
Accurate and Effective 
Elections Communications

Tammy Patrick

CEO-Programs

National Association of Election Officials (Election Center)

NCSL’s Strong Elections, Strong States: Western Region 

May 19th, Denver, CO



The Basics
Semantics
Experts
Context
Knowing your stuff
Covering your bases
Voter confidence



3

Every election has a story to tell.

Sometimes we don’t know what that 
story is until long after the ballots are 
counted.

Now, more than ever, how we talk about 
it all matters.



Basics
Where are we at / Elections in 2023…

4



It’s Complicated: Election Basics
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Statistics from Election Data Services



*May vary by state

Election officials have many titles*

Supervisors 

Clerks

Auditors

Recorders

Registrars 

Assessors

Directors

Judges
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“One size does not fit all”

You are going to hear it, so be 
prepared…
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VR: in all but 1 state it 
is the first step

EDR: 22 states & D.C.

FPCA/FWAB
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Avoid generalities.  In elections there is always 
an exception. (See what I did there?)



Even so, some 
universalities exist.

#1: Voters don’t always 
know how the system 
works and how to 
interact successfully with 
the franchise. (So, don’t 
assume that they know.)
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Semantics
Words to use/Words to avoid
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Universality #2: 
Election Terminology…
Words Matter!
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Red Flags & Triggers

Black Box
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Fraud

Election Deniers

Election Integrity

Suppression

Rigged

Big LieVote Flipping

I’ve heard that…

Conspiracy

Some people are saying…

Fixing
Stuffing



Experts
Who are you listening to / Who are you quoting
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Be the trusted validator, the trusted source
You want to both establish yourself as a trusted source and 
establish trusted sources and experts for yourself to help 
inform how you navigate this often-complex topic.

It is complex:  but you need to also be personable, not just 
able to simplify the topic.*

What is your brand? Does who you quote, re-tweet, seek 
their counsel reflect your values?

16



Experts?

Credentials

Area of expertise relevancy

Sources—first-hand or “I saw/read it online”?

Motivations

“Donate Here”

Self-proclaimed (& media too*) = know who 
you are talking to 
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Host your 
elections 
officials!

DEMOCRACY FUND  |  ACCURACY IN ELECTION INFORMATION |  SEPTEMBER 

17TH, 2018
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Contextualize
Don’t jump to conclusions / Why having those relationships matter
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In this heightened 
environment, it is 
easy to thing every 
issue is a cyber 
attack.

Consider how 
issues are framed 
and what context is 
left out.
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Even if you see it with your own eyes, it may not be true…
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Alphabet Soup 
of Security 
Terms: 
Avoid/Explain

HTTPS://WWW.CSG.ORG/REPORT_INTER
ACTIVE.PDF
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https://www.csg.org/report_interactive.pdf
https://www.csg.org/report_interactive.pdf


Know your state (really, really, well!)
You’ve a lot on your plate, have trusted resources
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Know your state:

What equipment is used?

What certification/testing requirements do you 
have for technology?

What training is required of election officials & 
pollworkers? (KS, LA)

What do your state experts (election officials) 
recommend/want/need?

How robust is/are your state association(s)?



Universality #3: Things change!

When given options in voting voters move away from 
Tuesday, Election Day as demonstrated by
Charles Stewart, MIT--the “Snow Globe of Elections”.



















Change can have 
tangible 
repercussions 
that vary 
depending on 
jurisdiction size. 
The tsunami of 
FOIA requests has 
hit rural areas the 
hardest.
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Loss of institutional knowledge 
increases the need for training. 
It may result in more errors that can 
be pointed to in order to cast doubt 
on the election.



Cover all your bases
Is accurate information reaching all constituencies?
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Consider all the parts of your state, 
different media outlets/platforms, 
media deserts & the digital divide.
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What increases voter confidence?
Baseline: Facts have to matter.
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Personalize the process.
Election officials are our neighbors, family, friends.
They shop at your grocery store, sit next to you in 
worship, their kids are on your kid’s team.



Observation: 
What is allowed & where?
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Source:  Associated Press
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It is not enough to 
just allow for 
observation, 
share out the 

process.



What are the 
security safeguards 
we can talk about, 
highlight, & share?
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Logic & Accuracy 
Testing 
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Highlight the bipartisan nature of elections
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St. Louis County, MO

• Election officials are 

in new territory—

most have been 

dedicated to 

transparency of 

process, now they 

realize that security 

of systems may not 

mean 100% 

transparency.

• Not all details will be 

disclosed.
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• Documenting and discussing security 

measures and having robust chain of 

custody notations is ever increasingly 

important.

• Public confidence rests on our ability to 

demonstrate nothing was tampered with.

Maricopa County, AZ
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Tens of millions of voters 
have their ballot handed 
to them by USPS, not a 
pollworker.
How are you discussing 
absentee/vote by mail?



Projections: 2 Examples
(1 Cause—close margin of victory)
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How many of you have a certification of 
your OFFICIAL results on Election 
Day/Night?



Election Day 
Projection of who 
the eventual 
winners will be 
by the Press: 

The importance 
of a wide margin 
of victory
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Elections*:
Fast

Cheap
Accurate

*pick two.
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Every eligible 
vote gets 
counted.

62



Provisionals too!
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Projection of one state’s process on another state 
(where the elections are closer…) should be avoided 
because the devil is always in the details—When 
are AB/VBM/UOCAVA & provisionals processed? 
When do audits occur?

64



65

Brown County, OH has a population of less than 
44K.  Maricopa County has 2.5M registered voters, 

1.56M voted in 2022 Midterm. Their official 
canvass was done 2 days later, but they also do 

their hand count audit BEFORE the canvass.
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Nov 11th, 2022

Nov 17th, 2022
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November 18th, 2022
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Think 
about 

how you 
use 

photos 
and data 

to not 
only 

convey 
the facts 

but get an 
emotional 
response.





• Repetitive use of the same 

graphic—here the daily 

posting of pre-registered 

voters turning 18—

establishes a “branding” of 

information



• Consider the graphics

• Use of humor

• Clear instruction/direction
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