
Pennsylvania Should Restore Voting Rights 
to Over 40,000 Citizens

Pennsylvania denies the right to vote to 42,976 citizens due to confinement in prison or jail for a felony conviction.1 
Pennsylvania restricts access to the ballot box at the second highest rate in the region, with only Delaware prohibiting 
a higher share of its citizens from voting.2 

Pennsylvania’s felony disenfranchisement laws 
reinforce the racial disparities in the state’s criminal 
legal system. These disparities have been documented 
at various decision points throughout the criminal 
justice system, from law enforcement encounters 
to corrections. For instance, Black Pennsylvanians 
comprise just 12% of the state’s population but 
represent nearly half of all persons confined to prison.3 
Black Pennsylvanians are consequently over four times 
as likely to be disenfranchised as all Pennsylvanians.4  
Disparities also extend to Latinx Pennsylvanians, who 
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are disenfranchised at a rate that is 1.7 times the rate for 
all Pennsylvanians. 

To ameliorate hardships faced by communities of 
color and protect its democratic values, Pennsylvania 
lawmakers should follow the lead of Maine, Vermont, 
Puerto Rico, and Washington, DC and extend voting 
rights to persons completing felony sentences in prisons 
and jails. 
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Racial Injustice in Criminal Legal System Drives 
Disparities in Disenfranchisement

Felony disenfranchisement bears unequal weight 
on communities of color in Pennsylvania because 
of disparities in the state’s criminal legal system. 
Differences in incarceration rates go beyond differences 
in criminal offending and stem in part from bias 
throughout Pennsylvania’s criminal legal system. For 
example: 

•	 A joint investigation by the Pittsburgh City 
Controller and Citizen Police Review Board in 2022 
found that Black residents comprised 85% of all 
marijuana-related charges while representing just 
23% of the city’s population.5 Marijuana usage has 
been decriminalized in Pittsburgh since 2016. 

•	 Pennsylvania’s sentencing guidelines recommend 
imprisonment at a significantly higher rate and for 
a much longer duration for people with a higher 
Prior Record Score (PRS)—“sometimes months 
or years more prison time.”6 The PRS has been 
shown to be a weak predictor of future recidivism. 
But its use in sentencing is known to increase 
the imprisonment of Black Pennsylvanians, 
who are more likely to live in neighborhoods 
that experience higher rates of police stops and 
searches.7 

Leigh Owens, executive director of the PENNfranchise 
Project, has said: “Nearly 43,000 individuals, many of 
them people of color, could be the voting block that 
finally tips the scales of power in Pennsylvania toward 
the people. If our elected officials knew that their 
incarcerated constituents could cast a ballot, perhaps 
they would care more about the conditions inside these 
facilities and the conditions and laws that lead to mass 
incarceration.”8

Pennsylvania Should Safeguard Democratic Rights 
to Expand Access to the Ballot  

Research shows that an opportunity to participate in 
democracy has the potential to reduce one’s perceived 
status as an “outsider.”9 The act of voting can have a 

meaningful and sustaining positive influence on justice-
impacted citizens by making them feel they belong 
to a community.10 Having a say and a stake in the life 
and well-being of your community is at the heart of our 
democracy.

Re-enfranchisement can facilitate successful re-entry 
and reduce recidivism. The University of Minnesota’s 
Christopher Uggen and New York University’s Jeff Manza 
find that among people with a prior arrest, there are 

“consistent differences between voters and non-voters 
in rates of subsequent arrest, incarceration, and self-
reported criminal behavior.”11 Research also suggests 
having the right to vote immediately after incarceration 
matters for public safety. Individuals in states which 
continued to restrict the right to vote after incarceration 
were found to have a higher likelihood of experiencing 
a subsequent arrest compared to individuals in states 
who had their voting rights restored post-incarceration.12 
Given re-enfranchisement misinformation and 
obstacles facing justice-impacted citizens upon re-entry 
into our communities, one path to bolster public safety 
and promote prosocial identities is to preserve voting 
rights during incarceration.  

Allowing people to vote, including persons completing 
felony sentences in prisons and jails prepares them for 
more successful reentry and bolsters a civic identity. 
By ending disenfranchisement as a consequence of 
incarceration, Pennsylvania can improve public safety 
while also promoting reintegrative prosocial behaviors.

Pennsylvania Can Strengthen its Democracy by 
Restoring the Right to Vote

Policy proposals and legislation have been 
introduced in Pennsylvania to begin to dismantle 
felony disenfranchisement.13 The proposed pieces 
of legislation would allow incarcerated people to 
be eligible to vote by absentee ballot, instruct state 
and county correctional facilities to have a uniform 
policy related to civic engagement, and designate an 
individual in correctional facilities to oversee processes 
related to voter registration and absentee ballots.14 
State Representative Chris Rabb has said, “We know 
that racism and felony disenfranchisement have an 



intertwined history. The only way to create equitable 
political power across all our communities is to adopt 
strong legislative actions to reduce inequity and 
entrenched racial disparities in the system.”15

Pennsylvania should join Maine, Vermont, Puerto Rico, 
and Washington, DC in ensuring all of their citizens can 
participate in our democratic process. Pennsylvania 
must advance racial justice by re-enfranchising its entire 
voting age population.
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