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Key takeaways

Problem

	� Voter suppression and bureaucratic barriers make voting in the United States harder 
than in most other developed nations, disenfranchising millions of Americans. 

	� As a result, higher-income citizens of the United States are more likely to vote 
than their lower-income counterparts. This disparity is exacerbated because 
lower-income Americans are less likely to get paid time off from work, more 
regularly move their places of residence, are incarcerated at higher rates, and 
are more likely to face unstable transportation and child care arrangements.

	� Structural racism—both in the way elections are administered to purposely 
disenfranchise Americans of color and in the systems of oppression and 
stratification that exist in other U.S. institutions, such as the criminal justice 
system and labor market—compounds these problems and further limits 
access to the ballot box for Black Americans, Latinx Americans, Indigenous 
Americans, and other Americans of color. Specifically: 

	� There are several voter suppression tactics that target communities of 
color, including felon disenfranchisement (sometimes including those who 
owe nominal fines and fees to the government), overzealous and partisan 
purges of voter rolls, underresourcing or closing certain polling places, 
and restricting access to early or mail-in voting.

	� Likewise, there are voter suppression tactics that target neighborhoods 
with larger shares of residents of color; a recent paper finds that residents 
of Black neighborhoods waited in line at the polls 29 percent longer than 
those residing in White neighborhoods and Black Americans were 74 
percent more likely to spend more than 30 minutes at their polling place.

	� Given the important role political power plays in setting the rules governing 
the U.S. economic system, electoral inequality is one major source of income 
and wealth inequality. Elected officials are only truly accountable to those 
Americans who vote, so an electorate that skews richer and Whiter than the 
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country overall inevitably results in policymakers who are more responsive 
to the concerns and interests of already-privileged citizens, a phenomenon 
borne out by academic evidence. Specifically: 

	� Recent cutting-edge research demonstrates that, by reducing 
discrimination against Black Americans at the polls, the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965 reduced the Black-White wage divide—and, conversely, that the 
recent judicial decision to rescind major parts of that Act exacerbated 
racial economic inequality.

	� Similarly, a number of studies find a causal link between more egalitarian 
voting rates (smaller discrepancies in the rate of voter turnout between 
low- and high-income citizens) and more generous state income-support 
programs, higher minimum wages, and less income inequality. 

	� There also is academic evidence of causation going in the opposite direction 
because as the economy gets more unequal and is increasingly seen as 
“rigged” by disillusioned citizens, turnout lags, especially among lower income 
communities, exacerbating political inequality.

Solutions

	� To break this dangerous cycle, policymakers should consider reforms to the 
country’s voting system that have been proven to equalize access to the 
polls and will ensure the electorate is truly representative of our country’s 
economic and racial diversity. Specifically, they can: 

	� Ease voter registration requirements, potentially even making them automatic

	� Enact same-day voter registration in all states consistent with those states 
that lead the nation in voter participation, where average turnout was 
more than 10 percentage points higher than in other states in 2012

	� Restore voting rights to those with felony convictions, reduce wait times, 
guarantee paid time off for voting, and reestablish federal oversight 
through a restored Voting Rights Act

	� The measures taken by some jurisdictions to ensure a full and fair election 
in 2020, including the expanded use of vote by mail and ballot drop boxes, 
should be studied by researchers to learn what works to reduce income and 
racial biases in election participation.
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Overview

Economic analysis that does not account for political power—who has it and how 
it is wielded—will inevitably fail to fully capture what keeps the United States from 
achieving equitable economic growth. Those who enjoy market power are, not co-
incidentally, often the same citizens who enjoy outsized political influence, creating 
a feedback loop that perpetuates economic inequality, instability, and slow growth. 
Stated simply, a healthy economy requires a healthy democracy.

In both economic and political spheres, flowery rhetoric around equality and indi-
vidual agency is belied by systemic obstructions—the result of biased and crum-
bling institutions that have failed to set and enforce adequate rules of the road. 
For our economy, this has meant an overreliance on the market to solve public 
problems, an underinvestment in public goods that would empower and protect 
working families, and an underprosecution of economic crimes such as anti-com-
petitive behavior by corporations and tax dodging by wealthy individuals. 

For the republican form of government in the United States, the result today is 
sustained underinvestment in election administration, a “pay to play” campaign 
finance system, a difficult-to-navigate patchwork of voting rules across the states, 
and, most concerning, a resurgence of Jim Crow-era voter suppression tactics. 
One result of these electoral trends is a huge divide in voter registration and 
turnout rates between high- and low-income Americans, as well as serious ac-
cess disparities between races. These baleful outcomes call into question the U.S. 
electorate’s representation in, and thus undermine the legitimacy of, the nation’s 
federal system of government. 

What’s worse, there is growing evidence that economic inequality is itself depress-
ing democratic participation, underscoring the urgency for countering the dual 
concentration of political and economic power. 

The battle over voting rights intensified in the 2020 election cycle. In many states, 
there was unprecedented confusion over voting deadlines and procedures as 
court orders, the coronavirus pandemic, and new legislation collided. Ballot 
counting was similarly contested, with partisans quarreling over when ballots could 
be counted and what constituted a valid ballot. Election administration should 
not be the primary topic of news in the week leading up to an election. Election 

Washington Center for Equitable Growth | equitablegrowth.org 4



administrators caught in the crossfire struggled to keep up. The confusion of the 
2020 election cycle underscores the necessity of revisiting our electoral system to 
protect the voting rights of Americans.

This report examines cutting-edge research on how economic and racial inequality 
interact around the country among those Americans who vote, those who try to 
vote but face obstacles in doing so, and those who do not vote altogether. Political 
and economic disparities exist along other channels as well, such as gender identi-
ty, disability, and sexual orientation, but this report focuses on income and race. 

Indeed, the evidence-based research we explore pinpoints the myriad ways that 
economic and racial inequality together subvert our democracy by aiding and 
abetting political inequality and voter suppression, creating a dangerous feedback 
loop for the perpetuation of economic policymaking that does not fully represent 
U.S. communities. While there are, of course, other ways that inequality is mani-
fested in our politics—for example, the outsized influence of monied interests in 
the legislative and regulatory processes and the aforementioned broken campaign 
finance system—this report will focus exclusively on voting.

The first section of the report describes the divide in electoral participation be-
tween lower- and higher-income Americans and identifies the key factors driving 
this result. The second section describes voting gaps between racial and ethnic 
groups, linking modern-day voter suppression tactics with race-based differences 
in registration and voting rates. The third section explores the link between elec-
toral participation and economic policymaking, demonstrating that voter sup-
pression and resulting differences in voting rates have real-world consequences 
for how our country combats economic inequality and other pressing economic 
problems—and is likely partially fueling some of the country’s Black-White eco-
nomic disparities. This section also explores the potential link between economic 
inequality itself and voting behavior. 

Recommendations in the fourth and final section of the report examine how policy-
makers can begin to correct for the self-perpetuating problem of grossly unequal po-
litical power between economic haves and have-nots, and between White Americans 
and Black Americans, Latinx Americans, Indigenous Americans, and other Americans 
of color. These policy proposals could serve as a first step to addressing the electoral 
inequalities that underpin and perpetuate economic inequality and are inimical to 
economic growth that is more broadly shared and sustainable. 
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Income-based voting 
divides and barriers

Higher-income citizens of the United States are more likely to vote than their low-
er-income counterparts. Between 1978 and 2008, wealthier Americans were 65 per-
cent more likely to vote than those with low incomes.1 In 2016, a presidential election 
year, eligible voters with annual incomes of less than $50,000 voted at a rate of 55 
percent, while 80 percent of those with incomes of more than $150,000 voted that 
year.2 Households earning less than $15,000 made up 13 percent of all households in 
2009 but comprised just 6 percent of the electorate in the 2008 election.3 

A 2020 survey found that 44 percent of chronic nonvoters earned less than $50,000 
in annual, pretax household income, compared to 26 percent for active voters.4 Just 
13 percent of nonvoters earn more than $100,000, whereas 29 percent of active 
voters do.5 See Figure 1 for a snapshot of voter turnout by income between 2012 and 
2018 (these figures, collected in the voter supplement survey to the Current Popula-
tion Survey, are released in the spring and are not yet available for 2020).

Figure 1 

...a snapshot of voter 
turnout...

Note: Percentages omit respondents who did 
not answer the voting question.

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Current 
Population Survey.
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Voting rates are lower across the board during U.S. midterm elections, but the 
income divide doesn’t close among those who vote. In the 2018 midterms, for 
example, eligible voters earning $50,000 or less voted at a rate of 46 percent while 
those with incomes higher than $150,000 voted at a rate of 72 percent.

There are many potential reasons why the rich vote at higher rates than their low-
er-income counterparts. One major driver is structural racism—the rules, practic-
es, and customs that, either by design or effect, discriminate against Black Ameri-
cans, Latinx Americans, Indigenous Americans, and other Americans of color, many 
of whom are overrepresented among the country’s low-income families. Given the 
importance of this dynamic in the U.S. electoral system, the report’s next section 
focuses exclusively on race. 

Low income in and of itself does not seem to directly cause disenfranchisement.6 
One quasi-experiment conducted by economist (and Equitable Growth grantee) 
Randall Akee at the University of California, Los Angeles and his co-authors testing 
the effect of cash windfalls on voting finds that more income does not immedi-
ately result in higher voting rates, even among low-income Americans (though 
children of low-income families who received the payments did vote at a higher 
rate once they reached 18 years of age).7 Specifically, the researchers find that im-
proved education and social ties in childhood result in higher voting propensity in 
adulthood. That said, a separate study suggests that permanent income increases 
via minimum wage boosts may more durably increase voter turnout.8

Even if income itself is not determinative, low-income families tend to face chal-
lenges that can indirectly depress voter turnout. Those challenges include lack 
of paid time off from work,9 higher rates of moving residences,10 higher rates of 
incarceration,11 unreliable transportation,12 and unstable child care arrangements.13 
These factors run up against the many barriers to voting that have been erected in 
the United States—barriers that we discuss in more detail in the section below.

Income-based voting barriers 

Voter registration

The first hurdle facing potential voters is registration. Although U.S. citizens take 
registering to vote as a fact of life, registration is not strictly necessary, and our 
two-step process for voting, though not unique, is far from the global standard. 
In Canada, for example, a national register of voters is kept, and voters can be 
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automatically added after interacting with virtually any government service (some 
U.S. states already pursue a comparable policy). Many northern European coun-
tries have similar systems. In some cases, citizens are added to a national register 
at birth and no further action is ever required. Even here in the United States, one 
state recognizes that registration is not absolutely necessary: North Dakota has 
no voter registration at all. If residents have voted before, they are already on the 
voter roll. If they have not, they only need to furnish proof of citizenship and resi-
dency at the polling location.

Research shows low- and moderate-income Americans are less likely to register to 
vote. Among registered voters, turnout rates average in the high 80 percent range.14 
But nearly 20 percent of all eligible voters are unregistered.15 (See Figure 2.)  

U.S. citizens who move frequently face the further complication of needing to re-reg-
ister in new jurisdictions, which can be a formidable bureaucratic process. Americans 
who move across state lines may need to obtain new state identification, and this 
process can take weeks. Research shows that frequent movers are less likely to vote 
and that low-income Americans move more than twice as often as others.16

Getting to the polls 

Those who do get registered still face obstacles to voting. There is anecdotal evi-
dence that eligible voters with young children may forgo voting because of diffi-

Figure 2 

Research shows low- 
and moderate-income 
Americans are less likely 
to register to vote.

Note: Percentages omit respondents who did 
not answer the registration question.

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Current 
Population Survey.

Washington Center for Equitable Growth | equitablegrowth.org 8

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/03/in-past-elections-u-s-trailed-most-developed-countries-in-voter-turnout/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2017/06/why-are-millions-of-citizens-not-registered-to-vote
https://www.demos.org/research/democracy-mobile-america
https://prospect.org/politics/will-democrats-give-unmarried-women-reason-and-way-to-vote/
https://theconversation.com/i-asked-people-why-they-dont-vote-and-this-is-what-they-told-me-129421
https://theconversation.com/i-asked-people-why-they-dont-vote-and-this-is-what-they-told-me-129421


culty finding child care.17 Women as a group vote at a higher rate than men,18 but it 
is likely that unstable child care arrangements disproportionately affects would-be 
female voters, who are eight times more likely than fathers to be the primary care-
takers of their children and are also more likely to head single-parent households.19 
In the 2000 election, for example, parents were less likely to vote than those with-
out children, when keeping marital status constant.20 

What’s more, according to an analysis of all U.S. elections between 1992 and 2018, 
women with an infant were 3.5 percentage points less likely to vote than women 
without children, while men with an infant were 2.3 percentage points less  likely vote 
vote than their childless counterparts.21 More academic research is needed to deter-
mine the precise effect of income-based challenges inherent to raising a family in the 
United States—a function, in part, of a broken child care system—on voting.22 

In many states, hourly workers have no guarantee of time off from work to vote.23 
This means, even if they are able to take leave for the time necessary to vote, they 
may have to take the time unpaid, a trade-off that some workers can ill-afford. 
And for contract employees, including the many gig workers earning money off of 
smartphone apps, time spent voting is time when no money can be earned. 

Low- and moderate-income workers may find it more difficult to find time in the day 
to vote, especially in states that do not offer extended voting hours on Election Day. 
In public opinion polls, more than 10 percent of registered nonvoters consistently 
say that the reason they did not vote is because they did not have time or because 
their work or school schedule conflicted with voting.24 One study finds that in states 
with longer voting days, mandatory time off for voting, and where election informa-
tion is mailed to voters, people who did not complete high school voted at a rate 11 
percentage points higher than states without these features.25

Finally, low-income voters are far more likely to say that the main reason they did 
not vote is because they did not have adequate transportation. About 5 percent 
of voters with incomes lower than $30,000 in 2016 said transportation problems 
were the main reason they did not vote. For those with higher incomes, just half of 
1 percent cited transportation.26

The decline of unions

The dramatic decline in union membership since the 1960s, itself a politically 
motivated policy choice, likewise depresses turnout among middle- and low-in-
come voters.27 Union-led voter mobilization campaigns were once responsible for 
increasing turnout among both union members and nonunion members. Unions 
often provided potential voters with information about the election, which is 
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linked to higher turnout. According to one estimate, turnout in 2000 might have 
been 10 percent higher if union concentration remained at its 1964 levels, and 
this effect would have been concentrated in the bottom two-thirds of the income 
distribution, thus pushing more low- and middle-income citizens to vote.28
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Race-based voting 
divides and barriers 

Many Black Americans, Latinx Americans, Asian Americans, and Indigenous 
Americans also face serious barriers to voting. For one thing, almost all of the 
income-based barriers to voting listed above especially disenfranchise communi-
ties of color, often by design. This is due to the ingrained structural racism in all 
U.S. laws, policies, and institutions, not just those related to voting, including racial 
oppression in the criminal justice system and discrimination and stratification in 
the labor market.

Take, for example, the discussion presented in the prior section of this report of 
declining union membership. Research suggests that the impact of falling union 
membership on voting is more pronounced in communities of color.29

Other barriers abound and often lie at the intersection of low income and struc-
tural racism. Unregistered Black Americans are more likely than White Americans 
to cite a permanent illness or disability for not registering, while Asian Americans 
are much more likely than White Americans to cite difficulty with English when 
explaining why they are not registered to vote.30 Black and Hispanic Americans are 
overrepresented among lower-income communities, accounting for 24 percent 
and 28 percent of people living below the poverty line, respectively, in 2019.31 All 
of the factors that depress turnout for low-income people will likely also depress 
turnout for American communities of color.

Voter suppression

These interactions between income, race, and barriers to voting are far from inci-
dental. The United States has a long history of blocking people of color from the 
ballot booth. While de jure racial discrimination at the polls is no longer tolerated, 
thanks in part to the 1965 Voting Rights Act, de facto discrimination, including 
facially neutral policies with disparate racial impacts, remain rampant.32 
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Felon disenfranchisement 

Take, for example, the widespread practice of states disenfranchising convicted fel-
ons. Only two states—Vermont and Maine, both with largely White populations33—
never take away felons’ right to vote, even while they are incarcerated.34 In the 
other 48 states, felons are subject to at least some voting restrictions, which has 
a profoundly disproportionate impact on Black Americans and Latinx Americans, 
who are targeted by the biased enforcement of drug laws and the country’s racist 
criminal justice system.35 Ineligibility to vote was the third most-cited reason Black 
Americans gave for not registering to vote in the 2016 election, with 11.2 percent of 
Black survey respondents answering as such—more than twice the rate that White 
Americans give this reason.36 

Until 2018, one of the more restrictive states was Florida, which permanently dis-
enfranchised millions of citizens with criminal convictions. In 2018, however, Flori-
da voters passed a statewide constitutional amendment restoring voting rights to 
1.4 million individuals with prior felony convictions. What happened next is sadly 
representative of the “two steps forward, one step back” nature of the fight for 
expanded voting rights, especially for Black Americans: In response to the state 
constitutional amendment, the majority-White Florida legislature passed a law, 
signed by the White governor, that conditioned felons’ voting eligibility on their 
payment of outstanding court fees and costs.37 

Given how many formerly incarcerated Floridians are financially insecure, finding 
the funds to pay the exorbitant fines and fees that they may have accumulated is a 
significant barrier to voting. Political scientist Daniel A. Smith from the University 
of Florida, an expert witness in one of the lawsuits challenging the new law, esti-
mated that the law will block access to voting for 770,000 Floridians, 43 percent 
of whom are Black Americans.38 For context, just 16 percent of the state’s overall 
population is Black.39 The new law, having withstood multiple legal challenges in a 
court system that, due to structural racism, is predisposed to not rule in favor of 
Black plaintiffs, was in effect for the 2020 election.40

Voter purges

Other states have used overzealous and partisan purges of voter rolls to dis-
enfranchise Black Americans and Latinx Americans.41 In Georgia, for example, a 
conservative estimate finds 198,351 voters were wrongfully deleted from the state’s 
voter rolls in a series of purges leading up to the 2018 elections, disproportion-
ately disenfranchising young voters and voters of color on the erroneous grounds 
that they had moved residences.42 A similar effort was undertaken in Wisconsin in 
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2019, where a conservative advocacy group brought a lawsuit asking for 130,000 
registrants to be purged. Though the effort was blocked until after the 2020 
election,43 the purge was targeting counties where three-quarters of Wisconsin’s 
Black residents live.44

Polling place resources and locations 

How polling places are resourced and where they are located also have clear racial 
ramifications. According to an analysis by The Guardian, a new policy in Texas that 
allowed for widespread closure of polling locations disproportionately reduced 
access for Black and Latinx communities.45 Investigative journalists discovered a 
similar phenomenon in Georgia, where polling places were cut by almost 10 per-
cent over the past 7 years, despite voter rolls growing by almost 2 million people.46 
The result, during the June 2020 primary, was much longer waits in non-White 
areas of the state, where the number of voters per polling place has skyrocketed in 
recent years.47 Last month, a federal judge dismissed a lawsuit that argued the lack 
of additional voting locations in Texas, among other state policies, would disenfran-
chise Black and Latinx voters.48   

Texas also reduced the number of authorized ballot drop boxes to one per county 
in the lead-up to 2020 election, triggering outcries and lawsuits from voting rights 
advocates. Ballot drop boxes are an innovation to handle the surge in voting by 
mail as a result of the coronavirus pandemic and COVID-19, the disease caused by 
the virus that is disproportionally ravaging communities of color.49 And, once again, 
the courts sided with the state, despite evidence that the changes disproportion-
ately hurt Black and low-income voters.50 

These race-based voter suppression maneuvers matter. A 2020 paper finds that a 
0.25-mile increase in distance to a polling place reduces ballots cast by 2 percent 
to 5 percent. This effect is especially pronounced in neighborhoods of color during 
nonpresidential elections.51 

In addition to long commute times to the polls, communities of color also often 
face long lines once they get there. A 2019 paper by M. Keith Chen at the University 
of California, Los Angeles and his co-authors finds that residents of Black neigh-
borhoods waited in line at the polls 29 percent longer than those residing in White 
neighborhoods, and Black Americans were 74 percent more likely to spend more 
than 30 minutes at their polling place.52 Survey data document that Black Ameri-
cans and other Americans of color tend to wait longer, but the research approach 
taken by Chen and his colleagues, using cell phone data to trace individuals’ loca-
tions on Election Day, definitively corroborates the finding. 
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Though these researchers couldn’t pinpoint a single dominant cause for this divide in 
waiting times at the polls, some evidence suggests that polling places in jurisdictions 
with high Black American populations are systematically underresourced—budgeted 
less money, assigned fewer poll workers, and provided with fewer election ma-
chines—leading to wait time differences, especially in high-volume polling places.53 

Of course, long commutes and long lines are more than just serious inconvenienc-
es. They also serve as a deterrent and thus depress turnout. When asked why they 
did not vote, nonvoting Black Americans disproportionately cite transportation 
problems or inconvenient polling places.54

Early voting

As more and more jurisdictions made early voting available amid the coronavirus 
pandemic, wait times on Election Day may have diminished. But early reports 
indicate that early voting did not eliminate the problem. Many states experienced 
long lines at early voting sites during the 2020 presidential election, including, for 
example, high-volume sites that cater to large Black and Latinx voter populations in 
cities across Texas.55  

Indeed, how early voting is organized in a particular jurisdiction can make a big dif-
ference. One paper looking at early voting in Florida in the 2008 and 2012 elections 
finds that reducing the early voting period from 14 days to 8 days and eliminating 
the early voting option on the final Sunday before Election Day depressed turnout 
among racial and ethnic minorities, registered Democrats, and those without party 
affiliation.56 

Vote by mail

Voting by mail also increased as a result of the coronavirus pandemic. In 2016, the 
most recent year for which complete data are available, more than 40 percent of 
all votes nationwide were cast by mail or in-person before Election Day.57 Prelimi-
nary reports from the 2020 election indicate much higher early voting and voting 
by mail percentages, largely attributed to the pandemic, though it remains to be 
seen how this spike might have affected race-based voting disparities and if the 
trend will continue after the coronavirus pandemic passes.58

Historically, Black, Latinx, and White Americans have used absentee or vote-by-mail 
ballots at roughly an equal clip, with White Americans slightly more likely to avail 
themselves of the option in certain states with certain vote-by-mail rules.59 In 2016, 
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for example, 30 percent of White voters in Florida voted absentee, compared with 
20 percent of Black voters and 27 percent of Latinx voters.60 But in Wisconsin, 29 
percent of Black voters voted by mail, compared with 28 percent of White voters 
and 24 percent of Latinx voters.61 

Yet mail-in ballots from historically disadvantaged communities are rejected at 
higher rates and are more likely to arrive late than those from White voters. Ac-
cording to a voter file study of Florida’s 2018 general election, ballots from Black 
Americans, Latinx Americans, and other racial and ethnic voters were more than 
two times as likely to be rejected as ballots cast by White voters.62 The common 
cause is mismatched or missing signatures, as well as inconsistencies in how voters 
are notified of the rejection and the chance to cure, or fix any mistakes on, the 
ballot.63 A similar study of Georgia’s 2018 election found that a disproportionate 
number of ballots from young voters, first-time voters, and Black voters were 
rejected due to an error on the return envelope or late arrival.64 

Some of these errors could be attributed to a lack of voter education programs 
and less-reliable mail service in underserved communities with higher populations 
of non-White and younger voters.65 Additionally, Black, Latinx, and Indigenous 
voters are more transient, may have more difficulty affording or finding postage, 
and often experience homelessness at higher rates than White voters.66 For them, 
acquiring and maintaining a valid mailing address could prove to be a major barrier 
to mail-in voting.

legacy of violence against black americans

Not all race-based voter suppression is the function of current racial animus, 
partisan fervor, or legalistic rules and regulations. There is also evidence that his-
torical racial violence—itself a voter suppression tactic—still echoes in the voting 
behavior of Black Americans today. Economic Policy Institute economist Jhacova 
Williams found that Black Americans living in counties that had more lynchings 
between 1882 and 1930 are less likely to be registered to vote and less likely to 
actually vote, compared to similarly situated White Americans.67

Turnout rates

Despite all these voter suppression barriers, turnout among Black Americans, 
Asian Americans, and Latinx Americans is relatively high, though often still below 
that of White Americans. In the presidential election in 2016, for example, Black 
voter turnout was just shy of 60 percent, whereas more than 65 percent of White 
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Americans voted.68 Just less than 50 percent of Asian Americans and Latinx Amer-
icans turned out to vote that year.69 In 2012, by contrast, Black Americans voted 
at a higher rate than White Americans—66.6 percent, compared to 64.1 percent, 
the first time that had ever happened.70 Voting in 2018 was very high by midterm 
standards, but the voting divide between White, Black, Asian, and Latinx Americans 
remained.71 (See Figure 3.)

While research into the voting behaviors of American Indians and Alaska Natives 
is scant, these groups also are subject to voting barriers, as well as to outright 
discrimination. Native Americans were not granted citizenship until 1924 and even 
then were denied access to the polls in many states.72 Utah, New Mexico, and 
South Dakota, for example, all explicitly denied certain American Indians from vot-
ing well into the middle of the 20th century.73 

Still today, registration rules that require traditional street addresses, voter identi-
fication laws that do not accept tribal identification cards, and limited polling sites 
in or near reservations disproportionately disenfranchise Native Americans.74 As 
a result, 34 percent of Native Americans and Alaska Natives—more than 1 million 
people—are of voting age and are U.S. citizens but are not registered to vote.75 In 
2008, turnout of Native Americans and Alaska Natives was lower than all other 
racial and ethnic groups, at 47.5 percent.76 

Figure 3 

Voting in 2018 was 
very high by midterm 
standards, but the voting 
divide between White, 
Black, Asian, and Latinx 
Americans remained.

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Current 
Population Survey.
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Interactions between 
U.S. voting divides and 
economic policymaking

All of this matters, of course, because in our republic, elected officials are ultimately 
accountable to the people, and, in this way, popular opinion influences government 
economic policymaking, albeit often slowly and indirectly. But elected officials are 
only truly accountable to those Americans who vote. So, an electorate that skews 
richer and Whiter than the country overall will likely result in policymakers who are 
more responsive to the concerns and interests of already-privileged citizens, making 
it more difficult to escape what some observers have dubbed an “inequality trap.”77 

The effects of electoral inequality on economic 
inequality 

Political scientists once believed that more fulsome political participation wouldn’t 
change much about the U.S. policymaking landscape, believing that the ideological 
views and policy preferences of nonvoters closely mirrors that of voters.78 But the 
political landscape changed over the past two decades, and there is now consen-
sus that voters and nonvoters differ ideologically.79 Nonvoters tend to believe that 
the federal government should be bigger, that more money should be redistribut-
ed from the rich to the poor, that unions should be easier to join, and that educa-
tion should be funded more generously, among other liberal policy preferences.80 

In contrast, Benjamin Page at Northwestern University, Larry Bartels at Vanderbilt 
University, and Jason Seawright at Northwestern University conclude that the top 
1 percent of wealth holders have more conservative views than the general pub-
lic.81 This income-based difference in policy preference is particularly stark when it 
comes to support for government spending. The United States is an outlier among 
its peer nations in this regard, a fact that Bartels attributes to our nation’s structur-
al racism and its use of “hidden” tax expenditures, rather than direct spending, to 
subsidize affluent people.82 (See Figure 4.)
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Responsiveness of economic policymaking to voters 

For these differences in economic policy preferences between voters and nonvot-
ers to matter, elected officials must actually be attuned and responsive to the eco-
nomic policy preferences of their voters. And indeed, there is a growing evidence 
base that links voting behavior with economic policy outcomes. 
Take, for example, three studies that look at the re-enfranchisement of Black 
Americans as a result of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Giovanni Facchini and Cecil-
ia Testa at the University of Nottingham and Brian Knight at Brown University find 
that the law reduced the rate of Black arrests in jurisdictions where the chief law 
enforcement officer is elected, not appointed.83 When Black Americans have the 
ability to vote for their sheriff, they are more likely to get fairer treatment by the 
criminal justice system, an important factor in shaping labor market outcomes.84 

Similarly, economists Elisabeth Cascio at Dartmouth College and Ebonya Wash-
ington at Yale University find that Southern counties with higher shares of Black 
Americans as residents experienced greater increases in both voter turnout and 
state investments in institutions and government programs important to Black 
citizens, compared to otherwise-similar counties, in the 20 years after the Voting 
Rights Act banned literacy tests, the predominant way local election officials in the 
South disenfranchised would-be Black voters.85 

Then, there are the recent findings of Abhay Aneja, a law professor at the Universi-
ty of California, Berkeley, and finance professor Carlos Fernando Avenancio-León 
at Indiana University Bloomington (both Equitable Growth grantees). They used 

Figure 4 

This income-based 
difference in policy 
preference is particularly 
stark when it comes to 
support for government 
spending. The United 
States is an outlier 
among its peer nations in 
this regard...

Source: Analysis of the International Social 
Survey Programme by Larry Bartels, “U.S. is a 
world leader in class conflict over government 
spending,” The Washington Post, April 21, 
2014, available at https://www.washingtonpost.
com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/04/21/u-
s-is-a-world-leader-in-class-conflict-over-
government-spending/.
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variation around enforcement of the Voting Rights Act to conclude that counties 
where voting rights were more strongly protected experienced larger reductions 
in the wage divide among Black workers and White workers between 1950 and 
1980 as a result of increased public employment,86 fiscal redistribution, affirmative 
action, and anti-discrimination laws.87 

This last paper is especially relevant for our purposes because it definitively links 
access to the polls with inequality-fighting economic policy.88 In a follow-up article, 
Aneja and Avenancio-León test whether the removal of some protections under the 
Voting Rights Act as a result of the 2013 Supreme Court decision in Shelby County v. 
Holder is supercharging economic inequality.89 The answer, sadly, is yes. The authors 
first cite a separate study that shows that in the wake of the Shelby County decision, 
voter turnout fell in counties that were previously subject to stringent voter sup-
pression oversight, likely as a result of newly enacted restrictive voter identification 
laws, voter roll purges, reductions in early voting, and polling place closures.90 Aneja 
and Avenancio-León then demonstrate that removal of voting protections under the 
Voting Rights Act significantly increased the racial wage divide. 

Scholars also have looked at the economic effects of Black political power prior 
to the Voting Rights Act. Equitable Growth grantee Trevon Logan, an economist 
at The Ohio State University, studies the policy impacts of Black politicians in the 
Reconstruction-era South, during which newly-freed Black Americans participated 
in politics in record numbers. He finds that the election of Black politicians had 
significant economic impacts on the size and function of government.91 In counties 
with elected Black officials, collected tax revenue was significantly higher, often due 
to taxes imposed on wealthy White landowners, suggesting that Black politicians 
brought a redistributive outlook to the office. Consequently, Black citizens in those 
counties saw real benefits, with literacy among Black Americans increasing and the 
White-Black divide in literacy narrowing. These changes were generally undone by 
the end of Reconstruction and the imposition of Jim Crow segregation laws.

In a complementary finding, economist Suresh Naidu at Columbia University (also 
an Equitable Growth grantee) calculated that Black disenfranchisement after the 
short-lived Reconstruction era reduced the teacher-child ratio in Black schools 
because politicians had no incentive to properly fund Black schools. It also reduced 
Back workers’ wages, as these workers had little recourse to legal or political insti-
tutions and fewer opportunities in the public sector.92

We also see economic policy effects when lower-income citizens go to the polls in 
larger numbers. Political scientists Kim Quaile Hill and Jan Leighley at Texas A&M Uni-
versity and Angela Hinton-Anderson at Loyola University Chicago found that higher 
voting rates by lower-income citizens were associated with more generous state 
income-support programs between 1978 and 1990.93 Economists Thomas Husted 
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at American University and the late Lawrence Kenny at the University of Florida 
reached a similar conclusion after showing that the elimination of poll taxes and lit-
eracy tests after the enactment of the Voting Rights Act in 1965 led to higher turnout 
by low-income citizens and more income-support spending by state governments.94 

Research by political scientists William Franko at West Virginia University, Nathan Kel-
ly at the University of Tennessee, and Christopher Witko at Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity takes another tact. They look at state variations in income-based differences 
in voting and conclude that “states with higher levels of class bias in voting [diver-
gence in turnout between higher- and lower-income voters] have been less likely to 
enact minimum wage increases,” among other inequality-fighting policies. They also 
find an association between class bias in voting and increased income inequality.95 

In a separate but similar paper, Franko finds that housing, healthcare, and wage 
equity policies are more generous the more egalitarian political participation is in 
each state.96 The author hypothesizes that this is caused by a more representative 
electorate having more direct experience with anti-poverty programs and thus less 
bias against such policies. Finally, political scientists James M. Avery at Stockton 
University and Mark Peffley at the University of Kentucky find that restrictive state 
voter registration laws exacerbate income-biased turnout, which, in turn, makes 
it more likely that policymakers pass restrictive eligibility rules for the Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families program.97 

Outsized influence of rich, White citizens

Though not directly associated with voting, there is also strong evidence that 
policymakers listen more closely to their rich and White constituents. After an 
exhaustive analysis of Americans’ views on 1,779 policy issues between 1981 and 
2002, political scientists Martin Gilens at Princeton University and Benjamin Page 
at Northwestern University find that “economic elites” (survey respondents at the 
90th percentile of income and higher) are the most likely to see their preferences 
reflected in eventual policy decisions.98 Similarly, Larry Bartels finds that “the pref-
erences of people in the bottom third of the income distribution have no apparent 
impact on the behavior of their elected officials,” which means that more than half 
of Black Americans are completely ignored by the political system.99 

While some of this bias could be fueled by other anti-democratic features of U.S. 
politics, such as the importance of private campaign contributions, groupthink 
among political and economic elites based on homogenous social and educational 
circles, the status quo bias inherent in the U.S. system of separate and federated 
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powers, and the influence of lobbyists in the legislative and regulatory processes—
all of which are all outside the scope of this report—it is likely that disparities in 
access to the polls and voting rates is at least partially to blame.100

The effect of economic inequality on           
voting inequality

If lower turnout among low- and middle-income Americans means policymakers 
are less responsive to the concerns of the working class and to fighting economic 
inequality, then what about causation in the other direction? In other words, does 
economic inequality itself, and the idea that the U.S. economic system is rigged, 
depress turnout? Distressingly, the answer seems to be yes. 

In their comprehensive paper, titled “‘Don’t play if you can’t win: Does economic 
inequality undermine political equality?,” political scientists Armin Schäfer at the 
University of Münster and Hanna Schwander at Humboldt-University, Berlin look 
at a number of datasets in various countries to conclude that “economic inequal-
ity exacerbates participatory inequality.”101 The countries with the least egalitarian 
economies have turnout rates 7 percentage points to 15 percentage points lower 
than their more-equal counterparts.102 Depressed turnout is particularly pro-
nounced among citizens in lowest income group. (See Figure 5.)

Figure 5 

Depressed voter 
turnout is particularly 
pronounced among 
citizens in lowest income 
group.

Source: Armin Schäfer and Hanna Schwander, 
“Don’t play if you can’t win: does economic 
inequality undermine political equality?” 
European Political Science Review 11(3)(2019).
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This finding helps explain recent trends in the United States, where inequality 
has worsened and, simultaneously, policymakers have weakened protections for 
workers’ rights, expanded corporate power, and cut taxes for the well-off. Political 
inequality begets economic inequality, which begets further political inequality. 
Unless the cycle can be reversed, the country will continue to wait in vain for key 
inequality-fighting policies such as a more progressive tax code, a higher minimum 
wage, and a more robust social insurance system. Our next section looks at some 
policy proposals that could help break this dangerous feedback loop.
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Policy solutions to the 
problems of income- and 
race-based voting barriers 
in the United States

How can state, local, and federal policymakers across the country begin to re-
verse these troubling trends? Policymakers should consider the following evi-
dence-based ideas to ensure the electorate is truly representative of our country’s 
economic and racial diversity.

Ease registration requirements

The research is clear that registering to vote is the single biggest obstacle blocking 
low-income, Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and other would-be voters from exercising 
their right to vote. But voting does not have to be a two-step process. There are a 
variety of reforms that could be undertaken. Four possible reforms are:

	� Make voter registration automatic

	� Allow for universal same-day voter registration

	� Expand motor voter registration and allow voters to easily register while filing 
their taxes 

	� Allow 16- and 17-year-olds to pre-register to vote

Let’s briefly examine each of these recommendations in turn.
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Make voter registration automatic

While it is unlikely that all states will follow North Dakota’s lead and simply eliminate 
the registration requirement, the next-best option is for states to achieve near-uni-
versal registration by automatically registering citizens as soon as they interact with 
any government agency, making voter registration “opt-out” instead of “opt-in.”103 

Seventeen states and the District of Columbia now follow a version of this ap-
proach, automatically registering, without any paper application, residents who 
interact with their motor vehicle bureaus or apply for public assistance.104 The For 
the People Act, which passed the House of Representatives in 2019 and was re-
cently reintroduced in the 117th Congress, includes automatic voter registration.105

allow for universal same-day voter registration

Even if individuals remain on the hook for registering to vote, placing arbitrary 
registration deadlines weeks or days ahead of the election needlessly suppresses 
turnout. Indeed, allowing voters to register and vote at the same time is one of the 
best ways to equalize access to the polls.106 This policy is particularly helpful for 
those who have recently moved. 

Both the Voter Empowerment Act, authored by the late Rep. John Lewis (D-GA), 
and the Same Day Registration Act would require states to make same-day vot-
er registration available. States with same-day registration consistently lead the 
nation in voter participation, with average turnout more than 10 percentage points 
higher than in other states in 2012.107 (See Figure 6.)

Figure 6 

States with same-day 
registration consistently 
lead the nation in voter 
participation...

Source: Authors’ analysis of the United States 
Election Project. “United States Elections 
Project,” www.electproject.org (last accessed 
January 21, 2021).
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Expand motor voter registration and allow voters to easily 
register while filing their taxes 

Section 7 of the National Voter Registration Act (often referred to as “motor vot-
er”) required various government agencies, including states’ Department of Motor 
Vehicles, to give citizens the option to register to vote while conducting other gov-
ernment business, such as applying for a driver’s license. The law is credited with 
decreasing income-based bias in voter turnout in states where there had previous-
ly been big registration divides between the rich and poor.108 

Yet states with large Black populations are less likely to fully comply with the law.109 
And compliance overall is uneven.110 What’s more, many government agencies are 
left out, including Indian Health Service facilities, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services, and the health benefit exchanges under the Affordable Care Act (those 
run both by the federal government and by the states).111 Section 7 should be ex-
panded to cover these institutions. 

Along these same lines, citizens also should be able to register when they complete 
their state or federal taxes, through a new “Schedule VR,” an idea proposed by Jere-
my Bearer-Friend at The George Washington University and Vanessa Williamson at 
The Brookings Institution.112 Canada has done something similar, to good effect.113

allow 16- and 17-year-olds to pre-register to vote

More than 20 states allow teenagers (usually between 16 and 17 years of age) to 
pre-register to vote. In addition to ensuring they are ready to vote at 18, this also 
adds their name and information to the state’s voter file, making them more likely 
to be contacted by campaigns and grassroots efforts, which will likely increase 
their engagement and eventual participation. 

The For the People Act would require states to accept voter registration applica-
tions made by would-be voters 16 years of age and older, and would provide grants 
to states to help fund implementation.114 Younger Americans are more racially 
diverse than older Americans and, because they are still early in their careers, also 
have lower incomes than older Americans, so this reform would be a small step 
toward a more representative electorate.
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Restore voting rights to people with               
felony convictions

As seen in Florida, leaving this policy to the states is a recipe for abuse, with huge 
implications on voting access for low-income, Black, and Latinx Americans. A na-
tional mandate that felons who are no longer serving time in prison must become 
eligible to vote, no matter the state in which they live (and how much in court fees 
and fines have accrued on their account), as proposed in the For the People Act, 
would be a major step forward.115 An even bolder and more consequential step 
would be to follow the model of Maine and Vermont and end disenfranchisement 
altogether, allowing prisoners to vote.

Reduce wait times for voting

No American should have to wait hours to fulfill their right to vote. Congress 
should require that states take steps to ensure no voter waits longer than an hour. 
This is especially important for parents of young children and low-income workers, 
who already struggle to make it to the polls, likely due to a lack of child care or 
paid leave from work. The Voting Access Act is one notable proposal in this area.116 

Guarantee workers get paid time off for voting

In many states, workers have no right to leave work to go vote, and even in states 
with protections, employers can often refuse workers’ requests to take time off to 
vote. To ensure that workers do not have to choose between fulfilling their civic 
duty and putting food on the table, the federal government could set a national 
floor requiring four hours of paid leave on Election Day for all workers who aver-
age above a certain number of hours at their employer per week.117 Another way to 
achieve a similar end would be to turn Election Day into a national holiday, an idea 
included in the For the People Act.118

Reestablish federal oversight

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was a game-changer for both Black representation 
and Black economic empowerment. There is even evidence that the Voting Rights 
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Act reduced political violence in the South, as both pro- and anti-segregationist 
groups increasingly saw elections as the way to solve political disputes.119 Unfortu-
nately, the Supreme Court rolled back many of the protections in that law in their 
2013 decision in Shelby County v. Holder, effectively terminating the federal gov-
ernment’s power to supervise elections and pre-approve election administration 
changes in states and counties with a history of voter suppression. 

Predictably, many jurisdictions once governed by the Voting Right Act have re-
sponded to the relaxed standards by passing restrictive laws that suppress voting 
rights, especially among low-income Americans and Americans of color.120 Con-
gress should restore the federal government’s power under the Voting Rights Act 
so that discriminatory voter identification laws and other policies that block or 
purge Black voters face heightened scrutiny.121 Since the Shelby decision, federal 
lawmakers have introduced legislation in every Congress to do just that, but those 
bills have never made it to the president’s desk to be signed.122

Native Americans also deserve special federal protections. Voting laws need to 
ensure, for example, that tribal identification cards can be used for voting and that 
polling locations and mail-in voting options are readily accessible to those living on 
reservations. The Native American Voting Rights Act, currently pending in Con-
gress, would deliver these safeguards.123

Congress also should consider going further, so that every voter in the United States, 
not just those in certain states or from certain groups, is protected by a federal 
watchdog. This could take the form of a new federal elections agency to help over-
see and adjudicate the countless legal claims, counterclaims, suppression tactics, and 
procedural changes swirling around each election cycle, as well as collecting more 
and better data on who is being turned away from each polling place and why.124 

Learn from the unique 2020 election experience, 
especially the increase in voting by mail

The coronavirus pandemic and Postal Service crisis tested state and county elec-
tion officials in unique ways in 2020.125 Some jurisdictions took extraordinary mea-
sures to ensure a smooth election, such as eliminating the need to request an ab-
sentee or vote-by-mail ballot; employing creative tactics to address the poll worker 
shortage and recruit new volunteers; utilizing large, open-air polling places such as 
sport stadiums but reducing the overall number of polling locations; expanding the 
number of days of early voting; changing vote-by-mail deadlines from “received by 
Election Day” to “postmarked by Election Day”; and installing ballot drop boxes to 
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reduce the burden on the Postal Service altogether.126 The results of these innova-
tions seem to have helped boost turnout and ensure a smooth election, but we are 
hopeful that researchers will soon be able to definitively analyze how these tactics 
reduced, or perhaps exacerbated, income and racial bias in election participation. 

Historically, expanded voting by mail or “no excuse” absentee voting and other 
so-called convenience reforms have been found to help those already registered 
vote more easily—an undeniably good thing—but are not measures that, on their 
own, would increase voting by historically disenfranchised Americans.127 That said, 
streamlining the vote-by-mail process, as many jurisdictions did in 2020, could enable 
low- and moderate-income workers or those workers caring for family to vote more 
easily without missing work. In Colorado, for example, the move to all-mail elections 
in 2014 resulted in a large increase in turnout and a reduction in turnout inequality, 
with substantial increases among blue-collar workers and Americans of color.128 

Wherever the research leads, policymakers should apply the lessons from 2020’s 
unique experience to future elections. If voting by mail were to be expanded per-
manently, then the system must be structured so that all eligible Americans—es-
pecially those who face significant barriers due to systemic racism and economic 
inequality, as described earlier in this report—can take advantage.129
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Conclusion

The U.S. electorate is whiter and richer than the country overall, which subverts 
democratic accountability and likely short-circuits inequality-fighting economic 
policymaking. This creates a dangerous feedback loop, with economic inequality 
itself depressing turnout among historically underrepresented groups and thus 
undermining the structural policy changes we need to achieve strong, stable, and 
broad-based economic growth. 

Like other American institutions, the U.S. electoral system is subverted by those in 
power to perpetuate inequality, deepening both economic and democratic injus-
tice. Thankfully, there is a way out of this negative cycle—reimagining an electoral 
system that would allow wider participation, especially among the Black, Latinx, 
Indigenous, and low-income Americans who are currently much more likely to be 
disenfranchised. Though the reforms recommended in this report will not alone 
fix the U.S. republican form of government, they would go a long way to improving 
representativeness in the electorate and combating the interconnected economic 
problems of inequality, instability, and slow growth.
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