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Why we’re here
Our objectives
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Objectives

You will be able to:
● Prioritize the info you want to 

communicate to those voting by mail

● Adapt best practices for including inserts 
alongside mail ballots

● Plan clear online resources for voter 
education about vote-by-mail
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Agenda

● Introductions and housekeeping
● Context and overview
● Vote by mail package basics
● Inserts, guides, websites, and notices
● Case study: Boulder, CO
● Resources to remember
● Q&A
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Hello, there!

Maggie Ollove
Center for Civic Design
maggie@civicdesign.org

Josh Simon Goldman
Center for Tech and Civic Life
josh@techandciviclife.org

Mircalla Wozniak
Boulder County
mwozniak@bouldercounty.org
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Center for 
Technology and
Civic Life (CTCL)
Using technology to improve how 
local government and 
communities interact

@helloCTCL
www.techandciviclife.org
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The Center for 
Civic Design (CCD)
Democracy is a design problem! 
We work to ensure voter intent 
through design.
@CivicDesign
www.civicdesign.org
civicdesign.org/projects/roadmap/
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Vote at Home
The National Vote at Home Institute 
is dedicated to ensuring the 
security of our elections and putting 
voters' needs first by advancing 
vote at home practices.

www.voteathome.org
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Housekeeping

● Use chat to communicate
● Update your screen name: Josh (Chicago, IL)
● Mute your audio if you aren’t speaking
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Context and overview
Spotlight on supplementary 
materials
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Context and Overview

● Voting by mail is an increasingly common 
practice in localities across the US

● Practices range across states
● Design best practices increase efficiency 

while improving the voter experience
● Statute and requirements shift often 
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Best practices for supplementary materials help:
● answer voters questions
● get signatures in the right place by the right 

person
● get ballots back on time
● get ballots in the right place
● get envelope packages through the mail 

system
● reduce strain on office staff

Why make changes?
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Big picture
How to bring it all together
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Design solutions
for voting at home

Find VAH workbook here: 
https://electiontools.org/tool/pocket-voter-guide-template/
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Big picture

Creating a complete package

In the package
• Ballots
• Instructional inserts
• Privacy sleeves
• Voter guides
• I voted stickers

Before/after the election
• Websites
• Cure approaches
• Postcards
• Notices
• Voter education materials
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● Friendly + informative
● Layered information
● Self-referential
● Plain language
● Consistent
● Accurate
● Visual 

Big picture

Creating a complete package
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What goes in a vote by 
mail package?
Designing the basics
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VBM package: ballot

Ballots: how to mark the ballot

Ballots should be action-
oriented, simple, and stand 
alone.
● Tell the voter how to mark the 

ballot. 
● Include instructions on how to 

request a new ballot, and how voters 
may write in a candidate.

● Include information that will prevent 
voters from making errors.
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VBM package: envelope

Envelopes: who, what, when, where

VBM envelopes should be 
easy for USPS, EOs, and 
voters to use.
● What goes in the envelope
● When to return the ballot
● Where and how to return the 

ballot
● Contact info for more details
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What supports vote by 
mail voters?
Sending other materials to 
help voters vote
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VBM package: inserts

Inserts: a little more detail

VBM inserts answer voters’ 
questions and communicate 
changes.  
● Describes changes to voting process
● Offers additional languages
● Refers to other materials
● Reinforces information and/or 

provides more detail than on 
envelope

● Answers FAQs
● Doubles as privacy sleeve 
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Common topics:
● Dropbox or election office 

location(s) 
● Options for returning ballot
● Last date for using USPS
● Help voters know their rights
● Accessibility information
● Links to information online

VBM package: inserts

Inserts: a little more detail
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VBM package: inserts

Inserts: a little more detail
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VBM package: inserts

Inserts: a little more detail
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VBM package: inserts

Inserts: a little more detail
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VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: fill gaps

Voter guides can be used to 
fill civic literacy gaps. 
● Who/what is on the ballot. 
● How to mark the ballot
● Where and when to vote. 
● Explain voters’ rights
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Bite: gives key information to take action.

Snack: Might be enough to satisfy, or tempt 
someone to go further.

Meal: Follows on a bite or snack. After a meal, 
who wants more?

VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: layered information
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Bite: shortest possible 
information. Snack: Might be enough to 

satisfy, or tempt someone to 
go further.

Meal: Follows on a bite or 
snack. After a meal, who wants 
more?

VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: layered information
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Organize content to help voters 
find and understand the 
information.
Successful voter guides: 

● Makes a good first impression
● Starts with a roadmap
● 1 page = 1 topic
● Write headings as questions
● Include multiple languages 

VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: layered information
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VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: useful first impression
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VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: starts with a roadmap
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VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: 1 page = 1 topic
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VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: writing headings as questions
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VBM package: voter guides

Voter guides: multiple languages
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VBM package: voter guides

Pocket guide for voters   

Find pocket guide 
template here: 
https://electiontools.or
g/tool/pocket-voter-
guide-template/
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VBM package: voter guides

Pocket guide for voters   
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What supports vote by 
mail voters?
Educating through multiple 
formats
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VBM package: voter notices

Voter notices: give info + invite action

Voter notices can do a variety 
of things. 
● Tell the voter why they are getting 

the notice. 
● Give information first. 
● Ask for information. 
● Emphasize the action the voter 

needs to take. 
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VBM package: voter notices

Voter notices: give info + invite action
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VBM package: outreach campaign

Outreach campaigns: reach voters
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VBM package: outreach campaign

Outreach campaigns: reach voters 
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VBM package: outreach campaign

Outreach campaigns - Rochester Hills, MI
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VBM package: election website

Voter websites: add legitimacy

Election websites have 
consistent, helpful, easy to find 
information. 
● Links to the page with the right 

information.
● Shares consistent information.
● Answers voters’ questions wherever 

they are in the process. 
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VBM package: election website

Voter websites answer voters’ top questions

● What is on the ballot?
● How do I get an absentee or mail ballot, and 

when is it due?
● Where do I vote?
● Who is in office now?
● How do I register to vote?
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VBM package: social media

Social media: an opportunity for dialogue
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Social media has real time 
information and updates 
● Links to more information.
● Shares consistent, accurate, and timely 

information.
● Sets a friendly, authoritative tone. 
● Posts reminders.
● Refers to other materials. 

VBM package: social media

Social media: creates conversation
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VBM package: cure letters

Cure letters: solve a problem

Cure letters are a safety net 
for when signatures are not 
complete.
● Tell voters the problem. 
● Describe the solution. 
● Give the form. 
● Explain the options and details for 

taking action.  
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VBM package: cure letters

Cure letters: solve a problem

Los Angeles, CA
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VBM package: stakeholder updates

USPS flyer: updating key partners
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Case study
Keeping voters informed in 
Boulder
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Case study 

Boulder County Elections
● Planning a Voter Outreach Campaign
● Sample outreach checklist
● Message Platforms & Vehicles

○ External
○ Internal

● Examples of communication & outreach used for 
2016 - our first Presidential election as a mail ballot 
state
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Planning a Voter Outreach Campaign
● Identify your partners:

○ City communication staff
○ City Clerks
○ Other department communications staff
○ University communications staff
○ Community groups, party leaders, etc.

● Build contact lists - Emails, phone numbers
● Develop your “outreach checklist” - aka list of asks

○ Contact them then/or
○ Email what you would like them to do / what they 

agreed to!

● Get leadership buy-in (especially for 
internal employee communications)
○ Elected officials (commissioners, 

supervisors, etc.)
○ Dept heads

Goal: 
Identify your 
external & 
internal 
message 

platforms & 
vehicles

Oh, and do you have a budget? 
Get creative!
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Outreach checklist - 2016
● Presentation by Clerk or Election staff member possible?
● Place article in Newsletter (or more frequent email communications?)

○ Timing of placement
○ How long should it be
○ Image/photo

● Sharing of social media posts?
○ Should I tag you? Send a link?
○ Do you/can you follow us?

● Other physical mailings we could provide insert to?
● Event attendance / tabling
● Posters & palm cards - areas to place? How best to get to you/get up?
● Website button linking to our page?
● Other ideas for us on reaching the community
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Identifying your Message Platforms & Vehicles - External

Do on your own:

● Website / County Calendar
● Voter Email Program

○ Active
○ Inactive
○ Undeliverable ballot

● Social media: Twitter; FB; Instagram 
● Nextdoor posts
● Community Presentations & Tours + 

Event pages (FB, RSVP pages)
● Newspaper Guest Columns (op-eds)

Partner Buy-in / some assistance:

● Article for city newsletters & other 
outlets (provide to your parties)

● Posters & Palm Cards – Every county 
lobby, city halls, Rec Centers, Libraries

● City Council (school boards too) 
Presentations / City Council Memo

● City Public Access TV
● Commissioners Newspaper box / City 

Talk box
● University Emails / Dorm (digital) 

posters
Layer on:

- Targeted language communication - website & social media & more
- Paid Media: Social media, Bus/stall ads, Desktop/mobile, Pandora, YouTube
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Identifying your Message Platforms & Vehicles - Internal

● Intranet homepage daily stories
● Intranet website page for elections for employees

○ Created a 5 minute video about elections for 
employees

● Bi-monthly county newsletter
● #All Employee Email
● Staff meetings - share same video as above
● Distribution of “Employee Pocket Guide to Elections”
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Examples of Presentation / City/Partner Newsletter

Community Presentation teaser:

A lot has changed in Colorado since 
the last presidential election. Boulder 
County Clerk and Recorder Hillary Hall 
will present an overview of Colorado’s 
unique election model and what has 
changed since 2012 – hint: everyone 
gets a ballot in the mail and there are 
no voter registration deadlines (though 
some key registration requirements). 
The presentation will provide you with 
the high level information you need to 
become your very own neighborhood 
elections information expert. 
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Examples of Posters & Palm Cards
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Examples of Posters & Palm Cards
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Examples of Social Media
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Case study - Boulder County Elections 

Examples of Paid Media
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Boulder County Elections - Pandora
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Resources

VBM workbook

Layouts and design 
guidelines
https://civicdesign.org/fieldguides/
104-designing-vote-at-home-
envelopes/

Civic icons and images

Visual resources for 
election materials

electiontools.org/tool/civic-icons-
and-images/

Usability testing toolkit

Tools for getting feedback 
from voters, poll workers, 
and other users. 

https://electiontools.org/tool/usabili
ty-testing-kit/

Voter guide workbook

Layouts and design 
guidelines

https://civicdesign.org/fieldguides/

https://civicdesign.org/fieldguides/104-designing-vote-at-home-envelopes/
http://electiontools.org/tool/civic-icons-and-images/
https://electiontools.org/tool/usability-testing-kit/
https://civicdesign.org/fieldguides/
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How can we help?

● Answer questions
● Provide feedback and support for 

integrating best practices 

Reach out to Maggie at CCD: maggie@civicdesign.org
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Q&A

● What practices will be useful to you?

● Any questions about today’s topics?

● What additional support would be helpful?
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See you on Thursday!

Integrating low-cost tracking 
and reporting tools
Thursday, February 20th
2:00 pm – 3:00 pm EST

Register: techandciviclife.org/vote-at-home


