
 

 

 

 

For The First Time, Absentee Voters Will Dominate San Diego City 
Mayoral Election 

 

Executive Summary 

In the past three mayoral election cycles for the City of San Diego, the majority of general election votes 
were cast on Election Day. However, a new analysis by the National University System Institute for Policy 
Research (NUSIPR) projects a historic change this year, as mailed ballots will, for the first time, comprise 
the majority of votes cast in the mayoral general election. Using data from the Registrar of Voters office 
and GIS mapping software, NUSIPR evaluated a number of recent voter trends that will have an impact 
in Tuesday’s contest.  

Overall, we found that: 

• The majority of votes in the San Diego City mayoral election will come from absentee voters.  
• Nearly half (47.1%) of all San Diego City voters are permanent vote-by-mail voters.  
• Due to development and changing demographics, fewer Election Day voters are found in 

neighborhoods South of Interstate 8.  

 

In 2002, California state law was amended to allow all voters to register with a permanent absentee 
status, or “permanent vote-by-mail” (PVBM). Absentee ballots no longer have to be requested each 
election cycle; they now arrive in voter mailboxes for each election automatically, so long as the voter 
does not miss participating in two consecutive statewide general elections. The PVBM program has 
proven popular throughout the state, including in the City of San Diego. 

Since 2005, the total number of PVBM voters has nearly tripled in the city, increasing by 172%, while net 
voters (registered voters that are not PVBM) have decreased 33%. Following this trend, NUSIPR projects 
that registered PVBM voters will become the majority of San Diego City electorate by the next 
gubernatorial election in 2014.  



 

Chart 1: Percentage of Permanent Vote-By-Mail (PVBM) Voters among All Registered Voters in 
the City of San Diego 

 

 

The 2002 voter law has not only affected voter registration, but voter turnout as well. Prior to the 
passage of the law, approximately 20-30% of state ballots cast on Election Day were absentee. Today, 
that figure continues to rise. In the 2000 and 2004 general mayoral elections, absentee ballots 
comprised 27.9% and 28.5%, respectively, of the total mayoral votes counted. However, in the 2005 
general election, 36.4% of all mayoral votes cast were absentee. While the 2008 mayoral election did 
not end in a general election, 43.6% of the votes cast in the citywide City Attorney race were absentee. 
Using recent voter registration and voter turnout data, NUSIPR estimates that the majority of ballots 
cast in the November San Diego mayoral election will be absentee.1  

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
1 To determine this outcome, NUSIPR took the September 26, 2012 voter registration figure for PVBM voters in the 
City of San Diego, and multiplied by the total citywide absentee turnout rate from the city attorney 2008 general 
election contest. In order to determine a conservative estimate for non-absentee voter turnout, NUSIPR averaged 
the last three city turnout rates for presidential general elections, and multiplied this rate by the remaining net 
voters.   
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Chart 2: Total Absentee Voter Turnout In Prior Mayoral Election Years 

 

 

GIS software illustrates the rapid change in PVBM registration in the city. As the two following charts 
show, older, coastal neighborhoods, and areas dominated by homeowners, Caucasians, and residents 
over 55 years old have been the most frequent adopters of the program. Redevelopment areas, Latino 
neighborhoods, and neighborhoods with large populations of students and residents under 35 years 
have been less likely to see an uptick in PVBM registration over the past four years.  

Changes in standard campaign strategies will be necessary in order to reach city voters in the future. 
Aggressive Get-Out-The-Vote initiatives that begin weeks before Election Day will become more 
frequent, as will campaign mailers, robocalls, and non-traditional methods to communicate early and 
often with the electorate.  

Investments in large Election Day programs will also become less important towards the outcome of the 
election. In prior mayoral election cycles, neighborhoods South of Interstate 8 were a hub of large scale 
Election Day programs, as most polling booth or non-PVBM voters were concentrated in a string of 
precincts, from Mission Valley to North Park, Barrio Logan and Southeast San Diego. Today, polling 
booth voters are more dispersed throughout the city, making Election Day operations more energy and 
time-consuming for campaigns.  
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Chart 3: PVBM Voters by Precinct, 2008 

 



Chart 4: PVBM Voters By Precinct, 2012 

 



About the National University System Institute for Policy Research 

The National University System Institute for Policy Research (NUSIPR) is a non-partisan, non-profit 
organization that formulates and promotes high quality economic policy, and public opinion research so 
as to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of local governments in San Diego County and to improve 
the quality of life enjoyed by the region’s residents. 

NUSIPR publishes regular independent research and analysis for the public on a range of topics, 
including unemployment, business growth, and the San Diego housing market. The Institute also works 
collaboratively with clients to develop high quality research products that are tailored to their policy 
needs. 

 


