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Same Day Registration (SDR, also known as Election Day Registration)
has proven to be an innovation in election administration that both
expands the electorate and conveniences voters. Initiated in the 1970s in
Maine, Minnesota, and Wisconsin, SDR has now been signed into law in
13 states' and the District of Columbia, most recently passing in Colorado

and Maryland in the spring of 2013.

Same Day Registration allows an eligible individual to register on Election Day
(and/or on the state’s early voting days) and cast a ballot on the spot. It also
enables an already-registered voter to update his registration record and vote a

ballot that will be counted.

Despite the growing acceptance of SDR across the country and its smooth
implementation for 35 years—including decades before the advent of statewide
voter databases mandated by the Help America Vote Act (HAVA)—there is
still stiff resistance to adopting such policies in many states. Some of the attacks
emanate from the misguided pronouncements of partisans seeking electoral
advantage, such as the notion that SDR laws will unfairly advantage one party
over another. Others raise the specter of so-called voter fraud and paint SDR as

a way to game the system.

However, these allegations and concerns have proven unfounded, and SDR has
been a successful and powerful means of expanding the number of voters and

enhancing the diversity of the electorate for multiple election cycles.
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Advantages

Capturing Interest and
Broadening the Electorate

Most states have strict registration deadlines, some as
far out as 30 days before Election Day. Unfortunately,
many citizens are just getting interested in the issues
and candidates at about the time that registration is
over. Same Day Registration allows such eligible voters
to participate in the election—even if they haven't

planned ahead.

The states that have enacted SDR consistently boast
the highest participation rates in the United States.
Average voter turnout in SDR states is more than 10
percentage points higher than other states.?

Voters who move just before an election, students who
decide to register at their college address, and elderly
or disabled people who would rather minimize their
trips to the election office all benefit from the flexibili-
ty of registering and voting on the same day. Although
SDR has often been thought to benefit young voters
in particular, 2012 Census figures show that 7.6 per-
cent of voters age 65 or older used SDR, as opposed to
5.3 percent of voters age 18-24.3

Fewer Provisional Ballots

By definition, same-day registrants are “on the roll,”
making provisional ballots—generally offered when
the voter thinks she is registered but her name does
not show up on the roll—much less necessary. In ad-
dition, most SDR laws require that the voter provide
current identification documents, so confusion about
duplicate registrations is largely avoided as well.

In Iowa, where SDR was introduced in 2007, provi-
sional ballot usage dropped from 15,000 in the 2004
presidential election to less than 5,000 in 2008, a two-
thirds reduction.* Provisional ballots also take more
time to cast at the polling place and more time to
process after the election, and many are not counted.
In the 2008 election, two million provisional ballots
were cast, and only 500,000 were counted.

The post-election procedures of election officials are
made more complicated and more costly with more
provisional ballots. These ballots must be evaluated one
by one. In some states, voters are permitted to supple-
ment their ballots by providing additional documenta-
tion or appearing personally in the days following the
election. And voters must be notified of the disposition
of their provisional ballots, by phone, by mail, or both.
By reducing the use of provisional ballots, SDR makes
the job of running elections dramatically easier and
more economical.

SDR also helps to keep voter rolls updated. Previously
registered voters who have moved and lost their regis-
tration, and applicants whose names are erroneously
left off of the rolls, now have a way to rectify these
problems on Election Day. In fact, any eligible person
who arrives at the polling place and does not appear in
the poll book for any reason has one more chance to
register and vote.

Retaining Mobile Voters

The United States is a particularly mobile country.
Census data indicate that over 36 million people moved
between 2011 and 2012, and nearly half of those were
in the low-income brackets.® Young people and voters
of color also move frequently.” These groups bene-

fit especially from a mechanism that allows them to
register and vote on Election Day. It is not surprising
that people in the process of moving may forget about
updating their voter registration information: notifying
friends, family, credit card and utility companies seems
a lot more pressing,.

SDR has proven particularly popular with minority
voters. In North Carolina, for example, where African
Americans represented 20 percent of the voting-age
population in 2008, 36 percent of those using SDR to
register for that year’s election were African American.®
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Concerns

Money Worries

In these tight budgetary times, legislators often express
doubts about the administrative burden of offering
registration at polling places, but a Same Day Registra-
tion system can be introduced at low cost, and becomes
more cost-effective over time. In fact, one authoritative
study concluded that it costs no more to run elections
in SDR states than in other states.?

Iowa, which offered SDR for the first time in a presi-
dential election in 2008, estimated spending less than
$40,000 to introduce its system in 99 counties, with
minor additional expenditures by the counties.’0 A
survey of six states conducted by the advocacy group
Démos in 2010 indicated that the states considered
their ongoing incremental costs of implementation to
be “minimal.”1!

[t is axiomatic that many same-day registrations and up-
dates simply take the place of clerical work that must be
done by election administrators and staff at one time or
another anyway—and Election Day transactions may in
fact be more accurate and less time-consuming because
they entail face-to-face interaction with the voter. SDR
does not so much add costs, therefore, as it distributes
them differently over time.

The Fraud Question

One of the most commonly voiced objections to a
number of “convenience voting” innovations is their
susceptibility to fraud, but this is clearly unfounded
with respect to SDR, as election officials attest.!? Both
proof of current residency and proof of identity are gen-
erally required to register using SDR.!3 In some states,
failure to present the required documents results in the
need for a provisional ballot that will only be counted
if the voter returns with the documents; in other states,
Same Day Registration would not be available at all if
the documents are not provided at the time of registra-
tion.
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In states with electronic poll books and access to the
statewide voter database in real time, a poll worker can
also immediately determine whether an applicant has
voted previously, either in person or by mail. The fact
that information is provided to the poll worker face to
face also lends extra security. And in some states, Same
Day Registration is limited to venues where there are
local officials on site, such as the central election office
or town hall. The personal information provided by
applicants is also checked with other state or federal
databases, such as the Corrections Department or Social
Security, in some jurisdictions.

It should be kept in mind that all states have criminal
statutes on the books that penalize perjury, fraud, and
election-related fraud. Although these problems are
virtually non-existent in connection with Same Day
Registration, there are already adequate laws in place to
prosecute any future offender.
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States that have Passed

Same Day Registration

Implemented

Colorado
District of Columbia
Idaho
lowa
Maine
Minnesota
Montana
New Hampshire
North Carolina*
Wisconsin
Wyoming

Passed, but
Not Yet Implemented

California**
Connecticut®**
Maryland##*

* North Carolina allows SDR during early voting,
but not on Election Day itself.

** California’s SDR will take effect no earlier than
January 2014.

**% Connecticut’s SDR takes effect July 1, 201 3.

*¥k¥x Maryland will allow SDR during early voting,
but not on Election Day itself, beginning January
2016.

State Examples

As is generally the case in all categories of election laws,
there are wide variations among states that offer Same
Day Registration. Some only allow provisional ballots
for same day registrants. Several offer SDR only during
an early voting period and not on Election Day itself.
Different identification and proof of residency docu-
ments are required by different states. Uniquely, Ohio
offers its own version of Same Day Registration only
during “Golden Week,” a one-week period just before
the registration deadline that coincides with the first
week of early voting, so that registration and voting can
be accomplished in one visit to the county’s election
headquarters. The following are some of the state-spe-
cific features of SDR states:

* In Montana, SDR is conducted only in official
county election offices. (Note that Montana’s SDR
law will be reconsidered by the voters as a ballot
measure in the 2014 election.)

* Maine only permits SDR at town offices and city

halls.

* North Carolina permits SDR only during the early
voting period, beginning 19 days prior to Elec-
tion Day and ending three days before. Similarly,
Maryland’s new law is restricted to its early voting
period.

* In Minnesota, personal data provided by the voter
is verified with other government agencies, such
as the Division of Vehicle Services, Social Security
Administration, or Department of Corrections.

* Jowa and New Hampshire send non-forwardable
confirmation mailings to same day registrants after
Election Day. If one letter is returned, another
mailing is sent. After two failed attempts, the mat-
ter is referred to law enforcement for further action.
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Conclusion

It is heartening that Same Day Registration is a growing
trend, even amid all of the regressive measures being
passed by state legislatures in recent years. In eight
states and the District of Columbia, where it has been
in operation for some time, SDR has been a successful
means of expanding the number of voters and enhanc-
ing the diversity of the electorate for multiple election
cycles, with no problems to speak of.

Nonetheless, as with many policies to expand the
electorate and make voting more convenient, SDR

has recently come under attack. (As of this writing,
Iowa, Montana, and North Carolina are all considering
measures that would eliminate their SDR systems.) It
seems the voter suppression tide that has threatened
the right to vote has cast doubt on SDR as well. Policy
makers would do well to consider the overwhelming
benefits of SDR in expanding the electorate by offering
this last-minute alternative to voters who want to par-
ticipate but failed to plan ahead. Given the successful
track record in states that have adopted SDR, legislators
should resist the ill-advised attempts to roll back this
important innovation.
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