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WHAT IS VOTER REGISTRATION MODERNIZATION? 

In the wake of Election 2012, we need basic national standards to minimize long lines 
at the polls and ensure that every eligible American who takes responsibility to vote is 
properly registered and can cast a ballot that counts. Voter Registration Modernization is 
a key reform to achieve these goals.  

• It establishes voluntary, automated registration of all consenting 
citizens when they interact with a wide range of government 
agencies.

• It makes registration portable, keeping voters on the rolls even when 
they move.

• It provides fail-safe procedures to ensure that eligible voters whose 
information is not on the rolls or not up to date can correct the 
information online or at the polls.

• It offers states federal funding to make necessary technological 
upgrades.

 
 The benefits are substantial:

• It boosts election integrity, providing safeguards against hacking 
and curbing the potential for fraud.

• It could help bring up to 50 million eligible voters into the political 
process. 

• It costs less than the current paper-based system.
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This	nation	was	founded,	in	the	Declaration	of	Independence,	with	the	proclamation	
that	we	are	all	“created	equal.”	Civic	equality	is	at	the	core	of	the	American	creed.	

On	Election	Day	2012,	the	world’s	greatest	democracy	once	again	showed	its	power.	
But	Election	Day	was	marred.	Citizens	who	took	the	responsibility	to	vote	had	to	stand	
in	lines	as	long	as	seven	hours.	For	far	too	many	voters,	these	delays	happened	because	
of	problems	with	the	voter	registration	system.	In	our	national	elections,	millions	of	
eligible	citizens	arrive	at	the	polls	each	election	only	to	find	their	names	are	not	on	the	
voter	rolls	—	often,	wrongly	deleted.	

Today,	the	greatest	barrier	to	free,	fair,	and	accessible	elections	is	our	ramshackle	voter	
registration	system.	The	current	system	is	based	on	a	blizzard	of	paper	records.	Rife	
with	errors,	it	causes	disenfranchisement,	confusion,	bloated	rolls,	and	long	lines	on	
Election	Day.	It	is	unacceptable	for	America	to	rely	on	an	outdated	system	that	prevents	
millions	of	eligible	voters	from	casting	a	ballot	that	counts.	

The	 United	 States	 needs	 a	 new	 paradigm	 for	 how	 we	 register	 voters.	 Fortunately,	 a	
nonpartisan,	common-sense	solution	is	within	our	grasp:	Congress	should	enact	basic	
national	standards	to	ensure	that	every	citizen	who	takes	responsibility	to	register	and	
vote	can	actually	vote.	Voter	Registration	Modernization	(VRM),	at	the	heart	of	such	
reforms,	would	help	give	Americans	the	election	system	they	deserve.

Voter	Registration	Modernization	requires	the	government	to	take	responsibility	for	
ensuring	that	every	eligible	voter	can	become	and	stay	a	registered	voter,	using	digital	
technology	to	pass	names	of	consenting	citizens	from	state	agencies	to	election	officials.	
Citizens	would	also	have	the	choice	to	register	or	update	their	registration	online	or	at	
the	polls.

VRM	would	cost	less,	because	computerized	records	are	far	easier	to	keep	than	today’s	
chaotic	piles	of	paper.	And	by	increasing	the	accuracy	of	our	rolls,	it	would	also	curb	
the	potential	for	fraud.	VRM	provides	flexible	and	secure	options	for	voters	from	all	
walks	of	life	to	get	and	stay	registered:	at	government	agencies,	by	mail,	or	online.	And	
it	does	 so	 in	a	way	 that	 largely	eliminates	 the	errors,	 frustrations,	 shenanigans,	 and	
bureaucratic	snafus	that	plague	the	current	system.

•	 Up	to	50	million	eligible	American	citizens	would	be	added	to	the	rolls	
permanently.		

•	 States	would	save	money	on	election	administration.	
•	 The	accuracy	of	our	voter	rolls	would	be	increased,	curbing	opportunities	

for	fraud.	



3THE	CASE	FOR	VOTER	REGISTRATION	MODERNIZATION

Our	 election	 system	 should	 offer	 the	 convenience,	 flexibility,	 and	 security	 that	
Americans	demand	from	their	banks	and	their	retirement	accounts.	Every	American	
citizen	—	whether	 retired	 in	 rural	 America,	 living	 in	 a	 high-tech	 city,	 studying	 on	
campus,	or	stationed	in	Afghanistan	—	should	have	a	fair	and	equal	opportunity	to	
get,	and	stay,	registered	to	vote.	When	you	move,	your	registration	should	move	with	
you.	If	you’re	an	eligible	voter	you	should	be	a	registered	voter	—	period.		

Voter	Registration	Modernization	offers	a	common-sense,	non-partisan	opportunity	
to	 increase	 both	 civic	 participation	 and	 election	 integrity.	 It	 embodies	 the	 best	 of	
American	 values:	 choice,	 freedom,	 opportunity,	 and	 mutual	 responsibility.	 Citizens	
must	 take	 the	 responsibility	 to	vote,	but	government	 should	do	 its	part	by	clearing	
bureaucratic	 obstacles	 to	 the	 ballot	 box.	 Voter	 Registration	 Modernization	 would	
vastly	improve	American	democracy.
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Our	voter	registration	system	has	not	kept	pace	with	modern	America.	Still	based	
largely		on	paper,	the	system	is	plagued	with	errors.	These	errors	create	needless	

barriers	to	voting,	frustration,	and	long	lines	at	the	polls.	They	also	give	rise	to	fears	
about	the	system’s	security.		According	to	the	Pew	Center	on	States:	

•	One	in	four	eligible	citizens	is	not	registered	to	vote.
•	One	in	eight	registrations	in	the	United	States	is	invalid	or	significantly	

inaccurate.
•	One	in	four	voters	wrongly	believe	their	registration	is	automatically	

updated	when	they	change	their	address	with	the	Postal	Service.1

The	voter	 registration	 system	 is	 the	 largest	 single	obstacle	 to	 full	participation	 in	
American	democracy.	A	2001	task	force	chaired	by	former	Presidents	Jimmy	Carter	
and	Gerald	Ford	concluded,	“The	registration	laws	in	force	throughout	the	United	
States	 are	 among	 the	 world’s	 most	 demanding…[and	 are]	 one	 reason	 why	 voter	
turnout	in	the	United	States	is	near	the	bottom	of	the	developed	world.”2	American	
voters	 fall	off,	or	 are	pushed	off,	 the	 rolls.	They	 fail	 to	meet	 the	 specific	 rules	or	
deadlines	 of	 their	 particular	 state.	 And	 they	 drift	 further	 away	 from	 electoral	
participation.	

The	scale	of	the	problem	is	enormous.	More	than	50	million	Americans	—	about	
one	in	four	eligible	citizens	—	are	not	registered.	While	some	choose	not	to,	many	
more	 try	 and	 fail	 or	 drop	 off	 the	 rolls.	 In	 2008,	 according	 to	 Harvard	 political	
scientist	 Stephen	 Ansolabehere,	 up	 to	 3	 million	 voters	 who	 thought	 they	 were	
registered	showed	up	to	the	polls,	only	to	be	turned	away	or	told	their	votes	would	
not	count	because	of	registration	problems.3		

The	 current	 system	 fails	 to	 reflect	 our	 modern	 and	 mobile	 society.	 One	 in	 six	
Americans	moves	every	year.	Because	 their	 registrations	do	not	move	with	 them,	
voters	risk	falling	off	the	rolls	after	a	change	of	address,	even	within	state	lines.	A	
study	by	Harvard’s	Thomas	Patterson	noted	a	full	one-third	of	unregistered	voters	
were	those	“who	had	moved	and	hadn’t	re-registered.”4	Yet,	even	if	every	one	of	those	
voters	 changed	 their	 address	 with	 another	 government	 agency,	 that	 information	
never	filters	through	to	the	registration	file.		

I.   The Problem: A Voter Registration System Plagued 
With Errors
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The	lack	of	portability	doesn’t	just	harm	voters.	It	also	creates	duplicate	registrations	
on	our	rolls,	with	opportunities	for	fraud	and	error.	Placing	the	burden	of	registering	
and	 re-registering	 on	 individual	 citizens	 makes	 it	 harder	 to	 keep	 lists	 accurate.	
Election	experts	and	observers	of	all	political	stripes	note	that	voter	roll	errors	lead	
to	 confusion,	 delays	 at	 the	 polls,	 and	 wrongful	 exclusion	 of	 eligible	 citizens	 on	
Election	 Day.	 Others	 worry	 that	 bloated,	 outdated	 lists	 create	 the	 potential	 for	
fraud	and	manipulation.	“The	inability	of	this	paper-based	process	to	keep	up	with	
voters	as	they	move	or	die,”	the	Pew	Center	found,	“can	lead	to	problems	with	the	
rolls,	 including	 the	perception	 that	 they	 lack	 integrity	or	could	be	 susceptible	 to	
fraud.”5	For	example,	Pew	found	that	there	were	approximately	2.75	million	people	
who	have	registrations	in	more	than	one	state.

And	 the	 costs	 of	 maintaining	 this	 antiquated	 system	 are	 substantial.	 Election	
administrators	 must	 process	 each	 paper	 form	 manually.	 The	 volume	 is	 massive:	
Between	2006	and	2008,	states	received	more	than	60	million	registration	forms,	
most	on	paper.

According	 to	 a	 Pew	 study,	 Oregon	 alone	 spent	 nearly	 $9	 million	 on	 paper-based	
registration	 in	 2008,	 which	 translates	 to	 $7.67	 per	 registration	 and	 $4.11	 per	
registered	voter.6	Were	these	costs	extrapolated	nationwide,	the	United	States	may	
have	spent	around	$700	million	on	174	million	active	voter	registration	records.	At	
a	time	when	states	face	financial	crises,	we	should	not	be	spending	12	times	what	
Canada	spends	per	voter	on	registration	—	getting	far	inferior	results.

Voter	registration	in	21st	century	America	is	a	19th	century	relic.	At	a	time	when	
smart	phones	and	online	banking	are	commonplace,	a	paper-based	system	just	does	
not	make	sense	for	voters,	and	creates	headaches	for	election	officials.	Perhaps	no	
other	government	system	is	so	antiquated,	so	bureaucratic,	and	so	rife	with	error.	
Fortunately,	there	is	a	better	way.
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To	strengthen	voting	and	modernize	 registration,	we	need	a	 fundamental	change:	
More	 responsibility	 for	 voter	 registration	 must	 be	 shared	 by	 the	 government.	 It	

should	be	 the	 obligation	of	 the	 government	 to	 ensure	 that	 all	 eligible	Americans	 are	
registered	and	able	to	cast	a	vote	on	Election	Day	if	they	take	the	responsibility	to	do	
so.	This	would	be	vastly	beneficial	for	voters	and	election	officials	alike.	Registration	and	
participation	rates	will	rise,	and	the	rolls	will	be	more	accurate.	

Here’s	what	Voter	Registration	Modernization	looks	like:
•	 It	 establishes	 voluntary,	 automated	 registration	 of	 all	 consenting	 citizens	

when	they	interact	with	a	wide	range	of	government	agencies.
•	 It	makes	registration	portable,	keeping	voters	on	the	rolls	even	when	they	move.
•	 It	provides	fail-safe	procedures	to	ensure	that	eligible	voters	whose	information	

is	not	on	the	rolls	or	not	up	to	date	can	correct	the	information	online	or	at	
the	polls.

•	 It	offers	states	federal	funding	to	make	necessary	technological	upgrades.

The	benefits	are	substantial:
•	 It	boosts	election	integrity,	providing	safeguards	against	hacking	and	curbing	

the	potential	for	fraud.
•	 It	could	help	bring	up	to	50	million	eligible	voters	into	the	political	process.	
•	 It	costs	less	than	the	current	paper-based	system.

For	voters,	the	process	would	be	seamless.	Instead	of	the	system	acting	as	an	obstacle,	
the	 government	 would	 seize	 every	 opportunity	 to	 ensure	 that	 consenting	 citizens	
are	registered	whenever	they	interact	with	government.	The	goal	is	to	achieve	fuller	
participation	in	our	democracy	—	and	an	accurate	system	that	is	easier	to	administer.

A.		Automated	Registration	

The	first	step	to	a	modern	system	is	providing	for	automated,	electronic	registration	
in	the	states.	A	federal	bill	should	create	a	system	in	which	all	citizens	will	be	offered	
the	opportunity	to	update	their	voter	information	whenever	they	visit	the	offices	of	
state	or	federal	government	agencies.	When	an	eligible	voter	gives	 information	—	
for	example,	to	get	a	driver’s	license,	receive	Social	Security	benefits,	apply	for	public	
services,	register	for	classes,	or	become	a	naturalized	citizen	—	the	transaction	will	
offer	each	individual	the	choice	to	provide	this	information	for	registration	purposes.	
No	separate	process	or	paper	form	is	required.	Once	a	voter	confirms	she	is	an	eligible	

II: The Solution: A Modern System for All Americans



9THE	CASE	FOR	VOTER	REGISTRATION	MODERNIZATION

citizen,	and	wishes	to	be	registered,	all	the	information	already	given	to	the	agency	
will	double	as	a	voter	registration	update.	Under	this	new	system,	registration	is	still	
entirely	voluntary	—	no	citizen	will	be	added	to	the	rolls	without	her	consent.	Local	
election	officials	will	continue	to	police	applications	for	eligibility	and	error	—	no	
one	will	be	registered	if	a	local	election	official	determines	she	is	ineligible.		

Once	 a	 voter	 consents,	 the	 necessary	 information	 would	 then	 be	 securely	 and	
confidentially	transmitted	to	election	officials	to	add	to	the	statewide	voter	database.	
Election	officials	would	send	eligible	citizens	a	notice	that	their	registration	has	been	
accepted,	providing	a	receipt	and	confirmation	for	any	electronic	transaction.	Under	
this	system,	every	American	who	would	like	to	be	registered	will	have	the	opportunity	
to	do	so,	every	voter	who	thinks	she	has	registered	will	actually	become	registered,	
and	every	voter	will	be	able	to	count	on	registration	records	that	are	accurate	and	
error-free.

B.		Portable	Registration

The	 second	 component	 of	 Voter	 Registration	 Modernization	 really	 brings	 the	
system	into	the	modern	age:	portability.	Once	a	voter	is	on	the	rolls,	she	would	be	
permanently	registered.	Every	time	she	moves,	her	registration	would	move	with	her.	
As	with	automated	registration,	any	time	a	consenting	citizen	changes	her	address	
with	a	broad	set	of	government	agencies,	such	as	state	DMVs,	the	Social	Security	
Administration,	or	the	Post	Office,	that	information	would	be	updated	in	a	voter	file.	
As	with	any	new	registration,	this	update	is	entirely	voluntary,	and	the	system	would	
generate	a	notice	to	the	voter	of	any	change.

In	this	day	and	age,	we	have	the	technology	to	ensure	that	no	voter	loses	the	right	to	
vote	just	because	she	moves.	Once	a	citizen	is	registered,	she	stays	registered.	And	we	
can	all	be	confident	in	voter	rolls	that	are	far	more	accurate	and	up	to	date.

C.			Online	Voter	Registration	and	Correction	System

A	modern	election	system	offers	every	citizen	the	choice	to	register	and	make	updates	
online.	Federal	law	should	require	each	state	to	create	a	secure	and	accessible	online	
portal	that	every	eligible	voter	can	access.	If	the	voter	is	not	yet	registered,	the	online	
system	would	prompt	all	information	needed	to	complete	a	registration,	just	as	voters	
currently	do	on	paper.	If	the	online	system	finds	a	match,	the	system	would	prompt	
the	voter	to	enter	any	address	change,	correction,	or	missing	information,	such	as	
party	affiliation.	Registered	voters	could	also	use	the	portal	to	view	their	records	and	
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polling	 locations,	 making	 it	 a	 full-service,	 one-stop	 shop	 for	 everything	 a	 citizen	
needs	to	cast	a	ballot	that	counts.

Voters	 deserve	 convenience,	 flexibility,	 and	 choice.	 Consumers	 routinely	 shop,	
bank,	change	their	address,	and	renew	licenses	online.	And	we	regularly	use	online	
systems	 to	 ensure	our	 information	 is	 accurate	 and	up	 to	date.	Americans	 should	
demand	no	less	for	the	fundamental	right	to	vote.

D.			Fail-Safe	Registration	and	Correction	to	the	Voter	Rolls

Even	under	the	best	and	most	modern	list-building	system,	some	errors	are	bound	
to	happen,	and	some	voters	will	fall	through	the	cracks.	Any	modern	registration	
system	must	include	fail-safe	procedures	to	ensure	that	eligible	citizens	can	correct	
mistakes	on	their	voter	records	at	the	polls.	One	highly	successful	option	is	same-
day	 registration,	 which	 would	 allow	 every	 eligible	 voter	 to	 register	 and	 vote	 on	
Election	Day	and	during	early	voting.	This	ensures	that	voters	do	not	bear	the	brunt	
of	government	mistakes,	and	it	has	significantly	boosted	turnout	in	every	state	that	
has	adopted	it.	With	Voter	Registration	Modernization,	this	fail-safe	would	rarely	
be	used,	because	the	rolls	would	be	far	more	complete	and	accurate	than	today.

No	eligible	American	should	lose	the	right	to	vote	because	of	errors	or	omissions	
on	the	rolls.	These	fail-safes	provide	a	corrective	to	problems	with	the	registration	
system	and	ensure	that	citizens	who	take	the	responsibility	to	vote	can	do	so.

E.	Federal	Investment	in	Voter	Registration

Voter	 Registration	 Modernization	 requires	 a	 national	 mandate	 to	 ensure	 basic	
national	standards	for	our	registration	system	and	to	protect	every	American’s	right	
to	vote.	Congress	should	provide	sufficient	national	resources	to	help	states	complete	
the	transition	to	a	modern	system.	Much	of	the	work	is	already	done:	With	federal	
support,	all	states	now	have	(or	will	soon	have)	the	primary	technological	building	
block	of	a	modern	system	—	a	computerized	voter	 registration	database.	Federal	
support	 for	 modernization	 should	 cover	 all	 elements	 of	 the	 reform,	 including	
upgrades	 for	 automated	 and	 portable	 registration,	 a	 full-service	 online	 voter	
portal,	and	fail-safe	procedures	at	the	polling	place.	And	it	should	cover	ongoing	
maintenance	and	support	for	new	technologies.	

A	 small	 investment	of	 resources	will	 yield	ongoing	 savings	 to	 the	 states	 that	will	
outstrip	the	costs	in	a	very	short	time.	Rarely	are	such	dramatic	benefits	available	
from	such	a	modest	investment	in	our	democracy.	
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Elements	of	Voter	Registration	Modernization	are	already	 in	place	 throughout	 the	
nation.	They	have	produced	dramatic	benefits	for	voters,	election	officials,	and	the	

system	itself.		

Twenty-two	 states	 have	 already	 automated	 the	 transmission	 of	 voter	 registrations	
at	 state	DMVs.	In	many	of	 these	 states,	 the	entire	process	 is	paperless,	 so	 that	all	
information	election	officials	need	 is	 transmitted	electronically	and	uploaded	 into	
their	databases,	saving	personnel	costs	and	preventing	human	error.	Eight	states	have	
systems	of	portable	registration	that	allow	voters	who	move	to	cast	valid	ballots	even	
if	 they	 do	 not	 update	 their	 records	 before	 Election	 Day.  Ten	 states	 have	 enacted	
laws	providing	for	Election	Day	registration,	allowing	eligible	citizens	to	register	or	
update	 their	 records	on	Election	Day.	Sixteen	 states	now	offer	online	 registration	
or	will	 soon	do	so.	And	most	 states	 (34)	allow	citizens	 to	access	 their	 registration	
information	online.

Combined,	 these	states	account	 for	 the	vast	majority	of	 the	U.S.	population.	These	
systems	already	serve	more	than	half	of	the	country	—	registering	both	Republicans	
and	Democrats,	and	serving	voters	living	in	urban	and	rural	areas	alike.	Other	major	
democracies	also	provide	encouraging	examples	of	what	happens	when	government	
assumes	 the	 responsibility	 of	 getting	 and	 keeping	 citizens	 on	 the	 rolls.	 Canada,	
which	 shares	 our	 decentralized	 federal	 system,	 provides	 the	 most	 relevant	 analog:	
93	 percent	 of	 eligible	 citizens	 are	 registered	 to	 vote,	 compared	 to	 68	 percent	 of	
Americans	 as	 of	 the	 last	 Census	 report.	 Great	 Britain,	 France,	 Australia,	 and	 other	
democracies	also	enlist	the	government	to	ensure	that	eligible	citizens	are	registered.	

Voter	 Registration	 Modernization	 works.	 Here	 are	 examples	 of	 the	 benefits	 of	
modernization	in	practice.

A.		Increased	Registration	Rates

VRM	could	add	millions	of	eligible	Americans	to	the	rolls.	Existing	models	in	the	states	
demonstrate	that	each	element	of	VRM	—	automated	and	portable	registration,	same-day	
registration,	and	online	access	—	increases	registration	rates.

III:  The Benefits: Modernized Voter Systems Work,  
and Work Well
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Automating	the	transfer	of	digital	voter	data	at	government	agencies	at	least	doubles	
registration	 rates	 at	 those	 agencies.	 For	 example,	 Kansas	 and	 Washington	 began	
automatically	 sending	 information	 from	 the	 DMV	 to	 election	 officials	 in	 2008.	
Within	a	year,	DMV	registrations	nearly	doubled.	Rhode	Island	and	South	Dakota	
produced	even	more	dramatic	results.	The	Ocean	State	automated	its	system	in	August	
2005.	Previously,	it	had	averaged	906	registrations	per	month.	In	the	first	full	year	of	
the	automated	system,	registrations	jumped	to	a	monthly	average	of	2,004	—	a	221	
percent	increase.	In	South	Dakota,	DMV	registrations	grew	at	least	seven-fold	from	
the	pre-automation	year	of	2003	to	the	post-automation	year	of	2008.

Making	 registration	 portable	 produces	 similar	 benefits.	 Studies	 by	 political	 scientist	
Michael	McDonald	determined	that	if	we	allowed	registration	to	follow	voters	when	they	
move,	turnout	would	increase	by	as	many	as	2	million.7

A	robust	VRM	plan	also	 includes	 full	 same-day	voter	 registration,	which	has	markedly	
boosted	turnout.	Because	some	states	have	offered	the	choice	of	same-day	registration	for	
nearly	40	years,	its	benefits	are	clear	and	well-documented.	States	with	same-day	registration	
have	consistently	seen	higher	turnout	than	states	without:	Same-day	registration	states	in	
2004	averaged	a	12	percent	higher	turnout	rate	than	non-same-day	registration	states,	and	
7	percent	higher	turnout	in	2008.8	It	also	provides	a	fail-safe	for	voters	who	discover	errors	
on	their	records	—	they	can	simply	re-register	and	cast	a	full	ballot	at	the	polls.

Finally,	 letting	 citizens	 register	 online	 increases	 access	 and	 expands	 the	 electorate.	
Online	registration	is	critically	important	for	reaching	18-24	year-olds,	who	typically	
sign	up	at	substantially	lower	rates	than	older	adults.	Arizona	began	online	registration	
in	2002.	Registration	rates	for	18-24	year-olds	doubled	from	29	percent	to	48	percent	
in	2004,	and	53	percent	in	2008.	In	California,	where	a	new	online	system	preceded	
an	all-time	high	voter	registration	rate	in	the	state,	those	who	signed	up	online	had	the	
most	diverse	party	affiliation	of	any	group	of	registrants.9		

Increasing	 registration	 rates	 and	 improving	 the	accuracy	of	 	 records	will	help	boost	
civic	participation. A	citizen	who	 is	not	 registered	—	or	whose	name	has	 fallen	off	
the	voter	rolls	—	cannot	participate	in	elections. Campaigns	and	community	groups	
typically	 reach	 out	 to	 newly	 registered	 voters.  Such	 outreach	 has	 been	 proven	 to	
increase	 civic	 participation.  Improving	 the	 process	 also	 protects	 against	 wrongful	
disenfranchisement.  We	 know	 2	 to	 3	 million	 Americans	 tried	 to	 vote	 in	 the	 2008	
presidential	election	but	could	not	due	to	registration	problems.	Under	VRM,	every	
single	one	of	those	millions	of	voters	who	showed	up	to	the	polls	would	have	been	able	
to	cast	a	ballot	that	counts.	 
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B.		Accuracy	Increases

Voter	Registration	Modernization	makes	voter	rolls	more	accurate	and	current.	Digital	
systems	vastly	 improve	on	the	ramshackle	paper	process	that	has	created	24	million	
flawed	registrations.

The	benefits	happen	for	two	key	reasons.	First,	automated	processes	leave	less	room	for	
human	error	—	whether	due	to	bad	handwriting,	the	mishandling	of	paper	forms,	or	
manual	data	entry.	Second,	with	voters	constantly	sending	more	real-time	information	
and	address	changes	to	the	system,	outdated	or	duplicate	registration	records	can	be	
found	and	eliminated.

State	 officials	 found	 that	 the	 accuracy	 of	 their	 rolls	 has	 gone	 up	 significantly	 since	
taking	 steps	 to	 modernize.	 In	 2009,	 officials	 in	 Maricopa	 County,	 Arizona,	 took	 a	
survey	of	incomplete	or	incorrect	registration	forms.	Even	though	only	15.5	percent	
of	 registration	 was	 done	 through	 paper	 forms,	 more	 than	 half	 of	 those	 containing	
incomplete,	 inaccurate,	 or	 illegible	 information	 were	 paper	 forms.	 This	 means	 that	
paper	registrations	are	five times	more	likely	to	have	errors	than	electronic	files.	Craig	
Stender,	who	formerly	worked	in	the	Arizona	Secretary	of	State’s	office	on	information	
technology,	said	that,	as	a	result	of	automation,	his	office	received	“far,	far	fewer	calls”	
in	2008	than	it	had	in	previous	presidential	election	years.	Every	state	to	have	taken	
key	steps	to	modernize	has	reported	benefits	for	voters	and	election	processes	alike.

The	benefits	of	more	accurate	rolls	are	hard	to	overstate.	Accurate	rolls	help	election	
officials	 administer	 elections	 with	 confidence,	 and	 critically,	 prevent	 unnecessary	
disenfranchisement	at	the	polls.	Chris	Nelson,	South	Dakota’s	former	secretary	of	state,	
said	he	believed	automated	DMV	registration	helped	reduce	the	number	of	provisional	
ballots	cast.	Additionally,	officials	report	that	automation	has	reduced	the	number	of	
people	who	show	up	on	Election	Day	to	find	their	names	are	not	on	the	rolls.

Finally,	increasing	accuracy	means	decreasing	opportunities	for	fraud	in	our	election	
system.	With	voter	rolls	constantly	updated	by	public	agencies,	there	is	no	need	for	
partisan	 election	 officials	 to	 undertake	 controversial	 purges.	 Further,	 getting	 rid	 of	
bloated	voter	lists	that	may	contain	deceased	or	ineligible	individuals	will	curb	fears	of	
the	potential	for	election	fraud.

C.		States	Save	Money

Modernizing	also	cuts	costs.	Election	officials	say	it	takes	half	the	time	or	less	to	process	
electronic	forms	instead	of	paper.	In	addition,	digital	registration	saves	on	printing	and	
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mailing	costs,	and	allows	election	officials	to	automate	voter	verification	processes	like	
address	confirmation.	Real-time	updates	 from	voters	also	allow	elections	officials	 to	
create	and	review	records	on	a	regular	timetable	—	in	stark	contrast	to	the	tidal	wave	
of	paper	forms	that	is	now	commonplace	in	the	weeks	before	an	election.	All	of	these	
benefits	 lead	to	more	sensible	election	administration,	 reduced	personnel	costs,	and	
savings	on	printing,	mailing,	and	lost	paper.
		
Maricopa	 County,	 Arizona’s	 modernized	 registration	 system,	 which	 includes	 fully-
automated	 transmission	of	voter	 registration	at	 its	DMVs,	has	produced	 significant	
cost	savings.	The	county,	with	a	population	larger	than	23	states,	spends	only	3	cents	to	
process	an	electronic	registration,	compared	with	83	cents	for	a	paper	form.	The	county	
estimates	it	saved	more	than	$450,000	in	registration	costs	in	2008	alone.	Other	states	
are	seeing	similar	savings	—	immediately.	Delaware	saved	more	than	$200,000	in	the	
first	year	it	fully	automated	DMV	registration.	Washington’s	State	Board	of	Elections	
saved	more	than	$126,000	in	2008	alone,	and	its	counties	saved	even	more.	

Start-up	costs	are	 relatively	 small.	 It	 typically	 takes	a	 state	one	year	 to	 implement	a	
paperless	 system.	 It	 cost	 Arizona	 $130,000.	 Washington,	 which	 has	 an	 unusually	
decentralized	 voter	 database,	 spent	 a	 total	 of	 $279,000,	 including	 all	 costs	 at	 the	
county-level.	Oregon	spent	$200,000	for	online	registration	—	the	same	amount	it	
formerly	spent	in	one	election	cycle	to	print	paper	forms.	These	are	costs	that	can	and	
should	be	offset	by	modest	grants	from	the	federal	government.	

Each	element	of	Voter	Registration	Modernization	already	has	begun	to	work	for	more	
than	half	of	 the	country.	VRM	increases	 registration	 rates,	 cuts	 costs,	 and	 increases	
accuracy.	It	is	time	for	the	government	to	take	the	responsibility	to	implement	a	fair,	
cost-saving,	and	accurate	system	that	benefits	all	American	voters.	
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The	good	news	is	that	Congress	already	has	a	clear	path	forward	to	Voter	Registration	
Modernization.	VRM	is	the	core	policy	reform	of	the	Voter	Empowerment	Act,	

introduced	by	Reps.	John	Lewis	(D-Ga.),	James	Clyburn	(D-S.C.),	and	Steny	Hoyer	(D-
Md.)	in	the	House,	and	Sen.	Kirsten	Gillibrand	(D-N.Y.)	in	the	Senate.	The	legislation	is	
a	comprehensive	approach	to	bringing	the	voter	system	into	the	21st	century.

States	 that	have	modernized	their	systems	 in	the	past	decade	did	so	with	bipartisan	
and	non-partisan	support,	and	politicians	of	all	stripes	have	sung	its	praises.	Congress	
should	follow	in	these	footsteps	and	act	—	now	—	to	offer	all	eligible	American	voters	
the	election	system	they	deserve.	The	Voter	Empowerment	Act	offers	a	common-sense	
opportunity	 to	 improve	 our	 elections,	 increasing	 both	 voter	 participation	 and	 the	
integrity	of	our	election	system.	

IV: Congress Can Act 
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registration.	Doris	Kearns	Goodwin	called	the	book	“a	call	to	arms,	which	everyone	
who	cares	about	our	democratic	system	should	read,	absorb,	debate,	and	then	use	as	
a	signpost	for	change.”	Jonathan	Alter	wrote,	“With	Thomas	Paine’s	gift	for	brilliant	
brevity,	Michael	Waldman	tells	us	exactly	what’s	wrong	with	our	democracy	and	exactly	
how	to	fix	it	in	the	time	it	takes	to	watch	a	movie.”
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dp/B0024CEZSK

	
BRENNAN CENTER VOTING NEWSLETTER

Latest	developments,	state	updates,	new	research,	and	media	roundup.

Available	at:	www.brennancenter.org

	



THE BRENNAN CENTER FOR JUSTICE

The Brennan Center for Justice at New York University School of Law is a non-partisan 
public policy and law institute that focuses on the fundamental issues of democracy 
and justice. Our work ranges from voting rights to campaign finance reform, from 
racial justice in criminal law to Constitutional protection in the fight against terrorism. 
A singular institution — part think tank, part public interest law firm, part advocacy 
group — the Brennan Center combines scholarship, legislative and legal advocacy, and 
communications to win meaningful, measurable change in the public sector.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
 
The Brennan Center gratefully acknowledges the Democracy Alliance Partners, 
Educational Foundation of America, The Ralph and Fanny Ellison Charitable Trust, 
Ford Foundation, Anne Gumowitz,  Irving Harris Foundation, The Joyce Foundation, 
The JPB Foundation, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Mertz Gilmore 
Foundation, Open Society Foundations, Rockefeller Family Fund, Bernard and Anne 
Spitzer, the State Infrastructure Fund, the Lawson Valentine Foundation, Vital Projects 
Fund, the William B. Wiener Jr. Foundation, and Nancy Meyer and Marc Weiss for their 
generous support of our voting work.

STAY CONNECTED TO THE BRENNAN CENTER
 
Sign up for our electronic newsletters at www.brennancenter.org/signup
 
Latest News | Up-to-the-minute info on our work, publications, events, and more.

Voting Newsletter | Latest developments, state updates, new research, and media roundup.

Justice Update | Snapshot of our justice work and latest developments in the field.

Fair Courts | Comprehensive news roundup spotlighting judges and the courts.

 
Twitter | www.twitter.com/BrennanCenter
Facebook | www.facebook.com/BrennanCenter

© 2013. This paper is covered by the Creative Commons “Attribution-No Derivs-NonCommercial” license (see http://
creativecommons.org). It may be reproduced in its entirety as long as the Brennan Center is credited, a link to the Center’s 
web page is provided, and no charge is imposed. The paper may not be reproduced in part or in altered form, or if a fee is 
charged, without the Center’s permis sion. Please let the Brennan Center know if you reprint.
 



161 Avenue of the Americas
12th Floor
New York, NY 10013
www.brennancenter.org

at New York University School of Law




