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Executive Summary

This study is based on the responses to an Internet survey of 200 registered voters in each of the 50
states, for a total of 10,000 observations overall. Individuals were asked about their experience
voting—either in-person on Election Day, in-person early, or absentee voting. Non-voters were

also surveyed. Below is a summary of key findings from the report.

Mode of Voting
States vary in how they allow voters to vote. Nationwide in 2008:
e 63% of voters voted in person on Election Day,
e 18% voted in-person early (or in-person absentee), and
e 19% voted by mail.
In 11 states, a majority of votes were cast before Election Day, via early or absentee voting. In 13
states, more than 90% of the votes were cast on Election Day. Women, the elderly, individuals

with disabilities, and the better educated were more likely to use early or absentee voting.

Overall Assessment of Election Day Voting
For the average voter in 2008, the Election Day experience went smoothly:
e 98% of respondents said it was “very easy” or “fairly easy” to find their polling place.
e 98% said their polling place was run “very well” or “Ok, with only minor problems.”
e 96% said that poll worker performance was either “excellent” (70%) or very good (26%).
e Less than 2% witnessed problems at their polling place that could have interfered with
people being able to vote.

e Fewer than 2% of voters experienced registration problems.
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e Fewer than 2% of voters reported problems with the voting equipment.

Waiting in Line
Lines were shorter at polling places than they were at early voting sites. Lines were minimal,
though 1-in-20 encountered long waiting times.
e 70% of people reported waiting less than 10 minutes.
e 9% waited 30 to 60 minutes and 5% waited more than an hour. (Some who waited more
than an hour stated that they came to the polls very early to be first in line.)
e 60% of those who voted early reported waiting 10 minutes or less, compared with 73% who
voted at polling places on Election Day.
e 8% of those who voted at early polling stations reported that they waited in line at least an

hour, compared with 4% of those who voted at precincts on Election Day.

Voter Identification
Voter identification laws were unevenly implemented within states.

e In states that require all voters to show photo identification, roughly one-quarter of voters
said they showed photo identification not because it was required but because it was
convenient.

¢ In the states that only ask first-time voters to show any form of identification (including a
letter addressed to them), one-quarter of all voters stated they would not have been allowed
to vote had they not produced a photo ID.

e African Americans and Hispanics were asked to show “picture ID”” more often than Whites

— 70% for African Americans, 65% for Hispanics, and 51% for Whites.
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Problems with Voting Equipment
Running into problems was unrelated to the type of voting equipment used by the voter.
e 2.1% who used electronic voting machines or optical scanners reported problems using the
voting equipment.
e 5% of voters reported getting assistance filling out their ballot or using equipment and in
almost all instances (86%) help was provided by the poll worker.
e Some voters who had difficulty did not often ask for assistance. Of those who had

difficulty with voting equipment, only 10% got help.

Absentee Voting
Absentee voting was quite smooth nationally.
e Less than 2% of absentee voters stated that they had a problem getting their ballot.
e Just over 3% of absentee voters needed assistance in casting their ballot.
e Barely 0.6% of absentee voters claimed to have felt pressured to vote a certain way.
e Just over 68% of voters returned their ballots by mail and another 19% personally returned
it to the election office by hand.
e A majority (55%) of absentee voters stated that they returned their ballot at least one week

prior to the election.

Confidence
We asked respondents to the survey “How confident are you that your vote in the General Election
was counted as you intended?”

e 72% of the respondents to this question said they were very confident and
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e 22% said they were somewhat confident.

e 75% of in-person Election Day voters and in-person early voters were “very confident,” and
19% were “somewhat confident.”

e 60% of absentee, by-mail voters were “very confident,” and 31% were “somewhat
confident.”

e 77% of African American voters were very confident and 18% were somewhat confident.

e 72% of Hispanic voters were very confident and 16% were somewhat confident.

e 71% of White voters were very confident and 22% were somewhat confident.

Not Voting
The three most common reasons that respondents chose not to vote related to the personal
circumstances and preferences of the registered voters.
e 43% of nonvoters indicated that they did not vote, in part, because they did not like the
choices offered to them.
e Another 32% said that being “too busy” was either a major factor or a minor factor in not
voting.
e The third-most-common response was “illness,” with 21% of respondents saying that
sickness was a factor.
The report also examines variations across states in their experiences. Section 5 of the report
examines the overall assessment of the voting process, by state. Appendix 2 lists how states

compare for the core performance questions asked in the survey.
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l. Introduction and Summary

The 2008 Survey on the Performance of American Elections was the first nationwide effort to
gauge the quality of the election experience from the perspective of voters. The study consisted of
two parts: (1) a survey administered via the Internet to 10,000 registered voters nationwide — 200
in each state — to ask about topics such as whether they encountered problems with their voter
registration or experienced long lines to vote and (2) a parallel survey administered via telephone to
200 respondents in 10 states — 2,000 total — to help calibrate the newer Internet method against
the more traditional telephone method.

Based on answers to the survey questions, the voting experience in 2008 was a positive one
for the vast majority of American voters.> Overall,

e 89% of voters reported that it was “very easy” to find their polling place,

82% voted in a precinct that was run “very well,”

98% had no problems with their registration,

84% waited less than 30 minutes to vote, and

98% had no problems with the voting equipment.
Among absentee voters,
e 98% had no problems receiving their ballot and
e 84% found it “very easy” to fill out the ballot.
With the general good news found in the survey, there are concerns to report, as well. The
most notable was the length of line in some communities, particularly the longer wait experienced

by African Americans.

! Throughout most of this report, results from the Internet survey are the basis of our findings, since it was administered
nationwide. Section Il compares results across the two modes administering the survey.
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e 20% of African American voters waited more than half an hour to vote, compared to 14%
of Whites and 15% of Hispanics.
e Early voters also waited in line longer (22% longer than 30 minutes) than Election Day

voters (14%).

Results from the survey also point to disparities in the implementation of voter
identification laws across the country. These disparities come in two varieties.

e First, poll workers deviate from state election laws in many places, demanding that voters
show identification in states that do not require it, and in some cases, prohibit it.
e Second, African Americans and Hispanics were asked to show “picture ID” more often than

Whites — 70% for African Americans, 65% for Hispanics, and 51% for Whites.

The report that follows examines these differences and more. We begin by discussing the
methodology of the study, which was designed to allow a comparison between using newer
Internet interviewing methods and more traditional random-digit dialing telephone interviewing.
We then turn our attention to a discussion of the core data, which gauges the experience of voters
in the 2008 regardless of whether they voted on Election Day, in-person before Election Day, or by
mail. Finally, we focus on four special topics: age and the voting experience, race and the voting
experience, residency and residential mobility, and vote fraud and reform proposals. The final
chapter of this report provides an overall assessment of the quality of the election experience in
2008, focusing on quantifying the incident of voting problems, estimating the number of “lost
votes” due to election administration problems and providing summary information that allows us

to compare the experience of voters across the states.
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lI.  Methodology and Comparison of Survey Modes

The 2008 Survey of the Performance of American Elections was conducted using two interviewing
modes: the Internet and telephone. The Internet survey covered the entire nation and will be the
primary data source for the analysis in the remainder of this report. The telephone survey, which
interviewed subjects in ten states, was conducted primarily to understand differences in how voters

respond to questions about the voting experience, based on survey mode.

Survey Methodology

The Internet survey involved 200 interviews of registered voters in each of the 50 states, for a total
of 10,000 observations overall. YouGov/Polimetrix conducted this survey using state-level
matched random samples in each of the states. Although respondents were recruited through a
variety of techniques, the resulting sample matched the nation on important demographic
characteristics, such as education, income, race, and partisanship. There was a somewhat lower
presence of lower-income and minority voters in the original sample, so weights were applied as a
corrective.

The questionnaires we used were developed over the past year, after initial pilot studies in
the November 2007 gubernatorial elections in Mississippi, Kentucky, and Louisiana and in the
February 2008 “Super Tuesday” presidential primary. The core of the questionnaire was a series of
items that asked about the experience of voters on Election Day, in early voting centers, or when
they voted by mail. In addition, we asked non-voters questions about why they didn’t vote, along
with questions intended to understand voter identification issues and the opinions of voters about

various election reform proposals. The full text of the questionnaire appears in Appendix 8.
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Comparison of Survey Results with Known Election Results

With the weights applied, the state-by-state correlation between the actual Obama vote and the
Obama voted estimated by the Internet survey was very high. Nationwide, the Internet survey
under-estimated the two-party vote for Obama by 0.4 of a percentage point (53.7% actual vs.
53.3% in the survey). The state-by-state correlation between actual and estimated Obama vote was
94,

The telephone survey involved 200 interviews with randomly-dialed registered voters in ten
states, chosen to be representative of the nation in terms of partisanship and racial diversity —
Alabama, Arizona, California, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Mississippi, New York, Texas, and
Washington. The correlation between actual and estimated Obama vote in the telephone survey
was lower than the Internet survey (.83 vs. .97 for the ten telephone survey states), which is not
terribly surprising, because we only had ten states interviewed via telephone. The telephone survey
was slightly less pro-Obama than the electorate at large in these ten states but the difference was
less than 2 percentage points (53.1% for Obama in the survey vs. 55.0% actual). These are small

differences and within the range of election surveys in 2008.

Demographic Differences between Internet and Phone Respondents

Two important questions regarding the surveys are (1) whether different types of respondents
participate in Internet and telephone polls at different rates and (2) if their answers to substantive
questions differ. Income differences between the two groups were slight and more respondents
refused to divulge their income on the phone (13.2%) than via the Internet (9.7%). Among those

who gave their income, slightly more had household incomes over $100,000 in the Internet survey

2 For instance, of nine national polls taken within the last three days of the general election period (Maris, ARG, Fox,
NBC/WSJ, CBS, Democracy Corp, Ipsos, CNN, and Pew), the average poll over-estimated the Obama two-party vote
share by 0.4%, ranging from a 1.2% over-estimate (CBS) to a perfect call (Democracy Corp).
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(20%) than on the phone survey (17%). Conversely, slightly more had incomes under $50,000 on
the phone survey (44%) than on the Internet survey (46%).

Differences were slightly greater with respect to education. Slightly more Internet
respondents (12%) had postgraduate experience than phone respondents (10%). Significantly more
phone respondents (14%) reported finishing their education after two years of college than did
Internet respondents (8%).

The biggest difference in the respondents to the two survey modes was age. Internet
respondents were six years younger, on average, than were phone respondents (47 vs. 53).

As we discuss in Section 1V, younger and older voters had slightly different experiences
voting in 2008. Younger voters reported more problems voting and had less confidence that their
votes would be counted as cast. As a consequence, the “true” experience of voters in 2008 was
likely even more positive than the results we report in subsequent sections of this report, using the
Internet survey.

Some basic political differences existed between the two groups of survey respondents.
The Internet sample had slightly fewer Republicans than the phone sample (32% vs. 36%) and
slightly more Democrats (38% vs. 35%) and Independents (26% vs. 19%). This difference also
extended to political ideology. Though the percentage of conservatives was roughly the same
across the two modes (23% Internet vs. 24% phone), the Internet sample had many fewer
respondents who were “not sure” of their ideology (7% vs. 20%) and more respondents who

identified as “liberal” (17% vs. 12%) or “very liberal” (8% vs. 4%).

Voting Experience Differences between Internet and Phone Respondents

Turning to the substantive questions of the survey, the Internet sample respondents were more

likely to identify particular factors as playing a role in their decision not to vote. To understand
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why registered voters did not vote in the 2008 election, we asked non-voters in our sample to
indicate which of 14 items were “a major factor, a minor factor, or not a factor” in deciding not to
vote. The 14 response items range from the personal (“illness or disability”) to the political (“I
didn’t like the candidates or campaign issues”) to election administration (“there were problems
with my registration”).
On all of the 14 items except the “too busy” item, Internet respondents were more likely to
say that a given problem was “a minor factor” or “a major factor.” For instance,
e 25% of the Internet respondents who did not vote said that having the wrong ID played
some role in their not voting, compared to 11% of phone respondents;
e 33% of Internet respondents who did not vote, compared to 18% of phone respondents, said
that “being out of town” played a role in their not voting.
Collectively, the Internet sample of non-voters mentioned an average of one more factor (2.4
reasons, on average) than the phone sample (3.4).
Phone and Internet respondents also reported slightly different experiences when they
voted. For instance,
e 3% of Internet respondents reported some difficulty in locating their voting place on
Election Day, compared to 4% of phone respondents;
e 3% of Internet respondents reported problems with their voter registration, compared to 1%
of phone respondents; and
e 3% of Internet respondents reported problems with their voting equipment, compared to 1%

of phone respondents.

® Respondents in the Internet sample were also offered a “don’t know” response to these items, in contrast to the phone
sample. Even adjusting for the non-response, it is clear that the Internet sample identified a higher incidence of
problems.
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Phone respondents were more likely to say their polling place was run “very well” (86%) than
Internet respondents (80%). Finally, phone respondents were more likely to say they were “very
confident” their vote would be counted as cast than Internet respondents (78% vs. 72%).

It was on the policy questions, and questions about the presence of fraud, where the biggest
differences between Internet and phone respondents were seen. Large differences existed on the
questions related to voter fraud, vote theft, and voter impersonation, which asked the following
questions:

e Itisillegal to vote more than once in an election or to vote if not a U.S. citizen.
How frequently do you think this occurs in your community?
e Another form of fraud occurs when votes are stolen or tampered with. How
frequently do you think this occurs in your community?
e ltisillegal for a person to claim to be another person, who is registered to vote, and
to cast that person’s vote. How often do you think this occurs in your community?
For each item, regardless of interviewer mode, the modal answer to the questions of the incidence
of voter fraud was “it almost never occurs.” However, the “never occurs” responses ran 20 to 30
percent higher on the phone sample than in the Internet sample (see Tables 11-3 — I1-5).

Oddly enough, given the beliefs about voter fraud, the Internet respondents were more
likely to support reforms making the act of voting easier, and presumably less amenable to direct
monitoring by election officials. Internet respondents were more likely than phone respondents to:

e Support allowing absentee voting over the Internet (32% vs. 22%),
e Allowing registration at the polls (39% vs. 32%),
e moving Election Day to the weekend (43% vs. 37%), and

e making Election Day a holiday (56% vs. 45%).
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Summary

These differences between Internet and phone respondents offer reassurance and suggest cautions
in using the data from the survey. Overall, the samples in both surveys are similar to the
population as a whole and to each other in terms of demographics and political attitudes and
behaviors. Evidence of a “digital divide” in the two surveys is present, but small. The voting
patterns the two survey modes match the election results very closely, both in terms of the national
results and on a state-by-state basis.

There were important differences in the two modes with respect to the “customer service”
aspects of the 2008 election. Internet respondents gave more reasons for not voting (among those
who didn’t vote), had more problems voting, evaluated the voting experience less favorably,
believed problems with voter fraud were greater, and were more likely to support election reforms
than respondents who replied to the same questionnaire by phone.

It is not at all surprising that respondents to an Internet-based survey would be more likely
to favor Internet voting. Survey researchers have long known that respondents are less likely to
express negative opinions in a face-to-face interview than when the survey is done by pencil-and-
paper and so it is also not surprising that Internet respondents may have expressed slightly more
negative experiences than phone respondents. The biggest surprise, and the one that bears the most
research, is why Internet respondents generally were much more likely to embrace all the reform
proposals than the phone respondents.

All survey modes introduce a filter between the respondent and the researcher and so these
mode differences are not necessarily troubling. If we understand, for instance, that Internet
respondents are more likely to express dissatisfaction with voting, or more likely to report

problems, then the most important thing for us to know is whether these differences are more-or-
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less the same across the states and localities where the surveys are conducted. The evidence is that
the within-state results are largely the same when we compare Internet and phone respondents. For
instance, the correlation in the average wait in line to vote, measured at the state level, is .83, when
we compare the ten “telephone states” across the two modes. Appendix 7 reports a more
comprehensive set of statistics, comparing phone and Internet responses to the core performance
measures in the ten states where we did telephone sampling.

Therefore, we have confidence in the results we present in the rest of this report, keeping in

mind that the “true” answers may lie slightly to the “left” or “right” of the survey response.
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Table 11-1. Party Identification by Survey Mode.

Party
Identification

Phone
Democrat 35.2%
Republican 36.4%
Independent 19.2%
Other 4.5%
Not Sure 0.0%
Phone-Refused 4.7%

Mode of Survey
Internet Total
38.3% 36.8%
31.6% 34.0%
26.1% 22.6%

0.4% 2.4%
3.7% 1.9%
— 2.4%

Table 11-2. 1deology by Survey Mode.

Ideology

Phone
Very Liberal 3.5%
Liberal 11.8%
Moderate 26.9%
Conservative 24.1%
Very Conservative 12.0%
Not Sure 19.6%
Phone-Refused 2.1%

Mode of Survey

Internet Total
7.9% 5.7%
17.2% 14.5%
31.5% 29.2%
23.1% 23.6%
12.8% 12.4%
7.4% 13.5%

— 1.1%

Table 11-3. Beliefs about VVoter Fraud by Survey Mode.

Q36. Voter Fraud Mode of Survey

Phone Internet Total
Very Common 5.7% 10.5% 8.1%
Occurs Occasionally 14.9% 20.0% 17.4%
Occurs Infrequently 18.3% 18.0% 18.1%
Almost Never Occurs 47.2% 26.2% 36.7%
Not Sure 13.4% 25.4% 19.4%
Phone-Refused 0.4% — 0.2%

10
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Table 11-4. Beliefs about Vote Theft by Survey Mode.

Q37. Vote Theft

Phone
Very Common 3.4%
Occurs Occasionally 9.2%
Occurs Infrequently 17.1%
Almost Never Occurs 60.2%
Not Sure 9.8%
Phone-Refused 0.3%

Mode of Survey
Internet
6.9%
18.1%
16.4%
31.2%
27.4%

Total
5.2%
13.7%
16.7%
45.7%
18.6%
0.2%

Table 11-5. Beliefs about Voter Impersonation by Survey Mode.

Q38. Voter Impersonation

Phone
Very Common 2.71%
Occurs Occasionally 10.4%
Occurs Infrequently 19.5%
Almost Never Occurs 57.9%
Not Sure 9.2%
Phone-Refused 0.3%

Mode of Survey
Internet
6.1%
16.3%
16.6%
31.0%
30.0%

Total
4.4%
13.4%
18.1%
44.5%
19.6%
0.2%

11
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lll.  The Voting Experience

The 2008 Survey of the Performance of American Elections was designed to gauge the voting
experience, from the perspective of registered voters, comprehensively. In this chapter we
summarize the core data in the survey by examining how people voted in 2008 and the experience
of those who voted both on Election Day and who voted early (either in-person or by mail.) We
then turn our attention to the experience of non-voters and their reasons for not voting. Finally, we
summarize the 2008 voting experience by examining the confidence that voters had that their vote

would be counted as cast.

How Did People Vote in 20087

Nationwide in 2008,

e 63% of voters voted in person on Election Day,

e 18% voted in-person early (or in-person absentee), and

e 19% voted by mail.
In order to interpret these statistics, we have to take into account how voting methods vary across
states. For example, Oregon votes only vote-by-mail, whereas Maryland has no early voting and
requires absentee voters to provide an excuse before they can receive an absentee ballot. Not
surprisingly, 97% of Oregon voters reported in our survey that they voted by mail, whereas only
7% of Maryland voters used a mail-in absentee ballot.*

Table 111-1 reports how respondents said they voted, organized by the nature of the law
specifying whether the state allowed early voting and the type of absentee ballot laws in the states.

Not surprisingly, there is great variation in how individuals chose to vote based on the options

* Oregon allows individual to go to county election offices and complete their ballots there, which probably accounts
for the 3% of Oregon respondents who reported their either voted in-person on Election Day or early.
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available. In states with permanent absentee voting, absentee voting is much more prevalent than it
is in states with excuse-only absentee voting laws. By contrast, in states with early voting, voters
tend to use that mode of voting more than absentee voting, unless the state also had permanent
absentee voting.

In eleven states, a majority of votes were cast before Election Day, via early or absentee
voting. In Oregon, Colorado, Arizona, and Washington, absentee voting (or mail ballots) was the
preferred method for voting, but in New Mexico, Nevada, Texas, Tennessee, North Carolina, and
Georgia, early voting was the most common way of voting. In contrast, in thirteen states, more
than 90% of the votes were cast on Election Day. These states tended to be in the Northeast
(including Connecticut, New Jersey, Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, and Delaware) or in
the South (including Mississippi, Kentucky, and Alabama).

An examination of how people vote based on demographic factors, such as race, age,
education, and gender shows that there are key differences regarding the mode of voting people
use.

e Women were slightly less likely to vote in-person on Election Day than men (64% vs.

61%).

e African Americans were much less likely to vote using absentee voting than Whites (12%

vs. 20%) but more likely to vote early compared to White voters (24% vs. 17%).

e Elderly people and individuals with disabilities both use absentee voting more than do

younger voters or individuals without disabilities. For instance, 33% of voters over 70

years old voted absentee, compared to 13% of voters in their thirties;> 24% of voters with a

> Not surprisingly, 24% of voters between the ages of 18 and 22 voted absentee.
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disability that kept the voter “from participating fully in work, school, housework, or other

activities” voted absentee, compared to 18% of voters without a disability.

e Better-educated voters were also more likely to take advantage of convenience voting
methods than are less well educated voters. Among voters with some post-college
education, 45% voted either absentee or early, compared to 31% of voters who did not
graduate from high school.

There are important differences in the modes of voting across political factors, as well as
the level of experience that the voter has with the voting process. Twenty-one percent of
respondents who said they voted for Obama also reported that they voted early, compared to 15%
of McCain voters. Similarly, 21% of Democrats, compared to 17% of Republicans, said they voted
early. Sixteen percent of Independents voted early. Stated another way, 66% of McCain’s
supporters showed up on Election Day, compared to 60% of Obama’s.

Finally, one concern expressed in the 2008 election was the worry that activist groups might
register new voters and then manipulate their vote, either by having the vote cast right away, or by
“helping” the new voter cast an absentee ballot. Regardless of how sound these concerns were, the
evidence from the Survey suggests that first-time voters were actually more likely to vote in a
traditional precinct than experienced voters. In particular, 12% of first-time voters reported that
they voted absentee, compared to 19% of experienced voters. Conversely, 68% of first-time voters

voted in person on Election Day, compared to 63% of experienced voters.

The In-Person Voting Experience

For the six-in ten-people who voted in the traditional way, in a precinct on Election Day, the
polling place defines the voting experience. The voter must first get to the polling place. At the

polling place, voters queue up to sign-in. Signing-in involves an encounter with a precinct election
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official (called the “warden,” precinct captain, poll worker, etc. across the various states), who is
usually a temporary worker or volunteer. The precinct election official authenticates the voter,
records that the person has voted on the registration roll, and provides access to the necessary
voting technology. The voter then votes using the particular technology — an electronic voting
machine, a scannable paper ballot, or a hand-counted paper ballot—which in practice ranges from
being handed a paper ballot and a pencil to receiving a computer card that activates an electronic
voting machine. If the voter has problems, she or he may request assistance. After voting, the
ballot is deposited to be counted at the end of Election Day.

For the local election office, precinct-based voting requires the creation of the precinct
boundaries, the selection of polling places within precincts, the development and distribution of
registration lists that are appropriate to the precincts located in a given polling place, recruitment
and training of poll workers, maintenance and distribution of voting equipment and ballots, and
collection of ballots, tabulations, and registration rolls. Some states also audit election results by
conducting a review of the performance of election procedures in a set of randomly selected
precincts.

The election experiences survey gauged some of the prominent features of precincts, such
as where people vote and who are the poll workers, and measured the overall performance of the
different parts of the in-precinct voting process. For the average voter in 2008, the Election Day
experience went smoothly, as the following summary statistics indicate:

e 98% of respondents said it was “very easy” or “fairly easy” to find their polling place.
e 96% said that poll worker performance was either “excellent” (70%) or *“very good” (26%).
e Less than 2% witnessed problems at their polling place that could have interfered with

people being able to vote.
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e Fewer than 2% of voters experienced registration problems.

e Fewer than 2% of voters reported problems with the voting equipment.
We organize this subsection around several broad facets of the voting process: (1) polling places
(including difficulty finding and lines), (2) poll workers, (3) voter authentication (registration and

voter identification), (4) vote casting, and (5) overall experiences at the polls.

Types of Polling Places.
Finding suitable polling places is an important first step in making elections work well. The
facilities must be accessible, easy to find, well lit, comfortable, and able to accommodate large
numbers of voters, as well as the voting apparatus and poll workers. A majority of polling places
in the United States are public buildings, most commonly schools. Fifty-seven percent of
respondents reported voting at a school (28%), municipal or state office (19%), a police or fire
department (6%), or library (3%). Civic buildings accounted for nearly all of the remaining polling
places, with 16% of respondents voting in churches, 15% in community centers, and 3% in senior
centers. Only 3% voted in businesses, stores, or shopping centers, and less than one-half of one
percent voted in private homes.

The type of polling places that election officials use varies significantly across regions.
Public buildings were most commonly used in the Northeast, with two-thirds of voters voting in
schools, government office buildings, police and fire stations, and libraries in this region.
Churches and community centers were used most frequently in the Midwest. Private places were

used most commonly in the Western states, where 8% voted in businesses and 1% in homes.
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Finding the Polls

Voters had little difficult finding their polling places. Over 98% reported that their polling place

was “very easy” or “fairly easy” to find.

Lines and Wait Times
Once at polling places, voters began the process of checking in and casting ballots. Lines were
minimal, though one in 20 encountered long waiting times.

e 70% of people reported waiting less than 10 minutes (27%) or “not at all” (43%) to vote.

e 16% reported waiting 10 to 30 minutes;

e 9% waited 30 to 60 minutes; and

e 5% waited more than an hour. (Some of those who reported waiting more than an hour

stated that they came to the polls very early to be first in line.)

Lines were shorter at polling places than they were at early voting sites. Sixty-percent of those
who voted early reported waiting 10 minutes or less, compared with 73% who voted at polling
places on Election Day. At the other end of the scale, 8% of those who voted at early polling
stations reported that they waited in line at least an hour, compared with 4% of those who voted at

precincts on Election Day.

Poll Workers

Management of the voting process at the polling places falls on a staff of volunteers or workers
paid a minimal amount for the day’s work. They are responsible for authenticating voters,
providing ballots or access to voting machines, giving assistance to voters if requested, and
generally running the polling place. The volunteer army of poll workers is often viewed as the

critical link in making voting work.
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Who are poll workers? Respondents were asked to estimate the age of the poll workers
who checked them in, to report the race of the poll worker, and whether they knew the poll worker
personally. The respondents estimated the age of the population of poll workers as being
somewhat older than the population of voters, but the differences are not dramatic.

e 5% of poll workers were estimated to be under 30 years old, compared with 15% of voters
in the sample.
e 31% of poll workers were estimated between 31 and 50 years old, compared with 35% of
voters.
e 57% of poll workers were estimated to be between 51 and 70 years old, compared with 42%
of voters.
e 6% of poll workers were estimated to be over 70 years old, compared with 8% of voters.
Racially, voters estimated that poll workers resembled the voting population.
o 74% of poll workers were White, compared with 74% of voters;
e 11% of poll workers were African American, compared with 11% of voters;
e 2% of poll workers were Hispanic, compared with 9% of voters;
e 2% of poll workers were multi-racial, and
e Asians and Native Americans each comprised less than 1% of the poll worker population
nationally.
e 9% of respondents were unsure of the race of their poll worker.
Interestingly, although many people assume that voters know who their poll worker is, the survey
data showed that only 17% of voters reported that they knew the poll worker personally.
We asked respondents to rate the overall performance of poll workers. Americans had very

favorable assessments of poll workers:
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e 96% rated the poll worker performance excellent or good (fully 70% rated them excellent);
e Less than 1% of respondents evaluated the performance of their poll worker as poor.
This is a very encouraging result for the quality of service provided at the polls.

The age of poll workers has long been of concern to those trying to improve voting
procedures, with the concern being that older poll workers may have more difficulty with new
procedures, new technologies, and increased expectations at the polls. Overall assessments of
performance suggest that age may be a problem. Poll workers who were estimated to be between
31 and 70 years old were judged the best, receiving excellent ratings from 71% of respondents.
Poll workers who were thought to be under 30 received as many combined good and excellent
ratings as other poll workers, but 5% fewer excellent ratings compared to poll workers 31-to-70.
Poll workers estimated to be over 70 were rated somewhat less favorably, with 92% rated a
combined good or excellent but only 57% rated excellent.

One reason for caution with this overall rating is that some of the concrete measures of
performance, such as line length, indicate that older poll workers performed much better than
younger poll workers did. If the poll worker was estimated to be over 70, 73% of respondents
reported waiting in line less than 10 minutes; if the poll worker was between 50 and 70 years old,
71% of respondents reported waiting less than 10 minutes; if the poll worker was estimated to be
between 30 and 50 years old, 66% reported waiting 10 minutes or less; and if the poll worker was
thought to be younger than 30 years old, 64% reported waiting 10 minutes or less. Differences in
treatment of voters in authentication process also emerge with the age of the poll workers, which

we turn to next.
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Authentication of Voters: Voter Identification and Registration.

The core activity of precinct election officials in the voting process consists of voter authentication
and preparing the ballot to give to the voter. Voter identification and registration are the two
essential parts to the authentication procedures in the United States. Earlier studies have
documented that registration problems arise quite commonly and, in the 2000 general election, kept
approximately 3% of people from voting. Since 2000, many states have strengthened voter
identification laws, raising the possibility that the application of identification rules at the polls
could create further difficulties voting.

Slightly more than half of all people showed identification when they voted. Exactly 50%
of respondents said that they were asked to show an identification when they voted at the polls on
Election Day. By comparison, 66% of those who voted early were asked to show identification.
Less than one-quarter of one percent of respondents (only 9 people) reported that they were
prevented from voting at the polls as a result of voter identification requests, although 2% reported
that they had to vote a provisional ballot because they did not bring a current, valid identification to
the polls.

Problems due to voter registration errors were similarly uncommon, although more frequent
than problems arising from identification requirements. Two percent of respondents reported that
there was a problem with their registration when they tried to vote at the polls. Of those who had
problems with registration, three-fourths were allowed to vote with a regular ballot and one-quarter
were allowed to vote a provisional ballot.

Registration problems did not seem to vary across regions, but there was significant

variation in the requests for voter identification across states because state laws differ significantly.
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In 2008, 23 states® had the minimum requirements specified by the Help America Vote Act;
that is, they required first-time voters who registered by mail to show some form of identification,
which did not have to be photo identification. Twenty-four percent of all respondents from these
state said they were required to show photo identification in order to vote. We followed-up with
these voters, asking, “Did you show picture identification because you were asked for it
specifically, or because a picture identification was the most convenient form of identification for
you to show?” Applying this question screen, we arrive at an estimate that 16% of all voters in
states that only require (non-photo) identification from first-time voters were required to produce
photo identification in order to vote. These percentages ranged from 5% in Massachusetts to 24%
in Nevada.’

Another 18 states® required some form of identification (photo or non-photo) from all
voters. In these state, 77% of respondents said they were required to show photo identification in
order to vote. When we followed-up to see whether the photo identification was required or
simply the most convenient form of identification, 44% said they were required to show a photo ID
in these states.

Three states — Florida, Georgia, and Indiana — actually had state laws requiring all voters
to show a photo ID in order to vote. In these three states, 99% of respondents reported being asked
to show photo identification. When we followed-up, asking whether they showed the photo
identification voluntarily or as a firm requirement, 75% of respondents insisted that they were

required to show photo identification in order to vote.

® California, Idaho, Illinois, lowa, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nebraska, Nevada, New
Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, Utah, Vermont, West Virginia,
Wisconsin, and Wyoming.

" First-time voters were more likely to report they were required to show a photo ID to vote, particularly in the “HAVA
minimum states.” Thirty-six percent of first-time voters in “HAVA minimum states” report being required to show
photo ID, compared to 15% of voters who had voted before.

® Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Kentucky, Missouri, Montana, New Mexico,
North Dakota, Ohio, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and Washington.
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Four states (Hawaii, Louisiana, Michigan, and South Dakota) had laws requesting that all
voters show photo identification but allowed voters without proper identification to sign an
affidavit and cast a regular ballot. Ninety-seven percent of voters in these states initially reported
being required to show a photo ID in order to vote. This estimate went down to 77% when we
probed whether showing the photo ID was required or voluntary.

Finally, two states (Kansas and Pennsylvania) required all new voters to show some form of
identification, which did not have to be photo. In Kansas, 26% of voters initially said they were
required to show a photo ID in order to vote, which went down to 13% when we further probed.
The corresponding figures were 32% and 24% in Pennsylvania.

These statistics illustrate the significant flexibility that Election Day workers have in
implementing state voter-identification laws or at least may appear to have flexibility in the eyes of
voters. Even in states that require all voters to show photo identification, roughly one-quarter of
voters said they showed photo identification not because it was required but because it was
convenient. On the other hand, in the states that only ask first-time voters to show any form of
identification (including a letter addressed to them), one-quarter of all voters stated they would not
have been allowed to vote had they not produced a photo ID.

It is worth noting that the age of the poll worker—as estimated by the voters—is strongly
associated with the incidence of requests for voter identification (even after holding other factors
constant).

e Poll workers thought to be over 70 years of age asked 36% of voters for identification.
e Poll workers thought to be between 50 and 70 years old asked 48% of voters for
identification.

e Poll workers thought to be less than 50 years old asked 58% of voters for identification.
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As discussed in Part IV of this report, there were also noticeable differences by race. The identity
of people who work the polls, then, has substantial effect on the administration of elections.
Although they are often judged less favorably in generic evaluations, older poll workers are

associated with shorter lines and fewer hassles for voters.

Equipment

Difficulties with voting equipment pose a final potential voting obstacle. Less than 2% of
respondents reported difficulties with the voting equipment they used. This is a very low number
but it may represent a substantial problem in resolving close races and disputed election counts.

Running into problems was unrelated to the type of voting equipment used by the voter.
Almost precisely the same percentage of voters (2.1%) who used electronic voting machines or
optical scanners reported problems using the voting equipment.

When such problems arise, a voter may ask for assistance. Five percent of respondents
reported getting assistance filling out their ballot or using equipment and in almost all instances
(86%) help was provided by the poll worker. Unfortunately, those who had difficulty did not often
ask for assistance. Of those who had difficulty with voting equipment, only 10% got help; 90% of
those who reported having difficulty with voting equipment also reported that they did not get help.
This represents an area where we see an opportunity for improvement, especially because errors in
using electronic voting equipment and incorrectly marked optical scan ballots remain an important

problem in resolving controversial election counts.

Voter Intimidation
Respondents reported very few instances in which they witnessed people intimidated at
polling places. Only 1% of respondents said they saw voters intimidated from voting at the polling

places. Ideally, of course, this should be zero. The survey followed-up with voters who reported
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they witnessed voter intimidation. Based on the answers to the follow-up questions, voters’ ideas
about what constitutes “intimidation” is probably different from what law enforcement officials
would consider intimidation. For instance, the following are five randomly-selected answers to
what respondents saw when they reported seeing intimidation:

e “There was a ton of people there and not a lot of space! 1 just wanted to leave quickly.”

e “There were people there campaining [sic] that I did not like because it was illegal.”

e “They were kinda Judgemental (Rednecks)”*“rushing us old people”

e “No McCain signs, all Obama signs, all Obama literature!”

The Overall Experience

The overall assessment of performance at the polling places was quite good. When asked “how
well things were run at the polling place,” 83% of respondents said “very well” and 15% said
“okay — with only minor problems.” That is an outstanding evaluation given the temporary nature
of polling places, the quick set up of registration lists and equipment that is required, and the
largely volunteer staff.

One way to distinguish the dimensions of performance is in terms of “technical difficulties”
and “service problems.” The technical difficulties of greatest concern are failures in the
maintenance of registration lists and voting equipment breakdowns. Fully 97% of voters reported
neither of these problems. That is a very high level of technical success but additional efforts
might improve matters still further, especially in instruction of voters in the use of equipment.
Service problems appeared to be infrequent as well. The most common service problems were
long lines and poor treatment by poll workers. Eight-five percent reported neither lines in excess
of half an hour, nor poorly performing poll workers. Most of the difficulties with service (12%)

emerged because of lines in excess of one-half hour, though 4% of in-precinct voters evaluated poll
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workers as poor or fair. Cumulating technical and service difficulties, 85% of respondents reported
no problems of any form, 13% reported exactly one problem, 2% reported two problems; and a
small fraction of one percent report three or four problems.

Overall, then, the experience of voters at the polls in 2008 was quite good. Technical
failures and service problems were relatively rare and approximately 85% of voters reported very
good experiences voting at the polls in 2008. It is important to keep in mind that these figures
reflect the assessments of those who went to the polls and attempted to vote. There may be others
for whom election procedures were a substantial barrier. We turn to those in Part D, below. There
is also a secondary path to voting — through the absentee and early voting procedures, and the
systems there differ from those put in place for Election Day. We turn to that process in the next

section.

Absentee and Early Voting

As was noted before, 37% of voters nationally voted before Election Day, either through early or
absentee voting. However, in many states with liberal early voting or absentee voting laws, the
percentage of voters casting ballots was higher. In 14 states, more than 20% of votes were cast via
absentee ballot and in 17 states more than 20% of voters cast ballots using early voting. Overall,

individuals who have voted before were more likely to vote by mail compared to first-time voters.

Absentee Voting

Why do voters vote absentee? Overall, voters in the survey said that they voted absentee because it
was more convenient. In states with liberal voting laws or permanent absentee voting for all voters,
they signed up to receive ballots in every election. Other voters did so because absentee voting was

more convenient. However, voters in states that require excuses for voting did not have the option
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of being permanent absentee voters. In these cases, voters typically voted absentee because they
were out of town or had a physical disability that kept them from voting in the polling place. And,
of course, voters in the state of Oregon always use vote-by-mail as the primary voting method.
Almost 16% of absentee voters were contacted by a political party or candidate to encourage them
to vote by mail.

Very few absentee voters, less than 2%, stated that they had a problem getting their ballot.
Almost twice as many individuals in states that require an excuse stated they had a problem getting
their ballot compared to voters in no-excuse absentee voting states. However, the percentages, 3%
in excuse states and 1.5% in no-excuse states, are very low.

Just over 3% of absentee voters needed assistance in casting their ballot. Interestingly, the
individuals needing assistance were not predominantly over 65 years in age and/or persons with
disabilities, although 5% of individuals with disabilities did need assistance, compared to 3% of
other voters. Voters under age 35 were more likely than voters 65-to-75 years of age to need
assistance; only individuals 85 or older needed more assistance than individuals 18-to-25. In
addition, voters in Oregon and in permanent absentee voting states needed help at lower rates than
voters in excuse-required absentee voting states.

For those individuals who did need assistance, 38 percent were helped by a family member
or partner and another 11% received assistance from an election official. Barely 0.6% of voters
claimed to have felt pressured to vote a certain way in absentee voting.

Just over 68% of voters returned their ballots by mail and another 19% personally returned
it to the election office by hand. Voters in Oregon hand-returned ballots at very high rates (35.4%)

compared to voters in no-excuse (13.4%) or permanent absentee voting states (20.1%). Voters
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with disabilities were just slightly more likely to have someone else mail their ballot for them,
compared to individuals without disabilities.

Older individuals were no more likely than others to have someone else handle their ballot
compared to younger voters. Overall, a majority (55%) of absentee voters stated that they returned
their ballot at least one week prior to the election. Interestingly, a majority of Oregonians and
individuals in permanent absentee voting states stated that they returned their ballots in the week
prior to the election or on Election Day. Furthermore, strong partisans were only slightly more
likely to return their ballots early in the election period than weak partisans or Independents. For
instance, 56% of strong Democrats and Republicans returned their absentee ballots more than a
week before Election Day, 55% not-strong Democrats and Republicans returned their ballots this
early, and 49% of Independents returned their ballots a week before Election Day.

Given the concerns that are often raised about absentee voters missing late breaking
information about the election, it would seem that many voters are minimizing this by returning
their ballots later in the process. This practice does raise the risk, however, that ballots may be
returned too late to be tabulated, if the state requires ballots to be in hand by the end of the election.

Fewer than 2% of voters thought that it was hard or very hard to complete the absentee
voting process. Younger voters (24 or younger) were much more likely to rate the process to be
somewhat hard and less likely to rate it very easy compared with those who were older.
Individuals 65-and-older rated the absentee voting process highly and voters with disabilities rated

the absentee process the same as individuals without disabilities.
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Early Voting
Early voting allows voters to cast their ballots in a period before Election Day (generally the two
weeks prior to Election Day). In some ways, the early voting experience is different from Election
Day voting but voters tend to have a similar quality of experience regardless of these differences.

This difference in voting experience can be seen first based on where early voters vote and
the poll workers who whom the voters interact with as they vote. Early voters are more likely than
precinct voters to vote in a government building; almost two-thirds of early voters vote in a
government building, compared to just 19.4% of election day voters. The poll workers in early
voting also tend to be younger than the poll workers who work on Election Day. Early voters were
less likely to know their poll worker than were Election Day voter. The racial composition of the
poll workers in early- and in-person voting were, in aggregate, similar.

There are two areas where early voting stood out compared to Election Day voting. The
first area is the length of lines. Almost 20% of early voters stated that they waited in line 30
minutes or more to vote, compared to just 12% of Election Day voters. However, early voters were
just as likely as Election Day voters to rate the performance of their poll workers as excellent and
to say that the polling place was run very well.

The second area of difference is that early voters were more likely than Election Day voters
to show identification at the polls and to do so because it was required. Many state laws require
that early voters show identification even if there is not the same identification law requirement on

Election Day.

Provisional Ballots

Very few the respondents, fewer than 2%, had problems with their voter registration. Nearly all of

these respondents were allowed to cast a ballot, with three-quarters casting a regular ballot, and one
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quarter voting using a provisional ballot. We also found that very few respondents, in general,
were forced to cast provisional ballots. Including those respondents who used provisional ballots
after a voter identification challenge, we found that only about one percent of people who said they
voted used a provisional ballot. Unfortunately, the number of provisional ballots cast by voters in
the sample was so small that it is impossible to gauge which states were more prone to having

provisional ballots cast.

Voter Confidence

One of the important topics that frequently arise in public conversations about voter experiences is
the confidence of voters that their ballot is counted as intended. To assess the overall confidence of
voters in the quality of the vote count in 2008, we asked respondents to the survey “How confident
are you that your vote in the General Election was counted as you intended?”

e 72% of the respondents to this question said they were very confident;

o 22% said they were somewhat confident;

e only 3% were “not too confident”; and

e 2% “not at all confident.”

These national numbers mask substantial state-by-state variation in voter confidence. At
the high end of the distribution, a handful of states saw more than 80% of voters stating they were
“very confident:” New Hampshire (80%), South Dakota (82%), Delaware (82%), Michigan (82%),
North Dakota (82%) and Vermont (84%). At the low end, respondents in four states gave the “very
confident” response less than 60% of the time: Washington (59.7%), Arizona (58%), Colorado

(57%) and New Mexico (56%).
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Previous research has identified that the way in which voters cast their ballots is correlated
with voter confidence, with absentee and by-mail voters often found to have lower levels of
confidence than in-person Election Day voters. We find support for that association in our survey:

e 75% of in-person Election Day voters were “very confident,” in addition to the 19% who
were “somewhat confident.”
e 60% of absentee, by-mail voters said they were “very confident,” with 31% being

“somewhat confident.”

In-person early voters had confidence levels that were nearly identical to in-person Election Day
voters.

One other related question that our large national sample allowed us to look at closely was
the relationship between first-time voting and confidence. First-time voters were slightly less
likely to state that they were very confident (66% relative to the 72% of experienced voter) but
were somewhat more likely to state they were somewhat confident (27% vs. 21%).

Earlier studies identified two voter-level variables that have been associated with
confidence in elections: race and ethnicity, and the voter’s partisan identification. The large
sample we have assembled allows us to look at these factors in close detail. Previous studies have
noted that, in 2004 and 2006, non-White voters (both African Americans and Hispanics) were less
likely to be confident that their ballot was counted as they intended, compared to White voters.
Such a pattern did not exist at the national level in 2008. The data show that:

e 77% of African American voters were very confident and 18% of African American voters
were somewhat confident;
e 72% of Hispanic voters were very confident and 16% of Hispanic voters were somewhat

confident.
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e 71% of White voters were very confident and 22% were somewhat confident.
Race was less of a factor in 2008 in determining the confidence of voters in the count and, if
anything, minority voters were more confident than Whites were.

Similarly, studies of elections in this decade generally have found that partisanship is
strongly associated with confidence. In 2004 and 2006, Democratic voters were less confident than
were Republican voters, other factors being held constant. In contrast, the 2008 general election
provides a different picture, with 76% of Democratic voters saying they were very confident, and
20% somewhat confident. Fewer Republican voters were very confident (70%), with 23% of
Republican voters saying they were somewhat confident. Independents were slightly less likely
than either Democrats or Republicans to state they were confident, as 69% said they were very
confident and 24% were somewhat confident.

Closely associated with partisanship is vote choice. It will come as little surprise, after
examination of the correlation between partisanship and confidence, that those who said they voted
for Democratic presidential winner Barack Obama were very confident that their ballot was
counted as intended (76% were very confident, 21% were somewhat confident). McCain voters
were less confident, with 67% saying they were “very confident” and 23% saying they were
“somewhat confident.”

The theme of partisanship carries over to the results at the state level. As a general matter,
Democratic voters in states that were won by Barack Obama were more likely to say they were
very confident with the vote count (79%) compared to Republicans in those states (65%).
Similarly, Republican voters in states won by John McCain were more often very confident (76%)
than Democrats (71%). Thus, to a large degree, voters expressed confidence in the vote count as a

consequence of whether their party’s candidate won, both nationally and on a state-by-state basis.
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The attitudes of Independents at the state-level are particularly interesting. As mentioned
already, nationwide Independents were less confident overall than either Democrats or
Republicans. Examined at the state level, Independents were the least confident of the quality of
the vote count in the “battleground states,” that is, places where the two candidates fought furiously
for the states’ votes. To see this, we first define the “battleground states” as the ten states that had
the smallest electoral margin for either Obama or McCain.® In these states, 64% of Independents
said they were confident that their vote was counted as cast, compared to 73% for the Democrats
and 68% for Republicans in these states. In the non-battleground states, 70% of Independents were
very confident, compared to 77% for Democrats and 71% for Republicans. In the state of Ohio,
where pre-election controversy ran particularly high over election-related issues, 10% of
Independents stated they were “not at all confident” that their vote was counted as cast, compared
to only 2% of Independents nationwide.

Therefore, although partisan divisions over the quality of the 2008 election were muted
compared to past years, there is still solid evidence that voters to some degree based their
confidence in the election outcome on partisan factors. Also, the election of an African American
president may have boosted the confidence of minority voters above what it would be in an election

without an African American candidate.

Reasons for Not Voting

In the previous sections we discussed the experiences of voters. Of equal interest is the experience
of non-voters, particularly those who tried to vote and couldn’t. Previous research has indicated

that up to seven million eligible voters are stymied in national elections because of problems that

% Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Missouri, Montana, North Carolina, Ohio, South Dakota, and Virginia.
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