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Didn't like the candidates or campaign issues

Too busy/had conflicting work, family, or school schedule

Illness or disability (own or family's)

Transportation problems

Polling place hours, or location, were inconvenient

Line at the polls was too long

Out of town or away from home

Did not receive my ballot in the mail, or it arrived too late

Forgot to vote

Problems with registration

Requested but did not receive absentee ballot

Did not know where to vote

Did not have the right kind of ID

Bad weather

Major/Minor Reasons for Not Voting, 2016
(estimated from a sample)
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Discussion:  Why West Virginia Doesn’t Vote 
There are lots of assertions and beliefs about why people don’t vote, but there is little science.  

This study from MIT is the only research I have found that looks at the practical reasons for 

registered voters not casting a ballot.1 

The Survey of the Performance of American Elections (SPAE) has been conducted after each 

Presidential election since 2008.  State estimates are based on data from 200 registered voters 

sampled for each state and D.C.2  Samples are designed to be demographically representative 

of the U.S. and each state and D.C. 

Non-Voters in West Virginia vs. the U.S., 2016 

In 2016, not liking the candidate or campaign issues was the #1 reason for non-voting in the 

U.S.3  Given the high unfavorables of both Presidential candidates, this result should surprise no 

one.  Yet, West Virginians were somewhat less likely than registered voters nationally to report 

this as a major or minor reason for not voting in 2016. 

In West Virginia, illness or disability was the #1 reason for non-voting in 2016.  Illness or 

disability was a major or minor factor for 62% of non-voters. 

West Virginia non-voters stood out from the Nation in terms of non-voting because of (ranked): 

1. Illness or disability (own or family’s) (62%, +29.1 points higher than U.S.) 

2. Too busy/had conflicting work, family, or school schedule (59%, +21.7) 

3. Transportation problems (40%, +9.1) 

4. Did not know where to vote (39%, +19.8) 

5. Forgot to vote (36%, +13.6) 

6. Line at the polls was too long (33%, +6.8) 

7. Requested but did not receive absentee ballot (27%, +6.9)4 

A statewide vote by mail system could address most of these problems.  Issues #1, #2, #3 were 

among the specific reasons behind HB 4742.  Even without vote by mail, more robust and non-

partisan voter education could address issues #4 (not knowing where to vote) and #5 

(forgetting to vote).  The latter two are familiar issues that arose during GOTV calls in June.5 

 
1 The 100 Million Project, another recent discovery, also studied non-voters.  However, its focus on voter attitudes 
and news consumption resulted in a narrow view of the factors that underlie non-voting.  
https://knightfoundation.org/reports/the-100-million-project/ 
 
2 Having the questionnaire administered via the Internet is likely to affect the results from West Virginia 
disproportionately, but this factor may be mitigated by the sample design. 
 
3 This is the primary factor the Knight Foundation highlighted in a video about non-voting in West Virginia.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FpwVUIYJNa0#action=share 
 
4 This may relate to the restrictive eligibility criteria for absentee ballots, but no data are available to support this. 
 
5 What sources of election information exist for West Virginians who do not read a newspaper, watch TV news, or 
access news on the Internet?  Some states (e.g., Oregon) distribute a voters’ guide to all registered voters; West 
Virginia does not. 

https://knightfoundation.org/reports/the-100-million-project/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FpwVUIYJNa0#action=share

