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taking time to vote

No federal law says employers must make sure employ-
ees have time to vote November 8. But plenty of states 
do have such laws—and some have real teeth: Employ-

ers face steep fines and even jail time for bucking them.
Most states say employees must be given hours off work—

one, two, three or four, usually paid but not always—if they 
don’t have a long enough stretch of nonwork hours while polls 
are open. Some states say employees must notify employers 
ahead of time to get time off and/or must provide written proof 
that they actually voted. (A brief rundown of various state laws 
is at www.findlaw.com/voting-rights-law.html.) Some em-
ployers voluntarily adopt policies providing paid leave to vote.

States that don’t address the issue are Connecticut, Dela-
ware, Florida, Idaho, Indiana, Louisiana, Maine, Michigan, 
Mississippi, Montana, New Jersey, North Carolina, Oregon, 
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Vermont and 
Virginia, as well as the District of Columbia. North Dakota 
merely “encourages” employers to make sure workers have 
a chance to vote. It’s a moot point in Washington, where all 
ballots are cast by mail. 

There are lots of reasons the United States has one of the 
most dismal voter turnout rates among developed nations 
(47.7% on average since 1945). In 2014, when only 36% of eli-
gible voters cast ballots, a U.S. Census Bureau poll of nonvot-
ers found the top answer (28%) was that they were “too busy.”

Periodically, bills are introduced to move elections to 
weekends. An organization called Why Tuesday points 
to much higher voting rates among countries that vote on 
weekends, including Thailand (82.1%), Germany (80.2%), 
Japan (68.7%), France (67.3%) and Russia (56.6%).

FYI, the organization—which advocates for weekend 
elections—says the answer to “why Tuesday” for elections 
goes back 171 years:

In 1845, before Florida, California, and Texas were 
states or slavery had been abolished, Congress needed to 
pick a time for Americans to vote. We were an agrarian 
society. We traveled by horse and buggy. Farmers needed a 
day to get to the county seat, a day to vote, and a day to get 
back, without interfering with the three days of worship. 
So that left Tuesday and Wednesday, but Wednesday was 
market day. So, Tuesday it was. In 1875 Congress extended 
the Tuesday date for national House elections and in 1914 
for federal Senate elections.


