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Executive Summary 
Signed into law in 2016, the California Voter’s Choice Act (VCA) is a new elections model that 
was introduced in five counties during the 2018 elections. This major election reform allows 
counties to conduct elections under a new model that expands early voting and ballot 
return methods. Designed to provide greater flexibility and convenience for voters, this 
new election model allows voters to choose how, when, and where to cast their ballot. 
Under the VCA, each voter is mailed a ballot which they can then return by mail to a secure 
drop box or vote center. Voters are also allowed to cast a ballot at any vote center within 
their county, or through other expanded in-person early voting options. 
 
This report, commissioned by the California Secretary of State’s office pursuant to 
California Elections Code section 4005(g)(1)(A), provides a snapshot of the implementation 
of the VCA during the November 2018 General Election for the State Legislature. Focusing 
heavily on California’s data in VoteCal, the statewide voter registration database, this report 
analyzes the five counties that chose to implement the VCA in 2018—Madera, Napa, 
Nevada, Sacramento, and San Mateo. While this report presents initial findings and 
provides context to understand this new model, the long-term effects of the VCA will only 
become apparent after several election cycles. 
 
How voters cast their ballots differed somewhat between the first two VCA elections. 
Though both the June primary and November general were marked by an increase in the 
use of vote-by-mail (VBM) ballots, there was a notable shift in the way voters chose to 
return those ballots. During the June primary, the most popular voting method was vote by 
mail, accounting for over half of all ballots cast. That did not hold true for the general 
election, where 48 percent of ballots cast were returned to a drop off location, and 43 
percent of ballots were returned by mail. Ultimately, more than 880,000 ballots were 
returned by mail or dropped off at a drop off location in the November general, and 97.18 
percent of those ballots were cast and counted. 
 
The November election also marked the first general election where Californians could take 
advantage of same-day voter registration, which is referred to as conditional voter 
registration (CVR) in state law. In the five VCA counties, every vote center was required to 
offer CVR. Counties that implemented the VCA led the way in CVR usage statewide. The VCA 
counties outperformed non-VCA counties in the number of voters using CVR. While the VCA 
counties accounted for just 6.96 percent of California’s registered voter population in 2018, 
they accounted for 33.86 percent of the state’s conditional voter registration usage. 
 
With the passage of the VCA there were concerns that voters might be confused by the 
changes and turnout negatively affected. The VCA’s long-term impact on voter turnout will 
need to be studied over more election cycles; however, there was no observable negative 
impact on turnout in 2018.  
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Across the VCA counties and throughout the state, voter turnout increased compared to 
the 2010 general election (the most comparable general election in recent history). On 
average, the five VCA counties also beat statewide turnout by 3.64 percentage points. 
 
While any lasting change in voter registration and turnout will only be evident after several 
election cycles, in 2018, the VCA expanded accessibility to the ballot and yielded more 
voting options and opportunities for Californians to register and vote. Voters in VCA 
counties have more ways to vote, more time to vote, and more locations where they can 
vote.
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Introduction 
The Voter’s Choice Act (VCA), California’s newest election model, was introduced in 

five counties during the 2018 primary and general elections. Similar to the 2010 elections, 
the November 2018 General Election included a prominent gubernatorial race and was the 
first major election after a new president took office, leading to a heightened level of 
political engagement. That trend is reflected in this report, which shows increases in voter 
turnout across California, including the VCA counties. 
 

The VCA was passed in 2016 in order to modernize elections in California by 
allowing counties to conduct elections under a new model that provides greater flexibility 
and convenience for voters. The new election model allows voters to choose how, when, 
and where to cast their ballot. Under the VCA, each voter is mailed a ballot, which they can 
then return by mail, to a secure drop box, or to a vote center. Voters are also allowed to 
cast a ballot at any vote center within their county, or through other expanded in-person 
early voting options. Vote centers provide accessible voting machines, bilingual assistance, 
translated materials, and conditional voter registration, which allows an eligible voter to 
register and vote through the end of Election Day. Voters in the VCA counties had more 
convenient voting options than ever before. 

 
 
In 2018, fourteen counties were permitted to conduct elections under the new VCA model. 
Five counties chose to do so: Madera, Napa, Nevada, Sacramento, and San Mateo.  
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The VCA built upon the growing popularity of vote by mail in California. Absentee 
voting began in the state in 1863,1 was re-implemented in 1923,2 and no-excuse absentee 
ballots have been used since the 1980s.3  Then in 2001, California gave all registered voters 
the ability to apply for permanent absentee voter status.4  Over time the term “absentee” 
was dropped in favor of “vote-by-mail,” signifying that the option was open to anyone, not 
just those who would be absent on Election Day. 
 

Permanent vote-by-mail (“PVBM”) status is very popular among registered voters in 
California. When PVBM statistics were first recorded in 1992, less than one percent of 
registered voters were PVBM voters.5  By the 2002 midterm primaries—the first election 
after PVBM restrictions were removed—the number of registered PVBM voters had more 
than tripled to 3.9 percent. By the general election later that year, 8.1 percent of all 
registered Californians were PVBM voters. Fast-forward to the 2016 general election—the 
last election before the VCA was enacted—and over 50 percent of California voters were 
PVBM voters. The VCA counties’ PVBM rates were generally higher, ranging from 48 percent 
to nearly 72 percent of registered voters in the 2016 general election. 
 

By design, the VCA provides administrators with a more direct way of implementing 
a vote by mail election. Like the majority of California voters prior to the passing of the VCA, 
voters in VCA counties receive a ballot in the mail which they can then fill out and return on 
their own time. However, even this initial step is easier in VCA counties as compared to 
others because registered VCA county voters do not need to opt-in or apply to receive a 
vote-by-mail ballot.  
 

This report focuses heavily on California’s official voter registration and voter activity 
data in order to provide a snapshot of the November 2018 General Election in the counties 
that chose to adopt the VCA. During the creation of this report, a number of data 
challenges arose, limiting the scope of certain analyses and the ability to draw conclusions 

1 Absentee voting began in California’s 1863 gubernatorial election and was later overturned in 
Bourland v. Hildreth, 26 Cal. 161 (1864). 
2 Statutes of California, Ch. 283, 586-92 (1923).  
https://clerk.assembly.ca.gov/sites/clerk.assembly.ca.gov/files/archive/Statutes/1923/23Vol1_Chapte
rs.pdf.  
3 “Voting by mail and absentee voting,” MIT Election Data and Science Lab, 
https://electionlab.mit.edu/research/voting-mail-and-absentee-voting.  
Nicole Winger, “California's General Election: Frequently Asked Questions,” California Secretary of 
State, November 3, 2014. https://www.sos.ca.gov/administration/news-releases-and-
advisories/2014-news-releases-and-advisories/db14-090/.  
4 Nicole Winger, “California's General Election: Frequently Asked Questions,” California Secretary of 
State, November 3, 2014. https://www.sos.ca.gov/administration/news-releases-and-
advisories/2014-news-releases-and-advisories/db14-090/.  
5 “Vote by Mail,” California Secretary of State, Last Accessed November 27, 2018, 
https://elections.cdn.sos.ca.gov/vote-by-mail/pvbm-voter-survey.xls 
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about key demographic categories, such as ethnicity. These challenges are discussed 
broadly before the data analysis portion of the report. Then, when presenting the data, 
specific challenges are carefully noted alongside this report’s analyses. The data is 
presented by first examining voter registration, then turnout and how voters cast their 
ballots, and finally, more specific issues like ballot rejection. Next, there is a brief discussion 
of the data, highlighting key information and comparing the results of the November 2018 
General Election to those of the June 2018 Primary Election. 
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Data Requirements, Sources, & Limitations 
The Voter’s Choice Act (VCA) required an analysis of election and demographic 

information (listed below).6 Election information was broken down by demographic factors 
where possible. 
 

Election Information Demographic Information
Voter turnout Race
Voter registration Ethnicity
Ballot rejection Language preference
Provisional ballot use Age
Accessible vote-by-mail ballot use Gender
Number of votes cast at each vote center Disability
Number of ballots returned at ballot drop-
off locations

Permanent vote-by-mail status

Number of ballots returned by mail Historical polling place voters
Number of persons who registered to vote 
at a vote center

Political party affiliation

Instances of voter fraud Language minorities
Any other problems that became known 
to election officials

 

 

Data Sources 
This report primarily relies on data from VoteCal, California’s single, uniform, 

centralized voter registration database. CEIR gathered additional data by submitting 
requests to county registrars of voters in the five VCA counties. Occasionally, publicly 
available data is also referenced. 
 

VoteCal 
A number of tables were sent to us from the California Secretary of State’s VoteCal 

voter registration database. The data in those tables covers a range of information about 
elections, but is focused primarily on basic registration information and characteristics of 
ballots cast. This report draws data from four tables: voter information, vote-by-mail ballot 
use, provisional ballot use, and voter participation history. 

 
Voter Information. This table contains basic demographic information and 

registration information such as how and when a voter registered. For this report, the voter 

6 The source of each election and demographic factor is included in Appendix A. 
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registration table was recreated to approximate voter registration information as it existed 
on Election Day, November 6, 2018.7 

 
Vote-by-Mail Ballot Use. This table contains information regarding how voters 

received vote-by-mail (VBM) ballots, whether a voter returned a VBM ballot, and other 
information regarding the administration of vote by mail. 
 

Provisional Ballot Use. This table includes information about both traditional 
provisional ballots and conditional voter registration (CVR) ballots, a subset of provisional 
ballots reserved for those who register conditionally. This data indicates when provisional 
ballots were issued, whether each ballot was counted, and, for uncounted ballots, the 
reason a ballot was rejected. 

 
Voter Participation History. This table is a snapshot of voter activity at the time 

of an election, providing basic combinatorial information about voting in a particular 
election. If perfectly maintained, this table would be expected to match up exactly with 
certain fields in the VBM table and the provisional table; however, that was not always the 
case in practice.8 
 

Counties 
When data was unavailable through VoteCal, CEIR submitted requests directly to 

county election officials in the VCA counties. These requests covered various data points 
ranging from the issuance of accessible ballots to the specific number of ballots dropped 
off at each vote center. County officials were also asked to provide any other information 
that they thought might be relevant to understanding the impact of the VCA. 
 

Officials from each of the five VCA counties responded to CEIR’s requests, providing 
helpful information, though with variations in data quality. Despite a lack of data on the 
number of daily ballots received for the 2018 primary election, most counties provided 
these totals for the 2018 general election, and that data is included in this report.  
 

7 The voter list used to recreate the Election Day voter list was retrieved in January 2019. Waiting 
until after the general election results were certified to recreate the Election Day voter list increased 
the likelihood that voters who registered conditionally or updated their registration prior to the 
election would be properly reflected in this report’s data. However, not all voters’ information was 
updated. For example, many registered voters who were listed as inactive in January 2019 voted in 
the general election. To correct for this, any inactive voters who voted in the general election were 
considered “active” in this report. 
8 For example, in the VCA counties there were 545,664 VBM voters in the voter participation history 
table and 545,770 VBM voters in the vote-by-mail ballot use table. This variation is likely due to an 
update of the voter registration list for the election, effectively overwriting the database’s previous 
state.   
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Political Data Inc. 
In order to supplement the limited ethnicity data available in VoteCal, CEIR received 

additional data for the VCA counties from Political Data Inc. (PDI), a data and software 
company in California. PDI’s data was received on March 5, 2019.9 CEIR was unable to verify 
the accuracy of PDI’s data, which is included in this report as-is. Additionally, PDI uses 
certain categories of ethnicity that are not included in VoteCal (e.g., “Italian”) and omits 
some categories that are included in VoteCal (e.g., “black, not of Hispanic origin”), which 
makes directly comparing the two datasets difficult. Similarly, PDI’s data regarding the 
method of voting by ethnicity is omitted because only “voted absentee” and “voted at polls” 
are included, covering a more limited range of voting behavior than the VoteCal data.10 
 

Data Challenges 
As indicated above, there were some limitations with the data used in this report. 

One such limitation is in the maintenance of the voter information table. The voter 
information table always reflects the most current data available, and there are no 
snapshots to preserve the exact makeup of the voter list at a particular date and time.11 
 

Also, because the current voter registration database is still relatively new, it can be 
difficult to reliably recreate voter lists from any election prior to 2016. Thus, though we 
received voter participation history for prior elections, we did not receive a voter 
registration list for them. This greatly limited the ability to measure voter demographics or 
turnout in past years. Fortunately, although certain analyses were still limited, sometimes 
publicly available data was available and used instead. 
 

Beyond these issues, there are other limitations with the data. Information such as 
voter ethnicity and gender are requested on the voter registration form but not required, 
leading to a higher likelihood of response bias, especially considering that most California 
voters have chosen to leave those optional fields blank.12 

9 Like VoteCal, PDI’s voter list is a live database. The data received for this report was up to date as of 
March 5, 2019. 
10 Self-reported ethnicity data from VoteCal is used as the primary source of ethnicity data in this 
report. Supplemental ethnicity data from PDI can be found in Appendix E. 
11For example, if a researcher wanted to know on November 10, 2018, how many people were 
registered to vote on November 5, 2018, the up-to-date voter information table would be used to 
recreate a November 5th voter list. Anyone who registered to vote or changed their registration 
between November 5 and November 10 would need to be removed or reverted to their prior status. 
12 To correct for potentially anomalous voter registration database data, this report relied on certain 
assumptions, such as excluding from any age-based analysis individuals with a birthdate before the 
year 1900.  Other assumptions are included where relevant in this report’s data section. 
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Ethnicity Data Challenges 
Obtaining high-quality ethnicity data is particularly challenging. Common methods 

of gathering ethnicity data often require a tradeoff between completeness and validity. In 
the context of this report, the two datasets available—from VoteCal and PDI—had distinct 
issues. In VoteCal, fewer than one out of four voters self-reported their ethnicity on their 
voter registration. This led to an incomplete VoteCal ethnicity dataset, where those records 
with data were of high quality (as they were self-identified) but possibly made up an 
unrepresentative sample of the total electorate. Alternatively, PDI’s ethnicity dataset, which 
was created based on a combination of surname analysis and other factors, purported to 
represent the entire electorate. But, since ethnicity was imputed by other factors (rather 
than being self-reported), the quality of each individual response could not be verified, and 
the totals were likely affected by error. 
 

Since both the VoteCal and PDI datasets may not be completely representative 
datasets, each was tested against the latest U.S. Census American Community Survey (ACS) 
5-year estimate of the Citizen Voting Age Population (CVAP) by race and ethnicity.13 The 
Census ACS data is widely considered to be the most accurate measure of CVAP, as it is 
both self-reported and methodologically representative as a whole. The following table 
shows the proportion of each ethnic group14 relative to the total population for each data 
source (CVAP, VoteCal, and PDI) across the VCA counties.15 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13 U.S. Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2019 American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimates, 2013-2017, Citizen Voting Age Population by Race and Ethnicity, 
http://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/rdo/datasets/2017/2017-cvap/CVAP_2013-
2017_ACS_csv_files.zip. It is important to note that the ACS 5-year estimate of CVAP by race and 
ethnicity is likely to underestimate the proportion of any racial or ethnic group that is growing in size. 
14 Each data source used different racial/ethnic categories. In order to compare the three sources, 
certain categories were merged. See Appendix A for a breakdown of categories by data source. 
15 The total for each source was slightly different, and all were limited to data from the five VCA 
counties. For CVAP data, the total was the estimated citizen voting age population (1,771,830). For 
VoteCal data, the total was the number of registered voters who self-reported their ethnicity 
(327,824) based on general election data received in late January 2019. Finally, for PDI data, the total 
was the total number of registered voters (1,356,131), according to PDI’s general election data 
received in early March 2019. The total number of registered voters was used for PDI’s total because 
PDI includes ethnicity data for all registered voters. For a more in-depth data, including at the county 
level, see Appendix E. 



 

 8 

 

Presentation of Data 
Within VoteCal, certain data contained a long list of categories.16 To keep this 

report’s presentation of data clear and concise, categories that made up less than 1 
percent of the sample were aggregated and reported as “Other.” This method applies to 
language preferences and political parties as well, two sections that did not have an “Other” 
variable reported by VoteCal.  

16 For instance, language preference includes the possibility of English, Spanish, Chinese, 
Vietnamese, Filipino, Korean, Hindi, Khmer, Japanese, or Thai. 
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The 2018 General Election 
In this section, data from a variety of sources is synthesized to provide a clearer 

picture of the November 2018 General Election in the VCA counties. The primary source of 
data was VoteCal. However, data submitted by county election officials, data from PDI, and 
publicly available data were used to supplement VoteCal’s data for certain analyses. Topics 
include voter registration, voter turnout, methods of voting, VBM ballot methods of return, 
use of provisional and CVR ballots, and ballot rejection. Where possible, these topics are 
broken down by demographic categories such as age, ethnicity, language preference, 
political party, and permanent VBM status. 
 

Voter Registration 
The demographic makeup of the VCA counties provides important context to 

understanding the effectiveness of the new election model. This section breaks down the 
composition of active registered voters in the VCA counties and compares that to voters 
statewide. A registered voter was considered active if (a) the voter was identified as an 
active voter in VoteCal, or (b) the voter was identified as an inactive voter in VoteCal, but 
the voter cast a ballot in the November 2018 General Election. Four key demographics are 
explored among active registered voters: age, ethnicity, language preference, and party 
affiliation. 
 

There were 1,380,981 active registered voters in the VCA counties for the November 
6, 2018 General Election.17 The VCA counties constituted 6.96 percent of the state’s active 
registered voters. Statewide, voter registration went from 19,021,690 in the primary 
election to 19,837,235 for the general election—a 4.29 percent increase. In the VCA 
counties, the number of registered voters increased by 51,095, or 3.82 percent, following 
the June primary election. Registration increases in the VCA counties ranged from a 2.23 
percent increase in Nevada county to a 5.64 percent increase in Madera County.  
 

Age of Registered Voters 
Almost all registered voters (99.65%) had a valid age18 associated with their voter 

record. When compared to all of California, registered voters in the VCA counties tended to 
be slightly older, with a higher percentage of voters in the 45 to 54, 55 to 64, and 65+ age 
categories and fewer in the other remaining age groups. For both the VCA counties and all 
of California, the single largest age group was voters age 65 and older, and the smallest 
group was voters age 18 to 24.  
 

17 Unless noted otherwise, all references to “registered voters” in this report refer to only active 
registered voters. 
18 A voter is considered to have a “valid age” if that voter’s birth year is 1900 or later. 
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The individual VCA counties followed the same overall trend, although there was 
some variation. Voters age 65 and older were still the most prevalent, and those from age 
18 to 24 were the least. However, while Sacramento and San Mateo Counties were slightly 
more evenly distributed, Madera, Napa, and Nevada Counties reported much higher rates 
of registered voters age 65 and older. 
 

 

 
 

Age was by far the largest change in registration demographics between the 2018 
primary and general elections. In the VCA counties, registration among 18- to 24-year-olds 
increased by 22.54 percent, far outpacing the 3.84 percent increase in total registration 
among voters with valid ages. However, those aged 18 to 24 were still the smallest age 
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group among registered voters. Voters age 65 and older were the only age group to see a 
decrease in registration between the primary and general election.  
 

Ethnicity of Registered Voters 
The goal of investigating how the VCA affected voters across ethnic groups is an 

important one. Obtaining quality ethnicity data is a challenge. Fewer than one out of four 
voters in the VCA counties reported their ethnicity on their voter registration, meaning 
there is a high likelihood of self-selection bias, which could result in data that is not 
representative of the entire registered voter population.19 

 
Looking at registered voters’ ethnicity by VCA county illustrates that a wide array of 

voters do not self report ethnicity. Across the five counties, over 75 percent of voters did 
not report ethnicity. Even San Mateo, the county with the greatest proportion of ethnicity 
data, only had 30.1% of voters self-report their ethnicity. Such low rates of reporting mean 
that it is difficult to draw any conclusions about the voting activity of the various ethnic 
groups in the VCA counties. There is simply not enough data to know whether those who 
have reported their ethnicity are representative of the entire electorate. 

 
As mentioned, in this data set, ethnicity and race are not separately recorded. 

Instead, those categories are merged into a single group, which is referred to as “ethnicity.” 
Voters could identify their ethnicity as “White, not of Hispanic Origin,” “Asian or Pacific 
Islander,” “Hispanic,” “Black, not of Hispanic Origin,” “Multi-racial,” “American Indian or 
Alaskan Native,” or “Other.” 
 

19 Supplemental ethnicity data from PDI can be found in Appendix E and is provided as-is. 
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Language Preference of Registered Voters 
When registering to vote, Californians are asked if they would like to receive election 

materials in a specific language. If a voter selects “English” or does not select any language, 
the voter will receive the standard election materials in English. VCA counties mirrored the 
patterns of registered voters statewide. In both regions, Spanish was the most frequently 
requested non-English language followed by Chinese. Statewide, 3.46 percent of registered 
voters requested election materials in a language other than English when registering to 
vote. In the VCA counties, only 1.68 percent of registered voters did the same.  
 

The number of registered voters indicating a non-English language preference 
increased in both the VCA counties and the state overall. In fact, the VCA counties outpaced 
the state in this respect, with an increase of 12.58 percent as compared to the overall 
state’s 8.38 percent increase. However, it is worth noting that the counties are not required 
to provide ballot translations for all language preferences. The languages covered by the 
individual VCA counties are shown below.  
 
 

 
Party Affiliation of Registered Voters 

With regard to registered voters’ political party affiliation, the VCA counties and non-
VCA counties were similar. The Democratic Party has by far the most registered voters in 
California, followed by the Republican Party and “No Party Preference.” 20 
 

20 See Appendix B for the table with this data. 
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The breakdown of registered voters’ party affiliation by VCA county showed slightly 
different trends, particularly among the smaller counties. Madera County reported having 
more registered Republicans than Democrats, while Nevada County had a nearly equal 
number of Democrats and Republicans. San Mateo County, on the other hand, was more 
Democratic than the state average, with nearly three times as many Democrats as 
Republicans. 
 

Voter Turnout 
While there are many factors that can affect turnout in a given election, this section 

provides a snapshot of voter turnout in the VCA counties, including how turnout varied 
across regions and how various demographic groups turned out to vote.21 Whenever 
possible, turnout was measured by calculating the proportion of ballots cast compared to 
the eligible voting population from the Statement of the Vote produced by the California 
Secretary of State.22 This method of measuring turnout was considered the most accurate; 
however, demographic data for the eligible voting population is not as robust as 
demographic data for the registered voter population. So, for many analyses, turnout 
instead was measured by looking at the number of registered voters who turned out 
compared to the entire registered voter population. Because of certain data limitations, 
this measurement included only voters registered at least two weeks before Election Day.23 
 

In the November 2018 General Election, eligible voter turnout was 50.45 percent 
across all of California. The VCA counties outperformed the state with 54.09 percent 
turnout. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

21 The next section, Voting Methods, provides additional insight into how voters cast their ballots. 
This section, however, only looks at turnout in the aggregate. 
22 The eligible voting population included all registered voters as well as eligible-but-unregistered 
individuals. Eligible voting population totals were taken from California’s official Statement of Vote 
which relied on a report of registration as of October 22, 2018. 
https://elections.cdn.sos.ca.gov/sov/2018-general/sov/2018-complete-sov.pdf.  
23 All tables and analyses in this section clearly indicate whether the eligible voting population or the 
registered voter population is used. 
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In 2014, the last midterm election year, turnout was lower in all of the VCA counties 
and across California. In 2010, like 2018, California voters were deciding on a new governor 
and were two years into a new president’s first term. Statewide turnout in 2018 was higher, 
though, up about 6.71 percentage points compared to 2010.  All VCA counties saw an 
increase in turnout from the 2010 and 2014 general elections, with Madera County seeing 
the lowest increase among the VCA counties. 
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Turnout by Age 
Among the VCA counties, registered voters age 65 or older were not only the largest 

group, but also the group that turned out at the highest rate for the 2018 general election. 
There was a 33.44 percentage point turnout gap between the youngest voters and the 
oldest voters.24 Turnout was closely linked with age. As age increased, so did turnout. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

24 This was a narrower gap than in the June 2018 primary election, where the difference in turnout 
between the groups was 46.64 percent. 
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Turnout by Ethnicity 
As mentioned previously, while the goal of investigating how the VCA affected voters 

across ethnic groups is an important one, obtaining high-quality ethnicity data can be 
challenging. Among VCA voters who reported ethnicity,25 those who identified as white 
(non-Hispanic) turned out at the highest rate with 75.33 percent turnout. Turnout was 
lowest among voters who identified as Hispanic at 61.89 percent. Voters who did not report 
their ethnicity turned out at 68.85 percent.26 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

25 Ethnicity is self-reported and may not be representative; 76.26 percent of VCA voters did not 
report ethnicity. See the Methodology section starting on page 4 for additional information. 
26 Self-reported ethnicity data from VoteCal is used in this section. Supplemental ethnicity data from 
PDI can be found in Appendix E and is provided as-is. 
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Turnout by Language Preference 
Of the voters in the VCA counties who requested election materials in a language 

other than English, the only groups with more than 1,000 voters were those requesting 
Chinese materials and those requesting Spanish materials. Between those groups, voters 
requesting Spanish materials had a higher turnout rate at 61.09 percent (a 24.42 
percentage point increase compared to the June primary election). This is a stark difference 
from the primary election, where those requesting Chinese materials had the highest 
turnout among non-English ballot requesters.  
 

 

 

Turnout by Political Affiliation 
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Methods of Voting 
The VCA allows multiple methods of casting a ballot, giving voters a choice of how, 

when, and where they vote. Voters could choose to vote by mail, deposit a completed VBM 
ballot at a drop box or vote center, or receive and cast a ballot in person at a vote center. 
As expected, the ability to return a VBM ballot by mail or by returning it to a drop box or 
vote center (collectively categorized as “vote by mail” in VoteCal) was very popular in the 
VCA counties.27 

 
Additionally, if a prospective voter had not yet registered or if a voter needed to 

update their voter registration, they could register conditionally and cast a CVR ballot. And, 
if voters believed themselves to be properly registered but a vote center pollbook indicated 
otherwise, those voters had the option to cast a traditional provisional ballot. In this 
section, we explore the methods by which voters cast their ballots in the VCA counties. 
Also, although CVR ballots are included here, traditional provisional ballots are not 

27 For a more information about the use of VBM ballots, including a detailed breakdown of how VBM 
ballots were returned, see the table on page 32, VBM Ballot Return Method in the VCA Counties. 
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analyzed until a later section. This is because only 378 traditional provisional ballots were 
cast in the VCA counties during the November election. 
 

 

 

Voting Methods by Age  
As VCA county voters increased in age, so did their propensity to vote by mail; 

however all voters used that method of voting much more frequently than any other. 
Voters between age 18 and 64 were more likely to cast a vote-by-mail ballot than they were 
to receive and cast a ballot at a vote center. Compared to all other voters, those age 65 and 
older were even more likely to cast a vote-by-mail ballot rather than casting a VBM ballot at 
a vote center. 

 
One notable change observed between the primary and general elections was the 

large increase in in-person voting among all groups, especially younger voters.28 
 

 

28 See Appendix C for the table with this data. 
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Voting Methods by Ethnicity 
Voting methods varied more among ethnic groups than they did between age 

groups. While vote by mail was still most frequently used overall, voters in the VCA counties 
who identified as white (non-Hispanic) or did not provide their ethnicity were most likely to 
cast VBM ballots. Voters who identified as black (non-Hispanic), multi-racial, Hispanic, and 
American Indian or Native Alaskan cast a higher percentage of CVR ballots than any other 
group.  

29 One hundred six votes were marked as polling place voters, which is not an available voting 
method in VCA counties. Accordingly, they were excluded from this analysis. 
30 Vote methods for voters with invalid ages are not reported here. 
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Voting Methods by Language Preference 
A majority of voters who requested election materials in a language other than 

English cast VBM ballots. Voters who requested Spanish or Hindi materials were the most 
likely to receive and cast a ballot at a vote center; however, they both still strongly favored 
vote by mail. 
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Voting Methods by Party Affiliation 
There was almost no variation among the political parties in terms of voting 

method; all parties demonstrated a distinct preference for vote by mail. 
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Voting Methods by Permanent Vote by Mail Status 
When registering to vote in California, voters can indicate whether they wish to be 

classified as permanent vote-by-mail (PVBM) voters. In non-VCA counties, PVBM voters are 
mailed ballots, which they can then return by mail or at specified locations, while non-
PVBM voters must either vote in person or make a one-time request for a mail ballot. In the 
VCA counties, this distinction is no longer meaningful because by default, all voters receive 
a ballot in the mail. Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that both new and existing 
VCA county voters are being assigned as PVBM voters, which would further skew any 
historical distinction between PVBM and non-PVBM voters. Regardless, when analyzing VCA 
county voters based on their status as PVBM or non-PVBM voters, a clear pattern emerges. 



 

 26

Non-PVBM voters were much more likely than PVBM voters to receive and cast a ballot in a 
vote center, and PVBM voters were far more likely to vote by mail.  
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In-Person Voting: A Further Analysis 
The VCA expanded voters’ in-person early voting options. Starting 28 days before 

Election Day, voters could drop off their ballots at a drop box, and at least 10 days before 
Election Day, vote centers became available. By no later than 10 days before Election Day, 
one vote center was required for every 50,000 voters. Then, four days before Election Day, 
one vote center was required for every 10,000. 
 

Vote centers, drop boxes, and drop off locations in every county saw very little 
traffic for most of the days they were available, with a sharp increase in participation 
during the final two or three days prior to Election Day. Among vote centers, Election Day 
alone accounted for 82.9 percent of all activity for the four weeks they were open. Less 
than 5 percent of all vote center activity took place in the first three weeks of the election 
period.  
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While drop box activity was slightly more spread out across the election period, 
there was still a dramatic increase in ballot drop offs in the final few days. 
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VBM Ballot Voting: A Further Analysis 
Casting a vote-by-mail ballot was by far the most common method of voting in the 

VCA counties; 883,768 VBM ballots were cast in the November 2018 General Election. 
Overall, in the VCA counties 98.65 percent of VBM ballots were cast and counted, indicating 
that a very low number of ballots were rejected. 
 

 
The majority of ballots delivered by mail were returned by mail as well. Similarly, 

most UOCAVA ballots, regardless of delivery method, were returned by mail. Notably, 
however, UOCAVA ballots that were sent by email were returned via fax more often than 
any other ballot type. A majority of ballots that were picked up from a vote center counter 
were also returned at a vote center drop box. Interestingly, a large portion of voters who 
received a replacement ballot from a vote center counter returned their ballot at a drop off 
location. 
 

Compared to the June primary election, voters were more likely to return their 
ballots in person. During the general election, voters returned VBM ballots to drop boxes at 
a rate 8.66 percentage points higher than during the primary election. A similar pattern 
emerged among voters who received a replacement ballot by mail; these voters returned 
their ballots by mail at a rate 13.97 percentage points lower than during the primary 
election and returned their ballots by drop box at a rate 12.85 percentage points higher.  
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While VBM ballot return methods for the most part did not vary much by age group, 
voters 65 and older did submit their ballots by mail at a higher rate than all other age 
groups. 

 

 
 

A plurality of both PVBM and non-PVBM voters submitted their ballots via mail, but 
PVBM voters were more likely than non-PVBM voters to submit their ballot by mail. 

31 Voters with invalid ages were not presented in this table. 
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Conversely, non-PVBM voters submitted their ballots via vote center drop off more 
frequently than PVBM voters. 
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CVR and Provisional Voting: A Further Analysis 
Under the Help America Vote Act, voters must be allowed to cast a provisional ballot 

if their registration is called into question and they declare themselves properly 
registered.32 California recently expanded voter registration with Conditional Voter 
Registration (CVR), which allows voters to register conditionally after the ordinary 
registration deadline. By registering conditionally, voters are then able to cast a special kind 
of provisional ballot, a CVR ballot. This section explores the use of traditional provisional 
ballots and CVR ballots in the November 2018 General Election. 
 

Provisional voting behavior was much different in the VCA counties compared to the 
state at-large. CVR provisional voting made up a large majority of provisional voting in the 
VCA counties, encompassing over 98 percent of all provisional ballots accepted. Nearly the 
opposite was true for all of California, where traditional provisional ballots made up over 
94 percent of all provisional ballots accepted. 
 

Within the VCA counties, CVR ballots accounted for nearly all provisional voting. The 
county with the highest provisional ballot use was Nevada, where non-CVR provisional 
ballots encompassed 6.6 percent of all provisional ballots. San Mateo county saw a 5.35 
percentage point shift from provisional to CVR ballots cast from the primary election. All 
other VCA counties saw a very slight increase in the rate of provisional ballots.33 
 

 
The large majority of CVR ballots were accepted in every county, indicating those 

who registered conditionally were highly likely to have their ballot counted. The highest 
rejection rate was recorded in Nevada County, which rejected 9.54 percent of all CVR 
ballots. Compared to the primary election, all counties in the November general saw higher 
CVR acceptance rates.34 
 
 

32 Help America Vote Act of 2002, U.S. Code Chapter 146. §15482. “Provisional voting and voting 
information requirements.” https://www.justice.gov/crt/chapter-146-election-administration-
improvement.  
33 See Appendix C for the full table with this data. 
34 See Appendix C for the full table with this data. 
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Provisional ballot rejection varied significantly across the VCA counties, from 28.87 

to 100 percent. However, most VCA counties also reported a very low number of 
provisional ballots, so it is not easy or advisable to attempt to decipher any clear pattern 
among their acceptance and rejection rates.  
 

 
 

35 This table refers only to traditional provisional ballots and does not include CVR. 
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Rejected Ballots 
In California, ballots can be rejected for a variety of reasons. Most of the ballots that 

were rejected in the VCA counties during the June 2018 primary election were rejected due 
to reasons unrelated to a voter’s eligibility to vote. Instead, most rejected ballots were not 
counted because of an issue with their completeness (e.g., a signature was omitted) or 
their timeliness (the ballot was received too late). There was little variation in acceptance 
rates between the VCA counties and the rest of the state. 
 

 
In almost every VCA county, a problem with the voter’s signature was the main 

reason VBM ballots were rejected, including missing or mismatched ballot signatures. The 
second most common reason for rejection was that the ballot was not received on time. 
For CVR and provisional ballots, incomplete or illegible ballots or envelopes were the 
primary cause of ballot rejection. Some provisional ballots were also rejected for voters 
having already voted or not being properly registered in the county. 
 

Compared to the primary election, voters in the VCA counties were much less likely 
to have their ballots rejected due to being received too late. However, the frequency of 
ballots being rejected due to mismatching signatures increased in the general election. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

36 This table refers only to traditional provisional ballots and does not include CVR. 
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RAVBM and Voters with Disabilities 
The use of accessible voting options can be difficult to quantify since little data 

exists on who is using those options and how frequently, especially in person. However, 
Remote Accessible Vote-By-Mail (RAVBM) ballots are one accessible voting option that 
deserves more attention. This ballot type allows voters with disabilities and UOCAVA voters 
to download a ballot online and use an accessible program to mark the ballot, and then 
print and submit it by mail or at a drop-off location. 
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Observations & Discussion 
In this section, we discuss some of this report’s main findings and observations. 

Where appropriate, comparisons are made between the 2018 primary election and the 
2018 general election. However, a number of factors tend to make primary and general 
elections distinct from one another, limiting the usefulness of certain comparisons.37 
 

Throughout both the primary and general elections, there was a clear pattern of 
voters submitting their ballot only in the final days of the election period. When asked 
about major challenges in implementation of the VCA, nearly every county office noted a 
drastic uptick in vote center activity in the final two to three days of the election period. 
While vote centers were open up to four weeks before Election Day, only 5 percent of all 
vote center ballots were cast during the first three weeks of their opening. Election Day 
itself accounted for 82.9 percent of all vote center voting. This trend was especially 
prevalent among vote centers, but similar patterns were observed at drop boxes as well. 
The pattern was consistent across every county and both elections. 
 

Although voters continued to vote closer to Election Day, 1,197 fewer ballots were 
rejected due to being late during the November 2018 General Election compared to the 
June Primary.38 In fact, only 8,514 ballots were rejected for any reason in the VCA counties 
during the general election—an increase of just 1,450 ballots compared to the primary 
election. Despite this increase, the rejection rate actually dropped from 1.2 percent in the 
primary election to 0.9 percent in the general since many more ballots were cast overall in 
the latter.39 Lacking or having a mismatched signature on the ballot was the number one 
reason VBM ballots were rejected during the general election (the number of ballots 
rejected for this reason was 84 percent greater than during the June primary). 
 

This report’s analyses also unveiled several interesting patterns surrounding voting 
method behavior, both within the general election and as compared to the primary. 
Perhaps most importantly, the primary and general elections showed that voters are taking 
advantage of both in-person and mail voting options. Although less than 10 percent of 
voters in both the primary and general elections cast a ballot in person at a vote center,40 a 
significant portion of voters who returned VBM ballots did so by dropping them off at a 

37 For example, this report will not directly compare the turnout of the 2018 primary election with 
the 2018 general election. This is because the electorate is usually different between primary and 
general elections, meaning that any comparison of turnout would involve comparing two different 
populations of voters. 
38 In the June Primary Election, 4,606 ballots were rejected for being late. In the November General 
Election, only 3,409 ballots were rejected for that reason—a 26 percent decrease. 
39 In the November General Election, 8,514 ballots were rejected out of 972,320 total ballots. In the 
June Primary Election, 7,064 ballots were rejected out of 591,052 total ballots. 
40 In the June Primary Election, 5.68 percent of ballots were cast at a vote center. In the November 
General Election, 8.36 percent of ballots were cast at a vote center. 
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vote center or drop box. The drop off option was actually the most popular choice among 
general election voters, accounting for 48 percent of ballots cast.41 
 

Some interesting patterns also emerged in the voting methods used by various 
demographic groups. For one, younger voters were far more likely to vote in person than 
their older counterparts. While all age groups mostly submitted cast VBM ballots, voters 
age 18 to 24 voted at vote centers far more often than voters over the age of 65. In fact, the 
frequency of 18- to 24-year-olds voting in person was about 10 percentage points higher 
than that of voters over 65. 
 

Variation in methods of voting was even more distinct among ethnic groups. Among 
all VCA voters, those who identified as black, Hispanic, or multi-racial voted in person (vote 
center or CVR) at a frequency about 6 to 8 percentage points higher than those who 
identified as white or Asian. Similarly, white and Asian voters voted by mail at a frequency 
about 6 to 8 points higher than black, Hispanic, and multi-racial voters. Notably though, 
these figures are coming from the roughly 20 percent of voters who provided ethnic 
information in their registration. We must be cautious in drawing conclusions from these 
patterns. However, we also found that the 22.47 percent of VCA voters who registered via 
online voter registration (OVR) were far more likely to include their ethnic identity in their 
registration. In fact, 78.58 percent of voters who registered through OVR identified their 
ethnicity when registering. This means that if we isolate our analysis to only those voters 
who registered via OVR, we can be much more assured of our claims about voting behavior 
among ethnic groups. Interestingly, the patterns among OVR voters closely resembled 
those of the broader population, giving us more confidence in our observations. Among 
those who registered via OVR, the frequency of black voters voting in person was almost 
double that of their white counterparts (16.21 percent versus 8.71 percent). 
 

Another way to explore this trend is through VBM ballot return methods. As defined 
in this report, “in-person” voting includes voting at a vote center or by CVR. However, there 
are some in the field who consider submitting a VBM ballot at a drop box or other drop off 
location as a form of in-person voting as compared to submitting a ballot by mail. After 
reevaluating the data with that assumption, an even clearer contrast is shown between 
how different ethnic groups return their VBM ballots. Black voters submitted their ballots 
via drop-off over 70 percent of the time, while white and Asian voters only did so at rates of 
about 45-49 percent. This adds to our growing evidence that voters who identify as black 
are far more likely than their white and Asian counterparts to vote in person, regardless of 
how in-person voting is defined. 
  

41 Returning a ballot by mail was the second most popular voting method with 43 percent of ballots 
cast. 
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Conclusion 
The California Secretary of State is required to submit a report to the State 

Legislature on the implementation of the Voter’s Choice Act (VCA) pursuant to SB 450 
(Chapter 832, 2016), under California Elections Code section 4005(g)(1)(A). This report 
illustrates research and findings from California’s implementation of the Voter’s Choice Act 
during the November 2018 General Election. This report provides context to understand 
the implementation of the VCA in the November General Election; however, further 
research is necessary to study the long-term impact of the new law. 
 

Signed into law in 2016, the VCA is a new elections model that allows voters to 
choose how, when, and where to cast their ballot by mailing every voter a ballot, expanding 
in-person early voting, implementing same-day registration, and allowing voters to cast a 
ballot at any vote center within their county. The Secretary of State sponsored the VCA with 
extensive input from civil rights organizations, local elections officials, and community 
groups that represented a wide range of California voters. Every county that adopts the 
VCA model is required to draft and adopt a detailed plan through an open, public process 
and host workshops to educate voters and receive public input on how to implement the 
new law, including locations of vote centers and drop boxes. 
 

In the five counties that implemented the VCA for the statewide general election, 
voter turnout was up and voters were provided with voting options that had not been 
previously available. Across the VCA counties and throughout the state, voter turnout 
increased compared to the 2010 general election (the most comparable general election in 
recent history). On average, VCA counties outperformed statewide turnout by 3.64 
percentage points. Turnout in VCA counties was 54.09 percent, compared to the statewide 
average of 50.45 percent.  
 

How voters cast their ballots differed somewhat between the first two VCA elections. 
Though both the June primary and November general were marked by an increase in the 
use of vote-by-mail (VBM) ballots, there was a notable shift in the way voters chose to 
return those ballots. During the June primary, the most popular voting method was vote by 
mail, accounting for over half of all ballots cast. That did not hold true for the general 
election, where 48 percent of ballots cast were returned to a drop off location, and 43 
percent of ballots were returned by mail. Ultimately, more than 880,000 ballots were 
returned by mail or dropped off at a drop off location in the November general, and 97.18 
percent of those ballots were cast and counted. 

 
The November election marked the first general election where Californians could 

take advantage of same-day voter registration, which is referred to as conditional voter 
registration (CVR) in state law. In the five VCA counties, every vote center was required to 
offer CVR. Counties that implemented the VCA—Madera, Napa, Nevada, Sacramento, and 
San Mateo—led the way in CVR usage statewide. While the VCA counties accounted for just 
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6.96 percent of California’s registered voter population in 2018, they accounted for 33.86 
percent of the state’s conditional voter registration usage. 
 

In 2018, a major election reform was implemented to help Californians better 
exercise their voting rights—the VCA. Voters in VCA counties adapted and responded to the 
new election model, and implementation on the county level went smoothly. As the first 
general election under California’s newest election model, the November election was 
marked by expanded accessibility to the ballot, along with more voting options and 
opportunities for Californians to register and vote. 
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Appendix B: Registration Demographics 
 

Total Registration (Active Voters) VCA Counties vs. Statewide 

Total Registration (Active Voters) VCA Counties 

Age Distribution (% of Registered Voters, by Region) VCA Counties vs. Statewide1 

1 Voters with invalid ages were excluded from this analysis, as its purpose was to show the age 
distribution of registered voters. 
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Appendix C: Voting Methods 

Age distribution by ballot return method, VCA Counties 
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