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Abstract

U.S. elections impose unusually high informational and logistical burdens on voters (see e.g.,
Lijphart, 1997), and long lines operate as a de facto time tax that falls heaviest on some groups of
people more than others (e.g., Stewart & Ansolabehere, 2013). This white paper advances a case
for incorporating food into election spaces as an effective way to lessen the democratic damage
of waiting. Drawing on scholarship in election administration, accounts of historical election
culture, contemporary field experiments on “election festivals,” and social psychology and
physiology research on eating and affiliation, the review synthesizes two claims. First, food
provides immediate physiological and affective support that can reduce line abandonment.
Second, food brings people together. When people eat or share food, it helps them feel
connected, trust each other more, and enjoy the experience. Food can turn waiting in line from
something boring and bureaucratic into a shared, positive community moment. Evidence from
recent randomized trials indicates that festive, food-centered events can increase participation,
especially at early-voting sites. A brief comparative glance at Australia’s “democracy sausage”
illustrates how food can normalize elections as convivial public rituals. Taken together, the
historical record, experimental evidence, and social-behavioral mechanisms support a clear
conclusion: feeding people in and around voting lines is not gimmickry but democratic care.
Rather than being merely a pleasant accompaniment to social life, food acts as a social lubricant,
lowering barriers, building trust, and creating an immediate sense of affiliation.

' Gideon Ondap, Samuel Novey, and Michael Hanmer contributed to this paper, with Novey and Hanmer providing
editorial support.



ssmer CENTER FOR
-8y DEMOCRACY AND
“oes CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Executive Summary: Why Food Belongs at the Polls

Food at the polls isn’t a gimmick; it’s a practical, historically grounded way to ease the
burdens our system places on voters and to restore a sense of civic togetherness. Long lines are
real, unevenly distributed, and confidence-eroding. Stewart & Ansolabehere (2013) estimate that
excessive waits can discourage hundreds of thousands of potential voters, with the greatest
burden concentrated in urban areas and among communities of color. Moreover, Pettigrew
(2021) shows that an experience with long lines depresses future turnout. When we can’t
eliminate queues outright, offering food and water is a low-cost, humane buffer that meets an
immediate need while signaling that voters’ time and presence are valued.

Long lines affect many, but their effect is often uneven. People of color, working class
voters, urban residents, and disabled people bear much of the burden of long lines (Spencer &
Markovits, 2010; Stewart & Ansolabehere, 2013; Schur, 2021). Not only are these groups most
likely to be affected, but they are also likely to have less time to dedicate to waiting. Food and
drink here could lessen this unequal distribution of burden. While the burden won’t be removed
completely, providing food can lessen individual’s frustrations and provide support. Feeding
people is a form of inclusion.

Food at elections also returns us to our cultural roots. In the past, Americans treated
elections as public celebrations rather than administrative chores. Election cakes in New England
were not merely desserts; they were expressions of civic identity and community belonging
(Civitello, 2017; Mangan, 2022). Torchlight parades and election festivals drew huge crowds,
combining entertainment, political mobilization, and shared food to create a sense of camaraderie
and democratic enthusiasm (Summers, 2004; Greenberg, 2009). While the scale and form of
these celebrations have changed, the underlying principle remains: sharing food can help
transform elections from isolated acts of voting into shared democratic rituals.

Beyond cultural resonance, there are clear psychological, physiological, and behavioral
mechanisms. Food acts as a buffer against stress and replenishes glucose, which supports
self-control and emotional regulation—qualities particularly valuable during long waits in line
(Gailliot & Baumeister, 2007; Dewall et al., 2011). Eating improves mood, increases patience,

and can foster kinder interactions among those waiting and between voters and poll workers.
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These positive interpersonal experiences are directly linked to higher confidence in elections and
a greater likelihood of future participation (Stewart & Ansolabehere, 2013). Even small
interventions, like offering snacks or water, can change the atmosphere of the polling place,
making it feel more welcoming and communal.

International comparisons demonstrate that food can be a stable and normalized part of
democratic practice. In Australia, the “democracy sausage” is a beloved Election Day tradition,
where community groups set up sausage sizzles at polling places. These events provide
sustenance, build community spirit, and symbolize civic pride—so much so that “democracy
sausage” was named Australia’s Word of the Year in 2016.? The practice shows how food can
make elections feel like communal celebrations rather than isolated transactions, without
undermining electoral neutrality or integrity.

Despite these benefits, barriers remain. Some U.S. states have “line warming” bans that
prohibit distributing food and drinks to voters waiting in line. Other states allow nonpartisan
distribution, which can preserve neutrality while supporting voters. These rules are political
choices, not inevitabilities. With clear guidelines and partnerships between election
administrators, community organizations, and local businesses, food could be integrated into the
voting experience in ways that are equitable, transparent, and effective.

Food at the polls lowers the human costs of voting, dignifies those who wait, and helps
restore civic traditions that once made Election Day feel like a shared public ritual. It addresses
unequal burdens, improves voters’ experience, and connects contemporary elections to both
historical practices and well-understood social and psychological mechanisms. Food belongs at

the polls, not as a gimmick, but as a democratic infrastructure.

2 https://www.oup.com.au/primary/archive/word-of-the-year
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l. Introduction: From Franchise to Food Politics

Food is entrenched in every aspect of our lives. It is the centerpiece of networking, family
get-togethers, and rewards well earned. Some people might even go as far as to say food makes
everything just a little bit better. Given what we know about food, why is it missing as a central
feature on Election Day? Voting in America is difficult for many (e.g., Lijphart, 1997). There are
registration deadlines, polling locations to find, and growing challenges through voter purges and
ID requirements. Some people get through all that—the registering, the double-checking—and
then end up waiting in long lines to vote. This is not just an individual problem to shrug off and
hope for the best. Long lines at polling places reduce voter confidence and can discourage voters
from staying in line (Alvarez, Atkeson, & Hall, 2010). This is an important issue whose negative
effects can be lessened. One way to accomplish this is to give voters the satisfaction of eating
food while waiting to perform their civic duty.

I posit that linking food and voting together is a historically rooted and psychologically
supported practice that can increase social connection in the line, decrease attrition, and reframe
waiting as a communal, democratic act. Although many of our polling places in the United States
are able to accommodate the individuals who come to vote quickly, there remain issues with long
lines. For example, in Maricopa County, Arizona, in 2016, 1 in 5 voters waited more than half an
hour to vote (Chari, 2024). Asking people to wait longer than half an hour for anything less than
an amusement ride is a hard ask and a strain on our democracy (Chari, 2024). To illustrate the
need for a solution, I will elaborate on the problem of long lines at the polls, establishing it as an
issue, emphasizing where and to whom it happens more often, and why it happens. Food as a
possible solution will be supported through literature about its mechanism as a social glue that

brings people together—not just creating a friendly and connected emotional state, but also
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potentially boosting the willpower it takes to stay in line. Establishing the history of food in both
electoral culture and in contemporary political movements solidifies food as a resource that those
invested in political participation can use again.

Food is so much more than sustenance, and voting is so much more than just a duty. Both
are part of a larger human experience. The ritual of voting can be improved by including a
favorite ritual, eating. Not only is it quite literally appetizing, but as the public experiences
disenfranchisement and a disillusionment with politics, reminding people that they are part of a
shared experience to improve and uphold their local and national government can only be

positive.

Il. The Democratic Problem of Long Lines

Think about the feeling of arriving at a concert and seeing the line wrapped around the
block. There is a mix of excitement and dread as you weigh how long the wait will be. Now
imagine that same scene, not at a concert, but at your local polling place after a long day of work.
You’ve set aside time to vote, as you know you should vote, only to be met with a daunting line.
Luckily, most voters will stay, recognizing the importance of casting a ballot. But for those who
can’t spare a half an hour or more, the line itself can become an insurmountable barrier to
participation.

Now, of course, this doesn’t happen to everyone. Research using location data from
smartphones in 2020 shows most people vote in less than 20 minutes, with about 15% of
Election Day voters taking an hour or more to vote, including the time to enter and leave the
polling location (Quealy & Parlapiano, 2020). A study of the 2012 election found that 0.8% of

people listed long lines as their main reason for not voting (Stewart & Ansolabehere, 2013).
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More recently, Stewart (2025) shows that in 2024, 1.8% of nonvoters cited long lines as the
reason for not voting. If taken at face value, this would translate to about 870,000 adult US
citizens not voting due to long lines in 2024.° In close elections, this can make a difference in the
outcomes, particularly for local races.

Line length also differs across mode of voting and election type. Charles Stewart III,
Founding Director of the MIT Election Data + Science Lab (MEDSL), has used survey data to
track the percentage of voters who report waiting more than 30 minutes to vote in presidential
and midterm elections going back to 2008 (excluding 2010). For the most part, a larger
percentage of those voting early report having to wait more than 30 minutes than those who
voted on Election Day (Stewart, 2025). For example, in 2024, 15% of early voters reported
waiting longer than 30 minutes to vote compared to 11% of Election Day voters (Stewart, 2025).
The one exception is 2022, where the percentage of voters waiting more than 30 minutes to vote
was slightly higher for Election Day voters (6%) than early voters (4%) (Stewart, 2025). Given
that presidential elections bring out more voters, it is not surprising that the overall percentage of
those having to wait more than 30 minutes is lower in midterm elections than presidential
elections. Whereas the largest percentage of voters waiting longer than 30 minutes to vote in
midterms across this period is 7% (for Election Day voters in 2018), for presidential elections the
percentage of voters who report waiting longer than 30 minutes to vote is close to 20% across
multiple elections (22% of Election Day voters in 2008, 18% of Election Day voters in 2012, and
21% of Election Day voters in 2020) (Stewart, 2025). The distinction between early and Election

Day voters also tends to be smaller in midterm elections, with a difference ranging from 1 to 2

3 Calculation done using the Census Current Population Survey Voter Supplement File (Table 1 at
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/voting-and-registration/p20-587.html). Questions asking
respondents to report their motivations are challenging for respondents and subject to rationalization. That said, even
if half as many of those who said lines prevented them from voting had rationalized, this translates to a substantial
number of people who seem to be deterred by long lines.
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percentage points for midterms, compared to 2 (in 2016) to 8 percentage points (in 2008) for
presidential elections (Stewart, 2025).

Long lines also happen more in some places than others (Stein et al., 2020). Lines are
highly variable across states, counties, and precincts. For example, in 2012, average waits ranged
from 1.5 minutes in Vermont to 39 minutes in Florida, with some Florida counties averaging
over two hours (Stewart & Ansolabehere, 2013). More recently, Stewart (2025) finds that in the
2024 presidential election, the percentage of voters who waited 30 minutes or longer topped 20%
in Alaska, Delaware, Indiana, North Carolina, and Oklahoma. This shouldn’t happen so much,
but it also just shouldn’t happen at all. Those who have to wait in long lines have to spend more
of their valuable time voting. This is supposed to be the easiest and most important form of
democratic participation, but for some, long lines might dissuade them.

Americans differ in their opinions about how long is an acceptable wait time and whether
food should be distributed depending on their party. When looking at all Americans, 47% think
that under 30 minutes is an acceptable wait time to vote and 25% say under 60 minutes is
acceptable (Clary, 2021). Democrats leaned toward thinking that longer waits were unacceptable,
while 24% of both Republicans and independent voters thought any wait was acceptable.

What do Americans believe is an acceptable wait
time to vote?

Il Under 30 min Under 60 min

2NN

ALL Democrat Independent Republican

Source: Alyson Clary APM Research Lab (2021)
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This divide also exists when discussing food and water provisions to those waiting in
line. Generally, Americans are supportive, with 84% of Americans believing that people should
be allowed to provide water and 71% of Americans believing that people should be allowed to
provide food (Clary, 2021). Democrats almost completely support providing water (97%) and
food (91%) (Clary, 2021). Republicans were much more hesitant, with 72% supporting the
provision of water and 47% food (Clary, 2021). Independents, not surprisingly, were in the
middle (76% water, 68% food) (Clary, 2021). Importantly, Clary (2021) found that political
concerns were often the source for the lack of support. This suggests careful attention to ensure
the efforts are clearly nonpartisan, and messaged as such, could help alleviate concerns.

Long waits increase the burden on voters, both practically and psychologically. They can
discourage participation, create frustration, and disproportionately impact those with less flexible
schedules. Providing food and water does not remove these structural burdens entirely, but it can
make the experience smoother and more manageable. Offering small comforts helps sustain
voters’ patience, improves the atmosphere of the line, and signals that their time and effort are
valued. As long as these resources are provided in a nonpartisan manner, the public generally
supports their availability—and, unsurprisingly, most people would prefer not to wait as long to

cast their ballot.

A. What creates long lines

It goes without saying that the problem of long lines is not universal. But why do some
locations or some people experience this while others simply walk in to vote and walk out having
voted minutes later? There is a combination of reasons, but it mainly comes down to resources,

and equipment and staff allocation decisions. At a polling location, there are many moving parts.
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Voters have to wait, check in, and then access either a machine or a paper ballot. Queuing theory
has been applied to polling stations to understand how to improve the issue of lines. Justin Levit
(2013) posits that lines result from three main factors: the number of voters arriving at once; the
number of voting machines and poll workers; and the time it takes to process each voter. Others
put more focus on the closing of poll locations, inconsistencies, and the reliance on Direct
Recording Electronic (DRE) voting systems (Edelstein & Edelstein, 2008; Cachon & Kaaua,
2023).

The volume of arriving voters throughout Election Day has a relatively predictable
pattern with peak arrival times being early morning (Stein et al., 2020) and between 5:00-7:00pm
(Spencer & Markovitz, 2010). Although election officials know there will be more voters during
these times, they have no way of knowing how big the surge will be and may struggle to prepare
for it. Ideally, the time voters would come in would be more dispersed, but because people are
working throughout the day they are limited in their availability. The business of polling
locations is also a reflection of other voting options in that area. If people have limited access to
early voting or mail in ballots, then the polling location will have a higher volume of voters than
other locations that offer different methods more readily. The fact that most voters tend to come
in the morning or evening creates a surge that puts a high burden on our elections and creates
lines during these times.

The number of polling locations, polling machines, and poll workers has a significant
impact on the efficiency of voting and, as a result, the length of the line. The 2013 Supreme
Court decision in Shelby County v. Holder allowed states that had previously been subjected to
preclearance regarding the number of polling stations and other voting restrictions to have full

control over their own elections. Georgia removed about 5% of their polling locations (Cachon &
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Kaaua, 2023). This might not sound like much, but researchers found that average wait times in
Georgia increased by about 13.67 minutes from the 2012 election to the 2016 election (Cachon
& Kaaua, 2023). For polling locations that have already struggled to reduce their long lines this
effect is significant.

There are two consistent complaints about voting machines: there are often not enough of
them; and they are too expensive to provide the flexibility needed to handle peak voting times. In
the 2000s, many states relied heavily on Direct Recording Electronic (DRE) touchscreen
machines rather than paper ballot—optical scan (PBOS) systems. Maryland, for example, required
just one DRE per 200 registered voters, but queuing simulations by William and Arthur Edelstein
(2008) showed that this ratio was inadequate during peak periods; Maryland would have needed
roughly one DRE per 100130 registered voters to avoid long lines. Even when states have
requirements for the number of machines at a precinct, many don’t meet those requirements. For
example, in 2012, only 25% of South Carolina precincts and 11% of Maryland precincts met
their state requirements (Famighetti, Melillo, & Perez, 2014). Edelstein and Edelstein (2008)
recommended that more paper ballot—optical scan (PBOS) systems be used because they are
easier to scale up due to their low cost than the very expensive DRE voting machines. Precincts
that rely primarily on machines often do not switch to paper ballots when lines grow, either
because paper is treated as an emergency backup or because the precinct layout and procedures
are designed around machine use, causing lines to continue to grow. In recent years, most states
have moved away from paperless DRESs, often returning to paper ballots or adopting
ballot-marking devices (BMDs) that print a paper record. This has been largely due to concerns
about security and auditing, but being able to move to paper as needed creates flexibility for

influxes of voters.



ssmer CENTER FOR
-Gy DEMOCRACY AND
“oes CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

e
£

Poll workers are vital parts of this process. The Brennan Center (2014) found that
precincts with longer lines consistently had fewer voting machines and poll workers per voter.
Poll workers are seen as a resource and often studied alongside machine availability. Stewart and
Ansolabehere (2013) and Levitt (2013) both identify poll workers as critical ‘service points,’
alongside machines and check-in stations, where shortages can create bottlenecks. Spencer and
Markovits (2010) complicate this picture; they find that adding more poll workers did not always
reduce wait times, likely because of poor task assignment and the constraints of DRE voting
systems, which limit how effectively additional staff can speed up processing. They also report
that experienced poll workers were not consistently faster than new ones, suggesting that staffing
quality and organization can matter as much as raw numbers.

Each step of the process takes time and even if one removes consideration of the
machines themselves or the amount of people, some things lengthen the time it takes to handle
each voter. Voter confusion, registration issues, and accessibility or language barriers all
contribute to the time it takes to assist a voter (Levitt, 2013). Voters that show up to the wrong
polling place or are unclear about the kind of ID they need require more time from election
officials to assist and advise. Lack of pollworker preparation for voters who don’t speak English
or have disabilities also slows down the process. Long ballots can also contribute to wait times
(Edelstein, 2010). These transaction time issues are small on an individual level, but lines build
up quickly as polling places are highly sensitive, especially during peak times.

The core drivers of long lines are understandable: high voter volume and limited capacity
at peak times. When too many voters arrive during narrow windows, and there are not enough
polling places, poll workers, or machines to process them efficiently, lines form and quickly

grow. While voting is an activity we want large numbers of people to participate in, it is

10
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logistically challenging to serve so many voters in such short time periods. Although existing
research has identified these basic dynamics, there is still much more to learn about how

different factors interact and how best to prevent chronic delays.

B. Disparate impact

The causes of long lines are universal but they don’t affect everyone. Since long lines
effectively disenfranchise and can dissuade people from voting, knowing not only that people are
affected but also who is affected is important. Resources and how they are used determine how
long lines are but where resources go is not a neutral process. As such, scholars find that many
groups are more likely to experience longer lines. In existing research, these groups are: black
Americans, Latino Americans, low-income individuals, people living in cities, and disabled
people. These groups all face increased hardship due to lines when they go to vote, despite there
being different sources of this hardship.

Black and Latino voters, on average, wait longer than white voters. In 2012, black voters
on average waited in line 23.3 minutes, compared to white voters who waited 11.6 minutes
(Stewart & Ansolabehere, 2013). Hispanic voters waited 18.7 minutes on average (Stewart &
Ansolabehere, 2013). In 2018, only 4.1% of white voters waited 30 minutes or longer to vote
compared to 6.6% of Latino voters and 7.0% of black voters (Klain, Morris, Feldman, & Ayala,
2020). Under-resourced precincts are often located in majority minority communities, creating
this disparity. In a study of the 2012 election, South Carolina precincts that had fewer resources
per voter were disproportionately located in black communities. In the same study, they found
that in Maryland, Latino-heavy areas were especially underresourced (Famighetti, Melillo, &

Perez, 2014). In Maricopa County, Arizona, in 2016 the average vote center closed over 2 hours

11
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late (Famighetti, 2016). But even when so many experienced terrible lines, this effect was still
greater for Latinos. Latino heavy census tracts in Maricopa County had wait times that averaged
244 minutes (about 4 hours), compared to heavily white areas which averaged 167 minute waits
(not quite 3 hours) (Famighetti, 2016). But the most recent survey data suggests the possibility of
eliminating these disparities. Stewart (2025) found that there was no statistically significant
difference across racial and ethnic groups with respect to the percentage of people waiting more
than 30 minutes to vote. More research is needed to explore the factors that led to this and
whether this will hold going forward.

There is also evidence to suggest that poorer areas have longer waits to vote than
wealthier areas. Georgia’s post-Shelby County v. Holder polling place closures disproportionately
affected low-income voters’ wait times in 2016 (Cachon & Kaaua, 2023). The New York Times
analysis of cell phone data in 2020 also found that people in the very poorest neighborhoods
typically took longer to vote and were somewhat more likely to experience voting times of an
hour or more (Quealy & Parlapiano, 2021). Interestingly, in a study of the 2008 election in
California, check-in time in particular took significantly longer at precincts with a lower median
income, dropping by about 11 seconds for every $10,000 increase in median household income
(Spencer & Markovits, 2010).

Urban voters face unique structural challenges that lead to longer lines. Voters in larger
jurisdictions, especially urban ones, wait longer to vote. This is due, in part, to the
aforementioned resource challenges, but there are also more administrative difficulties with
larger jurisdictions. Large jurisdictions have issues keeping an accurate list of registered voters
and managing a larger number of poll workers. Urban voters are more mobile and diverse than

those in smaller jurisdictions, meaning information and registration records are difficult to keep

12
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track of (Kimball, 2013). Polling places in large jurisdictions need many more poll workers and
more who have a strong skill set, and it is hard to scale this up due to issues with recruiting and
training such a large number of people. Check in takes more time because the population is
younger, more mobile, and more diverse in terms of language preference than smaller
jurisdictions. Young people might be first-time voters who need more instructions. Highly
mobile populations create issues with the address that is in the registration records. There is also
more language diversity, which slows down the check-in process. These things, plus often less
than ideal numbers of workers and machines, lead to back-ups, especially around peak times
(Kimball, 2013).

Disabled people are particularly vulnerable to difficulties when voting. In 2020, 18% of
voters with disabilities reported difficulties voting in person compared to about 10% of voters
without disabilities (Schur & Kruse, 2021). Disabled people had somewhat more difficulty due
to waiting in line, at 7.4% of disabled people compared to 6.2% of nondisabled people. Some
disabled people will have less physical or mental capacity to wait in line, making a similar wait
time more of a burden on disabled people compared to nondisabled people.

The impacts of long lines are unequal. Some voters will never experience a line that
could potentially dissuade them from voting, while others go to vote knowing it will take a long
time. It is an unfair burden that some of our voters have to carry with little to no appreciation for

their efforts.

C. Attrition (“reneging”)
Having discussed what causes long lines and who waits in them, what are the effects of

having long lines at polls? Obviously, we don’t want anyone to be overburdened or have to wait

in a long line, but this is not simply an inconvenience to shoulder. People who have to wait in

13
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long lines may decide that they cannot spare that much time and decide not to vote—this is
sometimes called reneging. The attrition rate or amount of reneging is the main concern. Stein et
al. (2020) found that more people leave the line when there are more people in line and during
the midday and evening. Another concern is that long lines will create negative perceptions of
our elections and our democracy. A person might wait through a line this time, but maybe next
time they decide it’s not worth it (Pettigrew, 2021).

As noted above, hundreds of thousands of eligible citizens might not vote due to long
lines (Stewart & Ansolabehere, 2013). The length of the line does increase cases of reneging
until it reaches about 100 people, then it plateaus (Lamb, 2021). Reneging is more common in
majority black precincts, even when the length of the line is controlled for (Lamb, 2021).
Majority black precincts had longer check-in times, and this waiting at the beginning of the
process could have contributed. The fact that long lines are unevenly distributed means that
certain groups are less likely to vote than others. This goes against our democratic ideals for
elections.

Individuals who wait in these lines know that this is a possible sign of dysfunction. For
example, only 47% of voters who waited more than an hour felt very confident their vote was
properly counted, compared to 68% of those who waited under ten minutes (Stewart &
Ansolabehere, 2013). People’s personal voting experiences are used as a sign about the
legitimacy of elections and their outcomes. When voters feel uncomfortable or mistreated they
are more likely to question how fair elections are (Alvarez, Hall, & Atkeson, 2010). Moreover,
long lines can reduce the likelihood of voting in the future (Pettigrew 2021). On the other hand,
positive experiences, such as friendly and well-trained pollworkers, bolster voters’ feelings about

the legitimacy of elections and confidence that their vote was accurately counted (Alvarez, Hall,

14
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& Atkeson, 2010). This is where food can make a difference in creating something positive to

counteract the negative experience of long lines.

lll. Food as Social Glue: Why It Works

Food is more than just something we need to survive. We take time to cook good food.
We go out to nice restaurants for special occasions. We plan gatherings around food. But how
does that contribute to lessening the damage of long lines at the polls? Shared consumption (or
eating together) creates trust and fosters cooperation (Woolley & Fischbach, 2017). It also builds
cohesion among groups and creates a sense of shared identity (Kniffin et al, 2015; Ratcliffe et al,
2019). On a more individual level, eating also helps with self control and emotional regulation
(Gailiot & Baumeiester, 2007). As I flesh out these ideas further we can keep in mind the
potential benefits of giving those waiting to vote food that will bolster their feelings of

community and trust and also foster the kind of self control necessary to stay and vote.

A. Shared Consumption and Ritual

Food has a unique capacity to forge quick social bonds and reshape the emotional tone of
interactions. Sharing the same foods, eating at the same time, or jointly indulging in a treat can
produce subtle but powerful feelings of connection, even among strangers. Rather than being
merely a pleasant accompaniment to social life, food acts as a social lubricant, lowering barriers,
building trust, and creating an immediate sense of affiliation.

Woolley and Fishbach (2017) ran several experiments testing how shared consumption
affects trust and cooperation between strangers. They described eating as intimate, ritualized, and
historically tied to bonding practices. They found that when participants ate the same candy they

were more likely to invest in each other and reported greater closeness, which contributed to
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increased trust (Woolley and Fishbach, 2017). Similarly, when asked to have a labor negotiation
participants who ate the same food resolved disputes faster and reported feeling closer than those
who ate the different food items. To confirm that this was not just similarity driving this
closeness they also did a related experiment with people’s shirt colors. Shirt color had no effect
on trust, but eating the same food made participants see the other person as more trusting. Eating
the same food creates a sense of closeness, a willingness to cooperate with others, and increased
trust.

The effects of eating in social interactions can vary depending on the kind of food. Eating
foods deemed as “risky” or unhealthy such as fast food, sweets, or salty snacks with other people
can increase the sense of closeness between them (Cummings & Tomiyama, 2019). Participants
in a survey reported eating risky foods more often with friends they considered closer than their
less close friendships regardless of length of friendship or frequency of interaction (Cummings &
Tomiyama, 2019). When two people have a milkshake marketed as indulgent compared to one
marked as healthy or sensible, the people having the indulgent milkshake reported higher
closeness compared to those with the sensible milkshake. Perceptions of risk and sharing the risk
increase the feelings of closeness. Sharing food does make people feel closer but sharing risk
adds another element of bonding.*

There is also evidence that when two people eat food the experience of that food is
intensified (Boothby, Clark, & Bargh, 2014). A person eating chocolate will rate the chocolate as
more enjoyable and flavorful when another person is simultaneously eating the same chocolate
(Boothby, Clark, & Bargh, 2014). However, the experience is not always improved, just

intensified, so if a food was bad then it will be rated even worse when shared. This highlights the

* While it is unlikely to come up in the context of small portions and in a setting not focused on eating, i.e., a slice or
two of pizza at a polling place, research shows that people feel closer to those who make the same choices as they do
on whether to eat (Lowe and Haws, 2014) and portion size (Leone, Herman, & Piner, 2008).
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possible risk of sharing food and underscores the importance of sharing food that will be viewed
favorably.

There are also ritualistic benefits of eating together. Although an occasional food service
at a polling place might not produce the same outcomes as continued rituals, repeatedly
associating voting with food might have a similar effect. Workplaces that have repeated meals
together have higher team performance beyond just cooperative behaviors (Kniffin, Wansink,
Devine, & Sobal, 2015). Food rituals such as birthday cake or tea rituals are shown to regulate
mood, reduce anxiety, and increase enjoyment (Ratcliffe, Baxter, & Martin, 2019). The
continued act of associating a food with a person or activity can have long term effects on
behavior and emotions.

Not just eating food but eating the same food together in line creates a convivial
atmosphere. People will see other people as closer to them emotionally and like them more.
When a person has to wait in line for a long time, feeling connected to the other people in line
will help them see the benefits of staying to vote, not just for civic duty but also for social
connection. A continued connection to food could make a person think about the social and
emotional benefits of going to vote rather than just their civic duty or need to assert their political

will.

C. Physiological Support

When people go to vote, they rarely plan to be there for an extended period of time.
Many arrive straight from work, often tired and hungry, expecting a quick process. But long lines
can stretch that expectation, leaving voters standing for significant periods without food or water.
Under these conditions, physiological discomfort compounds frustration: hunger and thirst make

waiting more unpleasant and increase the temptation to abandon the line altogether. Intuitively,

17



sz, CENTER FOR
-Gy DEMOCRACY AND
s CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

£

we recognize this, but research confirms that these visceral states have real behavioral
consequences.

Glucose, a simple sugar that serves as the body’s primary energy source, is not only
essential for daily functioning but also critical for self-control and emotional regulation. When
glucose levels are low, people become more prone to irritability, anxiety, and loss of patience
(Gailliot & Baumeister, 2007). Laboratory studies show that individuals with lower glucose or
poorer glucose tolerance are more likely to exhibit aggressive and antisocial behaviors (Gailliot
& Baumeister, 2007). Conversely, experimentally providing sugar, for example, sweetened
lemonade, reduces aggression and improves self-regulation compared to a placebo (DeWall,
Deckman, Gailliot, & Bushman, 2011). In the context of voting, these findings suggest that
unmet physiological needs can make long lines feel more taxing and increase reneging, while
providing small amounts of food or drink can help voters maintain the patience and self-control

needed to stay.

D. Why Pizza?

That pizza is popular is hardly news. As one author observed: “We eat it everywhere — at
home, in restaurants, on street corners” (Lee, 2018). Even casual observers of American society
are likely to notice the centrality of pizza in everyday life. In many neighborhoods, one can find
multiple locally owned pizza restaurants as well as national and international chains. The U.S. is
the top pizza consumption country in the world, eating nearly 29 pounds per capita per year (De
Vito et al., 2023). Some estimates suggest that pizza is a nearly $50 billion industry in the U.S.
(Trakinski, 2024), with over 70,000 pizza restaurants in America; while density varies a great

deal across the U.S., several states support 1 pizzeria for every 3,000 people.’ As further

5 See https://www.ibisworld.com/united-states/industry/pizza-restaurants/4320/#TopQuestionsAnswered and
https://aaronallen 1 izza-industry#elementor-toc__heading-anchor-
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evidence of pizza’s popularity, a recent survey showed that 74% of Americans indicated they
would eat pizza for any meal of the day, and 69% said they enjoy eating pizza for breakfast.®
Moreover, in the U.S. there are no differences in pizza consumption by race and ethnicity, or by
income level (Hoy et al., 2024).

The reasons why pizza is a beloved food are varied. They include its low cost, ease of
sharing, topping options (including those that boost nutritional value (Singh and Goyal, 2011)),
and the positive physiological response people have to its core ingredients and the way they are
combined (see DiFeliceantonio et al., 2018; Gearhardt and Schulte, 2021; Tuulari et al., 2017;
and for an easy to read explanation of the science, see Miller, 2019).” In sum, there are good
reasons, including a willingness of substantial majorities of Americans to eat it for any meal, to

make pizza a part of U.S. elections.

IV. Food in Electoral Culture: From America’s Election
Cakes and Festival Culture to Australia’s Democracy
Sausage

When a person is talking about going to vote or the election, food is surely not the first
thing to come to mind. Food might not come to mind at all. But that was not always the case.
Today, elections feel administrative, but early in America’s history, they were celebratory.
Imagine the days leading up to voting filled with parades and baking. The day of the election was

a festival with food and drink with people cheering you on as you voted (Summers, 2004). Food

7 Whlle not yet peer reviewed, a recent study shows that pizza’s aroma mlght help reduce stress (see

https://www.gloucestershirelive.co.uk/news/health/experts-say-smell-taste-pizza-9334737). Additionally, research

shows that just drawing pizza can put people in a better mood (Privitera et al., 2018). Of course, moderation is
important (see, e.g., Gearhardt and Schulte 2021).
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at a polling station is not a novel phenomenon, but rather a historic one that has long been

forgotten.®

A. New England / Hartford “Election Cakes”

Source: Caroline Church, Atlas Obscura

Although elections used to be more than they are now in many ways, food was central.
One such food was the Hartford/New England Election Cake. In 1660, after colonial Connecticut
gained the right to elect its governor, Election Day became a major holiday (Schmidt, 2004). On
the night of the election there would be “drinkings” which would be community festivals. At
these “drinkings,” the village women would serve a giant breadlike yeast cake inspired by the

English tradition of great cakes (Schmidt, 2004). These Election Cakes were fit to serve the

& Though it is beyond the scope of this work, it is important to note that in the U.S. and abroad food has often been
part of political movements (across the ideological spectrum). Collective actions such as protests, sit-ins, and mutual
aid campaigns depend on material infrastructure, and food is often at the center of that work.
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whole town, measuring roughly a yard wide and a foot tall (Schmidt, 2004). Election Cakes were
included in the first official American cookbook, American Cookery (1796) by Amelia Simmons
(Civitello, 2017). This cookbook also contained other recipes that combined politics with baking
such as the Independence Cake and the Federal Pan Cake (Civitello, 2017). Public “drinkings”
declined due to the temperance movement but there were still get-togethers and cakes that,
although still substantial, were smaller (Schmidt, 2004). Over time, these cakes fell out of
fashion after the Civil War due to changes in election timing and focus on other holidays.
Election Cakes allowed women, although unable to vote, to support their community on Election
Day. They were part of a celebratory tone that surrounded elections. Not only did communities
come together to eat, but they shared the same festive dessert. In this way food has been integral

to our enjoyment of elections.

B. Election Celebration and Torchlight Parades

Election cakes and communal “drinkings” were among the most striking expressions of
electoral festivity, but the celebratory culture surrounding elections in the United States was far
broader and nearly universal. Campaigns dramatized politics and made elections memorable
through torchlight parades, bonfires, feasts, music, and alcohol (Marvin, 2004). These events
transformed elections into communal rituals, enabling even those excluded from formal suffrage
to participate symbolically by decorating floats, joining processions, or enjoying the festivities.

Torchlight parades were one of the most dramatic elements, particularly for presidential
campaigns. Political clubs would organize marchers to perform synchronized drills, usually at
night (Marvin, 2004). The scale could be immense: sometimes tens of thousands of marchers

processed through cities, accompanied by brass bands, glee clubs, and decorated wagons
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(Marvin, 2004). Typically held in the days immediately preceding an election—often the night
before—these militarized performances signaled the coming “battle” at the polls (Marvin, 2004).
They were vivid displays of collective masculine power and partisan solidarity. Although
occasional outbreaks of violence occurred, most parades were demonstrations of loyalty and
enthusiasm (Marvin, 2004).

Beyond these processions, electoral celebrations often expanded into day-long festivals
that featured food, drink, and communal gathering. These festive spaces combined sensory
pleasures with political performance, making participation visible, tangible, and memorable. In
doing so, they helped draw in broader swaths of the community, reinforcing political identities
while turning voting into a shared civic experience rather than an isolated administrative task.

There are somewhat different explanations as to why elections are no longer the exciting,
event-filled ordeal described above. One way of thinking about this is class based. Torchlight
parades and festivals were seen as “bodily mass communication” (Marvin, 2004). This kind of
communication is rooted in working class practices while elites promoted literate forms of
communication such as rational deliberation or newspapers. Progressive Era reformers saw these
crowds as irrational, disorderly, and threatening. Another motive for lessening the partisan
festivities was that they were no longer delivering the electoral returns that parties needed to win.
By the 1870s and 1880s, politicians observed a decrease in the effectiveness of public
celebrations (Summers, 2004). Ongoing disenfranchisement, particularly in the South, meant
districts that were more predictable, and elites realized that it might be easier to manage a
smaller, more predictable electorate (Summers, 2004). Elites realized that mass mobilization is
not necessary to win, but rather that control of a small group of partisans was. Regardless of why

elites leaned away from festivities, institutional changes such as the secret ballot made it harder
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to mobilize some voters (illiterate or dependent) and also made it feel like a less expressive and
partisan affair. Voter turnout for presidential elections declined dramatically during this time
from around 77% between 1876—1900 to 52% by the 1920s (Marvin, 2004). Although turnout
rates have varied over the years, we have not reached the same levels as the late 1800s (The

American Presidency Project).

C. Bringing Back the Festivities

Despite election celebrations and parades going out of fashion, some researchers see
them as a potential solution to ongoing low turnout rates. Donald Green and Oliver McClellan at
Columbia University have been investigating this possibility for the last few decades. Their
multiple attempts have shown promise amongst mixed results. In 2006, multiple precincts hosted
festivals with food, music, and family-friendly entertainment (Addonizio, Green, & Glaser,
2007). Festivals increased turnout by 6.5 percentage points where baseline turnout was 50% and
by 2.6 points in low turnout contexts compared to control precincts. A similar study of the 2016
election showed an increase in 3.8 percentage points in turnout among festival precincts (Green
& McClellan, 2017). Not only was it shown to be effective, but estimates suggest the cost per
vote was comparable to other mobilization tactics (Green & McClellan, 2017). However, another
study in 2018, failed to produce significant results for Election Day turnout, in part because of
bad weather. Despite this finding on Election Day, they did find that early voting election
festivals increased turnout by about 3.5 percentage points in the precinct with the festival and 2.1
percentage points for adjacent precincts indicating spillover effects (Green & McClellan, 2020).
They also found that precincts that had festivals in 2016 had higher turnout in the 2018 midterm

elections even without another festival. Although there is still more research to be done on
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election festivals, they show potential. Bringing people together through fun and festivities rather
than civic duty alone encourages people to come out and vote not just once but possibly across

multiple elections.

D. Australia’s “Democracy Sausage”

In 2016, Australia’s word of the year was “democracy sausage.” Along with the fact that
this is not one word but two, the general meaning may cause some confusion to non-Australians.
Before clearing that up, some Australian electoral background is necessary. In 1918, the
Australian government implemented compulsory voting, meaning everyone is required to vote.
Because this is a communal event and it is on Saturdays, it has had a strong relationship with
food since 1920 (Brett, 2019). Since this time, polling booths have had cake and jam stalls set up
beside them, often run by schools to raise money. In the 1980s, with the popularization of
portable barbecues, people began serving “sausage sizzles” (sausages cooked on grills) (Brett,
2019). This trend grew in popularity with many people bringing sausages, bread, onions, and of
course, their grill. Cheap, easy, and tasty, they were a hit. So this is the so-called “democracy
sausage,” a tasty treat to look forward to as Australians celebrate Election Day. Much like
America’s election cakes or festivals, bringing food to a community event makes it a celebration
instead of a burden. It gives voters something to look forward to and a reason not just to go vote

but to be excited to do so.

VIIl. Conclusion

Food has always been more than nourishment; it is a social practice, a cultural signal, and

a form of democratic infrastructure. In the United States, elections were once lively, communal
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occasions marked by shared meals, cakes, parades, and celebration. Over time, many of those
traditions faded, and voting became an administrative task rather than a collective ritual. Yet the
examples explored here show that food still has the power to shape civic experiences in
meaningful ways.

Providing food and water at the polls does not eliminate the structural burdens created by
long lines, but it can ease them. It can sustain voters’ patience, reduce frustration, and foster
positive interactions among those waiting. These effects matter most for the communities that
face the longest waits and the steepest barriers to participation. Food can make voting feel less
like an endurance test and more like a moment of belonging, reminding people that their
presence in line is valued. And pizza has an especially strong and widespread appeal.

The policy and logistical hurdles to doing this are real but not insurmountable. Clear
guidelines for nonpartisan food distribution, partnerships with community organizations, and
inspiration from successful models abroad, such as Australia’s “democracy sausage,” offer
practical paths forward. These are modest interventions with outsized potential—they are
low-cost, feasible, and capable of improving both the experience and the culture of voting.

Food at the polls will not solve every problem in American elections. But it can make the
process fairer, more welcoming, and more joyful. Democracy is not just a set of procedures but a
shared civic life. A simple snack or drink, offered freely, has the power to turn a line of strangers

into a community participating in something larger than themselves.
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