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Executive Summary
• After a successful inaugural implementation in 2017, the
Democracy Voucher program provided public financing in
seven districted City Council races in 2019. Thirty-five
candidates used the program in the primary, including twelve
who went on to use the program in the general election.
• More than 38,000 Seattle residents participated in the
Democracy Voucher program – nearly double the number of
participants in 2017. The participation rate was nearly 7
percent of eligible residents.
• Although participation increased across demographic groups,
the largest gains were concentrated among white, higherincome and older residents, as well as those who vote
regularly in elections.
• More than one-third of voucher users assigned their vouchers
outside of their district of residence. Younger, lower-income
and non-white voucher users were more likely to assign their
vouchers outside of the district where they lived.
• Voucher users were not fully representative of the electorate,
but they were more representative than cash donors who
contributed at least $25.
• Across City Council districts, the coalition of voucher users
generally contained a larger share of young, lower-income
contributors than the coalition of cash donors.
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Background: The Democracy
Voucher Program

Who Participated in the
Democracy Voucher Program?

The Democracy Voucher program was first
implemented in 2017 for two at-large City
Council seats and one citywide race for city
attorney. Early results from that initial round of
the program showed that voucher users were
significantly more diverse than cash donors,
although they fell short of matching the
demographic characteristics of registered
voters.2

Participation in the program increased
substantially between election cycles. In 2017,
only 3.78 percent of eligible residents
participated in the Democracy Voucher
program. However, the participation rate
climbed substantially to 6.76 percent of eligible
Seattle residents in 2019.5 This growth reflects
both greater awareness of the Democracy
Voucher program and the larger number of
candidates in races eligible to receive vouchers.

In 2015, voters in Seattle approved the
Democracy Voucher program to transform the
way their municipal elections are funded. The
program provides four $25 vouchers to every
eligible resident in the city to allocate to
candidates running for municipal office.1
Among its stated goals, the program aims to
expand the donor pool and diversify the funders
of local elections.

This brief revisits the program at the conclusion
of its second cycle. In 2019, candidates in 7
districted City Council races were eligible to
participate in the Democracy Voucher program.
Across these districts, 53 candidates pledged to
participate in the program with 35 ultimately
completing the qualifying process. All but two
of the 14 candidates who advanced to the
general election participated in the program.3
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In 2019, 38,297 Seattle residents redeemed
147,892 vouchers in the Democracy Voucher
program.4 More than eighty percent of those
participants were first-time users who had not
participated in the 2017 program. This pool of
voucher users was nearly double the 16,926
Seattle residents that made a cash contribution
in 2019. Nearly 40 percent of these cash
contributors made a donation of $25 or less.

Although the number of participants climbed,
participation increased unevenly across
sociodemographic groups. Relative to 2017,
participation rates increased fastest for higherincome, white, and older (45+) residents, as well
as those who voted more regularly in previous
elections.

Eligible residents are individuals who: (1) are over 18 years of age, (2) are lawful residents, nationals or citizens, and (3) who live in Seattle.
Brian J. McCabe and Jennifer A. Heerwig. 2017. “Expanding Participation in Municipal Elections: Assessing the Impact of Seattle’s Democracy
Vouchers Program.” Center for Studies in Demography & Ecology, University of Washington; Brian J. McCabe and Jennifer A. Heerwig. 2019.
“Diversifying the Donor Pool: How Did Seattle’s Democracy Voucher Program Reshape Participation in Municipal Campaign Finance?” Election Law
Journal: Rules, Politics and Policy 18(4): 323-41.
Seattle Ethics and Elections Commission. 2019. “Democracy Voucher Program, Biennial Report”; Berk Consulting. 2019. “Seattle Democracy Voucher
Program: 2019 Election Cycle Evaluation.”
We include participants who attempted to redeem their vouchers online but failed to successfully complete the transaction and did not return any of
their paper vouchers. This minor difference in reporting explains the discrepancy between our counts and the reported number of voucher users (n =
38,194) and redeemed vouchers (n =147,128) from the Seattle Ethics and Elections Commission.
We utilize the voting-age population (n=566,994) from the 2019 1-year estimates of the American Community Survey to calculate the eligible
population of voucher users. In 2017, there were 20,727 participants and 548,994 residents eligible.
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Although participation rose substantially
across all income groups, the participation gap
between the wealthiest and the poorest Seattle
residents grew substantially. Participation
among residents with a household income
exceeding $100,000 more than doubled from
the 2017 election cycle. In 2019, more than 13
percent of the highest income residents
participated compared to only 5.09 percent in
2017 (Figure 3). While participation rates
increased among lower-income individuals,
their gains were more modest. Participation
increased from 3.09 percent to 4.62 percent
among residents with a household income
below $30,000.
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Figure 2: Voucher Participation Rates
in 2017 and 2019, by Race
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Racial disparities in voucher usage widened in
the 2019 election cycle, as well. Participation
among whites rose more than 75 percent from
4.31 percent in 2017 to 7.67 percent in 2019
(Figure 2). While participation rates also
increased for residents of other races, these
increases were more modest relative to those
among white residents. For example,
participation among Blacks rose from 2.40
percent to 3.10 percent and among Asians
from 2.46 percent to 3.65 percent.

Figure 1: Voucher Participation Rates
in 2017 and 2019, by Age
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Figure 3: Voucher Participation Rates
in 2017 and 2019, by Income
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In 2019, older residents (those between 45
– 59 and 60+) were substantially more likely to
use a voucher compared to younger residents.
Slightly more than 11 percent of residents
aged 60+ participated in the Democracy
Voucher program compared to just 3.41
percent of residents aged 18-29 (Figure 1).
This disparity in participation rates was wider
in 2019 than it was in 2017. While the
participation rate climbed by fifty percent for
residents between the ages of 18 and 29, it
climbed by eighty percent for residents 60
years old or over.

5%

0%
<$30K

$30K-$50K $50K-$75K $75K-$100K

>$100K

Income

A N A N A LY S I S O F T H E S E AT T L E D E M O C R A C Y V O U C H E R P R O G R A M I N T H E 2 0 1 9 E L E C T I O N C Y C L E

I 3

Figure 4: Voucher Participation Rates in
2017 and 2019, by Voter Participation Rate
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Finally, participation rates were highest among
Seattle residents who regularly voted in
elections. About 18.41 percent of consistent
voters redeemed their Democracy Vouchers. By
contrast, only 2.02 percent of infrequent voters
redeemed their vouchers (Figure 4).6 These
wide disparities suggest that participation
remains strongest among Seattle residents who
are already engaged in the political process.
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Did Participants Allocate Their Vouchers Outside of their
Home Districts?

However, not all voucher users were equally likely
to redeem vouchers outside of their districts.
Younger, lower-income and non-white voucher
users were more likely to make a cross-district
allocation. Among the youngest voucher users
(18-29), about 51.63 percent assigned a voucher
outside of their district of residence. By contrast,
only 28.95 percent of the oldest voucher users
assigned a voucher to a candidate outside of their
home district (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Share of Voucher Users Allocating
Vouchers Outside of their District of
Residence, by Age
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Each resident in Seattle received four vouchers to
redeem across the 7 districted City Council races.
Under program rules, voucher users were
permitted to send their vouchers to candidates
outside of the City Council district where they
reside. Overall, about 37.43 percent of voucher
users allocated one or more vouchers outside of
their home City Council district.
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We define consistent voters as registered voters who voted in 100 percent of the elections for which they were eligible. Intermittent voters are those who
voted in more than half, but less than all of the elections for which they were eligible. Infrequent voters voted in fewer than half of the elections for which
they were eligible.
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Figure 6: Share of Voucher Users Allocating
Vouchers Outside of their District of
Residence, by Race

Figure 7: Share of Voucher Users Allocating
Vouchers Outside of their District of
Residence, by Income
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Whites were less likely than non-whites to
assign vouchers outside their district of
residence. About 44.9 percent of non-whites
assigned their voucher to a candidate outside of
their home district compared to only 36.4
percent of white voucher users (Figure 6).
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Likewise, lower-income voucher users were more
likely than higher-income voucher users to assign
a voucher outside of their home district. Nearly
half of voucher users from the lowest income
group assigned vouchers outside of their district
of residence compared with 29.06 percent from
the highest income groups (Figure 7).

How Do Participants in the Democracy Voucher Program
Differ from Voters and Cash Donors?
One of the aims of the Democracy Voucher
Program is to broaden participation in financing
municipal elections. Analyses of participation in
the 2017 election cycle revealed that voucher
users included a larger share of younger,
moderate-income and non-white residents
compared to the pool of cash donors.7 Voucher
users, however, were not as diverse as voters in
Seattle.

7

For the 2019 election cycle, this section
compares the demographic profiles of voucher
users with cash contributors and voters in the
2019 municipal elections. This section separately
reports the characteristics of cash donors who
contributed $25 or less and those who
contributed more than $25. As the subsequent
section shows, the demographic profiles of
voucher users and cash donors differed
significantly across districts. Two districts—
District 3 and District 4—drew a larger share of

Brian J. McCabe and Jennifer A. Heerwig. 2017. “Expanding Participation in Municipal Elections: Assessing the Impact of Seattle’s Democracy Vouchers
Program.” Center for Studies in Demography & Ecology, University of Washington.
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demographically diverse, low-dollar cash donors
compared to other council races, while the
profile of cash donors in the remaining districts
was similar to previous elections. For this
reason, separate comparisons of cash donors
who contributed more than $25 from those
who contributed $25 or less provides more
compelling comparisons for analysis.
While residents aged 40 years old or younger
comprised nearly half of registered voters in
Seattle, these citizens made up only 36 percent
of voters in the 2019 election. More than half
of cash donors who contributed $25 or less
were under 40 years old. About 32 percent of
voucher users and cash donors who contributed
more than $25 were under 40 (Figure 8).

Figure 8: Share of Participants, by Age
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Figure 9: Share of Participants, by Race
Registered Voter
2019 Voter

Non-white residents constituted nearly 20
percent of registered voters in Seattle, but they
made up only 13 percent of voters in the 2019
election. Almost 10 percent of voucher users
were non-white compared to only 7 percent of
cash donors who contributed more than $25 and
14 percent of cash donors who contributed $25
or less (Figure 9).
Finally, residents with a household income
lessthan $30,000 comprised 13 percent of
registered voters but made up only 7 percent of
2019 voters. These lower-income residents were
6 percent of voucher users and 5 percent of cash
donors making a contribution greater than $25.
Notably, middle-income residents – defined as
those with household incomes between $30,000
and $100,000 – comprised a slightly higher share
of voucher users than cash donors over $25 but
remain underrepresented relative to voters.
Residents of Seattle with incomes over $100,000
were overrepresented among donors contributing
more than $25 and voucher users relative to their
share of registered voters. (Figure 10).
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Figure 10: Share of Participants, by Income
Registered Voter
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How Did Participants Vary Across City Council Races?
Candidates for City Council assemble
coalitions of cash donors and voucher users to
fund their campaigns. To capture this dynamic,
the next set of analyses compares the
demographic profile of 2019 voters in each City
Council district to the demographic profiles of
voucher users and cash donors who contributed
to that race. This analysis provides insight into
the ways candidate characteristics and election
dynamics attract participation from different
groups. The profiles of voucher users and cash
donors differed significantly across the seven
City Council races. In most districts, voucher
users more closely resemble voters in the 2019
elections. They are more representative than
cash donors on several important demographic
characteristics.8
Compared to cash donors, the coalition of
voucher users in most City Council districts
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The coalition of voucher users in most City
Council districts also included a higher share of
lower-income residents than the coalition of
cash donors (Figure 12). Turning again to
District 2, residents with a household income
less than $30,000 made up about 5 percent of
cash donors and 8 percent of voucher users.
However, they made up 12 percent of voters in
the 2019 election. In Districts 1 and 6, the

40%
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Figure 11: Share
of 2019 Voters,
Cash Donors and
Voucher Users
Under 40 Years
of Age, by City
Council District

included a higher percentage of residents
younger than 40 years old (Figure 11). For
instance, in District 2, people under 40 years
old comprised about 23 percent of cash donors
but made up 37 percent of voucher users. Voters
under the age of 40 were 36 percent of 2019
voters in District 2. This broad pattern in
which voucher users are more representative
than cash donors holds in five of the seven
districts.
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These analyses compare voucher users and cash donors who contributed to the district race, regardless of where they live in Seattle.
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coalition of voucher users included a slightly
higher share of lower-income residents than
even 2019 voters. Again, these broad patterns
only diverged in District 3 and 4, where the
share of low-income residents in the coalition
of cash donors was larger than their share in the
coalition of voucher users.
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Figure 12: Share
of Lower-Income
2019 Voters,
Cash Donors and
Voucher Users,
by City Council
District

In five of the seven City Council districts, the
percentage of non-white participants in the
coalition of voucher users was higher than the
percentage of non-white participants in the
coalition of cash donors (Figure 13). Non-white
residents made up about 35 percent of 2019
voters in District 2, but they comprised 20
percent of voucher users and 13 percent of cash
donors.
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Figure 13: Share
of Non-white
2019 Voters,
Cash Donors and
Voucher Users,
by City Council
District
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District 7

Conclusion: Broadening Program Participation
The successful implementation of the
Democracy Voucher program in the 2019
election cycle underscored the potential to
diversify the donor pool. Between 2017 and
2019, the share of eligible residents participating
in the program increased significantly. However,
participation grew fastest among older, higherincome and white residents, as well as
consistent voters. While the Seattle Ethics and
Elections Commission made remarkable strides
to broaden participation among historically
underrepresented groups, there are continued
opportunities to expand participation among
these groups in the next municipal election.
Voucher users in most City Council districts
were more representative of 2019 voters than
the corresponding cash donors. These
disparities across districts point to the role that
candidate and election dynamics play in
encouraging program participation among
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residents. Specifically, the popular socialist
candidate in District 3, Kshama Sawant,
declined to participate in the Democracy
Voucher program, but assembled a diverse
coalition of small-dollar cash donors instead.9
Similar dynamics emerged in District 4 where
the democratic socialist candidate of color,
Shaun Scott, also attracted a diverse coalition of
small cash donors. Recognizing the importance
of local election dynamics helps to explain the
patterns of participation in the program.
In 2021, the Democracy Voucher program will
expand to the mayoral election for the first time
in the program’s history. Since Seattle’s
incumbent mayor will not be seeking reelection,
a broad field of candidates is likely to enter the
mayoral contest. Just as the program created
opportunities for broader participation in the
City Council elections, it is likely to do the
same in the 2021 mayoral race.

According to media accounts, Sawant declined to participate in the program to avoid being bound by the program’s spending limits for fear of being
challenged by a well-financed opponent backed by ‘outside’ money (i.e., independent expenditures). However, SEEC has routinely released candidates from
the program’s spending and contribution limits in these circumstances.
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