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Abstract: In June 2013, the Supreme Court ruled in Shelby County v. Holder that states with a history of racial 

discrimination no longer needed to approve proposed changes to their voting procedures with the federal government. The 

court ruled that the coverage formula was based on 40-year-old data that was not applicable to current needs. Thus the 2016 

presidential election was the first in 50 years without the full protections of the Voting Rights Act. The objective of this paper 

is to examine the changes in voter turnout between the 2012 and the 2016 national elections due to the changes in the Voting 

Rights Act. Using data from the voter file vendor Catalist and information from the U.S. Census Bureau, this paper examined 

changes in turnout rates for different racial/ethnic groups between 2012 and 2016. The findings indicated (1) African American 

turnout declined substantially; (2) white turnout increased considerably; (3) Latino American turnout increased, and (4) in the 

key swing states of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania, fluctuations in voter participation were especially strong. Voter 

enthusiasm and perceived voter suppression efforts had a huge impact on voter turnout. In addition, not being able to identify 

with candidates or properly researching candidates’ political goals hampered the desire to vote, especially in Black Americans. 
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1. Introduction 

The Constitution of the United States grants American 

citizens the sacred right to vote in local, state and national 

elections [19, 29-32, 46, 47, 59]. The aim of the 1965 Voting 

Rights Act (hereafter 1965 VRA) was to insure that no one, 

at any level of government, could impede people from 

registering to vote or actually vote because of their race or 

ethnicity [31]. Although the 1965 VRA was initially viewed 

as a pathway to voting booths and elected office holding, it 

was subsequently viewed as the predecessor and gateway to 

advancements in many other aspects of life [12]. ‘‘Voting is 

the foundation stone for political action,’’ Reverend Martin 

Luther King, Jr. wrote just months before passage of the 1965 

VRA (1965, p. SM26). 

According to numerous authors [5-6, 15, 19, 25, 29], the 

1965 VRA was one of the most significant and effective 

pieces of legislation passed in 20
th

 century America. Passage 

and enforcement of the 1965 VRA removed decades-old 

barriers (i.e., literacy tests, poll taxes and the use of separate 

ballot boxes) that had made it challenging for Southern black 

people to register to vote and vote. Southern states
1
 which 

had employed literacy tests and other voter suppression 

tactics saw black voter registration rates increase an average 

of 67% between 1964 and 1968, from 33.8 to 56.5 

percentage points [15, 64, 73]. In contrast, Southern states 

which did not deploy literacy tests and other forms of voter 

suppression tactics reported an average increase of roughly 

19%, from 60 to 71.4 percentage points, in black voter 

registration over the same period of time (see [15, 64, 73], for 

further discussion). Passage and enforcement of the 1965 

VRA resulted in economic and social mobility, 

enfranchisement, and an increase in black office holding [12, 

23, 29, 43, 73, 76]. 

In a June 25, 2013 decision, the United States Supreme 

Court ruled by a 5-to-4 vote that Section 4(b) of the 1965 

VRA was unconstitutional because the coverage formula was 

                                                             

1  The states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, 

North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. 
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based on forty year old data and thus making it no longer 

responsive to present-day needs and therefore an 

impermissible burden on the constitutional principles of 

federalism and equal sovereignty of the states [42, 69, 70]. 

Although the Supreme Court did not strike down Section 5, 

without the Section 4(b) provision of the 1965 VRA no 

jurisdiction will be subject to Section 5 preclearance unless 

Congress enacts a new coverage formula [2, 42, 70]. 

Shelby County v. Holder (2013) was a landmark U. S. 

Supreme Court case regarding the constitutionality of several 

provisions of the Voting Rights Act of 1965: Section 5, that 

requires certain states and local governments to obtain 

federal preclearance before implementing any new changes 

to their voting laws or practices; and Section 4(b), which 

contains the coverage formula that determines which 

jurisdictions are subjected to preclearance approval due to 

their histories of discrimination in voting [2, 42, 70]. 

Despite the U.S. Supreme Court's decision in Shelby 

County v. Holder (2013) the 1965 VRA victories are far from 

complete and time will reveal their lasting effects [10, 17, 27, 

32, 34, 39, 56, 67]. Consequently, more research focusing on 

the expansion of the franchise and the impact of Shelby 

County v. Holder is needed. The purpose of this study was to 

examine changes in voter turnout rates for different 

racial/ethnic groups between the 2012 and 2016 national 

elections. 

2. Literature Review 

The successes of the 1965 VRA represent one of 

America’s greatest achievements of democracy [5, 6, 34, 59]. 

Most notably, the 1965 VRA ended racially motivated tactics 

Southern states had used to stifle the power of the minority 

voting electorate [5, 6, 22, 51, 73, 74]. By eliminating 

obstacles to taking part in local and national elections, the 

1965 VRA made it possible for increased voter participation 

among African Americans and other minorities [3, 4, 29, 50, 

53, 75, 76] and led to increased African American and other 

minorities’ participation, representation and office-seeking 

opportunities [5, 6, 9, 49]. 

Past studies reported the 1965 VRA contributed 

significantly to minority participation in the growth and 

expansion of state and local governments [15, 31, 34, 40, 55, 

58, 61]. Past studies also reported black voter registration and 

black voter participation increased significantly following 

passage of the 1965 VRA [7, 8, 13, 16, 43, 48, 63, 72]. 

Passage and enforcement of the 1965 VRA dismantled 

historic cultural, political, social and economic barriers (e.g., 

literacy tests, oral interpretations of the constitution, payment 

of taxes, and demonstrations of good moral character) which 

had made it difficult for black people of the South to register 

and vote since the 1890s [11, 20, 29, 36, 40, 55, 58, 73]. To 

the contrary, research reported that prior to the 1965 VRA, 

state and local governments provided minimal information 

and public service activities about political participation to 

large segments of society [21, 45]. 

Another important feature of the 1965 VRA was the 

designation of a city, county or state government as a covered 

jurisdiction if it implemented any discriminatory practice 

(e.g., literacy tests, oral interpretations of the constitution, 

payment of taxes) or if the voting registration rate or voting 

turnout rate among the voting population in the 1964 

presidential election was lower than 50% [23, 31, 33, 65]. 

Cascio and Washington (2014) also reported the 1965 VRA 

prohibited discrimination in voting procedures and required 

selected jurisdictions to receive preclearance approval from 

the U.S. Department of Justice for any proposed change in 

the electoral procedure. 

According to several studies [14, 28, 54, 71], the 1965 

VRA was so successful between 1965 and 2005 that 

discussions of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 shifted from 

enfranchisement of registration and voting to questions of 

representation and the creation of majority and minority 

voting districts. Other studies (most notably [25, 41, 49, 66] 

reported the shift away from enfranchisement might not have 

been so problematic if the 1965 VRA were applicable only to 

African Americans. Numerous studies reported American 

Indians, Hispanics and Asian Americans continued to have 

noticeably lower rates of voter registration and participation 

than black and White populations [1, 38, 52, 57, 60, 68]. For 

instance, Jamieson et al. (2001) observed only 25 percent of 

Asian and Pacific Islanders and 28 percent of the Latino 

voting age population participated in the 2000 presidential 

election, while 60 percent of voting age whites and 54 

percent of voting age blacks voted. In the 2008 presidential 

election, one thought to represent the height of minority 

political participation, numerous studies [3, 24-26, 78] 

reported Latino and Asian turnout rates were at least eight 

percentage points behind the participation rates of whites and 

African Americans. 

3. Data 

Individual-Level Turnout by Race/Ethnicity 

The turnout data used in this research are extracted from 

Catalist, LLC 
2
. Catalist, LLC is a data vendor for political 

campaigns. Catalist collected data on over 185 million 

registered voters across the 50 states, including the District of 

Columbia as of July 2011. Catalist obtains the registered 

voter listing from each state then organizes the data in a 

manner suitable for campaign activities. In addition to the 

individual level that is noted by election officials’, Catalist 

also includes state provided indicators of individual level 

participation.
3
 This comprehensive nature of the collected 

                                                             
2
 See http://www.catalist.us. Detailed information about the database and vendor 

may be found in Ansolabehere and Hersh (2012, 2014). While Catalist generally 

leans toward progressive political organizations, the data used in this analysis are 

not likely to be biased in a partisan manner as Catalist acquires the full voter file 

from each state. At the time of the study, Virginia restricted the use of voter 

turnout records; thus, I do not include Virginia in my results. Catalist, LLC is not 

responsible for the analyses and interpretations presented in this study. 
3
 3  Catalist organizes individual records by state. For individuals who move 

across states, Catalist maintains a separate registration record for each person in 

both the “new” and the “old” state. As a result, turnout figures accurately reflect 

the voting population in an election at time t despite the fact that some registrants 

may have moved, reregistered, and voted elsewhere for t+1. 
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data allows for a more accurate turnout figure then general 

survey estimates. National totals are derived from the same 

state level data used by Catalist, but Catalist’s figures are not 

subject over reporting. For the 2006, 2008, and 2010 general 

elections, Catalist’s figures were underestimated by less than 

1% of the official count of ballots. Estimates from the 

Current Population Survey [18],
4

 which is generally 

considered a superior survey in comparisons to other surveys 

[38, 62], had a substantial great margin due to misreporting 

and the handling of survey non-responses [35]. 

Catalist records voter’s full name, address, date of birth, 

gender, and vote history, which is provided by state voter 

registries. Past studies have noted the southern states spotted 

history of recording the race/ethnicity of registrants [44, 77] 
5
. 

Catalist’s recording of full name includes first middle, and 

last name matching. To predict the race/ethnicity of all 

registered voters, Catalist additionally provides, through a 

contract with CPM ethics, census block contextual data, 

commercial information, and registrant age. 
6
 The result is 

that virtually every voter is predicted as either non-Hispanic 

White, Black, Latino, Asian, or Native American. 

This research utilizes Catalist’s estimates of race for 

registered voters for both the 2012 and 2016 national 

elections. To calculate turnout rates, the denominator used is 

an estimate of the citizen voting age population (CVAP) by 

race in November 2012 and November 2016 respectively. 

Catalist used the Census Bureau’s Population Estimates 

Program data to calculate the registered voter’s age 

population in each state by race. To remove the (often 

substantial) noncitizen population for each racial/ethnic 

group, the American Communities Survey information on 

citizenship rates was used. 

4. Findings 

Change in Voter Turnout Rates by Race/Ethnicity, 2012 

and 2016 

The findings reported in the first section of this study 

focused on changes in voter turnout rates during the 2012 and 

2016 national elections between racial/ethnic groups. Our 

findings reported the national voter turnout rates for 

racial/ethnic groups changed noticeably from 2012 to 2016. 

As reported in Figure 1, the voter turnout rate among whites, 

the racial/ethnic group most loyal to Candidate Trump, 

increased by 2.4 percentage points from 2012 to 2016. The 

findings shown in Figure 1 also reported increased voter 

turnout rates among Latino and Asian voters from 2012 to 

2016; an increased voter turnout rate of 3.8 percentage points 

                                                             
4
 A full comparison of turnout as recorded in the Catalist database, official counts 

of ballots cast, and CPS (2010) estimates may be found in the supporting 

information. 
5
 These states are Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, North Carolina, and 

South Carolina. Mississippi and Tennessee do not require voters to list their race 

but provide space for this purpose on the registration form. 
6
 The proprietary method used by Catalist and CPM Ethnics is rooted in well-

understood principles of individual race prediction (Elliott et al. 2008). As noted 

in Ansolabehere and Hersh (2012), Catalist placed second in a national name-

matching contest. A (limited) set of information regarding the algorithm used by 

CPM Ethnics may be found at http://cpm-technologies.com/cpmEthnics.html. 

among Latinos; and an increased voter turnout rate of 3.0 

percentage points among Asian American. Our findings 

reported a very sharp contrast in the voter turnout rates 

among African Americans, the racial/ethnic group most loyal 

to Candidate Clinton and the Democratic Party, from 2012 to 

2016. As illuminated in Figure 1, the voter turnout rate 

among African American declined by a staggering 4.7 

percentage points. In sum, our findings reported (1) White 

voters were enthusiastic about the 2016 national election and 

showed up in increased turnout rates at the polls, (2) voter 

participation rates among Latino and Asian American groups, 

who generally vote for democratic candidates, increased 

noticeably during the four-year timeframe, and (3) Black 

voters were unenthusiastic about the 2016 election and many 

former voters did not participate in the 2016 election. 

Change in African American and White Voter Turnout in 

Selected States, 2012 and 2016 

 

Figure 1. Changes in Turnout Rates, by Race, 2012 to 2016. 

The findings reported in Figure 2 listed the states where at 

least three percent of the population was African American 

and changes in African American and White voter turnout 

rates between 2012 and 2016. Our findings revealed (1) with 

one lone exception, Delaware, voter turnout rates among 

African Americans declined, (2) in the very important 

Midwestern battleground states of Michigan and Wisconsin, 

the voter turnout rate among African Americans declined by 

more than 12 percentage points, (3) in the battleground states 

of Ohio and Pennsylvania, the voter turnout rates among 

African Americans declined by 7.5 and 2.1 percentage 

points, respectively. Many Southern states (notably Alabama, 

Arkansas, Missouri, North Carolina, Mississippi, Tennessee 

and South Carolina) reported at least a five-percentage point 

decline in African American voter turnout rates. In contrast, 

voter turnout rates among whites increased in every state 

except Ohio, Arkansas, Michigan, Mississippi, and 

Wisconsin between 2012 and 2016. In the very important 
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Midwestern battleground states of Michigan and Wisconsin, 

the voter turnout rate among whites declined 2.6 percentage 

points and 1.0 percentage points, respectively. Also, in the 

battleground state of Ohio, the voter turnout rates among 

whites declined by 1.3 percentage points. 

 

Figure 2. Changes in Black-White Turnout Rates, 2012 – 2016. 

In the critical battleground state of Florida, White voter 

turnout increased 3.5 percentage points and Black turnout 

dropped 4.0 percentage points. In conclusion, the findings in 

Figure 2 reported (1) an increased turnout voter rate among 

whites except for Ohio, Arkansas, Michigan, Mississippi, and 

Wisconsin between 2012 and 2016, and (2) except for 

Delaware, voter turnout rates among African Americans 

declined from 2012 to 2016. 

Change in Hispanics and White Voter Turnout in Selected 

States, 2012 and 2016 

Data in Figure 3 reported changes in Hispanic and White 

voter turnout rates between 2012 and 2016. Our findings 

reported Hispanic voter turnout rates increased by more than 

2.5 percentage points in seven states: Arizona, California, 

Connecticut, Florida, Illinois, New York and Texas. In three 

states (California, Illinois and Texas), the Hispanic voter 

turnout rate increased greater than white voter turnout. In 

California, the Hispanic voter turnout rate increased by 3.8 

percentage points compared to 2.9 percentage points for 

white voters. Similarly, in Illinois, the Hispanic voter turnout 

rate increased by 9.8 percentage points compared to 4.4 

percentage points for white voters. The Hispanic voter 

turnout rate in Texas increased by 4.9 percentage points 

compared to 3.7 percentage points for white voters. Our 

findings also reported, in the critical battleground state of 

Florida, the Hispanic voter turnout rate increased by 5.4 

percentage points compared to 3.5 percentage points for 

white voters. The finding reported the Hispanic voter turnout 

rates declined slightly in the states of New Mexico and 

Rhode Island, 0.4% and 2.1%, respectively. 

 

Figure 3. Changes in Turnout Rates, Hispanics and Whites. 
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The findings revealed white voter turnout rates increased 

slightly in all of the states listed in Figure 3. A closer 

examination of the findings in Figure 3 showed a noticeable 

increase of at least 2.5 percentage points in white voter 

participation rates in the states of Arizona, California, 

Connecticut, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, Rhode 

Island and Texas. All of the states listed in Figure 3 reported 

an increase in white voter turnout rates. In sum, the findings 

in Figure 3 reported increased voter turnout rates between 

2012 and 2016 among white voters in each of the listed 

states. With exceptions of New Mexico and Rhode Island, 

our findings reported increased voter turnout rates between 

2012 and 2016 among Hispanic voters in the listed states. 

5. Conclusions 

The purpose of this research was to examine changes in 

voter participation between different racial/ethnic groups 

during the 2012 and 2016 national elections. Our findings, 

like earlier findings [24-26, 78] revealed noticeable 

differences in voter turnout rates between racial/ethnic 

groups from 2012 to 2016. Specifically, our findings reported 

Black voter turnout decreased approximately five percentage 

points from 2012 to 2016, resulting in the lowest Black 

turnout since the 2000 national election. As noted by Frey 

(2017), the very low turnout among Black voters in 2016 was 

notable and disappointing because, in large part, the 2012 

national election marked the first time since records were 

kept Black voter turnout rates were higher than White voter 

turnout rates. 

Questions asked by individuals were (1) Why did Black 

voter turn rates decrease between 2016 over 2012, (2) Why 

did White voter turn rates increase between 2016 over 2012, 

(3) Why did Hispanic voter turn rates increase between 2016 

over 2012, (4) Why did Asian voter turn rates increase 

between 2016 over 2012, and (5) would a larger Black voter 

turnout made a difference in the states Candidate Clinton did 

not win? 

The answer to the first question revolves around voter 

enthusiasm and perceived voter suppression efforts. Black 

voters were less enthusiastic about the 2016 election and 

decided not to participate in rates comparable to the previous 

national elections. Studies have found minority voters are 

more likely to turnout when candidates seeking offices 

establish a close relationship with their communities or when 

a minority candidate is on the ballot (see [3, 4, 25, 75], for a 

discussion on the role of race in voter turnout). In contrast, 

findings [25, 34, 49] have shown Black voters to be likely to 

perceive the requirement of photo identification, the 

reduction in early voting days, changes in the location of 

voting locations, and changes in number of hours polling 

places are open as attempts to suppress their opportunities to 

vote. As reported by Kirchubel (2016), the Brennan Center 

for Justice found that precincts with larger numbers of 

African-American and Latino voters had fewer voting 

machines and fewer poll workers, and thus, longer voting 

lines and longer waiting times than precincts with larger 

numbers of white voters. Similarly, a 2012 New York 

Times/CBS study showed 18 percent of Democratic voters 

waited more than half an hour to vote, compared to 9 percent 

of Republican voters (see [47]). Finally, studies indicated the 

ruling in the Shelby County v. Holder (2013) landmark 

United States Supreme Court case granted communities with 

histories of voter discrimination, voter intimidation and voter 

suppression practices the unchecked license to create barriers 

and obstacles to voting [2, 42, 70]. 

Pertaining to the questions 2-4 several studies, including 

this study, reported increased voter turnout rates among 

white, Latino and Asian voters during the 2016 national 

election when compared to the between 2012 national 

election. Sanchez and Barreto (2016) reported Hispanic 

voters turned out early and in slightly high numbers in 2016 

compared to 2012. The reasons for the increased turnout, 

according to Sanchez and Barreto (2016) and Fraga et al. 

(2017), were due to effectively mobilization activities by the 

Clinton campaign organization and anti-Mexican and anti-

immigrant comments made by Candidate Trump during the 

campaign season. Similarly, the Pew Research Center survey 

(2016), Sanchez and Barreto (2016), Fraga et al. (2017 and 

Lopez et al. (2016), reported key policy issues among 

registered Latino voters (e.g., immigration, the economy, 

education and health care), high levels of anxiety and fear of 

a Trump presidency, and Latino enthusiasm about voting 

were energizing forces behind increased Latino voter 

registration and participation in the 2016 Presidential 

election, 

An increase in voter participation among Asian Americans 

in the 2016 Presidential election, when compared to the 2012 

national election, occurred across the board in key states 

being targeted by both presidential campaigns. AALDEF 

(2017) reported Candidate Clinton's support among Asian-

American voters was very pronounced, four-in-five (80 

percent) to one-in-five (20 percent) for Candidate Trump. 

Moreover, strong Asian support for Candidate Clinton 

centered on support for stricter gun-control laws; an overhaul 

of immigration laws that included a path to citizenship; 

attention on historic language barriers; and laws protecting 

LGBT people from discrimination in employment, education, 

housing and public accommodations (see [1] and [50] for a 

detailed discussion of the most important issues Asian-

American voters wanted Candidates Clinton and Trump to 

talk about and now the Trump administration and Congress 

to work on). 

White voter participation in the 2016 national election was 

only slightly higher than it was in the 2012 presidential 

election [57]. As noted by Mellnik et al. (2017), Candidate 

Trump and other GOP office-seekers did a much better job of 

energizing and sparking their base than Candidate Clinton 

and Democratic candidates. When we compare 2016 and 

2012 turnout rates in the states of Michigan, Wisconsin, and 

Pennsylvania, we see similar turnout rates among white 

voters. However, in the same states, we observe an average 

drop of nine points among Black voters. Thus, one can 

surmise that shifts in just a few tenths of a point in voter 
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turnout rates made a significant difference in the outcome of 

the 2016 U.S. presidential election. 

6. Discussion 

More than fifty years after passage of the 1965 Voting 

Rights Act, the United States of America still reports 

noticeably gaps in political participation between Americans. 

The findings presented here illuminated differences in voter 

turnout rates in the 2012 and 2016 Presidential elections. For 

example, overall White voter turnout in 2016 was up roughly 

2.5% over the 2012 turn out rate. Similar increases in voter 

participation rates were reported for Hispanic and Asian 

voters, 3.8% and 3.0%, respectively. Conversely, Black voter 

participation declined between 2012 and 2016. 

The reasons for these changes appear to be cultural, 

political and logistical, with lower voter enthusiasm among 

Black voters and sustained or higher voter enthusiasm among 

White, Asian and Hispanic voters. Additionally, newly 

enacted and perceived impediments to voting played a 

significant role in many states. In North Carolina, for 

example, where a federal appeals court accused Republicans 

of a surgical assault on Black turnout and Republican-run 

election boards curtailed early-voting sites, Black turnout 

was down 16 percent. White turnout, however, was up 15 

percent. Similar changes in voter turnout rates were reported 

in many states and most specifically in the swing states of 

Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania. 

The disappointing Black voter turnout in the 2016 

presidential election foreshadowed a larger and more 

intractable problem for the Democratic Party and party 

officials to consider in the post-Obama era. One of the biggest 

challenges or opportunities the Democratic Party must 

confront in future elections is whether Mr. Obama's absence 

(or other high-ranking Black officials) from the party platform 

will depress Black voter enthusiasm and participation. Another 

challenge or opportunity the Democratic Party must address is 

how party dynamics (e.g., social and economic isolation, 

historical and continued racial segregation of black 

communities, lack of voter enthusiasm, and identity politics) 

shape Black politic views and participation. 

While the above challenges and opportunities are real and 

must be addressed by political party officials, a confluence of 

factors contributed to the decline in Black turnout rates 

during the 2016 presidential election. One factor which must 

be considered is the voter suppression tactics made possible 

by the Shelby v. Holder (2013) decision, a decision that 

rescinded key protections in the 1965 Voting Rights Act. 

Other factors which must be considered and thoroughly 

discussed center around the absence of traditional Black 

leaders, Black institutions and the very noticeable absence of 

the first Black president of the United States during the 2016 

Presidential campaign season. Finally, participating in the 

2016 Presidential election and local elections was a privilege, 

obligation and constitutional right all Americans should have 

taken seriously and participated in. However, the most recent 

Presidential election, unlike past elections, did not seem to be 

taken as seriously as warranted until the day it was over. 

American voters, especially Black voters, should have done a 

better job of sifting through fake news reports, 

misinformation, and hoaxes and participated in the 2016 

Presidential election. 
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