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Abstract

To inform the vital conversation among the nation’s political leaders, elections administrators, and scholars about how
to hold a safe, accessible, and fair election in November 2020, this article reports how a sample of 5612 eligible American
voters, surveyed 8—10 April, wanted to see the election run during the COVID-19 crisis. We embedded a randomized
experiment presenting respondents with truthful summaries of the projections of two teams of scientists about the
pandemic. Our descriptive findings show that in November 2020, four in 10 eligible voters would have preferred to cast
their ballot by mail rather than in person and that a majority of respondents favored policies expanding mail voting. Our
experimental findings show that respondents who read the scientific projections were more likely to prefer voting by
mail, were more likely to trust that a mail ballot would be counted accurately, and were more likely to favor holding the
election entirely by mail.
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Introduction Important to informing this vital public debate is the
voice of America’s voters themselves. In this article, we
present the results of a survey that we fielded on 8-10
April, 2020 asking a sample of 5612 eligible American vot-
ers for their views on how to run November’s elections. We
asked a series of questions designed to determine how vot-
ers would like to cast their own ballots in the November
2020 election, their confidence in how accurately their own
ballots and the ballots of others will be counted if cast
through different modes of voting, and their preferences
about potential changes in federal policy and funding lev-

With the COVID-19 pandemic dramatically disrupting
everyday life in the United States, state and local election
officials sought to adapt the way that they administer elec-
tions to ensure the safety of voters and their workers,
while still securing access to the ballot and the integrity of
elections. Sixteen states delayed their presidential pri-
mary elections because of the public health crisis. US
Senators Amy Klobuchar and Ron Wyden introduced leg-
islation to expand voting by mail and adopt other new pro-
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Stewart, 2020). By the end of August, 20 states had made
a change to their vote by mail policies, allowing at least
83% of American voters to cast a ballot by mail.> Courts Department of Political Science, UC San Diego, USA
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Because the extent of the COVID-19 crisis and how it
would unfold over the coming months was uncertain to eli-
gible voters in April 2020, just as it was for the policymak-
ers and election officials who must plan for a general
election, we embedded a randomized experiment in this
survey presenting alternative future scenarios. We pre-
sented two treatment groups of respondents with truthful
summaries of the projections of two widely-cited teams of
scientists, with one team projecting a peak of the public
health crisis in the spring of 2020 and the other projecting
that its impact would peak in the fall if social distancing
measures were relaxed at that time. A control group received
no projections.

This design allows us to address two research questions.
The first is descriptive: How do eligible American voters
want to see the November 2020 election run—with pre-
dominantly in-person voting options, through the mail, or
with multiple voting options allowed? Our second question
leverages the randomized experiment to make causal infer-
ences about whether eligible voters are influenced by the
projections of experts, adapting their personal preferences
and policy positions based on predictions about when the
COVID-19 crisis will peak. Our hypotheses, which we
filed in a pre-analysis plan at the EGAP Registry, predict
that exposure to the scientific projections would affect how
voters view the election: we expected that both treatments
would make respondents more likely to prefer to vote by
mail themselves and to support policies that allow this
option. We expected to observe the strongest effects for the
treatment projecting a fall peak in the crisis.

One aim of this research design is to provide policymak-
ers with conditional guidance, presenting data on how vot-
ers want to cast their own ballots and to see election rules
change if different scenarios come to fruition. As health
experts learn more about the likely timing of the peak
impact of COVID-19, election officials may adjust their
planning. Our findings under the two treatments can pre-
sent guidance about how the public views voting under
either a spring or a fall peak in the impact of the crisis.

The findings also speak to the political science litera-
tures about voting by mail, voting under personal risk, and
whether voters are relatively myopic or forward thinking. A
well-developed literature on mail ballot voting has used
observational methods (Berinsky et al., 2001; Gerber et al.,
2013; Karp and Banducci, 2000, 2001; Oliver 1996;
Traugott 2001; see also Gronke et al. 2008 for a review);
natural experiments (Kousser and Mullin, 2007); and field
experimental methods (Arceneaux et al., 2012) to study
which types of voters prefer to cast mail ballots and how
shifts to this mode of voting impact political participation.
New research explores its effects on the partisan composi-
tion of the electorate, showing that mandatory vote-by-mail
elections lead to a similar electorate as elections with poll-
ing place and mail options (Barber and Holbein, 2020;
Thompson et al., 2020); but that a partisan gap over voting
by mail has appeared and broadened over the course of the

pandemic (Lockhart et al., 2020). Our study contributes to
the literature studying voting by mail in the past by assess-
ing how voters viewed this option in 2020, when a major
public health crisis posed new risks for voting in person.

Because our experimental design focuses respondents’
attention on this crisis, it allows us to observe whether their
preferred mode of voting is influenced by health risks.
While the risks are of a different nature and scale, voting
during a pandemic can be conceptually connected to stud-
ies of voting and violence in India (Wilkinson, 2004) and
Afghanistan (Weidmann and Callen, 2013) and to the
broader literature on elections held under violent conditions
(Ellman and Wantchekon, 2000). And because our two
treatments vary the timing of the health risk, any differen-
tial effects brought by the “spring peak” and “fall peak”
treatments can speak to the literature on how forward think-
ing voters are (Healy and Malhotra, 2009). Among the eli-
gible voters whom we surveyed, we asked are voting
intentions about an election taking place more than six
months in the future responsive to different predicted sce-
narios, or is the American electorate at this time looking
toward the November 2020 elections solely through the
lens of present conditions? The estimated effects of our
experimental treatments will shed light on these questions.

We begin by providing the details of our survey and our
experimental treatment, and then outline our expectations
about how responses may change under our experimental
treatments. We then present the overall views of our
respondents along with the responses for our control and
treatment groups to three sets of questions: How do eligible
voters prefer to cast their own ballots—by mailing in their
ballot, or by casting it at a polling place on Election Day or
at an early voting center?—and whether they would be
comfortable waiting in line at a polling place or willing to
work as a poll worker, both with and without social distanc-
ing measures in place? Which mode of voting gives eligible
voters the greatest confidence that ballots will be counted
accurately, both for their own votes and the votes of others?
What federal policy and funding changes do voters support,
including policies that would allow any registered voter to
request a mail ballot, require election officials to send a
mail ballot to every registrant, or proposals to shift elec-
tions entirely to mail ballot voting? Our experimental find-
ings show that respondents who read the scientific
projections were more likely to prefer voting by mail (by
6.3 to 7.0 percentage points, depending on the treatment);
were more likely to trust that a mail ballot would be counted
accurately (by 2.9 to 3.7 percentage points); and were more
likely to favor holding the election entirely by mail (by 3.3
to 4.0 percentage points).

Survey methodology

We fielded a survey from April 8-10, 2020 asking a nation-
ally diverse sample of 5612 eligible American voters for
their views on the upcoming November election, along
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with other questions on their political and policy views
asked after our battery of elections questions. We list the
full text of our elections questions and answers in our online
appendix, and we post all of our data and replication files at
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/3GFZ9L. We recruited our
sample through the online platform Lucid Fulcrum
Exchange, with all respondents completing their surveys
online through a Qualtrics instrument designed by the
authors. Coppock and McClellan (2019: 1) find that “demo-
graphic and experimental findings on Lucid track well with
US national benchmarks.” Our survey instrument and
methodology was reviewed and certified as exempt from
IRB review by the UC San Diego Human Research
Protections Program before fielding.

Our sample frame is the citizen voting age population of
the United States, based on the characteristics of that frame
reported in the 2018 American Community Survey. So that
our sample of respondents would reflect this larger popula-
tion, we sampled to meet targets of respondents matching
the distributions of key demographic characteristics of vot-
ing age citizens: gender, age, education levels, race, ethnic-
ity, and region. We created survey weights based on those
targets, using gender on its own, the joint distribution of
age by education,’ and the joint distribution of race by eth-
nicity.® All of our reported results are based on these
weights.

In order to ensure that our sample contained a suffi-
ciently large number of respondents in minority racial and
ethnicity groups in order to conduct future analyses of the
potential for disparate impact of voting regulations, we
drew a large sample of 5612 eligible voters nationwide.
Even without using weights, our pool of respondents is
quite diverse: around 70.7% are White, 11.9% are Black,
10.6% are Hispanic, 5.6% are Asian, and 1.2% reported
being of another race. Each of these figures is within two
percentage points of the estimates for the nation’s citizen
age voting population reported in United States Census
Bureau (2020). The respondents were also a politically
diverse group of eligible voters: asked to recall the 2016
presidential election, 30.1% reported that they did not cast
a ballot, and of those who did, 47.8% reported voting for
Hillary Clinton, 47.5% reported voting for Donald Trump,
and 4.7% supported another candidate. Looking ahead to
the November 2020 election, 81.6% of respondents reported
that they either “Definitely” (68.4%) or “Probably” (13.2%)
intended to vote.

Expectations for experimental effects

This article reports, first, overall preferences for our battery
of questions about the 2020 elections, showing how a sam-
ple of America’s eligible electorate viewed them in the
midst of the COVID-19 crisis. Then we separately report
mean responses for three equally-sized groups exposed to
different information about the outbreak. We provided each
treatment group with truthful summaries of the projections

of one of two widely-cited teams of scientists, one at the
University of Washington and the other at Imperial College
London. One of the teams projects a peak of the public
health crisis in the spring of 2020 (the “spring peak” treat-
ment), while the other projects that its impact will peak in
the fall if social distancing measures are relaxed at that time
(the “fall peak” treatment). The control group received nei-
ther forecast. Before answering questions about their pref-
erences on voting, respondents in our survey were
randomized into one of the three conditions below:’

1. The spring peak treatment: “While no one can be
certain how the COVID-19 outbreak will progress
in the United States, one well-respected team of sci-
entists at a leading university has projected that if
social distancing measures are widely adopted, the
effects of the virus will reach their peak in April,
then gradually decline throughout the spring and
into the summer.”

2. The fall peak treatment: “While no one can be cer-
tain how the COVID-19 outbreak will progress in
the United States, one well-respected team of scien-
tists at a leading university has projected that if
social distancing measures are widely adopted now
but are lifted during the early fall, a new surge in
cases will come and the effects of the virus will
reach their peak in November or December.”

3. A control group that was not presented with any
predictions.

Because respondents were randomized into the three
groups, we can attribute any observed differences in their
subsequent answers to the information provided in the
treatments. As in a typical survey experiment, we rely on
randomization to isolate the causal effect of our treatment
(Sniderman, 1996). In our appendix, we report the results
of a balance check that confirms that our three groups were
distributed similarly across conditions on a host of demo-
graphic characteristics The appendix also includes a manip-
ulation check showing that most respondents generally
acquired the information about the projected timing of the
peak. Unlike most survey experiments, because we are
interested in both the treatment effect and the overall distri-
bution of responses, we report all results using the survey
weights.

Based on our pre-analysis plan registered at the EGAP
Registry (the plan is available at https://osf.io/ewdyn), we
hypothesize that exposure to either of the treatments pro-
viding information about the COVID-19 crisis will affect
respondents, making them more likely to prefer to cast a
mail ballot themselves and to support policies that would
allow this option for others. Our postulated mechanism
here is that any information that brings public health con-
cerns to the top of respondents’ minds will cue them to
think about stay-at-home and social distancing directives
(Zaller, 1992). When threats related to issues such as public
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health are salient, individuals will be more inclined to sup-
port policies that provide protection (Albertson and
Gadarian, 2015; Kam and Estes, 2016). This should make
individuals more likely to prefer a safer option of voting at
home rather than in person, unless social distancing can be
achieved in a polling place.

Second, we expect to see the strongest experimental
effects for the projected “fall peak” treatment, which will
cue voters to pay particularly close attention to the potential
safety concerns of in-person voting options in November.
Under conditions of heightened anxiety, as is the case with
COVID-19,% individuals should be more likely to pay atten-
tion to information, process that information carefully, and
use that information in the formation of policy preferences
and in their behavior (e.g. Albertson and Gadarian, 2015;
Huddy et al., 2007; Valentino et al., 2008). They should
therefore be more inclined to prefer voting by mail when
they are paying attention to a peak of the fall instead of a
peak in the spring. These differential treatment effects may
not be strong; indeed, Healy and Malhotra’s (2009) work
on voter myopia might suggest that they would be null,
with voters viewing elections through a current lens. Still,
our firm prior, registered in our pre-analysis plan, is that
scientific projections which highlight the potential that
COVID-19 could still be a major public health threat in
November when the general election takes place, will
prompt respondents to be more supportive of mail ballot
options at that time.

Finally, we expect that all of these treatment effects will
carry through from personal preferences to policy prefer-
ences, as eligible voters first contemplate how they would
like to cast a ballot and then view policy proposals in light
of their personal choice. While findings in the literature are
mixed on whether people connect their self-interest with
policy preferences (for a discussion see Lau and Heldman,
2009), scholarship suggests they are more likely to do so
when the stakes are clear (Chong et al., 2001), when the
issue is highly salient in the environment (Lau and Heldman,
2009), and when policies are transparent, presented in a
clear way and are easy to understand (Chong et al., 2001).
The stakes are certainly high in the case of COVID-19, and
policies around supporting vote by mail are fairly clear and
easy to understand. To test these hypotheses, we will focus
in the data analysis below on the proportion of respondents
favoring voting by mail, comparing the two treatment and
control groups.

Hypothesis 1. Exposure to either treatment providing
projections about the COVID-19 crisis will make
respondents more likely to favor mail ballot voting and
the policies that promote it.

Hypothesis 2. Exposure to the treatment projecting that
the COVID-19 crisis could peak in the fall will make
respondents especially likely to favor mail ballot voting
and the policies that promote it.

We anticipate that administering a survey that prompts
respondents to think about COVID-19 in the midst of this
public health crisis is generally unlikely to yield strong
treatment effects. In April 2020, the pandemic is likely to
have been at the top of the minds of all respondents, includ-
ing those in the control group. All respondents are therefore
“pre-treated” (see Druckman and Leeper, 2012). The treat-
ment effects that we report below, then, may well be con-
servative estimates of the more general impact of raising
potential public health threats when asking questions about
elections.

Results

Personal preferences for casting ballots

Figure 1 presents our first set of results. As with all of our
figures, it lists the full survey text of each question in the
top left corner of each graph, then reports the mean percent-
age of respondents in the control and two treatment groups
who selected a given answer in gray columns and the over-
all percentage in the white column. We report our point
estimates of these percentages at the base of each column
with error bars representing 95% confidence intervals
around these estimates (these are roughly analogous to the
margin of error of the survey). All confidence intervals and
p-values are adjusted for multiple comparisons with a
Bonferroni correction, with standard errors based on the 15
analyses that we conduct.

We begin by exploring how individuals preferred to cast
their own ballot in November. We find that 39.6% of
respondents overall chose mailing in a ballot sent to them a
month before Election Day, rather than voting at a tradi-
tional polling place or at a professionally-staffed early vot-
ing center. This expressed preference differs from the past
actions of voters in our sample. Before providing any of the
groups with an experimental treatment, we asked respond-
ents whether they knew their polling place location or
whether they vote by mail. Only 12.8% respondents indi-
cated that they typically “vote by mail or not at a polling
place.”

Turning to the survey experiment, the proportion of
respondents who most preferred to cast a ballot by mail was
six to seven percentage points higher for those who read
either of the scientific projections about the COVID-19
outbreak, consistent with our Hypothesis 1. While 35.2% of
respondents in the control condition selected voting by mail
as their most preferred way to cast a ballot, 41.5% of those
provided the “spring peak” prompt and 42.2% of those
reading the “fall peak” projection chose this option, with
both treatments having effects that were statistically sig-
nificant at above the 95% confidence level compared to the
control group. Each of these effects is not only statistically
significant but quite large in scale; the “spring peak™ pro-
jection brought a 6.3 percentage point increase in expressed
preferences for voting by mail, while the fall peak shifted



Kousser et al.

In the upcoming November 3 election, if you had the ability to cast a ballot in any way you wished,

what would be your most preferred way to cast a ballot?
0-
30~
39.6%
20- \
Fall Peak Treatment Overall

Control Spring Peak Treatment

Mean Saying Vote-By-Mail (%)
=

If you would like to learn how to apply for a vote by mail ballot in your state, if that is allowed,

you can visit a guide provided by the federal government at the link below.
- - - 27.4%
Fall Peak Treatment Overall

Control Spring Peak Treatment

@ &
& £

Mean Requesting More Information (%)
N
8

Q In the upcoming November 3 election, if your only option to cast a ballot in your county was an in-person option such as
a traditional polling place or a professionally staffed county elections office, how likely would you be to cast a ballot?
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Percent Giving Response (%)
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In the upcoming November 3 election, if your only option to cast a ballot in your county was to
vote by mailing in a ballot, how likely would you be to cast a ballot?
100 -
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75-
Condition
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Spring Peak Treatment
Fall Peak Treatment
Overall

Percent Giving Response (%)
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Figure |. Personal preferences for casting a ballot in November 2020.
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the mode through which voters prefer to vote by a full
seven percentage points. These observed treatment effects
are strong, especially given that all respondents in April of
2020 were functionally “pre-treated” (see Druckman and
Leeper, 2012) by the nation’s intense focus at that time on
COVID-19.

The fact that these estimated treatment effects are simi-
lar in scale for the two projections provides support for
Hypothesis 1 but not for Hypothesis 2, which expected that
the “fall peak” treatment would exert the strongest effects
here. We did not observe any treatment effects when we
invited respondents, at the conclusion of the survey, to visit
a federal website providing information about how to apply
for a mail ballot in their state. Overall, 27.4% of respond-
ents selected this option. It may be that people were not
interested in implementing steps toward voting by mail so
far out from November. While the treatment influenced
how people would like to cast their ballot, it did not affect
whether they intended to vote.

We also observed no treatment effect when we asked
respondents whether they were likely to cast a ballot in
November if voting in person was their only option (and,
subsequently, if voting by mail was their only option). For
both questions, we removed from our analysis those who
had, earlier in the survey, indicated that they “definitely” or
“probably” would not vote in November, in order to focus
on the plans of potential voters. As the final two graphs in
Figure 1 show, overall 3.3% responded that they “proba-
bly” or “definitely” would not vote if an in-person option
was their way to cast a ballot, while 5.2% reported that they
would not vote if a mail ballot was their only option.’

In summary, respondents who read projections about the
COVID-19 outbreak shifted significantly toward preferring
to vote by mail, but this information did not affect their
likelihood of visiting a website about this option or alter
their intent to participate in November. This stated commit-
ment to voting, even under a public health crisis, is consist-
ent with existing work that demonstrates a strong social
norm that citizens should vote in elections. We can see this
in public opinion surveys, where social-desirability bias
leads individuals to inflate their reports of voting even if
they did not cast a ballot (e.g. Ansolabehere and Hersh,
2012; Enamorado and Imai, 2019; Jackman and Spahn,
2019; Silver et al., 1986). We also see this in get out the
vote (GOTV) studies which show that exerting social pres-
sure messages in mailers is much more effective in increas-
ing turnout than mailers that do not exert social pressure
around the social norm of voting (e.g., Abrajano and
Panagopoulous 2011; Gerber, 2016; Gerber et al., 2008;
Mann, 2010; for a review see Green and Gerber, 2019).

We also asked voters about their comfort levels with
waiting in line at a polling place or working as a poll worker,
either with or without social distancing measures imple-
mented at the polling place. We asked both versions of these
questions to the full sample, in sequence. As Figure 2 shows,

when we asked about comfort levels at polling places that
did not implement social distancing, we observe a substan-
tively strong and statistically significant effect for the “fall
peak” treatment, in the expected direction. Only 51.4% of
respondents receiving that treatment said that they would
be comfortable waiting in line at such a polling place, com-
pared with 58.8% of respondents receiving the “spring
peak” treatment and 59.8% of respondents in the control
group. Similarly, respondents who read the fall peak pro-
jections were much less likely to be willing to work as a
poll worker (30.7%) than respondents in the spring peak
(36.1%) or control (36.6%) conditions.

Both of these fall peak treatment effects were signifi-
cantly well above the 95% confidence level. These findings
are consistent with our Hypothesis 2 but not with Hypothesis
1: when respondents anticipated their comfort in November
with waiting in line or working at polling places without
strict social distancing measures in place, only the “fall
peak” predictions influenced them.

When we asked these questions again, but specified that
polling places would follow a number of specific social dis-
tancing measures recommended by the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (see https://naacp.
org/coronavirus/voter-access-and-participation-during-
coronavirus-pandemic/), respondents in all groups
expressed higher levels of comfort and no differences
across treatment groups emerged. Overall, 74.8% of
respondents would be comfortable waiting in line at a poll-
ing place that implemented extensive social distancing
measures and 48.3% would be willing to work at such a
poll. Finally, 78.6% of respondents would be comfortable
dropping off their ballot at professionally staffed drive-
through locations, with no treatment differences observed.

Confidence that ballots will be counted correctly

The two questions reported in Figure 3 ask respondents how
confident they are that their own ballot will be counted cor-
rectly if it is cast either by mail, at a polling place, or at a
professionally staffed early vote center. Overall, respondents
are less likely to respond that voting by mail gives them more
confidence than the other two ways to cast a ballot: 29.6%
select voting by mail for their own ballot, and 27.2% are
most confident in the integrity of results if other voters cast
ballots by mail. It is important to note that many mail ballots
are rejected: an estimated 430,000 mail ballots were not tab-
ulated in the United States in the 2018 General Election, and
in recent Florida elections, “younger voters, voters not regis-
tered with a major political party, and voters in need of assis-
tance when voting are disproportionately likely to have their
VBM ballots not count” (Baringer et al., 2020: 1).

Turning to the survey experiment, both of our treatments
increase the likelihood that respondents identify mail bal-
lots as the mode that they have the most confidence in, for
cach of these questions. These treatment effects, which
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In the upcoming November 3 election, would you be comfortable waiting in line at a polling place,
if there were no social distancing measures implemented at that polling place?
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In the upcoming November 3 election, would you be comfortable waiting in line at a polling place,
if the polling place was reconfigured in order to adhere to social distancing protocol,
creating additional space between voting booths, poll workers, and voters standing in line,
and to take other measures to protect the public's health?
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In the upcoming November 3 election, would you be willing to work as a poll worker,
if there were no social distancing measures implemented at that polling place?
50~
20-
34.6%
Control Spring Peak Treatment Fall Peak Treatment Ove:raH
In the upcoming November 3 election, would you be willing to work as a poll worker,
if the polling place was reconfigured in order to adhere to social distancing protocol,
creating additional space between voting booths, poll workers, and voters standing in line,
and to take other measures to protect the public's health?
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In the upcoming November 3 election, would you be comfortable dropping off your ballot at a drive-through location
professionally staffed by your county elections office, if it was reconfigured in order to adhere to social distancing protocol?
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©

Figure 2. Personal comfort with different ways of casting a ballot in November 2020.
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In the upcoming November 3 election, if you had the ability to cast a ballot in any way you wished,
what would give you the most confidence that your own ballot would be counted correctly?
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Figure 3. Confidence that ballots will be counted correctly.

range in scale from three to five percentage points, are con-
sistent with our Hypothesis 1. Our interpretation of this
finding draws on what we observed in Figure 1; respond-
ents who read either treatment about the COVID-19 projec-
tions were significantly more likely to select voting by mail
as their preferred mode of voting. What we observe here is
that they are also more likely to identify that mode as the
one that they trust the most for the integrity of counting
their ballot and the ballots of others. This likely reflects a
psychological process where individuals reason backwards
from policy preferences to justifications (Kunda, 1990;
Sniderman et al., 1991).

Policy views

Finally, in Figure 4 we report how respondents viewed
some of the major policy proposals that had been advanced
at the national and state level to increase opportunities to
cast mail ballots in the November 2020 election. Our
expectation was that those in the treated conditions would
be more supportive of policies to increase the ease of voting
by mail. The first question asked whether they would

support national legislation directing all states to send a
mail ballot to any voter who requests one, which was a cen-
tral aspect of legislation introduced on 18 March 2020 by
US Senators Amy Klobuchar and Ron Wyden, and it was
also among the proposals advanced by the Brennan Center
(2020). Overall, 74.7% of respondents who took a position
supported this approach (in our policy questions, we calcu-
late proportions based on “Yes” and ‘“No” responses,
removing “Unsure” responses). The next question summa-
rized a proposal that moves one step further by sending a
vote by mail ballot to every voter, even if they do not
request one in advance. Overall, 63.9% of respondents sup-
port this option. On neither of these questions did we
observe any significant treatment effects.

When we asked respondents about the most controver-
sial proposal—national legislation directing all states to
shift entirely to voting by mail-—we did observe strong
treatment effects consistent with Hypothesis 1. Respondents
exposed to either of the COVID-19 projections were sig-
nificantly more likely than those in the control condition to
support this shift toward mandatory voting by mail. Support
for this proposal registered at 54.5% for respondents who
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For the upcoming November 3 election, would you support national legislation directing
all states to send a vote by mail ballot to any voter who requests one?
90-

8

0-
70-

74.7%
60~

Control Spring Peak Treatment Fall Peak Treatment Overall

Mean Support (%)

For the upcoming November 3 election, would you support national legislation directing
all states to send a vote by mail ballot to every voter, even if they do not request one in advance
80-

70-

S
H
2
g
5
12
c
8
Leo-
50- 63.9%
Control Spring Peak Treatment Fall Peak Treatment Overall
For the upcoming November 3 election, would you support national legislation directing
all states to shift entirely to voting by mail, without having polling places or other in-person voting?
70-
g
= 60~
5
g
<
5
12
c
&
3
=

@
3

56.9%
40-
Control Spring Peak Treatment Fall Peak Treatment Overall
For the November 3 election, should the federal government provide increased funding
to state and local governments to ensure the availability of vote by mail ballots to all voters,
to maintain in—person voting options, and to bolster online voter registration?
50~
S
=3
g
£
2
S
w40~
-
3
3
@
14
2 35%
5
T
8 30-
E3
12
c
&
o
=
20-
Control Spring Peak Treatment Fall Peak Treatment Overall

Figure 4. Policy views on expanding voting by mail in the November 2020 election.
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received no prompt about the outbreak, 58.5% for those in
the “spring peak” treatment, and 57.8% for respondents in
the “fall peak” treatment.

Our last question asked about support for increased fed-
eral funding to support vote by mail systems in state and
local governments. We informed respondents that “The
Brennan Center has estimated that the cost of supporting
all of these measures would be US$2 billion. The recent
COVID-19 Stimulus Bill passed by Congress provides
US$400 million in grants to states.” We asked if they
favored “Additional funding to increase total federal sup-
port for the 2020 elections to US$2 billion,” keeping fund-
ing at its current level of US$400 million, or reducing it.
There were no observed treatment effects, and overall,
35.3% of respondents favored increasing funding.

In our online Appendix, Figure Al presents additional
analysis of further questions about how to implement vot-
ing by mail and online voter registration. For those four
questions, we observed no treatment effects.

Conclusions

This article reports on how a sample that reflects the demo-
graphic characteristics of eligible American voters viewed
the November 2020 elections. We present descriptive find-
ings showing that four in ten eligible voters preferred to cast
their ballot by mail rather than in person in November and
that a majority of respondents favored policies that would
expand vote by mail options. Our experimental findings
show that respondents who read the COVID-19 projections
were more likely to prefer voting by mail, to express discom-
fort with waiting in line or working at a polling place that did
not practice social distancing, more likely to trust that a mail
ballot would be counted accurately, and more likely to sup-
port a proposal to hold the 2020 election by mail.

Our goal is not to interpret these findings or advocate
specific policy implications; rather, we seek to provide data
to inform the vital national conversation about how to plan
for elections under COVID-19. It is important to note that
whether the expressed preferences for a voting method
result in actual partisan differences in voting behavior were
revealed in November 2020. Our experimental approach
can allow elections officials to see how voters’ preferences
and perspectives may change depending on two potential
scenarios for the future path of infections. The confidence
that our sample of eligible voters expresses about their bal-
lots being counted correctly, along with their views on poli-
cies now being proposed, can inform policymakers at the
national, state, and local levels as well as election reform
advocates. The strong and significant treatment effects that
we observe in our experiment can also answer broader
political science questions about how everyday Americans
address physical risk when it comes to their exercise of
democracy. To address the potentially disparate impacts of
COVID-19 risks on different groups in our nation, there is
a need for further study of divergent trends in how

demographic and partisan groups answer these questions
and respond to the experiment. We are now conducting
these analyses, and invite others to do so with our data, to
provide a factual basis for a critical national discussion.
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Notes

1. See Nick Corasaniti and Stephanie Saul, “16 States Have
Postponed their Primaries Because of Coronavirus. Here’s
a List,” New York Times, April 17, 2020. Available at https://
www.nytimes.com/article/2020-campaign-primary-calen-
dar-coronavirus.html (accessed 29 April 2020); and Maggie
Miller, “Democrats Introduce Bill to Promote Mail-In
Voting Amid Coronavirus Crisis,” The Hill, March 18, 2020.
Available at https://thehill.com/policy/technology/488334-
democratic-senators-introduce-bill-to-promote-mail-in-vot-
ing-during (accessed 29 April 2020).

2. See Kate Rabinowitz and Brittany Renee Mayes, “At Least
83% of American Voters Can Cast Ballots by Mail in the
Fall.” The Washington Post August 31, 2020. Available at
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/politics/
vote-by-mail-states/ (accessed 15 September 2020).

3. See Austin Sarat, “Why the Supreme Court Made Wisconsin
Vote During the Coronavirus Crisis,” The Conversation,
April 14, 2020. Available at https://theconversation.com/
why-the-supreme-court-made-wisconsin-vote-during-the-
coronavirus-crisis-136102 (accessed 29 April 2020).

4.  See Stephanie Saul and Reed J. Epstein, “Trump is Pushing
a False Argument on Vote-by-Mail Fraud. Here are the
Facts,” April 11, 2020, New York Times. Available at
https://www.nytimes.com/article/mail-in-voting-explained.
html?searchResultPosition=2 (accessed 29 April 2020).

5. Our bins for the ages of respondents are 1824, 25-44, 45—
64, and 65 and older, and for education they are high school
or younger, some college, bachelors, or graduate degree.

6.  Our bins for race are White, Black, Asian, and Other, and our
bins for ethnicity are Hispanic or not Hispanic.

7. Indebriefing materials, we provided respondents who received
one of the treatments with a direct link to the study that was
summarized for their group, and provided all respondents with
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direct links to both of the studies containing these projections.

8. See Bethany Albertson and Shana Kushner Gadarian, “This
is Who Americans Trust about Coronavirus Information,”
Washington Post, March 20, 2020. Available at https://www.
washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/03/20/were-all-anxious-
about-pandemic-who-do-americans-want-hear/ (accessed
29 April 2020).

9. To determine which voters might be deterred from casting a
ballot if their options were restricted, we explored whether
voters who expressed strong overall intentions to vote in
November would still plan to vote if they only had one option
about how to cast their ballot. Among those who expressed,
earlier in the survey, that they “definitely” planned to vote in
November, only 1.5% responded that they definitely would
not vote if voting by mail was their only option. Among those
who expressed, earlier in the survey, that they “may or may
not” vote in November, 5.9% responded that they definitely
would not vote if voting by mail was their only option.
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