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BACKGROUND
In my time as an election’s administrator, I have worked in two North Carolina counties – Gaston and Lee, and now
the North Carolina State Board of Elections. Through the three different jobs, one thing on Election Day has stayed
the same: the phone calls. Elections administrators are faced with the same phone calls that include precinct worker
questions, media inquiries, and what time do the polls open and close. Perhaps the most common question received
is, “Where do I vote?” Each phone call takes time from the staff. In fact, some offices employ multiple temporary
staff members just to answer the calls and the repetitive questions. While working in Lee County as the Director of
Elections, a suggestion came from an unexpected place that could save time, make Election Day less stressful, and
help the Board of Elections staff better serve the voters.
On Election Day in Lee County in 2019 the members of the Lee County Information Technology Department (IT)
were on hand like every other Election Day to help with any technology issues that arose and to serve as rovers. For
Public Safety Systems Engineer, Nick Gaster, it was his first time helping on Election Day. The day started off like
any other Election Day with precinct worker calls and the numerous questions from voters about what they were
voting on today and the most prevalent question of “Where do I vote?” After witnessing the repetitive questions and
answers, Mr. Gaster approached me and asked if I had ever heard of a chat bot. I had not and he responded I think
it’s something that could really help you all.
He proceeded to tell me a chat bot is a tool that would allow voters to use their cell phones to text their election
related questions and receive answers in real time. The responses would be automated. After submitting the initial
voting-related questions other than possible updated questions, the election departments job would be done. I told
Mr. Gaster that it sounded like a wonderful idea that I would love to implement before the 2020 Presidential
Primary.

GOAL
The goal of this collaboration was to help voters with a way to ask questions about the voting process at their own
convenience and receive responses quickly. A secondary goal was to help reduce the number of repetitive phone
calls on Election Day and help elections administrators focus their attention on other matters and thus save time.

HOW IT WORKS
The first step the Lee County Elections staff and I did in developing the chat bot was to form the questions a voter
would ask, not the way elections administrators would ask. This was very important since the chat bot can only
respond to very specific commands. Instead of asking where is my Election Day precinct, the question needed to be,
“Where do I vote?” If by chance the voter texted a question the chat bot did not recognize, the voter would receive a
response that stated that the chat bot could not help them with that, but they could call the Lee County Board of
Elections Office. The chat bot also gave suggested questions the voter could ask the chat bot and receive answers to.
In addition, there was little effort on the IT department’s end. Fortunately, there was already an existing program in
place to run the chat bot through Amazon LEX and Twillow. Amazon runs the algorithm and it gets stronger and
better all the time and Twillow responds to the text messages. There were some difficult parts, including threading
the maze of going from Amazon LEX and Twillow for the SMS end of things.

OUTCOME
The Lee County Board of Elections chat bot debuted on February 20, 2020 during the early voting period in North
Carolina. The idea was to mainly use it for Election Day. However, the plan was to use the early voting period as a
soft demonstration. This proved to be fortuitous as there were questions about voting in the primary and party
affiliation that were not anticipated. The Board of Elections staff and the IT staff were able to change this and have

the bot answer the questions successfully. Additionally, during the early voting period we had inclement weather.
The IT staff was able to update the chat bot to respond to questions about the weather and if voting was taking place
as scheduled or was delayed. Below is a chart that demonstrated the chat bot’s effectiveness during the 2020
Primary Election.

As demonstrated by the chart there were 392 potential less phone calls that were answered by the Board of Elections
during this time thanks to the chat bot. To give perspective, the Lee County Board of Elections staff consists of 4
staff members and 36,264 registered voters in March of 2020. Voters found the new tool helpful, too. In one instance
on Election Day an elderly voter who did not own a cell phone came up to one of the closed early voting locations.
They saw it was closed and another voter who had a phone read the sign on the door and used chat bot to look up
where she should go to vote along with finding out for himself where to vote.

FUTURE
The future of the chat bot seems to be very bright. Since the 2020 Presidential Primary changes have already been
made. Originally the questions could only be asked and answered in English. For the 2020 Presidential Election
answers could be asked and answered in Spanish. Additionally, the question and answer for voting by mail was
expanded to include more detail as a result of the heightened interest in this method.
For each type of election (municipal, primary, general) questions will need to be updated. The chat bot will be
extremely helpful in answering questions about photo identification requirements in North Carolina. Currently voters
do not have to show identification except under certain circumstances. Pending litigation could change this. A
question and answer could be added to the chat bot about what type of photo identification is needed to vote. This
would continue to alleviate phone calls on Election Day and help the voters access the information they needed
quickly and at their own convenience. Finally, the chat bot is also very cost effective. Each message cost .0075 of a
dollar and would have a minimum budget impact. In fact, for both elections held during 2020 the chat bot only cost 5
dollars to operate.
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