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Voter Access and Election Security 

Introduction 
The United States has been or at least considered itself the world’s 

premier democracy and free nation since its founding. And to an extent, that 
has been very true, with it holding onto strong classical liberal institutions 
and individual rights. However, during the whole of American history, that 
title has come under heavy fire as the broad disenfranchisement and 
hypocrisy of an egalitarian republic is not, in short words, truly democratic. 
Throughout our history, the percent of eligible voters in society has steadily 
expanded from around 20% near our founding to 74.3% out of all Americans. 
In recent decades, the discussions over our democracy have no longer been 
about property ownership or de jure/direct enfranchisement, but about 
ending roundabout ways that block Americans, often minorities and the 
poorest of us, from voting. However,  concerns about security in elections, 
mostly from foreign cyberattacks and internal fraud from the entrenched 
insiders has been a strong argument against smashing open the floodgates 
of enfranchisement gapingly wide. In this discussion, we spoke with 
participants to discuss the following questions: 

● What risks does our democracy currently face? 
● Would you consider voter fraud a large threat to our democracy? 
● Would you consider voter disenfranchisement to be a large threat to 

our democracy? 

 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2015/apr/16/mark-pocan/mark-pocan-says-less-25-percent-population-could-v/
https://www.infoplease.com/us/census/demographic-statistics


● Which do you think is a bigger threat to misrepresenting our society’s 
consensus, voter disenfranchisement or voter fraud? 

● What are your thoughts on mail in voting? 
● What are your thoughts on Voter ID laws? 
● Do you think that increasing voter access creates a higher potential for 

voter fraud? 
● How should we balance expanding voter access and election security? 

 
These questions were carefully selected in order to address particular topics 
that will be discussed throughout this policy paper. We had 6 attendees 
contribute to the discussion. The topics that will be addressed are: 
 

● History of Voter Engagement 
● History of Voter Laws 
● Balancing Voter Access and Security 
● Looking Forward 

 
These topics are particularly important and relevant to American 

Democracy because they represent the two sides that officials must balance 
in crafting current public policy, and the debate over them is incredibly 
partisan and divisive. The policy discussion was conducted to find opinions 
and solutions for policy and problems. This paper is meant to convey the 
findings of the discussion as well as educate and inform the reader based on 
independent research of all policy research associates. All policy papers follow 
the goals of YACU by informing young Americans about political issues and 
allowing them to engage in discussion to share their views. 
 

History of Voter Engagement 
 

Voter engagement in America is something that has fluctuated 
throughout its history with the passing of different voting laws and other 
influences. To examine who these influenced voter engagement and more 
specifically voter turnout we can examine data tables that report voter 
turnout among registered voters.*  1

1 *Throughout the section three data tables were cross-referenced to assure data accuracy. When the Wikipedia, 
American Presidency Project, and Ballotpedia graphs are cited specifically it only signifies which graph most 
accurately represents the data given. The graphs are very similar and often overlap. 

 



In the beginnings of the United States, voting was restricted to white, 
property-owning men. Up through 1824, less than 5% of the total population 
voted in presidential elections.  Total population turnout changed during the 2

Jacksonian era when President Jackson scrapped the property requirements 
to vote leading the total population turnout to increase to around 20% in 
1892.  The simultaneous rise of organized political parties also helped pull 3

potential voters into the political process. This caused the percent of active 
voters among the voting age population (V.A.P.) to jump from around 56% 
before to 80.2% in 1840 and not falling below 69% again for 60 years.  4

The total population turnout took a short decline beginning around 
1896 and ending with the beginnings of women’s suffrage in the late 1910s. 
The short decline is mainly attributed to the increased disenfranchisement of 
blacks and poor whites from segregation and working-class voter 
suppression. This--combined with individual states introducing women’s 
suffrage and finally nationally in 1920--led to sharp declines in percent active 
voters among V.A.P. It fell from 79.3% in 1896 all the way to its lowest ever in 
1924 at 48.9%.  Even though women had gained the right to vote, many 5

chose not to citing their “general indifference to politics” and even some’s 
“disbelief in women’s voting.”  Dissuasion by husbands and/or satisfaction 6

with representation by them was also a deterer. Regardless of the percent of 
women who voted, it dramatically increased the total population turnout 
almost doubling it to 40% by 1952.  7

After the 1920s, the United States did not experience as many large 
voter turnout declines nor did it ever have another voter turnout above 64%. 
It remained largely in the high 50%s and low 60%s between 1928 and 1972 
with a high period during the economic prosperity of the 1950s and 60s.  In 8

1972, the voting age was lowered from 21 to 18 adding a demographic to the 
V.A.P. that voted less often than older voters.  This combined with decreasing 9

2 Wikipedia Editors, “Voter Turnout in the United States Presidential Elections,” Voter turnout in United States 
elections, September 3, 2020, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voter_turnout_in_the_United_States_presidential_elections. 
3 ibid 
4 “Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections,” Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections | The American Presidency Project, 
2016, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/statistics/data/voter-turnout-in-presidential-elections. 
5 ibid 
6 Wikipedia Editors, “Voter Turnout in the United States Presidential Elections,” Voter turnout in United States 
elections, September 3, 2020, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voter_turnout_in_the_United_States_presidential_elections. 
7 Wikipedia Editors, “Voter Turnout in the United States Presidential Elections,” Voter turnout in United States 
elections, September 3, 2020, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voter_turnout_in_the_United_States_presidential_elections. 
8 “Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections,” Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections | The American Presidency Project, 
2016, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/statistics/data/voter-turnout-in-presidential-elections. 
9 Olivia Reaney Grace Panetta, “The 19th Amendment Passed 100 Years Ago Today. The Evolution of American Voting 
Rights in 244 Years Shows How Far We've Come - and How Far We Still Have to Go,” Business Insider (Business 

 



economic prosperity led to a decrease in voter turnout from 1972 and on, 
remaining in the low-to-mid 50%s.  10

The past three U.S. presidential elections have seen voter turnouts of 
~58%, 54.9%, and ~56%.  Compared to the lower turnouts during the 1980s 11

and 90s, these are improvements, but not compared to the rest of the world. 
It is currently 13th in the world for voter turnout compared to other countries 
like Germany with 66%, France with 71.2%, and Belgium at the highest with 
87.2%.  When asked about not voting, the top three answers given have been 12

dissatisfaction with candidates or campaign focuses, feeling like their vote 
did not count, and being too busy to vote. The 2016 election was one of the 
biggest representations of these sentiments. Donald Trump and Hillary 
Clinton were both widely disliked candidates causing a fall in appeal to both 
and the election was won by a candidate who did not win the electoral 
college. Overall, voter turnout is at a low relative to the United States’ history 
and to other democracies in the world. 

 

The History of Voting Laws 
 
Voting laws are critical to the voting turnout rate as well as to the future 

of our country. The history of voting laws goes back all the way to Article I of 
the Constitution, which gave states the ability to hold elections.  13

Voting laws can keep voting rights protected which has been shown 
through constitutional amendments and federal laws. For example, the 15th 
Amendment gave African American men voting rights and the 19th 
Amendment gave American women voting rights.  These laws have made 14

an immense impact on voter turnout rate and demographics of the 
president.  The 24th Amendment, which was ratified in 1964 eliminated poll 15

taxes that were to keep African Americans from voting in elections. African 
Americans could finally exercise their right to vote. The 26th Amendment 

Insider, August 18, 2020), 
https://www.businessinsider.com/when-women-got-the-right-to-vote-american-voting-rights-timeline-2018-10. 
10  Wikipedia Editors, “Voter Turnout in the United States Presidential Elections,” Voter turnout in United States 
elections, September 3, 2020, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voter_turnout_in_the_United_States_presidential_elections. 
11 “Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections,” Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections | The American Presidency 
Project, 2016, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/statistics/data/voter-turnout-in-presidential-elections. 
12 Victoria Simpson, “Why Is Voter Turnout In The United States Lower Than That In Most Developed Nations?,” 
WorldAtlas (WorldAtlas, June 18, 2020), 
https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/why-is-voter-turnout-in-the-united-states-lower-than-that-in-most-developed-
nations.html. 
13 https://www.usa.gov/voting-laws 
14 Ibid. 
15 https://www.nationalgeographic.org/article/why-voting-important/ 
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allowed people who were at least 18 years old to vote.  This was also 16

significant because younger generations are able to express their voice for 
their country. At the time, these voting laws helped with movements that 
were fighting for gender equality and racial justice. 

There were federal laws passed to protect Americans the right to vote 
such as the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which prevented discrimination within 
voting that is based on race, color, or membership in a language minority 
group. Voting laws have also ensured accessibility to Americans with 
disabilities or language barriers.1 The Voting Accessibility for the Elderly and 
Handicapped Act of 1984 allowed voting to be more accessible for people 
with disabilities and the Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting 
Act (UOCAVA) of 1986 allowed voting by mail and registration for overseas U.S. 
armed forces. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 also required certain areas to be 
able to provide election materials in other languages besides English. 

Furthermore, the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) of 1993 asked 
states to have more accurate voter registration lists. This connects to how 
voting laws also help decrease voter fraud and other election crimes. The 
voting law helps states know when someone illegally casts a vote in the 
name of a dead person or someone who has moved.  

Therefore, voting laws have helped with movements, voter turnout 
rates, and for Americans to exercise the right to vote that all shape how 
America is today. 

 

Balancing Voter Access and Security 
After decades of expanding enfranchisement and mitigating voter 

fraud, the subjects are brought up again amid the COVID-19 pandemic, this 
time a matter of partisan discourse. Unlike the past, when they can 
contemporaneously be improved, there seems to be a trade-off between 
voter access and security this election season. The debate has revolved 
around two substantiated aspects of this year’s voting process: voter ID and 
vote-by-mail ballots. 

As this continues to be a divisive matter between the Democrats and 
the Republicans, let us first delineate the dominating ideologies of the two 
parties with regards to the voting process. On one hand, the Democratic 
Party platform states “we will continue to fight against discriminatory voter 
identification laws, which disproportionately burden young voters, diverse 

16 https://www.sos.wa.gov/_assets/elections/history-of-voting-in-america-timeline.pdf 
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communities, people of color, low-income families, people with disabilities, 
the elderly, and women”.  In other words, Democrats favor enfranchisement 17

and civic engagement in general. On the other hand, the Republican Party 
platform (2012) wrote “honest elections are the foundation of representative 
government […] we applaud legislation to require photo identification for 
voting and to prevent election fraud, particularly with regard to registration 
and absentee ballots. […] Every time that a fraudulent vote is cast, it effectively 
cancels out a vote of a legitimate voter”.  It can be seen that Republicans 18

prioritize voting security instead. 
Their stances on the matter, mixed with party-specific interests, are 

clearly portrayed in their views on voter ID and vote-by-mail ballots. 
Congressional Democrats, in general, oppose the current strict enforcement 
of voter ID, arguing on the fact that many eligible voters (e.g. young adults 
and a proportion of black citizens) may lack the documents required to vote.  19

In January 2019, they introduced HR 1, a bill that allowed voters to “sign a 
written agreement, under the penalty of perjury, confirming their eligibility to 
vote” in place of submitting an ID.  The bill did not make it to the Senate, 20

however. Republicans argued that this proposition, apart from opening up 
obvious opportunities for voting fraud, was also a “power grab” move by the 
Democrats, as the citizens benefitting from the bill tend to lean left. 

With regards to vote-by-mail ballots, President Donald Trump and 
other Republicans use them but are against expanding them. A policy action 
representative for this stance occurred in Nevada: this red state only sent 
mail-in ballots to those who had voted in recent elections and not all eligible 
voters. Republicans in Nevada argued that distributing ballots excessively 
may lead to “ballots falling into wrong hands, opening up the prospect for 
fraud”.  Democrats, however, threatened to sue the government, stating that 21

this would severely disenfranchise eligible voters from rightfully participating 
in elections.  22

17 The 2020 Democratic Platform, https://democrats.org/where-we-stand/party-platform/ 
18  Cohen, Andrew. Voting Rights: This Is What a Strong Party Platform Would Look Like. 2012,  
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2012/09/voting-rights-this-is-what-a-strong-party-platform-would-look-l
ike/261640/ 
19 McCarthy, Justin. Four in Five Americans Support Voter ID Laws, Early Voting. 2016,  
 https://news.gallup.com/poll/194741/four-five-americans-support-voter-laws-early-voting.aspx 
20 Austin, Sophie. No, the only reason to oppose voter ID laws isn’t because 'you plan to cheat'. 2019, 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2019/jun/21/facebook-posts/no-only-reason-oppose-voter-id-laws-isnt-because
-y/ 
21 Ewing, Philip. Voting And Elections Divide Republicans And Democrats Like Little Else. Here's Why. 2020, 
https://www.npr.org/2020/06/12/873878423/voting-and-elections-divide-republicans-and-democrats-like-little-else-h
eres-why 
 
22 Ibid 
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https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2012/09/voting-rights-this-is-what-a-strong-party-platform-would-look-like/261640/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/194741/four-five-americans-support-voter-laws-early-voting.aspx
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Nonetheless, perhaps finding a common ground in this problem is not 
hard. Republicans need not worry about fraud through mailing ballots. 
Vote-by-mail ballots have existed in the United States’ electoral procedure for 
decades and are gradually increasing in popularity: for example, vote-by-mail 
ballot use in California’s elections rose from 24% in 2000 to 65% in 2018;  23

similar trends occur in almost every other state. In spite of that, voting fraud 
instances seemed to be sporadic, almost negligible: there were only 491 cases 
of vote-by-mail ballot fraud from 2000 to 2012  among billions of votes cast. 24

That impressive figure is mainly due to modern voter identification methods 
such as signature matching software, bar codes, USPS ballot tracking service, 
etc.  On the other way around, Democrats may not need to be too 25

concerned about disenfranchisement. For eligible voters who do not have 
access to mail (e.g. Native Americans in reservations), in-person polling sites 
with safety measures are always a backup plan.  For people without required 26

documents, they can always opt to vote with a provisional ballot and take 
additional steps afterward;  this mechanism has already existed in past 27

elections. Albeit cumbersome, this ensures enfranchisement for eligible 
voters. After all, there may be a balance in which vote access and security can 
both be achieved. 

Looking Ahead 
Thirty-six states currently have mandatory voter ID laws to protect 

against voter fraud. However, there is no federal legislation on the issue. 
Republicans will likely continue to push for a federal requirement for voter ID, 
while Democrats will oppose such a policy and even advocate for the repeal 
of existing laws. Despite the partisan divide on the issue, however, most 
voters on both sides do not see voter ID as an important issue. As such, it is 
unlikely we will see any major policy changes on the issue in the near future.  

Vote-by-mail, however, is a more prominent issue in American political 
discourse. Thirty-four states and the District of Columbia allow any registered 
voter to vote by mail in the 2020 election without providing an excuse. 
Because the coronavirus pandemic has prompted a discussion over the 

23 Historical Vote-By-Mail (Absentee) Ballot Use in California. https://www.sos.ca.gov/elections/historical-absentee/ 
24 About the Voting Rights Project. https://votingrights.news21.com/article/about/ 
25 Weiser, Wendy, and Harold Ekeh. The False Narrative of Vote-by-Mail Fraud. 2020, 
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/false-narrative-vote-mail-fraud 
26 Ibid 
27 Austin, Sophie. No, the only reason to oppose voter ID laws isn’t because 'you plan to cheat'. 2019, 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2019/jun/21/facebook-posts/no-only-reason-oppose-voter-id-laws-isnt-because
-y/ 
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safety of in-person voting, many more Americans are expected to cast their 
vote by mail this November than in past elections. Opponents of vote-by-mail 
have claimed that this will result in large-scale voter fraud, even going so far 
as to sue states to stop them from expanding mail-in voting. Proponents of it 
argue that it will massively expand voter access and help save lives from the 
coronavirus. This debate will certainly go on until Election Day, and may even 
continue thereafter if the election results are called into question. 

Conclusion 
As we approach the 2020 election, these issues of voter access and 

election security will become more relevant than ever. There is an urgent 
need in America for civil political discussion and education on both sides of 
the issue, as the options of voting combined with the restrictions on voting 
has created a great disagreement on how we can engage more voters while 
protecting our democracy. The YACU hopes that this policy paper has been 
able to provide enough information for you to consider your own ideas and to 
continue to advocate for what you believe in. In choosing this topic our intent 
was to educate more people on voting, the laws surrounding it, and how our 
democracy can be protected while expanded. 

Disclaimer: 
 
This policy paper is not intended to express an opinion nor endorsement of 
any particular policy. This serves solely to report factual data collected 
anonymously through the services of Remesh.ai as well as provide analysis of 
articles and facts presented in news media and professional sources. Any 
opinions that may be interpreted by the reader are not those of the authors 
and the organization and are not to be taken as so. For more information 
regarding the intent of the policy paper or elaboration of this disclaimer, 
please contact Political Director Andrew Juan at andrew@yacu.org. However, 
please direct all other comments, concerns, and questions to info@yacu.org.  
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