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Abstract

During every election cycle, election administrators validate voter registration
applications submitted at different times and through various sources, with a
notable peak in the demand for voter registration as Election Day approaches. The
process of registering to vote, however, is error-prone and may depend on the
voter’s capacity to fill a form correctly, or the election administrator’s capacity to
successfully process applications as the voter registration window closes. Such errors
can limit a prospective, and eligible, voter’s ability to cast a valid ballot. This study
assesses the impact of time and registration source on the rates of rejected voter
registration applications by analyzing monthly county-level voter registration reports
during the 2012 election cycle in Florida. | find that there is a dynamic relationship
between administrative and seasonal factors at the county level, which condition the
rates of rejected voter registrations as the registration deadline approaches. These
findings suggest complications in not only the process of registering to vote that may
stem from differences in voter engagement but also the variation in administrative
oversight throughout the election cycle.

Keywords
voter registration, NVRA, election reform, election administration, local election
officials

The relationship between submitting a voter registration application and becoming a
registered voter constitutes an understudied topic in the field of election administra-
tion, but one that has important implications for a voter’s capacity to cast a ballot on
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Election Day. Although newly registered voters enter the voter rolls on a daily basis
every election year, many others do not, and there is little insight as to what determines
whether voter registration applications are successfully processed. At a first glance,
voter registration applications submitted by voters whose eligibility is not verified will
be rejected as invalid. However, errors in the voter registration process may also result
in rejecting an application submitted by an eligible prospective voter. The rates of
voter registration rejections, therefore, raise several questions for the administration of
elections, particularly insofar as ensuring that eligible-to-vote Americans have access
to the electoral process.

Applying to register to vote involves the possibility that one’s voter registration appli-
cation may be rejected. Aside from not meeting the voter eligibility criteria, such as
American citizenship or state residency, among others, voter registration applications
submitted by prospective voters may be rejected as a result of administrative errors dur-
ing the process of verifying voter eligibility. An illegible address or missing information
for instance, may make it difficult for local election officials (LEOs) to notify voters
about the status of their application. In this case, prospective voters may face difficulties
in casting their vote before or on Election Day. Although voters have the opportunity to
vote provisionally, per the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) requirements, their ballots
will most likely be rejected if their voter registration eligibility is not verified.

Existing work on the administration of elections has only scratched the surface of
the dynamics behind rejecting voter registration applications. Scholars document the
notable fluctuation in voter registration rejection rates from one election year to
another, with localities reporting low rejection rates in one year, and high in the next,
or vice versa (Pew Center on the States 2013). Most of the data are drawn from the
Election Assistance Commission’s (EAC) biannual Election Administration and
Voting surveys (EAVS), which offer an initial look at aggregate-level patterns across
the states. Statewide patterns, while helpful, do not explain much of the variation that
takes place at the substate level (Ansolabehere and Hersh 2014; Shaw and Hutchings
2013). In a highly decentralized structure of election administration (Hasen 2005),
such variation is key in understanding state and local factors that influence the admin-
istration of voter registration.

Since the adoption of the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) of 1993, states
have modernized voter registration by adopting reforms that have profoundly impacted
the administration of elections. Eligible voters have several options to register to vote,
and in many states, voters can register to vote at the same time they turn out to cast a
ballot (Burden et al. 2014). Regardless of the timing of a voter registration application,
LEOs are responsible for processing all applications and determining whether they are
valid or not. Although a few states offer Same Day/Election Day Registration, most
states require that voters register to vote several days prior to the General Election.
This adds another layer of administrative complexity when processing voter registra-
tion applications especially closer to the voter registration deadline, which is often the
time when voter interest in the election heightens.

The role of LEOs in the administration of elections has been extensively addressed
in the literature, mainly due to the discretion they enjoy when interpreting and

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334

Merivaki 55

implementing rules (Lipsky 1980). Despite concerns that election officials may be
administering rules under a partisan lens (Hale and Slaton 2008; Hasen 2005;
Kimball, Kropf, and Battles 2006; Kropf, Vercellotti, and Kimball 2012), their inter-
action with all the agencies that offer voter registration, such as the Department of
Motor Vehicles (DMV), is largely overlooked. The main responsibility of election
officials is, broadly speaking, to ensure a smooth election process starting with voter
registration. This condition does not apply to these agencies, which are additionally
required per federal and state election laws to offer the option of voter registration.
Election administrators often actively aim “to share information and generate solu-
tions to election issues” with the several actors involved in the election process
(Hale and Slaton 2008, 842), yet our knowledge is limited with regard to the impact
of these agencies, which play an integral role in the voter registration process, on the
capacity of LEOs to successfully process voter registration applications.

This study constitutes a first step in assessing the driving factors behind the varia-
tion in voter registration rejection rates at the local level, by focusing on the state of
Florida. I argue that the successful processing of voter registration applications is con-
ditioned not only by the state’s institutional context, namely, the voter registration
deadline, but also the non-uniform activity of voter registration agencies throughout
the election cycle. I draw on monthly voter registration reports submitted to Florida’s
Secretary of State by election administrators across 67 counties during the 2012 presi-
dential election cycle. A single-state research design is appropriate to address this
research question, as it allows for a more substantive assessment of administrative,
institutional, and electoral dynamics at the local jurisdiction level (Burden et al. 2012;
Herron and Smith 2013; Merivaki and Smith 2016).

The Process of Registering to Vote in the United States

With the exception of North Dakota, all states require prospective voters to register to
vote in order to participate in elections and cast a regular ballot. The minimum voter
eligibility standards placed by the federal government involve U.S. citizenship and
voting age, while states regulate voter eligibility criteria, such as legal residency within
a particular jurisdiction, as well as mental incapacitation and felony conviction.
Prospective voters are required to register to vote by their state’s voter registration
deadline, which ranges from 30 days prior to a General Election up to Election Day, to
be eligible to cast a regular ballot.!

Although voter registration is in itself an additional step to participation in the elec-
toral process, Americans today have more options to register to vote than they had 20
years ago, and many can do so from the convenience of their own home. As mandated
by the NVRA of 1993, states offer voter registration in local motor vehicle offices (motor
voter applications), as well as in public and government agencies. Eligible voters are
also able to register to vote in person, and by mail. Registration drives, although not
explicitly mentioned in the Act, were incorporated into the legislation, which allowed
advocacy groups to conduct registration drives with limited regulation from state and
local election administrators (Hanmer 2009; Piven, Minnite, and Groarke 2009).

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334

56 State Politics & Policy Quarterly 19(1)

Prospective voters are required to complete a voter registration application, which
must be transmitted to the LEO’s office no later than 10 days after submission, to be
verified as valid. Voter registration applications are submitted in different ways
depending on how prospective voters choose, or where they are offered, to register to
vote. When applicants register to vote at local motor vehicle offices for instance, the
application is transmitted, in paper form or electronically, by that office to the LEO.
Alternatively, the voter may fill an application on her own, and either submit it in per-
son, or mail it to the local elections office within the state-required voter registration
deadline. Several Americans register to vote via registration drives, which are required
to submit voter registration applications on behalf of the prospective voters to the local
elections office.

Voter registration applications, regardless of the source, are verified for completion
and the voter’s eligibility, based on state-required criteria, which often vary. As long as
they reach the local election administrators’ office, all applications will be processed
as valid or invalid. Voters whose applications are processed as valid will be able to cast
a regular ballot on Election Day, while voters whose applications are processed as
invalid or incomplete will be offered a provisional ballot as HAVA mandates, which
will be rejected. The voter’s ability to cast a regular ballot on Election Day, therefore,
is directly connected to the success of the voter registration application process, as
well as the verification process.

Local Variation in Successfully Processing Voter
Registrations

The adoption of the NVRA expanded access to voter registration in local motor vehi-
cle offices, public and state agencies, as well as “set the first ever national standards
for mail-in voter registration.”> Due to the notable variation in rules and procedures
across the states in regard to election laws however, the federal law created several
challenges with respect to implementation and the capacity of the states to uniformly
comply with several of the Act’s requirements (Electionline.org. 2006; Hess and
Novakowski 2008; Tokaji 2008; Election Assistance Commission 2013).

Challenges also stemmed from the lack of clarity in verifying voter registration
applications, a task that predominately takes place at the local level. The NVRA does
not provide guidance with respect to processing voter registration applications, other
than the requirements that the forms are “valid,” received “not later than the lesser of
30 days, or the period provided by State Law,” that states “conduct a general program
that makes reasonable effort to remove the names of ineligible voters from the official
lists of eligible voters,” and that they “shall not remove the name of a registrant for
the official list of eligible voters in elections for federal office on the ground that the
registrant has changed residence.” States, therefore, have established their own
interpretations of what constitutes a “valid” application, as well as the processing
criteria of prospective voter registration applicants. In the case of Florida, voter reg-
istration applications are processed based on completion and verification of informa-
tion that confirms the applicant’s eligibility, particularly “the driver license number,
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the Florida identification card number, or the last four digits of the social security
number provided by the applicant.” “Valid” applications are those that include all the
information requested on the voter registration form, after verification from Florida’s
Department of State.*

In principle, the success rates of voter registration applications depend on whether
the prospective voter meets certain eligibility criteria; if not, then the voter registration
application will be rejected as invalid.’ In effect, voter registration applications sub-
mitted by non-citizens, felons, or even voters who do not reside in the state, will be
automatically rejected. In addition, eligible voters have to satisfy certain standards in
the application process so that their voter registration can be successfully processed.
Aside from being eligible to register to vote, the voter’s capacity to vote in the upcom-
ing election also depends on whether she registered to vote within the designated voter
registration deadline. If an application is received within that window and satisfies all
eligibility standards, therefore, the applicant will be added in the voter rolls and should
have no trouble casting a regular ballot on Election Day.

Conducting elections in the United States includes the daily processing of voter
registration applications by local election administrators. Given the notable variation
in administrative procedures and practices across local jurisdictions, LEOs are often
scrutinized for the discretion they exercise in implementing election rules (Burden
et al. 2012; Kimball, Kropf, and Battles 2006; Merivaki and Smith 2016). Research on
the administration of provisional voting for instance suggests that LEOs administer
rules with a partisan lens, possibly due to their willingness to benefit candidates of the
same party (Kimball, Kropf, and Battles 2006). Researchers note, however, that elec-
tion officials are overburdened due to time constraints, insufficient budget, and limited
human resources, all of which can impact their capacity to properly train their staff and
prepare them for elections (Bowser, Frederick, and Underhill 2012).

Considering that voter mobilization efforts from political campaigns and advocacy
groups surge as Election Day approaches, there are reasons to expect a disproportion-
ate increase in voter registration applications within a short period of time, and espe-
cially very close to the voter registration closing date. LEOs’ control in regulating the
flow of voter registration applications is limited, or rather nonexistent. Incomplete
voter registration applications submitted very close to, or on the day of the voter reg-
istration deadline pose an additional problem for LEOs, because they are left with lit-
erally no window to contact the voters and notify them of their incomplete application
status. With a very narrow time frame to process voter registration applications, espe-
cially those with incomplete information, the administrative burden increases and the
chances that an eligible voter will successfully enter the voter rolls decrease. As a
result, these voters, if otherwise eligible to vote, will not be able to cast a regular ballot
on Election Day, but rather an invalid provisional ballot.®

Voter Registration Timing Hypothesis

As the voter registration deadline approaches, the overall rates of rejected voter regis-
tration applications are expected to increase.
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The impact of the nonuniform activity of agencies, as well as their interaction with
LEOs on the validity rates of voter registration applications has not been adequately
addressed in the election administration literature. Per NVRA guidelines, complete
applications are transmitted to LEOs for processing; yet, as mentioned before, a uni-
form definition of completeness does not exist. If there are issues in how the voter
registration form is designed, then there should be a certain level of error that would
impact prospective voters irrespective of the method. Whereas LEOs are responsible
for processing voter registration applications regardless of the submission source, they
have no control on the prospective voter’s preferred method of voter registration. In
2012, for example, 24% of Americans reported that they registered to vote at their local
DMV, while only 1.2% reported registering in public assistance agencies (Mortellaro
and Kanter Cohen 2014). This difference could be explained in terms of increased
exposure to motor vehicle offices compared with public assistance agencies, given that
Americans visit their local DM Vs to get their driver license or their identification.

Recent studies suggest that LEOs face challenges in encouraging public assistance
offices to offer voter registration (Hess, Hanmer, and Nickerson 2016), which also
appears to be the case with DMV offices across many states (Naifeh 2015). Due to the
challenges in actively regulating the implementation of voter registration at different
state and public agencies, as well as local motor vehicle offices, advocacy groups and
LEOs often encourage prospective voters to register to vote by mail. Mail voter regis-
tration applications are among the most common methods of voter registration. In
effect, 13.1% of Americans reported that they registered to vote by mail in 2012
(Mortellaro and Kanter Cohen 2014). One of the benefits of mail applications is that
prospective voters will include a valid mailing address, which allows LEOs to contact
voters in case any required information is missing. Election officials confirm that a
missing, invalid, or incomplete mailing address constitutes the biggest challenge when
voter registration applications are processed and increases the chances that the pro-
spective voter will not be successfully processed. When filling a mail application,
voters are expected to have the time to look it over, fill it correctly, and mail it, or
submit it in person to their local elections office.” Conversely, if a voter is offered to
register to vote on her way out of a shopping mall, it is likely that her voter registration
application will be filled in a rush and could be rejected because of typographical
errors or missing information.

State and local election administrators are not oblivious to the potential for errors
in the process of registering to vote. The fact that an increasing number of states have
invested in modernizing voter registration by adopting Online Voter Registration
(OVR), which arguably minimizes errors in submitting and processing voter registra-
tion applications, suggests that some methods of voter registration may be more cum-
bersome and error-prone than others, and may thus be associated with higher rejection
rates than others.

Due to the variation in the manner with which a prospective voter completes and
submits a voter registration application, it is expected that some sources of voter reg-
istration are more likely to produce invalid applications than others. Processing appli-
cations submitted through state and public agencies should increase the rates of voter
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registration rejections in a given month, all else equal, because state and public agen-
cies are notorious for not implementing voter registration provisions (Hess, Hanmer,
and Nickerson 2016; Hess and Novakowski 2008; Tokaji 2008). They should be the
least efficient method of voter registration in terms of submitting valid applications.

Applications in State Agencies Hypothesis

As the rates of voter registration applications submitted in state agencies increase, the
overall rates of rejected voter registration applications are expected to increase.

Applications in Public Agencies Hypothesis

As the rates of voter registration applications submitted in public agencies increase,
the overall rates of rejected voter registration applications are expected to increase.
Alternatively, the least error-prone voter registration methods are expected to be
motor voter and mail applications, as well as applications submitted in person to the
LEOs’ offices. DMV applications are arguably the most efficient in producing valid
applications, because the applicant’s information, including the mailing address, is
required to issue a driver’s license. Insofar as data accuracy and timeliness of process-
ing are concerned, therefore, voter registration applications submitted through the
DMV are expected to be associated with low overall rejected voter registration rates.
Mail applications are expected to reduce the rates of rejected voter registrations,
because the application is completed by the individual voter, who theoretically has
time to look over the form carefully and fill it out, and thus minimize potential errors.

Mail Applications Hypothesis

As the rates of registration applications submitted by mail increase, the overall rates of
rejected voter registration applications are expected to decrease.

Motor Voter Applications Hypothesis

As the rates of voter registration applications submitted in local motor vehicle offices
increase, the overall rates of rejected voter registration applications are expected to
decrease.

In-Person Applications Hypothesis

As the rates of voter registration applications submitted in person increase, the overall
rates of rejected voter registration applications are expected to decrease.

Processing voter registration applications filled via registration drives constitutes
one of the most challenging tasks for LEOs, because often they are missing required
voter information, such as a valid mailing address, a date of birth, or the voter’s full
name. What is more, voter registration drives mobilize very close to Election Day, and
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they account for a notable increase in voter registration applications as the states’ voter
registration deadline approaches (Mortellaro and Kanter Cohen 2014). In the context
of Florida, strict regulations on registration drives in 2011 resulted in tighter deadlines
for the submission of voter registration applications to local elections offices.® The
heightened activity of registration drives, combined with controversies about groups
submitting applications that are questionable with regard to their validity necessitates
that LEOs monitor their activity more closely, especially as the volume of voter regis-
tration applications increases (Herron and Smith 2013; Kasdan 2012).

Registration Drives Hypothesis

As the rates of registration applications submitted via registration drives increase, the
overall rates of rejected voter registration applications are expected to increase.

An alternative explanation for the variation in voter registration rejections has to do
with location. In rural areas, eligible to vote Americans may prefer registering to vote
by mail rather than visiting their local elections office in person. Existing research sug-
gests that more densely populated jurisdictions face more challenges in catering to the
electorate’s needs in terms of running elections, because “they receive a disproportion-
ate share of campaign-related activity in national and statewide elections” (Kimball and
Baybeck 2013, 134). In these jurisdictions, the interest to mobilize the electorate is
higher than in smaller jurisdictions, which results in more active efforts to register to
vote, particularly from voter registration drives. In densely populated areas, the admin-
istrative burden of processing voter registrations should increase especially when the
voter registration deadline approaches, thus increasing the likelihood of errors.

Population Density Hypothesis

As population density increases, the overall rates of rejected voter registration applica-
tions are expected to increase.

Research Design, Data, and Methods

To assess the impact of voter registration timing and the various voter registration
methods on the rates of rejected applications across Florida’s 67 counties across time,
I collected monthly voter registration reports submitted to Florida’s Division of
Elections (DOE) by the 67 County Supervisors of Elections (SOEs) between January
and December 2012. The Florida DOE provides monthly estimates of the total number
of voter registration applications submitted at local motor vehicle offices, by mail, in
person, via registration drives, and at public and state agencies, as well as the total
number of valid and removed voter registrations.® Analyzing monthly voter registra-
tion statistics is methodologically advantageous because it allows for a closer look at
the dynamics of voter registration during the final weeks before the General Election,
which cannot be observed by an aggregate analysis of the EAC’s biannual voter regis-
tration statistics (Election Assistance Commission 2013). I focus on one state, namely
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Figure |. Percentage of voter registration application submissions in Florida in 2012.
Note. DMV = Department of Motor Vehicles.

Florida, to appropriately assess the effects of time in processing voter registration
applications by controlling for any institutional variation. Scholars emphasize the
advantages of single-state designs to focus on more contextual factors that would oth-
erwise be unobserved (Alvarez, Atkeson, and Hall 2013; Hanmer 2009; Nicholson-
Crotty and Meier 2002).

The dependent variable is measured as the percent of rejected voter registrations
from the total of all new applications received at the county level in a given month.!°
In Florida, eligible-to-vote citizens may register to vote at their local DMV, by mail, at
public and state agencies, in person at their county SOEs’ office, or via registration
drives. The key independent variables include the rates of submitted voter registration
applications through the DMV, by mail, in person, via registration drives, and in public
and state agencies as a percentage of the total number of new applications received in
the county per month.!!

The state of Florida requires that voters are registered 29 days before the General
Election. For the 2012 Presidential election, the deadline to register to vote was
October 9, 2012.12 An initial look at the overall voter registration submission rates
from January to December 2012, it is clear that voter registration application submis-
sions varied, with the highest influx of applications being submitted closer to the
October deadline. Between August and September, for instance, there was an increase
of approximately 60,000 more voter registration applications submitted, a 36.5%
increase. As Figure 1 shows, Floridians registered to vote not only at different rates
over time but also through various sources. The most notable patterns in 2012 involved
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the increase in voter registration applications submitted in person in March (22,790),
and between September and October, as well as applications submitted through regis-
tration drives in April, and between August and September; registration drives
accounted for a total of 20,109 voter registration forms submitted statewide in
September 2012, an increase of 44.6% from August 2012.13 Mail voter registration
applications also increased between August and September by a total of 26,737, or
54%. Applications submitted by mail gradually increased in June, and reached their
peak between September and October, totaling 60,729, or 32% of all voter registration
applications submitted in October.'*

Most counties follow the statewide pattern with applications submitted through local
motor vehicle offices dominating the process of voter registration, although this changes
as the voter registration deadline approaches. Whereas registering to vote in person and
by mail is very popular in Florida, registration drives are particularly active in assisting
eligible Floridians to register to vote during the final weeks before the state’s closing
book date. The overall decrease in voter registration applications submitted at local
DMVs in September and October, therefore, appears to be substituted by an increase in
voter registration submissions by mail, in person, as well as registration drives.

A closer look at individual counties, however, uncovers interesting patterns with
respect to the timing and activity of the various voter registration methods. As Figure 2
shows, approximately 65% of all voter registration applications in March were submit-
ted in person in Miami-Dade County, with a notable drop in May, and a gradual increase
between June and October. Voter registration submissions by registration drives, as well
as mail applications increased between July, September (38.5% in mail applications),
and October (38% in submissions via registration drives). This is expected as Miami-
Dade County is densely populated, and several groups use both methods of registration
to mobilize eligible Americans to register to vote once voter interest in the Presidential
election peaks.

Conversely, Walton County constituted an outlier among rural counties, with voter
registration applications overwhelmingly submitted by mail in January (60%),
February (68%), and March (42%). Motor voter applications also followed a different
pattern in Walton County in January and February, with less than 1% of all voter reg-
istration applications submitted through local motor vehicle offices. This might be
explained in terms of exposure to such agencies; Walton County residents may prefer
to register to vote by mail, as the high submission rates demonstrate. However, in-
person applications were also higher than DMV applications in January (28%) and
February (21%) and fluctuated throughout the election cycle. This suggests that there
is a more complex relationship between a county’s population density and the voters’
preferred method of registration, but it may also uncover some potential compliance
issues at the DMV in that particular county.

Registration drives in Walton County only peaked in September, very close to
Florida’s voter registration deadline, yet did not account for more than 11% of all sub-
mitted applications. Contrasting this finding with Miami-Dade County, it is indicative of
how registration drives mobilize depending on their target electorate. For instance, there
is evidence that registration drives usually mobilize in areas with underrepresented
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Figure 2. Percentage of voter registration application submissions in Miami-Dade, Walton,
Pinellas, and Pasco counties in 2012.
Note. DMV = Department of Motor Vehicles.

electorates, such as ethnic, racial, and language minorities (Herron and Smith 2013;
Montellaro and Kanter Cohen 2014). The mobilization of registration drives in specific
areas could thus potentially explain the high rates of voter registration applications sub-
mitted through 3PVROs, especially closer to Election Day.
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As the NVRA mandates, however, states and localities should aim to register voters
as “actively” as possible, irrespective of the size of the registered electorate. Whereas
the Miami-Dade and Walton Counties comparison suggests that the activity of regis-
tration drives may depend on the jurisdiction’s population density, the comparison of
Pinellas County, Florida’s most densely populated county (3,486 persons per square
mile), and Pasco county, which has a population density of 664 persons per square
mile, contradicts this claim. In both Pinellas and Pasco Counties, mail applications, as
well as in-person applications and applications submitted via registration drives started
to increase between June and October. In the month of September, 29% of all voter
registration applications were submitted by mail in Pasco County compared with 22%
via registration drives, whereas in Pinellas County, 23% of all applications were sub-
mitted by mail, compared with 27% submitted via registration drives.!?

In the context of Florida politics, the activity of registration drives is of particular
significance, after efforts by the state legislature in 2011 to restrict groups who were
conducting voter registration activities because of concerns over alleged fraud.'® In
2012, the Florida state legislature enacted a law that restricted the activity of voter
registration drives, or 3PVROs, and research confirmed that groups halted their grass-
roots voter registration activities to avoid penalties for not meeting the law’s require-
ments (Herron and Smith 2013). Notwithstanding the administrative limitations for
voter registration drives as a result of state legislative intervention, Florida’s voter
registration application rates submitted through other means (DMV, mail, state and
public agencies, and in-person) should not have been dramatically affected. However,
even if the activity of registration drives decreased in 2012 compared with previous
election years, in terms of the number of voter registration applications submitted, the
data show that they in fact mobilized, and accounted for an increase of 44.6% in voter
registration applications from August to September 2012, prior to the October 9 voter
registration deadline (Figure 1).

Regarding invalid, or rejected, voter registration applications, the average rejection
rate in Florida between January and December 2012 was approximately 11%, with a
temporary spike of 24% in April (Figure 3). Interestingly, rejection rates dramatically
drop in October and increase again between November and December of 2012. This
might be because prospective voters only had nine days in October to register to vote
to participate in the November election, but the available data capture voter registra-
tions processed during the whole month of October. Despite the overall low voter
registration rejection rates across Florida, the variation across the counties was signifi-
cant across time. In Duval County, for example, 56% of voter registration applications
were rejected in March 2012, with Baker County coming second in rejected voter
registration forms in May (54.5%). Putnam County had the highest rejection rates
across all 67 counties in September 2012, at approximately 30%.

Figure 3 presents an interesting pattern with respect to population density and over-
all voter registration rejections. At first glance, it is not clear whether densely popu-
lated counties might have higher rates of rejected voter registrations. Gulf and Franklin
counties are outliers compared with the rest of the Florida counties, rejecting 17.3%
and about 17% of all voter registration applications submitted in their jurisdictions
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Figure 3. Rejected voter registrations rates in Florida in 2012.

between January and December 2012. Madison County, however, which is almost
identical to Gulf in population density (28 persons per square mile), rejected approxi-
mately 6% of all voter registrations submitted in 2012. Among the densely populated
counties, such as Duval, Miami-Dade, Orange, and Broward Counties, the average
rejection rates also varied, with Duval County rejecting on average 15% of all voter
registration applications submitted in 2012, compared with an average of 6.1% of
rejections in Orange County.
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The lowest overall voter registration rejection rates appeared in October of 2012
(3%, yet counties varied dramatically in how many voter registrations they rejected
that month. Franklin County had low voter registration rejection rates between January
and December of 2012 apart from the month of October, which suggests a possible
increase in administrative burden in rural jurisdictions resulting from the influx of
voter registrations very close to the voter registration deadline. In effect, between
September and October, there was a 62% increase in voter registrations in Franklin
County. On the contrary, Holmes County reported rejecting about 12% of all submit-
ted voter registration applications in October and had a 44% increase in voter registra-
tions submitted between September and October. These patterns indicate administrative
issues in processing voter registration applications when the volume of voter registra-
tion applications dramatically increases in a short period of time.

The most persistent pattern when comparing voter registration submission rates
across Florida’s 67 counties is that the voter registration load shifts over time, and
notably increases as the voter registration deadline for the 2012 General Election
approaches. To assess the effects of timing and method of voter registration on the
county’s overall voter registration rejections, I employ a time-series feasible general-
ized least squares regression model (FGLS) with robust standard errors, clustered by
county, to account for within-cluster correlation or heteroskedasticity (Model 1).
FGLS models correct for the presence of autocorrelation within panels and for cross-
sectional heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation across panels by essentially weighting
the squared residuals.!” Because there are reasons to expect that the administrative
load for processing voter registrations increases closer to the October deadline, I esti-
mate a second FGLS model with time-fixed effects, clustered by county, using the
month of September as the baseline month (Model 2). Although Florida’s voter regis-
tration deadline, as mentioned before, was on October 9, 2012, most of the voter reg-
istration activity is captured in September. Any seasonal effects, therefore, will be
visible when compared with September. Finally, to account for any unobserved hetero-
geneity between counties, I estimate a third FGLS model with time- and county-fixed
effects, using Pinellas County as the baseline county (Model 3).

To gauge any potential administrative discretion, I control for the partisanship of
the County SOE:s. In the literature on casting and accepting provisional ballots, which
are essentially the failsafe option for voters whose voter registration status is not veri-
fied, it is argued that local election administrators often use their discretion when
deeming if a potential voter is eligible to cast a regular ballot (Kimball, Kropf, and
Battles 2006).'8 Finally, I control for county population density, by including the num-
ber of persons per square mile.!?

Findings

The findings confirm that there is a relationship between the method of voter registra-
tion and county voter registration rejection rates of all voter registration applications
submitted between January and December 2012. According to the time-series baseline
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Figure 4. Impact of voter registration methods on voter registration rejections in Florida
in 2012.

Note. Statistically significant coefficients from FGLS regression with robust SEs. FGLS = feasible
generalized least squares.

model (Figure 4), neither motor voter registration applications nor in-person applica-
tions had any impact on the county’s overall voter registration rejection rates, which is
counter to my original hypothesis.?? This is an interesting null finding, especially since
applications submitted at local DMVs in Florida are electronically transmitted to the
county SOEs offices.2! My hypothesis regarding voter registrations submitted by mail
is confirmed. For a 10% increase in mail applications, the county’s overall rejection
rates decrease by about 1.9%, ceteris paribus. Although the impact appears to be small
in magnitude, it is a significant finding, and indicates that mail voter registration appli-
cations may leave little room for error compared with other methods of registration.
Counter to my original hypotheses about the relationship between applications sub-
mitted via voter registration drives and voter registration rejections, I find that for a
10% increase in applications submitted through 3PVROs in Florida between January
and December 2012, the county overall voter registration rejection rates decreased by
about 1%, all else equal. Although small in magnitude, this finding might counter
claims that applications submitted via registration drives are more prone to errors than
other methods of voter registration.??

Voter registration applications submitted through public agencies, such as public
libraries and Armed Recruitment Offices, were also found to decrease the county over-
all rates of rejected applications. A 10% increase in voter registration applications
submitted in public agencies decreased voter registration rejections by about 4.6%,
ceteris paribus. This is counter to my original hypothesis that registering to vote in
state agencies, such as public assistance offices, as well as public agencies involves the
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Figure 5. Seasonal and administrative impact on rates of voter registration rejections in
Florida in 2012.

Note. Statistically significant coefficients from FGLS regressions with robust SEs. FGLS = feasible
generalized least squares.

same risk of errors in the process of voter registration. The fact that applications sub-
mitted through state agencies has no impact on voter registration rejections suggests
that there are more contextual differences between these types of agencies; despite that
fewer voters register to vote in public and state agencies compared with local DMVs
or by mail, it is possible that there are systematic differences in which type of voters
choose, or are offered the option to register to vote in a public assistance agency rather
than a public library.

I do not find evidence that the partisanship of the County Supervisor affects the
county’s voter registration rejection rates in 2012 in the baseline model. This is coun-
ter to extant research that finds evidence of partisanship in administering elections
(Kimball, Kropf, and Battles 2006). Finally, population density is not found to increase
the county’s overall rejection rates between January and December 2012, which seems
to be consistent with the absence of a notable pattern between population density and
average rejection rates (Figure 3).

The time-fixed effects model (Figure 5) depicts a slightly different picture with
respect to the impact of seasonal and administrative factors on overall voter registra-
tion rejections. Although the null findings for motor voter and in-person applications,
as well as applications in state agencies remain, mail applications and applications via
registration drives are no longer statistically significant, once controlling for time dur-
ing the 2012 election cycle. Interestingly, the statistical significance and magnitude of
public agencies carries over in this model. For a 10% increase in applications submit-
ted in public libraries and armed forces recruiting agencies, the county overall voter
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registration rejection rates decrease by 3%, ceteris paribus. Once controlling for time,
population density is found to increase voter registration rejection rates, but in a neg-
ligible manner. Moving from an average county of 340 people per square mile to one
of 440 people per square mile yields a .07% increase in rejected voter registrations.
This finding appears to support the expectation that larger jurisdictions pose chal-
lenges for local election administrators because they are required to service more con-
stituents than in smaller jurisdictions.

Contrary to my expectations about the closeness of the voter registration deadline
and its impact on the county voter registration rejection rates, I find that voter registra-
tion rejection rates in 2012 increased as close as three months before Florida’s voter
registration closing date. Compared to September, June increased the rates of rejected
applications by 1.7%, all else equal. February and March also increased voter registra-
tion rejections by 1.5% and 1.1%, respectively, ceteris paribus. As Florida held its
presidential primaries in January 31, attributing this increase in rejected applications
to the primary election deadline is not appropriate. It appears that there are different
dynamics driving voter registration rejections at different points during an election
cycle. It is possible that an increase in the rates of rejected voter registrations reflects
an increase in outreach from advocacy groups or governmental agencies. According to
many Florida County SOEs for instance, the month of April is reserved for voter out-
reach in local high schools, with the goal to pre-register eligible high-school students.
Among all the voter registration applications submitted during that month, therefore,
Florida County elections officials confirm that errors often arise from processing
applications completed in local high schools and submitted to the county elections
offices. This is consistent with the positive and statistically significant impact of April
on the overall voter registration rejection rates.

In the absence of individual-level data across all 67 Florida counties, it is not pos-
sible to systematically assess whether youth pre-registrations are driving these pat-
terns at the county level. What is more, the state of Florida prohibits the disclosure of
method of voter registration for individual voters, which poses further challenges in
determining the exact impact of voter registration method at a specific point in time on
verifying voter registration applications.?? Insofar as seasonal effects are present, how-
ever, a Wald test for the equality of the month coefficients confirms that they are dif-
ferent, and thus offers more evidence in support of the non-uniform impact of time on
the successful processing of voter registration applications.

Individual-level data could potentially shed light into these seasonal patterns
found in Model 2, such as that voter registration rates are higher at least three months
prior to the October voter registration deadline. Prospective voters who submit voter
registration applications months in advance may be more likely to make errors when
registering to vote. At the same time, however, County SOEs have more time to
reach voters whose applications contain errors and offer them the opportunity to cor-
rect them. As the time-fixed effects model suggests, the time of voter registration has
a positive impact on a county’s overall rates of rejected voter registrations, but not
in the hypothesized direction. Compared to September, for instance, October is no
more or less associated with voter registration rejections, which appears to counter
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the expectation that that the flow of voter registrations so close to the voter registra-
tion deadline may have increased the burden of county election administrators.
Given that at this point in the election cycle voters are mobilized and interested in
elections, it is possible that they will be less likely to make errors when registering
to vote close to the voter registration deadline.

A look at Pinellas County confirms that voters who registered to vote between
October 1 and 9, 2012, had better chances of successfully registering to vote compared
with other months. For instance, from the 7,956 voter registration applications submit-
ted in the whole month of October, Pinellas County reported that 7,522, or about 95%,
were submitted October 1 and 9.2 From all voter registration applicants who submitted
voter registrations within that period, only 533, or 7%, had their voter registrations
rejected due to missing information or because the applicant was not eligible to vote
(non-citizen or known felon), while the remaining 93% had their voter registration
applications processed as valid. That said, 60% (320) of these applicants whose voter
registrations were rejected had missing or invalid information on their voter registration
form, from the last four digits of their Social Security Number, residential address, or
birthdate.? In addition, 58% of applicants had their voter registrations rejected due to
similar problems in September and July, compared with 60% in August. These appli-
cants were not able to verify or update the missing information, and as a result would
not have been able to submit a regular ballot in 2012 in Pinellas County. Although the
data do not allow for inferences based on method of voter registration, they strongly
suggest that eligible voters do make mistakes when registering to vote closer to the
voter registration deadline and face significant challenges in casting a vote, even though
they constituted a small minority of all new registered voters, at least in Pinellas County.

The example of Pinellas County demonstrates how seasonal and administrative fac-
tors condition the successful processing of voter registration applications particularly
during the last weeks of the General Election, although it may not be representative of
all 67 counties in Florida. However, it suggests the existence of differences at the
county level which are not captured by the time-series and time-fixed effects models.
In Model 3, I plot the statistically significant coefficients from the time- and county-
fixed effects model. Holding everything else constant, the findings confirm my
hypothesis that voter registrations submitted by mail decrease voter registration rejec-
tions. More specifically, a 10% increase in mail applications decreases the county’s
overall rejections by 1.8%. The fact that this finding is statistically significant once
controlling for time and local effects strongly suggests that as a method of registration,
registering to vote by mail may be less error-prone than others. The most consistent
finding that carries over all models is that applications submitted in public agencies
decrease the rates of rejected applications, by about 2.4% for every 10% increase in
such applications. In-person applications, as well as motor voter applications and
applications submitted via registration drives were not statistically significant once
controlling for seasonal and local variation.

Interestingly, I find that in counties with Republican SOEs, the rates of rejected
voter registrations increase by approximately 3%, all else equal, although the relation-
ship is not very strong (p = .057). The lack of consistency in administrative impact
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suggests that there are more contextual factors influencing the administration of elec-
tions, which are not captured solely by the LEO’s partisanship and are consistent with
the suggestion that voter registration applications may be received “spoiled” by LEOs
and therefore they have no option but to reject them as invalid or incomplete. Finally,
in consistence with the baseline model, population density is not statistically signifi-
cant, which further points to potential administrative challenges with processing voter
registrations that may not be related to the density of the prospective electorate.

Regarding seasonal effects, I find evidence that the voter registration rejections
decrease in October compared with September (1.4%), ceteris paribus. This finding
supports my hypothesis about verifying voter registrations within a smaller window of
time and is consistent with the data presented from Pinellas County. However, the
same does not hold for August and July. In contrast, February and July increased the
rates of rejected voter registrations by 1.2%, ceteris paribus. A Wald test confirms that
the difference among the time coefficients are statistically significant, which further
points to the existence of time-contextual factors that condition the processing of voter
registration applications, when everything else is held constant.

The county-fixed effects model shows that some counties are associated with
higher voter registration rejections than others, holding all else equal. Compared with
Pinellas County, the rates of rejected applications increased in Alachua, Hernando,
Jackson, Levy, Marion, and Palm Beach Counties by no more than 1.7%, except for
Leon County, where voter registration rejections increased by 2.7%. Conversely,
Charlotte, Dixie, Indian River, Lee, Madison, Manatee, Sarasota, Sumter, and Walton
Counties were associated with lower voter registration rates, when holding all other
factors constant. In effect, in Sumter and Madison Counties voter registration rejec-
tions decreased by 5%, ceteris paribus. This variation in local effects confirms that
regardless of the timing of voter registration submissions and method of voter registra-
tion, there exist additional local administrative factors that may impact the processing
of voter registration applications.?

Discussion

The findings strongly suggest the existence of seasonal and administrative effects and
the disproportionate impact on the capacity of Florida LEOs to successfully process
voter registration applications at different times during an election cycle. Given that
the influx of voter registration applications peaks during the last weeks prior to the
voter registration deadline, and so do the rates of rejected voter registrations, it appears
that voter registration rejections stem from administrative challenges in processing
applications in short time intervals. However, due to the fact the rates of rejected voter
registrations also increase as early as eight months prior to the voter registration clos-
ing book date may have to do with the voters’ capacity to avoid errors when complet-
ing voter registration forms. This is an important point, which necessitates further
research on the design of voter registration forms to comprehend the most common
errors made by prospective voters. As the evidence from Pinellas County suggest,
even though most voters submitted complete and valid voter registration applications
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between October 1 and 9, 2012, many of those who did not were eligible citizens who
essentially did not have the time to correct any missing information, and therefore
would not have been able to cast a valid vote in the 2012 Presidential Election. To
adequately explore these individual-level dynamics across several jurisdictions, future
research should aim to investigate any systematic differences between voters who
attempt to register to vote early in the election cycle, or very close to the voter registra-
tion deadline.

Concerns about the questionable validity of voter registration applications are used
to justify state reforms that regulate the administration of voter registration. An exam-
ple of this behavior is Florida’s 2011 HB 1355, which imposed onerous restrictions to
3PVROs, and severely undermined their ground operations during the 2012 Presidential
election (Herron and Smith 2013). Scholars caution against the arguably politically
charged restrictions on registration drives, especially in the absence of systematic
voter fraud (Joyce 2009). Despite the fact that advocacy groups often make headlines
for encouraging eligible voters, but also dead animals, to register to vote, there is little
systematic evidence thus far to suggest that registration drives produce more invalid
voter registrations than DMV applications (Caputo 2016).

The process of submitting and verifying a voter registration application has impor-
tant implications insofar as evaluating the impact of the voter registration infrastruc-
ture on the administration of voter registration among all voter registration sources.
The variation in how and when Americans register to vote, in combination with a
localized network of election administration requires a more detailed examination of
the dynamics between the administration of voter registration and the processing of
voter registration applications. This is especially significant once taking the context of
time into consideration. Prospective voters attempt to register to vote every day,
through different methods, depending on where they are located, while their applica-
tion form is processed by the LEO, and confirmed by the state election official for
validity. Throughout this process, some individuals are denied access to the electoral
process, for reasons unknown.

During the last decade, many states have taken a step further from the NVRA and
adopted reforms that modernized the process of voter registration by increasing access
and minimizing administrative errors. Despite evidence in support of existing prob-
lems with state compliance of key NVRA provisions (Electionline.org. 2006; LeRoux
2011; Tokaji 2008), states have overall managed to provide voter registration applica-
tions more liberally. However, it is unknown whether increased access is translated
into successful voter registration. As the Florida example shows, the rates of voter
registration rejections increased as the voter registration deadline for the General
Election approached, despite the overall increase in the valid voter registrations during
that period.

OVR promises 100% voter registration success, and minimal administrative costs.
Although it is a very popular reform and adopted by more than 35 states and the District
of Columbia, it does not replace the available methods of voter registration. If register-
ing to vote online increases the likelihood that one’s voter registration application will
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be successfully processed in comparison to registering to vote in person or through state
and public agencies, then it follows that eligible voters do not have equal access to voter
registration because of the fact that one method increases the risk of producing invalid
applications.

At the same time, the key to successful voter registration lies in ensuring that voters
fill out the form correctly and include their contact information. As the 2012 Florida
data demonstrate, there is significant variation in voter registration rejection rates at
the county level, depending on the nonuniform activity of the available voter registra-
tion agencies and groups. In that respect, successful voter registration is not necessar-
ily dependent on the liberalization of voter registration, but on the manner with which
voters complete these forms, as well as how voter registration applications are pro-
cessed. LEOs could encourage prospective voters to register to vote by mail, espe-
cially since there is evidence suggesting that mail applications are associated with
lower overall registration rejection rates.

This study should also serve as a first step in clarifying that “high” voter registra-
tion rejection rates is a relative term, which requires a closer look at the relationship
between voter registration sources, local election administration, and the validity of
voter registration applications. If, for example, research finds that voter registration
applications submitted by 3PVROs are rejected at higher rates than other methods,
then it is possible that regulating (but not necessarily restricting) registration drives
can lead to fewer voter registration errors. If, on the contrary, findings show that other
methods, such as the DMV in August 2012 in Florida, submit voter registration appli-
cations that are rejected in high numbers, then state legislators need to address how
voter registration is administered at motor vehicle offices prior to implementing OVR.
Researchers should consider addressing these questions in different states with similar
institutional frameworks, given the legal restrictions that Florida poses in regard to
collecting data on the applicant’s method of voter registration.

It is also important to interrogate closely the reasons why voter registration applica-
tions are rejected, and whether localities and states implement uniform rules when
determining voters’ eligibility. There is still little that we know when it comes to pro-
viding a failsafe to eligible Americans who submit voter registration applications,
which at minimum indicates a willingness to cast a ballot on Election Day. Researchers
highlight the issues that voters experience on Election Day when they attempt to cast
a ballot, many of which result from voter registration problems. At the same time, it is
important for researchers to assess how many of the new voter registration applicants
are rejected as ineligible and how states and localities define “ineligibility.” Non-
American citizenship, for instance, immediately disqualifies an applicant from regis-
tering to vote. Aside from citizenship, it is not clear which eligibility criteria LEOs in
other states utilize to process a voter registration. Taking a step back therefore, and
understanding what is taking place before Election Day that may be deterring voters
from successfully entering the voter rolls will inform researchers, practitioners, as well
as election officials of the problem areas that consistently impact the accessibility of
the electoral process.
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Appendix
Rates of rejected voter registration applications in Florida, January to December 2012.
Model 3
2012 Election cycle Model | Model 2 Time- and
(January-December) Time-series  Time-fixed effects  county-fixed effects
Applications submitted (%)
Motor voter —-0.063 —-0.055 —-0.047
(0.058) (0.061) (0.039)
Mail —0.187** -0.147 —0.182%F*
(0.090) (0.097) (0.043)
Registration drives -0.099%* -0.065 -0.024
(0.042) (0.044) (0.066)
State agencies -0.121 —-0.149 -0.147
(0.136) (0.151) (0.146)
Public agencies —0.465%F* -0.308** -0.239%*
(0.108) (0.125) (0.107)
In-person -0.076 —-0.043 0.044
(0.062) (0.066) (0.044)
Administrative factors
Republican County Supervisor 0.504 0.488 2.881%*
of elections (0.308) (0.305) (1.509)
County density
Persons per mile? 0.001 0.001%** 0.000
(0.0003) (0.000) (0.001)
Seasonal factors
January — 0.095 -0.231
(0.479) (0.495)
February — |.48 | 1.254%*
(0.446) (0.556)
March — I.109%#* 0.722
(0.418) (0.530)
April — 1.082+* 0.538
(0.432) (0.527)
May — 1. 179+ 0.721
(0.471) (0.549)
June — |.740%%* 1.708%¥*
(-497) (-453)
August — 0.458 0.179
(0.503) (0.418)
July — 0.437 0.157
(0.586) 0.471)
October — -0.455 —1.426%+*
(0.603) (0.514)
November — -0.045 -0.561
(0.470) (0.497)
(continued)
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Appendix (continued)

Model 3
2012 Election cycle Model | Model 2 Time- and
(January-December) Time-series  Time-fixed effects county-fixed effects
December — 0.083 -0.238
(0.396) (0.632)
Local variation
Alachua — — 1.312*
(0.688)
Baker — — -1.994
(1.568)
Bay — — -2.183
(1.523)
Bradford — — 1.463
(0.905)
Brevard — — -1.057
(1.45)
Broward — — 0.832
(1.015)
Calhoun — — 1.741*
(1.044)
Charlotte — — -2.897*
(1.664)
Citrus — — -1.132
(1.528)
Clay — — 1.160
(1.414)
Collier — — -2.154
(1.559)
Columbia — — -1.661
(1.917)
Miami-Dade — — 4.449
(2.735)
Desoto — — -0.008
(0.857)
Dixie — — —5.790%%*
(1.788)
Duval — — -0.170
(1.269)
Escambia — — -0.398
(1.457)
Flagler — — 0.249
(0.725)
Franklin — — 0.608
(1.704)
(continued)
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Appendix (continued)

Model 3
2012 Election cycle Model | Model 2 Time- and
(January-December) Time-series  Time-fixed effects county-fixed effects
Gadsden — — 1.058
(1.060)
Gilchrist — — -2.225
(1.659)
Glades — — 0.643
(0.854)
Gulf — — -0.467
(2.013)
Hamilton — — 0.673
(1.310)
Hardee — — -1.532
(0.993)
Hendry — — —0.485
(0.867)
Hernando — — 1.716%*
(0.788)
Highlands — — -194
(0.733)
Hillsborough — — 1.899
(1.566)
Holmes — — 0.560
(0.969)
Indian River — — -2.588*
(1.525)
Jackson — — 2.165%+*
(0.823)
Jefferson — — 0.142
(1.027)
Lafayette — — -2.573
(1.974)
Lake — — 1117
(0.857)
Lee — — —3.947%**
(1.358)
Leon — — 2.760%+*
(0.880)
Levy — — 1.439*
(0.799)
Liberty — — 0.380
(1.314)
Madison — — —4.92%¥*
(1.727)
(continued)
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Appendix (continued)

Model 3
2012 Election cycle Model | Model 2 Time- and
(January-December) Time-series  Time-fixed effects county-fixed effects
Manatee — — —3.506%**
(1.461)
Monroe — — =3.196**
(1.569)
Marion — — |.699%*
(0.819)
Martin — — -1.143
(1.656)
Nassau — — -0.189
(1.627)
Okaloosa — — -1.008
(1.485)
Okeechobee — — =751
(1.22)
Orange — — .832
(1.352)
Osceola — — —-144
0.791)
Palm Beach — — 1.528%*
(.903)
Pasco — — 0.043
(1.453)
Polk — — 0.144
(0.938)
Putnam — — -1.358
(1.712)
Santa Rosa — — 0.240
(1.523)
Sarasota — — —3.424%*
(1.412)
Seminole — — -0.222
(1.202)
St. Johns — — 1.451
(1.543)
St. Lucie — — 1.002
(0.837)
Sumter — — —5.004+*
(1.553)
Suwannee — — 1.132
(0.870)
Taylor — — -0.254
(1.054)
(continued)
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Appendix (continued)

Model 3
2012 Election cycle Model | Model 2 Time- and
(January-December) Time-series  Time-fixed effects county-fixed effects
Union — — -0.816
(1.394)
Volusia — — =1.132
(1.493)
Wakulla — — -0.598
(0.830)
Walton — — —2.704*
(1.617)
Woashington — — —-l1.161
(r.orr
Weight 17.9927%%* 14.383+* [ 1.558%+*
6.211) (6.558) (4.255)
R2 761 774 8411

N 801

Note. Feasible generalized least squared regressions, with robust SEs in parentheses. Regression
diagnostics for multicollinearity were run for all models. The VIF indicator was within the acceptable
tolerance value range. See Kennedy (2008) for more information on the relationship between weighted
predictors and multicollinearity. VAF = variance inflation factors.

*p = .10. %p = .05. ¥p = 0l.
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Notes

1. The National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) of 1993 requires that voters register to
vote at least 30 days prior to a General Election: see https://www.justice.gov/crt/title
-42-public-health-and-welfare-chapter-20-elective-franchise-subchapter-i-h-national
-voter#anchor 1973gg.

2. “Registering Millions: Celebrating the Success of the Voter Registration Act at 20,” Demos
Report. Available at http://www.demos.org/registering-millions-success-and-potential
-national-voter-registration-act-20.

3. The NVRA of 1993.

4. Florida election statute, Title IX, chap. 97, part II (ss. 97.032-97.105). Available at http://www
leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm? App_mode=Display Statute&URL=0000-0099/0097/0097
html.
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10.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Kansas and Arizona require that prospective voters show proof of citizenship to register to
vote in federal elections, despite such proof not being required by the NVRA. If these laws
withstand judicial scrutiny, eligible-to-vote Americans in these states who submit incom-
plete voter registration applications will have their applications rejected as invalid unless
the individual voter shows proof of citizenship.

This is a rather frequent problem, as local election officials (LEOs) in Pinellas County
confirm. Missing information from a voter registration application that is submitted very
close, or on the day of, the voter registration deadline poses a logistical challenge, because
there is no time for the local official to contact the prospective voter and notify her of her
incomplete status. Voters who show up at the polls and whose applications are incomplete
will not be able to cast a regular ballot, but a provisional one, which will be rejected.
Telephone interview with Pinellas County Deputy Supervisor of Elections, conducted on
February 6, 2018.

Indicatively, the Alachua County Supervisors of Elections instructs prospective voters to
mail a complete voter registration or submit it in person: https://www.votealachua.com
/Voter-Information/Register-to- Vote.

For testimonies on the impact of HB 1355 on registration drives, see Herron and Smith,
2012.

Young citizens (16- and 17-year-olds) also have the option to preregister to vote, although
the Florida Division of Elections does not report data on preregistered voters in a separate
category.

The dependent variable is estimated by subtracting the total number of valid voter registra-
tions from the total number of voter registration applications submitted per county every
month. The number of removed voter registrations is not included in the estimation of the
dependent variable because it involves a separate voter list maintenance process of existing
registered voters.

Public agencies include public libraries and Armed Forces Recruitment Offices, while state
agencies include disability offices and public assistance offices.

In 2016, Florida’s voter registration deadline was extended for a week, from October 11 to
October 18, in response to concerns that voters were not able to register to vote during the
final days of the voter registration closing book date due to Hurricane Matthew. This con-
stitutes an exogenous intervention to Florida’s institutional framework insofar as requiring
prospective voters to register to vote 29 days prior to the General Election and might have
dramatically impacted voter registration activity and the processing of voter registration
applications. For that reason, 2016 is not included in this analysis.

In Florida, registration drives are required to register with the state as Third-Party Voter
Registration Groups (3PVROs): see http://dos.myflorida.com/elections/for-voters/voter
-registration/third-party-voter-registration-organizations/.

The deadline to register to vote for Florida’s Presidential Preference Primary in 2012
(January 31, 2012) was on January 3. It is possible that there was some voter registration
activity prior to the closing book deadline. However, prior to 2012, the Florida Division of
Elections reports voter registration statistics in a different manner, by combining applica-
tions submitted through registration drives and in-person applications as “other,” thus not
allowing for a consistent comparison across the various voter registration sources.
Perhaps this pattern is explained because Pinellas and Pasco Counties are adjacent, which
involves a discussion about how registration drives organize geographically and is beyond
the scope of this analysis.

On a more technical definition of “fraud,” see Joyce (2009, 318).
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17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

The use of feasible generalized least squares (FGLS) instead of ordinary least squares
(OLS) produces estimators that are “more efficient and have associated test statistics with
the usual t and F distributions, at least in large samples” (Woolridge 2009, 284).

Scholars also argue that the method of selection of LEOs (elected or appointed) may impact
their administrative behavior with elected officials being more sensitive to constituents’
needs for access to the electoral process (Burden et al. 2012). In the context of Florida, this
is not relevant to investigate, as all but one County Supervisor of Elections (Miami-Dade)
are elected in partisan elections.

Although it appears that there is a positive relationship between the volume of voter reg-
istration applications and voter registration rejections, it is not included in the analysis,
due to the fact that the county’s total number of voter registration applications and county
population density are highly correlated (» = .68).

The six categories reported in the model are drawn from monthly reports by the Florida
Division of Elections in a pdf format, available at http://dos.myflorida.com/elections/data-
statistics/voter-registration-statistics/voter-registration-monthly-reports/. As with every
reported data, some of the totals exceed or are below 100%. This suggests the presence
of clerical errors with under/over reporting the voter registration submission totals, which
does not appear to take place in a systematic manner. To address this issue, I created a
residual category, which is the one used as the reference category and includes the number
of voter registrations that are under and overreported, regardless of the source.

Florida election statute, Title IX, chap. 97, part II (ss. 97.032-97.105). Available at http://www
Jleg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm? App_mode=Display Statute&URL=0000-0099/0097/0097
.html.

The full models are presented in the appendix.

FloridaStatute 97.0585, Available at http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm? App
_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=&URL=0000-0099/0097/Sections/0097.0585
html.

Voter registration estimates were provided by the Pinellas County Deputy Supervisors of
Elections on February 6, 2018.

County and individual-level estimates provided by Pinellas County Deputy Supervisors of
Elections on February 6, 2018.

A Wald test for equality of the county dummy coefficients was statistically significant at
the p = .000 level.

ORCID iD

Thessalia Merivaki {[*/ https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3468-6293

References
Alvarez, R. Michael, Lonna R. Atkeson, and Thad E. Hall. 2012. Evaluating Elections: A

Handbook of Methods and Standards. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Ansolabehere, Stephen, and Eitan Hersh. 2014. “Voter Registration: The Process and Quality of

Lists.” In The Measure of American Elections, eds. Barry C. Burden, and Charles Stewart,
III. New York: Cambridge University Press, 61-90.

Bowser, Jennie, Susan Frederick, and Wendy Underhill. 2012. “Voter List Maintenance: Why,

How and When.” The Canvass: States and Election Reform 32:1-6.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334 Published online by Cambridge University Press


http://dos.myflorida.com/elections/data-statistics/voter-registration-statistics/voter-registration-monthly-reports/
http://dos.myflorida.com/elections/data-statistics/voter-registration-statistics/voter-registration-monthly-reports/
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&URL=0000-0099/0097/0097.html
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&URL=0000-0099/0097/0097.html
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&URL=0000-0099/0097/0097.html
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=&URL=0000-0099/0097/Sections/0097.0585.html
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=&URL=0000-0099/0097/Sections/0097.0585.html
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=&URL=0000-0099/0097/Sections/0097.0585.html
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3468-6293
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334

Merivaki 8l

Burden, Barry C., David T. Canon, Kenneth R. Mayer, and Donald P. Moynihan. 2012. “The
Effect of Administrative Burden on Bureaucratic Perception of Policies: Evidence from
election administration.” Public Administration Review 72 (5): 741-51.

Burden, Barry C., David T. Canon, Kenneth R. Mayer, and Donald P. Moynihan. 2014.
“Election Laws, Mobilization, and Turnout: The Unanticipated Consequences of Election
Reform.” American Journal of Political Science 58 (1): 95-109.

Caputo, Mark. 2016. “Dead Cat at Heart of Florida Election Controversy.” Politico, January
4. http://www.capitalnewyork.com/article/florida/2016/04/8595443/dead-cat-heart-florida
-election-controversy.

Election Assistance Commission. 2013. “The Impact of the National Voter Registration Act of
1993 on the Administration of Elections for Federal Office 2009-2010.” Washington, DC.

Electionline.org. 2006. “Election Reform: What’s Changed, What Hasn’t and Why; 2000-
2006.”

Hale, Kathleen, and Christa Daryl Slaton. 2008. “Building Capacity in Election Administration:
Local Responses to Complexity and Interdependence.” Public Administration Review 68
(5): 839-49.

Hanmer, Michael J. 2009. Discount Voting: Voter Registration Reforms and Their Effects. New
York: Cambridge University Press.

Hasen, Rick. 2005. “Beyond the Margin of Litigation: Reforming U.S. Election Administration
to Avoid Electoral Meltdown.” Washington & Lee Law Review 62:937-99.

Herron, Michael C., and Daniel A. Smith. 2013. “The Effects of House Bill 1355 on Voter
Registration in Florida.” State Politics & Policy Quarterly 13 (3): 279-305.

Hess, Douglas R., Michael J. Hanmer, and David W. Nickerson. 2016. “Encouraging Local
Compliance with Federal Civil Rights Laws: Field Experiments with the National Voter
Registration Act.” Public Administration Review 76 (1): 165-74.

Hess, Douglas R., and Scott Novakowski. 2008. “Neglecting the National Voter Registration
Act, 1995-2007.” A Joint Publication of Project Vote and Demos, Washington, DC.

Joyce, Ryan. 2009. “ACORN and the 2008 Presidential Election Campaign: Perspectives on
Alleged Third-Party Voter-Registration Fraud.” University of Pittsburgh Law Review
17:313-333.

Kasdan, Diana. 2012. State Restrictions on Voter Registration Drives. Brennan Center for
Justice.New York University School of Law.

Kennedy, Peter. 2008. 4 Guide to Econometrics. 6th ed. Wiley Blackwell: Malden,
Massachusetts.

Kimball, David C., and Brady Baybeck. 2013. “Are All Jurisdictions Equal? Size Disparity in
Election Administration.” Election Law Journal 12 (2): 130-45.

Kimball, David C., Martha Kropf, and Lindsay Battles. 2006. “Helping America Vote? Election
Administration, Partisanship, and Provisional Voting in the 2004 Election.” Election Law
Journal 5 (4): 447-61.

Kropf, Martha, Timothy Vercellotti, and David C. Kimball. 2013. “Representative Bureaucracy
and Partisanship: The Implementation of Election Law.” Public Administration Review
73(2): 242-52.

LeRoux, Kelly. 2011. “Examining Implementation of the National Voter Registration Act by
Nonprofit Organizations: An Institutional Explanation.” Policy Studies Journal 39 (4):
565-89.

Lipsky, Michael. 1980. Street Level Bureaucrats. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334 Published online by Cambridge University Press


http://www.capitalnewyork.com/article/florida/2016/04/8595443/dead-cat-heart-florida-election-controversy
http://www.capitalnewyork.com/article/florida/2016/04/8595443/dead-cat-heart-florida-election-controversy
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334

82 State Politics & Policy Quarterly 19(1)

Merivaki, Thessalia, and Daniel A. Smith. 2016. “Casting and Verifying Provisional Ballots in
Florida.” Social Science Quarterly 97 (3): 729—-47.

Mortellaro, Stephen, and Michelle Kanter Cohen. 2014. “Restricting Voter Registration Drives.”
Policy Paper for Project Vote. Washington, DC.

Naifeh, Stuart. 2015. “Driving the Vote: Are States Complying with the Motor Voter
Requirements of the National Voter Registration Act?” Demos Report 1-46.

Nicholson-Crotty, Sean, and Kenneth J. Meier. 2002. “Size Doesn’t Matter: In Defense of
Single-State Studies.” State Politics & Policy Quarterly 2 (4): 411-22.

Pew Center on the States. 2013. Elections Performance Index Methodology 1-67.

Piven, Frances Fox, Lorraine C. Minnite, and Margaret Groarke. 2009. Keeping down the Black
Vote: Race and Demobilization of American Voters. New York: The New Press.

Shaw, Daron, and Vincent Hutchings. 2013. “Report on Provisional Ballots and American
Elections.” Caltech/MIT Voting Technology Project Working Paper #115. Washington, DC.

Tokaji, Daniel P. 2008. “Voter Registration and Election Reform.” William & Mary Bill of
Rights Journal 17:453-506.

Wooldridge, Jeffrey M. 2009. Introduction to Econometrics: A Modern Approach. 4th ed.
South-Western Cengage Learning: Mason, Ohio.

Author Biography

Thessalia Merivaki is an assistant professor in American Politics at the Department of Political
Science and Public Administration, at Mississippi State University. Her research involves the
systematic study of voter registration reforms, the maintainance of voter lists, and election
administration across the states.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1177/1532440018800334

