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RESTORING VOTING RIGHTS FOR EX-OFFENDERS 
The U.S. stands alone in the world for its extensive restrictions on voting even 
after individuals complete their prison terms and return to their communities. 
Of the world’s 45 advanced democracies, only three others18 have laws that bar citizens from voting after prison, 
and even then only for certain severe crimes, such as election fraud or terrorism. Having the right to vote is an 
essential part of a person’s rehabilitation and re-integration into society. In places without this right, the restriction 
becomes a punishing reminder for some that their voices are irrelevant to the society into which they are 
reintegrating.19 
 
Felony disenfranchisement laws were enacted in Mississippi, Alabama, and others to disenfranchise the growing 
number of black voters post-reconstruction (1847-1890).20 More than a century later, over two-thirds of our states 
still have these restrictions. Of the several million citizens the laws disenfranchise, most are still disproportionally 
black and minority Americans. 
 
Continuing to restrict people on parole or probation restrictions serve no social or community purpose. Voting is 
rehabilitative. People who vote are more likely to connect, avoid a return to prison, and engage in community 
affairs. Further, post-release restrictions serve only to confuse voters and election administrators and can lead to 
an ex-offender inadvertently committing another crime. As one example, last year the state of Texas sent a woman 
who voted to prison for five years because she was unaware that a past felony conviction still restricted her from 
voting.21 

 
How It Works 

• 16 states and the District of Columbia allow citizens to register and vote after leaving prison and upon re-
entry. 

• Many of these states include voter registration and voter education as part of re-entry and re-integration 
into society. 

• 34 other states continue to bar voting for eligible citizens on parole, probation, or in some states for life. 
 
Turnout Impact 

• Restoring voting rights of ex-offenders would increase voting in two ways. 
– First, it would immediately enfranchise 3-4 million people across the U.S.22 

– Second, it would end the fear of punishment for voters with past felonies. One survey showed 
that 68 percent of all ex-offenders, including those with their rights restored, were confused 
about their right to vote.23 

• In light of the voting rates of rights-restored populations being generally lower due to demographics and 
other factors,24 percent turnout rates may marginally decrease. On the other hand, if all states shared the 
same standard of registering ex-offenders upon re-entry, the single standard and lack of confusion could 
lead to an increase. 
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Benefits and Attributes 
• The Florida Parole Commission found lower recidivism among those whose civil rights had been 

restored.25 One study of urban youth also found that ex-offenders are less than half as likely to be re-
arrested when they vote. 

• Promotes the inherent health and social benefits of civic 
engagement. Voters are more likely to volunteer, contact 
elected officials, stay informed about local affairs, and 
contribute to their neighborhood’s social capital.26 

• Decreases the stigma that ex-offenders without the right to 
vote face in their communities.27 

• Ends the confusion for ex-offenders on whether or not they 
can or can’t vote. 

 
Recommended Practices 
• A single federal standard that allows all voting-eligible citizens 
to register and vote upon re-entry and leaving prison. 
• Registration and voting information as part of re-entry. 
In Rhode Island and other re-entry states, the Department of 
Corrections registers voters as part of its release duties.28 

• Post-release education for all ex-offenders on their voting rights. 
Voter education and awareness of voting rights and voter 
education efforts can increase this group’s likelihood to vote in 
future elections.29 Only 10 percent of ex-offender respondents 
self-report being educated about their voting rights by a judge, 
prison staff, or parole staff.30 
  

Why Call People Felons? 
People with a past felony conviction are 
routinely called felons or "ex-felons." In 
reality, they are foremost people or 
citizens. No one should carry the brand 
felon for their whole life. The U.S. 
Department of Justice, calling the term 
"disparaging," eliminated its official use 
in 2016."The labels we affix to those 
who have served time can drain their 
sense of self-worth ..." It deters efforts 
to reduce recidivism, it just makes it 
harder to re-enter society and gain 
community respect and employment 
and amend laws that deny returning 
citizens the opportunity to vote. 
bit.ly/DeptofJustice on use of felon 
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