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Executive Summary 
This report provides a technical and policy analysis of absentee voting and vote by mail. Its 
purpose is to inform the current national debate with an accurate understanding of how vote by 
mail works and a fair analysis of the benefits and risks of voting by mail.  
 
The paper includes three sections after this one. The first section presents a technical and policy 
overview of absentee voting. We discuss historical and recent trends in absentee voting and 
describe the current national landscape of absentee voting policy, including the expected 
widespread use of voting-by-mail in November. Next we describe the process of absentee voter 
registration to ballots being counted. The second section discusses the benefits of and concerns 
about expanded absentee voting, based on a review of the literature and available evidence. Third, 
we present technical and policy recommendations to expand absentee voting and protect voting 
integrity. 
 
Widespread absentee balloting provides important benefits, including voter convenience, 
increasing participation, yielding government savings, and protecting individual and public health 
during the pandemic. But absentee voting also comes with risks, including potential administrative 
and voter problems, increased potential for fraud and ballot harvesting, and creating inequality for 
individuals with disabilities. Since widespread voting by mail is expected in November because of 
both general trends in election administration and responses to the COVID environment, 
policymakers should take prudent precautions to address these problems.  
 
This white paper proposes several solutions to improve the integrity of the voting process while 
expanding access to absentee balloting. This includes establishing and enforcing rules to prevent 
ballot harvesting, increasing voter confidence in absentee balloting by providing electronic 
receipts, strengthening oversight of voter registration rolls, and maintaining and improving 
in-person voting, including to ensure equal access to independent voting for persons with 
disabilities. Recognizing that states and local election administrators may need additional 
resources to make these changes, we recommend that state and local governments quickly use 
available funding to improve election systems and report to Congress on any additional needs. 
 
The decentralized election system of the United States includes and affects more than 3,100 
counties, 116,000 polling places, 900,000 polling workers, and 150 million registered voters.  1

Modifying these complex systems during a global pandemic and national election will require a 
fact-based discussion about pros and cons and a collaborative approach. This technical and policy 
analysis is intended to inform this important discussion.  

1 “EAVS Deep Dive: Poll Workers and Polling Places | U.S. Election Assistance Commission.” n.d. Www.Eac.Gov. 
Accessed June 18, 2020. 
https://www.eac.gov/documents/2017/11/15/eavs-deep-dive-poll-workers-and-polling-places 
 
 

2 



 

Issue Background on Absentee Voting  
This section provides an overview of the current issue landscape, and presents a technical analysis 
of each step of the absentee voting process with a detailed examination of strengths, weaknesses 
and recommendations for improving election integrity.  

Current Landscape 
Defending American elections from cyber attacks, foreign interference, and other threats has 
been a bipartisan, national priority since at least 2016. Federal policymakers, led by the 
Department of Homeland Security and Election Assistance Commission, have promoted an 
intergovernmental effort to improve the security and resiliency of state and local election 
systems. Congress and the Trump Administration have authorized and provided more than $1.2 
billion in new funding to states to modernize and secure election infrastructure.  
 
A focus of this national project has been to protect state and local governments and election 
infrastructure from potential cyber and physical threats. But few envisioned our current 
challenge—holding a national election during a pandemic.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has led to more than 117,000 deaths across the United States and 
widespread economic devastation.  The pandemic also disrupted American democracy: delaying 2

primaries in at least 16 states  since March.  Washington, DC and several states holding primary 3

elections in early June experienced problems including long wait times as voters who were 
supposed to receive absentee ballots had fewer options to vote in person and many did not 
receive them.   4

 
But the November election must move forward. National, state, and local policymakers are 
currently making plans for holding the election on November 3rd while assuming that the 
pandemic persists. State election directors and local election administrators are quickly adjusting 
plans to prepare to hold the election at a time when public health may require social distancing 
and other precautions. These plans are intended to both provide a safe voting experience as well 
as hedge against potential decreased voter turnout due to public perceptions of risk related to 
voting in the COVID environment. 
 
In 2018, one in four American voters cast their ballots by mail.  Many states are considering ways 5

to expand absentee voting or vote by mail (VBM). American voters have historically had the 

2 CDC. 2020. “Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19).” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. June 17, 2020. 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/cases-updates/us-cases-deaths.html 
3 The New York Times. “16 States Have Postponed Primaries During the Pandemic. Here’s a List.”  The New York Times. 
June 17, 2020.  https://www.nytimes.com/article/2020-campaign-primary-calendar-coronavirus.html 
4 Ibid. 
5U.S. Election Assistance Commission (EAC). “2018 Comprehensive Report. A Report to the 116th Congress.” U.S. 
Election Assistance Commission (EAC) . June 2019. Accessed May 26, 2020. 
https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/eac_assets/1/6/2018_EAVS_Report.pdf 
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opportunity to use absentee voting to cast their ballot if they are unable to vote in person on 
election day due to specific circumstances. But equal access to absentee voting depends on state 
rules. More than 30 states have offered voting-by-mail as an option for all voters with no excuse 
required.  During the pandemic, 46 states are offering absentee balloting for all voters.  Recent 6 7

primary elections revealed the risks and challenges of in-person voting during the pandemic, since 
many poll workers stayed home and voters were forced to wait in long lines. To many, voting by 
mail is a practical and safe alternative. 
 
But voting by mail has become the focus of a divisive national political debate by American 
leaders. President Trump has strongly condemned plans to expand voting by mail, warning that 
doing so will lead to fraud. Senate Democrats have proposed legislation that would require states 
to offer expanded absentee balloting and vote by mail options to all voters.  8

 
As the COVID-19 pandemic continues through November, public health concerns may require 
continued social distancing and prohibitions on large gatherings in certain communities. For many 
voters, going to the polls during the pandemic may be impractical and undesirable due to 
individual and public health concerns. Evidence from 2020 primary elections held during the 
pandemic suggests that fewer poll workers and polling locations are causing longer than usual wait 
times to vote.   9

 
As the United States prepares for the November 2020 election, many states are exploring options 
for expanding vote by mail and early voting to accommodate voters during the pandemic. One 
option is for the states to allow early voting, which gives voters the choice to cast their ballot in 
person at a polling station ahead of election day. In this paper we explore the complementary 
option of expanding vote by mail and absentee balloting. 

Technical and Policy Overview  

What is Absentee Voting and Voting by Mail? 
Many people are using the terms Absentee Voting and Voting by Mail interchangeably. While they 
are related, each term means something different.  
 
Absentee voting is the option available to voters in all states and territories to cast a ballot if they 
cannot vote in person on election day. In general, voters can request an absentee ballot before a 
certain date and, therefore, can cast their ballot by mail ahead of the election. Common reasons 
for using absentee ballots include living abroad, planned travel on election day, and serving as an 

6 Perez, Edward. 2020. “Election Policy Briefing The Bipartisan Truth About By-Mail Voting State-Level Actions in 
Response to COVID-19 -Pragmatism, Not Politics.” OSET Institute . May 27, 2020. Accessed June 17, 2020 
https://trustthevote.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/27May20_BipartisanTruthAboutByMailVoting_v3.pdf 
7 Ibid. 
8 Hirono, Baldwin, Coons, Van Sanders, Hollen, Booker, Smith, et al. n.d. “Natural Disaster and Emergency Ballot Act 
(NDEBA) of 2020 Sponsored by Senators Klobuchar and Wyden And.” Accessed June 18, 2020. 
https://www.wyden.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Natural%20Disaster%20and%20Emergency%20Ballot%20Act%20of
%202020%20One%20Pager.pdf 
9“Primary Election Snafus Show Challenges For November Vote.” n.d. NPR.Org. Accessed June 18, 2020. 

https://www.npr.org/2020/06/03/869042005/primary-election-snafus-show-challenges-for-november-vote 
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active military member. Each state has their own rules to define the valid reasons for being an 
absentee voter. Some states allow for permanent absentee designation, while a few others have 
assigned the entire state population as absentee voters. The important fact is that some voters 
have valid reasons for not being able to vote in person  on election day and most states allow for 
that voting option. 
 
Voting by mail is the act of casting a ballot through the mail, rather than by voting in person. Unlike 
absentee ballot, voting by mail does not require a reason that the voter will be absent or unable to 
vote in person. There are many other ways of absentee ballots being returned such as a voter 
dropping the ballot off at an US Post Office, dropping the ballot off at a county voting center, at 
the voter’s polling place, at a county voting drop box, or in some jurisdictions at the Central 
Elections Office. Some of these methods could be considered valid depending on the regulations 
and laws of the city, county, and state.  
 
For this discussion, we will define absentee voting as the act of not voting in person. And vote by 
mail as using the US Post Office to return an absentee ballot. Some locations use these terms 
interchangeably or define all not in-person voting as vote by mail due to their specific 
implementation.  

Background on Absentee Voting  
In the past, absentee voting was used primarily for US citizens traveling overseas and in the active 
military. The term absentee means literally being absent from your local jurisdiction. Historically, 
the first use of voting in absentia was for military voters during the Civil War  Throughout the 10

20th century, most Americans voted in-person at a local polling station,  which afforded the 11

benefit of maintaining a secret ballot and hindered vote-buying, coercion, and other problems 
which became common in the late 1800s.   12

 
But over the past fifty years, American policies for voting have shifted away from the secret ballot. 
Writing in 2003, American Enterprise Institute scholars John C. Fortier and Norman J. Orstein 
discussed this trend: “[T]he country has moved in the direction of convenience voting and away 
from the traditional polling place and its safeguards. Many election officials have focused their 
efforts on reducing barriers to voting and as the complications and costs of maintaining 
numerous election-day polling places for longer hours have risen, have been attracted by the 
lower administrative costs of absentee voting, vote by mail and early voting.”  13

 
Expanding absentee voting has become increasingly common over the past decade. In 2014, the 
bipartisan Presidential Commission on Election Administration reviewed American election 
systems and presented key recommendations. A top recommendation was to improve access to 
the polls: “In order to limit congestion on Election Day and to respond to the demand for greater 

10 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “Voting Outside the Polling Place: Absentee, All-Mail and Other Voting 
at Home Options .” NCSL.Org. June 9, 2020. 
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Fortier, John, and Norman Ornstein. n.d. “The Absentee Ballot and the Secret Ballot: Challenges for Election The 
Absentee Ballot and the Secret Ballot: Challenges for Election Reform Reform.” The University of Michigan Journal of Law 
Reform . Accessed June 18, 2020. https://repository.law.umich.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1415&context=mjlr. 
 
13 Ibid. 
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opportunities to vote beyond the traditional Election Day polling place, states that have not 
already done so should expand alternative ways of voting, such as mail balloting and in-person 
early voting.”  14

  
Many states have heeded these types of recommendations for expanded access to the ballot 
through absentee voting. All states and territories allow absentee voting upon request. But now 
33 states and Washington D.C. allow no-excuse (no reason required) absentee voter registration.

 Five states (Washington, Oregon, Colorado, Hawaii, Utah) have become permanent vote by mail 15

states. Each of these permanent vote by mail states send absentee or vote by mail ballots to every 
resident of their state without requiring new yearly absentee ballot requests. 
 
The Open Source Election Technology Institute recently reviewed the status of absentee voting 
and vote by mail options across the United States. OSET Institute found that “46 out of 50 states 
currently offer some form of by-mail voting that is available to all voters.”  See Table 1. Moreover, 16

the OSET Institute found that the 46 states are nearly evenly divided in political leadership (since 
“24 states have Democratic governors” and “22 have Republican governors”).  17

 
Table 1—Current Absentee and Vote by Mail Options During the Pandemic, According to OSET 
Institute 
  

States that allow “all by-mail” voting CO, HI, OR, UT, WA 

States that are “heavily” by mail voting  CA, MT 

States that provided “no excuse” by mail voting 

pre-pandemic 

AZ, FL, GA, IA, ID, IL, KS, MD, ME, 

MI, MN, NC, ND, NE, NJ, NM, NV, OH, 

OK, PA, RI, SD, VA, VT, WI, WY 

States requiring an “excuse” for absentee 

voting, but relaxed restrictions to include the 

pandemic as a reason for voting absentee 

AL, AR, CT, DE, IN, KY, LA, MA, NH, 

NY, SC, WV  

  

  

Source: OSET Institute, May 27, 2020  18

14 “The American Voting Experience: Report and Recommendations of the Presidential Commission on Election 
Administration.” 2014. 
http://web.mit.edu/supportthevoter/www/files/2014/01/Amer-Voting-Exper-final-draft-01-09-14-508.pdf.  
15 (NASS), National Association of Secretaries of State. “Review of Issue Briefing: Election Emergencies & COVID-19.” 
NASS.Org. Accessed June 1, 2020. https://www.nass.org/resources/issue-briefing-election-emergencies-covid-19. 
16 Perez, Edward. 2020. Review of The Bipartisan Truth About By-Mail Voting State-Level Actions in Response to COVID-19 — 
Pragmatism, Not Politics . Trustthevote.Org. OSET Institute. May 27, 2020. 
https://trustthevote.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/27May20_BipartisanTruthAboutByMailVoting_v3.pdf. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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A Step-by-Step Technical Analysis of the Absentee Voting System  
What follows is a synopsis of how the functions of absentee voting works. While the terms and 
implementations will vary, this will describe the working parts of absentee voting. 
 

7 



 

 Figure 1: Vote by mail infographic
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Voters Register Their Request to Vote Absentee 
33 states and Washington D.C. allow no-excuse (no reason required) absentee voter registration.

 Five states (Washington, Oregon, Colorado, Hawaii, Utah) have become permanent vote by mail 19

states. Permanent vote by mail states send absentee ballots to every resident of their state 
without requiring new yearly absentee ballot requests. Each state allows citizens to use a state ID 
to register online, at the Department of Motor Vehicles, or in person. California is temporarily a 
vote by mail state for the 2020 election  and allows citizens to use a proof of residency, state ID, 20

or a social security number for voter registration.   21

 
For the rest of the states, the process for requesting an absentee ballot varies. Most states require 
the voter to fill out a registration form and return it to their local county election office. 12 states 
have added online forms for absentee registration to make the process easier.  22

 
16 states have specific absentee registration requirements such as a signature witness or 
signature notarization.  There is a mix of requirements or “excuses” that allow a voter to register 23

absentee. New Hampshire has determined that the pandemic is an acceptable reason for 
requesting absentee voting in the 2020 election. Conversely, lack of immunity from COVID-19 is 
not a valid absentee registration excuse in Texas.  
 
In some states, a potential voter can show up on the day of the election and request same day 
registration. While this is not a voting absentee, how the ballot is handled and processed is similar 
to an absentee ballot, so we mention it here. The voter in this case would fill out a ballot that would 
be marked as a provisional ballot.  
 
As a rule, provisional ballots, also called an “affidavit ballot”, are used when a voter’s eligibility is 
yet to be confirmed. There are additional situations where a ballot is spoiled and then a provisional 
ballot is used in its place. In some cases, the provisional ballot is treated like an absentee ballot 
with a signed envelope. The provisional ballots are kept separate from the rest of the ballots. 
Generally, local election officials manually review and confirm the legitimacy of the voter within 
days after the Election Day to determine if their provisional ballot is to be counted. There is a 

19 (NASS), National Association of Secretaries of State. “Review of Issue Briefing: Election Emergencies & COVID-19.” 
NASS.Org. Accessed June 1, 2020. https://www.nass.org/resources/issue-briefing-election-emergencies-covid-19. 
20 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. 2020. Review of Voting Outside the Polling Place: Absentee, All-Mail 
and Other Voting at Home Options . NCSL.Org. June 9, 2020. 
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx. 
21 California Secretary of State. 2020. “Review of Elections and Voter Information .” sos.ca.gov. 2020. 
https://www.sos.ca.gov/elections/frequently-asked-questions/. 
22(NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “Review of VOPP: Table 6: States With Web-Based and Online 

Absentee Ballot Applications.” NCSL.Org. Accessed May 10, 2020. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-6-states-with-web-based-and-online-absentee-ba

llot-applications.aspx. 
23 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. 2020. Review of VOPP: Table 5: Applying for an Absentee Ballot, 
Including Third-Party Registration Drives . NCSL.Org. June 16, 2020. 
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-5-applying-for-an-absentee-ballot-including-third
-party-registration-drives.aspx. 
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notable exception in Idaho, Minnesota, and New Hampshire where they provide same day 
registration and do not provide provisional ballots.   24

The Elections Office Maintains the Absentee Voter Rolls 
Once the absentee registration has been received by the elections official, the identity of the voter 
needs to be matched with a trusted source such as the state voter registration database. As part of 
the process of verifying the voter’s identity, the submitted registration signature must be 
matched. This is often completed manually with some training to match signatures. Additionally, 
30 states utilize the nonprofit Electronic Registration Information Center (ERIC) database which 
combines member states voter data.  ERIC provides data on voters that moved, died, eligible but 25

not registered, and in-state duplicates. to ensure more accurate voter rolls. 
 
Once registered to vote absentee, it is not permanent in a majority of states. 16 states provide a 
permanent or semi-permanent absentee registration.  Even with the states that have permanent 26

absentee registration, the voter roll can be culled for reasons such as the absentee ballot being 
returned non-deliverable or the voter’s status changed to inactive or challenged. 7 states allow for 
permanent absentee voters to be removed.  Reasons vary from in California missing four 27

consecutive statewide elections to in the District of Columbia having any mail from the election 
office as undeliverable.  

The Election Office Prints and Mails the Absentee Ballots 
The absentee ballot consists of a standard layout that generally remains the same year over year 
and the contest options. The Ballot Layout is the template structure and requirements for every 
ballot election to election. This includes a computer readable code encoding the ballot type and 
version, so the ballot scanners can correctly identify the area to scan for the contest options area. 
There is also the envelope layout which is the digital description of how the ballot envelope text 
and markings are designed for the printer. Most importantly the envelope layout sets aside the 
signature space. Once updated for the current election contest, the digital files are transmitted to 
a commercial industrial printer. 
 
The printer is a critical part of the election process. Generally, each printer that does business with 
a state has certification requirements similar to the election system vendors that manage the 
in-person voting process and tabulation of votes. 
 

24 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures.”Review of Provisional Ballots .” Ncsl.Org. October 15, 2018. 
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/provisional-ballots.aspx. 
25 (ERIC), Electronic Registration Information Center. 2015. Review of ERIC: Ensuring the Efficiency and Integrity of 
America’s Voter Rolls . Ericstates.Org. March 11, 2015. https://ericstates.org/. 
26 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “Review of VOPP: Table 3: States With Permanent Absentee 

Voting for All Voters, Voters With Permanent Disabilities and/or Senior Voters.” Ncsl.Org . April 27, 2020. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-3-states-with-permanent-absentee-voting-for-all-

voters-voters-with-permanent-disabilities-and-or-senior-voters.aspx .  
27 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “VOPP: Table 4: State Laws on Removing Voters From Permanent 

Absentee Lists.” Ncsl.Org . April 27, 2020. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-4-state-laws-on-removing-voters-from-permanen

t-absentee-lists.aspx .  
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Ideally the printer is a commercial vendor that can handle the specific requirements of the ballot 
paper standards, the security of the ballots, stuffing and addressing of the envelopes, and the 
secure delivery of the stuffed envelopes to the US Post Office. For example, the largest full service 
ballot printer in the US, Runbeck Election Services, will deliver close to 50 million stuffed ballot 
envelopes through the US Post Office in 2020.  Using a full service printer eliminates some of the 28

complication of the process as they are generally using automation to optimize time and waste 
 
However, some states do not require the full range of services from their printer and ask the local 
election office to provide the envelope stuffing and delivery to the US Post Office. In this case, 
once the printer delivers the ballots and envelopes, they need to be combined. There is 
commercial equipment available that automates this process. Once the envelopes have been 
loaded either by hand or by equipment, they then need to be delivered to the US Post Office. Once 
delivered to the US Post Office, they take the responsibility for delivery of the sealed envelope to 
the voter.  
 
The timing of the ballot printing needs to be accurate in order to get to the voter within a time 
window. The timing of the delivery to the absentee voter varies from 15 to 60 days before the 
election depending on the state.  Additionally, it can take many weeks to print the ballots and 29

envelopes. If there are errors that require reprinting, it could be weeks or months before the 
second batch of ballots and envelopes are available. If there are any problems with the arrival of 
the absentee ballot before the voting period, then the voter must contact their local county 
elections office for a replacement absentee ballot.  

The Voter Fills Out the Ballot, Signs the Envelope, and Returns the Ballot 
The absentee ballot provides the options by contest. The voter makes their selections and stuffs 
the ballot into the envelope. Putting the stuffed ballot envelope in the mail, drop box, or dropped 
off at the election office is casting their ballot. This is similar to casting your ballot in-person 
through an electronic tablet or where you are dropping a completed ballot into a ballot drop box at 
a polling place. 
 
Each absentee ballot envelope has a space for the voter’s signature. Some states require 
additional information as well. 8 states require a witness signature and 3 states require a 
notarization. Arkansas requires a copy of the voter ID while Alabama requires both a copy of the 
voter ID and notarization or two witnesses.  When a ballot is returned to the election office by 30

the US Postal Office, the back of the envelope must be signed by the voter. Envelopes delivered to 
the election office without a signature are required to be adjudicated.  
 

28 Fessler, Pam. “Ballot Printers Increase Capacity To Prepare For Mail Voting Surge.” NPR.Org. Accessed June 18, 2020. 

https://www.npr.org/2020/05/03/848347895/ballot-printers-increase-capacity-to-prepare-for-mail-voting-surge. 
29 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “VOPP: Table 7: When States Mail Out Absentee Ballots.” 

Ncsl.Org. April 27, 2020. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-7-when-states-mail-out-absentee-ballots.aspx.  
30 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “Voting Outside the Polling Place: Absentee, All-Mail and other 

Voting at Home Options.” Ncsl.org. June 9, 2020. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx#verify .  
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The absentee ballot can be returned in most states by the voter either dropping off the ballot in a 
sealed envelope at a US Post Office, their local mailbox, or at a voter dropbox. Utah and Oregon 
provide online maps of ballot drop boxes. In some states, the voter can drop off their absentee 
ballot at an in-person voting location dropbox after providing the required registration 
information similar to any other in-person voter. The absentee ballots sealed in their envelopes 
are delivered to the elections office by the US Post Office as they are available. 
 
There is an additional group that is permitted to deliver sealed absentee ballots envelopes to the 
election office. For the few states that permitted this activity in the past, it was restricted to a 
designated family member. Over the past few years, the definition of a designated person to 
return a ballot has been expanded. 27 states and Washington DC permit a designated agent to 
deliver a sealed absentee ballot envelope to an election office.  It is generally considered a felony 31

for violating rules around illegal ballot collection. This practice is commonly called ballot 
harvesting. 
 
A majority of states require the absentee ballot to be in the local county elections office by the 
close of Election Day. A few states allow for a US Post Office postmarked absentee ballot by close 
of Election Day.  

The Election Office Matches the Signature and Scans the Ballot 
15 states do not allow the processing of ballot envelopes before election day. A few require 
signature verification upon receipt. While most states have some variation of days before the 
election to begin signature verification.  32

 
The signature verification process in most states requires the envelope to have an area reserved 
for the registered voter’s signature. In a majority of states, the signature is required to be verified 
to match the registered voter signature on file. The registered voter signature can be provided by 
a paper voter roll, a local registered voter database, a state registered voter database, or a 
regional registered voter database such as ERIC. Jurisdictions match the registered voter 
signature either by utilizing the same commercial scanners used for the ballots, separate 
commercial scanners specific for the envelopes, or by hand. Envelopes that have signatures that 
do not match the registered voter signature on file for any reason are set aside to be adjudicated.  
 
After the ballot envelope registered voter signature has been verified, the ballot is removed from 
the envelope. Some states require the envelope be marked by a printer to match the absentee 
ballot and archived. The envelope marking added to the absentee ballot would include the 
postmark date, time, location. The ballot can be removed by commercial letter openers or by hand. 
In Washington state they have two envelopes to separate the ballot envelope from the US Post 
Office postmarked envelope with the registered voter signature. The two envelope system is 
meant to make it impossible to post-election identify a voter’s selections.  
 

31 Ibid. 
32  (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “VOPP Table 16: When Absentee/Mail Ballot Processing and 

Counting Can Begin.” Ncsl.org. June 11, 2020. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-16-when-absentee-mail-ballot-processing-and-co

unting-can-begin.aspx .  
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Using a ballot scanner, the absentee ballot is scanned producing a digital file. While the absentee 
ballot is scanned it is also likely marked (printed) with a voter ID. The voter ID is generally not 
connected with the voter rather it is a generic number. The ballot type, time, date, voter ID, and 
scanner ID are recorded along with the digital file. 

The Ballots Get Counted 
The Election Administration Voting Survey (EAVS) tracks the use of 6 types of voting equipment in 
addition to the hand-counting of ballots. Nationally, jurisdictions reported using 334,422 pieces of 
equipment in the 2018 general elections. Most jurisdictions and states used more than one type of 
equipment. The most commonly used equipment types were scanners (used in 96.3 percent of 
states) and BMDs (79.6 percent). Hand counting of ballots was used in 44.4 percent of states.   33

 
When scanners are used, they utilize Optical Character Recognition (OCR) to find the voter’s 
selections in the absentee ballot digital image. Combining the voter ID and the voter’s selections, 
the cast vote record is recorded in the elections database for each absentee ballot. The cast vote 
record is the official countable (tabulatable) record from the available contest options.  Using the 34

cast vote records, the total counts of the voters’ selections are tallied. The tally process is 
generally performed by software.  
 
Even with the automation provided by the scanners and software tabulation, the tabulation 
process is time consuming. Handing stacks of paper ballots and dealing with paper jams is a 
constant issue. Absentee ballot processing delays the results of providing a count of the election 
results on election day. Due to the issues of dealing with absentee ballots, 17 states begin some 
form of tabulating absentee ballots before election day.  35

 
The tabulation process is double checked by a variety of processes. One of the tabulation checks is 
a pre-check for accuracy and quality before the election by feeding a known set of ballots into the 
tabulator. The vote selection totals equal the expected result or else diagnostics and adjustments 
are required to correct the system. Another check involves printing a “zero tape” that verifies the 
tabulator's counters are all at zero. In the case of software failure, the backup is generally a manual 
count of the ballots using poll workers. 

Regular Monitoring to Avoid Fraud 
In parallel, as the cast vote records are tallied, there is regular monitoring to avoid fraud.  
 
There are a variety of methods of elections oversight, but generally, it involves making a request to 
the local county elections official. The most commonly implemented oversight is simply the 

33 U.S. Election Assistance Commission (EAC). “2018 Comprehensive Report. A Report to the 116th Congress.” U.S. 
Election Assistance Commission (EAC) . June 2019. Accessed May 26, 2020. 
https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/eac_assets/1/6/2018_EAVS_Report.pdf 
34 NIST, National Institute of Standards and Technology. n.d. Review of Election Terminology Glossary. NIST.Gov. 
Accessed April 29, 2020. https://pages.nist.gov/ElectionGlossary/. 
35 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “VOPP Table 16: When Absentee/Mail Ballot Processing and 
Counting Can Begin.” Ncsl.org. June 11, 2020. 
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-16-when-absentee-mail-ballot-processing-and-co
unting-can-begin.aspx .  
 

13 

https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/eac_assets/1/6/2018_EAVS_Report.pdf
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-16-when-absentee-mail-ballot-processing-and-counting-can-begin.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-16-when-absentee-mail-ballot-processing-and-counting-can-begin.aspx


 

general public’s ability to view the process of processing and tallying the ballots. Most elections 
offices provide some form of oversight training. The more complex forms of monitoring are ballot 
auditing and adjudication. 
 
In the past, a few polling places were audited during each election to verify the voting process and 
poll worker practices were in line with expectations. This practice has generally been abandoned 
as the sample size and selection makes the results close to useless. 
 
A more advanced form of auditing is a Risk Limiting Audit (RLA). A RLA involves comparing a 
statistical sample of the ballots to the tally of the absentee ballots. RLAs are the most efficient and 
inexpensive when the margin of victory is large. With elections where the margin of victory is 
small, then larger numbers of ballots need to be sampled and compared to the tally thus increasing 
the cost and decreasing the advantages of RLAs. Multiple RLAs are performed while the tabulation 
is underway to provide insight to the quality of the election process.  
 
RLAs have been widely tested in many states and counties to review their ability to improve both 
operations and public trust. Colorado has implemented statewide RLAs since 2017. At least Ohio, 
California, and Washington have provided some RLA options for their counties to optionally 
participate in.  
 
Another form of oversight is adjudication. When the voter’s selections on ballot are unclear, the 
process to resolve the voter intent is called adjudication. In some states this process can also be 
called a “cure”. The confusion can come from a damaged ballot that cannot be scanned, a ballot 
with one or more blank selections, too many selections or overvotes, and / or write-ins. 
 
The adjudication process will vary with different election offices. It is common practice to make an 
effort to count all votes rather than discard or spoil ballots requiring adjudication. Working in 
pairs, poll workers use guides that provide text and images to describe marks, combination of 
marks, and other possible ballot damage to ballots. Generally anything not in the guides is resolved 
by a poll supervisor. The process can involve multiple stages of review, random audits by 
secondary teams, and even quality control teams to verify the guides are being used properly. If all 
options have been exhausted to gauge the voter intent, then the ballot is considered spoiled and 
archived. 
 
It is common practice to remake an understood voter intent damaged ballot with a newly marked 
blank ballot. This is the same process as is used for emailed or faxed ballots by overseas or active 
military voters. Again working in pairs, poll workers determine the voter intent, create the newly 
marked blank ballot, and then run the ballot through the scanner. . 
 
The absentee ballot is saved in a paper archive. The paper archive must be saved for a required 
period to allow for recounts and/or other activities to reduce elections fraud. Always both the 
original and replacement ballots are archived with the rest of the paper ballots 
 
After the tally has been completed, the paper archive can be counted to verify the ballot counts 
match the archived ballots. If after an oversight review or a RLA finds a discrepancy, then a partial 
or full recount is performed. The recount can be tallied by the tabulator or be done manually by 
hand.  
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When Everything Has Been Double Checked, the Election Is Reported 
Most counties provide unofficial tallies of elections starting immediately after election day has 
closed. Generally these results are shared through an official county elections website, but press 
releases are not uncommon if there are significant delays in the official results. It is becoming more 
common that larger election offices work with marketing firms to manage expectations and likely 
delays in reporting due to absentee ballot tabulation. 
 
The quantity and quality of the elections reporting varies from county to county and state to state. 
For example, Los Angeles provides absentee ballot results on election day through their LA vote 
website.  Graphical and text results for over the last decade with various demographic 36

breakdowns are provided. Other counties simply provide a web page with the tabulation results 
updated every few days.  
 
After the final tally has been completed and all ballot adjudications and RLAs have been 
completed, then the election can be certified complete. The certified election can then be 
transmitted to the state’s chief elections officer. The transmission can be hand delivered by a 
paper record, by facsimile, or by transmission of a digital file.    

36Los Angeles County Registrar - Recorder/County Clerk. Lavote.Net. Accessed June 1, 2020. 

https://lavote.net/home/voting-elections/current-elections/election-results/live-results. 
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Discussion of Key Benefits of and Concerns about 
Absentee Voting  
 
The ongoing expansion of vote by mail options demonstrates the growing recognition that 
absentee balloting is an important aspect of modern American voting.There are over 8,000 state 
and local election officials who are dedicated to administering elections without incident, and the 
implementation of these options demonstrates broad bipartisan support at the local level. But a 
contentious partisan debate at the highest levels of national politics persists about the benefits 
and risks of voting by mail.  
 
The Lincoln Network reviewed relevant literature and available evidence about the pros and cons 
of absentee voting. We reviewed formal commentary and research pieces from political and 
apolitical organizations, security professionals, elected officials, pieces of legislation, and most 
importantly, election officials. We are soliciting feedback from election practitioners and 
spectators to categorize and quantify all concerns, hopes, and suggested security improvements in 
regards to expanding absentee voting. The following discussion presents the benefits of and 
concerns about voting by mail. 

Benefits of Absentee Voting  

Voter Convenience 
Absentee balloting provides voters with more convenience and flexibility during the process. 
Voting by absentee ballot allows voters to research candidates and issues on the ballot in their 
own time. It also eliminates the challenges many working class voters face with getting to the polls 
in person--such as polling hours that conflict with working hours, traffic, and long lines.  
 
Surveys in several predominantly vote by mail states have shown that people appreciate this 
convenience. For example, 87 percent of Oregon’s voters approve of the state’s vote by mail 
system.   In 2013, Colorado’s Governor implemented wider vote by mail access and expanded 37 38

the timelines for ID-voter registration measures.  In 2016, The Pew Charitable Trusts ran a 39

research project 2016 to see how the process went; It showed voters were 95% satisfied with 
their mail-in voting experience--right on par with 96% of in-person voters.   40

37 Subcommittee On Elections Committee On House Administration House Of Representatives “Expanding And 
Improving Opportunities To Vote By Mail Or Absentee.” www.Govinfo.Gov. Accessed June 18, 2020. 
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CHRG-110hhrg40618/html/CHRG-110hhrg40618.htm. 
38 DHM Research, Davis, Hibbitts, & Midghall, Inc. “Review of 2016 General Election Survey.” Voteathome.Org. October 
14, 2016. 
https://www.voteathome.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Oregon-Public-Brodcasting-Statewide-Survey-October-2
016-2.pdf. 
39 Fryar, John. 2013. “Review of Hickenlooper Signs Mail-Ballot and Voter-Registration Bills.” Timescall.Com. May 10, 
2013. https://www.timescall.com/2013/05/10/hickenlooper-signs-mail-ballot-and-voter-registration-bills/. 
40Pew Trusts. 2016. “Colorado Voting Reforms: Early Results.” Pewtrusts.Org. March 22, 2016. 

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2016/03/colorado-voting-reforms-early-results. 
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Saving Money 
Mailing ballots is less complicated and less expensive compared to the massive logistical 
undertaking of finding, staffing, equipping, testing, sanitizing and maintaining hundreds of voting 
locations across the state. Especially in the midst of the COVID-10 pandemic, several election 
officials compared it to staffing a small army.  41

 
Colorado found costs decreased an average of 40% in five election administration categories 
across 46 of Colorado’s 64 counties (those with available cost data) after it implemented all-mail 
ballot elections.  Counties spent an average of $9.56 per vote in 2014, down from $15.96 in 42

2008, and all but three counties spent less per vote in 2014 than in 2008.   43

 
Utah, Colorado, and Oregon tout similar cost efficiencies with expansion to their absentee voting. 

 Since fewer polling places and voting centers are needed, election officials save time and 44

resources when voters use absentee ballots. Staff does not need to train volunteers every voting 
cycle, and outdated equipment is less of an issue. In regards to shifting of postage costs, some 
states include a prepaid envelope in the absentee ballot, some states require citizens to pay for 
postage (USPS is required to prioritize all ballots even if with insufficient postage), and in most 
states voters can submit their ballots through private mail service if they choose.  45

Increasing Voter Turnout 
Due to the convenience of mailed ballots, absentee voting has increased voter turnout. 
Importantly, turnout increases are across the political spectrum and, therefore, do not appear to 
benefit a particular political party.  
 
In 2013, Cambridge University and Yale University published a research paper analyzing the 
effects of voter turnout in Washington state with expanded mail-in ballot reforms. They found 
these reforms increased voter participation by about 2-4% and increased turnout among more 
historically lower-participating voters.  The amount of newly participating voters were equal 46

across parties. 

41 (EVIC), Early Voting Information Center. “Launch of Resilient Elections.” Evic.Reed.Edu. June 16, 2020. 
https://evic.reed.edu/uncategorized/launch-of-resilient-elections-video-series/. 
42 Pew Trusts. 2016. “Colorado Voting Reforms: Early Results.” Pewtrusts.Org. March 22, 2016. 
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2016/03/colorado-voting-reforms-early-results. 
43Ibid. 
44 Cortellessa, Eric. “ Utah Shows the Way to Save Elections from a Pandemic .” Richlandsource.Com . March 25, 2020. 
https://www.richlandsource.com/solutions/utah-shows-the-way-to-save-elections-from-a-pandemic/article_06679b6
8-6dfd-11ea-8708-735f74c6397d.html. 
: Spenser, Mestel. “The Benefits and Drawbacks of Voting by Mail.” Theweek.Com. June 15, 2019. 
https://theweek.com/articles/844678/benefits-drawbacks-voting-by-mail . : Oregon Secretary of State. “Oregon 
Vote-by-Mail.” Accessed June 18, 2020. 
https://sos.oregon.gov/elections/Documents/statistics/vote-by-mail-timeline.pdf. 
45 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “VOPP: Table 12: States With Postage-Paid Election Mail.” 
Ncsl.org. April 21, 2020. 
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/vopp-table-12-states-with-postage-paid-election-mail.aspx .  
46Gerber, Alan S., Gregory A. Huber, and Seth J. Hill. “Identifying the Effect of All-Mail Elections on Turnout: Staggered 

Reform in the Evergreen State.” Cambridge University Press. June 12, 2013. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/political-science-research-and-methods/article/identifying-the-effect-of-all

mail-elections-on-turnout-staggered-reform-in-the-evergreen-state/3725E51B9B7F331D77DC9B49130D7F7D 
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In Colorado, voter turnout increased from 51.7% to 54.7% after the absentee ballot measures 
were extended. Another study of Utah’s 2016 general election (where 21 counties administered 
voting entirely by mail while eight counties administered traditional polling place-based voting) 
showed that the voting by mail increased turnout by 4-9 points.  Utah’s young voters (who are 47

historically less likely to vote than older voters) showed the greatest demographic increase in 
surveyed vote by mail counties. 
 
In 2020, Stanford University’s Democracy and Polarization Lab found similar positive results in 
their statistical study. Their research shows that universal vote by mail produces a 5% increase in 
the share of ballots that are mailed in and that voters appreciate the chance to mail in their ballot.

 They also note that increased mail-in ballot access raises voter turnout but not in a way that 48

helps either party. Stanford researchers estimated that voting by mail leads to a 0.1% increase of 
registered Democrats.   49

Protecting Public Health by Allowing Social Distancing During the Pandemic  
 
During the pandemic, absentee voting allows voters to safely cast their ballot from home without 
needing to go to a physical polling station. Increasing the number of voters who cast absentee 
ballots will also improve safety for other voters who choose to vote in person by reducing the 
number of people at the polling station. This will also reduce the number of poll workers who are 
required on election day. (According to the Election Assistance Commission, “24 percent of poll 
workers were 71 or older and another 32 percent were between the ages of 61 and 70,” in 2016.  

50

Individual health risks may prevent many older Americans from volunteering or working at the 
polls during the pandemic.) If the COVID-19 pandemic persists in November and public health 
authorities recommend social distancing at that time, absentee ballots will provide significant 
benefits by minimizing the number of voters who must cast ballots in person on November 3rd. 

   

47Analytics, Pantheon. “Utah 2016: Evidence for the Positive Turnout Effects of “Vote At Home” (Also Known as Vote By 

Mail) in Participating Counties.” May 3, 2018. 

https://kwtri4b8r0ep8ho61118ipob-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Utah-2016-Voter-File-A

nalysis-Pantheon-Analytics.pdf. 
48 Southwell, Priscilla, Burchett, Justin. "The Effect of All-mail Elections on Voter Turnout” Sagejournals.com. Accessed 
May 18, 2020. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1532673X00028001004  
49Thompson, Daniel, Jennifer Wu, Jesse Yoder, And Andrew Hall. “The Neutral Partisan Effects Of Vote-by-mail: 

Evidence From County-level Rollouts.” https://siepr.stanford.edu/ 

Https://Siepr.Stanford.Edu/Sites/Default/Files/Publications/20-015.Pdf. 
50(EAC), U.S. Election Assistance Commission. “EAVS Deep Dive: Poll Workers and Polling Places.” Eac.Gov. November 

15, 2017. https://www.eac.gov/documents/2017/11/15/eavs-deep-dive-poll-workers-and-polling-places. 
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Concerns about Absentee Voting 

Voter Rolls, Administrative Errors, and Voter Ballot Mistakes 
Administrative errors are any clerical or logistic human errors that could happen during the 
printing, mailing, and receiving a portion of the voting process. Voter ballot mistakes are mistakes 
citizens make when filling out their ballot.  
 
These problems create risks that voters attempting to cast their ballots by mail may not have their 
votes counted. In 2012, MIT Professor Charles Stewart III studied the risks of losing votes by mail 
due to administration problems.  He found alarming evidence that many votes by mail were not 51

being counted:  
 

“If 20%, or even 10%, of voters who stood in line on Election Day were turned away, there 
would be national outrage. The estimates provided by this paper suggest that the 
equivalent may be happening among voters who seek to cast their ballots by mail, and yet 
there is nary a comment.”  52

 
The 2014 Presidential Commission on Election Administration also found that administrative 
error and voter ballot mistakes are key drawbacks of absentee balloting:  

“No-excuse absentee voting and vote by mail , moreover, often lead to errors in balloting 
on the part of the election authority or the voter. Ballots can be lost in the mail (either in 
delivery or return), they can be mailed out or received too late for timely voting, and voters 
occasionally make mistakes in complying with various signature and other requirements 
that make an absentee ballot legal.”  53

Inaccurate voter rolls is a common flaw. There are two federal guidelines that give states a 
framework on how to operate their voter rolls. The National Voter Registration Act and the Help 
America Vote Act. The National Voter Registration Act tells states to update their voter rolls at a 
minimum, based on the registration of cars in their state. It also forbids states to update their 
voter roll 90 days before an election. The Help America Vote Act mandated basic computerized 
voter roll maintenance. Both of these federal laws outline basic ways for states to keep their voter 
rolls, many states go above and beyond, and are encouraged to do so as long as they are fair. 
 

51 Stewart wrote: “the biggest shortcoming of HAVA may have been its virtual lack of attention to voting by mail. As 
legislators respond to calls to make voting more convenient, and public officials respond to demands to make elections 
less costly, voting by mail is becoming more prevalent.2 Yet despite the increasing prevalence of vote-by-mail, there has 
been virtual silence on the question of whether it causes more lost votes, compared to the in-person modes it is 
replacing.” https://www.nyujlpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Charles-Stewart-III-Losing-Votes-by-Mail.pdf 
52III Stewart, Charles. “LOSING VOTES BY MAIL.” www.nyujlpp.org/. Accessed June 18, 2020. 

https://www.nyujlpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Charles-Stewart-III-Losing-Votes-by-Mail.pdf. 
53 Presidential Commision on Election Administration. “The American Voting Experience: Report and Recommendations 
of the Presidential Commission on Election Administration.”www.web.mit.edu/.  Accessed on June 11, 2020 
http://web.mit.edu/supportthevoter/www/files/2014/01/Amer-Voting-Exper-final-draft-01-09-14-508.pdf 
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Each state has its own laws on how it updates its voter rolls. Most states cross-check between the 
United States Postal Service and National Change of Address database, conducts a confirmation 
of address mailings, and cross references their DMV databases. 
 
The updating of these rolls is difficult because millions of citizens move, die, marry, or become 
ineligible to vote every year. Since people generally do not update their election officials when life 
changes happen, 1 out of 8 registered voter data is inaccurate.  This worries critics because if 54

ballots are sent based on inaccurate voter rolls, it leaves open the potential for ballots to be 
completed by an unintended, unregistered, or unlawful party. 
 
Incorrect, damaged, and unclear ballots are common voter ballot mistakes. Citizens voting at 
home might incorrectly complete their ballots, whereas in-person voting equipment and personnel 
generally allow people to correct it. Literacy should also be considered when creating ballots. 
Election materials are often written at a college level and this can also be an issue for some voters 
that contribute to voter ballot mistakes.  55

 
Logistic concerns arise from election officials’ seemingly minute administrative processes that can 
have a big impact on voting. For example, in April 2020, Georgia’s Secretary of State had to revise 
ballot instructions and resend those instructions to voters due to a miscommunication about 
whether there is supposed to be one or two envelopes in their mail-in ballot.  Washington, DC 56

election officials reported that confirmation of absentee ballot requests ended up in spam folders 
because emails from the Board of Election were not recognized.  

Ballot Harvesting  and Voter Fraud 
A common concern about widespread absentee balloting and vote by mail is that it will enable 
ballot harvesting and increase voter fraud. As early as 2006, the Election Assistance Commission 
warned about these risks in a report on voter fraud and intimidation. The EAC reviewed available 
literature on fraud and intimidation and found:   
 

“One point of agreement is that absentee voting and voter registration by 
nongovernmental groups create opportunities for fraud. For example, a number of studies 
cited circumstances in which voter registration drives have falsified voter registration 
applications or have destroyed voter registration applications of persons affiliated with a 
certain political party. Others conclude that paying persons per voter registration 
application creates the opportunity and perhaps the incentive for fraud.”   

 

54 (ERIC), Electronic Registration Information Center. 2015. Review of ERIC: Ensuring the Efficiency and Integrity of 
America’s Voter Rolls. Ericstates.Org. March 11, 2015. https://ericstates.org/. 
55 (NSCL), National Conference of State Legislatures. 2020. Review of Voting Outside the Polling Place: Absentee, All-Mail 
and Other Voting at Home Options . NCSL.Org. June 9, 2020. 
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/absentee-and-early-voting.aspx. 
56Niesse, Mark. “Georgia Absentee Voting Instructions to Be Corrected.” Ajc.Com. April 28, 2020. 

https://www.ajc.com/news/state--regional-govt--politics/georgia-absentee-voting-instructions-corrected/kzkuKmLufx

IRcwIW0oEzCN/. 
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Ballot harvesting is when absentee ballots are taken by a third party and completed fraudulently 
or with coercion and then submitted to election officials. This term also covers a substantial gray 
area, including cases where different third parties “help” people complete their ballots. There are 
many legitimate cases where friends or family might legitimately return a ballot on someone’s 
behalf, but it can also include abusive spouses or shady political groups.  According to reporting 57

by the Washington Post, while evidence for widespread voter fraud is extremely weak, ballot 
harvesting is common: “Political operatives from both sides routinely do it. Democrats used it with 
particular success in California in 2018 and Republicans used it in North Carolina”   58

 
Ballot harvesting is indeed a bipartisan problem. Committee on House Administration Ranking 
Member Rodney Davis (R-IL) issued a report in May 2020 examining “the political weaponization 
of ballot harvesting” during the 2018 election.  The most notable example during the 2018 59

election cycle was in North Carolina, where the 9th Congressional district election was 
overturned.  A consultant working on behalf of the Republican candidate used ballot harvesting 60

to manipulate the outcome of the election.  The State Board of Elections required a new election 61

be held.   62

 
Congressman Davis’s report alleged widespread ballot harvesting used in California during the 
2018 election, which allegedly benefitted Democratic candidates.  The report describes how 63

changes in state law encouraged unlimited ballot harvesting and encouraged more voters to vote 
by mail.  The House Committee on Administration minority report explains the result of these 64

changes:  

This also gave rise to paid political operatives, known as “ballot brokers,” recruiting and 
pressuring voters to vote by mail. These ballot brokers identify specific locations, such as 
large apartment complexes or nursing homes, where voters have traditionally voted for 
their party and built relationships with the residents. Operatives encourage, and even 
assist, these unsuspecting voters in requesting a mail-in ballot; weeks later when the ballot 
arrives in the mail the same ballot brokers are there to assist the voter in filling out and 
delivering their ballot. This behavior can result in undue influence in the voting process and 

57“True Confessions of Texas Vote Harvesters.” RealClearInvestigations.  February 19, 2019. 

https://www.realclearinvestigations.com/articles/2019/02/19/true_confessions_of_texas_vote_harvesters.html. 
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destroys the secret ballot, a long-held essential principle of American elections intended to 
protect voters.   65

Congressman Davis asserts that unlimited ballot harvesting in California “led to the defeat of 
seven Republican [Congressional] candidates in the California 2018 midterm election.” 
 
Various conservatives, including President Trump,  have also asserted that voter fraud is a 66

systemic, widespread problem. For instance, the Heritage Foundation published a database that 
cites 1,285 instances of alleged voter fraud in the United States.  However, the Heritage 67

Foundation diluted their argument by including counts of incidents since 1972. Since then, there 
have been twelve presidential elections where 1,176,786,000 votes were cast.  This means they 68

have only found 0.000001% examples of ‘voter fraud’. Moreover, all their examples are not 
incidents of fraud, but rather other examples of convictable offenses throughout the voting 
process. For example, their paper cites 60 instances of wrongful addresses and 71 instances of 
people giving various levels of prohibited assistance to voters.  Or a myriad of administrative 69

issues like the 2008 case in McIntosh County, Georgia a man was found guilty of an administrative 
violation of registering to vote under an address at which he did not live.  70

 
Other organizations contend that fraud is rare and argue that Heritage’s database significantly 
exaggerates the problem. The Brennan Center for Justice reviewed Heritage’s database and 
concluded: “nothing in the database to confirm claims of rampant voter fraud.”   71

 
Groups on the right tend to overplay concerns about voter fraud, while groups on the left tend to 
be overly dismissive about it. While there is insufficient evidence to support the claim that there is 
widespread voter fraud that routinely changes election outcomes, there are enough examples to 
demonstrate that it is a real challenge that should be proactively addressed through additional 
security measures.   72
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The laws and regulations mitigating ballot harvesting vary state by state. 27 states allow voters to 
specify anyone to submit their vote, 12 states specify a limited number of possible representatives 
(household members, caregivers, etc.), and in 14 states the matter is hazy.   Some states also 73 74

regulate the number of people and types of relationships a given person can represent, in order to 
prevent vote harvesting.  There are also efforts to nationalize the ability for any “any person to 75

return a voted and sealed absentee ballot” with no “limit on how many voted and sealed absentee 
ballots any designated person can return.”  76

 
Historically, it has been standard practice to verify sealed absentee ballots are delivered to the 
local election office by trustworthy actors. The practice “of allowing candidates or party workers 
to pick up and deliver absentee ballots should be eliminated.”  Only a voter, elections official, US 77

Postal worker, or an acknowledged family member should handle absentee ballots. It has been 
correctly noted that there is an exception for tribal lands where friends and neighbors rely on each 
other to deliver the US mail.  When the quality of the absentee ballots becomes suspect, we have 78

to resort to more extreme efforts on signature matching and physical security to safeguard the 
integrity of the vote.  
 
Poor quality registration rolls causing inactive voters to receive ballots through the US Post Office 
make it easier for bad actors to have access to absentee ballots. One troubling result can be the 
accumulation of undeliverable absentee ballots at local US Post Offices and apartment complexes. 
For example, in Clark County, Nevada, for the local 2020 primary election, thousands of absentee 
ballots were sent to voters that were no longer at the election registration list addresses.  As a 79

result the misplaced ballots were generally available to anyone that would be interested in 
breaking the election laws. 
 
Bad actors do not have to get direct access to absentee ballots to commit election crimes. The 
early twentieth century is full of stories of corrupt elections through voter coercion. It is the 
reason for ballot secrecy laws. Disinterested voters or paid voters can and do hand over their 
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ballots to dishonest third parties.  Voters can be threatened or persuaded to hand their ballot 80

over.  Voter coercion will likely continue to be a problem and policymakers should take the 81

necessary steps to combat it. 

Major Changes Take Time to Implement 
Election officials warn states that changing voting procedures need to put extra effort into 
communications and operations. This includes massive messaging, logistical accommodations, an 
increased focus on ensuring that expanded absentee voting solutions are fool-proof. Experienced 
election veterans warn against making too many changes due to lack of time. Major expansions of 
a vote by mail systems require at least two years to prepare, vet, and execute.  82

 
The technology, oversight, and time required to drastically change and shore up a new election 
procedure should not be understated. California’s experience during the 2020 primary provides a 
warning about the challenges of transitioning to a new election system. In Los Angeles County, a 
$300 million project to modernize voting by creating voting centers and expanding vote by mail 
options has been implemented. A key aspect of the new system is the consolidation of the many 
thousands of neighborhood polling places to just 25 percent of the former numbers in centralized 
voting centers. While the design and attention to the voter’s needs of this promising effort has the 
potential to increase participation and voter convenience, this implementation was plagued with 
problems. Few voters took advantage of early in-person voting. The digital registration systems 
were not well understood by election volunteers resulting in slow voter check-ins.   Many voters 83

chose to cast their in-person ballots close to their work resulting in crowds at some voting centers 
while others in the suburbs were vacant.  The bright spot came from the Los Angeles vote by mail 84

implementation which was a majority of the votes cast.  Breaking traditional behavior while 85

ineffectively relaying those changes due to COVID-19 opens up opportunities to confuse turnout.  
 
Systemwide transitions before November such as enabling universal absentee balloting are facing 
similar, major challenges. During the 2020 primary season, several states experienced significant 
problems by expanding vote by mail to every citizen. For example, Washington DC resorted to 
unusual action of allowing ballots to be cast by email due to complaints that voters did not receive 
their absentee ballots.  In Clark County, Nevada, absentee ballots were sent to thousands of 86
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ineligible voters resulting in piles of misplaced ballots widely reported across the county.  87

Pennsylvania expanded their absentee registrations by 16 times to over 1.8 million voters.  88

Georgia expanded their absentee registrations in a similar manner. Many counties in both states 
were not prepared for the massive amounts of manual labor that results from handling the 
increase in vote by mail ballots. The result has been unexpected delays in weeks to report the 
election results.  
 
All of these problems outlined here are from well-intended, dedicated election officials. We are 
not pointing these failures in election system upgrades to embarrass or disparage. Instead, these 
few examples are to highlight the dangers of introducing changes to complex systems. Modern 
election systems are incredibly difficult systems to understand and manage. Non-traditional 
approaches will be required.  

Inaccessibility for Persons with Disabilities 
The 2014 Presidential Commission on Election Administration reported that administrative error 
and mistakes are a key drawback of absentee balloting: “absentee ballots are usually paper ballots, 
and are therefore not accessible to many persons with disabilities, such as those with visual or 
dexterity challenges.   89

 
The National Federation of the Blind stresses the rights of blind Americans under the Americans 
with Disabilities Act and the Help America Vote Act:  90

 
“The number of states and local jurisdictions that are considering converting to all vote by 
mail is increasing because it is cheaper than conventional poll-based voting systems and is 
more convenient for voters. As with any paper ballot system, an accessible way for blind, 
low-vision, or other print-disabled voters to privately and independently mark their ballots 
must be provided, as required by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).” 

 
The National Disability Rights Network supports the expansion of vote by mail options but urges 
that the disabled community’s rights be maintained: “election administrators to enhance their 
options for remote voting while maintaining in-person voting systems to the greatest extent 
possible.”  91
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Delay in Election Results 
Most current absentee provisions allow voters to submit their ballots by mail as long as they are 
postmarked by election day. If states dramatically increase their amount of vote by mail ballots 
under these provisions, critics worry election results will be excessively delayed.  
 
If a large number of people mail and postmark their ballots on election day Tuesday, November 
3rd, 2020 (instead of taking advantage of early voting) depending on its destination, it will arrive a 
few days after that. Then, election officials must count those ballots for a non-uniform amount of 
time, finalizing election results days following the election 
 
Arizona election officials made a statement on the contrary saying in-person, Election Day voting 
does not speed up ballot tabulation. Provisional ballots and conditional provisional ballots can 
take days to process and can require additional voter outreach. Vote by mail elections would 
actually reduce their time after election day by doing a lot of this work on the front end.  92

 
Given each state has different timelines and protocols, delays may or may not occur. Delays in 
election results for the sake of accuracy are normal in American elections, but suspected delays 
will have to be communicated across the board to preserve faith in the system.  

Weighing the Benefits and Concerns 
Expanding absentee balloting and vote by mail offers tradeoffs for voters and the United States. 
On the one hand, increasing access to absentee ballots offers more convenience for voters, 
reduces costs for states and local governments administering elections, and increases voter 
turnout. Importantly, absentee voting provides a safe option during the pandemic when individual 
and public health concerns may require social distancing and prevent in-person voting for certain 
voters.  
 
However, increasing absentee voting also has significant risks--including practical challenges of 
administering vote by mail and problems quickly transitioning to a new system in the short time 
period before November. A major risk is the potential for voter coercion, increased fraud, and 
ballot harvesting. (The latter is a bipartisan problem, though the extent of its practice is unknown.) 
Absentee voting also creates challenges for individuals with disabilities, who are legally entitled to 
the opportunity to privately and independently cast their ballot.  
 
Academic researchers discussed the tradeoff between accessibility and integrity in a 2020 article 
for the American Political Science Association:  
 

“But many election administration policies fall along a continuum from promoting 
accessibility, with some potential loss of integrity, to protecting the integrity, but 
potentially disenfranchising legitimate voters. For example, the adoption of absentee 
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ballots made it easier for people to access a ballot, particularly those who are elderly or 
disabled (Barreto 2006; Miller and Powell 2016), while also introducing new ways through 
which fraudulent ballots could be cast (Fund 2004, 47–50).”  93

 
Policymakers and state and local election officials must recognize these benefits and risks, and 
ensure that expanded absentee voting addresses potential problems. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has created challenges and a public health response that is unprecedented in modern American 
life. Looking to November, planning to provide expanded absentee balloting and vote by mail 
options is a sensible way to prepare to hold the election during the pandemic. Moreover, 46 states 
currently offer universal vote by mail for the 2020 election.  
 
The question is not whether or not widespread vote by mail will occur during the 2020 election. 
But instead, whether widespread absentee balloting will occur in a manner that addresses the 
known risks, including minimizing administrative and voter problems and preventing fraud and 
ballot harvesting. The following section offers solutions and recommendations for policymakers to 
address these challenges.  
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Solutions 

Expand Vote by Mail but Address Integrity Concerns 

National and state policymakers should protect the integrity of the democratic 
process by expanding access to vote by mail while establishing protections to 
address administrative problems and enhancing laws to prevent ballot 
harvesting and fraud. 
  
State and local election officials responsible for administering the nation’s elections should move 
forward with providing expanded access to absentee balloting and vote by mail to provide all 
voters with a safe and convenient way to vote during the pandemic. Available evidence suggests 
that expanding access to absentee voting is popular, convenient, and will increase voter turnout 
without favoring either political party. However, state and local policymakers should take steps to 
address potential problems with expanding absentee voting.  
  
Increasing the number of absentee and vote by mail ballots will create more manual work. It is 
likely that many of the election offices do not have automation available to process absentee 
ballots or their envelopes. More oversight by the political parties and the general public is likely, 
which will cause more delays. Large numbers of ballots requiring adjudication such as mismarked 
absentee ballots and provisional ballots will cause delays. Election offices will need to radically 
staff up to meet the increased demand. Additionally, every election office should plan for likely 
failure scenarios like broken scanners due to higher volumes and new staff not fully understanding 
processes.  
 
Even if an election office has little to no changes in their 2020 election plans, communication with 
the voting public is critical. Election officials should work with a public relations and marketing 
firm in order to communicate with the media and voters. The public needs to understand what to 
expect from their ballots and the coming election. 
  
All voting territories should establish laws to prevent ballot harvesting by adding stricter language 
about ballot returning methods. At the moment, thirty-seven states and Washington, D.C. have 
language that allow absentee ballots to be returned by a designated person. There are thirteen 
states who don’t address this issue at all (Delaware, Hawaii, Idaho, Mississippi, New York, 
Oklahoma, Rhode Island, Tennessee, Utah, Vermont, Washington, Wisconsin and Wyoming.)   94 95

94 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “Voting Outside the Polling Place: Absentee, All-Mail and Other Voting 
at Home Options.” NCSL.Org. June 9, 2020. 
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We recommend the Board of Elections or Secretary of State for the final 13 states adopt language 
that could reduce the legal opportunity for ballot harvesting. That language should provide voters 
with the option to return the ballot themselves, allow for US Post Office or private mail couriers to 
pick up and deliver the ballot, restrict the number of designated people allowed to return one’s 
ballot, and make clear the penalties for anyone who fraudulently collects and returns ballots from 
another person.  
 
Moreover, state and county election officials should use best practices for ensuring trust in 
absentee ballot communications, such as by using the US Postal Service’s official election mail 
logo. Educating voters about how to vote by mail and using an official logo will improve voter 
confidence and decrease the likelihood that bad actors will attempt to confuse or disenfranchise 
voters.  
 
These measures should be tailored by the state to ensure accessibility and can be implemented 
before the November 2020 elections. As states consider this option, their choices should be 
widely communicated early and often to ensure voter suppression does not happen.  

Implement Ballot Tracking Measures 
States and local governments should improve voter confidence in absentee 
balloting by providing voters a way to track their absentee ballot and a receipt to 
prove that an absentee ballot was received and counted 
  
This potential solution is broadly consistent with the following recommendation of the bipartisan 
Presidential Commission on Election Administration in 2014:  
  

Therefore, while endorsing the expansion of no-excuse absentee voting, the Commission 
also encourages the increased use of safeguards. One such safeguard is online tracking of 
absentee ballots. County election websites should enable voters to verify that their 
absentee ballot request was received, that their ballot was mailed out, and then later that 
it was received and counted (and if not counted, the reason why). Barcoding technology 
has empowered jurisdictions to automate this process and to empower voters to check 
that their votes have not been “lost in the system.” Moreover, jurisdictions that recognize a 
problem with the absentee ballot or application of a voter should follow up with that voter 
if sufficient time exists to cure any technical defects that might prevent the voter’s vote 
from being counted. 

  
In addition to tracking the absentee ballot, states could consider implementing technology that 
would allow voters to know their vote has been counted. Designing ballots in a manner that 
provides voters with an electronic receipt (such as a “QR code”) may be an option. This process, 
combined with other checks-and-balances, such as the creation of a state election integrity 
ombudsman that would work alongside the post-election audit team, could establish a proper 
system. A few states provide an online tool to verify their vote was recorded. Using a QR code 
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would be broadly useful for states that concerned the privacy of the voter’s selections could be 
compromised.  
  

Keep In-Person Voting Open 
State and local governments should maintain and improve in-person voting 
options and ensure that all voters, particularly individuals with disabilities, can 
vote independently and privately while addressing the practical challenges of 
in-person voting during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
  
For states that have expanded or are expanding their absentee voting options, most are still 
keeping in-person voting as an option during COVID-19. Many bipartisan voting rights groups 
have argued that not offering in-person voting infringes on the right to vote as it takes away voting 
options for those that need assistance or have non-permanent mailing addresses.  
  
Recent federal measures support this as well, the Natural Disaster and Emergency Ballot Act 
sponsored by Senator’s Klobuchar & Wyden notes that states need to reduce in-person voting 
risks such as no lickable envelopes, staff to sanitize equipment, and enforced social distancing 
protocols. In Travis County, Texas moving voting polls to retail voting spaces that were already 
open was very successful and could be used amidst our current public health crisis. Additionally, 
simply adding curbside voting to existing voting centers and expanding the use of ballot drop 
boxes will augment and improve the number of available options. 
  
To deal with the social-distancing aspect of in-person voting, an improvement would be to fix the 
voter center congestion problem. Given most people work during the day and many states have 
same-day registration, crowding at popular sites may become a health issue. Early voting is still 
happening with postponed primaries but that should not be the only distancing precaution. In the 
Los Angeles March 2020 primary, only about 15.3 percent of voters participated in early voting. 
  
An improvement would be to use geo-fencing to let voters use a mobile poll registration 
application to check-in automatically when they arrive at a voting center. This automatic activity 
will alert the poll registration system to the increased voting demand and likely resulting wait 
times. The same monitoring data can be shared with a variety of services supporting wait time web 
sites and mobile mapping applications like Waze, Google Maps, and Apple Maps. Either the 
mapping or the mobile poll registration application would then be able to direct the voter to a less 
congested voting center.  
  
Additionally, providing the voter with a mobile sample ballot application would allow the voter’s 
selections to be documented before arriving at the polls. Using a QR code to encode the data, the 
voter could then use a scanner in the voting booth to load the voter’s selections into the ballot. 
The voter then would only need to review their ballot and accept to cast their ballot. 
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States and Local Governments Should Use Available Funding and Report to 
Congress on Any Remaining Gaps 
States and local governments should use previously authorized and appropriated 
federal funding (and other available federal resources) to administer and secure 
the 2020 election. National policymakers should ease burdens on state and local 
governments and improve oversight and transparency to clarify what additional 
resources are needed to modernize and secure U.S. election systems moving 
forward. 
  
Since 2018, the U.S. Congress has provided $1.2 billion in funding to support state and local 
election administration through the Help America Vote Act. (See Table 02.) The U.S. Election 
Assistance Commission awards this funding to states. 
  

Table 2 — HAVA Funding Since FY2018    96 97 98

  

FY2018  $380,000,000 

FY2020  $425,000,000 

2020 CARES Act  $400,000,000 

Total   $1,205,000,000 

 
  
As of September 2019, of the 2018 HAVA funds distributed, the states collectively reported 
spending roughly 24 percent or $91.2 million.  It is projected that 75 percent or $285 million will 99

be spent by the November 2020 elections. 
 
Through HAVA, the EAC has released an additional $825 million in allocations for all the states for 
FY 2020 and CARES Act funding. This money allows states to use those funds to 1) update voter 
equipment to record digital voter intent 2) replace voter equipment with a voter-verified paper 
record such as mail-in ballots 3) implement post-election audits systems such as RLAs that provide 
high confidence.  

96 U.S. Election Assistance Commission. “2018 HAVA Funds | U.S. Election Assistance Commission.” Www.Eac.Gov. 
Accessed June 18, 2020. https://www.eac.gov/payments-and-grants/2018-hava-funds. 
97 Ibid. 
98  U.S. Election Assistance Commission. “2020 CARES Act Grants.” Www.Eac.Gov.  Accessed June 11, 2020, 
https://www.eac.gov/payments-and-grants/2020-cares-act-grants 
99 U.S. Election Assistance Commission. “Serving America’s Election Officials and Voters: 2019 EAC Annual Report.” 
Www.Eac.Gov.  Accessed June 11, 2020, 
https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/eac_assets/1/6/EACAnnualReport_2019.pdf 
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These funds can also be used to address COVID-19 related expenses including increased absentee 
ballot printing (not including the normal amount a state would have printed), increased labor 
costs, equipment to process absentee ballots, laptops for election workers, space leasing for new 
polling locations, communique on new election tech to the public, not including Get Out The Vote 
(GOTV) work. 
  
Some national lawmakers  and several nonpartisan organizations have recommended additional 100

funding to support modernizing state and local election infrastructure, improving cybersecurity, 
and administering the election during the pandemic.  However, it is unclear that additional 101

funding is needed at this time, particularly since many states have not yet spent all of the federal 
dollars provided since 2018.  
 
The current system of reporting spending on hundreds of millions of dollars through a single, 
annual report is unacceptable when customizable web forms are easily available. A simple, digital 
reporting system would make it easier for all parties involved.  
 
For example, when additional funds are requested either through the US Congress, Secretary of 
State, Governor, or election office, a more specific request, and reporting system can be 
tailor-made. Even more importantly, it would make a better case for why more funds are needed. 
It would have the added benefit of increased oversight.  
 
State and local governments should be able to promptly report to Congress on what funds have 
been spent at least annual quarter by quarter, how unobligated funding will be used, and identify 
any remaining gaps in funding that are needed to administer the election during 2020. Absent 
convincing evidence that all existing funding has been spent and that new dollars are needed, 
Congress should not appropriate new HAVA funding for 2020.  
  
In addition to available HAVA funding, state and local governments should use other available 
resources to secure and administer the election. For example, states and local governments could 
use some of the billions in unspent homeland security grants awarded by DHS and the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency since 2015.  (Cybersecurity is listed as one of the FEMA’s “core 102

capabilities” for homeland security and FEMA’s grant manual allows cybersecurity costs a way to 
spend these grant dollars.)  

100 Hirono, Baldwin, Coons, Van Sanders, Hollen, Booker, Smith, et al. n.d. “Natural Disaster and Emergency Ballot Act 
(NDEBA) of 2020 Sponsored by Senators Klobuchar and Wyden And.” Accessed June 18, 2020. 
https://www.wyden.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Natural%20Disaster%20and%20Emergency%20Ballot%20Act%20of
%202020%20One%20Pager.pdf 
101 Deluzio, Christopher, Liz Howard, Paul Rosenzweig, David Salvo, and Rachael Dean Wilson. “Defending Elections 

Federal Funding Needs for State Election Security.” Brennancenter.Org. July 18, 2019. 

https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/2019-08/Report_Defending_Elections.pdf. 
102 Lips, Dan. "States and Cities Could Use Billions of Unspent DHS Grants to #Protect2020.” Lawfareblog.com.  February 
28, 2020. Accessed June 9, 2020. 
https://www.lawfareblog.com/states-and-cities-could-use-billions-unspent-dhs-grants-protect2020 
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Maintain Trustworthy Voter Rolls 
States Should Reduce the Chances of Ballot Harvesting and Wrongly Mailed 
Ballots by Updating Their Voter Rolls. 
 
States that implement user-friendly registration systems can yield cleaner voter rolls. Cleaner 
voting rolls mean ballots get mailed to the correct voter. Critics of expanded absentee voting are 
worried about outdated voter rolls because states who expand their absentee voting run the risk 
of mailing ballots to citizens who have died, moved, or otherwise become ineligible to vote. An 
increase of blank ballots in circulation opens the door for nefarious behavior by political 
operatives.  
 
The work that the Election Registration Information Center (ERIC) does in 31 states to share voter 
rolls across states and other sources of voter data should be spread to the rest of the country.  
 
Additionally, some believe the federal government should help in these efforts by making the 
Department of Homeland Security and other databases available to states.   With the quality 103 104

of the voter registration data vastly improved, then the risks involved with no excuse absentee 
voter registration and online absentee ballot requests will be greatly minimized.  105

Inclusive Voter Identification Measures 
States Should Support and Widely Broadcast, Inclusive Voter Identification 
Measures. 
 
With in-person voting, most polling spaces ask for ID before voters go to the polls. As expanded 
absentee access takes hold, not requiring ID can increase the potential for voter fraud.   106

 
Oregon’s positive experience with expanding vote by mail has been coupled with investments in 
technology to better match signatures to address impersonation concerns.  Currently, 17 states 107

compare ballot submissions with their voter registration record, States could consider various 
forms of privatized information that are aligned with the information present in voter rolls, to 

103 Von Spakovsky, Hans. "How We Can Safeguard Our Election Process.” The Daily Signal.  August 19, 2019. Accessed 
May 26, 2020. https://www.dailysignal.com/2019/08/19/how-we-can-safeguard-our-election-process/. 
104 Snead, Jason. "More Proof That Voter Fraud Is Real, and Bipartisan.” The Heritage Foundation. August 28, 2019 . 
Accessed May 26, 2020. https://www.heritage.org/election-integrity/commentary . 
105 Microsoft, Defending Democracy Program. “The 2020 U.S. Elections: Readying for the Challenges.” April 5, 2020. 
Accessed May 19, 2020, 
https://blogs.microsoft.com/wp-content/uploads/prod/sites/5/2020/04/MSFT_ES_Whitepaper_FINAL.pdf  
106 Gedrich, Fred. "Be wary of voting by mail initiatives.” TheHill . April 16, 2020 Accessed May 26, 2020. 
https://thehill.com/opinion/civil-rights/493131-be-wary-of-voting-by-mail-initiatives . 
107 Veuger, Stan. "Time to Prepare for Voting by Mail.” Mercatus Center. March 31, 2020. Accessed May 26, 2020. 
https://www.mercatus.org/publications/covid-19-policy-brief-series/time-prepare-voting-mail. 
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ensure identity,  19 states cross reference ballot signatures with voter registration signatures, 5 108

states require copies of identification cards or notarized applications, and 4 states (plus DC) have 
their own verification methods.   109 110

 
With this security consideration, states need to ensure inclusive Voter ID rules to prevent voter 
suppression. For example, North Dakota and Wyoming enacted voting rules that said post-office 
addresses, even if that’s the only address a voter has, is not sufficient. Thousands of Native 
American citizens only have post office addresses on their government-issued tribal IDs, and live 
hundreds of miles from a handful of North Dakota Department of Transportation offices.   111 112

 
While there are debates on ensuring inclusive rules, in general, identity verification measures are 
widely supported on a bipartisan basis.   As an example, improving voter identification 113 114

measures include modernizing signature verifications. As a biometric indicator, signature 
verification is a popular way for states to confirm voter identity. However, the burden is on the 
majority of the election officials to manually match signatures by eyesight.  Some states like 115

Oregon have invested in technology to better match signatures to address impersonation 
concerns.  States have previously reported moving slowly on investing in signature technology  116 117

but should reconsider given the new availability of election security funds.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

108 (NCSL), National Conference of State Legislatures. “Voting Outside the Polling Place: Absentee, All-Mail and other 

Voting at Home Options.” Ncsl.org. June 9, 2020. 
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109 Ibid. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Hagen, C.S. "ALEC-Backed Legislators Behind Suppressing Vote.” PR Watch. October 31, 2018. Accessed May 26, 
2020. https://www.prwatch.org/news. 
112 Native American Rights Fund. "Discriminatory North Dakota Voter ID Law Still In Effect." March 1, 2019 Accessed 
May 26, 2020. https://www.narf.org/spirit-lake-voter-id/. 
113 Spakovsky, Hans. "Potential for Fraud Is Why Mail-In Elections Should Be Dead Letter.” April 10, 2020. Accessed 
May 26, 2020. https://www.heritage.org/election-integrity/commentary. 
114 Weiser, Wendy, Ekeh, Harold. "The False Narrative of Vote-by-Mail Fraud.” Brennan Center.  Accessed May 26, 2020. 
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/false-narrative-vote-mail-fraud . 
115 Colorado Secretary of State."Signature Verification Guide." https://www.sos.state.co.us/. Accessed May 26, 2020. 
http://www.sos.state.co.us/pubs/elections/docs/SIgVerificationSinglePageSept2018.pdf. 
116 Veuger, Stan. "Time to Prepare for Voting by Mail.” Mercatus Center. March 31, 2020. Accessed May 26, 2020. 
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