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Abstract

This thesis examines how misinformation, incendiary rhetoric, and conspiracy theories
that Donald Trump was the rightful winner of the 2020 presidential election — the “Big Lie” —
have affected local election officials' ability to conduct free and fair elections. This is a study of
how the assault and harassment of local election officials, motivated by the Big Lie, have
impacted their ability to retain staff and recruit new staff. Additionally, this thesis considers the
highly decentralized nature of election administration across all fifty states. Some states have
centralized election laws and administration at the state level while other, decentralized, states’
election administration varies from county to county or even township to township. The four
states investigated range from highly decentralized to highly centralized. The metrics I use to
determine state centralization are 1) what election costs do the states pay for 2) what type of
training for election officials does the state require, and 3) are there uniform voting and voter
registration procedures across the state? This study examines whether the level of centralization
impacts local election officials’ resiliency amid increasing election denialism and threats to

electoral integrity.
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Introduction

“There is nowhere I feel safe. Nowhere. Do you know how it feels to have the President
of the United States target you?” said former Fulton County, Georgia election official Ruby
Freeman in a prerecorded video to the U.S. House Select Committee on the January 6 Attack
(Amiri 2022). Freeman, and her daughter Wandrea “Shaye” Moss, were accused by President
Donald Trump of bringing in suitcases of fraudulent ballots with votes for then Presidential
candidate Joseph Biden and scanning them multiple times on the voting tabulator machines.
They were also accused of passing around a USB memory stick that contained a fraudulent vote
count (Gardner 2022). Unsatisfied by the results of the 2020 election, President Trump turned to
attack Freeman and Moss for rigging the election. As a result, Moss and Freeman, both Black,
were confronted by a slew of violent, angry, and deeply racist threats. “A lot of threats, wishing
death upon me. Telling me I’ll be in jail with my mother. Saying things like be glad it’s 2020 and
not 1920,” said Moss (Amiri 2022). Rudy Giuliani, then President Trump’s top campaign
lawyer, said that Moss and Freeman were passing around the USB memory stick like a vial of
heroin or cocaine. Freeman was passing Moss a ginger mint (Gardner 2022). Trump supporters
began to come to their homes, screaming at them from the outside, attempting to enter the homes
to search for fraudulent ballots, and even trying to make citizen arrests. Their lives were turned
upside down. Neither of them stayed on staff and all the other permanent election officials and
supervisors that were shown on the video that Trump used as “evidence” of his accusations
against Moss and Freeman have quit (Amiri 2022).

The experience of Moss and Freeman, however, is not out of the ordinary for election
officials across the country. Their case exemplifies the changing narrative against election

officials, and that a large part of Trump’s supporter base believes these conspiracy theories and



are mobilized to take matters of election and voter “fraud” into their own hands. The conspiracy
theory that Trump won the 2020 presidential election but the election, which was subsequently
stolen from him, is commonly known as the “Big Lie.” The Big Lie was a political tactic to
claim that there was widespread electoral fraud, perpetrated by election officials such as Moss
and Freeman. The Big Lie was a way to create diffuse support, engendering the far-reaching
conspiracy theories and election denialism that poses a threat to our democratic institutions today
(Arceneaux and Truex 2021). Trump’s persistent claims of election and voter fraud beginning in
2016 and his use of social media animated voters to stage their own protests during the 2020
election. This movement quickly became known as “Stop the Steal,” as far-right citizens used
this phrase as a rallying cry against what they believed to be a fraudulent and corrupt election
system. Stop the Steal supporters became so convinced that the 2020 election was stolen from
Trump that on the day that the electoral college vote for then President-Elect Biden was to be
certified by Congress, protesters staged an insurrection at the U.S. Capitol.

Election denialism has plagued election officials across the country. Institutional threats
to election administration pose a significant challenge to both election integrity and the safety of
election officials. According to the data from the Brennan Center, 17 percent of election officials
have indicated that they have been threatened in their job (data on file with author). These threats
have manifested into physical violence in the form of assault and harassment over the phone,
through social media, or by email. Over a quarter of all election officials (28 percent) report they
are worried they will be physically assaulted on the job. Over 50 percent of election officials are
worried about the safety of their colleagues (Brennan Center for Justice). Threats have become
so pervasive, permeating from protests to electoral violence, that over 20 percent of election

officials are worried about the safety of their loved ones and family (Brennan Center for Justice).



This rise in election denialism and threats to election officials, by both constituents and
politicians, has had an impact on the retention of local election officials and the recruitment of
new election staff. Election officials are burnt out and tired from the constant barrage of
misinformation and threats to their safety, so much so that one in five election officials say they
are likely to quit before the 2024 election (Brennan Center for Justice).

In my analysis of rising forms of election denialism, I spoke former Maine Secretary of
State, Matt Dunlap, and current Maine Secretary of State, Shenna Bellows.! These conversations
provided insight into election denialism in their state and across the country. Dunlap was
secretary of state from 2005-2011 and again from 2013-2021. He now serves as the Maine State
Auditor. Shenna Bellows took office as the secretary of state on January 4, 2021, two days
before the January 6 insurrection. I include these two lawmakers to gain perspective on being an
election official before and during the 2020 election cycle compared to after.

Dunlap’s tenure as the secretary of state provides fourteen years of experience, as he
oversaw more than thirty state-wide elections. After overseeing millions of votes cast, his office
only encountered one substantiated case of voter fraud. The case involved a disgruntled college
student who sent in the absentee ballot of her former roommate from the opposite political party.
Dunlap equates the rapid spread of misinformation about election administration to his second-
grade teacher warning her students about eating apples and rice crispy treats on Halloween and
biting into razor blades. “This took on the status of a true urban legend. Every year we were told,

‘do not eat apples because someone could slide a razor blade into them.’ It’s never happened but

! Both of these conversations were conducted to give background in order to determine the
metrics of centralization, as well as the status of election denialism in Maine. Both Dunlap and
Secretary Bellows consented to being interviewed, recorded, and have provided written consent
to include their quotations in the thesis. See the Informed Consent section in the Appendix for
more information.



it pervades itself. Voter fraud is the same type of urban myth.” Widespread claims of national
incidents of voter fraud can create severe and lasting effects on confidence in election
administration. This, in turn, allows for more conspiracy theories, misinformation, assault, and
harassment of election officials.

Secretary Bellows acknowledges that election denialism in Maine is not as pervasive as
in other parts of the country, but the gravity of the national situation is still effecting her work
and life, “when you look at the aggregate data across the country, and the impact on election
workers, leading to early retirement....we've taken the seriousness of threats to elections very
seriously.” She has installed an at-home security system with cameras and has reported her office
receiving calls from members of the public that were very angry, especially around January 6.
The threats in Maine were tangible enough that municipal clerks and the Secretary of State's
office supported a statewide law to protect election workers.

The perspective that these two election officials provide is valuable to compare changes
in trends of threat to election officials before and after the 2020 election. Maine, and the rest of
the Northeast region, however, statistically have the lowest rates of election denialism. The
Brennan Center shows that the election officials in the South and West have faced the highest
forms of threat, harassment, and assault out of any other region (data on file with author).

The U. S has a deeply divided decentralized electoral system. Each state possesses the
ability to create its system for election administration. The U.S. is a rare case among the world's
democracies in its reliance upon sub-national governments for the administration of elections.
Before 2000 and the passage of the Help America Vote Act (HAVA), federal oversight over
local election administration was slim. HAVA provided funding for election administration and

voting equipment to every state and allowed for some federal oversight over voting practice,



voting registration, ballot counting, ballot machinery, and election administration (Palazzolo
2008). The implementation of HAV A was more seamless in states that had a centralized
administration than in decentralized states (Creek and Karnes 2010).

A centralized state is defined as a state that is responsible for running elections while a
decentralized state means that individual counties, municipalities, or even townships are
conducting their own elections. However, there is such high fragmentation of election law that
classifying a state by which level of government administers the elections is not sufficient. My
study asks if how much of the elections does the state pay for, the type of training provided, and
the uniformity of voting procedure and voter registration procedure will increase resilience of
local election officials.

This study examines how centralization in election law impacts election officials'
resilience (retention of staff and recruitment of new staff) to cope with election denialism and
preserve election integrity. I hypothesize that election officials in centralized states will have
higher resilience to threat and misinformation than in decentralized states. Centralized states
provide uniform support to all local election divisions, alleviating the pressure and burden of
combating misinformation. Because of this, I posit that election officials are much more likely to
stay on staff and it will be easier to recruit staff. In a decentralized state that lacks comprehensive
statewide support, individual counties will be left more vulnerable to combatting election
denialism on their own, leading to faster burnout by officials. In decentralized states, there will
be lower levels of staff retention and recruitment.

My thesis examines four case studies, one county from each of the four states with
differing levels of centralization. The four case studies are counties in New Mexico, Colorado,

Arizona, and Nevada. I examine the election laws and administrative procedures in each of these



states and speak with election officials about the status of election denialism in their county.
Through this examination, I determine resilience in each case of centralization.

This study provides insight into subversive threats to our democratic institutions. There is
an unshakeable nexus between election integrity and democracy. As election administration is
demonized by factions of the population and misinformation by high-powered politicians and
public figures becomes increasingly commonplace, American democracy is actively being
undermined. This study is an attempt to understand the forces behind the Big Lie, and how it
permeated from accusations of voter fraud in political discourse to assault and threats of violence
to local election officials. Local election officials are the gateway to democracy (Partheymiieller
et al. 2022). There is no institutional salvation to preserve free and fair elections beyond
protecting local election officials.

State centralization of election law, however, could be a solution to protecting the
electoral institution. I analyze centralization in state election law to determine what institutional
protections there are to cope with a new reality of election denialism. I aim to uncover support
structures that states can implement that will enable high resilience among local election
officials, fortifying the gateway to democracy.

In Chapter one, I engage with the existing scholarship on election administration and the
role of decentralization in U.S. election administration. This section explains that vitality of
election officials’ play in maintaining and protecting electoral integrity. In Chapter two, I will
discuss the formation of the Big Lie and how it has proliferated into widespread election
denialism. This chapter will provide background on the severity that election denialism poses to
our electoral institutions. I also examine the regional breakdown in threat and assault to election

officials across the county. I provide qualitative data to analyze which regions of the country face



the most frequent assault and harassment to election officials, and, in turn, have lower resilience
among officials. Chapter three delves into the background of decentralization in U.S. election
administration. I introduce my selected case studies as well as the metrics used to determine
centralization. Chapter four details my findings from the case studies, as I provide a

comprehensive analysis of centralization and resilience for every county studied.



Chapter One: Literature Review

Current discourse surrounding elections continuously emphasizes the critical point of
history that we are in. However, scholarship about threats to elections and electoral institutions
often fail to explain the nuances of political, legal, and social factors that have shaped American
electoral institutions as we know them today. Throughout this chapter, I will engage with
scholarly literature to explain what the present threats to elections are and how political and legal
debates and structures impact election integrity. I examine the place of federal, state, and local
actors in elections. In doing so, I will highlight the areas that are missing from the ongoing study
of the capacity and limitations of election administrators as actors of the state and as individual
enforcers of election integrity.
AMERICAN FEDERALISM IN ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

Electoral law and policy go hand in hand with how both election administrators conduct
elections and how voters experience elections. Article I, Section IV, Clause I of the Constitution
states, “The Times, Places and Manner of holding Elections for Senators and Representatives,
shall be prescribed in each State by the Legislature thereof; but the Congress may at any time by
Law make or alter such Regulations, except as to the Places of chusing Senators.” It is
enumerated in the U.S. Constitution that states have the power to implement their own elections.
Before the Revolutionary War, the colonies did not have a standardized election date; a local
official would simply publicize an election date, time, and place for voting. The election
administration — voter registration, ballot preparation, the storage of ballots, setting up voting
devices, early voting, and mail voting — did not exist (Hale et al. 2015, 54). Hale et al. explain
that election administration was an intermittent chore for various local officials whose primary

responsibilities were in other functions of government. Well into the nineteenth century, political



parties prepared ballots, and representatives would stand outside polling places and try to
persuade or bribe voters to take their ballots. Slowly, states began to adopt their own structure of
administration. Over time in the 19th century, voter registration was adopted which required
local officials to receive applications, maintain lists, and prepare lists of registrants to be used as
polling places. Even as election administration become standard, states did not do so in sync.
This staggered implementation of election administration was a symptom of decentralization in
election law throughout the nation. Some states created specialized election boards and offices at
the local level; however, in most states, there was no single officer charged with ensuring
uniformity of administration by local officials (Hale et al., 2015, 55). This history speaks to the
lack of a uniform election foundation in the U.S.

The current electoral landscape in the U.S. is vastly different as we move from state to
state and, in some cases, county to county. This fragmented election system leaves voters
vulnerable to varying levels of discrimination without much federal oversight. Within American
federalism, electoral institutions — and by extension, state governments — are used to define the
subset of the public that is and is not going to be represented (Springer 2014, 14). State electoral
institutions take on the role of federal institutions in the actual administration and functionality of
elections. Varying state election laws mean things like state and local management of registration
lists and policy places as well as county-by-county or even precinct-by-precinct variations in
voting technologies, ballot designs, voter instructions, and vote counting standards (Nussbaumer,
2013). Nussbaumer explains the allocation of local control of the electoral arena to demonstrate
the federation's “electoral independence” (Nussbaumer 2013, 392). This electoral independence
does provide agency to states to decide on how they will conduct their elections. The state

electoral hierarchy can limit the amount of discretion of each actor within the electoral apparatus.



Election administrators are saddled with much more responsibility than simply
administering elections. Hale and Slaton explain that even in today’s modern context of elections
federal, state, and local governments have long been intertwined in the election system, each
playing a role in defining voter eligibility, identifying elected offices, and deciding where, when,
and how elections will be conducted. Further confounding the election system is the fact that
election administration is not always a full-time job. In rural or less populous localities in
particular, election officials rely heavily on a temporary workforce of poll workers and monitors
who serve for a nominal wage or as volunteers. Local elections offices are responsible for
functions as diverse as population records (births and deaths), tax payments, passports, and
budgeting (Hale and Slaton 2008). Recently, election officers have been flooded with record
requests as a retaliation strategy to claims that election administrators were responsible for
stealing the 2020 presidential election (Moran 2022). In locations that are particularly small and
rural or locations that do not have sufficient election staff that is trained properly, things like
record requests can be extremely harmful. When the federal, state, and local governments fail to
have a uniform system of elections, election administrations are easily overwhelmed and lack

oversight and support which can harm their ability to conduct free and fair elections.

IMPLICATIONS OF ELECTION ADMINSTRATION

Election officials are considered the gatekeepers of democracy (Partheymiieller et al.,
2022). They are what bridge the gap between what the government intends on election day and
what the citizens experience (Hall et al. 2008). Hall et al. name poll workers and election
officials “street-level bureaucrats” because they are both the symbol of election administration,
especially on election day, and they also have the ability to make one’s voting experience

pleasant and rewarding or difficult and miserable (Hall et al. 2008). How voter information is

10



displayed, voter registration procedure, voting technology, how to fill out a ballot, if a
provisional ballot can be issued, and wait times can all be informed by the poll workers. Election
officials wield a lot of power when it comes to shaping one’s voting experience, as they can
influence voter confidence and perception of elections. A symptom of the decentralized election
system in the U.S. is that there is no uniform procedure every election official must follow.
Instead, differing levels of pre-existing state election procedures and oversight can allow poll
workers to decide to what extent they will follow guidelines (Hall et al. 2008, 508). According to
Hall et al, this leads to poll workers having considerable discretion as to which election laws they
implement and how they go about doing so (Hall et al. 2008, 508). For example, in a survey of
Los Angeles polling places in 2002, 30 percent of the head poll workers surveyed stated that
every voter had to show identification in order to vote, even though a requirement to show
identification is in direct conflict with California law governing voter identification (Hall et al.
2008, 508). Election officials, thus, have an incredible impact on electoral integrity, one of the
most important mechanisms of a functioning democratic institution.

One of the largest threats to allowing this democratic institution to continue is the ability
to recruit poll workers (Clark and James 2021). Being a poll worker is a high-stress, temporary,
low-paying position, which has led to difficulty in recruiting poll workers across the board. Clark
and James asses what motivates people to give their time to provide this vital public service to
their fellow citizens and democracy generally. They find that for many poll workers, the stipend
they receive is an important part of what induces them to volunteer. Their findings are
contradictory to previous research that states that poll workers are driven to volunteer out of a
sense of service. A highly decentralized system, in which counties set wages and are responsible

for paying salaries, will not be conducive to recruiting poll workers that are mainly motivated by
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material benefits. It is useful to our understanding of this study to understand why poll workers
volunteer in elections, as it could be a factor in determining resiliency in election officials.

The scholarship on election administration examines how election officials themselves
are a vital piece to the upkeep and maintenance of democracy. However, largely untouched, is
poll workers’ own confidence in administering elections. (Partheymdiieller et al. 2022).
Partheymdiieller et al. find that partisan poll workers are equally or even more skeptical regarding
foreign interference in the electoral process or the media campaign coverage. The saliency of this
internal threat will not only pose challenges to the institution of election administration itself but
deeply affect voters as research shows that lower confidence in election officials will influence
administrative performance which has an effect on voter confidence in general (Partheymiieller
et al. 2022). Research shows when administrative performance is low, citizens are less satisfied
with democracy (Partheymiieller et al. 2022, 2).

There are mechanisms to ensure that administrative performance will lead to high voter
confidence, however. Glaser et al. find that the training and experience of poll workers lead to
lower residual vote rates. In their study, they define the residual vote rate the number of ballots
cast minus the number of votes for a specific race (Glaser et al. 2007, 3). They find that the
residual vote rate has a direct correlation with general poll worker confidence either before or
after election day. Confidence and low residual voter rates are also correlated with the
confidence to operate or demonstrate voting equipment. This is a cautionary tale for election
administrations who make critical choices about the human and technical inputs of voting
machines, or the lack thereof (Glaser et al. 2007). Election officials that are able to have proper
training and experience with voting systems have more confidence. It is important to consider

the need for training for all election officials, as it is vital for both official and voter confidence
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and the execution of the election. However, the highly decentralized nature of U.S. elections
creates an election administration structure that is heterogenous in terms of occupational status,
election experience, training exposure, and confidence. While this leaves the confidence and
administration of elections subjective from county to town or even township to township, reform
efforts do exist to unify election administration generally.
HAVA AND CENTRALIZATION

Prior to the Help America Vote Act (HAVA), there was little federal oversight in local
elections was relatively limited. Once HAVA was passed in 2002 certain federal standards were
implemented to give states some federal guidance and resources in conducting their elections.
HAVA instituted reforms like statewide voter registration, provisional balloting, procedures that
allow voters to correct their ballot, and standard procedures for conducting ballot recounts; as
well as fiscal contractions that promoted upgrades in registration systems, resources for new
machinery, and funds for voter education or poll worker recruitment (Palazzolo 2008, 23-27).
Prior to HAVA, election administration was concentrated at the local level. After HAVA, the
federal government increased its responsibility for overseeing election administration and made
the state the central actor in elections (Montjoy 2008). At the same time, HAVA still provides a
great deal of discretion to state and local officials in the purchase of election technologies and
other aspects of election administration (Moynihan and Silva 2008). HAVA gave the states
discretion in how they would meet the federal standards and how much power the state
government would have over the local election districts. Because of this discretion, states and
localities have become HAVA compliant, while still demonstrating significant variation in

election administration across the country. Depending on the level of centralized authority
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exercised by the state over the local districts, there is also variation in election administration
within the states (Creek and Karnes 2010).

When HAVA was implemented, states that were already considered centralized were able
to meet the new requirements more efficiently than decentralized states. Palazzolo argues that the
structural factors that were instrumental in the success of HAVA implementation include the
perceived “threat” (likelihood) of a close election, the “capacity” of the state's election law (the
degree to which the minimum requirements detailed above were already in place), the state's
political culture, the nature of partisan control of the peak political institutions. (Palazzolo 2008,
8). Creek and Karnes elaborate on Palazzolo’s argument on the capacity of state election law;
they posit that in centralized states, control of election administration is concentrated at the state
level, thus making the decision-making process easier. In decentralized states, coordination with
all levels of election administration makes implementation harder. Centralization was
advantageous for rural districts especially, as the burden for certain expenses and election upkeep
was then taken on by the state. Rural districts often work not only with limited resources, due to
their small populations and limited tax bases, but must also serve expansive areas. The process of
becoming HAVA-compliant requires resources such as staff, funding, technical expertise, and
buildings accessible to the disabled that can be used for polling places. These are all costs that
are greater burdens on rural than on urban districts (Creek and Karnes 2010). If the state takes on
some of the administrative and, especially, the financial burden, election officials may have more
resources to conduct their elections more efficiently. Decentralization, on the other hand, was
beneficial in states with highly heterogeneous populations — as each district has special needs
that should be controlled by local expertise. In a state that has a population that varies greatly by

size, race, partisanship, and wealth one centralized administrative system has the potential to
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overlook nuances that individual localities can identify to best conduct their elections (Creek and
Karnes 2010).

Even with the implementation of HAVA, state and local officials remain empowered to
make discretionary, ministerial, administrative, or adjudicative decisions about matters such as
polling place hours, legislation list purges, voting, and vote county (Nussbaumer 2013, 369). The
problem with this fragmented system of administration is it opens the door to either a partisan,
factional, or incumbent/challenger electoral bias election decision making. State and local
officials thus have, or are perceived to have, their hands on important levers of the electoral
success and failure of electoral incentives to federal officials (Nussbaumer 2013, 369). This
leaves election local election officials at the will of partisan politics that may work against equal
election reform. Each locality can only operate with the resources it has available. Those who
lack sufficient laws or even protections for election officials will have a harder time
administering elections. These varying processes of administration will have an impact on
resilience and capacity of coping with the Big Lie. Preserving national electoral integrity is only
as good as the least resourced state, county, municipality, or township.

VOTER CONFIDENCE IN ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

Voters equate their confidence in elections to their confidence in democracy. Because
election administrators are at the front lines of elections, they are often seen as the guardians of
democracy — the election workers are the link between the citizen’s vote and their elected
leaders. If voters do not have confidence that their vote is counted correctly, then the most
fundamental aspect of a representative democracy is put in doubt (Atkeson and Saunders 2008).
Election administration, thus, informs voter confidence or, just as likely, mistrust in elections.

Previous scholarship has shown that voter confidence may be prone to manipulation by partisan
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actors who are disgruntled about the election outcome, by well-intentioned election reformers
who are suspicious of voting technologies, and by media actors who spotlight a small number of
fraud and error without mentioning the many elections that have come off without a hitch
(Gronke 2014, 250). These partisan claims that Gronke references have increased since 2000
deeply influenced voter confidence. This has led to a stark difference in the levels of voter
confidence among partisan lines (Hasen 2021).

Alvarez et al. conducted a study of voter confidence immediately after the 2020
presidential election. They found that Democrats consistently had substantially higher levels of
confidence in the 2020 election than Republicans. (Alvarez et. al 2020, 4). Yimeng Li studies
perceptions of voter fraud in the 2020 election and finds similar results (Li 2020, 3). Gronke
demonstrates that a large part of voter confidence is tied up with voters’ perception of local
election administration. He explains that there is a tendency among voters to blame election
administrators when their party loses (Gronke 2014, 255). As elections have increasingly been
subject to partisan accusations, voters tend to accuse local election administrators of making
mistakes or of voter fraud when they believe their party should have won.

The ability of election administrators to conduct free and fair elections is not a technical
administrative issue, rather it has a real impact on the confidence of our electoral system. Hale,
Montjoy, and Brown apply principal-agent theory to explain that elections illustrate a peculiar
and enduring circumstance, the potential for an intermediate principal to manipulate the process
in his own interest or that of his party (Hale et al. 2015, 28) Incendiary rhetoric used by
candidates has a deeply harmful effect on election integrity. Election administration is not cut

and dry, nor do the election administrators possess all the agency. Instead, various spheres of
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influence (state level centralization, candidate rhetoric, and legal decisions) are embedded in the
U.S. electoral system and converge to decide who is going to be represented and who is not.
CONCLUSION

Decentralization in election law is grounded in historical contexts of federalism, state
autonomy, and varying state laws. This has created a fragmented system of elections and has led
to a lack of uniformity within election administration, across the country and within states.
Scholars posit that it is these high levels of decentralization that stymie the implementation of
reform efforts to provide oversight of state and local election administration. Reforms like HAVA
advocated for after the 2000 presidential election, called attention to the lack of centralized
authority of local election administration. Election administrators began to be perceived as
gatekeepers to a healthy democracy, regardless of how much agency they really possessed.
Although a decentralized system does allow discretion of local election administration, scholars
point to compounding factors of election administration that can inhibit the work of local
election officials.

In the modern context, scholarship highlights forced misinformation, incendiary rhetoric,
violence, and threats of violence against election administrators that threaten electoral integrity.
My research is aimed at concluding whether the threats to election integrity are impacting
election officials’ ability to retain staff members and recruit new ones. My research will show if
jurisdictions in states with high levels of centralization, states with high levels of
decentralization, or states with a “hybrid” mix of centralization have differing capacities to

uphold the democratic electoral institution.
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Chapter Two: Stop the Steal: The origins and expansion of the “Big Lie”

The Big Lie is a frequent term used in discussions of Trump’s rejection of the 2020
Presidential election results. However, the media and politicians often fail to delve into the recent
history of this term and how it has transformed politics and especially elections. As I will
explain, the Big Lie and its implied accusations of voter and election fraud are nothing new in
American politics. However, what this new wave of election denialism stands for is much more
than skepticism in the voting procedure. The Big Lie questions the legitimacy of the entire
electoral process. What started as casual chides of voter fraud has now politicized every single
step, from voter confidence in the administration of elections, to incendiary comments and
rhetoric made by politicians, to state legislative action. Election officials across the country have
experienced increased assault, harassment, and subsequent fear of being threatened or having a
loved one or colleague threatened.

In this chapter, I will explain the origins of election denialism and when this threat
became salient enough to spread across American political discourse. I will dive into why and
how the Big Lie has gained so much traction among the Republican party, and how these beliefs
have become entrenched in state law in some places. I also explore how the conspiracy that the
2020 presidential election would be stolen, then subsequently stolen, impacted the work and
safety of election workers in varying parts of the country. I explain how election threats and
misinformation are more prevalent in certain parts of the country, thus resulting in differing
experiences with election denialism.

CONTROVERSY IN 2000 AND 2004 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS
Although there is a long history of contested elections in American politics, in the

modern era claims of voter fraud and rigged elections became much more frequent in the
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political lexicon after the 2000 Presidential election. The debate of who won the presidency came
down to election administration and voter procedure in Florida. Fifteen counties in Florida used a
“punch card” voting system. This meant that voters would use a machine to punch holes over the
circle that corresponded to the candidate they were voting for. The ballots were then entered by
poll workers into another machine that would count the holes and calculate which candidate
received the most votes. However, if the ballots were not fed into the machine correctly or the
hole was not punched through the ballot, the machine would not count the vote. The vote was so
close between Bush and Gore — Gore trailed 1,784 votes behind Bush — that there was a machine
recount. Gore still found himself behind, so he asked for a recount by hand, where he was
expected to recover many votes. The partisan debate commenced as there was fighting over the
how, the when, and the legality of a hand recount (Hasen 2012, 12).

This led to the Supreme Court case Bush v. Gore (2000), which shook national
confidence while simultaneously dividing the political parties over the issue of election
administration. “In the years since the Florida debacle of 2000, we have witnessed a partisan war
over election rules. The number of election-related lawsuits has more than doubled compared to
the previous decade, and election time invariably brings out partisan accusations of voter fraud
and voter suppression” (Hasen 2012, 4). The Florida debacle of 2000 was highly partisan, as
Republicans pointed fingers at Democrats for trying to steal the election, and Democrats pointed
fingers at Republicans for trying to disregard valid and legitimate ballots that antiquated voting
machines were unable to count. The debate over counting votes in a handful of counties in

Florida became so contentious that as the Miami-Dade board began a partial recount,
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Republicans flew down House staffers from Washington, D.C., to protest the recount, yelling
“Stop the Fraud” and “Let us in” (Hasen 2012, 32-33).2

Four years after one of the most contentious elections in modern U.S. history, President
Bush went head-to-head with Democratic Presidential nominee John Kerry in the 2004
presidential election. The 2004 election was fraught across the board. There were, however,
specifically troubling claims coming out of Ohio, the very battleground state that clinched Bush’s
2004 victory in the electoral college (Kennedy 2006, 2). It was alleged that officials in Ohio
purged tens of thousands of eligible voters from the rolls, neglected to process registration cards
generated by Democratic voter drives, shortchanged Democratic precincts when they allocated
voting machines, and illegally derailed a recount that could have given Kerry the presidency
(Kennedy 2006, 1). Republicans allegedly prevented at least 357,000 voters, the overwhelming
majority of them Democratic, from casting ballots or having their votes counted in 2004. This
was more than enough to shift the results of an election decided by only 118,601 votes (Kennedy
2006, 2). Democrats began pointing fingers at Republicans, claiming there was a concerted effort
of the incumbent administration to suppress voters in Ohio (Kennedy 2006, 3).

These controversy-riddled elections challenged the legitimacy of the American electoral
system. Both the federal government and the state legislatures were pressed into action after not
just the legitimacy of George W. Bush's presidency, but American democracy itself, was put into
question. Despite legislative efforts to reform election administration, the accusations of failures

in the electoral institution skyrocketed after the 2000 election (Hasen, 2021). Democrats would

2As votes in the 2020 presidential election were being counted, and many localities had President
Biden and other down-ballot Democratic candidates leading. Trump supporters stood outside
polling places chanting “Stop the steal.” This same chant rang loud as insurrectionists screamed
“Stop the Steal” outside the US Capitol on January 6, 2021. While not identical, the very rhetoric
of Democrats stealing the 2000 election has permeated into a rallying cry for the far right today.
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often blame Republicans for voter discrimination and Republicans would accuse the left of voter
fraud.

The rhetoric of fraudulent elections did not originate with Trump. Hasen writes that the
primary purpose of voter fraud claims following the 2000 election “was a primarily Republican-
led effort to pass laws that would obstruct voter access, such as voter identification and
registration laws. Narratives of voter fraud also riled up Republican bases by fueling tribalism
and animus (Hasen 2021, 267). “Republican elites have been raising alarms about ‘voter fraud’
or more than two decades, using these assertions to justify increasingly stringent voting
requirements that target Democratic constituencies, particularly voters of color. Republican trust
in elections has declined steadily during this period” (Drutman 2021, 11). Democrats, as a
response, called foul as they believe these laws were a form of voter suppression aimed at
minority voters, who consistently vote Democratic.

Highly partisan claims of widespread voter fraud justified discriminatory legislation
under the guise of protecting against fraudulent elections. Hasen explains that the Trump
presidency expanded these claims from purely rhetoric to a “new level of delegitimation of the
election process itself, raising the danger of election subversion” (Hasen 2021, 267). Claims of
corruption in 2000 and 2004 left their mark on the trajectory of election denialism rhetoric:
partisan accusations of fraud started to become commonplace, opening the door to large-scale
efforts to overturn election results that we have seen today. The clear escalation of claims of
voter fraud, surging after the 2000 election, gave President Trump a perfect opening to pick up

on fears voters had of rigged elections.
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TRUMP’S PRESIDENCY AND THE BEGINNINGS OF THE BIG LIE

Claims of voter fraud were a trademark of Trump’s tenure as president. As soon as he
won the general election in 2016, he began spreading misinformation that there had been
millions of fraudulent ballots cast in favor of his opponent, Hillary Clinton. Despite winning the
Electoral College, President Trump lost the popular vote by three million votes. He conveniently
claimed that three million noncitizens voted for Clinton, that the election was “rigged,” and that
he won the popular vote (Hasen 2021, 267). No evidence was found to support these claims, yet
President Trump construed a salient enough threat of voter fraud to create the Presidential
Advisory Commission on Election Integrity. This commission was formed to investigate the
allegations of illegal ballots being cast for Clinton in the 2016 election (Brennan Center 2017),
and to make findings of the potential for widespread voter fraud to serve as the predicate for
Congress passing a law allowing states to require documentary proof of citizenship before people
would be eligible to register to vote (Hasen 2021, 268)

Although the Commission proved unsuccessful, this did not encourage Trump and his
allies to distance themselves from claims of rigged and stolen elections. Trump’s claims of voter
fraud resonated with his base and set him up on a trajectory to deny the 2020 presidential results,
regardless of the winner. Planting the seeds of voter fraud was a preemptive power grab for
President Trump, as the 2020 presidential election was speculated to be highly competitive.
Trump used this type of polarizing rhetoric to blame Democrats for voter fraud before the
election had even taken place. The COVID-19 pandemic gave Trump an in for claiming there
was voter fraud, as he and his supporters could now point fingers at surges in mail-in voting

(Drutman 2021; Hasen 2021, 268).
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Trump is not the first political figure to attempt to persuade a populous of a lie,> however
politicians that use conspiracy theories to co-opt their population tend to be authoritarian
(Arceneaux and Truex 2021, 3). For a political figure in a democratic regime, like Trump,
propaganda and political indoctrination are about establishing dominance and the preservation of
power, “the lie itself also originates from those in power, usually in their effort to stay in power
or preserve a political advantage. A Big Lie usually contains elements of conspiracy, centering
around the idea that a hidden group of powerful people exerts some nefarious influence on
society behind the scenes" (Arceneaux and Truex 2021, 3). The Big Lie around the 2020 election
has allowed Trump to dominate other Republican elites, in a fashion not dissimilar from how
leaders in authoritarian systems force their citizens to perpetuate lies (Arceneaux and Truex
2021, 13). Trump simultaneously tapped into polarization and divisiveness between political
parties and fear among Republican politicians that they had to conform to his agenda. Big Lies
told by elites can thus engender millions of smaller lies at the individual level, as citizens are
forced to present themselves a certain way out of fear (Arceneaux and Truex 2021, 3). Trump

tactically engaged with millions of supporters to catalyze a movement of diffuse election

3 The term “Big Lie” was first coined by Adolph Hitler in his manifesto Mein Kampf. Hitler used
the term to claim that Jewish people were spreading lies regarding the German army’s
performance in WWI (Arceneaux and Truex 2021, 3). Hitler wrote, “In the Big Lie there is
always a certain force of credibility; because the broad masses of a nation are always more easily
corrupted in the deeper strata of their emotional nature than consciously or voluntarily; and thus
in the primitive simplicity of their minds they more readily fall victims to the Big Lie than the
small lie, since they themselves often tell small lies in little matters but would be ashamed to
resort to large-scale falsehoods. It would never come into their heads to fabricate colossal
untruths, and they would not believe that others could have the impudence to distort the truth so
infamously.” This chilling statement is frighteningly close to tactics used by politicians to
undermine U.S. election systems.
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denialism. Through these tactics of divisiveness, emotional manipulation, and political
domination, the Big Lie, as we know it today, was born.
SOCIAL MEDIA AND THE ESCALATION OF THE BIG LIE

Trump’s inflammatory claims on social media and at rallies led to one of the most
infamous moments in modern American political history: the January 6 insurrection. As election
results from the 2020 presidential election began to be tabulated, it seemed increasingly clear
that Joe Biden would become the 46th President of the United States. Trump went Twitter to tell
his supporters that the election was being stolen by the Democrats.* Three-fifths of Trump’s
1,500 plus tweets between November 4, 2020 (the day after the 2020 presidential election) and
January 8, 2020 (the day that Trump was permanently suspended from Twitter) were messages
that sought to challenge the results of the 2020 election. This is an average of 14 tweets per day
about voter fraud and Democrats stealing the election (Ratliff 2021). During this time, Trump
had 88.3 million followers on Twitter. In fact, in between losing the election on November 5,
2022, and the aftermath of January 6, Trump had gained 52,000 new Twitter followers (Mak
2021).

Trump alleged that mail-in ballots that were still being counted after the polls had closed
were both fraudulent and a democratic effort to steal the election away from him (Drutman

2021). He filed lawsuits in various states to put an injunction on counting votes in various states.

4 On November 4, 2020, the day after Election Day, Trump tweeted: “We are up BIG, but they
are trying to STEAL the Election. We will never let them do it. Votes cannot be cast after the
Polls are closed!” On November 15, he tweeted: “He only won in the eyes of the FAKE NEWS
MEDIA. I concede NOTHING! We have a long way to go. This was a RIGGED ELECTION!”
On December 12, he tweeted: “I WON THE ELECTION IN A LANDSLIDE, but remember, 1
only think in terms of legal votes, not all of the fake voters and fraud that miraculously floated in
from everywhere! What a disgrace!” (Ratliff 2021).
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He was asking for judges to tell election workers that they had to stop the count or the more
commonly known phrase, to “Stop the Steal” (Atlantic Council 2021).

The Stop the Steal narrative consisted of three main aspects that Trump used to sow
doubt in the results of the 2020 Presidential election: 1) The expansion of mailed ballots in the
2020 election created an opportunity for Democrats to engage in massive voter fraud. 2) Trump
won the election. 3) Trump was within his right to challenge the results and not concede, and
Republican legislatures and governors in states where Biden won should have used their power
to appoint their slate of Trump-supporting electors in order for him to make his challenge
(Drutman 2021, 5).

The use of social media to rile up and convince supporters that Trump was the true
winner of the 2020 Presidential election was crucial. President Trump had primed his supporters
on social media for years before the 2020 election, beginning with the calls that the 2016 election
was fraudulent to claim that mail-in ballots would rig the election. Social media allowed for
“fake news” to spread rapidly through partisan networks and echo chambers, making it easier for
lies about politics to spread faster than the truth (Arceneaux and Truex 2021, 2). When it comes
to the spread of domestic misinformation, it is extremely hard to control, as social media has
been a conduit for the rapid spread of misinformation. Social media companies often do nothing
to stop the spread of misinformation, and when they do, they have trouble regulating falsities
found on their sites (Muller 2020).

Beyond social media, partisan news networks such as Fox News, Newsmax, and the One
America News Network, all of which were deemed “friendly” to Trump’s lies about the election,

allowed his claims about voter fraud and the stolen election to reach and activate the Trump
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base.’ This was not a coincidence, but a political strategy (Hasen 2021, 270), one that is
reminiscent of authoritarian tactics, political propaganda, and indoctrination to persuade the
populace of a lie. Trump’s effort to mobilize his base to maintain power and political domination
came worryingly close to working.
JANUARY 6 AND ITS IMPLICATION

On January 5, 2021, Trump tweeted: “Washington is being inundated with people who do
not want to see an election victory stolen by emboldened Radical Left Democrats. Our Country
has had enough, they won’t take it anymore! We hear you (and love you) from the Oval Office.
MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN!” (Ratliff 2021). Thousands of supporters of President
Trump had arrived in Washington to protest the certification of President Biden. The next day,
thousands of rioters stormed the U.S. Capitol to physically prevent the certification of President
Biden. The insurrection left over 140 law enforcement officers injured, four Trump supporters
dead, and four Capitol police officers later died by suicide by August 2021. Some officers’
injuries were serious, including a lost eye, broken ribs and spinal disks, and concussions;
insurrectionists tased one officer so many times that he had a heart attack (Hasen 2021, 276).
Trump told his supporters on Twitter on January 6 that the issue of the stolen election could all

be solved if Vice President Mike Pence just sent the votes back to the states. He wrote, “states

SDominion Voting Systems, a company that produces and sells voting machines and tabulators,
among other systems of voting hardware and software, is suing Fox News for defamation,
alleging the cable TV network amplified false claims that Dominion voting machines were used
to rig the 2020 U.S. presidential election against Donald Trump and in favor of Joe Biden.
Dominion Voting Systems alleges that newscasters at Fox News were aware that these claims
were false but nevertheless recklessly propagated this misinformation on live television (Coster
and Queen 2023). Rupert Murdoch, chairman of the conservative media empire that owns Fox
News, acknowledged in a deposition that several hosts for his networks promoted the false
narrative that the election in 2020 was stolen from former President Donald J. Trump (Peters and
Robertson 2023).
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want to correct their votes, which they now know were based on irregularities and fraud, plus
corrupt processes never received legislative approval. All Mike Pence has to do is send them
back to the states, AND WE WIN. Do it, Mike, this is a time for extreme courage!” (Atlantic
Council 2021). When it became clear that Vice President Pence was moving along with the
certification of President Biden, supporters ran around the Capitol in a furious mob, searching for
Pence. Their chants of “hang Mike Pence " carried through the Capitol. Once seen as an ally of
the ‘Stop the Steal’ movement, Pence was now under attack by Trump’s mob as directed by
Trump himself. After January 6, Twitter moved to permanently suspend Trump from their
platform. It may have come too late. Hasen writes, “Deplatforming President Trump did little to
dampen the enthusiasm among some conservatives and Republicans to relitigate November 2020
and insist on a Trump victory” (Hasen 2021, 277).

The January 6 insurrection stands as a marker of how the misinformation and conspiracy
theories about the Big Lie manifest themselves in large-scale physical violence and disruption of
democracy. While President Trump is accused by many of inciting the violence on January 6, the
movement became larger than him. Despite being in the U.S. Capitol when the insurrectionists
started to violently force their way in, 138 House Republicans and eight senators voted against
certifying in at least one state that President Biden won (Jacobson 2021, 274). And 126 House
Republicans, seven Republican senators, and 18 Republican state Attorneys Generals endorsed a
suit by the Texas Attorney General (drafted by Trump’s lawyers) asking the Supreme Court to
toss out the official results in four states (Jacobson 2021, 274).

Following January 6, Democrats moved to sanction president Trump for inciting violence
in the Capitol that threatened the status of democracy and disenfranchised millions of voters.

However, most Congressional Republicans refused to do so, with large majorities voting against
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his second impeachment in the House and conviction in the Senate (Jacobson 2021, 274). Many
GOP politicians not only believed but also publicly supported Trump’s accusations that the
election was stolen.

The threat of misinformation and conspiracy theories was highlighted during the
insurrection, but the situation became more dire as political actors from within legislatures at all
levels of government moved to systematically undermine President Biden’s win. The
Republican-led Senate in Arizona, for example, ordered an “audit” of the state’s presidential
election results months after President Biden took office. The senators employed a firm, “Cyber
Ninjas,” that had no experience conducting election audits and was headed by someone who had
parroted Trump’s false claims of a stolen election. The sham audit revealed no evidence of a
stolen election. Similar bogus investigations took place in Wisconsin and Pennsylvania by state
lawmakers (Hasen 2021, 277). The Big Lie resulted in unified action among GOP lawmakers to
lean into claims of election denialism as a legitimate threat that needs legislative fixing.
EFFECT ON REPUBLICAN LAWMAKERS

Claims of election denialism have become such a mainstream sticking point of
Republican politicians that any lawmakers who did not support Trump or conspiracy theories
that he won the 2020 election fear losing reelection. Jacobson writes, “The Republican
politicians who humored Trump’s seditious urgings put protection of their futures within the
party above concern for that party’s collective future if devotion to Trump remains its defining
feature” (Jacobson 2021, 274). Even if a Republican politician does not support all (or even any)
of the assertions that the election was rigged or stolen, they are going along with it just for the

pure survival of their political career. This makes it difficult for Republican leaders to take a
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stand against the Big Lie and requires them to at least pretend that the foundation of American
democracy—its electoral apparatus—is corrupt and broken. (Arceneaux and Truex 2021, 13).

There is a legitimate fear factor among Republicans that if they push back against
accusations of election denialism, they will be ousted from the party. This is exactly what
happened to Rep. Liz Cheney of Wyoming. Cheney was one of the GOP’s harshest critics of
President Trump, his false election claims, and the January 6 attack. Cheney was the third-
ranking Republican in the House and was one of ten House Republicans to vote to impeach
Trump for “incitement of insurrection” (Montanaro 2021). Shortly after, Cheney was ousted
from her GOP leadership position (Sotomayor and Alemany 2021). Following her removal from
leadership, Cheney became Vice Chair of the U.S. House Select Committee on the January 6
Attack to investigate the insurrection and Trump’s role in it. Cheney’s involvement in the panel
came with a political price. Seeking her fourth term in Congress, Cheney lost in the primary to
Trump-backed opponent Harriet Hageman. Hageman won the primary with 66.3 percent of the
vote to Cheney’s 28.9 percent (Beavers and Montellaro 2022), indicating a strong rebuke of
Republican politicians who were willing to speak out against Trump.

Cheney’s race was the last outstanding primary race of the ten House Republicans who
voted to impeach Trump over his role in the Jan. 6 assault. Only six of those members sought
reelection, and just two won their primary races and advanced to their general election sending a
clear signal of Trump’s iron grip over the party even out of office (Beavers and Montellaro
2022). The message to other GOP politicians was sent loud and clear: if they stay in line, they
need not worry about re-election, “as long as elected Republican politicians perceive that they
will be punished for not contesting the election results, they may go along with the Big Lie to

preserve their career prospects” (Arceneaux and Truex 2021, 12).
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PARTISANSHIP OF THE BIG LIE

As it is made clear from the insurrection on January 6, people believed in and supported
the claim that the 2020 presidential election was rigged. Roughly one in four Americans say that
they do not believe the election result was legitimate or do not identify Joe Biden as the winner
(Arceneaux and Truex 2021, 2). When asked directly in a Pew survey “who do you think won
the 2020 election — that is, who received the most votes from eligible voters in enough states to
win the election,” 64 percent of Republicans and 75 percent of Trump voters said that Trump
won the election (Jacobson 2021, 275). In November, before the certification of Biden’s
presidency, 73 percent of Republicans and 79 percent of Trump voters had also endorsed his
refusal to concede, though these proportions declined in December to 62 percent and 69 percent,
respectively. Even after Congress had certified Biden’s win in January, majorities of Republicans
(51 percent) and Trump voters (56 percent) said he should not concede (Jacobson 2021).
Although we see a decline in the number of Republicans and Trump voters that support Trump
not conceding the presidency, it is still a majority, even after the violent insurrection at the
Capitol. Among Republicans, 85 percent believe it was appropriate for Trump to file lawsuits
challenging election results in several states and the same proportion believe that vote-by-mail
increases vote fraud; 46 percent of Republicans believe it was appropriate for legislators in states
won by Biden to try to assign their state’s electoral votes to Trump (Drutman 2021, 6).

We see strong partisan ties between election denialism and Republican voters. Drutman
finds a strong correlation between “Stop the Steal” supporters and Trump supporters (Drutman
2021, 10). In the months following the election, more than 95 percent of Biden voters said the
election was fair and Biden was the legitimate winner, and about 80 percent of Trump voters said

the opposite (Jacobson 2021, 275). There is also an unsurprising partisan split over support of the
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January 6 insurrection, with16 percent of Republicans approving of storming the U.S. Capitol
while only 2 percent of Democrats approve (The Economist/YouGov 2021). Perceptions of
whether Trump was involved in inciting the violence are highly partisan, as well. A striking 88
percent of Biden supporters believed Trump was responsible for inciting violence while only
eight percent of Trump supporters believed so (The Economist/YouGov 2021).

Beyond the physical attack on the U.S. Capitol, a partisan divide remains on how Trump
should be held responsible. Nine in ten Biden voters and 83 percent of Democrats answered
affirmatively when asked if President Trump should resign following January 6. In contrast, only
10 percent of Trump voters and 13 percent of Republicans said he should resign (The
Economist/YouGov 2021). The Congressional investigation and articles of impeachment against
President Trump were seen through highly partisan eyes. Most Democrats (69 percent) viewed
the Congressional investigation as a serious attempt to find out what happened, while most
Republicans (64 percent) called it a politically motivated attempt to embarrass President Trump
(The Economist/YouGov 2021).

Data shows that the Big Lie includes more than just accusations of rigged elections, but a
willingness to incite violence. Those who supported President Trump’s efforts to undermine the
2020 election, or “Stop the Steal” supporters, were highly convinced that President Biden was
not fairly elected and that all measures to assure that he was not certified on January 6. Trump’s
incendiary rhetoric permeated into real-life actions of violence. The threat that the subversive
violence that was seen on January 6 could happen again feels tangible when looking at the
percentages of Trump supporters and Republicans who supported, or did not condemn, the
insurrection. Many Trump voters and Republicans have denied that Trump had responsibility for

inciting this violence and that Congress should not go through with holding him accountable.
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The Big Lie has expanded from threats of voter fraud into beliefs that are antithetical to
democratic institutions in this country.
PERCEPTIONS OF VOTER FRAUD TODAY

The pervasiveness of the Big Lie has become so mainstream in the U.S. that there are
statistically significant jumps in those who believed in voter fraud or had low levels of
confidence during the 2018 midterm elections and the 2020 presidential election. While Trump
started to sow the seeds of election denialism after the 2016 presidential election, the Stop the
Steal movement had significant influence over voters during the 2020 presidential election. Even
after January 6, 80 percent of Trump voters and 73 percent of Republicans believed that there
was widespread fraud in the 2020 election (Pew Research Center 2022).

Divisive comments that absentee or mail-in ballots are fraudulent led to a lack of
confidence in not only mail-in voting but also in-person voting in the 2022 midterm elections.
Only 26 percent of Republicans said they were “very confident” in having their vote counted
correctly at an in-person polling place while 53 percent said they were somewhat confident. This
number drops dramatically when asked if Republican voters are confident in absentee or mail-in
votes being counted directly: only ten percent said very confident and 27 percent said somewhat
confident (Pew Research Center 2022). Democratic voters expressed a far higher level of
confidence in the vote counts for in-person voting and absentee ballots, with 55 percent of
Democrats saying they were very confident and 39 percent somewhat confident that their in-
person votes would be counted correctly. For mail-in ballots, 43 percent of Democrats responded
as very confident, and 44 percent responded as somewhat confident that they would be counted
(Pew Research Center 2022). Narratives that there is rampant voter fraud created a salient threat

of election denialism- specifically among Republican voters- that is only continuing to grow.
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Following the 2020 election, Trump was permanently banned from Twitter, reducing his
capacity to send out incendiary comments. Because Trump was no longer on Twitter, fewer
people may have been incited by his misinformation and conspiracy theories. This, in turn, may
have increased election confidence in comparison to 2020. However, there were fewer people in
2018 who believed in voter fraud and lacked confidence in election administration. The damage
of the Big Lie was already done. In comparison to 2018, there are significantly lower levels of
confidence in election administration among Republicans (Pew Research Center 2022).
Compared to Democrats, GOP voter confidence remains extremely low. This drumbeat has led to
public protests over vote counting and threats of violence against elected officials. It also helped
to bring pressure from below on elected officials to consider taking steps to turn a Trump loss
into a victory.

STATE-LEVEL POLITICIZATION OF THE BIG LIE

The polarization of beliefs of election denialism and election fraud has expanded beyond
the populace and into partisan politics at every level of government. Among the many
permutations that the Big Lie has taken, state legislatures have used these widespread claims of
voter fraud to justify bills that politicize, criminalize, or interfere with elections (States United
Democracy Center 2021). Just in 2021, 148 bills across 36 states have been proposed in state
legislatures (States United Democracy Center 2021). These bills pose a threat to our democratic,
legal, and electoral institutions in four clear ways: legislative seizure of control over elections,
legislative seizure of election responsibilities, legislative meddling in election minutiae,
legislative imposition of criminal or other penalties for election decisions (States United

Democracy Center 2021). These bills are a transparent response to the failed effort by some
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legislators in key swing states to change the result of the 2020 election (States United
Democracy Center 2021).

A cluster of state proposals imposes new criminal or civil penalties on local election
officials. Many of these bills—which seem designed to posture and express outrage— change
legal standards, rewrite existing investigative processes, or shift legal burdens in ways that would
increase the incidence of litigation over election processes and outcomes in the states (States
United Democracy Center 2021). One example of the shift toward increased penalties and
election policing is Arkansas S.B. 604.9. Under current law, Arkansas’s State Board of Election
Commissioners undertakes an investigation when someone alleges there has been a violation of
election law or voter registration requirements. Arkansas S.B. 604 allows—and in some cases
requires—the board instead to refer such initial investigations to the Division of Arkansas State
Police, which is then required to investigate the complaint, without first independently evaluating
the complaint’s merits (States United Democracy Center 2021). Drutman explains that such laws
give more control to partisan state legislatures, and in some cases even give them the ability to
give the state electoral votes to the candidate that did not win the state. He argues, “had state
legislatures been vested with more of these powers in 2020, they may well have used them to
override decisions by nonpartisan election administrators and secretaries of states. As fights over
election law continue to play out, many observers are wondering exactly how far elected
Republicans will go” (Drutman 2021, 6).

State legislators not only used the momentum of the Big Lie to introduce harmful pieces
of legislation, but they also retaliated against state election officials who said that Biden fairly
won the 2020 election. Nevada Secretary of State Barbara Cegavske and Georgia Secretary of

State Brad Raffensperger, both Republican, were censured by their respective state party
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committees after certifying the votes for President Biden (Drutman 2021, 4). The State of
Georgia went so far as to pass a law removing Reffensperger from his position as Chair of the
State Election Board, replacing him with someone chosen by the state legislature. That same
legislation gave the board authority to suspend county election officials, including in heavily
democratic counties such as Fulton County (Hasen 2022, 279). The lengths to which some state
legislatures went to try to undermine President Biden’s victory demonstrates the shift in the
Republican party to extremist views of electoral fraud, “Given the new Republican orthodoxy of
a stolen 2020 election, it is no wonder that false claims of voter fraud costing Republicans
election victories have spread beyond President Trump. Other Republican politicians
preemptively and without evidence have raised claims of stolen elections before polls have even
closed” (Hasen 2022, 281).

REGIONAL BREAKS IN THREATS TO ELECTION OFFICIALS

The threats to election officials cannot be perceived as nationally uniform. Rather, there
is clear regional variation in election denialism (Brennan Center Data). The manifestation of the
Big Lie- protests of “corrupt elections,” ensuing state legislation, widespread conspiracy
theories, and physical violence- has not impacted all election workers equally. Types of threats,
perceived threats of violence, and fear among election officials vary in different regions of the
country.

My data in this section and the next two sections comes from a study conducted by the
Benenson Strategy Group for the Brennan Center for Justice. Their online survey includes 596
interviews from January 3, 2022, to February 14, 2022, among local election officials across the
country and of all political affiliations. Election workers from different regions in the country

were asked about their experiences running an election during the height of the Stop the Steal
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movement and the subsequent rise in attacks on their profession. The survey provides data by
region: Northeast, Midwest, and South and West. The results show that there are clear differences
in how election officials are experiencing election denialism in different parts of the country. The
South and West tend to see the highest number of threats and violence experienced by election
workers and expressed fear among election workers. Data shows the Midwest region
experiencing less violence than the South and West but higher than the Northeast (Brennan
Center Data).’ The “Big Lie” has become somewhat of a rallying call for the far right.

Harassment of local election workers has become prevalent in a variety of ways — being
assaulted or harassed at home, assaulted, or harassed on the job, harassed over social media,
harassed over the phone, or having a family member or loved one be threatened or harassed.
According to the data from the Brennan Center, 17 percent of election officials have indicated
that they have been threatened in their job, including 12 percent from the Northeast, 16 percent
from the Midwest, and 28 percent from the South and West. This data is significant, especially in
the South and West regions where over a quarter of surveyed election officials affirm that the
online threats have manifested into personal, individual experiences of violence for them. We can
see the breakdown of modes of threat that election workers are experiencing in Figure 1. The

data is further divided up among the three regions.

® While there is variance among the data, resulting in some results showing the Northeast region
experiencing increased threats or decreased retention rates compared to the South and Midwest
regions, the South and West saliently have the highest amount of threat, followed by the
Midwest, then the Northeast.
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Figure 1: Modes of Threat

The results are compelling in two ways. First, they provide a visual representation of how
the Big Lie is manifesting differently in the three separate regions studied. Each form of threat is
experienced at different amounts in different locations. Second, election workers are faced with
such extreme forms of election denialism that they are being threatened or assaulted in nearly
every mode of communication. Figure 1 demonstrates that election workers in the 2020
presidential election and its aftermath were assailed for doing their jobs.

The plethora of documented physical and verbal attacks of election workers has
undermined local election officials’ confidence in their safety and ability to do their jobs.
Workers who fear assault and harassment, of not only themselves but also their families and
loved ones may be at greater risk of leaving their posts. Election officials and the role they play
in the actual administration of elections are essential to the fabric of our democracy. This would

leave the U.S. election system crippled. Figure 2 illustrates the percentage of election officials
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who responded “somewhat or very concerned” that they might be subject to assault or
harassment.

Election officials in the South and West are more fearful of being assaulted or harassed
than their counterparts in the Midwest, and especially than their counterparts in the Northeast.

However, the data for every one of these categories shows that there are significant numbers of

election officials who fear assault or harassment. Over a quarter (28 percent) of election officials

in the South and West regions fear being assaulted at their homes. The gravity of this situation

cannot be understated.
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Figure 2: Percentage of Local Election Officials “Somewhat/Very Concerned”of Being
Assaulted or Harassed

ELECTION DENIALISM AMONG 2022 MIDTERM CANDIDATES
The shift towards institutional acceptance of the Big Lie has engendered candidates
running for office in the 2022 midterm elections to openly deny the results of the 2020

presidential election. In Arizona, the Republican nominees for Governor and Secretary of State
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were both proud election deniers (and both endorsed by President Trump). Republican
Gubernatorial candidate Kari Lake repeatedly claimed that the 2020 election was stolen, saying
that she would not have certified the 2020 result and that “Joe Biden did not win.” She went so
far as to unsuccessfully sue to ban the voting machines Arizona uses, having alleged they are
unreliable (Vandewalker 2022). Republican Secretary of State candidate Mark Finchem had
made claims that Trump won the election and called for “decertifying” Arizona’s election result.
He filed a bill in the state house to decertify the 2020 county elections in Maricopa, Pima, and
Yuma counties, claiming that there were 34,000 or 35,000 fictitious votes in Pima county in the
2020 election (Vandewalker 2022). In Nevada, Republican Secretary of State nominee Jim
Merchant was quoted saying “it’s almost statistically impossible that Joe Biden won.” Merchant
believes that Trump won the election and has called for an election audit in each state
(Vandewalker 2022). Each one of these nominees lost their races in their respective states,
showing some hope that voters are holding the middle and rejecting extremists' views of stolen
elections.

Just because these candidates lost, however, does not mean the structural and institutional
threat of the Big Lie is nonexistent. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis, for example,
overwhelmingly won re-election in the 2022 midterms but went on record casting doubt if Biden
fairly won the 2020 presidential election: As of June 2022 when he was asked at a press
conference, DeSantis still would not say if he believes President Joe Biden was “duly and legally
elected” in 2020 (Vandewalker 2022). In May, DeSantis nominated State Rep. Cord Byrd (R) as
Florida’s Secretary of State. At a press conference, Byrd refused to answer whether the [2020]
election was stolen. Speaking about the nomination and election security, DeSantis said, “we’re

certainly not going to allow political operatives to harvest all these votes, and then dump them
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somewhere” (Vandewalker 2022). While politicians that were more blatant with election
denialism may not have won in this most recent election cycle, the Big Lie has empowered
politicians to cast doubt upon the integrity of election administration and the validity of any
given election result.

Election denialism encouraged by local and national politicians has created a very really
sense of unrest and fear among election officials. This fear has permeated beyond worry for
one’s own safety- or the safety of their colleagues or family members- to worry surrounding the
integrity of elections in general. The rhetoric espoused by politicians like DeSantis or candidates
like Finchem or Lake poses a legitimate threat to political influence over election results.
According to the Brennan Center survey, 53 percent of election officials reported being
somewhat or very concerned that incoming politicians will believe that there was voter fraud in
the 2020 election. Figure 3 shows that this fear is highest among election officials in the South
and West Region and lowest in the Northeast.”

The data also shows that 18 percent of election workers are concerned that they will face
pressure to certify election results in favor of a specific candidate or party.® While this number
may appear to be small, I argue that it is significant. The foundation of our election system, and
American democracy writ large, relies on popular sovereignty. One of the only mechanisms to
hold representatives accountable is through elections. Therefore, 18 percent of election officials

reporting that they are concerned about facing pressure to certify election results to a specific

"1t is not surprising that Northeast election officials have the lowest concern that incoming
politicians will lean into theories of voter fraud or election denialism. Of all regions, the
Northeast had the lowest number of election denier candidates run and win state seats.

81t is notable that a higher percentage of election officials in the South and West are concerned
that incoming election officials might believe there was voter fraud in the 2020 election but a
higher percentage of election officials in the Midwest are concerned they will face pressure to
certify election results in favor of a specific party.
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candidate or party, unlawfully and undemocratically overruling the people’s choice, is extremely

alarming.
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Figure 3: Damaging Effect to Election Integrity

Popular sovereignty is able to function only if there is a functioning structure in which
people can vote and effectively form a government. Election officials that are worried for their
safety, being threatened by citizens, and facing pressure from lawmakers can burn out or find
themselves too scared to continue. Figure 3 shows that a quarter of all election officials know at
least one or two election officials who left their jobs because of fear. South and West election
officials have the highest number of colleagues that have their posts due to fear of threat at 34
percent, in contrast to 23 percent in the Midwest and 20 percent in the Northeast. If retention of
election officials reaches a high enough threshold, there will be a momentous ripple effect on the
entirety of the election system.

Election denialism has had a palpable effect on election officials and their confidence in

election administration. This concern and the experience of the extreme belief that the 2020
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election was rigged has forced some election officials out of their jobs. Protecting popular
sovereignty and the safety of election officials is currently fragile and is at risk to only keep
increasing. There have already been cases in which this ripple effect has had an effect on election
administration. Gillespie County, Texas, for example, had all of their election workers step down
in August of 2022, just months before the midterm election (Davies et al. 2022).” The elections
administrator, Anissa Harris, cited the reason for stepping down as: “The threats against election
officials and my election staff, dangerous misinformation, lack of full-time personnel for the
elections office, unpaid compensation, and absurd legislation have completely changed the job I
initially accepted” (Davies et al. 2022).
INCREASE SINCE 2020

Fear that political leaders will interfere in how election administrators do their jobs was
much higher after the 2020 election than before. Figure 4 illustrates the dramatic change in fear
that political leaders will impede election administration before and after 2020. About a quarter
of all election officials surveyed indicated that they were “very/somewhat worried” of political
leaders influencing election administration, with the highest percentage in the South and West
regions. Following the 2020 election, this number has skyrocketed to 63 percent of election
officials nationally. Surprisingly, we see the highest percentage of worried election officials in

the Midwest after the election, with 69 percent reporting that they are somewhat/very concerned

° Trump won the 2020 presidential election in Gillespie County by 79 percent of the vote.
Despite this, voters in this county were convinced that there was widespread fraud in the
election. Election officials in this county were threatened in person, on social media, received
death threats, and had been stalked (Vigdor 2022). The state was left scrambling, and the
Secretary of State's office needed to send in trainers to make sure the election was still able to
run.
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while 60 percent of officials in the South and West report that they are somewhat/very

concerned.
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Figure 4: Fear that Political Leaders Will Interfere with how Elections Officials do Their Job
The increase in the fear that political leaders will meddle in how election officials
conduct their job is not unfounded. The most infamous example occurred when President Trump
asked Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger to appear with the exact number of ballots
that he lost the state by. On a recorded phone call between the two men, Trump is quoted saying,
“All T want to do is this. I just want to find 11,780 votes, which is one more than we have
because we won the state” (Gardiner and Friozi 2021). This type of request is compelling
because a request like this, from the most prominent politician in the country, opens the door for
state and national politicians to use their power and popularity to sway election results. The
outcry following Trump’s request to have over 11,000 votes magically appear seemed to follow

expected partisan lines.
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Election denialism and its prevalence in our political culture in recent years is

demonstrated below in Figure 5.
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Figure 5: Election Olfficials' Perception of Threat in Recent Years

Election workers in every region across the country report that the threat against them has
increased in recent years. Each region in the country had over three-quarters of election officials
report that the threat has increased in recent years. The highest percentage reporting increased
threat, at 81 percent, was in the South and West. The lowest at 74 percent was in the Northeast
Region, and the Midwest Region reported 77 percent. These numbers are reflective of how
election officials have been experiencing manifestations of the Big Lie. The significance of this
survey question, however, is that each region in the country has consistent responses. There is no
clear regional divide surrounding the perceived increase in threat. Instead, this data shows a
salient national increase in the belief that Trump was the rightful winner of the 2020 presidential

election, the belief that elections across the country is rigged, and the violence that follows.
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CONCLUSION

Contemporary claims of election fraud and election denialism have ties to the early
2000s, however current narratives of widespread election fraud were born with the Big Lie. The
Big Lie has progressed from misinformation Trump would tweet out to his millions of followers
to a legitimate threat to the degradation of democracy. This narrative has now contextualized
modern-day elections in the U.S. as they are fraught with controversy, accusations of fraud, and
refusal to accept election results. The Big Lie and its implications have become so powerful that
it has substantial support from the Republican Party- both the voters and politicians. Among the
many permutations the Big Lie has taken, it is affecting the confidence and trust of local election
administration.

Local election officials must cope with manifestations of the Big Lie that have turned into
violence, physical threats, and systematic attempts to take away agency from election officials
and attempts to undermine the will of the voters. While increased threat is notable across the
country, the South and West region consistently have the highest reported numbers. This has not
only caused fear and decreased retention among election officials, but it has also undermined a
sense of electoral integrity, even among officials. Officials fear an increase in incoming workers
who believe there was fraud in the 2020 election, as well as worry that political leaders will
interfere with elections in the future. While local election officials grapple with increased
mistrust and violence, politicians across the country are running for office and fanning the flames
of election denialism. As rhetoric of voter fraud becomes increasingly commonplace, I expect
that election officials continue to report high levels of assault and harassment, fear, and

institutional undermining of electoral integrity.
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Chapter Three: State (De)Centralization of Election Law and
Administration

The U.S. is a rare case among the world's democracies in its reliance upon sub-national
governments for the administration of elections. The result is that no two states administer
elections in the same way, and high variation exists even within states. The highly decentralized
nature of American elections is baked into the history and constitutional design of this country,
with the federal government leaving nearly all decision to the states. States often saddle
individual localities with the responsibility of administering elections. There is little oversight
from the federal government and high amounts of responsibility given to local officials. To this
day, there is no national election commission to manage all aspects of federal elections.!? Rather,
there are over 13,000 local entities that do so (Pastor 1999).

In today’s context, I hypothesize high levels of centralization in election administration
will lead to higher levels of staff retention and recruitment amid violent threats and
misinformation.!! T test whether funding, training, and uniformity in voting and voter registration
systems lead to higher resilience among election officials. I argue that administrative resources
concentrated at the state level — funding for election expenses, mandatory training, and uniform
voting procedure and voter registration — will provide election workers with enough assistance to
adequately combat election denialism. Statewide funding and training measures will increase the

capability to staff elections and prolong election official retention. This will, in turn, enhance the

19 The Federal Election Commission is an independent regulatory agency of the United States
whose purpose is to enforce campaign finance law in United States federal elections. It was
created in 1975. The Election Assistance Commission, created with the passage of the Help
America Vote Act in 2002, serves as a national clearinghouse and resource of information
regarding election administration to support state and local election officials. Neither of the
agencies has regulatory power over the administration of elections. These are the closest federal
bodies the U.S. has to a commission that oversees elections.
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capability to preserve election integrity. Statewide election procedures, training, and voting
procedure provide local election workers with enough support that workers are well-equipped to
deal with incoming threats. In decentralized states, the lack of funding will put the onus on
individual local election offices to pay for security and combat misinformation. Varied voting
procedure system leaves election administrators more vulnerable to accusations of voter fraud
and mishaps with voting machines. Without state-level training for election workers, staff will be
less prepared and confident in administering elections. Jurisdictions in what I call a “hybrid
state” (a state that ranks in the middle of the centralization spectrum) will have moderate levels
of resilience, however not quite as strong as centralized states. The lack of state-level funding for
election administration leaves election administrators ill-equipped to acquire resources to combat
misinformation and protect themselves.

This chapter provides a brief background on the history of decentralization in U.S.
elections. I specifically highlight the passage of the Help America Vote Act of 2002 as a pivotal
moment in modern election administration, as the federal government imposed increased
regulation on elections. I explain in depth what it means for a state to be centralized,
decentralized, and a mix between the two (what I call a “hybrid” state). I elaborate on my
hypothesis that states with higher levels of centralization will have higher levels of resilience
among local election officials. I then introduce my four case studies, detailing their election law
and corresponding level of centralization.

BACKGROUND OF DECENTRALIZATION IN U.S. ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

Beyond a few enumerated regulations, there is little historical foundation of federal

intervention in election administration. Since the founding of the U.S., the federal government

has put the onus of administering elections on the states, “If you look up the federal constitution,
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and look up anything about elections and voting. What you’re going to find is very, very little.
You are going to find that women can vote, you need to be 18 to vote, you cannot be denied the
right to vote based on race, and every four years the electoral college decides who the president
is” said former Maine Secretary of State Matt Dunlap. Up until the mid-twentieth century, states
were generally free to run their election systems with little interference from the government
(Hale et al. 2015, 55). The federal government did not impose any regulations, and individual
states and localities implemented election rules as they pleased, regardless of the effect it would
have on election integrity. However, as history shows, U.S. election administration has been non-
conducive and resistant to overarching federal reforms

There were a select few federal reforms put in place during the 19" and 20" centuries.
For example, the Apportionment Act of 1842 was passed to eliminate the general-ticket system
in favor of the Congressional district and limited the number of seats in Congress for the first
time. Additionally, the Presidential Election Day Act of 1845 set a federal uniform time for
electors to vote for the President and Vice President (Springer 2014). However, reform on the
federal level often came as a delayed response to state reform. One of the most significant
examples of this is the introduction of the Australian ballot. States began to implement the
Australian ballot after the 1884 president election. States adopted the Australian ballot as a
response to rampant vote buying and corruption in elections (Wiggins 2020). The Australian
ballot protected against vote buying and gave voters the privacy of selecting the candidate they

supported without interference (Pastor 1999).!2 It was not until almost a century later in 1925

12 The Australian “secret” ballot is a ballot that lists all approved candidates and their party’s
name onto an official ballot. The implementation of the Australian ballot was monumental
because many state conducted their elections “via voce” (meaning voters would yell out the
candidate they were voting for) or with a party ticket (Wiggins 2020).
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that the federal government made the Australian ballot mandatory in all elections (Pastor 1999).
The implementation of the Australian ballot is a perfect example of the fragmented nature of
federal election administration and the heavy reliance on states to preserve electoral integrity.
Springer argues that the Populist and Progressive Movements during the turn of the 19th
and 20th centuries helped prioritize election reform. The reforms of the 20th century brought in a
new age of government intervention in election administration. In a wave of federal reforms in
the first two decades of the 20th century, women's suffrage, the Australian ballot was
implemented federally, direct election of U.S. senators through the passage of the 17th
amendment, and ballot initiatives and referenda were instituted (Springer 2014, 3). These
reforms, however, still did little to regulate the administration of elections. It wasn’t until the
second half of the 20th century that legislation was passed that began to bolster election
administration and expand voter access. The passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 enabled
the development of a national election administration network.!? In the 1980s and 1990s, this
network solidified into a platform of federal and local election officials and NGOs that are

dedicated to working on election administration issues (Hale and Slaton 2008, 842).!% The first

13 The Voting Rights Act of 1965 requires states with a history of discriminatory voting laws to
seek approval from the Department of Justice before any changes to their voting procedure are
implemented. More specifically, Section 5 “was enacted to freeze changes in election practices
or procedures in covered jurisdictions until the new procedures have been determined, either
after administrative review by the Attorney General or after a lawsuit before the United States
District Court for the District of Columbia, to have neither discriminatory purpose nor effect”
(Department of Justice). Arizona is the only state in of case studies that qualified under Section
5, signaling a history of discriminatory voting legislation and practices. I draw attention to this
because Arizona is the one state I study that may have had a stronger presence of federal
oversight. While this oversight is related to election law changes, the preexisting response
structures created by the Department of Justice may have allowed for increased political
insulation to threats to election administrators. However, the preclearance process was suspended
following Shelby County v. Holder, 133 S. Ct. 2612 (2013).

14 The Election Assistance Commission (EAC) or the National Conference of State Legislatures
(NCSL), for example.
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major reform was not until other laws like the National Voter Registration Act (1993) and the
Help America Vote Act passed in 2002 (HAVA) followed suit and began to create a semblance
of federal requirements in elections, instead of giving complete free reign to local jurisdictions
(Creek and Karnes 2010, 278).
PASSAGE OF THE HELP AMERICA VOTE ACT

The passage of HAVA was an apex moment in American electoral history. The 2000
election, and all its technical problems, sparked a national debate on the ability of states to
manage upkeep with voting practice, voting registration, ballot counting, ballot machinery, and
election administration (Palazzolo 2005, 3) The enactment of HAVA implemented new
guidelines and requirements about how states should administer elections (Palazzolo 2005, 12).
The law required states to establish centralized statewide voter registration databases,
consolidating the voter lists of its various counties and jurisdictions. It also provided funds for
the replacement of voting equipment and the improvement of election administration (Underhill,
2018). Among the HAVA regulations, states had new voting system requirements to prevent
overvotes, enhance audit capacity, improve accessibility for individuals with disabilities, provide
alternative language accessibility, decrease error rates, and develop a uniform definition of what
constitutes a vote. States also had new voter registration requirements. These included statewide
registration lists and the implementation of registration by mail. HAVA included voting
safeguards such as provisional ballots and information requirements about the location of the
election and information on how to cast a ballot. There were also increased requirements
regarding procedure and funding (Montjoy 2005, 25). The strategy was to make a single

authority within each state accountable for key aspects of federal elections (Montjoy 2005, 17).
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Despite those aims, the government hit challenges of implementation as each state,
according to its level of centralization, enacted the new policies differently. Decentralized states
resisted the changes as many state legislatures were concerned about raising “turf issues"
(Montjoy 2005, 17). The passage of HAVA relied on states to implement federal funds and
resources to individual localities. Montjoy refers to “turf issues” as a local resistance to
government intervention in their own election administration. Both the federal and state
government became increasingly involved in local election administration, local election
administers had to grapple with resisting federal intervention and accepting much needed funds.
While decentralization may speak more to the history of the electoral institution, centralized state
election administration ensures that the deployment and implementation of resources is more
seamless and effective in comparison to their decentralized and hybrid administration structures.

I use HAVA as an example of how states with centralized authority over elections could
implement HAVA requirements at a higher rate than decentralized states. A study that compared
states with varying levels of centralization (Maryland, Virginia, and New York) found that highly
centralized states integrated HAVA requirements much faster than their decentralized
counterparts (Creek and Karnes, 2010). A high level of centralization means states exercise
authority over policy adoption and implementation at the sub-state level. The state will have
extensive discretionary power over the execution of policy reforms. In a decentralized state, the
local election administrators (e.g., county, township, municipality) make the decision about most
of the policies and procedures concerning voter eligibility rules, how, when, and where voters
cast their ballots, and what technologies will be used to support elections with minimal direction
from the state (Election Administration and Voting Survey 2020 Comprehensive Report 2020;

Creek and Karnes 2010, 278). Factors in varying levels of centralization mean that states have
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different election laws over things like “state and local management of registration lists and
polling places; county-by-county or even precinct-by-precinct variations in voting technologies,
ballot designs, voter instructions, and vote counting standard” (Nussbaumer 2013, 392).

One of the strategies of HAVA was to make a single authority within each state
accountable for key aspects of federal elections (Montjoy 2005, 17). Hale et al. describe this
person as the chief election officer, CEO (Hale et al. 2015, 32). The CEO may be an individual
or individuals such as the secretary of state, a town or county clerk, a state election commission,
or a county board of elections (Nussbaumer 2013, 496). Depending on who the CEO is, there can
be partisan and government centralization of state election law. CEOs can be appointed, directly
elected by the people, or appointed by and serve under a board or commission (Hale et al. 2015,
33).

Another requirement by HAVA that contributes to classifying centralization is the
uniformity of the state-wide voting system. By uniformity, I am referring to whether the state has
the same type of voting equipment and in-synch procedures and requirements (Underhill 2018).
In the case of uniformity, each jurisdiction in the state uses the exact same equipment for
elections and uses the technology in the same way.!> Highly centralized states may also dictate
procedures and training for election officials to attend so that there is consistency from county to

county (Underhill 2018).

15 Dunlap on HAVA required centralized voter registration system: “Having that centralized
registration system is a huge improvement. [Maine] went to a unified bid on tabulators. We used
to have four different types of tabulators out there so the state had to produce almost 3,500
different ballot styles to accommodate all these different tabulators. Because you had senate
districts, house districts, congressional districts, county commission districts, all of the different
wards and precincts, you’re one of a thousand different ballot styles.”
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The final metric is how states fund the running of elections. When HAVA was originally
passed, it allocated $3 billion to states to help with the costs of updating election equipment.
“While this number was well short of the costs associated with the needed electoral
improvements, centralized states could aid their local districts which would be particularly
helpful. Those states that employed second-order devolution would not be able to ease the
resource cost of election reform for their localities” (Creek and Karnes 2010, 280). Overall, the
scholarship on election administration shows us how state centralization in election law impacted

the implementation of HAVA.
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CURRENT IMPLICATIONS OF VARYING LEVELS OF CENTRALIZATION

Each state’s election administration structure and procedures grew organically over many
decades as times changed and administering an election became an increasingly complex task
(NCLS 2022). In some states, such as many in New England, cities and towns are responsible for
running the election (Hale et al. 2015, 38). In other states, such as Delaware, the state is
responsible for conducting every aspect of the elections (Shanton 2019, 7). Yet others, like
Minnesota, have a mix of centralized and decentralized features (Shanton 2019, 10).

In this study, I classify centralization by which state entity is responsible for paying for
elections, what type of training is provided to election officials, and if there is uniformity in
voting procedure and voter registration procedure. Depending on where a state falls in each of
these categories I classify it as centralized, decentralized, or a “hybrid” state. I hypothesize that
higher levels of centralization correlate with higher levels of resilience among local election
officials.

Centralized states take on more of the costs of policy implementation to ensure that
election reform is not a burden on the localities (Creek and Karnes 2010, 279). The most
effective networks appear to be more highly centralized and coordinated by a strong core
organization that administers funding and operates in a stable, resource-rich environment under
government fiscal controls that are direct rather than fragmented (Hale and Slaton 2008, 840).
Having state-run training in election processes, uniform voting systems, and overseers of election
technologies should protect election workers more in centralized states.

In comparison, I expect that decentralized states will have a harder time coping with
threats to election integrity because they do not have the capacity to investigate or available

funds to deal with incoming (dis)information. Since the 2020 election, local election officials
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have been dealing with an onslaught of record requests (Mistler 2022). This influx of records
requests comes from far-right activists who believe that Trump won the 2020 election and are
inundating local election officials with record requests in states across the country. The requests
appear to be identical to those distributed on obscure social media sites frequently used by
Trump supporters (Mistler 2022). The work to respond takes time and resources away from
actual election administration. In decentralized states, election officials cannot rely on funding,
increased staffing, or even training to adapt to new election conspiracy theories.

I expect hybrid states to fare better than decentralized states, as hybrid states can access
more state funds and have uniform voting systems that can provide shield against claims that
voting machines rigged the election. That being said, hybrid states do not provide as much
protection against forms of election denialism and threat to electoral integrity as states that can
be staffed, trained, and funded at the state level.

There is some argument, however, that decentralized election structures provide more
agency to individual election workers dealing with misinformation. Decentralization may be the
best policy option in states with very heterogeneous populations because local election
administrators have the local expertise and will know their electoral needs better than people
sitting in the state capital (Creek and Karnes 2010, 279). In these cases, urban and rural districts
will be able to implement different strategies in coping with election misinformation or threats.
Increased agency among election officials could lead to an increased ability to combat attacks on
election workers and election administration. In addition, “running elections at the local level
means that each clerk is responsible for a smaller number of voters. This can make it easier to
ensure that registration lists are accurate (Huefner 2007, 114). While these are worthy arguments,

I argue that decentralized states leave these resources in the hands of individual localities who
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cannot provide them as robustly as state governments can. I believe that a lack of funding,
training, and uniformity in procedure will hinder resilience among local election officials in
decentralized states.
CASE SELECTION AND METRICS TO DETERMINE CENTRALIZATION

In order to evaluate the effects of centralization on the resilience of election officials,
each state is categorized on a scale of zero to three, with zero as the most decentralized and three
the most centralized. The coding for these states assigns points based on if the state qualifies as
centralized for each metric. Each of the metrics can provide up to one point and as little as .25
points. Nevada is the only state that is categorized as a zero, however, California, New York, and
Utah all rank at .5. These states nearly have a completely decentralized system, receiving almost
no points for each mechanism of centralization. Alaska, Delaware, Hawaii, and New Mexico are
all on the other side of the spectrum with a ranking of three and the highest level of
centralization. While highly decentralized and centralized states represent the extremes of the
centralization spectrum, the majority of the state’s distribution range between one and two. The
Appendix provides the point breakdown for each state and their corresponding level of
centralization.

The four states I have chosen are New Mexico (3), Colorado (2), Arizona (1), and Nevada

(0).16 All four states have similar population size, demographics, and partisan makeup.!”

1®Arizona’s centralization ranking is .75. However, for the purposes of this study, I am rounding
up to assign Arizona a 1 on the centralization scale. For complete coding, see Appendix.

71n 2021, New Mexico’s population was 2.12 million. Colorado’s population was 5.12 million,
Arizona’s population was 7.28 million, and Nevada had a population of 3.14 million (U.S.
Census Bureau. While their population range between some states, say Arizona and New Mexico
is significant, all states generally fit into the midsize category. Each state has similar racial
demographics. New Mexico’s population is 35.9 percent white, 50 percent Hispanic or Latino,
11.2 percent American Indian, 2.7 percent black and 1.9 percent Asian. Colorado’s population is
67 percent white, 22.3 percent Hispanic or Latino, 1.4 percent American Indian, 4.7 percent
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In addition, and importantly for this study, these states are centered in the area of the
country with the most significant election denialism.!'® According to data provided by the
Brennan Center for Justice, out of all regions in the U.S., the South and West regions faced the
highest number of incidents of election threat, assault, and harassment of election workers.
Election officials in this region consistently reported higher levels of a perceived threat than any
other part of the country. Lastly, the emerging data showed that the South and West regions had
the highest amount of election officials (34 percent) reporting to know colleagues who left their
positions due to threats, harassment, and intimidation (data on file with author). Analyzing case
studies in the region of the country that is facing the highest amount of election denialism allows
for a result that will provide the clearest picture of whether centralization in election law leads to
increased resilience among election officials amid threat, assault, and harassment.

In Table 1, I include the metrics I use to rank the level of centralization for the four states
I examine. They are described in more detail in the coming sections. The first qualification is
who pays for elections. Does the state pay for conducting elections? This can include all
elections, only primary elections, only special elections, only elections with only state candidates
on the ballot, or the counties fund elections.!® Additionally, the funding of election supplies and
salary of election workers may be funded solely by the state, partially by the state, or the

counties/municipalities may be responsible for bearing the entire cost.

black, and 3.6 percent. Arizona’s population is 53.2 percent white, 32.3 percent Hispanic or
Latino, 5.3 percent American Indian, 5.4 percent black, and 3.8 percent Asian. Nevada’s
population is 46.6 percent white, 29.9 percent Hispanic or Latino, 1.7 percent American Indian,
10.6 percent black, and 9.1 percent Asian (U.S. Census Bureau).

18 See Regional Break in Threats to Election Officials section.

19 See Appendix for detail on coding and description of coding decisions.

57



The second metric is the type of training that election workers undergo prior to elections.
Some states provide yearly mandatory training, other states provide a certification process in
which the Secretary of State will certify election officials that have completed a course or
training but are not being trained directly by the Secretary of State’s office. Other, more
decentralized states provide voluntary training. Lastly, some states just provide a handbook with
election administration instructions and information. In the last case, the counties/municipalities
are responsible for providing training to their election workers.

Lastly, I analyze the uniformity in voting procedure and voter registration. Centralized
states, for example, have one type of voting machine and voting technology used throughout the
state. In a decentralized state, each county/municipality chooses its own type of voting system
and procedure, thus there is not uniformity throughout the state. Additionally, many states
conduct a “top-down” voter registration process. Some states have a single, central platform at
the state level that collects voter registration and subsequently connects to terminals in local
jurisdictions. Other states implemented a state voter registration database that gathers and
aggregates information from their local jurisdictions’ voter registration databases. This type of
system is typically referred to as a “bottom-up” system (Election Administration and Voting
Survey 2020 Comprehensive Report, 2020). The state is clearly handling and centralizing the
process of voter registration with the top-down voter registration system, while in a bottom-up
state, the counties/municipalities are responsible for doing so and then relaying the information

to the state.
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Table 1: Metrics of Centralization and Categorization of Case Studies

State

What the state pays for

Types of training
provided

Uniform voting
procedure and voter
registration procedure

New Mexico, 3

The state pays for
almost all election
expenses. The state pays
for voting equipment
through state
appropriations. The state
reimburses the counties
for election costs

The state provides
mandatory training

Both systems are uniform
throughout the state.
New Mexico uses a top-
down voter registration
system

Colorado, 2 State pays for nearly all | Secretary of State’s There is a non-uniform
elections federal or state. | office provides a voting system, and each
The state reimburses the | training to certify county can select which
county for certain local | election officials equipment to use.
elections Colorado uses a top-
down voter registration
system
Arizona, 1 State pays for statewide | The state offers There is a non-uniform
primary and presidential | voluntary training voting system, and each
primary elections. The county can select which
state reimburses equipment to use.
counties for presidential Arizona uses a hybrid
primary elections voter registration system
Nevada, 0 Counties are responsible | State does not provide a | Each county has a

for funding all elections,
and both state and local

training program for
local election officials
but may publish
digests, handbooks, or
compilations of election
laws

different voting
procedure.

Nevada uses a bottom-up
voter registration system
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WHAT THE STATE PAYS FOR

The funding for elections can become quite nuanced- most elections in most states are not
clearly funded by the state or directly by the counties. A state may provide partial funding to an
election or provide funding to just statewide elections and not local elections. The same could be
true between counties and municipalities as some state’s counties can be responsible for funding
all municipal elections, the municipalities may bear the entire cost, or there is a mix between
municipal, county, and even state funds. New Hampshire provides a good illustration of this; the
state pays for all state-wide elections (this means all elections for candidates for state office, or
any federal election). The state funds and provides ballots and all election supplies.?’ The
localities, however, pay for all supplies and materials for local elections.

In contrast, in Indiana, select municipalities and counties have agreements on funding
elections. In that state, counties sometimes bear the brunt of the local election costs, but
municipalities may be charged by the county for the odd number years when municipalities run
elections (Ind. Code §3-5-3-1). Because funding is often not solely allocated at the state level, it
can be difficult to identify the complete cost of elections. “We would estimate that a statewide
election would cost somewhere north of a million dollars,” says former Maine Secretary of State
Matt Dunlap.?! The caveat in Maine, according to Dunlap, is that “towns never really knew. You
had all of your town office employees working at the polls, they are on salary anyway. So,
breaking out that cost of the elections is a little difficult. It’s easier to break out things like
renting a gymnasium for a polling station and paying overtime. Those you can enumerate. Those

other sub costs of employee time are tougher to enumerate.”

20 The localities pay for all voting equipment for all elections.
21 This is not a generalized estimate of cost. States larger than Maine will have costs significantly
higher than this.
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These examples demonstrate that election funding is tied up in the nuances of
decentralized election administration. The four case studies illustrate how centralized and
decentralized states differ in the sources and use of election funds.

TYPES OF TRAINING PROVIDED

Training for all election officials is another aspect that can delineate a centralized state
from a decentralized one. It is important to note that every state provides some type of training,
ranging from publishing digests (like in New York or Nevada), providing voluntary training
(such as in Idaho or Louisiana), the state certifying election officials (like in Montana or North
Carolina), or the state providing mandatory training for all election officials (such as in Maine or
Maryland). There has been a significant increase in state-provided training for election officials,
with 32 states requiring training in 2016, compared to 21 in 2002 (NCSL 2022). Maine Secretary
of State Shenna Bellows highlights the benefits of having mandatory training for all election
officials, “uniformity and consistency across elections, and states can play a very important role
in providing uniform, consistent expert training to local election officials, rather than every local
election unit, whether that's a municipality in Maine, or a county in another state, having to
reinvent the wheel.” Election training at the state level guarantees that all election workers across
the state will have the same knowledge on how to conduct elections. Secretary Bellows believes
that the centralized training in Maine helps with uniformity and consistency of election
administration, “In Maine, [The secretary of state] provides mandatory training for every clerk
and registrar in the state every single year. That is extraordinarily important so there's a shared
understanding of what policies are governing elections [across the state]. I think that the state
centralization of some of those functions, improves the consistency of uniform application of

state law across all municipalities.”
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Each of the case studies has some form of training provided to their election officials.
The difference between centralized and decentralized states is at what level of administration is
the training provided. In a state like Maine, for example, each election official is guaranteed to
have the same exact training. This training is conducted and paid for by the Secretary of State. In
a state that provides voluntary training, leaving it up to the counties to decide how their election
officials are trained could lead to extremely varied knowledge and potentially inadequate training
for officials. I argue that the metric of training has become especially important as election
officials across the country are needing to adapt to a new normal of administration. If municipal
offices are being bombarded with threats or accusations of misinformation, officials need to
know the proper steps to cope. As a response to threatening violence experienced by election
workers in Maine, the secretary of state offered a new de-escalation training for all municipal
clerks. The training, in collaboration with the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) in the
Department of Homeland Security’s operational component, CISA, officially known as the
Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency is designed to give clerks knowledge on how
to de-escalate a hostile situation.

The centralization of election administration in Maine allows for clerks across the state to
find resources and support amid rising denialism and violent threats, “There are consequences
for people who would seek to disrupt the elections process and we can educate the public to
reduce the amount of disinformation that is sometimes generating those threats at the same time

across the nation,” said Bellows.
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UNIFORMITY OF VOTING PROCEDURE AND VOTER REGISTRATION PROCEDURE

Uniformity in voting systems and voter registration systems is one of the most salient
ways to judge centralization. Some states use voting machines in which you use the machine to
mark your vote, voting tabulators where you mark your vote on a ballot which is then processed,
and some localities have remained hand counting paper ballots (Election Administration and
Voting Comprehensive Survey 2022). To make it more complicated, there are different types of
voting machines and voting tabulators. All states certify the voting equipment to use. In a state
with a uniform voting procedure, the state will certify voting equipment and every locality uses
that equipment. In a state with a non-uniform voting procedure, each locality can select which
voting equipment to use.

Each state is required by HAVA to have a centralized voter registration list. Dunlap says
that this change in Maine was significant, as the state went from having over 500 different voters
lists to just one.?? One of the difficulties of the decentralized voter lists, according to Dunlap, was
that “the old voter files is that someone would pass away and that nobody would know. They
would stay on the lists for years. HAVA changed all that, it made the [the central voter

registration system] a dynamic, living document.” Today, the difference between a centralized

22 “Before HAVA in Maine, every town had their own voter lists. They were all different. You
had a lot of small towns where the clerk just typed everything up on a piece of paper. I remember
I was doing candidate recruitment at one point when I was in the legislature. We were out getting
signatures for a candidate, and we wanted to get a copy of the voter list. We went to this little
town off route 9 and down to the town office. It was only open Mondays and Thursdays 12-4 pm
and it was the clerks living room. She had a voter list that was actually a notebook with the
names of the voters written out in long hand and the deceased crossed out in red. And she just
hands it to us and says, “bring it back when you’re done, dear.” And I was like, and I was like
“you’re freaking giving us this thing?”” And she said, “I know you’ll bring it back; I can trust
you,” Dunlap said as he recounted what it was like to have unstandardized voter lists in Maine
before HAVA.
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voter registration system in a centralized state and a decentralized state is a “top-down,”
“bottom-up,” or hybrid voter registration system. Centralized states retain all of the voter
registration information at the state level and share it will all counties and municipalities.
Counties and municipalities, in decentralized states, retain all of their voter registration
information and subsequently share it will the state’s central voter registration system. A hybrid
system combines these two processes. For example, Texas has 254 counties and 215 of the
counties use the Texas statewide voter registration database directly to manage their voter
registration data and elections. An additional 39 Texas counties manage their own voter
registration data using a third-party vendor. The data from these 39 counties are processed with
the state database every night so that all database changes between the state system and each
county can be reconciled (Election Assistance Commission 2017). Currently, 35 states use a top-
down voter registration system, six states use a bottom-up system, and six states use a hybrid
system. North Dakota is the one state that does not have to maintain a voter registration list or
database. However, they do have a list of previous voters (Election Assistance Commission
2017).
INTRODUCTION TO CASE STUDIES

New Mexico serves as the state with the highest level of centralization. While local
election officials in New Mexico still retain agency, they can also rely on the state government
for funding, training, and centralization of voting and voter registration processes. In New
Mexico, the state legislature uses appropriations to fund voting equipment for all elections (State
of New Mexico Executive Budget Recommendations 2023). The state reimburses the county for
all election-related costs. Robyn Holmes, the County Clerk of Otero County reports that she

always budgets for election expenses, but the state consistently reimburses the county. The state
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provides mandatory training through the Secretary of State’s office (Underhill 2018). New
Mexico elections are conducted using paper ballots that are scanned on Dominion Voting
System’s optical scan tabulating system uniform voting system across the state. This is consistent
throughout the state (New Mexico Secretary of State). New Mexico uses a top-down central
voter registration system. The state exemplifies centralization in all metrics used.

Colorado maintains aspects of centralization, especially in how the state funds all
elections. For local elections, the state reimburses counties for all election costs if the only item
on the ballot is a statewide ballot issue. For any other election where there is a statewide ballot
issue/question on the ballot, the state reimburses at 90 cents per active registered voter in
counties with 100,000 or fewer active registered voters, or 80 cents per voter in counties with
more than 100,000 voters (Underhill 2018). Additionally, the secretary of state’s office conducts
training and certifies local election officials. In order to be certified, election officials must attend
web-based trainings, completing at least one course in person every four years (Election Rules 8
CCR 1501-1). While there is a standard for training established by the secretary of state, web-
based trainings that are conducted once every four years. This cannot provide election officials
with the most up-to-date ways to protect themselves to changing threats of election denialism nor
does require that election officials are engaged in the training as an in-person training would.

The secretary of state currently has eight different voting machines approved for use in
Colorado, four of them used by the localities. 24 counties use the Dominion Standard (ICX/ICC),
37 use Dominion Express (ICX/ICC), two use the Clear Ballot (Clear Access/Clear Count), and
one uses the Dominion Mini (ICX) (Colorado Secretary of State). Lastly, Colorado uses a top-

down voter registration system. Colorado is given a coding of two because there are clear
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demonstrations of centralization in election administration. However, inconsistent training and
variation voting machines separate Colorado from the most centralized states.

In Arizona, the state pays for statewide primary and presidential primary elections. The
state reimburses counties for presidential primary elections at the rate of $1.25 per active
registered voter, though if the secretary of state determines that reimbursement at this rate would
jeopardize the ability of a county to comply with federal and state laws the county may be
released from that rate of reimbursement (Underhill 2018). The state provides the option to train
local election officials. This training merely suggested for municipal clerks.?® For those who
choose to be trained, training is provided by the secretary of state in odd-numbered years, with
training required in subsequent odd-numbered years to maintain certification (Arizona Municipal
Clerks’ Association). The Secretary of State’s office is required to publish a manual an Election
Procedures Manual at least 30 days prior to the election in order to prescribe rules to achieve and
maintain the maximum degree of correctness, impartiality, uniformity, and efficiency on the
procedures for early voting and voting, and of producing, distributing, collecting, counting,
tabulating, and storing ballots (Arizona Municipal Clerks’ Association). The secretary of state in
Arizona certifies voting equipment, but it is up for the counties to select which voting equipment
they use prior to an election. The voting machines that were used in the 2022 election cycle were

E&S, Unisyn, and Dominion Voting machines (Arizona Secretary of State). Lastly, Arizona uses

23 The Certified Municipal Election Official designation was developed in 1993 by the Arizona
Municipal Clerks' Association, in conjunction with the League of Arizona Cities and Towns, to
provide training in the area of municipal election administration. At that time municipal clerks
were not permitted to attend the election training provided by the Arizona Secretary of State's
Office. While that has changed and municipal clerks are encouraged to attend the state training
for an overall understanding of the election process, it was determined that training for municipal
clerks is still important since the state law and training was directed at statewide, partisan
elections (Arizona Municipal Clerks’ Association).
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a hybrid voter registration system (Election Assistance Commission 2017). Arizona is fairly
decentralized, with aspects of centralization mainly relying on how elections are funded.

Nevada has a highly fragmented system for election administration and conducting
elections. In Nevada, state laws vest the primary authority over election administration to county
officials. As such, counties in Nevada pay for all elections and voting equipment. Nevada does
not provide mandatory or even voluntary training for its election workers; it only provides a
handbook with election worker information (Underhill 2018). Additionally, each county uses a
different election management system. Information systems as well as guides available to voters
vary from county to county (Penrose 2020). The type and model of the voting system also varies
county to county. The seventeen counties are split between two types of systems, fifteen using
Dominion Voting System and two using the Election Systems and Software (Nevada Secretary of
State). Each county has the discretion to select the type of voting system in the absence of a
state-level mandate of a uniform voting procedure. Nevada has a bottom-up voter registration
system, which means that each of the state's 17 counties control, maintain and secure their own
local voter registration databases, many of which are supported by different vendors. In any
Nevada county, when a person registers to vote, their information is manually entered into a local
voter registration database (Nevada Association of County Clerks and Election Officials 2021).
The Nevada secretary of state then compiles all the records from each county to create a separate
voter registration database (Election Administration and Voting Survey Comprehensive Report
2020).

CONCLUSION
Decentralization and state autonomy over election law is baked into both the historical

and contemporary context of the electoral administration in the U.S. After the passage of HAVA,
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states began to conform to a slightly more centralized system. States had to implement
mandatory procedures of voting equipment, voter registration, uniform ballots, and allocation of
federal funds. HAVA helped the state governments have some control over how elections in their
states were conducted. Some states, such as New Mexico, concentrated nearly all election
administration at the state level. States like Nevada followed implementation of HAVA while
maintaining local-level control of elections and election administration. Other states, like
Colorado and to some extent Arizona, found a middle ground in giving administrative authority
to the state while also giving local election officials discretion, and sometimes the burden, of
electoral processes.

These four states allow me to identify case studies within each one to compare whether
jurisdictions in centralized or decentralized states can cope with misinformation, incendiary
rhetoric, and violence against election workers. I expect election workers in New Mexico to cope
with threats to election administration and election officials the best due to of the support local
officials receive from the state. New Mexico election workers will have received funding for all
equipment and supplies needed for elections and election administration, and the election
officials can rely on mandatory training that will enable a uniform response to rising forms of
election denialism and misinformation. The voting system is uniform which creates less
opportunity for accusations of fraud. In both Colorado and Arizona, officials will still have an
allotment of funding from the state, but less frequent and up-to-date training will lead to election
administrators feeling isolated and less equip to protect themselves, more so in Arizona than
Colorado. I expect election workers in Nevada to be affected by election misinformation and
threat at the highest rate. Lack of funding, training, and uniformity in voter systems leaves

individual election workers in Nevada vulnerable to high thresholds of threats without external
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resources to combat them. I now turn to my case study analysis to examine the status of election
denialism in each selected state as well as aspects of centralization or decentralization, that

contribute to election official resilience.
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Chapter Four: Case Study Analysis

The case studies selected for analysis — Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, and New Mexico —
each represent a different level of centralization as determined by the metrics of funding for
elections, training provided for election officials, uniformity in voting procedure, and the type of
voter registration procedure, as discussed in the last chapter. Amid rising forms of election
denialism, election officials across the country are finding it more difficult to do their jobs. This
is leading to faster burnout and increased fear, so much so that one in five election officials say
they are likely to quit before the 2024 presidential election, according to the Brennan Center for
Justice (data on file with the author). I use my case studies and conversations with local election
officials to examine if election officials’ resilience to the Big Lie, harassment, and assault is
affected by differing levels of centralization.?* These four case studies were selected because
they are in the geographic region that reportedly has the highest level of threat, assault, and
harassment to election officials and the highest level of perceived fear by election officials.?
Resilience is defined as the retention of election officials and the recruitment of new election

staff.2¢

24 All of the election officials named in the thesis agreed to be interviewed and provided written
consent for their quotations to be included in the thesis. The one election official that did not
consent to being named has been made anonymous. In order to protect anonymity, the county
that is examined for Arizona has been made anonymous. See Informed Consent section in the
Appendix for more information and a list of guiding questions used in every interview.

2 According to a survey conducted by the Brennan Center for Justice, election officials in the
South and West region of the US experience the highest reported levels of threat and fear. This is
followed by the Midwest region, then the Northeast region. See Regional Breaks in the Threats
to Election Officials section.

26 T use the retention of staff as one of my signifiers of the resilience of election officials. It is
important to note that it is inevitable that a handful of election officials will leave their jobs in
each county each year. There is not, however, a specific threshold that symbolizes normal or
abnormal staff turnover. Otero County had one staff member leave and Adams County had only
a few staff members leave. I classify both of these as normal staff turnovers that is not solely
contributed to election denialism. However, the county studied in Arizona had every full-time
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Within each state, I researched counties that had a presence of election denialism in their
local politics. I ensured that each county selected had comparable demographics and populations.
Otero County in New Mexico, Adams County in Colorado, the county examined in Arizona, and
Elko County in Nevada all have a significant presence of threats to election integrity. Because
each of their states has varying levels of centralization, these case studies will show how
centralization impacts local election officials’ resilience to election denialism.

I hypothesize New Mexico will have the highest staff retention among election officials
and ease of recruiting new staff, followed by Colorado, Arizona, and lastly Nevada. I argue this
because a centralized state means there is more support provided to election officials to combat
misinformation and threats, such as high levels of funding, mandatory training, uniformity in
voting machines across each county and municipality, and a voter registration system maintained
by the state. These factors create a structure of support that election officials can rely on amid
widespread election denialisms. I now turn to the background of each state and the
corresponding county that was chosen.

1. NEW MEXICO

Due to New Mexico’s high level of centralization, I expect election officials to have high
resilience. The threat in New Mexico has remained heavily partisan as claims of both the 2020
presidential and 2022 midterm elections being stolen have led to violence. After losing the race
for a state house seat in the 2022 midterm election, the Republican candidate, Solomon Pefia,
hired people to commit drive-by shootings at the homes of Democratic election officials and

lawmakers in Albuquerque. Bernalillo County Commissioners Adrian Barboa, and Deb

election official, except for one, leave and Elko County had 13 election officials leave. I consider
both of these counties to have abnormal staff turnover.
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O’Malley, and State Representatives Javier Martinez and Linda Lopez had gunshots fired into
their homes (Yamat and Montoya Bryan 2023). Pefia had claimed that the election was rigged,
posting to social media “I dissent. I am the MAGA king,” the day after the election (Yamat and
Montoya Bryan 2023). Following the shootings, Republicans downplayed the idea that stolen
election rhetoric had helped instigate the violence (Gardner et al. 2023). This partisan trend of
lawmakers claiming that elections are rigged or that results should not be trusted has shown itself
to be one of the greater threats from within New Mexico’s election system.

In a heavily conservative county, Torrance County, local officials delayed the certification
of the 2022 primary. When they met to consider certification of the election, angry residents
greeted the three commissioners with screams and vitriol. As the visibly frustrated Torrance
County commissioners indicated they were going to vote to certify their election, the audience

9 <6

shouted, “Shame on you,” “cowards and traitors,” and “Who elected you” (Montoya Bryan and
Lee 2022). In Sandoval County, one lone commissioner refused to certify the primary results.
Election denialism in New Mexico has been propagated by constituents and county politicians,

alike. The barrage of conspiracy theories and attempt to not certify the election was also felt in

Otero County. I turn there now.

Ia. OTERO COUNTY

While Otero County has seen internal threats of election denialism, it is in the state with
the highest level of centralization. The New Mexico state legislature provides funding for all
election equipment through state appropriations, there is mandatory training provided to all
election officials, each county uses the Dominion Voting System, and the voter registration

procedure is top-down. I hypothesize that this high level of centralization could provide support
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to election officials to deal with high levels of mistrust among voting machines and rigged
elections, enabling higher levels of staff retention and recruitment.

Otero County, as of 2020, has 66,804 people with a median household income of
$45,032. The county’s ethnic breakdown is 47.6 percent White (Non-Hispanic), 27.1 percent
White (Hispanic), 6.16 percent American Indian & Alaska Native (Non-Hispanic), 5.49 percent
multiracial (Hispanic), and 4.96 percent Other (Hispanic). Otero County is heavily Republican.
Donald Trump won the popular vote by over 61 percent in 2020. During the 2022 midterm
elections, the Otero County commissioners decided not to certify their party's primary election
results because they did not trust the Dominion voting machines used there. The County
Commission later reversed this decision, but not before urging election officials to recount all the
ballots by hand (Montoya Bryan and Lee, 2022).

These beliefs of fraud and mistrust of election systems are not only coming from the
County Commission in Otero County but the election officials themselves. A County
Commissioner in Otero County, Couy Griftin, was present on January 6 and then proceeded to
work the 2022 election cycle (Montoya Bryan and Lee, 2022). The county is represented by
Republican lawmakers, including County Clerk Robyn Holmes. Holmes has been working in the
County Clerk's office since 1985. She was elected county clerk in 2004 and 2008, serving two
terms and running again in 2016 and 2020.%’

In 2020, she noticed a shift, “everybody looked up to [our office]. The Board of County
Commissioners, just the whole elected staff, always was very favorable to us, and always trusted

us because we were very transparent. Then, a little bit prior to the 2020 election, we did have a

27New Mexico State law allows for county clerks to serve two consecutive four-year terms. After
those two terms, the clerk must wait four years until they can run again.
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commissioner that jumped on the bandwagon with the Dominion Voting machines.” Holmes
notes that in 2020 a county commissioner, Couy Griffin, the very election official that was
present on January 6, started claiming that the Dominion Voting machines were fraudulent.

Griffin became close with David and Erin Clements. The Clements have gained
prominence in conservative circles for their claims of election fraud. David, a lawyer, and his
wife, Erin, sent an unsolicited 241-page document outlining alleged election fraud to every
election official in the state (Beale 2022). The Clements became associated with Griffin, a
preacher, and began to sow distrust about the voting machines in Otero County. The Clements
and Griffin had a following of around 100 people, according to Holmes. “In the big scheme of
things, it's not like, most of our registered voters were on their side. But they were the loud
ones,” she said.

According to Holmes, the pushback she received concerned the voting machines, not the
administration of the elections. People accused the county of having modems on their voting
machines that would allow someone to call in and change their votes. Holmes says they did a
recount of the last election, through a hand tally, and then ran those ballots through the tabulator.
The votes were 100 percent accurate. Holmes says she has offered to invite those doubtful to
come so she can explain the process to them, “but they just don't want to, they don't want to
understand it, [ guess because then they'd be wrong. So, they would just kind of talk over me,
they wouldn't listen to what I had to say.” Despite receiving nasty phone calls and emails,
Holmes says she has always felt protected by the state, “I always had the support of the state.
And they always have supported us. We have a state police office here where they always were

aware of what was going on,” Holmes says.
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I'b. RESILIENCE

Since 2020, only one person on Holmes’ staff has left the office. While she attributes
some of this to burnout from combatting election denialism, she says that this staff member had
been ready to retire. She partly attributes the high staff retention to the close relationship she has
built with her staff during her tenure in the clerk's office. The one staftf member who left was
swiftly replaced. Outside of the clerk’s full-time office staff, Holmes admitted that finding
enough poll workers proved to be a bit more challenging than in previous elections. “Getting poll
workers has always been a bit of a struggle,” says Holmes, “but it was a little bit more of a
struggle for the 2021 election.”?® Holmes said they just had to keep calling people but ended up
having all 16 voting convenience centers staffed, with some locations staffed with alternates.
However, poll workers have told her that if the county switches to hand-counting ballots, they
won’t work anymore.

Another challenge that has presented itself in Otero County is that election officials are
vulnerable to believing conspiracy theories about the Big Lie and Dominion voting machines.
Holmes says that this became a reality as conspiracy theories regarding rigged voting machines
began to spread with Clements and Griffin. Holmes recognizes that there are a couple of workers
who are connected to election-denier groups. However, she takes an intentional approach to keep
them on the staff, “We've continued to call them to work, because I want them to know the
process and that we're not doing anything illegal.” Holmes believes that the more transparent and
welcoming she is to theories of fraud, the more she can prove herself with facts. “[I say] okay,

question me. If you see something that doesn't look right to you, please let me know.” Holmes

28 New Mexico has municipal elections every odd numbered year for things like school boards,
water districts, among others.
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says that she will invite these poll workers to come into the office to certify a machine together.

Those poll workers, however, typically decline the offer.

I c. CENTRALIZATION

Holmes highlighted how helpful centralization from every level of government in New
Mexico has been in supporting election officials from every level of government. “I have been
supported by myself and my staff, by our Secretary of State's office, by our State Senators, and
State Representatives to the very umpteenth [sic]. They have been here every step of the way,”
said Holmes. She puts particular emphasis on the funding that is provided to each county. While
she always budgets for county election expenses, the state reimburses the county for almost all
costs associated with elections.

The control of setting laws regarding elections is concentrated in the Secretary of State’s
office. Because of this, the burden of creating election laws does not fall on individual election
officials. This has provided a mechanism of defense for election officials in Otero County. Many
of the Clements and Griffins’ followers have demanded that the laws in Otero County be
changed by getting rid of voting machines, ballot drop boxes, and transferring to hand-counted
ballots. “County commissioners don't make laws, they follow laws. And so here [Clements] is
pushing these commissioners to break the law to pass laws that they have no authority to do,”
says Holmes. New Mexico has some of the strictest voting laws in the whole country, according
to Holmes.

Through the centralized voter registration system, the state ensures that all voters are
properly registered, they supply the counties with ballots and provide barcodes to keep track of
each ballot. Because the state has a contract with Dominion Voting Systems, establishes

standards for voting machines, and provides each county with machines, the counties can deflect
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calls to change the voting procedure. That is the state’s jurisdiction, not theirs. As the Clements
and followers were pushing rhetoric surrounding faulty and rigged voting machines, there was a
layer of protection between Holmes and the election deniers. I argue that we can attribute this to
the centralization of election administration at the state level. In a less decentralized state, in
which counties have the liberty to decide which voting system they can use, there is increased
pressure and increased vulnerability to election officials.

New Mexico county clerks are all closely connected, representing a high level of
centralization. “We are a very tight-knit group,” says Holmes, “and we have been for many,
many years.” Most of the clerks in New Mexico have been in their respective county offices for
as long as she has. Holmes says there is an email group that all county clerks belong to and are
communicating every day. They use this group to support one another. Holmes says she feels like
most of the election officials in New Mexico would “have [her] back.” The closeness of these
county clerks is a clear example of how a centralized state provides support and protection to

election officials leading to higher resilience.

I d. CONCLUSION

New Mexico has common mandatory training in which all county clerks congregate and
form relationships, each county uses the same voting system and follows the same election
procedure. All of these enable New Mexico to maintain local staff, combat misinformation
regarding their election procedure, and use state resources to protect themselves from physical
threats with more ease than the other counties examined.

Many counties do not feel comfortable inviting election-denier groups into their election
sites. I believe that Holmes can do this because of how secure and supported she and her staff

feel by the state. The high level of centralization in New Mexico not only allows for high levels
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of retention among election staff and ease of recruiting new staff but there is also a larger
capacity to allow election deniers access to elections. In a less centralized state, that is not
provided with ample funding for all election staff, does not have mandatory training on all voting
equipment, and has different voting machines from the next county, there would be less capacity
to allow poll workers with ties to conspiracy theories to remain on staff.
1I. COLORADO

Election officials in Colorado have faced some of the highest levels of threat in the
country. Colorado was one of seven states listed by the FBI as having “unusual threats to election
workers” (Boehm 2022). The threats that election officials are facing in Colorado are severe and
violent. Colorado Secretary of State Jena Griswold said in March of 2022 that she had received
22 death threats just in one week (Kim and Birkeland 2022). The threats have been experienced
across the entire state and caused many of the state’s county clerks to reinforce their offices with
new locks, walls, and bulletproof glass (Franz 2022). The internal threat to election
administration seen in New Mexico is also occurring within local election staffs in Colorado.
Carly Koppes, the County Clerk and Recorder in Weld County reported an influx of election
workers in her county being tied to election denier groups. According to Koppes, 35 of the poll
watchers she approved to observe June’s primary election had ties to election-denier groups. She
says the climate is making it hard to hire election workers, and those that are stepping forward to
fill the gaps are coming with an agenda (Franz 2022).

As we will see from the following case study analysis, volunteer election officials pose an
internal threat to election integrity. The state has quickly responded to this trend by crafting and
passing legislation that is aimed at curbing insider threats such as election workers embracing

conspiracy theories (Coltrain 2022). SB22-153, which requires new security measures for

78



election systems, and HB22-1273, which makes it a crime to threaten election officials or publish
their personal information online to harass them, were signed into law in 2022. SB22-1533
specifically makes it a felony to tamper with voting equipment or knowingly publish confidential
information about the system.?’ The rapid response from the Secretary of State’s office and the
State Legislature to institute a policy to protect election officials’ safety and punish internal
threats from election workers shows a coordinated system of support, or in other words,

centralization.

II a. ADAMS COUNTY

While I do not expect Adams County to have the same extensive structures of support
established in Otero County, I expect Adams County election officials to have relatively high
levels of resilience, analogous to their centralization rating. Because the state provides support
through funding and training, Colorado is ranked two on the centralization scale. Because of this
ranking, I hypothesize that officials in Adams County have lower levels of resilience than
officials in a state ranked a three on the centralization scale.

Adams County has a population of 522,140, as of 2021, with a median yearly income of
$73,813 (Adams County Demographics). The racial breakdown of the population is 49.1 percent
white (non-Hispanic), 26.8 percent white, 6.37 percent other (Hispanic), 6.22 percent multiracial
(Hispanic), and 3.85 percent Asian (US Census Bureau 2022). The county was considered a
“toss-up” in 2022 but consistently voted Democratic. Biden won the county with 57% of the vote

in the 2020 presidential election (Politico 2022). Adams County, however, has a low rate of

29 While not specifically named, this legislation was a response to Mesa County Clerk and
Recorder, Tina Peters allegedly breaching her county’s election system and accessing voting
machine data. Peters is currently under indictment (Coltrain 2022). She ran for the Republican
nomination for Secretary of State in 2022 but came in third in the Republican primary (Rose et
al. 2022).

79



partisan affiliation among citizens. Just over a quarter of voters are registered Democrats, with a
slightly smaller proportion being registered Republicans. Beyond that, 44 percent of citizens are
unaffiliated with a specific political party (Politico 2022).

Since 2020, Adams County election officials have faced an onslaught of threats,
harassment, and violence from those in their county that believe the election was rigged. Josh
Zygielbaum was elected as county clerk six years ago and is in his second term in office.
Zygielbaum, a former Marine and city council member dedicated his first term to increasing
voter participation, increasing opportunity for those who are traditionally underserved to vote,
and expanding civic education in public schools, among other efforts. He first noticed a shift in
public opinion of election officials in 2016, as the presidential election gave rise to rhetoric about
voter fraud. “What I've experienced and what the industry, if you will, has experienced is a bit of
animosity and some tension,” says Zygielbaum, “we’ve had to spend a lot of time re-establishing
ourselves as the trusted source of information,” Zygielbaum reports that this animosity has
grown outside of the office, even between volunteer election officials and their neighbors they
see at Starbucks or the grocery store.

The real threats and violence, however, began after the 2020 election and the two years
following 2020. Zygielbaum says that the staff receives daily nasty, threatening, or
condescending messages, “essentially verbal harassment over the phone or on social media from
members of the public who thought that their selection for president was cheated.” He reports
that this has calmed down slightly since the 2022 midterms, but it has not stopped his staff from
preparing for any situation from an irate person to an active shooter coming into the office. Every
time the County Clerk's office sends out a message to constituents, like an alert that their ballot is

on the way, or that the office received their ballot, they get nasty messages back, “saying you
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guys are all cheaters, you're all liars. They swear up and down. Some of its comical because the
grammar is so bad. Others have responded back and said things like we'll see you on the
battlefield.” Last election there was a ballot delivered with a suspicious powder in it. “The FBI
got involved. Hazmat was here. Law enforcement, medical support, and all that would deal with
it to ensure that it was contained.” He tells me that this kind of law enforcement presence was
not necessary in prior elections. Adams County is working on acquiring an isolation tent for if
something like this powder incident occurs again so that they can reduce exposure. Zygielbaum
said this in a nonchalant manner, “that's sort of the nature of our business these days. We expect
it and so we train and prepare for it.”

He seems resigned to the fact that the intensity around the big lie becomes more
amplified around elections, “I do anticipate it will pick up as the presidential cycle for the
election starts to gain steam here over the next few months,” says Zygielbaum. He said people
have followed him home from the office to his neighborhood. In addition, there are individuals
who stand out at ballot drop boxes or centers who've been armed, individuals who are sitting in a
car filming people going up and dropping off their ballots and taking videos of their license
plates. While there has yet to be an incident with someone coming in with a gun to their office,
“it is not out of the question,” says Zygielbaum. Zygielbaum tells me that there have been a
couple of incidents at the secretary of state’s office in Denver where people who have been
armed have tried to get in. He reports that there was an election worker in another county who, in
the last election, threatened to shoot any of the black or brown people who were trying to vote.
Zygielbaum says that these incidents are enough of a concern, that even with increased physical
security to protect against it, “it's been enough that during election season and much of the year

I’ll wear a bulletproof vest to work.”
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II'b. RESILIENCE

Zygielbaum acknowledges that the increase in threat has burdened his staff. He says that
the first thing many election workers ask him when they sign on is how his office is going to
protect them. He does believe that some of this can be attributed to COVID-19 and running an
election during a pandemic. The combination of COVID and pressure from those who believe in
the Big Lie affected both temporary and full-time staff. Zygielbaum says, “Initially, it was
definitely very stressful. When we have active shooter training, that really brings home for
people what the threats really are and what could happen. It adds quite a bit of stress.” However,
Zygielbaum says that his staff has become desensitized. “I think that the team adapted and
almost got used to it desensitized in a way.” Zygielbaum attributes his staff’s resilience to the
policy and procedures that the state puts in place, which, as I argue in the following section, is
because Colorado is a relatively centralized state.

In the Adams County Clerk's office, there are about ten full-time employees. There were
only a few members of Zygielbaum’s full-time staff that left the office. When I asked him if any
of the full-time staff members left their jobs because of the threats and harassment they were
receiving daily, he said no. He reported that a few of his staft did end up leaving but “it was not
necessarily directly because of the threat increase, they were just looking to do something else.”
Among the volunteer staff, however, many more of them have quit their positions.

Zygielbaum reports in the past few year volunteers have “decided to call it quits.”
However, it doesn’t seem like the clerk’s office struggled with replacing the vacant positions.
While some were deterred by threat, others “realized how important elections are and stepped up
to answer that call that was for elections.” In a way, extreme threats in Adams County have
galvanized people to become election workers. The downside of having new employees join the

staff, however, is that they are less knowledgeable about how elections are run. Many of the

82



volunteers that quit had been on staff for a long time and had a deep knowledge of the
procedures and administration.

Zygielbaum reports that there has been an increase in election administrators that are
connected to election-denier groups. He says that this has presented a challenge because there are
minimal requirements to become an election worker, and the county is obligated through statute
to hire someone if they meet the requirements.’® While there are some skeptical election workers
coming from the left, he says that the majority are from the right and are “often more in this
category of concerned citizens who think that the election was stolen and they are working so
they can see the elections for themselves.” Many of these politically conservative election
workers who mistrust election administration try to witness any fraud taking place. In the
election’s office in Adams County, you are not allowed to discuss political candidates or political
parties in order to remain as nonpartisan as possible. “We've had some election workers who
have been very passionate about certain candidates and made statements about how elections are
being stolen from them. And we unfortunately simply can't have that.” Zygielbaum tells me
everything they do is on camera and is audited. If someone is doing something wrong, he is

confident they will catch it.

I c. CENTRALIZATION

According to Zygielbaum money, resources, partnerships, and solid processes and
procedures directed by the state help election officials be put at ease. Both the secretary of state’s

office and Homeland Security were very involved with implementing protections for election

30 The requirements to become an election worker in Colorado are as follows: be registered to
vote and when there is a background check run on the prospective election worker, there is no
history of voter related crimes or fraud related crimes. “Somebody could murder somebody else,
and they would be eligible, but they can't have committed any type of voter fraud in order to be
an election worker,” says Zygielbaum.
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workers. The state has partnered with Auburn University to organize education and seminars to
discuss issues of security. “The amount of money and resources we put into securing our offices
and our building definitely helped put people at ease,” says Zygielbaum. However, Adams
County took the initiative to establish its own connection with law enforcement to go the extra
mile to ensure the safety of all their election officials. Zygielbaum works closely with law
enforcement so he can pass on any threatening messages that his office receives. While the state
provides ample training, the county is still taking initiative to ensure complete protection.

Another aspect of centralization that Zygielbaum relies on are the procedures set by the
state so that election officials have administrative guidelines they can lean on in the face of
election denialism. The “solid processes and procedures” set by the state ensure that everything
election officials do leading up to the election, and on election day go off without a hitch. The
state works with counties to plan, double-check, and triple-check the procedures of all the steps.
Having these steps in place allows election workers to stay “focused on the job at hand and keep
that extra noise and stress out,” says Zygielbaum. Election officials are better able to cope with
rising pressure and intensity from election deniers if they can stay focused on the procedures
implemented by the state. Because the procedural process is centralized on the state level,
election officials are not vulnerable to attack the same way an official would be in a state where
procedure is established by local administrators.

Adams County uses Dominion voting machines, and like many other places, has heard its
fair share of conspiracy theories about fraudulent machines. Zygielbaum knows that these

statements were just made to sow distrust and that the claims were baseless. He is confident that
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the Dominion Voting machines are “rock solid.”*! While the security procedure for all voting
machines and the auditing process is the same throughout the state, as mandated by the Secretary
of State’s office, there is not a uniform voting system throughout the state. I posit that this sign of
decentralization leaves election officials more vulnerable to conspiracy theories about their
voting machines, creating a reason to switch to hand-counting all ballots.*?

Lastly, the funding provided to all Colorado counties by the state provides robust support
to each individual county. When I asked Zygielbaum if the increase in election denialism spurred
any changes or presented challenges to the administration of elections, he told me the only thing
that really stood out in the Adam’s County operation was the budget. “We had to reallocate
money from certain programs to cover the costs of those additional resources or additional
supplies. And so, it changed that dynamic. But as far as operating the election itself, that was
business as usual, making sure that every eligible vote counted,” Zygielbaum says. This is a clear
demonstration of the flexibility election officials have when they are provided with funding from
the state. Because basic election costs are taken care of, Adams County has the ability to access
additional resources and supplies. If all funding for elections is provided solely by a county, there

are fewer resources pay for extra protections that may be necessary amid violence or threat.

I d. CONCLUSION

The relationship between the Secretary of State’s office and Adams County — through

funding, training, and seminars provided—has allowed Adams County election officials to have

31Zygielbaum says that even though the voting machines are off the internet, he’s heard some
alarming conspiracy theories, “I’ve heard some of the strangest things. That Russian submarines
are off the coast of California that are hacking into our elections through electrical outlets. I
really don’t know where they are coming up with this stuff or how they think of it. At the end of
the day, the claims are made but the systems themselves are very secure.”

32 See Nye County and Esmeralda County in the Nevada section.
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relatively high resilience while also facing high forms of election denialism. The election
workers in Adams County, however, have not stayed as resilient as its more centralized
counterpart, Otero County. While only a few members of the full-time staff have left, many
election volunteers have quit. Those who have taken their places as volunteers are
understandably less experienced and possess less knowledge about election administration. In a
centralized state like Colorado, this can easily be remedied through proper guidelines and
certification provided by the Secretary of State's office. This would cause more chaos and hinder
the administration of a county in a decentralized state that is responsible for providing its own
procedures and training processes.

Some of the onus to create systems of security, however, has been put on Zygielbaum and
his staff. Additionally, when dealing with workers who have ties to election-denier groups,
Adams County is letting them go. In Otero County, Holmes felt that she had sufficient capacity,
support, and confidence in her system to let these election workers stay on staff. I believe that the
level of centralization is correlated with the tolerance of subversive beliefs among election
officials. I posit that if Colorado was ranked a three on the centralization scale, counties would
purposefully keep the election-denier staff members employed to show them the process and
assure them that no fraud is taking place.

1II. ARIZONA

Arizona, like Colorado, was placed on the FBI’s list of the seven states with an unusual
threat to election workers. Election officials in Arizona have faced a vicious onslaught of threats
and misinformation. This harassment is prevalent on social media, phone calls, and emails, as

well as physical attacks and protests. Leading up to the 2022 midterm elections in Maricopa
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County, Arizona’s largest county, over 140 threats to election officials were recorded just

between July 11 and August 1, 2022 (Boehm 2022).

Election denialism is widespread among state politicians in Arizona. Republicans in the
state legislature were so convinced that there was fraud in the election they hired an obscure
company called the “Cyber Ninjas” to conduct an “audit” of the 2020 election in Maricopa
County. The company concluded that they found irregularities in the election, though they had
kept in close contact with people who were working to keep Trump in office and had asked
people close to Trump for money (Hasen 2022). None of the claims made by the Cyber Ninjas
were substantiated. In fact, after their audit had concluded, Biden had won Maricopa County by
more votes than were first tallied (Waldman 2022). The Arizona Supreme Court ordered the
Cyber Ninjas to release public records, but the company refused and was fined $50,000 per day.
It subsequently shut down. The state legislature-sponsored commission of the Cyber Ninjas, and
the fiasco that followed, is just one of many examples of a growing threat to election integrity
from lawmakers. For example, State Senator Wendy Rogers told her constituents of Coconino
County to claim “identity theft” at the polls during the 2022 midterm elections. This sent
Coconino County election officials scrambling (Protect Democracy Project 2022).

These threats have contributed to a large exodus of election officials in Arizona. Five of
Arizona’s fifteen counties had new election directors for the 2022 midterm election (Protect
Democracy Project 2022). The Secretary of State, Adrien Fontes, has raised the alarm, “We've
lost election directors in Yuma County, Cochise, Pima, Yavapai, Pinal County twice, Santa Cruz
County, and County Recorders and elected registrars of voters in Pinal, Yavapai, Yuma, Santa

Cruz. We only have 15 counties in Arizona. We are in an emergency," said Secretary Fontes. He
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attributes these losses to the exhausting impact disinformation and threats have on election

officials (MSNBC Last Word 2023).

III a. ARIZONA COUNTY

I expect that the case study for Arizona will have low resilience due to Arizona’s
decentralized election apparatus. I hypothesize that the small number of resources provided by
the state and the lack of a support network for election officials will increase burnout and leave
election officials more vulnerable to harassment and assault.>

The county analyzed for the Arizona was selected based similar demographics to the
other case studies. Additionally, the county has seen a high level of election denialism and staff
turnover, including several elections directors in the past three years. The current election
director was internally assigned to the role from another county office.

The election official I spoke with told me they noticed a difference in how the county
election staff was treated. They said that after 2020, the rhetoric became poisonous and toxic and
the number of bills that hamper election administration or restrict voter access that are moving
through the Arizona legislature became extreme. In the past few years, the election staff in the
county analyzed has been facing constant negative and threatening phone calls and emails, and
people have been sitting on the doorstep of the elections department demanding answers. After
an administrative debacle with a former election official, however, things got ugly. Not only did
this light a fire among constituents, but it also galvanized election-denier candidates to speak out
about the election's irregularities. The election official reported that the election staff has dealt

with harassment on the phone, by email, and through social media. In the election officials’ time

33 An election official from the county analyzed in this case agreed to participate without being
named. Both the election official and the county have been made anonymous.
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working closely with elections, they recognizes that there has been an extreme shift in rhetoric
and attitude towards election officials. The county staff is gearing up for 2024 and are expecting
that it will only continue to get worse.

Officials in the examined county have faced distrust and conspiracy theories about voting
machines. The most prominent form of pushback the county office has received is skepticism
regarding the voting tabulator machines. Constituents believe that the scanning function on these
machines is rigged and fraudulent. They have called to eliminate the machines and transition to a
hand count vote. However, the election official I spoke with says it is simply unrealistic for
election officials to be charged with thousands of hand count thousands of ballots and still meet

canvass deadlines.

III b. RESILIENCE

The resilience among election officials in Arizona’s analyzed county is much lower than
in Adams or Otero County. After the 2022 midterms, only one person remained on staff in the
county’s elections office. To replace the staff, the county tried to recruit outside hires. However,
there was a tight time frame between the primary and general election. To fill gaps, the county
assigned people who already worked for the county to the election’s office.

The election official I spoke with brought up the fact that there have been challenges to
administration when nearly everyone in the office lacks experience in election administration and
was transferred from a different county office simply to “fill the void.” The election official said
that recruitment to work in the election’s office is difficult. They chalked this up to people not
having experience in elections, but it is necessary for the office to grow its staff. I believe that the
difficulty in recruitment goes deeper than people feeling inexperienced in elections. Plenty of

election officials do this work out of a sense of duty or pride, not because they have prior
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election experience. Staff members who were assigned from other county offices with no real tie
to election administration and little knowledge about election administration could have a harder
time protecting themselves from misinformation and accusations and be especially vulnerable to

quitting.

III c. CENTRALIZATION

The Arizona State Constitution cannot permit a singular state-wide office to direct
elections. The election official told me that while the Secretary of State’s office is a helpful
resource, elections are still happening on a local level. They said that elections are such a
complex and intense process that it doesn’t make sense to run all elections through a state
agency. The Arizona Secretary of State’s office does provide some support in the form of funding
presidential and primary elections, certifying election equipment, and offering voluntary training.
The Secretary of State’s office also has a centralized database for all registered voters, which
includes all but two counties. Training is a key factor in protecting election officials in the most
centralized states. In Arizona, election officials are certified by the state. The election official
reported that in odd years, the Secretary of State’s office provides training, but they weren’t sure
if county clerks are mandated to participate. As a full-time staff member in the election’s office, I
am almost certain that if this training were mandatory, they would know about it. Beyond
certifying election officials and voting machines, there is little in the way of procedures and
guidelines that were reported in the two previous case studies. The county has been responsible
for finding ways to make its election officials safer. The election official interviewed told me that
their office took steps to increase security and put the staff at ease. This was elections office’s
responsibility, not that of the state. There were no processes and or resources that the election

official mentioned that have been initiated by the state to protect their election officials.
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III d. CONCLUSION

Lack of funding, resources, and proper training has left the examined county
continuously understaffed. When the election directors leave their jobs, it is the county's
responsibility to fill all vacancies. According to the election official I spoke with, there was no
state assistance while the county scrambled to clean up this mess and find people to staff the
elections office. I believe that this is a symptom of decentralization in Arizona. Administrative
mistakes made by a former election director in the county cannot solely be blamed on this one
election official. If the office had a full staff to rely on, increased resources from the state, or
solid procedures and guidelines created by the Secretary of State’s office, these mistakes may not
have occurred.

The mistakes made by county employees, the rampant staff turnover, and the need to look
within the county offices to reassign employees to the elections division point to the high
decentralization in Arizona. Elections in Arizona are underfunded, officials are undertrained, and
there is no structure of support to retain staff. Instead, the analyzed county must look internally
to find staff, train them, and cope with the increase in threats and harassment from constituents.
Because the county election staff is still new and without “institutional knowledge of elections,”
as the election official I spoke with puts it, the county is particularly vulnerable to an influx of

threats and harassment as the 2024 presidential primary and general elections nears.
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1V. NEVADA

Nevada has faced a significant threat to election integrity in the form of citizens,
lawmakers, and candidates who are sympathetic to the Big Lie. The 2022 Republican
gubernatorial candidate, Joe Lombardo, Republican Senate candidate, Adam Laxalt, and
Republican Secretary of State candidate, Jim Marchant, ran their respective campaigns on the
fact that the 2020 presidential election was stolen. This further sewed distrust of the voting
process and machines among voters in Nevada. The lingering threat of violence, notably not just
on election day, has had a tremendous effect on the resilience of election officials in Nevada.
Since the 2020 election, top election officials in ten of Nevada’s seventeen counties have quit,
retired, or declined to seek office again (So et al. 2022).

Election officials in Nevada have been strongly affected by the chorus of conspiracy
theories that the 2020 and 2022 elections were fraudulent. This can be attributed to the nature of
the violence that election officials face, as well as the onslaught of information requests that
election officials must deal with. Many supporters of the Big Lie started submitting
“voluminous” requests for information (So et al. 2022). As a result, some election officials in
Nevada have quit due to exhaustion and burnout. Others have left because they are not willing to
withstand the vitriol, they have faced in the past few of years. Internal records show that only
three of the 11 employees of the Secretary of State’s Elections Department have remained since
2020. The department says that five have come and gone in that span (Stern 2022).

The danger of all these resignations, as we see in previous case studies, is that the
experienced election officials that have been trained are vacating posts, leaving room for those
who have less trust and knowledge in the system to take their place. In Storey County, a clerk

won office after signing certificates falsely stating Trump Nevada in the 2020 presidential
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election (Stern 2022). Some election officials have, themselves, become convinced that the
election infrastructure is rigged.

The threat of having elected election officials who are actively election deniers in office
is tangible in Nevada. An interview I had with an election denier who works as a county clerk
illustrates the nature of the problem in Nevada.>* The clerk I spoke to won election after the
previous county clerk who had been serving that town for decades retired following the 2020
election when she refused to switch to hand-counted ballots. The current county clerk ran their
campaign on his willingness to spearhead the transition to hand-counting all ballots. They said
that voters in his county expressed concern about the voting machines around 2020 and that there
was a “general distrust brought out by a coordinated effort to influence the 2020 election.” This
clerk said that the main concerns for himself and his county were “electronic voting machines,
the manipulation of the voter rolls, the use of the paper ballots for mail. People don't like that.
But [the state] uses it because it's easy.”

This county clerk says that after his country switched to all hand count ballots, they, “had
an incredible outpouring of support from the community for poll workers that allowed us to have
a good mix of staff who were representative of the voting population in the county based on their
political affiliation.” They called those who volunteered to assist with the hand count in the 2022
midterm elections “patriots.” They went on to say that “90 percent of the people that I spoke with
said that they did not trust the mechanical voting systems. They wanted them gone. There was an
incredible amount of mistrust in the electronic voting process. And so, they were very happy to

see us move to a paper ballot process.” They claimed the hand county sample was more accurate

34 The clerk described here does not work for Elko County, the focus of my Nevada case study.
Rather, this election official works for another similarly situated county in the state.
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than the tabulation process despite telling me earlier in the conversation that they used the hand

count to verify the tabulation machines and the voting machines had an accurate count.

IV a. ELKO COUNTY

I expect to find the lowest resilience among election officials in Elko County due to the
extremely fragmented nature of election administration in Nevada. I contend that the lack of
funding, training, and variety in the voting procedure and administration of voting processes will
contribute to difficulty in retaining and recruiting staff.

Elko County has a population of approximately 54,000 people. It has a median household
income of $82,462. The racial demographics of Elko County are 65.4 percent White (non-
Hispanic), 25.5 percent White (Hispanic or Latino), 6.6 percent American Indian or Alaska
Native, 2.8 percent mixed race, 1.4 percent African American, and 1.4 percent Asian (U.S.
Census Bureau). The county is heavily Republican. The county has a low percentage of its
population that is actually registered to vote. In October of 2022, Elko County only had 22,240
registered voters, 12,211 of them were registered Republicans and only 4,877 were registered
Democrats (Elko County Unofficial General Election Results). In the 2022 midterm elections,
Adam Laxalt took 75.23 percent of the vote over his Democratic incumbent opponent. Similarly,
Joe Lombardo won the county with 75.22 percent of the vote for Governor.

Elko County has experienced an internal threat to voting systems, similarly to other
counties in Nevada. Their county, however, was able to resist a transition to hand-counting votes
and continue to use their voting machines. County Commissioner Rex Steninger spearheaded an
effort to get rid of their voting machines and gathered 300 signatures for the county to switch to
hand-count votes (Elko Daily 2022). The election staff was able to resist this petition and

continue to use the Dominion voting machines. The main reason why the county could do so is
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that a full hand count would have cost $36,000. Alicia Guaman, a Deputy County Clerk in Elko
County, said that the county simply does not have enough resources to staff a hand count.
Guaman says that the Elko County election staff pushed back against the County Commission
and asked, “how would that even be possible to do a handout and provide these results accurately
to the state and meet our deadlines? We would need a really large staff, and that staff would be
volunteers. We would need space. Right now, we have 13 employees, and we are running out of
space. We need more employees; we would need more employees, but we don't have space for
them. So, we would have to rent out a place, secure it, and transfer the ballots.” The staff
shortages in funding, staffing, and space protected them from being forced to transition from
voting machines to a hand count.

The county has experienced persistent harassment from its constituents. Guaman has
been working elections in Nevada since 2017 and has spent the last three years in Elko County’s
Clerk’s office. When I asked her if there was a shift between when she began working in
elections and how election staff is treated now, she responded affirmatively, saying, “Oh yeah,
there was a big shift. In 2020 there was a major shift worldwide, and we felt it locally.” She said
there was most notably a decrease in public confidence. Kris Jakeman, the long-time county
clerk, has been working to restore voter confidence. Guaman told me that while Jakeman has
been successful in convincing some voters that the process is trustworthy, “there’s a smaller
group that you can't change their mind and they will very openly tell you there's nothing you can
say to change my mind.”

Guaman has said that no one in the office has been physically threatened, but voters have
practiced tactics of intimidation. Voters will, for example, come into the office and tear up their

ballot in front of the election officials’ faces and throw it at them or will send nasty emails back
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anytime the office sends out an email to update a voter on the progress of their ballot or the
change of address. She said that some of the harassment “died down a bit” between 2020 and

2022 but anger from voters has been relatively consistent since the 2020 election.

IV b. RESILIENCE

Between 2021 and October 2022, thirteen staff members of the Elko County Clerk’s
office left. According to Jakeman, three of these members had left solely due to “election stress”
(Stern 2022). As of October 25, 2022, the county had been able to replace only eight of the staff
members who had left. However, when I spoke with Guaman and asked if any of the full-time
staff had quit, she told me, “Full-time staff remains normal” and that the office has been fully re-
staffed as of early 2023. Jakeman, herself, almost didn’t run for re-election but decided at the
very last minute to run. If she had declined to campaign for re-election, Elko County would have
been the state’s eleventh county to have turnover in a clerk or registrar of voter position.
Jakeman said, “it’s kind of disheartening when you work so hard, and our staff works so hard,
and people just don’t want to believe what we’re doing is right” (Stern 2022).

There has been increased difficulty in finding election volunteers. Guaman said that there
was an increase in no-shows when it came to volunteer poll workers. She partly attributed this to
measures put in place during COVID. She thinks that using PPE, sanitizer, masks, gloves, and
other protective equipment turned people off from volunteering as poll workers. Additionally,
Nevada turned to all mail-in ballots during the 2020 election. Guaman says, “It was kind of
flipped on us. The Governor went ahead and made the entire state of Nevada mail-in ballots and
voting, but so many people still wanted to vote in person so that kind of brought up all kinds of

different issues.”
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The quick shift from in-person voting to mail-in ballot voting did not sit well with many
voters in Elko County, who continued to vote in person. Elko election staff was forced to run a
“hybrid” election. Guaman says they allowed people to vote in person, still on paper ballots,
while also receiving high numbers of mail-in ballots. She says, “it was just more than that
workload of having to conduct a hybrid election for 2020 when we were learning it, and then
2022. We still had to do that hybrid election where every active registered voter still got a ballot
in the mail, and then we still had that in-person voting.” This procedure in in direct conflict with
rules implemented by the secretary of state during the pandemic. Despite the mandate that all
elections are to be conducted through mail-in ballots, Elko County has created a hybrid system of
voting. Since the state shifted to all mail-in ballots, the number of paper ballots that the Elko
County Clerk’s Office sends out has increased from 2,500 to 26,000 (Stern, 2022). This rapid
increase creates a high demand to recruit new election staff. However, as of October 25, 2022,
Jakeman reported the county had only been able to replace eight of the thirteen staff members
that left the office, showing signs of difficulty in recruitment.?> This also puts more responsibility
and more pressure on the remaining staff in the office. I argue that workload and skepticism
about voting machines have affected staff retention and recruitment in Elko County.

The county staff’s elections by advertising on the county website and social media for
poll workers. Voters also reach out to the county office to express interest in volunteering. The
Republican Party, however, offers their help with recruiting people to volunteer during the
elections, “The Republican Party was very helpful. They would say, ‘whatever, like if you need

more, tell me,” and they'll reach out to their contacts.” She also told me that different political

35 1t should be noted that Guaman reported to me there are now 13 staff members in the Elko
County Clerk’s Office.
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organizations also will help provide poll workers by accessing their databases and asking for
volunteers. Elko County is the first county I have come across that would rely on political parties
or partisan organizations to find poll workers. This exemplifies the difficulty in recruiting

election volunteers from the public if outside organizations needed to step in for assistance.

IV c. CENTRALIZATION

The rapid transition to all mail-in ballots is a representation of Nevada’s decentralized
system. Guaman details all the questions that came up because their county was responsible for
coordinating the transition with the other cities, “pretty quickly, we had to come up with
solutions. How are we going to accept these ballots? Where are we going to accept them?”
Guaman says that because the county is so spread out, one of the solutions they came up with
was to allow for the mail-in ballots to be sent to the city clerks and then delivered to the County
Clerk's office using highway patrol and local police as an escort. The county themselves decided
which procedure for all mail-in ballots was best suited for them. They executed their election
administration to an extent, leaving the cities responsible for organizing part of it, as well.
Aspects they were responsible for, the transporting, supplies, and security, have been the
responsibility of the state in the centralized case studies.

The state did provide funding for some costs associated with the transition to mail-in
ballots. When I asked about the funding that the state provides for elections, Guaman only
referenced the money provided for the increased cost of the mail-in ballots. Beyond that, it is the
county's responsibility to fund elections. The state does not cover any costs specifically
associated with election supplies. Additionally, other states have increased the presence of law
enforcement, for example, to ensure the physical security of their election officials. In Elko

County, however, the county’s prior relationship with law enforcement has involved them in the
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process. “We have had a good rapport with our local law enforcement. We feel comfortable
calling them when needed, they make their rounds and all that,” Guaman said. The county clerks'
office established that relationship with law enforcement to protect themselves, as opposed to the
state coordinating with law enforcement for them

Another aspect of the decentralized system that Guaman mentioned is the bottom-up
system that is used for the administration of voting records. Guaman says that the bottom-up
system is slower to update and doesn’t facilitate good communication between counties. “Voters
will get their ballot either mailed to an empty house or another voter, or they move over to
another county and they're issuing out a ballot and so now the voter has two ballots. It creates a
little bit of confusion, but we do our best to educate our voters,” Guaman says. The
decentralization in the bottom-up election administration seems to cause more work and less
organization for both the election officials and the voters alike. This is harmful because voters
can perceive unorganized election administration as less secure. This only exacerbates the
challenges of a decentralized system because the inconsistency in election administration can
brew more distrust.

Lastly, when discussing the transition to all hand-count systems in other Nevada counties,
Guaman said it was “worrisome” and “eye-opening” for their office. As we saw with the county
commissioner’s attempt to transition to hand-count ballots, the county is vulnerable to legislative
pressure to stop using their voting machines. This time the county was able to use a public audit
to quell fears of rigged voting machines and voter fraud. In a state like Colorado, which has
already passed bills to protect election officials, this would not be as concerning. I argue, if
counties must use their own resources, staff, and time to consistently prove that their voting

machines are accurate, staff will eventually be unable to fend off pressure to structurally change
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their election system. In addition, if more counties in Nevada transition to hand-count ballots, the

movement will only continue to become large and harder to ignore.

IV d. CONCLUSION

I believe that the decentralization in Nevada actively contributes to the difficulty in staff
retention and recruitment in Elko County. The county has struggled with high turnover and an
inability to quickly replace staff members who have left office. I also believe that the reality of
election deniers being election officials is heightened in a decentralized state. In centralized
states, there are mechanisms in the form of legislation or tight-knit relationships among election
officials that protect against election deniers taking office.

In addition, there is no mandatory training. The county clerk whose county switched to
hand-count ballots says that there is a PowerPoint that election officials are supposed to watch
but “it’s not very good.” Without comprehensive and up-to-date training, election officials are
more vulnerable to not being able to defend themselves from conspiracy theories and
accusations. They are also more susceptible to believing misinformation, especially if their
fellow election officials are election deniers.

The county clerk who distrusted voting machines portrays the reality that election
officials actively believe that the election process is rigged or fraudulent. They told me that the
concerns their constituents had regarding the voting machines were “valid.” In a system that is
decentralized, election officials can get away with actions like this. Even in an extremely
conservative area in a more centralized state, there would be less tolerance for this type of
behavior from election officials.

Lastly, low levels of retention among election allow for the county to use political parties

as a source of volunteers. While Guaman treats this as a normal part of staffing elections, it
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speaks to the lack of state capacity to provide support to administering elections. The county
looks to local political parties instead of the government to fulfill basic functions. The
administration of elections should be non-partisan, but having the Republican party being a main
source of election volunteers could potentially be problematic. I believe that this could cause
more harm in a decentralized state as little state oversight and control could protect against
partisan actors influencing election administration.
CONCLUSION

This chapter delves into a close analysis of each case study and the resilience of county-
level election officials. It also analyzes how the varying levels of centralization in each of the
four states has an impact on said resilience. As expected, the more centralized the state, the
higher resilience portrayed by election officials. Election officials in New Mexico and Colorado
have higher retention rates and it is easier to recruit new staff, as compared to Arizona and
Nevada. Otero County has only lost one election official and saw only a small change in the
difficulty to recruit volunteers for election day. Adams County lost a handful of full-time election
staff, but the county clerk remained adamant that they did not leave purely because of election
stress. The county did lose significant amounts of volunteer staff and saw an influx of new, less
experienced volunteer workers who were motivated to contribute to elections. The Arizona
county studied has had extremely high rates of turnover in the election office. Not only were they
the fifth election director in three years, but after the third election director left only one election
official remained. The county needed to turn to those already employed in the county offices to
staff the election office. Lastly, Elko County had thirteen officials leave the office between 202-

2022 and could only replace eight of them as of October 2022.
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The centralized case studies highlight the importance of consistent procedures, training,
and funding that were available for local election officials. Officials can rely on a support system
from the state to feel physically protected and adequately resourced to fight off election
denialism. They are able to trust that extra security measures, both physical and administrative
are put in place and that they would not need to bear the brunt of any increased costs. Having
different types of voting systems leaves election officials vulnerable to misinformation attacks on
the voting system themselves. A varied voting system creates more difficulty when it comes to
training, as well. In a state with a uniform voting procedure, election officials can receive
comprehensive training on election equipment from the state. Additionally, uniformity in voting
procedure will ensure that election officials are familiar with and confident in the state-wide
voting system. Training is an important aspect of centralization that was not highlighted as much
as I expected it to be. Training made a notable difference in decentralized states, as election
officials were being replaced at high rates and entering the job without “institutional knowledge
of elections,” as the election official in the Arizona case study described. Without training, there
is no assurance that election officials will understand all proper procedures and laws, which
leaves them less confident, less likely to adequately defend themselves against election deniers,
and makes them more likely to be influenced by election denier rhetoric.

Centralized states have the privilege to rely on their states to provide them with all
information they need regarding administration and updated policies on security, de-escalation,
and coping tactics. The least influential aspect of centralization was the voter registration system.
This seemed to be more of a burden for local election officials in decentralized states. While it
didn’t seem to put the integrity of elections in jeopardy, extra tedious work can leave already

vulnerable election officials more likely to quit.
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I find that there is a direct, positive correlation between the centralization of state
election law and local election officials' resilience. All the metrics of centralization aid officials’
ability to cope with the Big Lie. However, this analysis shows that state support networks and
administrative guidelines contribute to the concentration of control at the state level. State
procedures and guidelines take the burden and responsibility out of the hands of election officials
who can avoid needing to respond to constituent demands because they, legally, cannot do
anything. However, if that power becomes too concentrated, and is controlled by an election

denier, election officials would highly benefit from a decentralized system.
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Conclusion

My findings that centralization of election law contributes to increased resilience of local
election officials will shed new light on how states and localities can cope with election
denialism. As extreme partisanship and divisiveness plague American politics, the Big Lie and
related conspiracy theories will continue to pervade the political discourse. Local election
officials and their states must learn how to adapt to a consistent and ongoing threat to election
integrity. My purpose for writing this thesis was to contribute to the scholarship on current
challenges to U.S. election administration and provide a pathway to increased resilience among
local election officials.

Through my study, I provide a foundation of the historical roots of a highly decentralized
system within U.S. politics. This framework allows me to explore the nuances of election
administration as they differ in each state and, often, in each municipality. Research shows that
states with higher levels of centralization were better able to implement HAV A requirements.
My approach updates this study to question if centralization can contribute to combating
violence, conspiracy theories, and misinformation that flows from the Big Lie. I hypothesized
that states with higher levels of centralization would have higher resilience among election
officials.

I found that states in the South and West region are empirically receiving the highest
levels of threat, assault, and harassment to local election officials. Utilizing my centralization
framework, I chose four states with varying levels of centralization to test my hypothesis.
Through conversations with local election officials in each case study, I found that centralization
does indeed play a fundamental role in the resilience of local election officials. Election officials

specifically point to state support through funding, training of officials, and pre-existing,
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enumerated policies and procedures for election officials to follow. State funding for costs
associated with elections allows for election offices to have more resources to implement
protective measures against threats to election integrity. Mandatory and up-to-date training
conducted by the state will allows for election officials to confidently understand the election
system as well as feel more equip to on ways to combat election denialism. Uniformity in voting
procedure across the state allows for individual localities to be less vulnerable to demands to
change or get rid of voting procedure, as they are not isolated to their own individual procedures.
Top-down voter registration systems eliminate disorganization and miscommunication among
localities which will decrease burnout, as well avoid fanning the flames of claims of incompetent
election administration. State-wide policy and procedure that is handed down from the state
creates offers a mechanism of defense for election officials to rebuke demands of altering their
administrative systems. Even if they wanted to change a regulation, they simply do not have the
power to do so. Officials also said that support networks initiated by the state and state-
sponsored support from law enforcement allow election officials to feel safer and more
comfortable on the job.

I found that the decentralized states that did not have solid policies and procedures to rely
on, must foot the costs for election administration, and do not have election officials trained have
much lower levels of resilience. The election official from the Arizona case study is working
with a staff who were recruited from other county offices and are completely new to elections.
They explain it succinctly as they say that these staff members — who do not receive mandatory
training — lack institutional knowledge of elections. Decentralized states limit the acquisition of
institutional knowledge which leaves election officials vulnerable to misinformation, conspiracy

theories, and attacks against them. This means that election officials in decentralized states are
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much less equip to feign off internal pressure to alter election administration. Individual counties
do not have the same resources, capacity, or access to funding that will allow them to protect
themselves physically and through legislative action.

Overall, centralization breeds state support of local election officials that protect against
challenges to election integrity. However, election denialism does not exist in a vacuum among
so-called “MAGA” supporters. The 2022 midterm elections saw an influx of election officials
that are outspoken proponents of the Big Lie. While many of these candidates failed to win
election, they are a significant threat to the future of election integrity. The county clerk in
Nevada I spoke to ran their campaign on the platform to ban voting machines and has since
implemented hand-counting ballots. This is one county in Nevada, but what happens if an entire
state’s election administration is run by an election denier? An election denier who is governor
or secretary of state could begin to implement policies, such as transitioning away from voting
machines to hand-counting votes, that are detrimental to conducting free and fair elections. In
this case, a decentralized state could provide increased protection against top-down mandates
that curb essential processes of democratic election administration.

Future studies should ask if decentralization becomes more effective to electoral integrity
if legislative and institutional threats to election administration become more prevalent and more
successful. More research should also be dedicated to analyzing centralization’s impact on voter
turnout and representation. It could be argued that a decentralized system can allow counties to
tailor their electoral administration to the needs of their constituency. Uniform policies and
procedures implemented by a centralized state could overlook ways in which specific voting

blocs are galvanized to turnout to vote and are represented. The more understanding there is of
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centralization of election law, the more experts and local election officials alike can protect
against the Big Lie and defend the institutions that are imperative to maintaining democracy.

Structures of federal oversight, created by Section 5 of the 1964 Voting Rights Act may
have had an impact on protections to local election officials in covered counties. Increased
attention and supervision provided to Section 5 counties enhances federal political insulation.
Enhanced federal protection could take the pressure off local officials needing to establish
protections against election denialism. In Arizona, the one state examined that was covered under
Section 5 prior to the Shelby County decision, local election officials could have found
protections in the pre-existing federal response structure. While this deserves further attention in
a subsequent study, it is worth asking who would hold the responsibility of protection in covered
counties. This begs a larger question that does not solely pertain to covered counties but to every
county facing high rates of election denialism and threats to election officials. Where should the
accountability reside and with whom? At what point do the vitriol and violence that election
officials are facing become so extreme that the federal government must step in to ensure all
states and counties have a unified response to uphold the democratic integrity of the electoral
system?

As Partheymiiller et al. describe (2022) election officials are the gatekeepers of
democracy. The fabric of our democracy relies on functional elections. The only way that these
elections are able to function is through the work of our election administrators. In conversation
with the election officials in this study, each and every one of them stressed the importance of
public service and commitment to their community. Every election official across the country
displays a tremendous amount of dedication and care to their community. Election officials’

work, time, and effort is not only severely underappreciated but dismissed as incompetent and
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fraudulent. They are faced with violent and harmful threats to their safety and livelihoods. This
study is intended to shed light on the vitalness of our election officials not only as protectors of
our democracy but as valued civil servants. They deserve to be appreciated and championed for

being the front lines of upholding our democracy.

108



References

“About Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act.” 2023. The United States Department of Justice.
https://www.justice.gov/crt/about-section-5-voting-rights-act (April 29, 2023).

Alvarez, R. Michael, Jian Cao, and Yimeng Li. 2021. “Voting Experiences, Perceptions of
Fraud, and Voter Confidence.” APSA Preprints. doi: 10.33774/apsa-2021-7p8hg. This
content is a preprint and has not been peer-reviewed.

Amiri, Farnoush. 2022. “'Nowhere I Feel Safe': Election Officials Recount Threats.” AP NEWS.
https://apnews.com/article/capitol-siege-2022-midterm-elections-georgia-election-recounts-
Scffe294a372eb32dc68588784202314 (March 24, 2023).

Atkeson, Lonna Rae, and Kyle L. Saunders. 2001. "Election Administration and Voter
confidence." Democracy in the States: Experiments in Election Reform, eds. Bruce E. Cain,
Todd Donovan, and Caroline J. Tolbert, 21-34. Washington, DC: Brookings.

Atlantic Council. 2021. “#StoptheSteal: Timeline of Social Media and Extremist Activities
Leading to 1/6 Insurrection.” Just Security.
https://www.justsecurity.org/74622/stopthesteal-timeline-of-social-media-and-extremist-
activities-leading-to-1-6-insurrection/ (October 16, 2022).

Arceneaux, Kevin, and Rory Truex. 2021. “Donald Trump and the Lie.” Perspectives on
Politics: 1-17. doi: 10.1017/s1537592722000901.

“Areas Covered by Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act.” 2013. The Washington Post.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/politics/section-five-voting-rights-act-
map/ (May 1, 2023).

“Az Secy. of State Decries Maga Election Lies as '"Terrorism'.” 2023. MSNBC.
https://www.msnbc.com/the-last-word/watch/az-secy-of-state-decries-maga-election-lies-as-
terrorism-162168389817 (Feb 4, 2023).

Beale, Andrew. 2022. “Fact-Checking the Clements' Stolen Election Allegations.” Source New
Mexico https://sourcenm.com/2022/07/20/fact-checking-the-clements-stolen-election-
allegations (March 2, 2023).

Boehm, Jessica. 2022. “Arizona Is One of Top States for Election Threats, FBI Says.” Axios.
https://www.axios.com/local/phoenix/2022/10/19/fbi-arizona-top-state-threats-election-
workers (February 3. 2023).

“Brief Election Administration at State and Local Levels.” 2022. National Conference of State
Legislatures (NCLS). https://www.ncsl.org/elections-and-campaigns/election-
administration-at-state-and-local-level (October 3, 2022).

109



“Certified Systems.” Voting Systems, Colorado Secretary of State,
https://www.sos.state.co.us/pubs/elections/VotingSystems/VSHomePage | .html (February
11,2023).

Christie, Bob, and Morgan Lee. 2022. “Escalating Threats Have Led to an 'Exodus' of Election
Officials Across the Country and Calls for More Protections for Those Who Remain.”
Colorado Public Radio. https://www.cpr.org/2022/07/08/election-workers-harassment-
misinformation/ (March 7, 2023).

Clark, Alistair, and Toby S James. 2021. “Electoral Administration and the Problem of Poll
Worker Recruitment: Who Volunteers, and Why?”” Public Policy and Administration
38(2): 188-208. doi: 10.1177/09520767211021203.

Coltrain, Nick. 2022. “Colorado Governor Signs Election 'Insider Threat' Bill.” GovTech
https://www.govtech.com/elections/colorado-governor-signs-election-insider-threat-bill
(March 9, 2023)

Creek, Heather M., and Kimberly. A. Karnes. 2009. “Federalism and Election Law:
Implementation Issues in Rural America.” Publius: The Journal of Federalism 40(2): 275—
95. doi: 10.1093/publius/pjp035.

Currie, Shannon, Nadrina Ebrahimi, and Ben Wilentz. 2022. “Local Election Officials Survey
(March 2022).” Brennan Center for Justice, Benenson Strategy Group

https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/local-election-officials-survey-
march-2022 (October 2, 2022).

“Elko County Audits Election Results.” 2022. Elko Daily Free Pres.,
https://elkodaily.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/elko-county-audits-election-
results/article 7f6abl9e-6481-11ed-911d-8bcc8c275d6e.html (November 8, 2023)

“Democracy Crisis in the Making: How State Legislatures Are Politicizing, Criminalizing, and
Interfering with Elections.” 2022. States United Democracy Center.
https://statesuniteddemocracy.org/resources/democracy-crisis-in-the-making-how-state-
legislatures-are-politicizing-criminalizing-and-interfering-with-elections/ (November 10,
2022).

Diorio, Dan. 2016. “Uniformity in Voting Systems: Looking at the Crazy Quilt of Election
Technology.” NCSL The Canvass: States and Election Reform.
https://www.ncsl.org/Documents/Elections/The Canvass_June 2016.pdf (September 25,
2022).

Drutman, Lee. 2021. “Theft Perception: Examining the Views of Americans Who Believe the
2020 Election Was Stolen.” Democracy Fund Voter Study Group.
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/publication/theft-perception (November 9, 2023).

110



“Election Administration and Voting Survey 2020 Comprehensive Report.” 2020. Election
Assistance Commission, https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/Research/2020EAVS.pdf
(September 25, 2022).

“Elections.” Nvsos.gov, Nevada Secretary of State, https://www.nvsos.gov/sos/elections (March
12, 2023).

“Election Certification / Recertification Program.” Arizona Municipal Clerks' Association,
https://www.azclerks.org/index.asp?SEC=2DEEAB47-B71B-4F4B-90D3-0A4E81D7B259
(February 11, 2023)

“Elko County Unofficial General Election Results.” Nvsos.gov, Nevada Secretary of State,
https://www.nvsos.gov/SOSelectionPages/results/2022State WideGeneral/Elko.aspx (March
12, 2023).

“Federal Election Commission.” USAGOV, https://www.usa.gov/federal-agencies/federal-
election-commission (April 1, 2023).

Frankovic, Kathy. 2022. “January 6: One Year Later, Americans Still View the Capitol Takeover
with Dismay.” YouGov. https://today.yougov.com/topics/politics/articles-
reports/2022/01/05/capitol-january-6-one-year-later-poll (November 12, 2022).

Franz, Scott. 2022. “Colorado's Election Workers Are Taking Surprising Steps to Cope with
Threats, Stress and Scrutiny.” KUNC. https://www.kunc.org/news/2022-11-07/colorados-
election-workers-are-taking-surprising-steps-to-cope-with-threats-stress-and-scrutiny
(February 4, 2023).

Gardner, Amy. 2022. “Election Workers Describe 'Hateful' Threats After Trump's False Claims.”
The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-
security/2022/06/21/ruby-freeman-shaye-moss-jan6-testimony/ (March 24, 2023)

Gardner, Amy, and Paulina Firozi. 2021. “Here's the Full Transcript and Audio of the Call
between Trump and Raffensperger.” The Washington Post.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-raffensperger-call-transcript-georgia-
vote/2021/01/03/2768e0cc-4ddd-11eb-83e3-322644d82356_story.html (November 16,
2023).

Gardner, Amy, Patrick Marley, and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez. 2023. “Election Deniers Face a
Nationwide Wave of Pushback.” The Washington Post.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/02/15/election-deniers-face-pushback/
(February 15, 2023).

Gentry, Dana. 2022. “Threats of Voter Intimidation, Extremist Violence Cloud Midterms.”
Nevada Current. https://www.nevadacurrent.com/2022/11/03/threats-of-voter-intimidation-
extremist-violence-cloud-midterms/ (February 4, 2023).

111



Glaser, Bonnie E., Karen MacDonald, Iris Hui, and Bruce E. Cain. 2007. “Explaining Voting
System Performance: Do Technology, Training, and Poll Worker Characteristics Matter.”
In Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association.

Gronke, Paul. 2014. “Voter Confidence as a Metric of Election Performance.” The Measure of
American Elections: 248-70. doi: 10.1017/cbo9781107589117.010.

Hale, Kathleen, and Christa Daryl Slaton. 2008. “Building Capacity in Election Administration:
Local Responses to Complexity and Interdependence.” Public Administration Review
68(5): 839-49. doi: 10.1111/5.1540-6210.2008.00925 .x.

Hale, Kathleen, Robert S. Montjoy, and Mitchell Brown. 2015. Administering Elections: How
American Elections Work. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Hall, Thad E., J. Quin Monson, and Kelly D. Patterson. 2008. “The Human Dimension of
Elections.” Political Research Quarterly 62(3): 507-22. doi: 10.1177/1065912908324870.

Hasen, Richard L. 2022. “Identifying and Minimizing the Risk of Election Subversion and
Stolen Elections in the Contemporary United States.” Harvard Law Review.
https://harvardlawreview.org/2022/04/identifying-and-minimizing-the-risk-of-election-
subversion-and-stolen-elections-in-the-contemporary-united-states/. (August 18, 2022).

Hasen, Richard L. 2023. “Election Officials Say Democracy Is Still at Risk in 2024: 'the Gun Is
Still Loaded" #ELB.” Election Law Blog. https://electionlawblog.org/?p=134557
(February 3, 2023).

Hasen, Richard L. 2012. The Voting Wars from Florida 2000 to the Next Election Meltdown.
New Haven: Yale University Press.

Huefner, Steven F., Daniel P. Tokaji, and Edward B. Foley. 2007. From Registration to
Recounts: The Election Ecosystems of Five Midwestern States. Columbus, OH: Ohio State
University Michael E. Moritz College of Law.

“Implementing Same Day Registration with a Decentralized Voter Registration System.” Nevada

Electronic Legislative Information System.
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/81st2021 (March 7, 2023).

Jacobson, Gary C. 2021. “Donald Trump's Big Lie and the Future of the Republican Party.”
Presidential Studies Quarterly. doi: 10.1111/psq.12716.

Kennedy Jr, Robert F. "Was the 2004 Election Stolen?." 2008. Rolling Stone.
http://people.csail.mit.edu/rivest/voting/press/WasThe2004ElectionStolen.pdf (October 14,
2023).

Kim, Caitlyn, and Bente Birkeland. 2022. “Threats against Election Workers Bring Head of
Colorado's Clerks Association to Congress.” Colorado Public Radio News.

112



https://www.cpr.org/2022/08/03/colorado-election-workers-threats-congress/ (February 4,
2023).

Li, Yimeng. 2020. “Perceptions of Election or Voter Fraud in the 2020 Presidential Election:
Nationwide Survey Results.” California Institute of Technology.

Mak, Aaron. 2021. “Trump Was Losing Twitter Followers Until He Incited a Riot.” Slate
Magazine. https://slate.com/technology/2021/01/trump-twitter-ban-followers-capitol-
riot.html (April 1, 2023).

Montanaro, Domenico. 2021. “These Are the 10 Republicans Who Voted to Impeach Trump.”
National Public Radio. https://www.npr.org/2021/01/14/956621191/these-are-the-10-
republicans-who-voted-to-impeach-trump (October 16, 2022).

Montjoy, Robert S. 2005. “HAVA and the States. Election Reform: Politics and Policy, eds.
Daniel J. Palazzolo and Daniel W. Ceaser, 16-34. Lanham, MD: Lexington.

Montoya Bryan, Susan, and Morgan Lee. 2022. “Screams, Threats as New Mexico Counties
Certify Vote.” AP NEWS https://apnews.com/article/2022-midterm-elections-new-mexico-
government-and-politics-donald-trump-fa26178d77b421ff7317d1a6ae83e0c4 (February 4,
2023)

Moran, Meredith. 2022. “Misinformation, Frivolous Record Requests Bog Down Election
Offices.” National Association of Counties. https://www.naco.org/articles/misinformation-
frivolous-record-requests-bog-down-election-offices (January 5, 2023).

Moynihan, Donald P., and Carol L. Silva. 2008. “The Administrators of Democracy: A Research
Note on Local Election Officials.” Public Administration Review 68(5): 816-27. doi:
10.1111/5.1540-6210.2008.00923x.

Muller, Derek T. 2020. “Governing Elections Without Law.” Law Review Governing Elections
Without Law Comments. https://www.bu.edu/bulawreview/2020/10/05/governing-
elections-without-law/ (August 18, 2022).

Murillo, Matthew. 2017. Did voter suppression win president trump the election: the decimation
of the voting rights act and the importance of section 5. University of San Francisco Law
Review, 51(3): 591-614.

“Nevada Secretary of State.” Voting System, https://www.nvsos.gov/sos/elections/election-
resources/voting-system (October 20, 2022).

Nussbaumer, Kristin. 2013. “The Election Law Connection and U.S. Federalism.” Publius: The
Journal of Federalism 43(3): 392—427. doi: 10.1093/publius/pjt023.

Palacios, Joey, Dan Katz, and David Martin Davies. 2022. “A Texas County's Election
Administrators All Resigned, Leaving the State to Step In.” National Public Radio.

113



https://www.npr.org/2022/08/19/1118527241/texas-gillespie-county-election-officials-quit-
threats (August 20, 2022).

Palazzolo, Daniel J. “Election Reform after the 2000 Election.” Election Reform: Politics and
Policy, eds. Daniel J. Palazzolo and Daniel W. Ceaser, 16-34. Lanham, MD: Lexington.

Partheymiiller, Julia et al. 2022. “Participation in the Administration of Elections and
Perceptions of Electoral Integrity.” Electoral Studies 77: 102474. doi:
10.1016/j.electstud.2022.102474.

Pastor, Robert A. 1999. “A Brief History of Election Commissions.” In The Self Restraining
State: Power and Accountability in New Democracies, eds. Schedler, Andreas, Larry Jay
Diamond, and Marc F. Plattner. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.

Ratliff, Amisa. 2021. “60% Of President Donald Trump's Post-Election Tweets Sought to
Undermine Legitimacy of Presidential Race.” Issue One. https://issueone.org/articles/60-of-
president-donald-trumps-post-election-tweets-sought-to-undermine-legitimacy-of-
presidential-race/ (November 7, 2022).

Penrose, Kelsey. 2020. “Nevada State Elections Divisions Clarifies How Vote Status and Vote
History Works in the Silver State.” https://www.carsonnow.org/story/11/06/2020/nevada-
state-elections-divisions-clarifies-how-vote-status-and-vote-history-works-s (September 20,
2022).

Robison, Mark. 2022. “Top Washoe Election Official Deanna Spikula on Indefinite Leave Amid
Threats to Her Office.” Reno Gazette Journal.
https://www.rgj.com/story/news/politics/elections/2022/04/13/washoe-county-election-
official-deanna-spikula-indefinite-leave/7312390001/ (February 15, 2023).

Rose, Andy, Jeremy Harlan, and Paul LeBlanc. 2022. “Indicted Colorado Clerk Tina Peters Pays
for Recount in Primary Loss for Secretary of State.” CNN.
https://www.cnn.com/2022/07/28/politics/tina-peters-mesa-county-clerk-recount-

loss/index.html (March 9, 2023).

“Rule 19. Certification and Education of Designated Election Officials.” Election rules (8§ CCR
1505-1). https://www.sos.state.co.us/pubs/rule_making/CurrentRules/SCCR1505-
1 Elections.html (February 10, 2023).

Shanton, Karen L. 2019. “The State and Local Role in Election Administration: Duties and
Structures.” Congressional Research Service. https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R45549.pdf
(October 18, 2022).

Sotomayor, Marianna, and Jacqueline Alemany. 2021. “House Republicans Oust Cheney for
Calling out Trump's False Election Claims, Minimize Jan. 6 Attack on Capitol.” The
Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/cheney-trump-mccarthy-
vote/2021/05/11/1bb8fa56-b2a9-11eb-ab43-bebddc5a0f65_story.html (October 16, 2022).

114



Springer, Melanie Jean. 2014. How the States Shaped the Nation: American Electoral
Institutions and Voter Turnout, 1920-2000. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

State of New Mexico Executive Budget Recommendation Fiscal Year 2023,
https://www.governor.state.nm.us/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/FY23-Budget-Exec-
Rec.pdf (February 10, 2023).

“Statewide Voter Registration Systems: U.S. Election Assistance Commission.” 2017. Statewide
Voter Registration Systems | U.S. Election Assistance Commission.
https://www.eac.gov/statewide-voter-registration-systems (September 25, 2022).

Stern, Gabe. 2022. “As Election Nears, Nevada County Clerks Grapple with Burnout.” AP
NEWS. https://apnews.com/article/2022-midterm-elections-nevada-donald-trump-carson-
city-86732b87bda2f3ctbe3bce3573cadl0e (February 4, 2023).

“The Economist/YouGov Poll.” 2021. The Economist/YouGov.
https://docs.cdn.yougov.com/4yijjbkc2z/econTabReport.pdf (November 2, 2022).

“The Three Greatest Threats to Democracy in Arizona.” 2022. Defend Democracy Project, Oc.
2022. https://projectdefenddemocracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/The-Three-
Greatest-Threats-to-Democracy-in-Arizona.pdf (February 27, 2023).

“Two Years After Election Turmoil, GOP Voters Remain Skeptical on Elections, Vote Counts.”
2022. Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2022/10/31/views-of-
state-election-rules-2/ (November 2, 2022).

Underhill, Wendy. 2018. “Election Costs: What States Pay.” National Conference of State
Legislatures. https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/election-costs.aspx
(September 28, 2022).

“U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts: Adams County, Colorado.” U.S. Census Bureau,
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/adamscountycolorado (March 14, 2023).

“U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts: Elko County, Nevada.” U.S. Census Bureau
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/elkocountynevada (March 14, 2023).

“U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts: Otero County, New Mexico.” U.S. Census Bureau,
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/oterocountynewmexico/PST045221 (March
14, 2023).

Vandewalker, Ian. 2022. “Election Denial in Races for Election Administration Positions.”
Brennan Center for Justice. https://www.brennancenter.org/series/election-denial-races-
election-administration-positions (October 28, 2022).

Vigdor, Neil. 2022. “All Three Election Officials Resigned in a Texas County, with at Least One
Citing Death Threats.” The New York Times.

115



https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/18/us/politics/texas-gillespie-elections-threats.html
(August 20, 2022).

“Voting and Elections.” New Mexico Secretary of State. https://www.sos.nm.gov/voting-and-
elections/ (February 10, 2023).

“Voting Equipment.” Voting Equipment | Arizona Secretary of State, Arizona Secretary of State,
https://azsos.gov/elections/about-elections/voting-equipment (January 21, 2023)

Waldman, Michael. 2022.“Hold Cyber Ninjas Accountable.” Brennan Center for Justice.
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/hold-cyber-ninjas-accountable
(February 27, 2023).

Woodard, Colin. 2017. “Secretary of State Matt Dunlap Sues Trump Voting Commission over
Access.” Lewiston Sun Journal. https://www.sunjournal.com/2017/11/09/secretary-of-state-
matt-dunlap-sues-trump-voting-commission-over-access/ (February 13, 2023).

Yamat, Rio, and Susan Montoya Bryan. 2023, “Police Arrest Failed Candidate in Shootings at
Democrats.” AP NEWS. https://apnews.com/article/politics-new-mexico-state-government-
crime-albuquerque-1410b516f5b66¢18d62342a0d7a9b60f (February 4, 2023).

Weiss, Joanna. 2020. “What Happened to the Democrats Who Never Accepted Bush's Election.”
POLITICO. https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/12/19/2004-kerry-election-
fraud-2020-448604 (October 14, 2023).

Wiggins, Nick. 2020. “When the 'Australian Ballot' Arrived in West Virginia, Some Voters Were
so Mad They Demolished Polling Booths.” ABC News. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-
10-11/us-election-voting-changed-by-secret-australian-ballot-history/12726686 (April 2,
2023).

116



Appendix

L

The three metrics used to determine the classification of each centralized state are what parts of
elections, if any, the state pays for, what type of training for election officials is mandated by the
state, the uniformity in voting procedure and voter registration procedure. Each of these metrics
is one point on the centralization scale. For example, a state that exhibits centralization in all
three categories receives a three on the scale. A state with only decentralized administration will
receive a zero. A state that has counties fund all elections (0), but has mandatory training
provided by the state (1) and uniform voting procedure (.5) and voter registration procedure (.5)
will receive a 2.

A) The funding section assigns each state to one of five categories:
1. All: The state provides funding for all costs associated with elections.
2. None: The counties or municipalities bear the cost of all elections.
3. Primaries: States will provide funds for primary elections and counties provide funding
for all general elections.
4. Special Elections: States provide funding for all special elections, counties fund all
normally scheduled elections.
5. Equipment: The state will provide funds, or reimbursement, for equipment or supplies
associated with elections.
6. State Candidates: The state will provide funding to elections only when state candidates
are listed on the ballot.
States' partial funding to primaries, special elections, or equipment is given half a point. States
that completely fund elections are given 1 point. States that provide no funding to elections
receive a zero.

B) Training is split into four categories:

1. Mandatory: The state obligates training for all election officials.

2. Voluntary: The state provides training that is not mandated. Election officials may be
compensated for attending.

3. Certification: The state will provide certification to election officials that went through
their course of training. Election officials may be required to complete some sort training
to receive certification, but it is not as intensive as mandatory training.

4. N/A: There is no training provided but states may provide PowerPoints or pamphlets with
information.

A point of centralization is assigned only to the states with mandatory training. States that
require certification are given half a point. States that have voluntary training or no training are
given zero points.

C) Voting procedure and voter registration procedure are combined into one category because
they both speak to uniformity in election administration. Both are divided into two categories are
worth half a point each.
Voting procedure:

1. Uniform: Each election division across the state uses the same voting equipment.
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2. Non-uniform: Each election division can choose which voting equipment they use.

Voting equipment is approved by the secretary of state

Voter registration:
Top-down: The state runs and maintains a database for all registered voters.
Bottom-up: Each election division maintains its own database for registering voters and

1.
2.

3.

1I.

111.

then shares that information with the state periodically.

Hybrid: Individual election divisions maintain their own database and share this
information with the state daily.
Uniform voting procedure is given half a point. Non-uniform voting procedure is given zero
points. The top-down voting procedure is given half a point and the bottom-up voting procedure
is given zero points. The hybrid voting registration procedure is given .25 points.

Each one of these metrics was informed by scholarship on election administration,
conversations with current and former election officials, and information provided by the
Election Assistance Commission (EAC), the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL),
and the Congressional Research Service (CRS). After determining that the most effective way to
determine centralization is through funding, training, and uniformity in voting procedure and
voter registration procedures, I researched each state to determine their election administration
laws. I relied heavily on information provided by secretaries of state, counties, and state statutes.
I also gathered information on individual states from prior reports published by EAC, NCSL, and
CRS. For states that did not have election funding information publicly available, I called the
secretary of state or state election commissions to determine that information.

Table 2: Centralization Rankings of All 50 States

State

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California
Colorado
Connecticut
Delaware
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas

Centralization What the state

category
2

3
75
2.5
)
2
1.5
3
1.5
2

3

1

1
1.5
1.5
2

pays for?

All

All

Primaries
Special elections
Equipment

All

None

All

Special elections
Equipment

All

Primaries

None

None

Special elections
Primaries

Types of training  Voter procedure and voter

provided
Voluntary
Mandatory
Voluntary
Mandatory
Voluntary
Certification
Certification
Mandatory
Voluntary
Certification
Mandatory
Voluntary
Mandatory
Mandatory
Certification
Mandatory

registration procedure
Uniform, Top-down
Uniform, Top-down
Non-uniform, Hybrid
Uniform, Top-down
Non-uniform, Bottom-up
Uniform, Top-down
Uniform, Top-down
Uniform, Top-down
Uniform, Top-down
Uniform, Top-down
Uniform, Top-down
Non-uniform, Top-down
Non-uniform, Bottom-up
Non-uniform, Top-down
Non-uniform, Top-down
Non-uniform, Top-down
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Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana
Nebraska
Nevada

New Hampshire
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakota

Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island
South Carolina
South Dakota
Tennessee
Texas

Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming

IV, Informed Consent

2

1.5
2.5
2.5
1.5

1.25

1.5

2.5

1.5

2.5

2.25

1.5

75

2.5

1.25

75

State candidates
State candidates
Equipment
Equipment
None

Special elections
Primaries
Equipment
Primaries

None

None

None
Equipment
Special elections
All

None

None

Special elections

Special elections
None

Special elections
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To preface every interview, I began with an overview of my thesis project and why I was

interested in using their county as a case study. I introduced myself as an undergraduate politics
major from Bates College working on my thesis. During each conversation, I explained that I
was researching election administration in the U.S., and I was specifically interested in state
centralization. I explained I was examining how concentration on state resources of election
administration, through funding, training, and uniformity in voting procedure and voting
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registration. I wanted to know if they have an impact on the resilience of election officials in
their county. For each county, I explained that I was examining four Southwest states and
interviewed election officials about election administration and threats to administration in a
county in each state. I would inform the interviewee that I had selected counties of similar size
and demographics and those counties that had experienced some level of pushback for their
election administration.

For conversations with Matt Dunlap and Shenna Bellows, this introduction differed
slightly. I would explain the work I was doing surrounding threats to election officials and state
centralization. In our conversations, I asked for their reflections on their experience with election
denialism in Maine and how it compares to what they are seeing around the country. The main
purpose of our conversations, however, was to receive feedback if my metrics of centralization
seemed adequate to them.

After providing this detail on my study, I would ask for the interviewee for their consent
to be recorded. All but one election official granted that consent. The one election official who
declined to be recorded gave me permission to take notes on the interview. After writing my
thesis I obtained written consent from each participant to include quotations from their interview
in my published thesis. Any election official that did not give permission to be named in the
thesis has been made anonymous. Both their names and the names of the counties, as well as any
identifying information, was not included in the thesis.

V. Interview Questions

These are the questions that I used to guide each interview. As expected, not every interview
uniformly stuck to this script, but these questions guided each interview and allowed me to steer
the conversation in the right direction.

e Was there a noticeable shift in the way election staff were being treated? When did this
start? Was this shift mostly rhetorical, in the form of mistrust from constituents, or
physical attacks?

o Were there significant threats to election officials that impeded the ability of election
officials to conduct the 2020 presidential election or 2022 midterms?

o Have you noticed changes or challenges in recruiting staff?

o How were election officials able to handle this? Were there specific forms of support they
could look to on the state level or local level to help? Do you think that state resources of
funding, provided training, and uniformity in voting/voter registration procedure
increased resilience among election officials?

e Was there an impact on election worker resilience or burnout? In other words, how did
misinformation and threat have an impact on staff retention and recruitment of staff?

e What are some other structural impacts on election integrity or conducting elections at
the local level that you’ve observed? What was the impact on individual election
officials?

e How much is this affecting your ability to do your job?

e What do you think this trend says about your ability to conduct free and fair elections?
overall, both within your state and across the country?
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e How much do you talk about these things in other counties? Have these things come up
in other counties throughout the state?
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