Texas Is #46 Out of 50 States for Voting Access. Here's the Index That Says So.
Part 1 of a four-part series on what the research actually shows about voting in Texas.
There's a number that gets repeated a lot in Texas politics — that the state makes it hard to vote — but numbers like that usually arrive without a source. This one has one.
What the Cost of Voting Index actually is
The Cost of Voting Index (COVI) is a nonpartisan, peer-reviewed academic measure, published in the Election Law Journal since 2018, with data reaching back to 1996. It's updated every election cycle — the current version covers 2026.
It measures one specific thing: the legal and administrative barriers a state puts between an eligible citizen and a cast ballot, across 11 issue areas and 57 variables. Registration deadlines. Whether you can register online. Drop box availability. ID requirements. Absentee excuse rules. Polling hours. All of it gets weighed and combined — using a statistical method called Principal Component Analysis — into one score per state, ranked 1 (easiest to vote) to 50 (hardest).
What it does not measure is who votes, or why, or which party benefits. It's a measure of the obstacle course, not the runners.
Where Texas lands
#46 out of 50.
And this isn't a one-time low score. Texas's rank over the life of the index:
	Year
	Rank

	2016
	#43

	2020
	#50

	2022
	#49

	2024
	#48

	2026
	#46



The state has moved up a little in the last few cycles, but it has never — not once since 1996 — been outside the bottom 10. The most accessible states this year are Washington, Nevada, California, Oregon, and Illinois. The most restrictive are Mississippi, Arkansas, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Texas.
What specifically makes Texas #46
This isn't vague. It's a list of concrete rules:
1. 30-day pre-registration deadline — one of the strictest cutoffs in the country
1. No online voter registration — one of only 7 states without it; paper forms only
1. No automatic registration at the DMV — most states enroll you when you get or renew a license; Texas doesn't
1. A stricter photo ID law — with a limited list of acceptable documents
1. An excuse required for an absentee ballot — most states now allow no-excuse absentee voting
1. No statewide ballot drop boxes — eliminated after 2020; Texas is 1 of 11 states that prohibit them
1. No all-mail voting option — 5 states run elections entirely by mail; Texas isn't one
1. No Election Day holiday — most working voters have to vote around a shift
1. Restrictions on voter registration drives — third-party registration efforts are heavily limited
1. Reduced polling locations in some areas, which compounds into longer wait times
The distinction that matters most: registration vs. casting a ballot
Researchers split these barriers into two categories: Voter Registration Cost (everything before you're on the rolls) and Ballot Casting Cost (everything after, on the way to the ballot box).
Texas is a top-10 most-restrictive state nationally on registration — no online option, no automatic registration, that 30-day deadline. On ballot-casting, it's high but not top-10, partly because Texas does offer 12 days of early voting, which takes some pressure off Election Day itself.
That distinction points to where reform would matter most. Of the two costs, registration is the stronger driver of low turnout nationally. It's also the one where Texas has made the fewest changes.
Why this matters before we go further
The next post in this series looks at the fraud claims that get used to justify laws like these — what the actual data show, not the talking points. The one after that connects this ranking to real outcomes: who doesn't vote, what it costs them, and what it costs the state. And the last one covers a specific bill, SB 396, that would move Texas's registration rules in the opposite direction from every reform on this list.
None of it works as an abstraction. It only means something once you can see exactly which rule does what, and to whom. That's the point of starting here.
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For further information on the work of the National Coalition for Voter Rights:  Our Substack Website 

