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Report on voting trials for people with sight loss 

Executive Summary 

In June 2014 the National Disability Authority carried out trials of three ways for 

people with sight loss to vote independently. At present, people with sight loss 

usually get help from a family member, friend or polling staff.  

The three voting methods tested were: 

 Voting by phone – casting vote by giving verbal instructions to a telephone 

operator 

 Voting using a ‘ballot template’ – a ‘stick-on’ device with Braille, raised 

lettering and cut out sections to find where to mark the vote 

 Voting by computer – using a computer, or tablet or smart-phone to cast the 

vote using an application designed for that purpose 

The overall results of the trials indicate that there is no single solution that is 

likely to work for most voters with sight loss. Ballot templates were usable for 

most voters for a referendum ballot paper and a short election ballot paper. As 

the election ballot paper and number of choices grew in size, the template was 

less usable and reliable. 

Voting by computer worked for some voters, probably those who are 

comfortable and experienced in using screen reading tools. Some people with 

sight loss, especially older people, would be unlikely to be comfortable with such 

technologies. It may also face credibility and political issues, given the history of 

electronic voting in Ireland.  

Telephone voting was usable for most voters, but presents many challenges in 

allowing the voter to be certain that their vote has been cast in line with their 

intentions. 

Distribution of ballot templates is likely to be a straightforward and relatively 

low-cost option. Provision of an option for computerised or telephone voting 

raises issues around the security and integrity of the ballot, as well as potentially 

significant logistical and cost challenges. There are 7,500 or so polling places, 

which range from large suburban schools to small community buildings serving 

isolated communities. The feasibility of equipping these with technology to print-

off an electronically-generated or phone-generated ballot would be significant. 

‘Electronic vote casting’ uses computers or telephones to generate a printed 

ballot paper, which goes into the same ballot box and count process as all other 
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papers. The National Disability Authority recommends that the security and 

integrity, logistics and feasibility of ‘electronic vote casting’ is explored further by 

the Department of Environment, Community and Local Government, and be 

discussed further in partnership with the National Disability Authority and 

relevant disability organisations.  

The National Disability Authority also recommends that the option of a ballot 

template be offered for a future referendum ballot, and the outcome and 

acceptability evaluated.   

Background 

Many people with sight loss are unable to vote independently in elections in 

Ireland. People with mild or moderate sight loss may be able to cast their own 

vote using the enlarged version of the ballot paper which is available in every 

polling station. People with severe or complete sight loss usually rely on a family 

member or a friend, or a polling station staff member, to help them to write their 

vote on the ballot paper. This means that their vote is not a secret, and they can’t 

be completely certain that their desired vote goes into the ballot box.  

In March 2014, the Blind Legal Alliance took a legal case against the Minister for 

the Environment, Community, and Local Government and the Attorney General 

seeking an order to compel the Minister to put a mechanism in place before the 

May 2014 local and European elections to allow people with sight loss to vote in 

secret. This case was still before the courts at the end of 2014. 

For most people, voting in Irish elections is a silent process. A person with sight 

loss who has to discuss their vote with someone else risks losing the secrecy of 

their ballot. Their vote might be overheard by either polling station staff or 

another voter at the station.  

The Single Transferable Vote system in Ireland presents some particular 

complexities for people with sight loss. In the UK, casting your vote in a general 

election involves marking a single X in a single box. In an Irish election, the voter 

can vote for as many candidates appear on the ballot paper. In multi-seat 

constituencies there will often between 10 and 20 candidates on the ballot paper. 

In the 2011 General Election, there were 24 candidates on the ballot paper for 

the Wicklow–east Carlow constituency. With larger constituencies becoming the 

norm, and with a growing proliferation of independents and smaller parties, ballot 

papers may get even longer.  

The voter can vote for their preferred candidates in sequence 1, 2, 3 etc. They 

can vote for as many or as few candidates as they wish. The process of marking 
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numbers in sequence, and remembering in which sequence numbers and 

candidates have already been used, is particularly complicated for people with 

sight loss when there is a large number of candidates. 

The National Disability Authority produced a discussion paper on Accessible 

Voting in 2012 that looks at possible solutions to this issue, along with voting 

issues for people with intellectual disabilities. 

Following discussions with the Franchise section of the Department of 

Environment, Community and Local Government and the National Council for 

the Blind of Ireland, the National Disability Authority agreed to carry out trials in 

2014 of a number of alternative methods of voting for people with sight loss. 

Research method 

Trial voting 

The research involved getting people with sight loss to carry out trial voting, at 

the NDA offices, in mock elections using different methods of voting. Participants 

were given a reference number on arrival. This was used when recording the test 

results. Test monitors used first names when dealing with the test participants. 

Some of the test monitors would have known the test participants through 

previous work in the disability sector.  

The voting processes were monitored to check whether the desired vote was 

cast successfully. Feedback was gathered from both test participants and test 

monitors. Staff from the National Disability Authority, NCBI, Dublin City 

Returning Officer and the Franchise section of the Department of the 

Environment, Community and Local Government acted as test monitors. 

Three different methods of voting were tested, based on knowledge of relevant 

practices in other comparable countries. The three methods were: 

 Voting by phone – casting vote by giving verbal instructions to a telephone 

operator 

 Voting using a ‘ballot template’ – a ‘stick-on’ device with Braille, raised 

lettering and cut out sections to find where to mark the vote 

 Voting by computer – using a computer, or tablet or smart-phone to cast the 

vote using an application designed for that purpose 

In each case, voters were issued with details of the candidates on the ballot 

papers by email beforehand, to give them the opportunity to decide their vote. 

http://www.nda.ie/website/nda/cntmgmtnew.nsf/0/1BDE21B926A1BE728025760100517AA7?OpenDocument
http://www.nda.ie/website/nda/cntmgmtnew.nsf/0/1BDE21B926A1BE728025760100517AA7?OpenDocument
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Telephone voting 

This involved the voter giving details of their vote verbally over the phone to an 

operator. The list of candidates was provided by email to the voter beforehand. It 

was also available in audio format to be played during the voting process. The 

voter could play the list as often as they wished. 

Three separate ballot papers were prepared – a 4 candidate paper,  an 8 

candidate paper and a 12 candidate paper. Voters were allocated one of these at 

random. This was done to see if ballot paper size was a factor in the usability of 

this method of voting. 

Ballot Template 

Ballot templates or ‘tactile voting devices’ are used in the UK and parts of Europe 

to help people with sight loss to vote. These card or plastic overlays use Braille 

and tactile markings to identify positions on the ballot paper, and have cut-out 

sections for the voter to mark their vote. For these trials, tactile voting devices 

were kindly provided by Pakflatt Group from Northern Ireland. Pakflatt supply 

these devices for UK polling stations.  

 

Figure 1 - 12 candidate ballot paper - without and with tactile ballot template 

The list of candidates for the local election paper was provided by email to the 

voter beforehand. It was also available in audio format to be played during the 

voting process. The voter could play the list as often as they wished. 
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Voters were asked to vote in a referendum with a Yes or No response, and a 

local election. For the local election, voters were allocated one of a 4-candidate 

paper, 8-candidate paper or 12-candidate paper at random. This was done to see 

if ballot paper size was a factor in the usability of this method of voting. 

For the local election paper, voters were given plastic tiles to fit into the cut-out 

box, to be used to mark which candidates had been voted for if desired. The 

ballot paper was sized to fit the Pakflatt templates used for elections in the UK. 

Electronic Voting 

Electronic voting methods can offer significant advantages to people with sight 

loss who are comfortable using technology. Participants in the trial were invited 

to ‘BYOD’ (bring your own device) to the trials. A variety of devices were used, 

including iPhones, iPads and laptops. Voters could connect to an NDA wifi 

network, or could use their own mobile data connection. Voters then accessed 

the Australian NSW iVote system, which provides a ‘practice’ ballot paper with 

six candidates. This practice system is currently available at 

http://www.ivote.nsw.gov.au/practiseivotecheck.aspx.  

Participant recruitment and profile 

Recruitment 

Test participants were recruited through general and direct invitations through 

networks of the National Disability Authority, NCBI, Fighting Blindness and Irish 

Guide Dogs for the Blind. People with severe or complete sight loss were invited 

to spend about an hour at the National Disability Authority offices on one of two 

afternoons or evenings in June 2014. No incentive was paid to participants. Travel 

costs were covered where required. 

http://www.ivote.nsw.gov.au/practiseivotecheck.aspx
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Participant Profile 

Age 

Figure 2. Bar Chart of Participants By Age 

 

26 adults took part in the voting trials, with just 5 of these aged under forty years 

of age. The breakdown of participants by age was:  

 Age 20-29: 4 test participants 

 Age 30-39: 1 test participants 

 Age 40-49: 9 test participants 

 Age 50-59: 5 test participants 

 Age 60-69: 5 test participants 

 Age 70-79: 2 test participants 
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Severity of sight loss 

Figure 3 – Pie chart of Participants by Severity of Sight Loss 

 

Nearly two-thirds of the test participants described their sight loss as complete. 

Most others described their sight loss as severe. The breakdown of test 

participants by severity of sight loss was: 

 Complete sight loss: 17 test participants 

 Severe sight loss:  8 test participants 

 Other sight loss: 1 test participant 

Comparison to real life 

User experience 

There are a number of significant differences between the trial experience and a 

real life voting experience. This impacts how the outcomes of the trials can be 

applied to real life.  

Voters had no prior knowledge of the voting methods before arriving to carry 

out the trial. They had no opportunity to prepare for how to complete their 

vote. They were given a list of candidates for their ballot paper by email 

beforehand. This was a fictional list of celebrities – Graham Norton, Roy Keane, 

Miriam O’Callaghan and more. Voters had no previous contact from candidates 

and no media coverage of election matters to encourage them to make their 

choice.  

Participants by severity 

Complete 

Severe 

Other 
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They also had no information about what devices or voting methods would be 

used. This is quite different to a real life situation, where voters with particular 

requirements could be provided with information in advance, and possibly even 

training about particular methods of voting. However, it is unlikely that such 

information or training would reach an entire target audience. The scenario of a 

voter arriving with no prior preparation is a realistic ‘worst case’ scenario. 

Security and integrity 

This research did not consider the security and integrity of the voting process. 

Security of electronic voting is a controversial topic in Ireland, given our past 

history in this area. Security of internet and mobile voting is a controversial topic 

worldwide, given the conflicting requirements of maintaining the secrecy of the 

voter’s ballot while being able to stand over the integrity of the vote counting 

process.  

The iVote system from Australia addresses these security issues by providing 

‘Electronic Vote Casting’ facilities. ‘Electronic Vote Casting’ means that votes cast 

in the system are printed onto a ballot paper, and go into the ballot box along 

with hand-written votes. Use of the electronic system is not restricted to people 

with sight loss, to reduce the chances of printed votes being noticeable or 

traceable during the count.   

It was beyond the scope of this research to give serious consideration to security 

and integrity of electronic voting or internet voting. 

Test participants 

The participants in this trial volunteered their time. No fee was paid to 

participants. A number of participants were employed by organisations that 

provide services to people with sight loss. Some are active campaigners for rights 

in these areas. A small number are expert in technology supports for people with 

sight loss. 

It is possible that the selection process resulted in a group that may be more 

motivated to find a solution than the average voter with sight loss. It is also 

possible that members of this test group are more knowledgeable about 

accessibility matters and more demanding consumers than the average person 

with sight loss. 
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Research findings 

Telephone voting 

25 voters took part in the trial of the telephone voting method. Ballot papers of 

different sizes – 4 candidates, 8 candidates or 12 candidates – were allocated at 

random beforehand. There was a slightly uneven distribution of ballot size in the 

final results as some test participants dropped out at short notice. Voters were 

instructed to cast their vote as they would normally do in a live election, voting 

for as few or as many candidates they wished. 

Figure 4 - Bar chart of phone votes - cast as intended - by ballot size 

 

The test results indicate that the vast majority of voters were able to cast their 

vote as intended using this method. One voter did not cast their vote as 

intended. For two other voters, there was no response recorded to this 

question. However, the detailed notes recorded do not indicate any particular 

difficulty in casting the vote. 

Table 1 Telephone vote - cast as intended - by ballot paper size 

Ballot paper 
size No Yes (blank) Grand Total 

4 1 9  10 

8  8 2 10 

12  5  5 

Grand Total 1 22 2 25 

Source: Post trial survey of test monitors 
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User feedback on Telephone Voting 

When asked about their likes and dislikes about telephone voting, feedback was 

mixed. One person stated it was “Absolute favourite, very comfortable with 

phones” and others noted that it was easy to use, and relatively easy to recover 

from a mistake. Some users noted difficulties with playing the recording of the list 

of candidates while speaking to an operator on the phone. Several voters 

suggested that they would need to bring a list of candidates in Braille or other 

format with them to the polling booth. 

Some people noted difficulties with confidentiality and the risk of being 

overheard; “Where would you get privacy on an election day?” Others noted 

concerns about the integrity of the system. Voters were unsure that the 

operator had recorded their vote exactly as specified.  

When asked if they had completed their telephone vote correctly, 21 out of 25 

respondents answered yes. This corresponds closely, though not 100% exactly, 

with feedback from the test monitors who reported that 22 telephone votes 

were cast correctly. 

Figure 5 - Bar chart of telephone votes cast correctly 

 

Here is a summary of voter responses to whether their telephone votes were 

cast correctly: 

 Yes: 21 test participants 

 Other: 3 test participants 

 No: 1 (one) test participant 
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Ballot Template 

27 voters took part in the ballot template trials. Each voter was given two ballot 

papers; a referendum ballot paper and a local election ballot paper. 

Referendum Ballot 

The first paper was a referendum paper requiring a Yes or No answer. This 

simple paper helped to introduce the concept of a ballot template to the voter 

without the complexity of a transferable vote.  

Figure 6 Image of Pakflatt Referendum tactile voting device with Yes 

and No tabs raised, beside a pen for scale 

 

The wording of the first ballot was taken from the recent referendum on the 

abolition of Seanad Eireann. The exact wording was “Do you approve of the 

proposal to amend the constitution contained in the undermentioned bill? Thirty-

second amendment of the Constitution (Abolition of Seanad Eireann) Bill 2013” 
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Figure 7 - Bar chart of Referendum ballots – cast as intended 

 

Out of the 27 voters, 15 succeeding in casting their vote as intended. 10 did not 

cast their vote as intended, and no outcome was recorded for the remaining 2. 

However, a majority of all electors in the actual referendum found this particular 

ballot paper confusing. The Referendum Commission, in its post-referendum 

research on the Seanad referendum, found that overall, 55% of respondents said 

it was quite difficult or very difficult to tell from the Seanad Referendum ballot 

paper what they were being asked to vote for, and 47% said this was the case in 

relation to the Court of Appeal Referendum ballot paper.  

Here is a summary of voter responses to whether their referendum vote with 

ballot template was cast correctly: 

 Yes: 15 test participants 

 No: 10 test participants 

 (blank): 2 test participants 

The implications of these results will be discussed further in the Conclusions 

section of this paper. 

Local Election Ballot 

Each test participant was allocated a ballot paper of either 4 candidates, 8 

candidates or 12 candidates at random beforehand. There was a slightly uneven 

distribution of ballot size in the final results as some test participants dropped out 

at short notice. Voters were instructed to cast their vote as they would normally 

do in a live election, voting for as few or as many candidates they wished. 
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http://refcom.ie/en/Past-Referendums/Abolition-of-Seanad-%C3%89ireann/Report/Chapter-4-Post-campaign-research.html#sthash.mtOieAUl.dpuf
http://refcom.ie/en/Past-Referendums/Abolition-of-Seanad-%C3%89ireann/Report/Chapter-4-Post-campaign-research.html#sthash.mtOieAUl.dpuf
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Figure 8 Image of 8 candidate local election ballot paper, including 

candidate photos and party logos 

 

For the local election paper, most voters on the short ballot paper with 4 

candidates managed to cast their vote as intended. Successful votes were 

recorded for 8 voters and unsuccessful votes were recorded for 2 voters. No 

outcome was recorded for one voter. 
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Figure 9 - Bar chart of local election ballot template - cast as intended 

 

On the medium ballot paper with 8 candidates, there was a more even result, 

with 5 voters successful and 4 voters unsuccessful. 

On the large ballot paper with 12 candidates, 1 (one) voter was successful in 

casting their vote as intended and 5 voters were unsuccessful. No outcome was 

recorded for one voter on this paper. The implications of these results will be 

discussed further in the Conclusions section of this paper. 

Table 2 Local election ballot template - vote - cast as intended - by 

ballot paper size 

Ballot paper 

size No Yes (blank) Grand Total 

4 2 8 1 11 

8 4 5  9 

12 5 1 1 7 

Grand Total 11 14 2 27 

Source: Post trial survey of test monitors 

User feedback on Ballot Templates 

Feedback from test participants about the ballot templates was mixed. When 

asked what they liked about the process, test participants spoke about the ease 

of use of the templates and the benefits arising: 

 “Loved the squares, easy identification.  Braille was perfect.” 
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 “It gave a degree of independence and self reliance, progress that you could 

trust.” 

Some test participants were less enthusiastic: 

 “Didn’t like much of it” 

 “Very unsure about it” 

Some testers noted concerns about the quality of the device: 

 “Braille was Ok.  Raised lettering was indistinguishable.” 

 “Found it awkward.  Put two numbers in one box.  Tactile thing was flimsy.  

Numbers were not distinct, not deep enough, font was ‘too fat’.” 

Several test participants pointed out their uncertainty about whether they had 

marked their vote correctly: 

 “Don’t know if numbers are identifiable.  No different to asking someone for 

help.” 

 “I would not know independently if the pen wrote/worked.” 

 “Wasn’t sure if I had written in box again.” 

Figure 10 – Bar chart of Completed local election vote correctly - by 

test participant 

 

When asked if they had completed their vote correctly, test participants were a 

little bit more optimistic than test monitors. However, they showed the same 

clear trend as the test monitors, with successfully completed votes decreasing as 

ballot paper size increases. 
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Table 3 - Completed local election vote correctly - by test participant 

Ballot size No Yes 

Don't 

Know Grand Total 

4 2 8  10 

8 4 5  9 

12 3 3 1 7 

Grand Total 9 16 1 26 

Source: Post trial survey of test participants 

Electronic Votes 

15 people took part in the electronic voting trials, using their own device – 

smartphone, tablet or laptop. This was a self-selecting group, as test participants 

were invited to bring their own device to participate in this trial. They were given 

the opportunity to connect to an NDA wifi network or they could use their own 

data connection if preferred.  

Figure 11 Bar chart of Electronic Vote – cast as intended 

 

10 of the 15 voters who tried the electronic voting option recorded their vote as 

intended. The remaining 5 did not record their vote successfully. The implications 

of these results will be discussed further in the Conclusions section of this paper. 

Here is a summary of voter responses to whether their electronic vote was cast 

correctly: 

 Yes: 10 test participants 

 No: 5 test participants 
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User feedback on Electronic Voting 

Feedback from participants on the electronic voting trials indicates that most 

people who took part in this section of the trials were very comfortable in using 

this method of voting. A smaller number of these participants had significant 

concerns. 

Positive commentary on what they liked about this method referred to 

independence and ability to change the vote easily as they went along; 

 “Anonymity of it.  More secure, independent.” 

  “Most normal option.  Candidates are listed there, not a separate list.  Can 

go up and down the ballot, as you would with eyesight.  Felt most 

independent.  Can change ballot.” 

 “Everything.  Easy to cast vote, can take as much time are you like.  No travel; 

proper consideration for each candidate, no distractions.  Privacy; more 

democratic, easier system.  No closing of school.  Less staff.” 

Some participants noted some difficulties in using this particular voting system: 

 “Too complicated, too many pages.  Idea of typing N instead of number 

confusing.  Error message with bad contrast.” 

 “Not able to change the middle votes without undoing all previous ballots.” 

A small number of participants noted broader concerns about the security and 

usability of electronic voting: 

 “Perhaps question of security; balance between transparency and security of 

vote.  Nice to have a record of how you voted.” 

 “Age comes into play here maybe.  Older blind people might not have the 

knowledge.” 

Participants made some suggestions about what supports might be needed to 

facilitate this method of voting: 

 “A lot of technical help.  Navigating a form with screenreader could cause 

people trouble.” 

 “Briefing beforehand.  Learning needed.” 

 “Practice run.” 

 “Demonstrations beforehand, in disability organisation.  Guidance on Assistive 

Technology.” 
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General user feedback 

Test participants gave feedback after completion of the trial using a structured 

interview process.  

When asked “Do you generally vote in elections?,” 25 out of 26 who completed 

the survey answered Yes. When asked “Who do you usually get to help you?,” 

most people (15) answered Family, while 8 answered Polling Station Staff. 

Figure 12 Bar chart of  'Helped by’ 

 

Here is a summary of voter responses on who helps them to cast their vote in 

real elections: 

 Family Member: 15 test participants 

 Polling station staff: 8 test participants 

 Friend: 2 test participants 

 N/a: 1 (one) test participant 

When asked about how many candidates they would usually vote for in a local or 

general election where there are 8-10 candidates on the ballot paper, half of the 

respondents (12 out of 24) stated they would usually vote for 4-6 candidates. 
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Figure 13 Bar chart of number of candidates usually voted for 

 

Here is a summary of voter responses on the number of candidates usually voted 

for in real elections: 

 2-3  candidates: 1 (one) test participant 

 4-6  candidates:12 test participants 

 All candidates: 9 test participants 

 Other candidates: 2 test participants 

When asked about their preferred method of voting, the responses were fairly 

evenly split, with Electronic Voting coming out on top by a small margin.  
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Figure 14 – Pie chart of preferred voting method 

 

Here is a summary of voter responses on the preferred method of voting: 

 Electronic voting: 11 test participants 

 Tactile (ballot template): 7 test participants 

 Telephone voting: 7 test participants 

 No reply: 1 (one) test participant 

Conclusions 

The primary purpose of the trial was to explore the likelihood of successful use 

of different voting methods for people with sight loss under the Irish electoral 

system. 

Ballot templates 

Ballot templates that attach to the ballot paper have Braille, raised lettering and 

cut-out sections to guide the voter are used in the UK and Europe. The trial 

results for this method on the local election paper indicate that this method is 

unlikely to be usable under the Irish electoral system, particularly where there 

are larger ballot papers with 10 or more candidates. The challenges of using this 

method under a Single Transferable Vote (STV) system were not surmountable. 

Some participants had never learnt to write numbers, while others wondered 

about how a voter could be sure that their pen was working. 
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Ballot templates may be usable on a Referendum paper with a simple yes/no 

answer. The National Disability Authority recommends that the ballot template 

option be trialled in a future referendum, and the process, outcome and 

acceptability monitored, to guide on whether this should become a standard 

option for referenda.  

There may well be opportunities to improve the likelihood of successful use of 

ballot templates by providing additional information and possibly training 

beforehand. However, it is unlikely that such supports would reach every single 

voter with sight loss.  

Electronic voting 

Electronic voting appears to offer a workable solution for voters with sight loss 

who are comfortable using technology. This may well be biased against older 

people. It does not provide a way for the voter to independently confirm that the 

right vote has been submitted.  

However, the usability of electronic voting relies heavily on a ‘BYOD’ (bring your 

own device’) scenario. The alternative approach of providing a computer with a 

screen reading facility at each polling station is unlikely to be successful for this 

group of voters.  

Screen reader users will often customise their own environment, and have a 

preferred style and speed of voice output. There are a number of different 

screen reading tools in use, and different versions of each tool operate slightly 

differently. Even a simple matter like a slightly different keyboard layout could 

present an insurmountable challenge for a person with sight loss. It would be 

extremely difficult, if not impossible, to provide a solution to these issues, except 

through ‘BYOD’. It is not clear how ‘BYOD’ could operate in a secure 

environment that would protect the integrity of the voting process. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to consider the security and integrity issues 

with electronic voting, or indeed political acceptability of such solutions.  

Telephone voting 

Telephone voting appears to offer a workable solution for most voters with sight 

loss. If the telephone operation is to take place within a polling station, the risk of 

being overheard will remain, unless a soundproof polling booth could be made 

available. Again, it is beyond the scope of this research to address security and 

integrity issues that could arise. It does not provide a way for the voter to 

independently confirm that the right vote has been submitted.  
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It could be logistically difficult to provide a landline phone in every polling station, 

particularly school or community halls. Logistics may require that the voter bring 

their own telephone with them. The feasibility of this method would depend on 

having a dependable mobile signal – this may not always be achievable, particularly 

in polling stations serving remote mountain or island communities.  

Electronic Vote Casting 

There may be opportunities to address concerns about security and integrity of 

an electronic or telephone votes by using the system to generate a paper ballot 

paper – “electronic vote casting”. The paper ballot then goes through the same 

verification and counting procedure as every other ballot. The risk of the vote of 

a person with sight loss being identifiable within a ballot box could be minimised 

by allowing other voters to use the electronic vote casting facility. While the 

voter with sight loss would not be able to independently confirm their own vote, 

they may take some reassurance from the fact that the same system will be used 

by other voters who can independently confirm that the right vote has been cast. 

This approach was not tested in these trials. It has been used in Australia in the 

past.  

The technology to generate a printed ballot paper on-site may prove a logistical 

challenge. There are some 7,500 polling locations which range from large 

suburban schools to small community facilities in remote areas. The security, 

integrity and logistics of this approach would need to be further explored.  

Recommendations 

The results of the trial do not produce a clear recommendation for a secure 

voting method that is likely to meet the needs of most voters with sight loss.  

It is unlikely that the current generation of ballot template devices will provide a 

workable solution under the Irish Single Transferable Vote system. However, it is 

recommended that this method be trialled at a forthcoming referendum where 

voters have a simple ‘yes/no’ choice, and that the results be monitored and 

evaluated. The Referendum Commission has a role in voter education, which for 

such a trial could include the use of the template, and it could include an 

evaluation of the use of the template as part of its standard post-election 

evaluation report. 

Electronic or telephone voting may offer workable solutions for some voters 

with sight loss, but raise considerable questions about security and integrity. 

These concerns could be mitigated by using an electronic vote casting facility that 

produces a paper ballot. This could include voting by computer, smartphone or 



National Disability Authority report on voting trials for voters with sight loss.         January 2015 

 

  24 

tablet, along with voting by telephone. This could produce a solution that would 

offer a user a choice of voting methods; tablet or smartphone for those confident 

with technology, and voting by phone for those who prefer an audio format. 

The National Disability Authority recommends that the Department of the 

Environment, Community and Local Government undertake an examination of 

the feasibility, logistical and security/integrity issues for electronic vote casting, 

and explore these issues in partnership with the National Disability Authority and 

relevant disability organisations.  

Appendix A – Other voting issues 

There are also opportunities to address other issues that arise within the 

election system for people with disabilities. Feedback from participants in these 

trials mentioned issues such as: 

 Having to pay a doctor to qualify for a postal vote 

 Having to get a family member to read and fill out the paper form sent out 

each year to qualify for a postal vote 

 Poor lighting on access route to school (polling station) during winter election 

There are often press reports during elections about difficulties with access to 

polling stations for people with physical disabilities. The National Disability 

Authority has previously recommended to the Department that there would be 

significant value in ensuring that all polling station staff have been trained in 

dealing with voters with disabilities.  The National Disability Authority would be 

happy to work with the Department to progress these issues over time. 


