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It’sthe
Design, Stupid

Dimpled chads aren’t the only design
flaws undermining the American voting
system: Voter registration forms

are hard to follow; pre-election guides
resembling junk mail are trashed;
amateurish precinct signage makes
locating polls a chore; poor space
planning leads to long lines and com-
munication breakdowns occur at all
stages of the voting continuum,

“In the 2000 presidential elections,
1.5 million votes were missed due to
faulty equipment, but a whopping
22 million voters didn't vote at all
because of time limitations or registra-
tion errors,” writes Sylvia Harris,
lead author of the Vote Project, an
exhaustive audit of the American voting
experience conducted with backing
from the University of Minnesota
Design Institute.

Op-Ed articles routinely call on
designers to help reform the voting
process. But where to begin? Efforts
such as the AIGA’s “Design for
Democracy” initiative have enlisted
visual strategists in constructing better
ballots and advocating formal guide-
lines for federal information design.
The Vote Project envisions an even
broader engagement of graphic, envi-
ronmental, information, industrial,
architectural and experience designers.
Its newly introduced “knowledge map”
of the voting landscape offers a creative
brief for the civic-minded, cataloging
some 27 obstacles that might be
resolved through better design.

The vote map is the fourthina
series of knowledge maps introduced
by the Design Institute to spark reinter-
pretations of institutional norms.
While other maps have focused on site-
specific issues such as Minneapolis
bridge construction and sustainable
design on the University of Minnesota's
campus, the vote map attacks broader
and more conceptual terrain. According
to Design Institute director Janet
Abrams, posters are the preferred

24

VOTING

BY

EDUCATION REGISTRATION

LEARNING ABOUT VOTING = SIGNING UP TO BECOME A
RICHTS AND DEMOCRACY  WEGISTERED VOTER

PREPARATION NAVIGATION

BECOMING INFORMED AND
PREPARED TO VoTE

VOTING

FINDING THE WAY TO THE

_ VOTING BOOTH AN ELECTION

INDICATING A CHOICE IN

FEEDBACK

CIVING FEEDBACK ABOUT
THE VOTING EXPERIENCE

s
PR REEEETLELETE
LV TTLT I IET

Al
HETORM, HERE'S WHO 7
AHOULD DE ON ANY YOTING  +

BESIEN DREAM TEAM;

medium for introducing new topics
because their limited real estate
demands editorial and graphic pithi-
ness. The vote map borrows the same
logic used by industrial designers to
troubleshoot phases of the user’s expe-
rience, identifying arange

of design elements that can make or
break elections—from paper forms

to wayfinding systems to electronic

interfaces on voting machines.

Like the clear communication
design it advocates, the poster itselfis
workaday utilitarian, with no-nonsense
type and a magenta-on-slate palette
that alludes to the colors of the flag
without being overtly patriotic. It's not
sexy and isn’t meant to be. “The idea
wasn’t to have this thing be a design
statement in and of itself, but rather for
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it to serve as a sort of blueprint,” says
Harris, a consultant who served as
the lead design strategist on the
overhaul of the 2000 Census forms.

Nine more knowledge maps are
planned for release in September.
For a copy of the vote map, e-mail
design@umn.edu or visit
design.umn.edu.
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