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Chapter 1 

An Introduction: The Unintended Consequences of Early Voting 

 

Two Tales of Early Voting 

In April of 1994, the Federal Way School District in the state of Washington faced an 

uphill battle getting support for the passage of an expensive but badly needed 43-million-dollar 

maintenance and operation levy. Earlier that year, the same levy was narrowly defeated with 

59% of voters giving their approval, just shy of the supermajority needed for passage. 1 

The stakes in these kinds of levy elections are high; failures may result in the loss of jobs 

for school officials. In this election, cuts threatened the jobs of 22 teachers, 10 administrators, 

and 150 other employees. For years the Federal Way School district had sent home absentee 

ballot applications to parents of students for levy elections to ensure their passage. But for this 

election, they got creative with their efforts. Along with their usual practice of sending home 

applications with students, some schools offered students rewards like cookies and extra credit if 

their parents signed up as absentee voters. Students were adamant their parents fill out the form, 

arguing their doing so would help improve their grades.2 

This tactic raised a storm of accusations from parents and the state’s Public Disclosure 

Commission. Susan Harris, assistant director of enforcement and compliance for the organization 

argued, “it’s all very well for [a] district to encourage voting…but public dollars must be spent in 

																																																								
1 Elizabeth Moore, “District’s Voting Drive for Levy Questioned- State Officials Frown on 
FWAY Tactics,” The News Tribune, B1, March 18, 1994. Accessed January 27, 2015, 
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/0F0FBF27375B5C44?p=AWNB 
2 Elizabeth Moore, “Fway School’s Cookie Offer Rules Too Sweet,” The News Tribune, B1, 
March 30, 1994. Accessed January 27, 2015, 
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/0F0FBF2796DEDAF9?p=AWNB 
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a neutral way… they can’t pick who they want to go to the polls.” In response to these 

accusations, the superintendent of the school district said the rise in absentee voters during 

special elections in Washington in recent years was making it nearly impossible for levies to pass 

without more school involvement. “We feel if that’s going to be a way of life,” he argued, “we 

need to make sure that all people can vote that way.” 3 

A few years earlier, Republicans in Travis County, Texas faced a different kind of early 

voting challenge. They alleged the placement of the county’s early voting sites—chosen by the 

all Democratic election commissioners—was strategically designed to benefit Democratic 

candidates. 9 of the 11 locations were in the predominantly Democratic half of the county. Even 

though the county’s election commissioner said the imbalance was not a matter of partisan 

strategy but rather a decision based on where most people shopped and lived, one candidate shot 

back, arguing, “There is not a single [early voting site] physically located in a Republican 

precinct. You can’t justify that. It’s not fair.” Election commissioners responded by setting up 

two additional early voting locations in more heavily Republican precincts.4 

Both Washington and Texas were innovators when it came to the adoption of “no-

excuse” early voting. Prior to the 1970s, citizens in all states had to provide some sort of legally 

acceptable reason—for example, being over the age of 65 or having a disability—in order to cast 

a ballot early. In 1973, Washington became the first state in the country to allow citizens to cast 

ballots early “no-excuse” by allowing them to cast absentee ballots by mail. In 1987, Texas 

																																																								
3 Moore, “District’s voting drive for levy questioned.”  
4 Jim Phillips, “GOP cries foul on absentee vote box sites,” Austin American-Statesman (TX), B1 
September 18, 1990. Accessed October 18, 2016, 
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/0EAD8B9B16A3A231?p=AWNB. 
Phillips A. Brooks, “Commissioners OK addition of 2 absentee boxes.” Austin American-
Statesman, B1, September 20, 1990. Accessed October 18, 2016, 
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/0EAD8B9C91D2D180?p=AWNB 
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became the first state to allow “no-excuse” in-person early voting. Today, 37 states have one or 

both of these forms of “no-excuse” early voting. 5 

The Consequences of Early Voting: An Incomplete Equation 

The narratives outlined above are examples of how and why political actors have 

responded strategically to early voting. In the Federal Way School District, an influx of new 

voters increased the difficulty of passing badly needed school funding, requiring a creative 

response to acquire more absentee votes. In Travis County, ostensibly partisan decisions by 

election administrators led Republicans to demand changes to where early polling places were 

located. In both cases, early voting posed potential disadvantages to which political actors 

deemed it necessary to respond.  

In today’s political climate, it is well established that campaigns generally have some 

kind of strategy for dealing with early voting.6 However, an examination of how and why these 

strategies came about in the first place has been largely overlooked by existing scholarship 

studying this reform. Instead, because early voting was designed to add voter convenience and 

improve turnout, it has been studied almost exclusively in terms of this outcome. This is wholly 

understandable given its intent. Participation in elections is a cornerstone of democracy, and 

																																																								
5 “Absentee and Early Voting,” National Conference of State Legislatures, last modified March 
20, 2017, http://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx.  
6 Patrick Healy, “Early Voting Limits Donald Trump’s Time to Turn Campaign Around,” The 
New York Times, last modified August 17, 2016, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/17/us/politics/early-voting-limits-donald-trumps-time-to-turn-
campaign-around.html?_r=0; David A. Graham, “A Win for Early Voting—and Democrats—in 
Ohio,” The Atlantic, last modified May 24, 2016, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/05/a-win-for-early-votingand-democratsin-
ohio/484208/. Consider, for example, the 2016 presidential election during which courting early 
voters was a critical part of Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton’s campaign strategy. There 
high profile legal battles over the number of days allowed for early voting in key battleground 
states, like Ohio. 
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voting is the primary means through which citizens can voice their preferences for policies and 

elected officials as “political equals.” 7 Any reform meant to move the United States towards 

more equal participation deserves close empirical scrutiny.  

Unfortunately, study after study has shown “no-excuse” early voting has not moved us 

much closer to the realization of this ideal. It has had at best a minimal positive influence on 

voter turnout and at worst, has adversely affected turnout and contributed to increased turnout 

biases between advantaged and disadvantaged voter groups. Instead of bringing new voters into 

the electorate, scholars have found the reform tends to make voting more convenient for those 

already likely to do so. The conclusion advanced in most scholarship, therefore, is that the 

consequences of no-excuse early voting range from having no effect on the one hand, to 

exacerbating voting inequalities on the other.8  

Missing from this literature is a systematic evaluation of the consequences of this reform 

for actors who have a vested interest (for better or worse) in laws designed to affect voter 

turnout—political campaigns and party organizations. When these political actors do come into 

the picture, with few exceptions they are typically studied to establish whether they mediate the 

impact of early voting on turnout. Their voter mobilization efforts are quantified, for example by 

looking at spending patterns or surveys of party activities, and interacted with early voting 

																																																								
7 Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation & Opposition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1971), 1.  
8 Melanie Springer, How States Shaped the Nation; American Electoral institutions and Voter 
Turnout, 1920-2000 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014); Elizabeth Rigby and Melanie 
Springer, “Does Electoral Reform Increase (or Decrease) Political Equality?” Political Research 
Quarterly, 64, no. 2 (2011): 420-432; Barry C. Burden., David T. Canon, Kenneth R. Mayer and 
Donald P. Moynihan, “Election Law, Mobilization, and Turnout: The Unanticipated 
Consequences of Election Reform,” American Journal of Political Science 58, no. 1 (2014): 95-
109. 
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reforms to generate turnout effects.9 Moreover, these effects are either isolated to a single case, 

on the one hand, or assumed to be similar from place to place and over time.  Seemingly 

“idiosyncratic” details of responses to the reform, like those outlined in Washington and Texas at 

the beginning of this chapter, are overlooked in the standard approaches to studying this reform.   

But are these narratives really just idiosyncrasies that can be ignored? Or are they 

indicative of deeper consequences of “no-excuse” early voting extant scholarship has missed? In 

my investigation of this reform in six states adopting the reform since the 1970s—Washington, 

California, Texas, Wyoming, Wisconsin, and Ohio—I find this work is missing a large part of 

the equation. Drawing on primary source materials, including copies of legislation, committee 

hearing reports and recordings, memos between politicians, election administrators and interest 

groups, and newspaper archives, I show how early voting has had consequences for the decisions 

of political actors overlooked by existing research.  Political actors have indeed adapted to this 

reform, using it in novel—and in some cases unanticipated—ways for electoral advantage. Over 

time this adaptation transformed electoral dynamics from state to state: Strategies for targeting 

and mobilizing early voters no longer followed traditional patterns of campaigning. Campaigns 

were extended for weeks, instead of building toward Election Day. More resources were sought 

to sustain these lengthy endeavors. Political actors found new ways to leverage the reform to 

																																																								
9 Eric J. Oliver, “The Effects of Eligibility Restrictions and Party Activity on Absentee Voting 
and Overall Turnout,” American Journal of Political Science 40, no. 2 (1996):498-513; Jan 
Leighley, Strength in Numbers? The Political Mobilization of Racial and Ethnic Minorities, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), especially 62-69; Robert M. Stein, Chris Owens, 
and Jan Leighley, “Early Voting in Texas: Electoral Reform, Party Mobilization, and Voter 
Turnout,” (Presented at the annual meeting of the American Political Science Association, 
September 1-4, 2005, in Washington, D.C); Vivekinan Ashok, Daniel Feder, Mary McGrath, and 
Eitan Hersh, “The Dynamic Election: Patterns of Early Voting Across Time, State, Party, and 
Age,” Election Law Journal 15, no. 2 (2016): 115-128. 
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their advantage by making legal challenges to election processes and outcomes based on the 

early voting strategies of opponents and decisions of election administrators. 10  

 But what stands out in the chapters that follow isn’t only the development of these 

dynamics. It is that the process by which they developed varied immensely from state to state 

and over time in consequential ways. This variation mattered for the development of electoral 

politics within each state. The timing of reform adoption shaped developments that followed 

from reform adoption. The sequence of change—whether there were established traditions of 

courting early voters under states’ “excuse-based” early voting systems—shaped justifications 

for reform adoption and the precedents from which political actors could draw when adapting to 

“no-excuse” early voting. Finally, the tempo of change—how quickly numbers of early voters 

increased in a given state and campaigns adapted to the reform—had consequences for the 

relationship between developing campaign strategies and outcomes, in many cases obscuring 

whether there were clear cut advantages for one set of political actors or another.  

 In short, it is worth taking a more expansive look at the consequences of early voting by 

adopting a new analytical approach. For I argue that the traditional approach to studying early 

voting—understandable and extraordinarily useful in so many other settings—has nevertheless 

																																																								
10 Rachel Harris, “Voting-by-mail: a look at modernizing the electoral system,” California 
Research Bureau, http://www.library.ca.gov/crb/99/notes/v6n3.pdf. These findings corroborate a 
small body of work that theorizes and provides anecdotal evidence for how early voting might 
affect political campaigns, increasing costs by pushing back mobilization efforts several weeks; 
Paul Gronke, “Early Voting Reforms and American Elections,” William & Mary Bill of Rights 
Journal 17, no.2 (2008): 435. Gronke provides anecdotal evidence of effects, collecting news 
stories on early voting and campaigns from 2000 to 2008, and interviews with get-out-the-vote 
activists in Portland, Oregon. He also attended a conference on vote-by-mail in Portland that 
featured candidates, consultants, and elected officials, the theme of which supported this 
evidence. Other research has measured campaign mobilization of early voters in service of 
exploring mediating effects on turnout, though studies are usually limited to a few states or 
election years. See, for example, Oliver, “The Effects of Eligibility Restrictions and Party 
Activity on Absentee Voting and Overall Turnout.” 
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overlooked the broader political significance of this reform. More precisely, the predominant 

analytical emphasis on its behavioral consequences has precluded a more nuanced understanding 

of the various processes through which early voting has affected other political actors in 

American elections and shaped electoral developments in ways unintended by reformers.  

 Understanding the logic and consequences of this variation is the purpose of this study. 

To fully appreciate the impact of early voting, I argue one must evaluate it as an institutional 

change that, by altering costs and incentives, has shaped the behavior of actors and become an 

independent force governing elections in its own right. These long term developments—and the 

different ways they occurred—are missed by traditional approaches that do not account for slow 

moving processes of change and variation from place to place.  

 To remedy this, I employ the tools of institutional analysis. First, I emphasize that new 

laws create new sets of legal rules that must be followed and adapted to by political actors. 

Second, I treat institutions as substantially altering the costs and benefits as calculated by key 

players—in this study: campaigns and party organizations. Finally, I contend that the alteration 

of costs and benefits—and subsequent adaptation by political actors—will not play out in the 

same way from place to place and over time.   

 

 

 

 

The Limits of Current Scholarship  
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To reiterate, most research finds that early voting has done little to alter the makeup of 

the electorate and can even decrease voter turnout.11  Studies have confirmed the common 

assumption that early voting merely conveniences individuals who are already more likely to 

vote, namely: more partisan, older, and educated citizens.12 Effects that might be unique to a 

given state or time period are generally not of interest; those variations are ostensibly captured 

and filtered out with some version of state and time fixed effects.13 Consequences for other 

																																																								
11 Burden, “Election Law, Mobilization, and Turnout,”; Springer, How States Shaped the Nation; 
see also Mary Fitzgerald, “Greater Convenience but Not Greater Turnout: The Impact of 
Alternative Voting Methods on Participation in the United States,” American Politics Research 
33, no. 6 (2005): 842-867; Joseph D. Giammo and Brian J. Brox, “Reducing the Costs of 
Participation: Are States Getting a Return on Early Voting?” Political Research Quarterly 63, 
no. 2 (2010): 295-303; Thad Kousser and Megan Mullin, “Does Voting by Mail Increase 
Participation? Matching to Analyze a Natural Experiment,” Political Analysis 15 (2007) 428-
445; Paul Gronke, Evan Galenes-Rosenabum and Peter A. Miller, “Early Voting and Turnout,” 
PS: Political Science and Politics 40, no.4 (2007):635-639 
12 Adam Berinsky, “The Perverse Consequences of Electoral Reform in the United States,” 
American Politics Research 33, no. 4 (2005): 471-491. In his review of studies on electoral 
reforms, Adam Berinsky shows that reforms designed to make it easier for registered voters to 
cast ballots increase, not decrease socioeconomic biases in the composition of the voting 
electorate. See also Paul Gronke and Daniel Toffey, “The Psychological and Institutional 
Determinants of Early Voting,” Journal of Social Issues 64, no. 3 (2008): 503-524; Robert Stein, 
“Introduction: Early Voting,” Public Opinion Quarterly 62, no. 1 (1998): 57-69; Ashok et al, 
“The Dynamic Election: Patterns of Early Voting Across time, State, Party, and Age”; Jeffrey A. 
Karp and Susan A. Banducci, “Going Postal: How All-Mail Elections Influence Turnout,” 
Political Behavior 22, no. 3 (2000): 223-239.  
13 Priscilla Southwell and Justin Burchett, “Does Changing the Rules Change the Players? The 
Effect of All-Mail Elections on the Composition of the Electorate,” Social Science Quarterly 81, 
no. 3(2000):837-845. Southwell and Burchett evaluate the impact of an all-mail election held in 
Oregon in 1996; Grant W. Neeley and Lilliard E. Richardson, Jr., “Who is early voting? An 
individual level examination,” The Social Science Journal 38(2001): 381-392; Matt A. Barreto, 
Matthew J. Strep, Mara Marks, and Fernando Guerra, “Do Absentee Voters Differ from Polling 
Place Voters? New Evidence from California,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 70, no.2 (2006): 
224-234; But also see David B. Magelby,“Participation in Mail Ballot Elections,” The Western 
Political Quarterly 40, no. 1 (1987): 79-91.  Magelby, who discusses place specific factors that 
may have played a role in differences in turnout for all-mail municipal elections in several 
American cities. Education of citizens in these places emerged as a significant predictor of 
turnout in all-mail elections, a factor that varied between cities.; Kousser and Mullin, “Does 
Voting by Mail Increase Participation?” Kousser and Mullin also caution that research looking 
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aspects of American elections, especially long-term, downstream effects, are rarely considered. 

What escapes systematic investigation, then, is the possibility that early voting not only has 

different effects contingent upon where and when it is adopted, but that these might be on an 

outcome other than turnout. 

Of course, there are nuances in this literature addressing variables conditioning the 

effects of early voting on turnout. Different forms of early voting have different effects. For 

example, in-person early voting exacerbates turnout differences between the wealthy and the 

poor, but early voting by absentee ballot has no effect on these differences.14 Early voting can 

also increase aggregate turnout and the individual likelihood of voting, but only when paired 

with same day registration, a participation enhancing reform that allows citizens to register to 

vote at the same time they cast a ballot. 15 And because they are already such low turnout affairs, 

early voting tends to hold more promise for turnout improvement in the context of local and 

special elections.16  Even minutiae like the placement of early voting centers or the number of 

days allowed for early voting can also affect who chooses to vote early, though the extent to 

which this matters for overall turnout is not clear.17  

																																																								
into establishing the causal effects of all-mail elections should pay attention to electoral context, 
specifically which level of elections one is examining.  
14 Rigby and Springer, “Does Electoral Reform Increase (or Decrease) Political Equality?”  
15 Burden et al, “Election Law, Mobilization, and Turnout.”  
16 Priscilla L. Southwell, “Analysis of the turnout effects of vote by mail elections, 1980-2007,” 
The Social Science Journal 46 (2009): 211-217.  
17 James G. Gimpel, Joshua J. Dyck, and Daron R. Shaw, “Location, knowledge, and time 
pressures in the spatial structure of convenience voting,” Electoral Studies 25 (2006): 35-58; 
Michael C. Herron and Daniel A. Smith, “Souls to the Polls: Early Voting in Florida in the 
Shadow of House Bill 1355,” Election Law Journal 11, no. 3 (2012): 331-347. Herron and Smith 
show Democratic, African American, Hispanic, younger, and first time voters were 
disproportionately likely to vote early in Florida in 2008. While they speculated that reduction in 
the number of hours early polling stations were required to be open in Florida would affect this 
group, their findings did not speak to the impact of a reduction in overall turnout or the 
likelihood of voting. 
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 Beyond these sources of variation, however, this work still largely makes the assumption 

that early voting will have the same effect across states and over time. There are a few studies, 

however, which have assumed unit heterogeneity and evaluated the role played by variations in 

historical context and political culture. Melanie Springer’s work on restrictive and expansive 

voting reforms adopted in American states since the 1920s shows how a state’s history of voter 

suppression weighs heavily on the extent to which expansive voting reforms like early voting 

will improve turnout. 18 And although it is not a study of early voting, Michael Hanmer’s work 

on Election Day Registration and Motor Voter Registration, two other popular expansive voting 

reforms, adopts a similar theoretical approach. He establishes that two states adopting the same 

expansive voting reform may nevertheless see markedly different consequences once the reform 

is implemented, in part, because of the political culture of the state and reasons why a reform 

was adopted in the first place.19 

 Springer and Hanmer’s studies show that context must be taken seriously when 

evaluating the effects of electoral reforms, that assumptions of unit homogeneity do not always 

hold, and that there are meaningful differences in outcomes contingent on place. These are 

significant theoretical advances on which I build. Yet Springer and Hanmer are still focused on a 

behavioral understanding of this reform. Knowing to what degree and under what conditions 

early voting affects turnout still tells us little about the on-the-ground implications for elections 

where they matter most: at the level of politics where the mechanics of elections actually play 

out. A more expansive understanding of the consequences of early voting is still needed.  

																																																								
18 Springer, How States Shaped the Nation. Springer finds that while expansive voting reforms 
have increased turnout in other regions, they have no effect in southern states with a history of 
suppressive voting laws.  
19 Michael Hanmer. Discount Voting: Voter Registration Reforms and Their Effects (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009). 



 11 

Of the small body of literature that looks at the consequences of early voting for 

campaigns and party organizations, most theorize that early voting, by shifting when citizens can 

vote and lengthening election periods, creates uncertainty, in turn affecting the decisions of 

political actors—campaigns, party organizations, and interest groups—with a vested interest in 

electoral outcomes. For example, there is evidence that parties develop campaign strategies 

around opportunities for voters to cast ballots before Election Day.20  Some findings suggest that 

campaigns harvest ballots from early voters in the same areas where their party is otherwise 

strong, a finding that might help explain the reform’s deleterious effects on turnout.21 Campaigns 

also appear to spend money and begin advertising earlier in states with early voting, and news 

organizations begin their election coverage earlier. Additionally, the content of advertisements 

run in early voting states tends to be more policy-oriented than candidate oriented earlier on in 

campaign seasons. 22  

Alternative Explanations to Established Assumptions 

																																																								
20 Oliver, “The Effects of Eligibility Restrictions and Party Activity on Absentee Voting and 
Overall Turnout”; Leighley, Strength in Numbers? Stein et al, “Early Voting in Texas: Electoral 
Reform, Party Mobilization, and Voter Turnout.”  
21 Samuel C. Patterson and Gregory A. Caldeira, “Mailing in the Vote: Correlates and 
Consequences of Absentee Voting,” American Journal of Political Science 29, no. 4 (1985): 
766-788. Patterson and Caldeira conduct case studies of California and Iowa done following 
their 1982 gubernatorial elections.  Surprisingly, the mobilization of voters to cast absentee 
ballots in California by the Republican candidate, George Deukmejian, did not actually afford 
him electoral advantage, though it initially appeared this was the case after he lost the election 
day vote, but won once all of the ballots cast early were accounted for.  
22 Phillip J. Zakahi, “When Time Isn’t Money: An Analysis of Early Voting and Campaign 
Spending,” Journal of Politics & Society 22, no.1 (2011): 117-138; Johanna Dunaway and 
Robert M. Stein, “The Effects of Early Voting on Campaign Advertising,” (Presented at the State 
Politics and Public Policy Conference, Rice University, Houston Texas, 2012); Johanna 
Dunaway and Robert M. Stein, “Early Voting and Campaign News Coverage,” Political 
Communication, 30 (2013) 
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In short, there is some evidence, albeit limited, to suggest early voting has had real, 

observable consequences for political campaigns in the United States.  In the chapters that 

follow, I do find empirical support for the theoretical assumptions undergirding these findings—

that because early voting changes when citizens can vote, lengthens election periods, and 

increases uncertainty, campaigns will adapt.23 However, I show that these assumptions are 

nevertheless insufficient for explaining the consequences of early voting for campaigns and party 

organizations for three distinct reasons. 

One, explanations provided by existing work assumes that where early voting is enacted, 

campaigns will inevitably adapt. Not only is this not always the case, it also doesn’t happen 

automatically. Two, these explanations say nothing of other kinds of adaptation. Political actors 

did indeed adapt to early voting by adjusting actual campaign strategies. But they also developed 

new ways of challenging elections through legal means. By focusing largely on the assumption 

that campaigns adapt to early voting because of longer election periods, this research lacks a 

theoretical justification for consequences like legal challenges to the reform.  

Three, these explanations are insufficient because they only provide for a limited 

understanding of why political actors adapt. In my cases, I uncover three additional mechanisms 

explaining why political campaigns have adapted to early voting. Not only did they adapt in 

response to longer voting periods, but also in response to different methods of early voting (e.g. 

by absentee ballot or in person), and variations in state elections codes allowing for campaigns to 

help voters obtain early ballots. Adaptation was also relational: political actors responded to and 

learned from one another’s strategies. Operating in an environment where there wasn’t smoking 

gun evidence that strategies to mobilize early voters actually came with electoral advantage, they 

																																																								
23 Gronke, “Early Voting Reforms and American Elections.” 
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followed the lead of entrepreneurial colleagues who tried innovative ways of leveraging the 

reform to their benefit. Finally, adaptation occurred not because it was guaranteed to give them 

an electoral advantage, but out of a fear of missing out potential returns. 

 Established research—both work that looks at turnout and the limited studies on 

campaign effects—is insufficient for explaining these outcomes because it lacks the data to do 

so. Operating on assumptions, it doesn’t provide direct evidence of the mechanisms that explain 

adaptation. To more fully establish the impact of early voting on campaigns and party 

organizations—a different analytical approach and new data is needed. One reason this work has 

not moved beyond the estimation of average effects is that it relies almost exclusively on 

quantitative data that flattens out variation in the implementation and consequences of the reform 

from place to place and over time. As work in American political development and historical 

institutionalism illustrates, however, that there is no alternative for going directly to primary 

sources to question established assumptions and open up new paths of inquiry.24 What follows is, 

to my knowledge, the most exhaustive collection of primary source data on this reform to date. 

My data provides explicit evidence that supports the assumptions that early voting has mattered 

for political campaigns, shows how it has mattered, and how these consequences have varied 

from place to place and over time in ways meaningful for the development of electoral politics.   

How does early voting matter? Considering the Variation 

																																																								
24 As Daniel Galvin writes, “There is no substitute for going directly to the primary sources to 
investigate pressing conceptual and temporal puzzles. Immersing oneself in the archives may not 
be the most glamorous of undertakings, but it does allow for new findings to emerge that can cast 
old assumptions in new light, generate new questions, and open up new lines of investigation.” 
Daniel Galvin, Presidential Party Building: Dwight D. Eisenhower to George W. Bush. 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011). Also see Daniel Carpenter, The Forging of 
Bureaucratic Autonomy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Kathleen Thelen, How 
Institutions Evolve: The Political Economy of Skills in Germany, Britain, the United States, and 
Japan (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
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To reiterate, established work misses how this reform—and heterogeneity in its adoption 

and implementation— has affected the decisions made by political actors and the development of 

this relationship over time. In this section, I define early voting and provide an overview of 

different iterations in its adoption and implementation. I then explain how the tools of 

institutional analysis help us leverage this variation to more fully understand the impact of this 

reform on American elections.  

In the broadest sense, early voting is any kind of voting that allows citizens to cast ballots 

at a place and time other than a precinct polling place on Election Day.25  However, there are 

appreciable differences in how it has been constructed and put into place on the ground. First, 

there are historical variations in how it developed from place to place, affecting the responses of 

political actors and shaping long-term outcomes. Second, the Federalist nature of American 

election administration means there are wide-ranging differences in the implementation of this 

reform that affect the costs and incentives for political actors. 

Contemporary early voting reforms were built on the foundations of laws that allowed 

certain groups of citizens to vote early by casting absentee ballots. “Excuse-based” early voting, 

in fact, has been a part of American elections since the mid 19th century when service members 

were first granted the right to vote absentee during the Civil War. Over the next several decades, 

more and more groups that would otherwise be unable to vote on Election Day, such as students, 

traveling businessmen, the elderly, and the infirm were added to the lists of those citizens 

allowed to cast ballots before Election Day. As I show in the chapters that follow, these 

established “excuse-based” early voting reforms—and campaign strategies designed to take 

																																																								
25 Peter Gronke, Eva Galenes-Rosenbaum, Peter A. Miller, and Daniel Toffey, “Convenience 
Voting,” Annual Review of Political Science 11 (2008): 437-455.  
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advantage of them—often informed the shape taken by no-excuse early voting once it was 

adopted by state legislatures, as well as new adaptations by political actors to the no-excuse 

version of the reform.26 

 Since the 1970s, states have generally chosen to adopt two different kinds of early voting 

reforms. “No-excuse absentee voting” (also known as “universal absentee voting”) allows any 

citizen to request absentee ballots and cast their votes by mail. However, states allowing this 

form of early voting also give citizens the option to cast absentee ballots in person at their county 

clerk’s office or board of elections. This is different, however, from formal “in-person early 

voting”, which designates multiple polling places throughout a district where voters can cast 

their ballots. These are more similar to Election Day precincts, equipped with voting machines 

and dedicated poll workers. Thus, while citizens in states that have “no-excuse absentee voting” 

can technically vote “in-person,” they are still casting an absentee ballot, and can usually only do 

so at a few set locations. 27  

 These distinctions are important for evaluating the different ways campaigns have 

responded to early voting, but even they gloss over variation in how the reform is actually 

implemented. Within these subtypes, there are differences that range from the number of days 

																																																								
26 William Frank Zornow, Lincoln and the Party Divided, (Norman: Universty of Oklahoma 
Press: 1954). During the Civil War, for example, Republicans wanted to allow service members 
to vote by absentee ballot under the presumption they would largely support Abraham Lincoln. 
Democrats sought to limit their access to absentee voting for this very reason. In more recent 
decades, in some states the courting of elderly voters and other specific groups eligible to vote 
absentee when citizens still had to provide an excuse for doing so shaped both the form of early 
voting adopted and subsequent responses by political actors.  
27 There are presently three states that run their elections entirely by mail: Oregon, Washington, 
and Colorado. Washington is the only case in this study which has adopted an all-mail system of 
voting, which has only been in place since 2011. For present purposes, this dissertation focuses 
on mainly those cases that allow for in-person and early voting options. In some cases like 
Washington and California, there are local level experiments with all mail elections that are 
discussed when relevant.  
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allotted for early voting, to the hours during which it is available, to the number and placement 

of locations where citizens have access to early voting. In many cases, it is local election 

administrators that have the most leeway in the application of the reform on the ground, leeway 

that can become politicized if decisions are perceived to advantage one party over another. 

Furthermore, there are differences in the extent to which political actors are allowed to act as 

intermediaries between citizens and election administration in helping voters obtain and cast 

early ballots; non-traditional forms of voting encouraged non-traditional forms of mobilization, 

but how this has happened depended on state election codes. In some states campaigns and party 

organizations acted as a third party in both providing absentee ballot applications and returning 

marked ballots. In other states, this was off limits.  As I show in the chapters that follow, these 

distinctions generated significant differences in how actors adapted to these reforms.28 

Applying the Tools of Institutional Analysis 

In sum, there are not only differences in the broad types of early voting that have been 

adopted from state to state, but also variation in the implementation of this reform on the ground. 

In this section, I review the tools of institutional analysis introduced at the beginning of this 

chapter to illuminate how they help us make sense this variation in early voting and adaptation 

by political actors. 

First, evaluating institutions as sets of rules that govern the behavior of political actors 

necessitates the evaluation of early voting not only as a one-off change, but as one that varies 

from place to place and over time. Variation in implementation, then, also constituted a change 

																																																								
28 Gimpel et al, “Location, knowledge and time pressures.” Gimpel et al show how voters living 
closer to early polling places are more likely to cast a ballot early. They speculate this has 
important implications for political campaigns: “the geographic concentration of early voting in 
some locations but not others could narrow the playing field in the final days of campaigns to 
those locations comprised chiefly of precinct voters and non-voters,” 35.  
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in rules that incentivized adaptation by political actors. Different configurations of early voting 

invited new kinds of competition between political actors for votes, leading to the development 

of innovative campaign dynamics and unintended downstream consequences contingent on how 

a reform was applied in a given state. 29  

 Second, institutions, by changing the rules of the game, modify costs and incentives for 

political actors.30 From the perspective of a rational calculus of voting, it was reasonable for 

reformers to expect their innovations, in reducing the costs of voting, should increase the 

likelihood that more individuals would turn out to vote and improve overall turnout. 31 However, 

while the intentions of the original champions of this reform may have been characterized by 

normative aspirations of improving turnout, there is little evidence suggesting these innovators 

initially understood how this reform would also change the calculation of benefits—and in turn 

the decisions—of political actors seeking electoral advantages. 32   

																																																								
29 William Riker, “Implications from the Disequilibrium of Majority Rule for the Study of 
Institutions,” The American Political Science Review 74, no. 2 (1980), 445. Riker far more 
eloquently elaborates on this dynamic: “In the long run, outcomes are the consequence not only 
of institutions and tastes, but also of the political skill and artistry of those who manipulate 
agenda, formulate and reformulate questions, generate “false” issue, etc., in order to exploit the 
disequilibrium of tastes for their own advantages. And just what combination of institutions, 
tastes, and artistry will appear in any given political system is, it seems to me, as unpredictable as 
poetry. See also Paul Pierson, “Positive Feedback and Path Dependence” in Pierson, Politics in 
Time: History Institutions, and Social Analysis (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 17-
53. 
30 Paul Pierson, “When Effect Becomes Cause: Policy Feedback and Political Change,” World 
Politics 45, no.4 (1993), 596, see also 598. Pierson discusses how public policies define the “rule 
of the game, influencing the allocation of economic and political resources, modifying the costs 
and benefits associated with alternative political strategies, and consequently altering ensuing 
political development.”  
31 Anthony Downs, An Economic Theory of Democracy (New York: Harper & Row: 1957). 
32 Ken Gilbert, “Testimony: House Constitutions and Elections Committee, June 1, 1973,” House 
of Representatives Committee Meeting Recordings, 1973-2002, Washington State Archives, 
Digital Archives. Retrieved from: 
http://www.digitalarchives.wa.gov/Record/View/9FD21FD916594CFB3A09316B55A81190 on 
August 25, 2015. House_Con_Elec_Comm_6_1_73.mp3 
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 But the very nature of early voting—that which makes it such an important change to 

scrutinize—is that it has consequences both for the costs and benefits of voters and the costs and 

benefits of political actors. 33 On a basic level, early voting disrupts traditional election cycles; 

candidates cannot be sure their efforts are not being expended on citizens who have already cast 

ballots and may miss other voters who decide to vote early.34 Thus, because this reform has 

shifted when and how citizens can cast ballots, it has had implications for the allocation of 

resources valued by political actors like campaigns and party organizations.35 As more voters 

began to cast ballots early, political campaigns were incentivized to move from a traditional 

rhythm of campaigning that crescendoed at Election Day, adopting new strategies for mobilizing 

voters and engaging in a much more drawn out, costly endeavor. This dynamic only built on 

itself as more political actors responded to the reform. 36   

 Furthermore, the variation in how early voting is implemented means that political actors 

have to contend with additional sets of costs and benefits depending on where they are operating. 

As I show in the chapters that follow, this variation—how citizens vote early (by mail or in 

person), the amount of time they have for doing so, when and where they are allowed to vote 

early, and whether campaigns can help citizens in the early voting process—further altered the 

calculus of political actors. In short, the costs and benefits—and responses to these costs and 

																																																								
33 Jack Knight, Institutions and Social Conflict, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
1-3. Knight argues that institutions have power when they are shared by a community of 
members. Voting is an excellent example of an institution that is known and taken on by large 
communities, and one in which political actors have a vested interested in the institution 
structuring the distribution of voters.  
34 Gronke, “Early Voting Reforms and American Elections.” 
35 Gronke et al, “Convenience Voting.”  
36 Pierson, “When Effect Becomes Cause.” Pierson discusses the conditions under which policies 
have effects on political actors, arguing that feedback occurs in two primary ways. First, policies 
create resources and incentives for political actors. Second, this gives them information that 
lends itself to specific interpretations of and responses to the political world.  
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benefits—are not only contingent on the law being enacted in the first place, but the form it takes 

as well.  

 This brings me to the third tool of institutional analysis: that the alteration of the costs 

and benefits for political actors has played out in different ways depending on both how early 

voting itself is implemented and the time and place of adoption.37  To clarify, we might ask the 

question of whether early voting will have the same consequences in one year and place, say, 

California in 1974, and another, say, Ohio in 2005. The principle of the search for average 

effects predominant in traditional studies of this reform would assume yes. But to understand the 

political significance of this reform as it plays out on the ground, I argue it is more expedient to 

use an approach that assumes politics is a process “structured in space and time.” It allows us to 

capture important variation in how early voting has affected the behavior of political actors in 

response to these rule changes, conditioning developments and outcomes in later periods of 

time.38  

 Capturing this variation highlights processes that have been overlooked by studies that 

neglect institutional logics and operationalize early voting as a static variable whose 

consequences are largely the same irrespective of place and time. While national cross-sectional 

data offers an advantage in terms of generating large numbers of cases for statistical testing and 

gives a general sense of the magnitude of a reform’s effect, elections themselves do not happen 

on the national level. They are run, campaigned for, and won at the level of state and local 

politics. It is vital, therefore, to understand the different ways in which political actors have 

																																																								
37 Ibid, 627. “Rather than asking ‘Do policies produce politics?’ we need to ask more precise 
questions about how policies matter and under what conditions.”  
38 Peter A. Hall,“Politics as a Process Structured in Space and Time,” in The Oxford Handbook 
of Historical Institutionalism, eds. Orfeo Fiorentos, Tulia Falleti, and Adam Sheingate (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), 33. 



 20 

adapted to this reform at the actual level where politics happens. Though the broad outcomes in 

each of the cases that follow are largely similar—fundamental shifts in campaign strategies, new 

incentives for legal challenges to elections, and an increasing need for resources—understanding 

the different ways by which these outcomes have emerged gives us a deeper understanding of the 

different paths and processes through which this reform has impinged upon the development of 

elections within states adopting the reform. 

 These differences matter for three reasons. First, differences in these processes at state 

and local levels of politics—in the sequence, timing, and tempo of campaign adaptation – can 

result in different outcomes for “who governs” at specific moments in time, which candidates are 

advantaged and elected to office, and, in turn, which policies are advanced and how citizens 

experience politics. In the cases that follow I show how heterogeneity in processes of change has 

had substantial political consequences that are integral to the development of electoral politics 

within these states. Second, fleshing out these differences help us move beyond correlations and 

associative explanations for the effects of early voting to better understand processes and 

mechanisms through which outcomes are arrived, deepening our understanding of the broader 

impact of this reform.  

Finally, on a more practical level, these differences provide scholars and policy-makers a 

sort of map for understanding the different ways in which political actors might adapt to existing 

and future election reforms in ways that potentially dilute their intended effects. Though this 

dissertation does not take up the mantle of empirically evaluating the interactive relationship 

between early voting, political actors, and citizen engagement, it provides a framework for 

developing and testing assumptions about how differences in the implementation of a reform—

and the responses of political actors—moderate its consequences for political engagement. The 
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processes of change detailed in the cases that follow are the kinds of potentially mediating 

variables that are largely underspecified or go unmeasured in established research on this 

reform.39  

Conclusion 

By focusing almost exclusively on matters of turnout, neglecting the logic of institutional 

change, and largely assuming early voting will have the same impact irrespective of place and 

time, existing scholarship has overlooked the enduring impacts of early voting for American 

elections where it matters most: in state and local arenas where campaigns actually play out. In 

the chapters that follow, I show how the broader significance of early voting for elections in the 

United States only becomes apparent—and explicable—when one studies this reform as an 

institutional change, assessing differences in the state-by-state processes of adoption and 

adaptation as they unfold over time. None of this is meant to discredit established research. 

Rather, my purpose is to shift the lens and give a fuller picture of the political significance of this 

reform and the untold ways it has contributed to the development of American elections since the 

1970s. The cases in this dissertation certainly do not represent the final word on how early voting 

has affected American elections since the 1970s, but the detailed historical narratives that follow 

																																																								
39 There have been some efforts made by scholars to capture this interactive relationship using 
various measures of campaign activity. However, their measurements of mediating variables are 
limited, and they do not account for variation in the actual implementation of early voting. In 
“The Effects of Eligibility Restrictions and Party Activity on Absentee Voting and Overall 
Turnout,” Oliver uses a survey of state party organizations to actually measure whether they 
account for early voters in their mobilization efforts and interacts this measure with early voting 
laws. He finds that early voting only affects turnout when paired with party efforts. However, his 
findings are limited to one election year; Christopher B Mann and Genevieve Mayhew, 
“Multiple Voting Methods, Multiple Mobilization Opportunities? Voting Behavior, Institutional 
Reform, and Mobilization Strategy.” (Presented at the Southern Political Science Association 
Annual Meeting, New Orleans, LA 2012) Using field experiments, Mann and Mayhew evaluate 
whether multiple, sequential attempts at mobilizing voters to vote that leverage early voting 
affect turnout, finding this does little to improve the likelihood of voting.  
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are indispensable to the investigation; it challenges longstanding assumptions about early voting 

and offers invaluable lessons about the myriad ways in which a singular election reform can 

nevertheless lead to broad-scale, unintended changes across different states over time.  

 Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 outlines my methodological approach and 

the analytic lens of my cases studies. The ensuing chapters address the adoption of early voting 

and adaptation to this reform by political actors in six states. The beginning of each chapter 

provides a broad overview of the findings and their implications before delving into the details of 

each case. Chapter 3 evaluates change in Washington and California, both adopting no-excuse 

early voting in the 1970s. Chapter 4 moves the analysis up to the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

focusing on Texas and Wyoming. Chapter 5 brings in an evaluation of Wisconsin and Ohio, both 

adopting the reform in the 2000s. In the conclusion, I compare developments across cases over 

time, looking at how early voting evolved from the 1970s to present day. I also discuss the 

implications of these findings for our broader understanding of the relationship between early 

voting, political actors and the American voter, and how we might use the findings from this 

project to better understand the ways the reform shapes the way Americans engage in elections 

in ways that move beyond an emphasis on voter turnout. I conclude by discussing the broader 

implications of this research for the study of electoral institutions.  

	


