
1 

 

The State of Youth Voting Rights at Duke University, June 2024 

DRAFT 

by Gunther Peck, Amaia Clayton, Sachi Gaonkar, Laurin Potter,  

Liv Schramkowski, Caprice Seeman, Nathan Strang 

The youth vote is undeniably influential, possessing the power to flip swing states, to 

reshape political landscapes, and to serve as a catalyst for societal change. North Carolina ranks 

among the top ten states where young people can significantly influence electoral outcomes, with 

eligible youth voters comprising 21% of the population. However, the right for students to vote 

in this state is currently being threatened.  Provisional ballots are supposed to be the failsafe for 

voters experiencing any difficulties with their voter registrations, giving poll workers the 

opportunity to verify the  voters’ registration status.  But increasingly provisional ballots are 

depriving votrers of their right to vote, as most are rejected without explanation. Unfortunately, 

that disfranchisement is coming to Duke’s campus.   In the March 5, 2024 primary, out of 2,927 

students registered to vote at Duke, only 288 students voted. Additionally, 60 out of those 288 

students voted provisionally, with 61.7% of those provisional ballots thrown out. To put this in 

perspective, 1 out of 8 Duke students had their vote thrown out, making Duke’s throw rate nearly 

twice that of the Durham County average and 10% greater than the average for all of North 

Carolina. 

Given that the absolute number of students that cast a provisional ballot in the primary is 

five times higher than it was in the 2020 general election, this indicates an unprecedented level of 

student voter disenfranchisement at Duke. This worrisome development can be attributed to new 

provisions under two related laws: S.B. 824, the new law requiring photo ID to vote, and S.B. 

747 which restricts the forms of ID accepted for voter registration during early voting, has 
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compounded by challenges associated with the Duke Voter ID Card and inconsistent election 

administration. These laws place new voter identification restrictions on student voters, a 

vulnerable voter class that most frequently utilizes early voting in the electoral process, 

commonly lacks appropriate in-state identification, and is typically needs to change their mailing 

address year to year.  

Previously, S.B. 824 had been blocked by both a trial court and the state supreme court as 

the law was expected to disproportionately enact barriers to voting against African American 

voters. On April 28, 2023, however, the North Carolina Supreme Court reversed its decision in 

Holmes v. Moore, which restored the state’s voter ID law. This law requires voters to show an 

acceptable photo ID when they vote in person. A list of acceptable IDs is provided in the figure 

below.  

 

Fig. 1: List of acceptable Photo IDs as shown in a North Carolina State Board of 

Elections (NCSBE) Graphic   
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In instances where voters fail to present an acceptable ID, they can either make use of an 

ID Exemption Form while casting a provisional ballot or cast a provisional ballot and 

subsequently present their photo ID to the county board of elections office by a particular 

deadline which depends on the election at hand. Exceptions to the photo ID mandate are 

permissible under specific circumstances, including encountering impediments such as 

transportation limitations, loss or theft of ID, disability or illness, family obligations, among 

others. Additional exceptions encompass religious objections to photography or being a victim of 

a natural disaster within hundred days of Election Day. In cases where registered voters are 

unable to provide a photo ID but request an ID exemption form, the county board of elections is 

mandated to count their ballot assuming they have been able to provide the correct forms of ID 

for voter registration. Voters who complete the ID Exemption form also have the opportunity to 

present an acceptable form of photo ID for voting or one for voter registration before the county 

canvass occurs after the election.    

Passed in October of 2023, S.B. 747 makes numerous changes to election law 

administration, including changing the requirements needed to register to vote during the same-

day registration early voting period. When registering during early voting citizens must provide a 

HAVA document (NC driver’s license, photo ID, utility bill, paycheck) that displays the 

individual’s current name and address and an acceptable photo ID that matches the requirements 

in S.B. 824. For Duke students that live on-campus, the Duke Office of Government Relations 

provides a list to polling places that has every student that lives on campus. Students then 

provide their acceptable photo ID and the poll worker cross-checks the ID with the list. If the 

individual does not produce a photo ID with an address that matches the address on their HAVA 

document, then the voter is forced to vote provisionally. To remedy the provisional ballot, the 
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voter may either return to the county board with a photo ID and proof of residence document 

displaying the same address or two different copies of a current proof of residence document 

with the same address. Additionally, the law establishes a new provision whereby citizens who 

choose to use same-day registration must vote provisionally until the individual's NC license 

number or social security number can be verified. The law also makes it easier for pollworkers to 

expunge a voter’s registration.  Citizens must have their address verified via the USPS delivering 

a single piece of mail to the voter’s listed address.  But if the mailing address is undeliverable – 

for example because the voter listed a dormitory address that does not receive mail -- the 

citizen’s registration is struck from the rolls after just one notification. This portion of the law is 

currently temporarily blocked while the State of North Carolina navigates litigation, but if fully 

implemented could have disastrous effects on the right to vote for unhoused and transient 

populations, including students.  

 This report highlights the detrimental effects these new and little researched laws have 

had on student voting rights at Duke specificially. In addition, this report provides greater clarity 

on the processes of registration and voting, as well as how and why unprecedented numbers of 

Duke students had their ballots rejected.  We conclude by providing concrete suggestions for 

how Duke can better protect student voting rights and empower their students to be informed and 

engaged citizens. 

 

Methodology 

 In order to fully and accurately answer the questions proposed in this report, we used 

surveys, interviews, and data analysis of election returns in Durham County and across the state 

in the spring primary of 2024. To begin this work, we proposed a research plan to Duke 
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University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). This included the survey and interview questions 

to be administered, recruitment guidelines, and any benefits or harms that were anticipated. Our 

IRB protocol also considered the fact Duke students would be researching other Duke students.   

Consequently, we worked especially hard to eliminate any peer coercion in the way we designed 

our surveys and implemented the interviews. This included allowing just one follow-up 

communication with our targeted student audiences, or two contacts in total, for each possible 

participant. In addition, we decided to remove all identifying information from students in the 

final report as to protect the privacy of the students we interviewed.  

 With IRB approval secured, we were able to begin our research. Importantly, we were 

not interested in who students voted for or which parties they voted with, rather if they were able 

to vote and their experiences in doing so. To investigate this, four research teams each tackled 

one aspect of the research: students who voted provisionally, students who requested a Duke 

Student Voter ID, students who did not vote, and students who voted successfully. While each 

team’s research strategy differed slightly to meet their unique needs, either surveys, interviews, 

or a combination of both were used across all teams.  

By utilizing data retrieved from the North Carolina State Board of Elections, the 

provisional team first cross-referenced a file of all provisional voters in Durham County with the 

Duke University registry. This allowed them to compile a list of 60 Duke students who voted 

provisionally. The team then sent a combination of emails and/or texts (with a limit of two 

contacts) to schedule phone interviews, using a set of IRB-approved questions (Appendix 1). In 

total, 15 interviews were scheduled and 12 were ultimately used for the team’s analysis.  

Due to administrative challenges within Duke University, the team investigating the 

Duke Student Voter ID was unable to access the list of Duke students who had applied for a 
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Duke student voter ID card. We had hoped to send a survey out to these students to learn how 

students had heard about the Duke card and more important what they thought it meant for their 

voting plan and whether they had experienced difficulty picking up the card before the primary.   

Unfortunately, we were unable to have access to the list.  We later learned that members of Duke 

Votes similarly did not have access to the list of ID-requestees, an exclusion that hindered their 

ability to notify and inform these Duke students about securing access to the cards they applied 

for. Most of the cards, we learned, were never picked up by the students who needed them. 

Because we could not survey the students, we pivoted away from sending out a survey and 

instead interviewed students that we knew had secured the Duke photo ID card as well as 

members of Duke Votes who had been involved in implementing the student photo ID card. 

With a set list of questions, seven interviews were conducted and used for the team’s analysis 

(Appendix 2). 

The team investigating students who did not vote in this election first produced a list of 

Duke students who were registered to vote but did not do so. This was done using the Durham 

Voter History Record and the Durham Voter Registration Record from the North Carolina Board 

of Elections’ public data. Duke students were identified from the Voter Registration by searching 

for voters with a West or East campus registration address. Each voter has a corresponding voter 

ID, so every registered Duke student’s voter ID was cross listed against the list of all Durham 

residents who voted in the 2024 primaries. Following the creation of this list, the team sent a 

survey out to the 2,767 Duke students who were registered to vote but did not do so in the 2024 

primary (Appendix 3). With the two IRB-approved contacts and a short timeline of just under 

two weeks, the team received 98 responses to base their analysis on.  
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Finally, the team investigating the Duke students who voted successfully consulted data 

from the North Carolina State Board of Elections to build their list of subjects. They identified 

241 Duke students who cast ballots that were counted and emailed a survey to them (Appendix 

4). Unique of the other teams, this team also asked these students if they would be willing to 

participate in a follow-up interview, in addition to the survey. At the conclusion of the study, the 

team received 64 responses and interviewed 6 students.  

Across these four teams, a mixture of open-ended and multiple choice questions were 

used for the surveys and interviews. We tried not to ask too many open-ended questions in order 

to not overwhelm participants and to get consistent and accurate quantitative data. Emails to 

recruit students to participate highlighted the voluntary and consensual nature of the study and 

informed every potential survey respondent and interviewee of their rights. While the large-scale 

purpose of the study was explained (voting patterns of Duke students), it was critical that this 

research remain nonpartisan, as all partisan information from the North Carolina State Board of 

Elections was immediately deleted and disregarded from our lists of Duke students. Nor did we 

investigate respondents’ partisan loyalties or who they may have voted for in the recent primary. 

Our focus was solely on students’ understanding of the voting process and the new ID 

requirements. 

Because this research was developed during the Spring 2024 in an undergraduate class at 

the Sanford School taught by Professor Gunther Peck, PPS 307: Democracy: Crisis and 

Opportunity,” our timeframe for the project was especially tight. All research was conceived and 

conducted after the conclusion and certification of the March primary and before the end of the 

spring semester. Yet despite this tight timeline and our strict compliance with IRB protocols, 

survey response rates from Duke students were quite high. Had it not been the end of the 
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semester, we believe that the response rates to our surveys would have been even higher had 

students not been in the midst of preparing for finals and end-of-year projects.  

 

Provisional Ballots 

We began our analysis of provisional voting at Duke University by determining the rate 

of rejection of provisional ballots cast in the March 5, 2024 election, which was 52% for the 

entire state of North Carolina and 37% for Durham County.1 At Duke, out of 60 provisional 

voters, 21 ballots were fully approved, two ballots were partially approved, and 37 ballots were 

ultimately not counted.2 That amounted to a shocking 61.7% of provisional ballots cast by Duke 

students being  thrown out, a rate exceeding both the state and county averages. 

 The State Board of Elections provisional file also lists why each provisional ballot was 

issued and, in some instances, additional rationale if the ballot was ultimately accepted. For 

Duke students, the most common reason for a ballot being rejected was “ID Not Provided - No 

Exception Form/Return With ID.” This was the case for 24 of the 37 Duke voters whose 

provisional ballots were not counted, or roughly 65%.3 In fact, of 39 Duke students who voted 

provisionally under the listed reason of “ID Not Provided,” just six (15.4%) completed an ID 

Exception Form. Of these six voters, all but one exception was accepted.4 This high approval rate 

(83.3%) suggests that some of the 24 “ID Not Provided” ballots that were ultimately not counted 

might have been accepted had the ID Exception Form been completed.   

 
1 “Absentee and Provisional Data,” North Carolina State Board of Elections, Accessed March 25, 2024, 

https://www.ncsbe.gov/results-data/absentee-and-provisional-data. 
2 “Absentee and Provisional Data” 
3 “Absentee and Provisional Data” 
4 “Absentee and Provisional Data” 
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 Overall, the data indicates that provisional ballots cast by Duke students were thrown out 

at a rate disproportionate to the Durham County and North Carolina averages, with the primary 

issue being the acquisition and use of an acceptable form of photo ID. While this data provides a 

macroscopic view of Duke provisional voter outcomes, to truly gauge the extent of student 

experiences with North Carolina’s recent voting laws, we sought to augment our findings 

through 15 interviews with provisional Duke student voters. 

 We identified the two most common pathways by which Duke students cast provisional 

ballots. The most common, which applied to five students, was failure to show a proper photo 

ID. Of these voters, three noted that they were unaware of the new photo ID requirements, as 

well as the option to request a Duke Student Voter ID. Two were aware of the Duke Student 

Voter ID but had not gotten around to registering or picking one up. All five had successfully 

registered to vote at the correct address prior to voting, and based on NCBOE guidelines, these 

students should have been able to utilize the ID Exception Form to have their provisional ballots 

resolved at the polls, as their residency was not in question.5 Per the language readily available 

on the NCBOE website, “All voters will be allowed to vote with or without a photo ID. If a voter 

cannot show photo ID when voting in person, they can still vote by filling out an ID Exception 

Form.” However, amongst these students, none were presented with this option by poll workers, 

and their votes were not counted. 

 The second most common provisional voting pathway applied to four interviewees, all 

on-campus residents with North Carolina driver’s licenses, who attempted to update their NC 

voter registration at the polls from their home counties to the Duke University campus precinct 

 
5 “Voter ID,” North Carolina State Board of Elections, Accessed April 29, 2024, 

https://www.ncsbe.gov/voting/voter-id. 
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during the early voting period. On updating a voter registration during early voting, the NCBOE 

website states that students only need to provide a document “with the student’s name and on-

campus housing address” or “a valid student photo identification card” if the institution provides 

the Board of Elections with a list of on-campus residents.6 However, when attempting to prove 

their on-campus residencies, these voters were met with a different list of acceptable documents 

and associated guidelines that were not available on the NCBOE website. These guidelines 

include a point specifically addressing students attending private colleges or universities, stating 

that in proving residency with a university-issued document containing an on-campus address, 

these students will also need to present an “approved photo ID from that institution” (i.e., Duke 

Student Voter ID), not just “a valid” student photo ID (Figure 2).   

 This form was not presented to any Duke students during the first ten days of early voting 

at the Karsh early voting site. Members of our team had traveled to the County Board of 

Elections and specifically asked whether a Duke ID would be sufficient proof of residence 

during early voting to register and were informed by officials that yes the Duke Student ID 

would count.  During the first week of early voting, several Duke students in fact showed their 

regular Duke IDs and were able to use them to register to vote and then offered additional photo 

IDs such as passports to satisfy the new photo ID requirement.  Starting on the last Friday of 

early voting, however, poll workers at Karsh produced the following statement that enabled them 

to refuse accepting Duke IDs as proof of residence for voter registration.  Most of the provisional 

ballots cast by Duke students occurred in the final two days of early voting as a result of this new 

voter registration policy, unknown to any Duke students, Duke administrators, or to members of 

Duke Votes. 

 
6 “Register in Person During Early Voting,” North Carolina State Board of Elections, Accessed April 29, 2024, 

https://www.ncsbe.gov/registering/how-register/register-person-during-early-voting. 
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Fig. 2: Acceptable identification for proof of residence available to Karsh Alumni Center 

poll workers during the Spring 2024 primary election early voting period  

When recounting this experience with inconsistent poll worker behavior, Anna noted, “I 

had talked previously [the day before voting] to the Board of Elections and thought that I had all 

of the correct information and correct documents that I would need to vote.7 The information 

being told to me at Karsh was different from the information being told to me verbally, over the 

 
7 To maintain student confidentiality, pseudonyms have been used in place of student names throughout this report. 
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phone, by the BOE, and on the BOE website, so I was confused as to how I was to gain access to 

this information before going to the polls.” The student then went on to mention that they “had 

anecdotally heard from other peers that they were able to register with just their Duke student ID, 

their mobile card, or even by just saying [to the poll worker] that they lived on Duke’s campus.” 

Even as the poll workers went back and forth throughout this process, one suggesting that they 

might be able to prove this voter’s residency by directly referencing the Duke-provided list of 

on-campus residents and accepting the voter’s NC license as photo ID, Anna was ultimately 

required to vote provisionally.   

On a separate occasion, another student expressed similar shock when they were 

presented with this proof of residency guideline stating, “I didn't know any of that before, and 

because we had to go through so many documents, it took a really long time.” In response, the 

student left the polling site but was encouraged to return by a friend. Despite bringing their North 

Carolina driver’s license, Duke student ID, and transcripts with their on-campus address to the 

polling site, this student was also required to vote provisionally.   

As the window to request a Duke Student Voter ID had passed – and there was no 

opportunity to pick up said cards as they were available only one day during the last week of 

early voting -- there was no other mechanism for these Duke students to prove their residency.  

As a last ditch effort to retain their voting rights, several of the Duke students who were offered 

provisional ballots asked to fill out an  ID Exemption Form, a provision allowed under the 

current law that enables citizens without transportation or other barriers to securing an acceptable 

photo ID.    None of the Duke students were offered the exemption by poll workers, but only 

knew of it because they had done their homework and understood that it was a hard won failsafe 

to minimize potential harms associated with the new photo ID requirement. However, the ID 
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Exemption Form can only be used to address challenges that occur during voting, not during 

voter registration. Because Duke’s regular ID no longer counted as proof of residence, all of 

these provisional ballots and the exemptions that sought to secure them were rejected.  Anna, an 

author on a seminal student voter rights publication, found her own provisional ballot discarded.    

Some of the Duke students whose ID no longer counted were instructed by poll workers 

to return to the polling site with a passport (an approved ID), another was instructed to return to 

the Board of Elections with the correct photo ID, while still another was given no alternatives to 

cure their provisional ballot. This pattern, while indicative of inconsistent election 

administration, nonetheless suggests that poll workers generally recognized the central problem 

of Duke’s voter ID problem at hand. In the case of the two voters instructed to return to the 

polling site with their passports when voting on election day, returning with an approved ID with 

limited time left in the voting period implied a likely impediment to voting and thus could have 

implicated the ID Exception Form. What is unclear, however, is why poll workers were not 

instructed to offer the ID Exception Form in addition to suggesting that the voter present an 

approved ID. 

When we asked Duke students who cast provisional ballots if they had checked on the 

status  of their ballots following the election, only three out of the fourteen student provisional 

voters surveyed had done so (21.4%), underscoring the ways in which North Carolina’s new 

voting administration creates the risk and harm of voter disenfranchisement without explicit 

acknowledgement of that fact to affected voters. That harm suggests how voter disfranchisement 

and voter discouragement work hand in hand.  Throughout the provisional voting process, 

numerous students expressed pessimism about their voting experiences. One student noted, “The 

whole process was unexpected and really frustrating...I was really frustrated that it was so 
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confusing,” while another mentioned, “Somebody that came with us decided it wasn’t worth the 

hassle and didn’t vote at all.” 

 

The Duke Voter ID 

 Student frustration and confusion over what types of IDs were acceptable was not only 

caused by poll workers providing varied information, but also challenges associated with the 

newly instated Duke Voter Identification Cards. Out of the 18 D1 universities in North Carolina, 

both public and private, Duke University is the only school whose student ID does not count as a 

voter ID.8 As a result, Duke University students are in a unique position to suffer from voter 

disenfranchisement. Meanwhile, all other students in peer D1 institutions are granted the civil 

right to use their student ID in the voting process. Our research analyzed what problems and 

challenges the Duke administration and student groups faced in implementing the Duke Voter ID 

Card and what students wished could be done to make it more accessible to Duke student voters. 

 First, it is important to understand the reason why it was necessary to create a Duke Voter 

ID. The changes in North Carolina’s legislation as a result of S.B. 747 and S.B. 824 requires 

voters to present a valid photo ID in order to register and vote. The State Board has established a 

vetting mechanism for endorsing student and public employee IDs for electoral purposes, and 

maintains a roster of sanctioned IDs. It stipulates that it shall approve the student identification 

cards issued by UNC constituent institutions, community colleges, or eligible private 

postsecondary institutions for voting identification purposes if specific criteria for the card are 

met by the institution.  

 
8 “Student and Public Employee IDs Approved for Voting,” North Carolina State Board of Elections, Accessed May 

23, 2024, https://www.ncsbe.gov/voting/voter-id/student-and-public-employee-ids-approved-voting. 
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In the process to approve the Duke Card as a valid student ID, Duke responded to the 

North Carolina Board of Elections’ list of approved IDs by submitting an application for the 

Duke Card. However, it was found that mobile IDs were not approved, and the Duke Card 

lacked an expiration date. However, rather than simply adding an expiration date to the Duke 

Card to model peer institutions, the Duke administration decided to make a separate Duke 

Student Voting ID.  

The process of obtaining a Duke Voter ID Card involved filling out a survey accessed via 

a QR code. Once the survey was completed, students received an email notifying them that their 

card was ready for pickup. However, despite efforts to communicate through various channels, 

including social media, emails, and posters, many students remained uninformed about where 

and when to pick up the card.  

The mention of the Duke Student ID Card was embedded in emails from Student Affairs 

or Duke Student Government rather than prioritized in the subject line, lending itself to being 

disregarded. Students’ propensity to overlook emails, with many ending up in spam folders, 

compounded the issue. Furthermore, informing students about the process for obtaining a Duke 

Voter ID Card primarily relied on tabling at the Bryan Center Plaza (BC Plaza) led by the 

student-led Duke Votes. However, with only a few pickup days and specific hours, students with 

conflicting class schedules found it difficult to accommodate. Students have voiced frustration at 

the limited reach of these campaigns on “something so important.”  

This dearth of information has led to instances where students, unaware of the process, 

found themselves learning about and subsequently requesting a card only after visiting the 

polling site during the early voting period. However, the last day to request a Duke Voter ID was 
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February 25th, which was almost a week before early voting ended. One student, despite 

registering to vote during orientation week, was surprised to find out during the early voting 

period that they were actually "not registered" as their registration had supposedly "expired." 

Students mentioned their friends who went through similar experiences stating that their friend 

“filled the first bubble and then … they [said] ‘you are supposed to have a Duke Voter ID Card 

or passport.’” Such delayed information about the dissemination of Duke Voter IDs resulted in 

the disenfranchisement of multiple students.  

Duke students consistently expressed the wish to transition the Duke Voter ID process 

from an opt-in to an opt-out system to streamline the process and ensure broader participation. 

One student described the benefits of an opt-out rather than the opt-in process which is the 

current policy: “Then you don't have to worry [about], ‘Oh, I missed the deadline, I have to wait 

or I won’t be able to vote at all,’” they mentioned. The combination of limited information 

dissemination, confusion surrounding registration status, and a general lack of awareness all 

contributed to many students' sense of confusion and disengagement from the voting process. 

In addition, many freshmen also expressed frustration over the absence of a physical ID 

associated with Duke University. For some, obtaining the Duke Voter ID Card serves as a means 

to address this need rather than solely for voting purposes. They view it as a tangible 

representation of their affiliation with the university, providing convenience in situations where 

physical identification is required, such as for student discounts. Virtually all students 

interviewed in our research articulated a desire for a broader Duke student ID card that all 

students would receive without completing a separate application process. 
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In collaboration with Duke Student Affairs, another student initiated an experiment to 

implement an opt-out process. They distributed 30 cards to first-year students as part of a trial 

run. Subsequently, they worked with Duke Votes to provide training to Resident Assistants on 

voter registration and the voter ID card process. This included distributing informational 

materials and conducting meetings with the Vice Provost and Student Affairs leaders for 

undergraduate education to address issues related to voter ID cards. The initiative proved 

successful, resulting in a plan to distribute voter ID cards to all first-year students starting 

October 2024.    

 This approach, starting with first-year students, would serve as a crucial first step in 

overcoming the initial hurdles associated with registration and request processes upon arriving 

on campus. Students believe that implementing an opt-out system for the Duke Voter ID Card, 

supported by the involvement of RAs, has the potential to significantly increase student 

awareness and participation. This model would serve as a catalyst for broader policy changes 

aimed at enhancing voter engagement and accessibility within the Duke University community. 

Overall, Duke students expressed a keen desire for improvements in the Duke Voter ID 

process to mirror their peer D1 institutions. Given the significance of these ID cards, 

administrative supervision is required for their creation and distribution. Despite worries about 

student apathy, logistical barriers such as lack of access to the right ID or transportation to 

polling sites on election day represent some of the biggest challenges to successful student 

voting. Students hope that with the collaboration of the administration, Duke can protect the 

civic right to vote which has been damaged due to changing laws and an ineffective student ID.  

Reasons for Low Youth Voter Participation 



18 

 

The Duke voter ID is one reason for low student turnout in the recent primary, but there 

were other barriers that stopped Duke students from voting during the recent primary. In North 

Carolina, only 5% of eligible youth voted in the 2024 primary.9 At Duke, only about 8.6% of 

registered students voted in the primary, which leaves 91.4% of registered students not showing 

up to the polls. In order to learn the reasons why these students didn’t vote, a survey was sent by 

email to the 2,767 students, which resulted in 90 student responses. After analyzing the data and 

looking at student responses, we were able to draw some preliminary conclusions.  

We looked at two factors in our survey: the reasons why registered students didn’t vote 

and whether or not they got a Duke Voter ID. The reasons why students didn’t vote were divided 

into four categories: time and/or transportation, lack of information or misinformation, apathy, 

and simply the idea that their vote doesn’t matter.  

 
9 “Super Tuesday: YouthTurnout Low in North Carolina, Virginia, and California.” Circle at Tufts, 18 Mar. 2024, 

https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/super-tuesday-youth-turnout-low-north-carolina-virginia-and-california 
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Fig. 3: Pie chart noting the different reasons registered Duke students did not vote 

in the 2024 Primaries 

As seen in Figure 3, 42.5% of students who were registered but didn’t vote said that it 

was because of time and transportation. Lack of information and misinformation was the second 

most popular reason, which led 31.5% of registered students to not vote. The third most common 

response with only 15.1% of respondents was apathy towards voting and another 8.2% feeling 

that their vote would not change the outcome.  

The survey asked follow up questions to try and get to the bottom of why students chose 

the reasons that they did. For time and transportation, all of the survey responses expressed 

frustration with an inability to find time to vote amidst busy class, work, and extracurricular 

commitments during a weekday. In response to “how did transportation affect your ability to 
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vote,” many students responded that there was a lack of coordinated transportation efforts on 

campus that required students to have to find an independent ride to the polls. This is especially 

acute on election day when students need to travel off campus either to Watts elementary school 

or to the more inaccessible Patterson Recreation Center behind the VA hospital.  Neither are 

connected to any public transportation networks. If you do not own a car and are walking from 

the heart of west campus, it is a 30-minute walk to the Patterson Center.   

In terms of misinformation or a lack of information in general, students indicated that 

they felt as if they didn’t know enough information about candidates and that there was no clear 

source of unbiased candidate information on campus. Students also expressed frustration with 

this lack of information as it caused them to miss voting. A student reported that they went to 

Karsh Alumni Center to vote on election day because they were unaware that it was only an 

early voting site. While the Chronicle does report such information, not everyone regularly reads 

the Chronicle. Some student responses suggested a streamlined voting information hub or email 

list that shares Chronicle articles and necessary information on voting. At Duke, all 

undergraduate students move at least once from East to West Campus during their Duke tenure 

and potentially more. Students must update their registration with each move; however, 

according to survey responses many are unaware of this and end up at the wrong precinct on 

election day and have to cast provisional ballots. 

Students who suggested that apathy was the reason for not voting also noted that they 

were deeply concerned about the state of our democracy. Their responses suggested something 

other than apathy was at work, but rather a belief that that our political system was inherently 

flawed and would be extremely difficult to fix. This was somewhat unexpected as there is often a 

strong media depiction of youth voters and Generation Z not caring about politics and wanting to 
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be uninvolved. However, this study showed  that even those describing apathy as their 

justification for not voting were also critiquing the particular ways the political system was 

functioning. Rather than apathy, students highlighted systemic limitations like lack of time and 

transportation, ID and registration hurdles, and inadequate or poor information about voting. 

 

Fig. 4: Bar chart showing # of registered Duke students who also requested a Duke 

Voter ID 

We wanted to further understand how the Duke Voter ID impacted logistical and 

information barriers to voting.  As seen in Figure 4, when asking already registered Duke 

students if they had requested a Duke Voter ID, we found that 63.33% of survey respondents did 

not request a Duke voter ID. Just 31.11% requested and picked one up, while 5% reported 

requesting a voter ID but ultimately not picking it up. Students expressed that the Duke Voter ID 

should have been better publicized because many students were not aware of the new regulations 
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or how to request and pick up an ID until after the primary election. Furthermore, students 

suggested that the University automatically provide voter IDs for all students and distribute them 

in conjunction with other mandatory material like room keys at the beginning of the year.   From 

all of the student responses that we gained through the survey we saw that even though they did 

not vote, students were still able to articulate a vision for what they believe successful voting at 

Duke could look like.  

Successful Voting 

Despite these challenges, some Duke students and early voters did seem to know about 

the new ID rules and had the resources to cast a valid ballot. In the following section, we want to 

examine what experiences, traits, and resources enabled Duke students to vote successfully. For 

the purpose of this study, “successful” is defined simply as having an individual's ballot be 

partially or fully counted in the primary election. 

There are several factors that help students successfully cast their ballot and get their 

votes counted. However, we found that students who engaged with email announcements and 

Instagram posts from Duke Votes were consistently at an advantage in ensuring their votes 

would be counted. Tabling by Duke Votes, class visitations with presentations about how to 

vote, personal political involvement, and having friends who are politically involved, also 

significantly impacted the likelihood of a Duke student’s vote being counted. The early voting 

site at Karsh Alumni Center, which is on the C1 bus path from West Campus to East Campus, 

made it convenient for students to vote on their way to or from their dorms. Students wanted 

access to more information about candidates and clearer instructions on the voter ID process.  

By researching what common resources help Duke students vote successfully, we were able to 

gain insight into how this might become a stronger norm.  
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We emailed only those Duke students who cast ballots that were counted. Sixty five 

students responded to the survey,  a 27% response rate in total. Some of the success stories 

revealed substantial barriers to voting, however. Based on the survey of 65 responses, 43 

students said they voted early, where 22 said they voted on election day, and only 7 successful 

students had issues voting, while 58 did not. This data does not include people who received 

provisional ballots. 

 

 

Fig. 5: Bar chart showing the resources used by students prior to voting 

Duke students who voted attributed their success to Duke Votes and to the Duke Voter 

ID information. That linkage exemplifies the hard work of Duke Votes in shouldering the 

primary burden for voter mobilization and education even without the list of those students who 

had registered for the card. At the same time, voting rights should not be contingent on 

membership in a student club, however trusted and inclusive. Students found out about the Duke 
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Voter ID through email the most, then social media platforms, and a few found out about it from 

a website, or a friend. Many students had their own unique ways of obtaining this information 

that specifically pertains to them. 

Overall, the sentiment was that more students needed to know about the Duke Voter ID 

and the process of getting an ID needed to be more reliable and “user-friendly”. Students were 

also interested in getting more non-partisan information about local and statewide candidates. 

Drawing back to our research question, getting students better access to vote is step one and next 

comes getting students all the information to make an even more knowledgeable choice. 

Additionally, making it more known that Karsh is an early voting center rather than an election 

day polling site would benefit students in their early voting endeavors. These quantitative and 

qualitative survey questions gave us a lot of insight into what students were experiencing while 

voting. Even though these students successfully voted, they still ran into an abundant number of 

issues and roadblocks.  

We had the chance to talk with a Junior, Miranda. Miranda is an out-of-state student and 

registered to vote when arriving at Duke’s campus freshman year. Miranda and one of her 

friends went to vote together on election day, where she ran into some issues. Miranda came to 

the voting location with her out-of-state driver's license but did not have a Duke Voter Card and 

was offered a provisional ballot. The poll workers explained to her that she could come back 

with her passport, so that is exactly what Miranda did. She had heard there was something she 

needed to vote for this year, but didn’t know it was the Duke Voter ID. However, her friend 

showed their out-of-state ID and was provided a real ballot. This inconsistency was confusing, 

but ultimately she got her vote counted.  
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Miranda shared with us her timeline that day. To get to the voting location she drove 10 

minutes, spent about 25 minutes trying to figure out how she could vote before driving the 10 

minutes back to get her passport. She then went back to actually vote. Miranda said this all took 

her about an hour to figure out and get the resources she needed before returning to vote. 

Miranda expressed that if she was any less inclined to vote, she wouldn’t have come back. She 

didn’t know she needed the Duke Voter ID, she just knew that the voter laws had changed 

specifically for Duke students. If she needed to know she thought she would hear about it. People 

were trying to spread the word but she said she must have been in the wrong place at the wrong 

time. She said she is not usually out of the loop on this stuff, but she had no idea what was 

happening. Miranda would attribute her successful vote to three main aspects, all of which she 

says were luck. She had a luscious amount of time on election day, she had a car with her on 

campus that she was using, and she had her passport nearby. Miranda claims these to be luck and 

privilege. She discussed how she was nervous because she wasn't sure if she had her passport 

here with her in Durham. She also expressed how if she didn’t have a car, she would not have 

been able to do this. Miranda said this experience does not make her look forward to voting 

again. She particularly highlighted she would try and vote early next time because of this 

situation. Her mentality of “this is the US, you show up with your ID and you can vote” has 

changed in her mind.  

Ultimately, through this research we have become aware that students who successfully 

vote still run into issues. There were 251 students who were “successful voters” yet 22 of them 

received provisional ballots when voting.   These were not easy ballots.  Additionally, we 

recognize the remarkable work of Duke Votes but also wonder whether being a part of, or 

knowing people within Duke Votes should be so prominent within successful voting. Voting 
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successfully should not be akin to membership in a student club. Information and encouragement 

about voting should also come from the University so that it reaches as many people as possible.  

 

Final Recommendations:  

Duke University did not create the challenging current legal context for young citizens 

trying to vote in North Carolina, nor are they responsible for the confusing and inconsistent poll 

worker behavior that we documented when it comes to accepting Duke student IDs.  Due to the 

unforeseen consequences of the passage of SB 824 coinciding with Duke's green initiative to 

transition to digital cards, the university found itself in a challenging position last summer. In 

response, Duke acted swiftly to create the Duke Voter ID card as a solution to ensure student 

voting rights were protected. That said, Duke bears direct responsibility for much of the 

provisional balloting that occurred during the recent primary at Karsh Alumni Center.  There 

were two problems. The first was limited access to the Duke photo ID cards.  Duke students 

were unable to pick up their IDs in a timely fashion when they most needed had them.  At a key 

moment during early voting, the Duke cards were completely unavailable to Duke students. 

There was also a failure to explain clearly what work the photo ID accomplished. Some thought 

it secured their voter registration. Others thought the card gave them discounts on university 

merchandise.  Providing all entering freshmen with physical Duke Voter ID cards would be a 

good step. But why stop with the entering class?  We firmly believe that all students at Duke 

have the same fundamental rights to vote.   Those rights are not contingent upon someone’s  year 

of study nor on their ability to find time to pick up a voter ID during limited hours. Duke's 

commitment to empowering its students to be active participants in our democracy is laudable, 

but without universal access to the required Duke photo ID card by all of  Duke’s graduate, 
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undergraduate, and professional students, student voting rights at Duke will be compromised.  

The burden for accessing these cards can not fall on students individually but is a collective 

institutional responsibility. 

To protect Duke students’ right to vote, then, we strongly recommend implementing an 

opt-out system for the Duke Voter ID Card. While our peer institutions, such as UNC and NC 

State, have the convenience of using their student ID for both voting and everyday activities, we 

must contend with the separate Duke Voter ID. To ensure that every student has easy access to 

this essential voting resource, we propose that the Duke Voter ID Card be distributed to all 

students as part of their welcome package for freshmen and during move-in check-in for 

upperclassmen living on campus. For off-campus students, the card should be made available 

through a designated pickup location or the Duke Card office. Students who plan to vote in their 

home state or who are non-citizens can easily opt out  by simply not using the card as it does not 

grant a student voter registration but simply the ability to do so if they are a U.S. citizen.  This is 

exactly the case for our peers at UNC-Chapel Hill, NC State, and NC Central. It is important to 

note that there is no need for concern regarding voter fraud, as students must provide either a 

Social Security number (for citizens) or a North Carolina ID when registering to vote. By 

implementing this opt-out system, Duke University can streamline the process of distributing the 

Duke Voter ID Card, ensuring that every student has the opportunity to exercise their 

fundamental right to vote without undue burden. 

To strengthen student voting initiatives, the Duke administration should also utilize 

official university communication channels, such as emails, brochures, posters, and social media 

posts, to disseminate crucial information about voter registration deadlines to minimize the 

likelihood of casting a provisional ballot. This should include advertising the photo ID 
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exemption form as an alternative if voters are not offered it at the polls, ensuring that students are 

aware of their options in case they encounter any issues with voter identification. Additionally, 

the university should emphasize pre-registering to vote before the deadline to reduce proof of 

residency barriers, as this can significantly streamline the voting process for students. Duke 

should also communicate with students that Karsh is only an early voting location and not a 

polling place on Election Day. 

While it is appreciated that Duke lets students and student organizations take the lead in 

organizing campus efforts, in the case of student voting, more help from the administration is 

needed.  Duke Votes has already done a phenomenal job in their advocacy, but as students who 

have their own busy schedules and academic duties, it can be hard for the organization to reach 

their full potential and deal with outside forces that might not take students seriously. In fact, our 

research found that direct university communication was pivotal in ensuring students had access 

to the information they needed to vote successfully.  Listening to Duke students voting stories 

demonstrates that their voices can and do improve decision making processes about elections and 

produce the most effective civic engagement.  Students are the best experts on how to have their 

voices count and why voting matters to them. 

 In the past, Duke administrators have collaborated with Duke students beautifully and it 

is one reason why Duke students have consistently had the highest turn out rates for any 

university in North Carolina.  But without immediate attention to the new barriers Duke students 

face in registering to vote during early voting, we are doubtful Duke will maintain its position as 

a leader in the Carolinas.  To summarize, there are now significant barriers Duke students face 

when registering to vote and when exercising their right to vote, including confusion around 

voter ID requirements, lack of accessible information, and high rates of provisional balloting. To 
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address these issues, we recommend an opt-out system for Duke Voter ID cards, greater support 

for student organizations like Duke Votes, streamlined voter registration, and improved 

communication about candidates and voting procedures. It is Duke’s moral and legal obligation 

under HAVA to ensure that their student citizens have an unabridged right to vote. Creating an 

ID that is not fully accessible to all potential Duke voters risks turning the alleged cure into a 

barrier that deprives students of their constitutionally-vested voting rights. 

 

 

 


