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The National Voter Registration Act of 1993
requires states to allow eligible persons to register
to vote at various government locations, including
public assistance offices. Since the initial reporting
period (1995-1996), the number of persons regis-
tering to vote at public assistance offices has
declined. This trend has led some to speculate that
the states are failing to provide welfare recipients
with the opportunity to register to vote at public
assistance offices. However, other possible explana-
tions include declining welfare caseloads caused by
welfare reform in 1996.

The analysis presented in this Center for Data
Analysis (CDA) report directly tests the hypothesis
that the Personal Responsibility and Work Oppor-
tunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 con-
tributed to the decline in public assistance voter
registrations.! PRWORA replaced Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC) with Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and helped
to reduce welfare caseloads.

After controlling for factors that influence the
number of voter registrations at public assistance
offices, CDA analysts found a statistically signif-
icant association between AFDC/TANF partici-
pation and public assistance voter registrations.
For example, a 1 percent decrease in AFDC/

TANF participation is associated with a 0.49 per-
cent decline in voter registrations at public assis-
tance offices.

Declining AFDC/TANF caseloads from 1996 to
2006 contributed substantially to the decline in
public assistance voter registrations. Unlike previ-
ous research, this report uses panel regression anal-
ysis to estimate the relationship between AFDC/
TANF participation and other factors that influence
public assistance registrations.

Members of Congress, policymakers, and the
media should not dismiss the major role that wel-
fare reform and decreased welfare participation
have played in reducing the number of public assis-
tance voter registrations.

BACKGROUND

The National Voter Registration Act of 1993
requires states to allow eligible persons to register to
vote at various government locations, including
public assistance offices. Starting in 1995, states
reported the number of voter registrations by regis-
tration location in two-year intervals.?

Since the initial reporting period (1995-1996),
the number of persons registering to vote at public
assistance offices has declined. This trend has led
some to speculate that the states are failing to pro-

1. The findings of this report were previously presented in David B. Muhlhausen, testimony before the Subcommittee on
Elections, Commiittee on House Administration, U.S. House of Representatives, April 1, 2008, at www.heritage.org/

Research/Welfare/tst040308.cfm.

2. Public assistance registration data were obtained from U.S. Election Assistance Commission, “The Impact of the National
Voter Registration Act of 1993 on the Administration of Elections for Federal Office,” 1995-1996, 1997-1998, 1999~
2000, 2001-2002, 2003-2004, and 2005-2006, at http://www.eac.gov/clearinghouse/reports-and-surveys (June 3, 2008).
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vide welfare recipients the opportunity to register to
vote at public assistance offices.

A 2005 report by Demos, the Association of Com-
munity Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN),
and Project Vote—three organizations devoted to
voting rights advocacy—used descriptive statistics
to describe Changes in voter registrations at public
assistance offices.” The authors of the paper report
that “registrations at public assistance agencies
dropped 59% between 1995-1996 and 2003-
20047 However, the authors do not control for
welfare reform and dismiss the potential effect of
declines in AFDC/TANF caseloads on public assis-
tance voter registrations. The authors state that,
“[wlhile caseloads in some public assistance pro-
grams have declined overall since the NVRA went
into effect, these declines are not sulfficient to
explain the declines in voter registration applica-
tions through public assistance agencies.”

A 2008 report by Project Vote and Demos per-
formed another descriptive analysis of trends in
public assistance registrations. This report also
rejects any possibility that changes in welfare case-
loads may help to explain the decline in public
assistance voter registrations.’ As evidence, it notes:

While welfare reform and the booming
economy in the late 1990s contributed to a
decrease in participation in some public
assistance programs, this trend reversed in
the first years of the new century For
instance, the Food Stamp Program—by far
one of the largest public assistance programs
required to offer voter registration—had
several hundred thousand more adult citizen

participants nationwide in flscal year 2006
compared to a decade earlier.®

This study suggests that the number of voter reg-
istrations from public assistance offices declined by
79 percent from the reportmg period of 1995-1996
to that of 2005-2006.” However, this estimate does
not explain why registrations decreased. Moreover,
it does not control for factors that influence voter
registration rates, such as the passage and imple-
mentation of welfare reform in 1996.

Other possible explanations for the decline
include voter registration drives by community
mobilization organizations, which reduced the need
for welfare recipients to register to vote at public
assistance offices, and welfare reform, which
reduced the number of welfare recipients.

The analysis presented in this report directly tests
the hypothesis that the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of
1996 contributed to the decline in public assistance
voter registrations. PRWORA replaced Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC) with Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). Research by
Professors June E. O'Neill and M. Anne Hill of Baruch
College strongly suggests that welfare reform accounts
for more than half of the decline in AFDC/TANF par-
ticipation by single mothers during the 1990s.!
Welfare reform led to a substantial decrease in wel-
fare caseloads, which in turn may have led to fewer
voters registering at public assistance offices.

Chart 1 plots the trends in average AFDC/TANF
participation and the average number of voter reg-
istrations at public assistance offices in the states

3. Frank Askin, “Turning Back the Clock on Voting Rights,” New Jersey Record, September 27, 2007; Michael Slater,
“Compliance with the NVRA: Not Optional,” National Voter, Vol. 57, Issue 2 (February 1, 2008); and Robyn Blummer,
“Gaming the Voting System for the GOP,” St. Petersburg Times, March 23, 2008.

4. Brian Kavanagh, Lucy Mayo, Steve Carbo, and Mike Slater, “Ten Years Later a Promise Unfulfilled: The National Voter
Registration Act in Public Assistance Agencies, 1995-2005,” Demos, Association of Community Organizations for
Reform Now, and Project Vote, July 2005, at http://www.demos.org/pubs/NVRA91305.pdf (April 9, 2008).

5. Ibid., p. 4.
Ibid., p. 4, footnote 11.

7.  Douglas R. Hess and Scott Novakowski, Unequal Access: Neglecting the National Voter Registration Act, 1995-2007, Project
Vote and Demos, February 2008, at http://projectvote.org/fileadmin/ProjectVote/Publications/Unequal_Access/

Unequal_Access_Final.pdf (April 21, 2008).
8. Ibid., p. 6.
9. Ibid, p.5.

10. June E. O'Neill and M. Anne Hill, “Gaining Ground? Measuring the Impact of Welfare Reform on Welfare and Work,”
Manhattan Institute, Center for Civic Innovation Civic Report No. 17, July 2003, at http://www.manhattan-institute.org/pdf/

Cr_17.pdf (March 26, 2008).
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from 1995 to 2006. The decline in
voter registrations closely follows the
decline in AFDC/TANF participa-
tion. While the association between
welfare caseloads and voter registra-
tions seems obvious, other factors
that might explain the relationship
were also tested.

THE DATA AND MODELING

To check for other possible expla-
nations for the decline in voter regis-
trations, a state-level panel data set of
public assistance registrations, wel-
fare participation rates, socioeco-
nomic factors, and political election
cycles was constructed. Using panel
analysis allows this study to test the
relative influence of varying AFDC/
TANF participation rates on the

Average State AFDC/TANF Participants and
Public Assistance Voter Registrations
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Note: Average AFDC/TANF caseloads are based on even years. Data are weighted by
state population.

Source: Heritage Foundation calculations.

number of voter registrations while
controlling for other factors that

Chart | + CDA 08-03 & heritage.org

might influence registrations.

The data set contains 12 years of data for 45
states and the District of Columbia. During the
time frame of this analysis, several states either
failed to report voter registration or were not
required to do so. Six states did not report any data
during the time frame of the analysis, while 11
states reported public assistance registrations inter-
mittently.!! The data set is an unbalanced panel
because of incomplete voter registration reporting
by some states in certain years.

Methodology. Most research on NVRA public
assistance voter registrations is filled with assertions
about what is or is not responsible for reduced voter
registrations at public assistance offices. Many of
these assertions are based only on anecdotal evi-
dence or descriptive studies that often lack empiri-
cal research techniques.

Observing that public assistance voter registra-
tions decreased between two time periods does not
explain why registrations decreased. Studies relying
only on descriptive statistics do not allow research-

ers to test competing theories or hypotheses for why
registrations decreased because the descriptive
methods cannot control for other factors that could
influence the observations.

By comparison, the statistical approach used in
this report includes control variables and allows for
the inclusion of many cases in order to test compet-
ing hypotheses.

Regression Analysis. This report contains the
results of a panel regression analysis of state-level
data. The statistical tests used in the regression anal-
ysis were conducted to isolate the independent
effects of a number of policy, demographic, and
socioeconomic factors on public assistance voter
registrations in order to explain changes in public
assistance voter registrations. Because the regression
models in this study include such factors as minor-
ity population percentage, unemployment rates,
and welfare caseloads, the effect of each variable on
public assistance voter registrations can be isolated.

11. Idaho, Minnesota, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming did not report any data, while Alabama,
Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Vermont, and West
Virginia provided incomplete data for one or more time periods. Idaho, Maine, Montana, New Hampshire, Wisconsin,
and Wyoming are exempt from the NVRA. See U.S. Election Assistance Commission, The Impact of the National Voter Reg-
istration Act of 1993 on the Administration of Elections for Federal Office, 2005-2006, June 30, 2007, at http://www.eac.gov/
clearinghouse/reports-and-surveys (March 27, 2008). States that were exempt, failed to report, or reported zero public

assistance registrations were coded as missing.
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A finding of “statistically insignifi-
cant” indicates that the effect of a par-
ticular variable is statistically no
different from zero. For example, if
the relationship between food stamp
participants and public assistance
voter registrations is statistically
insignificant, the number of food
stamp participants in the states, when
combined with other variables, can-
not be used to explain changes in
public assistance voter registrations.

This analysis uses the 95 percent
confidence level as the minimum stan-
dard for statistical significance. When a
variable is statistically significant at the
95 percent confidence level, there is a
5 percent chance that the variable has

no statistically measurable impact on

Descriptive Statistics
Standard
Variable Mean Deviation
Public assistance voter registrations per
100,000 residents age 18 and over 3290 341.6
AFDC/TANF recipients per 100,000 residents 25155 1,6924
Food Stamp recipients per 100,000 residents 78122 2,648.3
WIC recipients per 100,000 residents 25943 | 177.3
Income per capita 26,1627 6,687.1
Unemployment rate 50 [l
Minority population percent 28.1 12.7
Age |8 and over percent 74.5 1.7
Presidential election year 0.25 043
Senatorial election year 0.34 047
Gubernatorial election year 0.25 0.44
Off-year election 0.50 0.50
Note: Data weighted by state population, N = 512
Source: Heritage Foundation calculations.
Table | » CDA 08-03 A& heritage.org

the dependent variable.

Panel Data Analysis. This report

also uses panel data analysis. Panel data studies
observe multiple units over several periods. The
addition of multiple data collection points gives the
results of regression analyses using panel data sub-
stantially more credibility than studies that use only
descriptive statistics. By increasing the number of
data points compared to simple descriptive studies
that only calculate the change in the variable of inter-
est between two time periods, panel data analysis
has three important advantages.

First, the longitudinal nature of the panel data
allows evaluators to analyze important policy ques-
tions that studies using descriptive statistics or
cross-sectional and time-series data sets cannot
address. The previous research by Project Vote and
Demos failed entirely to account for important pol-
icy and socioeconomic factors that vary across
states and over time and that might affect registra-
tion rates.

Second, by increasing the number of data points
compared to cross-sectional and time-series analy-
ses, panel analysis increases the degrees of freedom
and reduces possible collinearity problems among

the independent variables, thus improving the effi-
ciency of the econometric estimates.

Third, the panel data technique used in the anal-
ysis reduces omitted variable bias by introducing
state (cross-sectional) fixed effects into the model
specification.'? By controlling for state fixed effects
(individual differences related to each state), the
analysis accounts for time-invariant unobserved
factors that influence public assistance registration
rates in a particular state. The fixed-effects model
helps to control for differences in registration rates
that are not explained by the independent variables.

Variables. For this analysis, the dependent vari-
able is the number of public assistance registrations
per 100,000 residents age 18 or over.'> The inde-
pendent variables are AFDC/TANF recipients per
100,000 residents; food stamp participants per
100,000 residents; Women, Infants and Children
(WIC) participants per 100,000 residents; income
per capita; unemployment rate; minority popula-
tion percent; 18 and older population percent;
presidential elections; U.S. Senate elections; guber-
natorial elections; off-year congressional elections;
and state fixed effects.!* Table 1 presents the

12. Cheng Hsiao, Analysis of Panel Data (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1986).

13. The original public assistance voter registration variable was divided in half and distributed by year in equal portions. For
example, Alabama reported 80,096 registrations during the 1995-1996 period. The 80,096 registered voters were dis-
tributed equally between 1995 and 1996, with 40,048 registrants in each cell. After the allocation, the registrations were
divided by the state’s population age 18 and over and then multiplied by 100,000.
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means and standard deviations for
these variables presented.

The independent variables were
chosen based on their anticipated
influence on public assistance regis-
trations. For example, AFDC/TANE
food stamp, and WIC participation
rates measure the level of welfare
recipients being served by public
assistance offices. Increased welfare
participation is anticipated to be pos-
itively associated with public assis-
tance registrations.

State unemployment rates and
income per capita help to control for
the influence of the economy. Unem-
ployment is an especially important
variable because it is highly likely that
the sharp decline in unemployment
during the 1990s reduced welfare par-
ticipation. Professors O’Neill and Hill
assert that “[t]he true effect of welfare
reform cannot be determined without
accounting for changes in unemploy-
ment and other possible factors affect-
ing single mothers choices.”? If
decreased unemployment is partially
responsible for the decline in AFDC/
TANF participation, then it follows
that decreased unemployment would
lead to fewer public assistance regis-
trations. In addition, the election vari-
ables help to control for periods of
increased political activity that are also
anticipated to be positively associated
with public assistance registrations.

FINDINGS
Table 2 presents the findings of

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) panel regressions.
Four models were estimated, and the regressions
are weighted by state population. The standard
errors are robust to heteroskedasticity and auto-

correlation.©

The Impact of AFDC/TANF Participation on
State Public Assistance Voter Registrations

Variable Model | Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
AFDC/TANF recipients per 0.062* 0.062%* -009 0.06 | #*

100,000 residents (0.026) (0.021) (0.03) (0.023)
Food Stamp recipients per 0.028 -0.002 0.038 0.003
100,000 residents (0.018) (0.009) (0.023) 0.013)
WIC recipients per 0.00002 0.001 0.002 0.001
100,000 residents (0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Income per capita -0.005 -0.006 0.034%* 0.001
(0.006) (0.004) (0.012) (0.009)
Unemployment rate 16.6 18.3% 55 14.8
(1'.7) 6.1 (19.5) (I5.1)

Minority population percent —12.6%%* —7.2%F* -53 —7.2FF
37) (20) 32 (20)
Age 18 and over percent -39.0 319 153 362
(36.3) (27.3) (35.9) (33.2)
Presidential election year 97 4k 40.2 6.0 19.5
(29.8) (23.6) (34.1) (23.7)
Senatorial election year 9.5 -54 12.5 -6.1
(32.6) (24.0) (32.9) (23.9)
Gubernatorial election year 48.8* 133 429 3.6
(24.5) (14.3) (22.0) (I15.1)
Off-year election 423 14 —91.6%* 7.1
(27.0) (18.0) (35.7) (28.7)
Constant 3346.6 —1938.8 —-1081.8 24168

(2647.1)  (19759)  (27249)  (2521.2)
Beginning reporting period  1995-1996 1997-1998 19951996 1997-1998

Reporting period fixed effects No No Yes Yes
Centered R-squared 0.6761 07119 0.7129 0.7129
N 512 424 512 424

*p <05 % p< 0l **p <000l

Note: Heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation robust standard errors are reported. The
model includes state fixed-effects. The data are weighted by the total population. The
period fixed effects in model 3 are statistically significant, while the period fixed effects in
model 4 are statistically insignificant.

Source: Heritage Foundation calculations.

Table 2 * CDA 08-03 R heritage.org

After controlling for other factors in Model 1,
AFDC/TANF participation has a statistically sig-
nificant association with public assistance regis-
trations. A one-unit increase in AFDC/TANF
participants per 100,000 residents is associated

14. Data for these variables were obtained from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, U.S. Census Bureau,
U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, and U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

15. O'Neill and Hill, “Gaining Ground?” p. 15.

16. Fumio Hayashi, Econometrics (Princeton, N J.: Princeton University Press, 2000), and Matthew ]J. Cushing and
Mary G. McGarvey, “Covariance Matrix Estimation,” in Laszlo Matyas, ed., Generalized Methods of Moments Estimation
(Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 63-95.
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with an increase of 0.062 additional registrations
per 100,000 adult residents. Another way to inter-
pret this finding is to calculate the elasticity. The
elasticity represents the percentage change in pub-
lic assistance registration rates given a 1 percent
change in a particular independent variable. A 1
percent increase in AFDC/TANF participation is
associated with a 0.49 percent increase in voter
registrations. Conversely, a 1 percent decrease in
AFDC/TANF participation is associated with a 0.49
percent decline in voter registrations.

Food stamp and WIC participation do not appear
to have any statistically measurable association with
public assistance registrations. The results for in-
come per capita, unemployment, and the adult pop-
ulation percentage are also statistically insignificant.

A state’s minority population percentage has a
statistically significant and negative relationship
with public assistance registrations. A 1 percent
increase in the minority population is associated
with a reduction of 12.6 registrations per 100,000
adults. Further, a 1 percent increase in the minority
population is associated with a 1.1 percent decrease
In registrations.

For the election cycle variables, presidential and
gubernatorial election years have statistically signif-
icant and positive associations with public assis-
tance registrations. Registrations increased by 97.4
per 100,000 adults during presidential election
years and by 48.8 per 100,000 adults during
gubernatorial election years. The elasticity calcula-
tions for the election year variables represent the
percentage change in registrations during a partic-
ular type of election year. The registration rate
increased by 0.08 percent during presidential
election years and by 0.04 percent during guber-
natorial election years. Senate and off-year congres-
sional elections appear to have no statistically
measurable influence on registrations.

Additional regressions were estimated for Models
2, 3, and 4. Model 2 presents an analysis of data
from 1997 to 2006, because the 1995-1996 public
assistance registration data may drastically overstate
the number of registrations that can reasonably be
expected from public assistance offices. During
1995-1996, the debate over welfare reform was at
its peak. The political debate likely led opponents
of reform to encourage welfare recipients to register

to vote in an attempt to influence the policy pro-
cess. Average state public assistance registrations
dropped 54 percent, from 115,177 in 1995-1996
to 53,552 in 1997-1998. In terms of raw magni-
tude, this average decline of 61,625 registrations is
the largest drop since the registration data have
been collected. However, research by Demos,
ACORN, and Project Vote ignores the fact that the
largest drop in public assistance voter registrations
occurred in 1997-1998 and instead focuses on
comparing the initial 1995-1996 reporting period
to 2001-2002 and subsequent reporting periods. '’

When the data are limited to 1997 to 2006 in
Model 2, the coefficient for AFDC/TANF partici-
pants remains positive and statistically significant. A
one-unit increase in AFDC/TANF participants per
100,000 residents is associated with an increase of
0.062 additional registrations per 100,000 adult
residents. A 1 percent increase in AFDC/TANF par-
ticipation is associated with a 0.51 percent increase
in voter registrations. Differing from Model 1, the
unemployment rate is positively associated with
increased public assistance voter registrations. A
1 percent increase in the unemployment rate is
associated with 18.3 additional registrations per
100,000 adults. For the elasticity, a 1 percent
increase in the unemployment rate is associated
with a 0.36 increase in the registration rate.

A state’s minority population percentage has a
statistically significant yet smaller negative relation-
ship with public assistance registrations. A 1 per-
cent increase in the minority population is
associated with a reduction of 7.2 registrations per
100,000 adults. Further, a 1 percent increase in the
minority population is associated with a 0.82 per-
cent decrease in the registration rate. The coeffi-
cients for the election cycle variables and the other
independent variables in Model 2 were not statisti-
cally distinguishable from zero.

For Model 3, the regression analyzed data from
all years, while individual time-period dummy vari-
ables were introduced for the 1997-1998 to 2005-
2006 periods. These time-period variables control
for differences in reported public assistance registra-
tions between the first reporting period (1995-
1996) and later reporting periods. In this model,
the coefficient for AFDC/TANF participation is
statistically insignificant, while the time-period

17. Kavanagh et al., “Ten Years Later,” and Hess and Novakowski, Unequal Access.
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dummy variables are statistically significant. Only
the coefficients for income per capita and off-year
election variables were statistically significant.

A $1 increase in income per capita is associated
with a 0.034 increase in public assistance voter
registrations per 100,000 adults. For the elasticity,
a 1 percent increase in income per capita is associ-
ated with a 2.6 percent increase in the registration
rate. During off-year congressional election years,
public assistance voter registrations declined by
91.6 registrations per 100,000 adults or decreased
by 0.14 percent.

The regression for Model 4 used the same vari-
ables that were used in Model 3, but the data were
limited to the years of 1997 to 2006. The coefficient
for AFDC/TANF participation is statistically signifi-
cant, while the time-period dummy variable coeffi-
cients were not statistically distinguishable from
zero. This result for the time-period dummy vari-
ables strongly indicates that the reporting of public
assistance registrations was unusually high in the
1995-1996 period compared to later reporting
periods. Despite the inclusion of time-period fixed
effects, the results of Model 4 are remarkably similar
to the results of Model 2.

A one-unit increase in AFDC/TANF participants
per 100,000 residents is associated with an increase
of 0.061 additional registrations per 100,000 adult
residents. For the elasticity, a 1 percent increase in
the AFDC/TANF participation rate is associated
with a 0.5 percent increase in the registration rate.

A state’s minority population percentage has a sta-
tistically significant yet smaller negative relationship
with public assistance registrations. A 1 percent
increase in the minority population is associated
with a reduction of 7.2 registrations per 100,000
adults. Further, a 1 percent increase in the minority
population is associated with a 0.82 percent
decrease in the registration rate. The coefficients for
the remaining independent variables in Model 4
were not statistically distinguishable from zero.

Across the four models in Table 2, the coefficient
for AFDC/TANF participation was statistically sig-
nificant in three of the four models. Food stamp and
WIC participation had statistically insignificant
relationships with public assistance voter registra-
tions in all four models.

Changes in AFDC/TANF caseloads appear to
have contributed substantially to the decline in
public assistance voter registrations.

CONCLUSION

Declining AFDC/TANF caseloads from 1996 to
2006 contributed substantially to the decline in
public assistance voter registrations. Unlike previ-
ous research, this report uses panel regression anal-
ysis to estimate the relationship between AFDC/
TANF participation and other factors that influence
public assistance registrations. Controlling for other
factors, a 1 percent decrease in AFDC/TANF partic-
ipation is associated with about a 0.5 percent
decrease in public assistance registrations.

While voter registrations at welfare offices have
declined, this decline does not mean that former
welfare recipients are not registering to vote. Low-
income Americans have numerous and easy oppor-
tunities to register, just like other Americans. For
years, Americans have had the opportunity to reg-
ister to vote through the mail, at motor vehicle
offices, and at other locations. In addition, many
“voting rights” and “community mobilization”
groups, along with political parties, are actively
engaged in making sure that their constituents are
registered to vote.

While research on this topic is new and further
analysis is needed, Members of Congress, policy-
makers, and the media should not dismiss the
major role that welfare reform and decreased wel-
fare participation have played in reducing public
assistance voter registrations.

—David B. Muhlhausen, Ph.D., is a Senior Policy
Analyst and Patrick Tyrrell is a Research Assistant in the
Center for Data Analysis at The Heritage Foundation.





