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OPINION | GUEST AUTHORS | VOTING

Got Wheels? How Having Access to a Car Impacts Voting

By Justin de Benedictis-Kessner, Maxwell Palmer | October 16, 2020

Disparities in voter turnout are concerning for democratic representation. If the preferences of
those who vote are different from those who did not vote, then elected officials may not represent
the full set of citizens. Removing barriers to electoral participation improves representation by

ensuring that all citizens who want to vote are able to do so.

One major barrier to voting is getting to the polls. While absentee voting is an option (with varying
requirements) for voters in many states, the majority of voters in most states continue to cast their
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transportation face a significant barrier to in-person voting,
compared to those with ready access to transportation.

To better understand the importance of transportation on in-person voting, we used administrative
data from Michigan to study the effects of car ownership on voter turnout. We linked the Michigan
voter file (list of all registered voters) and data on drivers’ licenses and automobile registrations to
examine individuals’ voting participation rates. We find that lack of access to a car hinders people
from turning out to vote in person in both general and primary elections. Overall, 66% of voters with

access to a car voted in the 2018 general election, compared to only 36% who did not, a 30
percentage point gap.
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Michigan Voter Turnout in the 2018 General and Primary Elections
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without a caris longer. The further one lives from the polls, the greater the effect of car ownership
on turnout.

Transportation is less of a hurdle for voting when absentee ballots are widely available. We also
examined the effect of access to a car on turnout by vote method. We find that car access has no
effect on the rate of voting by mail; people with and without a car vote by mail at very similar rates,
despite the large differences in turnout on election day.
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Differences in Turnout by Vote Method and Automobile Access

Overall, our research highlights a critical barrier to voting and a simple policy solution to close gaps
in political participation. Voters who lack automobile access or reliable and fast public
transportation face a significant barrier to in-person voting, compared to those with ready access to
transportation. Mail voting has the power to reduce participatory inequalities that result from
transportation access. Policymakers seeking to reduce voting inequalities and broaden the
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Maxwell Palmer is an Assistant Protessor ot Political Science at Boston University. He studies
Congress, electoral institutions and local politics, with a focus on how institutions and rules impact

representation and policy outcomes.

NEXT UP

Change of Voting Plans? Make Sure You Have What You
Need.

Too many of us don’t realize that — based on the method you choose to vote — there are real
implications for the type of documentation (like a driver’s license or state ID) you may need to make

your vote count on Nov. 3.

RELATED LINKS

Voters in Arkansas City Will Now Have Two Early Voting Sites After Having None

Arkansans Can’t Register to Vote Electronically per 8th Circuit

For First Time in 20 Years, Purdue Won’t Have Election Day Polling Place on Campus

Idaho Laws Banning Student IDs for In-Person Voting and Registration Upheld by Federal Judge

Congressional Democrats, Activists Renew Push for Passage of Four Voting Rights Bills
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Help keep our content free.

We depend on your support to keep bringing you the latest information and insight on the fight for
democracy - always free and available for all. After all, we can’t fight for the future of our democracy

unless we know what’s happening.

SUPPORT TODAY
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