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returned ballot is challenged or counted.12

We consider the components individually – we first analyze the factors which deter-

mine whether or not an individual returns the ballot and then in a second analysis (con-

sisting only of those voters who have already returned their ballot) we analyze the factors

which determine whether or not a ballot is counted. We include indicator variables for

the various types of absentee voters: UOCAVA, Sample Ballot, In-person, Hospital, and

Permanent absentee voters. We also include an indicator variable for whether or not

the absentee voter requested an English language ballot, for partisanship (Democrat, Re-

publican, and Decline-to-state), and for the voter’s age.13 Finally, we include ZIP Code

statistics, such as the percent white, percent black, the median income, and the percent

of residents who have been living in the U.S. since 1995. These ZIP Code statistics are

included as control variables.

In the first analysis the dependent variable is coded as a 1 if the ballot is returned and

in the second analysis the dependent variable is coded as a 1 if the ballot is counted (and

this estimation is performed only upon those ballots which are actually returned). These

results are included in Table 6; the most interesting aspect of performing the analysis

in this manner is to note that our predictive probabilities state that on average 75% of all

ballots that are requested will be returned and that of the set of ballots which are returned,

on average 5% will not be counted.

The table is organized with each independent variable in a column followed by the

estimated model coefficient for the event coded as a 1. Below each coefficient is the esti-
12We present our results here as two separate logits for ease of interpretation. These results could be

calculated more efficiently in a multivariate logit model where we specify a dependent variable with three
possible values; an indicator of 1 if the ballot was returned and counted, 2 if the ballot was returned but
not counted, and 3 if the ballot was not returned. Our results presented here in the first analysis collapse
outcomes denoted by 1 and 2 together against outcome 3 and the second analysis compares only outcomes
1 against outcome 2. A simple way to intuit that the two analyses evaluate an identical set of relationships
is to consider the structure of the process – first the voter will either return or not return the ballot and then
only if the ballot is returned can it be counted. Regardless of estimating two bivariate logits or a single
multivariate logit the substantive interpretation of these results is identical so long as the IIA assumption is
valid. (Alvarez and Nagler (1997)

13Note that any observation with a missing data point is dropped from the analysis; in our case we have
approximately seventy-two thousand observations that do not have an age data point. As a consequence
these observations are dropped from the estimation, but this should not affect the estimation process.

15



mated standard error. Interpreting these results is a bit complicated; when looking at the

coefficients it is important to remember that their directionality is in reference to the out-

come coded as 1, in the first analysis that is when the ballot is returned and in the second

analysis that is when the ballot is counted. Therefore, a positive coefficient in either of

these two columns implies that as the independent variable increases, the absentee voter

is more likely to return their ballot or to have their ballot counted.

Table 6 Goes Here

Considering the coefficients in this light, note that UOCAVA voters, permanent ab-

sentee voters, and all age groups except the excluded category (age 65 and older) are less

likely to return their ballots. Furthermore, voters who have requested a non-English bal-

lot are also less-likely to return their ballot (since the English coefficient is positive, the

non-English coefficient will therefore be negative). Surprisingly, the percent of residences

who have lived in the same house since 1995 is related to a lower return rate. This would

suggest that voters who live in ZIP Codes with a more mobile population are more likely

to return their ballots. One possible explanation of the sign of this coefficient is that it may

be correlated with latent variables associated with permanent absentee ballots mailed to

voters no longer residing at that address.

Looking at the characteristics which are related to lower count rates, UOCAVA voters,

permanent absentee voters, non-English voters, and all age groups have a lower likeli-

hood of having their ballot counted once returned. These are all conclusions consistent

with our initial hypothesis. In terms of ZIP Code coefficients, the percentage of black res-

idents in a ZIP Code is related to a lower count rate. Unlike the return rate coefficients,

the percent of residents who have lived in in the same house since 1995 are not related to

lower count rates. This result is consistent with the explanation that these ZIP Code statis-

tics are correlated with permanent absentee ballots mailed to voters no longer residing at

the same address.

A quick look at the coefficients from the ”return” logit estimation indicates that Repub-

lican registrants are more likely to return their ballots than Democrats. Note that since the
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party registration coefficients for the ”count” logit estimation are all positive this implies

that the all major party registrants are more likely to have their ballots counted than third

party registrants. Here Republican and Democratic registrants have almost identical coef-

ficient values. Again, UOCAVA voters, permanent absentee voters, and all age categories

are related to lower count rates.

The advantage of performing this two stage analysis is that we may now produce an

interesting counterfactual. First, let us consider a situation which is admittedly farfetched.

Suppose all absentee voters who requested a ballot both returned their ballot and that

ballot was counted. Then the profile of absentee voters would look something like the

profile of those voters who simply requested an absentee ballot. Note the percentages of

requests, returns and counts by party in Table 7, however. The party breakdown for those

voters who return their ballot differs only by one small change from those voters who

requested an absentee ballot – the percentage of decline-to-state partisans who will return

drops by a percentage point and the percentage of Republicans increases by a percentage

point. The party breakdown for count rates remains the same. Thus, while there are

differences that we note in the coefficients in the tables above, it is also the case that these

differences are extremely small and should not make a difference in determining election

outcomes.

Table 7 Goes Here

We produce a counterfactual to examine the partisan breakdown of return and count

rates. We are concerned that registrants from one particular party might be more likely

to return their ballots or have their ballots counted then other party registrants, in which

case the use of absentee ballots has the possibility of affecting the election outcome. In

Table 8, the first column indicates actual partisan breakdown of requested ballots and

then the outcome from that breakdown – the percent not returned and not counted –

calculated by fixing each independent variable at its mean and using the coefficients we

estimated in the two-stage logits. Moving from left-to-right, each following column rep-

resents a different possibility for the partisan breakdown of requested absentee ballots
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with the percentage of Republican or decline-to-state registrants decreasing. This mimics

the idea that somehow, for example, the fraction of Democratics requesting an absentee

ballot increases by 10% while the fraction of Republicans (or Decline-to-States) decreases

by 10%. Changing only these percentages, we recalculate the percentage of ballots that

would not be returned or counted. The hypothetical return and count rates associated

with these changes are displayed below each counterfactual. Note that the largest change

is that an additional percent (from 23% to 24%) of ballots are not returned. Thus, a posi-

tive result emerges from this example; that although there are partisan differences in the

rate of returned and counted absentee ballots, these differences are extremely small and

have almost no effect on the return and count partisan percentage breakdowns.

Table 8 Goes Here

5 Conclusion

Increasing numbers of Americans are turning to absentee voting, especially voting by

mail. Absentee voting is undoubtedly a more convenient way for many citizens to partic-

ipate in the electoral process, and election administrators increasingly favor it because it

reduces the number of citizens using traditional polling places to vote. There have been

a number of studies that have looked at the recent rise in absentee voting. This literature

has focused on the impact of voting by mail, either by looking at the effects that absen-

tee voting has on voter turnout or the effects it has on the composition of the electorate.

There have been a number of studies that have looked at the recent rise in absentee vot-

ing. This literature has focused on the impact of voting by mail, either by looking at the

effects that absentee voting has on voter turnout or the effects it has on the composition of

the electorate. Our study is different, as we have a unique dataset that allows us to study

whether absentee votes were counted.

The first step in the absentee voting process is the return of the ballot. We found that

overseas citizens, permanent absentees, and those citizens who requested a non-English

18



ballot were substantially less likely to return their absentee ballot. That these groups are

less likely to return their ballots indicates that they face significant hurdles as they attempt

to participate in the political process. While we do not have information in our dataset

that will allow us to better understand why these two groups are less likely to return

their ballots, we speculate that the overseas voters are undoubtedly facing the sorts of

difficulties highlighted in studies following the 2000 presidential election: the significant

amount of time that it can take for voting materials to be mailed and to be returned.

Language minority voters, by contrast, may find casting their absentee ballot difficult

because of a lack of understanding about the balloting process.

The second step, whether or not the absentee ballot gets counted once it is returned

by the voter, also produced an intriguing result. We found that overseas voters were sub-

stantially more likely to have their absentee ballot challenged and not counted than other

types of absentee voters. Again, we do not have specific information about why overseas

ballots were more likely to be challenged, although we speculate that they are challenged

because they are coming in after the official deadline in California – the close of polling

on Election Day. The GAO study (2001) found that, in counties that provided disqualified

ballot data for military and overseas citizens, approximately 40% of the disqualified bal-

lots arrived after the legal deadline for absentee voting. In some states, such as Florida,

consideration is made for the ballot transit problems encountered by UOCAVA voters.

There, the deadline for receipt of absentee ballots is 10 days after the election. By exam-

ining the post marks on challenged and uncounted absentee ballots, it would be possible

to determine how many ballots would have been counted under various deadline exten-

sions. This policy change also might encourage more UOCAVA voters to return ballots in

the first place.

It is also likely that overseas absentee ballots are being challenged due to other defects,

like missing information on the return envelope. Language minority voters may also

be making errors on their absentee ballot return envelop that result in the ballot being

challenged. Unfortunately, the database we were provided does not indicate why ballots
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were challenged.14

Again, as stated above, race, income, and length of residence play very small, if any,

role in determining whether or not a ballot is returned or counted controlling for the type

of absentee ballot. Other factors are significant, such as whether or not the voter is a UO-

CAVA absentee voter or a permanent absentee voter. This again leads to the conclusion

that ballot type is a large factor in determining these outcomes.

We are encouraged by the partisan breakdown of requests, returns and count rates.

It seems that no single party is returning their ballot or having their ballot counted at a

significantly higher rate than any other party. This implies that regardless of the concerns

we have about return and count rates for specific ballot types, the fact that some absentee

ballot methods produce lower return and count rates does not appear to affect the election

outcome.

We must be cautious in generalizing our results in this paper as we are only studying

one election in one California county. It will be interesting to study other elections in

Los Angeles County, as well as other states and counties, using the actual absentee voter

files. These databases provide a wealth of important information, especially concerning

the administrative issues of who returns their absentee ballots and whose absentee ballots

are counted.

The 2000 presidential election generated enormous interest in the basic questions of

election administration in the United States. Most of these studies, like the Caltech/MIT

study that estimated that as many as 6 million votes were ”lost” in the election, have

studied polling place and voting system problems. As increasing number of Americans

participate using the absentee voting process, we clearly need to better understand how

the absentee voting process works, who uses it, and what problems certain types of voters

14The absentee voting file from the 2002 November election does have a field that indicates the date of
ballot return. 90.5% of the challenged UOCAVA absentee ballots arrived after the legal deadline for absentee
voting. However, there are some apparent inaccuracies with data entered into this field, as it appears that
there are 1114 absentee ballots with return dates after the close of election that were returned and not
challenged. Discussions with Los Angeles County Registrar-Recorder staff indicated that this discrepancy
arises from inaccuracies in data entry.
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might encounter as they attempt to participate using the absentee voting process.
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7 Tables

Table 1: Types of Absentee Ballots
Type Percent Number
Sample Ballot 40.67 157,931
Permanent 31.63 122,830
Apply by Mail 23.19 90,069
Vote by Mail 3.76 14,618
Walk-in 0.29 1,141
Overseas 0.3 1,182
Hospital 0.14 555
Total 100 388,326
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Table 2: Some Characteristics of Absentee Voters
Characteristics Percent
Language
English 96.06
Non-English 3.94
Party Registration
Democratic 53.15
Republican 32.59
Third Party 2.82
Decline to State 11.44
Age
18-25 4.30
25-35 9.54
35-50 24.80
50-65 29.75
65+ 31.63

Table 3: Absentee Ballot Resolution
Resolution Percent Number
Not Returned 24.75 96,115
Returned and Not Challenged 71.34 277,046
Returned and Challenged 3.91 15,165
Total 100 388,326

Table 4: Ballot Resolution by Absentee Voter Type
Ballot Type Percent Not Percent Not Percent Total

Returned Challenged Challenged
Sample Ballot 14.64 82.60 2.76 157,931
Permanent 34.85 60.41 4.75 122,839
Apply by Mail 23.02 73.06 3.92 90,069
Vote by Mail 59.88 31.37 8.75 14,618
Walk-in 9.20 88.34 2.45 1,141
Overseas 49.41 41.12 9.48 1,182
Hospital 1.80 93.51 4.68 555
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Table 5: Ballot Resolution by Absentee Voter Characteristics
Characteristic Percent Not Percent Not Percent Total

Returned Challenged Challenged
English 24.66 71.45 3.90 373,018
Non-English 27.02 68.84 4.14 15,308
Democratic 25.52 70.48 3.99 206,400
Republican 20.90 75.47 3.63 126,553
Third Party 29.57 65.83 4.59 10,952
DTS 30.96 64.94 4.10 44,421
18-25 42.00 51.55 4.72 16,681
25-35 36.61 58.68 4.72 37,029
35-50 27.84 68.11 4.06 96,286
50-65 20.53 75.98 3.49 115,511
65+ 20.38 76.03 3.59 122,819
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Table 6: Logistic Regression Coefficients, RETURN = 1, COUNT = 1
Variable Return Coefficient Count Coefficient
UOCAVA -.69* -1.1*

(.06) (.11)
Sample Ballot .77* .67*

(.01) (.02)
In-Person 1.39* .88*

(.10) (.19)
Hospital 2.93* .23

(.32) (.20)
Permanent -.53* -.30*

(.01) (.02)
English .14* (.02)

(.02) (.04)
Democrat .21* .25*

(.02) (.05)
Republican .31* .26*

(.02) (.05)
Decline -.04 .11*

(.02) (.05)
Age 18-25 -1.3* -1.17*

(.02) (.04)
Age 25-35 -1.00* -.66*

(.01) (.03)
Age 35-50 -.61* -.37*

(.01) (.02)
Age 50-65 -.17* -.09*

(.01) (.02)
Per. White .005* .001

(.0003) (.0003)
Per. Black .003* -.004*

(.0003) (.001)
Median Income 0* 0*

(.000) (.000)
Per. Same House ’95 -.003* .01*

(.001) (.001)
Constant .87* 2.03*

(.04) (.10)
Observations 388,326 292,211
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Table 7: Partisan Request, Return and Count Summary
Party Request Percent Return Percent Count Percent
Democratic 53 53 53
Republican 33 34 34
Decline-to-state 11 10 10
Third 3 3 3

Table 8: Counterfactuals by Hypothetical Partisan Request Breakdowns
Party Request Counter- Counter- Counter- Counter-

Percent factual 1 factual 2 factual 3 factual 4
Democratic 53 63 63 73 83
Republican 33 33 23 13 3
Decline-to-state 11 1 11 11 11
Third 3 3 3 3 3
Percent Not-Returned 23 23 23 23 24
Percent Not-Counted 5 5 5 5 5
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