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Comparison of Voter Participation in Long Term Care 
Facilities in the 2004 and 2008 Presidential Elections 

 
 
 

Summary 

 
The right of a citizen to cast a ballot does not end when they enter a long term 
care facility.  Long term care residents are still members of the community and 
are still citizens of the United States of America.  This report is a summary of 
observations of voting problems encountered in the November 2008 general 
election. 
 
An education outreach program provided voting information to facility staff 
several months prior to the election.  Presentations to residents were given to 
help raise awareness of the election and their right to vote.  The outreach 
program did not make a significant difference in the voter turnout in long term 
care facilities.  The process, however, remained the same.  It is problems with 
the process that will be addressed in this document. 

Scope 

 
This comparison was limited to Skilled Nursing Facilities and Assisted Living 
facilities that were in Harris County, Texas in 2004 and 2008 and reported a 
census to the Department of Aging and Disability Services (DADS).  The total 
number of target facilities used for basis of comparison was 52.  These were 
facilities that appear on both November 2004 and November 2008 DADS census 
reports. 
 
The observations and interpretations are solely those of the author. 
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Table of Data 

 
Data of 52 target facilities in Harris County, Texas. 
 

Facility 
number 

Census 
2004

(1)
 

Ballots 
2004

(2)
 

Census 
2008

(1)
 

Ballots 
2008

(2)
 

Registered 
voters 
2008

(3)
 

2008 
Poll 

Votes
(2)

 

2008 
Early 

Votes
(2)

 

2008 
Mail 

Votes
(2)

 

000169 92 8 76 4 27     4 

000191 73 7 85 2 12     2 

004000 280 79 285 79 163 2   77 

004003 98 4 74 8 26     8 

004062 49 11 51 8 23 4   4 

004077 57 209 56 150 217 11 71 68 

004145 45 7 44 3 6     3 

004292 47 0 43 1 23   1   

004301 107 0 107 0 33       

004355 87 1 74 2 19 2     

004368 78 0 98 6 23     6 

004371 120 15 102 2 11 1   1 

004392 123 2 111 5 9     5 

004397 117 0 165 3 27 1   2 

004446 102 0 99 0 0       

004456 107 23 102 4 30   1 3 

004478 79 4 61 1 55   1   

004610 187 0 30 0 39       

004611 172 0 172 6 15     6 

004657 91 2 73 7 16     7 

004774 152 2 138 7 24     7 

004811 115 1 158 6 20   1 5 

004823 122 7 124 13 32 1   12 

004826 137 1 138 9 17 2 1 6 

004850 81 2 79 0 20       

004890 115 13 118 20 37     20 

004899 79 0 69 8 11 4 4   

004940 100 0 81 0 15       

004966 92 4 93 4 13   1 3 
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004967 95 9 104 9 15     9 

005005 97 1 94 4 22 4     

005028 71 9 42 5 28     5 

005048 98 1 104 0 8       

005056 155 3 152 19 45 3   16 

005057 99 2 101 0 31       

005120 114 5 117 6 21 6     

005135 123 8 68 4 22     4 

005137 133 1 133 1 4     1 

005149 167 6 167 3 12 1 1 1 

005174 127 5 124 14 29   1 13 

005177 156 7 164 23 80 2   21 

005196 117 2 123 8 21   1 7 

005208 123 12 113 16 26 11   5 

005244 109 0 92 0 4       

005316 109 4 119 3 10     3 

005348 133 9 121 10 28 1   9 

005367 136 8 143 2 25     2 

005383 146 0 135 6 8     6 

005400 118   110   50       

100048 114 1 112 4 9     4 

101489 75 8 99 4 20 1   3 

101633 93 3 111 5 15   1 4 

                  

  5812 506 5554 504 1496 57 85 362 

 
 
 2004 2008 
Total ballots cast in Harris County Texas 1,087,461 1,180,401 
Total number of facilities reporting a census to DADS 59 65 
 
Voter registration forms from target facilities submitted by Ombudsmen – 150. 
Voter registrations successfully processed – 110 
Total ballots by mail received – 68,323 
Total ballots by mail counted – 64,302 
Total ballots by mail rejected – 4,021 
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Voter count was determined by a match of the voter address and the facility 
address.  Voter count includes both mail in ballots and ballots cast at the poll.  
Voter count does not include voters that were registered to an address other than 
the facility. 

Summary percentages 

 
Percent increase in total ballots cast in Harris County     9% 
Change in total census of target facilities      -4% 
Percent of facility census casting a vote in 2004     9% 
Percent of facility census casting a vote in 2008     9% 
Percent of registered voters casting a ballot in 2004(4)    58% 
Percent of registered voters casting a ballot in 2008(4)    60.3% 
 
 
(1) Census numbers provided by the Texas Department of Aging and Disability 
Services as public information. 
 
(2) Election results provided by Harris County Clerk’s Office as public 
information. 
 
(3) Registration information provided by Harris County Tax Assessor and 
Collector’s office via the online voter registration data base. 
 
(4) Houston Chronicle, November 5, 2008 “Dems baffled by low voter turnout in 
Harris County” by Alan Bernstein 
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Observations 

Registration 

 
Registration is the first step in casting a ballot and many Long Term Care (LTC) 
residents don’t make it past this first step.  In 2008, Volunteer Ombudsmen 
assisted in registering LTC residents.  Of the 163 registrations submitted, 50 
were rejected. 
 
Reasons for rejections included: 
 

• Check box indicating citizenship had not been checked. 
• Person did not have a driver’s license and did not check the box indicating 

they did not have a driver’s license.  The last 4 digits of the social security 
number was written in the appropriate location. 

• Signature was not legible  
• Printed name was not legible 
• The address provided for residency cannot be a commercial address.  

Some of the facility addresses were tagged as commercial addresses and 
registrations were denied. 

• Neither the facility, nor the appointed guardian would provide last four 
digits of the social security number to complete the form. 

• If resident uses the last four digits of the social security number as 
identification, the name on the form must match exactly to the official 
social security record.  If there are any discrepancies, the form will be 
rejected. 

 
If the registration was rejected, a letter is sent to the resident requesting 
verification of a photo id.  Residents do not usually have a photo id with them 
during their stay.  This is because the facility recommends that residents not 
keep any valuables in their room.  The facility is not required to keep copies of 
any photo ids. 
 
One facility administrator explained that on admission, each resident is asked if 
they wish to vote and she knew for a fact that no resident in the facility wanted to 
vote.  During an Ombudsman round at the facility, two residents expressed a 
desire to vote.  That facility showed no residents that voted in the 2004 or 2008 
election.  The facility checked only once during a resident’s stay and did not allow 
for any changes. 
 
During voter registration drives, the first reaction of residents, staff and family 
members, was usually one of suspicion.  They felt that these drives were being 
pushed by the “other” party to try and change the election.  It took several 
minutes of explanation that the registration drive was not sponsored by a political 
party or candidate to gain the trust necessary to continue. 
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At first glance, assisting a person to complete a voter registration form sounds 
very simple.  A Social Worker with a Masters degree assisted 10 residents with 
registration forms and six were rejected.  A post graduate degree does not 
increase the success rate.  As demonstrated by the League of Women Voters, 
training someone specifically to assist with voter registration does increase the 
success rate. 
 

Casting a Ballot 

 

At a polling location 

 
All residents were encouraged to vote during the early voting period.  Special 
polling places were open on weekends and extended hours during the week.  
These locations were staffed with workers that are more knowledgeable in 
assisting impaired voters.  Most residents were comfortable with early voting, but 
there were a few that preferred voting on the day of the election. 
 
Harris County has several different types of precincts.  In smaller towns this is 
not much of an issue, but in Houston the precincts do not align with one another.  
There is a County Commissioner precinct, a Judicial precinct and a voting 
precinct.  Early voting is the only time that voters from any precinct can vote at 
the same location.  On election day, voters can only cast their ballots at their 
registered polling location. 
 
Transportation is a problem for LTC residents.  Several options that are available 
in Harris County were investigated.  There was no consistent, reliable means of 
transportation.  There was no consistent policy regarding transportation. 
 
Transportation options available: 
 

• Family member 
• Facility Van 
• MetroLift 
• HandiCab 
• County Buses 
• Volunteers 

 
Some of the residents were able to get transportation to early voting by a family 
member.  This was considered the best solution, but the least one used.  Family 
members do not always have a vehicle that can transport an impaired person 
comfortably and safely.  Family members may not be trained regarding transfers 
of a person in and out of a vehicle. 
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Many people assume that MetroLift will provide transportation and it is free when 
traveling to a polling location.  MetroLift is only available to people who are 
certified MetroLift users.  Certification requires a doctor’s letter explaining the 
disability, completion of the eligibility form, and appearance at the MetroLift office 
in downtown Houston for an in-person interview.  The entire process can take 
several weeks. 
 
In 2008, “Vote Now Houston” had a program in association with Yellow Cab, to 
transport people to the polls.  Information regarding this program was broadcast 
during a television news report two days prior to the end of early voting.  There 
were some restrictions regarding eligibility and only the first $50 was covered.  If 
there were any additional charges, the rider would have to pay out of pocket.  
Phone calls made to the phone number given were not returned.  “Vote Houston 
Now” received Help America Vote Act (HAVA) funds.  It would have been helpful 
to know about this program earlier in the election process. 
 
Harris County has several buses that are used for outings by facilities and senior 
groups.  These buses could not be used to transport residents to the polls 
because the county commissioner’s name was on the side of the bus, and the 
county thought it might be construed as trying to sway votes.  Buses can only be 
booked one month in advance and facilities must call at a certain time in the 
morning.  All facilities in the precinct compete for the same buses and it is a first 
come first serve.  No facility was able to book a bus to go to the polls. 
 
One facility contacted their local elected state representative and staff members 
came out with their personal cars and transported residents to the polls. 
 
Facilities would often say that “state regulations” prevented the residents from 
being transported to the polls.  One facility said that each resident must be 
accompanied by a staff or family member during the trip to the poll and it was too 
much of a burden on the staff to take residents to the poll.  Another facility said 
that the facility van could only be used for Medicare/Medicaid reimbursable trips 
and voting was not a reimbursable expense.  One facility stated that it was not 
their policy to let residents leave the facility alone. 
 

Ballot by Mail 

 
Casting a ballot by mail requires that a person first submit an application for a 
ballot.  Applications for ballot by mail must be requested from the county 
elections office.  Only one application can be sent out at a time.  A facility cannot 
request a package of applications for ballot by mail.  However, if a facility has a 
computer, and access to the internet, an application may be downloaded and 
copied. 
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There were some questions regarding the payment of postage for the 
applications for ballot by mail.  Should the postage come from the resident’s 
personal funds, or should the facility pay the postage.   
 
When a person submits an application for ballot by mail, they must first have a 
valid voter registration number.  Voter registration forms and applications for 
ballot by mail cannot be submitted at the same time.  If the applicant does not 
have a valid voter registration number at the time it is processed, the application 
will be rejected. 
 
After the application is submitted and approved, the ballot is mailed to the 
address specified in the application.  There are also other steps that are taken to 
verify that the application and the resulting ballot match to the same individual. 
 
The postal service delivers the ballots to the facility address.  In a Skilled Nursing 
Facility, there are no private mailboxes for residents.  The mail for the facility and 
the residents is delivered the same as a standard commercial delivery.  The 
bundle of mail is brought inside the building and placed where ever the postal 
delivery person has been instructed.  An employee of the facility then sorts 
through the mail and pulls items addressed to the residents.  Ballots are usually 
held by the social worker or activity director of the facility until a time when the 
residents have time and materials to complete the ballot. 
 
Again there were comments regarding who pays the postage on the return ballot.  
The Harris County elections department has stated that as long as some postage 
is on the ballot, it will be delivered to the county.  If it is delivered, postage due, 
the county will pay the remaining postage. 
 
Maintaining privacy during the completion of a ballot for a non-ambulatory 
resident can be a problem.  Residents that are covered by Medicaid or do not 
have the funds for a private room, must share a room.  In a nursing home, the 
rooms are usually 10 ft by 16 ft.  The room space is normally divided by a thin 
curtain that can be drawn for visual privacy.  Each resident’s space usually 
includes the bed, a bedside cabinet, a chair and an over the bed table.  When 
assisting a resident that is bedridden, there is little room to work and the 
roommate can hear the entire process. 
 
The application for mail in ballot and the ballot itself are much more complex than 
the voter registration form.  The ballot packet contains 6 items in addition to the 
actual ballot.  The items are various sizes and can easily fall on the floor and 
hard to retrieve for someone in a wheelchair.  At this time, there are no statistics 
regarding the number of applications for mail in ballot that were rejected.  The 
total number of mail in ballots in 2008 was 68,323 and of those, 4,021 were 
rejected.  Statistics were not available to determine how many rejected 
applications or ballots were submitted from the target facilities. 
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Conclusions 

 
1. There is no reference to voter registration or casting a ballot in the 

Licensure and Certification Handbook from Texas Department of Aging 
and Disability Services.  There are no consistent voting policies from 
facility to facility, or even from election to election.   

 
2. Government agencies require that you to come to them.  There is no 

ability for the government agency to come to you unless you are in 
violation.  From casting a ballot, to getting a state identification card and 
even to request special transportation, the government agencies require 
that you come to them.  When given a choice, LTC residents that are 
ambulatory, would prefer to cast their votes at an early voting location.  
Election officials would like for them to go to an early voting location.  
Transportation is the major obstacle.  Residents and facility staff are not 
aware of any easy, affordable means of transportation. 

 
3. LTC residents that vote by mail, may not have their votes counted 

because of errors in the forms required.  To submit a voter registration 
change of address, or request a replacement card, a complete new 
application is required.  If there are any errors, the application is rejected, 
the request is not processed and the entire cycle starts again.  No one at a 
facility is trained to assist with voter registrations. 

 
4. The premise of the entire process is that everyone has a telephone and 

that most people have easy access to a computer.  Many residents in long 
term care do not have their own phone.  They must use a phone in a 
common a open area.  Some facilities only have one computer, and it is 
located in the administrator’s office. 

 
5. The degree of participation in elections can be a reflection of the 

administration and direct care staff’s knowledge and attitude regarding an 
election.  Many direct care staff are not citizens and others have no 
interest in elections or the election process.  Some administration staff just 
do not want to be bothered.  Some staff member are afraid of being 
charged with voter fraud. 

 

Recommendations  

 
1. Election officials prefer people go to the polls.  It is easier for them to verify 

the identity and assist someone in a secure, controlled environment.  
Many LTC residents would prefer to go to the polls.  To achieve this 
requires 1) a consistent policy regarding travel to the polls, and 2) a 
consistent, safe and reliable method of transportation. 
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2. Residents usually do not have their social security card, driver’s license or 
state identification card with them.  Residents are encouraged to not keep 
any valuable items in their rooms.  The facility is not required to keep 
these documents for them.  Residents sometimes know their social 
security number, but it is not common for a resident to know exactly how 
their name appears on their card.  The facility should be required to keep 
copies of the residents driver’s license or state id, social security card and 
voter registration card in a secure area so that the resident may request 
the information without fear of identify theft.  If the resident does not have 
all of these documents, then the facility should assist the resident in 
obtaining them. 

 
3. The Department of Public Safety should investigate ways to transition 

people who become impaired from a driver’s license to a state 
identification card without requiring a trip to a DPS office.  The DPS should 
also develop a method for issuing state identification cards in a mobile 
setting.  These mobile offices could then visit state licensed facilities to 
issue the identification cards. 

 
4. The county elections department should develop a training program 

specifically for assisting impaired voters with voting at the polls and with 
ballots by mail. 

 
5. At least one person at each state licensed facility should be trained to 

assist residents with registering to vote.  At least one person at each state 
licensed facility should be trained to assist with completing a ballot by 
mail.  Verification of this training should be included as part of the state 
survey. 

 
6. During the care plan meeting, the issue of voting should be addressed so 

that the family, facility and physician can work together so the resident can 
take advantage of transportation opportunities and voter assistance 
programs. 

 
7. The Texas Secretary of State should send notices regarding upcoming 

elections to state licensed facilities to remind them of a resident’s right to 
vote and to prepare for upcoming elections. 

 
8. Resident participation in general elections should be included in the state 

survey 
 

9. Policies regarding transportation, training and other activities relating to 
resident voting should be written in to the State Licensure Guide. 

 
10. All organizations that receive funding from the Help America Vote Act 

and/or provide voting related services in Harris County should be listed in 
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a common location with a short description of the services they provide 
and a working phone number. 

 
11. Maintaining a voter’s registration status in a long term care facility should 

be an ongoing effort.  Transportation to an early voting location should be 
available to residents of long term care facilities at no charge and with 
minimal pre-qualification.  The mail in ballot forms and process should be 
reviewed with improvements to enable those with physical or mental 
impairments to cast their ballot. 

 
12. Voter registration forms, Application for Ballot by Mail, and the actual 

ballot packet should be reviewed with the goal of making them easier to 
handle, easier to read and remove unnecessary information. 

 
13. Provide postage paid envelopes for ballots by mail. 

 
14. Look for ways that technology can be used to assist and support mobile 

voting or traveling early voting clerks. 
 
 

Appendices: 

 
A. Voter registration form 
B. Voter registration rejection letter 
C. Online Application for Ballot by Mail 
D. Contents of Ballot by Mail packet 
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A.  Voter Registration Form 
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B .  Rejection Letter 
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C.  Online Application for Ballot by Mail 
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D. Contents of Ballot by Mail Packet 
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Sample ballot created for training purposes 

 


