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Welcome 
Introduction of Trainers 
 
To better serve California’s diverse voters, 
voter information must be more accessible in 
design and delivery. 
• Aim to make voter information more effective and 

inviting. 
• Provide trainings, webinars, and other technical 

assistance in implementing recommendations. 
• Identify impediments to adopt best practices including 

regulatory, legislative, and financial barriers. 

 



"To raise voter confidence 
and increase participation, 
we must learn how voters 
get information and how to 
implement best practices 
for voter guides." 
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In today's webinar... 
How we conducted the research behind the 
best practices 

California voter guides today 
Research with voters 

Top recommendations and insights  
Civic literacy 
Layout and visual presentation,  
Plain language 

Resources for developing voter guides 
The Best Practices Manual 
Checklist of questions to ask 
And more 

 
 



Analysis of voter guides from all 
58 counties and the state for the 
June 2014 primary 

California Voter Guides 
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How we analyzed the voter guides 
Documented 60 features or information  
 What are the common elements? 
 What is most often left out? 

 
We found room for improvement 
 Both consistency for many elements of the guides, 

and wide variability.  
 Few elements were included in every county guide. 

 Potentially important information was missing from 
some or most of the guides.   
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Most answered the top questions 
Voter Questions # of Counties Voter Guides Content 

What’s the deadline to 
apply for a vote by mail 
ballot? When it due? What 
do I have to do to get it? 

55 Included information about voting by 
mail and early voting 

What’s on the ballot? 54 Had a sample ballot that was an exact 
copy of the actual ballot 

How do you vote (using 
voting system)? 

53 

Where do I go to vote? 48 Out of 58 counties, one was an all mail 
election. 

How do you register to 
vote? 

11 
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There were some surprising gaps 
Up to a third of the guides were missing 
information such as: 
 
 Accessibility options for voters with disabilities 
 Address of the polling place (or how to find it) 
 Deadlines for voting by mail 
 In-language support at the polls 
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The guides that answered the most 
questions 

Generally larger, more 
affluent counties, 
possibly because they 
have more resources 
 
 San Mateo 
 Santa Barbara 
 Santa Clara 
 San Bernadino 
 Placer 
 Siskiyou 

(most complete small county) 
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How can we improve voter guides? 
Close the gaps with best practices to: 

 
 Make the guides more consistent 
 Make information easier to find and read 
 Support new and infrequent voters better 

 
 

The analysis report and the collection of voter guides is online:  
http://civicdesign.org/projects/how-voters-get-information/ 



About the research 

How we developed the 
recommendations for the best 
practices manual 



League of Women Voters of California Education Fund   |   Center for Civic Design 

Qualitative research 

1 year 

14 locations 

38+ partners 

58 counties 

100 research participants 
 Voters, non voters, infrequent voters 
 Young, new citizens, low literacy, people with 

disabilities, language minorities 
 Close match to California demographics 
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Research process 

1 Stakeholder input  
Election officials, advocates, good government groups 
 

2 Landscape analysis  
Sample of guides from across the state 
Collected guides from all 58 counties 

3 Research with voters and non-voters 
 53 people: sources and formats for information 
 45 people: finding information in a prototype guide 
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Research locations across the state 
Oakland Berkeley San Jose Modesto Los Angeles 

Laney College 

Fruitvale 

Temescal 

Ed Roberts 
Campus 

Berkeley Public 
Library – West 
Branch 

Public Library 
at San Jose 
State College 

Billy DeFrank 
Lesbian & Gay 
Community 
Center 

Public Library 

Maddux Youth 
Center 

Cerritos 
Shoppping 
Center 

Focus Plaza 

Sty John the 
Baptist Churs, 
Baldwin Park 

CAUSE, 
Pasadena 

County Clerk's 
Office, 
Norwalk 



League of Women Voters of California Education Fund   |   Center for Civic Design 

The 98 participants were diverse 

Age Range % 
Silent 69+ 5% 

Boomers 50 to 68 12% 

Gen X 34 to 49 29% 

Millennial 24 to 33 29% 

Student 18-23 26% 

Race/Ethnicity CA % % 
Hispanic  38% 39% 

Asian  13% 18% 

Black  6% 12% 

White 40% 17% 

Mixed/Other N/A 13% 
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We found a range of voting habits 

Voting Habits Last Election % 
Regular voters 2013  23% 
Presidential voters 2012 21% 
Infrequent voters 2011 or earlier 24% 
Non-voters Don't know/never voted 30% 

Registered? CA % % 
Yes 73% 72% 

No 27% 26% 

Don't Know 2% 

The right to 
vote should 
be honored. 

I vote when 
I have an 
opinion. 

Voting is the 
right thing 
to do. 

No one in 
my family 
votes. 

I guess I'll 
vote...if I get 
to it. 
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California voter guides are long 
 The size of the guides roughly correlated to 

the size of the county. 
 

 Reading them can feel like an 
overwhelming task.  
 

 Think about the "20-second test" 
 
 



Top recommendations 

The top insights about how voter 
guides can support voters more 
effectively 
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Three big insights 
 Civic literacy is a huge challenge 

 
 Layout and visual presentation are 

important for comprehension 
 

 Plain language can't be overemphasized 
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Top recommendations 
 Organize voter guides to help voters find 

their way to the information they need 

 Present information so it is easy to 
recognize and identify 

 Write information so it is easy to read and 
understand 

 Personalize information for voters 
appropriately 

 Close civic literacy gaps through structure 
and content 
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Key communication tactics 
• Create culturally specifc graphic illutrations 

of the voting process. 

• Teach how to prepare to vote, including how 
to sort our conflicting opinions and how to 
use the sample ballot 

• Highlight ways in which accessible voting 
options, in addition to language access can 
help others vote effectively. 

• Connect the impact of measures to specific 
communities. 

• Make connections to community values. 

 



The three insights 

Civic literacy 
Layout and design 
Plain language 
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Civic literacy is a big challenge 

Elections are not intuitive, so 

voter guides have to bridge 

knowledge gaps. 

 

New and infrequent voters 

don't know where to start. 
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Voters – especially new voters – want 

Information that will help them: 

 Understand their choices about how, 
when, and where to vote 

 Learn about what is on the ballot for 
each election, so they can make decisions 

 Identify non-partisan official information 
they can trust 
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Layout and design 

Voters want a roadmap to the 

booklet...and the elections 

process. 

 

They liked pages that used 

visual layout effectively and 

were easy to scan.  
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The top five pages in current guides 

 Use layout and design to communicate the type of 
content on a page 
 

 Make it easy to differentiate types of pages 
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Plain languages 

The importance of plain 

language to bridge the civic 

literacy gap cannot be 

overstated. 
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Election terms are confusing 

People didn't know many common 
election terms 

Or understand what other words mean 
in the context of an election 

• Primary 
• Endorsement 
• Rebuttal 
• Redistricting 
• Top Two Primary 

• Early voting 
• Split your vote 
• Sample ballot 
• Measure 
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The Voter Bill of Rights was valuable 
but hard to read 

Read it online: http://civicdesign.org/projects/how-voters-get-information/ 



Questions? 



Resources 

To help you create or revise your 
voter guides 
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See all the webinars 
1. What are the Best Practices for Developing and Reviewing 

Voter Guides? 
Monday, April 27, 11:00am-12:00pm 

2. How to Use Layout and Visual Presentation in Voter Guides 
Monday, April 27, 1:30pm-2:30pm 

3. How to Use Voter Guides to Close the Civic Literacy Gap 
Friday, May 1, 11:00am-12:00pm 

4. How to Use Plain Language in Voter Guides 
Friday, May 1, 1:30pm-2:30pm 

 
Sign up or view the archived webinars: http://cavotes.org/ 
 

http://cavotes.org/
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https://cavotes.org/
download-best-
practices-manual 

Download the 
manual from 
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Ask yourself these 
questions when 
creating or 
revising your 
voter guide, so it 
has the answers 
voters need. 

Use the  
checklist 
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Download additional materials 

Report and recommendations  
 Sample voter guide pages illustrating the 

recommendations  
 Icons and illustrations from the prototype voter 

guide 
Preliminary reports and presentations  
 Landscape analysis from the 2014 primary 

election 
Research protocol materials 
 Voter demographic questionnaire forms 
 Sample pages and prototypes tested 

http://civicdesign.org/projects/how-voters-get-information/  



League of Women Voters of California 
Education Fund 
cavotes.org  | easyvoterguide.org |  smartvoter.org 
 
 
Center for Civic Design 
civicdesign.org  | @civicdesign 
civicdesign.org/projects/how-voters-get-information/ 
 
 
How Voters Get Information 
Best Practices Manual for Official Voter Information 
Guides in California 
https://cavotes.org/download-best-practices-manual 
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