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aged eighteen and over (the voting-age-eligible population). Often, government offi-
cials like to report turnout based on the first method, in part because rates of turnout 
are inflated when using it. Obviously, the total number of registered voters is normally 
lower than the total number of people who are of eligible voting age.

This issue of using registered voters or the age-eligible population to deter-
mine turnout is important when comparing voter turnout rates over time or across 
states. States sometimes change the eligibility requirements; for example, southern 
states, such as Texas, have clearly manipulated registration requirements to exclude 
African Americans, as discussed earlier. Also, registration processes and voter eli-
gibility vary from state to state. North Dakota, as noted earlier, lacks any form of 
registration, so that anyone showing up on Election Day with a valid state driver’s 
license or other proof of residency is allowed to vote. In neighboring Minnesota, 
voters are allowed to register to vote up to and on Election Day. These differences 
produce variations in the percentage of the age-eligible population that is registered 
to vote.

Thus, the more accurate figure, especially for comparison purposes, is to use the 
total population eighteen and over (the voting-age-eligible population). In general, 
voter turnout among the age-eligible population hovers in the 40 to 50 percent range 
for presidential elections but declines to the high 20- or low 30-percent range for mid-
term, off-year elections. Recent elections have adhered to these trends. In 2012, 58.4 
percent of registered voters and 43.6 percent of age-eligible voters turned out for the 
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Source: Compiled by the authors based on data from the Texas Secretary of State, “Turnout and Voter Registration Figures (1970–Current),” www.sos.state.tx.us/elections/
historical/70-92.shtml (accessed September 8, 2014).

  Figure 9.2  	 Rate of Voter Registration, 1970–2014


