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FIELD GUIDE
TO OVERCOMING
BARRIERS TO VOTING

YOUR POLLING PLACE:

LOCAL ELECTION OFFICE:




Hello.

This field guide covers the top reasons that you, your
friends, family, and neighbors may be prevented from
getting, marking, or casting a ballot. For each of those
issues, we have a suggestion or two about how to
overcome and how to help someone else overcome
those barriers.

Why trust this guide?

My name is Dana Chisnell and | wrote this guide. I've
worked on improving government services since
2003, including publishing the Field Guides To Voter
Intent—instruction booklets for government election
administrators on how to make ballots, voter guides,
websites, and forms easier for voters to use, read,
and act on. | did research with real people about the
importance of plain language on ballots and voter
guides, the best ways to answer voters’ questions
about elections on websites, and what the experi-
ence of voting in Americais like.

This guide was designed by Mike Monteiro, translat-
ed by Sadie Ray, and illustrated by Lucy Bellwood.
With help from Brian Carr, Cyd Harrell, Christopher
Patten, Jason Cosper, and Suzanne Chapman. Every-
one worked freely, with only the desire to live freely
as well.

Please visit vote.gov for even more info.
Just point your phone camera here ..

Report Voter Intimidation

Election Protection Hotline
1-866-OUR-VOTE

1-888-VE-Y-VOTA (en Espafiol/English)
1-888-API-VOTE (Asian languages/English)
1-844-YALLA-US (Arabic/English).

Or report issues by texting 866ourvote.org
(Chatbot available in 10 languages)

Hola.

Esta guia practica informa sobre las principales
razones por las cuales tU, tus amigos, familia y
vecinos podrian encontrarse impedidos de obtener o
marcar una papeleta o emitir un voto electoral. Para
cada una de las barreras posibles, te ofrecemos unas
sugerencias sobre como superarla.

;Por qué fiar de esta guia?

Me llamo Dana Chisnell y fui yo quien escribi6 esta
guia. Desde 2003 he trabajado para mejorar los ser-
vicios gubernamentales, incluyendo la publicacién
de la Guia Practica Sobre la Intencion de los Votantes:
folletos instructivos para administradores electorales
gubernamentales sobre como facilitar a los votantes
el uso, la lectura y la aplicacion de las papeletas de
voto, las guias para votantes, los sitios web y los for-
mularios. Hice una investigacion con gente verdadera
sobre la importancia de usar lenguaje claro y comp-
rensible en las papeletas y las guias para votantes,
las mejores maneras de responder a las preguntas de
los votantes sobre las elecciones en los sitios web, y
coémo es el proceso de votar en los Estados Unidos.

Esta guia fue disefiada por Mike Monteiro, traduci-
da por Sadie Ray e ilustrada por Lucy Bellwood.
Conté con la colaboracién de Brian Carr, Cyd
Harrell, Christopher Patten, Jason Cosper vy
Suzanne Chapman. Todos trabajaron libremente, con
el Gnico deseo de vivir también libremente.

Por favor, para obtener aln mas E E
informacidn, visita vote.gov/es. Sélo
apunta la cdmara de tu celular aqui

Denuncia cualquier acto
de intimidacion

Linea Directa de Proteccidn Electoral
1-888-VE-Y-VOTA

1-866-OUR-VOTE (en espafiol / inglés)
1-888-API-VOTE (idiomas asiaticos / inglés)
1-844-YALLA-US (arabe / inglés).

O reporta problemas por textear con su chatbot
en 866ourvote.org (10 idiomas disponibles).
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Don’t wait until Election Day
if you want to vote

Election Day is actually the last day of what you
could think of as “election season.” For some voters
in some places, the first day of election season is
as many as 45 days before Election Day, when mail
ballots might arrive in your mailbox or early voting
at polling places or election centers starts. There
are deadlines in between like the last day to register
to vote (or maybe you can register and vote on the
same day—check with your local election office to
find out) or the last day to apply for a mail/absentee
ballot. These deadlines and dates will be different
depending on where you live. But one thing is true:
Election Day is the last possible day to vote.

Other important things for you to know:

» You must be a full citizen to vote. If you were born
in the U.S. you are a citizen. If you were not born
in the U.S., make sure you are a naturalized citizen
before you try to register and vote. Having a green
card or a work permit does not mean you can vote.

» You must be registered to get to vote. Some states
automatically register citizens who have been resi-
dents of that state for the required amount of time,
but many do not. Some states allow you to register
on Election Day. Many states do not. Check your
voter registration today, whatever day you got this.
Take a screenshot and keep it. Check again when
you get closer to voting. If you were registered be-
fore, but you’re not when you check again, call your
local election office or contact them through social
media. You can check your voter registration status
by starting at vote.gov.

Keep your address up to date with your state’s
election department. Where you live determines
what districts you’re in and which candidates will
be on your ballot. If you have moved since the last
time you voted, check your voter registration to
make sure the address is up to date.

If you vote by mail/absentee, you must sign one
of the envelopes. Check carefully! Your signature
must match the signature you used when you regis-
tered to vote.



But! You do not need a home to vote. You just
need a mailing address. Go to Vote.gov for more
information.

Get a sample ballot, and decide how to vote
ahead of time. You should be able to get a sample
or practice ballot from your local election office’s
website or your state’s election department web-
site. This is not an official ballot. You’ll still have to
mark and cast an official ballot either by mail or at a
polling place.

You don’t have to vote on everything on the bal-
lot for your votes to count. In some states, there
is a lot of stuff on the ballot. It’s hard to do all the
homework to decide on everything. It’s okay to not
vote on everything on the ballot. Vote on what you
care about and feel confident about. Ballot Ready
is an excellent source of information about candi-
dates running for office.

You have rights. If you are a citizen who is eligible
to vote, you have a right to participate in an elec-
tion without being impeded or harassed. You have
arightto election information in plain languagein a
language that you can understand and act on. That
means that you have a right to get, mark, and cast a
ballot in a free, fair, secure, and accessible election.
ACLU.org is the best source of information about
civil rights, and voting rights in particular.
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What to do if you encounter
a problem

A lot of people are worried about or afraid of what
voting might be like in this election. Considering
the news and the kind of information on social
media coming through your feeds, that’s not surpris-
ing. The great thing is, your local election officials are
on it. Most of those folks are dedicated to free, fair,
and secure elections. Find your local election official
on social media and follow them to learn how elec-
tions work and to get up-to-date news about what’s
happening. They might have a title like “clerk” or
“registrar,” and they work at the town, city, township,
county, parish, or borough you live in.

Now, let’s overcome some barriers to voting. May you
never experience these issues. May you help other
people overcome them.

« You are not on the voter list and you’re at a
polling place: Get a provisional ballot.

If you arrive at the polling place and find that you’re
not on the voter list, ask for a provisional ballot.
Provisional ballots are mandated in federal law and
you have a right to one. It’s a sort of protection to
ensure that you get to vote and if your eligibility
checks out, your vote gets counted.

After you get and mark your provisional ballot, it
goes in a special envelope to be reviewed later. The
local election office will investigate whether you
are on the voter list and the local election board
will make a determination soon after Election Day
about whether your ballot will be counted. Either
way, in most jurisdictions, the information you pro-
vide on your provisional ballot application also reg-
isters you to vote, if you are eligible.

In some states, a registered voter may be able to
vouch for you! Go to the polls with a buddy. It’s
more fun to go with a friend, no matter what.

Your mail/absentee ballot didn’t arrive or got
to the election office after the deadline: don’t
panic—you can still vote.

There are a few states that automatically send bal-
lots to registered voters, but most states do not.

If you think you should have got a ballot in the mail



but did not, you may not be registered to vote. Check
your registration status. Vote.gov is a good place to
start.

If you applied for a mail/absentee ballot but it did
not arrive, you can still vote at a polling place. A poll
worker may ask you for your mail/absentee ballot
- just say you didn’t get it. After the polls close, elec-
tion officials check to make sure there is only one
ballot per voter. If there are 2 ballots, they will count
the first ballot received.

Send your ballot back to the election office to arrive
before the end of polling on Election Day. In 2026,
Election Day is on November 3. Put your ballot in
the mail by October 27. You might want to take it to
the counter at a post office to have it hand canceled
(thisis a stamp that proves you mailed it at a specif-
ic time and place). This means planning ahead. You
can also drop your marked ballot, in its envelope at
a polling place or an official drop box.

If your return envelope requires postage but you
don’t have a stamp, you can usually drop your bal-
lot at a polling place or a municipal office in a drop
box at any time before or on Election Day.

If you mail your ballot and it arrives at the elec-
tion office after Election Day, it may not be count-
ed. There are different laws about this in different
states. Ballotpedia is a good source of information
on this topic.

Lots of jurisdictions have a way for you to track your
ballot. If you vote by mail, there may be instructions
in the packet you get. If you vote in person at a poll-
ing place, ask a poll worker or go online to find the
tracking system for your jurisdiction.

If you want to help someone whose ballot didn’t
arrive, help them check their voter registration. If
there’s still time before the deadline, offer to help
them apply for another mail/absentee ballot.

If you want to help someone get their mail/absen-
tee ballot to the election office to ensure it can be
counted, first check local and state laws about who
can return ballots for whom. If you can’t legally
return the ballot for them, help them get someplace
where they can return their ballot to be counted.
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You are at your polling place, but there’s a long
line: Stay in line if you can.

In most places the polls close at 7pm or 8pm on
Election Day. If you are in line at that time, you are
legally allowed to vote. Stay in line if you can.

There are cops or other scary people at the
polling place: Every eligible citizen has a right
to vote.

If you are eligible and registered to vote, you have
aright to get, mark, and cast a ballot without being
harassed or intimidated.

Federal law prohibits armed federal agents from
being where an election is being held.

Know your rights: You must be a citizen, but you
don’t have to speak or read English. You do not
have to take a test to vote.

Go to the polling place with a community you’re
comfortable with or a group of friends.

Ask non-citizen friends and family to stay safe at
home.

Report intimidation to the Election Protection Ho-
tline at 1-866-OUR-VOTE or 1-888-VE-Y-VOTA (en
Espafiol/English), 888-API-VOTE (Asian languages/
English), 844-YALLA-US (Arabic/English). Or report
issues by texting in 10 languages with their chatbot
at 866ourvote.org.

If you see someone being harassed or intimidated,
notify local election officials. If the problem contin-
ues, call the numbers above.

ACLU.org is an excellent source of information
about what to do if you encounter federal troops at
or near polling places.

Your boss won’t give you time off from work to
vote: Check your rights.

In 28 states and Washington, D.C., laws require
employers to give employees time off to vote. In
some of those places, the time off must be paid.
Ballotpedia is an excellent source of information
about time off work for voting.

If you cannot get time off of work to vote at a polling
place, you may be able to vote by mail or apply for
an absentee ballot.



If you want to help someone who can’t get paid
time off from work to vote, offer to help them vote
on a weekend if that’s available, or get a mail/
absentee ballot.

* You don’t have childcare: Take your kids with
you or vote early or vote by mail.

We’ve heard so many stories from people who are
active in their community and vote regularly who
say it’s because an adult took them to the polling
place when they were kids. You think your kid is not
paying attention—but they are. Taking your kids
with you demystifies what happens in a polling
place and establishes it as a welcoming place where
they can exercise their rights. Please take your kids
with you to vote if you can.

Many polling places have places for kids to play or
hang out while you vote.

If taking your kids just doesn’t work for whatever
reason, you may be able to vote early at a polling
place or vote by mail/absentee. You have to plan
ahead to apply and get a ballot in many states. But
voting this way gives you days or weeks to mark
and mail your ballot.

If you want to help someone who has kids but
doesn’t have childcare available, offer to watch
their kids or go with them to the polls to keep track
of their kids. You could organize a neighborhood
kid “vote party” where parents could drop their
kids with known, safe adults and use it to teach kids
about voting by running a mock election.

* You are disabled or aren’t comfortable reading
English: Use the tools in the polling place, bring
someone to help you, or vote by mail.

Every polling place must have at least one voting
system accessible to people with disabilities. If you
have a disability and need a helper, you have a right
to have a qualified helper with you in the voting
booth.

Federal law requires voter information and ballots
to be available in languages in addition to English
when the number of speakers in the jurisdiction
exceeds a certain threshold. If there are a lot of peo-
ple in your area who speak your language, there
may be information and ballots available in the
language you can read.
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If you have difficulty reading, most polling places
have at least one voting machine that will read the
ballot to you. If the polling place does not have this,
you have a right to have a helper with you who can
read you the ballot.

If you want to vote but have difficulty reading or
have a disability, it may be more comfortable for
you to vote by mail or use an absentee ballot. You
have to plan ahead to apply and get a ballot in
many states. But voting this way gives you days or
weeks to find someone you trust to help you.

If you want to help someone get to vote who is
disabled or who has trouble reading, offer to help
them get a mail/absentee ballot and make yourself
available to answer questions or look things up.

You’re in jail, unhoused, in a nursing home, or
in the hospital: Know your rights, ask a social
worker for help.

If you have not been convicted of a felony but are in
jail, you may have a right to vote. If you are serving
time for minor offenses, you may still have a right to
vote. Prison Policy Initiative can help you or a loved
one figure this out.

You don’t need a home to register and vote. You
only need a mailing address. If you are unhoused,
check Vote.gov to learn what you need.

If you are in a nursing home or a hospital, staff can
help you get a ballot. Many nursing homes set up
their own polling places or the local election office
may set up a mobile polling place at your facility. If
you are in the hospital, tell a social worker that you
want to be able to vote and ask them to help you
get your ballot.

If you want to help someone in jail, who is
unhoused, in a nursing home, or in the hospital to
vote, help them get to the forms they need to reg-
ister and, if needed, apply for a mail/absentee bal-
lot. Do not offer to mark the ballot for them. Check
local and state laws about whether you can return
a mail/absentee ballot on someone else’s behalf.
Ballotpedia is a good source of information on this.



Your polling place has changed, or you can’t find
your polling place: Search ‘how do I vote’ online to
get polling place locations and other information.

Maybe you’ve voted in the same place for ages.
Sometimes, your local election office may move
or eliminate your polling place or consolidate poll-
ing places. For example, in some towns and cities,
schools stopped being used as polling places for
security reasons.

A few days before Election Day, check your polling
place by searching the internet for “how do | vote.”
You’ll get links to and information about elections
that are local to you.

If you know your polling place, make sure your
neighbors, family, and friends know theirs, too.
Vote.gov is a trustworthy place to start.

You don’t have a voter ID: You might actually
have what you need.

If thisis your first time voting, but you are registered
to vote, you will have to show an ID to vote.

If this is not your first time voting, your state might
not require you to show ID to vote. But 36 states do
require ID. So it’s a good idea to have ID on you.

If your state does require ID to vote, you actually
might have what you need. In some places, voter ID
can be a driver’s licence, state-issued ID, passport,
student ID, military ID, tribal ID, local, state or fed-
eral employee ID. In some states, a license to carry
a firearm counts as a valid ID for voting.

Ballotpedia is an excellent source of information
about voter identification.

If you have an ID and want to help someone else get
an ID so they can vote, go to VoteRiders.org and do-
nate or volunteer.

You don’t have a way to get to the polls: Use a
ride sharing service, connect with a neighbor, or
vote by mail.

Lots of churches and other community organiza-
tions organize rides to the polls.

If there is public transportation where you live, it
may be offered for free on Election Day.

Uber and Lyft often offer free or discounted rides to
get to polling places.
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You may be able to vote by mail/absentee rather
than going to the polls. You have to plan ahead to
apply and get a ballot in many states. But voting
this way gives you time to mark and mail your ballot
without having to travel.

If you want to help someone who might not have
a ride to the polls and you have a car, check with
your neighbors and arrange to take them to and
from the polling place. Or, book rides on ride shar-
ing services like Uber and Lyft. Or, help them get a
mail/absentee ballot, if you’re planning far enough
ahead of time.

You don’t have information about the election:
Get a voter guide, follow your local election of-
fice on social media, check the internet, ask
neighbors.

If you are registered to vote, it is likely that candi-
dates are sending you postal mail for their cam-
paign. But your local election office might also send
you information about the election. This document
might look official and scary - but it has lots of use-
ful information about what will be on your ballot.

Websites sponsored by organizations like the
League of Women Voters are reliable, helpful sourc-
es of information about who is running for what of-
fice and what issues you might have to vote on.

A few days before Election Day, search the internet
for “how do I vote.” You’ll get links to and informa-
tion about elections that are local to you.

If you want to help people get and share informa-
tion about what’s on the ballot, organize “learning
parties.” Gather people together, look at what will
be on the ballot, and ask each person to volunteer
to research one or two candidates, offices, or issues
on the ballot. Then get everyone back togetherin a
week or two to share with everyone else what they
learned. This is not a political party—no one should
be trying to convince anyone else of anything. Make
it a potluck.



Other things helpers can do

If you want to help even more, there are a few things
you can do:

Make sure you are registered to vote. It happens—
well-intentioned people helping other people forget
about their own needs. Take care of your registration
and plan for voting, first. Then help other people.

Be vigilant about what you read and hear online.
If you encounter information that seems extreme, un-
likely, or just off, check the source and check with the
local election office before you act on or spread that
information.

Be patient as you wait for results to come in. It
takes time to safely, securely, and accurately count
votes. Your local election officials are professionals.
They have procedures in place to make sure that the
vote count is accurate. It’s worth the wait.

Sign up to be an election worker. If you are willing
to putin a few hours of training time and a Very Long
Day on Election Day, sign up to work the polls. If you
speak an non-English language, you get bonus points.

Volunteer to proofread ballots and other election
materials. Ballots are being laid out and loaded
into electronic voting systems or turned into printed
ballots in early September for a November election.
This is way more complex that you might think and it
needs dedicated quality assurance, which you can be
trained to do.

Monitor the polls as an observer. In most jurisdic-
tions, you have to register with the election office to
be in a polling place as an observer and you will be
subject to rules of behavior (like not interacting with
voters or poll workers).

Get appointed to committees or commissions. It’s
too late for 2026, but you are just in time for elections
after that. There are committees, commissions, and
advisory committees that are part of the election
ecosystem. Find out what they are and get yourself
in those rooms. If those rooms don’t have people in
them who look like you, that’s even more reason for
you to get yourself appointed.

Run for office. Too late for November 2026, but there
are local elections all the time. School boards and
town councils can be good starting points.
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