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Figure 9.2 tracks the rate of voter registration from 1970 to 2016 among the age-
eligible population in the state of Texas. Beginning in 1974 and continuing into the 
1990s, the rate of registration remained relatively stable, hovering in the low to mid-60 
percent range for most of the period. Registration peaked during presidential elections. 
From a high of 71.2 percent in the wake of the Watergate scandal in 1976, participation 
trended downward, reaching 70 percent in 1984. In 1994, the trend was toward higher 
rates of voter registration, leveling off in the low 80 percent range by the mid-2000s. Why 
did voter registration spike in the mid- to late 1990s? One important explanation is the 
impact of the 1993 Motor Voter Act. In addition, the implementation of online voter 
registration forms made access to registration easier for many potential new voters, 
leading to potentially higher registration rates. The advent of some new technologies, 
such as computerized databases, and better training of local election officials influenced 
the rates of voter registration as well. However, in recent years, voter registration has 
declined, falling by 2010 to about 70 percent. This trend may only reflect the improved 
ability to update and purge voter registration records. By 2016, the rate of registration 
was at 73.8 percent.

Another important consideration during elections is voter turnout. In Texas, voter 
turnout, or the number of people actually casting ballots in an election, resembles 
trends from across the United States. Voter turnout tends to be higher in presidential 
election years than in off-year, midterm elections. Moreover, special elections and local 
elections tend to have very low levels of voter turnout.

Voter turnout is calculated one of two ways: as the percentage of ballots cast in the 
election based upon (1) the total number of registered voters or (2) the total population 
aged eighteen and over (the voting-age-eligible population). Often, government officials 
like to report turnout based on the first method, in part because rates of turnout are 

Voter turnout
the number of people casting 
ballots in a given election

  FIGURE 9.2    Rate of Voter Registration, 1970–2016
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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).
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