Activating the Left Out:
Enhancing U.S. Voter Engagement

Lisa Garcia Bedolla

In the 2020 presidential election, the highest-turnout U.S. election in decades, only
67 percent of eligible voters participated ; almost one-third stayed home. This essay
explores how to activate nonvoters through electoral reforms such as those proposed
in Our Common Purpose, many of which have been implemented in California. It
also looks at the importance of voter education and mobilization efforts using effec-
tive messaging and trusted messengers to engage nonvoters. I argue that, if we want
our democracy to be as healthy, robust, and inclusive as possible, then we need inten-
tional action, as was laid out in Our Common Purpose. We need to change how we
administer elections. And we also need to make the investments necessary to educate
and mobilize disengaged eligible voters and scaffold them into the electoral process.

emocracy in the United States was never meant to be fully participatory.!

For much of the nation’s history, the franchise was limited to those who

owned property, were white, or were male.> Even though many of those
legal restrictions were lifted by the mid-twentieth century, other barriers to enfran-
chisement remain: Election Day is not a holiday as it is in many other democratic
systems; eligible voters are, in most states, required to register to vote well before
Election Day; and ballots tend to be long and confusing, making engaging in the
political process challenging for those with limited political knowledge, or for
whom English is not their first language.

In recent years, states have been engaged in practices that can be expected to
lower voter turnout even further. For example, as of April 2026, thirty-six states
require that voters provide some form of identification in order to vote.3 Although
analysts may disagree as to whether requiring voter identification is a good elec-
toral policy, studies exploring its impact strongly suggest that the implementation
of voter identification requirements can be expected to depress voter turnout.* In
addition, the U.S. Election Assistance Commission found that “states reported
removing 21,298,175 records from their voter lists,” which “was equal to 9.1% of
the total number of voters who were registered in the United States as of the close
of registration for the 2024 general election.” That rate of purging was 21 percent
higher than was reported by jurisdictions from 2014t0 2016.5
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It should not be surprising, then, that voter participation rates in the United
States are among the lowest of any advanced industrialized country. In presiden-
tial elections, U.S. voter turnout over the last two decades has hovered around 50
to 60 percent of eligible voters.” The 2020 presidential election, when states and
localities loosened restrictions on absentee voting and sent mail-in ballots to all
registered voters, was the high-water mark for presidential voter turnout in the
United States, with almost 67 percent of eligible voters turning out to vote.® Even
so, that means almost one-third of eligible voters stayed home. That turnout rate
decreased in 2024 to only 64 percent of eligible voters. Given how close U.S. elec-
tion results have become, one could argue that our elections are being decided, by
and large, by who chooses to stay home on Election Day.

It is important, then, to consider the motivations and behavior of the nonvot-
ing segment of the U.S. eligible voter population: those who can vote but choose
not to. We know that nonvoters are not randomly distributed; they skew younger,
poorer, male, and nonwhite.? These voters are not apathetic. In fact, they often
are highly engaged in U.S. political discourse.'® But, they — for good, logical, and
historic reasons — do not see electoral politics as a place that is going to address the
very real problems they face on a daily basis.  would note that a focus on engaging
nonvoters should not be seen as a partisan issue; ensuring that all Americans feel
empowered and engaged in our democracy is a goal we should all share —for the
good of our democracy and the legitimacy of our democratic institutions.

This is why Our Common Purpose, the 2020 report published by the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences, lays out a series of strategies and recommendations
designed to empower voters and encourage higherlevels of U.S. voter engagement,
particularly among those currently disenfranchised.” The report focuses on pro-
cedural changes to make voting easier, such as establishing vote centers with early
voting opportunities, making Election Day a federal holiday honoring our veterans,
implementing same-day registration and automatic voter registration, and allowing
sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds to preregister to vote, along with leveraging the role
that schools can play in helping to integrate young people into the voting process.
Thereportalso focuses on how to encourage behavioral changes. For this essay, using
electoral reforms in California as a case study, I explore what would need to change
in our electoral system for U.S. democracy to reach its full, participatory potential.

ver the past decade, California has been home to some of the most dra-
matic changes to electoral administration of any state in the country. It
is important to note how these changes came about politically and what
their impacts have been. In terms of their genesis, The James Irvine Foundation,
a private foundation that had long funded voting rights work, decided to try to
address the historically adversarial nature of this domain, which often pitted vot-
ing rights advocates against county registrars and others who managed the state’s
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electoral administration infrastructure. They founded the Future of California
Elections (FOCE) in 2011, a “nonpartisan network of election officials, reform
advocates, civil rights organizations, and civic engagement groups collaborating to
advance effective and inclusive election policies and practices.”** Over the course
of many years, FOCE convened these groups in order to arrive at a set of agreed-
upon priorities and policy changes designed to streamline and improve electoral
administration in California.

Theresult has been extraordinary. The most transformative piece of legislation
to come out of the FOCE coalition is the Voter’s Choice Act (VCA). Passed in 2016,
the VCA “modernizes elections in California by allowing counties to conduct elec-
tions under a model which provides greater flexibility and convenience for voters.
This election model allows voters to choose how, when, and where to cast their
ballot by : mailing every voter a ballot ; expanding in-person early voting ; allowing
voters to cast a ballot at any vote center within their county; [and] providing secure
ballot drop off locations throughout the county.”’3 Because the VCA entails fairly
dramatic changes to voting methods and systems, the act also requires that local
jurisdictions conduct significant outreach and provide information to voters about
these changes. However, the VCA is an optional law: counties are not required to
participate, and the state provides few resources to help them with implementa-
tion. As is true in all states, registrars across California’s fifty-eight counties have
differing capacities, in terms of staff and resources, to implement the changes
required under the VCA. It is therefore not surprising that, as of 2026, only thirty
of California’s fifty-eight counties have agreed to adopt the law’s requirements.4

In addition to the VCA, California allows sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds to
preregister to vote, provides for conditional voter registration on Election Day,
and has instituted automatic voter registration when eligible individuals visit the
Department of Motor Vehicles and other state agencies.'> Thus, California has
implemented many of the changes recommended in Our Common Purpose, with
many democratic successes as well as a few lessons learned.

In terms of automatic voter registration, according to the California Secretary
of State’s fifteen-day registration reports, by the November 2024 general election,
the first after automatic voter registration went into effect under Assembly Bill 1461,
nearly 84 percent of California’s eligible voters were registered to vote, compared
to 78 percent in November 2016.1° So registration rates have increased in nontrivial
ways since the law was passed. However, California has yet to implement an auto-
matic preregistration system for sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds. To preregister,
this demographic must opt in when offered the opportunity, such as when apply-
ing for adriver’s license or in a school setting; it does not happen automatically. In
terms of the impact of preregistration, a 2024 report from California’s Secretary of
State found that about 1.2 million sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds in California had
preregistered to vote since they became eligible in 2016."7 This comprises about 13
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percent of eligible young voters in California during that eight-year period. Critics
contend that neither automatic voter registration nor sixteen- and seventeen-year-
old preregistration was implemented as effectively as it could have been. Instead,
they argue, California should institute a fully automatic voter registration system
and, for preregistration to be as effective as possible, it needs to be coupled with a
civic education effort in schools that would teach young people why preregistra-
tion and, subsequently, voting are important things for them to do, as Our Common
Purpose recommends.'8

The importance of education is a key lesson learned around the Voter’s Choice
Act as well. It is worth noting that the VCA has not been fully implemented in the
state, so its long-term impact is as yet unknown. But the preliminary studies so far
suggest how difficult it is to change voting systems and educate voters about those
changes. The VCA requires that registrars conduct outreach and engage their com-
munity as part of the VCA transition. A study looking at implementation efforts
in the March 2020 primary election found that, despite the registrars’ significant
outreach efforts, two-thirds of voters were unaware of the VCA changes.'¥ Even
with these difficulties, the act does seem to be having a positive impact on voter
turnout. In the 2022 midterm election, the most recent election for which the Cal-
ifornia Secretary of State provides data, there was a 4 percentage point difference
in turnout when comparing VCA counties to non-VCA counties when Los Angeles
(LA) County was excluded.>° It isimportant to look at the non-LA-county VCA out-
comes because LA County has historically had voting rates that were significantly
lower than the state as a whole. For example, in November 2022, statewide turnout
was 50.8 percent but only 44 percent in LA County.*!

The lesson from California, then, is that changes to electoral administration
that make voting easier are necessary, but not sufficient, ingredients to engaging
disengaged voters. Voter education is a difficult and long-term process that takes
intentional investments, strategies, and resources. California is on the cutting edge
of these efforts, but much work remains to be done before these structural changes
to election administration make a difference at the ballot box, particularly in places
like LA County.

Knowledge will forever govern ignorance; and a people who mean to be their own governors must
arm themselves with the power which knowledge gives.**

—James Madison

he other ingredient essential to voter engagement is direct voter educa-
tion and mobilization. My analysis in this section draws on more than two
decades of work with community-based organizations in California and
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nationally. Those efforts have included direct evaluation of canvassing efforts,
examination of political discussion networks and their impacts on feelings of
political agency and civic engagement, and dozens of focus groups and surveys
I conducted in order to explore political attitudes and engagement in the pre- and
post-COVID eras.?3 A common thread that runs through all of this work is that the
way we teach civic engagement in schools — namely, without helping future vot-
ers connect what they arelearning in school about the federal government to their
daily lives — and how we run political campaigns — with a focus on engaging likely
voters and little attention to those who are less engaged — combine to help explain
why voter participation is so low in the United States.

Civic education is about more than just fostering civic knowledge, such as the
ability to know one’s congressperson or name all three branches of government.>4
Civic knowledge is only valuable insofar as it serves the purpose of giving students
the confidence to become actively engaged in civic life. Yet that is rarely what stu-
dents get in school. Instead, civics is often taught as rote memorization of facts
rather than the development of culturally competent democratic understanding
and engagement. We need a broader understanding of civic learning as

a process through which young people develop the knowledge, skills, and commit-
ments to interact effectively with fellow community members to address shared prob-
lems. It includes preparation for both civic engagement (or practices seeking to pro-
mote the public good through non-governmental organizations and informal com-
munity work) and political engagement (or activities aiming to influence state action
through formal avenues such as voting, lobbying, petitioning, or protesting).25

This definition from education scholar John Rogers and colleagues assumes that
civic education is about more than just fostering civic knowledge. In like manner, it
recognizes that civic knowledge is only valuable insofar as it serves the purpose of
helping students become actively engaged in civic life. Research shows that problem-
based approaches to civic education are most effective. By problem-based, I mean
that students are asked to identify a problem in their community and then, working
in groups with a mentor to guide them, study who is in charge of that problem in
order to arrive at an approach for addressing it. Having students learn about feder-
alism, jurisdictional overlap, and the role of governmental and nongovernmental
actors in this way gives them a much more grounded understanding of government,
its forms, its powers, and, most important, the avenues into government that are
available to them to foster change regarding the things they care most about.2%

Yet few civics classrooms are structured in this way, for important political rea-
sons. In arecent study of civics teachers in a racially diverse school district, learning
scientist Daniela Kruel DiGiacomo and colleagues found that teachers lacked a
shared understanding of the purpose of civic education and the appropriate meth-
ods for teaching civics, as well as adequate professional development in this area.?”
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These challenges made many of the teachers in their study shy away from addressing
political issues within their classrooms.?8 In their analysis of a 2023 nationally repre-
sentative study, education scholars Joseph Kahne and John Rogers found that “25%
of teachers reported that their school or district told them to limit discussions about
political and social issues. In addition, because of concern regarding conflict, 65%
decided of their own accord tolimit such discussions! "2 Yet, as they note, “Research
has consistently shown that student engagement with informed examination and
discussion of controversial issues promotes skills and commitments tied to demo-
cratic participation and, in particular, the capacity to dialogue productively across
difference.”3° The pressure teachers face not to do so negatively affects schools’
ability to effectively prepare their students for democratic citizenship.

hereis a vast literature looking at voter mobilization in the United States.3

However, because the overwhelming majority of U.S. voter engagement

efforts focuses on likely voters, we know little about the attitudinal ori-
entations of eligible voters who do not go to the polls on Election Day. Scholars
who have studied low-propensity voters have found that political education is key,
as are conversations that meet prospective voters where they are, centering their
day-to-day struggles, and messages that foster agency, hope, and possibility. I will
discuss each in turn.

Political Education: Voters Need Onboarding. As was mentioned in the previous
section, the information taught in civics classrooms in U.S. K-12 schools is often
superficial. It also tends to focus on the federal government, with little information
about state government, and rarely any mention of what local government does.
This is ironic given that local government arguably has the most direct influence
on citizens’ daily lives through zoning and housing laws, trash pickup schedules,
and public schooling, among other policy areas. Because of this, most Americans
do not know what their congressperson is responsible for, what state legislators
do, or why it is important to vote in their city council election. Many voter engage-
ment efforts start by asking the target individual to vote. That is, in some ways, the
equivalent of asking someone to marry you before dating them. In the first place,
the target voter needs to better understand why their vote matters within the con-
text of a particular election.

In my research, I have found that the best place to start this educational con-
versation is by asking the individual what they care most about or what they see
as the most important issue in their community. From there, a canvasser can then
talk to them about who is responsible for addressing that issue and how what is on
the upcoming election ballot may help them move the needle on what they care
about. Given the level of voter disengagement that exists in the United States, this
scaffolding is critical to helping nonvoters understand what is at stake in our polit-
ical system and, most importantly, see themselves as having the power to change it.
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That scaffolding extends to information about the voting process itself. For
potential voters who come from families with alarge number of nonvoters, heading
to the voting booth can be intimidating. Many of the high school-aged respon-
dents I interviewed for my 2005 book Fluid Borders talked about being afraid to
vote because they did not know how to vote.3* They had seen video on the news of
voting booths with curtains, but no one had ever shown them what, literally, was
to be found behind the curtain. To this end, one simple thing that schools can do
is show their students what the voting machines look like in their county and how
to use them. They can also walk their students through voting by mail and how to
ensure that their ballots get counted. These things may seem obvious, but for young
new voters from families in which no one votes, providing this type of informa-
tion can be critical to getting them to turn out and vote. That is also true for, as we
saw with the Voter’s Choice Act, changes in traditional approaches to voting. Vote
centers are a great innovation, but they can only be effective if prospective voters
know about them and feel comfortable using them.

Messaging the Disengaged : Stories of Success and Trusted Messengers. Disengaged
eligible voters also need to feel that their vote matters and will have an impact on
the things they care about. It is important to consider what types of messages and
messengers help these voters connect with the political process. Research suggests
that motivating infrequent and nonvoters requires messages that are rooted in their
lived experience, speak to their shared values, name the harm being addressed in
terms of values, make people feel like agents in their own lives, and describe a solu-
tion, not just a critique of current actions.33

This “stories of success” piece is very important, particularly at a time when
people can feel they have little impact on political outcomes. In research polling
and focus groups, telling stories of “people like me” winning an election, chang-
ing a policy, or making a difference in their communities has been found to have a
meaningful impact on people’s feelings of political efficacy.34 In other words, see-
ing someone “like you” make a difference makes it more likely you will feel you can
too. I would argue that part of the reason why voter participation rates are so low
in the United States is because it is so rare that disengaged voters hear stories of
democracy working for everyday people. Perhaps that is why such stories can have
such a big impact on listeners.

Who tells those stories also matters. According to the Pew Research Center,
trust in the federal government has shifted from 73 percent of Americans in 1958
saying “they trust the government to do what is right just about always/most of
the time” to 22 percent saying they felt that way in 2024.35 Similarly, interpersonal
trust, measured as the percentage of people agreeing with the statement “most
people can be trusted,” has gone from 46.3 percent of Americans who agreed in
1972 to 31.9 percent in 2018.3¢ A 2025 data essay studying interpersonal trust pub-
lished by the Pew Research Center also found that people who were less educated,
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lower income, had lost a job, or experienced racial discrimination had the lowest
levels of trust in others.3” We know that disengaged American voters tend to hold
those demographic and life characteristics, making it reasonable to assume many
have lower levels of trust in others. That is why the messenger matters. Research
has shown that engagement efforts that use “trusted messengers” — community
members with similar life experiences, from the same neighborhood - are much
more effective than those that bring in canvassers from the outside.3®

he principle underlying all these points — the need for more practical,

applicable political education and hearing stories of success from trusted

messengers — is that political engagement is a form of collective action, even
when we are talking about an individual-level activity like voting. People act politi-
cally because they care about something bigger than themselves, be it their families,
their local communities, the larger polity, or all of the above. Politics, therefore, is
fundamentally relational. It is about connecting people to a greater purpose. That
is the core of our democracy. But as our cities have grown and people have become
more residentially mobile, we have lost the connective tissue that binds us together
as a polity. If we want our democracy to be as healthy and robust as possible, and
to be inclusive of all eligible voters, then we need intentional action, as was laid
out in Our Common Purpose. We need to change the structure of how we administer
elections. And we also need to invest in efforts to educate and mobilize disengaged
eligible voters in order to scaffold them into the electoral process. All are necessary
ingredients for us to strengthen and support U.S. democracy.
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