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This special edition of Election Connection is produced periodically for key 
stakeholders to supplement our regular electronic newsletter. We look forward to 
keeping you in the loop with all that’s happening at King County Elections.

Two years of voting entirely by mail
King County has held steady with about 1.1 million registered voters as the largest 
jurisdiction in the U.S. to conduct all elections entirely by mail. Now that we’ve 
been conducting elections by mail for two years, we are often asked to provide 
information about the impact of this decision.

Sustained increase in accountability
King County Elections has a core mission of conducting accurate, secure and 
accessible elections. While there is no industry standard by which to benchmark 
success in the administration of elections, King County has been working toward 
achieving quality six sigma standards since 2005 by benchmarking discrepancies 
between the number of mail ballots received and the number of mail ballots 
tabulated. In simple terms, six sigma quality performance means that no more than 
3.4 defects occur per million opportunities.

The incidence of discrepancies recorded 
has dropped remarkably since switching 
to a vote by mail (VBM) environment. 
Elections met the six sigma standards 
in 2009, our first year conducting all 
elections by mail, and has sustained it in 
every subsequent election.

The chart below shows the mail ballot 
discrepancy rates for the past five 
General Elections. 

Election Nov. Nov. Nov. Nov. Nov. Nov.
 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010
Turnout 395,600 451,000 362,000 657,000 587,000 786,000
Discrepancies 23 51 2 4 0 0
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Changing the way we administer elections eliminated the 
challenge of recruiting and training qualified poll workers 
and dealing with the inconsistencies that accompanied 
training such a large staff in a short amount of time, 
especially with the growing complexities of election 
administration over the last several years. Further, due to 
the large number of polling sites, ballots were routinely 
transported in personally owned vehicles. There was little 
ability to control how ballots were transported or stored 
overnight before being delivered to the elections office. 
With VBM, all ballots are retrieved from the U.S. Postal 
Service and ballot drop locations by two elections staff and 
are delivered directly to our secure office.

Increased production capacity
In November 2010, King County’s Election Night posting 
reflected a count of about 374,000 ballots, the highest number of mail ballot results posted on Election 
Day to date. Prior to switching to our new tabulation system, our highest number of comparable mail 
ballots tabulated on Election Day was 127,000.

Another significant change is the drastic reduction in the number of provisional ballots issued and 
processed. Provisional ballot research and subsequent processing is complex and time-consuming, 
and the results of those ballots are not available for days or weeks after Election Day. For example, in 
November 2008, the votes from provisional ballots, all 26,000 that were verified, were not ready to be 
tabulated until two weeks after Election Day.

 Election Aug Nov Aug Nov Aug Nov Aug Nov
  2007 2007 2008 2008 2009 2009 2010 2010
 Provisional
 Ballots 1,220 5,026 3,388 33,885 9 102 34 604
 Issued 
 

 Decreased undeliverable ballots
The implementation of VBM reduced the number of undeliverable ballots returned to our office by 
the U.S. Postal Service. We have made a significant effort to update voter registration data on a 
regular basis to maintain more accurate voter rolls, and to ensure ballots reach voters at the correct 
address.

 Election Nov 2008 Nov 2010
 Returned Undeliverable 14,199 7,909
 Ballots

Reduced temporary staffing
Conducting all elections by mail has substantially streamlined 
our election administration and, as a result, the need for so many 
temporary staff. During the November 2010 election, our largest 
VBM election to date, 302 temporary staff positions were filled, 
compared to a similarly sized election administered with poll sites 
requiring more than 5,000 temporary staff positions. Temporary 
staffing was also down from 425 in the previous year’s VBM 
General Election as a result of continued process improvement 
and expanded use of the technologies implemented for our VBM 
environment. 

Overall savings
The transition to VBM involved substantial investments in 
technology and training, much of which was supported by grant 
funding. The benefits of VBM are very apparent in the ongoing 



annual costs of conducting 
elections:

• $250K - $500K annualized 
cost savings since going to 
VBM.

• Cost per voter during polling 
days when we offered both 
VBM and poll sites = $2.50 - 
$3.00. Cost per voter since 
going to VBM = $1.50 - $2.00. 
This is a direct savings to the 
jurisdictions who participate 
in elections.

Other benefits realized
The Elections Department is not the only beneficiary from the transition to VBM. 
When polling places were in use, a high number of voters in each election went 
to the wrong polling location and subsequently missed an opportunity to vote on 
the correct ballot. Additionally, schools were raising concerns about the number of 
strangers allowed around children and were beginning to request that their sites no 
longer be used for poll voting.

Great performance reviews
Washington’s Office of the Secretary of State conducted an Elections Procedures 
Review of King County Elections’ operations and released their findings in 2010. In 
their final report, they noted: “King County has the most extensive quality control 
and ballot accountability procedures of any county in the state. These procedures 
consistently ensure the accuracy of elections and voter registration in an extremely 
complex environment.”

In several countywide surveys conducted over the past two years, a strong majority 
of citizens rated Elections high on service satisfaction.

Finally, King County Elections received national recognition in 2010 for our success 
achieved in transitioning to VBM, winning awards from both CIO magazine and the 
National Association of Counties.

Looking forward: What’s next?
Transitioning to all-mail voting was a huge step for King County, requiring changes 
throughout the organization. Now in the third year of VBM, Elections continues to 
work to ensure that the new process remains secure and responsive to a changing 
society to ensure that voting is accessible for all.  Some of the steps we take to 
ensure this include: 
• Maintaining three accessible voting centers during county-wide elections 

where locations, scale, layout and services are designed to meet the needs of 
voters with disabilities. 

• Offering provisional ballots at the accessible voting centers, to provide every 
voter the opportunity to cast a ballot. 

• Installing a network of postage-free ballot drop boxes for voters who prefer to 
not use U.S. Postal Service.

• Strengthening communications with voters to ensure broad awareness about 
voting in King County.

The direction set in 2005 by former County Executive Ron Sims and the County 
Council to transition King County voters to all-mail elections has yielded benefits 
for King County voters.  Accountability is certainly a positive factor, as well as cost 
efficiencies, increased awareness of elections taking place, especially special 
elections, and voting convenience.  For administrators of elections, the ability 
to control ballot and process security is paramount in our ever constant goal of 
building and sustaining voter trust and confidence.    


