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Election season, which features analysis of large datasets with results presented 

through a wide variety of interactive maps, is upon us again.  It is an opportunity to 

showcase geospatial technology for people outside of our professional organizations.  

From high-tech live, interactive maps to traditional choropleth maps to tile grid maps, 

GIS is the common platform used to show trends in election data. 

Live interactive maps were first used on CNN for the 2008 election and other news 

agencies developed their own versions after seeing how it helped their viewers 

understand the data coming in.  The 8-foot-long touch screen called CNN’s ‘Magic 

Wall’ was created by Perceptive Pixel to take advantage of motions that could be 

made with more than one finger.  The technology was first presented at the 2006 

TED Conference and marketed to intelligence and defense agencies.  Using the 

technology to show maps that illustrate election results was a creative idea that has 

evolved to include infographics and simulations.  Now, if you watch election-night 

coverage on TV, you will most likely see hosts zoom in to show results from the state 

down to the county level and pan from one state to another. 

The U.S. Elections Project created by Michael P. McDonald, Professor at the University 

of Florida, may seem low-tech compared to the ‘Magic Wall’ but the website is serving 

up data and maps that show voter turnout trends.  The U.S. Elections Project GitHub 

page is currently hosting a map that shows early voting turnout.  As of October 23, 
2020, just over 65% of absentee ballots sent to Michigan voters have already been 

returned.  If you’re really curious about voting data, you can download shapefiles of 

voting precincts throughout the country from the link posted on the Precinct 

Boundaries page. 

It is not common to view the United States as a tile grid map, but it is a useful 

technique when all states need to be represented on a map regardless of their size.  

Each state becomes a square (or other shape) on a map that is color-coded like a 

traditional choropleth map.  The non-partisan Swing the Election website from NBC 

News and The Cook Political Report shows the United States in this format.  Below 

the map, which initially displays a modified 2016 electoral college results pattern, are 

sliders for demographic criteria that can be adjusted by voter turnout level or party 

support.  As the sliders are moved, the map at the top changes and the number of 

electoral votes for each presidential candidate is updated.  The big data analysis 

occurring as the sliders are adjusted is represented on the map. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/jeff_han_the_radical_promise_of_the_multi_touch_interface?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/jeff_han_the_radical_promise_of_the_multi_touch_interface?language=en
http://www.electproject.org/home
https://electproject.github.io/Early-Vote-2020G/index.html
http://www.electproject.org/home/precinct_data
http://www.electproject.org/home/precinct_data
https://www.nbcnews.com/specials/swing-the-election/
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If you would like to publish election data for your community, Esri offers more than 

10 different templates on the ArcGIS Solutions for Local Government-Elections page 

covering a variety of categories: 

• Conduct Election Outreach 

• Manage Election Activities 

• Share Election Results 

• Develop Redistricting Plans 

The templates range from ArcGIS Pro Projects for editing data to ArcGIS Online maps 

and apps.  You can load your authoritative data into the data schema provided by 

Esri.  Under the Conduct Election Outreach category, you will find a polling place 

finder app.  This app is very useful for the public because you can click a point on the 

map or search by address to identify your precinct and where you can vote.  The 

panel that opens on the right side of the app can be customized with text that you 

insert.  Another popular app is the Share Election Results template.  This app could 

be used to show election results as they are reported on election night or to provide 

insight about past elections. 

Please drop a line to the IMAGIN Communications Team about the format, content 

and be sure to include any ideas you have for future digital IMAGINews editions. 

 

Sources or Additional Resources: 

• The inventor behind CNN’s election ‘Magic Wall’ - 

https://www.cnn.com/2008/TECH/11/04/magic.wall/  

• Reimagining the CNN Magic Wall –  

https://www.codeandtheory.com/things-we-make/cnn-magic-wall-

reinventing-an-iconic-media-star 

• Let’s Tesselate: Hexagons for Tile Grid Maps - 

https://blog.apps.npr.org/2015/05/11/hex-tile-maps.html  

• A GIS Intro: Building an election results map –  

http://gis.yohman.com/a-gis-intro-building-an-elections-results-map/  

• How to Make (Relatively Quick and Easy Election Maps with CartoDB - 

https://www.kevinyaro.ch/2016/06/10/cartodb-tutorial/  

• Election Maps Part II: Mapping with QGIS - 

https://www.kevinyaro.ch/2017/05/24/qgis-tutorial/  

https://solutions.arcgis.com/local-government/elections/
https://statelocaltryit.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=80f21a8ba12745b5a4bd8ae361e7c3c2
https://statelocaltryit.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=80f21a8ba12745b5a4bd8ae361e7c3c2
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/4006368f0eff4539928b30bac0c0c353
mailto:communication@imagin.org
https://www.cnn.com/2008/TECH/11/04/magic.wall/
https://www.codeandtheory.com/things-we-make/cnn-magic-wall-reinventing-an-iconic-media-star
https://www.codeandtheory.com/things-we-make/cnn-magic-wall-reinventing-an-iconic-media-star
https://blog.apps.npr.org/2015/05/11/hex-tile-maps.html
http://gis.yohman.com/a-gis-intro-building-an-elections-results-map/
https://www.kevinyaro.ch/2016/06/10/cartodb-tutorial/
https://www.kevinyaro.ch/2017/05/24/qgis-tutorial/

