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 As the first Tuesday of November approaches, voters across the country are bombarded 

with election-related information.  Television commercials are dominated by negative 

advertisements, mailboxes are full of pamphlets from interest groups, and street corners are 

plastered with campaign posters.  In addition to campaign produced materials, voters in 32 states 

receive one special piece of information each year: a state-sponsored voter guide.  These voter’s 

guides help voters make informed decisions by providing statements from each candidate and/or 

arguments from supporters and opponents of initiatives.  This paper seeks to study the impact of 

these voter’s guides on increasing the responsiveness of our electoral system.  I will first provide 

an introduction to the history, content, and prominence of voter’s guides.  I will analyze two 

anticipated mechanisms of how voter’s guides can improve representativeness: (1) increasing 

voter knowledge and (2) increasing voter participation.  I will then discuss the prevalence of the 

problems of inadequate voter knowledge and low voter participation, and argue that state-

sponsored voter’s guides successfully reduce these issues.  Thus, voter’s guides do result in 

electoral outcomes that better represent public opinion and increase policy responsiveness, and 

should be expanded to all states.  
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Figure One: Logic diagram outlining potential mechanisms for how voter’s guides can increase 

democratic responsiveness.  Each “arrow” will be addressed in this paper. 

An Introduction to Voter’s Guides

Voter’s guides, also known as voter’s pamphlets, have been distributed in many state 

election processes for over one hundred years.  These guides were introduced during the 

Progressive reforms of the turn of the century, with the intention of providing voters with the 

information necessary to make educated decisions, especially on initiatives and referendums.  

Today, thirty two states produce and mail voter’s guides to registered or potential voters: all with 

initiative or constitutional amendment information, and six with additional statements and 

information about candidates.   

This paper focuses on voter’s guides that are created and distributed by the state 

government.  Interest groups often make their own voter’s guides as well; for example, the Sierra 

Club creates a voter’s guide each year to tell its members which candidates and initiatives are in 

line with the group’s positions.  However, this paper focuses on state-sponsored voter’s guides, 

which provide statements from all candidates and both supporters and opponents of initiatives, 
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without supporting one side or candidate.  Many state-sponsored guides also include logistical 

information regarding voting, such as directions on how to accurately complete a ballot and 

information about registering for an absentee ballot.   While this information likely improves 

voter turnout and reduces spoilt ballots, this paper focuses on the policy-specific information 

about candidates or propositions and how these summaries improve the responsiveness of 

electoral outcomes.  

Voter’s guides vary in the type of information provided, the cost, if any, a candidate must 

pay to appear in the voter’s guide, the recipients of the guide, and the length of statements. One 

key variation is if the voter’s guides, all which include initiative or amendment statements and 

arguments, also include candidate positions. Figure Two and Figure Three below express this 

variation, which is also outlined in Table A of the Appendix.  Note that while all states produce 

some sort of “guide,” the guides in 18 states only include information about how to physically 

vote and no policy information.  Those guides are not included in this paper’s analysis.  All 

states who produce voter’s guides also post them on their state’s website.  For reference, the 

appendix includes sample pages from the California Voter’s Guide. 
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Figure Two: U.S. Map which shows which states have voter’s guides with candidate and 

initiative/amendment information (blue), only initiative/amendment information (yellow), or 

neither (white).  The most comprehensive guides are in the West Coast, a relic of the prominence 

of the Progressive movement west of the Rockies.  

Figure Three: The breakdown of the content of voter’s guides. 32 states produce some sort of 

informative guide.  
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1. Voter’s Guides Increase Voter Policy Knowledge 

In this section, I will discuss how inadequate policy knowledge negatively impacts 

responsiveness, and prove that voter’s guides combat this problem. The level of voter’s policy 

knowledge can have a substantial impact on the representativeness of outcomes.  There are 

several theories for the mechanisms of this effect. First, uninformed voters may be more 

susceptible to manipulation by the media, campaign advertisements or interest groups and thus 

vote in a way does that not reflect their true opinions, but rather inflates support of a policy that 

benefits an elite subset of the population.  This manipulation would be possible because 

uninformed voters would not have the factual evidence to defend or refute claims.  Second, 

uninformed voters could unintentionally select a policy or candidate that holds conflicting views 

or interests to their own; if this happens in unequal proportions on each side, policies will not 

reflect true aggregate opinion.  Third, uninformed voters may not understand a policy’s 

implications or previous policy outcomes, and thus support a policy that does not align with their 

best interests.  

These theoretical problems of inadequate policy knowledge have been proven 

empirically.  Studies have found that increasing knowledge can actually change ones opinion; 

thus, if voters are uninformed, they could be voting in a way that does not align with their best 

interests.  For example, one study found that while 74% of respondents surveyed initially 

opposed a tax increase, when informed about the rising deficit, that number dropped to 56%, 

resulting in an “effect of ignorance” of 18%. (Gilens 2001) Another study found that individuals’ 

opinions regarding tax cuts were dramatically different than their stated values on economic 

inequality would imply, suggesting that their true values were not being represented by their 
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ballots.  (Bartels 2000) Public ignorance can have a dramatic effect on electoral outcomes. Thus, 

it is in the public’s best interest to ensure that voters are informed.   

I propose that voter’s guides serve that precise purpose: adequately educating voters so 

they can make informed decisions that are in line with their values and interests.  This hypothesis 

will be tested with three sources.  First, I will assess if providing summarized information such 

as the arguments in voter’s guides adequately informs the public. Second, I will look at studies of 

what voter’s cite as the sources that inform their electoral decisions.  Unfortunately, it is difficult 

to perform a transient analysis on the impact of voter’s guides on voter knowledge because many 

of the states with these guides have published them for over a century; for example, Washington 

began publishing their guide in 1912 and Oregon in 1903. (Canary 2003)  However, one study 

created a time comparison experiment by distributing voter’s guides in a county previously 

without a guide.  These sources all suggest that voter’s guides assist voters in making more 

informed decisions, increasing democratic responsiveness.  

Voter’s Guides Adequately Inform the Public 

It is impossible to completely inform voters about a candidate or an initiative.  However, 

voter’s guides provide an important resource through their distilled, summarized arguments for 

each candidate or position.  While the information is limited, often by a maximum word count, 

these summarized, concise statements are an impactful source because of voters’ cognitive 

capabilities.  In the information-rich environment we have today, where campaign stories 

dominate the media and are widespread on the internet, voters have access to essentially 

unlimited information.  However, these massive quantities of information are often not 

remembered; rather, concise arguments that easily point out the differences between two sides 

are more likely to remain with the voter. (Lau, Redlawsk 2006)  Through voter’s guides, voters 
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are spared the effort of seeking out information, assessing its credibility, and considering all pros 

and cons of a position- an exhaustive effort most voters do not have the time to make.  Instead, 

voter’s guides provide the most critical information to them. The main points of each argument 

are captured in a couple of paragraphs, leaving the voter’s time and cognitive power to 

determining the better candidate or position.  The benefits of summarized arguments could also 

be captured through an interest-group sponsored voter guide; however, a state-sponsored guide 

has the added benefit of neutrality in its creation and distribution, and provides information on all 

sides and candidates instead of only the favored positions of an interest group.  Finally, a state-

sponsored voter guide includes all questions on the ballot.  While voters may be able to make an 

informed decision based on campaign advertisements or media coverage for President or 

Governor, they will likely be unable to form an opinion about the state auditor or a similarly 

obscure position because its candidates have limited campaign budgets and media coverage.   

Voter’s guides serve an essential purpose by providing information about these races when 

otherwise it would not be distributed.  In total, the summarized arguments in voter’s guides 

successfully allow voters to make informed decisions that the difficulties of obtaining complete, 

unbiased information on all candidates would otherwise hinder.  

What Voters Cite as Their Information Source 

In addition to the hypothetical reasons why voter’s guides prove good sources of 

information, voters state that in practice, the guides are very important to informing their 

decisions.  For example, a “1998 survey of California registered voters found that they 

considered the voter pamphlets issued by the state to be their most important source of election 

information.” (Brien 2002) A 1992 survey of Utah voters found 92% of respondents who read 

the state’s voter pamphlet found it to be "very helpful" or "somewhat helpful." (Brien 2002) In 
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Washington State, four surveys conducted between 1990 and 19981 found that between 64% and 

70% relied on the state-provided voter pamphlets as their primary source of information. (Brien 

2002) Thus, voter’s guides are utilized and serve an important purpose to voters.  It would be 

interesting to analyze the increased prevalence of the internet on the relative impact of these 

voter’s guides on informing voters.  States who publish voter’s guides also post them online, 

providing an additional medium for the information to be shared.  However, the increased use of 

the internet may also make candidate information more readily available to voters and thus 

decrease the impact of the voter’s guides; for example, candidates can make extensive websites 

with information about their views on all issues instead of limiting their candidate statement to a 

few key positions.   However, these voter’s guides still may serve an important purpose despite 

the increased prevalence of the internet.  Due to the increased availability of partisan news 

sources, both online and on television, it is rare that citizens can receive undistorted facts about 

both sides of an issue or unaltered statements from all candidate.  Voter’s guides do just that: 

provide the unedited positions of each candidate and arguments from both sides of initiatives.  

Thus, though the format of these guides may shift with the internet revolution, the practice of 

providing state-sponsored guides ensures voters can make an educated decision.  

Cook County Voter’s Guide Case Study  

In 1998, an experiment was conducted in Cook County, Illinois to analyze the impact of 

voter’s guides.  Researchers created a pamphlet of candidate submitted biographies and 

statements along with voting information, such as polling place addresses.  The researchers 

mailed the pamphlets to all 32,000 registered voters in the county, and surveyed 700 randomly 

selected voters as they exited the polling place on Election Day.  They found that “90% of voters 

                                                            
1 Data could not be found on studies from more recent years. 
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who received the guide read at least part of it, while 60% reported reading all or most of it. 75% 

of the voters reported using the guide as a source of voter information, second only to 

newspapers (82%).” (Canary 2003)  These findings show that the voter’s guides are read and 

provided many voters with information to make their decision. Similar positive results could be 

found in other states upon implementing voter’s guides.   
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2. Voter’s Guides Increase Voter Participation 

This section seeks to ascertain if voter’s guides increase voter participation.  Here, voter 

participation is defined not as turnout to the election, but rather as participation in the full suite of 

ballot questions, especially the typically low-information contests for local, less prominent 

positions.  The phenomena of voting in “top of the ballot” contests (i.e. presidential or 

gubernatorial) but abstaining on latter contests is known as “roll-off” or “fall-off,” and is the 

focus of this analysis.  Abstention is largely linked to a lack of information; a study replicating 

the behavior of voters with varying information on ballot questions found that a voter’s primary 

determinant for whether or not they cast a ballot was his or her level of information. (Coupe 

2004)  Thus, we can assume that roll-off is largely caused by a lack of information.  Roll-off can 

have an important effect; in close-contests, 5% of voters abstaining can shift the electoral 

outcome. (Wattenberg 2000) The prevalence of roll-off is a widespread issue that faces many 

states; for example, in 1996, 12 states had initiative votes with roll-off rates greater than 20%. 

(Wattenberg 2000) Thus, if voter’s guides can decrease roll-off in typically low-information 

contests, they could dramatically improve the representativeness of electoral outcomes.  First, I 

will look at a case study conducted in Washington State that analyzes the effect of voter’s guides 

on roll-off.  Second, I will compare roll-off rates between states with and without voter’s guides. 

I conclude that voter’s guides can decrease voter roll-off and thus could improve responsiveness 

if expanded to more states. 
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Washington Case Study  

While Washington State has issued voter’s pamphlets since 1912, it did not begin issuing 

a Primary Election Voters Pamphlet until 2000.2  Thus, the Washington primary election 

provides a natural experiment, which Peter Brien used to compare voter roll-off rates in 1996 and 

2000.  The primary source of voter roll-off is not fatigue or confusion, but low-information about 

the questions at hand. (Wattenberg 2000) Thus, improvements in roll-off rates between 1996 and 

2000 could be attributed, at least in part, to improved voter information from the voter’s guide.  

Washington’s primary election roll-off rates fell 17% between 1996 and 2000. (Brien 2002)   

This dramatic improvement was not part of a trend of previous years; in fact, up until1996 roll-

off rates had been worsening. (Brien 2002) When analyzing “bottom of the ballot” offices 

specifically, Brien found that roll-off rates for the seventh office on the ballot dropped 33%: 

55,000 more voters selected a candidate for the office of Commissioner of Public Lands in 2000 

than in 1996.  While a more robust statistical analysis would account for other differences in 

these elections, and assess if the implementation of primary voter’s guides was itself done, along 

with other measures, to combat a larger trend, the first-order analysis shows the voter’s guides 

had a positive impact on roll-off. Thus, the voter guide may have had a significant impact in 

decreasing voter roll-off and improving voter participation.  An interesting area of further study 

would be to analyze if the voter guide not only changes participation rates, but also changes 

electoral outcomes.  Is the new group of previously uninformed voters casting ballots for a 

different candidate or position in aggregate than their previously informed peers?  Are the 

positions of voters changing with the information provided by these voter’s guides, or are these 
                                                            
2 California began its Primary Election Voters Pamphlet in 1960, and thus California could not be 
a good case study. 
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the positions they would have “naturally” held? These are questions that could be studied with 

further analysis.  

Comparing States Roll-Off Rates 

 To assess the impact of voter’s guides on educating voters on typically low-information 

ballot questions, I compare roll-off rates between states with and without voter’s guides.  This is 

a cursory, first order-analysis to assess the impact of voter’s guides on electoral outcomes. A 

more accurate statistical model would control for other differences between the states besides 

just the content of their voter’s guides.  However, I simply chose four neighboring states, two 

with voter’s guides on candidates (Utah and Arizona) and two without (Colorado- which has a 

voter’s guide on initiatives but not on candidates- and New Mexico- which has no voter’s guide) 

and compared their roll-off rates in the 2012 election.  I also only considered state-wide “bottom 

of the ballot” elections (for example, state court justices).  My analysis could be extended by also 

looking at state legislative representative elections in each district as another example of low-

information elections.  I define roll-off as the number of voters who did not select a position or 

candidate divided by the amount of votes cast for the U.S. President. 

 My data is summarized below.  I find that roll-off rates for initiative questions are lower 

for the three states with guides that provide information on amendments and initiatives than the 

states who do not.  I also find that Colorado (who does not provide a candidate guide) has a 

much higher roll-off rate for candidate elections than Utah, who does provide a candidate voter’s 

guide.  Interestingly, I find that Colorado’s roll-off rate for candidate elections is nearly three 

times its roll-off rate for amendments, a phenomena opposite that of the other states; this could 

be because the content of the state’s guide led Colorado voters to have more information about 

the amendments than about “bottom of the ballot” candidates.  Arizona did not have a state-wide 
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election for a candidate. Additionally, I did not include Senate elections in the roll-off rates 

because they were low across all states, likely because this is a more advertised and prominent 

position. In summation, this first-order analysis does suggest that voter’s guides could cause a 

reduction in roll-off rates.  The data suggests that even in states with voter’s guides, roll-off rates 

are still high, especially regarding amendments or initiatives.  Perhaps voter’s guides can be 

improved in these states to even further increase “bottom of the ballot” participation. While the 

variables not accounted for (specific amendments, candidates, exceptions to the 2012 elections, 

differences between states, etc.) could be causing these trends, this cursory analysis provides 

first-order evidence that voter’s guide do improve voter participation.  

STATE 

Candidate 

Guide? 

Average Roll-

Off, Candidates 

Amendment 

Guide? 

Average Roll-Off, 

Amendments 

NM No 5.14% No 15.37% 

AZ Yes --- Yes 14.45% 

CO No 22.02% Yes 7.84% 

UT Yes 5.36% Yes 9.43% 

Table: Summary of Roll-Off Information. Detailed data in the appendix.  

Issues Facing Voter’s Guides  

 Despite the benefits of state-sponsored voter’s guides, there are still features of voter’s 

guides that should be further studied in order to ensure they result in the most democratic 

outcomes. For example, many states have fees for candidates wishing to appear in the official 

voter’s guide.  The fees help pay for the costs of printing and distributing the pamphlets.  Oregon 

charges candidates between $300 and $1,000 to appear in the guide, depending on the position, 

while in Los Angeles, a candidate for Supreme Court Judge must pay $27,500 to appear in the 
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guide- and twice as much to appear in both English and Spanish.  (Brien 2002) High fees may 

provide unequal benefits or disadvantages to candidates when the guides are intended to be 

neutral.  The impact of these fees on the dissemination of candidate information should be an 

area of further research.  The specific content of voter’s guides should be further improved and 

studied as well.  After the close Florida election in 2000, many advocated for voter’s guides that 

provided ballot instructions to reduce the number of spoilt ballots.  Additionally, many advocate 

for the distribution of information on other election logistics like polling place locations and 

registration instructions.  The best methods for conveying this information, along with its utility, 

should be analyzed.   

As previously mentioned, it is necessary to consider the future format of voter’s guides 

with the increased prevalence of the internet.  Many voters, especially young voters, may be 

seeking information on candidates and measures online.  How do voter’s guides still provide a 

balanced view?  Social scientist Dana Chisnell studied state-sponsored election information 

websites, and found that many are not the top “hit” when searching for election information, 

hidden beneath candidate websites and media outlets.  These balanced election sites must find a 

way to ensure their prominence when voters seek election information.  The prevalence of the 

internet may cause some to advocate for moving to an online-only model of voter’s guides to 

reduce costs.  However, “the provision of voter information on a website is an essentially passive 

measure that fails to specifically target registered and potential voters, and target them at the 

appropriate time (i.e. before the registration period closes) in the way that mailing a voter 

pamphlet to a specific household does.”  (Wattenberg 2000) Researchers should consider these 

effects and continue to study ways to improve the implementation of voter’s guides.  
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 While voter’s guides serve an important purpose, it is important to continue to improve 

their implementation and future as technology changes.  The implementation of voter’s guides is 

an important area of future research, and the actions of different states- the “laboratories of 

democracy-” will surely provide best practices as time continues.  

Conclusion  

 In conclusion, voter’s guides serve several important purposes to improve the 

responsiveness of electoral outcomes.  First, voter’s guides provide citizens with the information 

necessary to make an educated decision.  These guides are impartial and provide arguments from 

both sides of an issue, allowing voters to make a decision that is in line with their best interests 

and thus ensuring electoral outcomes are in aggregate more representative of the population.  

Second, voter’s guides can increase participation in contests with typically high roll-off rates.  

The guides provide information on candidates in contests that do not have campaign 

advertisements or media coverage, allowing voters to make an informed decision instead of 

abstaining.  The success of the voter’s guides in increasing voter information and participation 

was proven with empirical data and case studies. Finally, these guides serve an important 

normative purpose.  Our democracy hinges on the choices made by the American public.  It is 

possible for candidates or interest groups with unlimited money to attempt to sway public 

opinion without including all of the facts; this trend has been especially prevalent with the 

prominence of negative campaign attack advertisements, which neglect to adequately inform 

voters on all opinions.  Voter’s guides allow each side to provide their arguments so voters can 

make the final decision and facilitate the debate and conversation that our founders envisioned 

for our democracy.  For these reasons, voter’s guides should be expanded to all states. 

  



16 
 

Appendix:  

Table A, States with Voter’s guides: Candidate or Amendments/Initiatives Information 

State Candidate 
Information 
Guide 

Amendments or 
Initiatives Information 
Guide 

Alabama No No 
Alaska Yes Yes 
Arizona Yes Yes 
Arkansas No Yes 
California Yes Yes 
Colorado No Yes 
Connecticut No Yes 
Delaware No No 
Florida No Yes 
Georgia No No 
Hawaii No No 
Idaho No No 
Illinois No Yes 
Indiana No No 
Iowa No No 
Kansas No No 
Kentucky No No 
Louisiana No Yes 
Maine No Yes 
Maryland No Yes 
Massachusetts No Yes 
Michigan No Yes 
Minnesota No Yes 
Mississippi No No 
Missouri No Yes 
Montana No Yes 
Nebraska No Yes 
Nevada No Yes 
New Hampshire No Yes 
New Jersey No No 
New Mexico No No 
New York No Yes 
North Carolina No No 
North Dakota No Yes 
Ohio No Yes 
Oklahoma No Yes 
Oregon Yes Yes 
Pennsylvania No No 
Rhode Island No Yes 
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South Carolina No Yes 
South Dakota No Yes 
Tennessee No No 
Texas No No 
Utah Yes Yes 
Vermont No No 
Virginia No Yes 
Washington Yes Yes 
West Virginia No Yes 
Wisconsin No No 
Wyoming No Yes 
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Appendix: Table B, Roll-Off Rate Underlying Data 

OFFICE 
VOTES 
CAST 

ROLL-
OFF 

NEW MEXICO   
President 783758 --- 
Supreme Court 748061 4.55% 
Court of Appeals 738872 5.73% 
Constitutional Amendment 1 669320 14.60% 
Constitutional Amendment 2 671166 14.37% 
Constitutional Amendment 3 643029 17.96% 
Constitutional Amendment 4 651928 16.82% 
Constitutional Amendment 5 651374 16.89% 
Bond 1 674160 13.98% 
Bond 2 672769 14.16% 
Bond 3 672769 14.16% 
COLORADO 

  Presidential Votes Cast 2584719 --- 
CU Regents (State Wide)  2303287 10.89% 
Judicial Retention, Supreme 
Court 1960251 24.16% 
Court of Appeals, Justice 1 1898085 26.57% 
Court of Appeals, Justice 2 1900961 26.45% 
Amendment S 2264974 12.37% 
Amendment 64 2500034 3.28% 
Amendment 65 2381589 7.86% 
UTAH 

  President 178850 --- 
Attorney General 171228 4.26% 
State Auditor 168585 5.74% 
State Treasurer 167990 6.07% 
Constitutional Amendment A 158290 11.50% 
Constitutional Amendment B 165683 7.36% 
ARIZONA 

  President 2323579 --- 
Proposition 114 2081904 10.40% 
Proposition 115 2000102 13.92% 
Proposition 116 1942275 16.41% 
Proposition 117 1999015 13.97% 
Proposition 118 1882176 19.00% 
Proposition 119 1928501 17.00% 
Proposition 120 1931760 16.86% 
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Proposition 121 2002652 13.81% 
Proposition 204 2121634 8.69% 
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Appendix: Sample Pages from California Official Voter Guide 

Proposition: Official Title and Summary, prepared by the Attorney General 
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Proposition: Arguments For, Rebuttal 
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Proposition: Arguments Against, Rebuttal
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Position Description and Candidate Information 
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