Dēmos Fact Sheet: NATIONAL VOTER REGISTRATION ACT
Expanding Voter Registration of Low-Income Citizens Under the National Voter Registration Act of 1993
Democracy works as intended when all citizens are able to participate and make their voices heard. While
the United States has come a long way in expanding the franchise over the past 220 years, barriers to
participation still exist and these barriers disproportionately impact low-income citizens. In 2008, over 11
million low-income adult citizens remained unregistered to vote and the registration gap between lowincome and high-income citizens was over 19 percentage points.1
Work by Dēmos and its partners holds out enormous promise for reducing this gap.2 Millions of low-income
citizens can be brought into the political process by proper implementation of an often-neglected provision
of the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) requiring states to provide Public Agency Voter Registration
when persons apply for benefits, recertify or file a change of address through public assistance agencies and
disability offices:3
»» In Missouri alone, almost 200,000 low-income citizens applied for voter registration at public assistance
offices in the first 17 months after a successful court action to improve Missouri’s compliance in July 2008.4
»» In Virginia, Dēmos’ work with state officials to improve NVRA implementation resulted in a five-fold
increase in monthly registration applications, without the need for litigation.5
»» In North Carolina, over 100,000 low-income citizens applied for voter registration at public assistance
agencies in the three years since Dēmos and its partners worked with state officials to improve
compliance—compared to only 11,600 in
the 2005-2006 reporting period.6
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Research by Dēmos and its partners
demonstrates that the compliance gaps found
in states such as Missouri, North Carolina and
Virginia reflect a nationwide problem. The
number of registrations from public assistance
agencies nationwide has declined 62 percent
in the 12 years since initial implementation of
the NVRA, from over 2.6 million registrations in
1995-1996 to only 978,000 in the most recent
reporting period of 2007-2008.7 Yet the U.S.
Department of Justice, which has authority
to enforce the NVRA, failed abysmally to take
action against non-complying states during
most of the previous eight years.8
Much more needs to be done to realize the
promise of the NVRA and fulfill Congress’
purpose of increasing access to voter registration
for all Americans. Dēmos is working in a dozen
states and pursuing aggressive outreach to
the Department of Justice, the White House,
Congress and advocates for low-income political
participation to expand opportunities for voter
registration of low-income citizens and ensure
state compliance with the NVRA.
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