
Mara Suttmann-Lea 
Sample Manuscript 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mara Suttmann-Lea, Ph.D. 
Writing Sample #3 

 
Towards More Equal Participation? Early Voting, Mobilization, and Turnout Biases 

 
(Currently under revision at State Politics and Policy Quarterly) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mara Suttmann-Lea 
Sample Manuscript 

 
Abstract: Electoral reforms like early voting have been adopted in several American states since 
the 1970s. Because they ease the costs of voting, reformers hoped they might improve 
representation of resource-disadvantaged groups like the poor in the voting electorate. But 
whether campaign responses to these reforms help or hinder representation of these groups has 
not yet been clearly established. Using expenditures in Senate elections from 1980-2008 as a 
measurement of campaign mobilization, I find the extent to which reforms promote turnout 
equality depend both on the party of a candidate and the form of early voting. Democratic 
expenditures decrease biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor, but only in the case of 
in-person early voting. With universal absentee voting, Democratic expenditures actually 
increase biases in turnout between these two groups. When I break down effects based on 
presidential and mid-term election years, Republican expenditures have no moderating effect on 
the impact of early voting reforms on biases in turnout for either type of early voting.   
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Voting is the most widely available means by which citizens have to voice their 

preferences for policies and elected officials and thus gain representation “as political equals” 

(Dahl 1971, 1).  However, in the United States the voices represented at the voting both have 

historically not been representative of the population, but rather composed of individuals with 

greater resources (Brady, Verba, and Schlozman 1995; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba and 

Nie 1972; Keyssar 2000). It was hoped that expansive reforms like early voting, because they 

reduce the cost of participation, might address the burdens of voting on resource poor citizens 

(Lijphart 1997; Piven and Cloward 2000, 1998). However, the success of this reform at 

improving participation among these citizens has not been promising. On the contrary, there is 

ample evidence that early voting decreases overall turnout and exacerbate biases in voting 

between the wealthy and the poor in particular (Burden et al 2014; Rigby and Springer 2011). 

 Evidence that this reform does not improve turnout or mitigate differences in turnout 

between resource advantaged and disadvantaged citizens is concerning because the composition 

of the electorate can have consequences for the representation of disadvantaged citizens. For 

example, states with higher turnout, especially amongst poor citizens, tend to have less 

regressive taxes and more progressive welfare benefits (Martinez 1997; Avery and Peffley 2005; 

Hill and Leighley 1992; Hill, Leighley, and Hinton-Anderrson 1995). With income inequality on 

the rise and many state governments facing budget shortfalls, the relationship between reforms 

meant to give a more equal voice to the disadvantaged and their representation in the voting 

electorate is of growing consequence (Wichowsky 2012).  

 This article adds depth to our understanding of the effects of early voting reforms by 

evaluating the extent to which campaign strategies moderate their effects on turnout biases 

between the wealthy and the poor. Existing assessments of the effects of early voting have not 
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directly measured and tested how campaign strategy might affect the relationship between this 

reform and biases in turnout. I fill this gap by using measures of expenditures by Democrats and 

Republicans in Senate elections from 1980-2008 to assess the extent to which two forms of early 

voting: in-person early voting and universal absentee voting, affect biases in turnout between the 

wealthy and the poor. Given that campaign mobilization tends, on average, to target resource-

advantaged individuals (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993), changes in mobilization strategies in 

response to early voting reforms should then indirectly influence whether these reforms are 

effective at improving turnout biases between the wealthy and the poor. 

 Broadly, I argue that the responses of campaigns to early voting reforms matter just as 

much for their effects as the reform itself. While these reforms have a convenience function for 

voters, they also have strategic implications for political campaigns; a change in when citizens 

can cast ballots should also incentivize adaptation in campaign mobilization in ways that 

moderate a reform’s effectiveness. However, because Democrats and Republicans elicit votes 

from different income groups in the electorate, I expect the indirect effects of campaign 

mobilization on biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor will be contingent on which 

party is under consideration.  

 I begin by reviewing existing literature and evidence on the effects of universal absentee 

voting and in-person early voting. Then, drawing from research on campaign adaptation to early 

voting, I offer a theory of why we should expect such adaptation to early voting to affect biases 

in turnout. My theory begins with the assumption that, because early voting potentially 

reallocates the distribution of when votes are cast, it should also affect the distribution of 

resources spent by political campaigns in ways that bear on whether campaigns strategies 

actually bring more poor voters into the electorate and decrease biases in turnout between 
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income groups.  My models analyze time-series cross-sectional data for presidential and mid-

term election campaigns from 1980-2008. Empirical findings partially support my theory that 

reforms have effects on turnout biases between the wealthy and the poor that are contingent the 

efforts of political campaigns, but these effects hold primarily for in-person early voting and 

Democratic expenditures. When Democrats spend more money, in person early voting decreases 

biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor.  However, in presidential elections, universal 

absentee voting exacerbates turnout biases when Democrats spend more money. There is some 

evidence to suggest that in person early voting increases biases in turnout when Republicans 

spend more money, though this is not as robust as the evidence for Democratic expenditures. 

Background: Effects of Early Voting Reforms 

 Universal absentee voting and in-person early voting are the most popular early voting 

reforms that have been enacted in the United States. Both allow individuals to cast their ballots 

prior to Election Day without having to provide a reason for doing so, making voting more 

accommodating to those with busy schedules, who cannot get out of work on Election Day, or 

who prefer to not risk waiting in long lines. These “no-excuse” forms of early voting are the 

institutional successors to excuse based absentee voting laws in place for several decades prior to 

the time period of this study, when citizens had to have a legitimate reason, such as being 

elderly, infirm, in the military, or a student away from home, for casting an absentee ballot early.  

Evidence of the effects of early voting on biases in turnout has been largely mixed. 

Universal absentee voting is a form of early voting that allows citizens to cast ballots early by 

mail. There is not evidence that it improves participation for resource poor citizens; those who 

are already more likely to vote like the wealthy and the highly educated vote at higher rates, 

while there is a negligible effect on those with fewer resources (Karp and Banducci 2000; 
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Barreto et al 2006). In terms of biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor, there is no 

evidence suggesting it has a significant effect in either direction (Rigby and Springer 2011). 

With in-person early voting, wealthier and more educated citizens are more likely to vote, while 

participation among lower socioeconomic groups remains the same or increases by only a 

modest amount (Berinsky 2005; Giammo and Brox 2010). Unlike universal absentee voting, this 

reform significantly exacerbates class biases in turnout (Rigby and Springer 2011). 

But there is also reason to believe the effects of these reforms are not “one size fits all” 

(Springer 2012, 6). That is, we should expect variation in their effects depending on the context 

in which they are operating. For example Springer (2014, 2012) suggests there are distinctive 

participatory histories between southern and northern states that influence the effects of voting 

and registration laws on overall turnout. She finds the effects of cost-reducing reforms like early 

voting in southern states are well below that of their non-southern counterparts. Second, Hanmer 

(2009) proposes that the reasons for the adoption of electoral reforms in a given state might be 

endogenous to the equality of turnout between different groups. Broadly, this research suggests 

that when assessing the impact of an electoral reform, it is important to consider the context in 

which a reform is operating. Nevertheless, how variation in campaign mobilization affects the 

impact of early voting has not been adequately explored. In the next sections, I review evidence 

on the effects of campaign mobilization on turnout amongst the wealthy and the poor and lay out 

my expectations for how I expect these effects to moderate the relationship between early voting 

and biases in turnout between these groups 

Campaign Mobilization, Early Voting, and Turnout Biases 

Established evidence on whether campaign mobilization improves participation of poor 

citizens and reduces biases in participation between the wealthy and the poor are mixed. On the 
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one hand, these efforts traditionally favor the resource advantaged. Those with more resources, 

like the affluent, are more likely to be targeted and mobilized by political campaigns in the first 

place (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).  This means that more vigorous campaign activity, though 

it may increase turnout, might also enhance biases in the electorate between different income 

groups as the wealthy participate at greater rates than the poor  (Cox and Munger 1989; Gerber 

and Green 2004). On the other hand, there is evidence that suggests turnout by low-income 

groups in the electorate may increase in competitive contexts where campaigns are spending 

more money on mobilization efforts. This is because such activity can subsidize the cost of 

participation for resource-disadvantaged citizens (Gimpel et al 2007; Hill and Leighley 1996). 

Thus, more intensive campaigning, by increasing turnout amongst low-income groups, may 

address biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor so long as the turnout by wealthier 

citizens does not increase at similar rates. If, for example, there is a ceiling on participation by 

the wealthy, a point at which their rates of participation level off, then gains by the poor in 

turnout may well reduce gaps in turnout between income groups 

It is possible these conflicting accounts both have some validity. This is because the two 

major parties in the United States, Democrats and Republicans, tend draw support from different 

ends of the income spectrum, with higher income voters more likely to support Republicans and 

low-income citizens more likely to support Democrats (McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006).  

Thus, all else equal, we might expect that Democratic voter mobilization and targeting efforts 

decrease turnout biases between income groups, while similar Republican efforts increase these 

biases (Wichowsky 2012).  
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Expectations 

Despite research on the effects of early voting reforms and campaign mobilization on 

differences in turnout between the wealthy and the poor, there is surprisingly little work that 

examines how these two factors interact to affect biases in the electorate. Rigby and Springer 

(2011) explore the equality effects of early voting alongside two other popular electoral reforms: 

Election Day registration and motor voter registration, but do not look at how these effects vary 

contingent on campaign strategy. There are a few studies that have explored the relationship 

between early voting, campaign strategy, and aggregate turnout, but none that offer conclusive 

evidence on how this relationship might differ contingent on campaign mobilization, nor how it 

affects equality of representation in the electorate. One of the earliest studies of early voting 

looks at the implications of campaign absentee voter mobilization strategies for mobilization of 

partisan supporters and for the success of candidates, but do not explore turnout effects 

(Patterson and Caldeira 1982).  There is some evidence that liberalized early voting laws 

improve turnout when combined with party mobilization efforts, but these findings do not 

address biases in turnout nor do they cover an expansive period of time (Oliver 1996). Burden et 

al (2014) theorize that changes in campaign strategy explain the negative impact of early voting 

on turnout, but they too do not address turnout biases nor interact direct measures of campaign 

strategy with this reform in their models of turnout.  

There is reason to expect that early voting, because it shifts when citizens can vote, 

should also incentivize strategic adaptation by political campaigns in ways that bear on whether 

this reform improves representation in the electorate by poor citizens. In particular, to account 

for an extended voting period, it is rational to expect campaigns reallocate their financial 

resources to bank as many votes as possible before Election Day, thus avoiding late in the game 
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advertising blitzes by opponents and other unexpected events that may upset outcomes on 

Election Day. With enough support locked up early on, campaigns have less incentive to engage 

in more traditional targeting and mobilization efforts that crescendo on Election Day (Burden et 

al 2014).  

The loss of more intense and visible campaign efforts leading up to Election Day may 

leave poorer citizens with fewer resources un-mobilized in states with early voting than would be 

the case in states where campaigns engage in traditional mobilization efforts (Arceneaux, 

Kousser, and Mullin 2012; Fortier 2006; Funk 2010). Thus, to the extent that mobilization efforts 

generally favor the resource advantaged, I expect this to be even more so in the context of states 

with early voting, especially given evidence suggesting that on average, early voting increases 

biases in turnout between the wealthy and makes participation easier for those groups that are 

already more likely to do so (Rigby and Springer 2011; Berinsky 2005; Stein 1998).  However, 

recall that Republicans tend to draw support from higher income individuals and Democrats 

from lower income individuals. Thus, I expect there should be differential effects of early voting 

contingent on Republican or Democratic campaign strategies.  

These effects should also be contingent on the amount of money actually spent. If a 

candidate is not spending much money on a given race, there is not reason to expect a change in 

a reform’s effects on biases in turnout. Early voting inevitably means a longer, potentially more 

expensive election cycle, and a lack of resources means candidates may not be able to sustain 

mobilization efforts for an entire early voting period and Election Day. But with enough 

resources, candidates may be able to sustain their expenditures over a longer period and make 

greater efforts turning out both early voters and Election Day voters, thus moderating the impact 

of early voting on turnout biases. 
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   Generally then, I expect in the context of greater Republican expenditures, early voting 

should increase biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor. Greater Democratic efforts, 

on the other hand, should produce more equality enhancing effects of early voting. I also expect 

there to be differences in effects depending on the spending of each party’s candidate relative to 

the other. When Democrats spend more money than Republicans, I expect early voting to 

decrease biases in turnout between the poor and the wealthy. When Republicans spend more 

money than Democrats, I expect the opposite effect.  

Data and Methods1 

To test these expectations, I evaluate expenditures, early voting reforms, and turnout 

biases in Senate elections from 1980 to 2008. I use a data set on biases in turnout between the 

wealthy and the poor that includes related control variables compiled by Rigby and Springer 

(2011). This is a state-election year data of midterm and presidential elections.2 In this dataset, 

the ratio of participation among the rich and the poor was generated to get a relative measure of 

vote bias between these groups for each state during midterm and presidential elections in this 

time period. I combined these data with data I collected from the Federal Election Commission 

on expenditures and margins of victory in Senate elections from 1980-2008, and data on 

interparty competition in state legislatures from Wichowsky (2012).  

																																																								
1 Data analysis for this paper was done using “R.” The dataset and code are available for replication upon request.  
2 The data set compiled by Rigby and Springer (2011) aggregates individual-level data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s Current Population Survey November Voter Supplement and then merges this data with information on 
state-by-state adoption of two different early voting reforms: in-person early voting and no-excuse absentee voting.  
The data comes from the following sources: (1) Data on income vote bias was collected from the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s November Voter Supplement to the Current Population Survey. (2) Data on the presence of electoral 
reforms in states was collected from the official state codebooks and state session laws. (3) Data on education levels, 
income, age, and race of citizens in states was collected from the U.S. Census Bureau Statistical Abstract of the 
United States. (4). Data on income inequality was estimated by Geutzkow, Western, and Rosenfled using the U.S. 
Census Bureau March Current Population Survey, and are available at http://inequalitydata.org until 2003. For years 
after 2003, a given state’s 2003 value was used. (5) Data on statewide races were collected from the Book of States 
volumes. (6) Data on the number of initiatives on a ballot in each respective state in each election year were 
collected by Smith and Tolbert (2007).  
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The time series includes 462 observations.3 The statistical analyses presented examine the 

effects of the two different early voting reforms, universal absentee voting and in person early 

voting on turnout biases between the wealthy and the poor. I run two different types of models 

using pooled data for all Senate elections during the time period under consideration, and then 

run these same models using subsets of data for presidential and mid-term election years as a 

robustness check. The first model looks at the moderating impact of Democratic and Republican 

expenditures on the effect of these reforms for income biases in turnout separately. The second 

looks at the moderating effect of the difference between these expenditures, that is, whether the 

difference between Democratic and Republican expenditures can explain impact of early voting 

on turnout biases.  

I estimate multivariate regression models and use pooled time-series cross-sectional 

models with state and year fixed effects. Year effects address any broader trends in participation, 

electoral competitiveness, or policy adoptions that can affect biases in turnout (such as election 

years with unusually high turnout, or changes in policies following federal legislation like the 

1993 National Voter Registration Act). State effects account for cross-state variation, addressing 

unmeasured factors within states that may affect biases in turnout, such as differences in election 

administration. Because the units (states) in this study are fixed, it is not plausible to use a 

random effects model, as I am not trying to draw conclusions about a larger population of similar 

states.4  Potential methodological concerns over using cross-sectional time series data include 

heteroskedasticity, cross-sectional correlation, and autocorrelation. For example, there are likely 

heterogeneous levels of variance between states, and state voter turnout rates may not be 

																																																								
3 Because the measure of a state interparty competition is constructed from two-party competition in state 
legislatures, Nebraska is excluded because it elects a nonpartisan state legislature (Wichowsky 2012).  
4 Fixed effects models are warranted if one wants to make inferences to the observed units. Random effects models, 
which presume that effects are drawn from a random distribution, are suitable if	one thinks of their units as a part of 
a larger population and want to draw conclusions about this population.	
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independent from one election to the next. To address this, I use Arellano standard errors, which 

are appropriate to use with fixed effects models.  

Dependent Variable: Equality of Participation 

 My dependent variable, participatory equality, is a set of state-year specific aggregated 

participation measures. These include the percentage of wealthy voting and the percentage of 

poor voting. Respondents are classified as “rich” if their family income was equal to four or 

more times the poverty line that the federal identified for a family of that size in a given year. 

“Poor” is defined as those individuals whose family income was equal to or less than two times 

the poverty threshold (Rigby and Springer 2011, 426). Participatory equality is operationalized 

using a measure of income vote bias, which is a ratio of the percentage of the wealthy voting 

compared to the percentage of poor voting. This ratio was multiplied by 100 to generate a 

measure with a mean of 165.88 (29.77) (Rigby and Springer 2011, 426). In other words, in this 

dataset, rich citizens vote about 66% more often than poor citizens. The higher the values, the 

greater the inequalities in the voting rates between the rich and the poor, while lower values 

indicate more equality in voting rates between these groups.  

Key Independent Variables 

Early voting has been adopted in two different forms across American states. In one 

form, universal absentee voting, citizens are allowed to cast ballots early via absentee ballot 

without having to provide a reason for doing so. In another, in person early voting, they can cast 

their ballots early in person without an excuse. Universal absentee voting and in person early 

voting are operationalized as dummy variables that equal 1 if a state had a given reform during a 

given year, and 0 if not.  
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The other key variable of interest in this study is expenditures in Senate campaigns. 

Though not a perfect measure of campaign mobilization, it is reasonable to assume that greater 

expenditures are related to more intense mobilization efforts (Cann and Cole 2011). As outlined 

by my expectations, states that allow early voting should affect these dynamics, incentivizing 

campaigns to reallocate their resources to focus more on mobilizing early voters and spending 

less effort in bringing in Election Day voters (Zakahi 2011).  Expenditures in senate campaigns 

are adjusted for inflation and represented by 2008 dollars. They are measured as a ratio of dollars 

spent per eligible voter in a given state. I measure Democratic campaign expenditures per 

eligible voter and Republican senate campaign expenditures per eligible voter separately, and 

also have a variable that takes the difference between Democratic and Republican expenditures 

per eligible voter.  

I interact these key independent variables with one another to estimate the extent to 

which the effect of early voting biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor is contingent 

on campaign efforts. To reiterate, I expect there to be differential effects depending on whether 

or not I am evaluating the interaction between early voting and Democratic or Republican 

expenditures, with Democratic efforts decreasing biases in turnout between these groups and 

Republican efforts increasing these biases.  

Other Factors Affecting Biases in Turnout 

 I also control for additional variables that may account for biases in participation between 

the wealthy and the poor. Because those with higher education and income tend to participate 

more (e.g. Brady, Verba, and Schlozman 1995; Verba and Nie 1972), I controlled for the 

percentage of respondents with a bachelor’s degree or more and per capita income in 2008 

Dollars (in 1000s of dollars). Age is also controlled for as a percentage of the state’s population 
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over 65. Additionally, I controlled for the voter eligible population in each state-year 

observation. 

 Because white citizens, on average, participate at higher levels in elections, I also 

included a variable measuring the percentage non-Hispanic whites in a given state-year. 

Furthermore, I included a variable measuring state level income-inequality, which is related to 

income based voter bias (Solt 2008, 2010).  

 I also consider characteristics of elections themselves that might influence turnout bias. 

Participation rates are influenced by levels of public interest in elections, which depend on the 

prominence of other election year races like open-seat and presidential races (Nalder 2007; Boyd 

1989). To control for this, dummy variables are included to control for presidential elections in 

the pooled models, and incumbency indicating whether a senate race featured an incumbent or 

was an open seat race in pooled, presidential, and mid-term models. Both variables equal 1 if 

present, that is, if there is a presidential election or an incumbent on the ballot, and 0 otherwise.  

Ballot initiatives can also increase electoral interest and turnout, so I include a variable 

measuring the number of initiatives on a statewide ballot during a given election year (Smith and 

Tolbert 2007; Tolbert and Smith 2005).  Finally, competiveness may be a factor in turnout 

biases. I include a measure of the margin of victory between Senate candidates for a given state 

and election year, with higher values indicating larger margins of victory. Interparty competition 

within a given state has also been shown to affect biases in turnout between the wealthy and 

poor. This is measured by the difference of the percentage of seats controlled by Democrats and 

Republicans in each state’s lower and upper houses, averaged between the two. Higher values 

mean more balanced power between Democrats and Republicans in a given state (Wichowsky 

2012).  
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 Finally, there may be other characteristics of a state’s election laws and administration 

that affect turnout biases. Election Day registration, for example, has been enacted in several 

states and can decrease biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor and improve overall 

voter turnout (Rigby and Springer 2011; Burden et al 2014). I include a dummy variable for this 

electoral reform, and expect it should decrease biases in turnout. I also include a variable 

measuring the number of days before Election Day that a state closes their voter registration. I 

expect states with earlier closing dates might have greater differences in turnout between the 

wealthy and the poor.  

Results 

 Because of the interactive nature of my key independent variables, universal absentee 

voting, in-person early voting, Democratic senate campaign expenditures, and Republican 

senate campaign expenditures, in addition to presenting the results from the full models and 

subsets for mid-term and presidential election years, I also present the results for the influence of 

each type of early voting at different levels of expenditures. In order to accurately interpret 

interaction effects, it is important to examine the influence of these reforms at different levels of 

the conditioning variable; simply because the coefficient on an interaction is statistically 

significant does not indicate that reforms have an effect at all levels of expenditures (Brambor, 

Clark, and Golder 2006). I first present the full models and then, for interaction terms with 

statistically significant coefficients, I show marginal effects plots that visualize at which levels of 

expenditures early voting has a significant effect on biases in turnout using confidence intervals. 

At the bottom of each plot, there is also a distribution of this conditioning variable. The 

dependent variable in all models is participatory equality, or vote bias by income.  
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 I follow the typical practice of assessing reform effects pooling for all election years 

before discussing their effects within mid-term and presidential elections.  In each table, model 

(1) shows the estimates for Democratic and Republican expenditures separately, and model (2) 

shows the estimates for the differences between Democratic and Republican expenditures. Table 

1 presents the results for the models pooled across Senate elections held during both presidential 

and midterm elections from 1980-2008 (N=462). Results for these models partially confirm my 

expectations about the direction of the effects of early voting reforms being contingent on party. 

As hypothesized, Democratic expenditures appear to moderate the effect of early voting on 

turnout biases, but this is only the case for in-person early voting. When these two are combined, 

the income skew in the electorate decreases. Increased Republican expenditures, however, 

exacerbate the effect of in-person early voting on biases in turnout between the wealthy and the 

poor. In model (2) when Democrats spend more money than Republicans, the effect of in-person 

early voting also decreases bias in the electorate between the wealthy and poor. When 

Republicans spend more money than Democrats, these biases increase.  

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

To assess the average effects of these reforms given different levels of expenditures, I 

present the marginal effects of in person early voting at different levels of Republican and 

Democratic expenditures. Figure 1.1 shows as Democratic senate candidates spend more money, 

turnout biases decrease in states with in-person early voting. The effect reaches statistical 

significance when Democratic expenditures are greater than 5 dollars per eligible voter.   This 

level of spending is found in about 13% of Senate elections from 1980-2008.  

INSERT FIGURE 1.1 ABOUT HERE 
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Figure 1.2 shows that as Republican senate candidates spend more money, in-person 

early voting exacerbates the gap in turnout between the wealthy and the poor. The effect reaches 

statistical significance when Republican expenditures are greater than 4 dollars per eligible voter, 

a level of spending that is found in about 14% Senate elections from 1980-2008. The effects of 

expenditures by Republican and Democratic candidates on the effects of in person early voting 

presented in these figures are partially consistent with my expectations, though I did not find 

significant effects for the other form of early voting, universal absentee voting. 

INSERT FIGURE 1.2 ABOUT HERE 

Differences in expenditures between Democrats and Republicans also illuminate the 

contingent effects of early voting, but again only for in person early voting (Figure 1.3). When 

Democrats spend less money than Republicans, the effect of in-person early voting on turnout 

biases are positive, that is, biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor increase. When 

Democrats spend more money than Republicans, the effect is negative. When spending between 

the two parties is about the same, the reform has little to no effect on these biases. 

INSERT FIGURE 1.3 ABOUT HERE 

Thus far, I have shown the effects of different forms of early voting on turnout biases 

contingent on Republican and Democratic expenditures and differences in these expenditures for 

models that pool for all elections. However, there are differences in patterns of turnout between 

midterm and presidential election (Fitzgerald 2005; Knack 1995). Presidential elections typically 

have higher turnout and draw more media attention and interest. To confirm the findings from 

the pooled model, I analyze these models using subsets of the data for presidential and mid term 

election years. 
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Table 2 presents the results for models using presidential election years only (N=248).  

Like the model pooling for all elections, in-person early voting, when paired with greater 

Democratic expenditures, decreases biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor. 

However, unlike pooled model, universal absentee voting increases biases in turnout between the 

wealthy and the poor when paired with greater Democratic expenditures. Unlike the pooled 

model, Republican expenditures have no moderating effect on the impact of early voting on 

biases in turnout.  

INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 The marginal effects plots shown in figure 2.1 shows that the moderating effect of 

Democratic expenditures on in-person early voting reaches statistical significance at 5 dollars per 

eligible voter. Figure 2.2 shows that the moderating effect of Democratic expenditures on 

universal absentee voting reaches statistical significance at 3 dollars per eligible voter.  These 

levels of spending by Democratic candidates are found in about 23% and 44% of senate races 

held during presidential election years, respectively. While the effects of in-person early voting 

on income biases given Democratic expenditures is in line with my expectations, surprising is 

that universal absentee voting exacerbates biases between the wealthy and the poor when 

Democrats spend more money.  

INSERT FIGURES 2.1 AND 2.2 ABOUT HERE 

Finally, though the coefficient on the term suggests significant effect, figure 2.3 shows 

when Democratic candidates spend more money than their Republican counterparts, there is not 

a statistically significant effect at most levels of differences in expenditures. This runs contrary 

to the findings in the pooled models. It appears when Republicans spend more money than 

Democrats, in person early voting might increase turnout biases, but the confidence intervals 
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around the estimates are quite wide and close to zero, which makes me less certain about the 

actual effect of in-person early voting when Republicans spend more money than Democrats 

during presidential elections.   

INSERT FIGURE 2.3 ABOUT HERE 

Table 3 presents the results for models using midterm election years only (N=214). Like 

the previous models, model (1) shows that Democratic expenditures moderate the impact of no-

excuse early voting on biases in turnout, decreasing differences in voting between the wealthy 

and the poor when more money is spent. In model (2), when Democratic senate candidates spend 

more money than Republicans, this also appears to have a negative effect on biases in turnout, 

meaning when Republicans spend more money than Democrats biases should increase.  

INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 However, plotting the marginal effects of these variables gives less certainty as to 

whether there are significant effects given different levels of expenditures. In figure 3.1, the 

effect of Democratic expenditures does not reach statistical significance until about 11 dollars 

per voter, and the confidence intervals are quite wide, giving me less certainty about the average 

effects. Figure 3.2 indicates that the differences in Democratic and Republican expenditures are 

not statistically significant at any level of differences in spending between the two parties, 

despite the significant coefficient on the interaction term. This may be, in part, because of the 

small N for midterm elections in particular in this dataset.  

INSERT FIGURES 3.1 and 3.2 ABOUT HERE 

Conclusion 

Growing income inequality in the United States in recent decades has raised questions 

over whether this might spill over into inequalities in the electorate. Such inequalities can affect 
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whether the poor are represented by elected officials (Avery and Peffley 2005; Hill and Leighley 

1992; Hill, Leighley, and Hinton-Anderrson 1995). Although previous work has undertaken the 

important task of considering how early voting reforms directly influence turnout and levels of 

participatory inequalities, these findings represent a step towards parsing out whether there are 

also indirect effects of early voting as a result of strategic campaign adaptation that shifts 

mobilization strategies. In this article, I used one measure of campaign mobilization, 

expenditures in Senate elections, to evaluate whether or not such indirect effects exist.  

Although previous findings have shown that early voting, particularly in-person early 

voting, can have a normatively troubling effect on turnout, decreasing the likelihood of voting 

and increasing biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor (Burden et al 2014; Rigby and 

Springer 2011), this paper provides some evidence that this may not be the case in all electoral 

contexts. In contrast, I show that when Democratic senate candidates spend more money, in-

person early voting can actually decrease biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor. 

However, greater Democratic expenditures in presidential election years also means that the 

other popular form of early voting, universal absentee voting, actually increases biases in voter 

turnout. Furthermore, when Democrats spend less money than Republicans, turnout biases 

between the wealthy and the poor increase.  

There are some similarities between the models that pool for all elections and presidential 

elections, with the exception of the significant interaction between universal absentee voting and 

Democratic expenditures in presidential elections that is not present in the pooled models. For 

midterm elections, I found similar patterns of results, but little significant effects. These 

differences suggest that evidence from the pooled models is less robust during mid-term 

elections. This is not altogether surprising, given that mid term elections are generally lower 
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interest, lower turnout affairs. Without the high intensity, high visibility nature of presidential 

elections, efforts of Senate candidates running during mid-term years to mobilize early voters 

may have less of an impact on biases in turnout, especially for Democratic candidates.   

Evidence that these effects are not constant across the different types of early voting 

reforms indicates this may be the result of differences in strategic responses by political parties 

to these reforms. Republicans, for example, are generally considered to be the beneficiaries of 

absentee voters, under the assumption that these voters are either elderly or in the military and 

thus more likely to be Republican leaning. Even with the liberalization of absentee voting laws 

allowing anyone to cast ballots early by mail, it is likely that over time, Republicans have 

adapted their campaign strategies in response to this reform to continue to mobilize their 

supporters via an absentee process (Liptak 2012). Thus, Republicans may rely less on mobilizing 

in-person early voters and more on bringing out their supporters using absentee mobilization 

campaigns, maintaining or exacerbating biases in turnout between the wealthy and the poor. 

Democrats, on the other hand, have tended to champion the value of in-person early voting as a 

means to rally supporters, using well-publicized events featuring celebrities and souls to the polls 

voter drives to bring citizens into early voting centers to cast ballots before Election Day 

(Davidoff 2004, Herron and Smith 2012). Thus, the significant moderating impact of Democratic 

expenditures on the effect of in-person early voting on turnout biases is not altogether surprising. 

It is plausible that the combined efforts of drawing from lower ends of the income spectrum and 

engaging in in-person early voter drives leads to a decrease in biases in turnout between the 

wealthy and the poor when Democrats increase their mobilization efforts.  

Most surprising in these findings is the impact of Democratic expenditures on the effect 

of universal absentee voting for turnout biases during presidential election years. One 
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explanation may be that mobilizing voters to cast ballots early by mail is a more expensive 

endeavor than mobilizing voters to cast ballots early in person. Campaigns often mail supporters 

absentee ballot applications that include return postage for supporters to mail their applications 

back to campaign headquarters or local election administration, and engage in follow up visits to 

voters to make sure they cast ballots. This increases the cost of voter mobilization. In-person 

early voter mobilization, on the other hand, though still taking place over a period extending 

beyond Election Day, requires mobilization efforts that are more traditional for political 

campaigns and don’t include the extra cost of mailings for universal absentee voter mobilization. 

Having to spend more money mobilizing voters to cast absentee ballots may mean that 

Democrats have less money to spend overall on mobilizing efforts, potentially decreasing turnout 

amongst resource poor voters.  

 In light of the rise in states adopting some form of early voting since the 1970s, these 

findings suggest the effects of these reforms on normatively desirable outcomes, such as 

decreasing biases between the wealthy and poor, is contingent on both the type of reform and the 

efforts of political campaigns. As more states consider adopting some form of early voting or 

making changes to their existing laws, it may be that in-person early voting offers a greater 

possibility of improving representation in the electorate than universal absentee voting, though it 

may be difficult to ensure that Republican strategies don’t offset the gains in representation on 

account of Democratic efforts. At the very least, leveling the playing field between Democratic 

and Republican candidates in terms of expenditures may ensure these reforms don’t further 

exacerbate differences in turnout, even if they don’t minimize voting gaps between the wealthy 

and the poor. In future work, it will be important to examine the interaction between campaign 

mobilization and early voting in the context of local, off-year elections where turnout tends to be 
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much lower and candidates more strapped for cash than high visibility Senate elections. By 

bringing in measurements of campaign activity, the findings presented in this article have 

significant implications for our understanding of political representation of resource-

disadvantaged groups and provide a more nuanced picture of the impact of early voting reforms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Mara Suttmann-Lea 
Sample Manuscript 

Tables 

Table 1 

OLS Regression: Interactive Effect of Early Voting and Campaign Spending on Income 
Bias in Voter turnout, Pooled Elections (1980-2008) 

 
 Income Bias Income Bias 
Dependent Variable (1) (2) 
Intercept 109.00* (58.78) 108.41* (58.55) 
Early Voting Laws   
Universal Absentee Voting -9.19 (6.49) -0.86 (5.72) 
In Person Early Voting 2.53 (5.45) 2.53 (4.99) 
Other Election Laws   
Election Day registration -11.28 (8.93) -11.06 (8.85) 
Registration closing date -0.07 (-0.26) -0.07 (0.26) 
Demographics   
% with BA -0.75 (0.81) -0.76 (0.81) 
Income inequality 277.08*** 

(98.52)  
276.77*** (99.83) 

Income in 2008 in $1,000s -0.00 (0.00) -0.00 (0.00) 
% non-Hispanic white -0.31 (0.13) -0.19 (0.36) 
% over 65 years -0.50 (2.40) -0.48 (2.27) 
Voter eligible population -0.00* (-0.00) -0.00* (0.00 
Electoral Calendar   
Presidential race -7.02 (4.63) -6.86 (4.60) 
Number of initiatives -0.57 (0.69) -0.56 (0.69) 
Vote margin in senate race -0.02 (0.07) 0.01 (0.07) 
Incumbency 5.84** (2.87) 5.80** (2.85) 
Interparty Competition -15.24* (8.78) -15.26* (8.73) 
Expenditures   
D expenditures / eligible voter 0.09 (0.62)  
R expenditures / eligible voter -0.35 (0.52)  
D minus R expenditures  / eligible voter  0.24 (0.44) 
D expenditures X universal absentee voting 3.37 (2.18)  
R expenditures X universal absentee voting -3.06 (2.38)  
D expenditures X in person early voting  -4.76** (2.22)  
R expenditures X in person early voting 4.50* (2.49)  
D minus R expenditures X universal absentee voting  2.29 (1.58) 
D minus R expenditures X in person early voting  -3.76** (1.72) 
Year fixed effects Yes Yes 
State fixed effects Yes Yes 
Observations 462 462 
R2 0.54 0.54 
Note: *<0.1 **<0.5, ***<0.01 ****<0.001 
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Table 2 
 

OLS Regression: Interactive Effect of Early Voting and Campaign Spending on Income 
Bias in Voter turnout, Presidential Elections (1980-2008) 

 
 Income Bias Income Bias 

Dependent Variable (1) (2) 
Intercept 95.03 (80.29) 88.85 (81.31) 
Early voting laws   
Universal absentee voting 7.42 (8.27) 6.65 (7.17) 
In person early voting 3.69 (7.42) 3.11 (6.63) 
Other election laws   
Election Day registration 1.69 (8.55) 3.57 (6.62) 
Registration closing date -0.06 (0.34) -0.03 (0.33) 
Demographics   
% with BA -0.18 (1.07) -0.25 (1.07) 
Income inequality 369.61*** 

(130.76) 
390.05*** 
(136.50) 

Income in 2008 in $1,000s -0.00 (0.00) -0.00 (0.00) 
% non-Hispanic white -0.16 (0.40) -0.15 (0.40) 
% over 65 years -3.22 (3.48) -3.55 (3.32) 
Voter eligible population -0.00 (0.00) -0.00 (0.00) 
Electoral Calendar   
Number of initiatives -1.04 (0.89( -0.96 (0.91) 
Vote margin in senate race -0.12 (0.11) -0.07 (0.10) 
Incumbency 3.44 (3.63) 3.20 (3.61) 
Interparty Competition -16.32 (11.12) -14.95 (11.03) 
Expenditures   
D expenditures / eligible voter -0.60 (0.70)  
R expenditures / eligible voter -0.21 (0.47)  
D minus R expenditures  / eligible voter  -0.11 (0.40) 
D expenditures X universal absentee voting 5.09* (3.01)  
R expenditures X universal absentee voting -4.81 (3.38)  
D expenditures X in person early voting  -6.09* (3.09)  
R expenditures X in person early voting 5.29 (3.47)  
D minus R expenditures X universal absentee voting  2.60 (1.92) 
D minus R expenditures X in person early voting  -3.58* (2.10) 
Year fixed effects Yes Yes 
State fixed effects Yes Yes 
Observations 248 248 
R2 0.53 0.53 
Note: *<0.1 **<0.5, ***<0.01 ****<0.001 
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Table 3 
 

OLS Regression: Interactive Effect of Early Voting and Campaign Spending on Income 
Bias in Voter turnout, Midterm Elections (1980-2008) 

 
 Income Bias Income Bias 

Dependent Variable (1) (2) 
Intercept 146.16* (86.61) 130.70 (84.36) 
Early voting laws   
Universal absentee voting -25.21* (13.77) -7.18 (9.69) 
In person early voting 20.60* (12.05) 2.30 (7.78) 
Other election laws   
Election Day registration -35.04** (17.28) -33.82 (16.96) 
Registration closing date -0.16 (0.39) -0.17 (0.40) 
Demographics   
% with BA -1.67 (1.28) -1.66 (1.22) 
Income inequality 183.10 (138.53) 184.60 (140.33) 
Income in 2008 in $1,000s -0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 
% non-Hispanic white -0.61 (0.62) -0.45 (0.62) 
% over 65 years 4.61 (3.58) 4.73 (3.48) 
Voter eligible population -0.00** (0.00) 0.00* (0.00) 
Electoral Calendar   
Number of initiatives -1.29 (1.55) -0.93 (1.53) 
Vote margin in senate race -0.00 (0.14) -0.04 (0.13) 
Incumbency 12.21**(5.47) 11.25** (5.32) 
Interparty Competition -10.36 (15.07) -12.79 (14.49) 
Expenditures   
D expenditures / eligible voter 1.57 (1.22)  
R expenditures / eligible voter -1.01 (1.47)  
D minus R expenditures  / eligible voter  12.97 (10.92) 
D expenditures X universal absentee voting 6.52 (4.08)  
R expenditures X universal absentee voting 2.12 (3.33)  
D expenditures X in person early voting  -9.83** (4.24)  
R expenditures X in person early voting 1.29 (3.52)  
D minus R expenditures X universal absentee voting  2.14 (2.96) 
D minus R expenditures X in person early voting  -5.41* (3.10) 
Year fixed effects Yes Yes 
State fixed effects Yes Yes 
Observations 214 214 
R2 0.32 0.32 
 
Note: *<0.1 **<0.05, ***<0.01 ****<0.001 
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Figure 1.3 
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Figure 2.1 
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Figure 2.3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

-100

0

100

200

-30 -20 -10 0 10
Difference in Dem and Rep Expenditures Per Eligible Voter

In
co

m
e 

V
ot

e 
B

ia
s

Estimated Effect of In Person Early Voting by Differences in Dem and Rep Expenditures: Presidential Elections



Mara Suttmann-Lea 
Sample Manuscript 

Figure 3.1 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 3.2 
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