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Summary 

Absentee voting, as St. Louis County’s Board of Elections historically knew it, dramatically changed in 
2020.  Like jurisdictions across the U.S., St. Louis County, Missouri experienced a remarkable increase 
in absentee ballots in 2020. More than one-quarter of a million absentee ballots were processed by St. 
Louis County’s Board of Elections for its Primary Election in August and the Presidential General 
Election in November.  Putting lessons learned in 2020 into action, the agency kicked off 2021 with an 
initiative to improve the chain of custody process for inbound absentee ballots. Using a facilitated 
workshop format, agency leaders and team members employed a variety of improvement tools and 
techniques, including swim lane process mapping, visual management, and hands-on simulations. The 
effort successfully resulted in security and accounting improvements in time for an April countywide 
election with creative solutions generated in-house, at no additional cost.   

Making the Chain of Custody Process a 2021 Priority 

Making good on the many assertions of “let’s improve that in 2021”, the St. Louis County Board of 
Elections (BOE) created a 2021 Strategic Roadmap in January identifying goals, priorities, and projects 
to improve operational performance. Improving the chain of custody for absentee ballots received by 
the BOE was identified by executive leadership as a priority project – one with the potential for high 
impact.  The BOE committed to improving the absentee ballot chain of custody process in time for the 
Municipal General Election on April 6, the first countywide election of 2021.   

Focusing on Inbound Absentee Ballots 

In Missouri, voters who are unable get to their polling place on Election Day may vote absentee, in 
person or by mail, if they have a valid reason under the law.  The BOE facilitates absentee voting for 
military and overseas voters, and administers absentee voting for hospitalized persons, nursing home 
residents, and county voters who cannot vote in person on Election Day. Under Missouri law, absentee 
ballots may be opened and prepared for tabulation five days prior to an election. 

In St. Louis County, inbound absentee ballots are received from multiple sources, including the U.S. 
Postal Service; locations where ballots may be dropped off, such 
as election satellite sites and Board of Election headquarters; and 
nursing homes where absentee ballots are delivered and picked 
up by BOE staff.   

For this project, the chain of custody included the processes by 
which inbound absentee ballots are physically received by the 
Board of Elections from the sources mentioned above, stored, 
transferred, opened, scanned, processed, duplicated, and 
organized.   

The project scope encompassed measures to increase security and 
control, methods to locate ballots, streamlining to improve 
efficiencies, and documentation of processes and procedures. The 
project scope was internally driven since Missouri’s statutory 
guidance is limited. 

Chain of custody is 

generally defined to be 

the sequential 

documentation or trail 

that accounts for the 

sequence of custody, 

control, transfer, 

analysis, and 

disposition of physical 

or electronic evidence. 
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Facilitating Process Improvement:  Tools and Techniques 

Structured, facilitated workshops were held weekly with a core work group and key staff with hands-
on experience in handling absentee ballots. Three dates on the critical path drove the process: 1) the 
opening of absentee voting six weeks prior to election day, 2) the opening of four satellite voting sites 
10 days prior to election day, and 3) absentee ballot opening five days prior to election day. 
Improvements were put in place prior to each of these three milestones.  

Swim lane process mapping, using color-coded post-it notes, proved to be highly beneficial to visually 
show the entirety of the absentee ballot process, its complexity, and the multiple hand-offs that occur. 
Like a flowchart, a swim lane map shows tasks, decisions, and loops, but has the advantage of showing 
activities in “lanes” to identify responsible people or groups.   

NVA, or Non-value-added Analysis, was used after the entire process was mapped. Using red stickers, 
participants identified security concerns, backlogs, confusing steps, and other weak points. This 
analysis became the focus of brainstorming improvements to specifically address these “pain points.” 

Testing and simulations were used once there was consensus on improvements. Easy solutions were 
implemented immediately. Prior to the opening of absentee ballots on April 1, the team conducted a 
complete simulation of the new process, walking the journey of an inbound ballot from start to finish. 

Key Improvements: Strengthening Absentee Ballot Security and Accounting 

Improvements to the absentee ballot chain of custody process spanned multiple domains – physical 
space, digital processing, templates for forms, policies and procedures, communication, and training. 
All solutions were generated in-house by BOE staff who do and/or supervise the work.  Improvements 
ranged from simple to complex. 

The physical security of ballots was strengthened by relocating ballot drop boxes, auditing camera 
views, using cable lock devices for ballot transport bags, requiring bipartisan ballot pickup from 
satellites, requiring ballots to take the shortest path directly to the Ballot Room, and revamping the 
ballot opening space to limit ingress/egress and improve ballot staging. 

In a significant improvement, the accounting of ballots was enhanced using in-house bar coding and 
scanning technology. Asset management software, already in use at BOE to track election equipment, 
was adapted to track a new asset, “Ballot Security Bags.” Already on hand, clear, sealable “currency 
deposit bags” with bar codes were used to inventory, stage, store, and secure absentee ballots. Each 
bar code has a time stamp, date, and location tied to it, creating an audit trail. Ballot Security Bags are 
first scanned in Ballot Room, then scanned as they move to the Ballot Opening area, the Tabulation 
Room, and back to the Ballot Room. The asset tracking module was projected on a large screen so that 
the flow and quantity of ballots could be viewed and monitored at each stage by BOE managers. Audit 
reports can also be created by the asset management system. 

Other improvements included revising, color-coding, and standardizing Ballot Opening and Duplicating 
Ballots forms; using color-coded seals to differentiate duplicated ballots; and organizing and labeling 
Ballot Room shelves with standardized batch numbers for easy retrieval and storage. 

Success 

In the spirit of continuous improvement, the success of the chain of custody project has inspired a 
2022 improvement – exploring the use of RFID (Radio Frequency ID) to streamline the process.    
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ABSENTEE BALLOT CHAIN OF CUSTODY 
IMPROVEMENT PROCESS  

St. Louis County Board of Elections 
Project Scope of Work – January 2021 

PARTICIPANTS 

Core Group:  Democrat and Republican Directors and Deputies, Absentee Assistant Director, Absentee 
Supervisor, IT Manager, Operations Manager, Judges/Training Assistant Director   
Staff Engagement:  Mail Room, Logistics/Warehouse, Absentee, Election Services, Satellite Sites  
Facilitator:  Strategy & Innovation Advisor   

PROJECT SCOPE 

Overview 

Generally, the chain of custody is said to be the sequential documentation or trail that accounts for the 
sequence of custody, control, transfer, analysis, and disposition of physical or electronic evidence. 

In the case of absentee ballots, the chain of custody includes the processes by which ballots are 
physically and electronically received by the Board of Elections, stored, transferred, opened, scanned, 
processed, managed, and organized.   

This project encompasses documentation of processes and procedures, measures to increase security 
and control, methods to locate ballots, and any streamlining that may improve efficiencies.  The project 
scope is internally driven since statutory guidance is limited (see RSMo 115.300 below).  

The four processes for inbound absentee ballots will be mapped and reviewed to determine areas in 

need of improvement, with particular attention paid to control, security, transfer, and staging of ballots.  

The processes reviewed involve the mail/print room, BOE counter/lobby, satellite sites, and nursing 

homes.   

Inbound Absentee 
Ballots

Mail Room & Ballot 
Room Receiving 

Processes

Ballot Opening 
Process

Tabulation Room 
Scanning & 
Duplicating 
Processes

Ballot Room 
Management & 

Storage

Attachment 2: Project Scope of Work
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Critical Path and Timetable 
 
Key dates will define the timing and phasing of the project:  

February 23 Absentee voting opens (returned mailed ballots and dropped off ballots at BOE)  
March 15 Nursing home ballot delivery begins 
March 23 Satellite sites open for absentee voting 
April 1-5 Absentee ballots opened and scanned  
April 6  Election Day 

 

Based on the critical path, the process mapping and improvements are organized two main phases: 

Phase 1 - Procedures that need to be in place by the opening of absentee voting on February 23 and 

satellite opening on March 23, and Phase 2 - procedures that need to be in place by April 1 for Absentee 

Ballot Opening. 

PROCESS FACILITATION AND SCHEDULE 

BOE staff members will participate in weekly facilitated workshops using process improvement 

techniques, including swim lane maps, non-value-added analysis, improvement brainstorming, and 

simulations. Consensus will be used in decision-making with final approval from Directors.      

 

Schedule Activity Schedule Activity 

Week 1 Project Kickoff 
Issue Identification 

Week 6 Phase 2 Improvement 
Brainstorm 

Week 2 Phase 1 Process mapping Week 7 
Nursing Homes 

Test Phase 2 Improvements 

Week 3 Process mapping Week 8 
Satellites Open 

New Process Simulation 

Week 4  
Absentee Opens 

Improvements Brainstorm  Week 9  
Ballot Opening  

Implement New Process 

Week 5 Begin Phase 1 Improvements 
Kickoff Phase 2 

Week 10  
Election Day! 

 

 

    

STATUTORY REFEFENCES 

Missouri Revised Statutes 

115.300.  Preparation of absentee ballot envelopes, when, by whom. — In each jurisdiction, the 

election authority may start, not earlier than the fifth day prior to the election, the preparation of 

absentee ballots for tabulation on the election day.  The election authority shall give notice to the 

county chairman of each major political party forty-eight hours prior to beginning preparation of 

absentee ballot envelopes.  Absentee ballot preparation shall be completed by teams of election 

authority employees or teams of election judges, with each team consisting of one member from each 

major political party. 
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