
 

 

 
President Obama decried on Election Night 2012 the presence of long lines at polling places 
across this country and declared that “We can fix that.” While lines are never going to be 
entirely avoidable, there was much that local and state election administrators could do on a 

bipartisan basis to improve every Americans’ voting experience.  

In 2013, he appointed us—his former White House counsel and campaign attorney and 
Governor Romney’s campaign general counsel—to co-chair the bipartisan Presidential 
Commission on Election Administration (PCEA). The PCEA’s mission was clear and limited: to 
identify best practices and to make recommendations that promote the efficient administration 
of elections in order to ensure that all eligible voters have the opportunity to cast their ballots 
without undue delay, and to improve the experience of voters facing other obstacles in casting 
their ballots, such as members of the military, overseas voters, voters with disabilities, and 

voters with limited English proficiency.  

We were not and are not looking for one size fits all solutions and federal legislation to 
address existing issues. Instead, we spent a year receiving testimony from citizens and experts 
from around the country about the weaknesses in American elections and possible solutions to 
help build a process befitting our country’s expectations. The Commission issued its formal 
report to the President and Vice President in 2014, but in many ways, the work toward 

implementation was only beginning. 

The report we issued—written with the assistance of eight other election officials and business 
leaders—contains simple, implementable recommendations and best practices that have 

strong bipartisan support.  

The PCEA’s report identifies several key issues in need of further exploration, research, and 
focus and made unanimous, bipartisan recommendations in each. The Bipartisan Policy Center 
is involved in action in each of these fields and will be around to promote change along the 
lines of PCEA recommendations and best practices for years to come. BPC’s work with the 
PCEA commissioners focuses on recommendations in four key areas with a smaller focus on 

other recommendations. 

The recommendations call for: 

 modernizing the registration process through continued expansion of online voter 
registration, increasing interstate collaboration in improving the accuracy of voter lists 
through programs like the Electronic Registration Information Center (ERIC) and the 

https://www.supportthevoter.gov/files/2014/01/Amer-Voting-Exper-final-draft-01-09-14-508.pdf


 

Interstate Voter Registration Crosscheck (IVRC), and improving processes for working 
with state DMVs; 

 reevaluating the future of voting technology to address the impending crisis in voting 
machines as current options reach the end of their usefulness, incorporating a new 
generation of options that leverages off-the-shelf technology, and reforming the 

standard-setting and certification process for new voting technology;  

 reducing Election Day lines by collecting data, developing online tools for resource 
allocation, helping local officials determine and mitigate the factors known to cause 

lines, and setting a new thirty-minute goal for maximum wait times; and,  

 advancing measures to improve options for voting like absentee and early voting 
without eliminating resources devoted to Election Day and adopting vote centers that 

allow voters a choice of where to cast a vote. 

BPC worked closely with the PCEA during its hearings, research, and report writing. After the 
report was presented to the White House, we and the other former PCEA commissioners asked 
the BPC to continue working to push forward the recommendations at the local and state 

level. 

All of the PCEA recommendations and best practices implemented everywhere would lead to a 
marked improvement in the way Americans experience voting. However, due to the 
decentralized nature of our election processes, it is not reasonable to expect these changes to 
occur expeditiously or comprehensively. We stand ready to assist jurisdictions as they become 
ready to consider modifications to their election laws, policies, and procedures in line with 
PCEA recommendations and best practices. BPC is the only organization working directly with 
all of the engaged former PCEA commissioners and is the best positioned to affect the 

broadest change in all four key areas identified by the PCEA. 

Election Day Line Data Collection Program 

We are here today to speak about polling place lines and our efforts to promote commonsense 
solutions to the problem. First, we acknowledge that lines are not a problem everywhere in 
New York City, nor anywhere else for that matter. Still, what we do know about Election Day 

lines is surprisingly little.  

To date, all data on the subject come from surveys conducted of voters shortly after an 
election. While these surveys are relatively large samples of the population, for most 
jurisdictions the best data point we can get is the average wait time. In some places, that is 
the average wait time across the entire state. While an interesting fact, to be sure, we all 
know how little a statewide average wait time is likely to tell us. What we need to know is 



 

specifically where lines are happening, when during the day, and the factors associated with 
lines. With that information, jurisdictions can follow evidence driven policy change.  

We are pursuing a nationwide data collection effort this November because it is time to make 
election administration policy based on facts rather than anecdote. Our effort is the first of its 
kind, which seeks to calculate wait times at every polling place in a jurisdiction throughout 
Election Day. Seventy-five jurisdictions in more than 20 states are already committed to 
participating in the simple, bipartisan program this November. Together, they represent more 
than 44 million registered voters. With New York City, one of the largest election jurisdictions 
in the country with a higher percentage of in-person, Election Day voters than average, our 

dataset will be very robust. 

New York City’s Board of Election and staff will receive invaluable feedback as well, which will 
improve the voting experience for all New York City voters in future elections. While you may 
have some idea of which polling places have early or late lines or traditionally heavier turnout 
than others, you do not have average wait times throughout the day at every polling place in 
your jurisdiction. In every county and city we have worked with to date, the election officials 
who receive back their data from us after analysis have been surprised to learn about issues at 
polling places that they had never worried about before. It is essential to address these 

previously unknown issues before they cause massive issues in subsequent elections. 

The data collection is surprisingly simple and New York City is already well-positioned to collect 
it. The ideas that motivate the initiative are derived from queuing theory, which is a branch of 
operations research that uses mathematical models to better understand and manage 
customer service processes. Queuing theory is a core concept in management science. Its 

applications are encountered by all of us dozens, if not hundreds, of times each day. 

Perhaps the most important insight in queuing theory is something called “Little’s Law.” In the 
context of polling places, Professor Charles Stewart of the MIT-Caltech Voting Technology 
Project and informal advisor to the PCEA explains that Little’s Law tells us the following: 

The average time it takes to check in equals1: 

 

If we want to estimate how long it takes voters to complete the check-in process throughout 

the day at a particular precinct, we can do so by gathering data that tells us the following: 

                                                        
1 Note the following about the following equation. (1) The average time it takes to check in includes both the time it takes 
waiting in line to get to the poll book plus the time it takes actually checking in with the poll book clerk. (2) The average 
number of voters in the check-in system includes both the number of people waiting in line to check in plus the actual number 
of people checking in. Also note that we can re-express this equation in terms of voting booths, to estimate how long (on 
average) people waited after they had checked in to get access to a voting booth in order to mark their ballot. 



 

 The total number of voters who voted throughout the day 

 The number of stations available for check-in  

 The average number of voters who have yet to complete the check-in process during 
the day 

The first quantity—the total number of voters during the day—can easily be determined by 
official records once the polls close. The second quantity—the number of poll books available—
can be approximated by the number assigned to a precinct, but it would be better to record 
how many were in actual use during the day. The third quantity—the average number of 
voters who have yet to complete the check-in process—can only be determined by direct 
observation in the precinct. 

Professor Stewart and his team at MIT are partnering with the PCEA and BPC on this data 

collection effort. 

The program works best with data gathered each hour. With hourly data, we will get a very 
precise estimate of the relevant averages during the day. All is not lost if an hour is skipped, 
but it will be better if data are gathered each hour. That is the entire ask of you and your 
jurisdiction: At the top of each hour, have one poll worker count the line. While we certainly 
understand your poll workers will be busy, this two-minute effort will provide you and us with 

a wealth of data that cannot be collected any other way. 

Schools as Polling Places 

Election administration policy can quickly devolve into partisan politics. Many issues do not 
need to be that way. Of particular relevance to New York City, our commission was interested 

in the availability of appropriate polling places on Election Day. 

Despite increasing use of voting by mail and early voting convenience options, the majority of 
Americans cast their ballots in person on Election Day. Based on recent trends, upwards of 75 
million voters will go to local polling places on Election Day this November 8 to cast a ballot. 
But where those neighborhood polling places are housed is a source of constant concern for 
election officials. And one of the best sources of polling place locations is increasingly under 

attack as unsuitable due to security concerns. 

The president’s executive order establishing the commission never mentions schools, but the 
first area the commission was directed to consider included the location of polling places. But 
time and again, we heard from election officials that schools are the best facilities for polling 
places. At the same time, we received testimony that a number of school districts were 
restricting the use of schools, leaving election officials with insufficient facilities for polling 

places.  



 

While no reliable and definitive number exists nationwide—in New York City, upwards of 700 
of the 1,200 polling places are in schools—we know public schools make up a large percentage 
of polling places in the United States, and are well-suited to the task for several reasons. 
Schools tend to be located throughout the community. They have large areas within the 
building in which to situate a polling place such as gyms and cafeterias. And the best ones are 
accessible for voters with disabilities, which is a requirement in law for all polling places 

(although the accessibility of polling places is a discussion for another time). 

School officials and teachers advocates, however, are not as enthusiastic about allowing 
election officials to use their facilities. They cite real security concerns about allowing 
unverified individuals into a building during school hours. Election Day can be a chaotic 
experience that disrupts a school’s normal operation. For example, campaigns are generally 
allowed to have observers in a polling place and campaign volunteers outside the entrance. 
Moreover, lines of voters can snake through hallways during high turnout elections. 

The PCEA, in its recommendations to the president, attempted to balance the competing 

interests of election officials and school officials. The commission recommends that: 

Schools should be used as polling places; to address any related security concerns, 
Election Day should be an in-service day. 

In many areas of the country, election administrators need schools to be able to field a 
sufficient number of polling places. However, the commission understood the need to protect 
student safety. The in-service day for teachers on Election Day preserves schools as polling 
places while mitigating security concerns. The problem is not intractable if school officials and 
election officials can work together to serve their shared constituents. The state of New York 
has shown interest in creating an Election Day holiday for schools to preserve their availability 

as polling places. We support that bipartisan legislation. 

Conclusion 

The Presidential Commission on Election Administration and the Bipartisan Policy Center stand 
ready to be a resource for all election jurisdictions looking to implement truly bipartisan, vetted 
election administration policies. New York City’s participation in our data collection effort 
makes our program so much more robust and will provide city administrators with invaluable 

analysis that will improve each New Yorkers voting experience for years to come.  

Today is only the beginning of what we hope will be a productive and mutually beneficial 
partnership. You and your staff are doing amazing work in one of the most complex election 
environments in this country. Where we can be of assistance in the future, we are only a call 
away and we look forward to promoting other PCEA best practices and recommendations here 

in the near term. 


