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Background, and Coalition Experience
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� National Democratic Institute – ‘92-’97
– Central & Eastern Europe, S. Africa, West Bank & 

Gaza

� Common Cause MA Board ‘08-’18
– Automatic registration, early voting, ethics reform, 

national popular vote, etc.

� Election Reformers Network ‘17 -
– RCV in Maine & Massachusetts
– Anti-gerrymandering in Missouri & Utah
– Secretary of state reforms

� The Carter Center US Program ‘20 –
– Candidate code of conduct coalition, etc.
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Building successful reform coalitions: panel prompts

1. What are the constraints on effective grassroots 
organizing?

2. What changes are needed to improve reform 
success?

3. What compromises must be made? And avoided?
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Grassroots organizing for Ranked Choice Voting in 
Massachusetts

Voter Choice MA seemed to have a lot going for it:

• > 10,000+ volunteers 
• Most signatures gathered for a 

petition in state history, despite 
the pandemic.

• Experienced campaign team
• Funding
• A seemingly ideal coalition 



2020 Massachusetts RCV Ballot Initiative
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But RCV under performed Joe Biden by 21 points

Only the most firmly Dem areas supported RCV
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Some issues with grassroots activism

• We underestimate the extent to which the grassroots have self 
sorted. 

• News and social media sell anger as a business model, and the 
grassroots are buying, on both sides.

“We’ve been overwhelmed by calls and emails from New York and 
California, many calling us white supremacists. ”

-Kentucky state election official, August 2021

• Reform wins when we diversify, and keep to the moral high ground.
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Building successful reform coalitions: panel prompts

1. What are the constraints on effective grassroots 
organizing

2. What changes are needed to improve reform 
success?

3. What compromises must be made? And avoided?
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The good news on voting rights

“Pro-voter” provisions enacted in 2021 outpaced “anti-voter” provisions by two-to-one

Proposal Issue “Anti-Voter” “Pro-Voter” Mixed or 
Neutral Total Enacted % Anti-Voter

Covid-19/Emergencies 3 11 4 18 17%

Emerging Issues 16 2 0 18 89%

Redistricting 0 5 21 26 0%

Vote-By-Mail Elections 5 15 2 22 23%

Voter List Maintenance 4 4 21 29 13.7%

Voter Registration 4 28 6 38 10.5%

Voter ID 6 2 0 8 75%

Absentee Voting 14 40 14 68 20.5%

total 52 107 40 227 23%

Source:  Thessalia Merivaki , “Lessons From the 2021 State Legislative Session: What will the Voter Experience Look Like in Future Elections?” Draft version, August 16, 2021.
Source for data, and for characterization of provisions as “anti-voter” or pro-voter”: Voting Rights Lab, State Voting  Rights Tracker.

https://tracker.votingrightslab.org/
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Sources: Ballotpedia, Wikipedia

Voting options: Where US elections are among the best 
in the world
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Percent of voters voting early or by mail #2 worldwide (behind 
Switzerland)

39 US states offer no-
excuse early voting.
26 are red or swing 

states.
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“Jim Crow 2.0” and the battle over state bills

– The narrative of “voting rights 
under attack all over the country” 
is overstated.

– The motives may well be ugly, but 
the language of the bills that 
actually passed does not justify the 
reaction.

”….a GPB News analysis of the measures 
included in SB 202 suggest a takeover of Fulton is 
unlikely to happen any time soon — if at all.”

An overstated narrative that has eclipsed other priorities.



How to prioritize?
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Hypothesis:
– The elements of the U.S. election system that are far below 

global best practices pose the greatest danger to U.S. 
democracy.



Where U.S. elections are far below world norms
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1. Partisan redistricting

2. Unlimited and undisclosed outside campaign spending

3. Single-member-districts with plurality primary and 
general elections

4. The Electoral College

5. Legislative role in judging close elections

6. Partisan election administration

All about how votes 
translate into power

These are the key 
enablers of minority 

rule
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State Reform Overall 
% Yes 

% approval in counties 
Trump won by >25 pts

“Trump Counties”
Won

Colorado Independent redistricting commission 71% 69% 32 of 34

Ohio Redistricting reform 75% 69% 68 of 68

Missouri Redistricting reform, lobbying reform, 
campaign finance reform 62% 57% 75 of 109

Michigan Independent redistricting commission 61% 52% 34 of 50

Results of 2018 anti-gerrymandering initiatives in “Trump Counties”

There is some bipartisan support for major structural 
reform 

– Strong majorities of both parties have supported reform framed in language of 
anti-corruption and prevention of insider favoritism.

– Missouri SOS ballot initiative partner: “stopping conflict of interest polls well on 
both sides.”
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The risk of backsliding on redistricting reform

Ø With parties desperate for every seat, 
extreme gerrymandering is ahead.

Ø Repeal of good reforms seems likely…

Ø …with collateral damage to other needed 
impartial bodies.



Near term actions to end the enablers of minority rule
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1. Partisan redistricting

2. Citizens-United

3. Legislative role in judging elections

4. The Electoral College

5. Partisan election administration

Federal law, a la HR1

Need 17 Senators + 71 Reps for 28th Amendment

Revise the Electoral Count Act

Expand the House of Representatives

States change to selecting secretaries 
via nominating committees
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Building successful reform coalitions: panel prompts

1. What are the constraints on effective grassroots 
organizing

2. What changes are needed to improve reform 
success?

3. What compromises must be made? And avoided?



The good news: at the state level compromise is 
still alive
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Ø Bipartisan voting access + integrity reform 
in Kentucky 

Ø Progressive and conservative co-sponsors 
of new election legislation in Pennsylvania

Ø Colorado legislature’s unanimous approval 
of compromise anti-gerrymandering 
proposal (2018).

*Source:  https://www.sightline.org/2021/08/19/some-good-news-on-state-voting-rights-bills/
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The national level: “we can get everything we want”

Both sides seem to be operating with the 
“fantasy that the other half of America can be 

conquered, and when it disappears, we can 
get everything we want.”

-David Brooks, New York Times, Feb. 25, 2019
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Source: Data for Progress Poll, April 16-19, 2021  https://www.filesforprogress.org/datasets/2021/4/dfp-vox-hr-1.pdf

Where is the common ground?

Net approval among “Republican” or “lean Republican” voters

“Below are the main provisions of the proposed For the People 
Act. For each proposal, saw whether you support or oppose it.”
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Limit the influence of money in politics

Require all states to use non-partisan commissions to draw
Congressional districts so that no one party has an advantage

15 days of early voting

Limiting voter purges

Same day registration

Automatic voter registration for all eligible voters

Restoring voting rights to people convicted of felonies who have
completed their sentences

Give every voter the option to vote by mail

Promotion of the Act 
has focused on the 

features with least R 
support

https://www.filesforprogress.org/datasets/2021/4/dfp-vox-hr-1.pdf
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Compromises worth pursuing

1. A big tent 28th amendment:
• Allows Congress and the states to 

restrict campaign funding & spending 

• Establishes congressional term limits

“Democrats and Republicans should be able to craft a deal 
that would secure the necessary 60 votes for Senate 
passage. Democrats could offer concessions to establish 
reasonable voter identification requirements and secure 
the safety of mail-in voting in exchange for Republican 
support for nonpartisan redistricting.”

2. A miniature, no-filibuster-carve-
out For the People Act:
• Anti-gerrymandering is key “get.”
• Give on vote by mail, election day 

registration, voter ID?
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Summary

1. What are the keys to successful grassroots organizing?
Ø Counter political self-sorting

Ø Keep to the moral high ground

2. What needs to change for reform success?
Ø Scale back the narrative about restrictive state legislation 
Ø Make room for other priorities, where the U.S. lags global democratic norms
Ø Leverage broad-based messages about fairness, integrity, and self-serving insider 

politics.

3. How to think about compromise?
Ø Give up some proposed federal mandates to help end the enablers of minority rule
Ø The last thing reformers should do is underestimate the potential for common ground



Thank You!
Kevin Johnson

kjohnson@electionreformers.org
www.electionreformers.org
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About Election Reformers Network
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Note: The logos of Democracy International , National Democratic Institute, The Carter Center, International Republican Institute, and International Foundation for Electoral Systems are displayed here because 
members of Election Reformers Network gained election experience at these organizations. All Election Reformers Network members participate on a personal basis only.

� Founded by former colleagues with extensive 
election experience overseas and in the U.S.
– expertise in comparative election systems
– focus on rule change as a means to reduce 

dysfunction and polarization 
� Core hypotheses: 

– In democracy, U.S. exceptionalism mostly 
hurts our country

– Ideas from global best practice can play an 
important role in improving U.S. democracy


