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Voters in Denver, Colo., cast their ballots at the Denver Elections Division Building on Nov. 4, 

2014. (Marc Piscotty/Getty Images)  

Voting by mail — and only by mail — has become an option in the United States. Will it spread? 

According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, all states will mail an absentee ballot 

to voters who request one. While 20 states require a reason, 27 states permit “no-excuse” 

absentee voting. 

http://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx


And three states now use mail-only voting. 

Oregon’s Ballot Measure 60 kicked off in 1998, making Oregon the first state  to conduct its 

elections exclusively by mail. In 2011, Washington’s legislature moved the state to an entirely 

vote-by-mail system. Colorado joined in during the 2014 general election. In 2015, California 

launched a limited all-mail pilot as a test run. Lawmakers will use that pilot to learn how such an 

election would work in California. 

Supporters hope that voting by mail means more citizens will vote. Is it so? 

Generally, the answer is both “no” and “yes,” but with important qualifications. 

The recent research on how all-mail voting affects turnout  

Here’s how voting by mail works. For these elections, all registered voters automatically receive 

a ballot in the mail. The voter marks the ballot, puts it into a separate mailing envelope, signs an 

affidavit on the exterior of the mailing envelope and returns the package via mail. Ballots are 

mailed out well ahead of Election Day, typically about a month in advance. Ballots must be 

postmarked or returned on Election Day. 

Some early research in Oregon claimed that voting by mail increased turnout by 10 percentage 

points. However, since then, scholars have been unable to reproduce those results. Apparently 

that boost to Oregon’s turnout grew from a “novelty effect” and recurred only in special 

elections. 

In Washington, researchers found that switching to all-mail elections increased overall 

participation by about three percentage points in presidential and midterm elections. In the 

California pilot, after the Nov. 3 elections, the San Mateo County elections office received 

105,325 ballots out of the approximately 353,000 that were mailed. That’s 29.5 percent voter 

turnout, or 4.1 percent more than a similar off-year polling place election in 2013, when 25.4 

percent of registered voters cast their ballots. 

That pilot is a big deal. Just two counties out of California’s 58 were allowed to test this 

approach. If it’s successful, it could be rolled out to the most populous state in the union, with 15 

million registered voters. 

The media was quick to attribute the “eye-popping” increase in voter turnout to simply switching 

to vote-by-mail. But it’s not that simple. 

Mail-only balloting actually decreases voting  

My research found that when you can only vote by mail, voter turnout actually drops by about 13 

percent. I examined what happens to turnout if voting by mail is compulsory. I studied more than 

90,000 voters who could vote only by mail across four elections from 2006 through 2008 in five 

of the most populous urban counties in California. (In that state, if a precinct has fewer than 250 

voters, elections officials are allowed to forego a polling place and accept ballots only by mail.) 

http://asmdc.org/members/a22/news-room/press-releases/governor-brown-signs-ab-2028-bill-to-allow-vote-by-mail-elections-in-san-mateo-county
http://apr.sagepub.com/content/28/1/72.short
http://apr.sagepub.com/content/40/6/976.short
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=8936708&fileId=S2049847013000058
http://www.mercurynews.com/san-mateo-county-times/ci_29152208/san-mateo-county-mail-voting-experiment-boosts-turnout
http://online.liebertpub.com/doi/abs/10.1089/elj.2010.0079


That decline may seem counterintuitive. Presumably voting by mail is easier and more 

convenient than going to the polls. So why doesn’t turnout go up? 

According to a 50-state study that examined elections over a 30-year period, voter turnout is less 

about convenience than academics once thought. Most voting reforms, like all-mail balloting, do 

not attract new voters. 

What’s more, alternative voting methods are most likely to be launched in states that already 

have high voter turnout. 

Why does voting by mail decrease turnout? Because mail voters have a longer voting “window,” 

they receive less stimulus to vote. Scholars have found that reductions in stimulation to vote are 

greater than the modest positive benefits of additional convenience from mail voting. 

But reminders make a difference  

Reminders are critical. My research found that when the elections office communicates more 

often with voters, more of them vote. In particular, four official communications can wipe out 

the 13 percent decrease in turnout that I found. ‘‘Official communications’’ include such 

documents as a Sample Ballot, a Voter Guide, letters on county letterhead and postcards from the 

Registrar of Voters. Each additional communication improved the odds of voting by 4 percent. 

And a voter who received five communications was 4 percent more likely to vote than a voter 

who received no mailings. 

 

http://apr.sagepub.com/content/33/6/842.short
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/ajps.12063/full

