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Following the November 2000 election, several nationally recognized groups studied the election 
system using traditionally segmented methods. Their conclusions were, by and large, framed as 
either problems with the legal system or deficiencies in vote-casting mechanisms. 
 
Originating first as an AIGA (American Institute for Graphic Arts) Chicago initiative, Design for 
Democracy was founded as a nonprofit, multidisciplinary organization whose mission is to 
improve the informational and physical systems involved in the American voting experience 
through education and user-centered research, evaluation, industrial, graphic, and strategic 
design, in order to support an environment in which every voter counts. 
 
Research conducted for Design for Democracy by Sapient and the students of the University of 
Illinois at Chicago has led to the development of proposals for improved signage, navigation 
tools, educational and instructional methods, vote-casting equipment, document-handling 
systems, and numerous other challenges faced by election officials throughout the country. (Figs. 
1–4) 
 
Of the 40 most populous election jurisdictions in the United States, Cook County, Illinois, at 6.2 
percent was second only to Palm Beach County, Florida, at 6.4 percent in the number of votes 
that were cast but not counted in the November 2000 general election. 
 
The Chicago Voting Experience Redesign Initiative (VERI) began in the days immediately 
following that fiasco with a proposed redesign of Chicago’s own butterfly ballot. VERI now 
involves dozens of professionals, educators, and students who are working to make things better 
for American voters. 
 
In the fall 2001, two classes of senior design students, industrial design and graphic design, 
joined forces at the University of Illinois at Chicago to undertake the challenge of redesigning the 
Cook County polling place. Led by Adjunct Associate Professor in Industrial Design Stephen 
Melamed, and Associate Professor in Graphic Design Marcia Lausen; and working with VERI 
Executive Director, Bob Zeni; the Office of the Cook County Clerk David Orr, and the Chicago 
Board of Election Commissioners, these students conducted research and developed design 
proposals and prototypes for improving the informational and physical systems involved in the 
voting experience. 
 
Election Design: Models for Improvement 
 
Introduction 
  
The misconception among many election officials is that design is about decoration tends to keep 
them from seeking out professional help. Most of the materials used in US elections are designed 
in rushed verbal exchanges between election officials and printers. Design for Democracy 
stresses the value and importance of introducing professional designers and the design process 
into election administration, production, and experience. 
  
Ballot Design Basics 
 



A workable system of typographic standards for Cook County/Chicago was developed by the 
student teams and presented along with guidelines for information hierarchy and color usage. 
The students created visual samples for presentation and review by the election officials. 
Redesigned ballot samples included punch card, optical scan, absentee, and electronic ballots. 
 
Poll Workers: Training and Recruitment 
 
One of the great difficulties of election administration is the workforce, employed for a single, very 
long day in the middle of the workweek. Poll workers (oftentimes called election judges) are often 
retired citizens who have done this work for many years. They are resistant to change, but they 
are the point of entry to changing the election experience for the individual voters. Much of the 
work conducted by the student teams of industrial and graphic designers has been in this very 
important area of behind the scenes activity. Prototypes of improved poll-worker training materials 
have been created in both print and electronic formats. 
 
Document Handling 
 
UIC graphic and industrial designers created samples of the redesigned forms and envelopes 
system that was then implemented in Cook County and is adaptable by other election 
jurisdictions. As well as an entire redesign of the storage unit that houses all the information 
creating a partitioned and highly organized set of compartmentalized trays that are ready for use 
upon removal from the secured storage cabinet. The work included prototypes of election judge 
stations that cut a portion of the polling place set up from 45 minutes to less than a minute. (Fig. 
5) 
 
Voter Information Materials 
 
Samples include simple step-by-step diagrammatic instructions for actual voting in the polling 
place, issues of multilanguage layout, and the complex information contained in the phone book 
like voter pamphlets used in some states. 
 
Polling Place Signage 
 
The student teams also created a simple adaptable signage system that specifies bi- and 
multilingual information and instruction for use in the polling place. Of all the items developed, the 
polling place signs are the easiest to adapt for local usage. (Fig. 6) 
 
Solution Details 
 
The student teams under the director of Professors Lausen and Melamed created an effective 
document for training and reference for election judges as well as physical prototypes of polling 
booths (Fig. 7), election judge stations, signage systems, and VSC (Voting Supply Carrier, Fig. 
8). The previous version of the election judges training manual was confusing and, in parts, 
incomprehensible. The first step was the development of a design system that directly addressed 
the researched and identified needs of poll workers. The system was then used to more fully 
integrate the text with a new set of easy-to-understand illustrations to create a vastly improved 
version of the manual. In addition, the same design system was then applied to a PowerPoint 
presentation that is now used to introduce the manual and support equipment to the poll 
workers/election judges during their training sessions. 
 
Results 
 
Although not quantified, a postelection survey of election judges indicated widespread support for 
the revised manual and support materials. Typical descriptions offered as feedback: “user 
friendly,” “well organized,” “easy to follow,” “well illustrated,” and “well written.” Other comments 
included: “Step-by-step descriptions and examples were thorough and very helpful. Good 



diagrams.” “A vast improvement.” “Best thing we've had in years!” “Terrific design and indexing. It 
made it very easy to look up the problem and find the solution.” 
 
Design for Democracy, in association with the University of Illinois at Chicago, has also 
developed navigational, instructional, and educational signage and completely revised the entire 
document handling system for the Office of the Clerk of Cook County directly impacting this most 
essential aspect of the democratic process. 


