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PCEA Recommendations & USPS

•Expansion of Voting Opportunities
•USPS Communication
•USPS Ballot Tracking

•Data Collection



Communication
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2016: A year of collaboration
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Since January USPS® officials, including the Deputy 
Post Master General on numerous occasions, have been 
engaging with election officials across the country to 
identify issues and propose solutions.
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National Postal Forum 2016
Regional Focus Group
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Delivering Democracy: 
The Critical Role of USPS® 
in American Elections
Tammy Patrick

Bipartisan Policy Center Fellow 
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Webinar conducted 

for USPS on July 6th

that shared by over 

980 Postal Service 

employees

Presentation July 

18th for Election Mail 

Specialists
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2016 Election Season

An increasing number of Americans are voting by mail

Election administrators rely on the partnership with their vendors and 

USPS® to inform them of the best ways to leverage voting by mail.
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Consistent Advice Around Election Mail is Essential

Poll workers, USPS® employees and the Mailing Industry are on the front 

lines in providing consistent guidance and service to election customers.
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Election officials use mailings to verify that voters still 
reside where they are registered.

NVRA
National Voter Registration Act
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When information from USPS® states that a voter is no longer 
at an address the voter is put on an inactive list and, if they do 
not vote during two federal election cycles, their voter 
registration is cancelled.

Depending on the state, this can impact their ability to vote in 
other elections.

NVRA
National Voter Registration Act
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Deadlines to request vary greatly across the states, 
with some allowing for requests as late as the 
Monday before Election Day Tuesday.

Laws should allow time for the voter to be 
successful.

What will the deadline be for replacement ballots?

Legislature
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Review your statutes to make 
sure that voters can be successful 
given the delivery standards.
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“The bottom line – The Postal 
Service Our commitment – Election 
Mail will be processed within our 
Delivery Standards”

These standards 
changed early in 2015.



Step 2:  Class of Mail

First-Class Mail:  DMM 333.2.0

 Personal, handwritten, or typed information

 2-5 day delivery (50 United States)

 Free forwarding and return

 Sealed against inspection

Standard Mail: DMM 243.2.0

 No personal, handwritten, or typed information

 3-10 day delivery (Contiguous 48 United States)

 Forwarding/return require endorsement and a fee

 May be opened for postal inspection
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USPS NEW REALITY 16

Although USPS processes billions of mail pieces a month, their 
volume is down in this digital age.

For the last few years they have been optimizing their processing 
capacity with a network rationalization plan.  

This plan has closed many smaller processing plants and eliminated 
direct local delivery resulting in all mail going to the larger 
facilities for processing.

For many, mail isn’t just “going across town” any more…



USPS:

– Local Post Master

– Mail Design Analyst: MDA Support Center (855) 593-6093 
or mda@usps.gov

– Regional Election Mail representatives found online:

– http://about.usps.com/gov-services/election-mail/

Communication: With USPS

mailto:mda@usps.gov
http://about.usps.com/gov-services/election-mail/


Communication: With USPS



USPS:

– They tasked all of their Election Mail Specialists with 
reaching out to every local jurisdiction in the country by 
AUGUST 15th.

– They have to enter in their contacts into a centralized 
reporting system where efforts were tracked and they were 
held accountable.

Communication: With USPS



What to advise them:

– Mailing dates & prospective volumes

– Election Dates

– Any changes you’ve had (or are considering) regarding 
design, size, content, etc.

– Coordinate election night ballot pickup & facility 
sweep advise if you have colored envelopes or other 
visual indicators to look for (are you using Business 
Reply Mail?)

Communication: With USPS



Ask about ballot tracking—you may be mailing out 
with an IMB, but not getting the benefit. Be sure you 
are getting a unique identifier from your vendor.

If you are still keying all the yellow move tags, ask 
about Address Change Service (ACS) & get that 
information electronically

Communication: Mail House/Vendor



Be certain to set the proper expectations on:

• When to expect the ballot in the mail.

• Steps that the voter must take to be certain their 
ballot counts (sign, return in time, etc.).

• Options in returning the ballot and the deadlines for 
those options.

Communication: Voter



Design
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Official Election Material Mail Logo Use

Automation 
compatibility is a 
challenge with some 
jurisdictions design 
choices as well as 
size/format of return 
envelopes.



HEADER GOES HERE 25



HEADER GOES HERE 26

Mailing labels instead of rubber 
stamps improves the legibility. 

Also, using an address box rather 
than lines that don’t line up.



Consider also the design of the back of your 
envelope.

Formatting so that the voter’s address and any 
barcodes you use internally are in the general area 
where a delivery address would be can cause 
problems with the USPS orientation software (& 
send the ballot back to the voter…)

Envelope Design Considerations



Just because it passes the Mail Design 
Specialist specifications and perimeters 
doesn’t mean it is the best design or that the 
design won’t cause issues.

Envelope Design Considerations
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This is right where a 

delivery address 

would be located…



Envelope Design Considerations

Many examples of this



Envelope Design Considerations

A yellow return sticker on the back of the 
envelope demonstrates that it was 

disoriented in the system
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This is one of the most important 
aspects of your design.  It is like the 

header code of a ballot and orients the 
mail piece in the automation system.
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Where the voter 
puts the stamps is 

also impactful!



Ballot Delivery to the Voter
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If you mail out your ballots at a standard mail rate, which 
is subject to inspection, be certain to include an “example 
mailing” for review.

If you do not provide an example then an official 
balloting packet could be opened and a voter impacted.

Mailing Ballots at Standard Rate

ALWAYS 
Use tag 191!!
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Make it easy to know that 
these are ballots!



SERVICE TYPE ID FOR BALLOTS 37



Unless you pay for the return of the ballot or you have an 
overage account your voter instructions need to advise the 
voter of the cost to mail back the ballot.

Ballot Return: What to tell voters?

An insert with the 
information is ok.

REMEMBER: Rates DROPPED
April 10th



CONSISTENCY OF MESSAGE IS CRITICAL 39

68 Cents

47 Cents

2 Jurisdictions with exact same ballot material  envelope recently were told 2 
different costs for voters to return their ballots. 
One was 47 cents, the other 68:
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Now the one that put 47 cents on their return 
envelopes is getting calls from voters that 
1) they’re being told when they mail them that 

they need additional postage and, even worse 
2) some voters are getting their ballots back in 

the mail as insufficient funds… 

Be sure to document the weighing and talk to 
your Post Master about the importance of this.



Ballot Return
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Use of color in the 
envelope or in striping 
increases the visibility 

of the ballot in the 
mail stream
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And how smart is this?
This ensures the 

envelope is empty and 
they are bundled in 
batches for ease of 

counting and auditing
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What to Look Out For
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• Remember that BRM can add time to the return of the 
ballots or request cards for the attribution to your account—
remember to put that into your voter instructions!

• If you sweep the processing plant/offices on Election Day, 
remember to ask about BRM!

Business Reply Mail

Even if the BRM is not fully processed, 
USPS directive is that they are to do a 

quick tally of the volume and 
turnover ballots to election officials.
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Many election offices will use 
BRM and/or have accounts to 
cover insufficient postage.

Official election mail should 
follow postal regulations and 
NEVER be sent back to the voter 
for insufficient postage—that is 
someone’s VOTE! 

BRM & Insufficient Postage
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Many return deadlines do not take into consideration the 
new delivery standards.

Be certain your materials clearly advise the voter of 
mailing dates.

USPS was advising:

IN HAND Mail 5 days prior

POSTMARK Mail 2 days prior

Recently came out with a uniform, national message

DEADLINES & Options!!
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“The Postal Service recommends that 
voters mail ballots one week before the 
due date to account for any unforeseen 
events or weather issues and to allow for 
timely receipt and processing by election 
officials”
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States with in-hand 

deadlines are looking 

to reduce the numbers 

that arrive late that 

cannot be counted.

Looking to use of 

postmark.

States using 

postmarks have issue 

with lack-of or 

illegible ones. 

Considering going 

back to in-hand or 

other alternatives.



Voters need to be 
mindful when 
dropping ballots into 
blue boxes of pick-
up/collection times…

Do your voter 
instructions clearly 
explain return options?

DEADLINES & Options!!



Voters can go into any 
USPS counter and ask 
that their ballot 
envelope be hand-
cancelled (also referred 
to as a “round-stamp”).

DEADLINES & Options!!
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53DEADLINES & Options!!

USPS postmarks are applied for the collection date even 
if the actual processing occurs after midnight on that 
day.

It is only after the plant has the “all-clear” that the date is 
changed.

This is another point to verify that is happening locally.
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Postmarking/cancellation issues have driven states to 
allow for other methods to ensure that the voter 
submitted the ballot in the statutory timeframe: 

•WA: Use of the date the voter used in signing the 
affidavit

•OH: Use scanning data from USPS®

Ballot Return Considerations 
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Iowa Legislation: Allow IMb™ data



Having drop boxes will be helpful, understanding the possible 
volumes is important to be certain that they don’t get too full…

DEADLINES & Options!!



Consider having a uniform mailing packet to get the voted ballots 
dropped in one county back to their county of origin.

Be certain that the official election mail logo & the Green Ballot 
Tag 191 are used.

Communicate what these packets will look like with USPS so that 
they know what to be watching out for.

DEADLINE: 8 Days 



Don’t wait until it is too 
late to discover if there are 
issues!

Train staff to look for dates 
out of the delivery range & 
missing postmarks as they 
process the incoming ballot 
envelopes.

Data Collection



Tuesday delivery is 
lighter with the new 
delivery standards.

Looking at the 
postmark dates on 
Wednesday’s mail can 
inform when voters 
are dropping off and 
help with your 
messaging to voters.

Data Collection



Resources
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http://about.usps.com/election-

mail/election-mail-resources.htm

USPS has a dedicated website containing an 
election-mail tool kit for election officials as 
well as voters.
It was updated for 2016 with current 
information:

USPS

http://about.usps.com/election-mail/election-mail-resources.htm
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Join the Postal Task Force so that you get pertinent 
information on election mail, delivery, and best practices

Simply let Tim Mattice know that you are interested.

Election Center Postal Task Force



I would also recommend that you sign up for the 
Industry Alerts that will send you updates in the 
event of service outages. 

Contingency Planning



Data Collection

With a generous funding by the Democracy Fund, 

the Bipartisan Policy Center has partnered with 

Democracy Works to host an online repository of 

election mail issues and best practices.

www.electionmail.org

http://www.electionmail.org/


Captures basic information regarding the postal 
issue that you are experiencing and report it 
directly into the USPS reporting system!

ELECTIONMAIL.ORG



Issues will be categorized so 
that we can isolate trends in 
problems and find solutions.

Solutions will be posted.

Individual reports will not.

ELECTIONMAIL.ORG
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WWW.VOTEBYMAIL.GOV
70

Additionally, the 
Standards Board has a 
Postal Committee to 
aid in identifying 
issues and distributing 
information.
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Postal Bulletin (PB22437)

Clearly defines services 
that you should be 
receiving at your local 
post office, have a copy 
handy in case you have 
issues!
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HEADER GOES HERE 72

Checklist for voters who vote by mail

Checklist for election administrators

Checklist for USPS®

Checklist for state legislators
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For tens of millions of voters their mailbox 

is their ballot box
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By working together we can be certain that 

their voices are heard!



Tammy Patrick
Democracy Project Fellow
Bipartisan Policy Center

tpatrick@bipartisanpolicy.org

602.471.7878
@aztammyp
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