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Statement of Purpose
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This short presentation, a case study of nine states, is designed to 
give an overview of the actual powers secretaries of state, our chief 

election officers in most states, are given by statute.

Though election duties are often split between local and state-level 
authorities, secretaries of state wield substantial power both by law 

and by nature of their relatively high profile as high-ranking 
government figures.



A Note on Local Election Official Responsibilities
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• Purchasing voting equipment (machines, ballots, etc.)
• Distributing absentee ballots
• Hiring election staff and poll workers
• Managing election budgets
• Setting up ballot return options (like drop boxes)
• Conducting trainings
• Conducting recounts
• And much more.

In our uniquely fragmented election system, many duties are 
primarily the responsibility of local-level officials. For example:



State-Level Overview Table
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State Maintaining 
Voter Rolls

Producing Election 
Procedures

Overseeing 
Recounts

Certifying Election 
Results

Certifying 
Candidates for 

Ballot

Changing Polling 
Place Hours / 
Location in 
Emergency

Arizona Primary Authority Divided Authority Primary Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Little or No Authority

Florida Primary Authority Primary Authority Primary Authority Little or No Authority Divided Authority Little or No Authority

Georgia Primary Authority Primary Authority Primary Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Little or No Authority

Michigan Primary Authority Primary Authority Little or No Authority Little or No Authority Divided Authority Little or No Authority

Minnesota Primary Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Primary Authority Divided Authority

Nevada Primary Authority Primary Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority

Ohio Primary Authority Primary Authority Primary Authority Primary Authority Divided Authority Little or No Authority

Pennsylvania Primary Authority Little or No Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Primary Authority Little or No Authority

Texas Primary Authority Primary Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Divided Authority Little or No Authority

The duties for secretaries of state also vary widely by state:

More detail on each state is included in the following slides. 



Arizona’s Secretary of State
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Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

“The secretary of state shall provide for maintenance of the database, including 
provisions regarding removal of ineligible voters that are consistent with the national 
voter registration act of 1993.”

A.R.S. § 16-
168 (J)

Election Procedures Divided 
Authority

The offices of the Governor and the Attorney General must review and approve the 
Election Procedures Manual written by the Secretary of State.

A.R.S. § 16-
452 (B)

Recount Oversight Primary 
Authority

When the canvass shows that a recount is required, the secretary of state shall […] 
certify the facts requiring the recount to the superior court in Maricopa county.

A.R.S. § 16-
662

Certification of Election 
Results

Divided 
Authority

The Secretary of State is accompanied by the Governor and the Attorney General 
when canvassing electoral results. 

A.R.S. § 16-
648 (A) – (C)

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Divided 
Authority

Petition verification responsibility is split between local and state-level officials. A.R.S. § 16, 
Chapter 3

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Little or 
No 
Authority

Adjustment of polling place rules under emergency conditions is the responsibility of 
local-level boards of supervisors. 

A.R.S. § 16-
411



Florida’s Secretary of State
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Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

The SOS is tasked with “Coordinat[ing] the state’s responsibilities under the National 
Voter Registration Act of 1993.”

Fla. Stat. §
97.012 (7)

Election Procedures Primary 
Authority

The SOS must “maintain uniformity in the interpretation and implementation of 
election laws” and “provide uniform standards” for voter registration.

Fla. Stat. §
97.012 (1), 
(2)

Recount Oversight Primary 
Authority

The SOS is responsible for ordering a manual recount for federal, state, and 
multicounty races.

Fla. Stat. §
102.166

Certification of Election 
Results

Little or 
No 
Authority

The SOS typically serves on the state canvassing board selected by the governor, 
but technically any two cabinet members can serve in that role.

Fla. Stat. §
102.071

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Divided 
Authority

“Department of State shall certify to the supervisor of elections of each county 
affected by a candidacy for office the names of persons nominated to such office.”

Fla. Stat. §
99.121

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Little or 
No 
Authority

The governor may delay an election independently and reschedule an election with 
consultation of the secretary of state. The Division of Elections and Department of 
State must adopt an emergency contingency plan. Local supervisors of elections are 
responsible for changing polling places under an emergency situation. 

Fla. Stat. §
101.733; 
101.74



Georgia’s Secretary of State

7

Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

SOS is tasked with “maintain[ing] the official list of registered voters for this state 
and the list of inactive voters” in the state.

O.C.G.A. §
21-2-50 (a) 
(14)

Election Procedures Primary 
Authority

SOS is responsible for setting certain rules and standards generally; SOS also hosts 
election guides and rules on its official website. 

O.C.G.A. §
21-2-50; SOS 
website

Recount Oversight Primary 
Authority

A recount or recanvass may be ordered in the discretion of the SOS in any and all 
counties in which electors voted for such office, and said recount or recanvass may 
be held at any time prior to the certification of the consolidated returns by the SOS. 

O.C.G.A. §
21-2-495

Certification of Election 
Results

Divided 
Authority

The Governor shares this duty with the SOS. O.C.G.A. §
21-2-499

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Divided 
Authority

Local officials and the SOS share duties, but the SOS must sign off on petitions and 
lists gathered by local officials. 

O.C.G.A. §
21-2-154; §
21-2-50 (a)(4)

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Little or 
No 
Authority

The SOS has the power to extend filing deadlines during an emergency, but 
adjustment of polling place procedures appears to be the duty of local-level officials 
under state regulations. 

Ch. 183-1 of 
GA Rules & 
Regulations



Michigan’s Secretary of State
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Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

The SOS must prescribe and require uniform forms, notices, and supplies the 
secretary of state considers advisable for use in the conduct of elections and 
registrations.

MCL § 168.31 
(e)

Election Procedures Primary 
Authority

The SOS must publish a manual of instructions for each precinct before each 
election. 

MCL § 168.31

Recount Oversight Little or No 
authority

The SOS serves a mostly administrative role in recounts, and conduct of the 
recount falls mostly on State Board of Canvassers and local election officials. 

MCL § 168.24; 
subchapter 
XXXIII

Certification of Election 
Results

Little or No 
authority

The primary entities responsible for certifying elections are boards of canvassers 
and the governor, who certifies the winners to the SOS. 

MCL § 168.46

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Divided 
Authority

The secretary of state creates rules establishing uniform standards for state and 
local nominating, recall, and ballot question petition signatures; much of the work 
is done at the local level. 

MCL § 168.31

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Little or No 
Authority

No substantive emergency powers outlined in state code. Designation of polling 
places is a local duty down to the township level. 



Minnesota’s Secretary of State
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Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

The secretary of state shall maintain a statewide voter registration system to 
facilitate voter registration and to provide a central database containing voter 
registration information from around the state.

MN Statutes §
201.022

Election Procedures Divided 
Authority

The secretary of state shall prepare and publish a volume containing all state 
general laws relating to elections. The attorney general shall provide 
annotations to the secretary of state for this volume.

MN Statutes §
204B.27 (2)

Recount Oversight Divided 
Authority

The secretary of state or secretary of state's designee is the recount official for 
recounts conducted by the State Canvassing Board.

MN Administrative 
Rules Part 8235

Certification of Election 
Results

Divided 
Authority

This duty is split between the Secretary of State and the State Canvassing 
Board. 

Section 8 of the 
MN Constitution

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Primary 
Authority

The secretary of state shall adopt rules governing the manner in which petitions 
required for any election in this state are circulated, signed, filed, and 
inspected. Local officials do much of the ground work. 

MN Statutes §
204B.071

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Divided 
Authority

The SOS, in consultation with the MN director of the Department of Public 
Safety, Division of Homeland Security and Emergency Management, must 
develop a state elections Emergency plan. Additionally, SOS has authority to 
adopt alternative procedures to adapt to an order by a state or federal court.

MN Statutes §
204B.181; 
204B.47



Nevada’s Secretary of State
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Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

The Nevada Division of Elections maintains the state registration database. Nevada SOS 
website

Election Procedures Primary 
Authority

The SOS must distribute copies of state law and any interpretations by the SOS, 
state courts, or state attorney general to all local election officials. 

NRS §
293.247

Recount Oversight Divided 
Authority

SOS sets regulations relating to procedures to be used for canvasses, ties, recounts 
and contests. However, LEOs are responsible for appointing local recount boards to 
conduct state, federal, or local contests.

NRS §
293.247; 
293.405

Certification of Election 
Results

Divided 
Authority

Canvass is conducted by the SOS and Nevada Supreme Court justices; Governor 
issues certificates of election.

NRS §
293.395

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Divided 
Authority

Local officials and the SOS share this duty, but the SOS’s office has the ultimate 
duty to compile candidate data. 

NRS §
293.1276

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Divided 
Authority

The SOS must approve of additional polling places opened during an emergency; 
Nevada election code stipulates that election officials have the power to interpret 
and adjust election procedures so that all Nevadans can vote securely, but only the 
Governor or legislature can declare an emergency.

NRS §
293.3073;
293.8827



Ohio’s Secretary of State
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Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

The secretary of state is the chief election officer of the state, with such powers and 
duties relating to the registration of voters and the conduct of elections.

O.R.C. §
3501.04

Election Procedures Primary 
Authority

The SOS is responsible for providing directives, advisories, rules, instructions, and 
periodic indexed copies of election laws to all boards of election. 

O.R.C. §
3501.05

Recount Oversight Primary 
Authority

The SOS orders a recount if vote totals are within a certain range; the bulk of duties, 
however, fall to local boards. SOS is in charge of canvassing all amended results.

O.R.C. §
3515.011; 
3515.05

Certification of Election 
Results

Primary 
Authority

The SOS receives the abstract totals from all local election offices, canvasses the 
abstracts, and declares the results of the election. Also serves as ex officio 
convener of presidential electors. 

O.R.C. §
3513.22; 
3505.39

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Divided 
Authority

Divided between state and local election offices. O.R.C. §
3501.38

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Little or 
No 
Authority

Local officials have the ability to create additional places in times of emergency; 
unclear whether local boards of election are also able to adjust hours, but seem to 
have authority over local polling places generally. 

O.R.C. §
3501.11; 
3501.18; 
3501.29



Pennsylvania’s Secretary of the Commonwealth

12

Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

“The secretary shall promulgate regulations necessary to establish, implement 
and administer the [voter registration] system.”

25 Pa. Stat. §
1222

Election Procedures Little or 
No 
Authority

Pennsylvania DOS has a guidance page, but unlike many other states, doesn't 
seem to publish a comprehensive instruction/procedures manual, and is not 
required to by statute.

Dept. of State 
Website

Recount Oversight Divided 
Authority

The secretary is responsible for ordering recounts for statewide and federal 
races, but most recount duties fall to local officials. 

25 Pa. Stat. §
1404

Certification of Election 
Results

Divided 
Authority

The secretary is responsible for canvassing results and declaring a successful 
candidate “except in cases where that duty is imposed by law on another officer 
or board.” The Governor certifies for federal-level candidates. 

25 Pa. Stat. §
2621

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Primary 
Authority

The secretary is the final authority in determining the sufficiency of nomination 
petitions.

25 Pa. Stat. §
2621

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Little or 
No 
Authority

Local officials have full authority over changes in polling place location. PA Election 
Code Article V, 
Section 526

https://www.indianacountypa.gov/wp-content/uploads/online-state-code.pdf


Texas’ Secretary of State
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Function Authority Detail Source

Voter Roll Oversight Primary 
Authority

For the purposes of HAVA, the SOS is Chief Election Officer of the state and 
responsible for registration. 

Tex. Code 
Ann § 31.001

Election Procedures Primary 
Authority

The secretary shall prepare [and distribute] detailed and comprehensive written 
directives and instructions relating to and based on code and the election laws.

Tex. Code 
Ann § 31.001

Recount Oversight Divided 
Authority

Most recount duties fall to local election officials, but the SOS does have some sway 
over automatic recounts. 

Tex. Code 
Ch. 213 (C); 
Ch. 216

Certification of Election 
Results

Divided 
Authority

The secretary of state is considered to be the presiding officer when the final 
canvassing authority is the governor [for statewide races].

Tex. Code 
Ann § 67.010

Certification of 
Candidates for Ballot

Divided 
Authority

State and local government appear to share duties. Ballotpedia

Changing Polling Place 
Hours / Location in an 
Emergency

Little or 
No 
Authority

The secretary has some ability to enact rule changes when “a rule is needed in a 
shorter time than provided by the regular rulemaking process.” Otherwise, polling 
place changes appear to be a local duty. 

Tex. Code 
Ann §
31.045; 
43.061


