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As voter participation in the United States
continued to drop during the second half
of the 20th century, experts tried to find

ways to reverse this trend. Some people thought
that making it easier for citizens to register to
vote would, in turn, increase voter participation.
Many States, as well as the National Govern-
ment, began to reform voter registration laws.

The Motor Voter Law
Starting in the 1980s, an effort was begun to
allow people to register to vote whenever they
applied for government services. Among the
government offices to be included as voter reg-
istration sites were motor vehicles offices,
where people get their driver’s licenses. As a
result, this bill gained a nickname: the “motor
voter” bill. Congress passed the motor voter
bill and President Clinton signed it into law in
1993. The National Voter Registration Act, as
it was officially called, went into effect on Janu-
ary 1, 1995.

Registration and Voter Turnout
Experts disagreed about whether reforms of
voter registration laws, such as the motor voter
law, actually increased voter participation in
elections. Jordan Moss, who actively registered
low-income people, believed that the law could
make a difference:

The success of motor voter programs
in the States bolsters arguments that
removing barriers to registration sig-
nificantly lifts turnout…it is impor-
tant to note that those States with
recently implemented motor voter
programs experienced increases in
registration and turnout well above
the national average in 1992.

Political scientist Seymour Martin Lipset was
more skeptical: 

Since the 1960s, reforms have been
enacted to make voter registration
easier, yet voting participation has
fallen off. This decline has occurred
because many Americans believe that
their one vote will not make a differ-
ence in elections.

The Results of Reform
Between the 1992 and 1996 presidential elec-
tions, the number of voters registered in the
United States increased from 134 million to 146
million. However, the number of people who
actually participated in elections declined, from
105 million to 93 million. In the 1996 election,
voter participation dropped below 50 percent
for the first time in modern history. Curtis Gans
of the Committee for the Study of the American
Electorate sees voter registration reform as part
of a necessary two-step process: “[F]irst you
have to get people on the rolls. Then you can
work on getting them to the polls.”

Questions for Discussion
1. How do you account for the different 

conclusions drawn by Moss and Lipset
regarding the effectiveness of the voter 
registration program? 

2. What factors might explain the differences
between statistics that represent state-
wide gains and those that show national
declines?
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Voter registration tables, such as this one, 
are set up to encourage people to register and vote.


