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NICE TO MEET YOU!

• Department of Government, School of Public Affairs, American University
• Ph.D. in Social Sciences from Caltech (2020)
• American politics and political methodology:
political behavior, elections + election administration, campaign finance

• Presenting today: Kim, Seo-young Silvia. 2022. “Automatic Voter Reregistration as
a Housewarming Gift: Quantifying Causal Effects on Turnout Using Movers.”
American Political Science Review: 1–8.
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RESEARCH QUESTION

How much can automatic voter registration (AVR) increase turnout?

TL;DR

• In most democracies, citizens can vote automatically when they are of age
In U.S., registration burden is on the citizens

• Using a natural experiment procured from huge set of administrative data,
causal estimation of automatic voter (re)registration’s effect on voters who moved

• Increases turnout by 5.8%p
• No systematic benefit to the Democrats, contrary to popular narrative
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Background



WHOSE RESPONSIBILITY IS VOTER REGISTRATION?

Voter registration: self-initiated or government-initiated?

• In many democracies around the world, it is the government’s responsibility
• Completely automated in Germany, Denmark, Korea, Chile, Israel, ...
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WHOSE RESPONSIBILITY IS VOTER REGISTRATION?
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 I.  INTRODUCTION
 
The Brennan Center surveyed the voter registration systems in sixteen countries and four  
Canadian provinces.* We chose these countries and provinces based on a vari-
ety of factors, including high voter turnout rates and accessibility of informa-
tion. We selected jurisdictions that employ various registration systems, to broaden 
our assessment of how different techniques work and which ones work best. 

Some of the techniques and approaches described in this report are better suited than others 
for implementation in the United States. Accordingly, some emphasis is placed on nations like 
Canada, whose technological advancement and democratic traditions are similar to our own. 

Because all democracies face the same fundamental challenges in maintaining accurate voter 
rolls, we organize our discussion according to the following four basic components of regis-
tration systems:

•	 Adding	voters	to	the	voter	rolls
•	 Updating	existing	voter	registrations
•	 Identifying	gaps	and	correcting	inaccuracies	in	the	voter	rolls
•	 Protecting	the	privacy	of	voters’	information

Of the countries and provinces we studied, only four place the onus of voter registration entirely 
on the individual, as in the United States. These countries are the Bahamas, Belize, Burundi, 
and Mexico.1 In the remaining countries and all four provinces, election authorities assume 
some degree of responsibility for building comprehensive and accurate voter rolls. While voter 
registration is mandatory in some of these countries, such as Australia, their governments none-
theless take proactive steps to register every eligible voter. 

Whose Responsibility is It?: A Spectrum of How Countries Build Voter Rolls 

 United States 

Bahamas,
Belize, Burundi South Africa

Mexico QuébecFrance

Indonesia,
Saskatchewan

Great Britain

Australia

Canada, British
Columbia, Ontario

Argentina, Australia,
Belgium, Germany,

Peru, Sweden

Individuals must initiate
their own registration

Government assumes
responsibility for registrations

* These countries are: Argentina, Australia, Austria, Bahamas, Belgium, Belize, Burundi, Canada, France, Germany, Great Britain, 
Indonesia, Mexico, Peru, South Africa, and Sweden. Canadian provinces administer elections separate from the federal level of 
government, and maintain their own voter rolls for use in provincial and local elections. We surveyed British Columbia, Ontario, 
Saskatchewan, and Québec.

Rosenberg, Jennifer S., and Margaret Chen. 2009. Expanding Democracy: Voter Registration around
the World. Brennan Center for Justice.
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WHY DOES THIS MATTER?

Impact on representation

• Turnout = establishes legitimacy for democracy
• Self-initiated voter registration regarded as one of the largest cost for voting
• Peripheral/marginal voters: potentially differential impact
by socioeconomic status
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CALLS FOR AUTOMATIC VOTER REGISTRATION

Opt-in −→ opt-out registration

• The National Voter Registration Act Of 1993 (NVRA)
• Established “motor-voter”: states offer registration opportunities
at motor vehicle agencies (opt-in)

• Call for reforms to the opt-out “Oregon model”
• Eligible voter who interacts with the DMV is not asked whether they would
like to register to vote but automatically opted in

• Notification sent; opt-out if voter wants
• First established statewide in Oregon, 2016

• Conventional definition of AVR = Oregon model
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CALLS FOR AUTOMATIC VOTER REGISTRATION

“Democrats begin push for biggest expansion of voting since 1960s”
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CALLS FOR AUTOMATIC VOTER REGISTRATION

 Citation   Subscribe   Share/Save   Site Feedback
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H.R.1 - For the People Act of 2021
117th Congress (2021-2022) | Get alerts

Tracker: 

Sponsor: Rep. Sarbanes, John P. [D-MD-3] (Introduced 01/04/2021)

Committees: House - House Administration; Intelligence (Permanent Select); Judiciary; Oversight and Reform; Science, Space, and
Technology; Education and Labor; Ways and Means; Financial Services; Ethics; Homeland Security; Armed Services

Latest Action: Senate - 03/11/2021 Received in the Senate.  (All Actions)

Roll Call Votes: There have been 8 roll call votes
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Contact Your Member
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Summary: H.R.1 — 117th Congress (2021-2022)

There are 2 summaries for H.R.1.  Bill summaries are authored by CRS.

Shown Here:
Passed House (03/03/2021)
For the People Act of 2021

This bill addresses voter access, election integrity and security, campaign finance, and ethics for the three branches of government.

Specifically, the bill expands voter registration (e.g., automatic and same-day registration) and voting access (e.g., vote-by-mail and early voting). It also limits removing voters from voter rolls.

The bill requires states to establish independent redistricting commissions to carry out congressional redistricting.

Additionally, the bill sets forth provisions related to election security, including sharing intelligence information with state election officials, supporting states in securing their election systems, developing a national
strategy to protect U.S. democratic institutions, establishing in the legislative branch the National Commission to Protect United States Democratic Institutions, and other provisions to improve the cybersecurity of
election systems.

Further, the bill addresses campaign finance, including by expanding the prohibition on campaign spending by foreign nationals, requiring additional disclosure of campaign-related fundraising and spending,
requiring additional disclaimers regarding certain political advertising, and establishing an alternative campaign funding system for certain federal offices.

The bill addresses ethics in all three branches of government, including by requiring a code of conduct for Supreme Court Justices, prohibiting Members of the House from serving on the board of a for-profit entity,
and establishing additional conflict-of-interest and ethics provisions for federal employees and the White House.

The bill requires the President, the Vice President, and certain candidates for those offices to disclose 10 years of tax returns.
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• Specifically, the bill expands voter registration (e.g., automatic and same-day
registration) and voting access (e.g., vote-by-mail and early voting). It also limits
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PROBLEM 1: WE DON’T KNOW THE EFFECT SIZES

• No great measurements of the effect size of AVR
• AVRs are almost always implemented at the country, state, or county-level

• Strong selection effects
• Using such high-level groups as counterfactuals cannot solve endogeneity
(Keele and Minozzi 2013)

• Partisan implications? We don’t know
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PROBLEM 2: DIVERGING PUBLIC OPINION ON EXPANDING VOTING ACCESS

Elite rhetoric re: Zaller (1992)
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Press Releases

McConnell at S. 1 Markup: “We Aren’t Going to Let One Party
Take Over Our Democracy”
May 11, 2021

WASHINGTON, D.C. – U.S. Senate Republican Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY) delivered the following remarks
today at the Senate Rules Committee S.1 Markup:

“Madam Chairman, we’ll hear a lot of �owery language today, including my friend and colleague the Majority

Leader. But we all learned early in life if you can write the rules, you can win the game.

“For multiple years now, Democrats have called this sweeping bill their top priority. You just heard the Majority

Leader make a totally partisan speech about this. There’s nothing bipartisan about this. This was cooked up at the

Democratic National Committee and designed to advantage one side to the disadvantage of the other.

“The substance of the legislation has hardly changed. But the supposed rationales for it have changed constantly.

“In 2016, American voters made a presidential decision that Democrats did not like. This legislation was cooked up

and presented as a massive overhaul, an emergency repair job for a broken democracy.

“Last autumn, voters made a decision that Democrats liked better. Suddenly their side stopped calling our

democracy broken. Now our democracy was beyond reproach. But curiously enough, Democrats still want the

exact same sweeping bill, just as desperately.

“The truth is simple:

“Our democracy is not in crisis, and we aren’t going to let one party take over our democracy under the false

pretense of saving it.

“Voter turnout last November blew 2016 and 2008 out of the water. The 2020 election saw the highest turnout in

decades.

“The hysterical attacks that the political left has thrown at a new election law in Georgia, for example, have been

thoroughly debunked by fact-checkers. African-American turnout last fall was twice as high in Mississippi as it was

in Massachusetts. 

“None of the shifting, made-up rationales for this sweeping set of changes hold any water.

“So why are my friends on the other side so desperate to push it through? Why are Democrats so hell-bent on

doing whatever it takes to re-wire our democracy on a partisan basis?

“Well, let’s look at the bill.

“This legislation would let Washington Democrats dictate the terms of their own reelection races by rewriting all

50 states’ election laws.

“Popular safeguards like Voter I.D. would be neutered. Ludicrous practices like ballot harvesting would be made

mandatory, coast to coast. 

“Democrats have a narrow majority in the House and a 50-50 Senate, but they want to make themselves the

Board of Elections for every county and state in America. 

“Voting regulations are just the start. 

“This legislation would deliberately turn the Federal Elections Commission into a partisan Democrat panel. They

want their own side enforcing election law, on their own, unilaterally.

“It would authorize federal bureaucrats to poke around in a much broader slice of private citizens’ free speech. 

“It would attack Americans’ privacy rights to such an extreme degree that even the liberal ACLU is sounding alarm

bells on this bill.

“It would have the federal government take public money and send it directly to political campaigns — so

Americans can subsidize robo-calls, junk mail, and TV ads for candidates they disagree with.

“So, the marketing changes constantly. This has gone from an election security bill to an ethics bill to a racial

justice bill.

“Who knows how it’ll be labeled tomorrow? 

“But the substance doesn’t change because the intention doesn’t change. The Democratic Party wants to rewrite

the ground rules of American politics for partisan bene�t.

“It’s hard to imagine anything that would erode public con�dence in our democracy more drastically. This bill had

purely partisan support in the House. It had bipartisan opposition.

“It’s one thing to make �scal policy that way; to use reconciliation to tax and spend. It’s very di�erent to try to hot-

wire our democracy itself without a single vote from the other side.

“These are issues we’ve tackled together in the past.

“I was �rst chair and then ranking member with Chris Dodd in 2001 and 2002. We passed the Help America Vote

Act with 90 votes. The slogan then was: ‘make it easier to vote and harder to cheat.’

“On a bipartisan basis we resisted the pleas of some to federalize every aspect of how we handled elections. We

set up the Federal Election Administration Act. We provided money to help states upgrade their equipment. But

we deliberately did not seek to dictate how they handle elections.

“That’s how you pass a bill related to how the two parties compete. Together. Not on a totally partisan basis.

“That’s how you strengthen our democracy. If this bill were to pass nobody would have any con�dence in it. None

whatsoever.

“Let’s call it what it is. Put aside the �owery language. This is a partisan e�ort to take over how you conduct

elections in our country.”

Permalink: https://www.mcconnell.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/2021/5/mcconnell-at-s-1-markup-we-

aren-t-going-to-let-one-party-take-over-our-democracy
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PROBLEM 2: DIVERGING PUBLIC OPINION ON EXPANDING VOTING ACCESS

Hartig, Hannah. 2021. “Share of Republicans Saying ‘Everything Possible’ Should Be Done to Make
Voting Easy Declines Sharply.” Pew Research Center.
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PROBLEM 2: DIVERGING PUBLIC OPINION ON EXPANDING VOTING ACCESS

Pew Research Center. 2021. “Republicans and Democrats Move Further Apart in Views of Voting
Access.” Pew Research Center.
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RECAP

How much can automatic voter registration (AVR) increase turnout?

• Highly relevant to present-day American politics
• Speaks to theories of voting
• No rigorous causal estimate of what will happen with AVR
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CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS PAPER

Using a variation of AVR, will estimate effect on turnout

• Automatic voter reregistration (ARR)
• Targets not nonregistrants, but
registrants who have changed residential addresses

• Need to reregister at the new address
• A common life event known to depress turnout temporarily
(Squire et al. 1987; Brians 1997; Highton 2000; Hansen 2016)
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CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS PAPER

• Detailed, large-scale administrative data + a natural experiment⇝ robust causal
estimate

• First estimation of effects of an alternative form of AVR that apply to movers
• Placebo tests: ARR was implemented after 2016 general election and should not
affect turnout of past elections
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Data and Research Design



DATA

Combination of detailed administrative datasets

• Official voter file from Orange County, CA in 2018 +
National Change of Address (NCOA) data from USPS

• Voters with addresses changed between 2016–2018 general election
• Can find mover even when voter has not voluntarily reported to election
administrators, if voter filed a change-of-address request with USPS
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DATA

Not a single snapshot of the voter file

• Output of working for years with election officials in Orange County
• Building trust and rapport
• Record linkage of 252 Daily snapshots of the active voter file provided (Up to 200
Gbs of data)

• Carefully documenting how the data changes daily⇝ parse why voter
informations are updated

• 1.5 million voters→ approx. 100,000 movers detected

More details about voter snapshot monitoring in Kim, Seo-young Silvia, Spencer
Schneider, and R. Michael Alvarez. 2020. “Evaluating the Quality of Changes in Voter
Registration Databases.” American Politics Research 48(6): 670–76.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X19870512.
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TEMPORAL DISCONTINUITY

• If detected to have moved within county through the USPS data matching, local
officials automatically update the address (ARR) and send a postcard to inform
the voter, but only up to a certain date

• For Orange County in 2018, June 15th, 2018

Why? NVRA 1993 requires notification-based list maintenance to be completed well in
advance of a federal election (90 days)
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CHANGE-OF-ADDRESS (COA) REQUEST TO USPS
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AUTOMATIC VOTER REREGISTRATION: POSTCARD NOTIFICATION

Dear Voter:

According to information we have received, the address where you live 
OR where you receive mail has changed to the address printed on the 
attached card.

If your new address is in Orange County, we will update your 
registration and future election materials will be sent to your address. 
If you no longer reside in Orange County, your voter registration has 
been placed in the inactive file. You must reregister in the county in 
which you now reside. To receive an affidavit call 1(800)345-VOTE.

Within 15 days, return the Business Reply portion of this card notifying 
us that your change of address is correct or is not a change of 
permanent residence.

If the information on this card is incorrect and you fail to notify our 
office, you may not receive your voting materials for future elections 
and your registration may be permanently canceled.

*If you need assistance in Chinese, Korean, Spanish or Vietnamese, please call (714) 567-7600.

REGISTRAR OF VOTERS
PO BOX 11298
SANTA ANA, CA 92711-1298

Phone No. (714) 567-7600

Voter Name: 3 OU 147029
Street Address:
Mailing Mailing Address:Address:

The information above is incorrect. 

Dear Voter:
WE HAVE BEEN NOTIFIED THAT YOU HAVE MOVED.
Check and sign the correct box below.
Send back the completed card within 15 days.

My mail is 
delivered to:I live at:

Signature: Date:

I live in Orange County and the address(es) above are correct.

Signature: Date:

I don’t live in Orange County.  Remove my name from the voter file.

Signature: Date:

Presorted

NON-PROFIT ORG.
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
Santa Ana, Ca

 Permit No. 77

NCOA 

FORWARDING SERVICE REQUESTED
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DATA

• By observing how the data is updated, can distinguish ARR treatment status
• Treatment group: moved June 1–15, 2018 (2,291 voters)
• Control group: moved June 16–30, 2018
or voluntarily updated address to the Registrar (3,294 voters)

• y-variable = 2018 general turnout
• Covariates

age gender race party
naturalized citizen congress. district dist. to poll absentee voter
median household income of old/new neighborhood 2016 turnout
changed environment distance moved
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ESTIMATION STRATEGY

Early June movers (treatment group) vs. late June movers (control group)

• Well balanced based on Kolmogorov-Smirnoff tests on pre-treatment variables
• Simple linear regression controlling for covariates

Turnouti = α+ βARRi + γX+ ϵi

Logistic regression results almost identical
• Placebo tests: an intervention in June 2018
should not affect past turnout
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Results



THE EFFECT OF ARR ON VOTER TURNOUT: OVERALL TURNOUT

Placebo Tests
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+5.8 percentage points (95% CI: [0.0345, 0.0839]),
placebo tests all pass
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THE EFFECT OF ARR ON VOTER TURNOUT: SOME CONTEXT

• Most get-out-the-vote (GOTV) experiments have null or very small effects
• The classic Green, Gerber, and Larimer (2008):

• “I know your voting history”⇝ 4.9%p+
• “I will let your neighbors know whether you voted”⇝ 8.1%p+
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COULD THIS ESTIMATE BE INFLATED?

• Simple postcard from election officials instead of third-party civic organizations
can help (Malhotra et al., 2012; Mann and Bryant, 2020)

• Movers = slightly more peripheral set of voters (temporary)
• AVR not on non-registrants but on existing registrants
• But the estimate itself is a lower bound;
voluntary disclosers in control group
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THE EFFECT OF ARR ON VOTER TURNOUT: SUBGROUP ANALYSES

Given the Democrats’ efforts to push for AVR with H.R.1, will ARR disproportionately
increase turnout of Democrats?
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THE EFFECT OF ARR ON VOTER TURNOUT: FOR REGISTERED DEMOCRATS

Placebo Tests
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Not statistically significant (95% CI: [-0.022, 0.061])
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THE EFFECT OF ARR ON VOTER TURNOUT: FOR REGISTERED REPUBLICANS
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+7.4%p (95% CI: [0.032, 0.117])
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THE EFFECT OF ARR ON VOTER TURNOUT: NEITHER DEMOCRAT NOR REPUBLICAN
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+8.1%p (95% CI: [0.038, 0.125])
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THE EFFECT OF ARR ON VOTER TURNOUT: MOVERS VS. STAYERS
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SOME CAVEATS

• Of course, treatment was not blocked by partisan groups
• Orange County Democrats in the 2018 general election were highly mobilized
• Generalizability across elections and geography need to be tested
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SOME CAVEATS

However, ARR very promising:
showed large effects for a population expected to have only small effects

• Already broken through the hurdle of the initial registration
• In-county movers: less disruption than out-county or out-state movers
• Yet, relieving registration burden worked wonders

In addition,

• Easy to implement at the back-end
• Simply a matter of carefully matching USPS data to voter records and following-up
• The data is already collected!
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CONCLUSION

• Robust causal estimate of AVR’s variation
• Strong turnout effect of +5.8%p
• Easing voting access does not unequivocally benefit Democrats
Debunking myths of partisan effects

• Racial and representation effects still need to be assessed
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IMPLICATIONS FOR DEMOCRACY

• Self-initiated registration costs seem to be, indeed, a significant cost of voting!
• Shifting the burden towards the government can keep citizens engaged in the
democratic process

• Opt-out AVR can alleviate the burden of the voters
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THAT’S A WRAP!

Website: https://sysilviakim.com
Thank you very much for this opportunity!
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Q&A / EXTRA SLIDES

• replication • ks-test

• race-white • race-hisp • race-asian
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REPLICATION ARCHIVES

Replication code and data available at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/ILKRK2
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KOLMOGOROV-SMIRNOFF TEST RESULTS

If anything, this will estimate a lower bound of the
treatment, as those who voluntarily inform the Regis-
trar are more likely to vote.
The following covariates are controlled: number of

times moved in 24 months (once, twice, or three times),
distance from home to polls (Dyck and Gimpel 2005;
McNulty, Dowling, and Ariotti 2009), permanent
absentee voting status (Southwell and Burchett 2000),
age, inferred gender (Blevins and Mullen 2015),
inferred race (Imai and Khanna 2016), partisan affilia-
tion, 2016 general turnout history, census block-level
median household income of both old and new resi-
dences, whether the voter was born abroad (e.g., a
naturalized citizen), the congressional district of the
new home, and increasing degree of informational cost
depending on how voters’ political districts changed.8
Congressional districts were controlled in the model to
account for some hotly contested House races, poten-
tially driving higher turnout. The replication data is
available at Kim 2022.
I present linear probability model results with a

binary treatment specification and robust standard
errors for clarity of the coefficient interpretations.

The logistic regression results’ average marginal
effects are identical to the LPM estimates. Almost
all Kolmogorov–Smirnov tests of the pretreatment
variables pass, showing a well-balanced dataset—see
Table 1.9

AUTOMATIC REREGISTRATION INCREASES
TURNOUT

Figure 2 shows the regression result in the first col-
umn.10 Automatic reregistration increases turnout for
movers by 5.8 percentage points (95% CI: 0:0329½ ,
0:0823�). To put this in comparison with nonmovers,
70% of registrants who did not move in the last
24 months voted, whereas 64.0% of the treatment
group voted, up 5.9% from 58.1% of the control group.

The estimated treatment effect is very large. To put
this in context, take the landmark results of get-out-the-
vote (GOTV) mailing analysis in Gerber, Green, and
Larimer (2008). Showing households that voting is
public information and their own records resulted in a
4.9 percentage-point increase in turnout. Threatening
to expose voting records to neighbors resulted in an 8.1

TABLE 1. Covariate Summary Statistics and Kolmogorov–Smirnoff Tests

Treatment Group Control Group

Mean SD Mean SD Statistic p

Demographics
—Age 43.68 16.14 44.20 16.65 0.0227 0.4909
—Male 0.47 0.50 0.47 0.50 0.0056 1.0000
—White 0.59 0.49 0.59 0.49 0.0026 1.0000
—Hispanic 0.16 0.37 0.14 0.34 0.0223 0.5111
—Asian 0.10 0.30 0.11 0.32 0.0155 0.9029
—Imputed household income (previous residence) 91.95 25.80 89.67 24.93 0.0442 0.0103
—Imputed household income (new residence) 93.15 25.62 91.99 25.91 0.0271 0.2757
—Born abroad 0.23 0.42 0.27 0.44 0.0317 0.1318

Political variables
—Democrat 0.32 0.47 0.33 0.47 0.0054 1.0000
—Republican 0.34 0.47 0.32 0.46 0.0209 0.5953
—Thirty-ninth Congressional District 0.12 0.32 0.11 0.32 0.0060 1.0000
—Forty-fifth Congressional District 0.34 0.47 0.35 0.48 0.0066 1.0000
—Forty-sixth Congressional District 0.12 0.33 0.12 0.32 0.0068 1.0000
—Forty-seventh Congressional District 0.05 0.21 0.05 0.21 0.0002 1.0000
—Forty-ninth Congressional District 0.09 0.29 0.09 0.28 0.0064 1.0000

Turnout history
—Gen. 2016 turnout 0.73 0.44 0.72 0.45 0.0166 0.8522
—Pri. 2016 turnout 0.33 0.47 0.33 0.47 0.0008 1.0000
—Gen. 2014 turnout 0.24 0.43 0.25 0.43 0.0055 1.0000
—Pri. 2014 turnout 0.10 0.30 0.11 0.32 0.0157 0.8932
—Gen. 2012 turnout 0.47 0.50 0.45 0.50 0.0188 0.7235
—Pri. 2012 turnout 0.12 0.33 0.14 0.35 0.0169 0.8371

Other variables
—Permanent absentee voter 0.61 0.49 0.72 0.45 0.1010 0.0000
—Times moved 1.19 0.40 1.24 0.46 0.0335 0.0961
—Distance to the polls 0.45 0.44 0.48 0.44 0.0573 0.0003

8 There are five categories: whether the voter moved within the same
street address, precinct, state-level political districts, congressional
districts, or moved across congressional districts.

9 See Online Appendix F for further discussions.
10 The full regression results can be found in Online Appendix E.

Seo-Young Silvia Kim
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Placebo Tests
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