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We reexamine the effects of the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) leg-
islation on aggregate participation rates in the states. We approach NVRA as
working directly on registration, and only indirectly on turnout, and we argue
that the most appropriate way to evaluate NVRA is to examine how it translates
increased registration into turnout. Using Federal Election Commission/Elec-
toral Assistance Commission and census data, we find that an unanticipated
impact of NVRA has been to alter the long-standing empirical relationship
between registration and turnout. Further analyses suggest this failure to trans-
mit registration into turnout may, ironically, be the result of another success of
NVRA—an increase in the relative equality of registrants. By encouraging
lower income citizens to register, NVRA has helped create a pool of registered
citizens less likely to vote. These findings have implications for discussions of
NVRA and for the participation literature that views registration as a primary
catalyst for turnout.
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Almost all theorists and observers of democracy hold that a healthy elec-
toral system is synonymous with high levels of citizen participation
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(e.g., Verba & Nie, 1972: Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995).1 On election
day in a healthy system, citizens are motivated to go to the polls and most do
so, with high levels of voter turnout creating an electorate representative of
the citizenry at large. Given the importance of citizen participation for deter-
mining democratic well-being, it is not surprising that discussions of elec-
toral reform often center on the need to increase voter turnout. This is cer-
tainly true in the United States, where voter participation routinely lags well
behind other Western democracies (Jackman, 1987; Lijphart, 1997; Powell,
1986), and quadrennial worries about the state of citizen involvement in
democratic governance are the norm.

One recent attempt to increase citizen involvement in the electoral process
is the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA). Enacted in 1993, the NVRA
was based on the premise that the most likely way to increase voter turnout is
to lower the barriers that stand between would-be voters and the polls. The
most important of these barriers is voter registration. Thus, the NVRA, most
commonly called “motor voter” because of its most prominent component,
was passed to try and ease the cost or burden of registration.2 Rather than
leaving it to citizens to track down registration information for themselves,
NVRA federally mandates that states offer registration opportunities in com-
bination with other functions, such as registering while renewing a drivers’
license or applying for public assistance benefits.3

This link between registration and turnout has certainly not been lost
among the scholarly community. Indeed, a large volume of literature docu-
ments the negative impact of registration barriers on election day participa-
tion (e.g., Kim, Petrocik, & Enokson, 1975; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980).
Squire, Wolfinger, and Glass (1987) found that failing to register resulted in
roughly one third of the eligible electorate’s being unable to vote. From a
comparative perspective, Powell (1986) found that the United States has
much more stringent registration requirements than most other Western
democracies, resulting in a 14% reduction in voter turnout. More recent work
by Hill and Leighley (1996) confirms the general relationship between barri-
ers to registration and voter turnout. This relationship is stated most plainly
by Erikson (1981) when he answers the question “Why do people vote?
Because they are registered.” The upshot of this research, as it relates to
NVRA, is seemingly clear: Make registration easier and increased turnout
will follow.
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PARTICIPATION AS A
TWO-STAGE PROCESS

Yet, the relationship between registration laws and turnout may not be
quite so simple. A central point of more recent work on voter participation
has been to revisit the oft-stated but underappreciated truism that voting is a
two-stage process where first, citizens must register, then those who have
registered may vote (Brown, Jackson, & Wright, 1999; Jackson, 1996;
Timpone, 1998). In this two-stage conceptualization, registration tends to
reflect long-term citizen characteristics and political system forces, whereas
turnout among those who have made this commitment is more a reaction to
the candidates and campaigns at hand (Jackson, 1996; Timpone, 1998). In
other words, although the two behaviors are clearly related, they are in fact
different, and subject to different influences. Aggregate studies of state-level
variation in registration and turnout reflect these individual-level results
(Brown et al., 1999).

This line of analysis is suggestive of other factors that may lead us to ques-
tion the registration-begets-turnout logic that undergirds NVRA and much of
the literature on registration barriers and turnout. For example, Brown et al.,
(1999) find that the strength of the relationship between aggregate rates of
registration and turnout varies by income. For wealthier citizens (again, in
the aggregate), the effect of registration is almost dispositive: There is almost
a one-to-one correspondence between registration rates and turnout rates
among states’wealthier citizens. This effect gets smaller as income drops, so
that although still strong, the relationship between registration and turnout
rates among the states’poorer citizens is less impressive (Brown et al., 1999,
p. 475). We suggest that this difference in effect across income levels may
lend important insight into examinations of the impact of NVRA on voter
turnout, as it reveals that the empirical relationship between registration and
turnout may not be as consistent as suggested by previous literature.

In addition, Knack (1995) indicates that reducing the burden of registra-
tion may actually result in a weaker motivation to vote. Highton (1997) con-
curs that the real issue is indeed motivation to engage in electoral politics. If
people are not interested in voting anyway (i.e., not interested enough to
overcome the registration barrier), then removing registration as an obstacle
to voting will have little effect. Martinez and Hill (1999, p. 308) make the
point perhaps most directly when they suggest it is likely that a significant
portion of the individuals who overcome the registration hurdle are already
predisposed to voting, whereas the unregistered are not. With regard to
NVRA, this represents an important distinction, as factors that reduce the
likelihood of voting in the pre-NVRA period still stand as psychological
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obstacles to participation after NVRA’s enactment and its impact on
registration.

We believe that this general line of inquiry—that of participation as a two-
stage process where each stage is responsive to different influences—is fun-
damentally important to understanding the probability that NVRA and other
attempts to lower registration requirements will succeed in their overall goal
of increasing turnout. By actively targeting those who are less likely to regis-
ter to begin with (poorer, less educated, etc.), NVRA differentially increases
registration among those groups relative to wealthier and better educated
groups—indeed, this is the goal of the legislation. Yet, when viewed from the
perspective of voting as a two-stage process, where different factors motivate
individuals to participate at each stage, it is a mistake to assume that
increased registration leads automatically to increased voting.

In this article, we draw from this premise and seek to help clarify some of
the issues surrounding NVRA and similar programs as they relate to the reg-
istration turnout relationship and suggest that recognizing participation as a
two-stage process has important implications for how we model the effects
of NVRA on state-level patterns of participation. Previous research in this
general area has produced somewhat lukewarm and mixed results. Rhine
(1995, 1996) and Highton (1997) find that reduced registration costs have a
positive impact on turnout or in reducing turnout declines (Knack, 1999).
Highton and Wolfinger (1998) confirm Rhine’s findings that turnout is
higher in election-day registration states but go on to conclude that these
effects are not likely to translate well to individuals who have little or no
interest in the political system. Mitchell and Wlezien (1995) confirm some
effects for liberalizing registration laws on increases in both registration and
turnout. Yet, at the same time, Mitchell and Wlezien predict only modest
effects for NVRA, pointing out that reducing the cost of voting is only part of
the problem and that the people NVRA is designed to help (poor and less
educated) are generally less motivated to vote anyway. Finally, in analyses
designed specifically to examine the effects of NVRA, Knack (1995, 1999)
and Martinez and Hill (1999) find somewhat contradictory results. Knack
(1995), in evaluating the effects of early state efforts at motor voter provi-
sions, does find some effects for these previously implemented state pro-
grams. In subsequent work, Knack (1999) found that registration reform
substantially slowed the drop in turnout from 1992 to 1996. Alternatively,
Martinez and Hill, although finding evidence of registration increases asso-
ciated with national NVRA implementation, find no evidence to suggest that
this increased registration translated into increases in turnout (or reduced
turnout declines).
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One important issue here is that although most studies focus on the impact
of NVRA on turnout directly, NVRA was actually designed to boost regis-
tration in anticipation of boosting turnout; the direct impact of NVRA is on
registration only. By helping people over the registration hurdle at the time
they are applying for or renewing their drivers’ licenses or public assistance
benefits, motor voter seeks to increase registration. It is assumed that once
this first stage is met, increased turnout will result, but the turnout effect is
indirect. We believe this is an important nuance missing from the current lit-
erature and suggest here that it is important to model the impacts of NVRA in
conjunction with its underlying logic of voter participation as a two-stage
process if we are to provide adequate insight into the program’s successes
and failures.

Perhaps more important, we suggest that the impact of NVRA may go
well beyond its direct effect on participation. We propose that an unintended
consequence of NVRA is that it has altered the nature of the relationship
between registration and turnout. Whereas previous research documented
the effect of registration on turnout to be a relative truism, this research is
based on what is in effect a biased sample. That is, the exceedingly strong
link between registration and turnout is strong precisely because it has been
examined among those most likely to do both. Although NVRA seeks to
increase turnout by increasing registration, it does so by targeting those
groups of citizens least likely to do both. It is plausible, therefore, that NVRA
is creating a different pool of registered voters, citizens who for whatever
reason are unwilling or unable to overcome the registration hurdle. In
essence, the pool of registered voters who might actually make it to the polls
on election day is now diluted. Previous research would suggest this is
because these citizens lack the long-term commitment or ties to the political
system that would have compelled them to register in the first place. The
analogy we use here is one of the professional sports team trying to increase
attendance. Various promotions that supply low-cost or even free tickets may
give people the means to attend a game, but it does not necessarily increase
their incentive to do so. Simply holding a ticket need not imply that a person
is interested in attending the event.

As such, whereas previous analyses have focused almost exclusively on
turnout, we believe the most appropriate way to examine the effects of
NVRA on participation is in terms of the relationship between registration
and turnout. We believe this path will provide greater insight not just into the
successes or failures of NVRA but the reasons behind them as well. Finally,
we will highlight that an unexpected effect of NVRA has been a fundamental
change in the importance of registration as a predictor of turnout in the
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American states. Has NVRA created a pool of individuals who have their
tickets but have no desire to go to the game?

NVRA and Registration
in the American States

Beginning from the premise of participation as a two-stage process, we
believe that more careful attention needs to be focused on assessment of the
direct effects of NVRA reforms. Recall that although the ultimate goal of
NVRA was to improve voter turnout, the mechanism by which this was to be
accomplished was through increased citizen registration. Yet, although most
studies acknowledge this causal pathway, and many have noted an increase
in registration rates after NVRA, there have been few systematic attempts to
link increased registration rates to motor voter legislation (Highton &
Wolfinger, 1998; Martinez & Hill, 1999; Rhine, 1996).4 This first step is
vital, for without solid evidence that NVRA is responsible for changes in reg-
istration, we cannot attribute changes in actual voter turnout to the federal
mandate.

Martinez and Hill (1999) offer initial evidence of NVRA-related increases
in registration rates by showing descriptive statistics of aggregate registra-
tion rates over time. We acknowledge this here and attempt to gain more
leverage on the role of motor voter in increasing state registration rates by
modeling registration in presidential elections over time (1980-2000, 1980-
2004). In recognition of the ongoing discussion regarding the relative accu-
racy and validity of different sources of registration and turnout data, we use
three sets of data from two different sources.5 Our first source is published
reports from the Federal Election Commission (FEC; now the Electoral
Assistance Commission [EAC]) for the years 1980-2000.6 To these we add
two additional sets of state registration and turnout rates, both taken from the
Bureau of the Census (1980-2004). The first is the common measure deriv-
ing participation rates by using the voting-age population in the denomina-
tor. In recognition of potential difficulties with these data, namely, that par-
ticipation rates may be artificially deflated by including individuals unable to
vote in the denominator of calculation (i.e., noncitizens), the Census Bureau
now also publishes data using the number of citizens in the state as the
denominator. We will report results from all three data sources for each of the
analyses to follow.7

Prior to adoption of NVRA in 1993, and full implementation in 1996, sev-
eral states had already adopted their own versions of motor voter policies.
Still others were in the process of limited implementation of their own poli-
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cies, whereas others had none. Following Martinez and Hill (1999), we
assume that the greatest effects of NVRA will be in those states whose pro-
grams were most affected by the federal mandate—that is, those states with
little or no implementation prior to 1993.8 We incorporate these state differ-
ences into our analysis by employing an interactive model. Specifically, we
include two dummy variables categorizing states by previous level of motor
voter implementation (scored 1 for low and 0 for none, respectively) and
interact these with a dummy variable differentiating the election years 1996-
2004 from those prior. Our rationale behind this modeling scheme is straight-
forward. To the extent that motor voter policies implemented prior to the fed-
eral mandate had an effect, we should expect registration rates to be higher in
states with high levels of prior implementation, all things being equal. Given
the coding of this variable described above, we should therefore expect the
prior implementation dummy coefficient to be negative; registration rates
should be lower in states with low or no prior implementation. After full
implementation dictated by the federal mandate, however, we should expect
a change in this relationship. That is, we should expect the largest effects of
motor voter to be seen in those states where implementation was lowest prior
to the federal mandate. Interacting the prior implementation level variables
with a dummy denoting pre- and post-NVRA (coded 1 if the election year
was 1996, 2000, 2004 and 0 if 1980, 1984, 1988, 1992) allows us to discern
these changing effects. More important, it allows us to link these effects to
full NVRA implementation.

Finally, as controls we include many of the usual suspects in the registra-
tion and turnout literature: education (percentage with college degree), regis-
tration closing date, a provision for mail registration in the state, a regional
dummy variable for the South, age (percentage 65 or older), and the extent of
a state’s metropolitan population.9 In addition, we include the presence of
senatorial or gubernatorial races in the state on the possibility that these addi-
tional races might serve as an impetus for participation.10 To allow for the
possibility that states with same-day registration provisions might have
higher registration levels, we incorporate a dummy variable to denote these
states.11 Finally, in recognition that registration levels are highly correlated
within states from one presidential election to the next, we include a lag of
registration rate to account for prior levels of registration.12

Table 1 shows the results and provides some evidence that NVRA did
have the desired effect on state registration rates. Beginning with the FEC
data, of the controls only closing date performs as expected, with restrictive
closing dates reducing registration rates. This is not necessarily surprising
given the importance of closing date to determining registration and the
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inclusion of the lag. In the equations using census data, mail registration pro-
visions emerge as significant, as do education and metropolitan population.

Our primary concern, however, is with the previous implementation dum-
mies and their interactions, and here we see evidence that NVRA did work to
increase registration rates where we would expect it most—in those states
with little or no previous implementation. Note first the negative coefficients
for the previous implementation dummies. As expected, these indicate that
overall registration rates in states that previously had minimal or no motor
voter implementation prior to 1996 had significantly lower registration rates.
Yet, the interaction term indicates that after full NVRA implementation, the
slope of previous implementation shifts upward. Indeed, the shift is strong
enough that the previous effect is now reversed (FEC data: –.0333 + .0477 =
.0144). This effect is consistent across both the FEC and census data and
indicates that the effect of NVRA on registration rates was greatest in those
states where there was no previous implementation of state motor voter
programs.

It is interesting that we see that the post-1992 dummy is also significant
and negatively signed. In this modeling configuration, this coefficient taps
the impact of states with previously high levels of NVRA implementation
and thus indicates a decline in registration in these states after the 1992 elec-
tion. This may indicate a possible limited long-term capacity for NVRA pro-
grams as they compete with other factors working to reduce participation. It
is also quite plausible that these apparent drops in registration would have
been worse without the early implementation of NVRA-type programs.

Overall, we believe the analyses illustrate that the first part of the two-
stage process seems to have worked; NVRA did have a positive impact on
state registration rates in those states where we would expect it to have its
greatest effect. Although this may seem self-evident to some, documenting
this effect is no idle exercise. For it suggests that if previous research has doc-
umented minimal effects for NVRA on turnout, then we need to examine
why increased registration has not translated into increased voting.

NVRA and Turnout in
the American States

Having found systematic evidence of a relationship between NVRA and
higher registration rates, we turn now to turnout. We begin by examining the
direct effect of NVRA on state turnout rates and then move to the indirect
effect of NVRA through its impact on registration.
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Our initial approach is to draw from recent work looking at the effect of
NVRA on turnout, though in this instance we use a more expansive time
frame. Following the logic outlined earlier, we agree with Martinez and Hill
(1999) that if NVRA is to show an impact, it will be among those states that
had little or no implementation of state-level motor voter policies prior to the
national mandate. Consistent with this logic and with our previous analyses,
we model this by including dummy variables for states that fall into these
lesser categories of NVRA implementation. To gauge the change in turnout
in these states over the pre- and post-NVRA period, we include interactions
as in the registration analysis. Finally, in addition to the control variables
used in the registration model, we add a variable designed to tap an additional
short-term force: competition in the presidential race.13 We operationalize
this variable as the difference between the winner’s and loser’s vote share. A
negative coefficient on this variable would thus indicate that a close
presidential election works to stimulate turnout.

Table 2 shows the results of these analyses. The controls tend to perform
as expected, with the results being largely consistent across all three data
sets. Closing date and mail registration work to decrease and increase turn-
out, respectively, though same-day registration has little effect. Education
and age also exert a very strong positive influence on state turnout rates. Most
important, the dummies and interactions designed to parse out the effects of
NVRA perform according to expectations—that of little or no effect for
NVRA. The significant dummy for states with no previous implementation
indicates that these states have lower levels of turnout than states with low or
full previous NVRA implementation—this is to be expected. Yet, as opposed
to the registration analyses, the interaction terms are not significant. This
indicates no subsequent increase in turnout with the advent of NVRA. Thus,
although NVRA has spurred registration in these states, the subsequent turn-
out effect does not seem to have materialized. When controlling for common
sources of participation and previous levels of turnout, NVRA appears to
have had little direct impact on aggregate turnout across the states. Again,
these results are consistent across all three data sets.

Note also the coefficient for the post-1992 dummy. In the context of these
interactions, this variable captures the turnout effects in states that had previ-
ously implemented NVRA-type programs at a high level. The significant
negative coefficient provides further evidence that NVRA has had little posi-
tive effect on turnout, with turnout slipping even in those states that have had
motor voter provisions in place for some time. If motor voter were indeed
effective at increasing (or at least reducing the decline in) turnout, we would
expect this coefficient to, at worst, be nonsignificant. Yet, in spite of the
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efforts of motor voter–type legislation, overall turnout rates are still lower in
the post-1992 period, even when including the relatively high-stimulus 2004
election.

NVRA, Registration, and
Turnout in the American States

The rationale behind NVRA is straightforward and well supported by the
scholarly literature. Because of the strong tendency for registration to trans-
late into turnout, policies that reduce registration barriers should yield higher
turnout rates. Yet, although the direct effect of NVRA seems to be having
some effect, the second-stage benefits do not appear to have been realized. If
NVRA has led to increased registration but not increased turnout, as the
above evidence suggests, then perhaps one reason for this might be that
something has compromised the well-documented relationship between
registration and turnout.

We reiterate here that in our estimation, the best way to understand the
impact of NVRA on turnout is by making modeling decisions consistent with
viewing participation as a two-step process. Thus far, we have examined
each step separately, because doing so helps to isolate what is happening in
the two different stages. In linking these stages, we hypothesize that encour-
aging a large influx of new registrants, those drawn (by design) from seg-
ments of society shown in the past to be the least willing to register or vote,
has fundamentally altered the relationship between the two stages of partici-
pation. That is, after the 1992 presidential election and full implementation
of NVRA, we expect the relationship between registration and turnout to be
attenuated.

Turnout is modeled over the last six or seven (depending on the data
source) presidential elections as a function of both long-term and campaign-
specific factors: a lag accounting for previous presidential election turnout,
state education, age, metropolitan population density, a southern dummy,
presidential competition, and the presence of senatorial and gubernatorial
races. The dummies for previous motor voter implementation are retained to
account for the possibility of hypothesized effects in states that were slow in
implementing earlier versions of NVRA.

It is important to note we explicitly model the effect of registration on
turnout by adding registration rates to the equation. This approach is much
more in keeping with recognizing participation as a two-stage process, and it
allows us to examine changes in the registration-turnout relationship.14 We
model this hypothesized change in a fashion similar to our previous analyses,
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using interaction terms to account for the intervention of full NVRA imple-
mentation. To account for this hypothesized NVRA influence on the effect
between registration and turnout, we interact registration rates with the post-
NVRA dummy variable. Our expectation is that the coefficient for this vari-
able will be negative, indicating a weakening in the effect of registration on
turnout after full NVRA implementation.15, 16

Results for the full turnout model are reported in Table 3. Control vari-
ables perform largely according to expectations. States with same-day regis-
tration, more college graduates, older populations, less population density,
and the presence of a gubernatorial race tend to have higher turnout rates.
Here, we also note an effect for southern dummy, with southern states tend-
ing toward lower participation levels. Although the control variable coeffi-
cients are consistent across all data sets, the southern dummy effects are par-
ticularly strong for the census data equations.

Most important for evaluating NVRA, though, are the coefficients for
state registration rates and the interaction term of registration with the post-
1992 dummy. In this context, registration should be interpreted as the effect
of registration rates on turnout prior to the 1996 election and full NVRA
implementation. Taken by itself, the coefficient provides support for the
familiar relationship between registration and turnout. As in previous stud-
ies, states with high levels of registration also tend to have higher participa-
tion on election day. Yet, as the negative coefficient on the interactive term
indicates, this relationship is seriously attenuated in the elections following
full implementation of NVRA. To be sure, registration still exerts a positive
effect on turnout across the states (FEC: .3073 – .0939 = .2134), but the slope
shift represents a substantial reduction in the strength of this relationship.
The results using the census data differ somewhat, largely because registra-
tion has a much larger influence on turnout rates in these data. Indeed, the
impact of registration on turnout dwarfs that of previous turnout levels,
which are negative in the face of this impressive relationship. Clearly, regis-
tration is still a dominant factor in producing higher turnout rates. Yet,
although less impressive, the overall pattern of a decline in the registration-
turnout relationship emerges in these data as well. The impact of registration
on turnout, although still strong, decreases in the full NVRA implementation
period.

Overall, the results lend considerable support to our central thesis. Exam-
ining three measures of turnout and registration from two different data
sources, we find that NVRA appears to have expanded the pool of registered
citizens by targeting those least likely to both register and vote. The apparent
failure of NVRA to increase turnout is at least partly a result of its direct and
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intended effect on registration. The result is an attenuation of the empirical
linkage between registration and turnout.

NVRA, Turnout, and
Registration Equality

Thus far, we have documented evidence indicating that NVRA has
attained its preliminary goal—increased registration. In addition, we find
that an unintended consequence of this is a modification of the causal rela-
tionship between registration and turnout. It is this attenuation of the registra-
tion effect that has kept NVRA from achieving its ultimate goal of increased
turnout. In this final section, we try to link these changes in registration and
turnout together by addressing another primary goal of NVRA—increasing
the degree of equality in the registered population.

Recall that although the overall goal of NVRA is to increase turnout, it
specifically seeks to do so by targeting segments of the population that are
most likely to be disenfranchised—the poor, less educated, and so forth. If
these groups could be reached at a time when engaging in other, more imme-
diately relevant, activities (i.e., renewing driver’s license, applying for public
assistance benefits), then the registration barrier could be removed and
increased registration would result in increased turnout and greater equality
in the voting population. Yet, we posit that it is precisely this increased equal-
ity in registration that has led to the lack of a turnout effect and suggest that
this is an unintended consequence of the success of NVRA in registering
those it has targeted.

Recent work by Lloyd (2001) bolsters our confidence in this hypothesis.
In his individual-level analysis, Lloyd finds that registration laws are not uni-
formly the primary force in keeping people at home on election day. Rather,
it is a lack of interest in participation. Simply registering the disinterested
may not increase turnout if these newly registered individuals are not already
inclined to participate. By seeking out groups that are less likely to partici-
pate and making it easy for them to register, NVRA has increased the pool of
voters that is legally qualified to participate on election day. In doing so, it has
also modified the pool to include more individuals that in all likelihood are
less inclined to participate.

We try to get an empirical handle on this supposition by examining the
effect of changes in the relative equality of the registrant pool on turnout
among the registered. Based on those developed by Rosenstone and Hanson
(1993, p. 293), we utilize two measures of registrant equality: education and
income. Each measure is created by first comparing the relative share of the
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states’populations at high and low education (income) levels to their relative
share of registrants. These ratios are then compared to create an overall
equality score (termed EQ by Rosenstone and Hanson), as follows:

EQ = Ratiob / Ratiot

where

Ratiob = the representation ratio for the group at the bottom of the distribution;
Ratiot = the representation ratio for the group at the top of the distribution.

where

Ratioband Ratiot = Participantsb / Populationb and Participantst / Populationt, re-
spectively.

Thus, the EQ measure first looks to see the degree to which each group is
overrepresented or underrepresented among the pool of registrants by com-
paring the group’s share of the participants to its share of the population as a
whole. A ratio of 1.0 indicates that the group is evenly represented—its share
of the participants equals its share of the population. A ratio greater than 1.0
means the group is overrepresented among registrants, and a ratio of less than
1.0 means the group is underrepresented among registrants, again, relative to
its size in the overall state population. By combining these separate represen-
tation ratios into a single construct, the EQ measure allows for the assessment
of the degree of inequality across groups.17

For our analyses, we examine education and income inequality by com-
paring the representation ratios of the groups at the ends of each distribution.
Thus, for education we compare those with less than a high school degree to
those with a college degree or more. For income, we compare the lowest and
highest quintiles of the income distribution. To create the representation
ratios, we use data from the 1992 and 2000 Current Population Surveys
(CPS; http://www.bls.census.gov/cps/cpsmain.htm).18 In addition to its nor-
mal battery of questions, in November of even-numbered years the CPS asks
respondents whether they were registered and whether they voted. As such,
these surveys provide a unique opportunity to develop state-level participa-
tion measures with demographic breakdowns. The 1992 and 2000 surveys,
for example, each include data on the registration status, turnout behavior,
and sociodemographic characteristics of between 82,000 and almost
100,000 voting-age citizens drawn randomly from the civilian, noninstitu-
tionalized population of the United States. The large size of the survey sam-
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ples allows aggregation of respondents by state to develop state level of regis-
tration and turnout rates (see Hill & Leighley, 1992, pp. 353-354; Wolfinger
& Rosenstone, 1980).19

Our approach to determining the effect of increases in registrant equality
on turnout is to model turnout among registered voters in 2000 as a function
of the change in registrant equality from 1992 (the last presidential election
prior to full NVRA implementation) to 2000. In this way, we allow for one
full postimplementation election cycle to be completed. We examine turnout
among the registered (as opposed to among voting-age population or citizens
as in the previous analyses) because this group most closely fits the relation-
ship of interest. NVRA is designed to increase registration under the assump-
tion that these newly enfranchised will turn out on election day. Our hypothe-
sis is that the unintended effect of increasing registration in the states is to
dilute the pool of likely voters among the registered. We expect, therefore,
that increases in the income and educational equality of registered voters will
actually have a negative effect on turnout among the registered.20

We examine this idea by adding equality variables created to tap change in
registrant equality between 1992 and 2000. Change in equality is created by
simply subtracting the income and education equality variables for 1992
from their corresponding measures in 2000. A positive change figure there-
fore represents that the degree of lower income (education) equality has
improved between 1992 and 2000.21 Most other components of the model
remain intact. As in the previous analyses, the dummies for previous motor
voter implementation are retained to account for the possibility of hypothe-
sized effects in states that were slow in implementing earlier versions of
NVRA. Controls for demographic and short-term political stimuli are also
included. Finally, we add a lag of registered turnout in 1996.

The results for this model of turnout among registered voters in the 2000
presidential elections are shown in Table 4. Obviously, the lag exerts the
strongest effect. Yet, even in the face of the lag, several variables also emerge
as significant influences (although some only marginally so) on turnout
among the registered, with same-day registration and presidential competi-
tion being the strongest among the controls.

Most important for our purposes, the effect of increased income equality
among registrants has the expected negative effect, though education equal-
ity does not.22 As the share of registrants with the lowest incomes (relative to
those in the highest quintile) increased between 1992 and 2000, turnout
among the registered decreased accordingly. The effect here is strong, with a
unit increase in income equality leading to turnout decrease of 0.407 percent-
age points. To illustrate, Arkansas had a rather large increase in income
equality of 9.5 points. With this increase we might expect an associated drop
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in turnout among the registered of 3.87 percentage points.23 Thus, as
expected, we find that increases in income equality among the registered—
one of the fundamental mechanisms through which NVRA proposed to
increase turnout—is actually associated with declines in turnout among the
registered from 1992 to 2000. By achieving its goal of increased registration,
the pool of likely voters appears to have been diluted. The empirical relation-
ship between registration and turnout has changed as a result.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Previous studies examining the relationship between registration and
turnout were clear; eliminate registration barriers and increased turnout will
follow. Yet, there is a relatively small segment of the turnout literature that
stresses a counterpoint—that registration and turning out to vote are two sep-
arate if inherently linked processes. What motivates participation in one
arena may not necessarily foster participation in the other. In this article, we
draw upon this important distinction to construct a framework with which to
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Table 4
2000 Registration, Turnout, and Registration
Equality Turnout Among Registered Voters

Lagged turnout (1996) .8898*** (.1344)
Income equality change (2000-1992) –.4069** (.2014)
Education equality change (2000-1992) .1245 (.1044)
Prior NVRA–low –.015 (.0251)
Prior NVRA–none –.0138 (.0238)
Same-day registration .0439* (.0289)
% college education .0008 (.0019)
Age (% 65+) –.0056 (.0049)
South –.003 (.0194)
Metropolitan population –.00001 (.0005)
Senate race dummy .0126 (.0187)
Governor race dummy –.0077 (.0187)
Presidential competition –.0013* (.0009)
Constant .1462** (.0867)
na 49
Adjusted R2 .622

Note: NVRA = National Voter Registration Act. Entries are unstandardized regression coeffi-
cients, robust standard errors in parentheses.
a. n = 49 because North Dakota, with no registration, is excluded.
*p < .10, one-tailed. **p < .05, one-tailed. ***p < .01, one-tailed.
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view the impact of motor voter on the registration-turnout relationship. In
doing so, we hope to provide further insight into the nature of this relation-
ship, by suggesting that an unintended consequence of the NVRA has been
to alter the nature of the linkage between registration and turnout. This alter-
ation is instructive to our understanding of registration as a predictor of turn-
out in the American states. The evidence here suggests that NVRA has
helped to increase the number of individuals who are registered but also have
little desire to vote. In other words, the state registrant pools increasingly
comprise individuals who have their tickets but still find little motivation to
attend the big game.

Our approach and analyses provide some advantages over previous
research. First, our data are two or three full presidential election cycles
removed from the mandated implementation of motor voter. Many previous
analyses of motor voter remained inconclusive or incomplete because only
one election cycle had elapsed. With our data several full election cycles
removed, and most driver license renewals due within 8 years, the effects of
motor voter should now be more visible. As a result, our analysis can be
thought of as the first test after registration has completely changed. We do
not know of any previous NVRA study that has incorporated more than one
electoral cycle. Second, our data span election years from 1980 to 2000 or
2004 across the American states, granting our analyses additional leverage
by accounting for normal registration and turnout fluctuation. In addition, we
also provide an equity analysis derived from CPS data aggregated to the state
level, thereby allowing us to determine if motor voter was actually successful
in one of its other original intentions—reducing the equity gap among voters.

Most important, our approach represents a conceptual improvement in the
examination of NVRA by linking it directly to success in both registration
and turnout and the linkage between these two types of participation. NVRA
legislation was premised on the stable, positive relationship between regis-
tration and turnout. To study its effects, we must examine its impact on this
relationship itself. Thus, to the extent that any scholarly consensus previ-
ously existed expressing doubt about the success of reforms, we examine the
NVRA under a new lens that suggests it was both successful and unsuccess-
ful. Ironically, the success of NVRA in one area (equity) is at least partly
responsible for its lack of success in its primary goal (turnout).

Our analyses highlight several important findings for turnout in the Amer-
ican states. First, we demonstrate how registration rates have been influenced
by the NVRA, with the largest registration gains found in states that had no
prior implementation of NVRA. This NVRA effect on registration is quite
robust and withstands stiff tests from numerous controls as well as several
sources of participation data. In addition, we provide support for recent anal-
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yses finding little direct evidence of NVRA effects on increased turnout in
the states.

More important, we have attempted to explain these disparate findings by
examining how NVRA implementation has altered the way aggregate regis-
tration influences turnout rates across the states. Although still an important
influence, registration now has a weaker effect on turnout than it did before
the mandated implementation of motor voter. This finding stands as an
important caveat to the turnout literature that suggests registration be treated
as a crucial mobilizing force.

Finally, we attempt to tie this unintended consequence of NVRA to one of
its other stated objectives—an increase in the relative equality of the regis-
trant pool. Finding that as registrants with the lowest incomes (relative to the
highest) increased from 1992 to 2000, turnout among the registered decreased,
we provide some evidence into the unintended impacts of NVRA. Although
motor voter may have reduced the equity gap in terms of registration, it pro-
vided no impetus for the newly registered to head to the polls on election day.

These core findings fit nicely with previous work citing the importance of
mobilizing forces on turnout and add to the rising strain of participation liter-
ature that views registration and turnout as inherently related yet politically
distinct acts. In the end, we are able to account for the mechanism driving
some of the mixed results found in the literature evaluating NVRA. Perhaps
more important, we are able to speak to the larger issue of how changes in the
political environment might influence the important connection that exists
between patterns of registration and turnout in the American states.

What does all of this mean for the future of voting reforms and examina-
tions of electoral participation? The underlying point is simple—granting
access to the voting booth may not be the panacea that results in people flock-
ing to the polls. More broadly, we reiterate our point reflected on at the outset
regarding high levels of participation being synonymous with a healthy elec-
toral system. Reforms such as motor voter, although perhaps a key ingredient
for resurrecting the health of our electoral system, are not likely to be the ulti-
mate cure. Although we do not doubt that many individuals have taken
advantage of the easy registration at the motor vehicle office, we also believe
that NVRA’s lukewarm results for turnout stem at least in part from a lack of
proper accounting for the two-step process that exists between registration
and voting. Registration and voting are not the same act, and removing the
hurdle of registration will not automatically result in higher turnout. Similar
reforms that seek to increase access but do little to increase interest or effi-
cacy will thus likely result in similar disappointments. We want to be clear on
this point: Normatively speaking, we are not advocating that it is undesirable
to remove registration barriers. Rather, we believe that these structural
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changes will continue to have a minimal effect until more is done to engage
citizens in the process. Giving away free tickets to the game will not increase
attendance if fans have little motivation to sit in the stands.

Appendix
Data and Sources

Registration: Percentage of the state voting-age population that is registered.
Source: Federal Election Commission (FEC; http://www.fec.gov/). The pas-
sage of the Help America Vote Act 2002 created the Electoral Assistance Com-
mission (EAC), which is now responsible for collecting and housing election
statistics that were previously delegated to the FEC. In addition, for the EAC
registration figures, we use the “percent active” rather than the regular percent-
age of registered voters. See Note 6 for a more detailed reason. For census data,
the first measure is the percentage of a state’s voting-age population that is reg-
istered. The second indicator is the percentage of the state’s citizens that are
registered.

Turnout: Percentage of the state voting-age population that voted in presidential
elections, 1980-2000. Source: FEC. Note that 2004 turnout figures have not yet
been published by the EAC. For the census data, respectively, the measures are
the percentage of the states’ voting-age population and the percentage of the
states’ citizens for 1980-2004.

Turnout of registered: Percentage of the registered state population that votes.
Source: FEC.

Income equality change: Ratio of the population falling in the lowest income
quintile / ratio of the population falling in the highest income quintile. Equa-
tion from Rosenstone and Hansen (1993, pp. 291-296). Data from 1992 and
2000 Current Population Surveys (http://www.bls.census.gov/cps/cpsmain
.htm).

Education equality change: Ratio of the population with less than a high school
degree / ratio of the population with a college degree or more. Equation from
Rosenstone and Hansen (1993, pp. 291-296). Data from 1992 and 2000 Cur-
rent Population Surveys.

Prior NVRA implementation: Coded 0 for states with a high level of prior imple-
mentation, coded 1 for low level, and 1 for states with no previous level of
NVRA implementation, respectively (for list of states, see Note 8). From Mar-
tinez and Hill (1999), developed by Highton and Wolfinger (1995).

Closing date: Number of days between registration deadline and election day.
Source: FEC.

Mail registration provision: Coded 1 if that state has a provision to register by
mail. Source: FEC.

Same-day registration: Coded 1 if that state had a same-day registration provision.
Source: Center for the Study of the American Electorate (http://election04.ssr
c.org/research/csae_2004_final_report.pdf).
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Age: Percentage of the state age 65 or older. Source: Statistical Abstract of the
United States (various years; http://www.census.gov/statab/www/).

Metropolitan population: Percentage of the state living in a metropolitan area.
Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States (various years).

Percent college education: Percentage of state with a college education. Source:
Statistical Abstract of the United States (various years).

State competition (presidential race): Absolute margin of victory in state presi-
dential contest. Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States.

Post-1992: Coded 1 for years after 1992; 0 otherwise.
South: Coded 1 for the 11 states of the old Confederacy; 0 otherwise.
Senate race: Coded 1 if there was a Senate race; 0 otherwise.
Governor race: Coded 1 if there was a gubernatorial race; 0 otherwise.

Notes

1. See Schumpeter (1950) and Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee (1954) for alternative
arguments to this point.

2. Motor voter is just one component of the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA). How-
ever, we focus specifically on motor voter in this article because it is the only component that has
attracted a great deal of attention in the scholarly literature and is one of the most widely used
components by the general public.

3. Some states had previously engaged in similar attempts to increase participation among
certain portions of the electorate. The federal mandate was designed to bring all states to an even
playing field. The differences in compliance with the NVRA will be commented on later in the
analysis section.

4. See Knack (1995) and Calvert (1996) for articles that take a more systematic look at the
relationship between NVRA and registration.

5. The source of election statistics, along with their relative validity and reliability, is cur-
rently the topic of an important debate in the scholarly literature. We do not wish to rehash this
debate or take sides on it here. Rather, we wish to acknowledge that it exists and note that we use
different sources of data in an attempt to account for the various arguments and increase the
robustness of our results. For more on these issues, see the spirited debate between Piven and
Cloward (1989, 1990), Gans (1990), and Bennett (1990a, 1990b).

6. For the Federal Election Commission (FEC) registration data (now collected by the Elec-
toral Assistance Commission [EAC]), we use the “percent active” rather than the percentage reg-
istered of the voting-age population. We do this for important reasons. First, and more fundamen-
tally important for the validity of our analysis, the NVRA made it extremely difficult (if not
impossible) for states to clean completely the “deadwood” from the voter registration rolls. Thus,
NVRA fundamentally changed the way states keep and maintain registration statistics, making
registration figures for the pre-NVRA period incomparable to post-NVRA periods. Recognizing
this issue, the EAC has recently begun publishing the “percent active registered,” taking advan-
tage of an NVRA feature that allows states to put people on inactive lists rather than remove them
from the rolls altogether. Thus, a plausible figure is still attainable by simply subtracting the num-
ber of inactive people from the total registered population. Using the percent active as our regis-
tration statistic (for post-1992 elections) transforms the FEC data to make them very comparable
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to how they were compiled prior to the implementation of the NVRA. In addition, we use two
alternative data sets (census), thus providing a robust test that extends beyond issues concerning
data sources.

7. See McDonald and Popkin (2001) for a more complete discussion of issues related to
using voting-age population in the denominator of turnout calculations.

8. We use Martinez and Hill’s (1999) modification of the classification of premandate motor
voter implementation developed by Highton and Wolfinger (1995). We further modify this clas-
sification scheme to code each state by the individual year in which it began motor voter imple-
mentation to account for the level of previous implementation across the entire time frame. Thus,
states are given a previous implementation coding for each year in which they have motor voter.
In 1992, for example, the states are coded as follows: Colorado, Hawaii, Michigan, Minnesota,
Montana, North Carolina, Nevada, Ohio, Oregon, and Washington are coded as high previous
implementation states. Idaho, Maine, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Wyoming are added to
this group because they have same-day registration, as is North Dakota, with no registration.
States with a low level of implementation in 1992 were Alaska, Arizona, Illinois, Maryland, New
Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Rhode Island, Tennessee, Utah, Vermont, and West Virginia.
States with no implementation in 1992 were Alabama, Arkansas, California, Connecticut, Dela-
ware, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Missis-
sippi, Missouri, Nebraska, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, and
Virginia.

9. We do not include income because of its high correlation with education (.88). Substitut-
ing income for education in all analyses gives similar results. See the appendix for details on
operationalizations and data sources for all variables.

10. Following previous literature, we attempted to include a measure of residential mobility
in the registration equations, but a lack of comparable data for all states during the time frame
made this untenable. Test models including residential mobility showed it to have a significant
effect on registration but has no impact on the other relationships in the model.

11 Six states fall into the category of same-day registration: Idaho (1994), Maine (1973),
Minnesota (1974), New Hampshire (1996), Wisconsin (1971), and Wyoming (1994), with dates
of implementation in parentheses. Finally, North Dakota is excluded from all analyses involving
registration, as this state has no registration provision.

12. Note that in addition to being theoretically relevant, the inclusion of the lag, along with
the use of panel-corrected “robust” standard errors, also helps alleviate difficulties created by the
pooled nature of the data (Beck & Katz, 1995, 1996). In addition, we run all models using Stata’s
random effects estimator for cross-sectional time-series models (xtreg). All models conform to
those reported here.

13. Presidential competition is not included in the registration equation because we view this
as short-term influence on participation and theoretically more appropriately linked to turnout.

14. With registration rates directly in the model, we drop closing date and mail registration,
which have only an indirect impact on turnout through their relationship to registration (though
we note that including these variables does not change the overall pattern of results). We continue
to include a dummy for same-day registration states because this provision, although technically
fostering registration, serves as a vehicle for allowing greater participation on election day.

15. To assess changes in the impact of registration on turnout, we are forced to exclude the
post-1992 dummy as a separate variable in this equation because of its overwhelming correlation
with our variable of primary interest: the Registration × Post-92 interaction (r = .99). Dropping
the variable does not affect the theoretical point of the model, however, as the reason for the high
correlation is because the Registration × Post-92 interaction data for each state are exactly the
same as those for registration in the post-1992 period. That is, the interaction variable accurately
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taps the theoretical notion of the changed impact of registration on turnout, and it does this
whether the post-1992 dummy is included separately or not. The only potential negative impact
of dropping the post-1992 dummy is that this variable may be picking up some other factor in the
political environment that has systematically served to reduce turnout after 1992. We can think of
no such theoretically plausible possibility that is not adequately accounted for by the pooled
nature of the data and the inclusion of lagged turnout in the model. Finally, although including all
component parts of interaction terms is convention, it is not necessary unless the components are
theoretically relevant in their own right. Palmer and Whitten (2003) argue that including all com-
ponents of the interactive term is a “cookbook” recommendation whose sole reasoning is “to pre-
vent inexperienced analysts from attributing a fixed effect to an interaction effect. But there is no
algebraic reason why the components of interactive terms have to be included separately” (p.
143).

16. We also drop the interactions that were used in previous analyses to parse out the effects
of states that previously had little or no previous NVRA implementation. We do this because we
are now interested in the registration-turnout effects for all states, and because previous analyses
provide little reason to believe that states with previously implemented NVRA provisions are
immune from these effects. Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that the impact of registration on
turnout has changed for all states, not just those that prior to the national legislation had minimal
or no motor voter provisions. Thus, the inclusion of these additional interactions to parse out
differential state effects is unnecessary.

17. See Rosenstone and Hanson (1993, pp. 291-296) for a more in-depth discussion on the
creation of the equality (EQ) measure and its properties.

18. Note that we use 2000 data for these analyses requiring individual-level data to create the
equity variables because at the time of this writing only the state-level aggregate census data are
available for 2004.

19. When disaggregated by state, these data can be treated as state samples, with sample sizes
ranging from 797 to 6,397 and an average of 1,915 in 1992, and 850 to 5,835 and an average of
1,632 in 2000. Registered voters range from 585 to 4,679 and an average of 1,440 in 1992, and
450 to 3,897 and an average of 1,148 in 2000.

20. We also explored the possibility of including an equality variable related to age in the
model, under the assumption that NVRA might be attracting young individuals (ages 18-24) who
are less inclined to vote. It is interesting that we find that the relative age equality between youn-
ger voters (ages 18-24) and those more likely to vote (ages 25-67) has actually decreased from
1992 to 2000. A full exploration of this outcome is beyond the scope of the present article. We
note, however, that when age equality is included in the model, it is insignificant and does not
alter the other coefficients.

21. In no cases are the lower education or income classes overrepresented relative to their
wealthier and better educated counterparts. Thus, we do not need to worry about a situation
where an increase in lower tier representation actually signifies an underrepresentation of the
higher tier groups.

22. We were originally concerned that there might be a high degree of collinearity between
the income and education equity variables, but they only correlate at .41. Therefore, we decided
to leave the variables as separate components rather than combine them into an index. Education
equity change correlates at a very low –.06 with overall levels of education.

23. In fact, turnout among the registered did drop significantly (12.9 percentage points) in
Arkansas between 1992 and 2000. The above results indicate that increases in income equality
played some part in this decline.
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