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Examining Implementation of the National Voter Registration Act by Nonprofit Organizations: An Institutional Explanation
Abstract

The 1993 National Voter Registration Act authorizes nonprofit social service organizations to conduct nonpartisan voter registration drives, with the aim of making the process more accessible for low income citizens and segments of the population historically underrepresented in the political process (Piven and Cloward, 1988). Although more than 15 years have elapsed since this important reform was enacted, very little is known about the extent to which nonprofits have embraced this practice, and what factors explain their decision to do so. Drawing upon institutional theory, this paper examines the propensity of nonprofit social service organizations to carry out nonpartisan voter registration and voter education campaigns in a national election year. A series of hypotheses are tested using data from a random sample of several hundred nonprofit service organizations in the U.S. that were surveyed prior to the 2008 election. Findings suggest that institutional factors, especially state laws, are highly influential in shaping the decision of local level nonprofits to register voters and conduct nonpartisan voter education activities. The paper concludes with a discussion of policy implications of this study.
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In addition to providing critical social services that form the backbone of the American welfare state (Allard, 2009; Salamon, 1995), nonprofit organizations are also recognized as important vehicle for promoting civic engagement and furthering democratic ideals (Putnam, 2007; Skocpol, 2003). One way these organizations promote democracy and civic participation is by registering their clients to vote and encouraging their turnout in elections. Indeed, nonprofits have been described as the “sleeping giants of democracy” (Rongitsch, 2008) because of their unique potential to engage under-represented groups in the electoral process. Section 7B of 1993 National Voter Registration Act (NVRA), also known as the “Motor Voter law” encourages all “non-governmental entities” to register their clients to vote, and mandates that “all agencies receiving state funding” provide such opportunities to their clients stipulating that these activities much be carried out in a nonpartisan fashion. 

Despite the potential of the U.S. nonprofit social services sector for expanding voter registration, there are no systematic studies to date that examine how widely the NVRA has been embraced by nonprofits, nor have scholars considered why nonprofits choose to carry out nonpartisan voter registration activities. Although the media brought this issue into the national spotlight during the last election by highlighting the misdeeds of community organizing groups like ACORN, nonprofit social service providers are far more numerous and reach many more low-income individuals through their on-going service providing roles, yet these organizations have been given little consideration in the public debate about third party organizations’ involvement in voter registration activities.
  

The primary goal of the NVRA was to increase the number of citizens who vote in national elections. To accomplish this objective, the law required that public agencies take steps to increase voter registration among low-income Americans (OMB Watch, 2007). The law prescribes specific protocols that if uniformly implemented, would systematically embed voter registration procedures in public organizations that provide social welfare services, as well as non-governmental organizations that provide these services “by proxy” (Kettl, 1988).

 Despite the mandate for “all agencies receiving state funding” to offer voter registration opportunities on-site during national election years, the law has not been enforced (OMB Watch, 2007; Kavanaugh et al 2005).
  Given that voter registration activities are beyond the scope of their service-providing mission and they face no penalty for failure to implement the law, nonprofit leaders may feel little incentive for carrying out election-related activities. Election-related activities consume organizational resources for which the agency receives no compensation. Nevertheless, many nonprofit service agencies do choose to conduct nonpartisan voter register campaigns, which often involves not only registering voters, but also providing various forms of nonpartisan voter education and encouraging clients to go to the polls through nonpartisan get-out-the-vote (GOTV) activities. This raises a number of interesting and timely questions: To what extent are nonprofit service organizations implementing the NVRA and performing adjunct activities of providing nonpartisan voter education and GOTV efforts? What accounts for the variation in nonprofits’ implementation of these activities? What internal and external organizational factors create a climate conducive to implementation of the NVRA by nonprofits, and what factors serve as impediments? 

To answer these questions, this study uses survey data from 314 nonprofit service organizations in sixteen states. New institutionalism provides the theoretical lens for this analysis. The findings suggest that multiple institutional factors influence the likelihood of nonprofits implementing the NVRA and related voter education and mobilization activities. Among the most important factors influencing the behavior of nonprofit service agencies with regard to voter engagement activities are state laws that impose restrictions and penalties on the election activities of third party organizations. These laws have a suppressing effect on nonprofits’ likelihood of implementing the NVRA, and further suppress their efforts to provide nonpartisan voter education and get-out-the-vote efforts. Other institutional explanations include the influence of industry associations, and the disciplinary training of the agency ED/CEO, although demographic characteristics of organizational leaders also accounts some of the variation in nonprofits’ voter registration, voter education, and GOTV activities.
The following section briefly discusses the history of the 1993 National Voter Registration Act, and highlights the key administrative rules issued by the IRS that governs nonprofits’ participation in elections. Next, the paper turns to a discussion of institutional theory, and develops a set of hypotheses based on the logic of new institutionalism. These propositions are then empirically tested, and the implications of the findings discussed. 
Nonprofits’ Role in Elections

The political participation gap among the socioeconomic classes has been well documented by scholars of American democracy and civic participation, demonstrating unequivocally that citizens with greater resources of time, education, and money participate at higher levels in virtually every aspect of the political process (Brady, Verba, and Schlozman, 1995; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993). According the U.S. Census Bureau for example, 59 percent of citizens living in households with incomes under $15,000 were registered to vote in 2005-2006, compared to 85 percent of citizens living in households with incomes of $75,000 or more. However, Piven and Cloward argued that public welfare bureaucracies and nonprofit service organizations could play a role in mitigating this persistent imbalance. 

In examining alternatives for increasing voter registration among underrepresented groups, Piven and Cloward (1988) proposed making it possible for citizens to register in a wide range of public agencies, including health, housing, welfare and unemployment agencies. These authors called particular attention to the role that community-based nonprofits might play in achieving this objective, because these services today are delivered not by government bureaucracies, but primarily by nonprofit organizations acting as contract partners of the state (Allard, 2009; Salamon, 1995).

Indeed, Piven and Cloward’s ideas were adopted by the Clinton administration and enacted into law by Congress in the form of the NVRA. One of the goals of adding the public assistance and nonprofit “agency based” registration provisions to the 1993 law was to reduce historic disparities in registration rates by race, income, age, and disability (Piven and Cloward, 1996). The Motor Voter Act requires all offices of state-funded programs that are primarily engaged in providing services to persons with disabilities to provide all program applicants with voter registration forms, to assist them in completing the forms, and to transmit completed forms to the appropriate state official. The section of the NVRA that specifically applies to nonprofits (Section 7) states that “each State shall designate as voter registration agencies:
(A) all offices in the State that provide public assistance; and

(B) all offices in the State that provide State-funded programs primarily engaged in providing services to persons with disabilities.

(b) Federal Government and private sector cooperation 

All departments, agencies, and other entities of the executive branch of the Federal Government shall, to the greatest extent practicable, cooperate with the States in carrying out subsection (a) of this section, and all nongovernmental entities are encouraged to do so.

This language has important implications for nonprofit implementation requirements. Nonprofits providing services to persons with disabilities (such as mental health and substance abuse treatment centers) have a compulsory obligation to implement the NVRA, while implementation is voluntary for all other types of nonprofit service agencies. 
Some nonprofit organizations that conduct voter registration drives choose to go a step further in assisting their clients with election participation by providing various forms of voter education and/or providing clients with encouragement to vote through frequent reminders and assistance with getting to the polls on election day. Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Service tax code permits nonprofits to engage in voter education efforts and to encourage voter turnout through get-out-the-vote activities, but expressly prohibits these organizations from engaging in partisan activity or endorsement of any sort.
 To minimize confusion on the part of nonprofits implementing voter registration and education campaigns, the IRS issued revenue Rule 78-248, 1978-1 which allows for a wide range of nonpartisan voter education activities by 501(c)3 organizations such as provision of information on voter registration deadlines, objective candidate information, information on ballot measures, assistance in finding polling locations, assistance in filling out a sample ballot, and any other nonpartisan activity intended to increase the likelihood of voter turnout..  

Encouraging clients to vote in elections and providing voter education through forums such as candidate debates or information on candidates, their issues positions, voting records, and so on, are clearly permissible so long as the organization’s message is designed to encourage political participation rather than promote a candidate or specific political message (see IRS Revenue Rule 2007-41 for specific examples of non-permissible activities and cases illustrating their application). The IRS ruling makes explicit that 501(c)(3) organizations are permitted to target under-represented groups in their voter promotion activities, as long as the message conveyed by to these groups is nonpartisan. 
While there is some evidence indicating that local government public assistance agencies are failing to implement the NVRA (Hess and Novakowski, 2008; Kavanaugh et al, 2005), there are no studies examining implementation of the NVRA among nonprofit service organizations. This study offers a first step toward addressing this gap in our understanding of local level implementation of the NVRA. New institutionalism provides an appropriate theoretical framework for studying the variation in nonprofits’ choice to implement voter registration activities, because nonprofit service agencies are diverse and the institutional environments in which they operate are also diverse, and according to March and Olson, institutions “shape the definition of alternatives and influence the perception and the construction of the reality in which action takes place” (March and Olson, 1995, pg. 25). The next section highlights some of the key tenets of new institutional theory, and sets forth a set of propositions about nonprofits’ choice to undertake voter registration activities based this logic.    
Neo-Institutional Theory
Neo-institutional theorists March and Olson define institutions as “the beliefs, paradigms, codes, cultures, and knowledge that support rules and routines” (March and Olson, 1989, 22). Douglas North defines institutions as “regularities in actions….customs and rules that provide a set of incentives and disincentives for individuals” (North, 1986, p. 281). Yet, Powell and DiMaggio argue that the new institutionalism is different from rational choice logic because it contains a distinctly normative element that views standards of behavior as being defined by customs and obligations (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991). Institutional theory thus leads to several hypotheses about the effects of rules, laws, beliefs, informal codes, culture, and knowledge on nonprofits’ propensity to carry out voter registration activities. 
Institutional theory emphasizes the logic of appropriateness based on organizational structures, rules, laws, legal frameworks, as well as informal codes, cultures, and knowledge (Frederickson and Smith, 2003). The logic of appropriateness suggests that action is dictated by perceptions of what is regarded as appropriate or exemplary behavior (March and Olsen, 1979). Evidence from the state policy diffusion literature suggests that state laws play a substantial role in shaping the behavior of local-level entities, be they municipalities, business firms, or other types of organizations (McCoy, 1940; Eisinger, 1988, Rogers, 1995; Strang and Soule, 1998; Frederickson and Johnson, 2001). Rules and laws are adhered to because they are perceived with legitimacy. The logic of appropriateness suggests that restrictive state laws pertaining to voter registration by third party organizations will have a depressing effect on nonprofits’ propensity to register voters and provide voter education. For example, a CEO of a nonprofit located in a state such as Florida may be very reluctant to carry out voter registration activities within his or her organization due to a state law which imposes fines on charities for each voter registration form not submitted within ten days of its completion.
 

State laws regarding voter registration deadlines may also influence nonprofit service organizations’ actions with regard to voter registration and related activities. People tend to pay more attention to an election as it gets closer (Green and Gerber, 2004; Lau and Redlawsk, 2006). This may also be true for leaders of nonprofit organizations who are too preoccupied with managing day-to-day service delivery to devote their attention to voter registration activities until election day is on the immediate horizon. Nonprofits located in states with very conservative voter registration deadlines such as Ohio or Georgia (30 days) may be less inclined to carry out voter registration as those with more liberal voter registration deadlines such as Kansas (15 days).
 Thus, the following two hypotheses about the effects of state laws are proposed:
H1: 
Nonprofit service agencies located in states with restrictive laws governing the voter registration activities of third party organizations will be less likely to register clients to vote, provide nonpartisan voter education, and engage in nonpartisan GOTV activities.
H2: 
Nonprofit service agencies located in states with more conservative voter registration deadlines will be less likely to register voters or provide nonpartisan voter education than those located in states with more liberal deadlines. 
State political culture may also influence nonprofits’ propensity to become involved in elections. “Blue state” status is suggestive of a political culture that is more liberal, whereas “red state” status suggests a political culture that is more conservative. Legally enabling third party organizations to register voters is a federal policy that has been openly criticized by conservative members of Congress. Even though nonprofits are required by federal tax law to register voters in a nonpartisan fashion, conservatives have opposed this policy fearing that it will privilege Democratic candidates. If the conservatives’ perception is accurate, nonprofits that are located in a “blue states” should be more likely to register voters and provide voter education.
H3:
Nonprofit service agencies located in “blue states” will be more likely to register clients to vote, provide nonpartisan voter education, and engage in nonpartisan GOTV activities.
Institutional theorists have demonstrated that organizations of the same type become isomorphic over time because they are exposed to the same expectations and constraints (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991). However, practices among nonprofit social service organizations may fail to homogenize in this way because their chief executives do not share a single common profession or discipline; an important mechanism through which isomorphism occurs. Disciplines and professions represent normative learning institutions, or a type of institutional linkage through which members are socialized into a common set of professional norms, values, and beliefs (Powell and DiMaggio; Frederickson and Smith, 2003).  One of the key distinctions between the “old” institutionalism and new institutionalism is way the organizational context is defined. The former emphasized the influence of local communities and operating environments, whereas the new institutionalism emphasizes the influence of “non-local” environments such as “organizational sectors or fields roughly coterminous with the boundaries of industries, professions, or national societies” (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991, p 13). 

Disciplines, and the networks associated with them thus provide an important mechanism for the diffusion of information and for the instillation of common norms, values, heuristics, and practices. For example, advocacy, political action, and a commitment to social justice are commonly-shared values of the Social Work discipline (National Association of Social Workers, 2005). Historically, nonprofit social service leaders were trained as social workers, and this is still the case in many organizations. More recently however, it has become increasingly common for nonprofits to be led by persons trained in business management (Ott, 2001). To a lesser degree, public management and law are also professions represented among nonprofit Executive Directors. Thus, one explanation for nonprofits’ variation in carrying out voter registration activities is that they are managed by individuals with differing professional norms and values. 
H4: 
Nonprofit service agencies will be more likely to register clients to vote, provide nonpartisan voter education, and engage in nonpartisan GOTV activities, when they are led by an Executive Director/CEO who has been trained in the Social Work discipline, as opposed to business management, law, or another academic discipline.

Similarly, industry associations provide another type of institutional influence that may increase nonprofits’ likelihood of carrying out voter engagement activities. For example, state nonprofit associations disseminate information to their member organizations about laws and regulatory issues that affect nonprofits, including those related to voter registration activities. For example, the Michigan Nonprofit Association has a program called the Michigan Participation Project, which not only provides regulatory and technical information to its members on election activities, but takes an affirmative stance in encouraging member organizations to register voters  (Michigan Nonprofit Association, 2010). Moreover, Berry and Arons (2003) discovered that when nonprofits are dues-paying members of a state nonprofit association they engage in higher levels of political advocacy, and their Executive Directors are significantly more likely to correctly comprehend the types of activities permitted by tax-exempt organizations under federal lobbying laws, when compared with leaders whose organizations were not a member of a nonprofit association. Thus, organizations that are members of a state nonprofit association may have an increased likelihood of implementing voter registration activities because they have been encouraged to do so, and have been instructed in the laws and logistics of implementation by the association.         

H5:
Nonprofit service agencies that are members of a state nonprofit association will be more likely to register clients to vote and provide nonpartisan voter education.
 Nonprofit service agencies vary in their extent of reliance on government funding which may also help to explains some of the variation in nonprofits’ tendency to register voters and provide voter education. Institutional theory suggests that one reason organizations become isomorphic is that they all react to the same direct or indirect pressures to conform to institutional expectations (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991), and such pressures are generally exerted by organizations in which the pressured organization depends (Anheir, 2005). For example, coercive mandates imposed upon nonprofits by government and other funders help to explain how nonprofits evolved from informal, voluntary organizations to increasingly professionalized organizations through the coerced adoption of performance requirements and accountability controls (Salamon, 1995). The mandate of the NVRA that ‘each state shall designate as voter registration agencies all offices in the state that provide state-funded programs” suggests that nonprofits that depend on government funding will more likely to register their clients to vote. 
Yet nonprofit service organizations vary in the extent to which they depend on government funding; some rely entirely on government revenues while others receive none. Those that do not receive any government funding and provide services entirely through private payments and charitable contributions have limited incentive to devote resources to registering clients to vote and providing voter education. Moreover, studies of nonprofits’ advocacy activities have shown that nonprofits engage in political advocacy on behalf of their  clients on a more frequent basis when the organization is more heavily dependent on government income (Berry and Arons, 2003; LeRoux and Goerdel, 200; Moseley, 2009). One specific type of nonprofit service agency may be particularly influenced by the mandate of the NVRA. Organizations serving the disabled, including mental health and substance abuse clinics rehabilitation clinics and services for the deaf and blind populations are required by Section 7B of the NVRA to provide clients with the opportunity to register, to provide them with the same degree of assistance in completing the form as they would their own organizational forms, and to submit the completed form to the appropriate state office. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:
H6: 
Nonprofit service agencies that are more heavily dependent on government funding will be more likely to register clients to vote, provide nonpartisan voter education and carry out GOTV activities.
H7:
Nonprofit service agencies with a primary mission of providing disability services will be more likely to register clients to voters, provide nonpartisan voter education and carry out GOTV activities 
In addition to these institutional explanations, the nonprofit advocacy literature suggests some other factors that may influence nonprofits’ propensity for engaging in politically-oriented activities. First, size of the organization is likely to affect nonprofits’ ability to carry out these activities. Nonprofit service agencies often operate on a tight budget and may lack the resources necessary to implement voter registration, voter education, and GOTV activities. Larger organizations are more likely to have the slack resources to free up the time of one or more existing staff persons to carry out voter registration and education efforts. Thus, organizations with a larger paid workforce may be more likely to implement the NVRA and to engage in more voter education and mobilization activities. 
Other organizational characteristics that may influence nonprofits’ propensity to become involved in political activities are age of the organization and status as a faith-based versus secular entity. Older organizations are thought to be more likely to have experienced leaders and board members who are familiar with the 501(c)3 laws governing political activities, and to have established enough legitimacy within the community that leaders feel warranted in having a voice in policy decisions. Moreover, there is evidence from a large-scale study indicating that older organizations engage in political advocacy on behalf of their clients at higher rates (Bass et al, 2007). Nonprofit service agencies that operate from a faith-based orientation may also have a special proclivity to carry out voter registration activities, or may be particularly likely to avoid them. On the one hand Allard (2009) has demonstrated that faith-based organizations connect to communities and persons in need more effectively than government or secular nonprofit agencies, are among the most highly trusted institutions in poor communities, and are more likely to reach out to the most disadvantaged groups (Allard, 2009). On the other hand, faith-based providers may be particularly likely to avoid voter registration activities. One reason is that election-related activities of religious congregations are more likely to be targeted for investigation by the IRS (OMB Watch, 2008). Faith-based nonprofits which are often affiliates of churches may refrain from voter registration activities altogether in order to avoid attracting unwanted regulatory attention or triggering an IRS investigation.
Managerial decisions about whether to carry out election related activities are also likely to be conditioned by the level of competition in the local service market. Under the normal circumstances of day-to-day operations, nonprofit managers concentrate on managing daily problems and focusing on how to perform well in delivering core services. If organizational leaders do not feel pressured to devote all of their organizational energies to providing and improving service delivery, than they may be more likely to carry out voter registration activities than organizations threatened by high levels of competition in the service market. One study of political advocacy by social service organizations found that nonprofits engage in advocacy activities on behalf of their clients at much lower rates when they perceive the level of competition to be high from other providers in their region (LeRoux and Goerdel, 2009). Thus, nonprofits should be less likely to carry out voter registration and related activities when they are embedded in a highly competitive regional service market. 
Finally, there is some evidence to indicate that race of organizational leadership influences nonprofits’ propensity for carrying out political activities. One small study of nonprofit service agencies in Michigan found that organizations had an increased likelihood of encouraging clients to vote and mobilizing clients to contact elected officials when the agency had African American leadership (LeRoux, 2007). Nonprofit agencies led by racial minorities may be more inclined to carry out voter registration activities in response to widely publicized statements of concern from Black and Latino led civil rights organizations about minority disenfranchisement in the wake of the 2000 election (OMB Watch, 2006).
 Therefore, nonprofit service agencies led by African American and Hispanic Executive Directors/CEOs may have an increased likelihood of carrying out voter registration activities. Lastly, there is some evidence that nonprofit service agencies located larger cities are more likely to encourage political participation by clients, than those located in smaller cities (LeRoux, 2007). Thus, nonprofits located in cities with larger population are expected to carry out voter registration activities at a higher rate than those in cities with less population.  
Data, Method, and Measures
This analysis relies on survey data from nonprofit social service agencies collected in the spring of 2008. The survey was designed to capture information related to voter registration and nonpartisan voter education activities, and get-out-the-vote (GOTV) efforts, of nonprofit social service organizations in sixteen U.S. states.
 Organizations included in the study were randomly selected by metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) within these sixteen states using the Guidestar database.
 Samples were drawn of selected nonprofit service codes (NTEE codes) from each of the MSAs/states included in the study. These subsamples were merged for a final sampling frame of 634 organizations. Surveys were addressed to the agency’s chief executive by name and administered by mail in three waves from February to May of 2008. 

A total of 315 completed responses were received over the course of the three mailings, for a final response rate of 49.6 percent.
 Organizations included in this sample are all located in census designated metropolitan statistical areas and are about equally divided between urban and suburban cities, with 56 percent located in central cities, and the remaining 44 percent in suburban communities of various sizes. The nonprofits included in this study are all 501(c)(3) organizations and perform a wide range of social service and community development functions including mental health and substance abuse treatment, rehabilitative services, employment and workforce development, legal services, housing and homeless services, food and emergency needs assistance, and community development organizations.
This analysis aims to test a series of hypotheses derived from neo-institutional theory suggesting that nonprofits’ voter registration campaigns are largely a function of rules and laws, political culture, norms and values transmitted by disciplines, and knowledge imparted by industry associations, while controlling for organizational and leadership characteristics and contextual factors that are also known to influence nonprofits’ political activities. 
Three dependent variables are examined: the likelihood of nonprofits’ registering their clients to vote, the rate at which they provide clients with nonpartisan voter education, and the rate at which they encourage clients to vote through GOTV efforts. The first dependent variable (REGVOTE) is the likelihood of nonprofits registering clients to vote, represented as a dichotomous measure (yes/no), so the model is estimated using logistic regression. The second and third dependent variables (VOTER_ED and GOTV) are measured as counts of the number of activities the nonprofit performs related to voter education and the number of activities the agency carries out in an effort to mobilize clients for turnout on election day. Therefore the second and third models are estimated using negative binomial regression.
  Table 1 provides a detailed description of the measurement for each dependent variable, as well as the independent variables. Descriptive statistics for each measure are also reported in the table. 
[TABLE 1 HERE]

Fourteen independent variables are included in each of the three models: number of days in advance of the election that state law requires voter registration forms to be submitted (-), presence of a state law that restricts the voter registration activities of third party organizations 
(-), organization is located in a blue state (+), organization is a member of a state nonprofit association (+), organization’s ED/CEO is professionally trained in the Social Work/Welfare discipline (+), extent to which organization relies on government funding (+), organization provides services to persons with disabilities (+), number of full-time equivalent paid staff of the organization (+), age of the organization (+), organization is faith-based (+/-), extent of competitive pressure in the resource environment (-), organization has African American ED/CEO (+), organization has Hispanic ED/CEO (+), population size of the city in which organization is located (+). In all three models robust standard errors are used.
Results
The first question raised by this study relates to the prevalence of voter registration opportunities within nonprofits.  How extensively is the NVRA is being implemented by nonprofit service agencies? As the descriptive statistics in Table 1 indicate, just under one third of nonprofit social service agencies (29 percent) register voters. While this is a relatively low percentage, it is the most common form of voter engagement activity performed by nonprofits;  the mean number of voter education activities carried out by these agencies is just under 1 (.90 on a scale of 0 to 5, and the mean number of  GOTV activities is .51 on a scale of 0 to 3. What accounts for the variation in nonprofits’ choices to carry out these activities?
The second and more important purpose of this study was to identify the institutional factors associated with nonprofit implementation of the NVRA and of nonpartisan voter education and GOTV efforts. Factors predicting the likelihood nonprofits will register their clients to vote are shown in Table 2. 

[TABLE 2 HERE]

. The results of the logit analysis confirm that nonprofits’ choice to implement the NVRA is shaped by multiple institutional factors. Most notably, hypotheses one and two are supported by the data, affirming that state laws play a significant role in shaping nonprofits’ decision to register their clients to vote. For each extra day in advance of the election that forms have to be submitted, the odds of nonprofits registering their clients to vote decreases  by a factor of .93 (p<.05).  Restrictive state laws also suppress nonprofits’ implementation of the NVRA. When a nonprofit is located in a state that has passed a law imposing severe restrictions and penalties on third party organizations’ voter registration campaigns, the odds of nonprofits registering clients to vote decreases by a factor of .41 (p<.01).  
Norms and values imparted by disciplines and industry associations also play a substantial role. The odds of a nonprofit registering its clients to vote increase by a factor of 2.82 (p<.05) when the organization is led by an ED/CEO professionally trained in a discipline that explicitly endorses political activism and the pursuit of social justice (Social Work/Welfare). Industry associations are equally influential; when nonprofits are members of a state nonprofit association, their odds of registering clients to vote increase by a factor of 2.59 (p<.01). Several of the control variables are also statistically significant. For each additional year older a nonprofit is, the odds of registering clients to vote increases by a factor of 1.01 (p<.05). When nonprofits are led by an African American ED/CEO, the odds of the organization registering voters increases by a factor of 2.21 (p<.10). Nonprofits located in larger cities are also more likely to undertake this activity; the odds of registering clients to vote increase by 1.17 for additional unit increase in the log of city population.  

Contrary to prediction, nonprofit reliance on government funding and having a disability services mission have no effect on the likelihood of nonprofits registering their clients to vote. Since the NVRA specifies that providing clients with voter registration opportunities is mandatory for “all organizations receiving state funding” as well as disability service providers, the null effects of the government funding and disability mission variables suggest a general lack of compliance with the NVRA by disability service organizations and other nonprofits that rely heavily on government revenues. Also, the findings yield no support for the argument that nonprofits located in state with a more liberal political culture will be more likely to register voters, as the “blue state” variable falls short of statistical significance.      
Beyond the basic activity of registering clients to vote, some nonprofit service agencies engage in the ancillary activity of providing voter education to help facilitate election participation by their clients. Do the same factors shaping and constraining nonprofits’ decision to register voters explain the rate at which they provide nonpartisan voter education to clients? The results from the negative binomial regression analysis in Table 3 help to shed some light on this question.  
[TABLE 3 HERE]
Since the response variable is a count of the number of activities (0-5) nonprofits participate in to encourage voting by clients, which can also be considered a rate, the results will be interpreted as incidence rate ratios (IRR), also described as the difference in the log of expected counts (Long and Freese, 2006). The results in Table 3 reveal a number of statistically significant explanations for nonprofits rate providing of voter education that are consistent with the factors explaining voter registration.  First, restrictive state laws function as a major constraint on nonprofits’ rate of providing voter education to clients. Nonprofits’ rate of providing nonpartisan voter education activities to their clients decreases by a factor of .41 (p<.01) when the agency is located in a state with a restrictive state law governing the voter engagement activities of third-party organizations. However, state laws related to voter registration deadlines have no effect on the rate at which nonprofits provide voter education. 
Consistent with the foregoing analysis, organizations that are members of a state nonprofit association provide voter education to their clients at statistically significantly higher rates than those that don’t below to such an association. Moreover, membership in these associations has one of the largest marginal effects in the model, increasing the rate at which nonprofits provide voter education by a factor of 2.49 (p<.01). This is consistent with expectation, as these industry associations serve as vehicles for disseminating information to member nonprofits on legal rules, advice on implementation logistics, and sometimes provide technical assistance to community-based nonprofits that choose to conduct nonpartisan voter registration, voter education, and GOTV activities. The results also support the hypothesis that nonprofits led by a Social Work professional are more likely to embrace election-related activities; the rate at which nonprofit service agencies provide voter education to their clients increases by a factor of 1.93 (p<.01) when the organization is led by an ED/CEO with a degree in Social Work/Welfare.

Three additional variables achieve statistical significance in this model. High levels of competition from other nonprofits decreases the rate at which nonprofits provide voter education by a factor of .99 (p<.05). This finding comports with previous research showing when nonprofits encounter high levels of competition from other providers in the regional market with missions similar to their own, they tend to divert their attention away from advocacy and other activities that are peripheral to their core purpose of providing services (LeRoux and Goerdel, 2009).  Similar to the preceding model, African American leadership has a substantial influence on nonprofits’ commitment to providing voter education to clients; nonprofits’ rate of voter education activities increases by a factor of 2.97 (p<.01) when the agency is led by an African American ED/CEO. Nonprofits’ located in larger cities are also more inclined to provide voter education, with the rate of this activity increasing by a factor of 1.1 (p<.10) for each unit increase in the log of the population in the city where the organization is located. None of the remaining variables have an effect on nonprofits’ voter education activities. It is notable that again, there is no evidence that nonprofits in blue states are any more likely to provider voter education than those in red states. 

As another adjunct to their voter registration efforts, some nonprofits’ engage in measures designed to increase the likelihood their clients will show up at the polls on election day. These activities often include routine reminders to vote in the weeks leading up to the election, providing transportation to the polls on election day, and election day reminder calls. What explains the propensity of nonprofit service agencies to encourage clients to vote through these GOTV activities? The results from this analysis are displayed in Table 4. 
 [TABLE 4 HERE]

Many of the factors driving nonprofits’ GOTV activities are consistent with the preceding two analyses. State laws that restrict the voter registration activities of third party organizations deter nonprofits’ from engaging in GOTV efforts. Nonprofits’ rate of engaging in GOTV activities decreases by a factor of .55 (p<.01) when the agency is located in a state a with restrictive voter registration laws. This finding is consistent with evidence from Berry and Arons’ (2003) large-scale study demonstrating that federal laws restricting nonprofits’ political advocacy practices have chilling effect on nonprofits’ advocacy levels (see also Bass et al, 2007). Nonprofit leaders in their study cited IRS laws as one of the principle barriers, even though the federal tax laws do not entirely prohibit advocacy by nonprofits. Berry and Arons’ study also demonstrated that simply the suggestion of placing restrictions on  nonprofits’ political activity via legislative proposals, even if never acted upon, create a climate of fear in which nonprofit leaders, fearful of jeopardizing their tax-exempt status, avoid political activity altogether (Berry and Arons, 2003). States with more conservative voter registration deadlines also have a depressing effect on nonprofits’ GOTV activities. For each additional day in advance of the election that state law requires voter registration forms to be submitted, the rate of nonprofits’ GOTV activities decreases by a factor of .96 (p<.10). This is intuitive because if nonprofit leaders know that clients are not registered to vote and the state deadline to register them has passed, there is no point in encouraging them to vote. 
Interestingly, the blue state variable is statistically significant in but in the opposite direction than predicted by the hypothesis. Conservatives have voiced opposition to the concept of community-based voter registration drives, believing that such practices will lead to increased votes for Democratic candidates. If this logic is correct, we might expect nonprofits in blue states to participate in voter engagement activities at higher rates. However, the results indicate that the opposite it true with regard to GOTV efforts; nonprofits in blue states are less likely to encourage clients to go to the polls, as evidenced by a factor decrease of .69 (p<.10) in the rate of GOTV activities for nonprofits located in blue states. The reason for this unexpected finding is unclear and warrants further research, particularly in light of the arguments brought to bear against nonprofits’ voter engagement activities by partisan skeptics. 
The findings with regard to the role of nonprofit associations and the professional values of agency leadership are consistent with those of the preceding two analyses. The rate at which nonprofits engage in get-out-the-vote activities increases by a factor of 1.74 (p<.01) when the agency is a dues-paying member of a state-wide nonprofit association. Agency leadership by a member of the Social Work/Welfare profession has a comparably large effect, increasing nonprofits rate of GOTV efforts by a factor of 1.63 (p<.10). Other findings that share some consistency with the previous two models include the positive influence of African American leadership, which increases nonprofits’ rate of GOTV efforts by a factor of 1.95 (p<.01) and age, which increases the rate of nonprofits’ GOTV activities by a factor of 1.0 for each additional year of organizational age. 
Two of the organizational control variables are statistically significant in this model: agency size and faith-based status, both of which have a positive effect on nonprofits’ get-out-the-vote activities. Nonprofits’ GOTV activities increase by a factor of 1.0 (p<.05) for each additional full-time paid staff the agency has. This is unsurprising, given that GOTV activities are “extra” activities beyond the core functions of service provision for which the agency receives no compensation. Nonprofits must have enough staffing capacity to be able to carry out these activities, which may pose a challenge for all but the largest nonprofits, given that most are chronically understaffed (Light, 2002). This finding when taken with those of the previous two models suggests that larger nonprofits are no more likely to register voters or to provide voter education than smaller nonprofits, but larger nonprofits are more likely to encourage clients to vote by performing GOTV activities at higher rates. 
What is more interesting is the fact faith-based nonprofit service agencies engage in GOTV activities at higher rates than secular nonprofit service agencies. Nonprofits’ rate of GOTV activities increases by a factor of 1.6 (p<.05) when the organization is faith-based. It is not entirely clear why faith-based organizations might be more likely to encourage clients to vote. Allard’s (2009) study of more than 1500 social service organizations in Chicago, Los Angeles, and Washington DC revealed faith-based nonprofits to be the most committed to serving and caring for the poorest citizens, more so than government agencies and secular nonprofits, and were found to engage in high levels of outreach in the poorest communities. Given their level of outreach and direct service to the poorest citizens, leaders of faith-based nonprofits may feel a similar sense of responsibility to political empowerment of the poor. An alternative interpretation of this finding, albeit much more pessimistic is that leaders of faith-based nonprofits are either unaware of, or disregarding the rules constraining partisan endorsements, and are encouraging voter turnout in hopes of electing candidates whose policy positions align with their religious teachings. All of this speculative however; more research is needed to test these interpretations and to isolate the reasons for faith-based organizations’ increased propensity for GOTV efforts in a national election. 

Conclusions and Implications
Scholars of American democracy and civic participation frequently observe that a substantial participation gap exists in the U.S., in which citizens with greater resources of time, education, and money participate at higher levels in every aspect of the political process (Brady, Verba, and Schlozman, 1995). Nonprofit social service agencies have the potential to help bridge this socioeconomic divide and expand the scope of democratic participation in its most basic form. Yet nonprofits’ capacity for bridging the participation gap is contingent upon their willingness and ability to implement the NVRA. This study offers preliminary evidence that nonprofit activity with regard to registering voters, offering voter education, and encouraging voter turnout, is conditioned by multiple institutional influences that shape and constrain nonprofit organizational behavior.  
First, and perhaps most important in terms of policy implications, are the effects of restrictive state voter registration laws governing third party organizations. Nonprofits are constrained by the influence of state policy climates hostile to voter registration by third party organizations. Across all three voter engagement activities examined in this study, the findings show that restrictive state laws not only suppress nonprofits’ implementation of the NVRA, but also stifle organizational efforts to educate clients about the voting process, and to encourage clients’ election participation; activities that are not even directly regulated by state voter registration laws. Restrictive state voter registration laws governing third party organizations create major barriers to implementation of the NVRA, by imposing severe financial and in some cases, criminal penalties on nonprofits’ for failure to adhere to strict, often unrealistic timelines in submitting the forms. In other instances, state regulations create so much red tape for nonprofits’ that they cannot justify the investment of time and resources in navigating the process. Restrictive state voter registration laws governing third party organizations also have implications for federalism in that they create tension between the federal NVRA and states’ rights to regulate voter registration processes. Recognizing the barriers these laws create for nonprofits’ in implementing the NVRA, nonpartisan voting rights groups have begun to challenge these laws in some states, and at least in one case these efforts resulted in the state law being overturned by the federal courts.

Nonprofits voter registration and GOTV activities are also constrained by state voter registration laws. The further in advance of the election that forms have to be filed, the less likely are nonprofits to register their clients and encourage their election participation through GOTV efforts. This suggests that if states are to increase their compliance with the NVRA they must consider amending the law to shorten the deadline.  

Other institutional influences have a positive effect on nonprofits’ propensity for registering voters, providing voter education to their clients, and encouraging clients’ election participation. The findings from this study show that organizational membership in a state nonprofit association has a positive and consistent effect on nonprofits’ voter engagement activities. Nonprofits that join these groups are not only encouraged by the associations to carry out voter engagement activities, they are often provided with technical information about the process as well as toolkits to make the work of implementation easier. Beyond these tangible benefits, nonprofit associations perform an important legitimizing function through their public encouragement of nonprofits to undertake these efforts. The association’s endorsement of these activities may be influential in and of itself for nonprofit leaders who are wary of voter engagement activities due to uncertainties about whether it will jeopardize their tax-exempt status or attract negative attention to their organization from funders or elected officials. 
Another institutional influence affirmatively shaping nonprofits’ voter engagement activities is executive leadership by a member of the Social Work profession. Historically, nearly all nonprofit service agencies were founded and led by individuals trained in either Social Work or another human service discipline. As the sector has grown more professionalized and accountability demands have increased, nonprofits now require greater management expertise in a variety of areas including budgeting and finance, information systems, human resource management, and strategic planning. As such, there is a rapidly growing trend for nonprofit boards to hire MBAs (and BBAs) to lead the organization. Given the results of this study showing that Social Work led nonprofits are more likely to commit greater investments of time and organizational resources to voter engagement activities, the field of nonprofit management should take note of this finding and consider what may be lost by the sector as CEO replacements are filled with business managers.  
The null effects of the government funding variable and disability provider dummy variable have critical policy implications that are no less important than the statistically significant findings related to restrictive state laws. While for many nonprofits implementation of the NVRA is voluntary, for disability service organizations it is mandatory, as well as any nonprofit receiving state funding, which often means job training providers, housing providers, and many other human service organizations. The null findings suggest a pervasive pattern of noncompliance by government funded nonprofits, as well as disability service providers. The purpose of the NVRA was to increase voter registration rates among groups of citizens historically under-represented in the electoral process, including low-income persons, persons with disabilities, and racial minorities. Thus, the failure of nonprofit disability service providers and other government-funded agencies to implement the NVRA means that many individuals belonging to these groups may still not have access to voter registration opportunities.  
It is unclear from this study whether the noncompliance is caused by a lack of awareness about the law among nonprofit leaders, a lack of enforcement of the law, or both. Given their perpetually stretched resources of time and money, nonprofits’ leaders even if they are aware of their obligations under the law may weigh the cost of compliance against the low risk of consequence, and opt not to register voters. On the other hand nonprofit leaders may simply be unaware of the law and what it means for their organization. State agencies that contract out for delivery of social services can help to by ensuring that nonprofit contractors are aware of the NVRA mandate, as well as any subcontractors who will be delivering services funded by the state. State agencies contracting with nonprofits for social services should also consider funding these contractors membership fee to join the state nonprofit association, or allowing the nonprofit to use some portion of their administrative funds to cover this cost. Needless to say, states wishing to increase their level of compliance with the NVRA must also consider enforcement mechanisms. Although such regulation may be costly, the increased compliance with “agency-based” voter registration requirement may go a long way toward increasing voter registration levels among the poor, disabled, and other under-represented groups.    
Although this study has helped to shed additional light on a timely but little understood issue, there are a few limitations which must be noted. This study is based on a cross-sectional analysis, so it cannot be said with certainty that the explanations for nonprofits’ voter engagement activities found by this study would reliably predict voter registration, education and GOTV activities by nonprofits in other national election years. Additional studies are needed to determine whether and to what extent these institutional influences predict nonprofits’ voter engagement activities over time.  The study is also limited to sixteen states. Resource constraints precluded surveying all 50 states, so it is also possible that nonprofit behavior differs in those states not represented in this study. Despite these limitations, this study provides an important first step in understanding the extent to which nonprofit service agencies are implementing the NVRA, providing nonpartisan voter registration, and GOTV efforts.
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and Variable Measures
Variable


Variable Measurement






Mean

Std. Dev.
Min
     Max

Dependent Variables
REGVOTE


Dichotomous variable measuring the likelihood a nonprofit 


.29

.46

0
      1





will register its clients to vote. Coded 1 if the organization reported
registering clients to vote, 0 if it did not. 

VOTER_ED


Intensity of effort made by the organization to facilitate clients’ 

.90

1.5

0
      5




participation in the election through various forms of nonpartisan 
voter education. Measured as a 0-5 count of the number of voter 
education activities the organization provides for its clients: 
1) provides information on ballot measures, 2) provides facts on 
candidates, 3) provides maps/directions to polling locations, 
4) advertise voter registration deadline, 5) hosts a candidate forum. 

GOTV



Intensity of effort made by the organization to encourage voter turnout

.51

.82
               0
      3


among clients. Measured as a 0-3 count of the following activities: 

1) provides clients weekly reminders to vote in the weeks leading up to

election day, 2) provides transportation to polls, 3) makes election day 

reminder calls. 

Independent Variables
DAYS_ADVREG

Captures variation in state voter registration deadlines. Variable is 

26.8

4.4

15
    30
measured as the number of days in advance of the election that voters 
must be registered  in the state where the nonprofit is located.

STALAW_RSTRICT

Nonprofit is located in a state that restricts the voter registration
 
  .30

.46

0
       1

activities of third party organizations by imposing deputy registrar systems,

imposing severe deadlines for the return of collected forms (and fines for 

failure to meet deadlines), placing caps on the number of voter registration 

forms nonprofits can collect and/or charging for forms, or any combination 

of these restrictions. Dichotomous variable measured yes/no, coded 1 if the
state in which the nonprofit is located has such a law, coded 0 if it does not.

BLUE_STATE


Measure of state political culture, dichotomous variable coded 1 if the   

  .43

.49

0
        1





nonprofit is located in a state that the electoral college votes went to 
the Democratic candidate in the 2004 presidential election.

ASSOC_STA


Dichotomous variable measuring whether organization is a member of

  .36
    
.48

0
        1






a state nonprofit association, coded 1 if yes, 0 if no. 
ED_SOCWORK


Agency ED/CEO was professionally trained in social work, coded 1

  .10

.29

0                    1
if yes 0 if no.

ED_BLACK


Agency ED/CEO is African American, coded 1 if yes, 0 if no.                                 .15

.36                        0                    1

ED_HISP


Agency ED/CEO is Hispanic/Latino/a, coded 1 if yes, 0 if no.                                 .03                     .17                        0                     1   
FUND_GOVT


Percentage of the agency’s revenues that come from government sources.           34.41
          36.60
              0
        100

DISBLTY_AGCY

Organization’s primary mission is services to persons with disabilities, 
                 .10

.31
              0                     1
coded 1 if yes, 0 if no.

FTE



Number of full-time equivalent paid staff of the organization.


  75.9
             213.36
              0
   2100
AGE



Number of years organization has been incorporated as a 501(c)(3) 

32.56

26.51

1                  165

FAITHBASE


Organization is religiously-affiliated, coded 1 if yes, 0 if no.


   .27

.44

0
       1

COMPETITION


Degree of competitive pressure in the agency’s resource environment,

    59

 82

1
      223




Measured as the number of other nonprofit agencies in the metro area

of the same type (having the same IRS-NTEE code) as the respondent 

organization. Source: Guidestar. 

 

LOGPOP


Population (logged) of the city in which the nonprofit is located.    

   11.5

1.9

3.9
      14.2









__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Table 2: 

 Predicting the Likelihood Nonprofits will Register Clients to Vote 
_____________________________________________________________________________

Independent Variable

 B (SE)

Odds Ratio (SE)
    
Z
_____________________________________________________________________________
DAYS_ADVREG

        -.065(.033)**

.936(.031)**

         -1.96
STALAW_RSTRICT

        -.889(.358)***
        
.410(.147)***
        
         -2.49
BLUE_STATE

        -.426(.337)
 
.652(.220) 

         -1.26
ASSOC_STA


         .953(.331)***

2.593(.860)***
          2.87
ED_SOCWORK

         1.037(.444)**

2.820(1.25)**

          2.33

FUND_GOVT 

         .003(.004)

1.003(.004)

          0.74
DISBLTY_AGCY

         .136(.378)

1.146(.532)
      
          0.29

FTE



         .001(.001)

1.001(.001)

          1.18

AGE



         .011(.005)**

1.011(.005)**

          2.10
FAITHBASE


         .361(.355)

1.435(.510)

          1.02
COMPETITION

         -.003(.002)

.996(.002)

         -1.49

ED_BLACK


         .797(.421)*

2.219(.935)*
                      1.89
ED_HISP


         .607(1.011)

1.835(1.856)

          0.60

LOGPOP


         .162(.086)* 

1.17(.102)*

          1.87

CONSTANT


        -1.849(1.260)
    
       ------

         -1.42
N =



269

Log pseudolikelihood
=
-136.44407




Wald chi-square =

46.58***



Pseudo R-square

.157
______________________________________________________________________________                                                                                  
***p<.01, **p<.05, *p<.10 
Notes: Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses; Models are estimated in STATA using logistic regression 
Table 3:

Factors Explaining Nonprofits’ Rate of Providing Nonpartisan Voter Education to Clients  

_____________________________________________________________________________

Independent Variable

 B (SE)

   IRR (SE)
    

Z
_____________________________________________________________________________
DAYS_ADVREG

        -.016(.024)

.984(.024)

         -0.66

STALAW_RSTRICT

        -.871(.300)***
        
.418(.125)***
        
         -2.90
BLUE_STATE

        -.204(.236)
 
.814(.192) 

         -0.87
ASSOC_STA


         .914(.262)***

2.496(.654)***
          3.49
ED_SOCWORK

         .660(.263)***

1.935(.510)***
          2.50


FUND_GOVT 

       -.001(.003)

  .998(.003)

         -0.44
DISBLTY_AGCY

         .008(.345)

1.008(.348)
      
          0.02

FTE



         .000(.000)

1.000(.000)

          1.37

AGE



         .002(.003)

1.002(.003)

          0.82
FAITHBASE


        -.169(.241)

 .844(.203)

         -0.70
COMPETITION

        -.004(.002)**

.995(.002)**

         -1.98


ED_BLACK


        1.073(.288)***
           2.927(.845)***                      3.72
ED_HISP


          .993(.695)
           2.699(1.877)

          1.43

LOGPOP


         .097(.058)* 
            1.102(.064)*

          1.68


CONSTANT


       -1.108(.987)
    
       ------

         -1.12
N =



257
Log pseudolikelihood
=
-310.3288




Wald chi-square =

54.35***



______________________________________________________________________________                                                                                  
***p<.01, **p<.05, *p<.10 

Notes: Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses; Models are estimated in STATA using negative binomial regression. Marginal effects are represented by incidence rate ratios (IRR), in this case interpreted as the factor change in the expected count of nonprofits’ voter education activities that correspond to a unit change in the independent variable. Negative binomial regression lacks an overall model fit statistic equivalent to the R-squared measure found in OLS regression (Long and Freese, 2006).
Table 4:

Factors Explaining Nonprofits’ Rate of Voter Mobilization Activities Directed at Clients  

_____________________________________________________________________________

Independent Variable

 B (SE)

   IRR (SE)
    

Z
_____________________________________________________________________________
DAYS_ADVREG

        -.033(.018)*

.966(.017)*

         -1.82
STALAW_RSTRICT

        -.585(.239)***
        
.556(.133)***
        
         -2.45
BLUE_STATE

        -.362(.203)*
 
.696(.141)* 

         -1.78
ASSOC_STA


         .556(.203)***

1.743(.354)***
          2.74
ED_SOCWORK

         .490(.269)*

1.632(.440)*

          1.82


FUND_GOVT 

         .002(.002)

1.002(.002)

          0.79
DISBLTY_AGCY

         .448(.281)

1.566(.440)
      
          1.60

FTE



         .000(.000)**

1.000(.00)**

          2.15

AGE



         .005(.002)**

1.005(.002)**

          1.98
FAITHBASE


         .470(.220)**

1.601(.353)**

          2.13
COMPETITION

        -.001(.001)

 .998(.001)

         -1.23


ED_BLACK


         .672(.248)***

1.958(.486)***                     2.70
ED_HISP


         .623(.523)

1.866(.977)

          1.19

LOGPOP


         .026(.054) 

1.027(.056)

          0.49


CONSTANT


        -.759(.774)
    
       ------

        -0.98
N =



269
Log pseudolikelihood
=
-231.86195




Wald chi-square =

82.90***



______________________________________________________________________________                                                                                  
***p<.01, **p<.05, *p<.10 

Notes: Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses; Models are estimated in STATA using negative binomial regression. Marginal effects are represented by incidence rate ratios (IRR), in this case interpreted as the factor change in the expected count of nonprofits’ get-out-the-vote (GOTV) activities that correspond to a unit change in the independent variable. 
� Nonprofit social service agencies constitute the largest proportion of U.S. public charities, numbering more than 265,000 organizations in 2009 (National Center for Charitable Statistics, 2009). 





� The law specifies that with each application for assistance, application for recertification, or change of address notification, state designated agencies providing public assistance (such as agencies providing services that are funded by Medicaid, WIC, TANF, etc.) must provide clients with a form that includes the question, “If you are not registered to vote where you live now, would you like to apply to register to vote here today?” These agencies are required to provide each applicant who decides to register “the same degree of assistance with regard to the completion of the registration application form as is provided by the office with regard to completion of its own forms.”





� According to OMB Watch (2007), the federal Election Assistance Commission (EAC) provided a report to Congress in 2007 citing states’ failure to fully implement the 1993 law. The EAC’s report was based primarily on a study conducted by the nonpartisan voting rights group Project Vote, showing that government agencies providing public assistance made some initial gains in voter registration the year the reform was passed, but registrations at public assistance agencies dropped 59% between 1995-1996 and 2003-2004. The findings of this report prompted a coalition of nonpartisan voting rights interest groups (� HYPERLINK "http://www.projectvote.org" �Project Vote�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.demos.org" �DEMOS� and the � HYPERLINK "http://www.lawyerscommittee.org" �Lawyers' Committee for Civil Rights Under the Law�) to � HYPERLINK "http://projectvote.org/newsroom/project-vote-news/project-vote-news.html?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=944&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=75&cHash=f45296bc94" �release a joint statement� demanding action by the Department of Justice (DOJ) to enforce the NVRA provisions among states. However, no action has been taken on this by the DOJ to date. 


� By contrast, 501(c)(4) organizations are specifically created for the purpose of influencing government, either on behalf of the public interest or for the benefit of individual members, and thus face no restrictions on lobbying and are free to endorse candidates for office. 


� The law imposes the following structure of deadlines and fines: $50 fines for each form turned in more than 10 days after collection; $250 for each form turned in past a registration deadline; and $500 for each lost form. The fines apply to each and every form that is lost or late (Brennan Center for Justice, 2009). There are four states in this study with restrictive states policies pertaining to voter registration activities of third part organizations: Florida, New Jersey, Texas and Missouri. New Jersey’s law is similar to Florida’s, imposing a system of graduated fines on forms submitted after a five day deadline. In Missouri, organizations must submit forms within seven days or face strict penalties of criminal liability and up to $2500 in fines. The state of Texas has one of the most restrictive laws in the country, requiring that any person registering voters must petition to become a deputy registrar. Deputy registrars must be certified and trained, and must return forms within five days; violations of the deputy registration rules are criminal offenses. The state elections office can deny the request of any individual or entity that petitions for deputy registrar status. 


� One state with same-day registration (Wisconsin) is represented in this study. However, same-day registration is not applicable to third party organizations because prospective voters wishing to register on election day may do so only at their polling location and the process is carried out by a state approved poll worker; any voter registrations collected by third party organizations (i.e. nonprofits) must be submitted to the clerk’s office on or before the state’s official voter registration deadline which is 20 days prior to the election. 


� Even though presidential candidates should not make a difference in nonprofits’ voter mobilization activities because they are prohibited from partisan endorsements, race of agency leadership is especially important to control for in this case because an African American candidate was running for president. Data for this study was collected prior to Barack Obama’s nomination.  


� States represented in this study include Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Missouri, New Jersey, New York, Texas, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Tennessee. Cost constraints prohibited surveying all 50 states. The nonprofits chosen for this study were randomly sampled by metropolitan statistical areas located within these states (Atlanta, Baltimore, Buffalo, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit, El Paso, Memphis, Miami, Milwaukee, New Orleans, Newark, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, and Kansas City). These areas were selected to provide geographic variation and for their large concentrations of nonprofit organizations.  


� Guidestar is the most comprehensive national database of nonprofit organizations that is publicly available in the U.S., which makes it the best source for obtaining a random sample. Organizations that are not formally incorporated, or have less that $25,000 in annual revenues are not required to file with the IRS so these types of organizations are not represented in this study. Guidestar provides the most comprehensive listing of formal organizations, allowing users to search organizations by a number of criteria including geographic location and tax-exempt code. Random samples were drawn from each of the sixteen metropolitan statistical areas described above, and were further stratified by National Taxonomy of Exempt Enterprises (NTEE) code. Ten percent samples from selected NTEE codes (F, I, J, K, L, P, S codes) were drawn from each metro area included in the study and the subsamples were then merged for a final sampling frame of 634 organizations. These NTEE codes sampled are as follows: F (mental health/substance abuse/rehabilitative services), I (legal services), J (employment/job training), K (food programs), L (housing/shelter), P (human services), and S (community improvement).


� Response rates for each category were as follows: F (mental health/crisis intervention) = 50.7%, I (legal services) = 57.8%, J (employment/job training) = 62.5%, K (food programs) = 62.2%, L (housing/shelter) = 58.9%, P (human services) = 48.3%, and S (community improvement) = 39%.


� The count data for both these variables was overdispersed, so negative binomial regression offers a superior method of estimation over Poison regression. Negative binomial regression addresses the failure of Poisson for dealing with overdispersion by adding a parameter that reflects unobserved heterogeneity among observations (Long and Freese, 2006). Moreover, in overdispersed distributions, the standard errors in a Poission-estimated model will be biased downward, producing spuriously large z-values (Cameron and Trivedi, 1986).





� In February of 2008, a federal judge in Ohio issued a permanent injunction blocking enforcement of a state law restricting nonprofits’ voter registration activities. The federal judge issuing the decision for the case (Project Vote v. Blackwell) wrote that the challenged provisions not only violated the First and Fourteenth Amendments, but also the 1993 National Voter Registration Act. The voter registration rules at issue were passed by the Ohio legislature in June 2006 as part of House Bill 3. The most burdensome provision of the now-vacated regulations required voter registration workers to personally deliver new registrations to the board of elections or Secretary of State. Previously, registration workers were allowed to hand over completed registration forms to a supervisor, who would then approve and collectively submit all new registrations. Failure to comply with the new requirement was considered a felony. Plaintiffs in the case included Project Vote, American Association of People with Disabilities, ACORN, People for the American Way Foundation, Common Cause, and Community of Faith Assemblies Church.
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