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Executive Summary 

 By: Mara Suttmann-Lea1 and Sam Novey2 

There are many things that make running elections hard, and most of them are unlikely to 

change soon. Federal and state funding for election administration is unlikely to increase 

dramatically. American politics is likely to remain very polarized. Courts will continue to order 

changes to rules close to the start of voting. Distrust in elections and conspiracy theories are 

likely to remain substantial threats to democracy in the  United States.  

However, there are practices stakeholders throughout the elections community can 

engage in right now to address burnout among election professionals, improve retention and 

succession, and ultimately deliver better performance from elections agencies. The central 

insight of this literature review is that ensuring staff feel agency at work is crucial. With agency, 

workers have a greater capacity to show up authentically as themselves and bring their full 

wisdom to their work. They can safely express frustration and set boundaries. They can practice 

acceptance to continue working effectively when faced with challenges beyond their control.  

Listening is key to cultivating agency. Listening helps employees feel more connected to 

their colleagues and organization. It allows them to see the role they play individually in 

supporting the broader work of administering elections and strengthening American democracy. 

And feeling heard can mitigate the emotional exhaustion associated with burnout and turnover.  

In this report, we primarily focus on interventions that can take place within the election 

office itself to promote effective listening and cultivate a sense of agency among staff and 

election officials. Wealso highlight the other arenas within the broader elections community 

2 Chief Strategist, Center for Democracy and Civic Engagement, Department of Government and Politics, University 
of Maryland 

1 Associate Professor of American Politics, Department of Government and International Relations,, Connecticut 
College 
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where effective listening to elections professionals by actors outside election agencies, such as 

policy makers, advocacy groups, and the media is needed to support retention and succession in 

election administration. 

●​ Chief election officials and other agency leaders should create formal processes for 

listening to staff experiences and concerns: Chief election officials can make choices to 

create a workplace culture where all election workers feel comfortable speaking up and 

taking ownership of delivering good results for voters. Practices for engaging worker 

voice include formal post election debriefs and anonymous staff surveys among other 

options.  These efforts can spill over into staff interactions with one another, ultimately 

cultivating a working environment built on mutual and reciprocal listening at all levels.  

●​ Policy makers, advocacy groups and philanthropy can do “bandwidth informed” 

advocacy and litigation:  Local election officials consistently report being demoralized 

by the burdens placed on them through the onslaught of policy coming at them from state 

legislators and the courts. One root cause of these problems is that legislators, advocacy 

groups and philanthropy develop policy proposals or litigation strategies intended to 

strengthen democracy without sufficiently thinking about their impact on the bandwidth 

of elections professionals. Advocacy strategies involving legislation and litigation are 

often particularly bandwidth and resource intensive ways to achieve certain outcomes for 

voters. In many cases, the goals might be more efficiently achieved via direct engagement 

with elections professionals. By listening to elections professionals earlier in the policy 

development process, advocacy groups can both design better policies and avoid 

contributing to a sense of alienation among the elections professionals who will 

eventually bear the burden of implementing the policies proposed by advocacy groups.  
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●​ Media should listen to election officials in terms of how to best communicate key 

election-related information to the public. 

●​ All of us can support proactive succession planning! Sometimes the right thing for 

both an election office and a burned out elections professional is for that person to retire 

or move onto another opportunity. We serve neither voters nor elections professionals 

well when a lack of succession planning traps agencies and elections professionals in a 

situation that is no longer a good fit. Everyone in the elections space has a role to play in 

creating conditions where professionals can move on from roles with dignity and pride 

(i.e., retirement parties! lifetime achievement awards! etc.)  and where new leadership is 

always being cultivated.  

There are many things that are difficult to change about elections. But we can all listen. 

And it turns out that the research shows this can make a huge difference.  
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Full Report 

By: Mara Suttmann-Lea3 

Motivation and Background 

​ Election officials are public servants dedicated to the work of administering democracy 

and find deep fulfillment in it. At the same time, they are part of a transformed profession that 

requires them to not only to administer accessible and secure elections, but be the public face of 

their jurisdiction’s efforts to do so amidst a perpetual cycle of limited resources, an increasing 

barrage of public records requests, and threats and harassment targeted at election offices. The 

fact that many election officials and staff remain committed to and still find fulfillment in their 

work despite the chronic stressors and acute traumas they face is impressive. As public servants, 

they demonstrate the kind of resilience needed to protect, preserve, and defend the administration 

of American democracy.  

Nevertheless, individual resilience is not sufficient for election staff to continue to meet 

these challenges. The most recent survey of local election officials conducted in 2024 indicates a 

continued drop in job satisfaction among officials, with strong majorities indicating they feel as 

if they are not able to effectively balance their work and life priorities. Even as many remain in 

the profession and express commitment to the work, others, quite understandably, have left, too 

burned out and run down to feel they can effectively continue the work and have a meaningful 

balance between their job and the rest of their lives.4   

4 Brennan Center for Justice. 2023. “Local Election Official Survey.”. 
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/local-election-officials-survey-april-2023; Schaffer, 
Michelle. 2024. “Findings from the 2024 Elections & Voting Information Center Local Election Official Survey.” 
Elections & Voting Information Center. 
https://evic.reed.edu/evic-news/new-report-todays-election-administration-landscape-findings-from-the-2024-electio
ns-voting-information-center-local-election-official-survey/ 

3 Associate Professor of American Politics, Department of Government and International Relations,, Connecticut 
College 
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Against this backdrop, this report aims to support the well-being of these frontline 

defenders of democracy. It does so on multiple fronts. Before diving into specific interventions, 

we lay out a framework for our report that introduces a listening centered approach to healing, 

resilience, and well-being, providing an overview of the dynamics and impact of high-quality 

listening in the workplace. We then consider the role that high-quality listening in the workplace 

can play in facilitating agency, authenticity, anger (boundaries), and acceptance. These four 

practices play an important role in fostering a fully human existence where one can heal, thrive 

and find fulfillment in their work and day to day lives.5 We discuss how challenges faced by 

election officials and staff as the result of endemic job stressors and newer threats may limit their 

capacity for fully realizing these characteristics in their work lives. Our goal with this framework 

is to provide election officials and staff with a lens to make sense of how their mental health has 

responded to the stressors of their job.  It also  provides election officials with a set of concrete 

actions and values to cultivate healing and resilience in the face of ongoing challenges. 

In our discussion of interventions, we first and foremost emphasize the foundational need 

for listening: for election officials and their staff to be heard by one another and other 

democracy stakeholders. Drawing from interviews and surveys for which many have generously 

donated their time, it uses their voices to reflect back to them not only an empathetic perspective 

of their experiences, but also an understanding of why it makes sense if they are experiencing 

symptoms of burnout, depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder in response to their 

working conditions. Thus, we aim to de-stigmatize any symptoms they are experiencing as a 

result of their work as perfectly reasonable and understandable given the circumstances they 

face. We see these two dynamics—being heard and cultivating an understanding of 

5 Mate, Gabor and Daniel Mate. 2022. The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture. New 
York: Penguin Random House. 
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symptoms—as a prerequisite foundation for implementing any kind of intervention designed to 

mitigate symptoms and help further cultivate resilience among an already remarkably resilient 

group of public servants.  

With this foundation established, we then turn to questions of individual and 

organizational level interventions aimed at alleviating suffering and mitigating the effects of the 

stressors they face at work. At the individual level, we reference concrete tools shared by other 

democracy stakeholders in wellness guides. But we also speak more in-depth to the importance 

of election officials and staff seeing self-care as supporting both individual and 

organization-level well-being, and as a means to exercise agency in a position where they may 

feel as if they have little or none. We emphasize the role that listening between staff colleagues 

can play in facilitating this interplay between individual and agency-level well-being.  At the 

organizational level, we emphasize the importance of staff feeling heard by their supervisors as a 

foundation for cultivating a sense of agency among election workers.  

Ultimately, we emphasize that these interventions will be most effective if officials and 

their staff are able to understand and take ownership of the choices they make. The goal of these 

interventions is to help election offices identify where they can “control the controllable,” that is, 

mitigating burnout and maximizing retention by cultivating a workplace environment that, 

through intentional listening practices, fosters a sense of agency and authenticity in individual 

employees, and supportive connections between employees as they address and accept 

challenges that are often beyond their control.  

 

We stress that supporting the well-being of the front line defenders of democracy cannot 

only rely on individual and organizational level interventions. For example, various democracy 
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stakeholders can listen better to meet the needs of election offices and support the creation of 

more sustainable, healthy, and supportive working environments in the long-run. As such,  the 

framework and interventions identified in this report, while well-intentioned and necessary, are 

not a substitute for the very real resource needs election officials speak to time and time again. 

We hope this insight will help election officials and their employees feel more grounded and 

secure in themselves, their workplace, and the quality of their work as they face stressors that are 

endemic to their profession.  

The Role of Listening in the Workplace  

Feeling heard is an innate and core human need that includes a wide range of 

interactions.6 However, the quality of a listening exchange requires considering the subjective 

experience of the speaker. In some contexts, simply having a hard or important conversation with 

someone who has taken the time out of their day to do so is sufficient for the speaker to feel 

heard. In others, some sort of follow up action is required for the speaker to feel as if their 

perspectives and needs have been heard. 7  

Election officials and their staff are no strangers to speaking out about their office’s needs 

only to have those in positions to support them not listen. This is particularly apparent in their 

relationships with the state legislatures tasked with crafting election policy. Surveys of local 

election officials indicate they consistently express frustration over feeling overlooked as experts 

in election administration by state legislators. In a 2020 survey, for example, one expressed hope 

that their state would “stop the many continuously imposed changes and allow the experts to 

focus and do their jobs.” They highlighted the consequences of this lack of listening for their 

7 Kriz, Tiffany D. and Avraham N. Kluger and Christopher J. Lyddy. 2021. “Feeling Heard: Experiences of Listening 
(or Not) at Work. Frontiers in Psychology 12: 1-18  

6 Reis, Harry T., Edward P Lemay, Jr., and Catrin Finkenauer. 2017. “Toward understanding understanding: The 
importance of feeling understood in relationships.” Social and Personality Psychology Compass 11.  
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work, suggesting that “policymakers who impose change and do not collaborate with experts, 

nor consider process and liability, are a concern and impediment to successful operations.” LEOs 

often feel they have little input on the election laws passed at the state level, and would like to 

see legislators take seriously their expertise in policy decisions, particularly when changes are 

considered very close to the beginning of an election cycle.8  

While the political incentives for state legislatures to consider the expert perspectives of 

election officials may be limited, it is still possible to center the role of listening within the 

workplace and between election offices, and other democracy stakeholders. Effective listening in 

the workplace is related to a range of positive outcomes that are, in turn, associated with reduced 

burnout and turnover intent.9 While emotional exhaustion is one of the key mechanisms that 

facilitates burnout, which is in turn associated with higher turnover intent, high quality listening 

in the workplace can reduce emotional exhaustion and thus mitigate burnout and turnover 

intention. Here, we offer further insight into the processes by which these mechanisms interact 

with one another to reduce burnout and turnover intention. 

 

High quality listening is a holistic process that includes attention– paying attention to the 

speaker without distraction, comprehension– verbally demonstrating an understanding of the 

speaker’s needs and intentions, and positive intention– responding to the speaker in a way that is 

non-judgemental and validating of their experience.10 At the individual level, high-quality 

10 Kluger, Avraham N. and Guy Itzchakov. 2022. “The Power of Listening at Work.” Annual Review of 
Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior. 9: 121-146.  

9 Lloyd, Karina, Diana Boer, Joshua W. Keller, and Sven Voelpel. 2015. “Is My Boss Really Listening to Me? The 
Impact of Perceived Supervisor Listening on Emotional Exhaustion, Turnover Intention, and Organizational 
Citizenship Behavior.” The Journal of Business Ethics. 130: 509-524.  

8 Suttmann-Lea, Mara and Paul Gronke. 2024. “The Culture of Local Election Administration” in The Frontline of 
Democracy: How Local Election Administrators Support, Staff, and Defend American Elections. Eds: Paul Gronke, 
David Kimball, Mara Suttmann-Lea, Thessalia Merivaki, Christian Grose, and Bridgett King. New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan. Pps 147-148. 

9 
 



 

listening gives employees the sense they are an integral part of an organization’s contributions, 

that is, that they have agency and that their actions make an impact. Similarly, listening also 

satisfies the speakers’ basic psychological needs to feel competent at their work, and gives them 

a sense of autonomy. Furthermore, it conveys the message that one’s perspectives and feelings 

matter– that is, that an individual can express their authentic thoughts on a given topic and that 

those thoughts will be genuinely considered.11  

Feeling secure showing up as one’s authentic self plays out within our communities in 

our everyday lives. Employees should not have to feel as if they have to choose between being 

honest about their experiences, and feeling a sense of belonging at work.12 Thus, at the collective 

level, a consistent practice of high-quality listening cultivates higher quality relationships and 

connections between colleagues.13 When employees feel heard, they are more likely to develop 

the capacity to listen well to their colleagues and further cultivate a sense of connection with one 

another in the workplace.14 Ultimately, a workplace environment that facilitates effective 

listening bolsters employees’ sense of agency and authenticity by cultivating an environment 

where employees feel connected to and supported by one another and their managers. It also 

generates a greater capacity for office communities to accept challenges that may be outside of 

their control, and healthily process any anger and frustration associated with these challenges.15 

Listening is particularly important in contexts where there is a power difference– such as 

15 Teng, Eryue, Li Zhang and Ming Lou. 2020. “I Am Talking but Are You Listening? The Effects of Challenge and 
Hindrance Stressors on Effective Communication.” Human Performance 33(4): 241-257.  

14 Kluger, Avraham N., Thomas E. Malloy, Sarit Pery, Guy Itzchakov, Dotan R. Castro, Liora Lipetz, Yaron Sela, 
Yaara Turjeman-Levi, Michal Lehmann, Malki New, and Limor Borut. 2020. “Dyadic Listening in Teams: Social 
Relations Model.” Applied Psychology. 70(3): 1045-1099, Ibid: Kluger and Itzchakov  

13 Kluger, Avraham N. and Guy Itzchakov. 2022. “The Power of Listening at Work.” Annual Review of 
Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior. 9: 121-146.  

12 Mate, Gabor and Daniel Mate. 2022. The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture. New 
York: Penguin Random House. 

11 Van Quaquebeke, Niels and Will Felps. 2018. “Respectful Inquiry: A Motivational Account of Leading Through 
Asking Questions and Listening.” Academy of Management Review. 43(1): 5-27.   
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between someone in management and staff, when an office is under time constraints, facing 

excessive demands, or navigating dissatisfaction among staff or among customers.16  

By encouraging clear communication and the authentic sharing of challenging thoughts 

and experiences, high-quality listening in the workplace can reduce emotional exhaustion, one of 

the key predictors of burnout.17 Conversely, when employees feel the need to repress or hold 

back challenging experiences and emotions, the dissonance that results from this mismatch of 

experience and their expression of self leads to emotional exhaustion. In other words, the more 

effort an employee feels is needed to hide one’s experiences, the greater the emotional 

exhaustion.18 Cultivating a climate of authenticity where employees feel safe to show up as their 

authentic selves without having to mask can mitigate burnout.19   

Given established research on the role of effective listening in mitigating burnout and 

turnover intention, we contend that positioning high-quality listening at the center of election 

office strategies is a necessary (though by no means sufficient) intervention moving into future 

election cycles to support employee well-being and retention. Ultimately, across a range of 

studies, listening is associated directly and indirectly with lower levels of burnout and turnover 

intentions. When leaders of organizations listen to their employees, this increases their job 

satisfaction and, in turn, reduces their turnover intention. 20 This is particularly true in demanding 

20 Bregenzer, Anita, Borut Milfelner, Simona Šarotar Žižek, and Paul Jiménez. 2020. “Health-Promoting Leadership 
and Leaders’ Listening Skills Have an Impact on the Employees’ Job Satisfaction and Turnover Intention.” 
International Journal of Business Communications. Online First;  Lloyd, Karina, Diana Boer, Joshua W. Keller, and 
Sven Voelpel. 2015. “Is My Boss Really Listening to Me? The Impact of Perceived Supervisor Listening on 

19 Grandey, Alicia, Su Chuen Foo, Markus Groth, and Robyn E. Goodwin. 2012. “Free to Be You and Me: A 
Climate of Authenticity Alleviates Burnout From Emotional Labor.” Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 
17(1): 1-14. 

18 Grandey, Alicia. 2000. “Emotion regulation in the workplace: A new way to conceptualize emotional labor.” 
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 5: 95-110.  

17 Seidler, Andreas, Marleen Thinschmidt, Stefanie Deckert, Francisca Then, Janice Hegeald, Karen 
Nieuwenhuijsen, and Steffi G. Riedel-Heller. 2014. “The role of psychosocial working conditions on burnout and its 
core component emotional exhaustion- a systematic review.” Journal of Occupational Medicine and Toxicology. 
9:10; Itzchakov, Guy, Netta Weinstein and Arik Cheshin. 2023. “Learning to Listen: Downstream effects of listening 
training on employees’ relatedness, burnout, and turnover intention.” Human Resources Management 62: 565-580 

16 Ibid: Van Quaquebeke and Felps 
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fields such as healthcare, where employees may be especially under-resourced and overworked, 

and thus may be applicable to election officials and their staff given recent developments in the 

challenges they face. For example, when nurses perceived higher levels of support from their 

supervisors and a higher sense of self-efficacy, they experienced less burnout, which in turn 

reduced their turnover intentions.21 This has also been demonstrated in other emotionally 

demanding fields, such as mental health service providers.22  

Why Agency, Authenticity, Anger, and Acceptance Matter 

In this section, we discuss in-depth the four internal experiences that support a thriving 

existence– one where humans are capable of growth, resilience, and healing.23 One, individuals 

must feel as if they have agency: a sense that they play a role in their lives and their fate. Two, 

they must feel safe showing up authentically as they are, expressing themselves, their 

perspectives, and identities without threats of violence or loss of community. Three, people must 

feel they can safely express anger, that is, set boundaries when lines are crossed. And finally, 

they must have the capacity to practice acceptance for life as it is, even as they exercise agency 

to change their circumstances and cultivate resilience and healing. 

​ When these conditions are met, people are capable of moving beyond mere 

survival—making ends meet or making it through another day—to thriving, that is, living and 

working in a way that is more fully self-actualized and meaningful. 

23 Mate, Gabor and Daniel Mate. 2022. The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture. New 
York: Penguin Random House. 

22 Fukui, Sadaaki, Wei Eu, and Michelle P. Saylers. 2019. “The impact of supervisory support on turnover intention: 
The mediating role of burnout and job satisfaction in a longitudinal study.” Administration and Policy in Mental 
Health and Mental health Services Research 46(4): 488-497.  

21 Chami-Malaeb, Rola. 2021. “Relationship of perceived supervisor support, self-efficacy, and turnover intention, 
the mediating role of burnout.” Personnel Review. 51(3): 1003-1110 

Emotional Exhaustion, Turnover Intention, and Organizational Citizenship Behavior.” The Journal of Business 
Ethics. 130: 509-524. 
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Many who chose to work in elections do so out of not only a sense of honor and duty to 

democracy, but because of the deep fulfillment that administering democracy offers them. And 

even if one doesn’t get into the profession of administering elections for these reasons, many stay 

because of it. As such, election officials and staff are already operating from a higher baseline of 

meaning and fulfillment in their work.24 Nevertheless, election officials and staff across the 

United States have increasingly faced chaotic, stressful, and sometimes traumatizing work 

environments that threaten to upend that self-actualization and diminish their capacity for 

experiencing agency, authenticity, healthy anger, and acceptance in their work life. While not a 

new phenomenon, election officials report having limited agency to change the resources they 

are given to effectively do their work. As laid out in the previous section, many election officials 

feel they have little to no say in the laws state legislators pass that they are then tasked with 

implementing. Election officials and their staff must also navigate an ever-increasing specter of 

lawsuits over which they have no control that threaten to upend their administrative 

responsibilities, often right in the midst of a contentious election cycle. 25    

While not all election officials and staff have experienced threats and harassment, their 

presence or specter may nevertheless make it difficult for them to feel safe showing up as their 

authentic selves and in defense of the deeply held values that drive the work they do for 

American democracy. They may feel unable to put up boundaries with constituents, or do not 

have avenues to healthily express anger and frustration over ill-informed constituents attacking 

the integrity of their work. Many are dealing with a constituency who struggle to accept the basic 

25 Suttmann-Lea, Mara and Paul Gronke. 2024. “The Culture of Local Election Administration” in The Frontline of 
Democracy: How Local Election Administrators Support, Staff, and Defend American Elections. Eds: Paul Gronke, 
David Kimball, Mara Suttmann-Lea, Thessalia Merivaki, Christian Grose, and Bridgett King. New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan 

24 Gronke, Paul, Paul Manson, Jay Lee, and Heather Creek. 2021. “Understanding the career journeys of today’s 
local election officials and anticipating tomorrow’s potential shortage.” Democracy Fund. 
https://demofund.wpengine.com/idea/understanding-the-career-journeys-of-todays-local-election-officials-and-antici
pating-tomorrows-potential-shortage/ 
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facts of a well-run election. This may further contribute to feelings of helplessness or a lack of 

agency in the day-to-day work of election administration. Finally, directly related to the question 

of retention that is the focus of this report, over half of election officials surveyed in 2023 

reported concerns that threats and harassment would limit the recruitment and retention of 

talented staff members for their offices, and nearly half expressed concerns about the safety of 

their colleagues.26 

 

With this framework as our foundation, we use the four humanity-centered experiences of 

agency, authenticity, anger (setting boundaries), and acceptance to guide the understanding and 

interventions we offer below, emphasizing the role of agency in particular as a foundation for 

cultivating the other elements. In the sections that follow, we provide evidence-based insight on 

how to think about addressing the symptoms experienced by election officials and staff in 

response to their work environments from this holistic perspective. Importantly, we recognize 

that the most effective interventions are the ones individuals and organizations decide work best 

for them, that is, that are most reflective of their needs and values.27  

Hearing Election Officials and Staff: Tying Their Stories to the Burnout 

​ In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers sought to address and understand 

what could be done to better support front line workers in health care professions faced with 

unprecedented working conditions. Given the pivot election officials and staff were asked to 

make in the midst of the pandemic, and in the intervening years in response to new 

27 Welzel, Christian and Ronald Inglehart. 2010. “Agency, Values, and Well-Being: A Human Development Model.” 
Soc Indic Res 97:43-63 

26 Brennan Center for Justice. 2023. “Local Election Official Survey.”. 
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/local-election-officials-survey-april-2023 
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misinformation and threat environments, we see important parallels between the findings from 

this work and suggested interventions for election offices.  

We use this research as a baseline to support our key intervention: giving space for 

election officials and their staff to be heard. As a broader community, democracy stakeholders 

across the United States should continue to provide spaces and outlets for election officials and 

staff who wish to voice their experiences in spaces where they are first and foremost heard by 

members of their communities. Within their offices, facilitating spaces for staff to feel heard and 

voice concerns in an environment of psychological safety is an intervention that can be 

intentionally exercised by supervisors without necessarily adding more to their office’s “to do” 

lists. Indeed, we expect many offices are already engaging in efforts to create spaces for 

employees to voice needs and concerns. As such, we hope identifying established research that 

affirms the value of this approach offers support for those already engaging in similar 

interventions. 

​ Psychological safety and the perception that workers will be heard in their work 

environments were effective in supporting the well-being of healthcare workers during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and limiting their burnout responses. When supervisors can create 

environments where employees believe it is “safe to take interpersonal risks such as speaking up 

and asking questions,” (308) and also believe that when one does, “the content of one’s voiced 

ideas or questions will be recognized and responded to,” (308) employees report lower levels of 

burnout, and more easily adapt to new processes and regulations that are asked of them in their 

work.28 

28 Kerrissey, Michaela J., Tuna C. Hayirli, Aditi Bhanja, Nicholas Stark, James Hardy, and Christopher Peabody. 
2022. How psychological safety and feeling heard relate to burnout and adaptation amid uncertainty. Health care 
management review. 47(4): 308-316 
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In the spirit of these findings, this section reflects and honors the willingness of election 

officials to speak up about their own experiences and needs, both in general as professionals in 

the field of election administration, and as a response to the evolution of the field since the 2020 

election. It draws on a range of interviews and survey research capturing a snapshot of their 

voices, tying their stories to a deeper understanding of how these experiences can translate into 

burnout, post-traumatic stress disorder, and other mental health challenges. Unfortunately, the 

only reliable data we have on these experiences come from chief election officials; there is 

limited comprehensive data capturing the perceptions of other election workers.  

The work of administering elections is highly demanding in terms of time, energy, and 

effort. It reflects the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model of burnout, which suggests jobs that 

are high demand in terms of time, energy, and effort, but nevertheless offer limited resources, 

generate chronic stress, fatigue, and burnout among employees.29 In this model, three 

characteristics define burnout. One, exhaustion isn’t merely felt by an employee. It also 

generates additional consequences related to one’s perception of themselves in their jobs. In 

professions that are human service oriented in particular, “the emotional demands of the work 

can exhaust a service provider’s capacity to be involved with, and responsive to, the needs of 

service recipients. Alongside exhaustion, depersonalization is an attempt to put distance between 

oneself and service recipients by actively ignoring the qualities that make them unique and 

engaging people. Their demands are more manageable when they are considered impersonal 

objects of one’s work.”30 For example, in a broader study of elected officials, many reported 

feeling a sense of isolation and disconnection from their community in the intervening years 

30 Maslach, Christina, Wilmar B. Schaufeli, and Michael P. Leiter. 2001. “Job Burnout.” Annual Review of 
Psychology. 52: 397-422. 

29 Demerouti, E., Bakker A.B. Nachreiner, F. & Schaufeli, W.B. 2001. “The job demands-resources model of 
burnout.” The Journal of Applied Psychology 86(3): 499-512 
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following the 2020 elections.31 Some report that this sense of isolation and withdrawal can 

extend to interactions with constituents who have questions or concerns about the electoral 

process in their jurisdiction.  

 

Finally, inefficiency is a common symptom of burnout as a function of exhaustion, 

depersonalization, or both. In their review of job burnout, Maslach et al write, “a work situation 

with chronic, overwhelming demands that contribute to exhaustion or cynicism is likely to erode 

one’s sense of effectiveness. It is difficult to gain a sense of accomplishment when feeling 

exhausted or when helping people towards whom one is indifferent.”32 Moreover, election 

officials and staff face the additional task of trying to help constituents who may express hostility 

and aggression in their interactions.  

Thus, even under “normal” circumstances absent running an election in the midst of a 

pandemic, and facing down a barrage of mis/disinformation, threats, and public service record 

requests, the work of administering elections is ripe for the conditions of burnout. Perennial 

stressors faced by election offices include regular staffing and budget shortages. According to 

one official, “Legislators don’t appreciate the level of effort to implement these programs and 

have made several-large scale changes [in the past few years]. Similarly, another observed “We 

never have enough resources… always need one more programmer, one more assistant, one 

more,” and “you can’t just go out and buy this, get that software or license agreement. You won’t 

get it paid for.” 33 Moreover, officials are often required to implement mandates handed down 

from state legislators for which they may have had little to no input. “Law changes are constant 

33 This quote comes from a series of interviews completed by the Fors Marsh Group for Democracy Fund and 
Election, Voting, and Information Centers during the 2020 election cycle. The full report can be found here.  

32 Ibid 

31 “In Their Own Words: Threats and Harassments Facing Local Officials.” The Bridging Divides Initiative at 
Princeton University. 
https://bridgingdivides.princeton.edu/updates/2024/their-own-words-threats-and-harassment-facing-local-officials  
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in [state]. [We] had a voter ID law, then we didn’t. Now there’s a lawsuit… With these legal 

matters and the outcome of the legal matters, it dictates how we go about conducting the 

elections. Sometimes law changes come down at the last minute, which adds to the challenges of 

our work.” 34 

On top of the day-to-day stressors that are more or less endemic to the profession of 

election administration, election officials have also had to navigate a new set of challenges since 

the 2020 election in the form of harassment and threats motivated by misinformation. These 

experiences have permeated a range of local elected positions, indicating that the threats faced by 

election officials themselves are not endemic to their profession, but a part of a broader attack on 

otherwise often overlooked public officials. In a series of 30 interviews conducted with a diverse 

cross-section of local officials operating in a variety of local government positions, the Bridging 

Divides Initiative at Princeton University identified four overarching patterns that also exemplify 

many of the experiences of election officials during this time.35 Similar interviews and survey 

research specific to election officials has been conducted with election officials in Oregon 

through the Elections, Voting and Information Center at Reed College, as well as the Brennan 

Center for Justice. The insights from these patterns help us understand the unique needs of 

election staff stemming from the post-2020 environment that are layered on top of the chronic 

stressors endemic to running elections in the United States. Highlighting them here exemplifies 

the kind of empathetic dynamic known to help address the burnout among under-resourced and 

over-worked employees.  

35 “In Their Own Words: Threats and Harassments Facing Local Officials.” The Bridging Divides Initiative at 
Princeton University. 
https://bridgingdivides.princeton.edu/updates/2024/their-own-words-threats-and-harassment-facing-local-officials  

34 Ibid  
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​ Almost every subject in the Bridging Divides Initiative interviews reported experiencing 

threats and harassments “intended to cause fear and / or emotional damage.” These include 

threats and realizations of physical violence, psychological violence, partisan harassment, online 

harassment, threats, and doxxing. More recently, swatting, or making emergency calls to bring a 

large number of police officers and other emergency vehicles to the homes of election officials, 

have become commonplace means of intimidating these officials. While these developments are 

concerning in and of themselves, especially troubling is the targeted nature of these threats. 

Many of them bear racial and gender-specific undertones, specifically meant to intimidate 

election officials who are women– who make up an estimated 80% of election officials in the 

United States–and racial and ethnic minorities.36  

​ The reported impact of these experiences on election officials and staff bears the 

fundamental hallmarks of trauma responses. In the Bridging Divides Initiative Report, most 

respondents shared they had feelings of isolation and loneliness. Many did not want to “be public 

in [their communities],” and made efforts to avoid interactions with people they know by driving 

to the next town over to run errands. Other troubling behavioral changes indicating a trauma 

response were also reported, ranging from deleting social media accounts, avoiding social 

gatherings, acquiring a concealed-carry firearm for self-protection, and changing interactions 

they would otherwise have in their communities on a daily basis.  

​ Experiencing threats, violence, and intimidation in a one-time occurrence can be enough 

to develop an acute trauma response or post-traumatic stress disorder. But the repeated nature of 

these events makes their impact all the more insidious, complex, and difficult to disentangle. 

Trauma expert Bessel Vander Kolk argues that trauma is not only what happens to you, but what 

36 Gronke, Paul, Paul Manson, Jay Lee, and Heather Creek. 2015. “Pursuing Diversity and Representation Among 
Local Election Officials.” Democracy Fund. 
https://democracyfund.org/idea/pursuing-diversity-and-representation-among-local-election-officials/ 
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happens inside of you in response to a threatening event.37 When we are faced with actual or 

perceived threats to our lives and livelihoods, and (feel) we cannot escape or leave the scenario 

generating these threats, our nervous systems may shut down and encourage us to isolate in an 

effort to protect ourselves. 

For many officials, actual threats, or even the specter of threats, have not abated since the 

2020 election and in some cases may have even gotten worse. This may leave some feeling 

internally as if they are caught in a situation in which they have little to no agency; committed to 

their work and at the same time afraid for their own safety and well-being. As such, the reported 

experiences of election officials disconnecting from their communities suggest they do not feel 

safe showing up as their authentic selves in ways that they may have done before their work was 

placed under a microscope. As a result of the threats and violence they face, limited means to 

safely set boundaries (express anger over their treatment) and to feel some sense of safety, some 

election officials and staff are (understandably so) closing themselves off to the experiences that 

constitute a healthy, thriving, fully human existence. 

Thus, in response to misinformation driven threats and harassment, many election 

officials find themselves in what may feel like an inescapable threat environment. Preeminent 

public servants dedicated to the cause of democracy may feel they cannot turn away from the 

work because of its importance for the health of American elections. Yet they must face down a 

barrage of threats (or even the possibility of threats) that limit their capacity to be fully human in 

their day to day lives. Noted one election official, “[There is an] avalanche of mis-and 

dis-information and not knowing how to combat that. Something can travel so quickly on social 

media, it becomes a blaze before you even know it’s there. A lot of folks who have a situation they 

37 van der Kolk, Bessel A. 2015. The Body Keeps Score. Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma. New 
York: Penguin Books.  
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don’t understand and move forward with comments that pick up steam before fact-checking with 

local officials.”38   

While many have exited the profession because of the toll it was taking on their mental 

health, families, and work-life balance, exit should not be seen as the only solution for election 

officials and workers struggling to feel secure and supported in their work. Alongside the loss of 

a wealth of knowledge and experience that these officials bring to their work, we are effectively 

seeing public servants who otherwise find deep fulfillment and self-actualization in their work 

nevertheless consider abandoning it because of the detrimental impacts it has had on their lives 

in the wake of the 2020 presidential election.39   

Foundational Interventions: Cultivating Psychological Safety and Feeling Heard  

​ Research from other low-resource, high-demand employment fields suggests there are 

practices supervisors can cultivate that support employee well-being in acutely stressful work 

environments. In healthcare, for example, Kerrissey et al. show psychological safety and feeling 

heard are positively associated with lower burnout and greater process adaptation: the adjusting 

of work processes to become more suited to the environment. By cultivating the belief it is safe 

to risk speaking up, asking questions, and acknowledge mistakes, they suggest “psychological 

safety can spark learning and help teams improve” (308).40 As such, in a complex, uncertain, and 

high stakes environment, it is vital that employees feel they can speak up, acknowledge mistakes, 

40 Kerrissey, Michaela J., Tuna C. Hayirli, Aditi Bhanja, Nicholas Stark, James Hardy, and Christopher Peabody. 
2022. How psychological safety and feeling heard relate to burnout and adaptation amid uncertainty. Health care 
management review. 47(4): 308-316. 

39 Schaffer, Michelle. 2024. “Findings from the 2024 Elections & Voting Information Center Local Election Official 
Survey.” Elections & Voting Information Center. 
https://evic.reed.edu/evic-news/new-report-todays-election-administration-landscape-findings-from-the-2024-electio
ns-voting-information-center-local-election-official-survey/ 

38 This quote comes from a series of interviews completed by the Fors Marsh Group for Democracy Fund and 
Election, Voting, and Information Centers during the 2020 election cycle. The full report can be found here.  
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and ask for help, especially in jurisdictions under close scrutiny for even the smallest mistakes 

during election cycles.  

​ Feeling safe to speak up is not the same experience as being heard—the “belief that the 

content of one’s voiced ideas or questions will be recognized and responded to” (308).41 If 

election staff feel safe to share their ideas and questions, but also do not have the sense that these 

efforts will be meaningfully engaged and addressed, this may have consequences for them at the 

individual level in terms of their own emotional exhaustion and burnout, as well as their ability 

to materially improve the administration of elections. At the office level, then, supervisors may 

both improve the well-being for their staff and cultivate more efficient, effective working 

environments by intentionally creating spaces for employees to speak up and feel as if their 

voices matter.  

​ One approach supervisors may use to cultivate environments of psychological safety and 

feeling heard is through the practice of compassion with their employees, and encouraging them 

to do so with one another. The receipt of compassion in the workplace is positively associated 

with lessening burnout.42 Compassion in the workplace is defined as “expressed feelings of 

affection, caring, and tenderness towards colleagues without [emphasis ours] the expectation of 

specific organizational benefits.” Outside of the context of work, compassion is “an attitude 

towards other(s), either close others, strangers or all of humanity, containing feelings, cognitions, 

and behaviors that are focused on caring, concern, tenderness, and an orientation towards 

supporting, helping, and understanding the other(s), particularly when the other(s) is (are) 

perceived to be suffering and in need.”43 Coupled with the practice of self-compassion at the 

43 Dutton, Jane E., Monica C. Worline, Peter J. Frost, and Jacoba Lilius. 2006. “Explaining compassion organizing.” 
Administrative Science Quarterly 51: 59—96.  

42 Eldor, Liat. 2018. “Public Service Sector: The Compassionate Workplace—The Effect of Compassion and tress on 
Employee Engagement, Burnout, and Performance.” Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory. 28(1): 
86-103 

41 Ibid 
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individual level, simple acts of compassion and kindness for the sake of these acts can go a long 

way in cultivating resilience to burnout internally in election offices.   

​ Listening training can also be an effective way to bolster staff well-being and encourage 

retention. One study found that participation in four three hour sessions produced positive 

outcomes across a range of employee well-being dimensions. Completed in small groups, the 

training encouraged individuals to share meaningful, personal experiences, give their colleagues 

dedicated space and attention without interruption, participate to listen, rather than give advice, 

feedback, or offer judgement, and practice spontaneity and improvisation in the sharing of 

experiences. Participating in the training ultimately improved attendees’ listening skills, and 

employees felt they were more effectively heard by their colleagues who participated in the 

training. They also reported higher satisfaction in their relationships with their colleagues, lower 

levels of burnout, and reduced intentions to leave the organizations.44  

Individual-Level Interventions: The Role of (Self) Compassion, Community, and Agency 

In response to the evolving challenges faced by election offices in recent years, 

democracy stakeholders like The Carter Center and The Elections Group have compiled a range 

of resources and tools with insight from mental health experts designed to cultivate resilience 

and address the symptoms of burnout and trauma.45  Rather than reiterate the tools and resources 

laid out for election officials in these guides, here we spotlight the value of their contributions 

and offer a framework that emphasizes the role of self-care and compassion as acts of personal 

agency taken within the context of community as bolstering the effectiveness of these resources. 

45 “Taking Care of Yourself and Your Team.” A Well-Being Resource Guide for Election Officials, Second Edition. 
The Carter Center. 
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/health_publications/mental_health/mental-well-being-guide-for-el
ection-officials.pdf; “Wellness and Resilience in a Box.” The Elections Group. 
https://electionsgroup.com/resource/wellness-and-resilience/  

44 Itzchakov, Guy, Netta Weinstein and Arik Cheshin. 2023. “Learning to Listen: Downstream effects of listening 
training on employees’ relatedness, burnout, and turnover intention.” Human Resources Management 62: 565-580 
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Thus, it is important that election offices consider these guides both as individual suggestions for 

promoting well-being, as well as practices they can engage in as a community committed to 

listening to one another’s personal experiences. In the second edition of their wellness guide for 

election officials, staff at The Carter Center write:  

“Many of the resources included in this guide start with the notion of self-care. 
That said, framing wellness in terms of self-care can sometimes feel selfish and 
isolating, as if one is left on one’s own when it comes to wellness. A more helpful 
way to think about wellness is that it involves several individuals, all of whom 
make up a community. In other words, we should promote taking care of 
ourselves as well as taking care of others. By taking care of ourselves, we can 
navigate challenging situations and in turn take care of others.”46  
 

​ This perspective is well-supported by research on the role of compassion and 

self-compassion in cultivating resilience. Kristin Neff, a self-compassion researcher, writes: 

“When individuals feel compassion for others, they allow themselves to be touched by another’s 

experience of suffering. When this occurs, feelings of kindness and caring for the person’s 

welfare spontaneously arise… [A] unique feature of compassion is that you recognize your 

shared humanity with another person. When you see someone who…is suffering, instead of 

saying, ‘That’s terrible, but thank goodness it’s not my problem,’ you say, ‘There but for fortune 

go I’” (265).  Neff continues, “In the same way, self-compassion involves being open to and 

aware of one’s own suffering, offering kindness and understanding towards oneself, desire the 

self’s well-being, taking a non-judgmental attitude towards one’s inadequacies, and framing 

one’s experience in light of the common human experience” (265).47  

​ Though many acts of self-care and compassion may seem individualized and solely 

self-serving, recognizing them as a part of a broader web that supports both the self and 

47 Neff, Kristin D., Ya-Ping Hsieh, Kullaya Dejitterat. 2005. “Self-Compassion, Achievement Goals, and Coping 
with Academic Failure.” Self and Identity 4: 263-287.  

46 “Taking Care of Yourself and Your Team.” A Well-Being Resource Guide for Election Officials, Second Edition. 
The Carter Center. 
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/health_publications/mental_health/mental-well-being-guide-for-el
ection-officials.pdf 
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others—as suggested by The Carter Center wellness guide—reflects an important truth of the 

human experience: that while we alone may be responsible for our own well-being, we cannot 

heal, cultivate resilience, and thrive in isolation.  Remembering that self-care suggestions are not 

merely tools to be taken without intention or meaning, but rather acts of self-compassion that can 

in turn help cultivate greater care and compassion for others can amplify the support offered by 

suggested tools and resources.48  

​ In addition to framing their tools and resources as an act of both self and community care, 

suggestions for well-being should come from a place of understanding of both the causes of the 

symptoms generating their need, as well as deeper insight as to why a given tool or resource may 

be supportive. It is easy enough to tell someone who is struggling that going for a walk, engaging 

in a mindfulness practice, or doing yoga will help alleviate some of their suffering. It is much 

harder for the recipient of such advice to internalize and integrate it if they are already struggling 

in their day-to-day tasks or to feel as if they have a sense of control over their lives. As such, 

simply listing tools for coping without context will not be effective in the long run if one, they do 

not convey an understanding of the sources of one’s struggles, and two, if they are also not 

paired with insight as to why a given tool or resource may be effective.  

Fortunately, the guides available to election officials have evolved to meet these needs, 

demonstrating both understanding that the symptoms of burnout and trauma are reasonable 

responses to the work environments faced by election officials and staff in recent years, and 

providing insight as to the reasons why a given tool may be effective. For example, The Carter 

Center’s wellness guide offers an introduction that takes seriously the challenges these public 

servants face as a means of motivating readers to adopt the guide’s suggested strategies and 

48 Hashem, Zeena and Pia Zeinoun. 2020. “Self-Compassion Explains Less Burnout Among Healthcare 
Professionals.” Mindfulness. 11: 2542-2551.  
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methods. They offer descriptions of the symptoms that election officials might be facing, and 

provide insight as to how a given tool may address some of these symptoms.49 This approach 

reflects the foundational intervention highlighted at the beginning of this report—reflecting the 

experiences of election officials and staff back to them with the aim of engendering a sense of 

feeling heard in their struggles.  

​ While many of the tools and resources provided in wellness guides for election officials 

and staff can be framed as coping mechanisms, we also feel they offer potential avenues for 

helping election officials and staff move towards the humanity-centered framework that guides 

this report. These tools—exercised individually and as a community with the support, 

understanding, and resources from other democracy stakeholders, can help them exercise greater 

agency in their lives and move towards a day-to-day life where they can thrive, not merely 

survive from election to election. People tend to have a higher life satisfaction when they feel 

they have a sense of agency: that they have some control and influence over the course of their 

life, relationships, and work. However, one’s sense of agency is contingent on external threats 

that one experiences or perceives. When there are consistent threats, people value agency less 

and are more likely to feel as if they are merely surviving from day to day. Conversely, when 

there are more opportunities to thrive, agency in turn becomes more highly valued.50 By viewing 

each small act they take to support their own and one another’s well-being not only as a coping 

mechanism but an opportunity to thrive together, election officials and staff can take an active 

role in making intentional choices in the tools they use to cultivate their well-being. That is, by 

exercising agency in ways that suit their authentic selves, over time election officials and staff 

50 Welzel, Christian and Ronald Inglehart. 2010. “Agency, Values, and Well-Being: A Human Development Model.” 
Soc Indic Res 97:43-63. 

49 “Taking Care of Yourself and Your Team.” A Well-Being Resource Guide for Election Officials, Second Edition. 
The Carter Center. 
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/health_publications/mental_health/mental-well-being-guide-for-el
ection-officials.pdf 
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may move themselves towards the precepts that undergird the humanity-based approach to 

wellbeing and find ways to thrive in their work and everyday lives. 

Beyond the Individual and the Office: A Safety Net for Election Officials and their Staff 

​ Election officials and their staff cannot address burnout alone. Cultivating resilience at 

the individual and office level is not sustainable if there aren’t also systemic improvements made 

to the resources afforded to election offices, and a continued presence of voices speaking up for 

their safety and well-being, and resources to effectively do the work of administering democracy. 

We feel it is important for democracy stakeholders working to also cultivate the spaces for 

election officials and staff to speak to their experiences within a caring, supportive elections 

community that extends beyond the walls of election offices. Based on the research and insights 

presented in this report and the voices of election officials themselves, we lay out a 

non-exhaustive list of the role that other democracy stakeholders might play in supporting the 

well-being and work of election officials. While these suggestions may be well known in the 

elections community, we feel they bear reiterating and emphasizing in light of the information 

presented in this report.  

1.​ Encouraging state legislators, policy makers, and political campaigns and party 

organizations to listen to their needs and their voices. Many local officials report 

struggling to implement and navigate mandates handed down from state legislatures 

without input from local officials, and to keep up in the face of lawsuits that ask them to 

shift their administration strategy on a dime. Concerted, organized efforts to encourage 

the actors in charge of setting election policy to listen to their local officials can go a long 

way in bringing greater agency to their work at the organizational level and facilitate 

more effective election administration.  
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2.​ Continued opportunities for election officials and workers to be heard. In recent 

years there have been several opportunities in the form of webinars and conferences for 

election officials and their staff to share their experiences with other democracy 

stakeholders such as academics and non-profit organizations dedicated to supporting their 

work. Moving forward it will be important for these workers to continue to have these 

opportunities to be heard. Such opportunities can further facilitate an effective dialogue 

between what election offices need, and the resources other democracy stakeholders can 

offer.  

3.​ Lobbying for resources. While implementing practices for well-being in an office may 

afford election officials and their staff some relief and may provide means to cope 

through stressful election periods, limited resources—both financially and in terms of 

staff—mean these interventions will not be sustainable in the long term. Needs include 

resources both for the day-to-day operation of the offices, as well as protective resources 

for the more acute challenges faced by election offices like threats, harassment, and mis- 

and dis-information. 

4.​ Continued research that enables scholars to reflect the voices and priorities of more 

election workers in their work: Researchers should expand survey and interview work 

with elections professionals, especially with staff members who are not the chief election 

official for their jurisdictions. They also should make efforts to engage, credit, and 

compensate elections professionals throughout the research process to ensure they 

develop research questions, collect data, and  present research results in a way that 

reflects the priorities and needs of elections professionals.  
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Conclusion 

The evidence and insight presented in this report represents a small fraction of the volume of 

research dedicated to understanding and addressing burnout and retention challenges, 

particularly in professions that are in the spotlight and oriented towards providing a public 

service. The framework of healing that undergirds this insight, however, extends beyond the 

needs of any one particular profession and speaks to core elements of a fulfilled, secure human 

existence. People thrive most when they have agency, are able to show up as their authentic 

selves, feel safe expressing anger and setting boundaries, and can practice acceptance of life as it 

is even as they make changes to improve their well-being.51 In recent years, election officials and 

their employees have increasingly faced work situations that stifle their capacity to realize these 

core elements of being human. We feel one foundation for promoting a thriving work-life 

balance in election offices begins with the cultivation of intentional listening practices within 

these offices. While certainly not an exhaustive framework, we hope this structure, the 

understanding offered of election official and staff experiences, and the suggested interventions 

provide election workers with signposts to motivate and guide the choices they make to support 

their mental health and well-being.  

We recognize that wellness guides and evidence-based suggestions for cultivating greater 

psychological safety and compassion in elections workplaces can only go so far. We see them as 

necessary but by no means sufficient interventions to support the resilience and well-being of 

election workers. We believe there are efforts other democracy stakeholders can 

take—academics, non-profits, journalists, and even constituents—to encourage state and federal 

lawmakers to take seriously the needs and concerns of election officials, adequately fund their 

51 Mate, Gabor and Daniel Mate. 2022. The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture. New 
York: Penguin Random House. 
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offices, and listen to their expertise when making policy decisions. This report represents one 

small piece of that puzzle. It is reflective of a broader belief that, as the late U.S. representative 

John Lewis once shared, “Democracy is not a state, it is an act, and each generation must do its 

part to help build what we call the Beloved Community, a nation and world society at peace with 

itself.”52 We hope this act provides some amount of comfort, insight, and support for the frontline 

defenders of democracy in the United States.  

 

 

 

52 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/30/opinion/john-lewis-civil-rights-america.html 
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