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Introduction 

For voters, Election Day is a way to perform their civic duty. For those involved in elections, 

Election Day marks the long-awaited culmination of tireless efforts to serve and encourage 

voters to go to the polls. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, traditional methods of 

community engagement and empowerment were abruptly reduced or eliminated. More than ever, 

the need to leverage existing technology to engage the electorate was critical. For low-propensity 

voters, first-time voters, newly Naturalized citizens, or non-native English speakers, the voting 

process can seem daunting for a normal election. For many, the 2020 Presidential Election was 

particularly confusing, with voting rules and procedures in a state of constant change.  

Montgomery County, Maryland, not only leveraged Zoom, Teams, our newly developed MoCo 

Votes app and other methods of communicating that served as the new platforms for community 

engagement during the pandemic, but also made effective use of traditional communications 

such as direct mail, radio, and television to push voters toward a simple texting short code 

platform. SMS texting provided County voters with reassuringly simple, straightforward and 

time sensitive information and service generated hyperlinks. 

 

 



The Need for Expeditious Implementation 

The coronavirus has altered the way many Americans are voting or going to the polls. The shift 

towards early voting has been going on for years, but the need to vote by mail to mitigate viral 

exposure has progressed rapidly since this spring’s the spring 2020 primaries. Like neighboring 

states, Montgomery County election administrators via State Emergency Proclamations had to 

modify established business practices by expanding vote-by-mail resources, consolidating 

approximately 250 election day precincts into 39 vote centers, modify early voting dates and 

quickly implementing the installation of 50 ballot drop boxes to supplement USPS community 

concerns and the surge of voting by mail. More than ever, the need to leverage existing 

technology to engage the electorate quickly was paramount.  

Innovative Uses of Technology 

The latest addition to the voter engagement portfolio of the Board of Elections has been the 

introduction of SMS short code, a partnership with the county’s Department of Technology 

Services. According to the Pew Research Center, on average, American adults send and receive 

32 texts per day, totaling 18 billion texts every day, 541 billion texts every month, and 6.5 

trillion texts every year (not including children 12 years old and younger). The ability to provide 

relevant and instantaneous election-focused information is paramount in carrying out County 

Government’s vision towards an “Effective, Sustainable Government”. SMS texting provides 

County voters easy access to information and services without traveling to its main office in 

Gaithersburg, Maryland, or the need to log into a traditional broadband service at home/work. 

SMS short codes are a great service tool as they get potential voters to act immediately and 

improve confidence using familiar technology that is in their hand. 



Service in Seconds 

Text messaging has proven itself a powerful tool for educating and mobilizing voters. During the 

2020 Presidential election cycle, the Montgomery County Board of Elections provided voters a 

platform to request and/or leverage relevant information within seconds. Additionally, a growing 

share of County residents now use smartphones as their primary means of online access at home. 

Today, roughly one in five American adults are “smartphone-only” internet users – meaning they 

own a smartphone, but do not have traditional home broadband service. With fewer options for 

online access, many financially restricted County residents are relying more on smartphones. 

BOE’s bilingual SMS short code broadens our reach into the community, the speed in which 

services are rendered and mitigates common service request made to the office by traditional 

means such as email and/or calls made to the office. The need to make election information more 

accessible and to service Montgomery County voters expeditiously via SMS short codes was 

paramount. As more and more citizens use smart phones to access information, the Board of 

Elections wanted to find more innovative ways to leverage technology to keep their voters in the 

loop. The incorporation of SMS short codes broadens the reach to County residents to get voter 

information out more easily and cheaply. The SMS short codes provide the following services:  

The Results/Success of the Program 

• Voters adapted quickly to using SMS short codes. The Montgomery County Board of Elections 

serves fewer than 690,000 registered voters but received over 107,000 requests for information 

in the 2020 presidential election cycle. The seamless integration of SMS short codes enabled us 

to share said platform with the Maryland State Board of Elections and neighboring Maryland 

counties. 



• Voters were able to successfully find their vote centers and drop boxes. The presidential 

primary and general elections went extremely well, with very, very few complaints about 

difficulty in finding ballot drop boxes or vote centers. This was due in large part to the fact that 

we made it very easy for voters, candidates, the media, and others who were working to get out 

the vote to share information, and to equip voters to get information themselves, using the SMS 

short codes.  

• The use of short codes allowed us to provide just-in-time information when voters needed it. 

Rather than sending voters to a single website to look up information on a cumbersome website 

or in lengthy FAQs, we were able to direct them to text a simple, easy to remember word to 

77788. For example, to check their voter registration, voters were able to text “CHECK” to 

77788. To find the nearest drop box, they were able to text “BOX” to 77788. To sign up to serve 

as a poll worker, they were able to text “SERVE” to 77788. In Spanish, they were able to text 

“REVISE” or “BUZON” or “SERVIR”. 

• The program fills gaps in the availability of services and improves the administration of an 

existing county program. It also enhances the level of citizen participation in and understanding 

of government programs during the ever-changing election regulation and implementation 

landscape due to the pandemic. 

• The use of separate Spanish language short codes was extremely helpful in communicating to 

and building trust with many voters in our county. The department has been in compliance with 

the requirements of Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act since Montgomery County first 

became subject to the requirements after the 2000 Census. The efforts outlined here are beyond 

mere compliance with requirements for bilingual translation and display Montgomery County’s 



creative approach to meeting the needs of a diverse community comprised of voters who speak 

many languages and have many different needs. 

SMS Short Code Commands 

SMS COMMAND INFO PROVIDED 

English Spanish  

VOTE VOTA Allow citizens to register to vote via smart phones 

MCVOTES + 

Address Zip  

MCVOTA + Dirección 

Código Postal 

Allows voters to look up and get directions to their 

polling place 

VBM VPC Request a vote-by-mail ballot for the upcoming election 

EV + Zip Code 

 

VA + Código Postal Identifies closest early voting centers, provides driving 

directions, and wait times 

SERVE SERVIR Allow voters to register to serve as election poll workers 

BOX + Zip Code 

 

BUZON + Código 

Postal 

Identifies closest vote-by-mail drop box and provides 

driving directions 

CHECK REVISE Allows voters to review and/or update voter record, print 

sample ballot, request vote-by-mail ballot, register to 

vote, check the status of their mail-in or provisional 

ballot 

VC + Zip Code CDV + Código Postal Identifies closest vote centers, provides driving 

directions, and wait times 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bus cards 

 

 

 

Voter Registration 

  



Election Judge/Poll Worker Recruitment 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Vote-by-Mail 

  
  

 

 



Early Voting 

   

Election Day Vote Centers 

 

 



Ballot Drop Box 

  
  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Multilingual 

  

  



Flyers 

 

 

 



Android Platform 

     

 

iOS Platform 

 


