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Thank you for the opportunity to provide an update on the Voter Hotline Study.  This study was conducted by The Pollworker Institute and IFES.  

Overview and Methodology

The focus of this EAC-commissioned survey of election officials was to gather information and provide assistance to election officials who are seeking to start up or improve their phone services.  The survey questions included those set forth in the EAC’s Statement of Work.  The consultants worked with the EAC Research Director to broaden the definition of “voter hotline”.  Originally, the definition was limited to toll-free numbers.  The definition was expanded to include non-toll free numbers so that we could collect information from all election offices regardless of whether they provide a toll-free number.  

The survey was web-based, with invitations sent out to a total of 5,920 election offices, including 3 federal agencies, 50 state offices, and 5,868 local election offices.  Survey responses were collected between August 28th and September 17th 2007.  A total of 1,466 election officials participated in the survey, including 1 federal agency, 27 state offices, and 1,438 local offices.  This represents a response by region of 29% in the Western region; 25% in the Southern region; 23% in the Northeast region; and 23% in the Midwest region.
Prevalence of Hotlines

The survey response indicated that state-level election offices are the most likely to have dedicated phone hotlines.  Likewise, larger local election offices are also more likely to have dedicated phone hotlines.  These are offices with a full time staff of 3-22 people and 1-20 part time staff members.  The smaller local election offices were more likely to not have dedicated phone hotlines.  These offices have a full time staff of 1-3 people and 1-3 part time staff members.

It should also be noted that election offices are turning to the Internet to provide more web-based customer services.  Election office web sites are open for business 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  A variety of services are being provided to voters, including:

· View your voter registration status

· Find your polling place

· Review and print your sample ballot

· Learn how to use voting equipment

· On-line poll worker training

A few election offices are expanding these services to include text-messaging and pod casting.  This provides election officials instant communication techniques, which are often utilized by the 18-35 year old population base.

Throughout the survey responses, we found a consistent message of “one size doesn’t fit all”.  Examples in comments received include from a small jurisdiction in Wisconsin, “We don’t need a hotline.  If someone has a question, they just walk into the office and ask me.”  From Los Angeles County, California, “In a major election our call centers field more than 10,000 calls per hour.”  And, from Forsyth County, Georgia, “We don’t have a hotline per se…rather we use our website to interface with the majority of our voters and that has worked extremely well.”
Features of Hotlines

The survey responses revealed that the majority of hotlines are normal toll phone lines.  All of the thirteen state election offices that responded operate a toll free hotline, with a couple of states offering a normal toll call hotline as well.

Most of the hotlines are operational all day or during polling place hours on Election Day.  When asked if their hotlines were available outside of election season, 21% responded that they are operational 24 hours a day; 53% are operational only during normal business hours; and 26% responded that their hotlines are not in operation outside of election season.

Information Available to Callers

When asked if information was available directly to voters through the hotline, or if not, whether the hotline had provisions for transferring the caller to the appropriate person or office, we found that most hotlines provided information directly or referred the caller to the appropriate staff person or office.

Over 75% of respondents provide information on (1) request and return of absentee ballots; (2) whether or not the voter is registered; (3) the voter’s polling place location and operating hours.  Other services provided via hotlines, included:

· Information on voting system

· General complaints and concerns

· Clarification of laws/procedures

· Request or check status of absentee ballot

· Polling place accessibility questions

· How to become a poll worker

· Provisional ballot status

· UOCAVA voter information

· Reporting fraud and filing a HAVA complaint

The survey results also provided information on additional uses of voter hotlines including the ability to communicate with poll workers, specifically recruitment efforts, and troubleshooting problems on Election Day.  Voters with limited English-proficiency can call a hotline number and request translated material.  An example of such a system is the Los Angeles County 1-800-481-8683 Multilingual Assistance Hotline.  When asked about providing TTY or TTD technology support for hearing impaired callers, the survey results indicated that 39% of state and 58% of local offices do not provide this service.
Use of Hotlines

The majority of calls received through voter hotlines fall into two categories:  

· Where do I vote?  

· Am I registered?

We found that very few hotlines are answered exclusively by an automated system.  The majority of the hotlines are answered by a live operator (83%).  Of the automated systems, 76% of them provide the caller the option of speaking to a live operator.  

Almost all hotline operators have access to voter databases to look up information on voter registration status and polling place location.  The automated hotlines are often integrated directly with this voter registration and polling place data to provide a seamless response to the caller.

Maintenance, Operation and Development of Hotlines

A majority of offices with operator-assisted hotlines use a non-structured approach to answering calls.  Others use scripts, forms, and checklists.  We found that less than 50% of the respondents have the ability to track call volume and caller wait time.  Also, a majority do not track the type of calls received.  Of those that do track the type of calls, most utilize a manual tracking system.  When asked about call volume, the survey responses indicated that the automated and state-run hotlines have the highest call volumes.
Nearly all of the jurisdictions responding indicated that development of a hotline was easy.  Two-thirds indicated that the hotlines were developed in-house, often by city, county, or state information technology staff.

Of the jurisdictions who utilize live operator systems, they listed customer service as their major reason.  Of those who utilize automated hotlines, they indicated that the system was chosen because of the availability of staff, anticipated call volume, and special needs of voters.  We found that some jurisdictions have chosen to utilize a blended system of both an automated hotline and a live operator system.  The automated system handles all calls relating to registration status and voting location, allowing the live operators to be available for more customized interaction with the callers.
Almost all of the jurisdictions that operate a dedicated hotline handle all of the maintenance in-house.  Likewise, almost all staffing is also managed in-house.  When asked about staff and training techniques, we found that shadowing an experienced operator was the most popular training method.  A majority of offices train their call operators prior to every election cycle.  Most operators are also required to use a password in order to access data.

Most offices use a multi-pronged approach to publicizing their hotline numbers.  The most common approaches include:

· Posting the hotline number on the office web site

· Printing the number on handouts, posters, flyers and election mailings

· Advertising the number in local or community newspapers

TIPS AND SUCCESSFUL PRACTICES

The last chapter of the report is devoted to implementation and management tips as well as successful practices from election officials across the country.

The respondents shared the following advice:

· Make sure that the operator has access to the latest updated information.

· Map out details and requirements before programming.

· Seek input from line staff that answer and handle the phone calls.

· Provide a quality training program.

· Stress-test the lines and install a backup generator in case of power failure.

· Anticipate problems and think through the best way to assist the caller.

Successful practices highlighted in the report include:

· Clark County, Nevada – “Line of Business” program

· New York City Board of Elections – “Vote NYC”

· Maricopa County, Arizona – Online Tracking Database

· Indiana Secretary of State and Lake County, Indiana – Toll Free Hotline

The report closes with a listing of successful hotline supplements/alternatives, including:

· New York State’s online access to verify voter registration status

· Jefferson County, Colorado’s online access to view the date ballot was mailed, returned, and processed

· Federal Voting Assistance Program’s online listing of jurisdictions that provide online services

· Johnson County, Kansas’s online access to voter registration, polling place and sample ballot, and text messaging/pod casting services

In closing, on behalf of The Pollworker Institute and IFES, I would like to thank the EAC Commissioners for the opportunity to conduct this study.  I would also like to express appreciation to my colleagues who worked on the project, specifically Jennifer Collins-Foley, President, The Pollworker Institute, and Karen Buerkle, former Research Director, IFES.  Finally, I want to recognize the hard work and efforts of Karen Lynn-Dyson for her assistance in modifying the survey to make it more user-friendly and for her continued support and efforts toward finalizing this report.
