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Hi. It’s great to be here.
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It’s been a long journey from the butterfly ballot 

EAC / Design for Democracy Effective Designs for the Administration of Federal Elections (2007)
Better Ballots (2008), Better Design, Better Elections (2012) 
Field Guides to Ensuring Voter Intent, Vol 01 Designing Usable Ballots (2013)
Research design: accessible RCV ballot (2020)
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We work on making a better voter experience…

Ballot design
Voter information Ballot envelopes

Forms
Notices, and…
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…based on researched best practices…

civicdesign.org
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...created with a lot of time working with voters

Photos of testing and workshops  in libraries, community centers, colleges, government offices, shopping centers…. 
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Field Guides to Ensuring Voter Intent

www.civicdesign.org/fieldguides/
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Government offices
● create all the materials to 

communicate with voters
● are the face of policy and the 

voter experience 
● for all voters

Because everyone is a designer



What is a design problem?
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This is what a design problem looks like

“It’s as if there was a 
purposeful plan to 
make voting as 
unappealing as 
possible.”

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/07/nyregion/voting-problems-nyc-.html
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How do you know when 
you have fixed a problem?

https://twitter.com/BOENYC/status/1326235826578214912

Final result: 0.77% rejected ballots
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Or reached toward excellence
MIT Elections Performance Index 2020 average 0.27%

New Mexico 
1.83%

Rhode Island
0.02%

https://twitter.com/i/web/status/1587837180306767874   and   https://elections.mit.edu/#/data/map
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Civic design is shaped 
by context
How do all those things come to exist in 
a specific time, place, and form?

What are the histories that continue to 
impact the present?

What is the context for a new design?

What is the opportunity in this moment?

North Carolina 2020 absentee ballot envelope form
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Administration

User experience

National, state, local policy

Civic design is policy 
made visible

National Voter Registration Act
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Good policies are often badly designed 

Voter Registration (optional)
f you are not registered to vote where you live now, would you like to apply to register to vote here today? ◻ Yes ◻ No
IF YOU DO NOT CHECK EITHER BOX, YOU WILL BE CONSIDERED TO HAVE DECIDED NOT TO REGISTER TO VOTE AT THIS TIME. 
To register, you must: 1) Be at least 18 on the day of the next election; 2) Be a citizen of the United States for at least one month PRIOR TO THE NEXT ELECTION; 3) Reside in Pennsylvania and 
the voting district at least 30 days prior to the next election.
Applying to register or declining to register to vote will not affect the amount of assistance you will be provided by this agency. If you would like help filling out the voter registration application 
form, we will help you. The decision whether to seek or accept help is yours. You may fill out the application form in private. Please contact the county assistance office if you would like help. If you 
believe that someone has interfered with your right to register or to decline to register to vote, your right to privacy in deciding whether to register or in applying to register to vote, or your right to 
choose your own political party or other political preference, you may file a complaint with the Secretary of the Commonwealth, PA Department of State, Harrisburg, PA 17120. (Toll-free telephone 
number 1-877-VOTESPA.) 

Typical voter registration option in a social benefits form
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Even tough requirements can be designed well
● Add a meaningful title or other text 
● Rearrange the text into a logical  order 
● Use bullets, bold and other typography

If you would like help filling out the voter registration application form, we will help you. The decision whether to seek or accept help is 
yours. You may fill out the application form in private. Please contact the county assistance office if you would like help.
To register to vote, you must: Be at least 18 on the day of the next election Be a citizen of the United States for at least one month 
PRIOR TO THE NEXT ELECTION; In Pennsylvania and the voting district at least 30 days prior to the next election.
Applying to register or declining to register to vote will not affect the amount of assistance you will be provided by this agency.
If you are not registered to vote where you live now, would you like to register to vote today?  Yes  No If you do not check either Yes or 
No, we will assume you do not want assistance or to register to vote now.You can use the "tear out" voter registration form on page XX. 
We will also mail you a form if you check Yes.
If you believe that someone has interfered with your right to register or to decline to register to vote, your right to privacy in deciding 
whether to register or in applying to register to vote, or your right to choose your own political party or other political preference, you 
may file a complaint with the Secretary of the Commonwealth, PA Department of State, Harrisburg, PA 17120. (Toll-free telephone 
number 1-877-VOTESPA.) COUNTY ASSISTANCE OFFICE STAFF WILL COMPLETE THIS BOX BASED ON YOUR RESPONSE ABOVE

● Make the action more visible
● Put warnings before the question
● Put fine-print legal text at the end,



The literacy challenge
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43% of adults in the US 
read at basic or below basic levels

Below 
Basic
14%
30 Million

Proficient
13%
28 Million

Intermediate
44%
95 Million

Basic
29%
6 Million

U.S. National Assessment of Adult Literacy  
http://nces.ed.gov/naal/kf_demographics.asp 

Basic: skills necessary to perform simple and everyday literacy activities.
Below Basic: no more than the most simple and concrete literary skills.

http://nces.ed.gov/naal/kf_demographics.asp
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It is possible to make legal text easy to read

The impact of plain language on voter signature forms 
(https://civicdesign.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/VBM-Signature-Statements-CCD-final-2021-01-19.pdf)
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Too much legal text looks like this
I, the undersigned, do swear (or affirm) that I am a citizen of the United States and of the State of Georgia; that 

I possess the qualifications of an elector required by the laws of the State of Georgia; that I am entitled to vote 

in the precinct containing my residence in the primary or election in which this ballot is to be cast; that I am 

eligible to vote by absentee ballot; that I have not marked or mailed any other absentee ballot, nor will I mark 

or mail another absentee ballot for voting in such primary or election; nor shall I vote therein in person; and 

that I have read and understand the instructions accompanying this ballot; and that I have carefully complied 

with such instructions in completing this ballot. I understand that the offer or acceptance of money or any 

other object of value to vote for any particular candidate, list of candidates, issue, or list of issues included in 

this election constitutes an act of voter fraud and is a felony under Georgia law. 

Original legal text: 178 words – postgraduate reading level
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Even bullets make it easier to read.
I, the undersigned, do swear (or affirm) 

• that  am a citizen of the United States and of the State of Georgia;

• that I possess the qualifications of an elector required by the laws of the State of Georgia; 

• that I am entitled to vote in the precinct containing my residence in the primary or election in which this 

ballot is to be cast; 

• that I am eligible to vote by absentee ballot; 

• that I have not marked or mailed any other absentee ballot, nor will I mark or mail another absentee ballot 

for voting in such primary or election; nor shall I vote therein in person; and 

• that I have read and understand the instructions accompanying this ballot; and that I have carefully 

complied with such instructions in completing this ballot.

 I understand that the offer or acceptance of money or any other object of value to vote for any particular 

candidate, list of candidates, issue, or list of issues included in this election constitutes an act of voter fraud and 

is a felony under Georgia law. 
Added bullets with no text change: 178 words – highschool reading level
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Simpler text can be legally sufficient
I swear (or affirm) that

• I am a citizen of the United States and of the State of Georgia.

• I reside at the address where I am registered to vote.

• I am eligible to vote by absentee ballot.

• I have not marked or mailed any other  absentee ballot, nor shall I vote in person.

• I have marked and sealed this ballot in private and have not allowed any unauthorized person to observe me 

voting or how the ballot was voted.

• I will not give this ballot to any person not authorized by law to deliver or return ballots

I understand the instructions and that the offer or acceptance of money or any other object of value to vote for 

any particular candidate, list of candidates, issue, or list of issues included in this election constitutes an act of 

voter fraud and is a felony under Georgia law.

Final text from the SoS: 147 words – upper primary reading level
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We’d like this to be even simpler
I swear (or affirm) that

• I am qualified to vote in Georgia

• I will follow all Georgia’s election laws

• I have read and understand the instructions 

• I have followed the instructions in completing this ballot.

Voter fraud is a crime in Georgia. Do not accept money to vote for a 
candidate or issue on the ballot.

Exploration: 57 words – lower primary reading level



Literacy is more than reading
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Our job is to fill civic literacy gaps

Non-voters 

▪ Demystifying the act 
and actions of voting 

▪ Plain language 
▪ Justifying the value of 

voting 
▪ In-language materials

Sometimes voters

▪ Simple and clear 
information about 
candidates and issues 

▪ Review options for 
voting

Avid everytime voters

▪ Complete information 
▪ Information about 

beinga poll worker
▪ Encouragement to be 

role models 

How Voters Get Information (2015)



When I could first vote, I wasn’t interested. As the 
years went by, I didn’t think I was smart enough to be 
a voter. So I just never got started. Now that I’ve voted 
twice, I think I’m getting the hang of it.

 45-ish year old new voter about why she had never voted.
She got interested because a neighbor ran for school board. 

 And her daughter urged her to register. 
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Civic literacy gaps include important concepts
▪ You need to register to vote, in 

advance
▪ You don't have to vote on 

everything on the ballot
▪ You can get help from a poll worker
▪ You can't vote after Election Day
▪ You can vote by mail
▪ What a primary is

▪ You don't have to have an 
appointment to vote

▪ Registering to vote doesn't sign you 
up for jury duty

▪ Election materials may be in 
available in some languages

▪ Whether you need an ID to vote
▪ How to find your polling place
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Voters just want 
to know what to do, 
not all the details 
of a complex policy

California “conditional voter registration”
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Maybe we want less, not more 

HealthyVoting.org
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Deliver information in bites, snacks, and meals

HT to Leslie O’Flavahan for this way of thinking about progressive disclosure

What’s on the ballot       → Summary of a measure     →         Details about the measure
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Each artifact is a step along the journey

civicdesign.org/projects/vote-by-mail/
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Move voters across time and media

New York City Campaign Finance Board

Bite Snack

Just enough information to 
take action

^ Summary info 
covering most 
important info

All the details on 
a topic >

Meal

All the details
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Move voters through engagement and attitude

“We are conditioned to think 
you have to choose 1. … What 
do you mean, ‘more choices?’ 
Aren’t we supposed to choose 
1?”

“I like the idea of choice. 
Might not use all 5 choices 
but to have a first and second 
choice...I like that idea”
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Every transaction is a micro journey
Help voters through the process

Why are we writing to you?

What has happened so far?

What are your options?

Can you get more information?

Take action! 

Don’t forget to sign



Explaining new 
(and complicated) things
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How to explain 
ElectionGuard for voters 
in a pilot election

https://www.electionguard.vote/

   
  “Perhaps the first really 

new technology in 
elections in 20 years.”

ElectionGuard is an open 
source software development kit (SDK) 
that makes voting more secure, 
transparent and accessible. 
It is designed for election system vendors 
to incorporate end-to-end 
verifiability into their systems and any 
interested organization to perform and 
publish post-election audits. 

It features:

• End-to-end verifiability

• Ballot encryption

• Ballot confirmation 

• Challenge ballots

• Key and tally ceremonies

https://www.electionguard.vote/overview/Glossary/#end-to-end-verifiable-elections
https://www.electionguard.vote/overview/Glossary/#end-to-end-verifiable-elections
https://www.electionguard.vote/overview/Glossary/#post-election-audit
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Don’t!
Instead we told them what 
ElectionGuard does, and how they would 
vote using it. 

This was based on testing, where we 
learned a lot about what gave voters 
confidence and what they wanted to 
know.
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We thought about a format 
for the polling place
Goals for voters
• Basic information in an easy-to-read format
• Explain Confirmation Code and BallotCheck
• Answers to anticipated questions
• A place to put the code to take home
• Small enough to fit in a pocket

Goals for election workers
• All information in one handout
• Small size so easy to manage at the table
• Reduce the number of questions
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What we learned in 109 exit 
interviews with voters
They has a strong, positive impression of the 
technology and saw it as increasing transparency 
and their confidence.

• “This is more accurate. Other counties have 
problems and we don’t want that here.”

• “Glad to have the chance to participate, to be 
part of something new.”

• “Anything that makes the vote more accurate is 
better.”

And they understood how it worked.

• “It helps people know their vote was counted.”

• “You get to verify. That makes me feel better.”

• “You can test the process to validate the election. 
For non-cheating.”



You create complexity by layering simplicity

 Jean Erdman, ”a dancer moved by myth”
 modern dancer and choreographer, director, Theatre of the Open Eye (collaboration with 
Joseph Campbell, author of The Hero’s Journey)



Design creates invitations 
to participation
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Make it visual
Can you tell what these pages are about, even without seeing them in focus?
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Visual layout guides 
voters through a form
Sections signposted on the left
With minimal instructions

Form on the right

Separated by a “curb”

Creating accessible forms for print + PDF – template at civicdesign.org
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Pocket guides: a snack on one sheet of paper

VA’s pocket guide for voters - template on ElectionTools.org 
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Cartoons for visual explanations

Pennsylvania Ready to Vote 2020
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Consistent message in different contexts

Posters from PA Ready to Vote and PA Voices 

Posters by local artists engaged by PA Voice
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And a last reminder at the drop box
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Thank you

Whitney Quesenbery
whitneyq@civicdesign.org
Twitter and LinkedIn: whitneyq

civicdesign.org
@civicdesign


