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About this project

In some states, if a vote by mail envelope does not have all the elements 
needed to be able to count the ballot, the election office notifies the voter 
and tells them how they can fix or ‘cure’ the problem. 

The problem is we know that not a lot of voters take advantage of it. Is 
this because this opportunity is simply an inconvenience? Or because the 
voters most likely to make a mistake are already less engaged? Or do the 
letters and forms not help voters understand their options?

We wanted to know why. 

Our research goals
To test a variety of form types with different communication and design 
styles. To see how voters perceive these forms and learn what motivated 
them to take action.
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Who our participants were

Procedure 

We spoke to 8 participants about their experience with elections and voting, while 
also testing and providing feedback on a variety of cure form pages. During the 
recruitment process, we were extremely intentional about accessing a broad 
participants demographic. Here is the breakdown:

Age range
 
2 18-24
4 25-34
1 35-44
1 45-54

US region

3 East
3 Midwest
2 West 

Gender identification
 
5 Female
3 Male

Race / Ethnicity
 
1 Asian
1 Black/African American
3 Caucasian
2 Latino/Hispanic
1 Mixed race
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How we tested 

First, we learned about who our participants were. We asked questions about 
what voting means to them, and to share any experiences around previous 
elections.

“My family is from Slovakia, which was communist, so for them the idea 
of voting was really important. I always went with my parents to the 
polls there.” 

“In 2016, I was so close to the voting age and it was hard not to have a 
say in anything. But when 2018 came around, it was satisfying to 
participate.  I now have an appreciation for the small, more local 
[elections].”

“Politics in the Bronx is changing. There's a sense that your vote is a 
treasured thing. But the direct result isn’t felt.”

“My family emphasized the importance of voting from a very early age. 
[...] I remember going around collecting signatures at age 12.”
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How we tested 

Next, each participant was linked to a packet of cure forms, with pages in 
randomized order. Before we began, they were each described a scenario to 
consider while viewing the first form. The scenario was then repeated for the 
second form.

Scenario 1 (Form 1 and 2)

Let's say you voted by mail three 
weeks early. One week later, you 
received something like this in 
the mail. 



6 | Designing Ballot Cure Forms: Research & Recommendations

How we tested 

Then, each participant was told a second scenario. This scenario involves a 
shorter actionable time frame for curing their ballot. The intention for the 
scenario switch was to understand if the participant would react and act 
differently considering the shorter duration in respect to the form’s deadline. 

Scenario 2  (Form 3 and 4)

Say you still voted by mail about 
a week before the election but 
you received something like this 
in the mail a few days later on 
Thu, Oct 29.
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How we tested 

Lastly, each participant was told the third scenario. This was to learn whether 
or not receiving the cure form after the election would change their perception 
or behaviors.

Scenario 3  (Form 5 and 6)

Say you still voted by mail, but 
you received something like this 
in the mail on Thu Nov 5, two 
days after the election.



Voter experience
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How the participants are  voting in the 2020 election

Voting option
# of participants 

(out of 8)

Absentee/Mail-in 2
Early voting 2
Polling booth 2
Drop-off 1
Undecided 1
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Voting at the polls

We asked the participants: “What is most important to you when 
considering going to vote at your polling site this year?”

“If I show up and there are hundreds of people (like in Georgia) with no masks 
and not social distancing, I would probably turn around.”  

“I will go to the polling site this year because it's walking distance from my house 
and seems easier.”

“[As a newly citizenized American,] this year is my first time voting. The chance of 
even a 0.1% possibility of my vote not counting is a driving factor in my decision 
to vote in person.”
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We asked the participants: “What is most important to you when 
considering voting by mail this year?”

“This year if I vote I'm definitely voting by mail. It seems to be the safer thing and I 
won't have to wait in lines.”

“I decided not to because I heard about how NY was throwing out absentee 
ballots.  I am scared my vote won't count even though I went through all this 
effort to get a ballot.”

“There’s no paid postage [on the NYC mail-in ballot]. There’s also a disparity on 
how much to pay by borough. It's annoying that there's a set price for something 
that is our right.”

“USPS might be understaffed and underpaid, but I don’t want to risk my vote not 
being counted.”

Voting by mail



Tested pages



13 | Designing Ballot Cure Forms: Research & Recommendations

We tested six existing cure forms 
from all over the US.

We removed any identifying 
information and replaced it 
with the fictitious county and 
state of Franklin, Hamilton so 
participants did not focus on 
the jurisdiction

A B C

D E F
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What participants said

Though its steps was clear and helpful 
to participants, they said it’s fairly 
wordy.

“If I got this in the mail I'd be pissed off because 
it was something so simple -- and now I have to 
do other stuff.”

“I think it should have a logo on it to make it look 
more official.”

“They cited an election code. Seeing there’s a 
process makes me feel more comfortable.”

“I would wonder if I will be given confirmation 
that this was received, especially if I choose the 
dropbox option.“

“Postage, should that not be covered federally? 
That may discourage people from acting.”

Form A
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What participants said

Participants enjoyed its simplicity, 
though its casual nature could lead to 
lack of urgency.

“This is a lot simpler and easier to comprehend.”

“It says your signature is missing, but from what I 
can see, there's no space for a signature...it's 
unclear.”

“The pictures make it really simple and it breaks 
up the text.”

“I still think there should be a letterhead.”

“This one seems to be lacking urgency and a CTA.”

“The seal looks like a photocopy. It looks like it 
would have been typed by anyone very easily.”

“This one was my favorite. It was the most concise 
but still looked relatively official.”

Form B
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What participants said

Form C

Though participants weren’t crazy about 
the amount of required information, 
they liked the email option.

“I like the three steps on the side.”

“I don't like that it's not dated.” 

"I don't understand Tier 1 and Tier 2 - how they 
are different from each other?"

“The email option should be on it's own line. You 
can easily miss it otherwise.”

“It has a very legal feel. It feels like you're in court.”

“I'm glad that they give you the option to email a 
photo.”

“I’m getting misleading pieces of information. Is it 
by postmark versus in the clerk's hand?”
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What participants said

Form D

Participants hunted for point of contact 
info or an organization address and 
became frustrated at its absence.

“I like that they date it. It keeps us both 
accountable.”

“‘Help us count your ballot’ makes me feel like they 
do want to count it and they aren't going to 
disenfranchise me.”

“I should be able to email or fax, if I have the 
resources. They're not making it as easy as 
possible. There’s more steps that I have to go to 
make my vote count.”

“It doesn't have an address of where to drop it off 
or where to send it.”

“There's no phone number to call if you do have 
questions. I would like to see an address, too.”

“The form number info at the top is important 
because it tells me where it is coming from.”
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What participants said

Form E

Confusing or unfriendly verbiage 
doesn’t sit well with participants.

“'Two days prior to certification of election', when 
is that?”

“I have no idea what they mean when they say 
‘when the election is certified’, that is really 
vague.” - Former poll worker

“[If the only option is] just to mail it, you don't 
know if it'll ever get there.”

“I don't like the idea of ‘curing’ my ballot. It 
sounds like a disease or something.” 

“If I wanted to make my vote count and there 
were policies I cared about, I would certainly 
drop it off.”

“They should add a sentence like 'Please don't 
worry, your vote will still be counted.'”
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What participants said

Form F

A mobile curing option is a huge 
motivator, especially for younger voters.

“This is wordy, but straightforward.” 

“This one I'd be more inclined [to act] because 
there are more options to fix my ballot. I don't 
need to leave my couch.”

“The word ‘cure’ throws me off a little bit.”

“This is interesting. I can send a text message and 
take a picture of my photo ID. That's super easy 
and convenient for me. And I don't need to worry 
about postage or scanning.”

“Older people might be confused by mobile option 
but younger people would go for it.”

“‘Discrepancy’, ‘investigation’ - these are strong 
words. I feel like I'm being accused of something.”

Every participant liked the mobile option.
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Typical participant reactions to the cure forms

● Clear, simple, and 

straightforward

● Letter date stamped

● Email option

● Mobile option

● Friendly tone, like “Help us 

count your ballot”

● TMI/wordy 

● Lack of urgency

● Lots of voter required info

● No organization contact info

● Confusing verbiage, like

“certification of election” and 

“cure ballot” 

Although the forms were randomized for presentatin,  the order in which they 
were read didn’t make a difference, except for considering deadlines.
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Form rankings

Most favored Least favored



Learnings
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Make it trustworthy

The first action a voter takes is to identify whether the communication 1) came 
from the election office and 2) is authentic. 

Adding a few universally recognizable elements to the form helps voters can 
know it is coming from a trusted, legitimate source. Including contact 
information for the election office also allowed for the form to feel more official.

“The form should have a [seal] on it to make it look more official. To me ‘official’ means having 
[seal], letterhead, or something that identifies it with the BOE.”

“[Increasing] trustworthiness could be rectified with just a logo* or information of the institution 
that’s sending this to the voter.” 

Personalization on the form was another component that promoted 
trustworthiness.

“I would trust this form more [if] it was more personalized, so I'd know it was meant for me.”

"You want to make sure that it's going to the right person, and that it's coming from the right 
person, too."
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In addition to making the form trustworthy, voters have to understand what 
it tells them. Participants in our testing had strong, negative reactions to the 
word ‘cure,’ saying they had a hard time understanding how that concept 
applied to their ballots. When a word is interpreted with a negative meaning, 
it can be demotivating, as though voters are being told their ballot is sick.

“‘Cure’ is an interesting word choice. I assume it means to make it complete or countable. The 
connotation of it is usually medical.”

“I don't like that it says to 'cure your ballot'. It seems like it's a disease.”

This also comes into play with phrases that are out of the everyday lexicon or 
understanding. Be as clear as possible to avoid confusion.

“I have no idea what they mean when they say ‘when the election is certified’. That is really 
vague.” - Former poll worker

“[On one form] the language is more legal and talks about felonies. [The other form] is nicer 
but I might not be completely convinced it was coming from an official source.”

Make it clear, avoiding jargon
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“Finally, the letter and form need a clear call-to-action to encourage voters to 
take the steps to cure their ballot. 

Provide urgency in your opening statement without making them feel like 
they’re in trouble or they did something wrong. As an example, participants 
reacted well to “Help us count your ballot”.

Digital curing options, like email and mobile, will also allow more voters to 
access and feel motivated to fix their ballot, especially when deadlines are 
tight and for younger voters.

“The information should be clear and concise. When there’s a lot of text, people tend to get 
confused or don’t read the whole thing. You need text that captures your attention quickly.”

“[With the mobile option,] I'd be more inclined to act. I don't need to leave my couch.”

Make it have a clear call-to-action
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Tight deadlines can make the curing process hard or impossible, which can 
frustrate voters. Consider adding a date stamp on the form, not only help the 
voter but, to provide accountability for the election office. In addition, give 
them clear, attainable deadlines so they feel they have a realistic time to act.

“I’m getting misleading pieces of information. Is it [supposed to be delivered] by postmark 
versus in the clerk's hand?”

This became quite apparent when participants considered the third testing 
scenario, receiving the form two days after the election - on Nov 5.

“[In this scenario,] I would be upset. The deadline to return is literally the day I received it. If I 
don't get it on by that time, who's responsible? Was it me? Was it the USPS? Was it the Board of 
Election?”

“[In this scenario,] my first action would be to try and get someone to drop it off [since I do not 
drive].  I would also call them but it has a due date today.  Why didn't I get this earlier?

Make the dates transparent



Recommendations
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Form recommendations

Based on what we learned, we 
created a simple mockup based 
on the aspects that the 
participants said were important.
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Form recommendations

Use the header to make it trusted

● State or county seal or election logo 
(in color)

● Contact information
● Include phone #, email, website
● Point of contact name (in header or 

closing)
● Date sent
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Form recommendations

Explain the problem clearly

● Friendly, yet urgent first sentence 
● Specific reason for receiving form
● Voter personalized address
● Clear, feasible deadlines

Tell them how to take action

● Multiple convenient options for 
‘curing’

● Include mobile and email
● Bullet points or Steps
● Provide office address and hour
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Form recommendations

Show them where to sign 

● Legal statement when 
necessary

● Area for signature, marked 
with an ‘x’

● Clear areas for dates or 
other information 



Appendix
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Participant breakdown

Participant 
no. Zip City/Borough, State Age Gender Race/Ethnicity

CF01 11426 Queens, NY 20 Female Asian/White

CF02 10312 Staten Island, NY 22 Female White

CF03 10473 Bronx, NY 26 Male Latinx

CF04 85251 Scottsdale, AZ 55 Female White

CF05 53217 Milwaukee, WI 36 Male Black

CF06 85745 Tucson, AZ 26 Male White

CF07 53713 Madison, WI 32 Female Asian

CF08 53205 Milwaukee, WI 28 Female Latinx
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Form interest breakdown

Participant 
no.

Favorite Least

CF01 B A

CF02 B E

CF03 F C

CF04 F D

CF05 B D

CF06 B E

CF07 F B

CF08 F DB F
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Form appearance breakdown

Participant no. 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

CF01 A B C D E F

CF02 C F A B E D

CF03 E D A B C F

CF04 C B E F A D

CF05 B D A E F C

CF06 A B C D E F

CF07 E A F C D B

CF08 F E D A B C

order of appearance in packet
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Original, unadapted pages
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Original, unadapted pages
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Original, unadapted pages

Pg. 1

Pg. 2
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