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Abstract
Over 40 states have considered voter identification laws in recent years, 
with several adopting laws requiring voters to show a valid ID before they 
cast a ballot. We argue that such laws have a disenfranchising affect on racial 
and ethnic minorities, who are less likely than Whites to possess a valid ID. 
Leveraging a unique national dataset, we offer a comprehensive portrait of 
who does and does not have access to a valid piece of voter identification. 
We find clear evidence that people of color are less likely to have an ID. 
Moreover, these disparities persist after controlling for a host of relevant 
covariates.
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Introduction

Early challenges to voter identification laws equated them with poll taxes, 
given it costs money to obtain identification through the department of motor 
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vehicles (Shanton, 2010). Presented with disproportionately negative impli-
cations for Blacks and Latinos, federal judges stayed laws in Georgia, Texas, 
and South Carolina via Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act (VRA). However, 
the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the risk of fraud outweighed burdens to 
voters. The decision in Crawford v. Marion County (2008), together with the 
invalidation of Section 5 preclearance under Shelby County v. Holder (2013), 
rendered Section 2 of the VRA the principal means to federally challenge ID 
laws. State constitutional challenges have been inconsistent, leading to a 
patchwork outcome. Activists have mounted federal challenges in Texas, 
North Carolina, Kansas, and Wisconsin, among other states, a controversy 
that heated up in the approach to and aftermath of the 2016 election.

Although challenges to the validity of voter ID laws often draw on data 
collected and evaluated by expert witnesses, case law has developed largely 
in the absence of comprehensive research on differential access to ID among 
population subgroups. Instead, analyses for these cases are limited to the data 
in that state, and to bivariate relationships of haves and have nots, raising 
questions about the role of other variables, like education, income, and age, 
in impacting access to an ID. Finally, analyses connecting ID laws to turnout 
suffer from data limitations, and findings are contested. Importantly, we 
argue that research overly focused on turnout misses the point of de facto 
disenfranchisement, on which we elaborate below. We draw on a unique, 
comprehensive dataset to describe the nature and scope of differential access 
to ID among racial subgroups. We situate our analysis within the legal and 
social science framework at play around voter ID laws to centralize questions 
of access to the franchise. We do this to reinforce the argument that racial 
differences in access to ID required to vote result from historical institutional 
racial exclusion. From this vantage point, questions of impact on aggregate 
turnout are secondary. Turnout rates are never universal, and rise and fall 
every cycle with competitiveness and quality of candidates. Put simply, the 
contest over voter ID laws is one of power, access to democracy, and the 
value of civic voice. As such, who has access to documents which allow you 
to vote is of primary importance.

Relevant Literature

Concerns over voter fraud propelled the popularity of voter identification laws 
after the 2000 election and the 2002 passage of the Help America Vote Act 
(HAVA). Despite the fact that there are few documented instances of the kind 
of in-person fraud that voter ID laws would prevent, they have withstood con-
stitutional scrutiny when confronted with the demand for electoral integrity 
(Minnite, 2007; Stoughton, 2013). Despite claims to electoral integrity, 
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scholars demonstrate that partisan motivations enhance the popularity of these 
laws (Bentele & O’brien, 2013; Biggers & Hanmer, 2017; Hicks, McKee, 
Sellers, & Smith, 2015). Investigating the conditions favorable to their adop-
tion, Hicks et al. (2015) find that competitive legislatures where Republicans 
have a slight edge are most likely to pass ID requirements. Republicans strate-
gically leverage such laws to support turnout among their base while undercut-
ting the turnout of Democratic voters (Grossmann & Hopkins, 2015).

Eroding turnout among Democratics is sometimes crafted directly into ID 
laws. In Texas, hunting and gun permits, which Whites are statistically more 
likely to possess, are legitimate forms of ID but social service cards, more 
often held by Blacks and Latinos, are not (Bachu & O’Connell, 1995; 
Shanton, 2010). The passage of Alabama’s ID law was accompanied by the 
closure of nearly half of the state’s Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) 
locations, with most closures in disproportionately poor and Black counties 
(Watson, 2015). Even when states offer remedial assistance, like Wisconsin’s 
provision of a free ID, underlying documentation required for identification 
is an onerous burden. One study found nearly 15% of eligible voters, and 
20% of Latinos, in Milwaukee County without the documents to get a free ID 
(Barreto & Sanchez, 2012a).

Despite the underlying motivation to curtail democratic turnout, the 
impact of ID laws on voting is contested. A handful of studies find voter ID 
laws have little impact (Erikson & Minnite, 2009; Muhlhausen & Sikich, 
2007; Mycoff, Wagner, & Wilson, 2009). Two studies find that the strictest 
laws diminish turnout among Blacks and Latinos (Hajnal, Lajevardi, & 
Nielson, 2017; Vercellotti & Anderson, 2006). Still other research from 
Georgia found that Black turnout in the state increased in 2008 following a 
strict ID law. However, this line of inquiry is fettered by data limitations 
(Grimmer, Hersh, Meredith, Mummolo, & Nall, 2018).

Mixed findings around turnout obscure the importance of the legal frame-
work within which ID laws operate. Republican lawmakers design ID laws 
with marginalized voters in mind. Why and how marginalized citizens over-
come barriers intended to keep them from voting is a point of inquiry impor-
tant to the study of power in American politics. In Georgia in 2008, for 
example, Barack Obama’s historic campaign and activists’ mobilization 
efforts energized citizens who had a valid piece of ID. Higher turnout among 
co-ethnic community members with valid ID does not equate to the negligi-
ble impact of voter ID laws. Singular focus on turnout without centralizing 
the real impact of such burdens on access to the franchise is one-dimensional, 
operating within the subtext of racial power to reproduce the inequalities that 
demand the attention of political scientists in the first place (Murakawa & 
Beckett, 2010).
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We therefore turn attention to assessing the extent to which ID laws 
amount to a racially disparate barrier to the franchise, should one wish to cast 
a ballot. Expert reports in several cases challenging ID laws demonstrate by 
a variety of methods that Blacks and Latinos are less likely than Whites to 
possess an appropriate ID (Barreto & Sanchez, 2012a, 2012b, 2014; Marker, 
2014). In Texas, for example, using database matching Stephen Ansolabehere 
demonstrated a two-to-five percentage point difference between Hispanic 
and White voters possessing a valid ID, which grew to four-to-eight percent-
age points for Blacks (“Plaintiffs and plaintiff-intervenors’ proposed,” 2014). 
Barreto, Nuno, and Sanchez (2009) demonstrate disparate rates of access to 
an ID in Indiana, and work by Stewart (2013) suggests that this trend holds 
more generally.1 Yet, very little has been published in academic venues cor-
roborating disparate rates of ID possession, nor have these differences been 
subjected to more rigorous analysis.

Citizens across the nation face barriers to voting in the form of ID laws. To 
address the shortcomings of existing research on this topic, we offer evidence 
in three parts. First, we show that ID laws present a greater barrier to voting 
for minorities than for Whites, and that these disparities are national in scope. 
Second, we demonstrate that racial differences persist after accounting for 
relevant covariates, including socioeconomic status. Finally, we assess the 
underlying factors that uniquely impact access to an ID among racial sub-
groups. Faced with inconclusive evaluations of voter ID on turnout, a com-
prehensive portrait of “who does or does not have the kinds of identity 
documents mandated in recent voter identification legislation” should be 
“enough to raise concerns about a disparate impact of voter ID laws” (Erikson 
& Minnite, 2009, p. 98).

Data and Method

We leverage six datasets, collected between 2008 and 2014. Surveys were con-
ducted in Wisconsin, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Texas, were designed to mea-
sure access to an ID given the laws in each state, and to coincide with the time 
period when the laws were in place but legally contested. The survey in Indiana 
was fielded in October, 2007; in Wisconsin from December, 2011, to January, 
2012; in Pennsylvania in June of 2012; and in Texas from March to April, 2014. 
We pair these state datasets with two national surveys: the 2008 Collaborative 
Multiracial Post-Election Survey (CMPS), fielded from November, 2008, to 
January, 2009, and the 2012 American National Election Study (ANES), 
fielded from September, 2012, to January, 2013. Across surveys, respondents 
were asked whether they had access to an ID, with multiple follow-up ques-
tions to ensure their ID would meet state guidelines. Sampling techniques 
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employed in Wisconsin, Indiana, Pennsylvania, Texas, and in the CMPS ensure 
a robust sample of non-White and low socioeconomic status eligible voters, 
who are most likely to lack an ID and are hard to reach by traditional sampling 
methods. Combined, these amount to 18,186 completed interviews, includuing 
4,528 Latinos, 4,289 Blacks, 1,064 Asians, 7,763 White non-Hispanics, and 
542 of “other race.”

Key issues faced when combing multiple datasets include differences in 
sample design, population, question wording, and survey administration 
(Tourangeau, 2003). Modes of data collection included telephone, face-to-face 
(ANES), and web administration (ANES). The target population varied from 
registered voters (in the 2008 CMPS) to all citizen eligible adults (in Wisconsin, 
Indiana, Pennsylvania, Texas, and the ANES). Whether one has a valid ID is 
coded according to state law in each of the state datasets. In the two national 
datasets, valid ID is assessed by asking about a non-expired, state issued ID. 
Question wording is thus an issue insofar as we have combined precise mea-
sures in the state datasets with less precise measures in the national datasets. 
We do this to enhance the generalizability of the findings, and to gain analytical 
leverage among racial subgroups.2 Each individual dataset is weighted to bring 
its demographic profile in line with Census estimates for the eligible or regis-
tered population (depending on the sample), and then an overall weight is con-
structed such that the final data matche the national citizen, adult population, as 
per Osborne (2011). We include fixed affects for dataset in analyses of the 
pooled data. Finally, pooling across multiple sources is not without precedent, 
and the statistical leverage gained from increasing the sample size legitimizes 
the methodological decision to do so (Kohnen & Reiter, 2009).3

Findings

White respondents were statistically more likely to possess a valid form of ID 
than other racial groups in a model only accounting for race across every 
dataset included in the analysis. Table 1 displays the percent of each racial 
subgroup possessing a valid ID, among both the individual and pooled data-
sets. In both nationally representative datasets, Whites were significantly 
more likely to possess a valid ID than were all other racial groups. In all data-
sets but Texas, Blacks were statistically less likely to possess an ID than were 
Whites. The same was true for Latinos in all datasets but Pennsylvania. In the 
combined dataset, about 81% of Blacks possessed a valid ID, compared with 
91% of Whites, 82% of Latinos, 85% of Asians, and 86% of those who iden-
tify some other way. In the pooled dataset, Asians and those who identify 
some other way are statistically less likely to possess a valid ID than are 
Whites, although these relationships are not consistent.4
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The disparate impact of voter ID laws on Blacks, Latinos, and those of 
some other race persists after controlling for a variety of relevant covariates. 
Figure 1 displays the logistic regression coefficients and confidence intervals 
resulting from an abbreviated and fully specified multivariate analysis of 
access to a valid ID among eligible voters in the pooled sample.5 After includ-
ing appropriate controls, the relationship between possession of a valid ID 
and identifying as Asian continues to be negative but is no longer statistically 
significant. Figure 1 is most useful for comparing the relative effect size for 
each of the variables in the model, and reveals that the magnitude of the nega-
tive impact of race on the likelihood of having a valid ID is substantial, out-
stripping other relevant variables like age, gender, and having been born 
outside the United States. Figure 2 displays the predicted probability of pos-
sessing an ID among each racial subgroup. Whites have a probability of hav-
ing a valid ID of about 90% both in the abbreviated and multivariate models. 
In contrast, Blacks in the abbreviated model have a predicted probability of 
ID possession of .81, which improves to .85 in the multivariate model. 
Likewise, Latinos in the abbreviated model have a predicted probability of 
having an appropriate ID of about .82, which improves to .85. Among Asian 
respondents, the likelihood of possessing a valid ID improves from .85 to .87, 
and in the fully specified model is no longer statistically distinguishable from 
Whites. Among those who identify with some other racial group, controlling 
for relevant covariates does not diminish the spastically negative relationship 
between race and ID possession.

In addition to age, gender, and having been born outside the United States, 
education, income, and homeownership also impact ID possession (Figure 
1). Age may negatively impact the likelihood of having an ID by way of 
expiration, where the elderly are less likely to drive and thus less likely to 
have an updated license. Younger individuals may rely on a student ID issued 

Table 1.  Percent Possessing a Valid Piece of Voter ID, by Race and Dataset.

Combined ANES CMPS Indiana Pennsylvania Texas Wisconsin

White 90.5 93.1 88.1 85.8 86.7 90.8 92.7
Black 81.2*** 82.7*** 78.0*** 73.6*** 84.4** 86.9 82.7***
Latino 82.0*** 81.5*** 80.8*** 72.7 78.4* 83.2*** 83.2***
Asian 84.9*** 86.2*** 80.9** 91.7 100.0 100.0 87.5
Other race 85.5*** 84.0*** − 79.6 69.6** 92.9 89.4

Note. ANES = American National Election Study; CMPS = Collaborative Multiracial Post-
Election Survey.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01; Significance levels reflect logistic regression analysis, and racial 
categories are statistically different from White; estimates are weighted.
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Figure 1.  The marginal effects of relevant variables on likelihood of possessing a 
valid piece of voter ID, in an abbreviated and fully specified model.
Note. HS = high school.

Figure 2.  The predicted likelihood of possessing a valid piece of voter 
identification by race and model.
Note. Point estimates reflect the pooled sample of eligible voters.
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by a university, which often do not conform to ID regulations in a given state. 
Women may be less likely to have an ID as result of changing one’s name 
after marriage. Education, income, and homeownership are associated with 
an increased likelihood of ID possession insofar as individuals with greater 
civic knowledge and material resources are likely to have the skills needed to 
navigate public agencies, and the resources to secure appropriate ID.

The above analysis highlights that, while courts rely on bivariate evidence 
of racially disparate impact, when subjected to more rigorous analysis the 
independent, negative effects of race persist. This raises questions around 
underlying factors that might account for the enduring race gap. We explore 
this further by examining differences in the various factors that are associated 
with ID possession among racial subsamples, displayed in Figure 3. Some 
factors consistently influence ID possession across all groups, like home-
ownership and income. However, there are differences. Among Blacks, edu-
cation is positively and statistically associated with the likelihood of having 
an ID. Education is also positively associated with ID possession among 
Latinos, although it is not statistically significant. Among Whites, other fac-
tors are important predictors of lacking an ID, including being over the age of 
65 years, a Democrat, and female.

Figure 3.  The marginal effects of relevant variables on likelihood of possessing a 
valid piece of voter identification, among racial subgroups.
Note. HS = high school.
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While these factors likely compound barriers to accessing an ID among 
Blacks and Latinos, socioeconomic factors like education and income are of pri-
mary importance for these groups. An examination of the predicted probabilities 
of having a valid ID given less than a high school education compared with hav-
ing a postgraduate degree reveals that Whites with lesser education are no more 
likely to have a valid ID than are their educated counterparts (.94 among those 
without a high school degree compared with .937 among those with a postgradu-
ate degree). In contrast, high levels of education increase the likelihood of having 
an ID by about eight percentage points among Blacks (.79 compared with .87) 
and three percentage points among Latinos (.81 compared with .84).

Conclusion

This analysis was undertaken to offer a comprehensive evaluation of the scope 
of the racially disparate impact of voter ID laws. Existing research demon-
strates that voter ID laws are partisan tools, designed with the marginalized 
fringe of the Democratic party in mind, to shape the electorate primarily in 
favor of state Republican legislatures facing competitive elections. Voting 
rights activists levy challenges to such laws, focusing on disparate access to 
appropriate ID among people of color. Legal precedent has developed largely 
in the absence of evidence that the disparate impact of ID laws extends beyond 
a few key states, endures beyond class, and diminishes turnout. The best evi-
dence available suggests that voter ID laws have a negative, racially disparate 
impact on turnout across the states (Hajnal, Kuk, & Lajevardi, 2018; Hajnal 
et al., 2017). Our analysis joins this research to demonstrate that racial dispari-
ties in access to identification appropriate for voting persist even after account-
ing for important covariates like education and income, underscoring the 
privileges accrued to Whites through a history of institutional racial exclusion.
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Notes

1.	 Stewart (2013) draws on a survey of 10,000 respondents to examine who has 
ID and who is asked to show it. While his measures of ID possession are very 
general, he finds that Latinos are asked to show an ID in states that lack ID laws, 
raising questions about implementation beyond the discriminatory nature of the 
laws themselves.

2.	 We have included findings by dataset, and among a pooled subset that excludes 
the national datasets to demonstrate that the substantive findings hold among a 
more conservative sample in the online appendix.

3.	 Further details for each survey are included in the online appendix.
4.	 Certain scholars and justices have opined that the implications of voter ID laws 

for voting are likely minimal as those most impacted by the laws are unlikely 
to vote. We therefore examined the relationship between race and possessing a 
valid ID among registered voters and those who indicated they had voted in the 
election prior to the survey. Racial disparities persist even among prior voters, 
among whom 91% of Whites possessed an ID, compared with 82%, 85%, and 
87% of their Black, Latino, and Asian counterparts. An analysis among voting 
subgroups is located in the online appendix.

5.	 Figure 1 excludes fixed effects for dataset as well as the missing categories for 
income and education for brevity and elegance of presentation, although the 
coefficients reflect fully specified models. The corresponding tables are located 
in the online appendix, as is a multivariate analysis of each independent dataset.
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