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Abstract

V oting By Mail: Institutional Reform and Political Participation in Oregon

by

Sean E. Richey

A d v ise r: Professor Frances Fox Piven
O regon becam e the first state to vote exclusively by mail in 2000. In this new system, all 

ballots are m ailed to the voter’s home, eliminating the traditional polling-booth system. 

W hy did Oregon change to voting by mail? W hat are the effects o f this re lb m ?  This 

research answers these questions by examining the history o f the reform; which groups 

supported and opposed it; and its impact on voter turnout and social capital. M y study of 

election results, inteiwiews, and survey data finds that voting by mail encourages turnout, 

particularly among socioeconomic groups that vote less. I find that when participating in 

the electoral process becomes easier, more people vote. Voting increased 10.1 

percentage points over similar elections. Regression analysis reveals that changes in 

other potential factors were not affecting voter turnout. The reform also encourages 

social capital. I study these effects using a mixture of quantitative data and qualitative 

research (e.g., interviews, written records, and media textual analysis).
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€h  l i  Introciiictton

In 2000, Oregon became the first state to vole exclusively by mail in 2000. In this 

new system, all ballots are mailed to the voter’s home, eliminating the traditional polling- 

booth system . Why did Oregon change to voting by mail? W hat are the ef fects o f this 

reform? T h is  researcli answers these questions by examining the history o f the retbrm: 

which groups supported and opposed it; and its impact on voter turnout and social capital. 

My study o f  election results, interviews, and survey data finds that voting by mail 

encourages tum out, pai'ticiilarly tunong socioeconomic groups that vote less. I find that 

when participating in the electoral process becomes easier, more people vote. Voting 

increased 10.1 percentage points over similar elections. Regression analysis reveals that 

changes in o ther potential factors were not affecting voter turnout. The reform also 

encourages social capital. I study these effects using a mixture of quantitative data and 

qualitative research (e.g., interviews, written records, and media textual analysis).

Research O bjective

W hy people do or do not vote is a very important question. A critical dilemma to 

American political scientists is low voter turnout. Oregon’s mail-in voting reform has 

been proffered as a solution. The central research question is: W hat prompted the reftrrm 

and what im pact did it have? Four main hypotheses are tested:

* H I : Oregon’s voting rates increased after the change to voting by mail.

•  H2: Oregon’s poor and marginalized residents vote at disproportionately higher

rates with the change to voting by mail.

•H3: Politicians fight an expansion of the electorate.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



•H4; Social capilal has increased with the change to voting by mail.

I offer m ore-detailed hypotheses below, and discuss the theoretical significance o f tliese 

hypotheses. The original contribution o f this dissertation is to study voting by mail in 

depth and te s t  several competing theories o f political behavior. Voting reforms o f this

ingenuity a re  rare in America. The reform provides an excellent opportunity to fully test 

these theories in a new and powerful way.

Theoretical Debates 

Electoral R eform s and the Turnout Paradox

I use O regon’s change to voting by mail to determine whether stractiiral barriers 

are negatively affecting turnout. Many electoral reform.s are unsuccessful, and the 

voting paradox i.s an oft-stated reason why reforms do not work (Bowler, Brockington 

and D onovan 2001; Stein 1998). Rational choice theorists discovered the voting paradox. 

It states that the decision to vote calculates the margintd cost of going to a polling booth 

versus other competing goals. If the benefits of voting outweigh the costs, then rational 

choice theory  assumes one will make the choice to vote (Bendor, Diermeier, and Ting 

2003). R ational choice theorists argue, however, that voting has little benefit for the 

individual because the ability of one vote to change an election is negligible (Downs 

p.267). S tarting  with Anthony Down’s An Economic Theory of Democracy, scholars 

have debated why people bother to vote, considering that an individual vote will probably 

not affect th e  outcome o f the election. A large body o f literature derived from economic 

theories o f human interest-based action suggests that voting is an irrational act, and that
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removal o f structural barriers will not affect the decision to vote (Aldrich 1993, ShepsJe 

and Bonchek 1997). They posit that many people will be “free-riders” of democracy, 

and let others do the voting. They argue that electoral reforms are not going to increase 

voting rates because voting is irrational (Berelsoti, Lazarefeld, and McPhee 1954; Polsby 

1963). The people who do not vole now are the rational ones, who see that the costs of 

voting will always outweigh the benefits, and thus, electoral reform will have little 

impact (A ldrich 1993).

O ther scholars say that the cost-benefit analysis must include social-psychological 

factors (R iker and Ordeshook p.25). They suggest that these social-psychological 

benefits are powerful, meaningful, and should not be dismissed as motivational factors. 

They argue tha t more people would vote if  reforms can decrease the cost o f voting (Amy 

1993; B rady, Verba, & Schlozman 1995; Lijphart 1997; Piven and Cloward 2001; 

Teixeira 1992). They argue that civic duty, emotional interest, and other social- 

psychological benefits can be introduced into tlie rational choice equation to expand 

Down’s m odel to justify the decision to vote (Shepsle and Bonchek 1997). Riker and 

Ordeshook (1968) argue that rational choice’s cost-benefit analysis must include these 

other explanations. They differentiate between experiential and instrumental reasons for 

voting. W hile  rational choice theory might prove that instrumental voting is irrational, 

experiential voting may be worthwhile. Thus, an opposing model suggests that people 

would like to  vote, but there are specific structural difficulties that discourage voting 

(Knack 1994; Merrifield 1993; Radcliff 1994; Berch 1993; Matsusaka 1993; Chen 1992; 

Teixeira 1992; W olfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Fenster 1994; Heckelman 1995;

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



lackm an .1987; Jac.kmari and M iller 1995; Oliver, 1996; .Brace et a l  1995; Radcliff and 

Saiz 1995).

Rational choice theory has been attacked for its failure to explain why people vote 

at all, given the power o f D ow n’s arguraent. Green and Shapiro (1996) find voting to be 

the biggest, unexplained question for rational choice theory. Morris Fiorina (1990) say.s 

that “tumout is the paradox that ate rational choice theory” (see also Grofman 1993). 

Grofman (2()03) states that: the turnout paradox is one of the five most important debates 

in public choice/rational choice theory. .Bendor, Dienneier, and Ting (2003) find that 

Riker and O dershook’s model is also unsatisfactory because it does not answer why all 

people do no t vote if  these experiential benefits outweigh the costs. The voting behavior 

literature disagrees as to whether reforms can influence turnout because o f this turnout 

paradox (K elley, Ayres, and Bowen 1967; Timpone 1998, Beiinsky, Burns, and Traugott 

2000). The m ost important reforms occurred at the national level. Recent national 

examples include the Voting Rights Act and the National Voter Registration Act (the 

“m otor-voter” bill) (Berinsky, Burns, and Traugott 2000). States, however, provide 

interesting “ laboratories of democracy” and are often in the lead on reform movements 

(Berinsky, Burns, and Traugott 2000). In the past 20 years, there have been several 

attempts to make voting easier that failed to increase voting levels. Some recent state 

level exam ples “include opening polling places for longer hours on election day; 

employing ‘early voting’ that opens polling for several days before an election; and 

easing qualifications for an absentee ballot, including an allowance for registration as a 

‘permanent: absentee voter’” (Berinsky, Burns, and ’fraugott 2()CK)). These re;forms have
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had mixed results. For example, early voting does not influence turnout (Stein 2000), 

while same day registration increases a debate that has no definitive answer. Perhaps 

these differences stre explained by the mechanics of these refomis, or by the turnout 

paradox.

This dissertation empirically tests these competing theories. Does lowering the 

cost o f voting alfect tum out, despite not increasing the instrumental benefit.s (i.e., the 

likelihood o f  som eone’s vote affecting the electoral outcome)? This reform lowers the 

cost of voting in terms of how much effort, is required to cast a ballot, and, thus, can test 

the propositions that underlie this debate. If voting rates increase after the refoiTU, and it 

is the sole reason for this increase, then structural baxxiers were limiting voting. If, 

however, voting does not increase, then people are “rational” in choosing not to vote 

because they realize the political inefficacy o f  one person’s vote. 1 find that people vote 

more when the system is simplified, presumably because there are social-psychological 

benefits in voting.

The literature on voting behavior is vast, but due to the novelty of this reform, 

little of it is on Oregon’s change to voting by mail. Broadly speaking, however, one of 

the central questions is; How do reforms in political institutions affect levels of voter 

participation? M any scholars have addressed this question by testing if  voting increases 

after an electoral reform occurs (Jackman 1987; Jackman and M iller 1995; Powell 1986, 

Bowler, Brockington, and Donovan 2001). A similar approach will be used in this 

dissertation. M ost studies find that the United States is lower in turnout than similar
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nations (Piven and Cloward 2(K)1). Some scholars find low itimoiit to be non- 

problem atic (Berelsori, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; Polsby 1963), while others 

disagree and find that democracy is threatened by low voting rates (Amy 1993; Brady, 

Verba, & Schlozman 1995; U jphart 1997; Piven and Cloward 2001; Teixeira 1992),

The reform is a possible solution to this important problem.

D em ography and its Influence on Voting Behavior

A nother theoretical debate concems why poor and minority voting rates are at the 

lowest levels in American society (Teixeira p.71). Some schohirs argue that the reason 

poor and m arginalized groups vote less is because they have more difficulties getting to a 

polling place (Brady, Verba, & Schlozrnan 1995; Lijphart 1997; Piven and Cloward 

2001; Teixeira 1992). Others say these groups have cultural, social, or even educational 

reasons for abstaining from electoral politics (W olfinger and Rosenstone 1980,

Lazarfield, Berelson, and McGhee 1963). After the Oregon reform, voting rates 

increased significantly within poor and marginalized populations, suggesting that the 

former theorists are correct. Since poor and some marginalized groups vote more when 

the cost o f voting decreases, we cannot always cite cultural, social, or educational reasons 

for lower tum out. The most important potential aspect of this reform is its ability to 

encourage political participation among these groups. Voting by mail decreases the gap 

in tumout.

In particular, this reform benefits those people with physical and economic 

im pedim ents, who might, lack the time, ability, or resources to visit the polls. But that is
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e4itirely different from not wanting a voice in the political process. In combination with 

voter registration refomis, voting procedures should be changed to increase all voting, 

especially by  marginalized groups. Voting is a two-step process. First, one needs to 

register, and then one needs to vote. (Cox & Munger 1989; Timpone 1998). If easing the 

procedures to  register has increased registration— e.g. the National Voter Registration 

Act o f 1993 (NVRA)— then simplifying voting should also increase tumout. Any 

increase in paiticipation would force politicians (at least “rational” ones) to take more 

seriously the problems and needs o f marginalized groups (Martin 2003). It might take 

many years for these reforms to affect political decision-making, but eventually there 

could be a renaissance in social justice and deiuocratic politics if  most poor or 

m arginalized people voted.

The central idea behind many electoral reforms is not only to render voting more 

accessible fo r the average citizen, but also to facilitate voting by marginalized groups. In 

W hy Am ericans Still D on’t Vote, the authors state that the main impetus behind what 

eventually becam e known as the motor-voter bill was to get government service agencies 

(e.g., w elfare offices) to distribute and help poor and racial minorities complete voter 

registration forms (Piven and Cloward p. I). Thus, the intent of the reform, at least in its 

original form , was to increase voting by the poor and racial minorities. Yet, studies of 

the NVRA suggest that registration rolls “have increased overall but that the impact on 

party registration has varied with the type o f registration procedures permitted” 

(Berin.sky, Burns, and Traugott 1995; Knack 1995; Knack and White 1998). 

Interestingly, studies have also found that NVRA does not benefit turnout for one pmty
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or de:mogra.phic group more than another (Berinsky, Burns, and Traiigotl 2000; Stein 

1998; vStein and Garcia-M onet 1997; Franklin and Grief 1997). I find, however, that 

voting by m ail is successful in increasing turnout for marginalized groups. Since this 

reform w orks In combination with easier registration procedures, it is now easier for 

inarginahzed groups to vote. Subsequent; to the re;fomi, their turnout did increase in 

Oregon.

D em obiliza tion  an d  E lecto ra l System  R eform .

A som ew hat related debate in the literature proposes other reasons lor nonvoting. 

Scholars—e.g.B uraham  (1974) and Schattschneider (I960)— have posited that the 

decline in pa ity  competition after 1896 find the subsequent control o f parties by 

opportunistic elites makes elections so unrewarding that fewer people vote. Converse 

(1974) and Rusk (1974) counter that the Progressives promoted structural changes after 

1896 that account for the drop in turnout. Verba, Nie, and Kim (1978) say that one of the 

reasons that only specific groups show declining turnout is that elite dominance o f parties 

has produced little class-based policies that could excite marginalized groups to vote. 

Rosenstone and Hansen (1993) argue that the lack of party mobilization is what led to 

declining tum out. Piven and Cloward (2001) synthesize these various arguments and 

suggest that circumstances after 1896 allowed party elites to dominate, and that then they 

produced the legal-institutional structural changes that depressed tumout. Party elites 

changed the rules o f voting to demobilize voters by introducing Progressive-era reforms, 

declining mobilization, and deepening irrelevance of party platforms in an elfort to 

secure their position of power.
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This “demobilizatioE” theory argues that politicians not: only work to mobilize 

voters, as w as previously believed, but, they also work to de-mobilize voters by creating 

stractures and  barriers that: keep unwanted groups from voting. Furthermore, once these 

barriers are i,n place, politicians try not to change the rules to encourage more turnout 

because they  were elected under these restrictive de~mobilizing conditions. Adding new 

voters w ould  Increase their difficulty in getting reelected. Are politicirms aware (}f the 

structural conditions that facilitate their reelection, and do they fight relbrais that 

facilitate increased voting? Discovering who supported the re fo rm ~ and  how it was 

enacted— provides an opportunity to test the demobilization theory.

Social C apital and Institutional Influence

W hat are the unintended consequences o f the refonn? The open nature o f voting 

by mail m oves away from the secret ballot. M ailing a ballot to an individuaTs home 

could possib ly  affect other types o f political participation. Some churches in Oregon 

invite m em bers to come to church on Sunday night and discuss the issues and candidates 

and mark th e ir ballots together (Dreker 1998). Jn doing away with the secret ballot, this 

reform has created an institutional stracture that promotes political engagement. Political 

engagem ent has the potential to spark other types of political action. I hypothesize that 

the change from  a secret ballot to voting by mail will increase “social capital”. Social 

capital is defined as civic engagement and community involvement that facilitate 

collective action  for mutual benefit (Coleman 1990; Putnam 1993). Social capital creates 

trust in o n e 's  community through shared experiences and social activities.
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The nature o f institutional influence on social capital is debated frequently in the 

literature, an d  the reform provides an interesting test of this debate. M iller and Jackman 

(.1998) describe an internal inconsistency within social capital scholarship as to whether 

social capital Is endogenous or exogenous o f  institutions. The Coleman perspective is 

that societal structures and institutions create environments that foster trust and 

cooperation. Thus, social capital is endogenous to institutions. The alternative 

exogenous view  is that social capital is present in the fomi of political culture, and it is 

what influences institutional performance. M iller rmd Jackman find that these ideas are 

inconsistent and cannot be merged into a workable re.search agenda. They prefer the 

endogenous approach of Coleman due to a series of common methodological concerns 

with the exogenous approach.

D ue to the convenience of voting by mail, turnout increases in an open ballot 

system, and this might produce more civic engagement. The increased exposure to 

politics that comes from this mechanical change in the style o f voting might have more 

than its intended consequences. Robert Putnam says that participation leads to more 

participation (Putnam 2001). His idea that democracy will become more responsive if 

the populace is more engaged in civil society posits a bottom-up relationship. But what if 

the structure through which people participate is changed to expose them to more 

information in a longer, more deliberative context? An institutional change in the method 

of pm ticipation would thus create a more engaged populace. If the reform creates a new 

style o f paiticipation that is engaging by its structure, then social capital can be
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encouraged in a tofs-down approach. If true, then other types of interaction people have 

with their governm ent could be changed in an effort to m a te  policies more conducive to 

civil and political paiticipation.

Putnam  is criticized for being “oblivious to institutions and structural causation”

(Edwards and  Foley p.229). Putnam and Theda Skocpol debate whether governmental 

reforms can create more social capital. Putnam (1993, 1995, 2(K)J) presents evidence 

that areas w ith higher levels o f social capital have more responsive and efficient 

dem ocracies. Theda Skocpol critiques Putnam by arguing that without state structures to 

permit the ejcistence o f these groups, encourage their activities, and listen to their voices, 

social capital will not be effective (Skocpol and Ganz 2000). Skocpol brings the state 

back into social capital research by examining historic evidence o f  civic associations and 

their relationship with the federal government (Skocpol and Ganz 2000). The reform 

offers a contemporai'y test o f whether institutional reforms ctm increase social capital.

Putnam  argues that social capital evolves from independently organized volunteer 

groups; thus, these groups affect government from the “bottom up.” Skocpol disagrees 

and says that institutional structures are the source o f social capital. The institutional 

structure determines whether these volunteer groups are present and effective; thus, social 

capital evolves “top down.” The ballots are mailed to each house three weeks before the 

elections. The theory is that the extra time, availability of additional sources of 

intbrm ation when making one’s vote decision, and the ability to discuss your choice
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while voting will pi'ovoke more civic engagement. Increased exposure t;o politics might 

lead to increased saliency of political issues, and the joining of social groups to address 

those issues. The reform encourages the development of social capital, and this supports 

Skocpoi’s endogenous thesis, rather than Putnam’s exogenous view o f social capital.

Votmg By M ail Literature

The reform has been studied in two reports, five academic Journal articles, and 

one disseitation chapter. Only two articles concern increases in ptirticipatioo, and there 

are no books on the subject. None o f these articles deals in depth with why this chtmge 

was made. I use new methods to test the effect of voting by mail on voter turnout. I 

considered whether regional and national voting trends affect Oregon; s turnout. I 

determine w hat changes within Oregon might have affected voter turnout since the 

reform was adopted. I study all national elections that used voting by mail in Oregon, 

rather than one election as the current literature does. I use larger survey data that covers 

the time before and after the reform.

The two studies o f the effects o f participation o f voting by mail are by Southwell 

and by Berinsky, Burns, and Traugott. A 1996 survey o f special election participants is 

the basis o f analysis in these two academic journal articles written about the effect o f the 

relbrm  on turnout. Berinsky, Burns, and Traugott (2000) find that 19 states have used 

voting by m ail for at least one election but the state with the greatest experience with this 

form o f balloting is Oregon (Mason 1984). The authors further state, “Oregon held its
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first: local voting  by mail election in 1981" (Berinsky, Burns, and Traug0 tf: 2CK)0). 

Berinsky, B urns, and Traugott examines turnout i:ii the 1996 special election to see the 

efftict o f vo ting by mail on di:fferent demographic groups. Using survey data, they found 

no evidence that the reform increases voter turnout for marginalized groups. Rather, they 

find that groupvS witli high turnout vote at even higher rates after the reform.

The other article on the reform is by Southwell (1996) and vwes the same survey 

data. She finds increased turnout in the 1996 special election using statewide and county 

level data. She, however, does not disaggregate this data based on economic, racial, or 

social dem ographics. In her dissertation, Mary Kristen Fitzgerald wrote a chapter about 

the relbrm . She uses National FJection Survey data for Oregon to .see what effect the 

change to voting by mail had on the 2(XX) presidential election. All o f these studies find 

that turnout increases, but they did not look at a wide enough range o f elections to judge 

whether these increases were spurious. None of these studie.s speak to why this reform 

was introduced in Oregon, which groups were affected, or what effect the reform has had 

on other types o f political participation.

T here are two published reports on the reform and its effects on participation. 

Michael W . Traugott and Michael J. Hammer of the University of Michigan wrote the 

first. It is a  report for the League of Conservation Voters Education fund entitled 

“Oregon Vote by Mail” . The report summarizes its findings in three areas. First, it states 

that “Turnout in Oregon remains high, although the added contribution o f VBM to
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already h igh  levels remains low” (Traugott and Hammer p .l). Also the reports states that 

roll off— the process where voters do not answer certain referendum questions—is not a 

problem  in Oregon before or after the reform (Traugott and Hammer p. 1). Finally, the 

report notes that “Oregon’s residents seem to be holding on to their ballots longer-casting 

them  later” (Traugott tmd Hammer p. 1). Later casting is interesting for the test of social 

capital because longer mailing time may signify that voters are contemplating these 

issues in a longer and more deliberative context. If voters mailed their ballots back the 

same day they received them, then the process would not be substantively different than 

voting at a polling place.

The .second report wa.s by Curtis Gans entitled “Mobilization Propels Modest 

Turnout Increase, G.O.P. Out-organizes Democrats, Registration Lower, Parties In 

Trouble, Reforms Fail To Boost Turnout” . It examines state level turnout change. It 

posits that mobilization was affecting tum out in the last two elections. It states that the 

reforms “aim ed at enhancing tum out -  early voting (where citizens can, at designated 

voting places, vote during a period up to 21 days before the election) and no-excuse 

absentee voting (where citizens need not give a reason for obtaining an absentee ballot, 

can vote during a period up to 21 days before the election and may, in some cases, be 

placed on a permanent absentee list and be automatically sent mail ballots) -  were shown 

to hurt voter turnout (See Note 8). One reform -  the all-mail balloting adopted by Oregon 

-  showed no positive effect on turnout. Only Election Day registration, now in operation 

in six states, seemed to have a positive effect on tum out”(Gans). Thus, mobilization is 

what is driving the turnout increase and not these reforms that ease the process of voting.
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I test the report:’s conclusion that O regon’s battleground state status caused turnout to 

rise, and find it flawed due to the use o f imprecise measures of voter turnout.

M utch (1992) describes the various methods used at tlie loctil level to implement 

voting by mail. He does not perform any empirical testing o f its affect on participation. 

Smolka (1996) reports on the negative experience o f a Nevada county that experimented 

with voting by mail. He also does not perform any empirical testing o f its affect, on 

ptirticipation. Rosenfield (1996) describes O regon’s system of voting by mail and 

problein.s w ith potential Ifaud. Mason (1984) posits that voting by mail might facilitate 

the influence o f one’s family on txeely choosing a candidate, which is termed “undue 

influence” . Labor union members tire now allowed to vote by mail in union elections 

(IJvS D.O.L. 2003). American Federation o f State County Municipal Employees and 

other large unions use vote by mail for both initial union choice and local elections 

(AFSCM E 2001). Matheny (2001) finds that vote by mail increases voting rates for 

union positions, and also increases the times workers choose to unionize. For example, 

Kelber (2002) finds that for Delta Airlines flight attendants the American Flight 

Attendants Union was in a tough fight, and that voting by mail made the difference in 

winning unionization. The success o f voting by mail in increasing union turnout and 

increasing votes for unionization suggests Oregon’s system might be successful.

Research Design and Data Collection Plans

The four main research questions are: did voting rates change, for whom did they 

change, what facilitates and hinders electoral reform, and what effect did this reform have
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on social capital?  To answer the first question, I consider changes in voting rates in 

Oregon. P re  and post reform data for similar elections is informaiive if there are no 

changes iti o ther determinants of turnout. I define similar elections as an election held 

during e ither presidential, mid-term, or off-year elections for the same office. I perform a 

regression analysis to ensure that changes in socio-economic determinants and levels of 

registration arc not creating spurious relationships.

I create a model based on seven independent variables and one dependent variable 

to determ ine if the reform increases voter turnout. I enter the variables into an Ordinary 

Least Squtixes Regression (OLS) equation. The dependent variable is the change in 

percentage, o f  registered voters who vote compared to a similar previous election as 

measured b y  the Secretary o f State o f Oregon. The seven independent variables are 

strongly correlated with voter turnout in various studies (W olfinger and Ro.senstone 1980. 

Texiera 1992, M iller and Shanks 1995). I obtain the data from government databases. I 

review economic changes using variables measuring unemployment, poverty, and 

income. I gather rates o f immigration, racial population trends, changes in age, 

educational, and homeownership rates, and commuting times from the Census Bureau. I 

check the m odel for “goodness of fit” using an ANOVA table, and particular attention is 

paid to the adjusted R^, due to the small sample size. I check colinearity and serial 

correlation. I check heteroskedaticity using a Park and a White test. I check the other 

models in this dissertation for problems using these same tests. I use SPSS for the 

statistics software.
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I deterajine if outside trends are affecting O regon’s turnout by comparing Oregon, 

national, and  regional voting data. I define O regon’s regional group as “Northwest”, 

including O regon, Washington, and Idaho. By compositing these states into one 

Northwest score, I determine that nothing is happening in the area that would affect 

Oregon’s voter turnout. National trends in voter turnout were affecting Oregon’s voter 

participatioit levels before the refbm i but not after. 1 gather the data for the United States 

and the N orthw est and extrapolate it in a pre and post refonn manner from 1980 until 

now. I use regression analysis to determine the influence o f these outside trends on 

Oregon’s voting. I then determine if  the change in voter turnout stemmed from the 

reform or fjroin these outside trends.

I use  the Oregon Population Survey, which asks voting and socioecotioiiiic 

questions, to  determine how the reform affect.s different socioeconomic groups. I 

compare the m ean voting rates o f minority and majority groups before and after the 

refonn using the independent samples T test. The University o f Oregon Survey Research 

Lab conducts the Oregon Population Survey. They ask the same questions every other 

year from 1990 to 2002. Measures are taken to make the survey statistically relevant. 

Oregon’s O ffice o f Economic Analysis, a state-run office that helps forecast conditions in 

Oregon’s econom y, pays for the survey. These data sets are made public by the State of 

Oregon and are available for academic u.se. I use survey data to gather racial, social, and 

economic dem ographic information from 1990 through 2002. I examine demographic 

factors that are strongly correlated with turnout; race, education, employment, age,
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gender, hom eownership, clisabiliiy, and commuting time (W oltinger and Rosenstone 

1980, T ex iera  1992, M iller and Shanks 1995).

In discovering how this reform came about, and testing the demobilization 

theory, I use a qualitative approach. I note the key sponsors of legislation, or. In case of 

referendum , the key groups that authored the language o f the question, and those who 

were opposed to the legislation. The names o f these sponsors and opponents are recorded 

in referendum questions, and are kept by the Oregon State Archives. The Oregon Senate 

and House o f  Representatives each keep detailed records o f voting and debates on 

legislation that are available to the public. Opponents o f a referendum question are also 

allowed to place their objections on the ballot. The ballots provide the names and 

addresses o f  major opponents to referendum questions. I gather the ntunes o f key 

opponents from  these sources. I determine which politicians supported this change in 

voting style—and test the demobilization theory-by  analyzing legislative voting records.

I inteiwiew several politicians, reformers, and opponents (see appendix for list o f names).

I select these people because of their reported knowledge o f the chtinge to voting by mail. 

The answ ers to the questions 1 ask are not a part of public knowledge. I use a mail 

questionnaire; the questions are listed in the appendix.

In addition, 1 study newspaper coverage from Oregon’s two top newspapers The 

Oregonian and the Statesman Journal for textual analysis. The Oregonian and the 

Statesman J ournal keep records o f every article from the previous 25 years. 1 use the 

database to compile a list o f every article about the reform. From these articles, I make a
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master list o f  key individuals. Additionally, T note any relevant information contained in 

these articles. For national coverage, I exam ine the New York Times. Los Angeles 

T im es, W ashington Post, various Internet search engines, and the lexis-nexus database o f 

articles about the reform, voting by mail, or election reform. 1 use these sources to 

determine how  this retbrm occurred, and which politicians supported and fought it.

The social capital section of this di.ssertation will use Putnam et a l ’s standard 

approach o f  survey research. The use o f  surveys that ask questions about social capital to 

determine the societal impact o f a reform is a frequently used methodology (Burt, 1998; 

M olyncaux, 2002; Mayoux, 2001; Neuhouser, 1995; Smith, 2000; Smith-Lovin & 

M cPherson, 1993; World Bank, 2001), Putnam (2001) uses surveys that asked questions 

related to civic engagement and relates these results to various socioeconomic 

demographic factors, including race, income, and education. Rosenfeld, Messner, and 

Baumer (2001) use aggregate survey data to find that high aggregate homicide rates are 

correlated w ith areas with lower levels o f social capital. Kawachi and Kennedy (1997) 

use the General Social Survey to find that “ inequality is related to reduction in social 

cohesion and that disinvestment in social capital is in turn associated with increased 

mortality” . Rice and Ling (2002) use the W orld Values Survey to develop measures o f 

social capital, and find that social capital is related to personal wealth. Further review of 

literature finds that many researchers use survey data questions about civic engagement 

and community involvement and correlate those answers with socioeconomic variables 

(Burt, 1998; Molyneaux, 2002; Mayoux, 2001; Neuhouser, 1995; Smith, 2000; Smith- 

Lovln & McPherson, 1993; W orld Bank, 2001). Oregon’s Population Survey has
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questions that measure social capital, One about community involvement, and another 

about feelings for Oregon, henceforth detaned as Trust. As was done in the voting 

section, I exam ine the survey answers for the various economic, racial, and social sub­

groupings to  determine who has more social capital after the leform.

Summary o f  Results

In chap ter two, I determine what facilitated and hindered the reform, I find that 

the reform ’s successful enactment and continued existence depended on the alignment o f  

unrelated circum stances. These circumstances came about in both direct and indirect 

ways. All w ere  crucial to the reform ’s enactment. The institutional context o f state’s 

right.s in electoral procedures facilitated the change to voting by mail. If voting by mail 

had been inaugurated in another nation without our distinct federal system it might have 

been declared an illegitimate abuse of sub-national power. But our federal system allow.s 

states to determ ine their own electoral systems. Oregon also has a political culture that is 

hospitable to  reform. Oregon started with an open voting process in the 1850’s where 

people said the name o f their candidate in public. Oregon also led the way in referendum 

and initiative voting, the process that enabled voting by mail to be enacted. Oregon has 

experim ented with many recent reforms that have been successful. Thus, Oregon’s 

political culture and history may have made the enactment o f new reforms— like voting 

by mail— easier. There was a successful experiment with voting by mail that provided 

crucial em pirical evidence o f the reform ’s benefit and safety. There were present in 

Oregon various non-governmental organizations. Democratic politicians, and unions 

which w ould benefit from the refom i’s enactment. Further, the refomi did not endanger
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any pow erfu l coiporations, provoking them to lobby agamst it, which had occurred with 

Oregon’s hea lth  care reform referendum in the 2002 election. Oregon was also facing 

decreasing turnout, rising cost o f elections, and more negative political advertising.

These circum stances created a window of opportunity for policy change that enabled the 

voting by m ail reform. I find that fear o f fraud, undue influence, and a loss of polling 

booth cam araderie hindered the reform effort. Also there was clear resistance to the 

reform by th e  Republican Party, offering evidence to support the demobilization theory.

In chapter three, I test the reform’s impact on voter turnout. I find that the reform 

significantly increases voter turnout. In both national elections that used voting by mail 

there was a large increase in tumout. In the 2000 election voting rates increased by 8.5 

percent o f regi.stered voters. The 2002 election had an even larger increase, 10.1 percent 

o f registered voters. The increase happened after the reform was enacted, and intemipteci 

a trend o f vo ter decline for Oregon. I ran a regression analysis to determine if  other 

factors w ere causing this increase. The model features the most common factors that ai'e 

thought to influence turnout. These factors were race, age, education, and income. I test 

from 1990 through 2002. The regression equation shows that there are three variables 

that are statistically significant. These variables are Voting By Mail, Over65, and 

Income. The voting by mail variable is highly positively coiTelated with Oregon’s 

turnout at 0.715. The Over65 and income variables did not change during the period of 

the reform. The variables that are not significant are Under25, Education, and Race. I 

determine the impact o f mobilization and the elections’ competitiveness. The change to
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voting by m ail appears to be the only factor in Oregon that increases turnout in the 2(XX)

and 2002 elections,

I determine if  outside factors raised the turnout. I examine if  rural counties

benefited m ore than urban counties from the reform. After the reform, urban counties 

voted slightly  more than raral counties, as they have always done in Oregon. In 2000. 

urban counties had 80.1 percent o f registered voters turnout, while niral counties voted at 

78.7 percent. I test the effect o f national and regional voting trends to determine if they 

caused turnout to increase. From the period 1980 through 1996 Oregon closely followed 

the national and regional trends in voting. O regon’s voting pattem.s are .80 coiTelated 

with the national patterns, and the correlations are significant. O regon’s voting patterns 

are .87 coiTelated with the regional patterns, and are significant. But after the reform the 

national and  regional turnout levels remain constrmt, while Oregon's turnout increased. 

This increase shows that there was something unique to Oregon that changed turnout. 

The only determ inant in Oregon that changed was the introduction o f voting by mail.

I test Oregon’s turnout compared to all other states’ tumout. The test ran a 

regression o f  all states’ 1996 tum out against their tumout in 2000. Oregon is 

significantly higher than the regression line, which signifies that its change in tum out is 

atypical. Finally, the influence o f the closeness o f the 2000 election and mobilization 

was m easured by a recent report (Cans). This analysis uses less precise voting age 

population (VAP) data. When the test uses the percent of registered voters, it shows that 

Oregon had 5 percent more tumout increase thauall other battleground states. Thus,
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although som e increase might be due to greater mobilization and the closeness of 

outcomes in 2000, these tests confirm  that reform results in a large increase in voter 

turnout. 2002  had an even larger increase.

In chapter four, 1 test the reform ’s impact on voter turnout o f different: 

socioeconom ic groups. I find that the cause o f lower turnout amongst marginalized 

groups is n o t simply lack o f education or Interest in politics. If the voting process is 

made easier, then these groups participate more. I find that traditionally marginailzed 

groups increase tum out at higher rates than mainstream Oregonians. Poor people, in 

paticu lar, experience an increase in turnout much greater than the non-poor. Voting by 

mail succeeds in facilitating voting rate increases at higher rates than the majority for the 

poor (5.5 percentage points higher), the elderly (13.9 percentage points higher), African 

Americans (.2 percentage points higher), American Indians (6.6 percentage points 

higher), m en (2.0 percentage points higher), and the unemployed (14.2 percentage points 

higher). O ther groups, however, do not show an increase in turnout. These groups are 

the young, the uneducated, Hispanics, Asians, Other Race, and renters.

In chapter five, I test the reform’s impact on social capital. The social capital test 

shows that the reform had beneficial unintended consequences for O regon’s politicai life. 

I find that civic engagement is higher for those who voted by mail. The mean response 

for civic engagement for those who voted in 1996 is 1.97, and for 2000 it is 1.73. On a 

.scale of one to five, people who voted by mail are .2 more civically engaged. The 

feelings of community involvement also rise after the reform. In 1996, voters have a les.s
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positive sk ew  in caring about their community than in 20(X). In 20{)0, there is a 24 

percentage po in ts  more community involvement among voters than in 1996. Thus, if you 

voted by m a il you have a greater chance o f feeling like a part o f your community. The 

mean score te.st shows that iti 2000— when comparing those who did and did not vote—  

voters f e l l . 10  more a part o f their community than in 1996. The data also stiggesfs that 

volunteering should increase, although no statistical proof is available.

I u se  demographic data to deteraiine for whom social capital increased. The 

different groups tested were American Indians, Hispanics, Asians, Blacks, Whites, the 

disabled, G ender, Education, the unemployed, the poor, those under age 25, and those 

over age 65. I test these groups for changes in civic engagement and community 

involvement. Those who voted by mail who were a marginalized group who feel more 

engaged th an  the majority are Hispanics, Asians, Blacks, the disabled, the unemployed, 

those under age 25, and those over age 65. Those who voted by mail who are a 

m arginalized group who feel more involved in their community than the majority are 

Asians, B lacks, the disabled, the poor, and those under age 25. Thus, voting by mail 

makes a sm all increase in social capital. In particular groups who have low social capital 

like the p o o r or the young, saw higher levels of increase.
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Ch»2; Faeilitatiiig and Hinderiiiti: the change to voting l>v mai!.

O reg o n ’s mail-in voting reibrm is the most innovative change in state-level 

electoral system s in many decades. W hat led Oregon to change its voting system in such 

a radical w ay , and what: hindered the retbnii effort? Voting by mail’s enactment provides 

insights in to  the conditions necessary for electoral reform. Oregon experimented with 

voting by m ail in a few local elections since 1981. But voting by mail was only recently 

approved in  a  referendum for use in all elections,, starting with the 2(XK) election. The 

reform process was slow, as all the right elements gradually converged to make change 

possible. N ational, state, and local elements were aligned to create a chance for reform.

Electoral reform is difficult to achieve. Studying voting by m ail’s history sheds 

light on how  to enact an innovative electoral reform. Piven and Cloward’s (2001) theory 

of non-voting (hereafter the “demobilization theory”) offers an explanation of why 

electoral system  reform is difficult. It states that once politicians are in power, they fight 

reforms that expand the electorate, especially if  these reforms threaten to include more 

new voters for the opposition. An expansion o f the electorate might endanger their 

ability to be reelected if it comes from groups likely to vote for other candidates. 

Reformers predicted a turnout increase because voting by mail simplifies the electoral 

system (Vetter 1996). The reform provides an interesting test of the demobilization 

theory. D iscovering how it came into exi.stence tells us if, and, if so, which, politicians
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were against the reform. The central research questions are; who promoted and fought 

the reform, an d  what conditions are necessary to enable change?

The “ garbage can” model of Cohen et al. (1972) is helpful in understanding how 

Oregon changed to voting by mail. The garbage can model suggests that change is often 

encouraged by the development; o f unrelated circumstances. Previous clrcurnstances 

and resources can (dis)encourage the development of new policies, even though 

reformers d id  not create these conditions. Change happens when conditions align to Ibrni 

a window o f  opportunity. The garbage can model outlines an incremental process in 

which previously occurring changes enable new reforrns to take place. These prior 

conditions are not necessarily part o f a large coordinated plan of action that leads to one- 

targeted goal. Rather, various events happen to create an environment which reformers 

can take advantage of to create a new policy.

Increm entalist might seem a better policy model if voting by mail was a gradual 

expansion o f  a previous policy, but its adoption was not gradual. Although a small trial 

o f voting by mail did provide important evidence o f its safety and success, the 1998 

reform is not an incremental expansion o f this policy. Rather, almost twenty years later, 

a com bination of a variety of factors created a window of opportunity for change. The 

incrementalist model should show a gradual, ever-increasing expansion o f a policy. But, 

one experim ent in 1981, followed by twenty years of inactivity, then a dramatic change is 

not gradual or incremental. The more ad-hoc explanations o f John Kingdon's (1995) 

Garbage Can model is better suited for explaining the complexities of this electoral
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system refortn. The policy window that emerged from the combined Ibrces o f 

institutions, O regon’s culture, and Oregon’s needs created the opportunity to enact vote 

by mail.

Votin,g by maiF.s enactment was encouraged by: national constitutional 

arrangements that allow state's rights in election procedures, O regon’s development of 

the referendum  process and a political culture that accepts radical change, the previous 

creation o f a  successful local experiment with voting by mail, and the formation of a pro­

reform coalition o f the Democratic Party, election retbrmers, and non-governmental 

organizations. The conditions that facilitated bringing voting by mail to a successful 

referendum vote are also available in some other states. Thus, we need to examine what 

else encouraged this reforai in Oregon. The other factors in Oregon 1. identify are 

decreasing turnout, rising costs of elections, and increasing use o f  last minute negative 

campaign attacks. The combination o f all o f the above factors in Oregon overcame the 

resistance to  refonn.

These unintended circumstances do not take away from the desire of the 

reformers to  do societal good, and fulfill their civic and professional duties. In fact, I find 

that the reform  has many beneficial effects. But why do some reforms get enacted, when 

so many others fail? A successful refom i effort is due to the alignment o f both the 

efforts of reform ers and the presence of propitious conditions. As it happens, the reform 

had even greater benefit than was anticipated by the reformers. But the desire to "do 

good" must be accompanied by a situation that will enable change to occur.
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1 a lso  study the factors that worked against the reform, because it is important to 

know what th e  reform effort overcame to achieve its goal. Opponents argued that voting 

by mail will lead to rampant fraud, “undue influence”, and loss o f polling place civic 

engagem ent. I also find that rnost Republican politicians did not want voting by mail.

For exam ple, in 1995, there was a state legislature vote by mail bill that Republicans 

voted unanim ously against. Republicans unanimously voted against, and killed, another 

vote by m ail bill in the Oregon Senate elections committee in 1997. In the 1998 election, 

Republicans denounced the voting by mail referendum. A Republican-led conservative- 

funded organization tried to have the refomi declared unconstitutionaL In 2001, 

Republican members o f the state legislature passed legislation— with a party-line vote—  

to curtail the effect of the reform. 1 also determine that the negative predictions of 

opponents d id  not occur.

What Facilitates Electoral Reform? 

American National Institutions

N ational institutions limit the ability o f any sub-national unit to enact legislation. 

How the reform  overcame national institutional barriers must be studied. The United 

S tates’ unique federal system allows sub-national units to create their own electoral 

policy, w ithin the limits of constitutional and national law. The Federal Election 

Commission says, “as might be expected given the Constitutional mandate that the 

individual States conduct elections in our country, the administration o f elections varies
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w idely from  State to State and region to region” (F.fj.C.). Yet despite this diversity, the 

ability o f reform ers to get their legislation enacted is limited by constitutional and 

national election law. The judiciary must approve any change in election law that 

happens in the country due to the lawsuits that typically follow in the wake of an electoral 

reform. If th e  refomi did not meet the Court’s legal criteria then it could not continue to 

exist.

The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in the Burdick v. Takushi case (1992) that any 

changes in election laws or regulations must be approved under the Voting Rights Act 

only if  they have a direct connection to voting, ft listed such things as changes in the 

manner o f voting, in candidacy requirements itnd qualifications, in the composition o f the 

electorate that may vote for candidates for certain offices and changes affecting the 

creation or abolition o f elective offices. By limiting what the federal government must 

approve, the Supreme Court preserved a federal institutional context in which states 

could change elections laws. Oregon’s mail-in voting reform remained possible.

Another exam ple of recent reform is in Texas where the traditional polling places are 

now open on for a three-week period before the election.

In 2000, the Supreme Court refused to hear a case again.st the reform, thus 

ensuring its legality. I asked Bill Bradbury— whose office was a defendant in the 

lawsuit— if he had expected the Supreme Court to hear the case against voting by mail, 

and if  he had been confident in the law as written? He said “We were confident in the
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Jaw as w ritten  and we were not surprised when the Supreme Court declined to consider 

the challenge to Oregon’s vote by mail system”.

T he primary argument of the Voter Integrity Project (the appellant in the appeal, 

notably an organization based outside o f Oregon) was that voting by mail should be 

illegal because federal statutes establish “the Tuesday next after the first M onday in 

November” as federal Election Day. The Voting Integrity Project argued that by 

designating a  federal election day, “Congress implied that the designated federal elections 

were to take place on that, day and no other days” ( Voting Integrity Project, Inc. v. 

Keisling. 9 *  Cir. Court, 2001).

In its  1997 decision in Foster v. Love (522 U.S. 67 ,69  1997), the Supreme Court 

defined election for pur|)oses of the federal Election Day statute as “the combined actions 

o f voters and officials meant to make a final selection o f an officeholder.” The Supreme 

Court further explained, “This case does not present the question whether a State must 

always em ploy the conventional mechanics o f an election. W e hold today only that if an

election does take place, it may not be consummated prior to federal Election Day.”

Thus, the Supreme Court allowed various types o f reforms as long as they met a narrow 

set of federal or constitutional requirements.

Based upon the above Supreme Court decision, the Ninth Circuit Court concluded 

ht VIP v. Keisling that “ there is only a single election day in Oregon, when the election is 

‘consumm ated,’ even though there are p,rior voting days.” In other words, even though
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people m ark their ballots and mall them in over the course o f two weeks, because the 

county c le rk s  do not actually count, all o f the ballots until Election Day, the election is 

“consum m ated” on that day and therefore meets the federal requirements. Thus, the 

IM eral jud ic ia ry  niled that the reform was acceptable under this federal constitutional 

system that allows sub-national units to control elections. The reform needed this 

institutional context.

Interestingly, I find below that this state-level electoral system relbrrn encourages 

participation from marginalized groups, including African Americans. But, state’s rights 

are historically associated with denial o f access for these groups. Slavery, segregation, 

and Jim C row  were all detended with state’s rights. W alker (1999) finds that 

decentralization is synonymous with segregation and racism in the minds of many. Yet 

the potential for progressive state innovation cannot be ignored. For example, 

traditionally liberal states like Hawaii and Massachusetts are in the vanguard o f gay 

marriage. S ta te’s rights in matrimonial law allows these liberal states to be policy 

pioneers. I f  the state’s political culture is inclined towards progressivism, state’s rights 

will prom ote progressive innovation in that state. Oregon’s political culture is 

progressive. Voting by mail is part o f a larger history of electortil reform that facilitated 

participation in Oregon. Southern states have conservative political cultures, and in the 

past that led to conservative electoral policies. But one should not assume that the 

national is always more liberal than the local. Some states are more progressive than the 

national government. State’s rights in election procedures allows progressive states—  

like Oregon— to enact reforms that encourage participation.
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Oregon’s Political Dcn’elopmeiit.

O regon’s history and political culture make it easier to radically change election 

procedures. A political culture o f reform iti a state makes it easier to enact innovative 

policies, because people are familiar with change, and therefore, less leery of it. Almond 

and Verba (1989) find that the political culture o f state has a profound influence on its 

policy choices. W ildavsky (1987) finds that a state’s culture influences its institutions, 

which in tu rn  fiirther defines its culture. Laitin and W ildavsky (1988) also find that 

institutions are shaped by political culture, which shapes the political preferences of a 

people. T he political culture in Oregon is one where experimentation is commonplace, 

and this facilitates refonn.

O regon has a reformist political culture. Endo (1998) finds that Oregon has a 

“penchant fo r passing landmark legislation”. Daniel Elazar studied Oregon and 

concluded that its reformist culture reflects the “progressive, and predominantly 

moralistic citizenry” (Elazar 1991). Piott (2003) finds that Oregon is the most reformist 

state in the use o f referendum and initiatives. M alsberger (2003) cites direct primary 

elections, the recall, proportional representation, and the popular election of US senators 

a.s areas in which Oregon led in electoral reforms. Josephson (2002) finds that Oregon’s 

reformist culture is vigorous, but it often leads to bad or even horrific public policy, 

including the use o f eugenic sterilization in the 1930’s of the mentally ill. Putnam and 

Feldstein (2003) find the Portland metropolitan area:— where half o f Oregon’s residents 

live— has a vibrant reformist political culture, more than other areas they studied, 

Johnston (2002) finds that the middle class in Oregon has a long history of supporting
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reform, m ore than in other states. Johnson (1992) finds that o f Western states, Oregon 

has the m ost reformist political culture due to the traits of its earliest inhabitants, who 

created institutions that invigorated future retbrm efforts.

Referendum  and initiative voting is an important example of Oregon’s reformist 

political culture. The history of referendum and initiative, in fact, is intimately tied to the 

developm ent o f Oregon. “In 1902, the Oregon electorate overwhelmingly approved a 

ballot mea.sure that created the initiative and referendum, a system of direct legislation by 

the people. In 1904, the electorate enacted the direct primary and, in 1908, the State 

Constitution was amended to include recall o f public officials."(Blue Book 2002). The 

referendum  and initiative system developed in Oregon was pushed by a group led by 

progressive leader William S. IJ'Ren and founded in 1898 (Blue Book 2002). The system 

was widely known as being developed in Oregon and has since been adopted by many 

other states. “The initiative and referendum became known nationally as the ‘Oregon 

System ,’ and adoption of these popular legislative tools put Oregon in the vanguard of 

progressive and enlightened politics, allowing the people to propose new laws or change 

the State Constitution through a general election ballot measure.”(Blue Book 2002). 

Oregon continues to be in the vanguard o f electoral procedures with the change to voting 

by mail.

Oregon uses the referendum and initiative process often. “Since 1902, the people 

have passed 99 o f the 288 initiative measures on the ballot and 25 of the 61 referenda on 

the ballot. During the same period, the legislature has referred 363 measures to the
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people, o f w h ich  206 have passed.” (Blue Book 2002). The process is designed to be 

simple. T he simplicity of the proces.s facilitates the ability o f reformers to get their 

referendum s and initiatives enacted. “Oregon holds the records for the most (enacted) 

statewide iiiitiatives, the highe.st average initiative use (6.6 per general election), and the 

most statew ide initiatives on the ballot in a .single year - 27 in 1912.”' (Schmidt) The 

high rate o f  referendum passage in Oregon can be attributed to the simplicity o f the 

system, and the ease o f the process.

The requirements for referendums are straightforward. “Both houses o f the 

legislature m ust vote to refer a statute or constitutional amendment for a popuitu' vote. 

Such refeiTals cannot be vetoed by the governor. To place an initiative or referendum on 

the ballot, supporters must obtain a specified number of signatures from registered 

voters.”(B lue Book 2002). Oregon, thus, developed the referendum and initiative system, 

im plem ented it in an engaging and simple fashion, and used it thoroughly throughout its 

existence. The reform was facilitated by these innovations and their consistent use. In 

fact, the high number o f ballot measures resulting from this easy process created another 

pressure for the reform: the need o f voters for more time to look at the ballot. The ballot 

had twenty-six questions in 2000, more than most people can answer in the short time in 

a polling booth (Bradbury 2003). The longer time period o f voting by mail and the easier 

access to information about ballot measures were common arguments for the reform 

(Seligson 2003).
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O regon’s political culture created many recent, successful firsts. Historical 

examples prov ide insight as to why Oregon was willing to make a radical change in its 

voting system . Here are examples o f reforms that were approved through the

referendum  process in Oregon:

• The first state to pass the Bottle Bill in 1971. (CRI)

• Innovative iand-use laws. {Oregon)

• 'Fhe creation o f Metro, where Portland went from being a city with separate 

governments for the suburbs; to becoming a unified metropolis. Metro provides a 

b road  range o f seivices to 1.3 million residents in three counties and 24 cities in 

the Portland, Oregon region. (Metro)

These successlu! experiments make it is easier for people to trust new refonns,, Oregon’s 

past successes with other reforms might make voters more receptive to voting by mail. 

Also, it is interesting that Oregon had experimented with a “viva voce” voting, a non­

secret open ballot where people voted by roll call (Bourke and Debats 1995). In 

Oregon’s W ashington County between 1855 and 1860 votes were given by voice (Bourke 

and Debats 1995). The similarities o f the viva voce system with voting by mail are 

remai'kable in that both allow for an open style o f voting.

O regon’s unique political history facilitated the reform effort. Through Oregon’s 

consistent use of referendums and initiatives the public ha.s seen radical change result in 

positive outcomes. The people o f Oregon are, thus, more willing to accept new changes 

than citizens of another state who had not succeeded with as many new policies.
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P iw io iis  E x p erim en ts  w ith Voting By Mail

A fter experimentiiTig with voting by mail in some local elections for almost 20 

years, Oregonians voted in 1998 to adopt voting by mail for all state elections with nearly 

70 percent in  favor. The first local government to use voting by mail after the Oregon 

Legislature approved a test for local elections in 1981 was Linn County. Current Linn 

County C lerk  Steve Druckenmiller told me that “Linn County was chosen because o f 

great respect for then County Clerk Del Riley who was a leading proponent of Vote By 

Mail.” (D ruckenm iller 2003) Del Riley (Democrat) accompanied Oregon Elections 

Director R ay Phelps (Democrat), and several state legislators (all Democrats), to witness 

an experim ent with voting by mail in San Diego, California in 1981 (Oregon Slate 

Senate, Com m ittee on Elections. Hereafter SCOE 1981). Monterey County, California 

conducted the first all voting by mail election ever held in the United States in 1977 

(Henshaw 2001). After 1977, many local elections in California used voting by mail, 

particularly for referenda. The Oregon delegation was interested in San Diego because it 

is a larger and more diverse population than M onterey County (Oregon State House, 

Committee on Elections. Hereafter HCOE 1981). All who went on this observation tour 

became strong proponents of the system and viewed it as a tremendous success (SCOE 

1981).

Ray Phelps convinced then Secretary o f State Paulus (Democrat) to draft a

proposal that was submitted to the election.s committees o f the House and Senate (SCOE
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1981). A fte r holding hearings, these comiiiittees drafted legislation based on the 

Secretary o f  State recommendations (SCOEi 1981 and HCOEi 1981). They also sought 

the approval of the Attorney General as to voting by maiFs constitutionality (SCOE 

1981). Aft.er receiving approval, they submitted a version to the floor o f the House and 

Senate, (SC O E  1981, HCOE 1981). The House committee voting was six for and four 

against, w ith  three out of four Republicans against (HCOE 1981). The Senate committee 

voting was seven for and two against, with two out o f three Republicans again.st (SCOE 

1981). A fter many hearings, it was decided tha t-based  on San Diego’s success-a  one­

time county non-candidate experiment would be tried for a special election (SCOE 1981, 

HCOE 1981 ). If that was a success, then more special non-candidate elections would be 

tried. A com prom ise was reached when local non-candidate elections (usually local 

bond and tax referenda) were suggested as the first experiment to use vote by mail 

(SCOE 1981, HCOE 1981). The non-candidate elections compromise fedlitated 

Republicans joining the Democrats in supporting this bill (SCOE 1981, HCOE 1981).

The House floor voting was forty five for and fifteen against, with eleven out of nineteen 

Republicans against (Oregon State House o f Representatives Archives. Hereafter House. 

1981). The Senate floor voting was twenty one for and nine against, with seven out of 

eleven Republicans against (Oregon State Senate Archives. Hereafter Senate. 1981).

Del Riley, who observed the San Diego system and supported the reform, volunteered 

Linn County to be the first Oregon County to experiment with vote by mail (HCOE 

1981).
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The San Diego experiment supplied crucial empirical evidence that the new 

system w as safe, fair, cheaper, and increased turnout. Similarly, the 1981 experiment 

was a crucial, source of empirical evidence about the positive benefits of the system that 

refom iers could  show the public, Thus, a path for electoral reform is small level 

experim entation that can provide evidence for future expansions o f the policy. By t.he 

time of the referendum for all mail-in ballots in national elections, Oregon had 

experim ented with voting by mail for twenty years in local special elections. Through 

this slow im plem entation, Oregonians became familiar with voting by mail, and did not 

tear adopting it for national elections. Both the 1981 experiment and the 1998 

referendum also benefited from Oregon’s political culture that was open to innovation. 

Voting by m ail’s slow implementation allowed citizens to see evidence of the reform’s 

consequences— particularly regarding fraud— ^̂ before trying it in important national 

elections. By implementing the policy slowly, it would not seem to be a radical change 

to the average citizen, but merely an application o f a successful experiment.
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Table 27

11981

Here is a complete timeline o f the implementation o f Voting by Mail;

-Mmi (KTraf®Jfnfli’IV*'!

The Oregon Lt'-gislaUire approves a test o f vote-by-mail fVBM) for lo 
lek’ctions.

11987 fVBM appixn'cd for candidate local/special elections
ilJune 1993 jjbirst canditlatc local election by mail ~ 39 percent tumout.
iM ay 1995 IjSecoiid candidate local election by mail -- 44 percent turnout.
iSpring/Siim m er !|The Oregon Legislature approves a proposal to expand VBM to primary 
11995 iund general elections. The Governor vetoes the bill._^^___

* *' i!) -»«!lS#.SifflSVW*ti«aW«6«l=WOTQnv« 9 t  <<Wi.'re..<HFh'.i-M»-v«lw«i!»i»iW»Kiln«KWWi«<Wl«inn>«lMrt*'lW»M»WiOTÂ ^

|Ma_y 1997 ’iSixth .special candidate local election by niait ^^42 percent turnout.
■ . . _ fhe Oregon House ot Representatives approves a proposal to expand
Î9 Q7  ^ um m ei |Yg|^^ primary and general elections. The bill dies in a Senate

■ ' ' icommittee. The Governor would have signed the bill into law.
iNoveraber 1997 |Seventh special canclidate local election _by_inail -  60 perctui tumout. 
[May 1998 |Priniary election at the polls. Forty-one percent o f registeivd \ otcrs in

ipregon are voters, an all-time low.

jJune 1998

iSupporters o f expanding V BM to primary and generd  elections u.$e the I! 
iinitiative to put the issue on the November general election ballot. No j 
ipaid signature gatherers were used to put the measure on the ballot -  a | 
lltirst since 1994. I

iNovember 3, 
11998

A. vv^ IT9

lOregon voters decide to expand VBM to primary ajid general elections | 
jjby a vote o f 757,204 to 334,021.    ̂ I

jlNovember 2 , 
il999

ijEighth special candidate local election by mail —  38 percent turnout.

Source: Oregon Election Divi.sion (Accessed April 23'^, 2003)

T he D em ocratic /N on-G overnm ental O rgan iza tion  C oalition

Referendum s must have sponsors. For a referendum to be taken seriously by the 

public it helps that these sponsors be noteworthy, respected, and probably politicians.

For a politician, supporting a referendum offers a way to increase exposure, seem 

forward thinking, and appear as .someone with solid policy proposals. A referendum’s 

supporters need a politician’s credibility, and politicians can use the referendum’s 

spotlight to benefit their cm'eers. But this is an electoral system reform, and thus, it 

affects politicians’ reelection prospects. Traditional wisdom in Oregon held that the
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D em ocratic Party would benefit from voting by mail (Vetter 1996). The Democratic 

Party in particular would benefit from an expan.sion o f the electorate that, results from 

greater convenience, because marginalized population.s more often vote Democratic 

(Citrin et al. 2001). I provide evidence below that Democrats strongly supported the 

refonn, w hile Republicans opposed it, by studying state legislature voting records and 

media textual analysis. The Democratic Party formed a coalition with reformers, liberal 

non-governm ental organizations, and unions to get enough signatures to put the reform 

on the ballot, and convince voters to pass it.

H ere are the sponsors of the reform as listed on the referendum question. 

O pponents are not listed on the question as sponsors are, but they are allowed to 

their argm nents in opposition next to the question. Below, I discuss the opponents:

Organization
League o f  W om en Voter.s 
Oregon League o f Conservation Voters 
AARP of Oregon
American Association of University Women 
Oregon Com m on Cause 
AFL-CIO Oregon 
OSPIRG
N W  Oregon Labor Council 
Oregon Education Association 
Special Districts Association of Oregon 
National Association o f Letter Carriers, Branch 82 
Oregon NARAL
Oregon W om an’s Rights Coalition 
Oregon Public Employees Union, SEIIJ Local 503 
Oregon Fire District Directors Association
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Itidividiials
Governor J o h n  Kitzhaber (Democrat)
Secretary o f  State Phil Keisling (Democrat)
Former S ecretary  o f State, Governor mid US Senator Mark Hatfield (Republican) 
Former State Treasurer and Secretary o f State Clay Myers (Republican)
Brian B ooth  (Author/Activist)
Ivtui Gold (O regon Common Cause)
Curt G leaves (Campaign for Equal Justice)
John Gray ( ACLU)
Jim Wright; (  ACLU)
Paul and A lice  M'eyer (ACLU)

Businesses
Salem A rea Cham ber o f Commerce 
PGE
Gibson Enterprises 
Neil K elley Company 
Russell D evelopm ent Company 
M edford Fabrication

(http://www.sos.state.or.us/eiections/other.inlb/stat.htm . This is the source of the voting 
records and textual evidence regarding who were the supporters and opponents o f the 
reform.)

The presence o f this coalition was another factor that was needed to get this 

reform enacted. A sim ihu coalition o f reformers enabled NVRA’s passage (Groarke 

2000). E ach  of these groups had its own interest in suppoiting the reform. The 

Democratic politicians were able to support this reform because it did not endanger any 

of the m ajor contributors to their campaigns, and was predicted to benefit their party.

The reform ers and voting rights groups were able to see electoral innovation occur. The 

non-governmental organizations and the unions expected to see benefit for their members 

from this reform. Other refonns that :fail do not have a powerful coalition of supporters 

(Jacobson 2002). This reform succeeded when others did not, because many other 

reforms w ould endanger powerful corporations. The re:form did not provoke any
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powerful business group to lobby against it— as O regon’s universal health care refomi 

referendum in  the 2CX)2 election did (Jacobson 2002). Voting by mail seems innocuous 

to enough pe-ople that some businesses even aligned to support it, de.spite union support. 

This coalition gathered the petition signatures to qualify the measure for a ballot, 

campaigned to  persuade voters, and wrote the referendum that passed. An appointed 

committee in  Oregon verified the accuracy o f its statement. The only committee member 

to vote against its ticcuracy was the only Republican, Sen. Lynn Snodgrass. Here is the 

text of 1998's  referendum 60 that approved voting by mail:

R E S U L T  OF ’’YES'* V O TE: "Yes" vote amends existing law to require 
vote by mail in biennial primary, general elections.

R E S U L T  O F  "N O " V O T E: "No" vote retains current law prohibiting 
vote by  mail in biennial primary or general elections.

S U M M A R Y ; Current law prohibits vote by mail for biennial primary or 
general elections. This proposal eliminates the prohibition and requires 
vote by mail for biennial primary or general elections. The proposal does 
not affect existing law permitting the Secretary of State and county clerk 
to conduct other elections either at the polls or by mail.

E S T IM A T E  O F  FIN A N C IA L IM PA C T : County government expenditures are 
estim ated to be reduced each Primary and General Election year by $3,021,709.

Lowering turnout

O bviously, the most prominent motivating factor for the reform was decreasing 

voting rates in Oregon. Decreasing turnout provides a valid reason to refom i the 

electoral sy.stera. If turnout rates are level or rising, then there is less impetus to change 

the electoral system. Before the reform, O regon’s voting rates decreased by 10 

percentage points in the I990’s. The reform was predicted to lacilitate the voting process 

and increase turnout. I find that it was successful in raising turnout. Importantly, I also
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find that this occurred in a period o f  national turnout decrease. WhetlMn* voting by mal! is 

the .sole, reason for Oregon; s increase in lurnout is controversial, and in the following 

chapters I find  it did increase participation.

Increasing Elections Cost

The cost o f elections was rising in Oregon before the reform (Bradbury 2001). In 

the pamphlet Oregon Secretary o f State Voting By Mail Frequently Asked Questions one 

o f the goals o f  the reform, is listed as “saving taxpayer dollars”(Elections Office 2000). 

The cost of elections is measured in terms o f  cost per vote. These statistics take rates o f 

inflation in to  account. Bill Bradbury .said the costs of mnning the elections was 

increasing in  Oregon, and that it did decrease after the refonn (Bradbury 2001, 2003) He 

said, “The cost of running elections decreased with the advent of voting by mail. As you 

know, voting by mail was enacted statewide in the November 1998 general election. 

Elections costs in Oregon rose for two decades. People were complaining about the 

rising costs. Our state is large, tmd the reform offers a much cheaper solution on how to 

hold elections” . Cost figures arc not yet available for the 2002 primary and general 

elections, as the counties are still compiling the data and reporting to the Elections 

Division. T o  illustrate the cost savings, let us compare the primary and general elections 

in 1998 (polling place) with 2000 (voting by mail).
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Table 27

Election Total Eligible 

Voters

Total

Ballots

Cast

Turnout % Election Cost Co.st per 

Voter

t (1 ;r

Ballot

Nov.

1998

1,965,778 1,158,163 58.92^1 $3,558,764.36 $1.81 $3.07

Nov. 1,953,423 1,559,168 79.82% $3,564,120.12 $1.82 $2.29

20(X)

May 1998 1,903,628 664,970 34.93%' $3,396,272.12 $1.78 $5.11

May 2000 1,815,8.54 927,330 51.07% $2,812,480.88 $1.55 $3.03

W hen comparing the N ovem ber elections, the overall cost for both elections was 

roughly the sam e; however, over 400,000 more Oregonians voted in the 2000 election. 

The cost per ballot was significantly lower with voting by mail. W hen comparing the 

M ay elections, it again shows a clear reduction in cost with voting by mail. It should be 

noted that som e o f the cost savings results from collaboration between the state Elections 

Division and  the U.S. Postal Service. The Elections Division is now able to mail election 

materials at a  reduced bulk postage rate. Thus, the reform is successful in reducing 

expenditures, in a period when O regon’s election costs were rising. Cheaper election 

procedures are a powerful argument in favor o f reform, and the reformers promoted this 

benefit (C aiiton 2001).

N egative C am paign ing
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Last m inute negative campaigning was increasing in Oregon before the reform 

(Carlton 2()C)()). The reform decreases the impact o f last minute negative campaigning.

In polling p lace  elections, it is common for candidates to run attack ads soon before an 

election, giv ing their opponent, no time to respond to allegations or denounce falsehoods 

by the time ballo ts are cast. In voting by mail elections, over half of the voters have 

already m arked  and mailed in their ballots by that last weekend, so a last'tninute attrtck ad 

reaches a m tich sm aller percentage o f people who have yet to vote. Further, if candidates 

run negative ads at the beginning o f the voting period, their opponents have time to 

respond w hile  voters are still considering their ballots. The reform lowers the benefit of 

last minute attacks, which was deemed as positive by Oregonians (Carlton 2000)

What H inders  Electoral Retorm.?

To understand what hindered the reform effort, I examine the opponents and their 

reasons for resistance. The reibrm was hindered by: fear of fraud, fear of “undue 

influence”, fea r o f loss o f polling booth camaraderie, and organized Republican 

resistance. I  also determine that the predicted negative effects of the reform did not 

materialize.

C oncerns o v e r  F ra u d

A major obstacle for reformers was convincing the public that the reform provides 

sufficient protection against fraud. Every opponent listed fraud as a major concern on the 

1998 referendum . For example, conservative activist Neale Hyatt said “the oveniding
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concern ab o u t mail voting is not cost, or convenience, it is vote FRAUD” (emphasis in 

orginal) (H y a tt 1998). He further states “when people are allowed to vote through the 

mail as w ell as register through the mail, all control over elections is lost” (Hyatt 1998). 

Republican Representative Lynn Snodgrass said "we do not have a statewide- 

computerized voter registration system, A single voter can be registered in more than one 

county i-md receive more than one ballot. Counties verify signatures, however, they do 

not autom atically talk to 35 other counties to see if  someone is registered in multiple 

jurisdictions. Therefore, (with voting by mail) multiple casting of ballots can cx:cur.” 

(Snodgrass 1998). Scholar Bill Lunch, at Oregon State University, campaigned against 

voting by m ail because “many political scientists have doubts about the system because 

o f their sensitivity to history and how real problems occur when ballots are loose and not 

controlled” (Endo 1998). Fred W. Decker, Treasurer, of Citizen.s For Choice o f Voting 

urged voters to not “vote us back to the mess o f corrupted elections that Americans 

reformed by  adopting the secret ballot a century ago” (Decker 1998). Election fraud is a 

longstanding concern for American politics. A change away from the secret ballot seems 

risky to m any people. Thus, concerns over fraud were a hurdle for the reform efforts.

Supporters o f the reform worked to relieve fears o f fraud with the new system.

Bill Bradbury say.s that “Evidence shows fraud and undue influence are simply not a 

problem with Vote-by-Mail. During voting by m ail’s 20-year histoiy in Oregon, 

elections officials have found no indication o f greater fraud or undue influence. Elections 

experts say all-mail ballot elections are often more secure from fraud than poll-site 

elections.” The reformers designed the sy.stem to have many .safeguards. Bradbury
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explains how ; “ Every signature on every ballot is checked against the original voter 

registration card  in voting by mail elections. If the signature looks suspicious, the vote 

isn't counted, until the voter is contacted and the signature is verified. This provides a 

level o f security that simply isn’t possible in polling place elections where signatures are 

not checked.” They also increased the penalty o f voter fraud to a class “C” felony. The 

reformers w orked to overcome the fraud fear with voters by irapleraenting safeguards, 

increasing penalties, and showing evidence of no fraud from the twenty years of 

experim enting with voting by mail.

O regon’s Elections Office has reported no increase in fraudulent activity 

(Elections O ffice 2002). A recent conference report from national fraud experts and state 

tind county elections officials in Oregon concludes that they have seen little evidence of 

fraud in O regon (Associated Press 2003). Former Secretary of State Phil KelsUng noted 

“that: many states have made it easier to get an absentee ballot without seeing any 

problems w ith  Iraud.” (Associated Press 2003). The general consensus among observers 

is that fraud from voting by mail is not a problem, yet it remtiins a point cited by the 

opposition (Carlton 2000).

Fear of Undue Influence

U ndue influence is when a voter is pressured to vote a certain way. One of the 

chief benefits of secret ballots is that people are free from undue infiuence (Barbalet 

1998). Thi.s concept is held with much regard in America, and ending the secret btillot 

was a m ajor point of contention. The potential Ibr parents, guardians, or bosses to put
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pressure on people to vote a certain way seems a danger without the secret ballot. Many 

opponents s ta te  that this as a concern (Bradbury 2001). Also, churches and other 

orgaiiizatiotts have been known to ask members to meet to discuss ballot choices. If this 

turns into a situation where pressure is exerted to vote a certain way is exerted, then

people could  lose their freedom to choose (Sizemore 2003).

Southw ell (20(X)) created a face-to-face survey where she asked in privacy about 

undue Innuence. She focused on populations that were theorized to be more readily 

unduly influenced (the elderly, people in institutions, wives). She finds that undue 

influence is no t a problem. Undue influence was a concern that reformers had to 

overcome. T he  reformers wrote into the referendum two features to reduce these fears. 

First, is that undue influence became a class “C” felony. Second, County clerks offices 

created private boolh.s where people can fill out: their ballot in secret, and drop it off in the 

office. Secretary o f State Keisling— a Democratic reform supporter in 1998— also 

offered to create  a task force to monitor undue influence, which concluded that it is not a 

problem (Elections Office 2003). Also, evidence from the 1981 experiment was used to 

document th e  lack o f undue influence (Bradbury 2001).

Concern for a Loss of Polling Booth Camaraderie

C ritics o f the reform make a civic engagement argument, in which going to the 

polls is v iew ed as a patriotic endeavor that fills people with a liealthy respect for their 

country. R eform er David Buchanan, Executive Director at Oregon Common Cause, was 

annoyed at m any people’s view that “voting is a social function. The act of voting is not a
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m eet-and-greei gabfesl. It is the noblest: expression, of the democratic p,rocess and .it is so 

wherever y o u  do it, in a kitchen or a campground or a courthouse. In .fa.ct Vofe-by-lVlail 

doesn’t ev en  deprive the polling place fan. They can drive to their clerk’s office on 

election d ay  and vote with all the ceremony and camaraderie they want” (Buchanan 

1998). H e finds that it is the most prominent objection to the reform (Buchanan. 1998). 

.Many oppo:nents thought that, the new system trivializes voting (Decker 1998), OpponeiD.t 

Bill S izem ore says “we lost something rather sacred when we stopped meeting with our 

neighbors dow n at the loctil precinct and. waiting our turn in line to cast our ballots to 

determine together who our leaders would be and which ballot measures would pass or 

M L W e lost part of our sense of comimmity” (Sizemore 2003). Thu.s, the reform that 

intends to increase voting might also decrease another type o f participation: polling place 

cam araderie. Overcoming this perception was another difficulty facing reformers.

The argument about the social function o f the polling place is powerful since 

America has experienced declining civic engagement (Putnam 2001). The social capital 

benefits I find in Chapter Five may well outweigh the loss o f civic engagement that 

results from  not voting together in a polling place. The open process of voting by mail 

may be m ore engaging than the atomized polling booth experience, and has in fact 

boosted m easures o f social capital for those who voted by mail. Reformers countered 

this argument by focusing on the social benefits of discussing your choices with ifiends 

and femily as you mark your ballot (Buchanan 1998).
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Repiiblkaii Mesistaiice

Republicans fouglit this refoiTO, and J find several kinds o f direct evidence of 

Republican resistance. In a 1995 State legislative vote on making voting by mail a 

statewide system, there was a floor vote with all Republicans voting against the reform.

In 1997, the Republican in Senate Elections Committee voted unanimously against the 

reform, w hile all Democrats supported it. hi 1998, Reptiblicans mobilized Jind spoke out 

against the referendum , A non-governmental organization run by Republicans launched 

the court challenge to the reform. In 2001, the Republicans enacted legislation to curtail 

the reform ’s effects. Republicans usually cite the above criticisms of voting by mail in 

their opposition. But, since they are disproportionately against the reibrm, their 

resistance needs to be examined separately.

Voting Behavior in Oregon’s State Legislature for the 1995 and 1997 reform bills.

V oting by mail legislation was passed by the Oregon legislature in 1995, but was 

vetoed. W e see a clear division of party support in the legislature voting records. All 

Republicans in the legislature voted against the bill (SCOE 1995, HCOE 1995). Almost 

all Dem ocrats voted to support the bill (SCOE 1995, HCOE 1995). The Republicans 

give the reasons listed above for being against the reform (SCOE 1995, HCOE 1995). 

Republican House M inority W hip Earl Ehrhmf said "Voting is a responsibility. If you're 

too lazy, too good-for-nothing to get out and exercise that responsibility by going to the 

many places available to vote, then perhaps you don’t deserve that right"
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(S alzer 19S)8). The Republican decision to vote against the reform shows that 

their resistance was an iniportant Ihctor hindering the reform eftbrt. But the 1995 vote is 

com plicated because a Dcraocratic governor vetoed the bill.

Dem ocrat Governor John Kitzhaber vetoed a 1995 vote by mail bill, SB 319. He 

said, how ever, the veto was not indicative of a lack o f support for mail balloting. He said 

"1 have supported the concept of vote by mail in the past, and I continue to do so. 

However, I believe that the best way to achieve vote by mail is to move in a deliberate 

manner. For this reason, I am open to working with the Secretary o f  State in the months 

ahead to develop legislation that will allow us to move gradually towards a vote by mail 

system. "(Kitzhaber 1995). Later, he is listed as being a supporter o f the referendum. A 

Republican supporter M ark Hatfield was famous for defying his party, being the only 

governor that was openly against the Vietnam War, and he was also a strong supporter o f 

the National Voter Registration Act o f 1993 (N VRA). Thus, any prediction o f partisan 

policy support or opposition must be in the aggregate, because some individuals deviate 

from predicted partisan behavior. But, in sum, the 1995 bill faced clear Republican 

resistance.

By 1997, Kitzhaber was convinced that the reform was beneficial and publicly 

staled his support (Elections Office 2003). Then, the reform was re-submitted as a bill in 

the Oregon Senate. The make-up of the elections committee, however, had changed in 

the 1996 elections and now had a Republican majority (SCOE 1997). In the election 

committee, the Republican majority voted unanimously against the reibrm, while the
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Democratic m inority iinanimously voted for the bill (SCOE 1997). A bill must be passed 

by a com m ittee to be recomm.ended for a floor vote by the etttire Senate. Thus, the bill 

died in com m ittee.

1998 V oting By Mail Referettdum Republican Oppositioti

S ince  Republicans were blocking vote by mail legislation, reformers switched to 

the referendum  process. In 1998, they gathered enough signatures to have it placed on 

the ballot. There was strong Republican resistance to the referendum. The Republican 

gubernatorial candidate that year. Bill Sizemore, was an outspoken critic. He said, “vote 

by mail is a form ula for election fraud” (Sizemore 2003). As the Republican 

gubernatorial candidate in 1998, Sizemore’s opinion is both influential on, and indicative 

of. Republican Party preference. Democratic Oregon House Rep. Jeff Barker told me 

that in 1998 “ the Republican's whined about illegal alien voter fraud [with vote by mail], 

but they did not offer any proof before or after [the change to voting by mail]” (Barker 

2003). All party  affiliations listed in the opponent’s section of the 1998 referendum are 

Republicans. Salzer (1998) found the referendum about “voting by mail has become a 

very paitisan  issue. Historically, elections with higher turnout favor Democrats. Oregon 

Republicans have been opposed to the mail-in vote, with Democrats favoring the 

proposal.” Editorials of the time show that newspapers were clearly aware of the ptirtisan 

nature o f the referendum. (Mail Tribune 1998). Conservative think thanks like the 

American Enterprise Institute, The Federalist Society, and the Constitution Project were 

all vocal opponents in 1998 (Seligson 2002). Brown (2(X)1) finds a clear pattern of 

Republican resistance to ballot questions designed to boost turnout, including the 1998
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voting by m a il referendum. Ilenshaw (2001) also notes that Republicans were fighting 

the voting b y  mail referendum,.

Republican Attacks After the Reform’s Enactment.

If R epublican politicians are threatened by a referendum or initiative, then they 

might try to  ham,per its effects by changing the law after it was approved. A,fter the 

referendum  there were attacks on voting by mail by Republicans. An example noted 

earlier is th a t the Voting Integrity Project— a conservative funded organization run by a 

former county  head o f the Republican party o f Virginia— was the group that tried to have 

voting by m ail declared unconstitutional.

B esides the judicial challenge, there have been significant changes made to the 

system. Since 2001, the following legislative changes were made to Oregon’s voting by 

mail system :

• H ouse Bill 2584 required ballot drop boxes to be labeled as “official” and
“unofficial.” Every county in Oregon provides official drop boxes in which voters 
can drop off their ballots (rather than mailing them). The county elections offices 
guarantee that any ballot placed into those boxes by 8:00 p.m. on election night 
w ill be counted. (Bradbury 2003)

In addition to the official drop boxes, many community and advocacy groups hold 
ballo t pick-up drives with their own ballot drop boxes. It is not illegal for 
com m unity groups to pick up voters’ ballots; however, this law was passed so 
voters will know whether the bttllot drop box in which they are leaving their ballot 
is an official drop box o f the county (and therefore will know whether or not they 
are guaranteed  that their ballot will be received, by the county and counted.) 
(Bradbury 2(X)3)

H ouse Bill 2575 moved campaign contribution and expenditure deadlines one 
w eek earlier during an election in order to align report:ing with Vote-by-Mail. The 
earlier deadlines allow voters to gain information about candidates’ and initiative 
com m ittees’ funding before they vote, (Bradbury 2003)
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In response to  the 2000 election fiasco in Florida, significant changes were made to 

Oregon’s election  system that are not directly related to the conduct o f voting by mail 

(including establishing uniform standards for what constitutes a vote, requiring counties 

to develop ba llo t security plans, establishing uniform ballot replacement procedures and

increasing th e  requirements for voter education) (Bradbury 2(X)3), These changes are not 

attacks on th e  efficacy o f voting by mail.

One recent law, however, sponsored by Republicao politicians is an attack on 

voting by m ail. House bill 2825 shortens the time that people have to mark ballots by 

one week. Supporters said it shortens the time that politicians have to campaign, and thus 

lessens the im pact of money on campaigns by making them cheaper. But, “Critics 

counter that House Bill 2825 is an attack on vote-by-mail” (Wong 2003). The bill 

“cleared the House Rules Committee by a 4-3 vote along party lines, Republicans for it 

and Democrats against.”(W ong 2003)

By shortening the time that people have to mark their ballots, the bill increases the 

costs o f voting and threatens to lower turnout (Statesman Journal 2003). “If it becomes 

law, O regon’s 36 counties would send mail ballots to post offices 11 days before an 

election” earlier than before (Wong 2003). An Oregon newspaper in its editorial said, 

“House Bill 2825 is a backhanded swipe at O regon’s vote-by-mail system, ft deserves to 

be scuttled.”  (The Statesman Jounial 2003) The Association of Oregon Counties and the 

Oregon County Clerks A.ssociation both oppose House Bill 2825. It can be concluded
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that this is an  attack on voting by mail, By desiring to make voting more diffictdl again, 

it provides e vidence tJiaf these Re-publicans politicians were against the reform. Despite 

evidence th a t neither fraud or undue influence were a problem, Republicans still fight this 

reform, w hich suggests that there is a partisan motive behind their resistance.

C'onclusion

The “ garbage-can” model accurately depicts the processes that allowed the reform 

to take place. There was a chance for reform in Oregon because o f the unrelated 

alignment o f  factors in the same time and place. The Constitution allows discretion to 

states to contro l their elections more than in other countries. Oregon’s political culture 

experim ented for 150 years with voting reforms. Oregon’s residents enacted other 

successful recen t reforms. The refonn might not be approved in a stale withmiore 

traditional politic.s. There was evidence from the 1981 experiment o f the reform ’s 

success and salety. There was a coalition o f election reformers, non-governmental 

organizations, and Democratic politicians that worked together to put the reform 

referendum on the ballot. This coalition provided the cracial support to get the reform on 

the ballot in  1998, and promote it with voters. Oregon was facing decreasing turnout, 

increasing elections costs, and an increase o f negative political advertising which gave 

further im petus for the reform. The combination of these factors facilitated the refonn’s 

enactment because it was attempted at the right time and place. These factors 

outweighed the hindrances to the reform; fear of fraud, tear o f undue influence, fear of 

losing polling place camaraderie, and Republican resistance.
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The evidence is supportive of the demobilization theory. I find that Republicans 

are against th is  electoral reibrm designed to expand the electorate. Why do Republicans 

resist a cheaper, more efficient voting system? The detnobilization theory suggests that 

politicians w ill resist any expansion o f the electorate if  it will increase the number o f 

voters for th e  opposition. Although there were individual Republican supporters of the 

reform, as a  whole Republicans were resistant to this change. If a Republican politician’s 

district uses a  new electoral system that Increases turnout, then they would have to 

convince n ew  voters to vote for them. The new voters enabled by this system were 

predicted to  be from marginalized populations that more often vote Democratic (Vetter 

1996).

1 asked Bill Bradbury whether any political party (Democratic, Republican, or a 

third party e tc .) benefits more from voting by mail? He said “no political party benefits 

more from Vote-by-M ail, since voting by mail makes voting more convenient and 

accessible fo r  all voters.” As support for his opinion he cited a 1998 University of 

M ichigan study that found that there was no direct impact of voting by mail on the 

m obilization or retention o f Democratic voters more than Republicans, or vice versa, in 

the political process.

The political beliefs of Oregonians were determined by the Gallup organization 

in two polls conducted in 1993 and 2002 released on January 7, 2003 and entitled 

“Special Report: State-by-State Analysis Reveals Republican Shift” by Jeffrey M. Jones,
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Poll M anaging E d ito r.' In both o f these polls, Oregon’s beliefs were about 

equally split with the Democrats having a slight advantage. In 1993 and 2003 43.1% of 

Oregonians were either Republicans or independents that leaned Republican. In 1993 

46.1% and in  2002 48.4% were Democrats or Independents who leaned Democratic. 

Thus, the reform does not seem at first glance to benefit either party because the state’s 

voting age population is essential split down the middle. The registration for both parties 

rose about 100,000 in the period o f the reform, so one party was not gaining on the other 

(Blue Book 2003). But, I show below that the voters who have increased turnout after 

the reform com e from groups that traditionally vote Democratic, as was predicted before 

the reform.

If new  voters are from disproportionately marginalized populations, it would be 

difficult to convince them to vote Republican. Socioeconomic status strongly affects 

vote choice, and these groups more often vote Democratic (Miller and Shanks 1995). 

Denardo (1980) finds that increased turnout helps Republicans, but Citrin et al (2001) 

update his findings and show that his results were only true in the Democratic “solid 

south” before 1968. In a modern context, they find that increased turnout help.s the 

Democratic Party (Citrin et al 2001), Thus, it is likely that the groups predicted to vote

' G a llu p  says their methcxiology i.s th a t the  “ (r)esu lts  fo r 2(.X)2 a re  based cm telephone inlerview s w ith 44 .88‘)  national 

adu lts  from, ran d o m ly  selected national sam ples o f  adu lts , ag ed  18 an d  older., cow lucietl in 2002. R (»ults fo r 1993 .are bascxi on 

te lephone  ii«ervicw .s w ith 27 ,319 national .adults from  random ly  selec ted  national sample.s o f  adults, aged  18 and older, conducied  in  

1993. For results ba.scd on an  individual .state, the m axim um  e rro r a ttribu lab le  to sam pling  and o ther rtm dom  effecLs varies, from  a low  

o f  p lus o r m inus '2 perceirtage poitits in C alifon tia  to a  high  o f  plus o r  m inus 13 percentage points in VVa.shington, D .C . In addition  to 

sam pling  eiTor, q u estio n  w ordiitg tmd p ractical d ifficu lties  in conducting  surveys c.in introduce e rro r o r  bitw into the find ings o f  pub lic  

op in ion  polls. “
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more under this system (poor, racial minorities, marginalized popiiiations) will vote 

Democratic.

The refom i has the potential to threaten Republican politicians, by enabling new 

m arginalized voters. Republicans not aware of these factors would be advised to be 

against the reform  by their parly. There are o f course Republican politicians that are not 

interested in reelection, and are mostly concerned with the public good. They might 

evaluate voting by mail by its merits, and vote accordingly. These ideologue.s need to be 

reelected, however, if  they are going to remain in power. Mayhew and others have 

pointed to th is dilemm a among national legislators, and it also exists at the state level 

(Mayhew 1974, Fiorina 1989, Jacobson 2001). Politicians need to be concerned with 

reelection even if they want to focus on loftier topics. 'ITiiis, Republicans in Oregon 

tended to be against the refonn.
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Ch 3: Voter Tiir noitt i.:n Oregow

The goals o f the refonn are listed in the pamphlet Oregon Office O f Elections 

V ote-bv-M ail Frequently Asked Questions. These goals include “increasing voter 

participatioD., removing barriers that can keep people from getting to the polls, allowing 

more time fo r  people to study issues and candidates before marking the ballot, having 

built-in safeguards that increase the integrity o f  the elections process, and saving taxpayer

dollars” (B radbury pT ). In this chapter, I test the first goal listed -increasing voter

participation. I exam ine the reform’s impact on voter turnout in multiple ways to 

determine i ts  efficacy. I analyze socioeconomic factors, national and regional voting 

trends, and o ther states’ voter turnout rales. I examine pre and post election results from 

before and a fte r the reform to detennine if  turnout increased. Participation increases in 

both the 2 0 0 0  and 2002 elections. Oregon’s turnout is up by 8.5 and 10.1 percent of 

registered vo ters when compared to previous rates in similar elections.

Oregon’s Turnout

Bill Bradbury told me that voting by mail increases turnout. He said, “Evidence 

shows voting  by mail increases turnout. The advantages of voting by mail become clear 

when you look  at turnout. When Oregon launched its first all-mail primary election in 

2000, there w as 16 percent more votes cast than had been cast in any primary conducted 

entirely at polling stations. Last fall, nearly 80 percent of registered voters participated in 

Oregon's first all voting by mail presidential election”
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He a lso  finds that voti.ng by mail dramatically increases tumoirt in national 

elections du rin g  the off-Presidendal years when voters’ interest tends to drop. In 1998, 

lurnout in O regon was roughly 9 percentage points higher than the national average.

He exam ined voting statistics for 2002, and said that voting by mail has once again 

improved tui*nout in Oregon,

2002 p rim ary  election:

•  46 percen t o f Oregonians who were eligible to vote actually voted in the May 21,

2002  primary election. Comparing that figure to the last non-pre.sidential primary 

held four years ago, we see that 34.93% of Oregonians participated in the 1998 

prim ary. Thus, the percentage o f Oregonians who turned out in the 2002 primary 

w as 33 percent higher than the percentage o f Oregonians who ptulicipated in the 

1998 primary election.

» Further, Oregon’s 46 percent turnout in the 2002 primary was higher than turnout

in m any  other states’ primaries this year; California had 35 percent turnout, Ohio 

had a  19 percent turnout and Nebraska had a 17 percent turnout.
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2(X)2 general election:

•  69,1 percent o f eligible Oregon voters actually voted in the 2002 general election, 

held on  November 5. In 1998, only 58.92 percent o f eligible voters participated. 

A gain , when we compare the two figures, we see that the percentage o f 

O regonians who voted in the 2002 general election was 17 percent higher than the 

percentage that turned out in the 1998 general election.

The woling rates in Oregon have fluctuated in the last twenty years. Table 1 

shows that turnout rises slowly until 1992, and then decreases until 2000, when it rose 

again. It is interesting that the mid-term and presidential elections follow the same 

trends. It is important to separate mid-term from presidential elections when studying 

tin'nout (C itrin  et al 2001), The turnout for mid-term elections is lower than for 

presidential elections. Also, Oregon’s turnout is usually about 10 points higher than the 

national average in any election. Percentage o f registered voters is the measure of 

turnout. T ables 1 and 2 show an increase in voting in the 2000 election, and a greater 

increase in 2002. Campaign spending is relatively the same throughout these years: 19 

million in 2002, and 18 million in 1998, and thus is not the cause of increased turnout 

(Institute 2004).

To com bine both mid-term elections and presidential elections, I develop a new 

measure that easily tracks changes in turnout. Voter turnout in presidential elections is 

usually 20 points higher than in mid-term elections. To compare changes in voter turnout 

between m id-term  and presidential elections, I examine the rate o f increase Ifom the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



62

previous s im i lar election. To test the 2CK)0 voting level, I review the percent change from 

the last p residential election in 1996, and for the 2002 voting level, the percent change 

from the la s t m id-term election in 1998. By examining the changes between election.s, I 

can make a com parable dataset o f both mid-term and presidential voting changes. Thus, 

Table 2 sh o w s a list o f recent changes in turnout. In 2000, turnout increased by 8.5 

percent from  1996 and in 2002 it increased 10.1 percent from 1998. Before the refoifn, 

Oregon was in a period o f voting rate decline. After the reform, the voting rate rises 

consistently, suggesting that the reform accomplishes its goal o f raising turnout.
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Oregon County Turnout

O regon has many large counties where the popiilation, is dispersed over a large 

area characterized by moiint.ainous terrain. One o f the chief concerns o f the retbm iers 

was facilitatijng voting for people who come from these niral counties. Bill Bradbury 

says, “There are some features of voting by mail that make it more convenient for many 

voters who m ight have faced challenges in voting at polling places. For Oregonians 

living in ru ra l communities where they have to travel long distances to get to their local 

polling place*, voting by mail is more convenient since they receive their ballots in the 

mail and have to tmvel only as far as their mailbox to vote.” Less densely populated 

counties should show a greater increase in turnout. Table 3 shows the turnout of 

registered voters at the county level for recent elections in Oregon. At the bottom is an 

average of ru ral and urban counties. There is no significant difference in voting levels 

between urban and rural counties before the reform, and the smne holds true after it was 

enacted. T he  statewide voting rate for 2000 was 79.8 percent, while for urban counties it 

was 80.1 percent and for rural counties it was 78.7 percent. Voting by mail, thus, does 

not affect ru ral voters more than on urban ones.

In T able 4 , 1 compare the increase measure described above for 2000 and 2002 

with the population density of counties from the 2000 census. When compared to all 

counties, the large counties tend to show a middle level increase. For example, the 

densest county, Multnomah, had an increase o f 10.5 percent in 2(X)0 and 12.3 percent in 

2002. Both rates are similar to the state average o f 8.5 in 2000 percent and 10.1 percent 

in 2002. T he  outliers tend to clumge from election to election. Morrow County, for
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exampJe, increases 0.45 percent in 2000, but 9,07 percent in 2002. Thus, there is no 

discem able difference in effect on rural and urban counties. The retbnii tidied to achieve 

this goal. It would be incorrect to assume that these aggregate turnout rates can be 

attributed to  the voting decision of individuals in these counties, based on the ecological 

fallacy.

Table sPercent of registered voters who participated in Oregon’s  elections
County _1990_, 1992 .....1 9 |4 1996 1998 2000
fiaker ’'''/ft.ir--. 83.1% '■ 71..4%' , 77.4% 64,4%^ ■":S14%
■Benton 81.9% 83.8% 69.8% 80.1% 63.6% 84.0%
Clackamas 77.6% 85.4% 70.4% 71.8% 59.9% 80.0%
Clatsop
Columbia

7.5,1% 88.2% 69.9% 70.5% 61.3% 79.9%
86.9% 70.3% 72.3% 81.1%

iCoos 75.1% 82.3% 69.6% 69.5% 63.1%, 79.1%
Crook 75.2% 86.4% 70.4% 70.9% 55.7% 81.3%
iCurry 71.6% 81.8% 68.2% 74 4% 66.6% 78.9%
Deschutes 73.4'% 84.7% 68.4% 70.5% 60.9% 81.0%
Douglas 71.3% 82.7% 69.6'lk 70.5% 60.5'7« 75.5%
Cilliarn 81.8% 86.8%> 78.6% 79.9% 62.4% 85.9%>
iGrant 72.9% 82.9% 71.3% 78.1% 65.8% 87.3%
Harney : 75.9% 86.6% ■'■ J"..' SO.6% 65.7% 86.4%
;Hooci River 73.0% 85.9% 72.1% 73.1% 57.8%. 80.0%
Jackson 74.3% 84.9% 69.6% 70.5% i m j % i 77^5%
Jefferson 76.4% 84.4% 68 9% 70.3% 57.3% 78,1%
Josephine 73.6% 86.1% 67.5% 72.2% 58.4% 76.0%
iKktmath 69,9% 80.1% 66.4% 70.7% 52.2% 76.2%
bake 73.3% 82.1% 69,4-, 75.0% 66.1% 79.0%
Lane 77.8% 84.9% 66.9 \. 72.0% 62.0% 81.9%
Lincoln 76.4% 85.2% 68.4-k 71.5% 63.0% 82.4%
iLinn 78.8% 84.4% 68.2% 68.0% 58.2% 81.8%
jMalheur 66.0% ,82.7% 66 O '/.: 70.7% 52.8% . 80.6%
iMarion 78.2% 84.2% 68.9% 72.8% 60.5% 81.3%
Morrow 67.6% 78.1% 65.5% 73.1% 55.3% 73.6%
iMultnomah 77.0% 83.3% 65.7% 67.6% 55.1% 78.2%
Polk 75.6% 81.9% 72.6% 74.4% 62.0% 78.4%
Bherman 84.8% 87 2% 74.0% 79.7% 65.7% 85,7%
Tillamook 81.1% 86.8% 76.6% 77.1% 69.9% 80,0%
tJmatilla 70.6% 81.8% 67.4% 67.0% 46.6% 79.6%
Union 73.4% 82.6% 68.2% 74.8% 61.6% 81.7%
Wallowa 76.5% 87.5% 77.3% 86.8% 66.5% 85.9%
Wa.$co 78.3% 85.3% 72.5% 72.1% 63.4% 80.1%
Washington 80.2% 86.6% 68.9'% 74.0% 58.3% 80.5%
Wheeler 78.5% 89.5% 76.8% '82;5%' 70.9% 83.6%
lYamhill 78.1% 86,6% 73.4% 72.6% 62.8% 82.9%
STATEWIDE 76.7% 84.4% 68.4% 71.3% 59.0% 79.8%
URBAN 77.7% 84.6% 68.2% 71.2% 58.9% 80.1%
IRURAL 73.4% 
Source Oregon Blue .Book 2()(,).f

83.7% 69.2% 71 8% 5,9.4% _ 78.7%
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Other Factors Inttiiencimg Turnout

If voting  rates have increased, how do we know it is an effect o f the reform? 

There could be changes in other factors that are increasing turnout. Social and economic 

dem ographics are otfen cited as determinants of turnout (W oitlnger and Rosenstone 

1980, T eixera  1992, and Miller and Shanks 1995). In this literature there is an emphasis 

on race, education, and economic levels as predictors of participation. 1 test seven 

independent variables that are strongly correlated with voter turnout in various studies 

(W olfm ger and Rosenstone 1980, Teixera 1992, and Miller and Shanks 1995). The 

independent variables ttre all measured by u.sing the Oregon Population Survey. 

Education (vajiable named Bachelor) is measured as a percent o f Oregon adults (25 years 

and older) w ho  have completed a baccalaureate degree or more. Income is measured as 

per capita personal income as a percentage o f the U.S. per capita income. 1 find that 

poverty levels ai'e similar to income levels, and, thus, I omit them to avoid colinearity. 

Race (W hite) is measured as a percent o f Oregonians who consider themselves Non- 

Hispanic w hite. Age is measured in two ways: as a percentage o f Oregonians 25 and 

younger (Y oung25) and as 65 and older (OverbS). The young and the elderly have the 

greatest differences in voting rates from the average and an increase in either population 

might affect turnout rates (W olfinger and Rosenstone 1980, Teixera 1992, and Miller and 

Shanks 1995). I mark voting by mail (VBM) as a dichotomous variable with zero being 

years before the reform, and one thereafter. The data for this model is from 1990 through 

2002. Percent change in voting rates is the dependent vaiiable. I enter the variables into 

an OLS model.
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The m odel uses an OLS regression because the Gauss-Markov Theorem shows 

this method is  the Best Linear Unbiased Eistimator (BLUE) of the effects of independent 

variables on a dependent variable. There are, however, seven classical assumptions that 

must exist in  the model to use OLS as BLUE. If these assumptions are not met, then 

statistical transformations must be done to “correct” the data. The seven classical 

assum ptions o f OLS models are:

1. The Regression model is linear in the coefficients, is correctly 
specified, and has an additive error tenn.

2. The error tenn has a zero population mean.
3. All explanatoiy variables are uncorrelated with the error term.
4. Observations o f the eiTor term are uncorrelated with each other (no 

serial correlation).
5. The error term has constant variance (no hetroskedasticity).
6. No explanatory variable is a perfect linear function o f any other 

explanatory variable(s) (no perfect multicoliinearity).
7. The error term is norm ally distributed. (This assumption is optional 

but desirable.) “

The model needs to fulfill these requirements to go forward with the OLS regression 

analysis. A fter examining each variable’s scatter plot with the Vote Change variable, I 

find that the correct form is Linear. The error term has a zero mean and is uncorrelated 

with the o th e r variables in the model. There is no serial correlation, and the error term 

has no discem able pattern. There is no perfect multicolineaiity. All of the classical 

assum ptions have been met.

Table 5 shows that three variables are statistically significant: Voting By Mail, 

Over 6.5, and  Income. The W hite, Under25 and Bachelor variables— which measure

" This passage is quoled trom p. 85 of Sludenmund, A.H. Using liconomeirirs Huston, MA. Addi.son 
Wesley t.,ongman Co. 2001 4"' Editon. This book is the guide for most of the statistical methodology in 
this dissertation.
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race, youth, and  education— are not significant and did not affect voter turnout in Oregon. 

After the refo rm  was introduced, turnout increased, and the VBM variable shows a. strong 

positive e ffec t on turnout o f 0.715. But the other two significant variables might: be the 

real cause o f  the turnout increase. Table 6 shows no changes in Over65 and Income 

during 2000 and 2002 elections. These variables have an impact on voter turnout, but 

they did not change in the period o f the reform. Hence, they are not the cause o f the 

change in vo te r turnout in those year's. The main determintuits of voting ra te s~ A ge, 

Education, R ace, and the Economy— have not changed or are not affecting turnout in 

Oregon. T hus, voting by mail is likely the cause o f the increases in the 2(X)0 and 2002 

elections.
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Table 5: Correlations

VOTECHAN
Pearson VOTECHAN 1.000
Correlation VBM .715’

YEARS ,212
WHITE -.305
UNDER25 -.426
OVER65 .691*
INCOME -.672*
BACHELOR -.085

Big. (1-tailed) VOTECHAN
VBM .036
YEARS .324
WHITE .253
UNDER25 .171
OVER65 ,043
INCOME .049
BACHELOR .428

N VOTECHAN 7
VBM 7
YEARS 7
WHITE 7
UNDER25 7
OVER65 7
INCOME 7
BACHELOR 7

Significant at the p>.05 level.
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The variables that ai'c not significant are counter-intuitive, and their failure to 

affect O regon’s turnout is interesting. Education and income levels are usually closely 

related. W h y  then is only income significant? Perhaps educational levels do not affect 

Oregon’s voting rates because many educated people me not eligible to vote. For 

example, i f  the University of Oregon has many thousands of graduates who are not 

planning on  becoming long-temi residents o f Eugene, they might not feel inclined, or be 

ineligible to  vote. The other two variables— Under 2.5 and White— might not affect 

Oregon’s voting turnout because they me fairly even every year. The significance 

measure w ould show no relationship between Oregon’s voter turnout, which changes.
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and these variables, which do not. If they ever do change, then it is possible that turnout 

would also change.

A no ther question to examine is how well this model explains what is happening 

to voting in Oregon. The model may or may not adequately explain the change in 

turnout. T h e  way that this is tested is through the creation of a model summary. A model 

sumniai-y m easures whether the model, or the amalgamation of all the independent 

variables, is a  “good fit.” Goodness o f fit is determined by regression analysis and 

significance on the model as a whole. This is similar to the correlation of each 

independent variable. The results o f the model summary are that this model has an 

score of 0 .819, which is high (see Table 7). But for multiple variables, r^ tends to be 

optimi.stic so  the Adjusted r“ is 0.523. The model is significant with a p< o f ().044.

Thus, the m odel explains half of the change in voter turnout, but some change is either 

random or explained by variables other than those tested.

Table 7. Model Summary
R R SquareAdjusted R Std. Error Change

Square of the 
Estimate

Statistics

Model R Square F Change Big. F
Change Change

1 .905 .819 .523 2,57258 .819 2.768 .044

The Adjusted r" is lower than the r  so we need to explain why this is happening. 

The best test to understand what a model is not measuring is the ANOVA Model Test. 

The ANOVA Model Test shows what in the dependent vtuiable does the model not
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affect. Tw o items are important in litis test: tlie Regression Sum of Squares, and the 

Residual S u m  of Squares, The Regression Sum of Squares measures how much the 

model affects the variable, “The output for regression displays information about the 

vjiiiation accounted Ibr by your model. The output for residual displays information 

about the variation that is not: accounted for by your model, A model with a large 

regression sum  of squares in comparison to the residual sum o f squares indicates that the 

model accoim ts for most o f variation in the dependent variable.” (SPSS) In this case the 

regression sum  of squares is 329.7 and the residual sum o f squares is 72.8, which is large 

enough in com parison to indicate that the model accounts for most o f the variation in the 

dependent variable (see Table 8).

Table 8. ANOVA Test.
Model Sum of Mean F Sig.

Squares Square
1 Regressio 329.734 18.319 2.768 .044

n
Residual 72.800 6.618

Total 402.534

Since the model is significant and explains a high percentage of what is 

happening to  the dependent variable, the correlations and significance o f the independent 

vtiriables are trustworthy. No other occuiTcnce in Oregon except voting by mail is 

responsible for the rise in turnout.

Comparison with National and Regional Turnout

O regon’s voting rates increase from 71.3 percent of the registered voters in 1996 

to 79.8 percent o f the registered voters in the 2000 elections, and there are no changes to
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typical socio-econom ic determinants of voting rates. Yet this does not confirm that the 

increase in t urnout was the result o f the reftrrm. Another consideration is spurious 

relationships from sources that do not originate in Oregon. Not repre.sented in the OLS 

regression o f  socio-economic data are national trends in voting rates that may change 

voting behavior in Oregon. For example, the closeness o f the election can increase 

turnout. If a  third party is stronger than normal it might affect voting rates, and thus 

affect Oregon’s voting. A particular presidential candidate might have charisma or be 

aligned w ith  a social movement that can motivate voters (Lacy and Burden 1999). To 

control for these  factors, I analyze the national voting trends from 1980 to 1996 to see 

how closely Oregon fits in with these national trends. Then, I analyze the 20(K) election 

results to see  if they differ .significantly from the past results.

Regional voting trends may also affect Oregon’s voter levels. To measure the 

potential regional impact, I compare Oregon with its contiguous border states of 

W ashington and Idaho from 1980 to 1996. By compositing each o f these states into one 

score, I reduce individual variance of a particular state. I compare the correlation 

between the rates o f voting in these states with the same states in the 2000 election. I 

enter the variables into a regression equation. I use percentage o f registered voters who 

voted as the dependent variable. This test determines if  anything was happening in the 

Northwest tliat also affected Oregon’s voter turnout. The data is from the United States 

census and extrapolated in a pre and post manner from 1980 until now.
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The na tio n  did not change its voting rate from 1996 to 2000. Yet O regon’s voting 

rate-w hich  generally  follows the national trend -ro se  8.5 percentage points. A 

regression m a ly s is  compares the correlation between the United States and Oregon 

previous to th e  change from 1980 to 1996. In that period the Pearson r correlation score 

for United S ta te s ’ voting and O regon’s voting was 0.80, with a significance of p= 0.05 

(see Table 9). Until the reform, Oregon and the United States had a similar pattern o f 

voting rates (T able 10). The rise in O regon’s turnout must be due to the reform if 

O regon’s vo ting  rates are similar to national trends before the reform and significantly 

different after it.

C om paring the national trends to O regon’s tests if particular issues and candidates 

might affect turnout after the reform. The 1992 election had high tumout in Oregon due 

to the closeness o f the Presidential election, the G ulf War, interest in Third Party 

candidate R oss Perot, and several other issues and reasons (Lacy and Burden 1992). By 

analyzing O regon data only, it appears that tum out in 1992 is similar in tum out to 2000. 

But by exam ining national trends, it shows that America voted more in 1992, and Oregon 

was a part o f  that movement. The change in 2000 is thus not caused by national trends 

but an occurrence in Oregon, or in the Northwest region.

Table 9. Correlations Oregon and United States Voting 1980-1996.
ORREG USREG 

Pearson ORREG 1.000 .800
Correlation

USREG .800 1.000
Sig. (1- ORREG . .05
tailed)

USREG .05
N ORREG 5 5

USREG 5 5
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Table 10. United States and Oregon Voting Percentages 1980-2000

SO­

TO-

ORREGc

USREG
1984.00 1988.00 1992.00 1996.00 2000.001980.00

YEARS

Perhaps it is regional changes that influence Oregon’s rise in turnout from 1996 to 

2000. To test this possibility, I define the region as Oregon, W ashington, and Idaho. 

These states share the most cultural commonality with Oregon and are typically defined 

as Northwest. California and Nevada also share contiguous borders with Oregon, but 

their population centers are far from Oregon. Indeed, those states are typically defined as 

Southwest. Thus defined, the results for the Northwest region are similar to that o f the 

analysis of United States voting (see Table 12). The regional voting levels did not 

change from  1996 and 2000, yet Oregon featured a 8.5 percentage point increase in the
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same time period , A regression analysis shows w hether there was a similar pattern in 

voting in this region. From 1980 to 1996, the Pearson r correlation score for the 

Northwest reg io n ’s voting and Oregon’s voting is .85, with a significance o f p=0.034 (see 

Table 11). Oregon and the Northwest region have a very similar pattern o f voting until 

the reform. T he combined result o f the tests o f national and regional trends strongly 

suggests that an explanation of Oregon’s change in voting participation must be found in 

changes in Oregon. Results indicated no similar outside change in that same time period.

Table 11. Correlations Oregon and Northwest Region Voting 1980-1996.
ORREG NWREGION

Pearson ORREG 1.000 .850
Correlation

NWREGION .850 1.000
Sig. (1-tailed) ORREG .034

NWREGION .034
N ORREG 5 5

NWREGION 5 5
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Table 12. Oregon and Northwest regional Voting Percentages 1980'2000.
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ORREG

NWREGION
1988.00 1992.00 1996.001984,00 2000.001980 .00

Y E A R S

Comparison with Changes in Other State’s Turnout
Turnout change in other states could pai'allel the increase in turnout observed in

Oregon, but not be found for the United States or surrounding states. A scatterplot with 

all fifty sta tes’ voter turnout for two consecutive elections is an interesting test of the 

relationship between state turnout rates.'^ The regression line will strongly slope positive. 

If the state studied is above or below that regression line then it is atypical for changes in 

state voting behavior, If it is on or near the line, then its changes In turnout are typical for 

that election.

learned this technique from Charles Stewart and Stove Ansolabehere. 1 am grateful for their help.
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Table 1.4 shows Oregon’s turnout with all other states’ turnout in 1996 and 2000. 

Of all fifty states, Oregon deviates most from the regression line, indicating that its

turnout change is the most unusual in the country. There are other electoral reforms in 

America today, including same day registration and early voting. The test shows that 

voting by m ail is the most successfiil relbm i in increasing tumout. Moreover, even with 

all the registration and socioeconomic changes that are happening in the country, no 

state’s voting rates changed as dramatically as Oregon, which had few changes in 

socioeconomic factors. This data suggests that voting by mail is the most successful 

voting reform in the country so far, and that it is also responsible for the largest change in 

voting for any one state.

Som e reports dispute this conclu.sion. Table 14 shows that Oregon lies much 

closer to the regression line when VAP is used. Oregon was hotly contested in 2000 and 

the site o f get-out-the-vote efforts. A recent report claimed that Oregon had a lower than 

expected turnout increase in 2000 since its turnout increase was less than other 

“battleground states” (Gans). The battleground states listed in this report £ire “W isconsin 

(up 8.7 percentage points), followed by Pennsylvania (4.7), M innesota (4.5), Nevada 

(4.5) and N ew  Hampshire (4.4)”, while Oregon is only at 3.1 (Gans). Thus, the tirticle 

concludes: “In the 2000 general election, Oregon, a Battleground state, had a turnout 

increase o f 3.1 percentage points from 1996, greater than the national average o f 2.2 

percentage points. But that turnout increase was lower than the 3.4 percentage point 

increase tor Battlegroimd states.” (Gans). It further states that “The turnout for the
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general election was the third lowest ibr a presidential general election in Oregon’s 

history. And there were 18 states in the nation which had greater turoout, increases than 

Oregon, none o f  which had adopted alhm ail voting.”(Gans ).

This report uses VAP data for its analysis. VAP includes registration and

population changes that are unrelated to the impact of the reform, and therefore, it is not 

as precise as percentage o f registered voters. When examining percent o f registered 

voters in Oregon, there is an 8.5 percent increase in 2000 and a 10.1 percent increase in 

2002. Oregon's repoited tum out ranking with other states is only accurate if VAP data is 

used, If you petfonn that same test using percentage o f registered voters as the measure, 

then O regon’.s 8.5 percent increase is the highest in the country, and is significantly larger 

than the 3.1 percent average increase in other battleground states (note that 

Pennsylvania's turnout actually decreases).

Table 13 2000 Tum out Change
2000 Election Battleground States % Reg % V.A.P
M innesota 3.18 3.03
Nevada 8.09 n 2.67
New Hampshire .34 4.14
Oregon 8.5 3.1
Pennsylvania -3.07 1 T50
W isconsin N/A 7.65
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W hy is there a striking difference in turnout rates when using percentage of 

registered voters instead of VAP in these elections? Table 15 shows that VAP increased 

by 120,0(X) from  1996 and 2000, but registered voters decreased by 20,000. Turnout in 

2000 was 1,533,968. The additional one hundred thousand unregistered non-voters in 

2000 makes Oregon’s VAP turnout increase appear less than the percentage of registered 

voters. The effectiveness o f voting by mail should not be judged by changes in 

registration, which are outside the domain o f the reform. As stated above, for this reason
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percentage o f  registered voters is a more precise and accurate measure o f determining the 

effectiveness o f this reform.

Table 15

O rtgon | | \  AT
% i i x i  of
VAP TURNOUT^' i% T/O of VAf |

11996 P,41I,(MW p ,962,155 p l.3 8 %  ^ 1 377 760 1|57.I4% 1

2mm 2,530,(MW 1,943,699 76.8 1,533,968 60.6
Source: The Federal Election Commission website acce.ssed on June 6, 2003. 
http;//www.fec.gov/Dages/2000turnont/reg&to00.htm

Changes after the Reforin in Turnout

If  the reform becomes more ingrained in the culture will it have a greater effect? 

One hypothesis is that the passage o f time will increase trust in the new process, and 

voting, by the average person. Thus, tum out should continue to increase (or not decline) 

long after the reform was enacted. Another hypothesis is that people will desire to try a 

novel new reform, but thereafter turnout will not increase. If the “slow change” theory is 

tm e, then the relative turnout increase in 2002 should continue to rise. If the “novelty” 

theory is true, then the relative increase levels should fall in 2002. Since the refoim was 

adopted in the 1998 referendum, there has been a substantial increase in voter tumout. 

The percent change for Oregon from 1996 to 2000 was 8.5 percentage points, and from 

1998 to 2002 was 10.1 percentage points. It seems the reform affected 2 percent more 

Oregonians after two years of using the new system.
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Presidential voting was up to 80 percent in 2000. If voting levels continue to 

grow at the rate o f 2 percent every two years, voting levels could reach the OO* percentile 

in Oregon b y  the year 2010. Another possibility is that there is more room for an 

increase in m id-term  election. If m id-term  elections typically draw fewer people, 

perhaps the convenience o f the reform may provide motivation for a less interested 

public. T he data will be available to test this theory in the future. The research supports 

the “slow-chtinge” hypothesis, but more evidence is needed.

Conclusion

The reform Increases turnout in a state where voting is typically higher than other 

states. O ther causes o f turnout change did not impact voting rates. Although Oregon 

usually follows regional and national trends in voting, after the reform, there was a 

marked turnout increase only in Oregon. O regon’s region did not have an increase in 

voting rates. In fact, Oregon’s increase was the most atypical o f any state in 2000. 

O regon’s status as a battleground state and the consequent mobilization efforts o f parties 

was not responsible for the change since Oregon’s increase is far greater than other 

battleground states. The reform is the most likely source of the increase. If these 

findings are true, voting by mail is a reform that should be recommended elsewhere.

Voting rates increased, but did turnout increase more for some groups than for 

others. The second goal of this reform is stated as “removing barriers that can keep 

people from getting to the polls’’ (Elections Office p .l ). If structural complications are 

lowering turnout, then the greatest increase in voting should occur among those who
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confront the most barriers. The next chapter will determine if there are particular groups 

for whom voting increases at a higher rate than other groups. The assumption is that 

voting rates will increase more among people with more difficult lives, because o f the

convenience of voting by m ail
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CH .4; Political Participatron, Pemograph-y. and OreiEon’s Mail-in Ballot R.eform

O ne central concern of Oregon’s mail-in ballot reformers was making voting 

more accessible for the average citizen. The reformers also wanted to facilitate voting by 

m arginalized groups. Recent scholarship shows that other voting reforms of 

convenience-—e.g. early voting (Neeley, Richardson, and Lilllard 2001; Stein, 1998)— do 

not engender higher paiticipation from marginalized groups. The central research 

question, then, is: i f  voting is made easier for poor and marginalized groups, w ill they 

vote m ore? This reform should make voting easier; therefore, those who have difficulty 

in getting to  the polls should turn out at higher rates. If voting increases for these 

m arginalized groups at higher rates than for the majority, then voting by mail succeeds in 

this goal. 1 find that these groups vote more after the reform. Once voting is 

simplified— and the structural barriers removed— these groups vote at higher rates. The 

research suggests that implementing similar reforms would be successful. 1 examine 

m arginalized groups with lower voting rates, or groups where there is a reason why 

voting by m ail would be helpful.

I exam ine the following common determinants o f voting. I obtain racial, social, 

and econom ic demographic data from the Oregon Population Survey. Race is a primary 

factor in w hether someone votes or not (Piven and Cloward p.43). Economic level also is 

correlated with whether someone votes (Piven and Clowai'd p.42). Education level is a 

determinant o f turnout (Wolfmger and Rosenstone 1980). The elderly vote more and the 

young less than other age groups (W oifinger and Rosenstone 1980). Men vote less than
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women, and voting by mail might: fecilitate t:hei,r voting. 1 examine co:miTiuting time 

because those workers who commute long distances might not have time to vote on a

Tuesday. H om e ownership should provide an incentive to vote, and those who do not 

own homes m ight vote more after the retbrm.

I com pare voting data with the corresponding Oregon Population Siiiwey 

demographic data. I only analyze registered voters to eliminate confusion resulting :from 

registration levels. If the reforin disproportionately affects certain groups, this suggests 

that stractural barriers are discouraging voting from that group. Due to changes in 

tum out in every  election, a direct com parison of 1996 and 2(XX) turnout is not 

illuminating. A superior method is to com pare the mean difference in tumout between 

majority and minority groups and see if  it changes after the reform, using the tndcpendent 

samples T test (the full independent .samples T te.st results are in the appendix). The 

independent samples T test is the most precise measure for comparing means (Studemund 

2001). For example, if  group A is the majority and group B votes at a five percentage 

points lower rate before the reform and at an equal rate after the reform, then the reform 

benefits group B’s voting rate by five percentage points. The mean difference before and 

after the reform  for each minority group is summarized in Table 15 with significantly 

(p>,05) different means marked with an asterisk.

Table 15 R elative C hange Betw een M inority  and Majority G roups in
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Demographic 1996 20(K) Change

Over65 14.9=*= 28.8* 13.9

Under25 -34.8* -42.5* -7.7

Poverty -20.1* -14.6 5.5

Unemployment 6.7* 20.9* 14.2

Bachelor -15.6* -19.4* -3.8

Homeovvnership 21.3* 28.8* 7.5

Gender (M en) -4.8* -2.8* 2.0

Disability 3.5 3.3 -.2

Commute -2.0* 1.2* 3.2

W hite - - -

Black -10.6 -10.8 .2

Asian -27.8* -34.6* -6.8

Hispanic -32.5* -34.9* -2.4

American Indian -19.8* -13.2* 6.6

Other Race -20.9* -26.4* -5.5

Table 15 Cont. Statistically significant mean difference at p>.05
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The reform  facilitates voting for the poor, the elderly, American Indians, men, and the 

unemployed. These group’s voting increase is higher than the majority. These group’s 

turnout increase after the reform provides evidence that they wanted to vote but were 

prevented b y  a difficult system. It. also provides evidence that refomis can work to 

influence voting behavior. It does not disproportionately help the young, the uneducated, 

Hispanics, Asians, members o f other races, and renters. Below are each variable and the 

theoretical basis for each hypothesis. An analysis o f the results is also shown along with 

other statistical tests.

Poverty

Poverty is positively correlated with voting abstention (Teixera p.83). The more 

economic hardships in a person’s life, the less likely he or she will have time to vote. It 

has been noted how troublesome this is for democracy, and this could be one o f the 

chief benefits o f the reform (Teixera p.83). Definitions o f poverty are controversial. 

The specific thresholds used for tabulation o f income in the 2000 Oregon Population 

Survey are shown in Table 16.
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TABLE 16, Poverty Thresholds In 1999, by Size of Family and Number of Related Children Under 18 Years of Age

Size of family unit 1 None 1 One ] Two 1 Three) Four ] Five ] Six Seven Eight Nine
One person (unrelated individual) 1 8,501
Under 65 years I 8,667 1 8,667
65 years and over I 7,9901 7,990
Two people 1 10,869
Householder under 65 years 1 11,2141 11,156 1 11,483
Householder 65 years and over 1 10,0751 10,070 111,440
Three people 1 13,290 113,032 113,410 ] 13,423
Four people 1 17,0291 17,184 ] 17,465 ] 16,895 ] 16,954
Five people 1 20,127] 20,723 ] 21,024 ] 20,380 ] 19,882 119,578
Six people 1 22,727] 23.835 1 23,930 1 23,436 ]22,964 ] 22,261 1121,845]
Seven people ] 25,912 ]27,425 1 27,596 ] 27,006 ]26,595 125,828 11 24,934 ] 23,953
Eight people | 28,967 | 30,673 | 30,944 | 30.387 1 29,899 1 29,206 128,3271 27,412 | 27,180 |
Nine people or more | 34,417 | 36,897 | 37,076 | 36.583 | 36,1691 35,489 134,554 | 33,708 | 33.499 |
Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey. Available at:
:h|tB.://www,ains(i|.4ov7hh^

Using the Oregon Population Survey data, I hypothesize that voting by those 

im poverished would increase after the reform.

H2: Those with higher levels o f poverty will have a greater increase in voting 

after O regon’s Mail-in voting reform.

Poverty and Voting

Poverty Total

Above Below
Did you vote in Yes Row %

the 1996 80.3% 19.7% 100.0%
election?

Column % 76.2% 56.1% 68.8%
No Row % 73.9% 26.1% 100.0%

Column % 29.8% 32.3% 31.2%
Total Count 78.9% 21.1% 100.0%

Row % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Column % 78.9% 21.1% 100.0%
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Poverty and Voting Cont,
100% of 
Above

Poverty Leyel 
Below

Total

Did you happen Yes 
to vote in the 
2000 election?

No

Total

% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?
% within 100% of 
Poverty Level
% within Did you
happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?
% within 100% of 
Poverty Level
Count
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?
% within 100% of 
Poverty Level
% of Total

91.2%

86.9%

85.2%

22 .0%

3594

88.6%

100.0%

88.6%

8 .8%

72.3%

14.8%

36.6%

463

11.4%

100.0%

11.4%

100.0%

76.3%

100.0%

23,7%

4057

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

The results show that the poor’s voting rates have a higher relative increase than 

the non-poor. The relative change between elections is 5.5 percentage points higher in 

voting rates. In 1996, the poor voted 20.1 percentage points less than the non.-poor did, 

while in 2000 that gap diminished to 14.6 percentage points. The result.s snppoit the 

theory that poverty creates conditions that prevent people from voting. Voting by mail 

produces m ore tum out from this group.

Race

I use the concept of race as the Oregon Population Survey defines it: through self­

description. The Ibllowing hypothe.se.s, concerning the effects of race on voting 

participation, ai'e based on evidence that whites vote at higher rates than other racial 

groups (Teixeira p. 71).
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H3: African Americans will have a greater increase in voting after Oregon’s Mail-in 

voting reform .

H4: Asian A m ericans will have a greater increase in voting after Oregon’s Mail-in 

voting refom t.

H5: H ispanics will have a greater increase in voting after O regon’s Mail-in voting 

reform.

H6: Those w ith  higher levels of “Other” will have a greater increase in voting after 

Oregon’s M ail-in voting reform.

Did you vote In the 1996 election? & Race Crosstabulation

Race

White Black
American

Indian Asian Other
Did you vote in Yes Row %
the 1996 91.9% 1.5% 1.0% 1.3% 4.3%
election?

Column % 71.1% 60.5% 51.3% 43.3% 50.2%
No Row % 80.3% 2.3% 2.4% 4.3% 10.6%

Column % 28.9% 39.5% 48.7% 56.7% 49.8%
Total Count 4165 78 62 90 261

Row % 89.5% 1.7% 1.3% 1.9% S.6%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 89.5% 1.7% 1.3% 1.9% 5.6%
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Did you happen to vote in the 2000 election? * Racial Groups Crosstabulation

White
African

American
American

Indian
Asian,'P.‘icifi<;

Islander
Did you happen Yes Row %
to vote in the 92.2% 1.6% 2.1% 1.7%
2000 election?

Column % 79.7% 68.9% 66.5% 53,3%
No Bow % 83.7% 2.3% 3.3% 4.6%

Column % 20.3% 31.1% 33.5% 46.7%
Total Count 4272 92 127 141

Row % 88.6% 1.9% 2.6% 2.9%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 88.6% 1.9% 2.6% 2.9%

The results are mixed as the reform benefits some racial groups more than others, 

and some not at a i l  Oregon’s black population’s higher relative level of voting increase 

is small and not statistically significant. American Indians had a much larger increase 

and benefit m ost from the reform. It can be assumed that many of the difficulties that 

were eased for Blacks and Indians would also help other minorities'such as Asians or 

O ther races. Yet they did not show a relative increase. The Hispanic population in 

Oregon is the hu'gest ethnic minority population in the state and is not positively 

correlated with increased turnout from this refomt. Please note, that since these 

respondents are all registered voters, they are all citizens and eligible to vote.

One thing that is clear is that groups that typically speak English as a second 

language are voting less than other racial groups. The ballots are only printed in English, 

and this is an obstacle for those who do not speak English. This difficulty also exists at 

the polling place, which also had solely English ballots. The increase, however, that is 

present in other groups is absent in typically English as second language groups. This
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might: be explained by the difficulty in filling out: a ballot that somco:ne cannot read. 

Allowing voters to choose the language of the ballots as tliey register m ight overcome 

this problem. Voters in others state like New Jersey and New Yo:rk have ballots in 

multiple languages, and this might also benefit Oregon.

Education

In m any studies education is positively correlated with voting (W olfmger and 

Rosenstone p.35, M iller and Shanks p. 53, Teixera p.83). The reform should have less 

effect on educated people. M easuring education is a complicated, and the Oregon 

Population Survey asks for the highest level completed. The data has been .simplified to 

whether sotneone has above or below a bachelor’s degree. The reform should not be as 

effective for those who already vote; thus people with more education should be less 

affected by the reform.

HIO: Those with lower levels of baccalaureate degree holders will have a greater 

increase in voting after Oregon’s M ail-in voting reform.

Did you vote In the 1996 election? * Bachelor Crosstabulation

Do you have a 
Bachelor’s Degree?

Total

Yes No
Did you vote in Yes Row %
the 1996 33.1% 66.9% 100.0%
election?

Column % 79.9% 64.3% 68.8%
No Row % 13.8% 86.2% 100.0%

Column % 20.1% 35,7% 31.2%
Total Count 1364 3343 4707

Row % 29,0% 71.0% 100.0%
Cblumn % 100.0% 100,0% 100.0%
Total % 29.0% 71.0% 100.0%
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Did you happen to vote in the 2000 election? * Do you have a Bachelor’s  Degree? Crosstabulation

Do you have 
...............,Deg

1 Bell. 1 I lor’s 
0 f

Total

Less than a 
Bachelor 
Degree

B u h jfor 
Degree or 

Higher
Did you happen to Yes Row %
vote in the 2000 64.1% 35.9% 100.0%
election?

Column % 71,8% 91.4% 77.5%
No Row % 80.5% 19.5% 100.0%

Column % 28.2% 8.6% 22,5%
Total Count 3421 1393 4814

Row % 71.1% 28.9% 100.0%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 71.1% 28.9% 100.0%

Those with a bachelor’s degree have a 3.8 percentage points higher relative

turnout increase. The uneducated are voting more, but they have not benefited as much 

by this reform . Examining turnout for above and below average education counties tests 

the relationship between education and the reform. The increase in turnout for counties 

with above average education is about 1 percentage point higher than the less educated 

counties. T he range in turnout for counties with less education is 17 percentage points. 

The less education counties are a volatile group, and they provide clues as to what effect 

the reform has on the uneducated. In counties that have more uneducated populations, 

voting does increase for some and for others it does not. By examining the population 

density o f those counties, I find that the less educated rural counties are voting less, while 

the less educated urban counties are voting at higher rates. Thus, the urban less educated, 

counties benefits from the reform more than the rural less educated counties.
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Table 17, Education Averages and Voting Percentage Increase.
N Minimum Maximum Mean Std.

Deviation
More Education 15 7.82 13.01 10.4560 1.75139

Counties
Less Education 20 1.82 18.30 9.7310 4.54905

Counties 
Valid N (listwise) 35

Enn.pioyraent

G enerating a hypothesis for the employment category is complicated because 

there are tw o possible theories. The em ployed would possibly have difficulty getting to 

the polling place due to their work schedule. Thu.s, a hypothesis could be that;

HI 1; The em ployed will have a greater increase in voting after Oregon’s Mail-in voting 
reform.

However, the marginalization associated with unemployment might result in 

lower voting rates. Lower voting levels for the unemployed have been confirmed by 

previous studies (W olfinger and Rosenstone 1980). An alternative hypothesis is that:

H I2: The unemployed will have a greater increase in voting after O regon’s Mail-in 

voting reftirm.
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At any time during 1996 
were you working 

(including self- 
employed) or looking for 

work? Total

Yes No
Did you happen to Yes 
vote in the 1996 
election?

% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

57.7% 42.3% 100.0%

No

% within At any 
time during 1999 
were you working 
(including self- 
employed) or 
looking for work? 
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

60,1%

76.8%

66.8%

23.2%

63.4%

100.0%

Total

% within At any 
time during 1999 
were you working 
(including self- 
employed) or 
looking for work? 
Count

39.8%

3171

33.2%

1646

37.6%

4817
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

65.8% 34.2% 100.0%

% within At any 
time during 1999 
were you working 
(including self- 
employed) or 
looking for work? 
% of Total

100.0%

65.8%

100.0%

34.2%

100.0%

100.0%
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Employmant Coiil.

At any time during 2000 
were you working 

(including self- 
ernployed) or looking for 

work? Total

Yes No
Did you happen to Yes 
vote in the 2000  
election?

% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

57.7% 42.3% 100,0%

No

% within At any 
time during 1999 
were you working 
(including self- 
employed) or 
looking for work? 
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

70.2%

76.8%

91.1%

23,2%

77.4%

100.0%

Total

% within At any 
time during 1999 
were you working 
(including self- 
employed) or 
looking for work? 
Count
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

29.8%

3171

65.8%

8.9%

1646

34.2%

22.6%

4817

100.0%

% within At any 
time during 1999 
were you working 
(including self- 
employed) or 
looking for work? 
% of Total

100.0%

65.8%

100.0%

34.2%

100.0%

100.0%

The em ployed show a larger increase, suggesting that they have more difficulty 

voting. B efore the reform, whether someone voted depended on if they could get to the 

polling booth , which is difficult for working people on a Tuesday Employment might 

be a surrogate for other factors less affected by the reform such as income and wealth, 

which are determinants o f higher voting. The unemployed could be so skeptical about 

the benefits of voting that it will take more than a procedural reform to reach them.
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However, this is not likely, since other marginalized groups such as the poor have 

shown an increase. Perhaps this is due to the unemployment category Including those 

who traditionally vote at higher rates such as retirees and homemakers, because the 

question asks whether “you were employed in the last 12 months?”. Retirees and 

hom em akers are unlikely to be helped as much by voting by mail, since they vote more 

often anyway. Thus, their inclusions in this category might be obfuscating the results.

Age

Age is a detenninant o f voting. W olfinger and Rosenstone (1980) state, “The 

conventional view is that turnout is lowest at the beginning o f adult life, rises to a 

plateau in m iddle age and declines as maturity fades in to old age” . A theory is that the 

older generation was exposed to a different and more engaging style o f politics (Putnam 

2001). A nother explanation is that the elderly need to vote to ensure their positions and 

status since they have a precarious place in society. I hypothesize that the elderly will 

not benefit as much from the reform since they work less and have more available free 

time. The infirm, however, might benefit from the ease of access.

Those under 25 years of age have the lowest levels of voter turnout of any age 

group, tuid should benefit more from the reform (wSouthwell 2003). The hypotheses are 

that the convenience of voting by mail eases voting by these groups.
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HI 1; Those Over 65 years o f age will not have a greater increase in voting after 

O regon’s M ail-in voting reform.

HI 1: Those Under 25 years o f age will have a greater increase in voting after Oregon’s 

Mail-in voting reform.

Did you vote In the 1996 election? * Are you Over 65? Crosstabulation

Are you Over 65? Total

No Yes
Did you vote in Yes 
the 1996 election?

Row % 77.2% 22.8% 100.0%
Column % 65.8% 80.7% 68,8%

No Row % 91.3% 8.7% 100.0%
Column % 34.2% 19.3% 31.2%

Total Count 3789 937 4726
Row % 80.2% 19.8% 100.0%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 80.2% 19.8% 100.0%

Did you happen to vote in the 2000 election? * Are you Over 65 Crosstabulation

Are you Over 65 

No i Yes

Total

Did you happen to Yes Row %
vote in the 2000 68.1% 31.9% 100.0%
election?

Column % 60.7% 89.5% 77.4%
No Row % 88.9% 11.1% 100,0%

Column % 39.3% 10.5% 72.6%
Total Count 3713 1111 4824

Row % 77.0% 23.0% 100.0%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 77.0% 23.0% 100.0%
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Did you vote In the 1996 election? * Are you under 25? Crosstabulation

Are you umlor ?‘b? Total

........ ........ _ ... ......... ................._ .... _....1 __________ __ No Yes
Did you vote in Yes Row %
the 1996 95.2% 4.8% 100.0%
election?

Column % 71.6% 36.8% 68.8%
No Row % 79.9% 20.1% 100.0%

Column % 28.4% 63.2% 31.2%
Total Count 4346 380 4726

Row % 92.0% 8.0% 100.0%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 92.0% 8.0% 100.0%

Did you happen to vote in the 2000 election? * Are you under 25? Crosstabulation

Are you under 25? Total

No Yes
Did you happen Yes Row %
to vote in the 97.8% 2.2% 100.0%
2000 election?

Column % 80.4% 37.9% 77.4%
No Row % 86.2% 13.8% 100.0%

Column % 19,6% 62.1% 22.6%
Total Count 4478 346 4824

Row % 92.8% 7.2% 100.0%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 92.8% 7.2% 100.0%

Elderly people are more effected by the reform. The elderly are often thought to 

have difficulties getting to the polling places and they should benefit from this 

convenience. The relbrm  would facilitate voting by elderly people who have disabilities 

or are in poor health. I'he under age 25 population is not helped by the reform. Perhaps 

this is because there is a greater apathy with young people, as some studies show 

(Southwell 2 0 0 1 ). If they are not interested in politics, or do not believe in the efficacy 

of voting, then  a reform o f convenience will not have an effect.
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Housing Ownership

H ousing ownership inight have a profound influence on a person’s commiiraent 

to his or her society. Horaeownership is positively correlated with voting (M iller and 

Shanks p.275). The Oregon Population Survey counts as owners those who own their 

property outright or mortgage it. My hypothesis is that due to the high comtnitment and 

turnout already present among homeowners, non-homeowners will have a greater 

increase in turnout:

H12: Non-homeowners will have a greater increase in voting after O regon’s M ail-in 

voting reform.

Homeownership Crosstabulation

Homeownership and Voting

Did you vote in the 1996 election? *

Homeownership Total

Yes No
Did you vote in Yes 
the 1996 election?

Row % 74.1% 25.9% 100.0%
Column % 75.5% 54.2% 68.8%

No Row % 46.4% 53.6% 100.0%
Column % 24.5% 45.8% 31.2%

Total Count 3202 1491 4693
Row % 68.2% 31.8% 100.0%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 68.2% 31.8% 100.0%
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Did you vote in the 2000 election? * Homeownership Crosstabulatlon

Homcowiiorship Total

Yes No
Did you vote in Yes 
the 2000 election?

Row % 84.1% 18.6% 100.0%
Column % 85.8% 57.0% 78.8%

No Row % 46.4% 53.6% 100.0%
Goiumn % 14.2% 43.0% 21.2%

Total Count 3202 1491 4693
Row % 68,2% 31,8% 100.0%
Column % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total % 68.2% 31.8% 100.0%

The hom e ownership category is interesting in that it shows two potential fectors. 

Homeowners vole more alter the reform, and non-homeowners have lower rates of 

increased voting. It is possible that owning a home is highly correlated w ith income, and 

thus, income is what is really being measured. Homeowners already vote at high levels, 

and they vote more after the reform. Perhaps, renters vote at lesser rates since their 

wealth is not invested in these communities through home ownership. The reform might 

not influence their decision to vote. If voting becomes more convenient, then they will 

not vote at higher increased rates, because they have less at stake in their community.

But other m arginalized groups have been affected. Note that renters’ higher mobility 

rates m ight im pact registration, but these respondents are registered. In sum, the 

homeownership category does not match the theoretical predictions for the reform.

Commuting

Som e theorists suggest that increasing suburbanization, and the corresponding 

lengthening o f commuting time is a possible reason for decreasing turnout (Putnam 

2(X)1). The Oregon Population Sui^^ey measures travel time to work in minutes. To 

simplify the measure, 1 use the mean commute time of 23 minutes, and create two
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groups; those above and below the average commute time. Commuting should be 

positively correlated with the effects o f the reform. Tuesday is a workday for most 

Americans, and  longer commutes mean less available time to get to the polling place. 

The reform should be more beneficial to those with longer commutes. The commuting 

hypothesis is:

H13: T hose with above average commutes will have a greater increase in voting after 

’s M ail-in voting reform.

Voting and Commuting 1996

Is your Commute above
23 Minutes? Total

No Yes
Did you vote in Yes % within Did you
the 1996 vote in the 1996 68.2% 31.8% 100.0%
election? election?

% within Is your
Commute above 
23 Minutes?

67.9% 65.9% 67.3%

No % within Did you
vote in the 1996 65.7% 34.3% 100.0%
election?
% within Is your
Commute above 
23 Minutes?

32.1% 34.1% 32.7%

Total Count
% within Did you

2158 1031 3189

vote in the 1996 67.7% 32.3% 100.0%
election?
% within Is your
Commute above 
23 Minutes?

100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

% of Total 67.7% 32.3% 100.0%
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Voting and Commuting 2000

COMMU IT 

,00 i TOO

li

Did you happen 
to vote in the 
2000 election?

Total

Yes

No

% within Did you
happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?
% within 
COMMUTE 
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?
% within
COMMUTE
Count
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?
% within 
COMMUTE 
% of Total

67.6% 32.4% 100.0%

79.1% 81.3% 79.8%

69.4% 30.6% 100.0%

20.9%

1865

18,7%

858

20.2%

2723

68.5% 31.5% 100.0%

100.0%

68.5%

100.0%

31.5%

100.0%

100.0%

The reform  made it easier to vote for those with longer commutes. However, the 

difference is sm aller than anticipated at 3.2 percentage points higher voting rate. The 

reason could be that the average commute time in Oregon (22.2 minutes) which is less 

than the national average (25.5 minutes), and thus commuting is less of a problem 

(Census 2000). Additionally, there is little vaiiation in the amount with a standard 

deviation o f 3.8 minutes. If  more people have longer commutes, perhaps voting by mail 

would register a larger change. But Oregon does not have that diversity.

Disability

One group that should benefit from the reform is the disabled, who have great 

difficulty getting to a polling place (Schur et. al 2002). Although by law Oregon’s voting

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



105

booths were handicap accessible, and every polling place tiad helpers, the difficulty in 

getting to the  polling place might dampen turnout. Thus, a hypothesis is;

HI: Those w ith disabilities will have a greater increase in voting after O regon’s Mail-in 
voting reform .

Voting and Disability

Do you have a lasting 
mental, developmental, 
or physical disability? Total

Yes No
Did you happen to Yes 
vote in the 1996 
election?

% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

18.5% 81.5% 100.0%

No

% within Do you 
have a lasting 
mental,
developmental, or 
physical disability? 
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

70.3%

16.5%

66.8%

83.5%

67.4%

100.0%

Total

% within Do you 
have a lasting 
mental,
developmental, or 
physical disability? 
Count

19.7%

847

23.2%

3953

22.6%

4800
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

17.6% 82.4% 100.0%

% within Do you 
have a lasting 
mental,
developmental, or 
physical disability? 
% of Total

100.0%

17.6%

100.0%

82.4%

100.0%

100.0%
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Do you have a lasting 
mental, developmental, 
or physical disability? Total

Yes No
Did you happen to Yes 
vote in the 2000  
election?

% within Did you
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

18.5% 81.5% 100.0%

No

% within Do you 
have a lasting 
mental,
developmental, or 
physical disability? 
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
th© 2000 election?

80.1%

16.5%

76.8%

83.5%

77.4%

100,0%

Total

% within Do you 
have a lasting 
mental,
developmental, or 
physical disability? 
Count

19.9%

847

23.2%

3953

22.6%

4800
% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 election?

17.6% 82.4% 100.0%

% within Do you 
have a lasting 
mental,
developmental, or 
physical disability? 
% of Total

100.0%

17.6%

100.0%

82.4%......... .... ........ .i

100.0%

100.0%

The results show the disabled voted 0.2 percentage points less in 2000, but it is 

not significant. Now, there is as many disabled voting as before. This is probably 

because the disabled voted at higher rates than the non-disabled, and thus the effects of 

all mail voting are mitigated.

Gender

M en might benefit from the reform more than women because o f lower voting 

rates. Thus, a hypothesis is;

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



107

H I : Men w ill have a greater ioci'case in voting after O regon’s Mail-in voting reform.

Gender Total
Male Female

Did you happen 
to vote in the 
1996 election?

Yes % within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?
% within Gender

40.2%

63.7%

59.8%

68.5%

100.0%

67.3%
No % within Did you 

happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?

43.0% 57.0% 100.0%

% within Gender 36.3% 31.5% 32.7%
Total Count 1995 2823 4818

% within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 41.4% 58.6% 100.0%
election?
% within Gender 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
% of Total 41.4% 58.6% 100.0%

Gender Total
Male Female

Did you happen 
to vote in the 
2000 election?

Yes % within Did you 
happen to vote in 
the 2000 
election?

40.2% 59.8% 100.0%

% within Gender 75.7% 78.5% 77.3%
No % within Did you

happen to vote in 
the 2000 43.0% 57.0% 100.0%

election?
% within Gender 24.3% 21.5% 22.7%

Total Count
% within Did you

1995 2823 4818

happen to vote in 
the 2000 41.4% 58.6% 100.0%

election?
% within Gender 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
% of Total 41.4% 58.6% 100.0%

Men benefit more from the refomi. M en’s tumoiit has increased 2 percentage 

more than w om en. 'Fhe result o f the increase is that men now vote at almost an even rate 

with w om en. Nationally, women tend to vote at higher rates, and this suggests that the
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convenience otfered by voting by mail overcom es the problems that keep some men from 

voting.

Condusion

Som e marginalized group’s turnout increased at higher rates than mainstream 

Oregonians after the reform. Poor people, in particular, have experienced an increase in 

turnout m uch greater than those above poverty. Oregon doe.s not have high registration 

levels, and th e  type o f people who benefit from this relbnn most are those groups who 

traditionally register Jess often (Piven and Cloward 2001). If registration of these 

Oregonitms can increase, potentially they could increase voting in even higher 

percentages than now. Bringing disenfranchised voters into the democratic system has 

the potential to affect politics radically. The new electoral power could lead to policies 

that reflect the needs o f the marginalized. M arginalized people might receive more 

attention from  politicians because they are voting at higher levels (Martin 2003). Politics 

often com es down to sticks and carrots, and with higher voting rates these groups have 

increased pow er over politicians with the potential to hurt or help them (Martin 2(X)3).

The research also suggests that the cause o f lower turnout amongst these groups is 

not lack of education or interest in politics. If the process is made easier, then people 

with difficult lives vote more. A simplification o f the voting process allowed people who 

are not fam iliar with voting, or who have not previously tried voting, to become active. It 

is the potential to spark interest in politics or even political action that concerns the next
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chapter on th e  unintended efiecls o f this reform. By entranchi.sing tlie disenfranchkecl, it 

m ight lead to  new feelings of coniniitrnent to .society.

Perhaps most people, whether marginalized or not, will not show increased civic 

engagem ent after the refonii. But if  even a few are motivated £0 participate in political 

areas other tlian voting, then it could lead to a political change. Apathy i.s the .strongest 

weapon held, by the status quo. It exists because people are not engaged in their 

communitie.s enough to care for the con.sequence.s o f their actions, and the actions of 

others. If h igher voting rates lead to more societal commitment, then electoral reform 

could be a powerful force in society.

The groups that disproportionately benefit from the reform were; the poor, the 

elderly, American Indians, men, commuters, and the employed. Voting among these 

groups increased at higher rates than the majority. The groups not helped as much—the 

young, the uneducated, Hispanics, Asians, Other Race, and renters—were not predicted. 

W hy does convenience help some and not others? Perhaps it is something else in Oregon 

that is affecting these groups. When looking at the statewide averages for these groups, 

there is no discernable pattern suggesting why some should benefit while others do not. 

The language barrier, however, presented by all-English ballots has the potential to 

dampen turnout from those who use English as a second language. A recommended 

policy chtinge Ibr this reform is to create ballots in more languages, at least in Spanish, 

which is 0.regon’s most populous English as a second language group (Census 2000).
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C h. 5; C iv k  E ngagem ent. C om m unity  l.nv<i>lveni.eiit' and  S ttda l C ap ita l a f te r  the

C hange to V e tiM  by  M ai!.

The reform  provides a simple and inexpensive way to encourage voter turnout.

But does it transfonn other types o f political participation? Poor and marginalized 

groups benefit most from the change, perhaps because they have more difficulties getting 

to a polling place. Do these same groups also have higher levels o f social capital after 

the reform? The pamphlet Oregon tSecretarv o f State Vote-bv-Mail Frequently Asked 

Ouestions list.s another goal of the reform as “allowing more time for people to study 

issues and candidates before marking the ballot” (Elections Office 2000). My theory is 

that the reform  makes possible a style of voting that engenders political engagement 

because of its  open style, which is no longer a secret ballot. The secret ballot dampens 

political participation and with it community involvem ent and civic engagement 

(Barbalet 2002). Recent scholarship finds that civic engagement and community 

involvement are very important for society. The social capital literature finds that more 

engagement and involvement can greatly improve a community (Putnam 2001). Social 

capital is defined as the amount of civic engagement and community involvement in 

society (Coleman 1990, Putnam 1993, 2001). This chapter will determine if  voting by 

mail has changed the way people feel and act towards their society, by testing these 

measures o f social capital.
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Secret Ballots

There are two sets o f theories on the Australian ballot system and its dampening 

effects on political participation. One is the vote market hyjrothesis which “assumes 

secret ballots were designed to end the buying and selling of votes. The secrecy the new  

ballot provided discouraged candidates from buying votes they could no longer verify, 

disproportionately affecting poor voters who would respond to this lo.ss o f payments by 

voluntarily abstaining.’’(Heckelman 2000) Another is the strategic disfranchisement 

hypothesis tha t posits, “blacks and illiterates were specifically targeted for 

disfranchisement. The new ballots were expected to be more difficult for these voters to 

use and they would then be effectively prevented tfom  participating in the active 

electorate.” (Heckelman 2000) Either way participation will decrease with a secret 

ballot. W hat thi.s debate ignores is the loss of civic engagement, and access to 

infomnation about politics, that also comes with the change to secret ballots.

B arbalet (2002) finds that the secret ballot had more impact than reducing fraud

or increasing the difficulty of voting for illiterates. Barbalet says that the secret ballot is

“better explained by its effects on working class organization and crowd control”

(Barbtilet p. 135). The secret ballot not only separates the voter from undue influence, but

also the possibly enlightening influence o f his peers (Barbalet p. 133). Barbalet (p. 137)

quotes R okkan who says that

[In} secret voting the individual adult is cut off iTom all his roles in the 
subordinate systems o f the household, the neighborhood, the work organization, 
the church and the civil association and set to act excessively in the abstract: role 
o f a citizen o f the overall political system; there will be no feedback for what he 
does in this anonymous role to what he doe.s in the other roles”
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Thus, Barbalet coiicluiies lhat: low turnout is evidence o f “alienation from the electoral 

process” (Barbalet p. 138). Political alienation will lead to less participation in all forms. 

The secret ballo t limits both political engagement and other more negative inlluenccs on 

voters. The voting by mail system makes it is easier for the emotions o f a campaign to 

spur the voter to action, due to the longer time and access to information in a potentially 

deliberatory setting. Sanders (1997) suggests that emotionalism and politics are not 

beneficial for civic life, often leading to pressuring and contention. As stated above, a 

concent w ith voting by mail is undue influence from femily, peers, or bosses on a voter’s 

ability to freely choose. The relbnn, however, doe.s not lead to undue influence 

(Southwell 2000). I hypothesize that the open system o f voting by mail will encourage 

civic engagem ent and involvement.

Voting By M ail and Social Capital

This chapter will determine what impact the new voting system had on other 

types of political participation. The open voting process has the potential to change more 

than voter turnout rates. If people have more access to information about politics— due 

to the ballot being in their house three weeks before the election— they might be more 

aware o f issues. If people are more awiire of politics, then they might become more 

concerned about societal problems, and subsequently join volunteer groups. If people 

participate in  the voting process, then they may feel more part of their community. The 

aggregate number of people influenced in this way by the reform is not large, but 1 find 

that a small increase in social capital results from voting by mail.
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Bill Bradbury told roe “Vote by mail produces a better-educated electorate. As 

ooe voter put. it ,  with vote by mail, he can spread the campaign, materials across the 

kitchen table and make thoughtful, well-reasoned decisions. Vote by mail gives citizens 

more time. I t’s  convenient. It works with today’s busy lifestyles. Citizens can hang onto 

ballots as long as they choose or mail them in early.” Having more time to consider the 

issues is partic ularly important in Oregon where ballot initiatives are a large part o f the 

electoral proce.ss. There were 26 ballot measures on the 2000 general election ballot in 

Oregon. Bill Bradbury said, “many voters reported that it took over an hour simply to 

read through and mark their ballots.” Voting by mail provides the time to make reasoned 

thought-out choices, which is not feasible at a polling place. Rep. Jeff Baker told me 

“people are m ore involved in politics (after the refomi) because they can sit down in their 

kitchen and read  the crunpaign literature or the voter's pamphlet, so they can be informed 

on issues that they might not pay attention if they were at a polling booth (Baker 2(K)3). 

Research show s that participation leads to more participation and salience o f politics 

(Putnam 2001). For example, Tolbert et al. (2001) find that high salience elections 

increase voter turnout. Thus, knowledge o f politics can lead to more participation, and 

with it more civic engagement and community involvement. I test whether this 

mechanical change in the style o f voting increases these measures o f social capital .

I use the Oregon Population Survey to examine if  people have more social capital 

after voting by mail. The survey asks questions that measure social capital (see below for 

detailed explanations of question wordings). As was done in the voting section, I use 

survey data o f  various socioeconomic groups to determine who has more social capital
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after the relbrm . The hypothesis is that people who vote- by mail have greater levels of 

civic engagenient and community involvement. To test this hypothesis, 1 compare the 

mean levels o f  the 1996 score of a question to the 2000 score. If it increases in 2000, it 

supports the thesis that voting by mail increases social capital. I test other 

socioeconom ic determinants o f social capital, to ensure there is not an alternative 

explanation for the rise in social capital.

The methodology must ensure that these results are not spurious. First, the

questions are  asked about the election o f one year, and the social capital score is from the 

.same person’s answers for the following year. For example, the voting question was 

asked in 1998 about participation in the 1996 election. But the questions for social 

capital w ere asked for the year 1997. Thus, it ensures that the test is for levels of social 

capital after voting. I use the independent samples T test and relative change as the 

dependent variable to ensure the accuracy o f the results. If .someone has high social 

capital before the reform, it does not influence the test because I measure their relative 

change instead  o f their total level. Relative change ensures that high levels of social 

capital in 1996 are not obscuring the reform ’s impact. Finally, most previous measures 

o f social capital include voter turnout as part of their index (Putnam 2001). If I use voter 

turnout to study the effect of a voting reform; it would create a feedback loop. To 

eliminate th is  problem, I do not use voter turnout in the social capital index. But, please 

note that by  increasing turnout, voting by mail automatically increases social capital by 

most mea.sures.
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Controlling for Alternative Explanations for Changes in Social Capital

If social capital increases, how do we know it is due to the relbrm ? There could 

be changes in  other ftictors that are increasing social capital. Social and economic 

dem ographics of the voter are often cited as determinants o f social capital (Putnam 2001 

p. 197). in th is literature there is an emphasis on race, education, and economic levels as 

predictors o f  social capital. If these indicators change, they might cause an increase in 

social capital. The seven independent variables listed below have been strongly 

coiTelated w ith social capital in various studies (Putnam 2(X)1 p. 197). The independent 

variables are measured by the Oregon Population Survey, as used in chapter two. I 

gather the da ta  for this model from 1990 through 2002. I measure social capital as 

feelings o f civic engagement and community involvement for the dependent variables. I 

enter the variables into an OLS model, and check for collinearity as in Chapter three.

The only variable that is statistically significant is Voting By M ail for both 

models. T he White, Over 65, Income, Under25 and Bachelor variables— which measure 

race, incom e, the elderly, the youth, and education— are not significant and did not affect 

social capital in Oregon. After the reform, social capital increases and the VBM variable 

shows a sm all positive effect on community involvement of 0.201. The feelings o f civic 

engagement question shows -.097 Impact, becau.se the question is measured with a lower 

score being more positi ve (see below for detailed explanations of both question 

wordings) T he main determinants of voting rates— Age, Education, Race, and the 

Economy— have not changed or are not affecting voting rates in Oregon. Thus, voting by 

mail is likely the cause of the increase in social capital.
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Correlations

Pearson
Correlation

VBM*
INCOME

BACHELOR
WHITE

UNDER25
OVER65

COM. INV.

1.000

.201 
-.713 
.139 

-.312 
.055 
.795

Sig. (1- 
tailed)

VBM
INCOME

BACHELOR
WHITE

UNDER25
OVER65

N

.050

.143

.431

.344

.473

.103
7
7
7
7
7

7

Feelings of civic
engagement

1.000

-.097
.486

-.537
.386
.356

-.857

.002

.257

.232

.307

.322

.071
7
7
7
7
7
7
7

VBM 
INCOME 

BACHELOR 
WHITE 

UNDER25 
OVER65 

Significant at p>.05

Table 6

The m odel is significant (p>.032) and explains a high percentage o f what is 

happening to  the dependent variable (r=.652). Thus, the correlations and significance of 

the independent variables are trustworthy. No other occurrence in Oregon except voting 

by mail is responsible for the small rise in social capital shown below.

Civic Engagem ent

Engagement in community is ciucial to a well working democracy (Putnam 1993, 

2001). The willingness to sacrifice for the group— which is required by all members— is 

greater if we have better feelings about our society (Fnkuyama 1995, Williamson 1993). 

The need fo r citizens to feel engaged in their society is important for social capital, which
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often uses feelings o f civic engagement in its definitions (Coleraan 1990, Putnam 1993, 

2001, O .C.E.D. 2001). If you are engaged in society, then you will be more ittclined to 

be involved in  groups that will help the society work well (Arrow 1974; Fukuyama 1995, 

W illiamson 1993). In turn, these groups could ensure that their government is operating 

fairly and efficiently. If these groups are successful in making democracy work better, 

then better feelings about the coinmunity will be present. It is a cyclical process. If the 

reform w orks to engender civic engagement— which should lead to more social capital—  

then it should be reflected in a better working government, and subsequently lead to even 

more civic engagement. The reform could stimulate this cyclical process and have 

increasing im pact over time.

I exam ine the results o f a question that was asked after the 1996 and 2000 

elections to measure feelings about society. The question asks “Tm st?” and is rated 1 - 

very positive, 2 - somewhat positive, 3 - neutral (NOT PROMPTED), 4 - somewhat 

negative, and 5 - very negative. In this study, I compare the mean from this question’s 

score in 1996 and 2000 using the independent samples T test to determine if people’s 

feelings change after voting by mail. The lower the score the more feelings of civic 

engagement. The mean response for the feelings o f civic engagement question for those 

who voted in  1996 is 1.97, and for 2000 it is 1.73 and is significant. After people voted 

by mail they have .2 points more civic engagement on a scale o f one to five. Thus, the 

new style o f  voting has made small increase in the feelings o f civic engagement of 

Oregon. T he socioeconomic determinants did not change in Oregon, and thus, these 

factors do not affect its social capital.
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Table 18
Mean 1996 2()(X)

Did you vote? Trust? Trust?
No :i.7973 1.7.3
Yes 1.9782 1.78
Total 1.9444 1.76

Co.iiiinunity Involvement

Another common measure o f  social capital is how much a person feels a part of 

his or her com m unity (Neuhouser, 1995; Smith, 2000; Sniith-Lovin & McF^herson, 1993; 

W orld Bank, 2001). I need to test community involvement. Community invoivernent 

builds trust: and connections through common networks that enable society to function 

well (Putnam  2001). Prior studies o f social capital show that an increase in community 

involvem ent can lead to less crime, suicide, domestic violence, and diug abuse (Putnam 

2001). People’s connection to their community detemiines their willingness to work to 

achieve societal good. Those who are a part o f their community might be less likely to 

do things to damage it. Similarly to civic engagement, if more people are involved in a 

com munity, it will be a better, more inclusive society. It might then create an 

environm ent where more people want to be a part o f that community. Thus, the reform 

may trigger a change that could have broad future effects.

The test o f community involvement uses the survey question “How strongly do 

you feel a part o f your community?” This question is asked on both the 1996 and 2000 

Oregon Population Survey. The answers me based on a scale of one to five. The 

possible answers are 1 - Not at all a part of community, 2 - Not a part of community, 3 -
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In the m iddle, 4 - A part o.f the community, and 5 - Very strongly pail of the commimity, 

For this question, a higher score means a higher feeling of community involvement.

Table 22 and 23 shows that voting at a polling booth in 1996 produces little change in 

community involvement. After voting in the 1996 election, there is a positive skew o f 19 

percentage points between the most and least involved people. In 2tXX), however, there 

is a larger positive skew in voter’s feeling.s of community involvement. In. 2()tK), there is 

a 42 percentage points skew between the m ost and least involved people. Thus, the 

process o f voting by mail pushes people to feel like they are an active part of their 

community. The mean score test shows that in 2000--when comparing tho.se who did and 

did not vote— those who voted f e l t . 10 more a part of their community than in 1996. 

Thus, the reform make.s a small impact on feelings o f community involvement in Oregon.

100

80

60

40

20

0

n
—

' !

— — —

m% Voter

1996

80 
70 
601 
50 
40 
301 
20 
10 
0
feelings of 

civic 
engagement

2000

Volimteering

Volunteering creates social capital. Volunteering produces more civic 

engagem ent and involvement in society (Putnam p.l 17). Volunteers feel better about a 

society after .sacrificing their time to make it better (Putnam p .l 17). They are associated 

with the community when they jo in  a group, and, thus, have community involvement.
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Unfortunatejy, die volunteering question was not asked in 1996 Oregon Population 

Survey. But the data from, 2fXK3 is still informative when comparing those who did vote 

against those who did not. Table 5 is a comparison o f who votes and how much people 

volunteer hours per year. It shows that those who vote volunteer a half hour more per 

week. T able 6 shows that those who vote are 53% more likely to volunteer more than 

three hours a  week. Table 7 shows that voters volunteer at higher rates. W e know that 

voting by m ail has increased voting, and that voting and volunteering are highly 

correlated. Thus, it can be speculated that volunteering might also go up. Due to data 

limitations, it is not possible to determine how much and for whom.

Table 24

Votinf)

How many 
hours per 

week do you 
Volunteer?

No .5610
Yes .9642
Total .7923

Table 25

V oting & How many hours per week do you volunteer?

How many hours per week do you 
Volunteer?

0 1.00 2.00
3 or 

more
Votin N o 50.4% 402% 29.5%) 23.2%
g

Y es 49.6% 59.S% 70.5% 76.8%)
Total lOO.OYo 100.0%) 100.0% 100.0%
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Table 26
to
CD
©
£

>.

3000

2000

1000

-1000
-.2 0.0 .2 1.0 1,2

Voting

Casas weighted by REL..WT

Demographics of Social Capital and Voting by Mail.

These data show that social capital increases after the reform. But for which 

societal groups did it increase, and for whom did it not increase? To test thi.s question, 1 

examine seven independent variables, and two dependent variables (feelings of civic 

engagement and community involvement) to determine for whom the reform increases 

social capital. The seven independent variables are strongly con-elated with social capital 

in various studies (Putnam p. 187). I test those who voted in 1996 and 2000. Since only 

the 2000 election uses vote by mail, it tests the reform ’s impact on social capital. The 

independent variables are measured in the same manner as in chapter four. The variables 

are poverty, race, education, unemployment, age, disability, and gender. My hypothesis 

is that the groups that lack social capital, shown previously, will have disproportionately 

higher levels o f ci vic engagement and commimity involvement after voting by mail.
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The social capital index finds the mean o f a. three-part matrix o f variables. The 

variables in the social capital index are: voting, feelings o f civic engagement or 

community involvement, and a demographic variable that was split into two groups. I 

compare the m ean of the majority and minority groups, to show which group had higher 

levels of social capital after that voting experience, using the independent samples t test 

to determine statistical significance, I define minority groups a those group.s who are less 

than the m ajority of society. For example, those 18 to 25 years of age are a minority to 

those older. 1 compare the 1996’s rate and 2000’s rate to produce a highly controlled and 

accurate test o f  the retbrm ’s impact on the social capital of Oregon’s various 

demographic groups. For example, I subtract the mean level of involvement o f women 

who did vote and tho.se who did not: in both 1996 and 2000, and compare it to men, after 

detemiining the statistical significance o f their mean difference. If there is a higher level 

of relative in  volvement among women who voted by mail in 2000, it provides evidence 

that the reform  increases w om en’s involvement in society. In this example, the women 

who voted b y  polling booth in 1996 have less societal involvement. I show above that no 

other changes have happened in Oregon in the interim that affects civil society.

This method controls for changes in each election—both in turnout and in social 

capital m easures— by comparing the relative difference between the dominant social 

group and th e  minority group. By comparing the relative difference— rather than total 

level— it controls for changes that are extraneous to the analysis of voting by mail and 

social capital. Below is a comparison o f the 1996 and 2000 rates of the social capital
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index for each  group for feelings o f Oregon and community involvement on a five-point 

scale.

Table 27 Mean DMfereiice of Feelings of Civic Engagement Between

Demographic 1996 2000 Change After 
Reform

Over65 -.27* -.09* .18

Under25 .07* .52* .47

Poverty -.12 -.14 -.02

Unemployment .05* -.19* -.24

Less than College 

Degree

.53* -.27* -.8

Gender (Men) .12* -.23* -.35

Disability .68* _  73't 1.41

White .32* .49* .17

Black N/A -.17 N/A

Asian .35* .68* .33

Hispanic .19* .67* .48

American Indian -.42* -1.30* -.88
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M fian D ifference o f Coinmii,iiity Involveiiieiit ,Betweeii

D em ographic 1996 2000 Change After 
Reform

Over65 .25* -.26* -.50

Under25 -.65* -.23* .42

Poverty -.32* -.12* .20

Unemployment .29 .25 -.04

Less than College 

Degree

0 -.09 -.09

Gender (M en) -.26* -.68* -.42

Disability .18* .60* .42

White -.20* -.01* .19

Black N/A -.22 N/A

Asian .13* -.76* .89

.Hispanic 0* -1.06* -1.06

American Indian .24* 0* -.24

 ̂ S ta tis tica lly  sig n ifican t m ean d il'ference a t p>.()5
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Poverty

The poor would benefit greatly iTom, an increase in their community attachment 

and feelings in society. It is also reasonable that the have-nots would not have these 

beliefs and feelings, as they have probably been excluded and discriminated against. The 

poor lack social capital compared to the more affluent (Putnam p . l93). The inclusion o f 

the poor into society will benefit both. The poor will benefit from connections to others 

who could provide needed information on education, jobs, and health care. If the poor 

have more feelings o f community involvement, then they might try new programs and 

services designed to help them. Society will benefit by decreasing the life quality gap 

between rich  and poor. Society might also benefit because those who are involved in the 

com niunity will be less likely to engage in anti-social behavior.*^ After the reform, poor 

people have more feelings of community involvement by .20 on a five-point scale. I find 

that there are slightly less (-.02) feelings o f ci vic engagement o f poor people than the 

non-poor after voting by mail.

Poverty How Strongly do you feel apart of your community? Did you vote in the 1996 Election?
Did you vote 

in the 1996 
Election?

LOO 2.{X) 3.00 4.00 5.00

No Poverty Above 70.0% 77.8% 60.3%. 133% 66.7%
Below 30.0% 222% 39.7% 26.1% 33.3%.

Total 100.0% 100,0%. 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Yes Poverty Above 92.3% 142% 84,6%> 88.1% 84.4%

Below 7.7% 25.8% 15.4%. 11.9% 15.6%.
Total 100.0% 100.0%. 100,0% 100.0% 100.0%

Although it is outside of the discussion here, the potential for protest, might be co-opted by feelings 
societal involvement. Thus, one of the few resources that the poor have—social protest movements— 
might be blunted by increased social involvement. However, social protest could be a form of social 
capital in itself, and thus, these issues are intertwined and complex.
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Poverty Trust? Did you vote in the 1996 Election?
Did you vote 1.00Did you vote 

in the 1996 
Election?

1.00 2.00 3.00 4.(X) 5.(M)

Poverty Above 61.7% 67.6%. 50.0%) 88.9%) 100.0%)
Below 38.3% 32.4% 50.0% 11.1%

Total KXl.Ofo 100.0% 100.0% UX),0% UX).0%.
t^overty Above 83.9%. 85.4%:. 82.4% 91.0% 66.7%

Below 16.1% 14.6%j 17.6%) 9.0% 33.3%
Total 100.0%. 100.0%.’ ltX).0%. 1(K).0%. 100.0%.

2000 100% of Poverty Level. Feel like part of the comtrmnity? Voting Crosstabulation 
% within Supp-C4, Feel like part of the community?

Voting 1 - Not at 2 3 - In the 4 5 - Very
all a part of middle strongly
corainunity part of the

community
No l(K)%i of Above 85.7%. 68.2%. 78.9% 93.9%) 83.9%)

Poverty Level
Below 14.3% 31.8% 21.1%. 6.1% 16.1%)

Total 100.0%) 100.0%) 100.0%. 1(X).0%. 1(X).0%)
Yes i(K)%of Above 80.0%, 81.7% 91.5%. 94.4%) 92.69o

Poverty Level
Below 20-0%. 18.3% 8.5% 5.6% 7.4%

Total 100.0%) 100.0%) 100.0%) 100.0% 100.0%

2000 100%. o f Poverty Level •* Tru.st? * Voting Crosstabulation
Voting 1 '  Very Somewhat Neutral Sojiiewhat 5 - Very

positive positive (NOT negative negative
PROMl^TE

D)
No 100%) of Above 82.6% 80.6%) 100.0%) 66.7%) 100.0%

Poverty Level
Below 17.4% 19.4%. 33.3%)

Total 100.0% 1(K).0% 100.0% 100.0%) 1(X).0%.
Yes 100%. of Above 90.9% 93.]% 66.7% 84.8% 81.8%)

Poverty Level
Below 9.1% 6.9% 33.3%) 15.2% 18.2%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%)

Race

Race relations and social capital are a debated topic (Mcnulty and Bellair 2003). 

Race relations might improve from  more social capital through an increase in feelings of 

civic engagement and community involvement (Putnam p. 280). One view is that if 

disparate groups grow more involved with each other, then their relationship would 

improve. Furthermore, as whites are the majority, perhaps more exposure to different
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people through community activities would create better feelings towards minority 

groups. The alternative view is that social capital should be broken down into two 

distinct groups o f bridging and bonding social capital (Gittell and Vidal 1998). Bridging 

social capital works as described above, as people from different groups come together to 

learn and shai'c with each other (Putnam p.23). But there is an alternative type— called 

bonding social capital— in which people volunteer only with others o f their same group 

(Putnam p.23). In aggregate, an increase in bonding social capital will appear as more 

engagement, but this will merely measure intra-group involvement (Putnam p.23). The 

effect for race  relations will not be positive, as these different groups will actually move 

father apart.

Unfortunately, this data does not distinguish between types of volunteer groups so 

it cannot be tested. It does show that White.s and Asians who voted by mail have 

increases in both feelings of civic engagement (.17, .33) and community involvement 

(.19, .89). H ispanic voters in Oregon show more feelings of civic engagement (.48), but 

a less com m unity involvement (-1.06) than Whites. There was a reduced rate for 

American Indians with voting by mail as their feelings of civic engagement declined -.88, 

and their com m unity involvement declined by -.24. There were not enough Black 

respondents in Oregon in 1996 to make a statically significant comparison, and it cannot 

be tested fo r this group. In sum, similar to voter turnout, the effect of this reform is 

mixed for different racial groups.
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Race 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.(X) 5.00
White D id you v(.he in the No 25.0% 17.1%- 20.1% 13.3% 8.7%)

1996 Election?
Yes 75.0% 82.9%. 79.9% 86.7% 91.3%

Total I00.()%I 100.0% 100.0% l(H).0% 1(K).0%
Black D id you vole in the Ye.s 

too/-.
100.0%

1 yyiJ lUCC llOii /
Total 100.0%

American D id you vote in the No 66.7% \4 3 % 20.0% 75.0%
iiidian 1996 Election?

Yes .33.3% 85.7%) 80.0%. 25.0% 100.0%)
Total 100.0% 100.0%) 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

A.sian D id you vote in the No 66.7% 25.0%)
I w o  iUOCVlOil/

Yes 33,3% 75.0% 100.0%
Total 100.0% 100.0%) 100,0%.

Other D id you vote in the No 66.7%) 91.7% 50.0%
1996 Election?

Yes 100.0%= 33.3%) 8.3% 50.0%) 100.0%:..
Total 100.0%. 1(».0% 100.0%. 100.0%) 100.0%

Did you vole in the 1996 Election? Trust? Race
Race l.(X) 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00

White Did you vote in the No 19.9% 14.8% 20,0% 10.1% 11.1%
1996 Election?

Yes 80.1%) 85.2%) 80.0% 89.9%) 88.9%)
Total 100.0%) 100.0% 100.0%) 100.0% 100.0%c

Black Did you vote in the Yes 1(X).0%)
1996 Election?

Total 1(K).0%
American Did you vote in the No 71.4%) 33.3%

Indian 1996 Election?
Yes 100.0% 28.6%) 100.0% 66.7%) 100.0%

Total 100.0% .KKW% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Asian Did you vote in the No 40.0% 33.3%

1996 Election?
Yes 60.0% 66.7%

Total 100.0% 100.0%
Other Did you vote in the No 71.4% 53.8% 100.0%-

1996 Election?
Yes 28.6% 46.2%) 100.0%)

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Education

T hose who are less educated should benefit more from the relbrm. The educated 

feel better about their community and are more likely to be trustful o f society (Smith 

2000). W ith  voting by mail the less educated have more time to answer referendum
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questions, an d  to ask: for help when filling out: their ballots. It is also possible that they 

might letim o f  issues, and have a chance to think more about politics as a result o f 

marking the ballot at home. If they think more about politics and learn more about 

important: issues, perhaps, they will feel more a part o f their community. If they discuss 

politics w ith neighbors, friends, and family these political discussions could engender 

feelings of civic engagement and community involve:ment.

It is interesting then that this reform has a larger impact on the educated. Those 

people w ith less than a bachelor’s degree who voting by mail had -.80 less feelings of 

civic engagem ent than those who are more educated. The less educated also have a lower 

increase in com m unity involvement o f -.09, when compared to the more educated.

Voters w ith less education are 28.2 percentage point.s more in 1996 than the less educated 

who did not vote. In 2000, the difference between these groups had increa.sed to 29.8 

percentage points. Thus, there was a 1.6 percentage points increase in those Oregonians 

with less education that feel a part o f their community. Feelings towards Oregon, 

however, does not show a similar increase. As a whole, the reform did not engender 

feelings o f social capital in the uneducated.
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Bachelor 'Frust? Did you vote i)i the 1996 Election?
Did you vote 1.00 2.(X) 3.00 4.00 5.00

in the 1996 
Election?

N o Bachelor Bachelor’s 
or Higher 
,l,.ess than

8.3%

91.7%

9.9%'

90.1%? 1(K).0% 1{K).0%.

50.0%

50.0%;

Total

Bachelor’s
Degree

100.0% 10().0%3 100.0%) 1(X).0% 1(X).0%
YesBachelor Bacltelor’s 24.8% 28.3%! 41.2%) 25-4%) 27.8%

or I'hghe.i 
I.,.ess than 75.2% 71.7%! 58.8%) 74.6%) 12.2%

Total
Degree

l(K).0% 100,0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%)

Bachelor How Strongly do you feel apart of your cominunity? Did you vole in the 1996 Election?
Did you vote LOO 2.00 3.00 4.00 S.Ot)

in the 1996 
Election?

Nt.» Bachelor Bachtdor’s 5.6% 5.1%) 20-0% 16.7%)
or Higher 
Less than 100.0% 94.4%- 94.9% 80.0% 83.3%)

Total

Bachelor’s
Degree

100.0%! 100.0%) 100.0%) 1(K).0%? 100.0%)
YesBachelor Bachelor’s 38.5% 17.9% 22.8%. 34.7%) 27.5%

or Higher 
Less than 61.5% 82.1% 11.2% 65.3%! 12.5%

Total

Bachelor’s
Degree

100.0% 100.0% 1(X),0%! lOO.OVf! 100.0%

Do you have a  Bachelor’s 
Voting

Degree? Trust? Voting 
1 - Very Somewhat Neutral Somewhat 5 - Very

No Do you Less than a

positive

76.3%

positive

68.7%

(NOT
PROMPTE

D)
100.0%

negative

71.4%

negative

100.0%
have a 

Bachelor’s 
Degree?

Total

Bachelor
Degree

Bachelor 
f3egree or 

Higher

23.7%

1(X).0%

31.3%)

100.0%) 1(K).0%!

28.6%.

100.0% 100.0%)
Yes Do you Less than a 65,4% 58.0% 50.0%! 62.5%) 100.0%)

have a 
Bachelor’s 

Degree?

Total

Bachelor
Degree

Bachelor 
Degree or 

Higher

34.6%!

1(}0.0%!

42.0%)

100.0%

50,0%)

100.0%

37.5%

100.0% 100.0%
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Do you have a Bachelor’s Degree? Supp-C4. Feel like part of the comrauniiy? Voting
Voting I - Not 2 3 - In the 4 5 - Very

a la l ia  middle strongly
part {if part of the

commun community
ity

No Do you have Less than a 65.5%  72.3% 74,0% 73.1% 16.1%
a Bachelor’s Bachelor

Degree? Degree
Bachelor 34.5% 27.7% 26.0%. 26.9%

Degree or 
Higher

Total
Higher

23.3%

Total 100.0% 100.0%; 100.0%; 1CX).()% I(K).0%
Yes Do you have Less than a 93.8% 57.6% 67.0% 54.8% 61.9%

a Bachelor's Bachelor
Degree? Degree

Bachelor 6.3% 42.4% 33.0% 45.2% 38.1%
Degree or

100.0% 100.0%. 1(X).0% 100.0% 100.0%

Unem ploym ent

Unemployment is not a category usually .studied in social capital scholarship. 

Voting by m ail might be a good way to encourage participation from those who are not a 

part o f the workforce. By mailing a ballot to their home, the unemployed might become 

educated to referenda related to their chance for employment. In Oregon, referendum 

questions ax’e  often about health care, education, and the economy; which are issues that 

should interest the unemployed. The test, however, shows that the unemployed had less 

feelings o f civic engagement (-.24) and community involvement (-.04) than the employed 

after voting by  mail.
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Last week, d id  you have a job cither full- or pan~iime? How Strongly do you feel apart of your 
community? D id  you vote in the 1996 Election?

Did you 
vote in the 

1996

1 .CK) 2.00 3.00 4.(X) 5.00

Election?
No La-si week, did Yes 

you have a job 
either full- or part- 

time?

40.0% 66.7% 62.8% 73,3% 33,3%.

No 60.0% 33.3% 37.2% 26.7%- 66.7%.
Total 100.()‘I> 100.0% 1CK).0% 100.0%; 100.0%.

Yes l-ast week, did Yes 
you have a job 

either full- oi‘ part- 
time?

53.8%. 50.7'ii. 63.8% 59.1%; 51.6%.

No 46.2% 49.3% 36.2% 40.9% 48.4%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%. 100.0%

Last week, did you have a job either full- or part-time? Trust? Did you vote in the 1996 Election?
Did you 

vote in the 
1996 

Election?

l.(K) 2.00 3.(X) 4.00 5.00

No Last week, did you Yes 
have a job either 

full- or part-time?

60.0% 63.4%> 50.0% 66.7% 50.0%

No 40.0% 36.6% 50.0% 33.3% 50.0%
Total 100.0% 100.0% l()t).()% 100.0% 100.0%

Yes Last week, did you Yes 
have a job either 

full- or part-time?

50.7% 59.3% 64.7% 73.1% 77.8%.

No 49.3% 40.7%; 35.3% 26.9% 22.2%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%.

At any time during were you working (including self-employed) or 
community?

looking for work? Feel like part o f the

Voting 1 - Not at
all a part of 
community

2 3 - In the 
middle

4 5 - Very 
strongly 

part of the 
community

No At any time during Yes 
the last yeiir were 

you working 
(including .self- 

employed) or 
looking tor work?

76.7% 87.2% 73.4%- 84.6% 80.6%

No 23.3%- 12.8% 26.6% 15.4%. 19.4%;
Total 100.0% 1(X).()% 100.0%» 100.0%- 100.0%)

Yes At any time during Yes 
the last year were 

you working 
(including self- 

employed) or 
looking for work?

47.1% 44.1% 60.8%- 68,9%. 61.9%;
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At any time t;he last year were you working (including self"employe.d) or looking for work? Trust? Voting
imewhal 5 - Very

50.0% 50.0%

Voting 1 - Very 
positive

Somewhat
po.sitive

Neutral
(NOT

PRO M FrE

No At: any time during Yes 77.0% 83.1%)
U)

100.0%
me kisi ycdi wtrt* 

you working 
(including self- 

etriployedi or 
looking lor work?

Total
No 23.0% 

100.0%
16.9%;

100.0%; 1(X).0%.-
Yes At any time during Yes 55.6% 68.4%; 75.0%

the last yc âr were 
you working 

(iitcluding self- 
employed) or 

looking for work?
No 44.4%:. 31.6%; 25.0%

Total 100.0%; 100.0%) 100.0%

50.0% 50.0%
100.0% 100.0%
46.8% 81.8%

53.2%. 18.2%)
100.0%;. 100.0%

Age

The elderly have higher rates of social capital than the young (Subramanian et. al 

2003). D ifferent theories propose reasons for this. Perhaps it is because the society in 

which the o ld  were raised was one with more communal involvement and feelings of 

civic engagem ent (Subramanian et. al 2003). Or perhaps as one ages, one is more 

inclined to com m it oneself to volunteering activities (Subramanian et. al 2003). The 

young have lower levels o f social capital (Southwell 2003). Perhaps, it is because they 

have many responsibilities; such as working, childcare, and education. I find that the 

young were the greatest beneficiaries as compared to other social groups. Voting by mail 

encourages the young to have more feelings o f civic engagement and commitment to 

their community. After voting by mail, the young’s feelings of civic engagement; of 

Oregon rose .47 and their community invoivernent rose .42.
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For the elderly the reform has brought about more feelings o f civic engagement of 

Oregon, those over age 65 have a .18 increase. The feeling o f community involvement, 

however, for those over age 65 is less than other age groups (-.50). The elderly tended to 

vote at higher rates, and by not. having the communal engagement of going to the polls on 

Election D ay, they might feel less a part o f their commimity. Thus, for young and old the 

reform was beneficial, except for less community involvement o f the elderly.

Are you Over 6.5? ttovv Strongly do you feel apart of your comrnunity? Did you vote in the 1996 
Election?

Did you 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 3.00
vote in the

1996
Election?

.No Are you No 80.0% 100.0% 92.3%. 90.0%. 66.7%
Over 65?

Yes 20.0% 1.1% 10.0%. 33.3%
Total 100.0% m)X)% 100.0% 100.0%. 100.0%.

Ye.s Are you No 76.9% 80.6% 78.0%< 71.3% 71.3%
Over 65?

Yes 2.3.1%.. 19.4%. 22.0% 22.7% 28.7%
Total 100.0% 100.0%.. 100.0% 1(K).0'%. 100.0%

Are you Over 65? * Trust? Did you vote in the 1996 Election?
Did you 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.(X) 5.00

vote in the
1996

Election?
No Are you No 90.0% 90.1% 83.3% 88.9%. 100.0%

Over 65?
Yes 10.0%; 9.9%. 16,7%. 11.1%

Total 100.0% 100.0%. 100.0%. 100.0%. 100.0%
Yes Are you No 69.4% 79.8% 76.5% 85.1% 77.8%

Over 65?
Yes 30.6% 20.2% 23.5% 14.9% 22.2%

Total 100.0% m .0 % 100.0%. 100.0% 100.0%
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Are you Over 65 Feel like part o flhe  community? 2CXX) Voting 
Voting 1 - Not at 2 3 - In the 4 5 - Very

No Are you

all a part of 
community

No 93,3%) 95.7%

middle

91.3%) 96.2%)

strongly 
part of the 

community 
87.1%

Over 65 

Total
Yes 6.7% 

I(K10%
4.3%

100-0%.
8.7%)

100.0%)
3.8%)

100.0%
12.9%)

1(X3.0%
Yes Are you No 88.2% 88.3% 70.6% 78.5% 68.6%

Over 65 

Total
Ye.s U .8%  

KK).0%
11.7% 

100.0%)
29.4%)

100.0%,
21.5%)

KXl.OVr
31.4%

HX).0%

Are you Over 
Voting

65? Trust? 2(K)0 Voting
1 - Very Somewhat Neutral Somewhat 5 - Very

No Are you

po.sitive 

No 90.0%.

positive

96.4%)

(NOT
PROMFTE

D)

negative

75.0%

negative

100.0%)
Over 65 

Total
Yes 10.0%) 

100.0%)
3.6%

100.0%)
1(X).0%.
100.0%)

25.0%
im .0% 100.0%)

Yes Are you No 70.0%) 80.2% 75.0% 75.0% 81.8%
Over 65 

Total
Yes 30.0%) 

100.0%
19.8%

100.0%
25.0%)

1(X).0%
25.0%

100.0%)
18.2%

100.0%)

Are you under 25? How Strongly do you feel apttrt of your comrauniiy? Did you vote in the 1996 Election?
5.00Did you vote 

in the 1996 
Election?

1.00 2.(X) ,1.00 4.00

No Are you No 80.0% 66.7%) 85.9%) 86.7% 91.7%
under

25?
Yes 20.0%) 33.3% 14.1% 13.3% 8.3%)

Total 100.0% 100.0% KX).0% 100.0% 100.0%
Yes Are you No 96.2% 97.0% 98.0% 97.2% 99.2%)

under
25?

Ye.s 3.8% 3.0%) 2.0% 2.8% .8%
Total 100.0% 100.0% UX).0% 1(X).0% 100.0%

Are you under 25? Trust? Did you vote in the 1996 Election?
Did you vote 

, in the 1996 
Election':’

No Are you 
under 

25?

Total 
Ye.*; Are you 

under 
25?

No

Yes

No

Yes

1.00

83..1%

16.7%
100 .0 %

98.2%

1.8 %

2.00

83.1%

16.9%
100.0%
98.4%,

1. 6%,

3.00

83.3%j

16.7%
1(M).0%
94.1%:

5.9%

4.(X)

88.9%'

1 1 , 1 %)
100.0 %
97.0%)

3.0%

5.00

100.0%

100.0%
88.9%)

.1%
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Are you under 25? Feel like part of the commuriily? 2CKK) Voting
Vi)l,ing 1 - Not at 

all a part of 
community

2 3 . In the 
middle

4 5 ~ Very 
•Strongly 

part o f the 
community

No Are you 
under 25?

No 80.()%- 

Ye.s 20.0%

74.5%

25.5%

84.4%

15.6%.

96.2%)

3.8%)

100.0%)

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%) 100.0%)
Yes Are you 

under 25?
No 100.0% 100.0% 97.7% 97.8% 99.0%)

I o.>
Total 100.0% 

Are you under 25? Tru.st? 2(XX) Voting

100.0% 100.0%.
.4W >• A/ fO 

100.0%)
1 A )  7 0  

100.0%

Voting 1 -  Very 
po.sitive

.Somewhat
positive

Neutral
(NOT

PROMPTE

Somewhat
negative

5 - Very 
negative

No Are you 
under 25?

No 82.7% 

Yes 17.3%

86.1%

13.9%

U)
100.0% 95.2%.

4.8%

100.0%.

Total 100.0% 1(X).0% 100.0% 100.0% 1(X).0%
Yes Are you 

under 25?
No 99.2% 96.7%. 100 0% 100.0%- 1(X).0%.

Total
iCf> .0/0 

100.0%
J..} VO 

100.0% 100.0% 1(K).0%. 100,0%.

Disability

The reform  would seem to be a great benefit for the disabled, who after the reform 

could vote w ith ease (Schur et. al 2002). Voting rates did not increase for this group, but 

levels o f social capital increased for those who voted by mail. The convenience offered 

by the reform  might make a disabled person feel more a part of their community. The 

hypothesis is then that the reform benefits the disabled more in comparison with the non­

disabled. After voting by mail, the disabled have higher levels of feelings of civic 

engagement and coramunity Involvement. The disabletl who voted by mail have 

increased their feelings o f Oregon by 1.41. In a scale o f one through five that is a large 

increase. The disabled’s community involvement increased by .42 as a result o f the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



i.37

reform. Thus, the reform significantly increases the social capital o f the disabled who 

voted by niiiil.

Do you have a  lasting mental, developniental, or physical disability? How Strongly do you feel apart of 
your community? Did you vote in the 1996 Election?

Did you 
vote irt the 

1996

l.fX) 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.(K)

No Do you have a 
lasting mental, 

developmental, or 
physical 

disability?

Yes 50.0% 5.6%' 15.4%' 6.7%) 8.3%

No 50.0% 94.4%i 83.3% 93.3% 91.7%;
Total 100.0% 100,0%) 10().0%) 100.0% 1(X).0%

Yes Do you have a 
lasting mental, 

developtnental, or 
physical 

disability?

Yes 7.7% 32.8%' 18.1%) 9.7% 29.5%.

No 92. .3%. 67.2%) 81.9% 90.3%; 70,5%
Total 100.0%; 100.0%) 100.0%; 100.0% 100.0%)

Do you have a  lasting mental, developmental, or physical disability? Trust? Did you vote in the 1996 
Election?

Did you 
vote in the 

1996 
Election?

1.00 2.00 3.00 4.CK) 5.00

No Do you have a 
lasting mental, 

developmental, or 
physical 

disability?

Yes 20.0% 8.5% 16.7% 22.1%

No 78,3% 91.5% 83.3%) 77.8%) 100.0%
Total 100.0%e 100.0%) 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%;

Yes Do you have a 
lasting mental, 

developmental, or 
physical 

disability?

Yes 20.5%. 17.4%) 17.6% 20.9% 27.8%)

No 79.5% 82.6%) 82.4% 79.1%) 72.2%
Total 100.0%, 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%. 100.0%.
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Do you have a lasting mental, developmenlal, oi' physical disability? Feel like part o f the community? 2000 
Voting

Voting

No

Yes

1 - Not al 2 3 "  In the 4 5 ~ Very
all a part of middle .strongly
community part of the

Do you have a Yes 3.3%; 8.3% 16.8%' 26.9%;
eommiinity

12.9%-
la,sting mental,

developmental, or 
phy.sical 

disability?
No 96,7% 91.7%.- 83.2% 73.1%; 87.1%

Total 100.0%- 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 1(X).0%-
Do you have a Yes 31.3% 49.2% 22.9%; 17.8%:- 17.1%
lasting mental.

developmental, or 
physical 

cli.sability?
No 68.8% 50.8% 77.1% 82.2% 82,9%-

Total l(X).0%) 100.0% 1(X).0%- 1(X).0% l(«).0%

Do you have a lasting mental, developmental, or physical disability? Trust? 2(XK) Voting
Voting 

No

1 - Very Somewhat

Yes

Do you have a Yes 
lasting mental, 

developmental, or 
physical disability?

No
Total 

Do you have a Yes 
lasting mentiil, 

developmental, or 
physical disability?

No
Total

positive
5.8%

94,2%-
100.0%
24.2%

15.%%
100.0%

positive
18, 1% -

81.9%
100.0%
23.6%-

76.4%
100.0 %

Neutral (NOT 
PROMPTED)

100.0%
100.0%

100.0%
100.0%

Somewhat
negative

40.0%

60.0%
100.0%
27.1%

72.9%
100.0%

5 - Very 
negative 

50.0%

50.0%
lOO.OYo
25.0%-

75.0%
100.0%

Gender

M en have less social capital than women (Smith 2000). This might be due to 

their lower voter levels, which as noted above are often included in social capital 

measurements. After voting by mail, men have less feelings o f civic engagement as 

compared to women of -.42. Men have -.42 less feelings o f community involvement than 

women do after the reform. It must be noted that men in general did show a ri.se in 

feelings o f civic engagement and community involvement and that this measure is
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desigiied to  show the relative change between men and women. A more accurate 

description is  that men increased at a lesser rate than women. But, women have more

social capital after this rd b m i than men.

Gender Feel tike  part of the community? 2(X)0 Voting
Voting 1 - Not at 

ail a part of 
comrnunity

2 3 - in the 
middle

4 5 Very 
strongly 

part o f the 
community

No Gender Male 33.3% 35,4%. 42.0%. 34.6%) 35.5%
Female 66.7% 64,6'??. 58 0%. 65.4% 64.5%

Total 1()0.0% 100.0%. 100.0%. 100,0%. 100.0%)
Yes Gender Male 31.3%. 32.2%. 40.8% 35.6%. 19.2'%

Fctnale 68.8% 67.8«. 59.2% 64.4%) 80.8%
Total 100-0%. 100,0%. 100,0%. 1(K).0%) 100.0%)

Gender Trust? 2(X)0 Voting
Voting 1 - Very 

positive
Somewhat

positive
Neutral Somevvhat 

(NOT negative 
PROMFFE 

D)

5 - Very 
negative

No Gender Male
Female

41.0'%.
59,0%.

36.1%
63.9%

100.0% 20,0'^.
80.0% 100.09{>

Total 100,0%. ]0().0%. 100.0% 100.0%. 100.0'i;
Yes Gender Male 22.6% 42,5%. 25,0%.. 54.2'/f- 72,7%

Fetnale 77.4%. 57.5% 75,0% 45.8'j?) 27.3%
Total 100-0%. 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0'%

Are you male or lemale? How .Strongly do you teel apart of your conimuirily? Did you vote in the IS
Election?

Did you 1,00 2.(X) 3.00 4.« ) 5.00
vote in the 

1996 
Election?

No Are you male or Male 10.0% 55.6% 44.9%. 40.0'7<) 41.7%
female?

Female 90,0%. 44.4%. 55.1% 60.0% 58,3'%)
Total 100,0%. 100.0% 100.0'%. 100.0%) 100.0%

Yes Are you male or Male 26.9% 49.3% 45.3% 40.9% AO.2%
tenialc?

Female 73.1% 50.7% 54.7%. 59.1% 59.8'ih
Total 100.0%. loo.tm 100.0% 100.0% 100.0'7o
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Arc you male or female? Trust? Did you vole in the 1996 Election?
Did you 1.00 2.(K) 3.(X) 4.00 5.(X)

vote in the 
1996

Election'.'
No A re you male or

'i r \ ' \ 1
Male 45.0% 38.0%- 50.0% 55.6%) 50.0%

icnkuCi
Female 5.5.0% 62.0% 50.0% 44.4%e 50-0%.

Total 100.0% ltX).0% 1(X).0% 100,0%) 100.0%
Yes A re you male or Mate 34.2% 44.1% 47.1% 58.2%) 61.1%-

female?
Female 65.8% 55.9% 52.9%i 41.8%:. 38.9%

Total 1(K).0% 100.0% 100.0%:- 100.0%̂ - 100.0%.

C onclusion

Can an electoral system reform change the way people participate and feel about 

their society? This study concludes that, yes, the reform produces a small but statistically 

significant increase in feelings o f civic engagement and community involvement. 

M oreover, there are ceitain groups such as the young or the disabled, which particularly 

benefit from  this reform. Since this reform has the ability to change people’s 

involvement in politics, then other reforms could also succeed in achieving this same 

goal. If public policy is shaped to be more engaging and make people feel more a part of 

their community, then we could expect more social capital.

Social capital is not a cure-all, and Oregon will not be a perfect society because of 

voting by mail. Although there is only a small increase of social capital, it i.s important to 

the analysis o f this reform to include these unintended affects. If other states change to 

voting b y  mail they can expect an increase o f social capital and voter turnout. Moreover,
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considering tlie aforementioned cyclical potential o f social capital, the refonii might 

engender iiicreasing levels o f social capital If people are more willing to participate after 

participating, then reforms that facilitate this process for only a few can have a larger 

impact in the long run. In the long ixin these unintended affects could have great 

consequence, as the few people motivated by voting by mail to be involved with their 

community w ill in turn motivate others. It could also be that: these effects are spurious 

and that m ore time is needed to make a final conclusion. But, for now it can be 

tentatively concluded that the data does provide evidence that a small percentage of the 

population saw  their civic engagement and commimity involvement increase due to the 

refonn.
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Cli 6: Conclusion

V oting by mail provides a model of how to increase democratic pmticipation. 1 

show that public policy influences political behavior; both in its basic forms like voting, 

and more com plex forms like social capital. I demonstrate that political institutions can 

create structures that facilitate— or hinder— political participation. Voting by mail is a 

unique experience in American politics. In studying the refonn movement, its effect on 

social capital, and several kinds of tests o f voter turnout, I find that the reform has many 

positive benefits while costing less than other electoral systems. None o f the predicted 

negative effects have materialized. Using quantitative analyses like regression models to 

study bow, and for whom, participation chiinged, and qualitative analysis and interviews, 

I explain how  this relbrm came about. I find that voting by mail increases turnout, 

especially for poor and minority groups. Interestingly, survey data suggests that the 

reform increases social capital.

Summary of findings, and which theory was supported

The change to voting by mail permits the testing o f importtmt theories in political 

science. As previously mentioned, these theories are often difficult to test empirically 

because electoral system reform was uncommon until recently.

E lecto ra l R eform s an d  R ationality

Voting by mail raised turnout, and this research supports the structural barriers 

theories—including Riker and Ordeshookks— of nonvoting. These scholars maintain that
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people w ant to vote, but. the p.rocess is too difficult; Iw  some. Yet the logic o f Downs’s 

arguroent is still very persuasive, as one vote cannot make any substantive difference in 

an election. Voting by mail provides evidence :for an expansion o f Riker and 

Ordeshook’s  theory— which T offer below— that models the decision to vote.

The reform  significantiy increases voter turnout. In both national elections that 

used voting by  :mail there was a large increase in turnout. In the 2000 election, voting 

rates increased by 8.5 percent of registered voters over 1996 rates. The 2002 election 

had an even larger increase of 10.1 percent o f registered voters from 1998. The increase 

in turnout occurred in period of voting rate decline for Oregon. M y regression analysis 

determines that other factors did not cause this increase. I create a model that features the 

most com m only agreed demographic influences on turnout. 1 test race, age, education, 

and incom e from 1990 through 2002. The regression equation shows there were three 

statistically significant variables. These variables are Voting By Mail, Over65, and 

Income. The voting by mail statistic is highly positively correlated with Oregon’s 

increase in turnout at 0.7 L5. The Over65 and Income variables did not change during the 

period of the reform. The variables that are not significant are Under25, Education, and 

Race. The reform is the sole influence on the turnout increase in the 2000 and 2002 

elections.

I test other potential influences on O regon’s turnout increase. I compare turnout 

data ;fro:m urban and rural counties to determine which increased more. Urban counties 

voted at slightly higher rates both before and after the refomi. In 2000, urban counties
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voted at 80.1 percetit o f registered voters, while rural counties voted, at 78.7 percent. I 

compare national and regional voting trends with Oregon’s data to determine if they 

caused the tun iou t to increase. In national elections from 1980 through 1996, Oregon 

closely follow ed the national and regional trends in voting rate,s. O regon’s voting 

patterns are .80 correlated with the national patterns, and the correlation is significant. 

Oregon’s voting patterns are .87 coiTelated with the regional patterns, and the correlation 

is significant. But after the reform, national and regional turnout levels remained the 

same while Oregon's turnout increased. This increase shows that there was something 

unique to O regon that increased turnout, and the only determining factor in Oregon that 

changed w as the introduction of voting by mail.

I test O regon’s turnout versus all other states’ turnout. The test ran a regression 

of all fifty sta tes’ 1996 turnout against their turnout in 2000. Oregon is significantly 

higher than the regression line, which signifies that its change in turnout is atypical. 

Finally, w hile a recent report posits that increased mobilization from Oregon’s status as a 

battleground state is the reason for its turnout increase, this analysis uses the less precise 

VAP. W hen the test uses percent o f registered voters turnout data, Oregon has a five 

percentage point larger turnout increase than other battleground states. In conclusion, 

these tests confirm  that the reform results in a large increa.se in turnout.

The reform  achieves its primary goal of increasing voting rates, despite being 

enacted in a  period o f decreasing turnout. Several electoral system reforms have not 

increased turnout. Some examples o f these reforms are the early voting, an amendment
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to allow 18-year olds to vote, and easier registration procedures. What does the increase

in turnout after the reform tell us about decreases in participation? There are two types o f 

theories on A m erica’s low voting rates (Piven and Cloward 2{)01). I ’he first is the legal- 

institutional school, which points to decreased party competitiveness, decreased pjuty 

constituencies, and complicated voting and registration requirements; as opposed to 

individual attributes (Piven and Cloward 2001). Alternatively, the social-psychological 

scholars state that who a person is has a significant effect on participation rates (Piven 

and C low ard 2001). The evidence that voting by mail increases tiimoiit supports the 

legal-institutional scholars’ theory that structural barriers keep people from voting. W hy 

then do so m any people not vote after these other reforms were implemented? If the 

answer is not because o f socio-psychological factors, then we must examine Anthony 

Downs’s model of (non)voting to deteim ine why people abstain.

D ow ns changed the topic o f study from why people do not vote; to why do they 

bother to do it at all. He studied politics with methods borrowed from welfare 

economics. He posited that voters act “rationally” in order to maximize political support 

and control. He defined rationality as acting to create and utilize politics to benefit the 

political or economic means o f the actor (Downs p. 260). Downs’s “self-interest axiom” 

holds that individuals are not only rational but also selfish, thus, they will only vote when 

it is individually beneficial (Downs p. 279). Voting has costs like taking the time to 

register or going to the polling place. If the outcome of the election does not matter, or if 

the costs are higher than the benefits, then people will choose not to vole. In a large 

modem democracy it is almost impossible tor one vote to change the outcome o f an
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election. Thus, the model predicts that even if  costs are reduced, it will not increase 

turnout because it will never be lower than the benefits of voting. Yet, voting by mail 

reduces costs and turnout increases. Down’s model o f the decision to vote can be written

as:

V =(B)P - C 
V= Voting 
B= Benefits 
P= Probability 
C= Costs

W illiam  Riker and Peter Ordeshook offer another model, which tries to explain 

why half o f  the population votes, even though a person’s vote will not change the 

outcome o f the election (Riker mid Ordeshook p.25). Voting is a paradox because the 

costs are alw ays higher than the benefits, and the probability o f your vote deciding the 

election is literally one in a million. But Riker and Ordeshook add another variable by 

suggesting that the experience of voting is more than a cost, it also has benefits. Riker 

and Ordeshook offer five experiential benefits that people get from voting that have 

nothing to d o  with winning an election. The five experiential benefits are patriotism, 

iulfilling civic duty, supporting a candidate, enjoying the polling place activities, and 

mistakenly believing in the efficacy o f voting (Riker and Ordeshook p.25). Camaraderie 

of the polling place is not present in voting by mail, and turnout still increased. Perhaps 

the social capital benefits I show in chapter 5 can explain this increase, but the other 

factors below  improve this model. Thus, Riker and Ordeshook’s model reads:
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V = (B )P --C  + D  
V =Voting 
B= Benefits 
P=Prohability 
O C o s ts
D=Ex'peiiential Benefits

But Riker and Ordeshook’s model omits other influences that could motivate 

someone to  vole. There are two areas that could be added to Riker’s model that would 

better explain why people want to vole. M obilization is a key determinant of why people 

vote. Rosenstone and Hansen fmd that “people participate in politics not so much 

because o f  w ho they are but becau.se o f the political choices and incentives they are 

offered” (Rosenstone and Hansen p.3). This is not to discount the influence of 

“resources, interests identification, and beliefs o f individual citizens” (Rosenstone and 

Hansen p.5). But the decision to vote must include the push that various political agents 

give any citizen. The choices of politicians, parties, and interest groups amount to 

strategies to  delineate the pool of political participants and direct its expansion and 

contraction (Rosenstone and Hansen P.38). Thus, the model of someone’s decision to 

vote needs to  expand to include mobilization.

A nother concern is that the model needs a methodological correction. Alt models 

must include an error term (Studenmund C h .l). An error term is not an error in 

som eone’s decision, but rather all the random or systemic factors that are missed by the 

social scientist’s model. The count less contextual reasons why someone might want to 

vote cannot be understood or modeled in advance. An example is the 1998 Minnesota 

gubernatorial race, where former professional wrestler Jesse Ventura won the election
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due to a large increase in turnout. One major group that turned out for Ventura was

motivated b y  a fraternity campaign to ridicule the political establishment in M innesota by

electing a professional wrestler as governor (Southwell 2003). This type o f localized

turnout increase is impossible to model, except through the inclusion o f an error term.

The error terra simply include.s all the reasons (systemic or random) for turnout change

that are not in  the model. Below I offer a new model o f the decision to vote that contain.s

enough benefits to account for Oregon’s rise in turnout, despite the logic o f Down’s

argument. T he new model combines the emotional benefits of Riker tmd Ordeshook with

real world events like mobilization and local aberrations in turnout. Thus, the new model

would read:

V = (B )P --C  + D  + M  + E 
V= Voting 
B= Benefits 
P= Probability 
C= Costs
D= Experiential Benefits 
M = Mobilization 
E= Error

V oting by mail increases turnout by lowering costs, and if this refom i was 

im plem ented elsewhere it would have wider effects. The reasons other reforms did not 

work were in  their design, and not because voting is an irrational act. The focus of the 

reform was to lower the cost (C) vmiable in the model, but unless we recognize that 

voting has benefits, the model is not tunctional. Oregon’s turnout increase demonstrates 

that the benefits of voting are more complicated than Downs had theorized. The 

experiential model of Riker and Ordeshook, however, needs to expand to include other 

influences. These are influences that can be known in advance and modeled like
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rnobilization, or they can be left unsaid and accounted for by the error teim. Tlius, the 

benefits of voting are real, even if one vote does not affect the outcome o f an election. 

People w ant to partake in these benefits, and the method of voting can be changed to 

encourage their participation. The turnout increase after the reform shows that the 

average citizen does want to vote. The convenience of this process enables more of them 

to vote at h igher rates.

Demographics and Voter Abstention

The study o f the reform also test.s whether government can encourage 

m arginalized populations to be more politically active. If people aie not voting because 

the process is  too difficult, then the reform 's convenience will have more affect on those 

people with the hardest lives. The reform produces more turnout from some of these 

groups. T h is shows that they vote at lower rates because o f structural interference, which 

is more severe for them than for others in society. People do not abstain solely because 

o f cultural o r  other reasons.

V oting rates in America are lower than in Europe because o f our onerous voting 

procedures (M iller and Shanks 1995). Low turnout, however, is a problem that is 

disproportionately trae o f certain groups of citizens. If politicians know that these groups 

are not going to reward or punish them at the polls, then they will likely push an uneven 

amount o f a  policy’s costs onto these groups (Maitin 2003). A famous example of the 

benefits of increased turnout is the enfranchisement of Southern Blacks in the I960 's, and 

their subsequent rise in status and economic level. Higher levels o f voting should
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produce government policies that will benefit those who support winning politicians. 

There are several theories as to why voting rates are disproportionately lower among 

certain groups. These theories include reasons for lower turnout such as the extension of 

the franchise to socioeconomic groups who do want to vote, a decline in paitisanship, 

weakening social involvement, less mobilization, and declining efficacy (Piven and 

Clowai’d 2001). The reform deraonstrates that some groups are voting less because o f the 

difficulty o f  the electoral process. By making the electoral process simpler these groups 

vote at h ieher rates.

1 find  some marginalized group’s turnout increases at higher rates than 

m ainstream Oregonians. The poor’s turnout change, in particular, is larger than the non­

poor’s increase. 'Voting by mail succeeds in facilitating more voting than the majority 

from the poo r (5.5 percentage points higher), the elderly (13.9 percentage point.s), African 

Americans (0.2 percentage points), American Indians (6.6 percentage points), men (2.0 

percentage points), and the unemployed (14.2 percentage points). Voting among these 

groups increases at higher rates than the majority. Other marginalized groups, however, 

have less o f  an increase than the majority. These groups are the young, uneducated, 

Hispanics, A sians, Other Race, and renters.

Thus, some of those with harder lives respond to voting by mail more than others 

in society. O ther policies could facilitate voting for these groups. For example, the ban 

on felon voting disproportionately Impacts marginalized groups. Structures facilitate or 

hinder participation from marginalized groups. Otlier reforms could be implemented that
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would be successful tbr groups continuing to vote at lower rates. The language barrier 

with maJl-in ballots might easily be overcome by printing the ballots in multiple

languages. T he closer voting rates come to achieving full participation, the more 

governm ent’s policies should become fully representative (Martin 2003). The fact that 

some groups benefit—while others do not— siiggests the potential for other reforms to 

increase th e ir participation. Voting by m ail’s success in this area points toward the 

possibility o f  creating a system in which all citizens pailicipate.

Social Capital and Institutional Influence

Did the reform engender more engagement in society? By changing the voting 

system to an  open style, it also increase.s social capital, albeit modestly. Putnam would 

argue that social capital is outside the realm  o f influence o f govemment. He argues that 

social capital is what influences government. Others like Coleman and SkocpoJ say that 

institutions are needed to facilitate the development o f social capital, and thus a reform 

like voting b y  mail might stimulate its creation. Changing the institutional process can 

produce a m ore engaged citizenry.

The reform  had unintended consequences, which are beneficial to political life in 

Oregon. In the social capital test, 1 find that: feelings of civic engagement in Oregon rose 

for those w ho voted by mail. The mean response for this question for those who voted in 

1996 is 1.97, and Ibr 2000 it is 1.73. Thus, after people voted by mail they feel .2 tnore 

positive o f Oregon on a scale of one to five. V oter’s feelings of community involvement 

rise after the reform. In 1996, there is little difference for those who voted in terms of
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caring about their community, 2000 voters have a 24 percentage points more positive 

skew than 1996. Thus, if you vote by mail you have a greater chtuice o f feeling a part of 

your coramunily than if you voted in a polling place. The mean score test shows that in 

20(K )~w hen comparing those who did and did not vote— those who voted f e l t . 10 more a 

part o f their com munity than in 1996. The data also suggest that volunteering should 

increase, although no statistical proof is available.

I use demographical data to determine for whom social capital increased- I test 

American Indians, Hispanics, Asians, Blacks, the disabled, men, the uneducated, the 

unem ployed, the poor, those under age 25 and over age 65. I test these groups for change 

in feelings o f  civic engagement and community involvement. Those who voted by mail 

from m arginalized groups who feel more engaged than the majority arc Hispanics,

Asians, Blacks, the disabled, the unemployed, those under age 25 and over age 65. After 

voting by m ail the marginalized groups who feel more involved in their community than 

the m ajority are Asians, Blacks, the disabled, the poor, and those under age 25. Thus, the 

reform results in a small increase in the social capital levels in Oregon. In particular, 

groups who were likely to have low social capital like the poor or the young experienced 

a higher increase after participating in the refomi.

The change in electoral systems encourage.s social capital by producing an 

increase in civic engagement. Theories on the need for more civic engagement are linked 

to a long dem ocratic philosophical tradition that stretches from Habermas in the twentieth 

century back to Rousseau, and even Aristotle (Habemias 1984 p. 10 see also Bent p.2).
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To be a, political animal means that we have the ability to use politics to resolve our 

diflferences (Y ack 1993). Civic engagement makes us complete, because we arc fulfilling 

our teleological goal o f human socisd interaction (Valelly 1993). This theoretical line 

sees civic engagem ent as a way to mitigate rational self-interest, and thus, avoid the 

tragedy o f the  com mons (Yack 1993). These theorists believe that if everyone is 

rationally self-interested it will not lead to a supeiior outcome, but to rnutual degradation 

(Yack 1993). The ability o f humans to resolve our problems in methods other than 

conflict is what is essential to being human, mainly because it is what separates us from 

animals.

Rousseau was specific on the need to create institutions that engender civic 

engagement (Rousseau p. 185). Voting by mail creates just such an in.stitutional context. 

Voting by m ail facilitates civic engagement, and thus people can become more human. 

Civic engagem ent creates self-reflection in one’s community. People in civil society are 

more likely to  be thoughtful o f the needs o f others than in the economic world (Habennas 

1984; 1987). It was this point from Rousseau that was so important to Hegel, Feuerbach, 

and subsequently to Marx. For Marx becoming a “species-being” is how humanity gains 

its ultimate freedom, by seeing oneself as a member o f a species, and caring for its 

betterment (M arx and Engels p33). Marx theorized that this could only happen in an 

institutional context that makes humans engaged in society, rather than a tool of it.

These theorists thought that seeing yourself reflected in your society— rather than 

a means to society’s end goals— îs crucial to achieving your humanity. But the process
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needs an institution to promote these experiences (Valelly 1993). Voting by mail 

increases social capital and facilitates more feelings o f civic engagement and community 

involvem ent. I show above that encouraging opportunities where humans can become 

engaged d o es  create feelings of civic engagement and community involvement. As 

previously stated, more feelings o f civic engagem ent and community involvement should 

motivate people to Join groups and patticipate in other activitievS that will only further 

their feelings o f involvement. Eventually this should lead to groups that pressure 

government to become more responsive. Thus, reforms can stimulate the enactment of  

other refom is. It is worth remembering the referendum and initiative was a reform in 

1902, and it enabled the passage of the voting by mail reform. Political process reforms 

can enable future reforms. If voting by mail encourages more political participation, it 

could create an environment where more reforms me enacted in the future.

Putnam  criticizes Habermas’s reliance on constitutions to promote the 

institutional structures that enable the “life-world” (Putnam 1993, discussed in Bent p.3). 

In this life-w orld, scientific rationality and the efficiency of capitalism are tempered with 

more hum an concerns. Habermas desires reforms that create structures that permit and 

encourage participation (Habermas 1984). But Putnam  counters that institutional 

contexts rarely produce engagement: (Putnam 1993 p. 18). Putnam says “ [t]wo centuries 

of constitution-writing around the world warn us ...that designers o f new institutions are 

often writing on water...That institutional refonns alter behavior is an hypothesis, not an 

a,xiom.”(Putni:un 1993 p. 18) The research on voting by mail supports this hypothesis, 

and more reform s designed to promote civic engagement should be considered and 

implemented.
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The social capital debate about w hether institiuioris are needed to facilitate these 

experiences o f  mutual self-recognition is thus based on a fine distinction between types 

of institutions. Putnam cannot be anti-institutionalist because volunteer groups are also 

institutions. Social capital then requires some type o f  device— or conduit— to enable us 

to be engaged. The marketplace or civil society need not be the only spaces o f mutual 

recognition and societal engagement. Government can also be a source o f  these spaces 

(Valelly 1993). The rationalized efficiency o f market economics makes it unlikely that 

anything o ther than govem ment will provide the institutional structures needed to 

promote civ ic engagement. The govemment could be coercive in processes of 

engagement, and this needs to be resisted. But a reform like voting by mail has increased 

civic engagernent, and at the same did not enforce it.

Electoral Reform and the Demobilization Theory

Studying the reform enactment tested the theory of demobilization. The 

dem obilization theory states that politicians will not expand the electorate if it will make 

it more difficult for them to be reelected. Yet the electorate did expand in Oregon. 

Studying the reform process that led to voting by mail— which was predicted to increase 

voter turnout— tested which politicians were supportive of this change. The reform 

process needed the convergence of unrelated circumstances to facilitate its enactment. 

These circumstances came about both directly and indirectly. Yet all were crucial to the 

reform’s enactment. First, state’s rights in elections procedures in our national 

institutions, facilitated the reform. The United States’ federal institutional context
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promotes the  }.x)wcrs o f  states to determine their own election processes. The Supreme 

Court, thus, refused to hear the case to have voting by mail ruled unconstitutional.

Second, the political culture in Oregon was such that it was experienced with successful 

relbnns. F or example, Oregon used an open voting process in the I85t)’s where people 

said the nam e of their candidate in public. Oregon led the way in instituting referendum 

and initiative voting, the process that enabled voting by mail to be enacted. Oregon 

experim ented with many recent successful reforms. Oregon’s political development 

makes the enactm ent o f new refonns— like voting by mail— easier. The 1981 voting by 

mail experim ent provided empirical evidence to the reform’s benefits and safety. There 

was a coalition of non-governmental organizations, Democratic politicians, and unions 

that would benefit from the reform’s enactment. Further, the refonn did not endanger 

powerful corporations, causing them to lobby against it. If the reform coalition was not 

present, the reform  would have stalled. The coalition pushed the reform, and gathered 

enough petitions to get it included on the 1998 referendum ballot. Also, Oregon was 

facing decreasing turnout, raising elections costs, and increasing negative political 

advertising. These factors created a window of opportunity for policy change that 

enabled the reform ’s enactment.

The reform  overcame the public’s fear of fraud, undue influence and loss of 

polling p lace  camaraderie. Republicans, also, worked against its enactment, and 

continue to attem pt to constrain its effects. The theorists who posited that there are 

social-psychological reasons for non-turnout were shown to be wrong. People want to 

vote, and do if the process is convenient enough for them to participate. Thus, I need to
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examine w ho  siipports these difficult processes in America. The demobilization theory 

explains w hy  the Republican Party Ibiight. against easing the voting process in Oregon.

V oting by mail was predicted increase turnout and lower costs. Republican 

politicians acted against the reform, even though it lowers state expenditures, something 

usually associated with their agenda. Their resistance is due to the other predicted 

outcome o f  increased turnout. After it was enacted, fraud was not a problem, yet the 

Republicans still resist this change. The dem obilization theory posits that parties will 

change the voting processes and requirements to mobilize the masses if it benefits them.

If the expansion of the electorate hurts a party they will be against it, M ost Democrats 

supported th e  reform, and most Republicans fought it. Due to the reform ’s potential to 

increase turnout from groups that usualiy vote Democratic, it benefits the Democratic 

Party to prom ote voting by mail. Thus, the demobilization theory explains the 

Republican resistance to voting by mail.

Yet, some argue the reason America has low turnout is not stractural barriers, but 

because our politicians are not concemed with issues o f salience to blacks and industrial 

working-class whites (Piven and Cloward 2001). These groups abstain more from the 

voting process. Apathy exists because the moneyed elite control politics and create a 

lack of deliberation about issues these Americans care about. The demobilization theory 

further explains the drop in turnout after 1896 as part o f mutually reinforcing process of 

lower tiirnoiit and less relevance of political party platforms. It posits that mutually 

reinforcing historical bturiers were created as “parties turned away from the issues and
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campaign stratagem s needed to win lower-class support...The resulting marginalization of 

working people not only from political influence but from the political culture created by 

the parties in turn reinforced their tendency to abstain”(Piven and Cloward p. 18-19). It is 

in the interest o f  elites to keep turnout low. However, if it suits them, they will push lor 

higher turnout, as the Democrats did in Oregon. Politicians reduce the difficulty o f  the 

voting process when it benefits their electoral goais, and fight a convenient refonn when 

it hurts their chances for reelection.

The fear o f the have-nots controlling the electorate, and subsequently having 

control over wealth, is a powerful force in A raerica’.s political development. This fear 

may have created the various refonns that decreased America’s voting rates after the 

defeat of the populists in 1896 (Burnhara 1974). The potential of poor and marginalized 

groups to use their electoral muscle to change the power structure is real. Karl Marx 

quotes A lexander Hamilton who said that in doing away with the property qualification 

“the masses have gained a victory over property owners and financial wealth”(Marx and 

Engels p33). W ith that victory, there was a natural desire to use government to change 

the econom ic and social systems. The poor and middle class greatly outnumber the rich, 

and universal enfranchisement was thought to lead to a significant redistribution of 

w ealth and pow er. The demobilization o f the masses was how the elite prevented the 

ensuing push towards redistribution, embodied in the labor and populist movements at 

the end o f the  19**' century. Only through limiting the number of participants can the elite 

maintain control over the economic and social systems in a democracy.
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After 1896, Ibc battle in America tbr control of the economy, between free market. 

Republicans and the potential of labor coalitional politics— whether from  populists, 

socialists, o r New-Deal Democrats— was fought under conditions o f electoral 

dem obilization. Perhaps if more poor and marginalized groups were voting, America’s 

exceptiorralism in responding to the rise o f  labor politics might not ha ve occuiTed. In 

modern A m erica, economic issues are still debated with vigor, and this refom i— and 

others like it that increase turnout— has the potential to expand the electorate to include 

many poor and marginalized groups that could permanently swing the electorate to the 

left, if  they vote as their socioeconomic status predicts tliey will.

The American electorate is now split evenly with about half voting for the 

Democrats or Republicans (Gallup 2003). Safe districts will continue to be safe, because 

the reform can only have a limited impact. But, there are many close districts that would 

go to the Democratic Party if  the electorate includes more poor and marginalized voters 

(Cilrin et al 2001). That is something Republicans need to fight. The socioeconomic 

status of these new voters predicts they will tend to vote for a Democratic candidate 

(M iller and Shanks 1995). If the parties respond to this change by offering class-based 

economic policy, there is a chance for the type o f electoral socialism predicted by 

Bernstein, Schumpeter, and the Fabian socialists. Increased voter turnout might produce 

a slowly enacted, non-revolutionary socialism built through legal means o f regulation and 

increased governmental control over the economy.
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Thus, expanding the electorate is an issue with dire potential consequence tbr 

certain groups, and great benefit for others. Current Republicans— who are likely to be 

supportive o f  free market economics— are also fighting the expansion o f the electorate 

based on these economic concerns. Their ability to be reelected is connected directly to 

their support o f the current system of low turnout. If the status quo is threatened by the 

engagem ent o f many more poor people into the system, then it will be harder to be 

elected for tw o reasons. First, these new voters should not want to vote for them, as their 

economic policies were not designed to benefit the poor. Second, their base o f support is 

corporations and the moneyed elite, who will be far less powerful in the new' system. It 

is then clear w hy these Republicans politicians did not support this reform. If they did 

there is a chance that in time their ability to be reelected, and their political agenda, will 

not be viable.

A nother question not answered by this research here but one that needs to be 

addressed is  why the Democratic Party has not worked effectively to expand 

participation, when it is so clearly in its interest to do so (Citrin et al. 2001). The security 

o f certain pow erful politicians in their seats might offer a clue. As the most experienced 

politicians usually make the decisions of the party, and probably will not want to change 

a system they  are enjoying. They might not want a redistribution of power and wealth, 

despite their Democratic label. Further, increased turnout would require the expense of 

increased m obilization o f these voters. Perhaps the Democratic leadership has counseled 

the party to  ignore these goals due to their personal benefits from the current system.
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A dm ittedly, the Deiiiocrats try to m,obilize voters and run ge-t-out-thc-vote 

campaigns, but this research shows that another effective way to increase turnout is 

through system ic reform. The Democratic Party would be advantaged if  it could change 

the national electoral system to encourage tuniout. The adoption o f voting by mail would 

help all Americans due to its ease and lower costs, but in particular social justice politics 

would benefit by this reform. The process through which voting by mail was enacted 

was the referendum  and initiative. America does not have a national referendum and 

initiative, so a national election law would have to be approved by Congress. The 

dem obilization theory suggests that politicians will not want to expand the electorate. 

Subsequently any national change would have to be accepted by the federal judiciary, 

which as previously mentioned, is currently promoting state’s rights in election 

procedures.

Thus, the state-level referendum— particulaiiy in western states—  is the most 

likely process to expand the reform. The Secretary of State o f Washington has co- 

authored an “op-ed” in the New York Times encouraging its adoption (Bradbury and 

Reed 2001). Colorado had a poorly promoted voting by mail referendum on the 2002 

ballot, and it  lost by a significant margin. But m any referenda are on the ballot for years 

before voters become familiar enough with their benefits to approve them. The potential 

of voting by mail to spread, however, is directly related to the amount of support it 

receives from the Democratic Party. If the Democrats are rational they will pursue these 

goals. If, however, the party follows the individual goals of its leadership, then it might 

further stagnate and not pursue electoral reform. The relationship between who votes and
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who benefits from govenvment: shows that increasing turnout is crucial for the success of 

social ju stice  politics (Martin 2003). If voting by mail—<jr any reform that boosts 

turnout— is adopted it will have to overcome the resistance o f politicians who fear a 

change in th e  status quo.

Should voting by mail be tried elsewhere?

V oting by mail is a reform that: would work elsewhere. The federally funded 

mail system is universally available, trusted, and works well in any state. Thus, this 

national institution provides the facilitie.s to enable this reform to work anywhere in 

United States. W hen weighing the benefits over the negative aspects, the reform is a 

success. The American system has declining voting rates, and a simple and inexpensive 

reform like voting by mail could facilitate more turnout. Besides an increase in general 

turnout, voting by mail would increase turnout rates for marginalized populations. It is 

also a less expensive electoral system. There are more marginalized populations in other 

states than in  Oregon, which has greater equality in social and economic levels (Census 

20(K3). M arginalized groups in other states could greatly benefit from this reform.

Oregon has fewer racial minorities and lower commuting time than other states in 

America. In states where there are larger problems with these issues, it is possible there 

would be greater success with this reform.

The benefits in social capital also have the potential to jcduce the apathy that 

currently defines American politics. The effects of social capital are still being tested and 

debated. But it is reasonable enough that a population monitoring its govemment is
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going to have  a better government than a less engaged and politicized population. Tlius, 

this refomi has  the potential if enacted in other states to increase political participation 

and aw areness o f issues, and perhaps promote more volunteering and community 

involvement. The effects o f this reform were small, and most people were not affected in 

this way. N evertheless, voting by mail should have similar small effects on the social 

capital o f o ther states.

T he future will probably teature some type o f Internet voting, which would be 

even easier t han voting by mail. But the current doubts over computer security will make 

voting by m ail a logical first step toward this end. W hen considering the lack of 

computer access by all it is doubtful that the problems with Internet voting will be 

sufficiently addressed. The public will be too wary o f potential fraud and lack of 

computer access and literacy to change to an Internet system of voting anytime soon. It 

might take decades before these problems are overcome. In the meantime, voting by mail 

would be a beneficial system if it were to be adopted throughout America.

Areas for future research

Future research should continue the study o f the relationship between public 

policy, political participation, and voting behavior. This research also beg.s the question 

o f what ro le institutions play in promoting ci vic engagement, and what is necessary for 

participation in one’s community. Other voting refonns have been tried in other states, 

with some success. Comparisons between the alternative systems like voting by mail, 

early voting, and same day registration would yield useful knowledge. Other re.search
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should address the politics of these reforms. Possible research questions are whether the 

referendum process was used, and w hether politicians in these states fought or supported 

these refonns. In a comparative perspective, it would be interesting to determine if 

elsewhere in  the world there are reforms similar to voting by mail, and to study their 

effect on participation.

Conclusion

T hus far, voting by mail is a success. This evidence informs importajit political 

science debates. These debates go to the heart of our understanding o f the nat ure of 

political behavior. Participation is o f the highest: importance to democracy, and also to 

the fulfillm ent of our humanity. The research shows that institutions pattern the level of 

involvem ent in society. Oregon approved a referendum that eases the electoral process, 

and the effect was increased participation. Thus, institutional reforms can succeed in 

influencing political behavior. Since there are great benefits from increasing 

participation o f all kinds, it then follows that more institutional reforms should be enacted 

that prom ote ptuticipation. Other govemmental processes could be changed to make 

their practices facilitate societal involvement.

The reasons tor re.sistance to the reform are based on a desire to fight the 

redistribution of wealth and power. The Republican Party has fought this reform, both as 

official policy  and through the continued attack on its eificacy. Some Democrat.s have 

been against it, and some Republicans have been for it, but the majority of both parties 

have sided with their rational party interests as depicted in the demobilization theoiy.
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The Republican opponents stale their objections to the reform are due mainly to concerns

about fraud. But after fraud was not a pj;obIera in the last two elections, they continue to 

draft legislation to curtail the influence o f this refomi. Voting by mail is a threat to any 

politician w ho does not want marginalized groups voting at higher rates. The ability o f 

the reformers to enact this legislation rested on the referendum process, which is not 

available nationally. State-level referenda may offer the best path to the enactment o f 

ftiture reform s of voting procedures, due to the deraobilization theory’s predicted 

resistance o f  politicians in power.

V oting rates and social capital rose due to the change in the election system. 

G overnm ental process should be changed to consider how any policy would encourage 

political participation and civic engagement (Valelly 1993). All govemment policies tire 

calculated with a cost-benefit analysis, including an estimation of environmental impact. 

The impact o f  a policy on participation and civic engagement should be considered in a 

similar m anner (Valelly 1993).

For democracy to Innction properly all citizens should be fully active participants. 

If policies can be designed to encourage engagement they would be greatly beneficial. 

Although participation is not the only aspect that should influence a policy’s acceptance, 

its effect on participation should be included as part of the calculation of costs and 

benefits.
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Appendix

Oregon Voter Participation 1 970 -2002

Primary Election  
*Presidentia! election year
Year Registered Voters Voted Percent
1970 1,018,017 568,551 55.8
1972* 1,158,711 734,551 63.4
1974 1,248,596 593,172 47.5
1976* 1,310,248 798,986 61.0
1978 1,390,005 603,478 43.4
1980* 1,376,573 780,649 56.7
1982 1,437,693 669,529 46.6
1984* 1,457,067 767,565 52.7
1986 1,458,300 693,821 47.6
1988* 1,366,294 753,112 55.1
1990 1,437,462 660,990 46.0
1992* 1,543,353 758,459 49.1
1994 1,730,562 661,717 38.2
1996* 1,851,499 698,990 37.8
1998 1,906,677 665,340 34.9
2000* 1,808,080 927,351 51.3
2002 1,839,072 858,52 46.6
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General Election
Year Registered Voters Voted Percent
1970 955,459 681,381 71.3
1972* 1,197,676 953,376 79.6
1974 1,143,073 792,557 69.3
1976* 1,420,146 1,048,561 73.8
1978 1,482,339 937,423 63.2
1980* 1,569,222 1,209,691 77.1
1982 1,516,589 1,063,913 70.2
1984* 1,608,693 1,265,824 78.7
1986 1,502,244 1,088,140 72.4
1988* 1,528,478 1,235,199 80.8
1990 1,476,500 1,133,125 76.7
1992* 1,775,416 1,498,959 84.4
1994 1,832,774 1,254,265 68.4
1996* 1,962,155 1,399,180 71.3
1998 1,965,981 1,160,400 59.0
2000* 1,954,006 1,559,215 79.8
2002 1,872,615 1,293,756 69.1
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Oregon USA

I IjPopulation, 2001 estimate 13,472.867 2 d i . / ' ) o n , , /

I ,h '11 I X  in  t il' li 11 di’ ApriM ‘"(i') J u l /1 d( I 1.5»4 1.24
1 fPoDufation, 2000

F^opuiatian, percent change, 1990 to 2000 I 20.4% 13.1%
I'ti 'Xi tindf'i'i ym i , old pe,-f rit ''UOO f  e.si., 6

1 p e rs o n s  under Ts years old, percent, 2000 1 2A7%1 25 t

f'tiii’ il>j pi’i'joH'j. ['■ rooti’, .'̂ 000 ; . o .]
ly r

I iWhile ptifsons, pfcicent, 2000 (d; ,>i Ou.OVosi 7b 1'«

c

Black or African American persons, percent, 2000 (a)
Aineri' in Indian and Alaska Native persons, percent, 2000 (a) 
Asian persons, percent, 2000 (a)

1.6% 
i.3%  
3.0% ^’.6%

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, percent, 2000 (i ^  0.2% r  0 .1 ^
Persons reporting some other race, percent, 2000 (a) 4.2% 1 5.
Persons reporting two or more races, percent, 2 3.1% 2
Persons of Hispanic or Latino origin, percent, 2000 (b) 8.0% ”"12-
Wtiite fiorson > not nf HispanicAatino oiigiri, Fieicnni 2000 83 09.1%

f a Living in sam e house in 1995 and 2000, pet age 5+, 20C 4(j i'Z 54 P..

□ Foreign born persons, percent, 2000 I “ “ “  8.5°^l “ 1 1 .1 4
................. ........................ ......... :......... ....J

1 THiqh school graduates, percent of persons age 25+, 2000 80 V\>
iBachelor’s  degree or higher, pot of persons age 25 >. 2000 25.1%j 24.4%

r z z  n l
Mean 1r<ivi->l time to work workers acji. 10* (minutes) 2000 22.2j

r ”  z z : : ...:________________:___ _______ _
Homeownership rate, 2000 [ .....64.3%j: 6 6 .2 4

1 Per capita money income, 1999 i$ 2 0 ,9 4 0  321,587
Persons below poverty, percent, 1999 11.63 12 43,

”]fPersons per square mile, 2000 i f 3 5 .# 79.6

Source: 2000 Census.
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Oregon Counties Change In Voter Turnout % 2000 from 1996

% Change Of Reg. 
Voters 2000 Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

County -.89% 1 2.7 2.8 2.8
,45 1 2.7 2.8 5.6
1.12 1 2.7 2.8 8.3
2.93 1 2.7 2.8 11.1
3.68 1 2.7 2.8 13.9
3.79 1 2.7 2.8 16,7
3.92 1 2.7 2.8 19.4
3.99 2.7 2.8 22.2
4.00 1 2.7 2.8 25.0
4.54 2.7 2.8 27.8
5.06 1 2.7 2.8 30.6
5.44 1 2.7 2.8 33.3
5-80 1 2.7 2.8 36.1
5.97 1 2.7 2.8 38.9
6.04 1 2.7 2.8 41.7
6.53 1 2,7 2.8 44,4
6.88 1 2.7 2.8 47.2
6.95 1 2.7 2.8 50.0
6.96 1 2.7 2.8 52.8
7.81 1 2.7 2.8 55.6
8.01 1 2.7 2.8 58,3
8.18 1 2.7 2.8 61.1
8.22 1 2.7 2.8 63.9
8.43 2.7 2.8 66.7
9.22 1 2.7 2.8 69.4
9.39 1 2.7 2.8 72.2
9.53 1 2.7 2.8 75.0
9.83 1 2.7 2.8 77.8
9.90 1 2.7 2.8 80.6
10,34 1 2.7 2.8 83.3
10,37 1 2.7 2.8 86.1
10.51 1 2.7 2.8 88.9
10.52 1 2.7 2.8 91.7
10,90 1 2.7 2.8 94.4
12.63 1 2.7 2.8 97.2
13.82 1 2.7 2.8 100.0
Total 36 97.3 100.0

Total 36 100.0
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Oregon Counties Change In Voter Turnout % 2002 from 1998

% Change Of Reg. 
Voters 2002 Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

County 1.82% 1 2.7 2.8 2.8
3.07 1 2.7 2.8 5.6
3,89 1 2.7 2.8 8.3
5 .54 1 2.7 2.8 11.1
5.62 1 2.7 2.8 13.9
7.59 1 2.7 2.8 16.7
7.82 1 2.7 2.8 19.4
8 .05 1 2,7 2.8 22.2
8.09 1 2.7 2.8 25.0
8.65 5.4 5.6 30.6
8.69 1 2.7 2.8 33.3
8.71 1 2.7 2.8 36.1
8.99 1 2.7 2.8 38,9
9.07 1 2.7 2.8 41.7
9.25 1 2.7 2.8 44.4
9.45 1 2,7 2.8 47.2
9.48 1 2.7 2.8 50.0
9.93 1 2,7 2.8 52.8
9.96 1 2.7 2.8 55.6
10.56 1 2.7 2.8 58.3
11.05 1 2.7 2.8 61.1
11,18 1 2.7 2.8 63.9
11.93 1 2.7 2.8 66.7
11.97 1 2.7 2.8 69.4
12.31 1 2.7 2.8 72.2
12.57 1 2.7 2.8 75.0
12.78 1 2.7 2.8 77.8
12.82 1 2.7 2,8 80.6
13.01 1 2.7 2.8 83.3
13.03 1 2,7 2.8 86.1
13.55 1 2.7 2.8 88.9
14.60 1 2,7 2.8 91.7
15.14 1 2.7 2.8 94.4
16.31 1 2.7 2.8 97.2
18.30 1 2.7 2.8 100.0
Total 36 97.3 100.0

Total 36 100.0
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Collinearity Statistics for Chapter 4 

1996

Coefficients

el Tolerance VIF
1 (Constant)

Did you .822 1.216
vote in the

1996
election?

Are you .742 1.347
Over 65?

Are you .879 1.138
under 25?

Poverty .851 1.175
Homeown .862 1.160

ership
Race .937 1.068

Bachelor .940 1.064
Are you .970 1.030
male or

female?
Last week, .707 1.414

did you
have a  job
either full*

or part-
time?

Do you .951 1.051
have a
lasting

mental,
developme

ntal, or
physical

disability?
a Dependent Variable: How Strongly do you feel apart of your community?
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Coefficients

Model Tolerance VIF
1 (Constant)

Did you ,822 1.216
vote in the

1996
election?

Are you .740 1.351
Over 65?

Are you .879 1.138
under 25?

Poverty .847 1.181
Homeown .862 1.160

ership
Race .937 1.067

Bachelor .940 1.064
Are you .970 1.031
male or

female?
Last week, .704 1.421

did you
have a  job
either full­

er part-
time?

Do you .950 1.052
have a
lasting

mental,
developme

ntal, or
physical

disability?
a Dependent Variable; Trust?
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2000
Coefficients

el Tolerance VIF
1 (Constant)

Home .824 1,213
ownership/

rental
Do you .968 1.033
have a
lasting

mental,
developme

ntal, or
physical

disability?
Are you .978 1.023
Over 65
Are you .832 1.202

under 25?
Do you .967 1.034
have a

Bachelor’s
Degree?

How many ,925 1.081
minutes

did it
usually

take  you to
get from
home to

work each
day last

week
Racial .961 1.041

backgroun
d

Gender .903 1.107
100% of .821 1.218
Poverty

Level
At any .932 1.073

time
during

1999 were
you

working
(including

self-
employed)
or looking
for work?

a Dependent Variable: Supp-C4. Feel like part of the community?
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Coefficients

Model Tolerance VIF
1 (Constant)

Home .822 1.217
ownership/

rental
Do you .964 1.038
have a
lasting

mental,
developme

ntal, or
physical

disability?
Are you .977 1.023
Over 65
Are you .832 1.201

under 25?
Do you .968 1.033
have a

Bachelor’s
Degree?

How many .918 1.089
minutes

did it
usually

take  you to
get from
home to

work each
day last

week
Racial .961 1.040

backgroun
d

Gender .900 1.111
100% of .821 1.218
Poverty

Level
At any .930 1.075

time
during

1999 were
you

working
(including

self-
employed)
or looking
for work?

a  Dependent Variable: Supp-01. Trust?
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Chapter 4 Independent Samples T Test 
1996
Independent Sam ples Test

Are you Over 65?

Are you under 25?

Poverty

Homeownership

Bachelor

Are you male or female?

Do you have a  lasting mental, 
developmental, or physical 

disability?

Last week, did you have a  job 
either full- or part-time?

Is your Commute above 23 
Minutes?

Sig. (2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000
,000
.000
,001
.001
.101

.101

.009

.007

.014

.039
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2000
Sig. (2-tailed)

Home ownership/rental .000
.000

Do you have a lasting .436
mental, developmental,

or physical disability?
.034

Gender .054
.054

Are you Over 65 .000
.000

Are you under 25? .000
.000

Do you have a .000
Bachelor’s  Degree?

.000
COMMUTE .009

.009
100% of Poverty Level .000

.000
At any time during 1999 .000

were you working
(including self-

employed) or looking
for work?

.000

Chapter 5 Independent Samples T Test 
1996
Fellings toward Oregon Independent Samples Test

Are you Over 65?

Are you under 25?

Poverty

Homeownership

Race

Bachelor

Are you male or female?

Do you have a lasting mental, 
developmental, or physical 

disability?

Last week, did you have a job 
either full- or part-time?

Sig. (2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.000

.100

.100

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.001

.001

.022

.021

.309

.307
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2000
Sig, (2'tailed)

Home ownership/rental .000
.000

Do you have a lasting .006
mental, developmental,

or physical disability?
.004

Gender .054
.054

Are you Over 65 .000
.000

Are you under 25? .000
.000

Do you have a .000
Bachelor’s  Degree?

.000
100% of Poverty Level .120

. 120
At any time during 1999 .287

were you working
(including self-

employed) or looking
for work?

.287
Racial background .000

.000
Community Involvement Independent Samples T Test 
1996
Independent Samples Test

Are you Over 65?

Are you under 25?

Poverty

Homeownership

Bachelor

Are you male or female?

Do you have a  lasting mental, 
developmental, or physical 

disability?

Last week, did you have a job 
either full- or part-time?

Is your Commute above 23 
Minutes?

Sig. (2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.070

.070

.000

.000

.022

.021

.499

.497

.014

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



178

2000
Sig, (2-tailed)

Home ownership/rental .000
.000

Do you have a lasting .036
mental, developmental,

or physical disability?
.034

Gender .050
.050

Are you Over 65 .000
.000

Are you under 25? .000
.000

Do you have a .120
Bachelor’s Degree?

.120
COMMUTE .009

.009
100% of Poverty Level .000

.000
At any time during 1999 .562

were you working
(including self-

employed) or looking
for work?

.562

Registration by Party in Oregon.

1 Democrats j |  Republicans | |  Non-AMIiated Voters
■i I •! % If if % ii
Year Registered Voted iR egistered; Voted i ;Registercd | Voted |j

; 2 0 0 0 ; ' m i 9 5  637,39! -82.86^ ; 699,179 !598,507 8x60% , 428,406 288,562}j

1998 * 791,970 502,2*10/>3.4i % , 704,593 1466,812 66.25% ' 420,314* 473,966

1996 ’ ¥ o5,28'6 604*147 '75.027/; 714..548~ : 561,376 .78.56% 400.248" ' 214,843^

*1994 78'6,990 "554,840 %0.50% ■ 665,956’ ,498,810' 74.90%. 334,'073 179,622,

1992 , 792,’5 5 r  662,50() 83.59%-' 642’,27)6'" 542,2.37 ,:84.43% ' .321,532 !243,328‘

1990 692,100 539,621 77.97% 570,933 456,657 79.98% 160,917 102,443
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List of Interviewees 
Bill Bradb'ury 
Vicki Ervin 
Joe Meyer 
Jeff Barker 
Bill Dialto 
Jim Kruse 
Tim Fuerfeldt 
Sarah Seele 
Elizabe^th She Her 
Bill Sizemore 
Del Riley
Steve Drunkenmiller
> Orecjoii Mail-in, Voting Questionaire >
> Please tell me about yourscilf.
>

> Please describe the economic, racial, and social demographics of your
> district.
>

> Select One Answer Please:
> How much did the change to voting by mail increase voter 
par t i c ipa t. ion
> in your district?
> 1. A Lot
> 2. A Little
> 3. Not Much
> 4. None.
> 5. Don't Know.
>

> How much did the change to voting by mail increase the interest in
> politics in your district?
> 1. A Lot
> 2. A Little
> 3. Not Much
> 4. None.
> 5. Don't Know
>

> Do people discuss politics more in your district because of the 
change to voting by mail?
> 1 . A Lot
> 2 . A Little
> 3 . Not Much
> 4 . None.
> 5 . Don't Know
>
> How much of an
> you seen becau,
> 1. A Lot
,> 2 . A Little
> 3 . Not Much
> 4 . None.
> .5 - Don't Know
>
>
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Do people understand politics more because of the change to voting
> by
> mail?
> 1. A IiO t
> 2. A Little
> 3. Not. Much
> 4. None.
> 5 . Don' t Know
>

> Do you feel that the change to voting by mail has led to voter more
> voter
> fraud in Oregon?
> 1. A Lot
> 2. A Little
> 3. Not Much
> 4. None.

> Do you discuss people voting decisions more; with the change to voting 
by mail?
> 1. Yes.
> 2. No.
> 3 Scmitj.
> 4. Don't Know.
>

> As a politician, has the change to voting by mail affected the way 
yourixn your campaign?
> 1. Yes.
> 2. No.
> 3. Some.
> 4 . Don' t knov;.
>

> Has the change to voting by mail increased the costs for you as a
> candidate to run for office?
> 1. Yes.
> 2. No.
> 3. Some.
> 4. Don't Know,
>

> What affected your 2002 campaign the most?
> 1. Local social and economic factors
> 2. The War on Terrorism/Iraq.
> 3. National social and economic factors (other than the War On
> Terrorism/Iraq).
> 4. Voter turnout.

> What wa.s the hi,story of Oregon's change to voting by mail?
> What are the advantages and disadvantages of the change to voting >
bymail?

> Does the change to voting by. mail benefit any political party more
> than any other?

> Has the change to voting by mail been beneficial for Oregon, and why
> o.r why not? >
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