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WHAT IS EARLY VOTING?

E A R LY  V O T I N G  C O M E S  I N  T W O  B A S I C  F O R M S : 

EARLY IN-PERSON VOTING - voters can cast a ballot by 
appearing in person at a local elections office or other 
designated location during a designated period prior to 
Election Day. 

ABSENTEE VOTING - voters submit their ballots via mail 
or by dropping them off at designated locations. Voters 
simply apply for and receive an absentee ballot in the days 
or weeks before Election Day.  Ideally, absentee ballots are 
available to any eligible voter, without requiring a narrowly 
defined reason or “excuse” to obtain and vote an absentee 
ballot.
 
EARLY VOTING IS A COST-EFFECTIVE METHOD for 
shortening wait times for voting and reducing burdens on 
polling place officials. It is popular among both voters and 
election administrators as a means to protect the freedom 
to vote. Some form of early voting already exists in two-
thirds of states.1 

 

T H E  B E N E F I T S  O F  E A R LY  V O T I N G : 
 
REDUCES WAIT TIMES ON ELECTION DAY. Wait times in 
excess of one hour were not uncommon on Election Day 
in 2012, and some voters reported waiting in lines for up to 
four hours.2 By spreading voting over a longer time period, 
early voting can help relieve the burden of long lines and 
wait times on Election Day.3  
 
REDUCES BURDEN ON ELECTION DAY POLL WORKERS. 
Early in-person and no-excuse absentee voting can provide 
significant relief to poll workers at crowded polling centers 
on Election Day.4  
 
EARLY VOTING HAS THE POTENTIAL TO INCREASE 
TURNOUT AND EXPAND THE ELECTORATE. Academics 
continue to study the impact of early voting on turnout. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nevertheless, usage of early voting has recently surged
among traditionally underrepresented voters. The 2008
election marked a dramatic increase in early in-person
voting among African American and Latino voters.4 And 
in Florida, where approximately 50% of ballots were cast 
early in 2012,5 African-American usage of early in-person 
voting has exceeded White usage in four of the five most 
recent federal elections.6 Research suggests that turnout 
increases are maximized when early voting is combined 
with Same Day Registration.7 

 

VOTERS AND ELECTION OFFICIALS FAVOR  
EARLY VOTING REFORMS. Two-thirds of states now offer 
some form of early voting, and it is popular in places that 
have it. In nine states, more than thirty percent of voters 
used early voting.9 Election officials have supported its 
adoption. 10 And following the 2012 elections, elected 
officials across the country have called for improved access 
to early voting.11 As President Obama said regarding long 
lines on Election Day, “we have to fix that.”12 

Early voting provides a means for 
eligible voters to cast their ballots 

at a time and location other than in 
person on Election Day.
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F A C T S H E E T 



C O N C E R N S  T O  A D D R E S S  W H E N  C R E AT I N G 
A N  E A R LY  V O T I N G  S Y S T E M : 
 
STATES SHOULD EXPAND ACCESS IN DESIGNATING 
EARLY IN-PERSON VOTING LOCATIONS. The number, 
type, and distribution of in-person voting locations 
currently vary by state, affecting individuals’ ability to vote 
early. To ensure that long lines do not interfere with the 
right to vote, states and political subdivisions must ensure 
that in-person early voting sites are sufficiently numerous, 
convenient, and equitably located.  
 
STATES SHOULD NOT REQUIRE AN EXCUSE FROM 
ABSENTEE VOTERS. Some states restrict absentee early 
voting only to those who can demonstrate narrow 
categories of “excuse” or cause for not voting on Election 
Day, such as being entirely absent from the city or county.13 
This does not take into account the work schedules and 
family responsibilities of many citizens.  States should 
permit any registered voter to request an absentee ballot, 
without limitation (so-called “no excuse” absentee voting). 
 
STATES SHOULD ENSURE ENOUGH TIME FOR VOTERS TO 
TAKE ADVANTAGE OF EARLY VOTING. The time period 
for early voting varies from state to state. Some states 
begin early voting as much as 45 days before the election. 
The average is about 19 days before Election Day.14 It is 
important that Election Day remain a focal point and that 
early voting continue through the weekend before the 
election. We recommend a 14-day period to help maximize 
early voting opportunities without placing an undue 
burden on election officials.

ENDNOTES

1 .  Absentee and Early Voting, National Conference of State Legislatures 
(“NCSL”) (updated Sept. 4, 2012), http://www.ncsl.org/legislatures-elections/
elections/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx

2 .  Matt Laslo, Va. Lawmakers Address Voting Irregularities On Election Day, 
WAMU 88.5 American University Radio, http://wamu.org/news/13/01/13/
democrats_set_to_address_voting_irregularities_during_election_day

3 .  Michael P. McDonald, The Return of the Voter: Voter Turnout in the 2008 
Presidential Election, The Forum: Vol. 6: Iss. 4, Article 4. (2008), http://www.
clas.ufl.edu/users/sccraig/readings/mcdonald.forum.2008.pdf

4 .  Wendy Underhill, Short Answers to Long Lines, NCSL (Feb. 2013), http://
www.ncsl.org/legislatures-elections/elections/short-answers-to-long-lines.
aspx; Allison Brennan, In voting, the early bird skips the line, CNN.com 
(Sept. 23, 2012), http://www.cnn.com/2012/09/21/politics/early-voting/
index.html.

5 .  Teresa James, Early In-Person Voting: Effects on Underrepresented 
Voters, Voting Turnout, and Election Administration, Project 
Vote (Aug. 2010), available at http://www.projectvote.org/images/
publications/2010_20Issues_20in_20Election_20Administration/PV_Policy_
Paper_on_Early_Voting.pdf

6 .  See United States Elections Project, 2012 Early Voting Statistics, http://
elections.gmu.edu/early_vote_2012.html

7 .  See Florida v. United States, No. 1:11-cv-01428 (Aug. 18, 2012), available at 
http://www.justice.gov/crt/about/app/briefs/floridaopinion.pdf

8 .  Barry C. Burden, David T. Canon, Kenneth R. Mayer, Donald P. Moynihan, 
The Effects and Costs of Early Voting, Election Day Registration, and 
Same Day Registration in the 2008 Elections, Report presented to the Pew 
Charitable Trusts (2010), available at http://www.electionadmin.wisc.edu/
pewreportfinal.pdf

9 .  Paul Gronke, How many people vote early? Or when 50% becomes 45% 
becomes 17%, Early Voting Inforamation Center (Sept. 25, 2012), available 
at http://earlyvoting.net/commentary/how-many-people-vote-early-or-when-
50-becomes-45-becomes-17/

10 .  Paul Gronke, Eva Galanes-Rosenbaum, and Peter A. Miller, Early Voting 
and Turnout, at 640 (2008), available at http://earlyvoting.net/files/2012/05/
Gronke-Galanes-Rosenbaum-Miller-2007-Early-Voting-and-Turnout.pdf 
(“Election officials are strong advocates of early voting reforms”).

11 .  John Wagner, Martin O’Malley to propose expanding early voting in 
Maryland, Washington Post (Jan. 17, 2013), http://articles.washingtonpost.
com/2013-01-17/local/36410058_1_number-of-ballot-measures-voter-
participation-cast-ballots; John Croman, Minn. Legislature studies new 
forms of early voting, KARE 11 (Jan. 28, 2013), http://www.kare11.com/news/
article/1008269/396/Minn-Legislature-studies-new-forms-of-early-voting; 
Michael Linhorst, Early voting, aid for domestic violence victims among 
bills considered by N.J. lawmakers, NorthJersey.com (Jan. 28, 2013), http://
www.northjersey.com/news/NJ_Assembly_panel_debates_creating_new_
commission_to_study_causes_of_violence.html

12 .  Transcript of President Obama’s Election Night Speech, NYTimes.com  
(Nov. 11, 2013), http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/07/us/politics/transcript-
of-president-obamas-election-night-speech.html  

13 .  Id.
14 .  Absentee and Early Voting, NCSL, supra note 1.

P R O J E C T  V O T E 
ESTELLE H.  RO GERS,  ESQ.

LEGISL ATIVE DIRECTOR

ERO GERS@PROJECT VOTE.ORG

P:  (202)  546-4173 ,  EXT.  310

http://www.ncsl.org/legislatures-elections/elections/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx
http://www.ncsl.org/legislatures-elections/elections/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx
http://wamu.org/news/13/01/13/democrats_set_to_address_voting_irregularities_during_election_day
http://wamu.org/news/13/01/13/democrats_set_to_address_voting_irregularities_during_election_day
http://www.clas.ufl.edu/users/sccraig/readings/mcdonald.forum.2008.pdf
http://www.clas.ufl.edu/users/sccraig/readings/mcdonald.forum.2008.pdf
http://www.ncsl.org/legislatures-elections/elections/short-answers-to-long-lines.aspx
http://www.ncsl.org/legislatures-elections/elections/short-answers-to-long-lines.aspx
http://www.projectvote.org/images/publications/2010%20Issues%20in%20Election%20Administration/PV_Policy_Paper_on_Early_Voting.pdf
http://www.projectvote.org/images/publications/2010%20Issues%20in%20Election%20Administration/PV_Policy_Paper_on_Early_Voting.pdf
http://www.projectvote.org/images/publications/2010%20Issues%20in%20Election%20Administration/PV_Policy_Paper_on_Early_Voting.pdf
http://elections.gmu.edu/early_vote_2012.html
http://elections.gmu.edu/early_vote_2012.html
http://www.justice.gov/crt/about/app/briefs/floridaopinion.pdf
http://www.electionadmin.wisc.edu/pewreportfinal.pdf
http://www.electionadmin.wisc.edu/pewreportfinal.pdf
http://earlyvoting.net/commentary/how-many-people-vote-early-or-when-50-becomes-45-becomes-17/
http://earlyvoting.net/commentary/how-many-people-vote-early-or-when-50-becomes-45-becomes-17/
http://earlyvoting.net/files/2012/05/Gronke-Galanes-Rosenbaum-Miller-2007-Early-Voting-and-Turnout.pdf
http://earlyvoting.net/files/2012/05/Gronke-Galanes-Rosenbaum-Miller-2007-Early-Voting-and-Turnout.pdf
http://earlyvoting.net/files/2012/05/Gronke-Galanes-Rosenbaum-Miller-2007-Early-Voting-and-Turnout.pdf
http://earlyvoting.net/files/2012/05/Gronke-Galanes-Rosenbaum-Miller-2007-Early-Voting-and-Turnout.pdf
http://earlyvoting.net/files/2012/05/Gronke-Galanes-Rosenbaum-Miller-2007-Early-Voting-and-Turnout.pdf
http://www.kare11.com/news/article/1008269/396/Minn-Legislature-studies-new-forms-of-early-voting
http://www.kare11.com/news/article/1008269/396/Minn-Legislature-studies-new-forms-of-early-voting
http://www.northjersey.com/news/NJ_Assembly_panel_debates_creating_new_commission_to_study_causes_of_violence.html
http://www.northjersey.com/news/NJ_Assembly_panel_debates_creating_new_commission_to_study_causes_of_violence.html
http://www.northjersey.com/news/NJ_Assembly_panel_debates_creating_new_commission_to_study_causes_of_violence.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/07/us/politics/transcript-of-president-obamas-election-night-speech.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/07/us/politics/transcript-of-president-obamas-election-night-speech.html

