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ELECTION ADMINISTRATION involves a
multitude of processes and events, supervised
and implemented by a variety of state and local
officials and offices. Although no one rubric
for analyzing these activities and individuals is
necessarily preferable, in this study we have
chosen to organize election administration se-
quentially into eight topical areas “from regis-
tration to recounts.” But first, critical to
understanding this entire sequence is an un-
derstanding of the particular administrative
structures that a state has chosen for oversee-
ing its elections. Accordingly, as the first of
nine areas of focus, we examine each state’s in-
stitutional arrangements for conducting elec-
tions. We then turn our attention to the eight
sequential categories of the election adminis-
tration process, beginning with the steps by
which a citizen qualifies to vote, and ending
with the way in which a contested election is
finally resolved.

As a preliminary to the state-by-state chapters
that follow, this chapter introduces in more de-
tail the matters that we have reviewed in each
of these nine areas, as well as the principal
ways in which we believe that these matters
ought to be understood as an election ecosys-
tem. The nine areas are: (1) institutional
arrangements, including the role of partisan,
nonpartisan, or bipartisan bodies in exercising
authority over election administration matters;
(2) voter registration, including both how reg-
istration occurs and how the state manages its
database of electors; (3) challenges to voter el-
igibility; (4) voting technology and equipment;

(5) early and absentee voting; (6) polling place
operations, including poll worker training; (7)
ballot security, including voter identification
requirements; (8) provisional voting; and (9)
vote counting, recounting, and post-election
contests. We have deliberately chosen not to
include in our study any of the processes by
which candidates or issues qualify to be on the
ballot, or any of the regulations that govern the
way in which campaigns occur, including the
complex and shifting mix of state and federal
laws regulating campaign finance contributions
and expenditures. Instead, we have limited
this study to the administration of the voting
processes themselves.

1. Institutional arrangements. In 2004,
Ohio attracted a great deal of negative public-
ity because its elected secretary of state, Ken-
neth Blackwell, was actively and publicly
involved in supporting individual candidates
and ballot issues (and generally positioning
himself to run for governor in 2006) at the
same time that he was responsible for admin-
istering the state’s elections. While some were
critical of Secretary Blackwell for his political
activities, others were critical of an administra-
tive structure that placed responsibility for
election administration in the hands of an offi-
cial elected on a partisan basis and subject to
the political realities of the day. In this respect,
however, Ohio is far from unique. In fact,
throughout the country the predominant form
of institutional arrangement is to assign an
elected secretary of state the responsibility of
serving as the state’s chief election officer.
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Three of the five states in this study, including
also Michigan and Minnesota, follow this same
approach.

By contrast, Illinois and Wisconsin use a state
board of elections to oversee their election ad-
ministration systems. In Illinois, the state
board consists of eight members, appointed on
a bipartisan basis by the governor with the con-
sent of the state senate. In Wisconsin, the state
board has historically consisted of eight or
more appointees, one designated by each of
the following individuals: the governor, the
chief justice of the state supreme court, the
majority and minority leaders of both houses
of the state legislature, and the head of each
political party in the state that received at least
ten percent of the vote in the preceding guber-
natorial election. But while the Wisconsin
board has final responsibility over election ad-
ministration, in practice it has delegated most
day-to-day matters to its nonpartisan executive
director. However, as of September 2007, Wis-
consin has completely restructured its board,
creating a new Government Accountability
Board to handle both election administration
as well as campaign finance regulation, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 6.

The five states differ not only in what individ-
ual or body has state-level responsibility over
elections, but also in how much authority re-
sides at the local level, and in how reliant local
election administrators are on their state level
counterparts. In addition, the five states also
differ in whether local level responsibility for
operating the polls and administering elections
resides primarily with the counties, as in Ohio
and Illinois, with the municipalities, as in
Michigan and Wisconsin, or involves more of a
hybrid, as in Minnesota. The states also differ

in whether local administration is the respon-
sibility of a county or municipal clerk, either
elected or appointed, or instead occurs under
the direction of a bipartisan elections board.

2. Voter registration. Turning to the se-
quence of processes involved in conducting
elections, the first step in most states is to cre-
ate a roster of voters by requiring eligible indi-
viduals to register to vote. One alternative,
now employed only in North Dakota1 but
more common in the days when America was
heavily agrarian, is to forgo registration entirely
and permit eligible voters simply to appear at
their polling place and declare their eligibility
on Election Day. Several other states, includ-
ing Minnesota and Wisconsin, in some fashion
permit voters to register at the polls on Elec-
tion Day. But the overwhelming majority of
American states, including Ohio, Illinois, and
Michigan, require voters to register to vote in
advance of the election.

Advance registration provides states a period
of time in which both government officials and
private individuals can confirm the eligibility
of those seeking the authorization to vote.
However, it may entirely foreclose from voting
some citizens who are otherwise eligible to
vote but who have failed to take the required
steps ahead of time. Meanwhile, although
Election Day Registration may make it easier
for citizens to vote, it may also complicate
states’ ability to check their eligibility. With
multiple examples of both approaches among
the five states in our study, we have examined
the particular requirements that each state
uses to conduct its voter registration process,
and the ways in which these registration re-
quirements serve to promote both access to
the polls and the integrity of an election.
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Closely related to each state’s voter registration
requirements is the way in which the state
manages its database of registered electors.
The Help America Vote Act (“HAVA”) re-
quired all states by 2006 to develop and imple-
ment a statewide electronic database of
registered voters, as a means of promoting
greater accuracy in the registration lists and of
reducing the chances of vote fraud through
multiple voting.2 Because Michigan already
had a statewide electronic system in place, it
has had the easiest time complying with this
HAVA requirement. However, as discussed in
the chapters to follow, to a greater or lesser de-
gree the remaining states in our study have
struggled to implement and use their statewide
voter database effectively.

3. Challenges to voter eligibility. Also
closely related to the mechanics by which eli-
gible voters are included on the roster of voters
are the processes by which election officials
check voter eligibility. These processes include
reviewing registration applications for prima
facie compliance with a state’s eligibility re-
quirements, correcting duplicate names that
result when voters submit multiple applica-
tions, and purging from the registration list vot-
ers who were once eligible but are no longer.
Electronic databases are making it increasingly
easy to eliminate duplicate names, as well as to
conduct systematic purges of voters who have
been convicted of a felony, which in all five
states renders a citizen ineligible to vote at
least during the individual’s period of incarcer-
ation. Purges also can occur in response to
mass mailings to identify voters who have
moved, or in response to specific challenges to
individual voters. Finally, in some states the
eligibility of individual voters may be chal-
lenged at the polls, either by other voters or by

the political parties’ designated “challengers.”
Each state has its own set of processes by
which its registration lists are purged and up-
dated.

4. Voting technology. In all five states, reg-
istration requirements are one type of voting
preliminary, used to determine which individ-
uals will be allowed to cast a ballot. Also pre-
liminary to the actual voting itself is choosing a
type of voting equipment and preparing the
ballots. In the 2000 presidential election,
Florida showed the nation that problems can
occur both as a result of the type of voting
equipment used, as exemplified in the difficul-
ties in determining how to conduct a recount
of punch card ballots, and as a result of poor
ballot design, as exemplified not only in the in-
famous butterfly ballot of Palm Beach County
but also in the multiple page optical scan ballot
used in Duval County.3

Accordingly, since 2000 the most common
election “reform” around the country has been
to change voting equipment, although this
change has not happened overnight. By some
accounts, the 2006 election saw the largest
one-time swap of equipment, with almost one-
third of the country’s voters using a type of
equipment different from what they had used
in the previous election, and more than two-
thirds using something different from what
they had used in 2000.4 These changes also are
partially a result of the Help America Vote Act,
which created heavy financial incentives for
states to abandon punch card voting systems.5

Furthermore, in some states these changes
have occurred uniformly throughout the state,
while in other states individual counties or mu-
nicipalities have been free to make their own
choice of equipment. But from among a wide
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range of new equipment options, states and lo-
calities have sometimes struggled to decide
what to use. In large part this is because the
newer equipment has not eliminated the
prospect of serious election administration
problems. Sophisticated electronic voting ma-
chines bring concerns about computer viruses,
including the possibility of deliberate or acci-
dental distortion or loss of the actual votes cast.
In response to some of these concerns, an in-
creasing number of states are requiring that
electronic voting machines also generate a
paper audit trail that voters can peruse as they
vote to confirm the accuracy of their ballot.
The choice of election technology also impli-
cates the way in which disabled voters will be
able to participate in the voting process, as
some types of equipment are clearly better than
others for individuals with certain disabilities.6

5. Early and absentee voting. Once states
have established who can vote and using what
equipment, it is time for voting to begin. Be-
cause not all voters may be able to vote in per-
son on Election Day, all states make some
provision for voting at an alternative time or
place. Traditional absentee voting rules allowed
voters who could not get to the polls, either be-
cause of a physical impediment or because they
would be absent from their voting precinct, to
request a paper ballot that they could mark at
home and return prior to Election Day. In re-
cent years, many jurisdictions have expanded
their absentee voting processes to allow any
voter to cast an absentee ballot for any reason.
Meanwhile, other jurisdictions have begun to
permit voters to appear at select locations prior
to Election Day to cast an early vote.7

Increased use of absentee and early voting has
the promise of increasing access to the polls,

but brings with it greater risks to the integrity
of the election. This is especially true for ab-
sentee ballots cast at remote locations, such as
homes or businesses, where voters may be sub-
ject to intimidation or bribery, rather than in
polling locations, where the voters can vote in
secret. But to a lesser extent it may be true of
early voting as well, if the period of early voting
itself distorts the underlying election cam-
paigns. In turn, some forms of absentee and
early voting may increase the costs of election
administration, and they inevitably alter the
type of work that poll workers and election
judges are needed to perform, as next dis-
cussed.

6. Polling place operations. Traditionally,
the heart of the democratic process has been
the casting of votes at the polls. Notwithstand-
ing the substantial increase in the amount of
early or absentee voting occurring in many
states, most of the voting in the five states in
this study, at least for the near future, is likely
to continue to occur at the polls on Election
Day. A critical component of a state’s election
administration process therefore is how polling
place operations are conducted during this
daylong event.

In no small part, how polls operate is a function
of how poll workers are recruited and trained.
In most states, the vast majority of election of-
ficials are volunteers who receive a modest
stipend for staffing the polling places from the
time the polls open until the time they close.
They are expected to attend a training pro-
gram, typically a couple of hours long, in the
days prior to the election. In practice, how-
ever, local boards of election or their elections
directors often have difficulty even recruiting
the necessary number of poll workers, let alone
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getting them all to attend the training pro-
grams. The state-specific chapters to follow in-
clude individual states’ experiences in this
regard.

Polling place operations are closely related to
several other topics of our study, such as each
state’s election-day experience in using its
database of registered voters, and in imple-
menting its choice of voting technology.
These factors contribute to the efficiency with
which voting occurs, and affect the amount of
time that voters spend at the polls waiting for
an opportunity to cast a ballot. In analyzing
polling place operations, we therefore focus
in substantial part on the voters’ experience
engaging with the democratic process, includ-
ing how well the election process protects vot-
ers’ ability to vote freely and without
intimidation. One critical subset of voters are
those who need accommodation at the polls
for a disability, whether mobility impairments,
vision impairments, or cognitive impairments,
as well as those with limited English profi-
ciency, who may require extra time or assis-
tance in casting their ballots.

The topic of polling place operations also could
encompass such matters as safeguarding the
ballots, provisional voting, and counting the
votes, but as next described we have chosen to
treat each of these matters separately (while
mindful of the importance of understanding all
of these matters as an ecosystem).

7. Ballot security. A crucial step in protect-
ing the integrity of an election is protecting the
integrity of the ballots themselves. In today’s
election environment, ballot security arguably
partakes of three distinct components: protect-
ing physical ballots (or other physical records
of voting) from tampering, damage, or loss;

protecting electronic voting equipment and
records from tampering, hacking, contamina-
tion, viruses, damage, or loss; and ensuring that
only eligible voters are allowed to cast a ballot.

With respect to both physical voting records
and electronic voting equipment and records,
a critical component of securing their integrity
is maintaining the proper chain of custody,
from the time the ballots or equipment are
prepared, through the casting of the ballots,
and through the post-election counting (and
any recounting) of the ballots. Maintaining an
impeccable chain of custody is paramount be-
cause many forms of tampering or alteration
might not be self-evident, and can only be pre-
sumed not to have occurred because the bal-
lots have been properly secured. But a state’s
chain of custody requirements also should pro-
tect against accidents that would undermine or
invalidate an election. Protecting electronic
equipment also may include various kinds of
tests and audits, before, during, and after an
election, as well as steps taken at the design or
procurement stages to develop and select a
voting system with lower risks of security prob-
lems.

As a third aspect of ballot security, we have also
chosen to address the steps that states take on
Election Day to confirm the eligibility of those
who desire to vote. Although these steps are
closely related to the way in which states con-
duct their voter registration process, the regis-
tration process itself has no direct implication
on ballot security until a voting official makes a
decision about whether to give a person a bal-
lot. In states that require advance voting reg-
istration, this decision often involves asking the
person to sign a poll book and then comparing
the signature with the signature on file from
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the time of registration. But increasingly this
decision is also turning on whether the person
can present some additional form of personal
identification.

Including the topic of voter identification in
the ballot security category may be somewhat
controversial. We have chosen to discuss it
here because the principal justification for
voter identification requirements is to promote
the security of the ballot. But certain types of
voter identification requirements may result
not so much in enhancing election integrity as
in constraining election access. We address
these issues in greater detail with respect to in-
dividual state systems.

8. Provisional voting. Also closely related
both to preventing ineligible voters from cast-
ing a ballot, and to polling place operations
generally, is the use of provisional ballots. Al-
ready in use in some states but required in all
states by the Help America Vote Act,8 provi-
sional ballots permit poll workers to accommo-
date individuals who present themselves at the
polls to vote but whom the poll workers are un-
able to confirm are proper voters at that poll,
by letting them vote special ballots “provision-
ally.” These provisional ballots then are subject
to subsequent verification that the voter was
eligible and in the right place, in which case
they are counted like regular ballots.

Although their obvious purpose is to enhance
access to the ballot, they may have the opposite
effect if the result of their availability is that
election officials fail to ascertain ahead of or on
Election Day whether a voter is properly reg-
istered and in what polling location. This can
lead to the casting of provisional ballots that
end up uncounted. The states in our study
have a range of experiences with provisional

ballots, including litigation over when provi-
sional ballots must be cast and when they can
be counted, and wide variations in the number
of provisional ballots cast and counted.

9. Vote counting, recounting, and contests.
The final step in administering an election is to
determine the result. In most cases, this is a
straightforward matter of tabulating the ballots
and certifying the outcome. To this end, all
states have established procedures by which poll
workers either process and report their
precincts’ totals to supervising officials, or trans-
mit their ballots to regional centers for counting.

Occasionally, however, determining a final re-
sult becomes more complicated, either be-
cause an outcome is sufficiently close, or
because an error occurs that renders the tallies
unreliable. In these circumstances, recounts
and election contests provide supplemental
mechanisms for determining the outcome.
Wide variation exists among states in how they
conduct both recounts and contests, including
whether a recount is automatic when an elec-
tion outcome is within a certain margin, what
tribunal has jurisdiction over an election con-
test, and what remedies are available for an un-
reliable election outcome.

In order to better understand these variations
and their implications, we have examined how
each state in our study would likely handle sev-
eral prototypical election controversies. These
scenarios include: an election in which a num-
ber of unverified ballots (or ballots in excess of
voters who have properly signed in) are cast;
an election in which ballot shortages or equip-
ment failures deprive a number of voters from
the opportunity to vote; a controversy over the
eligibility of a number of provisional ballots;
and evidence that absentee voters were im-
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properly influenced in their votes. Our reflec-
tions on these and other scenarios inform this
report, and a more detailed discussion is avail-
able separately.9

THE NOTION OF AN ELECTION ECOSYSTEM

Having described the nine components of our
study of election administration, the nature of
their interconnectedness merits brief elabora-
tion. We have approached this study from the
perspective that a state’s processes for adminis-
tering its elections deserve to be understood as
an ecosystem because the choices that a state
makes about the procedures and requirements
in one area inevitably affect the health and func-
tioning of several other areas as well. For in-
stance, the nature of a state’s voter registration
process can have a dramatic impact not only on
the ease with which the state can maintain its
statewide voter database, but also on whether
that database is a valuable Election Day tool
both for ensuring the integrity of an election, as
well as for minimizing the need for provisional
ballots. The choice of which type of voting
equipment to use affects not only the ease with
which voters, including those with disabilities,
can vote, but also the way in which recounts will
occur, and perhaps the grounds available for an
election contest. And obviously the institutional
arrangements, at both the state and local levels,
will relate to each of the other components of
the election administration process.

Furthermore, as previously described, a key
component of our study is an examination of
each state’s implementation of the Help
America Vote Act, several critical require-
ments of which only took effect in 2006.
HAVA required states to make significant
changes regarding voting equipment, registra-

tion, provisional voting, and identification re-
quirements.10 This study is one of the first to
examine the impact of these newly effective
requirements, as well as how they might be
improved. Yet such an analysis can only be
properly conducted with an appreciation of
each state’s entire election ecology. It is for
this reason that we have studied not only how
the requirements of HAVA are being imple-
mented, but how these changes relate to
other aspects of state and local election ad-
ministration.

The chapters to follow will spell out and justify
our conclusions regarding the election ecosys-
tems of these five states in greater detail, but
we can briefly note here some of the principal
findings of our examination of these matters.
These include the following: (1) the health of a
state’s election ecosystem is affected by its un-
derlying political culture; (2) regardless of the
underlying culture, an effective statewide elec-
tions bureau or administrator can play a crucial
role in the smooth operation of an election
ecosystem; (3) good communication and trust
between levels of election officials is critical to
a healthy election ecosystem; (4) to varying de-
grees, all states are struggling to find and train
poll workers; (5) also to varying degrees, all
states suffer when they seek or are required to
make wholesale changes to their election sys-
tems too quickly; (6) statewide consistency in
administrative practices and procedures pro-
vides a substantial advantage; (7) most states
can benefit from improving their processes for
handling post-election proceedings; and (8) it
is increasingly important that election adminis-
tration be approached as a professional admin-
istrative task, rather than as an adjunct to a
political or partisan position.
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We discuss each of these conclusions in greater
detail in Part III. Some of them are detailed in
Chapter 8, which is structured around a set of
general observations about election ecosys-
tems. Others are discussed in Chapter 9,
which makes specific recommendations for
each of the nine areas of election administra-
tion that we have studied. Finally, Chapter 10
prioritizes three key reforms for each state, tai-
lored to their particular circumstances. But
first, in Part II we consider the current condi-
tion and characteristics of the election ecosys-
tems of each of these states.
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