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About the California Voter Foundation (CVF)

• Nonprofit, nonpartisan 501(c)(3) organization
• Based in Sacramento, CA
• Working since 1994 to improve the voting 

process to better serve voters
• Online at www.calvoter.org
• Improving vote-by-mail a priority since 2013

http://www.calvoter.org/


The percentage of California voters casting vote-by-
mail ballots has increased from 33 percent in 2004 to 
72 percent in March 2020 



California has adopted several vote-by-mail 
reforms in recent years:

Counties must:

ü Provide voters with prepaid postage ballot return envelopes

ü Contact voters with missing or mismatched signatures & provide 
opportunity to submit valid signature. 

ü Use Intelligent Mail Barcodes to enable ballot tracking and verify 
return date when postmarks are missing

ü Count ballots received within three days of the election 
(extended to 17 days for Nov. 2020) if verified received by USPS 
by Election Day



Voters can:
ü Return their ballot to any election site 

in the state
ü Get a replacement ballot if they lose 

their mail ballot
ü Track their ballot status online
ü Ask someone they trust to return their 

ballot for them. 



Despite these reforms, tens of thousands of California 
ballots are rejected every election

… on average, 1.7 percent of vote-by-mail ballots cast in 
statewide elections between 2010-2020 were rejected, 
primarily due to late arrival and missing or mismatched voters’ 
signatures on ballot envelopes. 

CVF, in collaboration with Dr. Mindy Romero of USC’s Center 
for Inclusive Democracy conducted a study of mail ballot 
rejection in three counties (Sacramento, San Mateo and Santa 
Clara) supported by grants from Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation and the County of Sacramento. 



www.calvoter.org/rejectedballots



Over the past ten years, on average 1.7 percent of all 
California vote-by-mail ballots cast have been rejected. 



1.7 percent may not sound like a lot but in California, 
home to 21 million registered voters, it translates into tens 
of thousands of ballots going uncounted each election. 



CVF’s study looked at November 2018 rejected 
vote-by-mail ballots in three counties:

Sacramento:  0.8 % rejected
Santa Clara:   0.7 % rejected
San Mateo:    1.0 % rejected
Statewide:     1.0 % rejected



In all three counties, young voters’ 

ballots were rejected at three 

times the rate of each county’s 

overall rejection rate.



Voters age 18-24 had ballots rejected 2-3 percent of the 
time compared to voters overall at 1 percent or lower. 



In the three counties studied, young voters were the 
smallest group by age of vote-by-mail voters….



….and the largest group by age of vote-by-mail voters 
whose ballots were rejected.



Newly registered voters in the three counties studied 
also had higher rejection rates - twice those of voters 
overall 



The top reasons for rejection: Too Late, Signature 
Doesn’t Match, No Signature



In Sacramento County, young voters’ ballots were 
rejected mostly for nonmatching signatures and 
lateness; older voters for missing signatures



For San Mateo County’s voters with rejected ballots, 
younger voters were more likely to get their ballots in late, 
while for older voters it was lateness and missing signatures. 



For Santa Clara County’s voters with rejected ballots, younger 
voters were more likely to return ballots late. In all 3 counties 
missing signatures increased with age. 



The percentage of ballots rejected in the 2 Voter’s Choice Act 
counties studied did not change significantly but the number of 
ballots rejected rose dramatically after implementation of the VCA 



Almost 100% “Too Late” returned by mail in Sacramento & San Mateo



Late Ballots in 3 Sacramento Elections:
• Most ballots rejected due to lateness were postmarked after 

Election Day and could not have been accepted even with a 
longer grace period.

• Significant percentage not postmarked, had unreadable 
postmarks.

• Increasing awareness of USPS practices, use of Intelligent 
Mail barcodes, and reminding voters to date their ballot 
envelope signature can help reduce ballot rejection due to 
late, missing or unreadable postmarks.



Signature challenges and cures
• Under California law, if a voter forgets to sign the ballot 

envelope or the signature does not sufficiently match the 
voter’s registration signature, the county must notify the 
voter by mail and provide an opportunity to submit a 
valid signature so the ballot can be counted instead of 
rejected. 

• In the three counties studied, overall 54 percent of the 
ballots challenged for signature issues, cast by 7,318 
total voters, were “cured” and counted thanks to this 
outreach.

• Voters who sign up for ballot tracking can be immediately 
notified if there is an issue with their ballot.



Some reforms CVF recommends:
• Implement statewide regulations to create more 

uniformity in counties’ signature verification processes 
(currently underway)

• Require all counties to provide ballot drop boxes voters 
can use in addition to returning ballots via U.S. Mail

• Require more standardization in coding of rejected 
ballots and reporting by counties of the numbers of 
ballots rejected and why

• Notify voters when their ballots are rejected and the 
reason for rejection. 



Tips for Voter Outreach Groups
ü Reach out to young and newly registered voters in 

engaging formats such as video and graphics on 
social media platforms and through trusted 
messengers and help familiarize them with the 
VBM process, the U.S. Postal Service and how 
signature verification works.

ü Increase awareness about mailbox pickup times 
and the availability of ballot drop-off locations to 
help reduce ballot rejection due to late postmarks 
and delivery.

ü Urge voters to return ballots early.



Tips for Voter Outreach Groups
ü Help voters learn what in-person voting options are 

available in their county.

ü Urge voters to make their ballot envelope signature 
look like the one on their license or state ID 

ü Urge voters to be cautious when sharing election 
information on social media and encourage use of 
the SIFT method for detecting disinformation: 

• Stop 
• Investigate
• Find trusted coverage 
• Trace and follow the link. 



CVF developed social media graphics to help 

more voters successfully cast vote-by-mail 

ballots…(vote-by-mail song too!)

… Voter outreach groups can use and 
customize these graphics to help reach 

more voters, available at 
www.calvoter.org/covg















www.calvoter.org homepage







Example of County Election Offices listings at Calvoter.org



Calvoter.org/votertools







The California Voter Foundation relies on 
donations to support our work helping voters. 

Please give to CVF! 
Contributions are tax-deductible

www.calvoter.org/donate

http://www.calvoter.org/donate


For more information, contact:

Kim Alexander
916-441-2494, kimalex@calvoter.org 

@kimalex3, @calvoterfdn

facebook.com/calvoterfdn 

www.calvoter.org
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