
Electoral Process



Nonpartisan Election
-An election in which 
political parties don’t 
nominate candidates and 
ballots do not include any 
party identification of those 
running for office

-Many positions that hold 
nonpartisan elections do so 
because their job does not 
or should not require 
political affiliation

(e.g., mayors, judges, school 
board members, sheriff, 
etc.)



Primary Elections
-Narrows the field 
of candidates 
before an election 
for office

-Determines 
which candidate 
will run in the 
general election 
for their party

-Turnout is 
disappointingly 
low in primaries



Open Primary Election

-Does not require voters to be affiliated with a political party to 
vote 

-Allows for opposing party’s voters to possibly sabotage the 
election 

-Most states do not use this type of primary for that reason



*NC: A previously unaffiliated voter can participate in the 
primary of his or her choice (semi-closed primary)



Closed Primary Election 

-Only registered 
members of the 
party are allowed to 
vote

-Excludes 
independent voters 
and denies them the 
right to vote until 
the general election 
(unless there are 
nonpartisan offices 
to elect)



Blanket Primary Election
-Type of primary election that each voter is allowed to 
vote for ONE candidate from both parties

-Gives voters maximum choice in selecting candidates

-Variations of this election are known as “top-two”or 
“top-four” primaries



District-Based Elections
-An alternative to “at-large” voting

-Elections in which candidates run for an office that 
represents only the voters of a specific district within 
the jurisdiction 





Polling Places

-Polling places: precinct-based; when 
citizens register to vote, they are 
assigned a precinct and then a 
polling place close to their residence

-Usually in schools, town halls, public 
places

-Open early and close late

-Strict rules exist about electioneering 
within a certain distance of polling 
places



-Reapportionment: process of reallocating seats in the 
House of Representatives every 10 years on the basis of
the results of the census
-Redistricting: process of redrawing these new 
boundaries; done by state legislatures

The Regional Shift



Gerrymandering
The act of politicians manipulating the 
redrawing of legislative district lines

-Redistricting: redrawing the 
boundaries that separate districts 

-Can be done in order to help one 
party win extra seats (a partisan 
gerrymander), make incumbents of 
both parties safer (an incumbent-
protection gerrymander) or target 
particular incumbents who have fallen 
out of favor

-Bipartisan redistricting commissions, 
independent redistricting 
commissions, and citizen redistricting 
commission are often seen as the 
solution to gerrymandered districts



General Election
-The final election of candidates for national, state, or local office

-General elections are in contrast to a primary election, which is used either to narrow 
the field of candidates for a given elective office or to determine the nominees for 
political parties in advance of a general election

-In some rare cases, some elections may occur at irregular times, such as to elect a 
replacement for a seat vacated due to death, resignation, or removal from office



General Elections

-Elections are controlled by local Boards of 
Elections

-General elections are held the Tuesday 
after the 1st Monday in November 
(TAFMIN)

-Winning by plurality: winning the most 
votes; usually when there are more than 
two candidates; the amount doesn’t have 
to be over 50 percent, just the highest 
amount

-Winning by majority: requires getting 
more than half of the votes; if no 
candidate receives a majority, the party 
will hold a runoff primary

-Most offices hold elections that use the 
popular vote to decide (plurality) most 
elections

-The majority of electoral votes (270) 
determines the office of the presidency 
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-Electors cast the official votes for presidency based on the popular vote in each 
state

-The framers of the Constitution worried average voters would not be able to 
directly choose wise leaders

-States choose the electors

-“Winner-Take-All” system gives more emphasis to states with higher populations 
(many of these are considered “battleground states”)

-The efficacy of the Electoral College today is in debate

The Electoral College



-A state’s “slate of electors” is equal to the amount of 
House of Representatives and Senators they are 
apportioned (D.C. gets 3 – 23rd Amendment) 
-Winner of the popular vote typically gets ALL the 
Electoral College votes
-EC members vote in December, and votes are reported 
by the vice president in January
-If no candidate gets 270 votes (a majority), the House 
of Representatives votes for president, with each state 
getting ONE vote
-Senate chooses the VP

How the Electoral College Works



Progressive Reforms in Voting
Initiative: citizens draft a bill or 
amendment (a “measure”), which 
they then propose by petition; if the 
petition receives sufficient support, 
the measure is then placed on the 
ballot and can be enacted into law by 
a direct vote of citizens

*Think “citizens have taken 
the initiative to add it to the 
ballot for a vote”

Referendum: allows voters to 
approve or repeal an act; if the 
legislature passes a law that voters do 
not approve of, they may gather 
signatures to demand a popular vote 
on the law; during the time between 
passage and the popular vote, the law 
may not take effect 

*Think the govt is “referring” 
back to the citizens for their 
vote on a law



Casting Your Vote
-Depending on the state, identification may be checked against the list of 

registered voters

-Ballot construction: paper ballots*, lever machines, punch cards, computer*

“Butterfly Ballot” - opposing candidates listed across from each other 
instead of vertically; has confused people in the past

-Exit polls: attempt to predict the winners before the ballots are counted by 
asking voters while they exit the polling place for whom they voted



-Absentee ballots can be requested if a 
voter will be out of town on election day

-Many use absentee ballots that are 
elderly or disabled and find it difficult to 
get to the polling place

-Military personnel, college students who 
will not be around their polling place at 
the time of the election (NC deadline to 
request is 5pm the day before election 
day)

-Must request one from local election 
board online before the election (request 
time varies according to state – NC is to 
request 5pm the Tuesday before election 
day)

-Early voting: new method offered to 
alleviate crowds and traffic; must show 
on certain days to your polling place at 
certain times

Absentee Ballots and Early Voting



Methods of Voting

-Straight ticket: voting only for one political party

-Split ticket: voting for candidates from either party

-Write-In voting: writing in the name of someone who isn’t on the ballot



Special Elections

-Recounts: when the results are 
too close by a thin margin, 
recounts can be demanded by 
public officials

-Runoff election: a second 
election held to determine a 
winner when no candidate in 
the first election met the 
required threshold for 
victory; can be held for both 
primary elections and general 
elections (NC and 9 other 
states allow runoff elections)

-Recall elections: some states 
allow elections to vote to 
remove a public official from 
office →


