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The California 
Voter’s Choice Act: 

Shifting Election Landscape
The election landscape has evolved dramatically in the recent past, 
leading to significantly higher expectations from voters in terms of 
access, choice, and convenience for casting ballots. California Senate 
Bill 450, the California Voter’s Choice Act, addresses these voter 
expectations while also incorporating the concerns of jurisdictions, 
such as fairness, transparency, security, and cost-effectiveness. 

Without exaggeration, it can be said that SB 450 is one of the most 
significant pieces of election reform legislation in California history. 
Though at present the provisions of this legislation are “opt in” rather 
than mandated, it is clear that SB 450 heralds a major new direction 
in voting for the Golden State with nationwide implications. 
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The California Voter’s Choice Act:

Bracing For Impact
The unprecedented range and complexity of SB 450 has jurisdictions bracing for 
impact. The end result will cement California’s leadership role in how elections 
are conducted, but getting there entails signifi cant operational risk. Budget 
challenges and a lack of internal resources may hinder progress. Not least, 
implementing the bill’s provisions will entail the purchase of a new voting system 
that must meet jurisdictions’ needs for years to come. 

For many California voters, SB 450 will be a major shift in the way they cast their 
ballots. Some will be eager to embrace new voting methods and practices, while 
others will wonder why anything has to change. For jurisdictions, that means 
extensive planning to educate and equally enfranchise all voters. 

California’s legislative modernization effort is best complemented by truly 
modern technology that is designed for diverse, modern methods of voting 
– rather than relying on cobbled-together “workarounds.” This white paper 
reviews the two central pillars of SB 450—vote by mail and in-person voting 
centers—and provides guidance on selecting voting system technology that 
mitigates risk while managing these historic changes. 
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Vote By Mail
Under SB 450, any election may be conducted by mail, beginning in 
2018. For such elections, all registered voters will receive a ballot in 
the mail 28 days before Election Day. After marking their ballot, the 
voter places it in a secrecy envelope and then into a separate mailing 
envelope, signs the envelope as marked, and returns it by mail or at a 
designated drop-off location. 

Vote by Mail (VBM) is popular with voters due to its convenience, and 
with jurisdictions due to the cost savings in operating polling places, 
particularly in low-turnout elections. VBM also poses several significant 
challenges, most of which relate to ballot handling and scanning. 

Jurisdictions that adopt VBM can best address its challenges by 
selecting modern election technology with the following characteristics:

• Reliable scanning. With VBM, ballots returned via the USPS or by 
way of a designated drop-off location may not arrive at the central 
scanning station in pristine condition. Many will be folded, wrinkled, 
stained or marked in an unorthodox manner. A modern scanning 
solution manages these variations with minimal pre-handling of the 
ballots. It digitally captures full images of all but the most damaged 
scanned ballots and uses configurable image filters to flag for 
adjudication any ballots with issues. 

• Scalable scanning. California’s counties range in size from Los 
Angeles County, with its 10 million residents, to mountainous 
Alpine County, with a population near 1100. A scalable scanning 
solution enables workstations to be deployed efficiently for any 
election, from the largest to the smallest. For a high volume 
election, workstations can be networked so ballots can be scanned 
continually while adjudication is accomplished in real time. For small 
jurisdictions or low turnout elections, a single workstation can scan 
small batches and flag ballots for later adjudication using the same 
computer. 
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• Scan and adjudicate as you go. The new election scenario replaces the 
traditional long Election Night of ballot counting with an election event 
that takes place over many days. A modern ballot scanning solution saves 
time by letting you scan and adjudicate ballots on your schedule, with all 
ballots recorded for later tabulation on Election Night. 

• Ballot handling for multiple precincts and languages. A modern voting 
system removes the need to presort ballots by precinct, language, 
orientation or other parameters. The ballots are simply scanned in their 
original form, with minimal handling, and the system does the “sorting.” 

• Adjudicating ballots on-screen. Full-featured on-screen adjudication is 
critical to effi ciently, accurately capturing voter intent when scanning a 
large number of ballots. Ideally, the system will identify all voter intent 
issues with clear, color-coded fl ags and allow you to easily navigate to 
ballots that require resolution, then record your decisions contest-by-
contest. For multi-day election events, adjudication can be done as you go, 
saving time and preventing headaches on Election Night. 

• Real-time voter registration integration. To ensure that by-mail voters 
have not previously voted in this election using another voting method, and 
that they cannot vote again for the duration of the election event, you will 
need access to real-time voter registration information. 

• Transparency and auditability. A comprehensive voting system enables 
you to easily identify, manage, and add notes to ballot images. Thus, you 
and any observers can understand exactly how the ballot was handled both 
by the voting system and through any user actions. 
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In-Person Voting Centers 
SB 450 provides for voting centers, an alternative to traditional, neighborhood-
based precincts. Voters can cast their ballots at any voting center in the 
jurisdiction, regardless of their address. Voting centers may be operated on 
Election Day, for the duration of an early voting period, or even as mobile 
centers that allow for voting in population-dense, high-traffic locations such as 
office complexes, senior centers, or grocery stores. 

Voting centers are popular with voters because of the convenience of multi-day 
voting and the ability to choose to vote near work, school or other frequently 
visited spots. Like VBM, voting centers benefit jurisdictions with cost savings 
in comparison with staffing traditional polling places. With varying voter crowd 
sizes, multiple ballot styles and a range of voting scenarios and voter needs, 
voting centers can also pose challenges. 

Many voting center challenges can be mitigated with election technology that 
meets the following criteria:

• Real-time electronic poll book integration. In a voting center, an electronic 
poll book is essential – it ensures that each voter casts only one ballot. 
By integrating with  the state’s voter registration system, the electronic 
poll book enables poll workers to verify the voter’s status in real time and 
streamlines voter check-in. 

• On-demand printing for multiple ballot styles. You may have a wide 
variety of ballot styles for any given election, depending on the many 
election districts that have races on the ballot. With a modern election 
system, there is no need to try to forecast what ballot styles will be needed 
at each voting center or to create and store pre-printed ballots. Instead, the 
poll worker can easily see what ballot is needed when the voter checks in, 
and print it on demand. Automating ballot assignment through integration 
between the electronic poll book and the on-demand printing solution 
eliminates guesswork and human error.

• Ballot handling for all ballot situations. A system that can efficiently 
handle special situations such as provisional and replacement ballots 
according to the jurisdiction’s procedures prevents bottlenecks and long 
lines at the voting center. 
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• Ballot handling for multi-day elections. As with VBM, voting centers enable 
the new election model of a multi-day election event. Modern technology 
allows for ballots to be cast and recorded at the voting centers over many 
days, with votes tabulated only on Election Night. 

• Equality of access. A properly equipped voting center provides accessibility 
to all voters with features such as audio ballots, tactile buttons, adjustable 
contrast screens, compatibility with “sip and puff” and other adaptive 
controls, accessible voting booths and multiple languages. The days of 
segregated ballots are at an end with a system that enables all voters to 
cast the same type of ballot, whether they mark the ballot by hand or with a 
ballot marking device. 

• Automated paper ballot review for voter confi dence. An easy-to-use 
ballot review device allows voters to look over the selections they have 
made on a paper ballot before casting their vote. This enhances voter 
confi dence without creating a bottleneck at the ballot scanner.

With a modern election system, there is no need to try to forecast what ballot styles will 
be needed at each voting center or to create and store pre-printed ballots. Instead, the 
poll worker can easily see what ballot is needed when the voter checks in, and print it on 
demand. Automating ballot assignment through integration between the electronic poll 

book and the on-demand printing solution eliminates guesswork and human error.
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Hart InterCivic is a full-service election solutions innovator, partnering with state and local governments 
to deliver secure, accurate, and reliable elections. Hart’s integrated Verity platform supports end-to-end 
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866-216-4278. Learn more about the Verity Voting system: www.hartintercivic.com/verityoverview.
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While the last two decades have already seen massive election reform, SB 450 
signals a new wave of innovation that will continue to transform the future of 
elections in California – and potentially across the U.S. Jurisdictions and voters 
alike will wrestle with the challenges of increased voter access, convenience 
voting, and election security reforms. Moreover, whatever solution is chosen will 
bring with it challenges such as funding, sustainability, and stability. 

To ensure success for election teams and voters, it will be critical to understand 
the best practices that SB 450 embodies, particularly greater ease of use, 
auditability, and versatility of each piece of equipment. All voters must be 
equally enfranchised, including those who have an allegiance to traditional 
methods of voting, and jurisdictions will have to add software applications and 
new technology to already-bulging bags of tricks. 

Choosing the right technology partner is the game-changer in handling the 
systemic risk of this major paradigm shift. To help ensure that systems will have 
a long shelf life and facilitate fair, efficient, and transparent elections for many 
years to come, consider these success factors: 

• A modern system that embodies the SB 450 best practices—rather than 
relying on workarounds—and that can be certified to the latest California 
Voting Standards 

• A system with a modular, scalable design for a longer product lifecycle and 
flexibility to adapt to future needs

• A stable partner with a track record of credibility across the electoral 
process and field-proven products, services and support 

• An experienced partner whose team of experienced project managers 
demonstrate expertise specific to the design, implementation and support 
of voting centers and VBM

Choosing the right 
technology partner is the 
game-changer in handling 
the systemic risk of this 
major paradigm shift.

Maximizing 
Success with 
the Right 
Technology 
Partner
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