2020. But those states with all four AVM laws in effect see much higher average 

turnout rates, particularly after the enactment of the fourth and final AVM law – an average of 

58.56% turnout across all years is associated with such states. 

 

Election law is highly inconsistent across the United States, even when policies look 

the same. This has consequences for turnout and access to voting rights. The historical 

precedent and practice of allowing states to establish their own election laws has led to a myriad 

patchwork of how different AVM laws have been enacted, and it should be noted that the way 

 
25 Opilo, “Record Number of Marylanders Make Use of Same-Day Voter Registration.” 
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one state practices their method of implementing an AVM reform might be very different than 

another state. Early voting, for example, is subject to hypothetically infinite variations of how to 

implement it. Some states allow for early voting only during the week prior to the election, while 

other states allow for early voting up to three months before Election Day. While this poses some 

research problems for political scientists, it probably creates a bigger ethical problem for 

policymakers to wrestle with. In an increasingly connected, transient, and globalized society, the 

inconsistencies among state election laws may lead some citizens to feel like they are being 

disenfranchised in their own state and that they could see greater voting rights if they lived in a 

different state. Voter turnout, when controlled for socioeconomic effects, is perhaps a good 

variable by which policymakers can discern whether or not their state’s laws serve as a 

disenfranchising barrier to voting rights. For example, if a neighboring state with similar 

socioeconomic and political characteristics sees comparatively much higher voter turnout and 

utilizes a drastically different approach toward AVM’s, it should be viewed by policymakers as 

an indication that perhaps their own approach to AVM’s is a disenfranchising barrier to voting 

rights. Consistency across states in this regard should therefore be viewed as a means by which 

the nation can improve not only citizen participation in elections but the equitable integrity of the 

American Republic overall. 

 

2. Limitations and Future Research 

 Evaluating and predicting voter behavior is a notably complex endeavor in that the most 

topical aspects of political campaigns and elections are constantly changing. Measuring the 

influence that any variable has on turnout is, therefore, a complex task. However, the statistically 
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significant results found in each model tested certainly warrant further exploration of this topic, 

and this thesis acknowledges certain limitations that should be overcome in future research. 

 

 Ease of access to individual-level voting data for academic purposes is increasing 

dramatically, and future researchers could rely on this data for analysis. While this thesis 

utilized official certified election results from State Election Board officials, the majority of 

literature on this topic has instead relied on Census Bureau survey data profiling electoral 

participation. A major limitation in previous research has been restricted access to individual-

level voter data, a hurdle that this thesis attempted to overcome, but was ultimately limited by 

computational power. As this data becomes more widely available, researchers with greater 

access to technology could track (on an anonymized, academic-purpose only basis) voting 

behaviors across different states in pursuit of answering what variables influence turnout the 

most. This data would provide the most precise measures to answer these types of questions, but 

it must only be done on an anonymized basis with the privacy of individual voters in mind. 

 

 Controlling for a wide variety of socioeconomic and political variables will improve 

results. While this thesis focused on controlling for the four variable categories identified in 

Leighley (1995) as the primary factors that contribute to influencing voter turnout, there are 

countless sub-variables that fall within these categories that this thesis did not include, and future 

research should be more inclusive. In particular, this thesis would have benefited from a dramatic 

expansion of control variable information pertaining to state-level political party mobilization 

efforts. Historical state-by-state campaign expense information, broken down by campaign type 
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and victory status, would have enhanced this examination usefully as a control variable. As such, 

future researchers should emphasize the influence that party mobilization efforts have on turnout. 

But an even more difficult mobilization variable to control for is the influence that localized 

focusing events might have on turnout. Focusing events are known to have a tremendous impact 

on voter turnout and party mobilization,26 but quantifying data for localized focusing events for 

all states from 1980 through 2020 is by no means an easy task. 

 

 Future research should seek to identify not only if AVM laws influence voter 

turnout, but also for what groups of voters do these laws influence turnout the most. If the 

public considers their elected officials as being obligated to safeguard the electoral process, then 

policymakers should persistently fight to make the process more equitable for all. This inherently 

means that voting rights should be promoted and made fairer for all demographics. While the 

findings of this thesis suggest that AVM laws are associated with higher turnout rates, it did not 

evaluate whether or not AVM’s actually make it easier or more difficult for certain groups to 

vote. For example, although it is logically unlikely, no evidence exists as of yet to refute a 

proposed hypothesis that liberalized early voting might increase turnout overall but actually 

reduce turnout for a particular demographic group. That is why it is critical for future researchers 

to consider if certain laws have disproportionate effects so that policymakers can weigh the 

fairness of reforms in their obligated pursuit of a more equitable system. While previous research 

has sought to evaluate this and has shown that AVM’s actually only serve to benefit historically 

disenfranchised groups,27 much of the available literature on this specific topic is outdated. 

 
26 Birkland, “Focusing Events, Mobilization, and Agenda Setting.” 
27 Wolfinger and Rosenstone, “Who Votes?” 
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3. Conclusion 

 The “longstanding belief” that the American “Republic is incumbent on citizen 

participation,” mentioned in the first sentence of this thesis, is very much the central theme that 

drives its motivation. Being able to vote is a sacred right that should be cherished and protected 

in this nation, and policymakers must consider how the presence and absence of certain laws 

could serve as a major obstacle to realizing that sacred right for many Americans. Moreover, 

political researchers should uphold this sacred right as a motivator toward understanding what 

policies can help to promote and protect it for generations to come. As the analysis of this thesis 

suggests, states that have not liberalized their approach toward AVM laws see lower turnout. It is 

the opinion of this author that those states are engaging (either knowingly or unknowingly) in 

structural legal practices that violate the sacred right to vote, and those states should seek to 

change those laws immediately. Without action on this issue, voter turnout in those states will 

not be able to see their true potential – and neither will our country. 
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