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1960s technology







Older voters, bigger type



















Left voters doubting



Good public administration



Not ideal design



Every design decision  
makes a difference



Democracy is a  
design problem.



The Help America Vote Act  
did not solve this problem



Every voter is affected by 
poor ballot design
• Thousands of votes are lost 
• All technologies are affected 
• Greater risk for some groups of voters



Why do ballots look the way 
they do? 



Legislation



Voting systems

• All have technical constraints 

• Based on aged technology 

• Certification testing needs to catch up



Costs
In Maryland, cost per voter 
increased by 179% going from 
paper-based systems to 
touchscreens



Costs
Paper has costs, too 
• printing 
• postage 
• storage



History



Skills



• There are 1000s of election jurisdictions  

• State heads of elections often issue ballot standards and templates 

• Counties design, print, and distribute ballots 

• There are many more elections every year than most people realize





Poor design decisions can get 
in the way of voter intent



Poor ballot design
• Frustrates voters 
• Undermines confidence 
• Contributes to election day problems and 

downstream counting



Ballot 
anatomy





Instructions



Instructions

Contests



Instructions

Contests

Questions



Classic problems
• Splitting contests into different columns 
• Placing multiple contests on the same screen 
• Placing targets on both sides of names 
• Using arrows rather than bubbles or rounded 

rectangles  
• Leaving in disqualified candidates



Classic problems
• Inconsistency in format and style 
• Not using shading and bold text  
• Not writing in short, simple instructions  
• Placing instructions too far away from where 

they’re needed 
• Not telling voters how to correct paper ballots 



























No testing =  
lost votes

King Co. 2009 undervotes were 
disproportionate to other counties 

Before 
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After 



No testing =  
lost votes

Resulted in ballot design  
legislation in 2010 

After 





Top 10 design principles
• Use lowercase letters
• Avoid centered text
• Pick one sans-serif font
• Use big enough type
• Support process and navigation
• Use clear, simple language

• Use accurate instructional 
illustrations

• Use informational 
icons (only) 

• Use contrast and color 
functionally

• Decide what’s most important



Resources



Election Assistance Commission
eac.gov

http://eac.gov


Research and standards
https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/eac_assets/1/6/
TGDC_Recommended_VVSG2.0_P_Gs.pdf

https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/eac_assets/1/6/TGDC_Recommended_VVSG2.0_P_Gs.pdf
https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/eac_assets/1/6/TGDC_Recommended_VVSG2.0_P_Gs.pdf


https://www.brennancenter.org/issues/ensure-every-american-can-vote/voting-reform/ballot-design

https://www.brennancenter.org/issues/ensure-every-american-can-vote/voting-reform/ballot-design


Center for Civic 
Design
civicdesign.org/fieldguides

http://civicdesign.org/fieldguides


Answering voters’ questions



Elections = process
• Register 

• Voting options  

• Polling place locations 

• Voter ID 

• Current office holders  

• Military and overseas voters  

• Sample ballot  

• Language access



Voters are ballot-centric
Based on what’s on the ballot, people decide  
whether to invest time and energy



Most voters don’t know everything 
that’s on the ballot until they’re in the 
voting booth



Infrequent voters face a more challenges 

• Information: the Goldilocks problem  
It’s a lot of information, but don’t leave anything out 

• Reach: the source of information  
It’s hard to find unbiased, authoritative sources. Who is talking to me? 

• Experience: getting ready to vote 
Help me be ready, so I know what will happen and what I have to do



Themes from interviews with voters

• Use of sources - no surprises  

• Value information that uses visual layout to signal content 

• Experience with elections determines the type  
of information voters want



Make it clear and simple
Design in the context 
Make sure it’s implementable 
Build on existing work 
Test, test, test 



We can design a better  
voter experience
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