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Abstract  

In   recent   years,   campaign   spending   has   increased   drastically,   leading   many   to   worry   that  
big-dollar   donors,   who   are   predominantly   wealthy,   possess   outsized   power   to   influence   policy  
outcomes.   Despite   this   increase   in   spending,   there   has   been   little   federal   campaign   finance  
reform   designed   to   address   big-dollar   donors,   partially   due   to   several   Supreme   Court   cases   that  
have   limited   the   ability   of   the   government   to   regulate   election   spending.  
 
In   2015,   Seattle   citizens   voted   to   approve   the   democracy   voucher   program,   an   ambitious  
initiative   meant   to   enact   much-needed   campaign   finance   reform.   The   program   offers   every  
Seattle   citizen   four   $25   democracy   vouchers   that   they   can   use   to   donate   to   local   campaigns  
during   each   election   cycle.   In   order   to   redeem   collected   vouchers,   candidates   must   agree   to  
restrictions   on   spending   and   fundraising.   By   publicly   funding   small   donations,   the   program   is  
intended   to   encourage   more   disadvantaged   Seattle   residents   to   participate   in   campaign   financing,  
dilute   the   power   of   wealthy   donors,   and   promote   more   diverse   candidates   for   local   offices.   
 
In   this   study,   I   use   data   about   donors   in   Seattle’s   2015,   2017,   and   2019   elections   to   evaluate  
whether   the   democracy   voucher   program   successfully   met   its   first   two   goals.   On   the   first   goal,   I  
find   evidence   that   although   use   of   democracy   vouchers   has   increased,   its   success   in   drawing   in  
traditionally   excluded   users   is   mixed,   with   users   from   the   2019   election   coming   from   less  
disadvantaged   neighborhoods   than   2017   donors.   On   the   second   goal,   I   find   that   the   democracy  
voucher   program   is   insufficient   to   counterbalance   donations   from   wealthy   individuals   and   may  
have   contributed   to   an   increase   in   independent   expenditures.   These   considerations   are   especially  
timely   as   multiple   2020   Democratic   primary   candidates   have   proposed   programs   modeled   after  
Seattle’s   democracy   voucher   program.  
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I. Background  

The   Problem   of   Campaign   Finance  

The   central   premise   of   American   democracy   is   that   it   is   equitable,   with   each   voice   having  

the   same   power   to   determine   political   outcomes.   However,   there   is   mounting   concern   that   we   are  

in   an   age   of   plutocracy,   with   the   government   being   run   by   and   for   the   wealthy.   While   90%   of  

Americans   think   it   is   important   that   “people   who   give   a   lot   of   money   to   elected   officials   do   not  

have   more   political   influence   than   other   people,”   72%   also   think   that   that   statement   does   not  

accurately   reflect   the   state   of   affairs   in   the   United   States   (Jones   2018).   Similarly   a   2019   Gallup  

poll   found   that   only   20%   of   Americans   are   satisfied   with   campaign   finance   laws,   the   lowest  

approval   rate   among   the   22   issue   areas   included   in   the   survey   (Brenan   2019).   Each   of   these  

figures   points   to   a   critically   low   degree   of   public   confidence   in   how   legislators   are   elected   and  

who   they   are   serving   once   in   office.   

The   central   tension   in   campaign   finance   stems   from   the   fact   that   campaigns   are   costly.  

The   most   recent   midterm   election   in   2018   saw   $2.1-billion   spent   by   House   and   Senate  

candidates   along   with   another   $1.3-billion   spent   by   outside   groups   through   independent  

expenditures   (Mayersohn   2018).   The   steep   price   of   that   election   was   not   an   anomaly;   in   the   2016  

election,   a   combined   total   of   $6.5-billion   was   spent   by   candidates   and   outside   groups   in   the  

presidential   and   congressional   races   (Sultan   2017).   A   large   portion   of   this   money   was   spent   by  

the   biggest   donors,   as   the   top   .01%   of   donors   in   terms   of   the   size   of   their   donation   gave   a   total   of  

$2.3-billion   (Sultan   2017).   This   trend   is   troubling   given   that   big   donors   are   predominantly  

wealthy,   by   virtue   of   the   fact   that   they   have   thousands,   and   in   some   cases   millions,   to   spend   on  

elections.   With   the   dominant   role   that   wealthy,   big   donors   play   in   elections,   it   is   easy   to  
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comprehend   fears   that   their   influence   on   politicians   outweighs   that   of   small   donors   and  

non-donors.   

The   research   substantiates   what   many   observers   intuit;   policy   is   largely   driven   by   the  

affluent   (Bartels   2008;   Carnes   2013;   Gilens   2005;   2012;   Gilens   and   Page   2014;   Rigby   and  

Wright   2011).   When   the   policy   preferences   of   the   average   wealthy   individual   differ   from   that   of  

the   middle   class   or   the   poor,   economic   elites’   desires   almost   always   triumph   (Gilens   2005;  

Gilens   and   Page   2014).   In   the   few   instances   where   non-elites   have   their   policy   preferences  

realized,   those   are   largely   cases   in   which   their   interests   align   with   those   of   wealthy   Americans  

(Gilens   2005;   Gilens   and   Page   2014).    To   mitigate   wealthy   individual’s   power   in   politics   and  

their   disproportionate   role   in   campaign   funding,   Seattle   recently   enacted   a   novel   campaign  

finance   reform   program.   This   study   is   intended   to   analyze   the   effectiveness   of   that   reform,   also  

known   as   the   democracy   voucher   program.   

 

Unequal   Political   Participation  

Although   Gilens   and   Page’s   (2014)   findings   indicate   that   affluence   is   correlated   with  

policy   outcomes   that   are   more   closely   aligned   with   one’s   views,   it   does   not   identify   what  

mechanism   the   wealthy   wield   to   influence   policy.   While   it   is   difficult   to   determine   if   there   is   a  

causal   relationship   between   the   behavior   of   the   affluent   and   the   prevalence   of   legislation   attuned  

to   their   desires,   one   contributing   factor   may   be   the   relationship   between   income   and   participation  

in   democratic   systems.   More   affluent   individuals   are   more   likely   to   participate   in   politics  

(Leighley   and   Nagler   2014;   Schlozman,   Verba,   and   Brady   1998;   2012;   Verba,   Nie,   and   Kim  

1996;   Verba,   Schlozman,   and   Brady   1995;   Wolfinger   and   Rosenstone   1980).   While   one   method  
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of   political   participation,   voting,   necessarily   limits   the   degree   to   which   one   can   participate   (i.e.,  

one   person,   one   vote),   other   methods   allow   for   a   gradient   of   participation,   and   in   those   instances,  

high-income   individuals   often   engage   more   intensely   (Schlozman,   Verba,   and   Brady   1998;  

2012).   In   a   comparison   of   political   participation   between   the   top   fifth   and   bottom   fifth   of   income  

earners,   those   who   earn   more   money   are   between   1.5   to   3   times   more   likely   to   vote,   protest,  

conduct   campaign   work,   and   be   affiliated   with   political   organizations   (Schlozman,   Verba,   and  

Brady   1998).   However,   no   disparity   is   as   great   as   that   between   the   groups’   propensity   to   donate  

to   campaigns,   where   the   higher   earners   were   more   than   ten   times   as   likely   to   be   campaign  

contributors   (Schlozman,   Verba,   and   Brady   1998).  

Not   only   are   the   affluent   more   likely   to   participate   in   campaign   funding,   but   they   are   also  

more   likely   to   give   big   donations,   defined   as   donations   of   $200   or   more   (Clifford,   Powell,   and  

Wilcox   1995;   Francia   et   al.   2010;   Wilcox   et   al.   2003).   One   study   found   that   almost   all   big   donors  

have   a   college   degree   and   earn   upwards   of   $100,000   yearly   (Clifford,   Powell,   and   Wilcox   1995).  

While   campaign   donations   are   already   dominated   by   economic   elites,   this   inequality   is   even  

more   apparent   in   the   pool   of   big   donors.   This   is   unsurprising   as,   in   order   to   give   large   sums   to  

political   campaigns,   people   necessarily   have   to   have   a   healthy   amount   of   money   at   their   disposal.   

Similarly,   individuals   who   contribute   to   PACs   or   otherwise   make   independent  

expenditures   are   also   disproportionately   affluent   (Clifford,   Powell,   and   Wilcox   1995;   Francia   et  

al.   2010).    Independent   expenditures   differ   from   money   donated   directly   to   campaigns   in   a  

handful   of   ways.   While   both   are   used   to   advocate   for   certain   electoral   outcomes,   independent  

expenditures   are   not   given   to   a   candidate   or   a   campaign   but   rather   to   a   separate   entity,   such   as   a  

political   action   committee   (PAC),   that   cannot   coordinate   with   candidates   or   campaigns.   Unlike  
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money   donated   to   candidates,   independent   expenditures   have   no   caps   and   fewer   restrictions.  

Similarly   to   traditional   campaign   donations,   independent   expenditures   are   vastly   more   likely   to  

be   given   by   wealthy   individuals   (Clifford,   Powell,   and   Wilcox   1995;   Francia   et   al.   2010).  

While   donating   to   campaigns   has   always   been   an   activity   disproportionately   engaged   in  

by   the   wealthy,   wealthy   donors   are   taking   up   an   increasingly   large   share   of   both   the   amount   of  

money   donated   and   the   total   number   of   donors   (Bonica   et   al.   2013).   Bonica   et   al.   (2013)   found  

that   whereas   the   wealthiest   .01%   of   donors   contributed   between   10-20%   of   total   donations   in  

federal   elections   during   the   1980s,   that   share   reached   over   40%   in   2012.   Further,   these   trends  

apply   roughly   equally   to   both   parties,   suggesting   that   neither   Democrats   nor   Republicans   are  

immune   to   the   influence   of   wealthy   donors   (Bonica   et   al.   2013).   In   sum,   what   was   already   an  

exceedingly   unequal   activity   has   been   growing   increasingly   so.   

There   are   three   theories   for   how   the   wealthy   influence   policy   outcomes   through  

campaign   finance.   First,   their   vast   contributions   might   tip   the   scales   so   their   favored   candidates  

win   more   often.   Second,   their   outsized   participation   may   make   them   disproportionately   visible   to  

politicians   assessing   the   mood   of   their   constituents.   Third,   their   donations   may   be   conditioned   on  

political   favors   in   return   for   their   contributions.   On   the   first   theory,   that   wealthy   donors   exercise  

power   by   putting   their   economic   might   behind   candidates   whose   policy   positions   align   with  

those   of   affluent   individuals,   there   is   mixed   evidence   as   to   whether   campaign   funding   actually  

changes   electoral   outcomes.   In   examinations   of   federal   general   elections,   it   has   broadly   been  

found   that   the   amount   spent   matters   only   around   the   margins,   but   is   often   insufficient   to  

overcome   factors   such   as   the   political   leanings   of   voters   and   incumbency   bias   (Gerber   1998;  

Jacobson   1985).   Gerber   (1998)   and   Jacobson   (1985)   still   find,   however,   that   fundraising  
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capability   matters   in   close   elections.   Additionally,   there   is   strong   evidence   that   fundraising  

ability   is   critical   during   the   primary   process,   especially   in   the   early   stages   as   candidates   build  

name   recognition   and   a   support   base   (Bonica   2016).   The   impact   of   funding   on   primary   success   is  

troubling   when   paired   with   findings   that   affluent   individuals   give   an   immensely   outsized   portion  

of   the   money   in   elections,   indicating   that   donors   have   some   degree   of   power   over   which  

candidate   their   party   puts   forward   (Bonica   2016).   

The   second   idea   as   to   how   campaign   contributions   tip   policy   decisions   in   favor   of   the  

wealthy   is   that   political   participation,   including   campaign   financing,   is   a   way   for   Americans   to  

communicate   their   preferences   to   politicians.   Under   this   theory,   the   high   level   of   inequality  

present   in   who   gives   to   campaigns   combined   with   findings   that   donating   to   campaigns   has  

become   an   increasingly   dominant   form   of   political   participation,   suggests   that   wealthy  

individuals   have   more   ample   opportunities   to   make   their   preferences   heard   (Schlozman,   Verba,  

and   Brady   1998;   2012).   If   it   is   the   case   that   politicians   evaluate   their   constituents’   opinions  

through   how   much   they   participate   and   the   messages   they   send   during   that   participation,  

overrepresentation   of   wealthy   voices   helps   explain   why   politicians   are   more   likely   to   legislate   on  

behalf   of   those   individuals   when   their   inclinations   clash   with   middle   or   lower   income  

populations.   Additionally,   because   big   donors   are   both   more   likely   to   have   personal   relationships  

with   the   legislators   they   bankroll   as   well   as   unique   access   to   politicians   through   social  

fundraising   events,   they   are   more   likely   to   be   heard   than   small   donors   and   non-donors   (Francia   et  

al.   2010).  

This   disparity   in   access   is   important   given   the   ways   in   which   class   influences   political  

priorities.   While   lower   income   individuals   are   more   likely   to   voice   concerns   over    poverty,   jobs,  
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housing,   healthcare,   and   means-tested   benefits,   the   wealthy   voice   more   concerns   over   taxes,  

government   spending,   and   social   issues   such   as   abortion    (Schlozman,   Verba,   and   Brady   1998) .  

Additionally,   even   in   cases   where   both   groups   bring   up   issues   such   as   healthcare   or   poverty   to  

elected   officials,   lower   income   individuals   are   more   likely   to   tie   their   concerns   in   those   areas   to  

personal   experiences    (Schlozman,   Verba,   and   Brady   1998) .   The   fact   that   relaying   personal  

experiences   tends   to   have   more   power   persuading   politicians   of   the   importance   of   those   issues  

means   that   even   when   wealthy   individuals   communicate   issues   largely   concerning   poorer  

populations,   they   are   not   able   to   do   it   as   effectively    (Schlozman,   Verba,   and   Brady   1998) .   This  

factor,   combined   with   the   difference   in   issues   presented   by   these   two   groups   and   the  

disproportionate   number   of   higher-income   individuals   making   their   preferences   known   through  

campaign   spending,   means   that   the   needs   of   lower-income   individuals   are   less   likely   to   be   met  

by   politicians.   

The   final   theory   of   influence   is   that   when   individuals   and   corporations   donate   to  

campaigns   or   spend   through   PACs,   they   obtain   favors   from   elected   legislators   in   return.  

Although   the   literature   suggests   PAC   spending   has   minimal   influence   on   legislators’   floor   votes  

(Chappell   1982;   Grenzke   1989;   Wright   1985),   campaign   donations   may   still   influence  

legislators’   behavior   in   other   ways.   For   example,   Leyden   (1995)   found   that   an   interest   group’s  

level   of   testimony   before   Congress   was   positively   correlated   with   the   interest   group   being  

associated   with   a   PAC.   Others   have   looked   at   PAC   donations   to   exiled   legislators   to   test   for   a  

relationship   between   donations   and   influence   (Powell   and   Grimer   2016).   Exiled   legislators   are  

individuals   who   have   had   to   forfeit   their   seats   on   congressional   committees   due   to   their   party  

losing   its   majority   in   the   most   recent   election.   Powell   and   Grimer   (2016)   found   that   corporate  
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and   business   PAC   spending   to   these   legislators   declined   after   they   lost   their   positions   on  

committees   that   oversaw   the   corporation’s   activities.   Additionally,   business   PAC   contributions   to  

congressional   representatives   who   recently   gained   committee   placement   due   to   their   party  

winning   the   majority   increased   (Powell   and   Grimer   2016).   Taken   together,   these   findings   suggest  

that   corporate   campaign   contributors   selectively   donate   to   individuals   who   they   expect   to   be   able  

to   influence   policy   in   their   favor.   Others   similarly   find   that   business   PACs   exercise   influence  

over   legislators’   committee   participation   and   behavior,   making   them   more   likely   to   draft  

legislation,   propose   amendments,   and   adjust   language   in   support   of   corporate   interests   (Hall   and  

Wayman   1990;   Hall   1996).   Ultimately,   while   it   is   difficult   to   say   for   certain   that   the   trading   of  

favors   is   present,   there   is   some   evidence   to   suggest   an   implicit   understanding   at   the   very   least,  

helping   explain   how   economic   elites   dominate   policy   decision   making.   

 

Existing   Campaign   Finance   Regulations  

Despite   evidence   of   the   influence   that   economic   elites   obtain   through   disproportionately  

large   campaign   donations,   little   has   been   done   on   the   federal   level   to   limit   campaign   spending.   In  

fact,   the   reverse   has   occurred   as   the   decisions   in    Buckley   v.   Valeo    (1976),   which   banned  

regulation   of   individuals’   independent   expenditures,   and    Citizens   United   v.   Federal   Election  

Commission    (2010),   which   protected   corporate   political   spending,   chipped   away   at   the  

government’s   ability   to   regulate   money   in   political   campaigns.   Given   the   difficulty   with   curbing  

independent   money   in   elections,   federal   election   law   has,   to   some   degree,   moved   towards   public  

financing   of   elections   to   counterbalance   the   influence   of   wealthy   donors.   However,   this   type   of  
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public   funding   exists   only   for   presidential   races,   and   no   move   has   been   made   on   a   federal   level  

to   counteract   wealthy   influence   in   congressional   races.  

Several   states   and   locales   have   enacted   legislation   providing   public   funding   for   political  

campaigns   with   the   goal   of   making   races   less   reliant   on   private   donors.   This   public   funding   tends  

to   take   the   form   of   either   grant-based   programs,   where   candidates   receive   a   lump-sum   from   the  

government   earmarked   for   campaigning   and   are   prohibited   from   engaging   in   additional  

fundraising,   or   small-donor   matching   systems,   where   the   government   gives   candidates   additional  

funding   based   on   how   much   they   collect   in   small   donations   (Navarro-Rivera   and   Caicedo   2017).  

In   analyzing   the   effectiveness   of   these   programs,   many   studies   use   competitiveness   as   a   metric  

for   success,   theorizing   that   a   competitive   race   implies   that   candidates   beyond   those   preselected  

and   supported   by   affluent   elites   have   viability.   Thus,   if   a   wide   range   of   candidates   are   able   to  

run,   it   indicates   that   elite   donors   have   less   power   over   the   electoral   process.   There   is   evidence  

that   these   programs   have   made   elections   somewhat   more   competitive.   For   example,   after  

Minnesota   implemented   its   public   financing   program,   the   competitiveness   of   its   statewide   races  

increased   (Donnay   and   Ramsden   1995).   Another   study   evaluating   the   effectiveness   of   Maine   and  

Arizona’s   public   financing   programs   found   a   similar   increase   in   the   competitiveness   of   races  

where   challengers   accepted   the   public   campaign   assistance   (Malhotra   2008).   However,   Kilborn’s  

(2018)   analysis   of   Connecticut's   program   finds   that   it   did   not   succeed   in   increasing   the   candidate  

pool’s   racial   or   socioeconomic   diversity,   indicating   that   more   candidates   may   run   but   they   may  

not   be   fully   free   of   gatekeeping   influences.   Similar   programs   have   also   been   developed   in   a  

variety   of   municipalities,   such   as   in   New   York   City,   Los   Angeles,   and   San   Francisco   (Active  

n.d.).  
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Seattle’s   Democracy   Voucher   Program  

While   previous   public   campaign   funding   programs   generally   either   took   the   form   of  

grant-based   systems   or   small-donor   matching   systems,   Seattle   has   tried   a   different   approach   to  

campaign   finance   reform.   In   2015,   residents   approved   the   Honest   Elections   Seattle   Initiative  

(I-122),   which   created   the   publicly   funded   democracy   voucher   program.   The   program   gives   four  

$25   vouchers   to   each   citizen   during   every   local   election   cycle,   totaling   $100   per   citizen,   and   the  

vouchers   can   be   used   in   both   the   primary   and   general   elections.   The   vouchers   may   be   given   to  

any   candidate   in   a   local   Seattle   election,   after   which   the   candidate   can   cash   them   in   with   the   city.  

Additionally,   a   citizen’s   four   vouchers   may   be   distributed   in   any   candidate   configuration,  

allowing   voucher   users   to   give   all   their   vouchers   to   a   single   candidate   or   to   distribute   them  

amongst   four   different   candidates.  

In   order   to   redeem   vouchers,   candidates   must   enroll   in   the   democracy   voucher   program,  

which   involves   agreeing   to   stipulations   related   to   campaign   conduct.   Those   regulations   include   a  

cap   on   how   much   a   campaign   can   spend   on   the   election:   $300,000   for   city   attorney   and   at-large  

city   council   candidates,   $150,000   for   district   city   council   candidates,   and   $800,000   for   mayoral  

candidates.   Additionally,   candidates   enrolled   in   the   democracy   voucher   program   also   subject  

their   individual   donors   to   a   spending   limit:   $550   for   mayoral   races   and   $300   for   city   attorney  

races   and   city   council   races,   not   including   the   possible   $100   spent   through   democracy   vouchers  

(Seattle   2018).   However,   candidates   who   have   opponents   who   either   are   not   enrolled   in   the  

voucher   program   or   have   a   large   amount   of   support   from   independent   expenditures   may   be  

approved   for   an   exemption   to   the   campaign’s   spending   cap.   In   the   2019   Seattle   election,   almost  
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every   candidate   enrolled   in   the   program   received   an   exemption   from   the   spending   cap   (Baker  

2019).  

Seattle   has   two   traits   that   made   it   ripe   for   this   type   of   reform.   The   first   is   the   presence   of  

robust   business   interests   that   actively   participate   in   local   politics.   With   large   companies   like  

Amazon,   smaller   real   estate   and   development   firms,   and   a   healthy   upper   income   bracket  

contributing   to   political   action   committees   and   candidates,   Seattle’s   political   scene   has   been  

heavily   influenced   by   business   interests.   The   second   factor   that   made   the   city   ideal   for   campaign  

finance   reform   is   the   large   progressive   population;   Seattle   ranked   as   the   ninth   most   liberal  

metropolitan   area   in   the   country   (Balk   2020).   Further,   in   the   2016   election,   87%   of   voters   cast  

their   ballots   for   Hillary   Clinton   compared   to   just   8%   who   voted   for   Donald   Trump   (Seattle  

2016).   Seattle’s   liberal   political   preferences   are   well   represented   in   local   races   which,   while  

officially   non-partisan,   tend   to   reward   liberal   policy   positions.   This   propensity   is   exemplified   in  

the   fact   that   more   self-identified   Democratic   Socialists   occupy   city   council   seats   than  

Republicans   (Associated   Press   2019;   Beekman   2019).   Seattle’s   liberal   bent   has   made   it   more  

amenable   to   progressive   policy   solutions   in   the   realm   of   campaign   finance   reform,   explaining   the  

adoption   of   the   democracy   voucher   program   (Seattle’s   2015).   

Meanwhile,   several   2020   Democratic   presidential   candidates   have   endorsed   policy  

solutions   similar   to   the   democracy   voucher   program.   Andrew   Yang   proposed   the   “democracy  

dollar”   program,   which   would   give   $100   to   every   citizen   in   order   to   “drown   out   the   influence   of  

mega-donors”   and   “allow   the   will   of   the   people   to   show,”   citing   the   Seattle   program   as   his  

inspiration   (Yang   n.d.).   In   2019,   Senator   Kirsten   Gillibrand   introduced   a   similar   plan   which  

would   give   every   American   voter   $600   worth   of   “democracy   dollars”   to   spread   across   the  
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presidential,   House,   and   Senate   races   (Zhou   2019).   More   recently,   Bernie   Sanders   has   added   a  

provision   about   “Universal   Small   Dollar   Vouchers”   to   his   campaign   platform   as   an   additional  

way   to   publicly   finance   federal   elections   and   “get   corporate   money   out   of   politics”   (Sanders  

n.d.).   The   popularity   of   the   democracy   voucher   as   a   method   of   campaign   finance   reform  

highlights   the   need   for   data   driven   research   into   its   effectiveness.   

 

Goals   of   the   Democracy   Voucher   Program   and   Previous   Research  

The   democracy   voucher   program   has   three   goals.   The   first   is   to   get   more   individuals   to  

participate   in   local   politics,   with   special   attention   paid   to   poorer,   younger,   and   non-white  

individuals   (Seattle   2019).   In   order   to   reach   those   demographics,   program   officials   have  

partnered   with   a   variety   of   community-based   organizations   (CBOs),   made   the   online   voucher  

portal   available   in   15   languages,   advertised   the   program   in   media   outlets   geared   towards   people  

of   color,   and   completed   other   targeted   outreach   measures   (Seattle   2018;   2019).  

Another   objective   of   the   democracy   voucher   program   is   to   dilute   the   power   of   wealthy  

campaign   donors.   While   this   goal   is   not   discussed   in   official   literature   from   the   Seattle   city  

government,   many   supporters   and   commentators   have   framed   the   democracy   voucher   program  

as   serving   this   function.   Honest   Elections   Seattle   and   the   League   of   Women   Voters,   two   of   the  

key   groups   involved   in   championing   the   voucher   initiative,   both   independently   described   the  

voucher   program   as   an   attempt   to   get   “big   money   out   of   politics”   (Feher   2015;   Honest   n.d.).  

News   organizations   and   think   tanks   have   similarly   adopted   this   characterization   of   the   voucher,  

with    Vox    calling   the   program   a   “radical   plan   to   fight   big   money   in   politics,”   and   the   Center   for  

American   Progress   deeming   it   an   “antidote   to   big-donor   politics”   (Kliff   2 018;   Tausanovitch   and  
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Lagasse   2018).    Even   if   this   goal   is   absent   from   literature   about   the   program   distributed   by  

Seattle’s   city   government,   it   is   clear   that   those   who   supported   and   covered   the   voucher   saw   it   as  

a   tool   for   diluting   wealthy   donors’   influence.  

The   final   goal   of   the   program   is   to   get   more   Seattle   residents   to   run   for   local   office  

(Seattle   2019).   While   my   analysis   will   focus   on   the   first   two   goals,   it   is   worth   briefly   discussing  

the   available   data   on   this   final   objective.   There   is   some   anecdotal   evidence   to   suggest   the  

democracy   voucher   program’s   effectiveness   in   fostering   a   system   where   non-traditional  

candidates   are   able   to   finance   their   campaigns.   Jon   Grant,   a   candidate   for   Seattle’s   eighth   city  

council   seat   in   2017,   the   first   election   that   the   democracy   voucher   program   had   been   in   effect,  

attributes   his   ability   to   run   to   the   voucher.   Grant,   a   Democratic   Socialist,   advocated   for  

“community-based”   policy   during   his   election,   including   an   ambitious   plan   to   ensure   a   quarter   of  

new   housing   was   geared   towards   low-income   individuals.   Given   his   propensity   for   these   types   of  

policies,   he   is   the   type   of   candidate   who   is   unlikely   to   receive   financial   support   from   wealthy  

citizens   and   corporations   that   might   otherwise   be   potential   donor s   (Norimine   2017).    Grant’s  

story   is   the   same   as   many   other   2017   city   council   candidates,   with   roughly   half   saying   that   they  

would   not   have   been   able   to   run   without   the   voucher   (Associated   Press   2019).   

Due   to   the   novelty   of   the   voucher   program,   limited   research   has   been   done   to   determine  

whether   it   has   met   these   three   objectives.   In   the   sole   academic   study   on   the   effectiveness   of   the  

voucher,   McCabe   and   Heerwig   (2019)   found   that   the   democracy   voucher   successfully   increased  

participation   in   campaign   financing.   Additionally,   they   concluded   that   democracy   voucher   users  

look   somewhat   more   like   the   general   public   than   traditional   campaign   donors   with   regard   to  
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income   (McCabe   and   Heerwig   2019).   However,   McCabe   and   Heerwig   (2019)   conclude   that  

voucher   users   are   still   disproportionately   older,   whiter,   and   wealthier   than   the   general   population.  

However,   several   key   questions   remain.   Despite   suggesting   that   the   voucher   participants  

in   2017   are   more   likely   to   look   like   the   general   population,   McCabe   and   Heerwig   do   not   show  

whether   this   difference   is   statistically   significant.   Additionally,   their   research   does   not   answer  

whether   the   voucher   was   a   powerful   enough   instrument   to   have   a   diversifying   effect   on   the   entire  

pool   of   donors.   Further,   campaign   finance   reform   efforts   often   trigger   backlash   from   economic  

elites   who   find   new   ways   to   retain   power   over   the   electoral   process   (Broder   2004;    Figueiredo  

and   Garrett   2004).   An   examination   as   to   whether   the   voucher   has   had   unintended   consequences  

on   the   flow   of   money   into   campaigns   is   entirely   absent   in   the   literature.   Finally,   no   analysis   has  

investigated   how   the   vouchers’   user   base   during   the   2019   election   compares   to   that   of   the   2017  

election   in   light   of   the   additional   effort   the   Seattle   city   government   has   put   into   making   the  

voucher   more   accessible.   This   study   will   seek   to   answer   these   questions   while   evaluating  

whether   the   democracy   voucher   met   its   first   and   second   goals   of   involving   more   traditionally  

disenfranchised   populations   in   campaign   giving   and   of   diluting   the   political   power   of   wealthy  

donors.  
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II. Data   and   Methods  

Census   Tracts   and   Donor   Datasets  

  To   answer   the   above   questions,   I   designed   several   comparative   tests   using   Seattle  

donors’   census   tracts,   or   neighborhoods,   to   evaluate   what   types   of   areas   voucher   users   tend   to  

come   from.   In   doing   so,   I   combined   administrative   datasets   from   the   Seattle   Ethics   and   Election  

Commission   (SEEC)   and   the   Federal   Financial   Institutions   Examination   Council   (FFIEC).   The  

first   set   of   data   contained   information   about   Seattle’s   political   donors   while   the   second   provided  

me   demographic   information   about   Seattle’s   census   tracts.   By   combining   these   datasets,   I   was  

able   to   make   ecological   inferences   about   democracy   voucher   users,   traditional   campaign   donors,  

and   donors   to   independent   expenditures   groups.   I   was   then   able   to   compare   these   groups   in   a  

variety   of   ways   to   shed   light   on   the   effectiveness   of   the   democracy   voucher   program.  

I   accessed   the   first   group   of   datasets   through   publicly   available   records   of   campaign  

contributions   provided   by   the   SEEC.   These   datasets   contained   every   democracy   voucher  

donation,   traditional   campaign   contribution,   and   independent   expenditure   made   during   each  

election   cycle,   as   well   as   a   variety   of   other   types   of   expenditures.   The   datasets   also   contained  

information   about   the   contributors’   names,   addresses,   amount   donated,   and   democracy   voucher  

IDs,   if   applicable.   From   the   base   datasets,   I   filtered   for   entries   marked   as   C3.2s,   which   are  

contributions   made   to   candidates,   since   other   filings,   such   C4s,   which   measure   money   that  

campaigns   spend,   were   not   relevant   to   my   analysis.   I   likewise   filtered   out   donors   from   outside  

Seattle,   since   my   goal   was   to   examine   the   characteristics   of   donors   within   Seattle.   In   doing   so,   I  

also   examined   addresses   that   appeared   to   be   in   Seattle,   but   that   had   been   mistranscribed   in   some  

way,   including   cases   where   the   city   had   been   misspelled   or   the   zip   code   appeared   to   be   missing  
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digits   or   otherwise   mistyped.   In   order   to   identify   the   latter,   I   inspected   each   entry   where   a   zip  

code   was   missing   a   digit,   and   inserted   the   rest   of   the   address   into   Google   Maps   to   identify   the  

correct   zip   code.   This   process   left   a   total   of   57,303   addresses   in   the   2019   dataset,   34,435   in   the  

2017   dataset,   and   16,004   in   the   2015   dataset.  

From   there,   I   inserted   the   addresses   of   donors   into   the   US   Census   batch   geocoder,   which  

then   returned   the   corresponding   census   tracts.   However,   the   batch   geocoder   initially   failed   to  

find   matches   for   5%-10%   of   the   more   than   100,000   addresses   contained   in   the   datasets.   The  

addresses   that   could   not   be   matched   to   a   valid   record   tended   to   be   PO   boxes,   include   apartment  

numbers,   contain   spelling   errors,   or   be   incomplete.   Aside   from   these   issues,   there   were   a   number  

of   addresses   that   were,   for   unknown   reasons,   unable   to   be   processed   in   a   batch,   but   which   were  

able   to   be   matched   when   entered   individually.   In   order   to   get   more   accurate   results,   I  

individually   entered   each   of   these   addresses.   This   data   cleaning   was   especially   important   since  

many   of   the   addresses   that   initially   returned   no   result   were   from   apartment   buildings   or   were  

addresses   from   specific   streets,   meaning   that   certain   neighborhoods   would   be   underrepresented  

unless   these   addresses   were   accounted   for.   While   addresses   that   were   missing   key   information   or  

were   PO   boxes   could   not   be   matched   to   census   tracts,   3084   of   the   6775   addresses   that   originally  

returned   no   match   were   eventually   identified.   

I   then   combined   these   data   with   data   obtained   through   FFIEC   reports.   From   the   FFIEC  

reports   I   collected   four   statistics   on   each   of   the   census   tracts   in   Seattle:   median   household  

income,   poverty   level,   percent   of   non-white   residents,   and   median   age.   These   FFIEC   reports   are  

comprised   of   data   collected   through   the   US   Census.   With   this   information,   I   sorted   each   tract  

into   one   of   five   quintiles   across   all   four   metrics.   In   the   bottom   quintile   are   neighborhoods   with  
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the   lowest   median   incomes,   highest   poverty   rates,   highest   proportion   of   non-white   residents,   and  

lowest   median   age,   respectively.   In   the   top   quintile   are   neighborhoods   with   the   highest   median  

incomes,   lowest   poverty   rates,   lowest   proportion   of   non-white   residents,   and   highest   median   age.  

In   other   words,   a   higher   quintile   indicates   that   that   neighborhood’s   residents   are   those   more  

likely   to   fit   the   profile   of   individuals   who   are   disproportionately   active   in   campaign   funding.  

Additionally,   each   neighborhood   was   given   a   separate   quintile   ranking   for   each   metric.   For  

example,   a   neighborhood   could   be   in   the   lowest   quintile   for   median   income   but   in   the   second  

lowest   quintile   for   poverty   rate.   Using   the   cleaned   dataset,   I   was   able   to   get   summary  

information   about   how   many   donors   came   from   each   tract,   the   aggregate   amount   of   dollars  

donated   from   each   tract,   and   what   percent   of   each   tract’s   population   had   donated.   Additionally,   I  

was   able   to   measure   each   of   these   factors   across   different   segments   of   the   donor   pool,   giving   me  

the   ability   to   compare   democracy   voucher   donors   to   traditional   campaign   donors.  

 

Evaluating   Who   Democracy   Voucher   Donors   Are   

To   answer   the   first   question   of   whether   the   democracy   voucher   was   successful   at   drawing  

in   new   participants,   with   a   specific   focus   on   populations   that   do   not   traditionally   give   to  

campaigns,   I   performed   several   types   of   analysis.   The   first   was   to   examine   summary   statistics  

about   the   program   to   see   what   percent   of   the   population   used   the   voucher,   how   much   was  

donated,   and   how   those   figures   differed   between   2017   and   2019,   the   two   election   years   in   which  

the   voucher   has   been   used.   Next,   I   used   the   datasets   containing   the   census   tracts   of   Seattle  

campaign   donors   to   show   what   percent   of   individuals   residing   in   each   quintile   neighborhood   in  

terms   of   median   income,   poverty   level,   racial   makeup,   and   median   age   successfully   used   at   least  
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one   democracy   voucher.   This   analysis   helped   show   which   populations   have   used   the   voucher   as  

well   as   illuminating   how   voucher   users   changed   between   2017   and   2019.   Because   individuals  

who   used   their   vouchers   at   different   times   or   for   different   candidates   are   listed   multiple   times   in  

the   dataset,   I   filtered   out   repeat   users   when   conducting   this   analysis   to   avoid   double   counting  

individuals.   From   there,   I   ran   a   chi-squared   goodness   of   fit   test   to   determine   whether   the  

distribution   of   democracy   voucher   users   across   neighborhood   quintiles   reflects   the   distribution   of  

the   general   population.   These   results   help   answer   the   question   of   who   used   the   democracy  

voucher   by   examining   whether   certain   types   of   neighborhoods   have   a   significantly   higher  

participation   rate   than   others.  

I   also   wanted   to   see   how   the   neighborhoods   of   voucher   users   compared   to   those   of  

non-voucher   campaign   donors   in   order   to   evaluate   whether   the   democracy   voucher   reached   more  

individuals   from   more   diverse   locations   than   traditional   campaign   donation   networks.   In   doing  

so,   I   determined   what   percent   of   the   total   democracy   voucher   donations   came   from   the   first,  

second,   third,   fourth,   and   fifth   quintile   of   neighborhoods   in   terms   of   median   income.   I   then  

repeated   this   process   for   each   of   the   other   four   metrics,   poverty   level,   racial   makeup,   and   median  

age.   From   there,   I   conducted   the   same   analysis   on   traditional   campaign   donors’   neighborhoods  

to   get   summary   statistics   indicating   what   proportion   of   traditional   donors   came   from  

neighborhoods   in   each   quintile   across   the   four   metrics.   To   test   for   whether   the   voucher   users’  

neighborhoods   differed   from   the   neighborhoods   of   traditional   campaign   donors,   I   performed   a  

series   of   two-sided   t-test   on   the   difference   in   means   of   each   of   the   four   variables.   This   analysis  

goes   to   the   question   of   whether   the   voucher   has   democratized   the   donation   process   by   examining  

whether   the   democracy   voucher   donors   fit   a   different   profile   than   traditional   campaign   donors.  
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Evaluating   Whether   the   Democracy   Voucher   Counterbalances   Wealthy   Campaign   Donors  

To   examine   the   second   question,   whether   the   democracy   voucher   program   diluted   the  

influence   of   wealthy   campaign   donors,   I   performed   several   types   of   analysis.   The   first   was  

simply   to   identify   the   amount   of   independent   expenditures   in   the   most   recent   Seattle   elections  

and   discuss   potential   causes.   Because   campaign   finance   reform   measures   sometimes   cause  

wealthy   donors   to   redirect   their   donations   elsewhere   (Broder   2004;    Figueiredo    and   Garrett   2004;  

Sebold   and   Dowdle   2018),   it   is   important   to   evaluate   whether   the   democracy   voucher   program  

may   have   had   an   effect   in   increasing   independent   expenditures   in   Seattle.   Additionally,   I  

compared   the   total   spending   in   the   form   of   traditional   campaign   donations,   democracy   voucher  

donations,   and   independent   expenditures   during   the   2017   and   2019   elections.   Because  

independent   expenditures   and   traditional   campaign   donations   tend   to   originate   disproportionately  

from   wealthy   individuals,   a   comparison   of   how   the   amount   spent   by   democracy   voucher   donors,  

especially   those   from   lower-income   neighborhoods,   contextualizes   the   voucher   program’s   ability  

to   represent   interests   that   are   not   usually   heard   through   traditional   campaign   finance  

mechanisms.   Next,   I   used   the   donor   databases   and   census   tracts   of   donors   to   examine   what  

percent   of   the   total   money   donated   came   from   each   quintile   of   neighborhoods   during   the   2015,  

2017,   and   2019   elections.   This   analysis   captures   whether   the   amount   donated   from   different  

neighborhoods   changed   after   the   voucher   program’s   implementation.   If   the   voucher   program   was  

successful   at   democratizing   donations,   the   elections   after   it   was   enacted   should   see   a   larger   share  

of   money   coming   from   more   disadvantaged   neighborhoods.   Finally,   I   measured   whether  

democracy   voucher   donations   are   more   likely   to   go   to   candidates   that   are   ideologically   different  
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than   those   who   receive   the   most   help   from   independent   expenditures.   To   determine   this,   I  

quantified   how   much   support   different   types   of   candidates   got   from   each   type   of   campaign  

spending.   Because   independent   expenditures   tend   to   be   disproportionately   made   by   wealthy  

individuals   and   businesses,   seeing   whether   democracy   vouchers   go   to   candidates   who   are  

ideologically   different   from   those   who   obtain   more   support   from   independent   expenditures  

illuminates   whether   the   voucher   is   being   used   to   counterbalance   affluent   voices.   

 

Limitations  

There   are   several   features   of   my   analysis   that   limit   the   conclusions   I   am   able   to   draw.   The  

first   is   that   my   data   is   at   the   neighborhood   level,   not   the   individual   level.   This   means   that   while   I  

am   able   to   comment   on   what   types   of   areas   donors   are   from,   I   cannot   draw   definitive  

conclusions   about   which   types   of   individuals   from   within   those   areas   are   actually   donating.  

While   census   tracts   are   relatively   small,   they   still   contain   some   heterogeneity,   and   individuals  

who   donate   may   not   fully   share   the   characteristics   of   their   neighborhoods.   Ultimately,   because   I  

am   using   ecological   inference,   my   estimates   of   the   demographic   distribution   of   donors   is  

imperfect.  

Additionally,   because   PO   boxes   are   not   assigned   a   census   tract,   this   analysis   does   not  

account   for   the   donors   who   listed   PO   boxes   as   their   addresses.   As   a   result,   if   PO   box   owners   tend  

to   have   certain   characteristics,   those   will   be   underrepresented   in   the   results.   For   example,   PO  

box   owners   may   be   disproportionately   wealthier   than   the   general   population.   In   Seattle’s   2019  

election,   donors   with   PO   boxes   were   more   than   five   times   as   likely   as   those   with   physical  

addresses   to   give   the   maximum   $500   contribution   to   a   candidate,   and   more   than   3   times   as   likely  
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to   give   the   maximum   amount   in   2017.   This   trend   suggests   that   donors   listing   PO   box   addresses  

may   be   more   likely   to   be   wealthy   donors,   and   their   exclusion   from   my   analysis   means   those  

types   of   donors   are   underrepresented.   However,   the   impact   of   this   error   should   be   minimal,   as  

PO   box   owners   make   up   only   1.1%   of   the   total   sample.  

Finally,   because   the   voucher   system   has   only   been   in   effect   for   two   election   cycles,   many  

of   its   long-term   impacts   are   still   unclear.   Many   Seattle   residents   are   still   learning   about   the  

program   and   how   to   navigate   it.   As   understanding   of   the   program   grows,   it   is   possible   that   its  

user   base   will   change   as   well.   This   is   especially   possible   since   the   individuals   who   are   least  

equipped   to   use   the   voucher   are   those   with   disadvantaged   backgrounds,   suggesting   that   as   public  

knowledge   of   the   program   increases,   those   may   be   the   populations   that   see   the   highest   increases  

in   usage.   As   a   result,   while   this   study   is   able   to   comment   on   the   initial   effects   of   the   program,  

further   analysis   will   be   necessary   to   assess   its   long-term   trends   and   impacts.  
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III. Results  

Goal   #1:   Reaching   Disadvantaged   Residents  

Democracy   Voucher   Usage  

The   first   goal   of   the   democracy   voucher   program   is   to   involve   more   residents,  

particularly   those   from   disadvantaged   backgrounds,   in   Seattle’s   political   process.   One   of   the  

early   fears   of   the   program   administrators   was   low   user   participation.   In   the   2017   election,   reports  

of   individuals   throwing   away   vouchers,   not   understanding   how   to   use   them,   and   having   other  

procedural   issues   dominated   the   program’s   narrative.   However,   rates   of   democracy   voucher  

usage   have   improved   since   its   inaugural   election   in   2017.  

 

Table   1.    Democracy   Voucher   Usage  
  

 2017  2019  
  

Total   Users  12804  27294  

Percent   of   Population  1 1.75%  3.57%  

Voucher   Money   Donated  1,119,325  2,239,610  

 

 

The   2019   Seattle   election   saw   more   than   twice   the   number   of   democracy   voucher   users  

as   the   2017   election,   the   first   election   where   vouchers   were   present.   Similarly,   the   percent   of   the  

Seattle   population   using   vouchers   and   the   total   money   donated   roughly   doubled.   The   increase   in  

1   These   percentages   are   out   of   the   Seattle   entire   population,   including   those   who   were   ineligible   to   use   the  
voucher   because   of   age   or   citizenship   status.   
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participation   is   likely   due   to   increased   knowledge   of   the   program,   in   addition   to   several   new  

efforts   on   behalf   of   Seattle’s   city   council   to   increase   access   to   the   voucher,   such   as   the  

introduction   of   an   online   platform   where   residents   can   assign   their   vouchers   to   candidates  

(Seattle   2019).  

Although   these   trends   suggest   an   increase   in   overall   usage,   they   do   not   explain   whether  

voucher   users   are   individuals   who   would   not   otherwise   give   to   campaigns.   To   measure   whether  

the   democracy   voucher   program   is   reaching   individuals   who   do   not   otherwise   donate   to  

candidates   or   independent   expenditure   groups,   I   examined   how   many   individuals   used   the  

democracy   voucher   as   their   sole   means   of   contributing   money   to   local   politics.   

 

Table   2.    Unique   Democracy   Voucher   Users   
  

 Total   Democracy  
Voucher   Donors  

Voucher   Donors   Who   Also   Gave  
to   Campaigns   or   Independent  

Expenditures  

Unique  
Voucher  
Donors   

Percent   of   Exclusive  
Voucher   Donors  

2017  12804  1479  11325  88.4%  

2019  27294  3730  23564  86.3%  

 

 

Table   2   shows   how   many   of   the   total   democracy   voucher   users   also   contributed   to  

campaigns   through   traditional   means   or   who   gave   to   independent   expenditure   groups.  

Ultimately,   I   find   that   the   vast   majority   of   democracy   voucher   donors   in   both   years   (88.4%   and  

86.3%,   respectively)   used   the   voucher   exclusively.   While   there   is   some   overlap   between  

independent   expenditure   donors,   traditional   campaign   donors,   and   democracy   voucher   donors,  
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the   vast   majority   of   democracy   voucher   donors   are   not   individuals   who   are   spending   in   elections  

through   traditional   means.   This   finding   suggests   that   most   democracy   voucher   users   are  

individuals   who   would   not   have   participated   in   campaign   financing   without   the   voucher.  

However,   the   possibility   remains   that   democracy   voucher   donors   are   using   the   voucher   as  

a   substitute   for   traditional   campaign   donating.   That   is,   it   is   possible   that   individuals   who   would  

have   given   $100   of   their   own   funds   without   the   voucher   program   may   instead   just   use   the  

democracy   voucher   and   give   none   of   their   own   money.   If   this   is   the   case,   the   conclusions   above  

about   how   many   new   donors   are   participating   because   of   the   democracy   voucher   are   inflated.   To  

test   whether   democracy   voucher   donors   in   2017   and   2019   were   individuals   who   might   have  

otherwise   been   traditional   campaign   donors   or   have   given   to   independent   expenditure  

organizations   if   not   for   the   voucher,   I   examined   how   many   2017   and   2019   democracy   voucher  

donors   contributed   in   2015,   prior   to   the   democracy   voucher   program’s   enactment.  

 

Table   3.    Democracy   Voucher   Users’   Participation   in   the   2015   Election  
  

 Total   Democracy  
Voucher   Donors  

Voucher   Donors   Who   Also   Gave  
to   Campaigns   or   Independent  

Expenditures   in   2015  

Unique  
Voucher  
Donors   

Percent   of   Exclusive  
Voucher   Donors  

2017  12804  561  12243  95.6%  

2019  27294  778  26516  97.1%  

 

 

The   evidence   in   the   above   table   shows   that   very   few   democracy   voucher   donors  

contributed   money   during   the   2015   election.   Only   4.4%   of   donors   in   2017   and   2.9%   of  
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democracy   voucher   donors   in   2019   gave   money   during   the   2015   election.   These   findings   suggest  

that   individuals   are   not   using   the   democracy   voucher   to   substitute   for   money   they   would   have  

otherwise   donated   from   their   own   pocket,   since   very   few   democracy   voucher   donors   appear   to  

have   given   money   prior   to   the   program’s   enactment.  

It   is   important   to   note   that   the   impact   of   these   findings   is   limited   for   a   couple   of   reasons.  

First,   it   is   unclear   what   number   of   2017   and   2019   democracy   voucher   users   moved   to   Seattle  

after   2015.   For   those   individuals,   the   fact   that   they   did   not   donate   during   the   2015   election   is   not  

useful   in   understanding   whether   they   would   have   donated   in   2017   or   2019.   Second,   donating  

during   the   2015   election   is   not   a   perfect   indicator   of   whether   one   would   donate   in   the   future.   The  

decision   to   donate   is   contingent   on   a   variety   of   factors,   many   of   which   are   variable   from   year   to  

year.   For   example,   national   political   trends,   such   as   the   election   of   Donald   Trump,   may   have  

prompted   different   rates   of   donation   on   a   local   level.   Due   to   this   confounding   effect,   the  

participation   rate   of   democracy   voucher   donors   in   the   2015   election   is   instructive   as   to   their  

behavior   in   2017   and   2019,   but   not   perfectly   predictive.   While   it   is   impossible   to   determine   with  

perfect   certainty   what   would   have   occurred   in   the   counterfactual   where   the   democracy   voucher  

program   was   not   enacted,   democracy   voucher   donors’   low   donation   rate   during   the   2015   election  

combined   with   the   minimal   overlap   between   democracy   voucher   donors   and   traditional   donors   in  

later   elections   suggests   that   democracy   voucher   donors   are   largely   not   habitual   campaign   donors.  

Ultimately,   it   seems   the   democracy   v oucher   likely   caused   a   number   of   individuals   to   donate  

when   they   would   not   have   absent   the   program.  

These   patterns   of   usage   suggest   that   the   voucher   is   allowing   more   people   to   participate   in  

Seattle’s   political   system.   However,   this   information   does   not   fully   answer   whether   the  
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democracy   voucher   program   achieved   its   goal   of   reaching   individuals   who   usually   do   not  

participate   in   the   donation   process.   To   determine   the   program’s   success,   it   is   important   to  

examine   who   the   new   2019   voucher   users   are   as   well   as   assess   whether   the   voucher   was   used   by  

more   populations   that   are   traditionally   less   likely   to   participate.   

 

Voucher   Usage   by   Type   of   Neighborhood  

To   ascertain   what   kinds   of   individuals   used   the   voucher,   I   analyzed   what   types   of  

neighborhoods   had   the   highest   rates   of   voucher   usages.   In   doing   so,   I   sorted   individual   donations  

by   their   census   tract,   or   neighborhood,   of   origin.   From   there,   I   gathered   the   median   income,  

poverty   level,   non-white   makeup,   and   median   age   of   each   neighborhood   from   census   data.   Each  

tract   was   then   placed   into   one   of   five   quintiles   for   each   of   the   above   categories,   where   higher  

quintiles   indicate   higher   rates   of   characteristics   associated   with   traditional   donors   and   lower  

quintiles   indicate   lower   rates   of   these   characteristics.   A   neighborhood   placed   in   the   highest  

quintile   across   all   categories   would   have   a   low   poverty   level,   a   high   median   income,   a   high  

proportion   of   white   residents,   and   a   high   median   age.   A   tract   in   the   lowest   quintile   for   each  

category   would   have   a   high   poverty   level,   a   low   median   income,   a   high   proportion   of   non-white  

residents,   and   a   low   median   age.   In   order   to   measure   how   widely   the   democracy   voucher   was  

used   across   different   types   of   neighborhoods,   I   calculated   what   percent   of   residents   from  

neighborhoods   in   each   quintile   used   the   democracy   voucher.   
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Table   4.    Percent   Democracy   Voucher   Participation   by   Neighborhood   Quintile   

  1st   Quintile  2nd   Quintile  3rd   Quintile  4th   Quintile  5th   Quintile  

Income        

 2017  0.6  1.0  1.2  1.6  1.7  

 2019  1.1  1.7  2.3  3.5  4.1  

Poverty        

 2017  0.8  1.1  1.2  1.5  1.4  

 2019  1.5  2.0  2.3  3.2  3.5  

Race        

 2017  0.7  0.8  1.4  1.5  1.7  

 2019  1.3  1.4  2.5  3.1  4.2  

Age        

 2017  0.9  0.8  1.2  1.4  2.0  

 2019  1.6  1.5  2.2  3.2  4.2  

 

 

This   table   suggests   that   across   all   four   metrics   (income,   poverty   level,   race,   and   age),  

those   from   areas   that   are   traditionally   more   likely   to   be   involved   in   local   politics   are   similarly  

more   likely   to   use   the   democracy   voucher.   In   2017,   individuals   from   neighborhoods   in   the  

highest   quintile   with   regard   to   race   and   age   were   more   than   twice   as   likely   to   use   their   vouchers  

as   individuals   from   the   lowest   quintile.   Furthermore,   in   terms   of   income,   the   highest   quintile  

neighborhoods   had   voucher   usage   rates   approaching   three   times   that   of   the   lowest   quintile   and  

rates   approaching   double   with   regard   to   poverty   level.   The   disparity   in   use   was   even   more  

pronounced   in   2019;   neighborhoods   in   the   fifth   quintile   for   income   had   usage   rates   almost   four  
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times   that   of   neighborhoods   in   the   lowest   quintile.   This   factor   was   closer   to   2.5   for   both   poverty  

and   age,   and   around   3   for   race.   

Further,   these   results   suggest   that   the   most   privileged   groups   were   most   likely   to   be   the  

beneficiaries   of   the   increase   in   the   program   usage   between   2017   and   2019.   The   most   privileged  

neighborhoods   in   terms   of   poverty   level,   median   income,   race,   and   median   age   increased   usage  

by   2.0%,   2.4%,   2.5%,   and   2.2%,   respectively,   while   the   least   privileged   tracts   increased   by   only  

.6%,   .4%,   .6%,   and   .8%,   respectively.   This   suggests   that   while   the   democracy   voucher   program  

has   been   more   successful   at   reaching   new   users   in   the   most   recent   election,   it   did   not   reach   less  

privileged   populations   at   the   same   rate   as   it   reached   more   privileged   groups.  

There   are   two   important   takeaways   from   these   data.   First,   the   democracy   voucher   is  

reaching   some   disadvantaged   areas,   but   there   is   still   a   large   disparity   in   usage   based   on   the   type  

of   neighborhood   one   resides   in.   Second,   the   voucher’s   improvements   in   reaching   new   users   has  

primarily   benefited   neighborhoods   that   have   a   higher   income,   less   poverty,   a   higher   proportion  

of   white   residents,   and   a   higher   median   age.   It   is   unsurprising   that   those   who   tend   to   have   more  

time,   money,   and   civic   skills   to   engage   in   local   politics   would   also   have   more   time   to   research  

candidates,   access   the   voucher,   and   send   it   to   their   candidate   of   choice.   

While   the   above   analysis   shows   that   2017   and   2019   voucher   users   more   frequently   came  

from   older,   whiter,   and   wealthier   neighborhoods,   it   does   not   tell   us   whether   the   distribution   of  

voucher   donors   differs   from   the   Seattle   population   in   a   statistically   meaningful   way.   To   evaluate  

if   the   higher   participation   of   individuals   from   more   privileged   neighborhoods   is   statistically  

significant,   I   performed   a   series   of   chi-squared   goodness   of   fit   tests.   These   tests   determined  

whether   there   is   a   statistically   significant   difference   between   the   observed   participation   in   the  
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democracy   voucher   program   and   the   expected   participation   of   each   neighborhood.   The   expected  

participation   proportions   were   calculated   using   the   percent   of   Seattle’s   population   that   lives   in  

each   neighborhood   quintile.   For   example,   the   expected   percent   of   contributions   from   the   first  2

quintile   of   neighborhoods   based   on   median   income   is   19.2%,   since   19.2%   of   Seattle’s   population  

lives   in   first   quintile   median   income   neighborhoods   (Table   18).   These   proportions   were  

calculated   separately   for   each   metric,   since   a   neighborhood   in,   for   example,   the   first   quintile  

based   on   median   income   is   not   necessarily   in   the   first   quintile   for   any   of   the   other   categories.  

The   observed   counts   were   calculated   by   determining   how   many   voucher   users   came   from   each  

neighborhood   quintile.   A   low   p-value   resulting   from   these   tests   indicates   that   the   distribution   of  

voucher   users   across   neighborhoods   is   meaningfully   different   than   the   distribution   of   Seattle’s  

population   across   neighborhoods.   For   example,   a   low   p-value   resulting   from   the   test   comparing  

the   distribution   of   the   general   population   against   the   neighborhood   distribution   of   2019   users  

sorted   by   income   quintile   would   suggest   that   individuals   from   neighborhoods   in   a   certain   income  

quintile   are   not   proportionately   represented   in   the   voucher   user   base.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2  To   see   the   expected   proportions   as   well   as   the   observed   values   for   each   type   of   neighborhood,   see  
Appendix   A.  
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Table   5.    Chi-Squared   Test   for   Goodness   of   Fit   
  

  Chi-Squared   Value  
2017  

p    Value  
2017  

Chi-Squared   Value  
2019  

p    Value  
2019  

Income  1257.2  <   2.2e-16***  5267.3    <   2.2e-16***  

Poverty  452.02  <   2.2e-16***  2446.7    <   2.2e-16***  

Race  1234.7  <   2.2e-16***  4890.1    <   2.2e-16***  

Age  1551.7  <   2.2e-16***  4511.1    <   2.2e-16***  

*    p    <   0.05.  
**    p   <     0.01.  
***   p   <   0.001  

 
 

The   low   p   values   resulting   from   each   of   these   chi-squared   tests   indicate   that   in   both   2017  

and   2019   the   proportion   of   democracy   voucher   users   from   each   type   of   neighborhood   does   not  

reflect   the   overall   population   distribution   in   Seattle   to   a   statistically   significant   degree.   Given   the  

above   analysis   showing   that   more   privileged   neighborhoods   had   a   higher   democracy   voucher  

participation   rate,   it   is   likely   that   the   result   of   this   chi-squared   test   is   driven   by   the   fact   that  

disadvantaged   users   are   less   represented   in   the   democracy   voucher   user   base.   Ultimately,   this  

suggests   that   a   neighborhood’s   voucher   usage   remains   highly   correlated   with   higher  

socioeconomic   status,   fewer   non-white   residents,   and   a   higher   median   age.   

  

Comparing   Voucher   Donors   to   Non-Voucher   Donors  

Beyond   the   question   of   what   factors   are   related   to   one’s   likelihood   of   using   a   democracy  

voucher,   it   is   important   to   compare   how   democracy   voucher   users   stack   up   against   traditional  
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campaign   donors.   That   is,   it   is   entirely   possible   for   factors   such   as   a   neighborhood’s   median  

income   or   percent   of   white   residents   to   be   positively   correlated   with   voucher   usage,   but   for  

voucher   donors   to   still   be   more   diverse   than   non-voucher   campaign   donors.   In   that   eventuality,   it  

could   still   be   said   that   the   voucher   is   making   politics   more   equitable.   

 

Table   6.    Percent   of   Donors   in   Each   Quintile   (Median   Income)  
  

Quintile   2017   Traditional  
Donors  

2017   Democracy  
Voucher   Users  

2019   Traditional  
Donors  

2019   Democracy  
Voucher   Users  

1  9.4  10.0  11.2  8.4  

2  16.1  17.9  14.1  14.4  

3  15.9  19.5  19.6  18.0  

4  29.1  27.7  26.7  29.3  

5  29.5  25.1  28.5  29.9  

 

Table   7.    Percent   of   Donors   in   Each   Quintile   (Poverty   Level)  
  

Quintile   2017   Traditional  
Donors  

2017   Democracy  
Voucher   Users  

2019   Traditional  
Donors  

2019   Democracy  
Voucher   Users  

1  14.4  13.3  13.1  11.2  

2  18.3  18.5  17.7  16.7  

3  17.8  20.8  22.5  18.7  

4  24.6  24.9  22.8  26.8  

5  24.9  22.6  23.9  26.6  
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Table   8.    Percent   of   Donors   in   Each   Quintile   (Race)  
  

Quintile   2017   Traditional  
Donors  

2017   Democracy  
Voucher   Users  

2019   Traditional  
Donors  

2019   Democracy  
Voucher   Users  

1  13.0  12.4  9.3  11.1  

2  12.0  13.5  13.4  11.3  

3  25.7  22.3  27.3  20.1  

4  21.4  24.4  22.4  24.9  

5  27.9  27.4  27.7  32.7  

 

Table   9.    Percent   of   Donors   in   Each   Quintile   (Median   Age)  
  

Quintile   2017   Traditional  
Donors  

2017   Democracy  
Voucher   Users  

2019   Traditional  
Donors  

2019   Democracy  
Voucher   Users  

1  15.2  15.0  13.9  14.1  

2  12.2  13.7  13.3  12.6  

3  17.9  19.5  18.1  17.4  

4  24.0  22.8  23.4  25.9  

5  30.7  29.1  31.3  30.0  

 
 

Table   6   shows   that   in   2017,   democracy   voucher   donors   were   more   likely   than   traditional  

donors   to   be   from   the   lowest   earning   three   quintiles.   These   findings   are   largely   consistent   with  

the   results   that   Heerwig   and   McCabe   (2017)   found   when   they   ran   a   similar   analysis   on   the  

income   diversity   of   2017   voucher   donors.   Aside   from   this,   democracy   voucher   donors   in   2017  
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were   more   likely   to   be   from   the   second   or   third   lowest   quintile   neighborhood   in   terms   of   poverty  

level   and   age   than   their   traditional   donor   counterparts,   whereas   traditional   donors   were   still   more  

likely   to   be   from   the   lowest   quintile   neighborhoods   in   both   categories.   These   findings   indicate  

that   while   the   voucher   program   might   be   partially   successful   at   drawing   in   individuals   from  

somewhat   disadvantaged   areas,   they   are   not   pulling   in   as   high   a   proportion   of   users   who   are   from  

younger   areas   or   areas   with   high   levels   of   poverty.   Finally,   the   results   on   race   are   mixed;   the  

voucher   drew   a   higher   proportion   of   its   users   from   neighborhoods   in   the   second   and   fourth  

quintile   compared   to   traditional   donors,   whereas   the   reverse   was   true   for   the   first,   third,   and   fifth  

quintile,   suggesting   that   voucher   users   came   from   neighborhoods   with   roughly   equal   proportions  

of   non-white   residents   as   non-voucher   donors.   

The   results   from   the   2019   election   are   less   promising;   they   show   that   voucher   users   were  

more   likely   to   come   from   the   most   privileged   two   quintiles   of   neighborhoods   across   all   four  

metrics   (with   the   exception   of   the   fifth   quintile   of   neighborhoods   ranked   based   on   age,   where  

traditional   campaign   donors   occupied   a   larger   relative   share).   There   are   two   small   areas   of  

success;   users   in   the   least   white   and   youngest   neighborhoods   made   up   a   larger   share   of   voucher  

users   than   they   did   in   the   traditional   donor   distribution.   However,   in   every   other   circumstance  

across   all   four   categories,   the   share   of   democracy   vouchers   users   in   the   bottom   three   quintiles   of  

neighborhoods   was   smaller   than   or   roughly   equal   to   the   relative   share   of   non-voucher   donors.  

These   findings   substantiate   the   results   from   Table   4,   which   suggested   that   the   additional   voucher  

users   from   2019   were   more   likely   to   come   from   privileged   neighborhoods.   

It   is   important   to   note   that   these   results   do   not   indicate   that   fewer   people   from  

disadvantaged   backgrounds   used   the   voucher   between   2017   and   2019;   the   results   in   Table   4  
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suggest   the   opposite,   showing   that   on   net   more   individuals   from   those   neighborhoods   used   the  

voucher   in   2019.   Rather   these   results   suggest   that   individuals   from   wealthy,   white,   and   older  

areas   make   up   a   higher   percent   of   the   democracy   voucher   user   base   than   they   do   the   traditional  

donor   user   base.   This   distinction   is   important,   and   brings   to   focus   an   important   question   about  

the   voucher’s   goals.   That   is,   is   it   valuable   to   have   more   individuals   participating   if   the   same  

patterns   of   inequality   visible   in   normal   campaign   contributions   replicate   themselves   in  

democracy   voucher   usage?   

In   order   to   determine   whether   the   democracy   voucher   donors   came   from   meaningfully  

different   neighborhoods   than   traditional   campaign   donors,   I   performed   a   series   of   t-tests   to   see  

whether   the   means   of   certain   neighborhood   attributes   differed   in   a   statistically   significant   manner  

between   the   two   dono r   pools.   To   calculate   these   means,   I   matched   each   donor   with   the   attributes  

of   their   neighborhood.   I   then   separated   donors   into   two   pools:   democracy   voucher   donors   and  

traditional   donors.   From    there   I   averaged   the   median   income   values   of   both   pools   and   repeated  

the   process   for   each   of   the   other   measured   attributes:   percent   of   individuals   below   the   poverty  

line,   percent   of   non-white   residents,   and   median   age.   If   the   democracy   voucher   had   been  

successful   in   reaching   more   diverse   targets,   its   users   should   come   from   neighborhoods   with   a  

lower   median   income,   a   higher   rate   of   poverty,   a   larger   proportion   of   non-white   residents,   and   a  

lower   median   age   than   the   traditional   donors.   
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Table   10.    Differences   in   Neighborhoods   of   Democracy   Voucher   Users   and   Traditional   Campaign   Donors   (2017)  
  

Neighborhood  
Characteristic  

Traditional   Donors  
Mean  

Democracy   Voucher  
Donor   Mean  

t   Value  p   Value   

  Median   Income  81918.27   77786.90   11.348  2.2e-16**  

%   Poverty  12.14065  12.35332   -1.8042  0.07121  

%Non-White  31.64841  31.23363   1.7102  0.08724  

Median   Age  55.68829   55.36316   1.5027  0.1329  

*    p    <   0.05.  
**    p   <     0.01.  

 

Table   11.    Differences   in   Neighborhoods   of   Democracy   Voucher   Users   and   Traditional   Campaign   Donors   (2019)  
  

Neighborhood  
Characteristic  

Traditional   Donors  
Mean  

Democracy   Voucher  
Donor   Mean  

t   Value  p   Value   

  Median   Income  79366.71    81703.00   -8.1998  2.498e-16**  

%Poverty     12.35441  11.42866   10.121  2.2e-16**  

%Non-White  30.49412  29.57315  5.1781  2.254e-07**  

Median   Age  55.92597  56.02875  -0.62955  0.529  

*    p    <   0.05.  
**    p   <     0.01.  

 

The   analysis   in   Table   10   shows   that   on   average,   voucher   donors   in   2017   came   from  

neighborhoods   with   lower   median   incomes   than   traditional   campaign   donors.   However,   there  

was   no   statistically   significant   difference   in   the   average   percent   of   residents   living   in   poverty,  

proportion   of   non-white   residents,   or   median   age   in   voucher   donor’s   neighborhoods.   These  

conclusions   indicate   that   the   democracy   voucher   may   have   reached   more   diverse   users   with  
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regard   to   income,   but   may   not   have   successfully   reached   residents   in   more   diverse  

neighborhoods   with   regard   to   race,   age,   or   poverty   level.   

The   results   from   2019,   displayed   in   Table   11,   are   more   troubling.   Not   only   did   the  

democracy   voucher   program   fail   to   improve   outreach   to   individuals   from   areas   with   more  

poverty,   a   higher   concentration   of   non-white   residents,   and   a   younger   median   age,   but  

democracy   voucher   users   were   on   average   from   slightly   less   disadvantaged   neighborhoods   than  

traditional   campaign   donors   with   regard   to   poverty   level   and   race.   Additionally,   while   the  

voucher   was   used   by   more   individuals   from   lower   income   neighborhoods   compared   to  

traditional   donors   in   2017,   this   trend   reversed   in   2019,   with   voucher   users   on   average   coming  

from   slightly   higher   income   neighborhoods   compared   to   their   traditional   donor   counterparts.   The  

relatively   minimal   difference   in   means   showcased   above   indicates   that   while   these   results   are  

statistically   significant,   they   are   not   practically   meaningful.   In   light   of   this   reality,   the   2019  

democracy   voucher   donor   pool   should   be   considered   roughly   as   diverse   as   the   traditional   donor  

pool   in   terms   of   socioeconomic   status,   race,   and   age.  

The   2019   results   are   concerning   nonetheless.   They   suggest   that   while   the   voucher   was  

used   by   more   individuals   on   net   in   2019   compared   to   2017,   the   users   were   not   the   populations  

that   the   voucher   program   intended   to   target.   To   be   sure,   these   results   do   not   indicate   that   no  

individuals   from   diverse   areas   used   the   democracy   voucher;   rather   they   indicate   that   the   voucher  

users   from   less   diverse   areas   vastly   outnumbered   the   more   diverse   users.   

Ultimately,   the   evidence   suggests   that   the   democracy   voucher   reached   individuals   who  

have   not   previously   donated   to   campaigns   and   has   gained   popularity   in   the   years   since   its   debut  

election.   It   is   important   to   note   that   the   voucher   has   reached   a   number   of   traditionally   excluded  



  Eshleman   39  

individuals   who   otherwise   would   likely   not   donate   to   political   campaigns.   One   could   argue   that  

their   mere   participation,   divorced   of   any   electoral   outcomes,   is   valuable,   and   to   the   extent   that   it  

is,   the   voucher   can   be   championed   as   a   success.   However,   given   that   neighborhoods   with   a  

higher   median   income,   lower   poverty   levels,   more   white   populations,   and   a   higher   median   age  

had   higher   voucher   participation   rates,   it   is   clear   that   more   efforts   can   be   made   to   target  

disadvantaged   populations.   Additionally,   the   evidence   that,   on   average,   voucher   users   in   2019  

came   from   roughly   the   same   types   of   neighborhoods   as   traditional   campaign   donors   similarly  

prompts   questions   about   whether   the   voucher   program   has   succeeded   in   reaching   the   populations  

it   intended   to.   In   sum,   this   analysis   finds   that   while   the   democracy   voucher   has   allowed   more  

individuals,   including   some   number   of   individuals   from   disadvantaged   areas,   to   participate   in  

funding   campaigns,   the   more   recent   voucher   donor   base   appears   to   be   at   least   as   unequal   in  

terms   of   race,   class,   and   age   as   traditional   campaign   donors.  

 

Goal   #2:   Counterbalance   Wealthy   Donations   

Independent   Expenditures   in   Seattle’s   Elections  

Another   goal   of   the   democracy   voucher   program   is   to   counterbalance   the   impact   of   big  

donors,   who   are   disproportionately   affluent,   by   increasing   the   number   of   small   donors.   In   order  

to   analyze   the   voucher   program’s   effectiveness   in   diluting   the   power   of   major   donors,   it   is  

necessary   to   understand   the   impact   vouchers   may   have   had   on   Seattle’s   independent  

expenditures.   Because   major   donors   influence   local   politics   not   just   through   traditional   campaign  

spending   but   also   through   independent   expenditures,   independent   expenditures   are   an   important  

factor   in   evaluating   whether   the   voucher   met   its   goal.   
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In   Seattle’s   most   recent   city   council   election,   almost   $4.5-million   poured   into   the   city’s  

seven   city   council   races   through   independent   expenditures   (Table   12),   more   than   was   spent   in   all  

of   the   prior   recorded   city   council   elections   combined.   Prominent   groups   behind   these  

independent   expenditures   in   Seattle's   last   election   include   the   Seattle   Chamber   of  

Commerce-sponsored   Civic   Alliance   for   a   Sound   Economy,   Moms   for   Seattle,   the   Civic   Alliance  

for   a   Progressive   Economy,   and   the   People   for   Seattle.   To   see   how   independent   expenditures   in  

Seattle’s   most   recent   elections   compared   to   those   in   previous   elections,   I   collected   statistics  

about   each   election   including   how   much   was   spent   by   independent   expenditure   groups   and   how  

many   races   were   run.  

 

Table   12.    Seattle   Independent   Expenditure   Amounts  

  2013  2015  2017  2019  
  

Total   Independent  
Expenditure   Amount  

$556,385  $784,644  $1,252,458  $4,418,678  

Number   of   City  
Council   Races   

4  9  2  7  

Mayoral   Race?  Yes  No  Yes  No  

Expenditures   Per   Race  111,277  87,183  417,486  631,240  

 
 

There   is   a   stark   difference   in   both   the   total   dollars   spent   through   independent  

expenditures   and   the   expenditures   per   race   before   and   after   the   implementation   of   the   voucher.   In  

the   2017   election,   the   first   election   held   after   the   implementation   of   the   democracy   voucher  
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program,   the   total   number   of   independent   expenditures   broke   $1.2-million   despite   there   only  

being   two   city   council   races   and   one   mayoral   race.   In   comparison,   the   last   election   prior   to   the  

implementation   of   the   voucher   saw   less   than   $800,000   in   independent   expenditures   with   nine  

council   seats   up   for   grabs.   Additionally,   the   number   of   independent   expenditures   per   race,  

including   both   council   and   mayoral   races,   sharply   increased   in   the   elections   since   the   passage   of  

the   voucher.   Pre-voucher,   independent   expenditures   seemed   to   average   around   $100,000   per  

race,   whereas   in   the   elections   post-voucher   they   averaged   more   than   $500,000.   

The   question   remains   whether   this   increase   in   independent   expenditures   is   related   to   the  

implementation   of   the   democracy   voucher   program.   It   seems   plausible   that   the   passage   of   a  

measure   meant   to   give   political   power   to   groups   whose   interests   usually   diverge   from   those   of  

business   owners   and   wealthy   elites   might   spur   these   groups   to   respond   by   attempting   to   retain  

power   over   local   politics.   While   it   is   difficult   to   trace   the   increase   in   independent   expenditures  

back   to   any   particular   cause,   the   timing   suggests   a   possible   relationship   between   this   trend   and  

the   implementation   of   the   democracy   voucher   program.  

There   are   several   other   potential   explanations   for   the   increase   in   independent  

expenditures.   The   first   is   that   the   independent   expenditure   spending   could   be   a   response   to   the  

city   council’s   2018   measure   levying   a   “per-employee”   tax   on   businesses   in   order   to   fund  

homelessness   assistance   (Wingfield   2018).   This   tax   would   have   collected   vast   amounts   of   money  

from   big   companies   in   Seattle,   including   more   than   $10-million   per   year   from   Amazon.   After  

Amazon   threatened   to   begin   the   process   of   moving   out   of   Seattle   in   response,   the   council   quickly  

reversed   course   (Baker   2019).   While   these   events   may   help   explain   Amazon’s   increased  

spending   in   the   2019   city   council   race   and   thus   part   of   the   bump   in   independent   expenditures   that  
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occurred   between   2017   and   2019,   it   does   not   account   for   the   vast   increase   in   independent  

expenditures   per   race   that   occurred   between   2015   and   2017   nor   the   motivations   for   other   groups  

that   increased   their   political   spending   during   that   period.  

Similarly,   some   have   suggested   that   because   seven   of   the   nine   council   seats   were   up   for  

grabs   in   the   2019   election,   business   interests   saw   it   as   an   opportunity   to   remake   the   council   in  

their   interests   (Dawson   2020).   However,   this   explanation   again   does   not   account   for   the  

increased   spending   in   the   2017   race   where   only   two   council   seats   and   the   mayoralty   were   at  

stake.   Additionally,   this   explanation   is   made   less   plausible   by   the   fact   that   the   2015   election,  

where   all   nine   city   council   seats   were   in   contention,   did   not   draw   the   type   of   spending   seen   in  

2019.   In   fact,   the   2015   election   had   even   fewer   expenditures   per   race   than   the   prior   election   in  

2013.  

Finally,   it   is   possible   that   the   election   of   Donald   Trump   in   2016   spurred   a   greater  

involvement   in   politics,   not   just   federally   but   also   locally.   However,   it   is   unclear   why   backlash   to  

the   Trump   presidency   would   cause   organizations   and   individuals   to   donate   money   to   local  

political   races   where   the   ideology   of   viable   candidates   ranges   from   moderately   liberal   to  

progressive,   as   opposed   to   being   more   involved   in   state   and   federal   political   races   where   the  

option   is   usually   between   Republicans   and   Democrats.   

While   any   of   these   explanations   may   have   contributed   to   the   observed   trend,   they   do   not  

fully   explain   the   increase   in   independent   expenditures   observed.   Although   it   is   impossible   to   say  

with   certainty   that   the   democracy   voucher   was   a   determining   factor   in   the   increase   in  

independent   expenditures,   it   seems   possible   that   fear   over   voucher   users   welding   too   much  

power   in   local   politics   may   have   played   some   part   in   catalyzing   independent   spending.   This  
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possibility   is   especially   relevant   as   legislators   in   other   jurisdictions   consider   adopting   similar  

programs.  

 

Comparing   Voucher   Contributions   to   Non-Voucher   Contributions   and   Independent   Expenditures  

Another   salient   question   is   whether   the   democracy   voucher   is   an   adequate   tool   to   take   on  

wealthy   interests   in   Seattle’s   local   elections,   outside   of   the   debate   over   whether   it   contributed   to  

the   increase   in   expenditures   itself.   As   noted   above,   one   of   the   goals   of   the   Seattle   voucher,   as  

well   as   the   goals   of   presidential   candidates   who   have   integrated   versions   of   the   voucher   into   their  

platform,   is   to   diminish   the   influence   of   wealthy   elites   and   corporations   in   political   races.   In  

order   to   evaluate   the   voucher   program’s   success   in   diluting   wealthy   campaign   donations,   I  

examine   how   the   amount   contributed   through   voucher   donations   compares   to   the   amount  

contributed   through   both   independent   expenditures   and   traditional   campaign   donations.  

 

Table   13.    Independent   Expenditure   Spending   Versus   Democracy   Voucher   Spending   (Median   Income)  
  

 Independent  
Expenditures  

Campaign  
Donations  

Democracy  
Voucher   all  

Democracy  
Voucher   Bottom  
Three   Quintiles  

Democracy  
Voucher   Bottom  

Two   Quintiles  

2017  $1,252,458  $2,431,686  $1,119325  $532,825  $313,450  

2019  $4,418,678  $2,067,848  $2,239,600  $902,225  $505,800  

 
 

In   2017,   the   total   voucher   usage   of   just   over   $1-million   fell   slightly   short   of   matching  

independent   expenditures,   and   was   less   than   half   of   non-voucher   campaign   donations   which  

added   up   to   almost   $2.5-million.   In   2019,   more   money   was   spent   through   democracy   vouchers  
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than   through   general   campaign   donations.   However,   independent   expenditures   outpaced  

democracy   vouchers   by   almost   double.  

It   is   perhaps   more   salient   to   compare   independent   expenditure   and   traditional   campaign  

donation   spending   to   democracy   vouchers   used   by   those   living   in   neighborhoods   with   relatively  

lower   median   incomes.   Those   living   in   neighborhoods   with   high   median   incomes   are   more   likely  

to   have   preferences   that   align   with   traditional   campaign   donors,   even   if   high-income   voucher  

donors   are   also   small   donors.   Therefore,   in   evaluating   the   democracy   voucher’s   potential   ability  

to   counteract   the   will   of   wealthy   campaign   donors,   the   salient   voucher   contributions   are   those  

coming   from   low-income   neighborhoods.   In   2017,   democracy   voucher   donors   from  

neighborhoods   in   the   bottom   two   median   income   quintiles   contributed   $313,450   compared   to   the  

$3,684,144   composite   independent   expenditures   and   traditional   campaign   donations   that   flooded  

that   election.   The   disparity   was   even   more   extreme   in   2019,   with   $505,800   being   spent   by  

democracy   voucher   donors   from   the   bottom   two   median   income   quintiles   while   $6,486,526   was  

spent   by   traditional   campaign   and   independent   expenditure   donors.   With   democracy   vouchers  

from   less   privileged   neighborhoods   making   up   less   than   a   tenth   of   the   size   of   traditional  

donations   and   independent   expenditures,   it   is   somewhat   unclear   how   much   of   an   impact   the  

democracy   vouchers   have   in   drowning   out   wealthier   voices.  

In   order   to   measure   whether   the   voucher   made   the   donation   pool   more   equitable,   and   thus  

served   its   purpose   of   balancing   out   the   voices   of   wealthier   populations,   I   compared   the  

proportion   of   money   donated   from   each   quintile   of   neighborhood.   If   the   democracy   voucher   had  

effectively   democratized   Seattle’s   campaign   finance   landscape,   the   2017   and   2019   elections  

should   have   a   higher   proportion   of   the   money   donated   coming   from   more   disadvantaged  
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neighborhoods.   Unlike   in   earlier   analyses,   I   measured   the   amount   of   money,   not   the   number   of  

donors,   coming   from   each   quintile,   since   the   amount   of   money   donated   is   more   closely  

associated   with   gaining   electoral   power   than   simply   the   number   of   donors.  

 

Table   14.    Percent   Democracy   Voucher   Participation   by   Neighborhood   Quintile   

  1st   Quintile  2nd   Quintile  3rd   Quintile  4th   Quintile  5th   Quintile  

Income        

 2015  7.58  12.01  13.82  36.06  30.53  

 2017  8.48  13.57  15.78  30.85  31.33  

 2019  8.08  13.01  17.34  29.25  32.31  

Poverty        

 2015  17.79  15.87  14.15  25.45  26.74  

 2017  14.50  16.80  16.47  25.43  26.79  

 2019  12.13  15.84  18.08  26.26  27.69  

Race        

 2015  7.78  12.11  32.77  19.29  28.05  

 2017  10.09  11.52  26.62  21.35  30.41  

 2019  9.53  11.44  22.54  23.44  33.04  

Age        

 2015  21.79  11.23  14.95  23.69  28.34  

 2017  16.57  11.56  15.97  25.31  30.52  

 2019  14.33  11.67  16.70  26.66  30.65  
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Table   14   shows   what   percent   of   the   total   money   donated   in   2015,   2017,   and   2019   came  

from   each   type   of   neighborhood,   using   the   same   quintile   distribution   that   was   employed   earlier.  

If   the   voucher   had   been   successful   in   diluting   the   voices   of   privileged   campaign   donors,   the  

proportion   of   total   donations   coming   from   lower   quintiles   should   be   higher   in   2017   and   2019  

than   it   was   in   2015.   A   comparison   between   donations   made   in   2015   and   2017   reveals   somewhat  

mixed   results.   In   terms   of   median   income,   each   lower   quintile   donated   a   larger   share   of   the   total  

money   donated   in   2017   than   in   2015.   However,   in   terms   of   poverty   and   age,   2015   saw   a   larger  

share   of   money   donated   by   individuals   in   the   lowest   quintiles,   whereas   the   trend   reversed   for   the  

second   and   third   lowest   quintiles.   This   corroborates   prior   results   suggesting   that   the   democracy  

voucher   was   more   effective   at   reaching   areas   with   medium-high   rates   of   poverty   and  

medium-low   median   ages,   but   not   areas   with   high   poverty   and   younger   residents.   Finally,   in  

terms   of   race,   there   are   varied   results,   with   a   higher   share   of   donations   coming   from   both   the  

lowest   quintile   and   the   highest   quintile   in   2017   versus   2015,   revealing   no   clear   trend.   

A   comparison   between   the   2019   and   2015   donations   exposes   a   similarly   unclear   pattern  

in   terms   of   race,   with   the   lowest   and   highest   quintile   both   generating   relatively   higher   amounts  

of   money   in   2019   than   in   2015,   uncovering   no   defined   trend.   The   results   in   the   poverty   and   age  

comparisons   are   clearer;   in   both   cases,   a   higher   proportion   of   donations   came   from   the   top   three  

quintiles   in   2019   than   in   2015.   This   finding   is   consistent   with   earlier   analysis   which   suggested  

that   the   democracy   voucher   was   not   used   by   individuals   from   more   disadvantaged   areas   with  

regard   to   age   and   poverty   level.   Finally,   in   terms   of   median   income,   2019   seems   to   have   a  

slightly   higher   share   of   donations   coming   from   low-income   neighborhoods   than   2015   did.   Given  

the   earlier   evidence   that   democracy   voucher   donors   in   2019   came   from   neighborhoods   with  



  Eshleman   47  

higher   median   incomes   than   the   general   campaign   donors,   this   result   is   surprising.   Because   of  

the   earlier   analysis   of   the   2019   donor   pool,   it   seems   likely   that   this   trend   is   due   to   factors   other  

than   the   voucher,   such   as   the   candidates   in   2019   being   more   appealing   to   less   privileged  

individuals   than   the   2015   candidates   were.   However,   without   further   analysis   it   is   unclear   what  

caused   this   effect.  

These   results   validate   prior   findings   that   the   voucher   has   had   a   limited   impact,   if   any,   in  

diluting   the   power   of   privileged   campaign   donors.   The   data   from   2019   show   that   the   pool   of  

campaign   contributions   has   only   become   more   unequal   in   terms   of   poverty   level   and   age,   while  

showing   no   discernible   change   with   regard   to   race   and   only   a   slight   improvement   in   terms   of  

median   income,   the   origins   of   which   are   questionable.   

 

Types   of   Candidates   Supported   by   Independent   Expenditures   Versus   Democracy   Vouchers  

In   considering   the   impact   of   the   democracy   voucher   on   combating   the   will   of   wealthy  

donors,   it   is   relevant   to   examine   whether   democracy   vouchers   went   to   the   same   or   different  

candidates   than   independent   expenditures.   To   investigate   this   question,   I   examined   the   amount  

donated   through   democracy   vouchers   to   each   city   council   candidate   during   the   2019   general  

election.   Because   Seattle   elections   are   officially   non-partisan,   I   manually   categorized   candidates  

as   either   moderate   or   progressive   based   on   endorsements   from   news   sources   and   other   local  

organizations.   I   then   calculated   what   proportion   of   democracy   voucher   donations   moderate  3

candidates   versus   progressive   candidates   garnered.   In   the   general   election,   there   were   seven  

progressive   and   seven   moderate   candidates,   and   six   of   each   group   participated   in   the   democracy  

3   For   a   more   detailed   description   of   my   methodology,   see   Appendix   B.  
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voucher   program.   I   repeated   this   process   to   calculate   which   candidates   independent   expenditures  

went   to.  

 

Table   15.    Share   of   Democracy   Vouchers   and   Independent   Expenditures   Garnered   by   Progressives   Versus  
Moderates   in   the   2019   Seattle   City   Council   General   Election  

  

 Total   Obtained  
Through   Democracy  

Vouchers   

Percent   of  
Democracy  
Vouchers  

Total   Independent  
Expenditures  

Obtained  

Percent   of  
Independent  
Expenditures  

Moderates  $1,098,075  49.03%  $3,207,518  72.59%  

Progressives  $1,141,525  50.97%  $1,211,160  27.41%  

 

 

This   analysis   found   that   democracy   vouchers   were   split   more   or   less   evenly   among  

moderate   and   progressive   candidates,   with   both   amassing   about   $1.1-million   total.   Meanwhile,  

independent   expenditures   tipped   heavily   in   favor   of   moderate   candidates,   whose   elections  

garnered   $3.2-million,   72.6%   of   the   total   donated,   as   compared   to   the   $1.2-million,   27.4%   of   the  

total   donated,   put   towards   electing   progressive   candidates.   

These   results   indicate   that   democracy   vouchers   are   not   successfully   offsetting  

independent   expenditures.   The   harm   associated   with   independent   expenditures   is   that   they   tilt   the  

political   playing   field   in   favor   of   candidates   who   are   more   likely   to   pass   policies   that   privilege  

the   interests   of   wealthy   elites   and   corporations.   The   democracy   voucher   program   does   not   fully  

help   counterbalance   that   spending   since   the   vouchers   are   being   distributed   roughly   equally   to  

candidates   with   and   without   support   from   wealthy   donors   wielding   independent   expenditures.  
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Aside   from   quantitative   comparisons   of   independent   expenditure   spending   versus  

democracy   voucher   spending,   there   is   some   anecdotal   evidence   to   suggest   that   the   democracy  

voucher   is   not   being   used   to   fill   in   spending   gaps   when   a   candidate’s   race   is   flooded   with  

independent   expenditure   money.   When   asked   about   whether   the   democracy   voucher   was   a   useful  

tool   in   balancing   out   independent   expenditures,   Parker   Dawson,   a   legislative   aide   and   prior  

campaign   assistant   to   the   progressive   Councilmember   Lewis,   stated   the   voucher   was   not   useful  

in   filling   those   gaps   since   moderates   were   able   to   collect   democracy   vouchers   at   the   same   rate   as  

progressives   were.   Dawson   also   stated   that   while   the   Lewis   campaign   was   able   to   secure   a  

number   of   vouchers   from   going   door-to-door,   their   opponent,   Jim   Pugel,   was   able   to   match   their  

efforts   through   collecting   the   vouchers   of   those   in   the   campaign’s   far-reaching   professional  

network   (2020).   Testimonials   like   this   are   consistent   with   the   findings   that   democracy   vouchers  

do   not   go   disproportionately   to   candidates   lacking   support   from   wealthy   donors   through  

independent   expenditures.  

Another   part   of   the   democracy   voucher   program   that   was   designed   to   diminish   the   power  

of   wealthy   campaign   donors   was   the   provision   that   limited   the   amount   of   money   campaigns  

could   spend   during   the   election   cycle   if   they   wanted   to   redeem   the   vouchers   they   collected   from  

voters.   This   cap   was   meant   to   make   it   so   that   candidates   would   be   less   able   to   take   money   from   a  

vast   number   of   wealthy   donors.   However   11   of   the   12   general   election   candidates   who  

participated   in   the   voucher   program   in   2019   were   granted   exemptions   from   the   spending   limits  

due   to   the   deluge   of   independent   expenditures   spent   on   behalf   of   their   opponents   (Baker   2019).  

Because   the   democracy   voucher   program   offers   the   ability   for   candidates   to   petition   to   opt   out   of  

spending   caps   if   their   race   draws   outside   spending   they   cannot   compete   with,   the   program   is  
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unlikely   to   be   able   to   hold   candidates   to   spending   limits   in   a   meaningful   way   without   first  

solving   the   underlying   issue   of   unfettered   independent   expenditures   (i.e.,   the   same   issue   that  

drove   the   creation   of   the   program   in   the   first   place).  

Finally,   before   moving   on,   it   is   important   to   note   that   of   the   2019   moderate   candidates,  

most   of   whom   were   aided   by   disproportionately   high   independent   expenditure   spending,   only  

two   of   the   seven   won   their   races.   This   low   success   rate   brings   into   question   the   degree   to   which  

spending   in   local   elections   affects   electoral   outcomes.   While   it   seems   that   some   amount   of  

spending   is   necessary   to   run   a   viable   campaign,   it   is   unclear   what   the   returns   are   on   additional  

spending   after   a   certain   tipping   point.   While   far   from   conclusive,   the   low   success   rate   of   these  

candidates   raises   the   possibility   that   the   problem   of   outsized   wealthy   influence   in   political  

outcomes   is   not   actually   as   salient   of   a   problem   for   Seattle   elections   as   was   previously   thought.  

Ultimately,   it   seems   that   the   democracy   voucher   has   been,   for   the   most   part,   unsuccessful  

at   diluting   wealthier   voices.   With   regard   to   independent   expenditures,   the   voucher   may   have  

played   a   role   in   spurring   spending   if   corporate   influences   felt   threatened   by   the   influx   in   small  

donors.   Outside   of   the   question   of   whether   the   voucher   program   caused   the   surge   of   independent  

expenditures,   it   seems   that,   by   virtue   of   the   size   of   voucher   donations,   the   program   is   an  

insufficient   tool   for   countering   independent   expenditures.   My   analysis   also   found   that   the  

democracy   voucher   program   could   not   counterbalance   the   advantage   given   to   moderates   through  

independent   expenditures   since   the   voucher   was   given   to   progressives   and   moderates   at   a  

roughly   equal   rate.   

 

 
 
 



  Eshleman   51  

IV. Conclusion  

Seattle’s   democracy   voucher   program   sought   to   take   on   some   of   the   most   central   issues   in  

American   politics:   unequal   political   participation   and   wealthy   donor   influence   over   elections.   In  

terms   of   the   first   goal   of   involving   more   individuals,   specifically   those   who   are   usually   left   out  

of   politics,   the   democracy   voucher’s   success   is   mixed.   This   study   has   several   key   findings   to   this  

effect:  

1. The   voucher   user   base   has   increased   since   its   inception,   with   some   evidence   that   those  

users   would   not   have   donated   without   the   voucher   program.   However,   a   larger   share   of  

the   democracy   voucher   program’s   2019   users   came   from   neighborhoods   that   are  

wealthier,   whiter,   and   older   than   its   2017   users’   neighborhoods.  

2. The   characteristics   of   one’s   neighborhood   are   correlated   with   what   proportion   of  

residents   successfully   use   their   vouchers.   A   disproportionately   high   percentage   of  

democracy   voucher   users   in   both   2017   and   2019   came   from   neighborhoods   with   a   higher  

median   income,   lower   poverty   rate,   higher   proportion   of   non-white   residents,   and   higher  

median   age   than   the   general   population.  

3. Democracy   voucher   donors   in   the   2017   election   appear   to   come   from   at   least   somewhat  

more   diverse   neighborhoods   than   traditional   donors   in   terms   of   income,   poverty   level,  

and   age.   However,   2019   democracy   voucher   donors   look   roughly   the   same   as   traditional  

donors.  

Ultimately,   these   results   suggest   that   the   voucher   is   reaching   users   who   likely   would   not  

participate   in   campaign   funding   without   it.   In   terms   of   who   is   using   the   voucher,   the   results   from  

the   2017   election   suggest   that   the   voucher   has   the   potential   to   engage   a   higher   proportion   of  
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users   from   disadvantaged   populations   than   traditional   campaign   finance   structures   do.   However,  

the   results   from   the   2019   election   show   that   the   voucher   user   base   is   now   just   as   dominated   by  

those   from   high-income,   low   poverty,   whiter,   and   older   neighborhoods   as   the   pool   of  

non-voucher   campaign   donors.   This   suggests   that   a   high   number   of   the   new   voucher   users  

between   the   two   elections   are   from   affluent   areas.   

The   second   goal   of   the   program   was   to   dilute   wealthy   donors’   power   in   elections.   The  

executive   director   of   the   Seattle   Ethics   and   Elections   Commission,   the   department   in   charge   of  

overseeing   the   democracy   voucher   program,   said   in   an   interview,   “I   view   [the   Democracy  

Voucher   program]   more   as   a   way   to   get   people   into   the   process   than   as   a   way   to   get   big   money  

out   of   politics.   Frankly,   you   can’t   do   that   right   now,   since   independent   expenditures   are   protected  

under   the   First   Amendment”   (Kliff   2018).   The   evidence   corroborates   his   assessment   that,   absent  

a   check   on   independent   expenditures,   the   voucher   has   been   unable   to   solve   Seattle’s   wealthy  

donor   problem.   This   study   found   several   key   pieces   of   evidence   to   support   this   claim:  

1. Post-voucher   elections   have   been   saturated   with   far   more   independent   spending   than  

elections   prior,   which   may   be   a   response   to   the   passage   of   the   voucher   program.  

2. Democracy   voucher   donations   from   middle   to   lower   income   neighborhoods   consist   of  

less   than   a   tenth   of   the   spending   of   traditional   campaign   donors   and   independent  

expenditures.   

3. While   donations   from   less   advantaged   areas   in   terms   of   income,   poverty   level,   and   age  

make   up   a   larger   portion   of   the   total   donations   in   2017   versus   2015   (suggesting   the  

voucher   somewhat   equalized   campaign   contributions),   the   trend   did   not   persist   into   2019,  
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when   the   voucher   caused   no   discernable   increase   in   the   share   of   giving   coming   from  

disadvantaged   neighborhoods.   

4. While   the   majority   of   independent   expenditures   are   going   towards   moderate   candidates,  

democracy   vouchers   are   being   given   to   moderates   and   progressives   at   a   roughly   equal  

rate.  

These   findings   indicate   that   there   are   serious   questions   as   to   whether   the   democracy  

voucher   is   a   useful   tool   for   counteracting   wealthy   campaign   donors.   Because   non-voucher  

donors   and   those   behind   independent   expenditures   tend   to   overwhelmingly   represent   the  

interests   of   wealthy   individuals   and   corporations,   a   program   aimed   at   equalizing   participation   in  

campaign   finance   needs   to   match   these   types   of   campaign   expenditures.   In   light   of   the   above  

findings   -   that   voucher   donations   total   a   small   fraction   of   the   other   types   of   spending,   do   not   go  

to   candidates   that   are   ideologically   different   from   those   supported   by   independent   expenditures,  

and   did   not   diversify   the   overall   donor   pool   -   vouchers   may   be   an   unsatisfactory   tool   for   diluting  

wealthy   influence.   

If   the   aim   of   the   voucher   program   is   to   increase   the    number    of   traditionally   excluded  

individuals   who   participate   in   politics,   then   the   program   has   succeeded;   if   the   goal   is   to   increase  

the    proportion    of   residents   from   disadvantaged   areas   contributing   to   elections,   then   the   results  

are   less   promising.   It   seems   that   every   group’s   participation   rate   has   increased   post-democracy  

voucher:   more   corporations   and   economic   elites   are   making   independent   expenditures,   more  

traditionally   excluded   populations   are   donating,   and   more   traditionally   included   populations   are  

similarly   contributing.   However,   given   what   we   know   about   the   role   of   unequal   political  
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participation   in   determining   whose   interests   policymakers   attend   to,   the   relative   increase   in   usage  

between   these   groups   cannot   be   ignored.   

Outside   of   these   considerations,   the   voucher   may   still   have   unmeasured   value.   Several  

key   questions   about   the   voucher’s   effectiveness   remain.   The   first   is   whether   the   voucher   program  

accomplished   its   third   goal   of   diversifying   the   pool   of   candidates.   It   may   be   that   the   voucher  

made   local   races   more   competitive,   as   public   financing   of   elections   appears   to   have   done   in   a  

variety   of   other   instances.   Further,   more   analysis   of   the   impact   of   the   vouchers   on   the   individuals  

who   use   them   may   be   illuminating.   It   seems   reasonable   to   hypothesize   that   the   program   has   a  

policy   feedback   effect   on   individuals,   where   this   instance   of   positive   interaction   with   the  

government   makes   them   more   likely   to   participate   in   politics   in   other   ways,   such   as   by   voting   or  

joining   community   organizations.   That   is,   in   giving   residents   $100   to   donate   to   campaigns,  

Seattle   is   communicating   that   they   value   residents   who   are   traditionally   left   out   of   the   political  

system.   That   interaction   may   cause   individuals   to   feel   that   they   have   a   stake   in   local   government  

and   cause   them   to   participate   more   in   the   future.   Additionally,   it   seems   possible   that   having   the  

voucher   program   helps   build   an   individuals’   civic   skills   as   well   as   their   sense   of   democratic  

virtue,   making   them   similarly   more   likely   to   participate   politically   in   the   future.   Only   once   these  

questions   are   answered   can   the   true   value   of   the   voucher   be   known.  
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Appendix   A.    Values   Used   in   Chi-Squared   Statistics   Calculation  

Table   16.    Number   Democracy   Voucher   Participants   in   Each   Neighborhood   Quintile   (2017)  
  

Neighborhood  
Quintile  

Median   Income  Poverty   Level  Non-White   Population  Median   Age  

1  1274  1696  1583  1929  

2  2288  2363  1725  1779  

3  2490  2665  2860  2459  

4  3543  3185  3127  2897  

5  3209  2895  3509  3740  

 

 

Table   17.    Number   Democracy   Voucher   Participants   in   Each   Neighborhood   Quintile   (2019)  
  

Neighborhood  
Quintile  

Median   Income  Poverty   Level  Non-White   Population  Median   Age  

1  2285  3057  3027  3845  

2  3932  4556  3077  3429  

3  4919  5091  5474  4757  

4  8003  7323  6786  7072  

5  8155  7267  8930  8191  
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Table   18.    Proportion   of   Seattle   Residents   in   Each   Neighborhood   Quintile  
  

Neighborhood  
Quintile  

Median   Income  Poverty   Level  Non-White   Population  Median   Age  

1  0.191855363  0.196237759  0.205210258  0.21534569  

2  0.205236507  0.210669993  0.199157074  0.20897638  

3  0.204680718  0.199112565  0.197670026  0.199304295  

4  0.207217715  0.211390121  0.201729449  0.199061209  

5  0.191009697  0.182589562  0.196233194  0.177312427  
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Appendix   B.    Candidate   Ideology   Coding   Methodology  
 
In   order   to   determine   the   ideology   of   the   candidates   in   the   2019   Seattle   general   election,   I  

first   looked   to   newspaper   endorsements,   primarily   from    the   Seattle   Times ,   a   moderately  
Democratic   newspaper   and    the   Stranger ,   a   progressive   newspaper.   To   supplement   that,   I   looked  
to   which   organizations   endorsed   each   candidate.   Support   from   labor   unions   or   other   pro-labor  
groups,   such   as   MLK   Labor,   indicated   the   candidate   was   more   progressive,   whereas  
endorsements   from   business   groups,   like   the   Seattle   Metropolitan   Chamber   of   Commerce,  
indicated   that   the   candidate   was   more   moderate.   The   candidates,   their   districts,   their   assigned  
label,   and   their   relevant   endorsements   are   listed   in   the   chart   below.   

 
 

Candidate  Race  Ideology  Relevant   Endorsements  

Lisa   Herbold  District   1   Progressive  MLK   Labor   and    The   Stranger  

Phillip   Tavel  District   1   Moderate  The   Seattle   Metropolitan   Chamber   of   Commerce   and  
The   Seattle   Times  

Tammy   Morales  District   2  Progressive  MLK   Labor   and    The   Stranger  

Mark   Solomon  District   2   Moderate  The   Seattle   Metropolitan   Chamber   of   Commerce   and  
The   Seattle   Times  

Kshama   Sawant  District   3   Progressive  The   Stranger  

Egan   Orion  District   3   Moderate      The   Seattle   Times  

Shaun   Scott  District   4   Progressive  The   Stranger   

Alex   Pedersen  District   4   Moderate  The   Seattle   Metropolitan   Chamber   of   Commerce   and  
The   Seattle   Times  

Debora   Juarez  District   5   Progressive  MLK   Labor   and    The   Stranger   

Ann   Davison   Sattler  District   5   Moderate  The   Seattle   Times  

Dan   Strauss  District   6  Progressive  MLK   Labor   and    The   Stranger  

Heidi   Wills  District   6  Moderate  The   Seattle   Metropolitan   Chamber   of   Commerce   and  
The   Seattle   Times  

Andrew   Lewis  District   7  Progressive  MLK   Labor   and    The   Stranger  

Jim   Pugel  District   7  Moderate  The   Seattle   Metropolitan   Chamber   of   Commerce   and  
The   Seattle   Times  

 


