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In our Age of Information, it's easy to get used to
having numbers at your fingertips. Elections are no
different. There is a dizzying array of websites and
portals dedicated to the political junkie, collecting,
aggregating and distilling the results of hundreds of
pre-election polls, news stories and expert
commentary. In the aftermath of the election,
however, when the results come in, the situation
changes dramatically.

For the analyst, activist, scholar and policy maker who
want to assess not who won or lost, but how well the
system performed, appropriate data can be
frustratingly difficult to find and exceedingly time
consuming to assemble. This makes monitoring and
improving election performance in the United States
unnecessarily difficult.

While the clash of values over election reform is the
stuff of politics, political debates should not be
handicapped by unavailable and unreliable elections
data.

In May 2008, the Pew Center on the States' Make
Voting Work initiative and the JEHT Foundation
assembled a broad set of stakeholders with the
expertise to comment on the importance and
challenges of prioritizing, collecting and applying
elections data to provide and improve information for
the public on election performance and management.
(The conference program and attendees are listed in
the appendix).

The goal of the Data for Democracy conference was to
start a conversation. This compendium broadens that
conversation to a larger audience of policymakers,
academics, advocates and elections officials.

The compendium includes:

® A set of overview essays that address broad-
ranging issues of elections data collection, usage
and management.

® A set of topic essays that deal with seven specific
areas of elections data reporting, each including a
set of detailed policy recommendations.

® A 50-state assessment of data reporting, covering
two areas: voter registration and history files,
comparing the cost and comprehensiveness of
these files; and state response rates to the federally
mandated U.S. Election Assistance Commission
Election Administration and Election Day Survey
conducted in 2006.

The compendium strives to advance the study of
election information by assessing the scope of data
reporting. The assessment highlights those states that
do a particularly robust job of data collection and
reporting; comments on the challenges facing other
states in emulating those models; and examines the
diversity of both data and data collection mechanisms
among local governments within states.

We hope this compendium will provide helpful insight
for policy debates in Congress; for the Election
Assistance Commission as they think about their own
data collection efforts; for state legislatures as they
consider reform legislation; and for state and local
election officials in their implementation and
maintenance of our election system.
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WHY BETTER DATA?

Introduction: Why Data Matters

Doug Chapin, electionline.org, Pew Center on the States

This compendium — and the Data for
Democracy conference from which it derives —
rests on a single bedrock assumption: better data
is a foundation for any meaningful effort to
understand and improve the functioning of the
American election system.

Indeed, data is vitally important to any
undertaking and matters tremendously in
choosing the direction and assessing the success
of an endeavor. This is a fundamental tenet of the
move toward evidence-based management
across sectors and professions.

Data is not valuable in and of itself; its value
resides in what it makes possible in the hands of
thoughtful and creative analysts and decision-
makers. It gives us a sixth sense, another way to
view the challenges and opportunities that lie
ahead.

Data matters because it expands and sharpens
our view of the world and turns that focus on us
as well, clarifying our thinking and reasoning.
Specifically:

Data provides context and counterpoint for the
strong forces that color decision-making.
Elections are not the only field dominated by
powerful political and emotional forces that steer
debate through the telling and re-telling of
anecdotes in the policy arena.

Data for Democracy | Pew Center on the States

Anecdotal evidence (or “anecdata”)' is better
suited to storytelling than dispassionate analysis.
My journalist colleagues at Pew's electionline.org
remind me that the media generally isn't
interested in planes that don't crash or houses
that don't burn. This is why these stories do not
typically appear on the front page of a
newspaper or the lead story of a broadcast.

The problem, of course, is that the beautiful
disaster can be (and frequently is) mistaken for
the state of affairs everywhere. Reality is usually
much less beautiful, much less disastrous, and
much less newsworthy.

In these situations, data becomes what Steve
Weir, Contra Costa County Clerk-Recorder, calls
“an antidote to an anecdote’

Data will never replace these anecdotes —
policymaking being an exercise in storytelling,
after all — but the commitment to collecting and
analyzing data offers an opportunity to balance
perceptions with measurement via context.

Data offers a consistent and ongoing foundation
for assessing the success of an endeavor.
Anyone launching a business, mounting a policy
initiative or trying to run an election will want to
know how well it's going. Reliable, repeated, and
transparent data collection efforts are the starting
point.

Properly designed, a data-gathering effort can
also be used to identify, diagnose and react to
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events in real time. One voter in the wrong
polling place is unfortunate; many voters with the
same problem suggests something else is amiss.
In these situations, data is like a thermometer in a
child’s mouth. The body temperature it reports is
data that illuminates a larger condition that may
or may not need immediate attention.

Data forces us to think systematically, bringing
values to the surface.

Deciding what data to collect and how to obtain
it requires the kind of systematic thinking that
focuses inquiry in a powerful (and thus useful)
way. Words like “profitability,"‘customer
satisfaction,” even “fairness” or “equality” are so
value-laden (and thus likely to mean different
things to different people) that the commitment
to data and data measurement forces those

values to the surface.

Consider the controversy over requirements for
identification at the polls. The 2008 U.S. Supreme
Court decision upholding Indiana’s photo ID
requirements rekindled debates about how data
might shed some light on the issue. Indeed,
Spencer Overton of The George Washington
University has written convincingly about the need
to approach voter identification with a sense of
cost-benefit analysis — using empirical data about
both fraud and disenfranchisement to weigh the
impact of any new law such as photo ID/

But collecting some data involves value
judgments as well.

If we believe that ID requirements are a barrier
not only to registered voters but to eligible
unregistered citizens, then we would want to

look at the impact of ID requirements on that
population. If, on the other hand, we are
concerned not just about impersonation fraud (A
pretending to be B) but also eligibility fraud

(C pretending to be of age, a citizen, or a resident
when he/she is not) then we have to assess the
impact of ID on potential fraud by that larger set
of people. We need to choose carefully; too much
data could lead to weak conclusions that satisfy
few and frustrate many.

We also need to understand that data merely
illuminates problems. It does not solve them.
Disagreements over values are resolved in the
political arena — but data helps put flesh on the
bones of what is often a skeletal debate over
values.

A new law that will enfranchise hundreds of new
voters but also opens the door to dozens of
fraudulent votes will be acceptable to some and
an anathema to others. Conversely, measures
preventing fraud but also preventing otherwise
eligible voters from casting ballots will spark
similar disagreement. Data helps put these
discussions on an empirical level, but the
decisions themselves will go far beyond the data.
Still, these disagreements are better, not worse,
for the availability of data.

The articles that follow are a first step toward
creating a culture of evidence-based election
administration, a real-world application of the
notion of Data for Democracy. On behalf of all of
us at Make Voting Work, electionline.org, and the
Pew Center on the States, we thank the authors
for their effort.

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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How Data Has Improved Election

Management

Dan Seligson, electionline.org, Pew Center on the States

The use of data collection in election
administration is a relatively new field, prompted
by the controversial 2000 election and the
resulting Help America Vote Act.

In the last six years, however, collecting and using
data have increased. The best-known recent
example is probably the U.S. Election Assistance
Commission’s Election Day Survey. The data
collection effort — discussed in detail elsewhere
in this publication — is the vehicle through
which the federal agency can meet its mandate
“to serve as a national clearinghouse and
resource for the compilation of information and
review of procedures with respect to the
administration of federal elections.”

While the Election Day Survey represents a
massive data collection effort on a national scale
— involving more than 3,000 jurisdictions and
scores of survey questions — less ambitious
efforts have been underway in localities around
the country with eye-opening results.

Examples have included surveys of local election
officials, analyses of voter-wait times in Northern
California, examinations of turnout by hour at
vote centers in Indiana, observations of the
performance of electronic poll books in Maryland
and an electronic election reporting system in
Arizona.

Data for Democracy | Pew Center on the States

Berkeley Wait-Time Study

A team of graduate students at the Goldman
School of Public Policy at the University of
California-Berkeley wanted to find out why lines
formed at polling places. The question is basic,
but requires detailed observation to get
information beyond anecdotes.

In 2008, teams of 120 student volunteers traveled
to three California counties to observe and record
the functioning of polling places during the
presidential primary. Teams of two observers
recorded arrival and departure rates, the number
of people in line at all times, and the number of
poll workers engaged in assisting voters. Spikes in
activity, they posited, would help explain
differences in service rates.

They also surveyed poll workers, seeking basic
information including age, education and sex. In
all, more than 2,000 voters were tracked and 153
questionnaires were administered.

The preliminary findings indicate that the
evening rush represents the busiest time for
voting, with 25 percent of all voters casting
ballots between 5 p.m and 7 p.m. Researchers
also discovered there are few last-minute voters,
with new arrivals dropping drastically after 7:30
p.m. (polls in California close at 8 p.m.).*
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Other findings:

e \/oting on DRE machines took significantly
longer than casting an optical-scan ballot. On
average, San Mateo County voters took four-
and-a-half minutes to cast their vote on eSlate
DRE voting machines. Napa County voters,
who cast paper optical-scan ballots centrally
counted at the end of the day, took just over
three minutes. Precinct-count optical-scan
ballots in Alameda County took voters just
under three-and-a-half minutes to cast.’

Maryland'’s Electronic Poll-Book
Check-in Study

State officials in Maryland undertook a similar
study with a broader sample. With 5,500
electronic poll books deployed for the September
2006 primary, election administrators were able

to receive a number of different data sets, many
of them illuminating for future elections.

Just as Berkeley students used their clipboards to
find out who checked in and when in California
counties, electronic poll books allowed Maryland
administrators to track voting patterns
throughout the day. The information they
received was similar to the sample in California,
except with direct feedback from e-poll books in
use throughout the state.

The information ranged from the trivial — 11
percent of male voters cast ballots within the first
hour that polls were open — to the unexpected;
the patterns of the youngest voters (18-24 years
old) were nearly identical to the oldest (65 years
plus).

VOTER ARRIVALS IN THREE CALIFORNIA COUNTIES, 2008 PRIMARY
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As part of an investigation into voter wait times in three California counties, graduate students at University of California, Berkeley tallied when voters arrived at polls and
cast ballots during the February 2008 election. They noted that while polls were open for 13 hours on Election Day, a quarter of all voters cast ballots suring a two-hour
period from 5 p.m. to 7 p.m. They also found voting activity was almost non-existent in the final 30 minutes. Their data matched similar findings in Maryland, also indicating a
sharp drop in participation during the last hour of voting. Such information could assist voting jurisdictions in making staffing decisions.

(Zachary Markovits and Douglas Spenser, University of California-Berkeley.)

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement



DATA FOR MANAGEMENT

Most importantly for management, however, is
that the data suggests how best to use limited
resources to meet what appears to be
predictable voter demand.

“The state has discovered that precincts tend to
fall into distinct groups of hourly turnout
patterns...and that these patterns seem to hold
true from one election to the next. Given that the
supply of voting equipment and poll workers is
limited, and given the goal of minimizing line
lengths and wait times, the hourly turnout profile
data has provided a useful tool for allocating
election-day resources,” a state report noted.

Maricopa County, Arizona’s
Election Reporting System

The challenges of managing thousands of pieces
of information from voters, poll workers, field
trouble shooters, political party observers, city
clerks, town clerks and staff members on Election
Day led Maricopa County, Arizona to institute an

electronic Election Reporting System. This single
online repository, officials say, has become an
indispensable tool.

Not only is it a more effective substitute for
tracking information on paper call slips on
Election Day — when feedback on the
convenience of a polling place, the efficacy of
signage, performance of poll workers and
subsequent reaction time can be critical — but it
allows for up-to-the-minute trend analysis that
previously was time-consuming and usually
occurred after Election Day. The system responds
to increasing public interest in the conduct of
elections, problem resolution, accountability
tracking and results reporting. It consolidates and
centralizes information and allows rapid input
from multiple locations, instant notification for
timely resolution and summary analysis — with
numerous sorting and reporting abilities available
to local officials throughout three locations in the
county.

COMPARATIVE HOURLY TURNOUT PATTERNS IN MARYLAND
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The county finds that this system effectively
provides quantifiable documentation to support
or debunk proposals in election related
legislation, media reports, and administrative
decisions. It allows employees to spend more
time analyzing, not gathering, data in order to
continually improve election administration.

Local Election Official Survey

A February 2008 survey of approximately 1,400
local election officials sponsored by the
Congressional Research Service was undertaken
following the 2004 and 2006 federal elections.® It
revealed much about the American election
system through the eyes of the ones responsible
for administering the vote’— largely middle-

aged white women earning under $50,000 a year.

Election officials are leery of the influence of the
federal government, the media and political
parties in decisions about voting-system usage
while being highly satisfied with the equipment
being used in their jurisdictions. Those
administrators who have used lever-voting
machines were particularly satisfied. Those using
direct-recording electronic (DRE or touch-screen
machines) and optical-scan systems were less so,
particularly in 2006.°

While not offering any concrete recommendations
for polling-place management, the study
nonetheless provides a window into attitudes of
election officials, particularly concerning
satisfaction with voting systems. It also looks at
attitudes toward training, voter-verified paper
audit trails with electronic voting systems, difficulty
in implementing HAVA and other issues.

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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Basic Principles of Data Collection

Paul Gronke, Reed College and Charles Stewart Ill, Massachusetts Institute of Technology

As Doug Chapin notes in the opening to this
compendium, “better data is a foundation for any
meaningful effort to understand and improve the
functioning of the American election system”
Cases highlighted in this compendium show how
data has helped election officials allocate staff
and voting machines, determine early and
Election Day voting locations as well as
proactively address trouble spots on Election Day.
The Data for Democracy conference participants
and authors point to ways that better-quality
election data can help us register more citizens,
attract more voters, count more ballots, and
reduce polling place incidents.

All of this is empty rhetoric, however, without
high-quality data that is applicable, accessible
and usable by elections officials, policy makers,
advocates, citizens and scholars.

While election reforms since HAVA have, in many
ways, transformed how elections are conducted
in the United States, increased scrutiny and
funding have not yielded better systematic
measures by which we can judge the
effectiveness of these reforms.

Without systematic measures of election
performance, we don't know if any of the goals of
election reform have been met.’ We don't know
whether elections are run any better in 2008 than
they were eight years ago.

Data for Democracy | Pew Center on the States

In this essay, we identify four principles for
gathering and reporting data that will improve
the quality, accessibility and usability of elections
data.'” We show how each can play a valuable
role in elections data collection. We end by
highlighting the continuing challenges to
collecting and reporting high-quality elections
data.

Data Collection Principles
Uniformity: The most important ingredient in
valid data analysis is data that is readily
comparable across the units being studied. The
biggest barrier to using data to improve elections
in America is that states, counties and cities
adopt different definitions for the most basic
concepts in election administration. What passes
for “voter turnout”in South Carolina is different
from turnout in Kansas. To improve American
elections, election jurisdictions must adopt a
common set of definitions and metrics for
elections data. As Michael McDonald points out
later in this compendium, failing to do so
undermines our ability to make even the most
basic comparisons of turnout across states and
over time.

The U.S. Election Assistance Commission (EAC)
and professional associations of state and local
elections officials can make substantial
contributions by working to establish common
definitions for the most frequently measured
elections data elements.
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Transparency: In all areas of governmental
performance, a basic principle of holding officials
accountable is making data related to that
performance not only readily available to citizens,
but in a form they can easily understand. In the
great explosion of election reform that occurred
in the Progressive Era in the early 20th century,
states accompanied reforms by publishing
voluminous data to document elections,
including data about turnout and election
returns, often at the precinct level.

A century later, most states are still stuck in a
series of data practices that have not advanced
past the horse-and-buggy age. Given the power
of the software that is now used to help tabulate
elections, there is no reason why these reports
cannot be routinely reported in very fine detail,
such as at the precinct level, or by breaking out
results according to mode of voting (in-precinct,
early, absentee, etc.) and published online in a
way that can be imported into basic data-analysis
software.

THE VOTING CHAIN: ACCURATE DATA IS NEEDED AT EVERY LINK

Registering to vote

Did the voter's registration card arrive in the mail — at both ends? Did it contain errors?

Did the office clerk process everything correctly?

Checking in at the polling place
Was the registration properly processed?

Did the voter come to the correct precinct?

Does the voter have an identification problem?

Casting the ballot
Is the voting machine working properly?

Does the voter understand how to use the machine?

How high are residual vote rates?

Counting the votes

How do the officials deal with ambiguity?

How do states conduct audits, and on what
scale — if they do so at all?

How can we confirm accurately recorded voter
intent, given the secret ballot process?

Improving elections in the United States requires that we collect applicable
data at every link in the voting chain, because a breakdown at any link can
abrogate a citizen's voting rights.

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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Election data should be electronically available in
well-documented and easily accessible formats,
as part of the public record. In our 50-state
comparison, we found wide disparities in the fees
states charge political parties and candidates for
voter registration files. We also found that some
of these files were poorly documented and
provided in data formats that only experienced
analysts could use.

State elections offices should take the lead in
helping make registration figures, turnout by all
modes, voting machine usage, audit results, and
other key data easily and readily accessible. State
legislatures should make certain that elections
offices have sufficient resources to meet this
transparency requirement.

Speed: For voting to be an effective tool of
governmental accountability, there must be a
relatively small window between when elections
are conducted and when officials take office. Yet
this narrow window also puts a premium on
reporting detailed election data, allowing all
stakeholders sufficient time to check for
inconsistencies in the current election and to
prepare for the next one.

Multiple Sources: An important principle of
effective oversight is having multiple perspectives
from which to judge government activity. The most
fundamental source of data used to assess how
well elections are run is the results themselves, but
election data provides only one perspective from
which to assess the quality of election
administration.

While registration rolls and election returns form

the core of elections data, federal, state, and local
officials need to think creatively about better

Data for Democracy | Pew Center on the States

ways to collect information about the
performance of the elections system. Examples
include random sample surveys of local elections
officials and of the population (Make Voting Work
is currently funding just such a survey), and even
structured observation at the polling place.

Challenges and Obstacles

The Challenge of Diversity: There are 10,071
jurisdictions in the nation that conduct elections
on a regular basis. Slightly more than 3,100 of
them are counties; nearly 7,000 are towns,
townships and cities in New England, Michigan,
Minnesota and Wisconsin. Their size and
complexity varies dramatically — over half have
fewer than 1,400 registered voters, and 7,654 of
the 10,071 have fewer than 10,000 registered
voters. At the other extreme, 340 jurisdictions
have more than 100,000 registered voters and 15
counties have more than one million registered
voters." Tailoring a one-size-fits-all set of data
collection standards and procedures is a
daunting prospect.

The Challenge of Federalism: Diversity in size is
matched, if not exceeded, by diversity in laws,
procedures, and administrative capacities.
Kenneth Mayer, professor of Political Science at
the University of Wisconsin, recently wrote of his
year studying and lecturing about election reform
in Australia:

When | described electoral practices in the U.S., these
international audiences were genuinely stunned
about the voting process here, finding it difficult to
believe that we leave the administrative machinery
largely in the hands of thousands of openly partisan
state and local officials.”
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THE ROLE OF STRUCTURED OBSERVATION IN ELECTION RESEARCH

Kelly Patterson, Center for the Study of Elections and Democracy, Brigham Young University

Election data has been traditionally thought of
as consisting of three kinds of information;
voter registration rolls, election results and
post-election auditing materials. However,
some scholars have recently suggested a new
alternative — sending observers to the polling
places to monitor line lengths, time voters and
to record information about precinct activities.
While we don't expect this to be adopted
nationwide, it is a new and creative way to
think about elections data collection.

In 2006, researchers from Utah and Ohio used
a method of structured observation to assess
conditions at the polling locations in those
two states. Structured observation is
“systematic, careful observation based on
written rules [which] explain how to categorize
and classify observations."”

Observational data can provide valuable
information about polling place conditions
that is unobtainable by other methods and
that can help improve election administration.
First, structured observation allows for
replication of studies and improves the
reliability of results."

While we are not taking a position here on the
issues of partisan election officials, there is no
denying the fact that federalism is a major
obstacle in the way of improving the quality of
elections data. The source of many of the
conflicting definitions resides in state laws and in
state and local procedures, and, unfortunately,
many well-intentioned improvements in data

Second, observers can be trained to measure
specific aspects of the voting experience,
whereas within the limits of survey questions
voters' or poll workers' judgments about these
aspects are less standardized and less reliable.
Third, structured observation provides
researchers an opportunity to be precise and
to develop more objective documentation of
abstract concepts related to the voting
experience. Finally, structured observation can
benefit from random sampling that allows
generalizations beyond the set of polling
places observed.

While there are many advantages to structured
observation, election officials and researchers
should be aware of some disadvantages.
Because structured observation alone cannot
reveal the intentions of individuals, it should
be combined with other data on polling place
administration. Second, structured observation
may raise ethical concerns if there are possible
risks to a subject’s confidentiality. Election
officials and voters may understandably have
heightened sensitivity to this issue.

reporting can get caught in the buzz saw of
partisan competition.

The Challenge of Money: While many
jurisdictions — particularly large ones — are
well-staffed and have highly professionalized
information technology departments, other
elections departments are staffed by single, part-

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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time recorders and clerks. In a recent survey of
local elections officials, more than half reported
spending less than 20 hours/week on elections-
related duties, and over 60 percent made less
than $40,000 annually.” Many election
departments are already operating with severely
constrained budgets, so any improvements in
data reporting will ideally improve the conduct
and reduce the costs of elections.

Data for Democracy | Pew Center on the States

Improving elections in the United States requires
that we collect applicable data at every link in the
voting chain, because a breakdown at any link
can abrogate a citizen’s voting rights.

Most states have a well-developed data
collection capacity at some points along the
chain, such as voter registration. But at other links,
data is virtually nonexistent, such as the length of
time voters spend checking in and waiting in line,
or the accuracy of ballot counting.
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How Data Can Improve Elections

Management

Alysoun MclLaughlin, Make Voting Work, Pew Center on the States

The Issue

Despite heightened public scrutiny of election
officials since November 2000 and dramatic
changes in election administration nationwide,
there has been far more research on the
machinery of democracy than its management.
The study of elections focuses primarily on law
and technology with comparatively little
attention to such questions as: How are elections
financed? Who administers them? Who are the
poll workers in whose hands voters entrust their
ballots on Election Day? What motivates poll
workers? How do they make decisions under
pressure? How can they be effectively trained and
managed to perform such critical tasks without
direct supervision?

Elections are an increasingly complicated
function of government that requires dedicated
personnel, professional management and
technological savvy. Citizens now demand a
flawless, transparent election process. Striving
toward that goal strains the resources of
jurisdictions that have new and unexpected
financial demands to administer elections; the
capacity and imagination of local officials who are
overseeing election logistics in a constantly
changing environment; and, the patience and
agility of poll workers who must keep up with
myriad changing legal requirements,
technologies and procedures.

Current Practices

Dialogue and research on election administration
primarily focus on election results, technology
and specific responsibilities and requirements
that are dictated by state laws and regulations.
That lens fails to bring day-to-day management
of election operations into focus, obscuring a
broad diversity of practices and an enormous
disparity of resources both within and across
states. Both significantly impact the voter’s
experience on Election Day.

Studying election administration at the local level
in a comprehensive manner is challenging. (See
page 10, “Challenge of Diversity” for details.)

It is hardly surprising that most dialogue and
research on election administration focus on the
largest jurisdictions, where the primary local
election official may earn a six-figure income and
oversee a staff of hundreds. However, large
jurisdictions provide just one lens through which
we can view election administration. Focusing
exclusively on the challenges they face neglects
important management issues in smaller
jurisdictions and rural areas.

Local election officials in jurisdictions with more
than a million voters and dedicated information
technology staff face entirely different challenges
in securing, maintaining and operating voting
technology than their brethren in smaller
jurisdictions. In many rural areas, election

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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administrators are not full-time employees and
often lack information technology expertise and
a dedicated facility for warehousing that
equipment. Election functions in rural areas are
frequently handled not by a separate department
but as one of many tasks. Rural jurisdictions are
likely to elect officials, while urban areas tend to
appoint an individual or board to administer
elections.” Larger jurisdictions also hold more
elections than smaller jurisdictions.”

Unlike more established areas of expertise such as
public health management and law enforcement,
election administrators have few professional
development resources at their disposal.”
According to the Congressional Research Service:

e The typical local election official is a white
woman between 50 and 60 years old who is a
high school graduate.

® She was elected to her current office, works
full-time in election administration, has been in
the profession for about 10 years, and earns
under $50,000 per year

e Two-thirds are elected rather than appointed.

The profile of election administrators is changing
rapidly. The field is experiencing a turnover rate of
about 10 percent each election cycle. From 2004
to 2006, local election officials who: 1) were
elected decreased from 65 percent to 58
percent;"” 2) worked full-time increased from 66
percent to 76 percent; and, 3) spent more than 20
hours per week on election duties increased from
41 percent to 47 percent. Those who had served
for more than a decade in their current position
decreased from 47 percent to 44 percent and
those earning a salary under $40,000 decreased
from 47 percent to 39 percent.”
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Less is known about the approximately 1.4
million poll workers who serve as the “street-level
bureaucrats” of election administration.” On
Election Day, this largely volunteer army is
entrusted with the custody and management of
ballots, responsible for determining who is
eligible to vote; ensuring that each voter casts
only one ballot; and making certain that
provisional ballots are used appropriately.”

Anecdotally, many jurisdictions report that their
costs for administering elections have doubled,
tripled or even quadrupled since enactment of
the Help America Vote Act.

In testimony to the U.S. House of Representatives
Committee on House Administration, Ray Feikert,
former county commissioner of Holmes County,
Ohio, testified that in his rural jurisdiction, it cost
approximately $4,000 to run a special election for
school board before enactment of the Help
America Vote Act. That price tag increased to
more than $20,000 by 2007 because of costs for
personnel, training and storage or service
contracts on new voting equipment. The diversity
of practices in cost accounting makes nationwide
comparison and trend analysis difficult.

In many cases, costs are shared among different
constitutional offices within a local jurisdiction
and they can often be difficult to parse from
other functions of a local office. Primary elections,
municipal elections, recounts, and other
significant cost drivers in some cases are borne
by the administering jurisdiction and at other
times are administered directly by, or are billed to,
a local jurisdiction, political party or candidate.

For many jurisdictions, election performance
management is more an art than a science. There
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has been little quantitative study of broader
practices in election performance measurement
and management.

Challenges

Our election system faces significant

management challenges. The rapid pace of
change, implementation of new technology, and
escalating public demand for flawless election
administration and a choice of voting methods are
placing enormous pressures on policymakers,
administrators and poll workers in a difficult budget
environment. Recognition of that strain, however,
provides new opportunities for innovation in voting
methods and administrative practices. Good
elections data can help this process.

Improving elections requires an unaccustomed
level of commitment to performance management.
Elections are notoriously messy; the logistical
challenges of administering them in multiple
locations on a single day make it difficult to
supervise front-line employees in a traditional
manner. The unpredictability of elections — from
the weather to traffic jams to last-minute court
decisions — contributes to a sense of learned
helplessness among many officials, who perceive
the ultimate success or failure of an election as
being largely outside their control. In addition,
because election management occurs in a high
stakes, highly politicized environment, many officials
are reluctant to move toward more rigorous
performance measurement that would shine a
spotlight on failure and embarrass poll workers or
staff when failures are not significant enough to
have changed the outcome of an election.

As policymakers increasingly back away from
quick fixes and focus on structural reform of
election procedures; as election officials

increasingly focus on demonstrating what works
and what doesn't to external audiences of activists
and policymakers; and, as researchers increasingly
focus on election management as well as law and
technology, more and better data will help inform
election policy and the performance. But this
progression is still in its infancy.

Recommendations

® More research is needed to help us better
understand election administration: not simply
how the law says elections should be run, but
how they are actually conducted in polling
places. The role of poll workers as “street-level
bureaucrats” — front-line personnel who actively
interpret and reinvent laws in administering
them — must be better understood and
incorporated into decisionmaking. Otherwise,
they will “modify their objectives to match their
ability to perform.”

® As the tasks of administering elections become
more complex, state and local governments
need to assess the critical responsibilities and
required skills. They should evaluate their
existing training and provide professional
development opportunities for officials and
poll workers.

e (fficials should use evidence-based data to
identify meaningful and achievable
benchmarks for performance and success.

e Officials must account for and report on the
costs of election management, especially
when implementing new reforms or absorbing
extraordinary expenditures. Researchers and
advocates must understand the financial and
administrative costs of any reform, as well as its
proximate effects, replicability and interaction
with other aspects of the process.”

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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How Data Improves Policymaking

Eric Fischer, Congressional Research Service

Election data can play a role in lawmaking on
Capitol Hill, but timing, content and relevancy are
critical.

Data is integral to policy making, but is of
greatest utility to policy makers when it relates
clearly to current issues, constituent concerns or
oversight of previously enacted legislation.

In short, data that is relevant, properly gathered
and critically analyzed can contribute to
informed and effective policy making. Conversely,
its absence can lead to poor decisions and
misspent funds.

Election data — either statistical or derived from
experimental research — has the potential to
shape and inform policy debates. Debates about
appropriations bills could be elevated by hard
statistical data about the costs of implementing
Help America Vote Act (HAVA) requirements —
information that is not currently available (and
that did not inform the initial passage of HAVA). A
paucity of accurate and meaningful data makes it
difficult to assess the policy implications of many
of the election administration issues before
Congress, including absentee voting, voter
identification, allocation of equipment among
polling places and poll worker competence.

The absence of such vital information may result
in insufficient financing and effectively impose an
unfunded mandate on states. Another potential
consequence is overfunding, which
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arguably wastes federal dollars or, at a minimum,
diverts them from other priorities.

Cost information is often lacking and creates
problems during debates about bills that would
impose new requirements on the states. An
example is the proposal to require voter-verifiable
paper ballot records to address concerns about
the security and reliability of direct-recording
electronic (DRE) voting systems. The costs of
implementing such a mandate are unclear — as
are the benefits. While the media focus on
problems with DREs, two recent national surveys
found very little difference in local election
officials’ratings of both the security and reliability
of voting systems. Regardless of the system they
used, they rated them very highly.

Experimental research data that is relevant to
elections and useful to policy makers is even
more scarce than accurate statistical information.
This deficit — in the absence of a well-
established field of election science — is
especially difficult to address.

Constraints in Election

Data Collection

Whether statistical or experimental, data must be
scientifically valid in order to be useful, and the
complexities of election administration make it
difficult to conduct studies that are both useful
and valid. The Congressional Research Service
wrestled with many of these issues while
designing our surveys of local elections officials
(LEOs).
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State and local variations in administrative setups
— some states have as few as 10 LEOs, while
others have more than 1,000 — complicate the
design of surveys of LEOs.

For example, a random sample of the total
number of election officials in the country would
result in a disproportionate number of Wisconsin
officials, because Wisconsin's LEOs constitute 25
percent of LEOs nationwide. Yet, in terms of total
population, Wisconsin constitutes just 1.8 percent
of the country.

Alternative ways to weight the data (according to
state, voting-age population or portion of LEOs)

would present similar problems. Absent a simple
solution, the two surveys employed a sampling
strategy to reasonably balance population and
geographic representation. The strategy increases
the relative influence of states with fewer LEOs
while ensuring a relatively strong influence of
those with large numbers.

Some observers may argue that this casts doubt
on the utility of the results. Yet the inherent
complexity requires that data collection efforts
are carefully designed and necessitates
compromise. Only data that is accurate, reliable,
and appropriately designed with policymakers in
mind can help guide decision making.

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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How Data Improves Campaign

Strategy

Christopher Mann, MHSC Partners and Yale University

Campaigns care most about the election data
that comes from precincts when polls close. But
they also rely heavily on other data in shaping
their strategies.

Indeed, the foundation of every campaign
strategy is data about the electorate.

Campaign data comes via computerized voter
files, often accessed through online database
interfaces with sophisticated selection, mapping
and analysis tools. However, this data is not all
that different from the note cards in a shoebox
held by precinct captains. Like the note cards, it
reveals who is registered and who votes. The
difference today is that the data is much more
widely, rapidly, and, one would hope, more
cheaply, available.

Campaigns make use of both aggregate data (e.g.

prior election returns by precinct) and individual
level data about voters. Aggregate-level data is
vitally important for high-level strategic decisions
in campaigns, so accuracy is essential.

Acquiring election data is expensive for
campaigns in both time and money. But the
investment pays off in targeted, efficient
communication with registered voters — the
population candidates most want to reach. No
campaign wishes to reach every voter in the
electorate, and certainly not with every
communication. At the simplest level, campaigns
don't want to waste precious resources on
individuals who cannot cast a ballot. Selecting
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registered voters depends on accurate and up-to-
date voter registration rolls.

Campaigns craft communication strategies
around the understanding that all voters are not
equally likely to cast a ballot.

Two types are priorities for communication:
undecided ones who are highly likely to vote and
supporters who are unlikely to turn out. The
measurement of undecided and supporters relies
on campaign data, including polling and micro-
targeting, but the likelihood of voting relies on
information about past voting history and, to a
lesser extent, date of registration. Voters of many
other types are targeted for various reasons, but the
likelihood of voting always plays a role in selection.

To a casual observer, the solution is easy: simply
head to your county or state election office and pick
up a copy of the voter file. However, anyone with
experience working with voter files will tell you that
this solution is far from adequate — the barriers are
illustrated well in the 50-state assessment included
in this compendium (see page 50).

Election officials face a data-management task far
larger and more complicated than any in the
consumer world, yet catalogs, online shopping
sites and banks all invest significantly more
resources in data management.

The accuracy, timeliness and hygiene of election
data are vital to good campaigning. Unfortunately,
despite the goals, incentives and penalties of the
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Help America Vote Act, data management practices
for election data remain highly fragmented.

Within some states, counties differ in how they
track vote history, update registrations, purge
registrations and maintain other critical data.

Despite considerable investment by the parties in
national voter files, campaigns still rely heavily on
people with local knowledge to standardize and
scrub election data.

A wish list

Political campaigns can't have everything. They
expect to pay for the data they need to win
elections. However, campaigners have extensive
experience in the uses — and abuses — of elections
data. | provide a short wish list for campaigns, but |
think it will benefit every user of election data,
including election administrators themselves.

Keep it fresh. Accurate information, timely
updates and standard definitions and practices
top the list for campaigners.

They want frequently updated lists with
consistent formats at a reasonable price. States
sometimes wait weeks or months for one
overdue county before making the statewide file
available, leaving campaigns in painful limbo
about decision-making.

Keep it clean. Basic data hygiene procedures find
large numbers of duplicate records based on
name, address, date of birth, other unique
identifiers and combinations of these factors,
making unclean rolls quite unwieldy. This
duplication causes headaches for the campaigns
that must try to sort out the arbitrary on-the-fly
decisions made about duplicate records by
election administrators in order to get accurate
information for their own decision making.

One of the most common reasons that files
become bloated is voters who have changed
residences. The United States Postal Service offers
a National Change of Address (NCOA) database
with forwarding addresses, but few election
agencies compare their files with it. Public
agencies could use NCOA matches to update
registration or mailing addresses or to contact
voters to do so themselves.

No paper trail exists for voters who are purged
from the rolls, and one would be beneficial.
Information about the reason for removal, for
example, is of great value to campaigns, voter
protection advocates and others interested in the
conduct of elections. In computerized databases,
keeping these purged records and the reasons for
removal would require only a trivial cost for hard
drive storage.

Keep it consistent. Among the most maddening
idiosyncrasies in voter files is the treatment of
registration dates. Some election officials record
the date when the registration is entered into the
computer rather than when it is received — often
weeks or months after a voter may have cast a
ballot.

The delay in entering registrations creates
additional provisional ballots, and over the long
term causes confusion in the voting records of
individual voters.

Keep the history. Many jurisdictions do an
excellent job of retaining vote history, while others
do little or none. This information — including the
type of voting (Election Day, early, mail, provisional)
— is critical for campaigns. The information is
valuable not only for general elections, but also for
primaries, special elections and local elections.

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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How Data is Used by Advocates

Justin Levitt, The Brennan Center for Justice, New York University

In many respects, data is an election advocate’s
lifeblood. Data helps advocates identify and
diagnose problems and opportunities, set
priorities, persuade policymakers, generate
publicity, secure relief from the courts and
monitor policy change and compliance.

Diagnosis

Advocates strive for tangible impact; few have
the luxury of time or resources to devote
attention to practices that seem suboptimal but
are not overtly harmful. There are substantial
disagreements about the nature or magnitude of
the effect that any given policy may have; one
man’s triviality may be to another the end of
democracy as we know it. But at heart, these
disagreements boil down to a question of data.

Election advocates look to two basic kinds of data
to diagnose problems and identify opportunities.
The first is qualitative: descriptions of how a
jurisdiction operates and voter and administrator
experiences. Qualitative data helps advocates set
benchmarks and identify policy outliers, both
good and bad.

Advocates also aim to establish a common
vocabulary. Federal elections are still extremely
decentralized; consequently people in different
states use different words to describe the same
thing and the same words to describe different
things. Whether a registration record is “pending”
or "suspended” or “inactive” or “provisional” might
have different consequences for a voter (or not),
leading to attention from advocates (or not).
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Qualitative data helps advocates understand
what they are looking at.

The second and more familiar type of data is
quantitative. Here too, it helps set benchmarks
and identify outliers. It also helps assess the
magnitude of the impact of certain policies, and
the differential effect on various populations. The
more detailed the data, the better able advocates
are to identify issues and to determine the real
drivers of change.

There are pitfalls to diagnosing and responding
to problems based solely on readily available
data, however. Sometimes it's a long way from
the available, measured item to the question that
truly demands an answer. Advocates must
constantly remind themselves of the possibility
that as-yet-unmeasured variables represent the
real cause of (or solution to) a particular issue,
and that the current state of the art in measured
data may be just sophisticated enough to be
distracting.

Priorities

Advocates will naturally turn to the issues that
yield the most bang for the buck. Data helps
separate bangs from whimpers.

With limited time and resources, they also face the
need to set priorities. Sometimes, priorities are
based on public opinion or individual anecdotes.
But they can also be driven by information of the
sort we are discussing here: qualitative data about
election practices, and quantitative data about the
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impact of those practices on populations of
interest.

Advocates are keenly aware that policymakers
have limited time and that elections are seldom
at the top of the list of pressing reforms. Even for
those policymakers with specific elections
responsibility, simply administering the status
quo is hardly simple. Reforms are usually greeted
— often appropriately — with a skeptical eye.

Data is essential to persuading policymakers that
reform is necessary, or that a particular proposal
is more or less worthwhile.

Publicity
Publicity is a critical tool for advocates, especially in
a crowded public policy environment.

Most pubilicity efforts will feature an anecdotal
hook and a particular narrative frame. But any
advocate skilled in dealing with the media knows
that reporters will also demand data, particularly
quantitative data. New media outlets — blogs,
online publications, and email lists — provide ripe
opportunities for disseminating quantitative
results because they are less constrained for
space. Reporters routinely ask for numbers and
statistics demonstrating how many people are
affected; whether some populations are affected
more than others; and how many states or
counties experience the issue.

Courts

Given the time, expense and uncertainty of
litigation, a lawsuit is almost always an advocate’s
last resort. In exceptional circumstances, however,
she may turn to the courts for policy reform on
discrete issues, and in those cases, data is crucial
to her success.

Indeed, advocates were given a stark reminder of
the importance of data in the Supreme Court’s
recent Crawford v. Marion County Election Board
case, confronting a challenge to Indiana’s photo
identification rule.

The Court’s emphasis on specific facts — who
was affected by the voter ID rule and to what
degree — indicates that it is no longer possible
for any litigant to challenge election procedures
on constitutional grounds to question the
importance of reliable data.

Funding

Finally, most advocacy efforts rely on fundraising
from an external constituency. And whether that
constituency consists of individuals at the end of
an email, or foundations with sophisticated
appraisal-and-review operations, all donors like to
know that they're getting their money’s worth.
Quantitative data is certainly not the only metric
by which funders determine how to spend their
charitable dollars, but data undoubtedly
represents a valued piece of the development
portfolio.

Improving Elections Through Metrics and Measurement
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Voter Registration Databases

Michael McDonald, George Mason University

The Issue

For nearly all Americans, voting is a two-step
process that requires registration before casting a
ballot.” Understanding who registers is, therefore,
important to understanding who votes, and
ultimately, the policies the American
representative government adopts. In addition to
creating a record of citizen engagement, voter
registration rolls provide information to election
administrators for allocating Election Day
resources and to political campaigns for
developing voter outreach strategies.

The Help America Vote Act of 2002 (HAVA)
requires states to implement “a single, uniform,
official, centralized, interactive, computerized
statewide voter registration list/”* At a minimum,
these databases contain names and addresses to
direct a voter to his or her correct precinct,
though most capture more information. Nearly all
provide birthdates and some provide gender and
race as shown in the 50-state assessment (see
page 52).

As Chris Mann noted, campaigns are increasingly
supplementing these databases with information
from consumer finance databases for “micro-
targeting” efforts. States often collect additional
election administration information, such as each
election a voter participated in, the voting
method (in-person, early in-person, absentee, or
provisional), the processing status of absentee
ballots (when a ballot is requested, sent, returned,
and counted), when a registration record has
been updated (e.g., for a change of address) and
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the source of a voter registration (e.g., at a motor
vehicles office).

Registration data provides opportunities to
investigate and improve many aspects of
America’s voting system, from understanding
voting patterns by minorities for Voting Rights
claims to meeting more effectively the absentee
voting needs of our overseas military.

Current Practices

Some states have struggled to meet HAVA's
statewide voter registration database mandate.
Some local election officials believe that their old
system works better than the new statewide one
that has been imposed upon them. Yet, further
database integration is necessary if state election
officials and their local counterparts will develop
a single system to manage voter registration,
report election returns, track absentee and
provisional ballots, and produce reports on
voting technology. Integrated systems provide
new opportunities to evaluate performance.

Jurisdictions benefit from lowered election
administrative costs by using statewide databases
to identify and purge registered voters who move
between jurisdictions within a state. Statewide
voter registration databases could enable cross-
checking of registrations between states, too, a
project a consortium of Midwestern states started
undertaking in 2005.
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Other innovations continue. Throughout Arizona
and in most Washington counties, voters can
register entirely online, which could help reduce
data entry errors and streamline the process.
Washington is also digitizing registration
application signatures as a means to
electronically verify the identity of those voting
by absentee ballot. A number of jurisdictions are
experimenting with automatic change of address
updating and eligibility verification by matching
registration and other databases, such as U.S. post
office change of address and corrections'lists of
incarcerated felons.

Challenges

Perhaps the greatest challenge of working with
this data arises from the historical legacy of
administering elections at the local level. Prior to
modern computing technology, local election
officials maintained lists of registered voters by
pen and paper. These lists were unlikely to be in a
single format across a state. Although states must
now maintain a statewide electronic database,
local election officials continue to be the primary
point of contact for registration applications. In
some states, election administration data such as
voting history may be available only from
localities. Registration records — particularly
older legacy records — may contain errors from
carelessly completed applications, poor or
misinterpreted handwriting, or data keying errors.

Migration of voter registration records into
centralized vertical databases raises
interoperability issues between locality and
state software, particularly when states join
regional or national compacts to track and
audit registration rolls.

Software solutions are usually fashioned for
specific applications and a common solution
among all states remains elusive. The
decentralized approach, lack of standardized file
formatting, and inconsistent availability of data
items continually challenge those who work with
multi-state databases. The absence of common
definitions among states further complicates
efforts. Some states identify voters who have
voted in a recent election as‘active, and all others
as‘inactive! Other states use dissimilar terms, and
it is unclear if states that differentiate use
consistent definitions of active and inactive
voters. Whether or not a state differentiates
between these voters can produce misleading
comparisons of the size of registration rolls and
turnout rates across jurisdictions.

Common spelling variations can affect proper
names and street addresses. Variations frequently
occur for people who have an apostrophe or other
punctuation in their name or have a common
name variant, such as “Steven” or “Stephen. Data
entry errors would be the most likely explanation
for birthdates that are correct only for visitors from
the future or persons having lived for over 200
years. These seemingly minor mistakes multiply
when dealing with millions of records. The lack of
an exact match between voter registration and
drivers'license databases, for example, can result in
the denial of a right to vote. While it may seem
unlikely for two people to share the same name
and birth date, such false matches occur with
surprising frequency. Incorrect matches with
felons, for example, have led some to falsely
overstate levels of double voting.
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Recommendations
® The US. Election Assistance Commission or a
comparable organization needs to develop a

common data format for all state-level election

® As states continue experimenting with

innovative policies such as on-line registration
— which will hopefully reduce data entry
errors — they should build database systems

that capture as much information as possible,
and thus assess the efficacy of these new

data, including voter registration files.
Vocabulary needs to be standardized and

universally adopted so that meaningful policies. Public access to registration source

data — which is restricted by the 1993
National Voter Registration Act — should be

between-state comparisons can be made.

® Database integration safeguards must be granted to responsible researchers and policy

developed to protect eligible voters from advocates. This would permit studies to

being dropped due to a false positive or false
negative match with another database.

increase transparency, improve election
administration and encourage confidence in
the electoral system.

24 Data for Democracy | Pew Center on the States
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VOTER REGISTRATION AND THE LEGALITY OF THE PROPOSED

“RE-DO” OF THE 2008 FLORIDA PRESIDENTIAL PRIMARY”

Seemingly innocent errors in voter registration
files, such as common name spelling
variations, street addresses without apartment
numbers or incomplete and improperly
formatted zip codes multiply quickly when
processing millions of records.

These errors became part of the debate over
the 2008 Florida primary when the state
Democratic Party proposed a “re-do” of the
primary using a vote-by-mail system.

My analysis of the Florida statewide voter
registration file shows that African Americans
are more frequently affected by easily
detectable address errors on the Florida voter
registration file. This calls into serious question
the legality of a full by-mail election in Florida
unless these errors are rectified.

Among the information recorded on the
Florida voter registration file is a registered
voter's race. The overall statistics are:

e Total number of records on the Florida voter
registration file: 11,428,946

e Total number of African Americans:
1,353,272

® Percentage of African Americans: 11.8

Missing Apartment Numbers

The first problem | discovered in the Florida file
is that a large number of addresses fail to
include an apartment number, even though
the record is apparently at an apartment
building. Because African Americans are
disproportionately likely to rent, they are also
disproportionately affected by this error:

e Total number of potential records lacking an
apartment number: 189,186

e Total number of African Americans: 36,193
® Percentage of African Americans: 19.1

Missing and Erroneous Zip Codes

A second easily detectable error on the Florida

voter registration file is missing or obviously

erroneous zip codes. These errors are far less

frequent statewide, but once again

disproportionately affect African Americans.

e Total number of records with missing or
erroneous zip codes: 1,708

® Total number of African Americans: 432

® Percentage of African Americans: 25.3
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Data Collection and the National
Voter Registration Act

Michael J. Hanmer, University of Maryland®

The Issue
Unlike most democracies, the United States has
long placed the burden of voter registration on

public service agencies. Lawmakers envisioned
the NVRA increasing the number of registered
voters and simultaneously broadening the

the individual citizen. The National Voter electorate with lower-income citizens who were
Registration Act of 1993 (NVRA), also known as

"Motor Voter," sought to streamline the process by

(and remain) drastically underrepresented in the
electorate.

intertwining the registration process with other
state-citizen interactions, including obtaining or While the states subject to the NVRA were

renewing driver’s licenses and dealings with required to implement the law at the beginning

Project Vote, a nonprofit organization that
promotes voting in low-income and minority
communities, has been at the forefront of
attempts to evaluate the NVRA, particularly its
public assistance agency registration
provisions. The table on page 27, reproduced
from a 2008 Project Vote report, shows the
dramatic decline in public assistance agency-
based registration, suggesting failed or
inconsistent implementation of this aspect of
the NVRA.” The report also notes that many
states do not comply with reporting
requirements — and that the U.S. Department
of Justice fails to remedy noncompliance.
Important information was gleaned from
existing data sources, but a full evaluation was
not possible because of varied reporting
practices in the states, their agencies and local
jurisdictions.

Data for Democracy | Pew Center on the States

Motor vehicle agencies have also been called
into question for their handling of NVRA
requirements. In 2008, 13 years after the
implementation date for NVRA — and after
complaints and Election Assistance
Commission (EAC) evidence® — the New
Jersey Department of the Public Advocate
conducted an investigation. It reported that
only 8 percent of surveyed state residents who
completed motor vehicle transactions were
offered an opportunity to complete a voter
registration form. A paper by a recent arrival to
New Jersey cites the report and notes that “a
new resident with a valid out-of-state driver’s
license can pay $10 at the Department of
Motor Vehicles to ‘skip all that. ‘All that’
includes both the driver's examination on New
Jersey law and the voter registration form.”'
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of 1995, NVRA encountered resistance from state
officials and others.”” Some charged that it was
rigged to benefit Democrats. Others thought the
law would bloat rolls with inactive voters and
increase election fraud. And finally, some worried
that the law would put voter registration in the
hands of agencies that have neither the
equipment nor experience to handle and transfer
forms.”

Despite strict enforcement language in the
legislation, there is mounting evidence of lax
implementation of the NVRA in some states.”
Given the decentralized nature of election
administration — with vast authority granted to
states and local jurisdictions — there is little
standa