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I.  Introduction 
 

In an election year in which every vote counts and the United States’ political system 

seems poised for dramatic change, understanding the factors that inhibit voter participation is 

important.  Previous work has highlighted how growing imprisonment rates (and conviction rates 

more generally) affect democratic outcomes by increasing the number of people legally pre-

vented from voting in recent elections (Manza & Uggen 2004; Manza & Uggen 2006).  As of 

last year, more than 2.25 million people were in prison in the U. S., a figure which translates into 

nearly one in one hundred adults (Pew Center 2008).  Clearly, imprisonment and felon disfran-

chisement laws hinder ability of many Americans to participate in elections.  However, what 

about the people they leave behind?  Might the removal, imprisonment, and disfranchisement of 

convicted offenders affect the voter registration of their families, friends, and neighbors? 

 This paper examines the relationship between imprisoning individuals and neighborhood 

voter registration in Atlanta, Georgia, arguing that imprisoning neighborhood residents decreases 

registration.  The idea that sending a person to prison dampens the political activity of that per-

son’s entire neighborhood is surprising, even counterintuitive at first glance as one might think 

that capturing and punishing criminals should improve life in a neighborhood.  However, I argue 

that participation is suppressed not just because incarceration removes convicted voters from the 

community, but also because incarceration produces spillover effects that threaten the livelihood, 

resources, mental state, and social networks of inmates’ families and friends.  Because they are 

subject to the disruption of having a family member or friend imprisoned, people who might 

have registered may take longer to register or even fail to do so, at least in the short term. 

 I employ geospatial technology rarely used by political scientists to pinpoint locations of 

voters and offenders, situating them in neighborhoods around Atlanta.  The relationship between 
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neighborhood imprisonment rates and voter registration rates is complex and often coincides 

with neighborhood poverty, crime, and other social conditions.  This research takes advantage of 

the timing of sentencing to set up a natural experiment in which neighborhoods that experience 

imprisonment are compared with a control group matched in terms of crime rates, dependence on 

public assistance, racial composition, and other factors.  The key innovation of this research de-

sign is that all neighborhoods in the comparison group, like those in the treatment group, have 

residents sentenced to prison but at a slightly later date.   

The findings indicate that sending individuals to prison decreases neighborhood voter 

registration.  Neighborhoods (defined as block groups) that experience the imprisonment of resi-

dents in April and May of 2006 reported lower voter registration rates in June 2006 than those 

neighborhoods that had not had residents imprisoned, even after controlling for racial composi-

tion, median income, poverty rates, median age, the percentage of people living in group quar-

ters, homeownership rates, and crime rates.  The relationship persists when church density and 

the presence of colleges and universities are taken into account.  Based on simulations, the aver-

age difference in registration between the neighborhoods in which the residents were imprisoned 

in the spring and their counterparts in the control group was 0.092 percentage points; the 95 per-

cent confidence interval ranges from .006 to .176. 

The results of this study demonstrate that incarceration produces at least a short-term ef-

fect on voter registration at the neighborhood level.  Regardless of the duration of this effect, in 

an election year, depressing registration even for a short time might produce lasting effects 

through electoral outcomes. In raising this possibility, this project addresses gaps in several areas 

of research.  No research attempts to theorize or estimate the manner in which governments unin-

tentionally affect individual or community political behavior by punishing criminals.  Within po-
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litical science, the few studies that investigate this relationship look only at the effect of disen-

franchisement laws on individual political behavior and the resulting national electoral outcomes 

(Brown-Dean 2003; Miles 2004; Yoshinaka and Grose 2005; Manza and Uggen 2006).  Sociolo-

gists and criminologists have done a much better job of interrogating the relationship among im-

prisonment and some neighborhood outcomes, but not voting or other forms of political partici-

pation (Morenoff and Sampson 1997; Rose and Clear 1998; Morenoff, Sampson et al. 2001; 

Western, Kling et al. 2001; Braman 2002; Clear 2002; Lynch, Sabol et al. 2002; Richie 2002; 

Edin, Nelson et al. 2004; Fagan, et al. 2004; Western, Lopoo et al. 2004).  Meanwhile, the policy 

feedback literature in political science focuses on policies that provide financial benefits to cli-

ents rather than on state actions that do not involve the provision of benefits or services (Soss 

1999; Campbell 2003; Mettler 2005).  Finally, and most importantly, the political participation 

literature looks at racial and socioeconomic differences in participation while ignoring the most 

important phenomenon to affect poor and minority communities in recent decades: the war on 

drugs and increasing incarceration rates (Cohen and Dawson 1994).  Thus there is ample room 

for this project to contribute to several literatures. 

 The paper proceeds as follows.  Because this project integrates research from several dis-

ciplines, the theoretical basis for this work is discussed in greater detail than most articles in the 

next section.  The research design is then introduced; again, because of the complexity of the 

analysis, this section provides ample detail on the logic and logistics of testing the research ques-

tion.  Next, three competing hypotheses derived from the theoretical discussion are outlined in 

light of the research design.  The fifth section introduces the data employed to test the hypothe-

ses and the model used to estimate the treatment effects.  Next, the results are presented and dis-
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cussed.  Finally, the implications of these findings for representation and the balance of power 

within and across communities is considered. 

II.  Literature Review and Theory. 

As the number of neighborhood residents who experience conviction and punishment in-

creases, the costs of our current systems of law enforcement and corrections may begin to out-

weigh the benefits because of “neighborhood effects” (Shaw and McKay 1942; Sampson 1988; 

Mayer and Jencks 1989; Sampson and Groves 1989; Bursik and Grasmick 1993).  A neighbor-

hood effect can be described as “a social interaction that influences the behavior or socioeco-

nomic outcome of an individual” (Dietz 2002).  These effects may also “include influences on 

individual behavior or outcomes due to the characteristics of an individual’s neighbors and 

neighborhood” (ibid).  The impediments imposed by imprisonment on individuals matter for 

their families and neighborhoods because the deteriorating circumstances of one neighborhood 

resident tends to affect the mental health, attitudes, social connectedness, and financial well-

being of the entire neighborhood, factors that Verba, Schlozman, and Brady argue are critical for 

understanding voter registration (Verba, et al. 1995).  Imprisonment may affect the overall voter 

registration of a neighborhood through several mechanisms: cultural deviance, social disorgani-

zation, resource deprivation, and demobilization.    

A.  Cultural Deviance 

The cultural deviance model suggests that individuals within communities engage in un-

desirable activities because they learn them from their closest associates (Verba and Nie 1972; 

Kornhauser 1978; Hannerz [1969] 2004).  For instance, as previous research suggests, families 

are important sites for the transmission of political behavior (Campbell, Converse et al. 1960; 

Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Stoker and Jennings 1995; Plutzer 2002).  Cultural deviance theo-
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ries suggest that incarcerated individuals, because they are not around to register and vote, influ-

ence the voting patterns of those around them by not providing examples of participation to their 

partners, children, and friends.  Experiences with criminal justice also promote negative attitudes 

toward government and a belief that participation is futile among incarcerated individuals; of-

fenders may communicate these attitudes to other neighbors and friends, thus influencing their 

levels of trust in government and efficacy as well.  In communities in which neighbors increas-

ingly experience hostile interactions with the government, anti-government attitudes, which have 

been found to suppress voting, may spread rapidly among those left behind (Campbell, Converse 

et al. 1960; Verba and Nie 1972; Wilson 1996; Foreman Jr. 2002).  

B.  Social Disorganization 

The social disorganization, model, in contrast, posits that individuals within communities 

engage in undesirable activities because their neighbors have no power to stop them (Shaw and 

McKay 1942; Sampson 1988; Sampson and Groves 1989; Bursik and Grasmick 1993).  In line 

with this theory, neighbors might support the idea of voting and participating in politics.  How-

ever, due to weakened social networks, they have no mechanism by which to enforce the norms 

of political participation.  Incarceration is perhaps the best example of how the conviction of in-

dividual offenders immediately can affect the social organization of entire neighborhoods.  In-

carcerated people are removed from their families and friendship networks, thereby destroying 

links among neighborhood residents through which social and civic norms are enforced.  Incar-

ceration prevents families and friends from seeing each other on a daily basis and often disrupts 

parental bonds with their children (Abu-Jamal 1995; Braman 2002; Edin, Nelson et al. 2004; 

Western, Lopoo et al. 2004).  Those left behind may withdraw from remaining relationships due 

to the shame of having a family member in prison (Braman 2002; Austin 2004).  Incarceration 
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also imposes stigmas on offenders and their families; the shame of the criminal record might lead 

families to withdraw from community life and positive influences even when a convicted family 

member is not sent to prison (Austin 2004).  Convicted individuals and their families may be os-

tracized involuntarily by other neighborhood residents, removing them from the formal and in-

formal networks that provide political information and encourage voting and participation.  

C. Resource Deprivation 

 According to Verba, Schlozman, and Brady’s Civic Voluntarism Model, resources such 

as time, money, and civic skills play an important role in political participation (Verba et al. 

1995).  Imprisonment may suppress participation by depriving families and friends of these re-

sources.  Families are poorer as a result of having those who contribute to their upkeep (through 

legal and illegal means) removed from the labor market (Rose and Clear 1998; Braman 2002).  

The poverty imposed by the loss of a wage-earning member of the household may also destabi-

lize living situations and increase residential mobility (Braman 2002).  Money is not the only re-

source affected by incarceration; time also becomes scarce for people who take on extra work or 

caring responsibilities when a person they know is sent to prison. 

D. Demobilization 

Finally, the demobilization explanation would argue that incarcerating residents hurts a 

given neighborhood in the short term to the extent that imprisoning residents makes it less likely 

that parties, campaigns, interest groups and local organizations will contact potential voters from 

that neighborhood.  Mobilization--activities designed to get people to register, vote or otherwise 

participate in politics--is undertaken most visibly by campaigns, parties, interest groups, and 

non-profit organizations, but also occurs through person-to-person contacts.  Large-scale mobili-

zation efforts are costly, and organizations employ time and resources strategically in order to 



8 

reach those voters most likely to participate (and participate on behalf of the right side).  Incar-

ceration damages the formal and informal mechanisms of mobilization.  Political parties, cam-

paigns, interest groups and non-profits tend to concentrate their efforts in places where mobiliza-

tion is more effective.  For instance, parties often fail to mobilize communities with low socio-

economic status members (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992).  They tend to contact people who have 

voted before, especially those who have voted in primaries (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992).  Us-

ing voter registration lists to mobilize voters makes it unlikely that people who have never voted 

will be contacted or mobilized. Although this technique is most effective for mobilization, going 

door-to-door may yield fewer voters in high-conviction neighborhoods if residents are afraid to 

open their doors to strangers (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Gerber and Green 2000; Green, 

Gerber et al. 2003).  Interpersonal networks of mobilization may also falter in communities 

where many citizens have been sent to jail or prison.  There are fewer voters available to serve as 

discussion partners in high-imprisonment neighborhoods (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1987).  Poten-

tial voters that live in these communities may be less exposed to placards, yard signs, and 

bumper stickers, all of which communicate important political information (Huckfeldt and Spra-

gue 1992).  The disruption of social networks that occurs because of imprisonment or social os-

tracism may also impede the dissemination of political information (Foldare 1968; Huckfeldt and 

Sprague 1987; Burbank 1997). 

E.  Summary and Implications 

 To reiterate, incarceration is so disruptive to communities that its effects could influence 

registration and turnout even in the span of a couple of months.  The explanation outlined above 

fits well with the Civic Voluntarism Model outlined by Verba, Schlozman, and Brady, which 

argues that people fail to participate in politics because they cannot, were not asked, or do not  
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want to (Verba, et al. 1995).  Much of the impact of sending people to prison stems from the fact 

that incarceration leaves the families and friends of inmates in emotional and financial chaos and 

thus unable to participate.  For instance, a woman may not have time to register because she is 

working more hours to make up for the lost income of her convicted spouse.  Foster parents 

struggling to care for a convicted mother’s children might be too overwhelmed with their new 

responsibilities to make it out to register.   The parent of a convicted offender might be too upset 

over the fate of his or her child to volunteer for a voter registration drive, thus leaving the event 

short-staffed and unable to reach many residents.  Likewise, it is more difficult to mobilize peo-

ple living with and around individuals who are convicted of crimes because they often move or 

are ostracized from their communities.  Finally, imprisonment may decrease the desire to register 

within the neighborhood.  The accomplices of an inmate might be reluctant to contact any public 

officials, including the board of elections.  Even among neighbors without an explicit connection 

to an offender, a highly publicized, contentious, or controversial imprisonment might decrease 

efficacy or trust in government temporarily.   

At the same time, mobilizing organizations, while pursuing their routine strategies of 

mobilization, unwittingly might exacerbate these effects on registration.  For example, because 

of increased residential mobility or other factors, an organization that relies on lists of registered 

voters to get contact information will be less likely to contact successfully households in 

neighborhoods where residents have been incarcerated recently.  The appearance or demographic 

profile of campaign workers may generate distrust among citizens suspicious of police or gov-

ernment officials.  In cases were a convicted offender is registered to vote, the removal of that 

offender from the voter rolls might decrease the likelihood that an organization will contact his 
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or her household.  In these ways, imprisoning individuals may lead to measurable differences in 

registration even in the short term. 

 Although it seems obvious that incarceration and the ensuing absence of residents in a 

community would decrease political participation, it is entirely plausible that the number of peo-

ple from the community who are sent to prison would have no effect or even the opposite effect 

on participation in the aggregate once intervening factors are taken into account.  The apparent 

relationship between incarceration and political activity could be spurious.  Several factors could 

account for both a community’s number of incarcerated members and its political activity, in-

cluding racial composition, poverty, and crime rates.  Once these factors are taken into account, 

participation may be unrelated to incarceration rates.  Alternatively, the imprisonment of 

neighborhood residents may increase participation by making neighborhoods safer and by restor-

ing social trust among law-abiding community members (Wilson and Kelling 1982; Putnam 

2000).   

III.  Research Design 

Studying the relationship between imprisonment and political participation at the 

neighborhood level is daunting; perhaps the theoretical and practical complexity of this task ac-

counts for the dearth of work on this subject in political science and other disciplines.  The ideal 

test of this relationship would randomly assign neighborhoods to experience the imprisonment of 

residents independently of poverty rates, racial heterogeneity, and other potentially confounding 

factors.  Of course, such an experiment is impossible in the real world, but this research ap-

proximates such random variation by taking advantage of variation in the timing of criminal sen-

tences (Thistlethwaite and Campbell 1960; Hahn, Todd et al. 2001).1    

                                                 
Arguably, within a small time frame, the date on which a community member actually is sentenced is random, de-
pendent on factors such as individual officers’ schedules, the date the offender committed the crime, the court 
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The analysis compares the percentage of adults registered to vote on June 10, 2006, an 

arbitrary date nine days before the primary election registration deadline, in neighborhoods that 

had residents sentenced to prison in the two months prior to that date with a control group that 

did not have residents sentenced to prison  during those two months.  The control group does not 

include all neighborhoods that did not have a resident sent to prison before June 10th; rather it is 

limited in two respects.  Most importantly, only neighborhoods that had an individual sent to 

prison up to two months after June 10, 2006 were included in the control group.  Neighborhoods 

that had no one imprisoned between June 10, 2006 and August 10, 2006 are excluded from the 

control group.  Second, balancing the treatment and control groups by matching on the demo-

graphic characteristics of the neighborhood ensures that each treated neighborhood has a corre-

sponding neighborhood in the control group, making the neighborhoods as similar as possible 

across the treatment and control groups (Ho, Imai et al. 2004).  Matching also provides a check 

against model dependence in that comparing the average voter registration in the treated group 

with that of the control group produces an estimate that does not make assumptions about func-

tional form.   

Limiting the control group in this way makes it more likely that the treatment and control 

communities have the same underlying distribution of factors that lead to the conviction and sen-

tencing of their members; the actual timing of the treatment within the small window around 

June 10th is random and thus independent of those confounding factors.  As a result, unless there 

is some systematic process that determines both the particular week or month that a neighbor-

hood has a resident convicted and that neighborhood’s voter registration, any differences in the 

                                                                                                                                                             
docket, the length of the trial, and the like.  Within the set of communities that experience imprisonment between 
April and August of 2008, one could compare communities that receive the treatment before the arbitrary cut-off 
date (June 10th) with those that receive the treatment after the date as a way of testing the effects of incarceration on 
voter registration.   
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dependent variables across the treated and control groups should be due to imprisonment.  To 

reiterate, with this research design, any differences across neighborhoods would have to be cor-

related with both the timing of the sentence and voter registration in order to bias the results.  

A.  Benefits of the Design 

In sum, the research design relies on the vagaries of the criminal justice system in the 

short term to divorce the effects of having residents from the community imprisoned from the 

other confounding factors that may influence whether a neighborhood has a resident imprisoned.  

All neighborhoods included in the analysis are neighborhoods in which at least one resident is 

sentenced during the study period.  Excluding neighborhoods from which no individuals are sent 

to prison decreases bias because individuals are sent to prison are so different from those in 

which no imprisonment takes place that unbiased comparisons between these neighborhoods are 

not possible given the available control variables.  The random assignment of the remaining 

neighborhoods to the treatment and control conditions (residents sentenced to prison before or 

after June 10th, respectively) will ensure that the neighborhood racial heterogeneity, residential 

mobility, poverty, and other factors are uncorrelated with the treatment; thus, the average treat-

ment effect (ATE) is the average difference in registration between the treated and control 

groups.  The ATE is an unbiased estimator of the effects of imprisonment on neighborhood voter 

registration.2   

This particular research design is beneficial because it avoids three potentially complicat-

ing factors: omitted variable bias, post-treatment bias, and data availability.  Omitted variable 

bias occurs when a model fails to account for factors that are related to both imprisonment and 

                                                 
2 One potential problem with this research design concerns discerning intent-to-treat effects from the average treat-
ment effect.  To take an extreme example, neighborhoods that had individuals sentenced to prison the day before the 
cut-off date have received the treatment in theory, but if the effects take longer than 24 hours to manifest them-
selves, then there will be no measurable treatment effect.  In this analysis, thirty inmates (out of 184 convicted be-
fore the cut-off date) were convicted less than ten days before the cut-off date.   
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participation rates; failing to account for these important alternative causes can lead to spurious 

results (King & Zeng 2006).  For instance, as argued above, poverty increases incarceration 

while decreasing voter turnout; failing to account for poverty in the analysis could lead the ef-

fects of poverty to be attributed mistakenly to imprisonment.  Post-treatment bias, on the other 

hand, results from the attempt to control for variables that are consequences of the phenomenon 

of interest.  Again, to use this research as an example, if it is correct that imprisoning neighbor-

hood residents ultimately increases neighborhood poverty, then poverty rates are also a conse-

quence of imprisonment and by that logic should be excluded from the model.  Unfortunately, 

most of the factors relevant to the relationship between participation and imprisonment rates are 

themselves both causes and consequences of imprisonment.  Therefore, over time, poverty, racial 

composition, residential mobility, crime, and imprisonment can be thought of as a perpetual 

chicken and egg spiral of causality that makes it almost impossible to measure the long-term ef-

fects of imprisonment on turnout (King and Zeng 2006). 

Perhaps collecting longitudinal data could help solve this problem.  However, the third 

difficulty with estimating the effects of imprisonment on participation arises due to data avail-

ability.  Although some data are available by year for the past several decades at the neighbor-

hood level (poverty, racial composition, etc.), the dependent variable, registration rate, is nearly 

impossible to get at the neighborhood level.  Although states keep electronic voter registration 

and turnout records, it is often difficult to obtain accurate registration and turnout records for past 

years because many states maintain their voter registration files as “snapshots” of current regis-

tration.3 In Georgia, the Secretary of State keeps a complete list of every voter registration num-

ber that was used to vote in the 2004 general election.  However, because some of the individuals 

                                                 
3 Moreover, many states began keeping statewide electronic records of voter registration only recently as a result of 
the National Voter Registration Act of 1993 and the Help America Vote Act of 2002. 



14 

who voted in 2004 subsequently have been purged from the voter registration list, information is 

available only for a subset of the voters who participated in that election.  Moreover, this subset 

of voters who participated in 2004 would be a biased sample, as being purged from the voter 

rolls probably is correlated with factors such as being convicted of a crime.   

B. Limitations of the Research Design 

This analysis avoids the problems of inference and data availability described above by 

attempting to estimate only the marginal effect of incarcerating one more person in neighbor-

hoods that had a resident sent to prison during a four month period (April 10 – August 10, 2006).  

In setting up the research in this way, the intervention is to measure the average effect of convict-

ing one more person in the short term rather than the effects of a longer history of imprisonment.  

The design implies that this effect is almost instantaneous: if this theory is correct, convicting 

someone of a crime, no matter how many people were imprisoned previously, on average will 

result in a measurable decrease in neighborhood participation within two months of sentencing.  

Of course, it is unrealistic to imagine ten people ‘unregistering’ because someone in the 

neighborhood was convicted of a crime.  However, it is more plausible that, in a season in which 

neighborhoods are being encouraged to register, some people who might have registered do not 

(or take longer to do so) because someone in their neighborhood is convicted of a crime.  Do 

these short-term suppressions of political activity add up to a permanent decrease in voter regis-

tration rates?  Perhaps, but it is likely that the hypothetical individuals described in the previous 

section would eventually register and vote.  Longer-term effects, should they exist, might be 

driven by different processes.   

The design is also limited in that it accounts for the effects of only one type of removal: 

imprisonment.  Only instances of sending people to prison rather than jail are measured because 
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these data are available for the complete population of individuals sentenced to prison.  While it 

is possible to tell whether these individuals awaited trial in jail before they were convicted and 

sentenced, no information is available for people who were incarcerated in jails who ultimately 

were not sentenced to prison (for instance, if they were released or found guilty of a misde-

meanor).  Because it is not possible to sample from the complete set of neighborhoods that had 

someone sent to prison or jail, any results that attempted to incorporate incarceration in jails 

would be biased.   

Finally, the analysis relies on the sentencing date rather than the arrest date in construct-

ing the treatment for several reasons.  First, similar to the problem with counting incarceration in 

jails, relying on the arrest date also results in a truncated sample because only data on arrests that 

end in a felony conviction are available.  Second, although the arrest date may be the actual date 

of permanent removal from the household in most cases, the actual pre-conviction and sentenc-

ing phase of supervision may vary considerably among those people eventually sent to prison.  

First, at least in Georgia, families still can visit loved ones in jail relatively easily.  Some people 

awaiting trail are out on bail, while others are on work release or trustee status, while still others 

await trial on home confinement.  Thus, it is not clear that arrest is the actual point at which an 

individual is fully removed from the community.  Third, arrest dates are a bit more related to 

crime dates; because this research design relies on the notion that the date of ‘removal’ is random 

over a short time horizon, it is better to use sentencing dates because it introduces other factors 

that disconnect crime and removal (for instance, scheduling).  Finally, sentencing dates are pref-

erable to arrest dates because only convicted offenders experience disenfranchisement and re-

moval from the voter rolls in Georgia. 

IV.  Hypotheses 
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 Based on the research design and the theory, the evidence should support the following 

hypothesis: 

1. Neighborhoods that had members imprisoned in the two months prior to June 10, 2006 
should have lower rates of voter registration than control neighborhoods in which no one 
was sentenced to prison prior to that date even after taking potentially confounding fac-
tors such as poverty, racial composition, and residential mobility into account. 

 

However, the following alternative hypotheses are also plausible based on arguments made by 

previous researchers: 

2. There is no difference in voter registration between neighborhoods in which residents 
were sentenced to prison and those in which no residents were sentencedt to prison be-
fore June 10th after taking confounding factors such as poverty, racial composition, and 
residential mobility into account. 

 
3. Neighborhoods that had members imprisoned in the two months prior to June 10, 2006 

should have higher rates of voter registration than control neighborhoods in which no 
one was sentenced to prison prior to that date after taking potentially confounding fac-
tors such as poverty, racial composition, and residential mobility into account. 

 
The second hypothesis reflects the notion that the relationship between imprisonment and voter 

registration and turnout is spurious, which means that it should disappear once all of the charac-

teristics of the neighborhood are taken into account.  The third hypothesis is based on the social 

capital literature and is consistent with the notion that capturing and punishing criminals leads to 

in increase in social capital or social trust that in turn facilitates voting. 

V.  Data 

 The data for this study were obtained by combining updated demographic estimates for 

block groups with data on prison inmates and voters within the city limits of Atlanta, Georgia.  

The result of this massive effort is the combining of voter registration records, criminal records, 

and geographic data into two data sets on which spatial analyses can be performed. Atlanta is 
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ideal for this study because its high imprisonment rate and large population lend themselves to a 

relatively large number of observations. 

A.  Demographic Data 

 Block groups are the units of analysis.  Estimates for the 2006 demographic characteris-

tics on block groups were obtained from Scan/US and ESRI.  Because Atlanta has experienced 

the fastest growth of all metropolitan areas in the U. S. since the decennial census, population 

data at the block group level from the 2000 census are inaccurate ("News Release" 2007).  

Scan/US produces updated estimates of block group populations each year using U. S. Postal 

Service delivery statistics, direct marketing databases, credit bureau reporting agencies, and other 

data sources (Scan/US 2008). 

Block groups are the smallest level of aggregation for which data on population size were 

available for 2006 and thus represent “communities” in this analysis.  According to the Census 

Bureau, block groups typically contain 300 to 3,000 people, with an optimum size of 1,500 

("Glossary of Geographic Terms" 2007).  Block groups boundaries do not map precisely onto the 

city boundaries.  There are 293 block groups in Atlanta; they were identified with ArcGIS as the 

block groups whose centroids fell within the city limits.4  Of these, 140 had no individuals sen-

tenced to prison, 72 block groups had individuals sentenced before June 10th (but not after),  34 

had individuals sentenced after June 10th (but not before), and 47 had individuals sentenced both 

                                                 
4 The choice of block groups as the unit of analysis matters in spatial analysis because of three well-known prob-
lems: boundary, scale, and modifiable area units (Barber 1988; Chou 1997; Anselin, Cohen et al. 2000).  The 
boundary problem refers to how different choices with respect to boundaries (block groups instead of blocks) can 
lead to different statistical relationships depending on the data.  For instance, a pattern of incarcerations may appear 
dispersed if one is looking at one block, but clustered if one enlarges the picture to include four other blocks in 
which no one is imprisoned.  The scale problem refers to the fact that spatial descriptive statistics can vary as in-
creasingly aggregated units are used.  Thus, the relationship between incarceration and registration may be different 
when measured at the census tract level as opposed to the block group level.  The modifiable units problem refers to 
the fact that units may be aggregated differently (for instance, the assignment of census blocks to block groups may 
be arbitrary) and that different patterns of aggregation may result in different statistical results.   
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before and after June 10th.  The sample size before matching is therefore 153 block groups: 119 

in the treatment and 34 in the control group.5 

For each block group, the rates of homeownership, racial diversity (as the percent His-

panic and percent White), percent of households making less than ten thousand dollars per year, 

median income, median age, percent in group housing, adult population, were obtained using the 

data from Scan/US.   

B.  State Data 

The inmate research file is the primary source of data on all offenders who were ever held 

in prisons by the Georgia Department of Corrections (GDC).  The information in this file is ob-

tained from the Georgia Offender Tracking and Information System (OTIS), initial diagnostic 

testing, medical testing, GDC records, FBI records, court records, and information provided by 

the Georgia Board of Paroles and Pardons.  The unit of analysis in this file is the “prison epi-

sode,” meaning instance of incarceration.  An individual offender will have as many entries in 

the research file as he or she has had prison visits or supervisions.  The information contained in 

this file is updated regularly with valuable information about each offender and includes both 

offenders who are serving sentences and those who have completed their sentences.  Most im-

portantly for this research, the data contain the last name, first name, year of birth, race, and gen-

der and for inmates, the last known address.  The inmate research file used for this paper was 

generated in February 2007 and contains more than 500,000 prison episodes. Please see Table 1 

for information about the background of inmates. 

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

                                                 
5 The models also are estimated without block groups that have inmates convicted in both time periods; the N for 
these analyses before matching is 106. 
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The statewide voter registration list was generated June 10, 2006 and contains more than 

four million voters.  The list contains data on the first and last names, address, precinct, race, 

gender, date of birth, and voter history of all Georgians who were registered to vote on that date.   

C.  Geocoding 

 Addresses for prisoners and voters were converted to points with latitudes and longitudes 

and then to census blocks by geocoding with ArcGIS.  Further matching of inmates and voters 

was conducted by hand.  ESRI data, included with ArcGIS, were also used to geocode post-

secondary educational institutions and churches to block groups. 

 For some inmates, not enough information was provided to for geocoding.  In the entire 

state, 2748 inmates were convicted between April 10 and August 10 2006.  Of these, 79 were not 

located.  Of these 79 inmates, 24 addresses were blank, 34 were incomplete, 2 inmates were 

homeless, 10 listed a highway or rural route, 1 listed a post office box, and 8 addresses were not 

unique.  It is impossible to tell if these inmates would have ended up in the final sample, as it is 

unclear whether these inmates resided within the city limits of Atlanta.   

D.  Methodology: Estimating the Effect of Incarceration on Registration 

 For the multivariate analysis of the effect of incarceration on registration, the data were 

analyzed at the block group level.  As discussed earlier and below, many factors may affect the 

voter registration rate of block groups and thus must be controlled in this analysis.  Income, 

crime, the presence of young residents, and racial diversity have been shown to influence both 

neighborhood outcomes and the voter registration rate; thus, they are included in these models as 

median income, percent of households making less than $10,000, crime rate, median age, percent 

white and percent Hispanic (Foldare 1968; Mayer and Jencks 1989; Sampson and Groves 1989; 

Cohen and Dawson 1993; King, Keohane et al. 1994; Verba et al. 1995; Morenoff et al. 2001; 
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Plutzer 2002).  Further, the presence of college students, nursing home residents, or others in 

group quarters might affect voter registration so a measure of the percent of the population in 

group quarters is included in the model.  As a final check, models that include measures of 

church density and the presence of a post-secondary educational institution are included as well. 

The incarceration variable is a measure of the number of people imprisoned from each 

block group between April 10, 2006 and August 10, 2006.  In the “treated” blocks, all of these 

people were imprisoned before June 10, 2006.  In the “control” blocks, all of those imprisoned 

were convicted after June 10, 2006.  The dependent variable, voter registration, is the number of 

people from the block group registered as of June 10, 2006, divided by the 2005 block group 

population.     

In order to make the treated block groups as similar to the control groups as possible, the 

data will be pre-processed using MatchIt (Ho, Imai et al. 2004). The nearest neighbor method 

with replacement will be used, which matches each treated neighborhood with the comparison 

unit with the closest propensity scores (Morgan and Harding 2006). Matching makes it possible 

to compare similarly situated neighborhoods to each other—apples to apples.  The process dis-

cards incomparable data points that may bias the results.  For instance, neighborhoods full of 

millionaires may be different from more heterogeneous communities; if there were no corre-

sponding high income neighborhoods in the treatment group, this outlier neighborhood might be 

discarded.  More formally, this process discards neighborhoods outside the range of common 

support because including these neighborhoods in the analysis could bias the results (Ho, Imai et 

al. 2004, King and Zeng 2006).   
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The following equation describes the exact model of the relationship between voter regis-

tration and incarceration at the neighborhood level tested using ordinary least-squares regression 

on the matched data: 

Voter 
Regis-
tration 
 

= 

Residents 
Impris-
oned 
Before 
June 10th 

+ 

# 
Sent 
to 
Prison 

+ Crime 
Rate + % 

White +
% 
His-
panic 

+

% 
Owner 
Occu-
pied 

+

% 
Group 
Quar-
ters 

+ 
Me-
dian 
Age 

+

Me-
dian 
In-
com
e 

+
% 

Under 
$10K 

Where: 

• “Voter Registration” is the percentage of adults registered to vote in the community on 
June 10, 2006 

 
• “Residents imprisoned before June 10th” is a dummy indicating whether a neighborhood 

had residents sentenced to prison before June 10th 
 

• The “number imprisoned” is the number of people sentenced to prison in the neighbor-
hood during the study period 

 
• The “crime rate” is the number of crimes committed in that neighborhood per resident in 

2005 
 

• The “percent white” is the non-Hispanic White percentage of the total population in 2006 
 
• The “percent Hispanic” is Hispanic percentage of the total population in 2006 

 
• “Percent Owner Occupied” is a proxy of residential mobility, defined as the proportion of 

the population that owned their primary residence in 2006  
 

• “Percent in group quarters” is the percentage of the block group population living in 
group quarters in 2006 

 
• “Median Age” is the median age of the total population in 2006. 

 
• “Median income” is the median income of the block group in 2006. 

 
• “Percent under $10K” is the percentage of households with income less than $10,000 in 

2006. 
 

• “Residents convicted in both time periods” is included only in the model that includes 
block groups with people convicted before and after June 10, 2006. 
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The results of the nearest neighbor matching are shown below.  The treated and control 

groups were matched based on the number of residents sent to prison, the percent white, and the 

median age of the residents.  These three factors were selected because examination of the initial 

sample revealed the means in the treatment and control groups of all the other covariates were 

already within a quarter of a standard deviation of each other and thus balanced.  Comparing the 

means of the matched treated and control groups in Tables 2 & 3 reveals that the samples are 

now balanced on all the covariates; there is less than a quarter of a standard deviation difference 

between the means of the treated and control groups for each variable (Ho, Imai et al. 2004). 

TABLES 2 & 3 ABOUT HERE 

VI.  Results 

 The results support the hypothesis that imprisoning a neighborhood’s residents decreases 

voter registration in that neighborhood.  Also, neighborhoods in which a majority of residents are 

black were more likely to have a member sentenced to prison during the study period. 

 First, the visual evidence shows that prisoners tend to come from predominantly African 

American communities in Atlanta.  Figure 1 presents a map of the city of Atlanta.  In this map, 

block groups are shaded by their racial composition, with the darkest tracts having a higher per-

centage of black residents.  Superimposed over this map are points representing the addresses of 

inmates who were sentenced to prison between April 10 and August 10 2006 from Atlanta.  The 

relationship between imprisonment and the racial composition of neighborhoods is readily ap-

parent; nearly all the prisoners in this study came from a community that was greater than 25 

percent African American.   

FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 
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 With respect to the main hypothesis, the visual evidence also supports the claim that im-

prisonment suppresses voting.  Figure 2 presents another map of the city of Atlanta.  This time, 

prisoner addresses are superimposed over a map of voter registration rates by block group.  It is 

clear from this map that registration rates are lower in communities in which an individual is sent 

to prison.  High registration rates and high incarceration rates seem mutually exclusive, at least at 

the block group level.  The average voter registration rate for neighborhoods in which at least 

one person was sent to prison is 67.6 percent; in the control groups it is 73.5 percent. 

FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

However, this map alone does not provide conclusive evidence that incarceration sup-

presses turnout.  The relationship could be spurious, for many of the factors that produce prison-

ers also reduce political participation.  Thus, a multivariate analysis could help tease apart many 

of the confounding variables described previously in the model.  As a reminder, in this research 

design, the ‘treatment’ consists of having at least one resident of the block group sent to prison 

between April 10 and June 10, 2006.  If having a person from the neighborhood convicted sup-

presses participation, then block groups that had a person convicted before June 10 should have 

lower voter registration rates on June 10 than those block groups that did not have a person sen-

tenced in the two months leading up to that date.  As shown in Table 4, this is exactly the case.  

The coefficients on the indicators for having a resident sentenced before June 10 is in the ex-

pected direction and significant for all three models, even after controlling for income, poverty, 

the percent of residents living in group quarters, racial diversity, the median age of residents, the 

crime rate, home ownership rates, Church density (Model 2) does not seem to affect these re-

sults, nor does the presence of a college or university in the block group (Model 3).  Interestingly 

enough, the number of residents sent to prison from the block group does not affect registration, 
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nor does having residents sentenced both before and after June 10th.  Such a result appears to 

suggest that the exact number of residents sent to prison is less relevant than the fact that any are 

sent.  6 

TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE 
 

Figure 3 presents the simulated difference in registration rates between the control and 

treated communities.  Setting the continuous variables in model 1 at their means, the number of 

inmates sentenced at 1, and the indicator for having inmates convicted in both time periods at 0, 

the predicted registration rate in block groups where a resident is sent to prison is  percent.  In the 

control neighborhoods, the expected voter registration on June 10th was 74.4 percent.  The simu-

lations of first differences shows that having a person sentenced to prison before June 10th de-

creases voter registration an average of .090 percentage points (std. dev. 0.04513) from what it 

would have been if that person had been convicted after June 10th.  The 95 percent confidence 

interval, computed from simulations, reveals that the true difference is likely to be anywhere be-

tween -0.6 percent and -17.6 percent.  Such a result would be consistent with the effect of remov-

ing one voter if the population of block groups were much smaller; however, the average block 

group in this study has about 1400 residents, suggesting that incarcerating community members 

has important spillover effects that suppress registration not only of the incarcerated individual, 

but also those living around him or her. 

FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE 

At first glance, a nine-percentage-point reduction in voter registration appears to be a 

very large result.  However, simple estimates of effect size7 show that this is actually a “small” 

                                                 
6 In essence, the effect of the number of people sent to prison has to be non-linear; if 50 percent of a neighborhood is 
registered, then imprisoning the non-voting 40 percent of the neighborhood may not affect turnout.  However, im-
prisoning 50-percent-plus-1 of the neighborhood necessarily decreases voting; registration will continue to decrease 
further as more residents are removed past this point.  
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effect (d = .275) (Cohen 1988).  Analysis of Variance shows that including the treatment indica-

tor in the model accounts for about three percent more of the variance.  This effect persists con-

sistently through several models even after matching, suggesting that more research should be 

done in the future to verify these findings. 

VII.  Discussion 

 The results of this study confirm that, on average, incarcerating residents of a community 

suppresses voter participation not only by excluding that one person from the electorate, but also 

by suppressing registration among residents of the whole community.  Among neighborhoods 

from which an individual was sent to prison, voter registration is higher in neighborhoods prior 

to the sentencing and removal of the offender.  While this analysis cannot shed much light on the 

particular mechanisms by which this suppression occurs, by controlling many of the neighbor-

hood characteristics that would confound the analysis, the results at least provide compelling 

evidence that something is happening to the families and neighbors of imprisoned offenders.  

Moreover, this phenomenon has its greatest impact on African American neighborhoods, as these 

are the neighborhoods most likely to experience the imprisonment of its residents.  While it is 

possible that participation increases in some neighborhoods that experience imprisonment, the 

findings presented here show that the net effect of imprisoning residents is to decrease participa-

tion. 

 These results do contradict conventional wisdom and thus raise important questions.  The 

most frequently raised objection is that of omitted variable bias.  Studying neighborhoods invites 

bias because it is impossible to know or measure all differences across neighborhoods that are 

correlated with both the treatment and the dependent variable.  In response, it is important to note 

                                                                                                                                                             
7 Measured as difference in the mean voter registration between the matched treatment and control groups divided 
by the pooled standard deviation of voter registration (Cohen, 1988). 
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that many of the relevant control variables are included in the analysis, and the added step of 

pre-processing the data with matching further makes the treated and control neighborhoods as 

similar as possible.  Moreover, the design of the research ensures that for bias to occur, the omit-

ted variable has to be correlated not only with voter registration rates, but also with the specific 

timing of the sentence and removal.  The treatment is the timing of imprisonment rather than the 

fact of having residents imprisoned itself; I argue that timing of the sentence in the short term is 

random.  Granted, focusing on neighborhoods in which a resident is imprisoned and discarding 

those that do not experience imprisonment limits the claims one can make with these data.  

However, the tradeoff is that this narrower focus also helps limit potential sources of omitted 

variable bias. 

 Another likely critique concerns the size of the treatment effect.  It is surprising that send-

ing one person to prison could decrease voter registration nine percentage points in two months 

(or less).  However, one should note that nine percentage points is only an estimate; at the low 

end of the 95 percent confidence interval, much smaller, but still negative effects are possible.  

Moreover, tests of statistical power reveal that this effect is actually small.  Furthermore, one 

should also note that 2006 was a year with a highly salient midterm election; many individuals 

would have been registering to vote in preparation for July’s election primary election during the 

time period of this study.  As stated previously, one does not need to believe that people “unreg-

ister” because someone in their neighborhood is sent to prison in order to find these results com-

pelling.  Rather, it is more likely that some people who might register take longer to do so be-

cause of the financial and emotional upheaval imprisonment causes the families and friends of 

offenders.  Alternatively, it might be harder for mobilizing influences such as friends, churches, 
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or parties to locate potential voters because they move, work more, or withdraw from their social 

networks. 

VIII.  Implications 

The results of this study provide further evidence in support of a hypothesis gaining favor 

among sociologists and criminologists: imprisonment has the power to hurt, as well as help, 

neighborhoods.  The analysis presented here applies the extant literature to voting behavior.  In 

doing so, it further complicates our understanding of how context affects behavior.  

Whether by increasing cultural deviance or social disorganization, or decreasing contact 

with mobilizing influences, having a large number of people in a community who cannot or do 

not vote due to their and their neighbors’ experiences with the criminal justice system has impor-

tant implications for politics, even in the short term.  As described earlier, such alienation from 

politics shifts the power dynamics both within and outside of communities.  Again, this problem 

is especially relevant for the study of black communities, which have been hardest hit by the 

growth of the criminal justice system (Fagan, West et al. 2004; Travis 2004).  Scholars that study 

politics can no longer ignore the importance of the criminal justice system in shaping the power, 

coalitions, and resources available to neighborhoods, especially those of blacks. 

 For instance, within communities suffering from high levels of non-voting, voters benefit 

from incarceration because it augments the power of their votes.  Residents who cannot or do not 

vote fail to communicate their needs to officials and are less likely to be encouraged to influence 

government through other channels.  If decreased participation in community politics means that 

influence is shifted toward more advantaged members of the community, then the disadvantaged 

suffer (Verba, Schlozman et al. 1995).  Increasing civic engagement in communities where the 
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most disadvantaged members are barred from participating only leads to greater “unrepresenta-

tiveness” (Fiorina 1999).   

 Incarceration may shift the balance of power in all neighborhoods.  However, the evi-

dence presented in this chapter suggests that these processes are more likely to affect power dy-

namics in disadvantaged black communities because they experience the incarceration of their 

residents to a worse degree than other communities.  Cohen writes that the worst-off members of 

marginalized communities may be further marginalized by better-off members of their group, 

who exercise power by denying group rights and policing behavior (Cohen 1999).  The margin-

alized members of marginalized groups are least able to communicate their needs to police and 

other government leaders; in many communities, this dynamic is especially important with re-

spect to crime and other community problems.  Skogan writes that the “homeowning, long-term 

residents of a community” are the ones “who learn about and participate in area-based programs” 

like community policing; the better-off residents are thus able to exercise power over their more 

disadvantaged neighbors (Skogan 1990).  Randall Kennedy notes that many members of the 

Congressional Black Caucus supported the disparate crack-cocaine sentences that resulted in the 

mass incarceration of young black men since the 1980s, primarily in response to residents of 

black neighborhoods who were victims of crack-induced violence and crime (Kennedy 1998).   

 However, even though black and white voters in high-incarceration communities enjoy 

greater advantages at the local level, those benefits are offset by the disadvantages they face at 

higher levels of aggregation.  Because political power is based partly on numeric strength when 

it comes to votes, low turnout among citizens with certain interests can hurt the ability of other 

voters who share those same interests to achieve their goals.  This dynamic has been shown to 

operate at the state level; citizens of states with lower levels of mobilization among lower class 
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voters enjoy fewer social benefits (Hill and Leighley 1992).  Disadvantaged communities also 

suffer from less effective social services, perhaps because they must rely on “altruism, guilt, or 

fear” rather than electoral threats to achieve their goals (Massey and Denton 1993: 160; Clark 

[1965] 1989).  Low participation influences the distribution of resources across localities; An-

solabehere and Snyder also note that “governing parties skew the distribution of funds in favor of 

voters in areas that provide them with the strongest electoral support” (Ansolabehere and Snyder 

2003).  Thus, voters in areas where participation is low often are ignored in favor of areas where 

participation is higher. 

IX.  Conclusion 

 This paper has demonstrated a relationship between imprisonment rates and voter regis-

tration, finding that sending neighborhood residents to prison suppresses voter registration not 

only among inmates, but also among the family, friends, and neighbors they leave behind.  This 

work implies that convictions appear to affect participation independently of legal disenfran-

chisement.  Having one person in a community sent to prison seems to affect voter registration 

even among those residents who are not convicted or disenfranchised; thus, a community does 

not have to experience legal disenfranchisement in order for incarceration to affect politics.  The 

increasing incidence of imprisonment in a community contributes to other social problems such 

as poverty, joblessness, crime, and the breakdown of family structures that further diminish the 

institutional resources that encourage registration.  Imprisonment might also send signals to other 

community members about their relationship to government; incarcerating residents may influ-

ence community attitudes.  This point suggests that removing disenfranchisement laws consti-

tutes only the first step in breaking the link between criminal justice and political participation.  

People for and against removing disenfranchisement laws for convicts might well agree that 
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some steps need to be taken at least to prevent criminal justice from affecting citizens who do not 

commit crimes. 

Moreover, these results point out a direction for future research.  This paper focuses on 

the short term effects of imprisonment, but the potential for long term consequences should not 

be ignored.  Not only might incarceration affect neighborhoods through social disorganization 

and cultural deviance, but also by decreasing the viability of institutions that support voting.  Im-

prisonment deprives neighborhoods of economic resources.  The decrease in family resources 

discussed earlier may translate into fewer resources to donate to churches and community or-

ganizations, both of which foster voting (Skocpol 1999, Putnam 2000).  Furthermore, because 

the distribution of government resources is based on population, the removal and transfer of 

neighborhood residents to other locations means that schools and other social services in 

neighborhoods receive less funding as a result of imprisonment-induced depopulation (Huling 

2002).  Such neighborhoods are also allocated less representation in state and national legisla-

tures; their political power is transferred to areas that house inmates (Huling 2002). 
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Inmate Data Full Sample Reduced Sample 
Women 26 16 
Men 265 142 
White 18 13 
Black 273 145 
Average Age 35.59 36.16 
Convicted before 6/10/06 184 118 
Convicted after 6/10/06 107 40 
Convicted between 6/1/06 and 6/10/06 30 17 
N 291 158 
Table 1: Characteristics of Inmates.
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Matched Data 
 

Means 
(Treated) 

Means 
(Control) 

SD Difference 
in Means 

Voter Registration 0.676 0.733 0.218 -0.057 

Median Income 31124 36023 23480 -4899 
Percent White 0.15 0.184 0.185 -0.034 
Percent Hispanic 0.033 0.0747 0.1876 -0.0417 
Crime Rate 0.039 0.0576 0.0962 -0.0186 
Number Convicted 2.059 1.891 0.823 0.168 
Percent Group Quarters 0.039 0.02 0.046 0.019 
Percent Owner Occupied 0.361 0.33 0.2548 0.031 
Percent Under 10k 0.239 0.222 0.1694 0.017 
Median Age 33.927 35.213 6.679 -1.286 
Church Density 4.69 4.287 5.064 0.403 
College 0.454 0.5 0.5099 -0.046 
N 119 26   
     
All Data Means 

(Treated) 
Means 
(Control) 

SD Difference 
in Means 

Voter Registration .676 .703 0.2167 -0.027 
Median Income 31123 36090 21066 -4967 
Percent White 0.15 0.252 0.252 -0.102 
Percent Hispanic 0.033 0.07 0.167 -0.037 
Crime Rate 0.039 0.055 0.08 -0.016 
Number Convicted 2.059 1.265 0.511 0.794 
Percent Group Quarters 0.039 0.026 0.052 0.014 
Percent Owner Occupied 0.361 0.347 0.249 0.014 
Percent Under 10k 0.239 0.202 0.158 0.037 
Median Age 33.927 36.191 7.101 -2.264 
Church Density 4.69 5.3 7.52 -0.61 
College 0.454 0.441 0.504 0.013 
N 119 34   

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for All Data and Matched Data.  Includes block groups with residents convicted 
both before and after June 10.  Matched data were pre-processed using MatchIt (Ho, Imai et al. 2004). 
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Matched Data 
 

Means 
(Treated) 

Means 
(Control) 

SD Difference 
in Means 

Voter Registration .685    

Median Income 35756 35459 23830 -296 
Percent White 0.173 0.207 0.242 -0.034 
Percent Hispanic 0.026 0.077 0.191 -0.051 
Crime Rate 0.038 0.056 0.092 -0.018 
Number Convicted 1.597 1.320 0.557 0.277 
Percent Group Quarters .030 0.013 0.036 0.017 
Percent Owner Occupied .402 0.33 0.261 0.071 
Percent Under 10k .207 0.227 0.173 0.020 
Median Age 35.14 35.28 7.444 -.0143 
Church Density 4.41 4.67 5.064 -0.26 
College 0.5 0.440 0.5099 0.06 
N 72 25   
     
All Data Means 

(Treated) 
Means 
(Control) 

SD Difference 
in Means 

Voter Registration .685 .703 0.2167 -0.018 
Median Income 35756 36090 21066 -334 
Percent White 0.173 0.252 0.252 -0.079 
Percent Hispanic 0.026 0.07 0.167 -0.044 
Crime Rate 0.0389 0.055 0.08 -0.017 
Number Convicted 1.597 1.265 0.511 .333 
Percent Group Quarters .030 0.026 0.052 .004 
Percent Owner Occupied .402 0.347 0.249 .056 
Percent Under 10k .207 0.202 0.158 .004 
Median Age 35.140 36.191 7.101 -1.505 
Church Density 4.41 5.3 5.33 -0.89 
College 0.5 0.441 0.507 0.059 
N 72 34   

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics for All Data and Matched Data.  Excludes block groups with residents convicted 
both before and after June 10.  Matched data were pre-processed using MatchIt (Ho, Imai et al. 2004). 
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 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

 
     
Convicted before 6/10/06 -0.091 -0.090 -0.091 -0.080 
 (.044) (0.044) (0.044) (.047) 
 
Residents Convicted before & after 
6/10/06 0.012 0.012 0.016 N/A 
 (.041) (0.041) (0.041)  
 
Median Income 7.14E-07 7.03E-07 6.51E-07 2.06E-07 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
 
Percent White -0.111 -0.109 -0.100 -0.032 
 (.121) (0.121) (0.122) (.146) 
 
Percent Hispanic -0.486 -0.493 -0.484 -0.321 
 (.177) (0.178) (0.177) (.215) 
 
Crime Rate 0.691 0.722 0.656 0.573 
 (.357) (0.362) (0.362) (.407) 
 
Number Convicted 0.014 0.014 0.013 0.022 
 (.017) (0.017) (0.017) (.022) 
 
Percent Group Quarters 0.118 0.118 0.102 0.239 
 (.13) (0.130) (0.132) (.197) 
 
Percent Owner Occupied 0.280 0.278 0.289 0.387 
 (.11) (0.111) (0.111) (.139) 
 
Percent Under 10k -0.173 -0.161 -0.162 -0.206 
 (.157) (0.159) (0.158) (.219) 
 
Median Age 1.23E-03 1.28E-03 1.21E-03 -5.12E-05 
 (.003) (0.003) (0.003) (.004) 
 
Church Density  -0.001   
  (0.002)   
 
College or University   0.021  
   (0.032)  
 
Intercept 0.610 0.611 0.598 0.597 
 (.126) (0.126) (0.127) (.164) 
 
N 145 145 145 91 
Adjusted R-squared .21 .205 .206 .19 

Table 4: Estimated effects of incarceration on voter registration in neighborhoods.  Standard errors in paren-
theses; * =P < .05; ** P < .01; *** P < .001. 
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Figure 1: Imprisonment and Racial Composition by Block Group, Atlanta, GA.  The map includes data on the 
percent of non-Hispanic black residents in each tract.  Points representing the last known residence of inmates im-
prisoned during the study period are superimposed over the tracts and include inmates from neighborhoods in which 
offenders were sentenced both before and after June 10, 2006. 



 41

 

Figure 2: Imprisonment and Voter Registration by Block Group, Atlanta, GA.  Voter Registration is measured 
as a count of voters registered in each tract, divided by the 2006 estimated adult population in each tract.  Points 
representing the last known residence of inmates imprisoned during the study period are superimposed over the 
tracts and include inmates from neighborhoods in which offenders were sentenced both before and after June 10, 
2006. 
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Figure 3: Predicted First Differences in Registration Rates.  The dashed lines surrounding the point represent the 
95% confidence intervals.  Estimates based on Model 1, with the number of residents sent to prison set to 1 and the 
indicators for ‘residents convicted in both time periods’ set to zero.  All other variables are set at their means. 

 

  


