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Introduction 

In his 2012 Election Night victory speech, President Barack Obama started by saying, “I want to 

thank every American who participated in this election. Whether you voted for the very first time 

or waited in line for a very long time.” At which point he paused and added, “By the way, we 

have to fix that.” 

How to actually go about fixing elections is an issue that creates significant debate.  This is 

partially because elections have a lot of moving parts and many areas are ripe for reform.  

Former Missouri Secretary of Robin Carnahan has offered a useful way to think about many of 

the challenges that Election Day creates from a business perspective:   

Now, let me paint a fuller, behind-the-scenes picture for you about how elections actually 

work. I’ll use Missouri as an example…we’re a medium size state with four million 

registered voters, 116 local election officials (most independently elected), 4,000 polling 

locations and over 20,000 poll workers who actually run our elections. And while as 

Secretary of State, I hold the title “chief elections official,” my office never prints, 

touches or counts a ballot.  Now as an elections geek, I sometime use a little thought 

experiment to help people understand the scope and complexity of running an 

election…so just imagine for a minute that you’re trying to run an election like you 

would a service delivery business. Here’s what you’d be facing…  

 

 Your business is open for, basically, one day every other year.  

 All four million of your customers could show up on that day, and even though 

you know they won’t, you have to be ready just in case.  

 Your front-line employees who are supposed to take care of all those customers 

are essentially volunteers who might do the job every couple of years and  

 You ask them to work a 16-18 hour shift.  

 Your employees’ average age is…can you guess? 72  

 Election laws vary sometimes dramatically from one state to the next and endless 

media coverage about various laws and challenges to laws leaves both voters and 

poll workers confused about how voting works, what ID’s are required and what 

days the polls are open  

 When your customer, the voter, finally gets a ballot, they’re asked to vote on 25-

30 races from federal to state, county, judicial and complicated ballot 

questions…so ballots are very long  

 Naturally your customers expect everything to work perfectly (and video tape and 

tweet about things when they don’t just to add to the confusion)  

 Oh, and customers also expect to get in and out in 15 minutes and not have to 

endure long lines.  

 Then when the customers are all gone and polls finally close, the media expects 

the count to be quick and results to start rolling in as soon as the polls close, and 

they want final results by the end of the night.  
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It’s staggering to think about…no one would survive if they ran a business the way we 

run elections!
1
 

Secretary Carnahan’s explanation reinforces that there are many areas of election administration 

that could be, as the President pointed out, fixed.  Voting rights advocates and others grabbed on 

to the President’s phrase and began trumpeting much needed legislative reforms.  Such reforms 

address voter registration improvements, additional voting machines, expanded early voting 

opportunities and much more.  While a legislative fix should be discussed, the reality is that a 

divided Congress is unlikely to pass meaningful electoral reform legislation.  This is particularly 

true as election administration has taken an increasingly political turn in recent years.  

Additionally, any piece of legislation would only partially solve the problems faced by voters. 

Possibly because of these legislative constraints, President Obama created a Presidential 

Commission on Election Administration (PCEA) following his continued commitment to the 

issue in his 2013 State of the Union address.  PCEA Co-Chair Bob Bauer explained the 

commission role by stating that, “The President’s expectation is clear, the Commission is 

charged with developing recommendations based on the best information available for 

administrative practices that afford voters the opportunity to cast ballots without undue delay and 

improve their overall experience.” 

In order to accomplish this task the PCEA was charged with examining:  

 

(1) The number, location, management, operation, and design of polling places;  

(2) The training, recruitment, and number of poll workers;  

(3) Voting accessibility for uniformed and overseas voters;  

(4) The efficient management of voter rolls and poll books;  

(5) Voting machine capacity and technology;  

(6) Ballot simplicity and voter education;  

(7) Voting accessibility for individuals with disabilities, limited English proficiency, and 

other special needs;  

(8) Management of issuing and processing provisional ballots in the polling place on 

Election Day;  

(9) The issues presented by the administration of absentee ballot programs;  

(10) The adequacy of contingency plans for natural disasters and other emergencies that 

may disrupt elections; and  

(11) Other issues related to the efficient administration of elections that the Co-Chairs 

agree are necessary and appropriate to the Commission's work. 

Out of the list of items the Commission has examined, one area that directly impacts the 

efficiency of Election Day, and can be quickly addressed throughout the country is the training 

and preparation of poll workers. 

                                                 
1
 http://www.ndi.org/files/Robin-Carnahan-speech-techatstate.pdf 
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Poll Workers 

While all of the issues set out for the PCEA are important to conducting elections, FELN 

believes that particular attention should be paid to poll workers because there is no practical 

solution that can make a more significant and immediate impact on the voting experience of 

Americans.  Ultimately, it is poll workers or election judges who are the individuals responsible 

for conducting our elections.  Unfortunately, these individuals are almost always undertrained 

volunteers tasked with a job that has become increasingly difficult. 

The Help America Vote Act (HAVA) created many needed election reforms.  However, it also 

created new challenges in the polling place.  The expansion of electronic voting machines, use of 

provisional ballots, and creation of a different identification standard for many first time voters 

have all contributed to an increasingly complicated Election Day.  On top of this, many state 

legislatures have been passing controversial elections laws, which frequently end up in the court 

system.  These changes and the uncertainty that results from ongoing court fights only add to the 

challenges and potential for confusion for voters and poll workers alike.  

As a result, Election Day issues are arising because of poll worker error.  In many states on 

Election Day 2012, for example, poll workers insisted that voters show a driver’s license even 

though this was not the law in the state.  The PCEA heard testimony of one such instance in 

Philadelphia when a voter testified about her struggle to vote in November 2012. Unfortunately, 

such instances can only be due to confusion and inadequate training, or much less likely, 

malicious individuals denying the right to vote to eligible citizens.    

The reality is most instances like this occur because of confusion and inadequate poll worker 

training.  The topic of poll worker training is nothing new.  However, historically much of the 

discussion about poll worker training has revolved around increasing the amount of training that 

poll workers must receive.  Certainly, there are minimal standards that should be established and 

met.  That said, the poll working experience is unique.  Unlike a typical job, poll workers – 

particularly new poll workers – do not get to develop their skills over an extended period of time.   

On any Election Day there will be first time poll workers who are expected to complete their 

tasks with minimal training and supervision. Poll workers are placed into their polling locations 

with the expectation that they can adequately serve the voters who choose to participate in the 

election, regardless of the assistance needed or the unique problems which may present 

themselves. Poll workers must therefore be prepared for any and all situations which may arise to 

ensure that voters are not punished with long lines or inappropriately given provisional ballots.  

By their very nature, poll workers are a unique form of employee which requires a unique form 

of training. The lack of opportunity for on the job training combined with a constant influx of 

new employees forces jurisdictions to provide materials which take the guess work out of poll 

worker responsibilities. Some jurisdictions have found solutions for this unique situation, while 

others have struggled.  
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What The Fair Elections Legal Network Did 

Recognizing the challenges of working in a polling place on a busy Election Day and the 

limitation of poll worker training, FELN reached out to state and local election officials from 

around the country to discuss various ways that they have overcome some of these issues with 

focus on simplifying the process.  

FELN used a simple series of questions to guide the conversations. The questions were as 

follows: 

1. Do you have any recommendations/materials that help to simplify the Election Day poll 

worker experience? 

a. If so, can you share those?  

 

2. What needs do you traditionally have for poll workers? Do you recruit poll workers or is 

that done by local parties etc.? 

 

3. Are there recommendations you would make to someone wanting to serve as a poll 

worker? (e.g. sign up early, not just general elections etc.) 

 

 

4. Do you have any interesting examples of poll worker recruitment programs or efforts by 

local organizations (e.g. adopt a polling place or fundraiser) that stand out as exemplary? 

These interviews were purely qualitative and many election officials were willing to share their 

resources as you will see in the appendix at the end of this report. 

Throughout the interviews, FELN heard about a number of innovative solutions being 

implemented in polling places across the country.   

The remainder of this guide provides examples that were collected from local election officials 

which represent a sampling of creative and effective materials for poll workers. They are divided 

by their time of use and purpose.  

Conclusion 

While each jurisdiction across the country has their own unique issues on Election Day, the lack 

of adequate time to thoroughly train poll workers is a common thread. Through creating smarter 

training materials for poll workers, jurisdictions can minimize problems and ensure a smooth 

voting process. As the gate keepers to the voting experience, the effect that poll workers can 

have on Election Day cannot be underestimated. Properly trained poll workers can ensure an 

efficient voting experience. Any solution to the nation’s elections problems must address the 
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issue of poll worker training and should utilize unique training materials such as those outlined 

in this guide to ensure that advances are made in training.  

Our recommendations based on the following materials and interviews of elections officials 

throughout the country include: 

 Establish a pre-Election Day triaging that uses role play and shows poll workers what to 

expect.  

 Split the responsibilities and training of poll workers so they are solely given training for 

the tasks they will be handling on Election Day.  

 Provide materials with necessary details on how polling locations are laid out and what 

information is required to ensure poll workers process voters correctly. 

 Outline common problems along with easy reference materials including checklists or 

palm cards to solve problems accurately and quickly. 

 Supply explicit materials pertaining to the closing of polls that include pictures of proper 

closing procedures, checklists, and show how materials are supposed to be sealed. 

 

This guide was prepared by the Fair Elections Legal Network. The Fair Elections Legal 

Network (FELN) is a national, nonpartisan voting rights and legal support organization 

whose mission is to remove barriers to registration and voting for traditionally 

underrepresented constituencies and improve overall election administration through 

administrative, legal, and legislative reform as well as provide legal and technical assistance 

to voter mobilization organizations. For further information please contact: 

The Fair Elections Legal Network 

1825 K Street NW 

Suite 450 

Washington, DC 20006 

(202) 331-0114 

Info@FairElectionsNetwork.com 
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Materials: 

Pre-Election Day Training 

Prior to Election Day, poll workers have a limited opportunity to learn the correct protocol. 
Local election officials across the country have worked to maximize training to provide materials 
that mirror real elections, such as the following: 

U.S. Election Assistance Commission, Successful Practices of Poll Worker Recruitment 
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Election Day 

 Opening the polls 

Election Day begins early in the morning across the country. To ensure all voters arrive to 
uniform voting locations, local election authorities provide materials to ensure that polls are set 
up correctly, often including pictures and diagrams to ensure the setup is correct and maximizes 
privacy. With a proper setup, complications can be avoided later in the day.  

Johnson County Kansas Poll Worker Training Materials: 
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 Processing Voters 

From the check-in process to the completion of their ballot, proper treatment of voters ensures 
their confidence in the electoral process. The best poll worker materials will ensure poll workers 
are able to check in voters with ease, saving escalating issues to captains for larger problems. 
The following materials provide necessary details to poll workers to ensure they process voters 
correctly.  

Santa Fe County, New Mexico, Election Worker Handbook 
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Marion County, Indiana, Poll Worker Training: 
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Missouri Sectary of State, Elections Division: 
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 Problem Areas 

To ensure voters can move quickly through the check-in process, preventing long lines, poll 
workers must be prepared to handle special circumstances. The following materials allow poll 
workers to quickly assist voters by providing answers to common problems for voters or 
machines. 

Michigan Department of State:  
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Los Angeles County Registrar’s Office: 
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Maricopa County, Arizona: 
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Split Responsibilities 

To ensure poll workers are trained for all aspects of their job, some jurisdictions train a poll 
worker only on their given tasks for Election Day. By thoroughly training each poll worker 
solely in their areas of responsibility, poll worker training sessions are streamlined and poll 
workers are not provided extraneous information. 

Los Angeles County Registrar’s Office:  
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District of Columbia Board of Elections: 
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Closing the Polls 

After voting has concluded, it is essential that poll workers are provided with clear instructions 
on closing the polls, ensuring that all information is properly accounted for. Poll worker 
materials pertaining to the closing of polls should be explicit and minimize the opportunity for 
mistakes.  

Maricopa County, Arizona Poll Worker Handbook: 
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Maricopa County, Arizona: 
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District of Columbia Board of Elections: 

 


	Poll Worker Resource Guide Cover.pdf
	Poll Worker Text Only
	Selected Poll Worker Materials Cover
	PCEA Materials ONLY

