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Abstract 

 

Detroit’s voter turnout in municipal elections remains low. But using information policy 

perspectives and data about turnout patterns and dynamics can yield insights that may help get-

out-the-vote effort, increase citizen engagement, and create other opportunities for information 

policy enactment. 
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Detroit’s 2017 Voter Turnout Dynamics: 

An Analysis Informed by Information Policy and Multidisciplinary Approaches 

 

Voting in local elections determines the political leadership that influences and manages 

some of the most relevant public agencies and services in citizens’ lives. Municipal-level elected 

officials oversee, for example, public safety agencies that respond to citizens’ most dangerous 

and sometimes life-threatening situations, set policies and manage resources that allow for clean, 

safe water to be available for homes and businesses, maintain roads and other infrastructure so 

private and commercial traffic can continue, and develop and administer parks, local business 

zoning, and other public spaces that contribute to daily quality of life. Like politicians and public 

administrators in other levels of government, local officials also affect voting and in doing so, 

may design, adopt and implement significant information policies that speak to how a 

government administers elections including get-out-the-vote efforts aimed at increasing citizen 

engagement and participation in the democracy as demonstrated through turnout data. Voting, in 

short, allows individuals, to some extent, to influence their own communities, demonstrate the 

intersection of political information and action, embrace citizenship through action, and engage 

in their own communities. Increasing the collective understanding of the patterns of voting in 

Detroit’s most recent city election can inform the development of more effective policies aimed 

at higher turnout and less disenfranchisement among the city’s residents. 

While voter turnout and political campaigns are most often the realm of the political 

science and mass media/communications disciplines, there is an argument to be made for using 

an information policy-focused perspective for an analysis of voting patterns and turnout in part 

because of its multidisciplinary nature. First, voting as the right of citizens to openly participate 

in government and learn the results is an aspect of government transparency, and other such 
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“Sunshine” laws are the purview of information policy (Duff, 2004). Second, scholars, citizen 

advocates, and even some politicians describe voter turnout as a persistent problem in many 

communities in the United States. As such, it is a complicated issue. Efforts to solve it could 

benefit from the “diverse nature of information policy” (Rowlands, 1996), which can be 

“fragmented, overlapping, and contradictory” but also produces a body of work that informs 

policy across issue areas (Hernon, 1968). Finally, voting is a type of “direct democracy” where 

voters have “a relatively easy opportunity to learn about and become engaged in democracy” 

(Hajnal, 2003). Citizens voting decisions, in part, are based on information about candidates and 

issues, with the debate about and dissemination of information influenced by campaign laws, 

free speech guarantees, and election law. This dynamic places the issue squarely in the arena 

with information advocates and therefore a relevant subject for information policy scholars who 

study information as a commodity (Braman, 1989). 

Despite the desirable results from voting and voter participation in the political process, 

low voter turnout is a national 

phenomenon in the United States. 

Compared to other democratic and 

highly developed nations that are 

part of the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and 

Development, the United States 

ranks 28th of the 35 countries in 

voter turnout in national elections with its 56 percent turnout for the 2016 presidential primary 

(Desilver, 2017). In Detroit, voter turnout in that election was even lower, but also significantly 
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higher in that election than for recent state and local elections (Table 1) which continue to be 

problematic for those advocating for citizen participation in the political process.  

Because the goal of this study is to inform information policy related to Election Day 

voter engagement efforts by analyzing voter turnout data patterns, it is examining the most recent 

local election, which saw one of city’s lowest turnouts of the last decade. The analysis of this 

paper is limited to the data about ballots cast in Detroit city races on November 7, 2017, Election 

Day and excludes absentee voters. The majority of votes in Detroit’s 2017 general election – 

nearly 70% – were cast at a precinct in the city (Table 2). In total, Election Day turnout was 22% 

with 15% of that “Election Day Voters” and 7% Absentee Voters (Table 3).  

2017 Detroit City Election Voter Data 

Voter Category Totals Percentage of Votes Cast by Category 

Total Registered Voters 468,304  N/A 

Total Voters 102,285 100%  

 

Election Day Voters 70,270 69% 

Absentee Voters 32,014 31% 
Table 2 Source: Wayne County Clerk and Detroit City Clerk 

2017 Detroit City Election Turnout Data 

Voter Category Totals Percentage of Total Registered 

Total Registered Voters 468,304 N/A 

Total Voters 102,285 22% 

Election Day Voters 70,270 15% 

Absentee Voters 32,014 7% 
Table 3 Source: Wayne County Clerk and Detroit City Clerk 

To determine some of the factors potentially influencing turnout in the 2017 election, four 

hypothesis were tested using the available data about precinct locations, the number of registered 

voters per precinct, turnout per precinct, and precincts with the least distances to another 

precinct. These hypothesis were: 
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 The type of site where voters cast ballots influences turnout, producing varying levels of 

turnout at different types of sites. 

 The relative size of a precinct, measured by numbers of registered voters in each precinct, 

is related to voter turnout. 

 The number of precincts voting at each polling site correlates with turnout. 

 The distance between polling places corresponds to variations in turnout. 

Method 

The 2017 election results were downloaded and collected in pdf format from the Detroit 

City Clerk and the Wayne County Clerk websites and from additional files shared by staff at the 

city. Excel spreadsheets were populated with the data sets received from the municipal offices 

that included the number of registered voters by precinct for the 490 precincts, the 187 voting 

sites/polling places with address and list of precincts voting at the site, and the turnout by 

precinct and at each voting site. Both Election Day and Absentee voting results are included in 

the collected results, but the Election Day information was separated for purpose of this analysis 

as discussed in the introduction. 

After the data were entered, cleaned and standardized in the workbook, new sheets and 

pivot tables were created to separate elements of the data sets relative to each hypothesis. To 

examine the relationship between the type of polling place and turnout, the 187 polling sites were 

examined and a list of categories for the types of sites was created. Pivot tables with the results 

sorted informed the testing of the hypotheses about precinct size and number of precincts voting 

at a location and how turnout may be correlated.  
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To determine whether distance between polling places for the closest sites – both with the 

nearest “neighboring” voting site and the farthest – a multi-step data manipulation was used. 

First the addresses for each of the 187 voting sites were placed on a Google Map using a Sheet 

populated from a filtered list of site names and addresses from the master Excel file. Then the 

latitude and longitudes were collected from the Google Map points and copy-pasted back into the 

spreadsheets. A matrix of the 187 polling sites allowed the calculation of the direct distance 

between each1, and those results were sorted and filtered for the minimum distance from one site 

to another. From that list, the pairs with the shortest distance between them (less than a quarter 

mile, n=23) were used for the analysis2. The pairs were checked for accuracy using Google Maps 

“Directions” function, and the pairs with walking distances greater than a quarter mile were 

excluded, bringing the subset of Nearest Shortest-Distance Site Pairs to 15 with 29 sites – one 

site appeared in two pairs.  

Results 

 Hypothesis 1: The type of site where voters cast ballots influences turnout, producing 

varying levels of turnout at different types of sites. 

A 31 percentage-point variance exists for voter turnout rates between types of voting sites, 

ranging from 43% turnout at the single precinct voting at one of the Detroit Police Department 

precincts to under 12% turnout in the precinct voting at an American Legion hall (Table 4). 

Clearly the number of sites in each category varies greatly those single-precinct polling sites and 

                                                           
1 http://bluemm.blogspot.com/2007/01/excel-formula-to-calculate-distance.html 
2 I had difficulty calculating the smallest farthest distances for pairs of precincts, perhaps because of the one-sided 
nature of the matrix. Regardless, this is an area for further study: is turnout affected in a perceptible pattern as 
voting sites are farther apart? 
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more than half of all precincts voting at either a school or a facility owned by a religious 

organization.  

Type of Voting Site 
Criteria Used for 

Designation, If Any 

No. of 

Sites 

No. 

Precincts 

for Type 

Total Reg. 

Voters 

No. 

Voted 

Turnout 

Percentage 

Police Station  1 1 994 427 42.96% 

Detroit Public Library 

Branch 
 

3 3 2594 569 21.94% 

Apartments  5 6 4862 1014 20.86% 

Nonprofit 

Involved more in advocacy 

work than service delivery. 5 16 12649 2283 18.05% 

Community College  2 8 7971 1319 16.55% 

All Sites  186 490 468304 70271 15.01% 

School 

An elementary, middle or high 

school. 68 213 206846 30879 14.93% 

Religiously Affiliated 

Organization 
 

83 194 182497 27002 14.80% 

Fire Station  6 7 7031 972 13.82% 

Social Service Agency Provides service delivery 5 11 13530 1843 13.62% 

City-Owned 

Recreation Center 
 

7 28 28007 3805 13.59% 

American Legion  1 3 1323 158 11.94% 

Table 4 

Still, the relatively high turnout rates at apartment buildings (21%) and library branches 

(22%) – compared to the 15% turnout for Election Day voting citywide – merits further study as 

officials seek to determine new voting places and presumably encourage turnout. Additionally, 
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the highest turnout resulting from placing a voting site at a police station may counter 

conventional wisdom that may presume voters are unlikely to vote at such locations.  

 Hypothesis 2: The relative size of a precinct, measured by numbers of registered voters in 

each precinct, is related to voter turnout. 

When plotted, the trendline shows a slight increase in voter turnout as the number of 

registered voters in a precinct increases (Table 5). 

 

Table 5 

 Hypothesis 3: The number of precincts voting at each polling site correlates with turnout. 

The data for the 2017 election in Detroit show that voter turnout generally decreases at 

voting sites as the number of precincts voting at the site increases (Table 6). 
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Table 6 

 Hypothesis 4: The distance between polling places corresponds to variations in turnout. 

Using the 15 pairs and 29 voting sites with less than a quarter mile between them, this 

hypothesis was shown to be false in at least a preliminary investigation. Turnout ranged between 

six and 33% for the precincts voting at those sites. This hypothesis, while false in this limited 

examination, merits additional investigation beyond the scope of this study as it may possibly 

inform decisions about where polling sites are located and how messages are delivered to voters 

about where they vote. 

Discussion 

Operating with the assumption that public agencies should and do wish to increase voter 

turnout as a way of engaging informed citizens, the above findings can be used to shape 

information policy development, implementation and evaluation as relevant to elections, voting, 

and participatory democracy at the local level. While various municipalities and advocacy 

organizations have undertaken get-out-the-vote efforts, their leaders, strategists, and information 

campaign managers can continue adaptive learning from experience in shaping policies for 

future efforts of civic engagement (Stokman, 1994). 
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For example, the relatively high turnout rates at apartment buildings (23%) and library 

branches (22%) – compared to the 15% turnout for Election Day voting citywide – merits further 

study as officials seek to determine new voting places and presumably encourage turnout. 

Additionally, the highest turnout resulting from placing a voting site at a police station may 

counter conventional wisdom that may presume voters are unlikely to vote at such locations. 

This finding can influence the policy of the city clerk’s office as future voting sites are chosen. 

Additionally, as local officials, community advocates, and voting rights groups seek to message 

and use other information channels to encourage voting, they may find that informing voters 

about the type of location – if it is one that enjoy higher turnout – could help fulfill their goals.  

In addition, with the finding that higher numbers of voters per precinct may lead to higher 

turnout, election officials should review precinct divisions and consider creating such districts 

with the highest rates of turnout. (This recommendation admittedly assumes causation when 

indeed the dynamic may be more limited to correlation.) Clearly more research is needed, but 

this study serves as a starting point for the inquiry. 

These findings also suggest areas for administrative action by election administrators. 

What is possibly of great interest is the variance in the number of registered voters per precinct 

in Detroit – from three to 2,456. With state requiring precincts to be clearly drawn and limited to 

2,299 active voters or fewer in most cases, there is great flexibility in how these voting districts 

are designed (Michigan Secretary of State, 2017). But having 10 precincts with fewer than 50 

voters, as the dataset shows, seems an inefficient system. 

 Studies and the literature about voter turnout, voter mobilization and voter education 

speak to “incomplete” knowledge about how and when get-out-the-vote efforts are successful 

(Murray and Matland, 2014). But better understanding voter turnout as a function of how voter 
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and election information is developed, disseminated and acted upon relative to observed events – 

in this case previous local election results -- can contribute to the goals shared by many 

disciplines and actors including those in political science, information policy and 

communication: understanding the effect that “institutional practices have in translating policies 

into participation” (Burden and Neiheisel, 2013). The voter turnout data analyzed in this study 

will serve as a basis for expanding analysis in the 2018 statewide elections and beyond. 
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