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Introduction by the
Clearinghouse

This report is another in the series on Inno-
vations in Election Administration being pub-
lished by the FEC’s National Clearinghouse on
Election Administration.

The purpose of this series is to acquaint State
and local election officials with innovative elec-
tion procedures and technologies that have been
successfully implemented by their colleagues
around the country.

Our reports on these innovations do not
necessarily constitute an endorsement by
the Federal Election Commission either of
the procedures described or of the vendors
or suppliers that might be listed within the
report. Moreover, the views and opinions
expressed in these reports are those of the
author and are not necessarily shared by
the Federal Election Commission or any
division thereof.

ii

We welcome you comments on these reports as
well as any suggestions you may have for addi-
tional topics. You may mail these to us at:

The National Clearinghouse on
Election Administration
Federal Election Commission
999 E. Street, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20463

or else call us

toll free on 800/424-9530 or
direct on 202/219-3670.




Introduction

“Motor Voter” is the popular name for a system
in which people can apply for voter registration in
the same offices where they obtain driver’s li-
censes or, in a few cases, where they register
vehicles. About half of the states now use some
version of this system and legislation is pending
in several others.

This report is designed for the benefit of juris-
dictions that are considering adoption or modifi-
cation. For this reason it draws upon examples
from many jurisdictions to generalize about the
effects of different program designs. It does not
attempt to describe the complete or current op-
eration of any single jurisdiction.

The implementation of a motor voter system
requires the interaction of officials from two
agencies, one having responsibility for voters and
the other having responsibility for motor vehicle
operators, who have no reason to be familiar with
each other’s basic procedures. The report at-
tempts to address both audiences and so includes
some material that will seem basic and unneces-
sary to each.

The primary data sources used in this report
are written surveys, telephone interviews, and
site visits with voter registration and driver li-
censing personnel in the states and a sample of
local jurisdictions that use motor voter. Informa-
tion on registration procedures and administra-
tive structure in all of the states came from the

Motor Voter
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National Clearinghouse of Elections
Administration’s Technical Report Series. All
population figures and estimates of voter regis-
tration are taken from the U.S. Census Bureau,
Current Population Reports Series P-20. Infor-
mation on licensed drivers and driver licensing
requirements came from Federal Highway Ad-
ministration Driver License series.

Motor Voter Systems

This report details many of the variations in
motor voter systems currently being used. It
begins, however, with a basic model having a few
common steps. (1) People waiting in an office to
get driver’s licenses learn that they may also
apply for voter registration or change their reg-
istration information there. (2) Those who wish
to do so complete the necessary forms, with or
without assistance from the staffin the office. (3)
The completed form is sent, directly or indirectly,
to the registration office of the locale where the
applicant resides. (4) Registration officials act on
the application more or less as they would on any
other application.

Motor voter systems are often classified in
three categories - passive, active, and com-
bined - based upon variations of the first two
steps described above. Passive systems place
voter registration forms in the driver’s license
office and rely on the voter’s initiative to complete
them. The forms are separate from the driver’s
license application and can be the same form that
is used in other registration systems within that



Jjurisdiction. Active systems also use separate
registration forms but provide a proactive means
of notifying the voter. This may be a question
printed on the driver’s license application or a
requirement that a clerk ask the applicantifhe or
she wishes to register.

Combined systems place the driver’s license
and voter registration applications on the same
form, often sharing information to reduce redun-
dancy. Notification of the voter is automatic; he
or she encounters the voter registration opportu-
nity in the process of completing the form.

Severaljurisdictions have adopted acomputer-
assisted alternative to the combined form. A
clerk collects the information necessary for a
driver’s license application and enters it into a
computer. The computer then prints out a voter
registration application for the applicant to re-
view, modify as necessary, and sign. This system
is like the combined system in that the applicant
does not have to write the same information on
two different forms. Itislike the active system in
that the clerk typically asks the voter if he or she
wishes to register. This system is sufficiently
distinct to merit separate discussionin this report.

Thus we have four basic systems:
B passive
B active
B combined
B computer-assisted.

Each system has variations and each distrib-
utes the tasks in the registration process differ-
ently among the applicants, motor vehicle agency
staff, state election officials, and local election
officials.

That, essentially, is what motor voter is. Be-
cause of the debate that has surrounded propos-
als for these systems in many jurisdictions, it is
important to recognize what motor voter is not.

First, and most importantly, no system pro-
vides for an automatic registration at the driver’s
license bureau and no system allows people who
could not otherwise vote to do so on the basis of a
driver’s license alone. The applications are sent

to the regular voter registration authorities, usu-
ally an office in the county or township where the
prospective voter resides, and there they are
processed just as other applications are, with a
few procedural adjustments in some cases.

Second, motor voter does not require an inte-
gration or even an interface of computer systems
between the motor vehicle and election offices.
While such interaction is technically possible,
only one jurisdiction studied for this report has
attempted it, the State of Washington. Of course,
the desirability of a computer link between driver
licensing and voter registration systems may
depend, in part, upon unique requirements of
each state’s election system. Itisnot, however,an
inherent part of a motor voter system.

The ways in which a motor voter system can be
implemented depend in large part upon the legal
and organizational environment in which it is
placed. Motor voter is a marriage of two distinct
systems: the driver’s license system and the voter
registration system. Each has its own personnel,
procedures, legal constraints, organizational cul-
ture, habits, and all the other characteristics
which build up over time and which make each
organization different. Joining certain opera-
tions of the two will require at least one organi-
zation to change procedures. The amount of
change necessary, the willingness of the person-
nel from different agencies to cooperate, and the
amount of outside resources or pressure available
to facilitate the transition will all affect the suc-
cess of the system.

Voter Registration Systems

The task of voter registration is to maintain a
current list of persons who are eligible to vote in
aspecificjurisdiction or electoral district by reason
of citizenship, residence, age, and the absence of
any disqualifying conditions. In the United States
the primary responsibility for initiating registra-
tion and keeping it current lies with the voter, but
registration officials use a number of means to



ease the burden of registration and to collect
information for voter file maintenance. Motor
voter serves both functions of voter registration
and voter file maintenance.

The organization and procedures for voter
registration vary from state to state. Theyinclude
a few common elements. (1) A voter obtains and
completes an application. (2) The voter delivers
or sends the application to an election official or
board. (3) The board reviews the application for
completeness and conformity to state law. (4)
The board registers the names of successful ap-
plicants and notifies those who were rejected. (5)
The board maintains the registration records and
provides them to other officials as needed. The
most common usage is for checking voter eligibility
at the polling places on election day. (6) Between
elections registrars try to keep their files current
by recording changes of name or address and by
removing the names of persons who have died,
moved away, or otherwise becoe ineligible to vote
in that jurisdiction. Motor voter is directly in-
volved in elements 1, 2, and 6.

Jurisdictional boundaries are much more im-
portant in voter registration systems than they
are in driver’s license systems. A driver’s license
is valid for the entire state and, temporarily, in all
other states. Voter registration is valid only in
the electoral district where the voter resides. The
reason, of course, is that representation in the
United States is based upon geographic districts.
Where one lives determines where one votes.

Because of its historical association with place,
voter registration has almost always been a
function of local government. (Alaska is an ex-
ception, using a statewide system of four regional
offices and 3,000 appointed registrars.) The most
common form of organization is based on the
county. The registration function may be housed
in the office of the county clerk, in a separate
election office, or even in a separate voter regis-
tration office. Many of these offices are headed by
elected officials. In other cases the registration
officials are appointed, usually through some
procedure to guarantee representation of differ-

ent parties. Some registration systems are de-
centralized to townships and/or municipalities,
as is the case in some New England and
midwestern states. These offices can be very
independent of each other, even to the point of
designing their own registration forms. The
authority that state election officials can wield
over the registration process varies widely, but it
isgenerally less than that of their counterpartsin
the state driver’s license systems.

The degree of decentralization in a voter regis-
tration system is important because motor voter
systems require coordination among registrars
as well as between registrars and driver’s license
personnel. Coordination is necessary in the de-
sign of forms and in the transfer of applications to
the appropriate jurisdictions. Both of these steps
are discussed later in this report. Coordination is
also important, especially important, in the plan-
ning of the many features of the program, includ-
ing legislation, administrative procedures, train-
ing, monitoring, and evaluation. Thus, it is
essential to recognize who the players are in any
state system and to ensure that their views and
existing procedures and constraints are taken
into account.

Driver Licensing Systems

Except in the District of Columbia, the licensing
of drivers is a state function, although various
local governments and even private agencies may
also be involved in the process. The basic steps
appear to be common to all systems. (1) New
applicants go to an office to apply for a driver’s
license. Some applicants may have to visit two
offices, depending upon the state and whether
they require a driving test. (2) They are tested.
(3) Each applicant takes her or his test results
and completed application form to a member of
the office staff, who reviews it and, usually, en-
ters the relevant information into a computer on
the spot. The computer is likely to be a local
terminal for a statewide system. (4) A staff
member photographs the applicant. (5) The
photograph will be laminated to a card which



contains the applicant’s name and other personal
information. If this step is not completed in the
office, the applicant receives a temporary card
and the regular card will be mailed later. (6) The
applicant receives the card and leaves the office.

The driver licensing system is run by the state
and designed to be accessible statewide. This fact
has several consequences for motor voter. Be-
cause the system is statewide, changes in official
procedure will normally have to be statewide,
especially any changes involving the central com-
puter. Thus, the scope of any implementation
effort will be large. On the other hand, there will
be a central state office and a hierarchy which can
set policy and facilitate implementation in local
offices. In fact, the state agency that licenses
drivers will normally have more authority over
its field offices than the state’s chief election or
registration officer will have overlocal registrars.

Another, and equally important, implication
of the system is that the jurisdiction of the
driver’s license offices is statewide. Applicants
are not limited to offices in their city, county, or
township of residence. There are cities, town-
ships, and even counties that have no full-time
driver’s license office. As a result, the jurisdic-
tion of most driver’s license offices will not
be the same as the jurisdiction of voter reg-
istration offices. This situation complicates
the transfer of applications between offices.
Different states solve this problem in different
ways. The major approaches are discussed under
the heading “Transfer Responsibilities” below.

Statewide organization can be most facilita-
tive of motor voter implementation in those few
states where the chief election officer is in charge
of driver’s licenses as well. In fact, the first motor
voter system was initiated by the Secretary of
State in Michigan where this is the case. Having
a common authority over both functions solves a
lot of coordination problems. The most important
point for most states, however, is that they will
lack that common authority and must provide
other means of coordination. At least one stateis

reported to have copied Michigan’s system with-
out any adjustments for the different authority
structures and to have suffered a number of
coordination problems as a result.

Points of Comparison between
Voter Registration and
Driver Licensing Systems

As the preceding discussion suggests, voter
registration and driver licensing systems are
similar in some ways and different in others.
Since motor voter requires a joining of these two
systems, a systematic comparison on key points
may be helpful.

B Function. The systems perform similar func-
tions. Each establishes applicants’ eligibility to
perform officially sanctioned acts (voting or driv-
ing). Each collects and stores data on individuals
in order to certify that eligibility as necessary. It
is this similarity that creates the prospect of
using part of the driver licensing system (infor-
mation collection)in the voter registration process.
And because they perform these functions for
large numbers of people, the two systems share
another feature: the effect of anything that
changes the routine processing ofindividual cases
is multiplied many times over. Small changes
can have big consequences.

B Jurisdiction. As noted above, the systems
typically differ with regard tojurisdiction. Driver
licensing is performed by a state agency with
district offices or, as in the case of Ohio, by private
contractors working for a state agency. The
organization is hierarchical; a state official is in
charge. Voter registration is usually a county or
township function. Local registrars are often
elected, and the authority of state election offic-
ers varies considerably from state to state.

B Identification of Applicants. Every state
requires some positive identification before the
applicant can receive her or his first license to



drive in that jurisdiction. (FHWA 1992) In con-
trast, only fifteen states require positive identifi-
cation by all applicants for voter registration.
(Kimberling 1990)

B Information Requirements. The ability to
share information is an important consideration
in combined-form and computer-assisted systems.
All driver licensing and voter registration agen-
cies in the United States require the name and
the age or birth date of the applicant. All require
an address, as well, but driver licensing agencies
will typically accept a mailing address while
voter registration agencies must have a resi-
dence. The following information items are re-
quested on voter registration applications in at
least twenty jurisdictions (states or the District of
Columbia) and are not normally collected by
driver licensing systems: place of birth, political
party, citizenship status, and place of prior regis-
tration. (Kimberling 1990, FHWA 1992)

B Renewals. Unlike voter registrations, driver’s
licenses are issued for specified terms, which
vary with the type of license and individual ages
and driving records. Forty-three states and the
District of Columbia have maximum terms of
four years or less. The remaining seven states
have maximum terms of five years. At a mini-
mum, the renewal process requires the driver to
review the information on the license and attest
to its correctness by signature. All but eleven
states mail renewal notices to drivers. Inorder to
spread the workload, most states schedule re-
newals on or around the applicant’s birthday. A
few use the issuance date. (FHWA 1992)

B Populations Served. Figure 1 displays the
relative size of three groups - persons licensed to
drive, persons registered to vete, and persons
voting - all as percentages of the voting age
population. This graph illustrates two important
points. First, more people have driver’s licenses
than are registered or vote. In 1990, almost 90
percent of the voting age population had driver’s
licenses, but only 62 percent were registered to
vote. Both figures are approximations. The im-

portant point is that there is a large difference
between the rates. Approximately one fourth of
the age-eligible population is licensed to drive but
not registered to vote. This is the target for motor
voter programs.

Second, the patterns are different among the
three groups. Except for an anomalous bump in
1974, the driver’s license line follows a steady
path of gradual increase. Registration and voting
rates, on the other hand, traced similar patterns
of decline during the time frame covered by this
chart. The largest drop came between 1968 and
1974. The patterns oscillated around a nearly
constant rate from 1974 through 1988 and then
dropped slightly in 1990. Both rates reflect the
four-year cycle of participation associated with
presidential elections, but the amplitude is greater
for voting rates than for registration rates. This
difference reflects the facts that voting requires a
positive act at each election but names stay on
registration lists until they are purged. Never-
theless, registration rates are affected by the
appeal of particular elections. This fact compli-
cates any attempt to measure the effects of differ-
ent registration systems. One has to take into
account the effects of different elections.

Driver licensing and voter registration rates
vary by age group, as well. Figure 2 shows that
both rates start low and rise steadily with in-
creasing age. Yet the driver licensing rate starts
higher and peaks at an earlier age. Among the 18-
19 age group 80 percent have driver’s licenses but
only 30 percent are registered to vote. Thedriver’s
license rate surpasses 90 percent at the 20- 24
age, remains above that mark until the 55-59 age
group, and then declines to 67 percent for the group
above age 70. The voter registration rate is only
43 percent for the 20-24 age group, but it contin-
ues upward to 78 percent for the 65-69 age group
and declines only slightly to 75 percent for those
over age 70. There are several possible expla-
nations for this pattern, including the different
experiences of the generations as they reached
driving and voting ages at different times in our
history. To the extent that this pattern is stable,
however, it represents an especially large target



for motor voter among young people. And the
table also suggests that, once registered, people
tend to stay registered.

Other Registration Systems

In addition to motor voter, states use several
other methods to facilitate voter registration and
file maintenance. These include: deputy regis-
trars, agency registration, mail registration,
election day registration, and statewide computer
registration files. Do these affect the implemen-
tation of motor voter? Not directly, it appears,
except when the law for deputy registrars is
applied to motor vehicle personnel. That issue is
covered under “Legal Requirements” below.

There are some indirect effects, however. The
most common of these is the familiarization of the
public. Where they have become comfortable
with one method of voter outreach, they are likely
toacceptanother. For example, one official pointed
out that the debate over mail registration in his
state had been heavily concerned with the issue
of potential fraud or multiple registration. This
issue did not arise later in the discussion of motor
voter. He attributed that fact to the general
satisfaction with the way mail registration had
worked out. Motor voter is the more secure of the
two systems because, in most cases, people apply
in person before a government employee.

An official in Minnesota pointed out that elec-
tion day registration reduced the pressure for
rapid transfer of applications from the driver’s
license agencies tothe voter registration agencies.
The potential for a person to apply at a motor
vehicle office just before the announced deadline
for registration but too late for the application to
reach the voter registration office is an issue of
concern in some states. That is not a problem in
Minnesota because the person would be allowed
to vote in any case, due to election day registra-
tion at the polls.

Perhaps most interesting is the lack of any
interaction with existing state registration files
in those states that have them. A number of

observers have expressed concern over the cost of
reprogramming to interface the separate com-
puters handling driver’s licenses and voter regis-
tration files. That has not been an issue in the
states which have motor voter systems because
only two of them reported any conversion or any
interface between the systems. In every system
there is amanual transfer of a physical document.
The potential for computer interaction has not
been fully developed, and a number of systems
are working quite well without it.

Elements of Motor Voter Systems

No two states have identical motor voter sys-
tems. Indeed, there is some variation of practice
even within states. The following section ana-
lyzes motor voter systems according to seven
principal elements: methods of notifying pro-
spective applicants, application forms, roles of
staffindriver’s license offices, legal requirements
affecting the role of staff, responsibilities -for
transferring completed applications from the
driver’s license office to the voter registration
office, special activities undertaken by registrars,
and renewals. Each element has several possible
variations, and the way in which these variations
are combined defines a motor voter system.

Notification

Because applicants will not necessarily have
come to the driver’s license office knowing that
they can also register to vote, each motor voter
system has some means of informing them. There
are three methods in use: passive, active, and
automatic.

B Passive. The passive method relies on signs
posted in the office to inform voters that they may
register to vote. It is always used in conjunction
with separate application forms, rather than
combined forms. The New Mexico system offers
an example. Signs are posted in each district
office of the Department of Motor Vehicles. The
applicant must request a form from an official in



the office. (See Exhibit 1.) At least in the
jurisdictions surveyed, the applicant and the of-
ficial complete the form on the spot. That is, the
official types in information provided by the ap-
plicant, and the applicant checks the information
and signs the form. The motor vehicle office
takes responsibility for sending the completed
form to the appropriate county clerk.

The advantage of the passive system is ease of
initial implementation. Each office continues to
use its own forms and most of its former proce-
dures. The chief disadvantage of the system is
that it relies for its effectiveness upon the public
to read, understand, and act upon the signs.
Then, to the extent that the public does attempt
to use the system, it will impose some demands
upon staffin the driver’s license office. If the staff
types the form for the applicant, or even checks it
for accuracy, there is an obvious investment of
time. Conversely, without such checking the
system loses an important quality control. More-
over, in a busy office if the voter has to obtain the
form, get out of line to complete it, and then stand
in line to have it checked, much of the convenience
of motor voter registration will be lost. Finally,
every motor voter system, including the passive
system, creates some expectation on the part of
the applicant that the public official working in
the office will be able and willing to answer
questions about voting. Systems vary in the way
in which staff are instructed to respond to ques-
tions. (This issue is covered more fully under
“Role of Staff” below.) A passive system imposes
some demands on office staff. The chief savings
seem to come, not in processing time per voter,
but in start-up costs and in smaller numbers of
applicants who take advantage of this system
compared with other systems.

B Active. In active notification systems the
driver’s license offices take a proactive role by
asking their clients, individually, whether they
wish to register to vote or change their registra-
tion. Those who respond affirmatively are given
a separate voter registration form to complete.
Michigan’s system, the first motor voter program

in the nation, fits this category and serves as a
useful illustration. The Secretary of State has
responsibility for the issuing of driver’s licenses.
Staffin each of the 179 Secretary of State Branch
Offices are supposed to offer voter registration as
part of each transaction. Persons who wish to
register receive the application pictured in Ex-
hibit 2. They complete it in the presence of a staff
member, who also signs the application, thereby
satisfying Michigan’s requirement for registra-
tion in person.

The obvious advantage of an active system
over a passive one is that, if it is properly imple-
mented, it insures that each client in the office
recognizes the opportunity to register. And the
person who notifies the applicant also provides
the application form and any directions needed.

Michigan adds another step by including a
voter registration application in the driver’s li-
cense renewal notice, which is mailed to each
resident forty-five days before her or his license
expires. The recipient must still appear in person
to make a change in voter registration, but the
application serves as an additional reminder and,
ifthe applicant brings in a completed application,
it is simply affixed to the form shown in Exhibit
2 sothat the applicant does not have to repeat the
same information.

The principal disadvantage of this system is
that it relies upon personnel in the driver’s li-
cense offices to make it work. Voter registration
officials in several of the states using such sys-
tems complain that the staff do not always ask.
Reasons suggested include lack of training, indif-
ference or even hostility to the goals of the pro-
gram, and the extra work required. Assisting the
applicant and signing the form takes a little time,
but a little time per client in a busy office can add
to a lot. When there is a line waiting, the clerk
must take time from the primary function of the
office (driver’s licenses) to serve the primary
function of another office (voter registration).
Finally, a clerk who is unsure of what to do and is



anxious about the consequences of an error can
avoid the problem by simply not asking the ques-
tion.

States have used several techniques to combat
the problem of staff non-compliance. One is
training, making sure that the staffknow what is
to be done and how to do it. Where there is a high
turnover or transfer rate among driver’s license
staff, training must be repeated often. Obviously,
the degree of support exhibited by the state driver’s
license agency is very important. Oversight is
vital in this regard. Michigan has an ideal situ-
ationinthatthe author and chief proponent of the
program has line authority over the personnel
whoissuedriver’slicenses. His office makes clear
the policy that this is an important program for
agency personnel. And it monitors compliance by
comparing the number of address changes for
driver’s licenses and voter registration received
from each office. If the system is working prop-
erly, these figures should be close. Ifthey are not,
the state office makes an inquiry.

Another technique is the use of deputy regis-
trars in the driver’s license offices. The local
registrar deputizes at least one clerk in each
office. This step is often taken as a requirement
of state law (see “Legal Requirements,” below),
but it also establishes a direct link between the
registrar and the implementing personnel in the
driver’s license office. Moreover, people who
volunteer for the position will usually be favor-
able to the goals of the program. A disadvantage
of this approach is that, if only one or two people
are deputized in an office, the program may falter
if these people are absent or even very busy.

B Automatic. Automatic systems place a ques-
tion on the driver’s license application to notify
the applicant that he or she may register to vote,
using a separate form. The Arizona Amended
Motor Voter Form (Exhibit 3) illustrates the
driver’s license application in such a system.
Those who respond affirmatively proceed to ap-
ply for registration much as they would in other
systems using separate forms.

An obvious advantage of the automatic system
is that it does not depend upon office personnel to
notify the voter. Indeed, when properly imple-
mented, it forces the applicant to make a written
response to the question. On the other hand, the
system does require redesigning and printing of
driver’s license applications. More importantly,
it, too, is not absolutely foolproof. Some people
have checked “yes” and assumed that they would
be registered without further action on their part.
This problem can be avoided by having the office
staff check the response to the voter registration
question and advise the applicants how to proceed.
But relying on staff to do so undermines some of
the advantage of the automatic system over the
active system.

Combined forms are also automatic and, in this
case, the request for voter information is on the
same form. (See Figure 2.) Thus it seems even
more unlikely that the prospective voters will
either miss the notice or mistakenly believe that
they have registered simply by checking a box.

Application Forms

There are three types of motor voter application
forms: separate, combined, and computer as-
sisted. The first two of these are completed
manually. One is physically separate from the
driver’s license application and the other is
combined on the same form with the driver’s
licens application. With the third type most of
the voter information is printed by a computer on
aform or transferred directly in machine readable
form. These types have some important simi-
larities and differences which affect the way in
which motor voter programs work.

All motor voter systems, including those that
are computer assisted, use manual forms torecord
the necessary information and the voter’s signa-
ture. The information requirements vary as a
function of state law. The National Clearinghouse
on Election Administration has published a
summary of these requirements for each state
and the District of Columbia. (Kimberling, 1990)



In every system studied for this report the voter
registration office receives a form with anoriginal
signature. This point is very important for law
enforcement officials investigating voter fraud
cases. The ways in which the forms capture the
necessary information and original signature vary
from state to state. The primary considerations
involved in the design of forms seem to be compat-
ibility with the existing forms used by registra-
tion offices or driver licensing offices and with the
system for transferring forms (individual mail,
bulk mail, etc).

A special problem arises for a state that does
not already have a standard registration form in
use throughout the state at the time that the
motor voter system is adopted. The problem
stems from the inconsistency of jurisdictions be-
tween voter registration and driver licensing of-
fices. A driver’s license office can typically serve
anyone in the state. People may visit a driver
licensing office near their place of employment or
where they go to school, for example, in a different
county or township from their voting residence.
It is not practical for the driver’s license office to
maintain voter registration forms for every county
in the state, so some voters will use a registration
form that is different from the one used in their
county.

The effects of the problem become apparent
when the application reaches the voter’s home
jurisdiction. The issue is usually not one of
eligibility since most applications will contain the
essential information in one place or another. It
is, rather, one of fitting an outsized form into the
file system. The jurisdiction’s application form
was designed to fit the storage system, or vice
versa. The form from another county does not fit,
but it has tobe kept because it contains the voter’s
original signature.

Cook County, Illinois, provides an example. It
has over 1,000,000 registered voters outside of
the City of Chicago. The cards containing the
voters’ signatures must be delivered to the polls
on election day. (Illinois is one of eighteen states
that require signature verification at the polling

place.) The County Clerk’s office organizes the
cards within separate binders for the different
precincts to which they must be delivered. New
cards must be placed in their proper alphabetical
order within the binders so that poll workers can
locate them quickly during the rush of business
on election day. Thus, Cook County has a sub-
stantial sunk cost in its present system. Cook
County and the other election jurisdictions of
Illinois may have to deal with this issue soon
since they do not share a standard registration
form and the legislature has passed a motor voter
bill (which the governor had not acted on at the
time of this report).

Note that the Illinois example illustrates a
combination of two distinct conditions that affect
the implementation of motor voter programs.
One is the lack of uniformity in the size and shape
of voter registration applications among local
jurisdictions. The other is the legal requirement
to have documents containing the voters’ original
signatures at the polling places. A state can have
one problem without the other. Like most prob-
lems these are easier to solve in isolation than in
combination.

If nonuniformity is the only issue, then the
problem is one of integrating motor voter forms
with the existing physical storage and retrieval
systems of the local jurisdictions. The magnitude
of this task will vary with the size of the juris-
diction. Clearly, the sunk cost in filing cabinets
and the importance of strict procedures will be
much greaterin ajurisdiction having hundreds of
thousands of registrants than in one which has a
few thousand.

Local procedures also affect the task. Many
jurisdictions that do not require signature verifi-
cation at the polling place routinely transfer the
information from all application cards to some
other medium. Most large and many small ju-
risdictions use computers to store, sort, retrieve,
and print the voter registration information as
needed. If necessary, a field can be added to
computer records to indicate that the original
application came through the motor voter pro-



gram and is stored in a different file from the
regular applications. (Such a field would also be
useful in measuring the impact of the motor voter
program. See “Motor Voter Measurements,” be-
low.) Many offices without computers still rou-
tinely type registration information onto new
cards, which they use in their normal operations
while storing the original for safekeeping. In
these cases the impact of a differently sized or
shaped form associated with a motor voter pro-
gram is not great.

If, on the other hand, the regular voter regis-
tration forms are uniform in all local jurisdictions
of a state, it is possible to simply adopt a motor
voter application of the same size and shape.
Such applications will fit the existing files of all
jurisdictions and can be sent to the polling places
inthe same manner as regular applications where
signature verification is required. This was the
approach taken by Nevada, which standardized
its voter affidavits before adopting motor voter.

The two considerations discussed here -
nonuniformity of local registration forms and the
requirement for signature verification at the polls
- constrain, but do not necessarily determine, the
type of form chosen for a motor voter program.
Other issues are involved and each type has
advantages and disadvantages, as described be-
low.

B Separate forms. In most motor voter sys-
tems the voter registration application and the
driver license application are printed on separate
forms. The registration application may be the
same one that is used in the voter registration
office or it may be a different form designed for
statewide use, especially where the local jurisdic-
tions do not use a standard form. Exhibit 4
displays the Ohio form, which is used for both
motor voter and mail registration. Note that the
forms are self-mailing. Applicants may mail
them to the Secretary of State for further distri-
bution, take them to their local board of elections,
or leave them at the driver’s license office to be
picked up by the local board of elections.

Like Illinois, Ohio requires election officials to
send cards containing the voters’ original signa-
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tures to the polling place for signature verifica-
tion on election day. Nancy Van Meter, Director
of the Ashland County Board of Elections, de-
scribed the way in which they make the system
work in her county. The nearest driver’s license
office is the Ashland Auto Club (AAA), a private
organization that works on contract with the
state of Ohio. Her office supplies the auto club
with Ashland County voter registration forms
(Exhibit5), which the club then provides to county
residents who need them. These applications fit
the county’s binders and require no special pro-
cessing when they reach the election board. On
the other hand, the auto club and similar organi-
zations around the state give the state form
(Exhibit 4) to motor voter applicants who reside
in other counties. When applications using the
state forms come in to the Board of Elections, the
staff must copy the information to an Ashland
County form and then cut out and paste the
original signature to that form. This is a tedious
process, but it allows the Board to accommodate
the motor voter forms within its existing system.
The fact that most motor voter applications use
the county form greatly reduces the burden.

The State of Michigan also uses separate forms
for motor voter applications and has encountered
the same compatibility problem. Itssolution was
to print the motor voter application on one side of
heavy stock paper and to put adhesive and a peel-
off backing on the other side (see Exhibit 2). The
card is perforated along the dotted lines so that it
can be easily divided into sections. When the
backingis removed, the sections can be stuck onto
appropriately sized forms at each local voter
registration office. This approach makes trans-
ferring the information and the original signa-
ture easy, although it does increase the cost of the
forms. The Secretary of State’s office recently
paid $45,000 for 850,000 forms, a price of just over
five cents per copy.

A number of other jurisdictions use separate
forms as well. This type of form has several
advantages and disadvantages. It appears to be
the least expensive option in terms of printing or



start-up costs. It does not require a change in the
existing driver’s license applications, although
some jurisdictions add a question to the driver’s
license form asking whether the applicant wishes
to register to vote. (This point is discussed under
“Notification,” below.) Election officials are free
to adopt an existing application or to design a new
one.

There are disadvantages, as well. Separate
forms require more work on the part of the voter,
who must manually fill in much of the same
information already provided on the-driver li-
cense application. In most cases this is not a
critical problem, as the success of some systems
using separate forms will attest. Nevertheless,
afew officials in driver licensing offices suggested
that they lose some potential applicants as a
result. The scenario they present is a large, busy
office in which the applicant has already been
waiting for some time. This is, of course, a
subjective evaluation that addresses the reaction
of a relatively small number of potential appli-
cants. The availableevidenceindicates a generally
positive reaction on the part of potential voters to
a well implemented motor voter program using
separate forms. (See “Motor Voter Measure-
ments,” below.)

A second problem with separate forms is that
they are not well integrated into the organiza-
tional routines of the driver licensing office. This
is the flip side of the ease-of-implementation
advantage. As will be discussed in the following
section, separate forms always require some in-
dependent means of notifying the prospective
applicant of the opportunity to register. Some
election officials interviewed for this project com-
plained that the driver’s license personnel did not
always ask clients ifthey wished toregister. This
possibility is understandable, especially in large,
busy offices. Clerks must take time from a
mission for which they were hired and trained in
order to perform ajob they consider to be the work
of another agency. And there is clear evidence of
wholesale non-implementation in some cases.
(See “Motor Voter Measurements” in this report.)

On the other hand, there are ways to deal with
this problem and some of the most successful
systems in the country use separate forms. To
preview a conclusion of this report: the success of
motor voter programs using separate forms is
more dependent upon the attitude and effort of
implementing personnel than are programs us-
ing other (combined or computer-assisted) forms.

B Combined forms, as the name implies, put
both the driver’s license and voter registration
applications on a single document. There are two
types of combined forms - tearoff and duplicate.

Tearoff forms. This type of form consists of two
applications printed on the same sheet or card,
which is perforated for easy separation. Iowa
uses a tearoff form, pictured in Exhibit 6. In this
case the voter application is attached to the writ-
ten test for a driver license. The voter registration
section is the top portion of the form. The tearoff
combined form is one step removed from the
separate form in that the driver’s license and
voter registration applications are attached. This
step is important because it guarantees that the
voter registration process will be integrated with
the routines of the driver licensing office. Notifi-
cation of the prospective applicant is automatic.
On the other hand, the applicant must still com-
plete all necessary information on each form. In
this respect the tearoff combined form is like the
separate form. (Minnesota is another state with
experience using a tearoff form; this year they
have changed to a carbon duplicate form.) Com-
bining applications, either as tearoff or dupli-
cates, adds an additional constraint to the design
of the forms. They must meet the needs of the
driver licensing organization as well. This point
will be explored more fully after the presentation
of the duplicate combined forms below.

Duplicate forms. This type of form goes one
step further than the tearoff form. It is designed
to copy information from one application to an-
other so that the voter does not have to write the
same information twice. Two jurisdictions use
duplicate combined forms, Colorado and Wash-
ington, D.C.
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The Washington, D.C., form uses pressure sen-
sitive paper to make a copy of part of the com-
bined application. Exhibit 7 displays the top
sheet of the combined form. This is the applica-
tion for a motor vehicle operator’s permit. It
overlays the second sheet, which is the voter
registration application. Because the first sheet
is shorter, the lower sections of the second sheet
(Sections 7 through 9) are visible to the applicant.
Exhibit 8 illustrates. The first sheet is pressure
sensitive so that the needed information from the
top form copies onto the second. Exhibit 9 shows
the entire voter application form. When it is
completed, Sections 1 through 3 and Section 6
will contain information duplicated from the
driver’s license application. Sections 7 through 9
will contain original information, including an
original signature. When the forms are sepa-
rated, the Bureau of Motor Vehicles receives top
sheet (Exhibit 7) and the Board of Elections
receives the bottom sheet (Exhibit 9).

Note that the information captured in Sections
1,2, and 3 of this form goes to both agencies. The
only additional information required for voter
registration is the individual’s party, last voter
registration address, signature, date, and daytime
telephone number. Three features of this form
deserve special attention here. First, note that
Section 2 asks for “Current Residence (Street
Address).” This is an important feature from the
point of view of election officials who must assign
voters to districts based upon the geographic
location of their residences. Driver licensing
agencies will often accept a commercial address
or a post office box, soitis important that the form
is specific on this issue.

Second, the form asks for a positive declaration
that the individual meets the qualifications for
voting. One does not have to be a U.S. citizen, for
example, toget adriverlicense. The D.C. Director
of Elections, Emmett Fremaux, points out that he
gets an additional check on citizenship from the
information contained in the box labeled “FOR
BMVS USE ONLY” in the upper right corner of
the form. If the applicant did not use a U.S. birth
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certificate or naturalization papers to establish
age, that fact could trigger an inquiry into citizen-
ship status for voting purposes.

Finally, the bottom sheet of the combined form
is printed on heavy stock paper so that it can be
used as a file copy. The District of Columbia does
not require signature verification at the polling
place, so sending the forms there is not an issue.
This example does show, however, thata combined
form can be designed to meet physical filing and
retrieval needs of a jurisdiction.

Colorado did require signature verification at
the time that it adopted a combined-form motor
voter system. Its form is smaller and does not
produce a heavy-stock copy (Exhibit 10). The
solution for the first year of operation was to
paste the motor voter application onto the regu-
lar application, which was of the right size and
shape for the binders used in the polling places.
Shortly thereafter Colorado dropped the re-
quirement for original signatures at the polling
place.

The advantages of the combined form are
several. First, the voter registration process is
completely integrated into the operating routines
of the office and notification of the applicant is
automatic. There is no way for an applicant to
complete a motor vehicle transaction without
learning that he or she may also apply for voter
registration. Second, the combined form does not
require any redundant information on the part of
the voter. Finally, the combined form may pro-
duce some useful information thatis not normally
captured by voter registration applications.

The disadvantages of the combined form are
the amount of coordination needed to initiate the
program and the continuing costs of printing.
Driver’slicense and election officials must together
design a form that meets the needs of both
agencies. This step will take time and a willingness
to cooperate on both parts. The driver licensing
agency may have substantial sunk costs in its
own forms and the operating procedures built
around them. Change will require some adjust-



ment on their part. Costs can be offset and
resistance can be overcome, but they must be
recognized as important factors in motor voter
implementation. Of course, change can bring
benefits as well as costs. The head of the driver
licensing agency in the District was initially
concerned that motor voter would increase the
cost of forms and slow down operations in the
agency. Yet in designing the new motor voter
form the Bureau of Motor Vehicles was able to
combine three of its existing forms into the new
application, thereby streamlining its own opera-
tions. There were delays during the initial
implementation of the program (ten to fifteen
minutes longer waits than usual), but the process
is now faster than before.

Duplicate combined forms do cost more. At six
cents per copy the individual forms are not much
more expensive than Michigan’s peel-off form.
However, Michigan’s separate forms are used
only for motor voter transactions while the D.C.
combined forms are used for voter registration,
operator permits, learner permits, identification
cards, organ donor designations, and address
changes on the above. Thus the increased cost of
the form is multiplied by the greater number of
transactions in which it is used. And as Leroy
Bennett of the D.C. driver’s license office pointed
out, forms with a lot of white space are sometimes
wasted by people who are looking to write notes or
give their children something to draw on while
they wait. Emmett Fremaux, Executive Director
ofthe D.C. Board of Elections and Ethics, estimates
the increased expense attributable to motor voter
as three cents per form. A total usage rate of
180,000 forms per year for 30,000 motor voter
applications produces a cost attributable to motor
voter of $.18 per completed application. This
price is, for his jurisdiction, considerably less
than that of other forms of voter outreach.
(Fremaux, 1991)

Colorado recently switched from pressure
sensitive forms to carbon paper in order to reduce
costs. A batch of 200,000 new forms cost $5,000,
for a price of $.025 per copy. Thisis the price of an

individual form, more comparable to the District
cost of $.06 per copy than to the $.18 per com-
pleted application. The D.C. form is larger, more
complicated, and pressure sensitive, hence the
greater cost. Yet since the design of the forms
affects numerous other costs in the program (per-
sonnel, transportation, storage, etc.), these costs
do not represent net efficiencies of one program
over another. For example, Colorado added
personnel to its motor vehicle offices and D.C. did
not. Different programs absorb costs in different
ways. Still, these figures are useful benchmarks
for other jurisdictions considering motor voter
programs.

B Computer assisted applications. Three
states—Montana, Oregon, and Washington—
have computer assisted application procedures.
All of them capture an applicant’s driver license
information in a local computer, either from a
manually completed application form or by the
applicant telling it to an official at the computer.
For renewals this information should already be
in the computer. The Oregon and Montana sys-
tems use the computer to print out most of the
needed information on the voter registration card,
which is attached to the driver’s license “camera
card.” Washington uses a separate form to cap-
ture an original signature for the registrars’ files,
but has electronic transfer of information be-
tween driver’s license and voter registration
systems.

Exhibit 11 displays the Oregon form. This is
the camera card, a computer generated card that
is used with the applicant’s picture to make up
the actual driver’s license. The personal informa-
tion that will appear on the driver’s license is
printed from the computer onto the middle sec-
tion of the card. The applicant’s name, address,
date of birth, mother’s maiden name, and place of
birth are printed on the voter registration appli-
cation. If the applicant does not wish to register
or change registration, the official tears off the
last section and placesitin a designated container
at the work station. Those who receive the
registration card review it, add information as
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necessary, and sign it. In this way the Oregon
system uses the computer to avoid requiring
redundant information from the voter whereas
combined forms use the pressure sensitive paper
or carbon copies to accomplish the same purpose.

The state of Washington uses a different pro-
cedure. The driver’s license applicant who wishes
to register to vote does not receive a printout.
Instead, the driver licensing official simply keys
a “yes” button to a response on a computer screen,
thereby flagging the record for copying and
transfer to the Secretary of State’s office. The
applicant receives a separate form (Exhibit 12).
The applicant completes the form by printing
her or his name in block 6 and signing in the two
spaces provided. The applicant is supposed to
fill in any other information that is not included
in the driver’s license record. These forms and
the electronically coded data on the applicants
go to the Secretary of State’s office, where a
specially designated motor voter staff match them
and sort them by county for transfer to the ap-
propriate local election officials. The voter in-
formation is currently sent on printouts, although
the state may develop procedures to transfer it
in machine readable form to the counties.

This is a complex system which has experi-
enced some start-up problems, as one might ex-
pect. The program began in January of 1992.
Sometimes signature cards do not match the
names on the printout, or there are multiple
matches because people have the same name and
the staff cannot immediately determine which
signature goes with which record. The Secretary
of State’s staff tries to reconcile these difficulties.
If it cannot, it sends a report to the counties for
their help. This exampleillustrates animportant
point for jurisdictions that are considering adopt-
ing or changing motor voter systems. Any new
program is likely to encounter a shakedown pe-
riod. What appears most impressive from site
visits to the states of Washington and Oregon is
that they reduced the number of such difficulties
through careful planning and that the officials
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concerned are working through the problems in
an orderly fashion.

All of the computer assisted systems, like the
combined systems, save the voter the trouble
filling in the same information twice. This ad-
vantage has a downside. Some voters do not take
the trouble to enter additional information even
when it is needed. This problem seems to occur
most often with addresses. Some people put post
office boxes or commercial addresses on driver’s
license applications and they fail to fill in the
blank on the voter registration card that asks for
residence address. Registration officials in
Washington and Oregon pointed out this problem,
but none characterized it as being a major prob-
lem.

As is also true with the combined form, the
start-up costs are greater than with separate
forms. In this case the driver’s license computers
have to be reprogrammed. Oregon estimated a
cost of $4900 for this step. In the Oregon system,
the voter application form had to be compatible
with the driver’s license form, but the marginal
cost of the addition was small, an estimated
$2143 in the first year of operation. The Wash-
ington and Montana forms are separate. This
choice easesthe design constraints and alsomeans
that forms are not wasted when driver’s license
applicants do not need or wish to register. On the
other hand, the applicant does not see and verify
the voter registration information.

Legal Requirements

Two common legal requirements affect the
way in which motor voter operates: deputy reg-
istrars and registration in person. Some states’
election laws require that all applications for
voter registration be administered by registrars
or deputy registrars, and some of these states
have carried this rule over into their motor voter
systems by providing that driver licensing staff
be deputized. A problem arises where
deputization is done by a local registrar or county
clerk and the jurisdiction of the deputy is, by



law, the same as that of the person deputizing.
Because the jurisdiction of the driver’s license
office is normally statewide, this requirement
can limit the effect of motor voter and can cause
much confusion as people try to register in offices
outside their voting jurisdiction. A few states
have dealt with this problem by providing in the
enabling legislation that any employee of the
motor vehicle or driver’s license department has
authority to take registration statewide. If the
statute is silent on this issue, existing voter
registration requirements will generally govern.

Many states require that all applicants, except
for the disabled and those temporarily out of the
jurisdiction, register in person. This requirement
has actually been a stimulus for motor voter,
which provides for registration in person before
an employee of the state. Registration in person,
coupled with a very decentralized registration
system, was a reason for the creation of the first
motor voter system, according to Michigan Secre-
tary of State Richard H. Austin, who pioneered
the system. Michigan has 269 cities and 1242
townships. Many people had difficulty discover-
ing where they could go to register, and the fact
that some of the small offices kept irregular hours
compounded the problem. The motor voter sys-
tem allowed a citizen to apply in any driver’s
license office in the state during regular business
hours and, in many offices, on Saturday as well.

Role of the Staff in
Driver’s License Office

The preceding discussion has frequently al-
luded to the staff in the driver’s license office.
This section summarizes the various duties which
should be considered in the design of a motor
voter system.

B Notification. The active system of voter
notification depends for its success upon the staff
to inform voters of their opportunity to register.
Other systems are less dependent.

B Questions. Upon learning that they may
apply for voter registration in the driver’s license

office, many people will assume that the staff are
both able and obligated to answer all manner of
questions about elections. Agency officials will
have to consider what information the staff should
provide and how it should be provided. Too little
information can result in improper registrations;
too much takes time away from other duties and
increases the chances of conflict with information
disseminated by regular election officials such as
the local registrar. Oregon provides staff with a
pamphlet to give to applicants. The pamphlet
answers some questions and tells applicants to
direct all other questions to their county clerk’s
office. This system seems to accomplish its pur-
pose, although it produces some frustration within
the Department of Motor Vehicles, which strives
to imbue staff with a strong service orientation
yet must tell them to limit their responses on
election issues.

B Assistance. Staff may be called upon to
provide assistance in completing forms for handi-
capped orilliterate applicants. Inaddition, some
registration offices have complained about illeg-
ible handwriting and have requested motor voter
staffto check the forms submitted at their offices.
Registrars want the problem corrected at the
source, whenever possible, because it is easier to
ask questions of the applicant standing in the
office than it is to telephone or mail a question
after the fact, assuming that the registrars can
evenidentify the applicant from an illegible form.
This problem is not unique to motor voter; it can
occur with deputy registrars and mail registra-
tion as well. The principal issue here is time. In
some jurisdictions the staff provide assistance to
all applicants by typing or printing the applica-
tion. Systems which use the computer-assisted,
tear-off combined form are best for minimizing
this problem. Staff make the required computer
entries for the driver’s license system while the
applicant is in the office and then print out both
the driver’s license and the voter registration
information for the applicant to check before
signing.

B Collecting forms. In most systems appli-
cants submit the completed voter registration
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forms to the driver licensing staff, who collect
them for transfer to the appropriate registration
officials. (Some systems give the applicant the
option of mailing the form directly.) The various
means of transferring forms are discussed in the
following section.

Transfer Responsibilities.

Who transfers the completed applications from
the driver’s license office to the appropriate voter
registration office? In some jurisdictions, the
voter takes responsibility for mailing or deliver-
ing the completed form, but usually the driver’s
license office initiates the transfer. The task is
more complicated than it might seem at first
glance because the jurisdiction of the driver’s
license office will rarely coincide with that of a
voter registration office. So applications must be
sorted by voting jurisdiction, and in many cases
the applicant will not know the appropriate des-
tination.

The most common procedure is for the driver’s
license office to send all completed applications to
the nearest voter registration office, which then
forwards applications to other voter registration
offices as necessary. Oregon is an example. In
some cases the driver’s license office will do an
initial sort and send applications to several nearby
voter registration offices with which the staff are
familiar. The registration offices spend the time
to look up obscure addresses and forward appli-
cations to other offices as necessary. In some
states the driver’s license offices send the appli-
cations to the chief election officer of the state,
who then redistributes them to the appropriate
local registration offices. North Carolina follows
this pattern.

The Washington system transfers the signed
voter registration cards by mail and the voter
information in machine readable form (tapes,
etc.) to the Department of Licensing, which then
transfers from its computer to the one used by the
Secretary of State. The motor voter staff within
the Secretary of State’s office matches the signa-
ture cards with the computer data, writes county

16

codes on the cards, and sends the cards and the
printouts to the counties for entry into their
system.

Finally, there are various combinations. In
Michigan, where registration records are main-
tained by 1511 separate jurisdictions, driver’s
license offices forward applications and voter
updates once amonth. They send applications for
townships or cities within the county where the
driver’s license office is located directly to the
appropriate clerk. For applicants living in neigh-
boring counties, they send them to the county
clerk, who redistributes them to the appropriate
township or city clerk. They send all other
applications to the Secretary of State’s Elections
Division in Lansing for redistribution. As the
registration deadline for an election approaches,
the Branch Offices transfer the forms daily in-
stead of monthly.

As the Michigan example illustrates, the most
suitable mechanism will depend upon the cir-
cumstances of the state in question. The way in
which the state arranges its transfer procedures
will affect two related issues: safeguard proce-
dures and the close of registration before elec-
tions.

B Safeguard procedures. When an applica-
tionis handled by two or three different organiza-
tions, tracking is both more difficult and more
important than in a single office. What happens
if a file is lost between the motor voter office and
the registration office? There are several possible
ways to discover the problem or to mitigate its
effect on the voter.

The North Carolina system appears to be the
most thorough. Every month the Department of
Motor Vehicles provides the State Board of Elec-
tions with a computer-printed Voter Transaction
List sorted by the client’s county of residence.
This list contains the name, address, date of
birth, and date of the transaction for each person
who conducted a transactionin any driver’s license
office of the state. The State Board of Elections
sends each county its portion of the list with the
following directions:



You are to compare the names listed
thereon for accuracy and completeness.
Should there be a name shown for which
your office has no voter registration applica-
tion or change of address record your board
is directed to contact these people and pro-
vide an opportunity for them to be properly
registered to vote or make whatever change
they intended.

This is obviously a strong system, and most
states do less. In several jurisdictions the motor
voter office sends a separate notice of the number
of forms in each shipment to a voter registration
office. The voter registration office may repeat
that process for any forms that it forwards to
other voter registration offices. This step alerts
the receiving office if any forms fail to arrive.
Most voter registration offices complete the loop
by sending out voter identification cards or other
notices to successful applicants and rejection
letters to any who were unsuccessful. Thus, an
alert applicant might notice if he or she failed to
receive a card within a reasonable period of time.
Finally, most systems give the applicants a receipt
at the motor voter office so that they can establish
the fact that they attempted to register.

B Close of registration. The concern with the
close of registration is that voters may apply at
the motor voter office before the deadline but
their files will not reach the registration office
before the deadline. The problem is not as great
as it might seem because the motor voter system
tends to smooth out the flow of applications
throughout the year, thereby avoiding the rush
just before elections. (See discussion under “Ef-
fects,” below.) Nevertheless, some individuals
will still register at the last possible inoment and
their rights to vote must be protected.

Some states use the date that the applicationis
received in a motor voter office for determining
whether the deadline has been met. The problem
for these states is that valid applications may not
arrive at the registration office in time for offi-
cials there to put the names on the list of regis-
tered voters which is sent to the polling place.

The solution adopted by most of these states is to
provide a receipt at the motor voter office and to
allow people to vote upon presentation of that
receipt at the polling place.

Other states use the date that the application
is received in the voter registration office for
determining whether the deadline has been met.
Here the problem is to insure an expeditious
transfer of forms between the motor voter offices
and the voter registration offices. In Oregon, for
example, the county clerks take responsibility for
picking up forms at the Bureau of Motor Vehicle
offices on the last day of registration.

Special Activities in Voter
Registration Offices

Once the application arrives in the voter regis-
tration office, it can be treated like any other
application that is received from outside the of-
fice (through deputy registrars, etc).

B Staff will need to determine whether the new
registration duplicates an existing one. Some
voters will not remember whether they are regis-
tered or whether their registration is current and
they may inadvertently re-register. This step is
not difficult since the duplication will normally be
revealed in the process of filing the registration
card.

B They will need tocheck addresses to determine
whether the application has been sent to the
proper jurisdiction. This is not an onerous step
because they will be familiar with most address-
ees in their jurisdiction and will have to check in
any case to make a precinct assignment.

B In most jurisdictions, the staff will also notify
the voter of acceptance and precinct assignment
or provide the reasons for rejection along with
instructions for correcting the problem.

B In some jurisdictions the staff will have to
prepare a registration card for the voter because
the application is not in a form for filing. This can
be an issue where combined forms are used and
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should be addressed in negotiations between voter
registration and driver’s license offices. The D.C.
system, for example, puts the registration appli-
cation on the bottom sheet of a multi-page, pres-
sure sensitive form. The bottom sheet is printed
on heavier stock than the others so that it can be
used as a file card. In some cases the applications
are not uniform statewide, so no single motor
voter form would fit all local needs. But the form
that contains the original signature must still be
maintained as part of the record. Michigan devel-
oped the peel-off system so that the signature can
be affixed to ocally designed registration cards.
Some jurisdictions attach the entire motor voter
form to another card.

Renewals

The preceding list of elements describes the
motor voter registration process associated with
initial driver licensing. The procedure may or
may not be the same when people renew driver’s
licenses. This issue is important because it af-
fects the number of opportunities that motor
voter has to capture new voter registrants. Ifitis
limited to initial licenses, the opportunities will
be severely constrained. As Figure 2 illustrated,
half of the population obtains driver licenses
before the age of 18. The Iowa combined system
islimited in this way because the voter registration
application is printed on the written test that
people take before obtaining initial driver’s li-
censes in that state. The license renewal process
is paperless, so there is no automatic opportunity
to capture new registrants on the combined form.
Staff do have postcards for mail registration that
they are to make available for renewals. Oregon,
on the other hand, mails voter registration ap-
plications along with driver’s license renewal
notices. This solution is possible there because
Oregon also has mail registration. Michigan
sends a voter registration card with the renewal
notice, and has recently changed its law so that
the Secretary of State can receive registration
applications in the mail and forward them to the
appropriate local jurisdictions.
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Does motor voter work? A short answer is that
we cannot know yet because the existing systems
are quite new, because so many factors can affect
the result, and because most jurisdictions do not
have data that would allow them to track it
through time or to compare results across sys-
tems. Nevertheless, policy makers are currently
deciding on new systems, changing the design of
old ones, and looking carefully at funding levels
for both. Events will not wait for research. This
section describes the available evidence in order
to suggest some tentative conclusions and to
promote a discussion within the election commu-
nity of the type of information it needs to have
available.

What do we want motor voter to do? We have
seen that there are a variety of systems. There
are also a number of possible goals: showing the
public that the government is trying to do some-
thing about participation rates, making registra-
tion more convenient for people who would regis-
ter even without the system, providing a registra-
tion opportunity for many people who would not
otherwise register, improving the accuracy and
timeliness of voter files, increasing registration
rates, and increasing voter turnout. Information
nee