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Ballot design was the catalyst for voting reform

In the 2000 presidential election, local elections officials in Palm Beach County, Florida were only trying to make their ballot more accessible to elderly voters by increasing the size of the type on the now famous “butterfly ballots” used in Florida then. But this good intention led to usability problems for some voters. The new line spacing, grouping, and proximity of candidate names may have caused some voters to vote for candidates they had not intended to because of the way the choices aligned in the ballot layout. 

Although dozens of discussions and studies were inspired by those problems with ballot design, most of the discussion has since then been redirected from usability of ballots to security, validity, and verification in voting systems.

I’m pleased that the EAC is refocusing attention on the key interaction of an election: that between voters and ballots.

Going into the election, the Palm Beach County ballot was probably tested at some point, say during L&A testing or after, simply to ensure that it would work in the voting machine. Until Election Day 2000, that’s what a “usable” ballot meant to elections officials: it could be processed. 

What makes ballot designs successful from the point of view of voters?

Errors in voting, such as undervotes or overvotes, are an important measure of effectiveness, and effectiveness is one of the usability measures laid out by NIST. NIST defines effectiveness as "the accuracy and completeness with which specified users can achieve specified goals in particular environments," a definition that is very close to the ISO standard.

Error rates are tantalizing evidence that something is wrong in the design. But voters don’t always realize they have made errors (or that the system thinks they have made errors, such as in the case of an intentional undervote).

Voters must feel confident that they can 

· Find the races they want to vote in.

· Understand the issues they are voting on. 

· Cast a ballot that will be counted as they intended. 

These are basic usability goals. They are also accessibility goals. 

How do usability and accessibility figure into ballot design? 

As Whitney Quesenbery, founder of the Usability Professionals’ Association (UPA) Usability in Civic Life/Voting and Usability project, pointed out at a recent EAC roundtable, “it takes access plus usability to provide accessible usability to all.” Improving the accessibility of ballots can improve their usability for everyone. For example, simplifying language for people who have limited reading skills or cognitive disabilities also makes a ballot easier and quicker to navigate and use for voters without these disabilities. 

In her statement to the roundtable, Josephine Scott (also of the UPA Voting and Usability project) said, “the best language practice for those with a broad range of disabilities is the language that works best for all voters:  plain language.” Plain language, she said, can make “polling truly accessible for all abilities by making [election communications] clear, easy to use and understandable.”

Clearly worded ballots and instructions optimize the opportunities to vote error-free for those with cognitive disabilities, as well as all of us for whom the stress of voting has its own cognitive challenge. How well can anyone read a ballot where there may be time pressures, bad lighting, a distracting environment and/or intimidating legal procedures?
Likewise, improving the usability of a ballot can also improve its accessibility. Clean layout helps navigation for voters using any type of ballot; plain language makes audio ballots faster and easier to use. Clear instructions for  use reduce the number confused voters. 

How do you know that a ballot is usable and accessible? 

Guidance for ballot design exists. Requirements in the VVSG for user interface design can help ensure that voting systems are capable of supporting a well-designed ballot. In addition, the EAC, working with Design for Democracy has created guidelines and templates for best practices in ballot design.

However, ballots are designed locally. New ballots are designed for each election. Having good guidelines for voting systems is good. To ensure that each ballot for each election is usable and accessible, we must go further. 
Best practices make an excellent point from which to begin. True usability is invisible. If a design works well, usually nothing is said. But if a design is not successful, users—voters—make mistakes. The only way to know whether a ballot design, indeed any design, is usable is to observe real people who are typical users using it. The best way to detect where language and design might be misunderstood or confusing is to observe a voter in the act of using the information provided. This is the essence of usability testing. 
Incorporating usability testing into the local ballot creation process (along with best practices on ballot design and ballot language) will reduce over votes and undervotes, minimize voter and election official errors, reduce the need for recounts, and improve the voting experience. 

Including people who have disabilities as participants in usability studies will help identify issues with accessibility, as well. 

Why usability testing it is so critical
Usability testing is the method for finding out if people are going to be able to use a ballot correctly and efficiently

Usability testing is the technique for evaluating products and uncovering problems in organization, design, and language while there is still time to fix those problems. In a usability test, trained observers watch and listen as representative users (one at a time) try to use a draft product, such as a ballot. Usability testing is a way to 

· explore questions with measurable answers, e.g., Do voters understand how many people they can vote for in a particular contest? Do voters select someone other than the person they wanted?
· confirm or challenge assumptions, e.g., Do voters understand the instructions on the ballot? If not, what words are problematic for them?
· help choose between design alternatives, e.g., In which electronic ballot design are voters more likely to vote every race: if there is one race per screen or if the races appear in a continuous flow? 

Ballots that are not usable by voters affect the outcomes of elections

The design of the “butterfly ballot” used in Palm Beach and other counties in Florida in the 2000 presidential election inspired the current movement toward improved voting systems, resulting in the Help America Vote Act (HAVA).  

Even though jurisdictions now have new voting systems, issues around ballot design still affect the outcomes of elections. The most widely reported problem was in the 2006 midterm election in congressional district 13 in Sarasota County, Florida.

In both cases, well-intentioned design applied “best practices” in a way that created usability problems. In Palm Beach, the use of larger fonts created inconsistency between the names of the candidates and the way those names were selected. In Sarasota, a desire to reduce the number of pages in the electronic ballot created a page in which a race appeared with no title above it.

The purpose of usability testing is to identify design problems. A design problem means that there is a mismatch between how the voter is thinking about how to do a task and how the system or ballot works. If even one participant in a usability test has a problem completing a task, say voting on a race, it is likely that real voters in the real world will, too. Though some in the usability community assert that large numbers of voters would be needed to identify all of the usability problems with any particular ballot, a very small scale usability test of 5-10 individual 15-minute sessions with representative voters would almost certainly have revealed the glaring ballot design problems in both the 2000 and 2006 elections and thus the problems could have been avoided. 

Usability testing is necessary even with best practices in design and language

Most local elections officials try to incorporate best practices in organization, design, and language when creating their ballots and other materials. And now the EAC has more information about best practices available. But even the best intentions can introduce unpredictable usability problems, especially when officials must also incorporate detailed local constraints or unusual demands on the ballot. 
However, best practices cannot cover all local situations

Every state, county, and local jurisdiction introduces some particular constraint that could affect the organization, design, and language on the ballot. 

In some cases, poor design and usability practices are built into local laws, requiring names in capital letters, centered text, or poorly written instructions. 

For example, in Washington State, Director of Elections Nick Handy observed counties making mistakes in the design of their ballots such as misspellings, mislabeling candidates, including races that should not be on ballots, and leaving off candidates. The EAC best practices templates do not cover these issues. 

Local elections officials need training and tools to learn how to do usability testing because one “master” best practices ballot cannot ever accommodate every local need. 

Elections officials conduct other types of research 

A few jurisdictions have done usability testing of ballots, most notably Cook County, and Chicago, Illinois, and Cedar and Colfax counties in Nebraska. But user experience professionals or academic researchers, not local elections officials, did those tests. 

Some local elections officials do other types of research about how well the elections system is working for voters, including surveys, “mock elections,” and focus groups. However, surveys and focus groups deliver “self reported” information; they cannot uncover the same types of problems as usability testing. At mock elections, vendor representatives or local elections officials are often present to train voters. Usability testing shows realistic individual behavior that reveals patterns in what happens when someone uses a ballot and why it happened. 

Developing the LEO usability testing kit

Work done to date
In April 2006, the Usability Professionals’ Association (UPA) Voting and usability project organized a two-day working symposium hosted by Michigan State University’s Usability and Accessibility Center. The group began to develop a "usability testing kit" for local elections officials (LEOs) to use to evaluate the design, layout, and instructions on ballots before using them in elections. 
Over the next year, the UPA Voting and Usability Project continued to develop the materials. In May 2007, Nick Handy, Director of Elections from Washington State invited me to train Washington State local elections officials on usability testing in the state’s regularly scheduled regional training for county auditors and elections workers. According to Director Handy: 

“These workshops were very well received by our local election officials and many counties took the ideas to heart and are using them… 

“We really believe that an important way to improve trust and confidence in elections is to minimize these kinds of mistakes that are common in every election jurisdiction in the country.  Each of these mistakes results in a headline that describes a mistake that most voters regard as another indication that elections officials are not exercising the proper level of vigilance in accounting for every voter and every ballot. 

“We did have fewer errors in 2007 than we did in 2006 and we attribute that to more usability testing by the counties and to a heightened awareness by our counties of these kinds of issues.”  

The current version of the LEO test kit is available at: www.usabilityprofessionals.org/civiclife/voting/leo_testing.html
Anatomy of the LEO usability test kit

The test kit is simple. It contains three documents. 

· Usability Testing Ballots: What you need to know tells LEOs when, why, and how to test ballots. It also suggests how many voters to use in a test. 

· Session script: Ballot usability testing provides a guide for conducting individual, observed sessions with voters. Having a script ensures that instructions to every voter who takes part in the study are the same. It also helps test moderators to make sure they are conducting through tests every time. 

· Sample test report: Ballot usability feedback helps elections officials through the analysis and reporting process by providing fill-in sections that we think apply to most usability tests of ballots. 
We expect that most local elections officials should be able to quickly read these documents to get an understanding of usability testing, and then use the documents as templates for their own studies. 

Including voters with disabilities as participants in usability testing

Many local elections officials have accessibility advisory committees. These committees can be extremely helpful in

· giving feedback as expert reviewers on ballot designs 

· helping to find voters who have disabilities to try out ballot designs in usability test sessions 

Similarly to relying on best practice for ballot design, relying on expert review of ballots also may not reveal issues that real people with disabilities may have as they use systems and ballots. 

The same method and kit can be used to test the accessibility of ballots for people who have disabilities. 
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