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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic and its concomitant need for social distancing have increased the
attractiveness of voting by mail (VBM). This form of voting is nonetheless not a panacea for
election administration in the time of a public health crisis, as a widespread move to ballots cast
by VBM risks exacerbating existing inequities in mail-in ballot rejection rates across voters and
jurisdictions. This motivates our examination of the roughly 9.6 million and 8.2 million ballots
cast in the 2016 and 2018 General Elections in Florida, respectively, including over 2.6 million
VBM ballots cast in each. Using a selection model that analyzes all ballots cast and those
VBM ballots not counted in Florida in these two elections, we find that younger voters, voters
not registered with a major political party, and voters in need of assistance when voting are
disproportionately likely to have their VBM ballots not count. We also find disproportionately
high rejection rates of mail ballots cast by Hispanic voters, out-of-state voters, and military
dependents in the 2018 General Election. Lastly, we find significant variation in the rejection
rates of VBM ballots cast across Florida’s 67 counties in the 2018 election, suggesting a non-
uniformity in the way local election o Lcials verify these ballots. As interest in expanding
mail voting swells as a consequence of the novel coronavirus, protecting the rights of all voters
to participate in electoral politics requires a characterization of the correlates of VBM ballot
rejection with an eye toward considering how disparities in ballot rejection rates might be

rectified.



Introduction

In Spring 2020, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted presidential primaries across the
United States. By early April 2020, the die was cast: over a dozen states had rescheduled their
primaries, and other states, like Ohio, New Jersey, and Wisconsin, moved hastily, if unevenly
and clumsily, to push voters to request and cast mail-in ballots.® Beyond the United States,
municipal contests in France set for March 2020 were suspended on account of the coronavirus,
and the London mayoral race, originally planned for May 7, 2020, has been postponed for a
year.?

The timing of the next American presidential election, scheduled for November 2020, raises a
serious question: how can a national election be safely conducted in the shadow of a pandemic?
One potential answer is to allow (and potentially encourage or even mandate) all eligible voters
to cast mail-in ballots, thus minimizing the number of voters who appear in person at early
voting polling places and on Election Day.® If as of November 2020 social distancing guidelines
remain in place across the United States and if the turnout in the 2018 midterm elections is
any guide, the upcoming 2020 American presidential contest is likely to see extremely high

voter turnout.* In such a scenario, and recent primaries as warnings, it is hard to imagine how,

! Alaska, Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, New Jer-
sey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, West Virginia, and Wyoming all moved their
presidential primary dates. See "16 States Have Postponed Their Primaries Because of Coronavirus.
Here’s a List," The New York Times, April 9, 2020, available at https://www.nytimes.com/article/
2020-campaign-primary-calendar-coronavirus.html (last accessed April 10, 2020).

20n French municipal elections, see "France suspends local elections because of covid-19,"
The Economist, March 19, 2020, available at https://www.economist.com/europe/2020/03/19/
france-suspends-local-elections-because-of-covid-19 (last accessed April 11, 2020). On
the London mayoral race, see "Local elections and London mayoral race postponed for a year,"
The Guardian, March 13, 2020, available at https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/
13/1ocal-london-mayoral-elections-postponed-year-coronavirus-uk (last accessed April 11,
2020).

3Registered voters suffering from COVID-19 during an election are a special case, and all individuals in
this group could in principle be provided with mail-in ballots. This is what happened in South Korea
during the country’s 2020 National Assembly elections. See "South Korea’s Coronavirus Test Run:
How to Hold an Election," The Wall Street Journal, April 15, 2020, available at https://www.wsj .
com/articles/south-koreas-coronavirus-test-run-how-to-hold-an-election-11586948227
(last accessed April 15, 2020).

4For data on record turnout in 2018, see "2018 November General Election Turnout Rates," United
States Elections Project, available at http://www.electproject.org/2018g (last accessed August 14,
2020).
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without at least a significant number of voters casting mail-in ballots, social distancing can be
respected in the November election.®

As of the writing of this paper, movement toward VBM voting in the shadow of the COVID-
19 pandemic is not hypothetical. Recent elections in Maine, Nebraska, New York, Ohio, and
Wisconsin saw surges in mail-in voting.® In Georgia, for example, approximately 53 percent
of voters cast mail-in ballots, up from less than four percent in the 2016 primary election
(Hood 111 and Haynes 2020). According to a recent analysis conducted by The New York
Times, an estimated 76 percent of voters in the American states will be eligible—no excuse
necessary—to vote a mail ballot, with some estimates pegging the total number of VBM ballots
cast at nearly 80 million mail ballots, more than double that in the 2016 General Election.’

Since the contested 2000 presidential election, the United States has witnessed vitriolic
debates—in the public sphere, in the halls of Congress, state capitols, and in state and federal
courts—with competing claims over ballot access, election integrity, and the potential nor-

mative trade-o[S between these two ideals. The novel coronavirus is making matters worse,

50n the potential for adding voting options that could facilitate social distancing, see "As
Pandemic Imperils Elections, Democrats Clash With Trump on Voting Changes," The New
York Times, April 8, 2020, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/08/us/politics/
coronavirus-2020-presidential-election_html (last accessed April 13, 2020).

6Tn Maine, see, "Pandemic curbs Maine’s in-person primary election turnout, but many already voted
absentee," Bangor Daily News, available at https://bangordailynews.com/2020/07/14/politics/
pandemic-curbs-maines-in-person-primary-election-turnout-but-many-already-voted-absentee/
(last accessed August 11, 2020); in Nevada, see, "About 6,700 Nevada primary ballots rejected
over signatures," Las Vegas Sun, June 24, 2020, available at https://lasvegassun.com/news/
2020/jun/24/about-6700-nevada-primary-ballots-rejected-over-si/ (last accessed Au-
gust 11, 2020); in Nebraska, see, "Nebraska primary voters avoid polls, shatter mail-in record,"
AP.com, May 12, 2020, available at https://apnews.com/75d78b971c7002fbff032e6421e72ell
(last accessed August 11, 2020); in New York, see, "The Chaos in New York Is a
Warning," The Atlantic, July 24, 2020, available at https://www.theatlantic.com/
politics/archive/2020/07/new-york-election-failure-mail-in-voting/614446/ (last
accessed August 11, 2020); in Ohio, see, "The Cybersecurity 202: Ohio primary marks
a major test for mail-in voting," The Washington Post, April 28, 2020, available at
https://www._washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/paloma/the-cybersecurity-202/2020/
04/28/the-cybersecurity-202-ohio-primary-marks-a-major-test-for-mail-in-voting/
5ea779a3602ff1457841F982/ (last accessed August 7,  2020); in  Wisconsin,  see,
"How Wisconsin’s 23,000 Rejected Absentee Ballots Could Spell Trouble For The
November  Election,"  Wisconsin  Public  Radio, available at  https://www.wpr.org/
how-wisconsins-23-000-rejected-absentee-bal lots-could-spell-trouble-november-election
(last accessed August 7, 2020).

""A Record 76% of Americans Can Vote by Mail in 2020," The New York Times, August 14, 2020 (last
accessed August 15, 2020).
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exacerbating the ongoing rancor surrounding electoral politics in the United States. In the
already polarized arena of election rules (Hasen 2020), VBM has entered center stage (Thomp-
son et al. 2020), presently supplanting heated debates over voter identification laws (e.g., Hicks
et al. 2015), early voting (e.g., Walker, Herron and Smith 2019), and voter list maintenance
(e.g., Ansolabehere and Hersh 2014).

While the push for VBM voting in the United States has taken on greater urgency in light of
the COVID-19 pandemic, this way of voting is not new (Mann 2014; Biggers and Hanmer 2015).
Five states—Colorado, Hawaii, Oregon, Utah, and Washington—mail ballots to all registered
voters, and several others—including California, Nebraska, and North Dakota—allow counties
to opt-in to all-mail elections.?

As we review shortly, there is extensive scholarship on the consequences of allowing, en-
couraging, or even aledtively mandating mail voting and whether this produces higher turnout
or alters the composition of the electorate in a meaningful way. However, there is surprisingly
sparse research on the hundreds of thousands of VBM ballots cast by voters every election
that are not counted—such as the estimated 430,000 VBM ballots not tabulated in the United
States in the 2018 General Election, including more than 100,000 with mismatched or missing
signatures on return envelopes.® And there is even less scholarly attention on whether certain
types of voters are disproportionately likely to have their mail ballots not count (Alvarez, Hall
and Sinclair 2008; Shino and Suttmann-Lea 2020). This—the potential disenfranchisement that
can unintentionally result from mail ballots not being counted by local election o Lcials—is our
focus.

With an eye on the upcoming 2020 General Election, our focus is on VBM ballots cast—

but not counted—in the perennial battleground state of Florida in the 2016 and 2018 general

8See "All-Mail Elections (aka Vote-by-Mail)," National Conference of State Legislatures, available at
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/all-mail-elections.aspx (last ac-
cessed March 24, 2020). In the case of Colorado, for example, this means that all registered vot-
ers are sent ballots by mail prior to an election. However, voters have the option of voting in-
person at designated centers. See "Mail-in Ballots FAQs," Colorado Secretary of State, available at
https://www.sos.state.co.us/pubs/elections/FAQs/mailBallotsFAQ.html (last accessed April
12, 2020).

9Figures from the U.S. Election Assistance Commission’s 2019 "Election Administration and Voting
Survey: 2018 Comprehensive Report." Data available at https://www.eac.gov/research-and-data/
datasets-codebooks-and-surveys (last accessed April 2, 2020).
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elections. Our study begins with an overview of existing research on voting by mail. We then
discuss the literature on why some VBM ballots are more likely to be rejected than others,
arguing that individual voter characteristics as well as local election administrative discretion
may result in some voters being more susceptible to having their VBM ballots not count. After
reviewing the specifics of VBM voting in Florida, we provide some descriptives on VBM ballots
not counted in the 2016 and 2018 General Elections. We then present results of a selection
model that considers the determinants of VBM ballot rejection. Our rationale for employing a
selection model is that, when assessing rejection rates of VBM ballots in a state like Florida,
one that permits voters to choose to vote by mail or in person, those who select to vote by
mail may be di[erkent than those who do not. We conclude with thoughts about how patterns
of cast but uncounted VBM ballots in Florida raise questions about unintended consequences
embedded in mail voting and what sort of considerations might be needed in November 2020
if the COVID-19 pandemic continues to push the United States in the direction of increased

VBM usage.*®

Voting in the United States

Regular and free elections are the keystone of democratic politics. They are mechanisms that
translate voter preferences into elected o Lcials, who then make policies on behalf of constituents
(e.g., Downs 1957; Miller and Stokes 1963; Bafumi and Herron 2010; Tausanovitch and Warshaw
2014). Voters participate in elections by casting ballots and traditionally there are two ways in
the United States that voters can do this: in-person or via mail. In-person voting takes place
either on Election Day and, in some states, in the days or weeks prior to Election Day during a
designated early voting period. Voting by mail, in contrast, does not require a voter to present

oneself at a local polling or early voting site designated by o [cials.

10We use the terms "rejected" and "not counted" interchangeably to describe VBM ballots cast by a
voter, received by a local elections official, but ultimately not counted. See fn. 31 for a discussion of
these terms.



In-person voting versus voting by malil

When a voter casts a ballot in person, a local o cial has the opportunity to validate the
individual's identity face-to-face, in real time. Even in states without formal voter identi cation
requirements, an in-person voter must a rm his or her identity to an election o cial in order

to commence the voting process. Once an in-person voter's identity is con rmed, either during
an early voting period or on Election Day, the voter is issued a regular ballot to Il out and
then cast. There are di erences across jurisdictions in ballot forms, paper or electronic, but
the key point here is that a voter casting an in-person ballot does not have to rea rm his or
her identity after voting. Indeed, privacy and security of the vote are of utmost importance.

In contrast, rather than self-identifying oneself or providing a form of identi cation prior to
voting a ballot in-person, voting by mail necessitates the disembodied veri cation of a voter's
identity by a local election o cial after the voter has already cast his or her ballot. That is, a
VBM voter is not present when his or her ballot is veri ed prior to tabulation. It is this very
absence of voters when election o cials are verifying and tabulating ballots that is an obvious
advantage of mail voting during a pandemict! The downside risk for VBM voters, though, is
ballot rejection after having voted, something that does not happen for those casting ballots
in personl?

Not being physically present when an election o cial validates a voter's VBM ballot alters
the opportunities for the voter to establish his or her identity. If information on a VBM return
envelope does not meet the criteria in a given state or jurisdiction, said ballot is at risk of
rejection (Mann 2014)1° From requesting and then receiving a ballot, to correctly lling it

out, to placing the completed ballot in a secrecy envelope that is then inserted into an o cial

1Some states have a form of "absentee" voting whereby a voter, prior to Election Day, appears at a
designated place, lls out a ballot, and submits it. In our parlance, this is early in-person voting, not
mail ballot.

121n this paper we do not address the subject of provisional ballots that are cast by in-person voters
but validated at a later time (Merivaki and Smith 2019).

3voters casting mail ballots in 19 states, including Florida, are permitted to "cure" any de ciencies
with their return envelope, although the rules and timeline to do so di er considerably. See "Logical
Election Policy," Bipartisan Policy Center, January 2020, available athttps://bipartisanpolicy.
org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Bipartison_Elections-Task-Force_R01-2.pdf (last accessed
April 17, 2020).



return envelope, to lling out and signing a voter's certi cate (or even having a witness sign)
on the back of a return envelope, there are multiple ways a mail ballot may leak out of the
"voting pipeline" (Stewart 111 2010, p. 575).

Beyond statutory de nitions of what constitutes an acceptable VBM ballot, the decentral-
ized nature of election administration in the United States means that potentially thousands of
local election o cials have the opportunity to exercise discretion when determining whether a
signature on an VBM ballot envelope should be accepted or rejected. Local discretion in elec-
tion administration is not limited to VBM voting of course, but this form of voting is uniquely
vulnerable to administrative discretion because of the absence of a voter's presence in the VBM

veri cation process.

Growth of VBM voting in the United States

Much of the attention to mail voting in the United States has focused on ve states with all-
mail voting systems whereby election o cials mail ballots to all registered voters. VBM voting
extends well beyond this handful of states, however. Nearly half the states (including Florida)
allow some local elections to be conducted completely by mail, and two-thirds of states (again,
including Florida) allow no-excuse voting by mail, meaning a voter does not need to provide a
reason to request a VBM ballot!* Although about 20 states still require voters to provide an
excuse when requesting a VBM ballot, according to the U.S. Election Assistance Commission,
roughly a quarter of all ballots cast nationwide in the 2016 and 2018 General Elections were
via mail, well in excess of 31 million votes in both years (U.S. Election Assistance Commission

2017, 2019).

Who votes by mail?

An important rst step in any e ort to understand the correlates of VBM ballot rejection is

considering who is likely to request and vote a mail ballot in the rst place. Some scholars nd

14See "All-Mail Elections (aka Vote-by-Mail)," National Conference of State Legislaturesavailable at
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/all-mail-elections.aspx (last ac-
cessed April 15, 2020).



that allowing VBM voting leads to considerable turnout e ects (Richey 2008; Southwell and
Burchett 2000); others, though, nd small and sometimes negative e ects of VBM on turnout
(Dubin and Kalsow 1996; Oliver 1996; Karp and Banducci 2000; Fitzgerald 2005; Kousser and
Mullin 2007; Southwell 2009; Bergman and Yates 2011; Gronke and Miller 2012; Gerber, Huber
and Hill 2013; Burden et al. 2014; Barber and Holbein N.d.; Thompson et al. 2020). To the
extent that there is a consensus in the literature, it is that VBM has positive albeit modest
turnout e ects.

With regard to whether the use of mail ballots leads to a shift in composition of the elec-
torate, many studies of this subject are based on data gathered well before the widespread
increase in voting by mail. Some have found that older, partisan, and White registered voters,
as well as those who have cast mail ballots in previous elections, are more likely to vote by
mail (Patterson and Caldeira 1985; Oliver 1996; Karp and Banducci 2001; Berinsky, Burns
and Traugott 2001; Hanmer and Traugott 2004; Kousser and Mullin 2007; Bergman and Yates
2011), although others have found evidence of greater heterogeneity in this matter (Barreto
et al. 2006; Amos, Smith and Ste Claire 2017). There are times at which party mobilization
e orts can a ect the methods with which voters cast their ballots (Michelson 2005; Herron and
Smith 2012; Hassell 2017). However, the most recent and comprehensive studies of the political
consequences of VBM voting nd no evidence of overall partisan e ects or e ects of this form
of voting on election outcomes (Barber and Holbein N.d.; Thompson et al. 2020).

Besides age, partisanship, and race/ethnicity, some registered voters are more likely to
vote by mail given their personal circumstances. Most obviously, members of the military
(and their dependents) and those living overseas tend to be heavy users of VBM voting, not
surprising given their limited voting options and federal laws protecting their ability to cast
a VBM ballot (Smith 2009). In particular, the Uniformed and Overseas Civilian Absentee
Voting Act (UOCAVA) of 1986 provides ballot protections for civilian overseas, members of
the uniformed service in active duty, and their dependents. In addition, the Federal Voting

Assistance Program works to administer protections for voters under UOCAVAL® In 2009,

1SFor details on this program, seehttps://www.fvap.gov  (last accessed April 14, 2020).



Congress passed the Military and Overseas Voter Empowerment Act that requires election
o ces to mail ballots to UOCAVA voters no later than 45 days before each federal electiont®
Deadlines for both requesting and submitting a mail ballot vary considerably across the state.

Voting by mail may bene t registered voters who have disabilities. For registrants in need
of assistance, Florida law requires that VBM ballots must be "fully accessible to all voters,
including voters having a disability” to ensure that all voters may "cast a secret, independent,
and veri able vote-by-mail ballot without the assistance of another person.®® As in other
states, voting-eligible individuals with disabilities in Florida are given the option to Il out a
declaration when registering, con rming that they would like assistance when voting (Tokaji
2004). The level of help one receives can range from marking one's ballot on an accessible
machine to having someone assist in lling out a mail ballot, and Miller and Powell (2016) nd
that individuals with disabilities are more likely to vote by mail.

In many states, there is considerable variation with respect to the degree to which local
election o cials emphasize VBM voting. In Florida, for example, long-time Pinellas County
Supervisor of Elections, Republican Deborah Clark, led the e ort among county election o cials
to encourage voters to vote by mail, resulting in roughly 55 percent of all Pinellas ballots being
cast by via mail in the 2018 general election. "We just started our outreach programs sooner
than some of the other counties" said Clark!® In contrast, across the state on the Atlantic,
slightly more than a quarter of all votes cast in Florida's Broward County in 2018 were via mail.
Indeed, although the southeast Florida county has more than 50 percent more registered voters

than Pinellas, nearly 50,000 more voters cast VBM ballots in Pinellas in the 2018 electiof?.

8 Following federal law, Florida Statute 101.62 (4)(b) mandates that each supervisor of election mail
VBM ballots to voters who have requested a ballot within two business days of receiving the request.
"For VBM rules pertaining to military and overseas voters, see Federal Voter Assistance Program,
"Voting Assistance Guide," available at https://www.fvap.gov/guide/ , last accessed April 16, 2020.
18Florida law dealing with VBM accessibility issues is Title IX, Chapter 101, Section 101.662, "Ac-
cessibility of vote-by-mail ballots", available at http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?
App_mode=Display_Statute& URL=0100-0199/0101/0101.html (last accessed March 5, 2020).

19See "Absentee voting makes Pinellas an early winner in Florida primary," Tampa Bay
Times, March 14, 2016, available at https://www.tampabay.com/news/politics/elections/
romano-absentee-voting-makes-pinellas-an-early-winner-in-florida- primary/2269332

(last accessed April 11, 2020).

20| poking beyond Florida, in California the embrace of VBM by county election administrators
varies greatly. Since 2016, the state has allowed county election administrators to o er all-mail
ballot elections; ve counties chose to adopt the new system prior to the 2018 election, but others

8



Explaining VBM ballot rejection rates

Having provided some context on voting in the United States and described literature on
VBM ballot usage in the country, we turn to our subject of interest, VBM ballot rejection.

The scholarly literature on this subject is sparse, and we o er two potential explanations for
VBM ballot rejections. The rst turns on voters themselves and the second, on administrative

discretion of local election o cials.

Explanation 1: voter characteristics

Individual voter characteristics may a ect whether a VBM ballot is deemed invalid (Alvarez,
Hall and Sinclair 2008; Shino and Suttmann-Lea 2020). Concerns begin with a voter's socio-
demographic background and di culties some individuals may have in casting valid votes
(Knack and Kropf 2003; Kimball and Foley 2009). Scholars have found that voting technology
interacts with voter demographics, in some cases leading to racial minorities casting more
"residual” (or uncounted) votes (Darcy and Schneider 1989; Herrnson, Hanmer and Niemi
2012; Tomz and Houweling 2003; Buchler, Jarvis and McNulty 2004; Herron and Sekhon 2005).
Findings like these lead us to incorporate voter race/ethnicity and age in our analysis of VBM
ballot rejection. In terms of partisan a liations, voters registered with a major party, as
opposed to those registered with a third party or without a party (in Florida, these registrants
are known as "NPAs" registrants with "No Party A liation"), may be less likely to have
their VBM ballots not count, considering the guidance voters receive from parties during Get-
Out-the-Vote campaigns that urge supporters to request and cast mail ballots (Michelson 2005;
Hassell 2017).

We have already noted the role that signatures play in VBM ballot rejection. Unlike static
physiological characteristics (e.g., one's iris or ngerprints), behavioral characteristic (e.g.,

one's gait, voice, or handwriting), may "change with the passage of time, mood, age and other

have resisted. See "Say goodbye to your local precinct. Voting in California is about to change
dramatically,” Los Angeles Times May 31, 2019, available athttps://www.latimes.com/opinion/
op-ed/la-oe-kousser-mcghee-romero-elections-vote20190531-story.html (last accessed April
13, 2020).



factors" (Bibi, Naz and Rehman 2020, p. 290). One's signature can be uid throughout life
(Hilton 1992). As such, some individuals may be more likely to have discrepancies between their
current signatures and what is on le with local election o ces, particularly young registrants,
who are not yet accustomed to providing signatures for veri cation, older registrants, who may
have declining ne-motor skills, and registrants in need of assistance when voting.: Forensic
experiments have found a non-zero chance of real signatures being rejected for not matching
and forged signatures being accepted as valid (Herbst and Liu 1977).

Names are composed of letters, and we consider in our analysis whether individuals with
longer or more syntactically complicated names are more likely to face signature match prob-
lems. By complicated, we mean a name with a su x, apostrophe, or hyphen. In addition, the
more features of a name, the more signature possibilities exist for it. People with hyphenated
last names may choose to use their terminal names in casual circumstances (e.g., at restaurants)
but may sign the entirety of their last names on more formal occasions. Therefore, having a
hyphenated last names provides an opportunity for signature discrepancies. The same logic
applies to middle names. When an individual has a middle name, he or she can be inconsistent
in its use. Individuals without middle names cannot be inconsistent in this way.

Moreover, we assess whether voters who have recently updated their names with local
election o ce may have lower VBM ballot rejection rates. Voters who have updated their
names will presumably also have signatures on le that are relatively current. Given that
approximately 94 percent of women change their name after marriage (Gooding and Kreider
2010), this suggests that gender may be related to VBM ballot rejection.

Lastly, a voter's physical proximity from an election administration o ce may play a part in
the likelihood that his or her returned VBM ballot will not count. This is particularly important
in states that provide voters the opportunity to correct problems with return envelopes. In
Florida, for example, a voter who returns a VBM ballot prior to the deadline is permitted

to "cure” it if a problem is identied. As a result of litigation prior to both the 2014 and

21 Advocates of VBM systems like Neal Kelley, a former president of the California Association of Clerks
and Election O cials, does admit that there "are di culties on occasion with poor penmanship. See
"Does penmanship good or bad a ect elections?" Electionline Weekly, December 18, 2014, available
at https://electionline.org/electionline-weekly/2014/12-18 (last accessed April 13, 2020).
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2016 General Elections, expanded opportunities for Florida voters to cure their rejected VBM
ballot prior to Election Day were in place by the 2018 General Election. However, given time
considerations and communication limitations for voters who cast VBM ballots from beyond
Florida's borders, members of the military, their dependents, and Florida registered voters
residing overseas or out of state presumably have less of an opportunity to cure rejected mail

ballots than do in-state voters .

Explanation 2: administrative discretion

The second potential cause of a VBM ballot's rejection lies in the discretion of local election
administrators. In most states, including Florida, responsibility for VBM ballot processing is
in the hands of local election o cials and their canvassing boards. Functioning as "street-level
bureaucrats” (Kimball and Kropf 2006; Lipsky 2010), local elections o cials have considerable
leeway when evaluating the veracity of a signature on a VBM ballot return envelope. Some,
as in Florida, are partisan elected o cials. Given that both people and machines are not
foolproof in identifying genuine signatures, this discretion may foment non-uniformity in the
application of election laws. Imai and King (2004) describe considerable discretion in Florida's
2000 recount with respect to how the 67 local election o cials both processed and validated
overseas VBM ballots. Similarly, Merivaki and Smith (2016) nd considerable variation in
rejected provisional ballots across Florida counties in recent elections but no evidence that the
partisanship of SOEs in Florida a ects the rejection rates of provisional ballots.

More generally, some states have fairly lax standards for VBM envelope design. This may
exacerbate VBM ballot rejection rates in jurisdictions whose return envelopes have instructions
that are less clear than those in otherg? In Florida, relatedly, local election o cials continue

to retain considerable latitude under state law concerning how they are to notify voters if their

22For examples of the wide range of designs for VBM return envelopes in Florida, see
"Vote by Mail Envelope REDESIGN," Clay County Supervisor of Elections Florida Su-
pervisors of Elections 2017 Annual Summer Conference, June 18-22, 2017, available at
https://www.myfloridaelections.com/portals/fsase/Documents/ConferencePresentations/
Robin_Conte_- VBM_Redesign_reduced.pdf?timestamp=1499433610334 (last accessed April 14,
2020).
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VBM return envelope has problems?® In the 2018 General Election, for instance, elections
0 ces contacted voters who had problems with their VBM return envelopes' certi cates over
the phone, by email, and even through Facebook; other o ces simply mailed postal notices
(Smith 2018). Indeed, a judicial order by Federal Judge Mark E. Walker prior to the 2016
General Election called Florida's statute governing rejected VBM ballots a crazy quilt of
con icting and diverging procedures with the "canvassing boards across the state employing
a litany of procedures when comparing signatures*

Discretion of local election o cials or county canvassing boards may result in unequal treat-
ment of VBM ballots due to implicit biases or partisanship, allowing racial or party preferences
to be subconsciously present (Greenwald and Banaji 1995; Eberhardt 2019). There is am-
ple evidence of such bias in other administrative realms: Black individuals face less favorable
mortgage terms regardless of credit (Ross and Yinger 1999) and are less likely to receive job
callbacks than White individuals (Pager, Bonikowski and Western 2009). Elected o cials, too,
may harbor implicit biases towards minorities. White, Nathan and Faller (2015) show that
local election o cials are less likely to respond to emails from Hispanics requesting information
on the voting process than they are to respond to non-Hispanic White individuals. Similarly,
Butler and Broockman (2011) show that when asked to assist an individual to register to
vote that state legislators are less responsive to email requests from putative Black individuals
relative to White individuals, even when holding constant the partisanship of the individual
requesting the information. In addition, some studies suggest that a public o cials' partisan-
ship may shape their bias. Kimball, Kropf and Battles (2006) nd that in the 2004 General
Election, more provisional ballots were cast and counted in jurisdictions in which the local

election o cial belonged to the same party as the majority of voters.

Z3For details, see fn. 32.

24per Judge Walker: "What [Florida] vote-by-mail voters likely do not know, however, is that their
vote may not be counted. In Florida, if a voter's signature on a vote-by-mail ballot does not match
the signature on le with the supervisor of elections o ce then the ballot is declared illegal and their
vote is not counted. Moreover, that voter only receives notice that their vote was not counted after
the election has come and gone and, further, is provided no opportunity to cure that defect. On the
other hand, if a vote-by-mail voter doesn't bother to sign the ballot in the rst place, that voter is
immediately noti ed and provided an opportunity to cure.” Judge Walker's order appears in Florida
Democratic Party v. Detzner, available at https://moritzlaw.osu.edu/electionlaw/litigation/
FloridaDemocraticPartyv.Detzner.php (last accessed April 2, 2020).
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Voting by mail in Florida

We use Florida as a laboratory for our study of VBM ballot rejection, and our rationale is as
follows. What is presently being debated in the United States is the possibility of increasing
or facilitating VBM opportunities for voters in the 2020 General Election. Florida allows
both VBM (no excuse required, as noted earlier), early in-person voting, and Election Day
voting. Because voters in Florida can choose from a variety of ways to vote, the state is a
useful benchmark for one, say, that is considering transitioning from a limited VBM policy to
a more generous one. On account of the ongoing pandemic, there is already some movement in
this direction in the United States. New Hampshire, for example, traditionally allows mail-in
voting but only if an acceptable reason ("excuse") is provided. This requirement has been
e ectively lifted during the ongoing pandemic.?®> In Texas, however, where voting by mail is
more restricted than in Florida, as of the writing of this paper no decision has been made by
state o cials to expand mail-voting opportunities. 26 While states that have fully embraced all-
mail voting systems might constitute a useful benchmark for jurisdictions considering e ectively
eliminating in-person voting in November 2020, the administration of all-mail voting states
tends to be rather centralized?’ All-mail voting states are not necessarily comparable to the
more decentralized election administration apparatuses in states like Florida.

For more than a decade, Floridians have utilized, in nearly equal shares, three methods of
casting a ballot: VBM, early in-person, and Election Day. Since the adoption of no-excuse
mail voting in the Sunshine State in 2001, the popularity of voting by mail has grown steadily.

In the 2008 General Election, 21.9 percent of all ballots cast were by by mail; by the the 2018

25See "Elections Operations During the State of Emergency,"New Hampshire Secretary of Stateand
New Hampshire Attorney General April 10, 2020, available at https://www.nhpr.org/sites/nhpr/
files/202004/covid-19_elections_guidance.pdf (last accessed April 13, 2020).

%6|In Texas, those wanting to vote a mail ballot must be at least 65 years old, absent
their county of residence on Election Day or during the early in-person voting period, sick
or disabled in a way that makes in-person voting, or incarcerated. See "How absentee
ballots and voter fraud stopped Texans from voting by mail," The Dallas Morning News
April 14, 2020, available at https://www.dallasnews.com/news/from-the-archives/2020/04/14/
how-absentee-ballots-and-voter-fraud-stopped-texans-from-voting-by-mail/ (last accessed
April 14, 2020).

2’See "Statewide Voter Registration Systems,"U.S. Election Assistance Commission available at
https://lwww.eac.gov/statewide-voter-registration-systems (last accessed April 15, 2020).
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General Election, this gure had risen to 31.6 percent, the highest share of any of the last six
elections?®

Beyond the fact that it o ers multiple modes of voting, Florida is a useful location for
a study of VBM usage given its large and diverse racial and ethnic population. Florida is
also a regular political battleground, implying that voters in the state have real incentives to
ensure that their votes count, incentives that may not exist in a state in which elections are
more of a formality. Florida also features an election system in which both state and local
election o cials have control, what the U.S. Election Assistance Commission characterizes as
a "hybrid" election system.?°

Elections are administered in Florida at the county level by county Supervisors of Elections
(SOE), all 67 of whom are elected o cials except for Miami-Dade's, who is appointed by the
Mayor of Miami-Dade. Florida SOEs must follow state statutes as well as rules adopted by the
Florida Division of Elections.®° Florida law sets a uniform standard of review for the validation
of signatures on returned mail ballots by elections o cials®' Despite reforms that allow voters
to cure problematic VBM ballots, the rejection rate of VBM ballots in Florida elections has

remained relatively constant over time32 In the two most recent presidential elections, roughly

28|n 2018, slightly less than one-third (32.8 percent) of all ballots cast were in-person early votes, with
another 35.7 percent cast by voters in-person on Election Day. Over the past six general elections,
from the 2008 presidential through the 2018 General Election, Floridians have cast nearly 46.4 million
ballots, 27.4 percent of them VBM, 30.3 percent early in-person, and 42.3 percent on Election Day. See
"General Election Summaries," Florida Division of Elections, available at https://dos.myflorida.

com/elections/data-statistics/elections-data/general-election-summaries/ (last accessed
March 26, 2020). Calculations by the authors.

25ee fn.27.

30There are always exceptions to local SOEs complying with state directives. For

an example from the 2018 General Election, see "Bay County allowed voters to cast
ballots online despite law, Scott's orders, Politico, November 11, 2018, available at
https://www.politico.com/states/ orida/story/2018/11/12/bay-county-allowed-voters-to-cast-ballots-
online-despite-law-gov-scotts-orders-692157, last accessed April 15, 2020.

31 Florida law dealing with the review of signatures on VBM return envelopes is Title I1X, Chapter 101,
Y 101.6103, "Mail ballot election procedure,” available athttp://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/
index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute& URL=0100-0199/0101/0101.htm| (last accessed March 5,
2020). Specically, a VBM ballot "shall be counted only if: "(a) It is returned in the return mail-
ing envelope; (b) The elector's signature has been veri ed as provided in this subsection; and (c) It is
received by the supervisor of elections not later than 7 p.m. on the day of the election. The supervisor
of elections shall verify the signature of each elector on the return mailing envelope with the signature
on the elector's registration records. Such veri cation may commence at any time prior to the canvass
of votes."

32]n 2019, Florida changed the law to allow voters up to two days after Election Day to "cure" their
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1.0 percent of VBM ballots did not count, a slightly lower rejection rate than in the two most
recent midterm elections.

The initial decision regarding the acceptance or rejection of a VBM ballot is made by
clerks in a county's SOE o ce, in principle upon receiving said ballot. Final decisions about
ballot rejection, however, are made by county-level canvassing boards made up of three elected
o cials, typically the county SOE, a county court judge, and the chair of the Board of County
Commissioners. County canvassing boards meet publicly both before and after Election Day.
According to Florida Statutes, "The canvassing board must, if the supervisor has not already
done so, compare the signature of the elector on the voter's certi cate. .. to see that the elector
is duly registered in the county and to determine the legality of that vote-by-mail ballot."33
A VBM ballot is to be initially rejected by a local elections o cial if a voter did not sign
the voter's certi cate on the back of her absentee ballot envelope or if the voter did sign the
certi cate but in a way that did not match the voter's signature on le with the county SOE.
Making their decisions by majority vote, if a canvassing board decides that the signature on a
voter's certi cate does not match a signature on le, the ballot will not be opened or counted

and instead will be marked with the phrase, "rejected as illegal 34

problematic VBM ballot. Florida law dealing with the a davit cure process of rejected VBM bal-
lots is available at http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm.html , Title IX, Chapter 101,
Section 101.68 "Canvassing of vote-by-mail ballot" (last accessed March 5, 2020).

33Florida law dealing with the rejection of VBM ballots is available at http://www.leg.state.fl.us/
statutes/index.cfm.html , Title IX, Chapter 101, Section 101.68 "Canvassing of vote-by-mail ballot"
(last accessed March 5, 2020).

34When Supervisors of Elections upload the individual-level vote histories in an election to the Florida
Division of Elections, rejected ballots are recorded with a "B" for a "Vote-by-Mail Ballot Not Counted.”
See "Voter Extract Disk File Layout" (Updated October 2018), available at https://dos.myflorida.
com/media/696057/voter-extract-file-layout.pdf (last accessed May 29, 2020). We note here
that some variation exists across the state's 67 counties in how SOEs report to the state Division of
Elections VBM ballots that their canvassing board determines should not counted. After tabulating
their rejected VBM ballots, a few counties, including Alachua, Bay, and Escambia, as well as Orange
County (in 2016, but not in 2018), include in their uploads to the state VBM ballots that were not
counted because they arrived after the state's 7:00 PM Election Day deadline. Most other counties,
however, exclude late ballots in their vote history uploads, limiting their uploads only to on-time VBM
ballots that their canvassing boards "rejected as illegal.” As such, it is possible that these few counties
may have slightly in ated rates of VBM ballots that are not counted because they include rejected
ballots that arrived after Election Day in the o cial statewide voter history les. We nd no evidence
that the inclusion of these relatively few late ballots might a ect the estimation outcomes, and there is
no evidence that the demographic characteristics of these four very di erent counties might a ect the
outcome.
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In Florida, notwithstanding opportunities for voters to cure missing or mismatched signa-
tures, tens of thousands of on-time VBM ballots are still rejected every election. In the 2018
General Election, for example, more than 1/100 VBM ballots received by local election o cials
were ultimately not counted, amounting to some 31,969 uncounted ballot®> To put this gure
in context, there were two very close contests in Florida in the 2018 General Election, including
the United States Senate race ( nal vote margin, 10,033 votes) and the Florida gubernatorial
race (32,463 votesf® We are not suggesting that rejected VBM ballots were pivotal to either
of these contests, but in principle they could have been in the former considering the number
of rejected VBM ballots was greater that the nal Senate race margin. Our point here is that

counts of rejected VBM ballots should not be considered rounding errors.

Data and variable de nitions

Our analysis of rejected VBM ballots in the 2016 and 2018 General Elections in Florida relies
on individual-level administrative data on registered voters and their vote histories; these are
public records in Florida. A voter whose absentee ballot was received but not counted in any
given election receives an identifying mark (a voting code) in the state's o cial registered voter
database. We draw on statewide databases provided by the Florida Division of Elections dated
January 2017 and January 2019. Each consist of details le for each of Florida's 67 counties
as well as ahistory le. The former contains registrant demographics (name, address, date
of birth, date of registration, race/ethnicity, gender, and so forth) and the latter, information
indicating whether in a given election a voter cast an absentee ballots that was accepted as
valid, cast an absentee ballot that was not counted, voted on Election Day or early in-person,

or cast a provisional ballot that was rejected.

35We discuss our methodology for calculating uncounted VBM ballots in the sections that follow.
According to the U.S. Election Assistance Commission's Election Administration and Voting Survey
(EAVS) Dataset Version 1.2 (released February 18, 2020), which is available atttps://www.eac.gov/
research-and-data/datasets-codebooks-and-surveys (last accessed April 2, 2020), variable C4a
"By-mail Ballot Rejected: Total") indicates that there were 30,452 rejected mail ballots tabulated in
Florida in the 2018 General Election.

36See Florida Division of Elections archive, available athttps:/results.elections.myflorida.
com/Index.asp?ElectionDate=11/6/2018&DATAMODE=last accessed March 26, 2020).
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In contrast with many other states, Florida's voting records are extensive and available for
public scrutiny. Each Florida county's details and history les are linked by a nine-digit voter
identi cation number. We calculate the VBM ballot rejection rate as the number of individuals
casting a VBM ballot that did not count divided by the number of total VBM ballots cast
according to a statewide vote history le.® When merged using voter identi cation codes,
the 67 county les contain records on 9,530,929 individuals who participated in Florida's 2016
General Election and 8,255,083 individuals who participated in Florida's 2018 General Election.

Incorporating Florida's Legislative Report Election/Recap for the 2016 and 2018 General
Elections, we create indicator variables specifying whether a registered voter is a member of
the military, a military dependent, needs voting assistance, and has formerly changed his or
her name based on the categorical information available from the voter le. We collapse de-
mographic data, such as age (transformed from birth date on the voter le), party a liation,
race/ethnicity, and gender, into nominal variables. We code a registrant's party a liation as
Democrat, Republican, NPA, and collapse all registered voters with a third party as "Other."

In keeping with the o cial classi cations on Florida's voter registration form, we code a regis-
trant's race/ethnicity as White, Black, or Hispanic, collapsing all other entries as "other." We

rely on a registrant's stated gender ("M" or "F"), coding those with no code as "other."38 In
some of our analyses, we collapse a voter's age on the day of the November 6, 2018 General
Election and the November 8, 2016 General Election into a nominal variable with age ranges
of 18-21, 22-25, 26-29, 30-44, 45-64, and 65-100.

We also for each election create binary variables for registered voters having a foreign mailing

37The January 2017 and January 2019 statewide vote history les contain small numbers of discrepan-
cies. For example, in the 2019 les there are 695 individuals who are recorded as having multiple, and
at times di ering, vote history codes in the 2018 General Election. For these individuals, we drop all
history codes but one, retaining whichever vote occurred rst chronologically or the vote history that
was counted as valid if another one is coded as either a rejected provisional ballot (cast on Election
Day or early in-person) or as a rejected VBM ballot. For example, if per o cial vote history le a
voter is said to have cast ballots both early in-person and at the polls on Election Day, we retain the
code for the early in-person vote. If a voter cast a rejected provisional ballot on Election Day but cast
a VBM ballot that was valid, we retain the vote history code for the valid VBM ballot.

38|n many states, gender is not a required eld on voter registration applications. Florida's form pro-
vides applicants the option of volunteering either "M" or "F." Florida's statewide registration database
includes this information, and it classi es those who chose not Il in the information as "U" for unknown
(Shino et al. 2020).
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address and for having a domestic mailing address not in Florida . Lastly, we construct variables
to capture information about registered voters' names, such as the number of characters in
the rst and last names combined (we create indicator variables for name lengths from four
characters or fewer to 25 or more), and the presence of a hyphen, su x, apostrophe. Lastly, we
create ags for voters with a middle initial and another ag for voters with middle names. See
Appendix for data de nitions along with counts of individuals in our data who have missing

or erroneous data3®

Overview of rejected VBM ballots in Florida

Of the more than 2.7 million VBM ballots cast in November 2016, over 27,700 were not counted,
corresponding to a rejection rate of approximately 1.0 percent. And, of the more than 2.6
million VBM ballots cast in November 2018, nearly 32,000 were invalid, a rejection rate of

approximately 1.2 percent?®

Rejected VBM ballots by age

Younger voters were disproportionately more likely to have their VBM ballots rejected in both

the 2016 and 2018 General Elections, as Table 1 displays. The rejection rate of VBM ballots

39The subject of voter le availability across the United States is beyond our scope, but we note that
there is variability in both the extent to which states make public their voter les and the extent to
which these les contains demographic information on registered voters. Florida not only makes its
voter le public, but this le contains registered voters' self-reported date of birth, race and ethnicity,
and partisan a liation. In contrast, Wisconsin, a state that is prominent vis-a-vis VBM voting in light

of its 2020 presidential primary, allows access to its voter le (at a cost for the complete le of $12,500),
but this le lacks elds for a registered voter's age, race and ethnicity, or partisan a liation. See
"WisVote Voter Data Requests / Voter List Requests,” WISCONSIN ELECTIONS COMMISSION ,

available at https://elections.wi.gov/clerks/svrs/voter-data (last accessed April 15, 2020). As
such, data availability is another reason that Florida provides an excellent laboratory for studying VBM
voting.

“OFlorida's ocial vote total in the 2016 General Election is 9,580,489, and is available at
https://results.elections.myflorida.com/Index.asp?ElectionDate=11/8/2016&DATAMODE= .
The state's o cial VBM total in the 2016 General Election is 2,732,075 votes, and is available athttps:
/ldos.myflorida.com/media/697363/early-voting-and-vote-by-mail-report-2016-gen.pdf

Florida's o cial vote total in the 2018 General Election is 8,305,929, and is available at https:
IIresults.elections.myflorida.com/Index.asp?ElectionDate=11/6/2018&DATAMODE= . The
state's o cial VBM total in the 2018 General Election is 2,623,798 votes, and is available athttps://
dos.myflorida.com/media/700669/early-voting-and-vote-by-mail-report-2018-genpdf.pdf

Florida's o cial total VBM votes cast in both elections exclude uncounted VBM ballots.
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cast by 18-21 year-olds was 3.9 and 5.4 percent in 2016 and 2018, respectively, eight times
greater than that of the oldest cohort in both years. Although 18-29 year-olds comprised only
2.7 percent of all voters casting VBM ballots in the 2016 presidential election, they accounted
for over 11 percent of all rejected VBM ballots; in 2018, those under 30 comprised just 2.1
percent of all VBM voters, but 9.2 percent of all rejected VBM ballots. First-time VBM voters
also were more likely to have their mail ballot rejected. In 2018, of the roughly 33,000 voters
who cast a VBM ballot for the rst time (which we determine using the statewide vote history

le), 4,137 had their ballots rejected, or 3.1 percent. First-time voters accounted for almost
5.0 percent of VBM ballots cast in 2018, but 12.7 percent of rejected VBM ballots.

Table 1. VBM ballots by age

Age VBM total VBM not counted VBM accepted Percent not counted
2016 General Election

18-21 74,234 2,928 71,306 3.94
22-25 85,421 2,883 82,538 3.38
26-29 91,570 2,460 89,110 2.69
30-44 366,955 6,121 360,834 1.67
45-64 892,894 6,638 886,256 0.74
65-100 1,224,911 5,390 1,219,521 0.44
Total 2,735,985 26,420 2,709,565 0.97
2018 General Election
18-21 55,252 2,977 52,275 5.39
22-25 65,583 2,704 62,879 4.12
26-29 72,013 2,449 69,564 3.40
30-44 316,023 6,662 309,361 2.11
45-64 850,952 9,162 841,790 1.08
65-100 1,276,673 8,015 1,268,658 0.63
Total 2,636,496 31,969 2,604,527 1.21

Figure 1 plots the VBM ballot rejection rates of those under 30 and those 30 years-old and
older in the 2018 General Election (a corresponding gure from the 2016 General Election is
similar). Along the horizontal axis is the rejection rate of VBM ballots (from zero to 12.5
percent) cast by voters 30 and older in each county; the vertical axis is the rejection rate of
VBM ballots cast by voters younger than 30 years old. If VBM ballot rejection rates were equal
for voters under 30 and those 30 years-old and older in a county, the circles of all 67 counties

would align along the 45-degree line.
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Figure 1. Percentage of VBM ballots not counted, by age, 2018 General Election

Note: This gure excludes the seven counties with no rejected VBM ballots cast by voters under
30. Point size is proportional to total rejected VBM ballots cast by voters under 30. Counties are
labeled if there were over 90,000 VBM ballots cast in the 2018 general election.
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As Figure 1 shows, younger voters in the 2018 General Election in nearly every Florida
county had a greater likelihood of having their VBM ballot rejected than those 30 and older
who cast a VBM ballot. In several counties, the VBM rejection rate of young voters is more
than three times as great compared the the VBM rejection rate of older voters. For example,
in Broward County, roughly seven percent of mail ballots cast by voters under 30 were rejected
in 2018, compared to less than 2.5 percent of VBM ballots cast by voters 30 and over. The

disparity is even higher in Lafayette, Monroe, Santa Rosa, Volusia, and Walton counties.

Rejected VBM ballots by race and ethnicity

Beyond age, there were di erential patterns of uncounted VBM ballots across racial and ethnic
groups in the 2018 and 2018 General Elections. As Table 2 shows, 0.65 percent of VBM ballots
cast by White voters in the 2016 election were not counted by county canvassing boards,
compared to 1.86 percent for Black voters, 1.69 percent for Hispanic voters, and 1.77 percent
for VBM voters in other racial and ethnic groups. In the 2018 General Election, nearly 240,000
Black voters voted by mail, accounting for roughly 9.0 percent of all VBM ballots cast, but they
accounted for 14.5 percent of all the VBM ballots that were uncounted by county canvassing
boards. Even more dramatically, even though the 356,000 Hispanics who cast absentee ballots
in the election comprised 13.4 percent of all VBM ballots cast statewide, Hispanic voters
accounted for 22.6 percent of all rejected VBM ballots.

Figure 2a and Figure 2b display by county the percentage of rejected VBM ballots cast by
Black and Hispanic voters, respectively, compared to the percentage of rejected VBM ballots
cast by White voters.*! In both plots, the horizontal axis is the rejection rate of VBM ballots
(from zero percent to ve percent) cast by White voters. Along the vertical axis (also zero to
ve percent) is the rejection rate of VBM ballots cast by Black voters (Figure 2a) or Hispanic
voters (Figure 2b) in each county. If VBM ballot rejection rates were the same for White

and Black (or Hispanic) voters, points in these two gures would fall along diagonal 45-degree

4LFigure 2a excludes two counties due to their small sample sizes, Lafayette and Gilchrist. Gilchrist
rejected two of 16 VBM cast by Black voters and Lafayette, one of ve. Figure 2b excludes one county,
Calhoun, which rejected one of nine VBM ballots cast by Hispanic voters.
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Table 2: VBM ballots by race and ethnicity

Race/ethnicity VBM total VBM not counted VBM accepted Percent not counted
2016 General Election
White 1,961,339 12,781 1,948,558 0.65
Hispanic 381,144 6,458 374,686 1.69
Black 244,348 4,534 239,814 1.86
Other 149,154 2,647 146,507 1.77
Total 2,735,985 26,420 2,709,565 0.97
2018 General Election
White 1,898,004 17,039 1,880,965 0.90
Hispanic 353,839 7,241 346,598 2.05
Black 238,200 4,675 233,525 1.96
Other 146,453 3,014 143,439 2.06
Total 2,636,496 31,969 2,604,527 1.21

lines. It is clear, however, that nearly every county in Florida falls above the 45-degree line,

highlighting how VBM rates for minorities exceed those of White voters.
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Figure 2: Percentage of rejected VBM ballots, by race and ethnicity, 2018 General Election

(a) White vs. Black

(b) White vs. Hispanic
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Rejected VBM ballots by uniformed and overseas civilians

Given the various protections in place for overseas and uniformed personnel under UOCAVA,
it is perhaps surprising that VBM ballots returned by these voters are rejected at a rate
higher than for voters in Florida overall. Table 3 reveals that 2.7 percent of VBM ballots
cast by UOCAVA voters in the 2016 General Election were not counted by local canvassing
boards. Among UOCAVA voters, domestic military voters had the highest rejection rate in
the presidential election, at 3.2 percent. In the 2018 General Election, the overall rejection
rate was even higher for UOCAVA voters than in the 2016 presidential election: 3.6 percent of
VBM ballots cast by military and overseas voters those covered under UOCAVA were not
counted by SOEs. Civilian and military overseas voters had roughly 2.3 percent of their mail
ballots rejected in the election. As in 2016, though, domestic military voters had the highest
rate of rejection of VBM ballots among UOCAVA voters. As Table 3 shows, at 4.3 percent,
the rejection rate in the 2018 General Election for mail ballots cast by domestic military voters

was higher than any rejection rate broken down by race or ethnicity that year.

Table 3: VBM ballots by UOCAVA

Group VBM total VBM not counted VBM accepted Percent not counted
2016 General Election

Civilian overseas 26,894 526 26,368 1.96

Domestic military 56,897 1,818 55,079 3.20

Military overseas 7,714 124 7,590 1.61

Military or overseas 89,037 2,468 91,505 2.70
2018 General Election

Civilian overseas 17,774 412 17,362 2.32

Domestic military 36,438 1,572 34,866 4.31

Military overseas 3,593 84 3,509 2.34

Military or overseas 55,737 2,068 57,805 3.58

Rejected VBM ballots by county

We now turn to the geographic variability of VBM ballot rejection rates. There is signi cant
variance in these rates across Florida's 67 counties, particularly in the 2018 General Election,

suggesting that there might be some discretion by local o cials when it comes to either the
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design of VBM return envelopes or the practices used by sta to validate or reject VBM ballots.

Figure 3: Percentage of VBM ballots not counted, by county, 2016 vs. 2018 General Elections

Figure 3 displays the percentage of rejected VBMs in the 2016 and 2018 General Elections
across counties. This gure has 67 points, one per county, and each point is sized based on
the total number of VBM ballots cast in the county in the 2016 and 2018 elections. The
horizontal location of a point in Figure 3 depicts a county's VBM rejection rate in the 2016
General Election and the vertical location, the county's VBM rejection rate in the 2018 General

Election. The gure has a 45-degree line, and counties very close to this line had approximately
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equal 2016 and 2018 VBM rejection rates.

One key feature of Figure 3 is that the majority of Florida counties had greater VBM
rejection rates in the 2018 General Election than it the 2016 election. This is evident in the
fact that most points in the gure lie above the gure's 45-degree line.

A second key feature of Figure 3 is that, simply, there was across-county variance in VBM
rejection rates in 2016 and 20182 In 2018, for example, some counties had rejections rates of
literally zero (Baker, Hamilton, and Je erson); a few counties (i.e., Bay and Gulf) rejected more
than three percent of their VBM ballots, and ten counties (Alachua, Bay, Broward, Miami-
Dade, Gulf, Madison, Marion, Seminole, and Volusia) had rejection rates of greater than two
percent. There is greater vertical dispersion in Figure 3 than there is horizontal dispersion,
and this means that county VBM rejection rates varied more in 2018 than in 2016. As we
noted previously, Orange County is an outlier in Figure 3; its rate of VBM ballots not counted
in 2018 is only one-third as high as in 2016. This is due to the administrative decision of the
Orange County SOE, following the 2016 General Election, to alter how it reported to the state
Division of Elections the number of VBM ballots that arrived after Election Day. In 2016,
the county reported these as rejected VBM ballots, and as such they were included with the
county's on-time ballots that were not counted. In 2018, the county altered its practice and
did not report late-arriving ballots to the Division of Elections as not counted; they simply
did not report them, thus de ating the county's numerator regarding the rate of rejected VBM

ballots.*3

42Technical reasons may help to explain some of these disparities. For example, in several of the state's
larger counties, including Broward, Collier, Duval, Hillsborough, Miami-Dade, Orange, Palm Beach,
and Pinellas, election o ces rely on Pitney Bowes (nhow known as BlueCrest) machines to process mail
ballots and verify voters' signatures. Personal email correspondence from Collier County Supervisor
of Elections, April 14, 2020, available from the authors). Received VBM ballots in these counties are
initially processed through a machine that automatically reviews a signature on the return envelope,
matching it to the voter's signature on le; if the signature is missing or mismatched, it goes before the
canvassing board for review. In smaller counties, SOE sta members manually processes signatures on
return envelopes, forwarding those with problematic signatures to a canvassing board for review.
“3Following the 2016 General Election, Orange County changed the coding of how it reports late
VBM ballots to the state, after it was criticized in a report for ACLU FL. See, "Does Orange reject
the most mail-in ballots in the state? It's complicated,” Orlando Sentinel, available at https://www.
orlandosentinel.com/politics/os-orange-mail-in-ballot-rejection-20180919-story.html

(last accessed August 14, 2020).
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It is possible, of course, that voters in some Florida counties have di erent abilities in the
matter of properly voting a VBM ballot than those in in other counties. That is, the county-
wide VBM ballot rejection rates in Figure 3 may be confounded by non-uniform distributions
of age groups, UOCAVA voters, and racial and ethnic minorities across Florida. Still, if equal
standards are being applied by SOEs and their stas, VBM rejection rates conditional on
demographic groups should not di er substantially across counties, and Figure 3 raises questions
about county discretion.

Figure 4 provides an alternative perspective on county variability, displaying the geographic
distribution of VBM rejection rates across Florida in both elections. The darker the shade of
a county, the greater its VBM rejection rate. Two geographic features stand out.

First, the southern tip of Florida is relatively darkly shaded for both elections. This area of
the state, home to the populous Miami-Dade, Broward, and Palm Beach counties, had relatively
high rejection rates, particularly in the 2018 General Election. Second, Figure 4 shows that
there is heterogeneity across Florida in VBM rejection rates in both elections. There is no
geographical area in Florida that is immune to VBM ballot rejection. The ravishing e ects of
Category 5 Hurricane Michael, which struck Bay and Gulf counties in the state's Panhandle
less than a month prior to Election Day in 2018, are also clearly visible (Zelin and Smith 2020;

Morris and Miller 2020).
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