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voter turnout. The state-level panel data allows us to control for changes in the electoral
environment both across states and across time — which we could not do with only one
year of data — and the individual-level data allows us to answer questions about whether
certain subpopulations are disproportionately effected by these regulations — which is
not possible using aggregate data.1

Looking first at trends in the aggregate data, there is no evidence that voter iden-
tification requirements reduce participation. Once we turn to the individual-level data,
however, we find that the strictest forms of voter identification requirements — combi-
nation requirements of presenting an identification card and positively matching one’s
signature with a signature either on file or on the identification card, as well as require-
ments to show picture identification — have a negative impact on the participation of
registered voters relative to the weakest requirement, stating one’s name. In general,
there does not seem to be a discriminatory impact of the requirements on some sub-
populations of registered voters, in particular minority registered voters; however we do
find evidence that the stricter voter identification requirements do depress turnout to a
greater extent for less educated and lower income populations. In the next section we
discuss the substantive problem of voter identification requirements in more detail, and
the relevant research. We then turn to a discussion of our methodology, the data we
use (the 2000-2006 Current Population Survey Voter Supplements, from the U.S. Census
Bureau), and our results. Our paper concludes with a discussion of the implications of
our work, and with our suggestions for future research.

2. IDENTIFICATION REQUIREMENTS AND VOTER PARTICIPATION

Despite much attention in the popular literature, the impact of voter identification
requirements on participation in the United States has, to-date, received little academic
attention.2 For example, in 2005 the Commission on Federal Election Reform, after
months of hearings and deliberations, released a report recommending that all voters
present photographic identification before they could cast their ballot. But, writing in
the Michigan Law Review, Spencer Overton (a member of the Commission, though a
member who dissented from the voter photographic identification requirement recom-
mendation) noted that there was little research on either the basic rationale for voter
photo identification requirements (reducing election fraud) or on the effect of these re-
quirements on voter participation: “Rather than continuing to rely on unsubstantiated
factual assumptions, election law scholars and policy-makers should look to empirical
data to weight the costs and benefits of various types of election regulations” (Overton

1For methodological specifics and details about the analysis, please see Alvarez, Bailey and Katz
(2007).

2Recently there has been some controversy regarding a study that the U.S. Election Assistance
Commission sponsored regarding voter identification laws, including a study of the effects of voter
identification laws on voter participation. We discuss the specifics of the latter study below, and later
we compare our results to theirs. Additional information regarding the EAC’s voter identification study
can be found at http://www.eac.gov/eac voter id fraud.htm.
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2006b, 681).

Unfortunately, few scholars have so far answered Overton’s call for research in this
area. We are aware of only a handful of recent studies on this subject. One group of
scholars has looked recently at the implementation of voter identification laws, using
New Mexico in 2006 as their laboratory (Atkeson et al. 2007; Alvarez, Atkeson and Hall
2007). Despite much debate in New Mexico, in 2006 the voter identification law there
allowed a broad range of methods of identifying voters, including a simple written or
verbal statement of the voter’s basic identifying information (Atkeson et al. 2007). But
as these studies have shown, how this was implemented in polling places throughout the
state in the 2006 general election varied considerably, and these studies provide evidence
that Hispanics were more likely to provide some form of identification than non-Hispanics
(Atkeson et al. 2007).

Other scholars have asked whether minority voters are less likely to possess potential
forms of identification, than non-minority voters. Barreto, Nuño, and Sanchez (2007)
utilize exit polls from the 2006 elections in California, New Mexico, and Washington
— all states with signature requirements — to ask voters whether they would be able
to provide several different forms of identification, such as a birth certificate or recent
bank statement, if required. The study finds that “controlling for age, income, and
education, ... immigrant and minority voters are significantly less likely to be able to
provide multiple forms of identification” (Barreto, Nuño, and Sanchez 2007, 1).

Another recent study is Lott’s analysis of county-level data, for general and primary
elections, from 1996 through 2004. His analysis of the aggregated data does not find
that voter photo identification requirements in place during this period decreased voter
participation rates, noting that “it is still too early to evaluate any possible impact of
mandatory photo IDs on U.S. elections” (Lott 2006, 11).

In a different analysis — more like the one we develop and focus on below — Vercellotti
and Anderson (2006) analyze the 2004 Current Population Survey’s (CPS) Voter Sup-
plement to study the effect of voter identification requirements in the 2004 presidential
election. Vercellotti and Anderson study both aggregate and individual-level data, and
reach a number of conclusions that differ significantly from Lott’s analysis. Vercellotti
and Anderson find in their aggregate-level analysis that some forms of identification re-
quirements (signature matches and non-photo identification provision) did reduce voter
participation, and that in their individual-level analysis of the CPS survey data they
found that the deleterious effects of identification requirements were more substantial for
non-whites than for whites. Their study, however, is methodologically flawed.

Our study is similar to Vercellotti and Anderson’s in two ways: first, we employ
the same basic data source as they did (the Census CPS Voter Supplement data), and
second, we employ a similar theoretical framework. We use the CPS Voter Supplement
data for the same reasons as Vercellotti and Anderson: these survey data provide a rel-
atively large sample of the American voting population, sufficiently large so that we can
attempt to estimate the effects of voter identification requirements for subpopulations
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of the electorate (racial and ethnic minorities), and so that we can get variation in the
requirements themselves across states. Furthermore, the CPS Voter Supplement data are
about as close to a canonical dataset as political scientists have; most of the important
studies of political participation, going back to Wolfinger and Rosenstone’s seminal con-
tribution (1978) have used the CPS data.3 But unlike Vercellotti and Anderson’s study,
we use a much broader array of CPS Voter Supplement data, from four federal elections,
2000, 2002, 2004, and 2006. By employing four federal elections instead of the single
election that Vercellotti and Anderson used we are able to correctly estimate the causal
effect of voter identification requirements by utilizing the differences between states that
changed their requirements and those that did not. Also with much larger sample sizes we
can obtain a much more precise estimate of the effects of voter identification requirements
on participation.

In another recent analysis, Mycoff, Wagner, and Wilson (2007) utilize the 2000, 2002,
2004, and 2006 American National Election Studies (NES) to measure the effect of voter
identification requirements on turnout in federal elections. Mycoff, Wagner, and Wilson
examine both aggregate and individual-level data, and suggest, like Lott, that voter
identification requirements have no effect on turnout. Although the authors utilize data
from the same four recent federal elections as we do, they analyze each year separately,
and in doing so, fail to isolate the causal effect of the institutional change in requirements.
Furthermore, as has been noted by others, the CPS data are seen as superior for studying
voter turnout, because the NES has much smaller samples and hence much less sample
coverage, because the NES has a much lower response rate than the CPS, and the NES
post-election interviewing can often run well into December following an election while the
CPS is typically completed in November (Highton 2005). Additionally, the overreporting
of turnout in the NES is commonly seen as higher than what the CPS routinely reports.4

We use the same theoretical premise as the Vercellotti and Anderson study, and the
Mycoff, Wagner, and Wilson study, which is the theoretical basis for most work on voter
participation: the cost-benefit calculus of voter turnout articulated in early work on
rational choice (Downs 1957; Riker and Ordeshook 1968). The key assumptions of this

3There are, of course, exceptions. Like Lott’s study cited in the text, there are other aggregate-level
studies of voter participation rates, for example, Knack’s (2001) study of the effect of the implementation
of election-day voter registration on turnout rates across states. Another prominent exception is the
study by Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995), as they collected their own survey data to study civic
engagement and participation. But the CPS Voter Supplement data are provide extensive cross-sectional
data, comparable over time, and thus are well-suited to our analysis. The CPS Voter Supplement data
to pose some problems for the study of voter turnout, especially misreporting of voter turnout; this is
an issue we return to in out conclusion.

4The U.S. Census Bureau’s official report on the 2000 voter supplement data stated: “Significant
discrepancies occur each election between the CPS estimates and the official numbers. In the November
2000 CPS, 111 million of the 203 million people of voting age in the civilian noninstitutional population
reported that they voted in the 2000 election. Official counts showed 105.6 million votes cast, a difference
of about five million votes (5 percent) between the two sources” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000, page 11).
McDonald estimates the NES voter turnout rate in the 2000 presidential election as 72.7%, with his
“Reconciled-VAP” turnout rate of 55.2%, that is an overreporting rate of 17.5% (McDonald 2003; see
original data at http://elections.gmu.edu/NES_Bias.htm).
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