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The most common cause of election frustration is an inaccurate voter list. If your voter 

list is missing data or includes bad data, your election won’t be fair and your results 

won’t be trustworthy. Spoiled votes can have dire consequences.

• Eligible voters are disenfranchised because they’re not on the voter list.
• Election results are questioned because ineligible voters were given access to the ballot.
• Eligible voters never hear about the election because you don’t have good email addresses for    
  them.

• Losing candidates complain about the election’s integrity and threaten lawsuits.
• The election is nullified. You must spend additional time and money on a new vote. 

• Review the list to ensure it only includes the types of members who have voting rights. 
• Check to see if new members made it onto the list, and make sure inactive or former members 
   aren’t on the list. 

Select random eligible and ineligible voters to see whether they’re on the list. It’s important to do 

this in advance so you have time to figure out how to adjust filters if something’s wrong. You’ll 
also need time to manually adjust the list for members who renew before the deadline.

Tips for Improving Voter List Accuracy

A tainted election is not only embarrassing, it causes a lack of trust and confidence in your 
organization’s leadership.

Producing an accurate voter list seems like a routine task, but member (and voter) lists are 
dynamic, not static. An accurate voter list requires a degree of attention and focus that election 

administrators don’t always give since they juggle many responsibilities in addition to their elec-

tion duties. The election isn’t seen as a high priority—until something goes wrong. 
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Give yourself a couple of weeks to review and finalize your voter list. First, download a test list to 
make sure you’re using the correct filters.

Export a list of those whose membership recently expired. In your usual ‘lapsed member’ out-
reach to them, tell them they won’t be able to participate in the upcoming election unless they 

renew by a specific date, for example, a few days before you plan to pull the final voter list.

Pull another list of members with renewal dates occurring before the last day of the election. 

Make it very clear in renewal notices and in all election announcements that they must renew 
by a specific date or they won’t be able to vote in the upcoming election.

Allow plenty of time to work on the voter list.

Take a firm stand on renewals and voting eligibility.



By planning for what could go wrong, you can take steps to avoid common 
fiascos, such as:

And, a scenario we often hear about: the upset wife of a deceased member calls to ask 
why her husband received an election announcement. Does everyone in your organiza-

tion know the procedure to follow when they learn of a member’s death? People assume 
everyone knows the news, but often the database is never updated.

Since state nonprofit law takes precedence over your organization’s bylaws, understand 
first how your state defines members and voting members. Make sure other aspects of 
your election comply with state law, for example, the voting method and notice you 
must give to members. Seek the assistance of legal counsel if you need clarification on 
any of these points as you don’t want to put your organization at risk.

Then, review your bylaws to understand how they define members and voting members 
and to make sure you comply with other election requirements. For example, when does 
someone who didn’t pay their dues on time cease to be a voting member?

• Student members, who don’t have voting rights, were included in the voter list.
• Several members were mistakenly left off the list because their renewals hadn’t been 
   processed on time.

• Email addresses for an entire chapter were never updated.
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Mentally run through worst-case voter list scenarios. 

Know how bylaws and state law define a voting member.

Include data you’ll need during the election.

Anticipate any data needs you’ll have during the election. If you plan to send targeted 

election announcement or reminder emails to different membership segments, include 
data fields that will make that targeting possible, for example, ‘years in profession,’ 
‘past voter,’ ‘volunteer,’ or ‘join date’ fields.

During the election, if you wish to see how different membership segments are turning 
out to vote, include that distinguishing data in the voter list. For example, if you plan to 
ask chapter leaders to help get out the vote, include the ‘chapter id’ field so you can tell 
them how many of their chapter’s members have voted so far.

How will members expect to log in? Make sure the member credentials you provide in 
the voter list, like user ids, match exactly what members will use when logging in. For 
example, make sure the ‘user id’ field in your voter list does not include leading zeros if 
members don’t use leading zeros when they log in.



• What information do you need to provide about election participation to the board, CEO, 
  and staff?
• What information will be useful in planning future election marketing campaigns?
• What else might you learn about members from voter data? 

• How do you use member data to achieve strategic goals?
• How does bad or missing data hurt these efforts?
• What could your organization learn if it had better data? What could it do as a result of 
  that knowledge?
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Identify data you’ll need for future reports and analysis.

Tie data management to strategic goals. 

What type of data will you need for tabulation? If you use weighted voting, include a 
field for ‘vote weight’ in your list.

Don’t export every field by default. Include only data you will use. Above all, don’t 
include private or sensitive information in your voter list, like social security numbers. 
Think carefully about voter list data, and ask your Votenet support team for advice. 

When deciding which data fields to include in your voter list, think about the types of 
reports you’d like to consult and/or share after the election. Your Votenet support 
team can also help you determine the type of data to include in your list based on 

your needs during and after the election. 

Your voter list is only as good as the data in it. The technology you use to manage 
your data is only part of the formula for good data management. You must also 
have the right processes and people working together to create a smart data 
culture in your organization.

Your colleagues need to know why the integrity of your organization’s data—its 
accuracy, consistency, and completeness—is so important. Help them understand 

the impact that good (or bad) data has on your organization’s work.

If you plan to analyze the election participation of different membership segments, 
include that distinguishing data in your voter list. For example, you might want to 
learn about the voting behavior of members based on career stage or age, join date, 
chapter, specialty, or volunteer history.

Smart Practices for Data Management
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Collect real life stories about how data impacts your organization’s work, and how the 
lack of good data hinders or complicates that work.

Appoint a data steward.

Someone on staff must have ownership of your organization’s data. The data steward 
is not necessarily someone who enters data, but someone who understands your 

organization’s strategic goals, and is committed to helping everyone use data to 

achieve those goals. They should be a business user of data, not part of the IT 

department.

With ownership comes both authority and accountability. The data steward has the 

support of senior staff leadership to champion and enforce data quality practices. 
They should acquire knowledge about change management, since they may have to 
introduce new data procedures and practices. 

You can’t control what you don’t know. Where does data reside in your organization? 
Who keeps member data in databases and spreadsheets? How is member data 
collected? One way to find data, especially engagement data, is to follow the money— 
data is attached to revenue. Data is also attached to:

Find the people who manage data and learn how clean it is, how old it is, and how 
it’s being used. And, most importantly, what challenges do these stand-alone 

databases present to the integrity of your voter lists?

Gather your team.

Data is not a one-person job. Many of your colleagues either maintain data or need 
data to do their work and deliver value to your members. Make them part of your 
data team. Get them invested in your efforts to collect and maintain accurate, 
up-to-date data. 

Your data team can help train others on smart data entry practices. They can also 
suggest improvements to your organization’s existing processes and technology. They 
become your data champions.

Understand your data situation. 

• In-person or virtual events
• Volunteering
• Leadership and committee service
• Email opens and clicks
• Website downloads
• Social media and online community activity
• Customer and member service calls and emails
• Research tools like surveys, polls, and focus groups
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The data team decides what type of data entry and management procedures should 

be established going forward. These procedures may change over time as data needs 

and technology change. Share the new procedures with everyone on an intranet or 

collaboration platform. 

For any change to be successful, you need to explain why change is necessary and 
how staff, members, and your organization will benefit from the change. Tie it to 
departmental and organizational goals.

Create a user’s guide that explains data entry guidelines—a style sheet for your data. 
Include a FAQ section and a range of scenarios so staff knows what to do when, for 
example:

Make sure all new staff, even senior staff, receive relevant one-on-one data coaching. 
What type of data will help them do their job? What do they need to learn about 
members or customers? What types of reports would they find useful?

Take a self-service approach to data training. Make sure everyone knows about the 
user’s guide. Record screen-capture videos that review basic data entry and guide 
staff through common scenarios.  

Back up your data regularly to an off-site or cloud solution. Develop and document a 
data recovery plan. Run tests to make sure you can recover the data you need.

“Practice database PR.” 

Wes Trochlil, CEO of Effective Database Management, suggests a proactive approach 

to database management. In a session at AMS Fest, he said:

“Tell your staff regularly about what’s going on with the database. Tell them about 
what’s working. Talk about improvements. This way, the conversation isn’t always 
about how the database sucks.”

Establish ‘going forward’ procedures. 

Provide convenient data training.

Secure data.

• A member changes his job or leaves a company.
• A member changes her last name.
• A member’s email address bounces.



Page 6 of 8

Standalone databases, unless they deal with a specific data use, such as a learning 
management system, are the biggest challenges to data integrity. Eventually you have 
to eliminate rogue databases. Staff must develop the habit of funneling member 
information to a central database, not hoarding data in a spreadsheet.

Kim Russell, membership data manager at the Society of Hospital Medicine, 
announces ‘mailing list amnesty’ once a year. She told Associations Now:

“I have this period of mailing list amnesty where people can feel free to forward me 

the data that they have hiding on their desktops and various Excel spreadsheets and 
Post-It notes, whatever. I won’t judge them for how they get the data to me just as 
long as they get it to me so we can share it.”

Collect only data you’ll use. 

People are turned off by long application or registration forms. Review all your forms 
to make sure they only ask for data you actually use. 

Don’t store financial or personal data that could compromise someone’s privacy in the 
event of a data breach. Understand any compliance requirements that apply to your 

industry and data.

People are more likely to take the time to provide data and update their member 
profiles if you tell them how you use that data. What’s in it for them? How does their 
data help your organization deliver value? How does it help advance their profession 
or industry?

Remove a barrier to joining by requesting only basic data on your membership 
application. During new member onboarding, learn more about member needs and 

expectations while collecting the additional member profile data you need. 

Nothing in life is static, including member data. The older your data, the more likely 
it’s out-of-date or inaccurate. Take advantage of renewal time to check in again with 
members. Ask about their membership experience and their expectations for the year 
ahead while you update their profile.

Centralize all critical member data. 

Tell members how you use their data.

Collect data at member onboarding and renewal.
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Visit our Devoted blog:
blog.votenet.com

Another method for maintaining accurate data is an annual member profile update 
campaign. Publicize the campaign on all print and digital communication channels. 

Remind members to update their profile with messages that pop up after online 
transactions, like membership renewals, event registrations, and purchases.

Ben Martin, CAE, Chief Engagement Officer at Online Community Results, suggests 
using personalization in email newsletters to prompt members to review and update 

profile information. For example, insert a section saying: "According to our records, 
your job title is [JOB TITLE]. Click here to update if incorrect." Once they go in to 
update their title, they’re bound to update other fields as well.

Allow members to update profiles.

Make it easy for members to go online to update their own profiles, if your technology 
allows. At events, have laptops available where attendees can review and update their 

profiles. Enter everyone who updates their profile into a drawing for a free or 
discounted event registration, product, or program. 

Run regular data integrity reports. 

Spot problems before they grow. As a start, Wes Trochlil suggests running reports on 
company members with no primary contacts, individuals with no emails, and records 

with invalid email or web addresses.

Keep your data team and colleagues energized and engaged by helping them feel a 

sense of progress, especially if they’ve had to adjust to new processes. Have the team 
set an attainable short-term goal—a quick win. For example, aim for having email 
addresses for 85% of members. Once you reach that goal, let everyone know and 
celebrate your success! 

Questions? Comments? Email jenn@votenet.com

Plan profile update campaigns.

Go for quick data wins.


