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VOTE BY MAIL (VBM) 
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

BACKGROUND  
1) How many states already rely on VBM as the standard method of voting? 
Five states now rely on VBM statewide. Here are the states and the year VBM was 
implemented as the standard method of voting for all elections statewide: Oregon (2000), 
Washington (2011), Colorado (2014), Utah (started in 2013, fully implemented 2020), and 
Hawaii (2020).  
 
2) Does turmoil in the 2020 election suggest that VBM should not be considered by states? 
Not necessarily. In most states in 2020, the shift to using vote-by-mail was done rapidly without 
sufficient time to methodically plan its implementation. As a result, Boards of Elections were 
rushing their procedures and there may not have been as much voter education as was needed. 
The first state to implement VBM—Oregon—had been starting to use VBM in elections 
throughout the 1990s and a citizen’s initiative overwhelmingly passed in 1998 (effective 2000) 
to adopt VBM for all elections statewide. When Maryland implemented VBM for the 2020 
primary election, the Board of Elections had 6 weeks between the time the decision was made 
to use VBM and  the start of mailing out the first ballots. Because of the pandemic, 2020 
appears to be a special situation.  
 
3) Is there a difference between absentee voting and VBM? 
Yes. Voters must request and complete an application for an absentee ballot. In Maryland, 
although the state legislature has passed a law that requires absentee ballots or absentee 
voting to be identified as mail-in ballots or mail-in voting, the procedures for requesting a ballot 
have not changed. When a state offers absentee (mail-in) voting, most voters cast their ballots 
in-person. In states with a VBM system, all active registered voters automatically receive a 
ballot in the mail for each election. Most voters vote by mail. All five states that use VBM also 
have a limited number of in-person voting centers available for voters who need or want to 
vote in-person.  
 
4) How many voters are there in Maryland and how many vote by mail? 
According to data from the U.S. Election Assistance Commission, In the 2016 presidential 
election, 2,807,326 people voted, which was 67% of the voting age population (72% of 
registered voters) and over 90% of voters went to a polling place on or before election day. In 
the 2020 primary election, conducted using VBM, 97% of almost 1.5 million voters returned 
their ballot by mail or to a drop box.  
 
VOTING PROCEDURES IN VBM 
5) What if I want to vote in-person? Will in-person voting be eliminated if VBM is 
implemented? 
All VBM states include some voting centers on election day and early voting for voters who 
need or want to vote in-person. Those might include people who need assistance completing a 
ballot, people who want to register on election day, or people who simply prefer to vote in-
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person. However, there are fewer voting centers available than would typically be found in a 
“traditional” election. 
6) Is mail delivery reliable? 
At the present time, mail delivery may be inconsistent in some areas. However, all states that use VBM 
offer multiple ways to return a ballot in addition to the US mail, such as drop boxes, taking a ballot to a 
local election office and in-person voting centers. 
  
7) Are drop boxes secure? 
Yes. They are under surveillance 24/7 with cameras and are emptied one or more times per 
day. All VBM states use drop boxes and the majority of voters in those states return their ballot 
to a drop box or a physical location (such as a local election office).  
 
8) Does VBM allow voters to “cure” or correct rejected ballots?  
It can include this. All VBM states have a system for promptly informing voters whose ballots 
have been rejected because of a signature problem and offer a means for voters to provide 
another signature so the ballot may be counted. The length of time allotted for the process 
varies from state to state.   
 
9) Can voters check to make sure that their ballot has been received and recorded?  
Yes, most states, including Maryland, provide a website where a ballot can be tracked. For 
example, voters can see if their ballot was sent or received. It is not “real time” information; it 
takes some time for the BOE to record the information in their database and for the 
information to appear online. Maryland voters can check the status of their ballot at  
https://voterservices.elections.maryland.gov/VoterSearch  
 
10) Can voters be assured that their privacy is protected?  
In some states, voters can put their ballot into a privacy sleeve (or envelope) before inserting it 
into the return envelope. When the ballot is opened for counting, the poll worker cannot view 
the voter’s signature while handling the ballot. The ballot is removed from the privacy sleeve 
(which has no identifying information) in order to be scanned.  
 
BENEFITS OF & CONCERNS ABOUT VBM 
11) Does VBM save money or increase the costs of elections? 
During transitions from traditional voting to VBM, costs may increase. Extensive voter 
education campaigns help familiarize voters with the new system and may require multiple 
media, such as postcards, posting to social media, and radio or television advertising, to reach 
the maximum number of voters. Postage-paid return envelopes for ballots are another 
common VBM expense. Purchase and monitoring of secure drop boxes may also be an initial 
expense. However, over time, as happened in Colorado, costs may go down as many fewer poll 
workers are needed to be trained and paid, and fewer polling places need to be supported by 
staff, utilities, and in some cases rent. 
 
12) Does VBM increase turnout? 
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Likely. Research shows that turnout generally increases around 3% on average (measured 
across multiple elections). A study that was done three years after implementation of VBM in 
Oregon found that 48% of voters who identified as disabled or unable to work reported voting 
more often after VBM. Voters do not have to take time off work, arrange for babysitters, or 
otherwise make accommodations to be able to vote during specific times when the polls are 
open. However, turnout can still vary by election. For example, turnout tends to be higher in 
presidential elections than mid-term elections and in general elections compared to primary 
elections. This variation remains even with VBM.  
 
13) Why is VBM preferrable to traditional in-person voting?  
More voters in states with established VBM systems participate in elections and express 
enthusiasm for the system. To cast a ballot, voters do not have to take time off work, arrange 
for childcare, find transportation, or stand in line. Voters can take time to research the 
candidates and issues. It also ensures that voting can occur safely during pandemics or other 
crises. 
 
14) What are the concerns about VBM? 
VBM is a change in the way many voters are accustomed to casting their ballot, so voter 
education and outreach is required and can be costly. It can be particularly challenging for 
voters who may not have a traditional mailing address, such as homeless or for people who 
move frequently, such as younger people. Election results typically take longer to issue and 
certify. Even when steps are taken to prevent fraud, some voters remain concerned about its 
potential.  
 
LWVMD POSITIONS 
15) Maryland already used VBM in the 2020 presidential primary. So why is LWVMD 
considering a position now?  
VBM was used once in the Rockville, Maryland mayoral election in November 2019. It was also 
used twice in Maryland during 2020. It was used in the 2020 presidential election because Gov. 
Hogan issued a special proclamation due to the pandemic. It was also used to fill Rep. Elijah 
Cummings seat in District 7. The 2020 general election was not conducted using VBM. Rather, 
for that election, all registered voters were mailed an application to request an absentee/mail-
in ballot. Currently, Maryland law permits VBM for special elections, such as filling a vacancy for 
a member of Congress. For VBM to be used as the standard way of conducting elections 
statewide, current laws must be changed. 
 
16) If consensus is reached, will LWVMD have a position in time for the 2020 presidential 
election? 
No. LWVMD members will be considering the issue at unit/discussion group meetings during 
October & November. In December, the results from those meetings will be reviewed. If a 
consensus is reached, LWVMD could have a position should the state legislature bring up the 
issue in future sessions.   
 


