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Ballot Re-D es i g n  Rep or t 
By Jessica Rachoza and Adam Treadwell 
 

Introduction 
The 2000 presidential  bal lot for Palm Beach County, Florida caused national  
controv ersy w hen the fai led desi g n  of the bal lot caused much confusion w ith 
v oters.   This confusion may hav e ultimately affected the outcome of the election.   
There are numerous bal lot desi g n  problems in v ol v in g  clarity,  conciseness, and 
arrang ement.  S ome problems are related to prox imity, order, typog raphy, color,  
and instruction.   O ur rev ised bal lot addresses and ov ercomes these problems.  
 
Florida Design Problems 
 
The Florida ballot fails in terms of prox imity betw een the candidate or party name 
and the v oting  hole.   I t w as unclear as to w hat punch-hole each candidate w as 
associated w ith.   The hole w as not spatially j ux taposed in a clear manner nex t to the 
appropriate candidate.   A rrow s w ere used to point from the candidate to the 
corresponding  hole, but the short leng th of the arrow  made for a w eak  v isual  
connection line.    
 

There w as also no identifiable order w i th  the l istin g  of the candidates, w hich 
made for a  v ery confusing  arrang ement.   The election choices w ere neither l isted 
alphabetical ly by the presidential  candidate s name or the party name, mak in g  !

specific parties or candidates difficult to find.   Placin g  the R epublican Party at the 
top of the l ist indirectly g a v e preference to the party as w el l  and may hav e led 
some v oters w ho w ere undecided to v ote for the R epublican Party due to the 
prime v isual  location and emphasis of the candidate.    
 
Problems w ith typog raphy occur w hen look ing  at the Florida ballot.   W hile a big g er font 
siz e is used for the candidate s name as opposed to their title, all type is in a condensed, !

all-caps font.   The sans-serif font aids in leg ibility as it is clear and dev oid of the noisy 
lines of a serif font, how ev er, the all-caps destroys any clarity the font choice prov ides.    
 
The Florida ballot is lack ing  in color, as it is a simple black  and w hite desi g n.   W hile 
this may be the cheaper route in ballot desi g n, it is not v ery effecti v e as the use of 
color is a maj or crutch in dev eloping  clarity.   U sing  specific colors for specific 
candidates and their corresponding  v oting  holes creates cohesion in the v oting  
process and allow s one to easily interpret and disting uish betw een v arious tex ts and 
options.   H ow ev er, w hile color is a handy tool, it is also more ex pensiv e and 
encounters problems w ith the color blind.   A  simple use of g ray-scale sol v es this 
problem as v arying  lev els of g ray prov ide g reat contrast and clarity, so long  as they 
are different enoug h to be disting uishable.  
 



�
 Page 2 

 

A nother maj or fla w  w i th  the Florida bal lot is the lack  of clear instructions w ithin 
close prox imity of the actual  bal lot.   The instructions are j ust as v i tal  as the 
actual  holes on the bal lot.   I f a  person is uncertain  on how  to v ote then they face 
the possibi l ity of v otin g  incorrectly.    
 

 

M e th ods  
I nitial  l iterature research w as done ex ploring  the identifiable problems w ith  the 
Florida bal lot and g eneral  notions of g ood bal lot desi g n.   A fter pinpointin g  the 
maj or problems w ith  the Florida bal lot,  as noted abov e,  and researching  onl ine 
sources of bal lot desi g n,  w e beg an  to draft an improv ed bal lot.   W e decided 
upon creatin g  a  paper bal lot due to the fact that electronic v otin g  is not secure 
enoug h  as ex amined by Tadayoshi  K ohno, A dam S tubblefield, A v iel  D .  R ubin, and  
D an S .  W allach in A nalysis of an E lectronic V oting  S ystem.   " # A dditional  research 
w as done to discov er al l  of the party symbols for those included on the bal lot.    
 
A fter sev eral  rev isions, three bal lots w ere created for testin g .  I n  al l ,  
approx imately 4 0  people took  part in  our usabil ity tests.   Q uestions w ere focused 
on the clarity of the bal lot as a  w hole including  the instructions, the order and 
layout of the candidates, the readabil ity of the bal lot in  terms of font si z e, 
w ei g ht,  and back g round g rayscale,  the use of the party symbols,  and the ov eral l  
ease in  w hich one w ould  be able to correctly fol low  the instructions and v ote 
appropriately for the candidate or party of his or her choice.    
 
O ne bal lot had a  v ery v isual ly appealin g  desi g n  and appearance but fai led under 
usabil ity testin g  since w e had sacrificed clarity for desi g n.   A nother bal lot w as 
deemed usable,  but w as also noted as borin g  and a  w aste of space by testers.   
The final  bal lot g arnered the most positi v e responses in  terms of usabil ity and 
ov eral l  desi g n  appeal.   This final  bal lot then underw ent a  few  more rev isions to 
fi x  al i g nment errors and other simple mistak es,  such as spell in g .    
 
The only concern w ith  our usabil ity testin g  in v ol v es the v ery narrow  
demog raphical  representation of our testers.   A l l  testers w ere col leg e students 
a g ed 1 8 -21 .   They w ere eq ual ly male and female but this small  sample is in  no 
w ay representati v e of the v otin g  population as there are neither middle-ag ed nor 
elderly testers, nor anyone of v arious socio-economic back g rounds and 
occupations.  
 

 

R e s u l ts / C oncl us ion 
 

S ucce s s e s  of  R e v i s e d  B a l l ots  
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O ur ballot succeeds in terms of its clarity, conciseness, and arrang ement.  I n terms of 
the spatial  prox imity of the election choice and the corresponding  hole, user testing  
and research show s that the location of the v oting  hole directly to the left of the 
candidate mak es a clear v isual  connection.   O ur testers commented that holes to the 
ri g ht w ere harder to follo" w  and that the location of the circle directly before the # "

party symbol is easily noticed because [ v oters]  read left to ri g ht.   The v oter is less #

l i k ely to mak e a mistak e w hen the corresponding  v oting  hole is located directly 
beside the candidate.   E ach v oting  hole is in l ine w ith only one election choice, 
neg ating  any confusion.   L ines also help to clearly separate the candidates, and the 
holes on the ballot are to be filled in w ith pencil, a technolog y w hich ballots 
themselv es could be counted w ith some form of scan-tron machine.  
 
The use of g ray to differentiate betw een each row  in the ballot increases the clarity 
of the ballot.   The alternating  dark  g ray/ li g ht g ray back g round behind each candidate 
and v oting  hole allow s the v oter to easily discern w hat row  they are in and v ote the 
appropriate candidate according  to this color scale.   Color imag es of each of the 
party s symbols adds additional  clarity for those w ho associate the specific party or !

candidate w ith the symbol.   Testers appreciated the party symbols noting  that they 
w ere different, interesting ,  and definitely noticeable.   Testers also commented " # " #

that the alternating  g ray scale is helpful  because they can clearly discern w hat row  
they are in.  
 
The san-serif font is hi g hly leg ible, as is the use of low er-case tex t.   The use of bold 
and v arying  font si z es helps k eep the ballot clear and concise.   The name of the 
party is in bold w hile the candidate s names appear in a larg er font because those !

are the k ey w ords that v oters are look ing  for.   The title of the candidate appears in a 
smaller font si z e because v oters tend to be more concerned w ith the person and 
party rather than the specific titles.   Testers noted that the party names and names 
of the candidates w ere clear and understandable $ they k new  w ho they w ere v oting  
for.  
 
The ballot w as arrang ed alphabetically according  to party name, a manner that most 
A mericans are able to understand.   This allow s a v oter to find their election choice 
and does not prov ide any bias preference to any specific candidate or party.   W hile 
our ballot orders the candidates by party from A  to Z ,  other ballots could be created 
that listed the parties M  to L  or Z  to Y  in order to g i v e all  parties eq ual  placement at 
the top of the ballot w hile still  being  in an order that is understandable by most 
A mericans.  
 
A  final  improv ement betw een the ori g inal  Florida ballot and our rev ised ballot is the 
inclusion of clear instructions on the same pag e as the ballot.   U ser testing  show s 
that the instructions w ere clear and concise, as all  needed information w as prov ided 
w ithout any filler.   E x amples are g i v en to the v oter as to how  a correct or incorrect 
v ote appears, clearing  up any possible confusion.   The instructions are bolded and 
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capped to emphasis the instruction by catching  the v oter s eye.   M any testers !

commented that you w ould hav e to be a complete idiot to not understand the "

instructions.   H ow ev er, no matter how  clear our instructions are, there w i ll  al w ays #

be those idiots." # 
 
D ue to our online research of ballot desi g n and the problems w ith the 2000 Florida 
ballot, along  w ith usability testing  of our drafted ballots, w e w ere able to create a 
v isually appealing  ballot w ith clear instructions, w hile maintaining  usability by 
potential  v oters.  
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