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    About the California "
      Voter Foundation !

Mission:"""
"""""Through"research,"oversight,"outreach"and"demonstra4on"

projects"to"improve"the"elec4on"process"so"that"it"be9er"
serves"the"needs"and"interests"of"voters."

Three*key*goals:*

1.  Assess&the&California&vo2ng&process&to&iden2fy&needed&
improvements&

2. Modernize&California&voter&registra2on&to&facilitate&
greater&par2cipa2on&

3.  Improve&disclosure&of&financial&interests&in&ini2a2ve&
campaigns&to&help&voters&make&informed&choices."



What Are Online Voter Lookup Tools?!

They provide voters with 24/7 access to key information to 
help them vote, such as:!

•  Check registration status/address 

•  Personalized ballot information/sample ballot 

•  Absentee ballot status (ballot transmission/receipt) 

•  Locating polling place 

•  Provisional ballot status 



California is one of only two states with no 
statewide lookup tools:!



Pew 2012 research found polling place tools 
were those most frequently offered by states:!



Why the delay in California lookup tools?!

•  Lookup tools started to become available after the Help America 
Vote Act of 2002 was enacted and states were required to create 
and maintain statewide voter registration databases to improve 
election administration. 

•  Lookup tools were an unanticipated by welcome by-product of 
HAVA, as state election agencies realized they could save staff 
time and costs while also expanding access to information by 
making it available online. 

•  California’s development of a new statewide voter registration 
database, called VoteCal, was late to begin as the Secretary of 
State initially asked the Department of Justice to allow the 
existing database to be deemed “HAVA-compliant”. VoteCal was 
further set back after the first contract was cancelled in 2010.  



Voter Use of Lookup Tools:!

 A 2011 national poll of registered voters 
conducted for the Pew Center on the States 
by the Mellman group found that: 

•  A majority (57%) said they looked up what was 
on their ballot before voting most recently 

•  Almost half sought out where to vote (45%) and 
voting hours (44%) 

•  About a third (30 percent) verified that they were 
officially registered  



In California, many counties offer 
lookup tools"

Of California’s 58 counties:!

•  31 offer Voter Registration Status lookups 

•  45 offer Vote-by-Mail status lookups 

•  21 offer Ballot Information lookups 

•  28 offer Polling Place lookups 

     Tools tend to be offered by more populous counties; close 
to 20 percent of CA eligible voters live in counties with no 
voter registration status lookup tool 



•  Counties with all four lookup tools (reg status, 
VBM status, sample ballot and polling place): 

Alameda  Los Angeles   Madera  Marin   Monterey 
Orange   Placer   Sacramento   San Diego         
San Francisco   San Mateo   Santa Clara   Shasta 
Solano   Sonoma   Ventura 

•  Counties with three lookup tools: 

Colusa   El Dorado   Kern   Napa   San Bernardino   
San Joaquin   Stanislaus   Yolo 



•  Counties with two lookup tools: 

Calaveras   Contra Costa   Glenn   Humboldt   Kings   Merced   
Riverside   San Luis Obispo   Santa Barbara   Santa Cruz   
Sutter   Yuba 

•  Counties with one lookup tool: 

Amador   Butte   Imperial   Inyo   Lake   Lassen    
Mendocino    Mono    Nevada    San Benito    
Tehama    Tulare    Tuolumne 

•  Counties with no lookup tools: 

Alpine    Del Norte    Fresno    Mariposa    Modoc    
Plumas    Sierra    Siskiyou    Trinity 







Other Ways Counties Can Offer Voters Online 
Lookup tools: !



County Participation in SmartVoter, "
2012 & 2013!

•  21 California counties participated in SmartVoter during regularly 
held 2013 local elections. Another seven counties participated in 
SmartVoter for the 2012 general election, for a total of 28 
participating counties during 2012-2013. 

•  Those participating in full (both ballot info and polling place lookup): 
Alameda, Butte, Contra Costa, El Dorado, Humboldt, Kern, Marin, 
Mendocino, Monterey, Riverside, Sacramento, San Diego, San 
Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Sonoma, Stanislaus, and 
Ventura (18 counties). 

•  Those participating in part (ballot info only): Fresno, Los Angeles, 
Orange, Placer, San Benito, San Bernardino, San Joaquin, San 
Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Santa Cruz. (10 counties) 



Another Opportunity:  Pew’s Voting Information Project 



Another Opportunity:  Pew’s Voting Information Project 



 Other Ways Counties Can Add Lookup 
Tools: 

1. Talk with your Election Management System 
vendor. They already have the infrastructure 
you need to be able to provide these tools 

2.  Ask another county for help – a county that 
has your same EMS and has already set up 
lookup tools may be willing to assist (Call Gail 
Pellerin!) 

3.  Participate in opportunities provided by the 
Secretary of State 



     For counties that already have lookup tools, 
consider potential improvements: 

Review messaging displayed when your site 
responds to a query: 

-  Is it in language that will make sense to 
the voter? 

-  Does it provide a phone number and/or 
email address the voter can use to contact 
the office with follow-up questions? 



     For counties that already have lookup tools, 
consider potential improvements: 

Ensure relevant information is added as soon as 
possible so the voter can take action if necessary 
(ex: vote-by-mail ballot status) 

Add voting history and other details (but make sure 
information will be securely accessed only by the 
specific voter) 

Make address specific information accessible by 
address lookup up (polling place and sample 
ballot) 



Example: Santa Cruz County, Before 
and After!



Example: Santa Cruz County, Before 
and After!



Make sure they are mobile-phone friendly 

CVF tested all county web sites and lookup tools in 
February 2014. Our research found that: 

In nine counties both the web sites and all lookup 
tools were found to be mobile-phone friendly: 

Amador, Contra Costa, Mendocino, Plumas, Shasta, 
Sonoma, Tehama, Tuolumne, and Ventura.  

San Francisco’s site is mobile-phone friendly but two 
of its lookup tools – registration and VBM status – 
were not. 





Examples of risky practices:!

Allowing the public to access sensitive 
personal information about voters online: 

•  Georgia’s lookup tool requires a user to enter 
the initial of their first name, last name, county, 
and birth date. The return screen displays that 
voter’s registration status, along with his or her 
full name, full street address, gender, race, 
registration date and absentee ballot status. 







 CVF 2004 study of California voter 
participation barriers and 

incentives:!

 Nearly one in four eligible nonvoters said 
one reason they were not registered to vote 
is because they want to keep their personal 
information private. 

 This was about the same percent who said 
they weren’t registered because they did 
not want to get called for jury duty. 



Best Practices/Tips:!

•  When providing voter look-up tools, avoid returning more 
personal information than was entered by the user 
(assume third parties other than the user will access these 
tools).  

•   Make sure voter registration status search return screens 
include instructions for updating or correcting the data 
displayed. 

•  Allow users to access polling place and ballot information 
by street address, and provide a sample address that can 
be used to try out these tools. 



Best Practices/Tips:!

•  Move lookup tools that require sensitive 
voter information to secure servers. 

•  Make sure lookup tools in VoteCal will be 
fully functional and accessible (election 
eligibility lookup tool) 

•  Provide in languages other than English 

•  Make sure they are user friendly for 
users with disabilities 



For more information:!

Kim Alexander, California Voter Foundation!
kimalex@calvoter.org, 916-441-2494 !

on Twitter @ kimalex3!

http://www.calvoter.org/issues/votprivacy!


