
Overview
In 2013, The Pew Charitable Trusts unveiled the Elections Performance Index, or EPI, the first comprehensive 
assessment of election administration in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. The release introduced the 
index’s 17 indicators of performance and summarized 2008 and 2010 data, giving users a way to evaluate states’ 
elections performance side by side. 

Pew’s new edition of the index adds analysis of the 2012 election and provides the first opportunity to compare 
a state’s performance across similar elections—the 2008 and 2012 presidential contests—as well as with other 
states, regions, and the nation as a whole. This expanded analysis reveals key features of state elections and 
presents a rich picture of the U.S. democratic process that will be enhanced as new data are added each year. 

Overall, states did better in 2012 than they did in 2008. Although voters turned out at a lower rate in 2012, 
fewer of those who did not vote said they were deterred from the polls by illness, disability, or problems with 
registration or absentee ballots. And more states offered voters the option to register online, which may have 
contributed to some of this improvement. 

The 2012 analysis begins to clarify what it takes to be a leading state, which will help others improve in the 
coming years. These and other results are discussed in-depth in the pages that follow, but the key findings, 
briefly, are:

•• Elections performance improved overall. Nationally, the overall average improved 4.4 percentage points in 
2012 compared with 2008 the scores of 21 states and the district improved at a rate greater than the national 
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What Is the Elections Performance Index?

The Elections Performance Index is intended to help policymakers, election administrators, and other 
citizens:

•• Evaluate elections based on data, not anecdote.

•• Compare the performance of elections across states and time.

•• Identify potential problem areas that need to be addressed.

•• Measure the impact of changes in policy or practice.

•• Highlight trends that otherwise might not be identified.

•• Use data to demonstrate to state and local policymakers the need for resources.

•• Educate voters about election administration by providing context about how the process works.

Pew partnered with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to bring together an advisory group of state 
and local election officials and academics from the country’s top institutions to guide development of the 
index. The advisory group held a series of meetings beginning in July 2010 to select the best ideas from 
indices in other public policy areas, identify and validate existing data sources, and determine the most 
useful ways to group available data.

average; 19 states’ averages improved but by less than the national average increase; and 10 states’ 
averages declined. 

•• High-performing states tended to remain high-performing and vice versa. Most of the highest-performing 
states in 2012—those in the top 25 percent—were also among the highest performers in 2008 and 2010. The 
same was true for the lowest-performing states in all three years. In looking at these two groups, a picture 
begins to emerge of the distinctions between high and low performers.

•• Gains were seen in most indicators. Of the 17 indicators, overall national performance improved on 12, 
including a decrease in the average wait times to vote and an increase in the number of states allowing 
online voter registration. In addition, the index revealed some stark regional differences across indicators. For 
example, the South had the lowest voter turnout and highest rate of nonvoting due to disability, as well as 
states with the highest average voting wait time. 

These findings also reveal the steps that states can take to improve their scores and make elections more cost 
effective and efficient, including: 

•• Ensuring the collection of more and better elections data.

•• Implementing online voter registration.

•• Upgrading voter registration systems.

•• Offering a complete set of online voting information lookup tools. 

•• Requiring postelection audits.

Nearly all of these steps were also recently recommended by the bipartisan Presidential Commission on Election 
Administration.1
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The EPI tracks 17 distinct indicators of elections performance, selected from more than 40 prospective 
measures, based on their completeness, consistency, reliability, and validity.2 For more information on how 
the indicators were selected and computed, or additional analysis of their meaning, please see the online 
interactive report at www.pewstates.org/epi-interactive or the report’s methodology at www.pewstates.
org/epi-methodology. The 17 indicators are:

1.	 Data completeness. How many jurisdictions reported statistics on the 18 core survey items in the 
U.S. Election Assistance Commission’s Election Administration and Voting Survey?

2.	 Disability- or illness-related voting problems. What percentage of voters did not cast a ballot due 
to an “illness or disability (own or family’s)”?

3.	 Mail ballots rejected. What percentage of mail ballots were not counted out of all ballots cast?

4.	 Mail ballots unreturned. What percentage of mail ballots sent out by the state were not returned?

5.	 Military and overseas ballots rejected. What percentage of military and overseas ballots returned 
by voters were not counted?

6.	 Military and overseas ballots unreturned. What percentage of military and overseas ballots sent 
out by the state were not returned?

7.	 Online registration availability. Were voters allowed to submit new registration applications 
online?

8.	 Postelection audit required. Was a voting equipment performance check required after each 
election?

9.	 Provisional ballots cast. What percentage of all voters had to cast a provisional ballot on Election 
Day? 

10.	 Provisional ballots rejected. What percentage of provisional ballots were not counted out of all 
ballots cast?

11.	 Registration or absentee ballot problems. How many people reported not casting a ballot because 
of “registration problems,” including not receiving an absentee ballot or not being registered in the 
appropriate location?

12.	 Registrations rejected. What proportion of submitted registration applications were rejected for 
any reason?

13.	 Residual vote rate. What percentage of the ballots cast contained an undervote (i.e., no vote) or an 
overvote (i.e., more than one candidate marked in a single-winner race)—indicating either voting 
machine malfunction or voter confusion?

14.	 Turnout. What percentage of the voting-eligible population cast ballots? 

15.	 Voter registration rate. What percentage of the voting-eligible population was registered to vote?

16.	 Voting information lookup tools. Did the state offer basic, easy-to-find, online tools so voters 
could look up their registration status, find their polling place, get specific ballot information, track 
absentee ballots, and check the status of provisional ballots?

17.	 Voting wait time. How long, on average, did voters wait to cast their ballots?

www.pewstates.org/epi-interactive
www.pewstates.org/epi-methodology
www.pewstates.org/epi-methodology
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Overall elections performance improved
The addition of 2012 data to the Elections Performance Index makes it possible for the first time to compare 
a state’s performance over time and against other states. In general, state election administration improved 
between 2008 and 2012. This was true for the performance of individual states compared with prior years and 
nationwide on many indicators.

Nationally, states’ overall scores, which are calculated as an average of all 17 indicators, increased 4.4 percentage 
points on average in 2012, compared with 2008.

States
Forty states and the District of Columbia improved their overall scores, compared with 2008:

•• 21 states and the district raised their performance more than the national average increase.

•• 19 improved but less than the average increase nationally.

The 21 states and the district that improved more than the national average vary widely in size and region; they 
cover the political spectrum from deep blue to battleground to solid red. 

The district’s overall score improved the most—by 20 points—from 2008 to 2012. Although the city’s EPI average 
is still below the national average, the district made major strides across multiple indicators. The district and 
Alabama were the only jurisdictions to improve more than 9 points above the mean increase since 2008. Both 
were in the bottom 25 percent in 2008 and remained among the lowest performers in 2012.

While the national trend was clearly upward, not all the news was good. Ten states’ overall scores declined. 

Georgia had the sharpest decrease, dropping 7 points from 2008 to 2012. The state’s voter turnout fell by more 
than the national decrease, and it had one of the largest increases in nonvoting due to disability or illness. The 
state’s rate of nonvoting due to registration and absentee ballot problems also increased, and Georgia did not 
add online voter registration or postelection audits, which many other states have implemented since 2008. The 
state did pass online voter registration legislation, but it has not been implemented. Lastly, it was one of only 10 
to report less data to the federal Election Assistance Commission as measured by the index in 2012 than in 2008. 

After Georgia, the states with the largest decreases in overall average since 2008 were Hawaii and Vermont.

High-performing states stay strong; low performers remain near the bottom

One of the most important facts emerging from the index is that certain states consistently perform at a high 
level on elections, and others are chronic underperformers. Over time, better data and a clearer understanding 
of the characteristics of these two groups will help all states identify the problems that most commonly hinder 
improvement and recognize truly effective election administration.

High performers continue to lead the way

At the state level, the highest-performing states in 2012—those in the top 25 percent—were Colorado, 
Connecticut, Delaware, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Montana, Nevada, North Carolina, North Dakota, 
Washington, and Wisconsin. Seven of these—Colorado, Delaware, Michigan, Minnesota, North Dakota, 
Washington, and Wisconsin—were also high performers in 2008 and 2010, and six states—Colorado, 
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Connecticut, Maryland, Montana, Nevada, and North Carolina—saw their overall scores rise more than the 
national average increase from 2008 to 2012. 

North Dakota, Minnesota, and Wisconsin had the highest rankings for both presidential election years. This 
consistently strong performance could be due, in part, to their voter registration policies. Minnesota and Wisconsin 
allow Election Day registration, and North Dakota doesn’t require voters to register. Previous research shows these 
policies can correlate with higher turnout, and in most cases it eliminates the need for provisional ballots.3 Turnout 
was highest in Minnesota and Wisconsin in 2012; both exceeded 70 percent of the eligible population.4

Low performers still face challenges

Eleven states—Alabama, Arkansas, California, Hawaii, Idaho, Kansas, Mississippi, New York, Oklahoma, Texas, 
and West Virginia—and the District of Columbia were in the lowest 25 percent of the index in 2012. Six of 
these—Alabama, California, Mississippi, New York, Oklahoma, and West Virginia—were also ranked at the 
bottom in 2008 and 2010. Mississippi was the lowest performer in all three years. Of those at the bottom in 
2012, only the overall averages of Hawaii, Oklahoma, and Texas decreased since 2008. 

Importantly, because overall averages are calculated based on the performance of other states, sometimes 
even dramatic improvement or decline within a state will not be reflected in its ranking relative to other states. 
As noted earlier, this is evident in the case of the District of Columbia. The district improved the most in 2012 
compared with its performance in 2008, but it still fell into the group of low performers because widespread 
improvement elsewhere also raised the national average significantly. This highlights the value of considering 
multiple points of comparison, made possible by the index: evaluating states against the national average; state 
against state; and a single state with itself year over year. The district gets high marks for improving on multiple 
indicators as compared with its 2008 performance; relative to the rest of the nation, however, it still has much 
room for improvement. 

Registration Policies Improve Elections Performance

States that offer more convenient and efficient ways for voters to register and update their registrations 
can avoid many common issues, such as registrations rejected, use of provisional ballots, and nonvoting 
due to registrations problems.

Seven of the 10 states with the lowest rates of registration or absentee ballot problems in 2012—
Idaho, Iowa, Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire, North Dakota, and Wisconsin—allowed Election Day 
registration or did not require voter registration. Maine, Minnesota, and Wisconsin had the lowest rates 
of these problems, 1 percent.

Additionally, states that adopt online voter registration can increase the accuracy of their rolls while 
also reducing costs to election officials and taxpayers.5 States using the latest technology to conduct 
data matching of voter registration lists, such as those participating in the Electronic Registration 
Information Center, or ERIC, have reduced the number of provisional ballots cast and rejected, as well 
as the proportion of the population that fails to vote due to a registration problem.6 The Presidential 
Commission on Election Administration recommends both online voter registration and participation in 
ERIC. For more information, visit ericstates.org.
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Whether a high performer, low performer, or somewhere in between, all states have the opportunity to do better 
in coming years. Learning more about those states that consistently outperform, and those that consistently 
struggle, can help all states improve.

Indicators
Individual indicators reveal critical information about what is driving better overall state performance, as well as 
what consistently holds states back. 

The nationwide view
Nationally, 12 of the 17 indicators improved, with notable gains in six areas:

•• Wait times decreased about 18 percent, or by about 3 minutes, on average, from 2008 to 2012. 

•• 13 states had online voter registration in 2012, compared with just two in 2008.

•• 18 states and the district reported 100 percent complete data to the Election Assistance Commission in 2012, 
compared with only seven in 2008.

•• Rates of nonvoting due to disability or illness declined nationally by nearly 0.5 percent; rates declined in 27 
states and the district.

•• Rates of nonvoting due to registration or absentee ballot problems decreased nationally by nearly 0.4 
percent; rates declined in 28 states and the district.

•• 30 states and the district required postelection audits in 2012, compared with 23 in 2008; audits allow states 
to ensure that voting equipment is functioning properly and delivering an accurate result.

Five indicators declined from 2008 to 2012. Of these, the most significant was voter turnout, which dropped by 
3.4 percentage points. This was not surprising because voters in the 2012 election expressed less enthusiasm 
than in the 2008 presidential contest, which recorded the highest turnout since 1968.7

Additionally, the number of provisional ballots issued increased 25 percent in 2012, and the number of provisional 
ballots rejected increased 7 percent. 

Performance varied by region
At least three indicators varied substantially by region:8

Nonvoting due to disability- or illness-related problems

The average rate for this indicator across both 2008 and 2012 in the Northeast was 17.7 percent and in the South 
was 19.0 percent, both significantly higher than rates in the Midwest, 14.4 percent, and the West, 12.4 percent.9 
Of the 10 jurisdictions with the highest rates in 2012, six—Alabama, the district, Mississippi, South Carolina, 
Virginia, and West Virginia—were in the South, and three—Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Rhode Island—were 
in the Northeast. 

Turnout

Average turnout across both years was highest in the Midwest, 65.6 percent, and the Northeast, 64.5 percent, 
both significantly higher than the South’s rate of 59.4 percent.10 Two Midwestern states—Minnesota and 
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Wisconsin—had the highest turnout in both 2008 and 2012; but of the five states with the lowest turnout in 
2012, four—Arkansas, Oklahoma, Texas, and West Virginia—were in the South. 

Average voting wait times 

Long lines at the polls in several states in 2012 made headlines, and as a result, wait times were understood by 
many voters to be a major problem nationwide. Data from the Survey of the Performance of American Elections, 
however, show that wait times actually decreased by about three minutes, on average, from 2008 to 2012. 

Where longer wait times were recorded in both years, they generally were concentrated regionally. Of the 10 
jurisdictions with the longest average waits to vote in 2012, eight were in the South—the District of Columbia, 
Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Maryland, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Virginia. And six of those also had some of 
the longest wait times in 2008, including: 

•• Florida, which had the longest wait in 2012 and one of the largest increases—16.1 minutes—from 2008 to 2012. 

•• South Carolina and Georgia had the two longest wait times in 2008. They also had the two largest decreases 
in wait times from 2008 to 2012—from 61.5 minutes to 25.2 minutes in South Carolina and from 37.6 to 17.8 
minutes in Georgia. Both, however, still remained among the longest wait times in 2012.

Directions for future research
Evidence from the Elections Performance Index indicates that state policies on mail voting and provisional 
ballots may have cascading effects—affecting scores on other indicators of election administration. Unlike 
other election policies, such as those to upgrade voter registration practices where the benefits of reform have 
been documented, policies for mail voting and provisional ballots deserve more research and attention from 
policymakers as future elections provide additional years of data for analysis. 

Mail ballots
Mail voting has been one of the most substantive policy shifts in elections over the past few decades. The index 
recognizes four classifications of mail-voting policies in states: 

•• Limited. Registered voters must provide a specific reason, often from a pre-established list (e.g., illness, 
disability, travel, etc.), when requesting an absentee ballot. 

•• No excuse. Any registered voter may request an absentee ballot without providing a reason. 

•• Permanent. No-excuse mail voting is permitted, and registered voters have the option of automatically 
receiving absentee ballots by mail for all future elections. 

•• Full vote-by-mail. Elections are conducted entirely by mail. 

Research shows that voters like the convenience of casting their ballot by mail. This is especially true in states 
with fewer limitations on the use of mail ballots.11 With respect to the index, only six states allowed individuals to 
cast a domestic ballot by mail without an excuse in 1988. By 2012, that number had grown to 27 states and the 
District of Columbia.12 Mail-voting policies are related to performance on a number of indicators:

•• On average, states with limited mail voting had higher rates of nonvoting due to disability or illness—18.6 
percent in 2008 and 2012, compared with states offering no-excuse and permanent mail voting—14.3 percent 
and 14.7 percent, respectively.13 This is reaffirmed in preliminary research, which suggests that, even though 
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disability is a valid reason for requesting a mail ballot in limited mail-voting states, more permissive regimes 
are associated with higher turnout among the disabled.14

•• On average, mail ballot rejection rates in permanent mail-voting states were nearly double those of states with 
no-excuse mail voting and more than three times those of states with limited mail voting.15

•• Permanent mail-voting states had much higher rates of mail ballots not being returned, on average: 14.3 
percent in 2012, compared with 6.5 percent in limited states and 9.0 percent in no-excuse states. 

•• Permanent mail-voting states typically had higher rates of nonvoting due to registration or absentee ballot 
problems: 7.9 percent, compared with 5.9 percent in no-excuse and 5.8 percent in limited states.16

As there are apparent trade-offs with different types of mail-ballot regimes, additional research is needed to 
better understand the effects of mail-voting policies, particularly the high rates of unreturned and rejected 
absentee ballots in permanent and full vote-by-mail states, as well as the lower rates of nonvoting due to 
disability or illness in these states. 

Provisional ballots
Provisional ballots are most often cast when there is a discrepancy between a voter’s registration record and the 
information he or she presents at the polls. If the voter is deemed eligible in a later review, the ballot is counted. 
The EPI rewards states for low rates of provisional ballots cast and high rates of provisional ballots counted. 
This means that states that issue provisional ballots more frequently are penalized in the index, even if most are 
ultimately counted. 

This judgment is based on recent research. Compared with standard ballots, provisional ballots are more 
costly, inefficient, and administratively burdensome. Large numbers of provisional ballots have also been 
cited as contributing to long lines at polling places. Testimony before the Presidential Commission on Election 
Administration indicated that laws resulting in large numbers of provisional ballots tended to slow the voting 
process at the polls.17 These burdens can exacerbate controversy in close races, when provisional ballots often 
become the focal point for any challenged election or recount.18 Consequently, provisional ballots—designed as 
a fail-safe to allow a voter, otherwise disenfranchised, to cast a ballot that could be counted after eligibility was 
confirmed—have been compared to canaries in the coal mine, because in large numbers they can indicate that an 
election system is not working efficiently.19

The use of provisional ballots varies dramatically. Future research should include systematic evaluation of state 
laws regarding the use and counting of provisional ballots. Policy choices by states can inform our understanding 
of provisional ballot use, and research on the cost and administrative burden of provisional ballots will help states 
weigh their options.

Recommendations 
From 2008 to 2012, states’ elections performance improved overall. For all states, but especially those with 
low scores or that were near the bottom in both years, strategies are available to spur improvement. These 
recommendations are not Pew’s alone. Most were also included in the Presidential Commission on Election 
Administration’s 2014 report.

•• Ensure that more and better elections data are collected. Data completeness, specifically as reported to the 
federal Election Assistance Commission, is an indicator that offers a clear path toward improvement. Some 
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states have systems designed to effectively and accurately collect source data from local election jurisdictions, 
but many do not. Not only will the best use of technology improve data collection by and from local election 
jurisdictions, it will also lead to higher completeness rates and help provide necessary tools to states to 
more finely assess how well elections are run and how to improve the voting experience. As the Presidential 
Commission on Election Administration notes, “If the experience of individual voters is to improve, the 
availability and use of data by local jurisdictions must increase substantially.”20

•• Implement online voter registration. Offering voters the opportunity to register and update their information 
online provides measurable benefits to states and helps improve overall election administration. In particular, 
online voter registration saves taxpayer dollars, increases the accuracy of voter rolls, and provides convenience 
to voters.21 And by giving voters a simple way to keep their records up-to-date after a move or name change, 
online registration may reduce voter registration problems and the need for provisional ballots.

•• Upgrade voter registration. There are several ways to do this, including online voter registration. Additionally, 
eight states and the District of Columbia have joined the Electronic Registration Information Center, a data-
sharing partnership that helps participating states to keep better track of voters who have moved or died and 
to encourage those who are eligible to vote but have not yet registered. This keeps voter information more 
up-to-date while helping eliminate some of the registration problems that may result in provisional ballots on 
Election Day.22 

•• Offer a complete set of online voting information lookup tools. More states offered a wider range of online 
voter information tools in 2012 than in 2008. In 2008, 11 states had none of these tools. In 2012, only two 
states, California and Vermont, did not furnish any of these tools. The more states provide such tools, the 
more access voters will have to election information where they look for it most—online—and the more 
problems, such as being at the wrong polling place and thus voting by provisional ballot, can be avoided.23

•• Require postelection audits. Mandating a postelection audit allows states to ensure that voting equipment is 
functioning properly, correct procedures are being followed, and problems are identified quickly. 

Conclusion
The Elections Performance Index provides the first opportunity for policymakers, election administrators, and the 
public to see how states performed in 2012 and to evaluate changes since the 2008 presidential election. Future 
iterations of the index will offer still more opportunities to compare similar elections—such as the 2010 and 2014 
midterms—and to see the state of elections over a much longer time frame, from 2008 to 2016 and beyond. 

As data improve, there will be additional uses for the index. When states change policy or administration, the 
index will be able to track the effect of those actions. Additionally, as we learn more about how elections run and 
how best to measure them, we expect to refine the index by adding, changing, or subtracting indicators to better 
reflect the characteristics of effective, efficient election administration. 

�Future iterations of the index will offer still more opportunities to 
compare similar elections—such as the 2010 and 2014 midterms—
and to see the state of elections over a much longer time frame, from 
2008 to 2016 and beyond.”
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