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Agenda
1. Why people should care about voting

2. The three legged stool of voter engagement:
a. voter registration
b. casting a vote
c. basing voting decisions on self‐interest to protect 

basic human rights of person voting

3. Strategies to increase informed voter engagement
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VOTING MATTERS
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Voting Matters
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2018 Midterm Election
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2018 Midterm Election‐ Alternative 
Voting Methods
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Who Votes Matters 

Voters 
• Older
• Wealthier
• More Educated
• Favor Less Government 
Spending on Services and 
MORE Tax Cuts

Non‐Voters
•Younger
•Poorer
•Not Attended College
•Non-white
•Favor More Government 
Spending on Services (Education 
& Health Care) and LESS Tax 
Cuts
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Interests of Voters Become Embedded in Policy
When people stay home, so does their power



The Power of Voting 
• Voter turnout tells an important story about power in communities, 

states and country.
• Elected officials reward areas of their district with the highest voting 

rates with more federal resources (Martin, 2003).

• The collective needs of groups who vote less are not prioritized nor 
reflected in governmental policies (Verba et al, 1993; Campbell, 2007; Bartels, 2008; Frasure & 
Williams, 2009; Piven, 2011).

An inclusive democracy in which power is shared equally: 
therefore it reflects and responds to the needs of all citizens
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Impact on Communities 

• Elected officials reward counties in their district with the highest voting rates 
with more federal resources (Martin, 2003)

• States with the highest levels of voter turnout among lower socioeconomic 
groups have less restrictive welfare policies and fewer cuts in welfare spending 
(Hill 1995; Johnson, 2001; Avery & Peffley 2005). 

• Association to social determinants of health
o Low rates (50%) of voter registration in Hartford associated with fewer community resources 

(Hartford Department of Health and Human Services’ Community Health Needs 
Assessment, 2012)

o Flint Michigan (12% voter turnout local election) 
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Structural barriers are designed to 
limit participation and power. 

• Confusing and complicated rules, deadlines and 
processes; 

• Inconsistent and discriminatory election administration, 
including cutting polling locations 

• Restricting who can vote:
⮚ Felony disenfranchisement;
⮚ Strict voter id rules
⮚ Purging voter lists
⮚ Throwing out registrations with identical match and 

challenging student registration
⮚ Drawing barriers that dilute power through “packing” 

& “cracking” (Gerrymandering)
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State Laws and Voting
Elections at all levels—local, state and federal—are 

coordinated and run by the states, resulting in a complex 
tapestry of registration policies 

Impactful policies:
• Same-day registration
• Automatic or motor-voter registration

Policies that disenfranchise:
• elimination of early voting on Sundays in Ohio
• elimination of voting on the Sunday before Election Day in 

Florida
• elimination of “day of” registration in Maine
• Required government-issued photo IDs in Wisconsin, Kansas, 

South Carolina, Tennessee and Texas
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Barriers to Voting
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● Belief that voting 
doesn’t matter

● Apathy
● Lack of social trust 

that elections matter
● Self-efficacy
● Alienation
● Indifference to 

candidates
● Lack of political 

knowledge and 
awareness

● Transportation
● Polling Hours



VOTER 
ENGAGEMENT
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Voting is Fundamental to Social 
Welfare
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MICRO: Empowering vulnerable citizens to cast a ballot by 
providing information, tools  AND encouragement to vote.

MEZZO: Strengthening communities, changing voting culture, 
increasing civic engagement.

MACRO: Addressing system of voting, including voting rights 
and policy



Three Legged Stool of Voter Engagement

1. Voter Registration
2. Voting
3. Informed Voting 

Each leg is important for vulnerable populations to access the political power 
that emanates from voting.
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Conceptualized by Nancy A. Humphreys



REGISTRATION
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Voter Registration
Nonpartisan Voter Registration is LEGAL
Nonprofits may conduct nonpartisan voter engagement activities 
designed to educate the public and help them participate in 
elections

• The 1993 National Voter Registration Act (Motor Voter Act) 
mandates that any organization, including nonprofits, who are 
helping clients sign up for federal public assistance programs 
such as food stamps, WIC, Medicaid and TANF, must be 
providing opportunities for people to register to vote.) 

A 501(c)(3) MAY NOT:
• Make an endorsement
• Donate money or resources
• Rate/rank candidates on their positions
Some organizations may be breaking the law by NOT offering voter 

registration
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TURNOUT
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Voting
Organizations can significantly increase voter 
turnout in communities
A 2012 study by Nonprofit VOTE showed that:
Voters contacted in-person by nonprofits during 
services voted at higher rates than other voters in their 
state across all demographics. Nonprofits had their 
greatest participation impact on voters considered less 
likely to vote.



Voting

• Ask those, who are the least likely to vote, to vote!
• Use pledge cards to get individuals to vote.
• Remind clients when and where to vote
• Organize/provide transportation and/or child care
• Encourage voting in local elections (LOCAL ELECTIONS MATTER)
• Remind clients what policies are at stake.
• Inform felons of their voting rights. (In Maine and Vermont felons 

never lose their right to vote, in 16 states voting rights automatically 
restored after incarceration, in 21 states restored after completion of 
probation/parole and fines/fees paid, in 11 states felons loose voting 
rights indefinitely)
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INFORMED VOTING
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Informed Voting
•Critical dialogue matters
•Reinforce the connection between the personal and the 
political and importance of voting

•Reframe the importance of voting in terms of effecting 
policy not just who gets elected

•Actively work to stop perpetuation of political narrative 
that shames voters who have less income (recipients of 
means-tested government assistance)



Informed Voting
Meet the voter where they are
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Dedicated 
Voters 

Voters Nonvoters Dedicated 
Nonvoters

Voting is 
important 

Not sure if voting 
is important

Do not care 
about voting

Voting is 
useless

Dedicated Voters: Encouragement; Provide resources to vote in local elections
Voters: Indirect interventions to increase critical awareness about importance of 

elections; Non-partisan information
Nonvoters: Opportunities for critical dialogue about voting; Non-partisan 

information
Dedicated Nonvoters: Address structural issues related to strong feelings of 

alienation and resignation; Create opportunities for interaction with elected 
officials 



GET INVOLVED
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The National Social Work Voter 
Mobilization Campaign 
The Campaign seeks to:
•Raise social policy awareness of the importance of voting to 
social work practice and;
•Integrate voter engagement activities into class and field 
education for all micro and macro students;
•Provide information and resources to field instructors, students 
and faculty for use in agencies and the classroom; and
•Ensure that all the people served by social workers have access 
to vote.

Organizational Endorsements include:
CSWE ⬧ North American Network of Field Educators and Directors (NANFED) ⬧ National 
Association of Deans & Directors (NADD) ⬧ Special Commission to Advance Macro Practice 
in Social Work ⬧ Association for Community Organization & Social Action (ACOSA) ⬧
#MacroSW ⬧ Network for Social Work Management (NSWM) ⬧ Influencing Social Policy 
(ISP) ⬧ National Rural Social Work Caucus  ⬧ National Association of Perinatal Social Workers  
⬧ Clinical Social Work Association
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Voter Engagement Model
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QUESTIONS? 


