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The problem

• 100 million eligible age voters stayed 

home in 2016; 43% of the eligible 

electorate 

• Turnout for state and local elections is far 

lower 

• Nonvoters are more likely to be lower 

income, less educated, non-white, and 

unmarried; often ignored by campaigns

Knight Foundation: https://the100million.org/
The United States Election Project: http://www.electproject.org/

https://the100million.org/
http://www.electproject.org/


Structural barriers support the intentional 

myth that voting doesn’t matter

• Confusing and complicated rules, deadlines and 

processes; 

• Suppression tactics include: 

– felony voting laws

– strict voter id rules

– purging voter lists 

– challenging student registrations

– reducing poll locations

– strict absentee rules

– allegations of voter fraud, etc. 

– “Gerrymandering”



Explicit integration of political social work within NASW Code of 
Ethics:

“engage in social and political action” to “expand choice and 
opportunity”

“promote policies and practices that safeguard the rights of 
and confirm equity and social justice for all people”



• Social determinant of health. Individuals and communities 

who vote are better off. 

• Human right. Systemic barriers, voter suppression, felony 

disenfranchisement & gerrymandering designed by and for 

people in power

• Empowerment practice. Voting is an act of power, individually 

and collectively. 

• “The vote is the most powerful nonviolent tool we have.” 
John Lewis (February 21, 1940 - July 17, 2020)

The importance of WHY

Ballard, Hoyt & Pachucki, 2018; Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement [CIRCLE], 2011; Kansas Health Foundation, Civic Health Index, 2016; Klar & Kasser, 2009; 

Leighley & Nagler, 2013; Martin, 2003; Martin & Claibourn, 2013; National Conference on Citizenship, Civic Health & Unemployment, 2011; Sanders, 2001.

VotingIsSocialWork.org for citations

https://www.cbsnews.com/video/note-to-self-congressman-john-lewis/#x


Voting as a social work intervention

Micro:  Individuals need easy ways to register, information 

about how/when/where to vote, information on candidates 

and the encouragement to vote

Mezzo -- community: Voting leads to collective power in 

communities; relational and social behavior 

Macro--fixing the systemic barriers: Voting is 

different in all 50 states; collective narrative that voting 

doesn’t matter and/or rigged; Advocate for voting rights and 

access; participate as election officials, poll workers and poll 

monitors. 



Voting 

activities 

connect to all 

9 CSWE core 

competencies 

and connect 

micro and 

macro 

practice



• Health care settings

• Schools (and parents)

• Clinics

• Shelters

• Libraries

• After school programs

• Day care

• Food pantries

• VAs

REGISTERED 
AT CURRENT 

ADDRESS

HOW, WHEN, 
WHERE to vote

Easy to find 
information on 
candidates and 

where they stand.

Individuals who need 
accommodations are 

able to vote

Voting is a 
basic human 

right

Encouragement 
to vote & 

participate in 
civic life

Social workers



VotingIsSocialWork.org

Simple tools in 

one place. 

http://www.votingissocialwork.org/
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For voting resources and information: go to 
www.VotingIsSocialWork.org

www.VotingIsSocialWork.org

mailto:Tanya.smith@uconn.edu
http://www.votingissocialwork.org/
http://www.votingissocialwork.org/
http://vot-er.org/socialwork

