
 

 

November 2014 Election: Low Voter Turnout Persists, May Continue 

Through 2020   

 

Executive Summary 

On the eve of Election Day, the National University System Institute for Policy Research (NUSIPR) is now 

projecting only about a third of registered voters will cast ballots by Tuesday. Using election data from 

the Registrar of Voters and Political Data Inc., NUSIPR evaluated the early ballots received for the 

November 4th gubernatorial general election.    

Overall, we found that: 

 Voter turnout will reach another historic low. Absentee ballot returns have been surprisingly 

slow, and are not expected to dramatically pick up in the next 24 hours. NUSIPR has now 

downgraded its final projection for voter turnout from 42-46% to the range of 34-38%. 

 Republican, older voters lead the absentee ballot count.  These favorable voter trends give 52nd 

Congressional District Carl DeMaio a significant edge over incumbent Rep. Scott Peters..  

  City Council District 6 candidates are locked in a tight race. With no strong partisan leanings in 

the early absentee ballot count, District 6 candidates Carol Kim and Chris Cate are expected to 

battle over undecided voters until the final hours of Election Day. 

 More than 170,000 ballots will be cast countywide on Election Day. Approximately 28-30% of 

ballots will be cast at polling locations on Election Day. 

 Low voter participation may be systemic. A combination of demographic shifts, technology 

changes and electoral reforms may be leading San Diego and the rest of the state towards a new 

period of low voter participation for the remainder of the decade. 

 

 

 

 

 



Early Voting 

As of Saturday, November 1st, more than 296,000 ballots have been returned in San Diego County, 

reaching a 19.1% total turnout rate. In San Diego’s highly contested races, the 52nd Congressional District 

and City Council District 6, overall voter turnout (21.3% and 20.4%, respectively) is slightly higher. 

Similar to the June 2014 election, older voters and Republican voters have dominated early voting. 

Countywide, 71% of absentee ballots are from voters 55 years of age or older, vastly outpacing their 

share among all registered voters (39%). Republican voters, who comprise 33% of all registrants, have 

returned 42% of all ballots counted thus far. Political experts have noted that older and Republican 

voters often cast absentee ballots early, with younger and Democratic voters casting ballots later. 

However, NUSIPR has tracked early voting in the District on a daily basis, and has not seen a shift in 

ballots since absentee voting began.  Thus, we project that these trends will hold through Election Day. 

This is good news for 52nd Congressional candidate Carl DeMaio, who needs a large GOP voter turnout to 

unseat Democratic incumbent Rep. Scott Peters. As illustrated in Table 1, Republican votes are the 

largest share of ballot casts in the race, and have sustained their high rate throughout early voting.  

 

Table 1: Voter Registration vs. Participation in Congressional District 52 & San 

Diego City Council District 6 

52nd Congressional District Total Democratic Republican 
Decline to 

State 

Party Registration 387,669 124,229 129,207 114,074 

Voters That Have Cast 
Ballots 

82,580 27,632 34,795 17,162 

Percentage Voting 
Electorate  

33.50% 42.10% 20.80% 

          

SD CC District 6 Total Democratic Republican 
Decline to 

State 

Party Registration 71,685 23,771 22,231 22,115 

Voters That Have Cast 
Ballots 

14,626 5,288 5,691 3,083 

Percentage Voting 
Electorate  

36.15% 38.91% 21.07% 

 

In San Diego’s City Council District 6, voter registration is decidedly more split, with Democratic voters 

comprising the largest share of registration, followed by Republicans. Cross-over appeal will be critical in 

order for either candidate to win. Polling suggests there are a large number of undecided voters in the 

District; expect for this race to be fought until the final minutes before polls close at 8PM on Election 

Day.  



Final Voter Turnout 

Based on the rate of absentee ballot returns thus far, NUSIPR projects a final 34-38% voter turnout rate. 

If our projection holds, turnout for a gubernatorial general election would reach a 30+ year low in San 

Diego County. Turnout for prior gubernatorial general elections in the region have ranged from 48% to 

67% since 1982. It is important to note that the June 2014 gubernatorial primary election generated a 

27.23% voter turnout, which was a 30+ year low.  

Despite the popularity of early voting, many votes have yet to be cast in this election. We project that 

approximately 28-30% of ballots (170,000+ ballots) will be cast at polling locations on Election Day, 

which is within the range of poll voting from prior low turnout elections in San Diego (19%-32% of total 

vote).  

 

Towards A New Period of Low Voter Participation 

NUSIPR posits that the low voter turnout rates over the last few election cycles may in fact be systemic, 

not only in San Diego but statewide.  A combination of demographic shifts, technology changes and 

electoral reforms may be leading San Diego and the rest of the state towards a new period of low voter 

participation. Ironically, nearly all of these changes have been positive overall for the electoral process, 

but have nonetheless contributed to lower voter participation.  

Consider that voting is becoming an earlier and more private affair, rather than the singular public event 

it historically was. Electoral reform laws have made absentee voting easier and simpler to apply for, 

effectively expanding the voting calendar for the general public. In California, absentee votes comprised 

8% of all ballots cast in the 1982 gubernatorial general election; now, absentee votes are estimated to 

be 68-72% of all ballots cast this election cycle.  

Partisan motivations are increasingly less of a voting factor for the overall electorate; the fastest 

growing segment of new voters are unaffiliated, Independent voters.  This has made a significant impact 

on registration overall. On October 2000, Decline to State voters comprised 16% (234,736) of all 

registered voters in San Diego County; today, they comprise 27% (415,821).  

Many of the newly registered voters today are uninitiated and unfamiliar with high-propensity voting 

behavior. San Diego’s electorate is comprised of a growing percentage of youth voters, Asian and Latino 

voters, and first-generation American voters.  Historically, these have been marginalized voting groups 

that seldom received contact from political parties and campaigns in the past. Prior studies have also 

identified Asian and Latino voters as having the lowest voter turnout rates among all ethnic groups.  

Passively learning about elections and campaigns is becoming less common with a fragmented media 

landscape and new political technology. The monopoly that network television held over election 

coverage and campaign information has given way to the Internet, talk radio, and cable television.  The 

popularity of digital video recorders and online streaming content has allowed many members of the 

public to avoid campaign television ads altogether.  Most campaigns also now use sophisticated political 



software that facilitates economical voter micro-targeting, avoiding expensive blanket advertising and 

mass mailers.  

Studies have shown that when voters are aware of competitive elections, they are more likely to cast 

their ballot. In California however, the Republican Party has struggled to compete with Democratic 

candidates, gradually losing control of the state legislature and all statewide offices over the last twenty 

years.  Effective one-party rule in the state has discouraged political participation from some partisan 

voters, who now view their party’s political power as either unthreatened or non-existent. 

Elections are a race against time, and campaigning is becoming a more filtered, limited conversation 

with a more targeted audience. Campaigns avoid allocating time and resources on voters that don’t 

vote, or whose voting records suggest they are unlikely to be persuaded to vote. However, as noted by 

UCSD political scientist Thad Kousser, “voting is habit-forming, but so is sitting out an election.” Voters 

who miss elections may receive less attention from campaigns in the future, which may lead them to 

avoid voting altogether. This reinforces negative, dismissive attitudes towards the role and value of the 

electoral process for a whole new generation of would-be voters. 

 

Conclusion 

Our earlier projection of a shift from a “red”, Republican-dominated summer election to a “purple” 

mixed fall election has not materialized, nor have the infrequent, younger voters who skip primaries and 

show up for general contests. While this may be good news for local GOP candidates on the ballot, a 

greater public dialogue is needed about the real undercurrents of this phenomenon.  

We may see a shift towards low voter participation for the remainder of the decade. The solutions 

needed to fix this alarming trend are neither obvious nor have they reached political consensus. It took 

two years after the 2000 presidential election debacle in Florida before Congress could agree upon and 

pass a legislative solution (Help America Vote Act) that brought real change to the way elections are 

conducted and votes are counted in the United States. Full legislative implementation took another 

three plus years after the passage of the bill.  

While the California Republican Party remains uncompetitive for now, serious efforts are underway to 

recruit and fund future viable candidates, particularly Asians and Latinos, and we believe under the 

changing political climate opportunities will emerge for competitive partisan elections by the decade’s 

end. That may ultimately be the starting point for piquing greater voter interest on Election Day.     
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