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Chapter 1 

Challenges in American elections 

Pippa Norris, Sarah Cameron and Thomas Wynter 

The contemporary era has raised a series of red flags about the integrity of American 
elections. Problems include plummeting public trust, exacerbated by Republican 
claims of widespread electoral fraud.  Confidence in the impartiality and reliability of 
the news media has eroded. And Russian meddling has astutely exploited both these 
vulnerabilities, through breaches of cyber-security in state election records and 
misinformation campaigns online.  It is by no means evident that the political response 
to these serious threats has been effective or sufficient to reverse the damage. The 
challenges to electoral integrity in America are far from novel; the seismic fault lines 
were established many years earlier, in the litigious wars over Floridian ballots in Bush 
v. Gore in 2000 (Wand et al 2001; Hasen 2012). Earlier decades witnessed historic 
battles over cleaning up elections and expanding civil rights (Campbell 2006; Keyssar 
2009; Foley 2016).  But the 2016 campaign highlighted several long-standing 
weaknesses and revealed new risks.   

Partisan polarization over contentious elections heightens the risks of outcomes 
resolved through the courts not the ballot box (see Hasen in Chapter 2). It becomes 
more difficult to pass effective reforms (Kropf and  Kimball  2011). Where elections 
are seen as rigged and fraudulent, public confidence in representative institutions can 
drain away (Birch 2008; Norris 2014), eroding satisfaction with democracy (Fortin-
Rittberger, Harfst, and Dingler 2017), depressing voter turnout (Birch 2010; Martinez 
I Coma and Trinh 2017), and triggering massive protests (Beaulieu 2014).  
Authoritarian-populist rhetoric typically exploits conspiratorial suspicions that 
elections don’t work, all politicians are corrupt, and the system is rigged, thereby 
weakening the legitimacy of institutional checks and balances curbing the potential 
abuse of executive power (Norris and Inglehart 2018). Evaluations of the quality of 
American elections and democracy have been recently downgraded by leading 
watchdog agencies, including Freedom House (2018), and the Economist Intelligence 
Unit (2018). 

To understand these issues, Part I of this chapter starts by identifying the major 
concerns arising during and after the 2016 U.S. presidential elections, including issues 
about fraud, fakery, and meddling. To place these issues in a broader perspective, and 
establish whether systematic evidence justifies these sorts of anxieties, Part II clarifies 
the core concept of ‘electoral integrity’ as the key yardstick used to evaluate elections 
around the world and outlines the sequential steps in the electoral cycle, as well as how 
this concept can best be measured. Part III  demonstrates that many countries face 
multiple challenges in meeting international standards of electoral integrity. Compared 
with similar affluent democracies, American contests perform particularly poorly.  The 
analysis also drills down using expert and public evaluations to diagnose the electoral 
performance of all fifty U.S. states.  Finally, to understand the reasons for these ratings 
in more depth, Part IV outlines the chapters contained in the rest of the book. 
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Contributors analyze evidence for a series of contemporary challenges facing 
American elections  - including the weaknesses of electoral laws, photo ID 
requirements for electoral registers, gerrymandering district boundaries, fake news, the 
lack of transparency, and the hodge-podge of inconsistent state regulations. The 
conclusion sets these challenges in comparative context and draws out the broader 
policy lessons for improving electoral integrity and thereby strengthening American 
democracy.    

I: The challenges facing American elections 

The 2016 U.S. presidential elections highlighted a mélange of concerns involving 
claims of massive voter fraud, and lack of public confidence in the media, combined 
with Russian meddling designed to exacerbate both these weaknesses. In an era of 
heightened partisan and ideological polarization, and low media trust, Americans often 
interpret new information through a partisan lens. Theories of motivated reasoning 
suggest that new information reinforces opinions,  allowing us to make reasoned 
arguments supporting our preexisting beliefs, more than changing minds (Kunda 1990; 
Edelson et al 2017). When new risks of any sort come to light  -- terrorism, climate 
change, electoral malpractices -- anxiety is thought to intensify most among people 
already the most concerned.  Others  become less worried, or indifferent, when 
presented with the same claims. Thus Trump supporters, already prone to concern 
about illegal immigration, are likely to dig in following the President’s renewed 
allegations of massive voter fraud by non-citizens. Meanwhile intelligence and news 
reports about Russian meddling in the 2016 election on behalf of the Trump campaign 
provides additional ammunition which makes Democrats become more intense in 
their beliefs that the contest and media coverage was unfairly skewed against Hillary 
Clinton. The combination of problems understood primarily through diametrically-
opposed partisan lenses, with little common ground among Republicans and 
Democrats, and little faith in the news media as an impartial information gate-keeper, 
has the potential to trigger a perfect storm which further damages public confidence 
in the legitimacy of American elections and democracy. Where trust and legitimacy are 
lacking, even accidental mistakes or minor procedural flaws in future elections are 
likely to reinforce contentious outcomes, especially in waver-thin contests. In 
Virginia’s Newport News, for example, during the 2017 state elections, officials 
mistakenly assigned around two dozen electors to the wrong district, which may have 
cost the Democrat candidate the race and thus upended the balance of power in the 
Virginia House of Delegates. 1 Details matter in elections – and without a reservoir of 
trust, cases of maladministration, happenstance, and human errors can erode 
confidence in the process and provoke bitter partisan battles. 

Fraud 

One major issue concerns claims that electoral fraud is a widespread occurrence in 
American elections. This long-standing allegation among Republicans has been 
reinforced on steroids by the barrage of populist rhetoric in recent years when 
President Trump has repeatedly declared that the system is rigged,  with “substantial 
evidence of voter fraud”. 2 President Trump asserted that he won the popular vote “if you 
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deduct the millions of people who voted illegally”.3 During the campaign, on 18 October 2016, 
Trump’s urged his supporters:"...Get out and vote. But they even want to try and rig the election 
at the polling booths where so many cities are corrupt. And you see that. And voter fraud is all too 
common.”   Sore losers in contentious elections have an incentive to disrupt the process 
and undermine the legitimacy of close outcomes, such as by crying wolf, falsely alleging 
fraud, and/or engaging in electoral boycotts or protests (Norris, Frank, and Martinez 
I Coma 2015). But victors rarely question the results. Yet even after winning the 
Electoral College and entering the White House, President Trump continued to assert 
that more than three million fraudulent votes were cast in the 2016 elections. “In many 
places, like California, the same person votes many times. You probably heard about that. They 
always like to say, "Oh, that's a conspiracy theory." Not a conspiracy theory, folks. Millions and 
millions of people." (Kesslar 2016) The assertion was not about the general risks of 
random acts of fraud across America; instead it was about ballots allegedly cast by 
illegal aliens and non-U.S. citizens on temporary visas in states such as California, 
Virginia and New Hampshire. 4   

Trump’s speeches could be dismissed as partisan hot-air and rhetorical hyperbole,  an 
attempt to bolster his popular authority among his base, and to link the claim with 
anti-immigrant sentiments, without factual foundation or policy consequence 
(Cottrell, Herron, and Westwood. 2018; Udani and Kimball 2018).  Republicans have 
repeated similar arguments for years, long before Trump descended the golden 
escalator to declare his candidacy, to justify more restrictive state laws tightening voter 
identification requirements to register and cast a ballot (Bentele and O’Brien 2013; 
Biggers and Hanmer 2017; Hicks et al 2015). Specific irregularities can arise from out-
of-date or inaccurate officials registers (Pew Research Center 2012). A few sporadic 
cases of double-voting are reported to occur, often accidentally,  when an individual 
casts multiple ballots, each under a different registration record, in the same election 
(Goel et al 2017). But there is no credible evidence of massive fraud in American 
elections, supporting Trump’s allegation of three to five million illegal ballots cast in 
the 2016 contest (Levitt 2007; Minnite 2010); indeed, the Pence-Kobach Presidential 
Advisory Committee on Electoral Integrity was dissolved in disarray after a year, 
without publishing any findings. 5 Leaders in the Republican party, including 
Secretaries of State, Commissioners of Elections, the chair of the U.S. Electoral 
Commission, and the Congressional leadership, have all spoken out in rejecting 
unsubstantiated claims of voter fraud and election rigging.6 Democrats argue that these 
claims are spurious justifications for cleaning electoral rolls and tightening voter 
registration requirements, thereby suppressing eligible citizen’s voting rights (Wang 
2012). Nevertheless, influenced by motivated partisan reasoning and presidential cues,  
many Trump supporters find these discredited assertions plausible (Edelson et al 
2017). In April 2018, for example, a Pew Research Center poll found that the majority 
of Republicans (58%) believed that ‘some ineligible voters are permitted to vote’ 
(Doherty 2018). This matters: when people lack confidence in the legitimacy of their 
elections,  they can lose faith in core institutions and democracy as well (Norris 2014; 
Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). 



Electoral Integrity in America: Chapter 1    5/16/18 8:13 PM 

 5 

Fakery 

The second problem concerns President Trump’s constant attacks on ‘fake media’, 
which taps into the widespread erosion of trust in the information Americans receive 
from the media, generating growing partisan divides when assessing their performance 
(Pew Research Center 2018a). Since inauguration, estimates suggest that, on average, 
Trump has used the word ‘fake’ in his public utterances more than once a day (over 
500 times), assailing "fake news," "fake polls," "fake media," and "fake stories."7 As he 
tweeted (9 May 2018): “The Fake News is working overtime. Just reported that, despite the 
tremendous success we are having with the economy & all things else, 91% of the Network News 
about me is negative (Fake). Why do we work so hard in working with the media when it is corrupt? 
Take away credentials?” He accuses journalists as being “enemies of the American 
people”, threatening to reduce legal protections for the press and revoking broadcast 
licenses. The legacy news media like CNN, the New York Times, and Washington Post 
provide a convenient target for mobilizing the base, with attacks generating noise and 
confusion serving to discredit fact-based information. Again, American conservatives 
have complained about ‘liberal media bias’ since the mid-1950s, this battle cry is far 
from novel, leading to the development of explicitly-ideological right-wing alternative 
media such as magazines, talk radio, and Fox News (Hemmer 2017). But American 
conservatives have rarely threatened to use the law to undermine or restrict the free 
press (Boczkowski 2018).  

The fake news mantra fuels a ‘post-truth’ world, with populist ideologues denying the 
enlightenment idea that there can be such a thing as objective knowledge, scientific 
evidence, or impartial journalism (McIntyre 2018). Declining use of legacy news media, 
and the rise of social bubbles and echo chambers in online media, reinforce dogmatism 
fueled by ideology not fact (Allcott and Gentzcow 2017; Dutton et al 2017; Fletcher 
et al 2018).  Where news or social media provide repeated distortions impacting 
citizens’ perceptions of events, these can give rise to deep-seated misinformed beliefs 
and cause significant harm. Attacks on journalistic elites as ‘enemies of the people’ are 
part and parcel of authoritarian populist rhetoric, with a crackdown on mainstream 
media by leaders such as the Philippines’ Rodrigo Duterte, Hungary’s Viktor Mihály 
Orbán and Turkey’s Recep Erdoğan. At a joint press conference in Manila, when 
Duterte called the media ‘spies’, Trump laughed.8 

This climate of mistrust in legacy journalism, exacerbated but not triggered by Trump, 
provides fertile soil for disinformation campaigns. These are designed to spread 
intentional falsehoods disguised as news stories or documentaries in order to advance 
political goals (Bennett and Livingstone 2018). Disinformation includes all forms of 
false, inaccurate, or misleading information designed, presented and promoted to 
intentionally cause public harm or for profit.  Russian activity during the 2016 U.S. 
campaign exacerbated the proliferation of domestic disinformation, where the erosion 
of trust in legacy media and access to the Internet has opened the door for social media 
and political websites mimicking journalism as alternative information sources. In the 
EU, as well, Russian disinformation campaigns, cyberattacks,  fake news, and 
propaganda aiming to destabilize the West have  been reported by the European 
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Council President – including in elections in Germany, Britain, and Spain (Rankin 
2017). The European Commission’s High Level Expert Group study on Fake News 
(2018) suggested several strategies which could help overcome disinformation, 
including enhancing transparency in political advertising, promoting media literacy 
education, and developing tools to empower users. The impact of disinformation 
campaigns (coupled with presidential mendacity) may be that certain falsehoods and 
myths become widely accepted as true but also that the very notion of objective facts 
is questioned (Richey 2018). The Knight-Gallup (2018)  survey reported that today 
public trust in the media was at an all-time low; three-quarter of Americans believe 
that the spread of inaccurate information online (fake news) is a major problem, while 
two thirds of Republicans and almost half of the Democrats view the media 
unfavorably.  The majority of Americans believe it is harder to be informed today due 
to the plethora of news sources available. 

Meddling and information warfare 

Finally, public concern about electoral fraud and info fakery were heightened following 
warnings by the joint U.S. intelligence services about the risks of Russian cyber-
hacking and propaganda in American elections  (Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence 2017). The latter involves the use of social media like the 3,517 Facebook 
ads bought by the Russian Internet Research Agency to spread disinformation and 
sow discord in the electorate. The ads emphasized polarizing negative messages, 
stoking fear about race and the police, Muslims, and immigration, which were 
subsequently spread in America by online networks and amplified by mainstream 
reporters (Richey 2018; Power 2018; Penzenstadler,  Heath,  Guynn 2018). This 
meddling has not stopped; the Alliance for Securing Democracy, a transatlantic 
initiative funded by the German Marshall Fund,  continues to track Russia’s ongoing 
efforts to undermine democracy and elections in the U.S. and Europe through cyber 
attacks, disinformation and illicit funding.9 

During the campaign, the Russians successfully hacked into emails belonging to the 
Clinton campaign and the Democratic National Committee, with the results 
distributed through WikiLeaks, sparking damaging internal rows dividing Clinton and 
Sanders supporters (Brazile 2017; McFadden 2018; Isikoff and Corn 2018). An even 
more serious danger for undermining public trust in electoral integrity was revealed 
when the Senate Intelligence Committee (2018) reported that Russians attempted to 
break into the official election records in twenty-one states, scanning them for 
vulnerabilities. Russians had penetrated the official voter registration rolls of several 
U.S. states, including Illinois,  and they stayed inside the system for several weeks prior 
to the 2016 presidential election. They had opportunities to alter voter registration data 
and vote tallies, although the Senate Intelligence Committee concluded that they did 
not actually do so.10  Following his investigations, the special counsel, Mr. Robert 
Mueller, has indicted several Russians charged with “information warfare against the 
United States.”11  

Ordinary citizens have paid attention to the stream of news about hacking of social 
media, campaign websites, voting machines, and voter registration files. In November 
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2016, the Survey of the Performance of American Elections by YouGov reported that 
17% of respondents thought that computer hacking in the 2016 U.S. elections was a 
major problem nationwide.12 By March 2018, this proportion had doubled, to 38%. 
Moreover although public concern grew across the board, the partisan divide widened, 
as the biggest shift during the last two years came among Democrats, with the 
proportion expressing concern about election hacking rising from 23% in 2016 to 56% 
in 2018.13 

In response to these threats, the Department of Homeland Security has worked with 
around thirty states to tighten cyber-security in their election infrastructure (Halper 
2017; Fidler 2017; US Election Assistance Commission 2017). Behind the scenes, 
several states have also been improving the nuts-and-bolts of election administration, 
such as by implementing automatic voter registration (Brennan Center for Justice 
2017). In March 2018, Congress allocated $380 million to bolster electoral security. 
But advances have been piecemeal and, despite the threats, it seems highly unlikely 
that a comprehensive bi-partisan federal program of legislative reforms will address 
major flaws in the security of the American electoral process, such as by adopting 
voting machines with paper ballot backups, instituting routine vote audits and 
updating software systems.  Prospects for passage of the bipartisan Secure Elections 
Act, designed to mitigate the risks of cyberthreats, seem bleak.14 Even acknowledging 
the serious nature of the threat in a timely fashion is doubtful, given general partisan 
stalemate in Congress, the lack-luster and laggardly response of the White House to 
the intelligence reports of Russian meddling, partisan disputes about the nature and 
causes of any problems of electoral malpractices, and an atmosphere of intolerance 
poisoned by bitter arguments about alleged collusion between the Russians and the 
Trump campaign.  Some challenges facing the integrity of U.S. elections, like partisan 
gerrymandering and overly onerous voter registration requirements, are being 
addressed through the courts (see Hasen chapter 2). But the capacity of the legislative 
and executive branches to secure future American elections against threats seems 
broken. 

The flaws which came to light during the 2016 contest may therefore potentially signify 
a critical ‘tipping point’ capable of doing lasting harm which undermines faith in the 
legitimacy of the electoral process and damages confidence in American democracy. 
Partisan differences on policy issues such as health-care, tax cuts or immigration are 
all part of any healthy pluralistic debate. But lack of a bipartisan consensus about the 
basic rules of the electoral game is likely to prove far more dangerous for the stability 
of any democracy (Klass 2017; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018).  The 2016 U.S. presidential  
election saw an exceptionally brutal campaign, characterized by harsh personal attacks 
and intolerant rhetoric, leaving an enduring legacy of bitterness and division in 
American society.  

Claims of fraud, fakery, and meddling have reinforce public doubts about the 
legitimacy and fairness of the electoral process.  Not surprisingly, as a result, public 
trust in American elections has fallen sharply during recent years; for example, the 
Gallup World Poll reports that in 2016 one third of Americans (30%) expressed 
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confidence in the honesty of their elections, down from a majority of the public (52%) 
a decade earlier.15   Moreover this is not just a reflection of a more general phenomenon 
of declining trust found in Western societies. If we compare public confidence in the 
honesty of their own country’s elections during the last decade, Figure 1.1 
demonstrates that American trust has been consistently lower than several comparable 
Anglo-American democracies.  

[Figure 1.1 about here] 

Public concern also seems well-founded, not a conspiracy folks. As illustrated  in 
Figure 1.2, evidence from Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) project suggests that, for 
the decade after Florida, U.S. elections were consistently rated as less free and fair than 
contests in comparable Anglo-American democracies, such as Canada, Australia, and 
the U.K, as well as far lower than in Scandinavian and West European societies.  V-
Dem assessments of the quality of American contests rose temporarily in the 2012-14 
elections, then plummeted sharply in the 2016 presidential election, where the official 
results were regarded by experts as having little, if anything, to do with the “will of the 
people”. 16 Similar concerns about the state of American elections and democracy have 
been highlighted by many scholars (Klass 2017; Sunstein 2018; Levitsky and Ziblatt 
2018; Mounk 2018). Leading watchdog agencies concur, thus Freedom House’s 2018 
report noted that “in recent years (U.S.)  democratic institutions have suffered erosion, 
as reflected in partisan manipulation of the electoral process,” downgrading the 
country’s political rating from 1 to 2 “due to growing evidence of Russian interference 
in the 2016 elections…” (Freedom House 2018).  Similarly the Economist Intelligence 
Unit’s annual report  (2018) downgraded its rating of the U.S. in 2016 from a “full 
democracy” to a “flawed democracy”, noting the problems of growing party 
polarization, partisan gerrymandering, and the erosion of public trust in government, 
ranking America 21st in the 2017 global comparison. Other reports by the Electoral 
Integrity Project, Reporters without Borders, Transparency International, and Human 
Rights Watch largely concurred with these assessments of the risks facing U.S. 
elections and democracy.17 

[Figure 1.2 about here] 

II: The concept and measure of electoral integrity   

Yet these sorts of problems need to be understood from a broader comparative 
perspective since America is far from alone in encountering problems at the ballot 
box. Numerous types of flaws and failures  regularly undermine elections around the 
globe (Norris 2015; Flores and Nooruddin 2016). In some, opponents are disqualified. 
District boundaries are gerrymandered. Campaigns provide a skewed playing field for 
parties. Independent media are muzzled. Citizens are ill-informed about choices.  
Balloting is disrupted by bloodshed.  Social media spreads fake news and hate speech. 
Ballot boxes are stuffed. Vote counts are fiddled. Opposition parties withdraw. 
Contenders refuse to accept the people’s choice. Protests disrupt polling. Officials 
abuse state resources.  Electoral registers are out-of-date. Candidates distribute 
largesse. Votes are bought. Airwaves favor incumbents. Campaigns are awash with 
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hidden cash. Political finance rules are lax. Incompetent local officials run out of ballot 
papers. Incumbents are immune from effective challengers. Rallies trigger riots. 
Women candidates face discrimination. Ethnic minorities are persecuted. Voting 
machines jam. Lines lengthen.  Ballot box seals break. Citizens cast more than one 
ballot. Laws restrict voting rights. Polling stations are inaccessible. Software crashes. 
‘Secure’ ink washes off fingers.  Courts fail to resolve complaints impartially.  
Foreigners meddle. For all the challenges facing American elections, American 
democracy remains resilient, and these malpractices are obviously far less severe than 
those in contests around the globe ending in bloodshed, boycotts, or even military 
coups. 

What binds these diverse sorts of problems together?  

Several alternative positive terms have commonly been deployed in diplomatic 
language, election observer reports, and scholarly studies, where contests are described 
as ’competitive’, ‘credible’, ‘acceptable’, ‘genuine’, ‘clean’, ‘democratic’, reflecting the 
‘will of the people’, and the older rhetoric of ‘free and fair’ (Elklit and Svensson 1997).  
More recently the metaphor of a ‘level playing field’ has become popular as a way to 
describe party competition, although conceptually ambiguous (Levitsky and Way 2010; 
Helle 2016). Related notions include negative phrases such as ‘electoral malpractice’, 
‘flawed elections’, ‘misconduct’, ‘manipulated contests’, ‘rigged’ or ‘stolen’ elections, as 
well as the popular notion of ‘electoral fraud’.  

Each of these often has narrower technical meanings (discussed further in chapter 10).   
For example electoral ‘fraud’ can be defined as illicit acts intentionally interfering with 
the election process and outcome, exemplified by vote-buying, identity-theft, rigging 
the count, or stuffing the ballot box (see chapter 10; Lehoucq, Edouard, and Jiménez 
2002; Lehoucq 2003). These are certainly serious problems when they occur in 
countries such as Mexico, Ukraine and Zimbabwe, capable of undermining public 
confidence, generating legal prosecutions and court appeals,  and triggering protests 
(Alvarez, Hall and Hyde 2008; Collier and Vincente 2011).  International observers 
devote considerable efforts to deterring cheating in polling places and the count 
(Daxecker 2012). American elections in the past have certainly suffered from these 
problems (Campbell 2006). Yet, at the same time, the available evidence suggests that 
in modern American elections, fraudulent acts such as cases of identity-theft 
impersonation, double voting, or vote buying  are extremely rare (Minnite 2010). And 
many other types of important malpractices are not necessarily illegal – or even 
intentional. Contests can be sunk by accidental errors, incompetence, and 
maladministration – all failures of governance -- as much as by malice aforethought. 
The infamous ‘butterfly ballot’ in Florida, designed by a local Democratic official – 
exemplifies such flaws (Hasen 2012).   

An alternative way to conceptualize these problems is to refer to practices involving 
the systematic and intentional ‘manipulation’ of elections (Schedler 2002). Again the 
intentional abuse of electoral laws is problematic, for example where voting regulations 
systematically discriminate against minority populations or where incumbents seek to 
discourage challengers through the allocation of public campaign funds. But all 
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electoral systems ‘manipulate’ contests to some degree, such as by the rules used when 
translating votes into seats. Moreover procedures undermining free and fair contests 
can also be perfectly legal, such as the 2012 Hungarian electoral reforms which favored 
Viktor Orbán’s Fidetz government (OSCE 2014), Maylasia and Singapore’s ethnic 
gerrymandering which maintains the power of the ruling parties (Fetzer 2008), U.S. 
state laws disenfranchising felons and prison inmates (McGinnis 2018),  and high 
Turkish vote threshold designed to exclude Kurdish nationalists.  

Another approach common among scholars is to use notions of ‘electoral’ or ‘liberal’ 
democracy as the primary benchmark, seeking to examine whether elections meet the 
criteria which Joseph Schumpeter used to define minimalist notions of party 
competition or which Robert Dahl described as components of ‘polyarchy’. The 
Varieties of Democracy project adopts this method when seeking to measure the 
former.  

“The electoral principle of democracy seeks to embody the core value of 
making rulers responsive to citizens, achieved through electoral competition 
for the electorate’s approval under circumstances when suffrage is extensive; 
political and civil society organizations can operate freely; elections are clean 
and not marred by fraud or systematic irregularities; and elections affect the 
composition of the chief executive of the country.” (Coppedge et al. 2018) 

This approach is not unreasonable if the goal is to compare types of democratic 
regimes, but it fails to specify exactly what counts as ‘systematic irregularities’ or ‘clean 
elections’, which remain open to interpretation. The primary focus is upon classifying 
regimes rather than monitoring the severity of the myriad types of problems capable 
of undermining voting procedures and electoral processes. Moreover, while 
democratic theorists provide conceptual clarity for scholars, they are not 
acknowledged as a legitimate source of authority for practitioners in the international 
community. 

The concept of electoral integrity 

Accordingly, instead of these approaches, the notion of ‘electoral integrity’ has proved a 
useful way to conceptualize many of the desirable practices in the conduct of elections 
and the use of the term has grown in recent years (Global Commission 2012; Alvarez, 
Atkeson and Hall 2012a; Norris 2014).  

The over-arching concept of ‘electoral integrity’ used in this book refers broadly to 
whether contests meet international commitments and global norms, endorsed in a 
series of authoritative instruments (conventions, treaties, protocols, and guidelines) 
through the UN general assembly, regional intergovernmental organizations, and 
related multilateral bodies, exemplified by the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights  (Carter Center 2014; International IDEA 2014).  There are two main types of 
instruments: declarations and conventions. Declarations are not legally binding but 
they do have political and moral impact. Conventions are legally binding under 
international law.  Member states which endorse conventions agree to observe and 
enforce these standards and to implement them in domestic laws. The Carter Center 
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published a comprehensive Election Obligations and Standards Database (EOS) of 
international legal obligations and standards governing the conduct of elections 
compiled from over 200 sources, and the database identifies which countries have 
ratified or endorsed international and regional treaties.18  These universal standards are 
understood to apply to all countries worldwide throughout the electoral cycle, 
including during the pre-electoral period, the campaign, on polling day, and its 
aftermath.   Governments in nation-states committed to these agreements are bound 
to uphold these obligations. Core principles include those such as the right to vote 
(requiring a universal franchise), and respect for freedoms of the press, association, 
and assembly. The standards employed in electoral integrity thereby derive their 
authority from human rights frameworks, authorized by member states within the 
international community. Many of these principles reflect core aspects and values of 
liberal democratic theory, but this is not the primary source of their legitimacy in 
international jurisprudence and national legal frameworks. Some of the administrative  
criteria used in regional guidelines developed by electoral monitoring organizations 
also reflect pragmatic issues of ‘good’ governance rather than the values of liberal 
democracy, such as whether elections meet professional standards of electoral 
management,  whether campaign finance is transparent, and whether contests are well 
planned, budgeted and implemented. Conversely, the term electoral ‘malpractice’ is used 
throughout the book to refer to violations of standards of electoral integrity.   

The international community has also learnt that standards of electoral integrity do not 
just apply to the final stages of voting on polling day and counting the results; instead 
elections are understood to operate throughout the extended cyclical process, well 
before the campaign starts, during the campaign,  on election day and its immediate 
aftermath. These stages can be understood as a sequence broken down further into 
eleven components, ranging from the election laws, electoral procedures, and 
boundary delimitation to the voting process, vote count, and declaration of results. 
Figure 1.3 sets out the key steps -- and how the chapters in the book address these in 
the American context. Some stages occur well before the glare of the spotlight on 
election campaign gets underway – like implementing effective, accurate, secure, and 
inclusive electoral registers, determining fair and impartial district boundaries, and 
using open and fair party rules and procedures for nominating candidates. Others 
involve steps happening later in the process, such as the implementation of convenient 
balloting facilities, transparent and accurate vote tabulations, and effective dispute 
resolution mechanisms.  

[Figure 1.3 about here] 

The steps in the electoral process are now usually treated as cyclical rather than a single 
event. In the time sequence, the cycle restarts in a continuous loop and there is a 
learning process from one election to the next. Conducting an election is one of the 
most complex, delicate, and challenging activities undertaken by  governments – 
especially since many contests are now being held in inauspicious circumstances, such 
as in societies emerging from conflict as part of the peace building process, in countries 
with little or no prior experience of democracy,  and in poorer states with weak 
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capacity, inadequate resources, and poorly trained staff for the task (Flores and 
Nooruddin 2016). Given the importance of establishing legitimate results in 
contentious and close elections, there is often no room for even minor errors or any 
time for recovery from mistakes at the polls. For effective management and 
implementation, certain features – like reforms to electoral laws and administrative 
procedures – need to occur temporarily well prior to others, such as the 
commencement of the primary and general election campaigns, and the declaration of 
the final results and allocation of offices.  

In addition, like complex links in a chain, or a row of dominoes, violating standards in 
any one of the sequential steps has the capacity to undermine confidence that the 
principles of electoral integrity are being genuinely observed, generating public 
protests, legal challenges or worse,  for example if a local polling station fails to open 
on time, a candidate violates campaign finance spending rules, or computerized voting 
records crash (for a related notion, see  Schedler 2002). Thus many contests around 
the world are flawed by illegal acts of electoral fraud on polling day and its immediate 
aftermath, such as the vote-buying or ballot stuffing,  attracting media headlines.  But 
these are only one type of problem and not necessarily the most common one today 
(Frank and Martinez 2017). Instead it is more efficient in electoral autocracies for 
leaders to use more subtle means to control the outcome, for example by appointing 
judges and electoral commissioners willing to disqualify political opponents from 
ballot access based on trumped-up charges, or by adopting an electoral system which 
stacks the deck against  opposition parties. Thus election day can be relatively free and 
fair, -- with observers reporting peaceful and well-run polling stations, efficient and 
impartial electoral officials, and accurate and transparent ballots counts. But the 
contest can still fail to meet international standards of electoral integrity in any country 
due to the earlier stages of the process, where ballot access laws restrict the eligibility 
of candidates and parties to run for office, where political money and campaign media 
coverage fail to provide a level playing field for all parties, and where district 
boundaries grossly favors incumbents (Frank and Martinez I Coma 2017).  

The measurement of electoral integrity 

Given this conceptualization, how can electoral integrity be measured and compared? 
Multiple sources of evidence and techniques are now available to evaluate the quality 
of elections in each country, such as surveys of the electorate and of front-line poll 
workers, reports from election observers, forensic techniques of votes cast, and 
common performance indices, like counting levels of voter turnout, the number of 
legal appeals, or the proportion of women in elected office. Each has certain pros and 
cons (Alvarez, Atkeson, and Hall 2012b; Burden and Stewart 2014). Until recently, less 
systematic evidence has been available for cross-national comparisons, and studies 
were forced to rely upon proxy indicators which provide imprecise and noisy measures 
of the quality of elections per se, such as standard measures of liberal democracy by 
Freedom House or Polity IV, or surveys monitoring public attitudes towards elections 
like the Gallup World Poll or World Values Survey. Recent years have seen 
considerable advances in cross-national and time-series data availability,  however, 
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either by compiling data from election observer and news media reports (Hyde and 
Marinov 2012) or by applying the techniques of expert surveys. Thus the Varieties of 
Democracy (V-Dem) project asks experts to assess nation-wide parliamentary and 
presidential elections, such as the extent of the suffrage, the availability of public 
funding, the presence of election boycotts or violence, and the autonomy of the 
Election Management Body.  

In this chapter, we monitor how far American contests meet international standards 
by the Perceptions of Electoral Integrity (PEI) expert rolling survey. This standardized 
instrument has been used since 2012 to compare the performance of national 
presidential and parliamentary elections around the world, as well as to compare the 
performance of states and provinces within and across large federal countries, 
including Russia, Mexico, India, and the United States. The global PEI (v. 6.0) covers 
285 elections from July 2012 to December 2017 in 164 countries around the world, 
drawn from 3,253 expert assessments (Norris, Wynter and Cameron 2018). Experts 
are consulted around one month after polling day for each contest. Around 50 
questions monitor all the stages of the electoral cycle in more detail than the V-Dem 
measures, with these standard items generating the overall PEI 100-point Index 
summary score for each election, as well as standardized scores for each of the 11 
stages of the electoral cycle. Additional thematic batteries rotated each year expand the 
topics under analysis. The global PEI Index is strongly correlated with independent 
measures, such as the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) assessments of the same 
elections, lending confidence to the external validity of the PEI estimates (for a 
discussion, see also Latner, Chapter 4).19 One considerable advantage of using this 
source is that identical methods have been used by PEI to assess the performance of 
U.S. states in successive American elections since 2012. Thus PEI-US-2016 evaluated 
elections in each of the 50 US states, drawing upon a survey of 726 election experts, 
as well as an index of U.S. state election laws coded from the regulations used in each 
state (Norris, Garnett and Grömping 2017). In its publications, the electoral integrity 
project has not made direct comparison of the global and the state-level results (for 
example by comparing countries against states) but the availability of both measures 
using identical methods facilitates across-country and also within-country comparisons 
on a consistent basis. 

III: Challenges in contemporary American elections 

This systematic body of evidence allows us to examine several inter-related questions.  
How does the quality of American elections compare with comparable democracies 
and post-industrial societies? What are the major challenges arising during recent 
American contests, including the weakest and strongest stages of the electoral cycle?  
Has the performance of American elections actually declined over successive 
congressional and presidential contests, as some fear? And finally, how do U.S. states 
vary in their levels of electoral integrity?    

Comparisons across similar countries 
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We have already seen that V-Dem rates the quality of free and fair elections lower in 
America compared with several similar Anglo-American countries. To look more 
broadly, Figure 1.4 illustrates the performance of a wider range of over forty 
comparable democracies, selected as those nations classified as ‘free’ by Freedom 
House (in the year of the election) with per capita GDP of $20,000 or more. The 
performance for each country are averaged for presidential and parliamentary elections 
held during the period from 2012-2017. This procedure allows us to compare both the 
overall 100-point PEI Index for each nation, as well as the scores for each of the eleven 
stages of the electoral cycle.  Ratings for electoral integrity are categorized by the 100-
point PEI scales into three groups: High/Very High (scoring 60+), moderate (50-59), 
and Low/very low (less than 50). The use of categories is more reliable and robust 
than comparing relatively modest differences in the continuous scales. 

[Figure 1.4 about here] 

The results in Figure 1.4 show that when the PEI Index is compared across 41 high 
income democracies, elections in the United States rank 4th from the bottom. 
Worldwide, the U.S. PEI index ranks 55th out of 164 countries. By contrast, many of 
the Nordic and Northern European democracies cluster at the top of the evaluations, 
such as Denmark, Norway and Germany, not surprisingly since these countries are 
also well rated by most of the standard indices of liberal democracy and human rights. 
What is perhaps more unexpected about the comparison is that experts regard the 
quality of U.S. elections as close to several third wave democracies, such as Croatia, 
Argentina, and Panama, and a long way behind countries such as Estonia, Lithuania 
and Uruguay. At the same time, this is no accident or anomaly; elections in several 
other long-established liberal democracies are ranked close to the U.S .score, including 
the UK, Greece, Australia, Italy and Spain. Moreover strikingly similar results are 
generated, lending confidence to these conclusions,  if we rely upon the V-Dem 
independent estimates of ‘free and fair elections’ (defined below Figure 1.2) during the 
same years (2012-2017), where again the U.S. is ranked 55th out of 167 countries 
worldwide, far below many similar affluent societies and long-standing democracies. 

Weaknesses and strengths in the American electoral cycle 

To break these results down in more detail we need to examine scores for each of the 
subdimensions, as several stages are often particularly poorly rated in American 
elections (‘low or very low’), notably district boundaries, electoral laws and voter 
registration, media coverage, and campaign finance. Subsequent chapters discuss the 
underlying reasons behind these sorts of concerns in more depth, including the 
process of electoral registration and the consequences of the stricter requirements for 
voter identification which have been adopted most often by many Republican-held 
states (see chapter 6 for details), the problem of gerrymandering (chapters 5 and 10), 
the role of campaign media, including issues of the fair and balanced journalistic 
coverage of the candidates and the spread of ‘fake’ news and misinformation online 
(see chapter 7), and whether there is equitable access for parties and candidates to 
campaign finance (see chapter 11).  The book’s conclusions also draw together the 
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broader lessons and what could be done to tackle some of these issues through policy 
reforms. 

 [Figure 1.5 about here] 

By contrast to these types of problems, experts rate U.S. elections relatively well in 
electoral procedures, party and candidate registration, and the final stages of the voting 
process, vote count, results and electoral authorities.  Thus an imbalance can be 
observed between the media and the expert agendas. The event-driven news media 
agenda typically focuses attention on issues occurring during polling day which are 
raised by politicians, such as alleged cases of fraud or voter suppression at the ballot 
box, or the mechanical breakdowns in election machines and logistical flaws in local 
polling places. For example, news media reports in the 2016 election highlighted some 
specific challenges about the voter registration and balloting process at precinct and 
state levels ranging from long lines and malfunctioning and outdated voting machines 
in some precincts to incorrect registers, confusion over registration requirements, and 
reports of intimidation in others.20 Media reporting of the Russian disinformation 
campaign has also been extensive.  Yet the assessments of the election expert reflect 
greater concern about more long-term structural issues, the legal framework, and more 
technical aspects of American elections, which typically occur behind the scenes and 
much earlier during the whole electoral cycle.    

Comparisons across U.S. states 

But, as chapter 9 emphasizes,  American elections are a vast mosaic administered in 
states and thousands of localities. Most countries have a national election management 
body which determines uniform standards across the country but the process of 
electoral administration is highly decentralized in the US. Figure 1.6 maps how experts 
evaluated the performance of the 2016 presidential election across all 50 US states and 
the District of Columbia. The U.S. states which experts rated most highly in electoral 
integrity were Vermont, Idaho, New Hampshire, and Iowa. By contrast, states scoring 
as worst in the perceptions of electoral integrity index in this election were Arizona 
(ranked last), followed by Wisconsin, Tennessee, Oklahoma, and Mississippi. Several 
of these states had also been poorly rated previously in related studies, such as the 
2014 Pew Election Performance Index and the Franchise Project Voting Access 
Scorecard (see chapter 4).21 It is also important to be cautious when interpreting 
absolute rankings, however, since differences in state performance were often 
relatively modest.    

[Figure 1.6 about here] 

Changes over time 

Is there systematic evidence to show that the quality of American elections 
deteriorated in recent contests, as the results of widespread claims about electoral fraud 
and media fakery?  Figure 1.7 shows the results of the expert survey assessments taken 
one month after the 2012, 2014 and 2016 elections. The evaluations suggest that 
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several long-standing issues, such as gerrymandering and electoral laws, were regarded 
as equally problematic across these contests.   

Compared with previous elections, the expert ratings fell most from 2012-16 for two 
stages of the electoral cycle.  

This included evaluations of media coverage of the campaign (discussed in chapter 6),  
which may reflect the relentlessly negative tone (disproportionately of Clinton), false 
equivalence (of the candidate’s fitness for office), the disproportionate coverage of 
Trump, the divisive personal attacks, and focus on the horserace (42% of the total 
news coverage) rather than policy debate (10%) (Patterson 2016).  Yet expert 
assessments were unable to take into account the issues of misinformation and 
disinformation on social media which only became apparent later.  Despite the use of 
these techniques by the Russian Internet Research Agency in June 2016, and release 
of the hacked DNC emails during the same month, President Obama waited until after 
the election to ask the security services to investigate Russian involvement, with their 
report published on 6th January 2017. Beyond rumors, therefore, the full extent of 
Russian meddling  only came to light after the period of the expert survey.  

In addition, experts also rated the announcement of the results stage poorly, which 
may reflect mass protests due to deep Democratic resentment with the way that 
President Trump won the Electoral College, despite losing the popular vote to Hillary 
Clinton by three million votes. This discontent was exemplified by the Women’s 
March, which turned out in massive numbers the day after the presidential 
inauguration, and by the subsequent waves of mobilization continuing in anti-Trump 
protest rallies over the Muslim ban, Black Lives Matter, the #MeToo movement, and 
the March for our Lives anti-gun rallies, with protests estimated to have engaged up 
to eight million Americans during 2017 (Chenoweth and  Pressman 2017). 

[Figure 1.7 about here] 

Part IV: Plan for the rest of the book 

The issues of alleged electoral fraud, tighter voter registration processes, and eroding 
public confidence, fake news, and Russian disinformation and hacking, were only 
some of the issues highlighted during the 2016 campaign about the integrity of 
American elections.  Many other long-standing concerns include those such as the 
partisan gerrymandering of House districts, lack of transparency and access for 
monitoring organizations, the role of the Electoral College when translating popular 
votes into presidential office, major flaws in campaign finance regulation, the lack of 
uniform laws and professional standards in electoral administration, the paucity of 
women and minority candidates standing for office, low levels of U.S. voter turnout, 
and many others (Fife 2010; Burden and Stewart 2014; Norris 2017).  Given the 
importance of understanding the problems of American elections in more depth, this 
volume brings together a range of legal scholars, political scientists, and electoral 
assistance practitioners to provide new evidence-based insights and policy-relevant 
recommendations on key challenges throughout the electoral cycle. For 
benchmarking, comparisons are often drawn with other equivalent democracies. More 
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accurate diagnosis helps to identify effective reforms which could potentially restore 
confidence in the American electoral process, and the comparison of policies adopted 
by U.S. states also provides an invaluable laboratory for experimentation in election 
reforms (Cain, Donovan and Tolbert 2008).  

I: Introduction 

To expand upon this introduction, in Chapter 2, Richard Hasen provides an overview 
of the legal and political integrity issues raised in the 2016 elections. It begins by 
describing the now “normal” voting wars between the hyperpolarized parties, a series 
of lawsuits aimed at shaping the rules for the registration of voters, the conduct of 
voting, and the counting of ballots. Restrictive voting laws have increased in number 
and severity in many states with Republican legislatures, and the judiciary itself often 
divides along partisan lines in determining the controversial laws’ legality. So far, the 
pace of litigation has remained at more than double the pre-2000 rate, and litigation in 
the 2016 election period is up 23 percent compared to the 2012 election period. The 
chapter then turns to the troubling escalation in the wars, from then candidate Donald 
Trump’s unsubstantiated claims of fraud and election rigging, to Russian (and other) 
meddling in American elections and the rise of the “fake news” issue, to problems 
with vote counting machinery and election administration revealed by Green Party 
candidate Jill Stein’s recount efforts and further hyped through conspiracy theories. It 
concludes by considering the role that governmental and non-governmental 
institutions can play in attempting to protect American election administration from 
internal and external threats and to restore confidence in American elections.  

In Chapter 3, Kevin Pallister discusses the “access versus integrity” framing of 
debates about registration and balloting procedures, particularly as it has developed in 
the United States.  The chapter clarifies the concepts of voter inclusion (so that all 
eligible citizens can cast a ballot) and election security (so that no ineligible votes are 
cast). Pallister identifies several areas where the choice of voting procedures does 
present a tradeoff between these values, including the use of (i) the secret ballot; (ii) 
the rules for changing voters’ place of residence on the electoral rolls; (iii) mail and 
absentee voting; (iv) mobile polling places; (v) voter identification requirements; and 
(vi) internet voting. But the study also identifies several areas where both inclusion and 
security may be simultaneously enhanced, including the use of (i) automatic voter 
registration, (ii) Election Day registration, (iii) online and automated voter registration, 
(iv) posting provisional voter rolls prior to Election Day, (v) early (in-person) voting, 
and (vi) decentralized polling places. Evidence illustrating these issues is drawn from 
the U.S. and abroad. Thus the “access versus integrity” framing, suggesting two 
mutually exclusive values, is only partially correct and there are certain ways that these 
values could be combined through policies designed to strengthen electoral integrity 
and bipartisan agreement. 

Chapter 4 by Michael Latner considers the sources of systematic evidence which are 
available to diagnose problems of American elections. Many claims and counterclaims 
about alleged malpractices are often heard in partisan debate and journalistic 
commentary – but during an era of low trust in the legacy news, and isolating bubbles 
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in social media, what could help to sort out fact from fiction? What are the pros and 
cons of alternative sources of evidence? This chapter compares electoral performance 
data on issues of voter registration permissiveness, ballot access, system security and 
gerrymandering from several expert indices, institutional measures, and mass surveys. 

II: Challenges 

The next section of the book turns to more detailed studies of particular issues and 
problems. Chapter 5 by Daniel B. Magleby and colleagues turns to the contentious 
issue of partisan gerrymandering – a process of designing the boundaries of electoral 
districts to favor either the Republican or Democratic candidate. They argue, and then 
show, that coming to a standard of what constitutes a partisan gerrymander revolves 
around the concept of how, when, and where a districting plan dilutes some people’s 
votes.  Manipulated district boundaries, often with bizarre shapes and associated with 
seemingly excessive wins by one party, receive more attention than they are due.  More 
states than not choose to manipulate district boundaries in ways that are out of line 
with what could be expect from any sort of partisan blind process.  The authors 
present a valid and reliable indicator which can be used to distinguish between 
manipulations that violate electoral integrity and those that do not.     

Chapter 6 by Elizabeth Bergman, Dari Sylvester Tran and Philip Yates examines 
another major controversy: the role of voter identification requirements to register and 
cast a ballot. Many states have sought to implement tighter regulations and studies 
have examined the effects of these measures on turnout. By contrast, this chapter  
seeks to determine the impact on the popular share of the vote won by Donald Trump 
and Hillary Clinton – and thus whether registration requirements could have made a 
difference to the outcome of the 2016 presidential elections. Evidence is drawn from 
a county-level dataset based on public records of votes cast for the two major party 
candidates. The research design examines the effects of lax and strict voter registration 
requirements in 50 US states plus D.C. on the number of votes won by Clinton and 
Trump at county level, controlling for the demographic characteristics of counties, 
such as educational and poverty levels. The study concludes that, even with these 
controls, the type of voter ID laws did significantly impact the outcome; in the 2016 
election, the estimates suggest that voter ID laws increased GOP support by 1.8% and 
lowered support for Democrats by 0.7%. In close contests, this made a difference. 
The GOP margin of victory In Arizona, Georgia, Texas, and Wisconsin was 
comparatively small, in the single digits, indicating close contests; in those states voter 
ID significantly influenced the vote in favor of the GOP. 

Chapter 7 by Leticia Bode, Kjerstin Thorson and Emily Vraga tackles the challenges 
posed by misinformation campaigns and fake news, an issue of growing concern in 
America and numerous other countries. In the autopsy following the 2016 U.S. 
presidential elections, academics and pundits alike struggled to make sense of what 
happened. Many pointed toward the role of ‘fake news’ and misinformation more 
broadly in leading voters astray in their assessments of the two major candidates for 
president, Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump. In particular, social media was widely 
blamed for disseminating false and misleading information to large groups of people, 
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which could have been enough to swing a very close election. At the same time, 
increasingly partisan media has also been attributed with valuing ratings over accuracy, 
and has also been fingered as a major amplifier of fake news. What has been the 
impact? This chapter seeks to determine how media use in general, and use of social 
media and partisan media more specifically, affected belief in six fake news stories 
directly following the 2016 election. The research employs survey data to determine 
whether use of different types of media affected how far people believed in 
misinformation—including messages congruent and incongruent with their own 
candidate preferences. These results provide insight into what was to blame for belief 
in fake news in the 2016 elections, with the conclusion suggesting potential remedies 
or points of concern for future electoral contests. 

Chapter 8 by Nandi Vanka, Avery Davis-Roberts and David Carroll from the Carter 
Center focuses upon issues of transparency, particularly how far U.S. states allow non-
partisan electoral observers to scrutinize the process and results. This is a common 
practice abroad, where United Nations standards have strengthened the role and rights 
of international election observers – but it remains a relatively obscure activity at home, 
with a patchwork of regulations for access across America. The study concludes that 
rules across the 50 U.S. states regulating processes of electoral observation are 
relatively limited and ambiguous, red (GOP) states are often more restrictive than blue 
(Democratic), and a gap exists between legal provisions and state practices. Amidst 
deteriorating trust in U.S elections, this chapter discusses the general disregard for 
non-partisan observers, while noting the important potential benefits of greater 
transparency for restoring confidence in American elections. 

Chapter 9 by Craig Arceneaux looks further into the diversity of electoral practices 
and the thicket of laws and regulations across 50 U.S. states and indeed in thousands 
of localities.  The chapter starts by laying out guidelines for assessing how federalism 
affects electoral integrity, both in cross-national perspective and in the U.S. case. The 
argument itself is rather simple: the impact of federalism varies because federalism 
itself can be designed in many different ways, and because the impact of these 
arrangements is also affected by the broader institutional setting. Though simple, the 
consequences of the argument are more complex: federalism does indeed weigh upon 
electoral integrity, but its significance must be appreciated in the context of the country 
under consideration. The chapter offers a general survey on the relationship between 
federalism and electoral integrity and draws evidence through describing selected cases 
of federalism in the Americas --specifically from Canada, Mexico, and Brazil, -- for 
comparison with the United States. 

III: Conclusions 

The conclusions to the book set these studies in a broader context and consider their 
theoretical and policy implications. Chapter 10 Chad Vickery and Heather Szilagyi 
from the International Federation on Electoral Systems (IFES) draw on a wealth of 
experience and knowledge of international electoral assistance to consider the lessons 
for evaluating the quality of the structural features of U.S. contests. Taking a 
comparative perspective, the chapter highlights a confluence of factors in the United 
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States that produce a high percentage of wasted votes (those cast for either a losing 
candidate or in excess of those required by a winning candidate) and a system of 
governance that largely fails to reflect the will of the majority of voters, widely 
considered a cornerstone of democracy. This study judges the fundamental integrity 
of key elements of the electoral process in the United States by applying the same 
standards used to evaluate developing democracies around the world. The chapter 
focuses on several key areas that observers and academics have regularly noted pose 
acute challenges to the U.S. electoral process, namely boundary delimitation for the 
House of Representatives; the role of the Electoral College in presidential contests; 
processes of voter registration; and the decentralized administrative framework. The 
chapters conclude that despite obvious vulnerabilities, the U.S. is extremely resistant 
to acknowledging these problems, to reform its electoral process in line with 
international standards, or to learn from the comparative experience of other countries 
that have effectively strengthened their elections over time. This is unfortunate since 
the practical lessons learnt from experience elsewhere could be invaluable if the U.S. 
has the political will to address reforms at home. 

Finally, Chapter 11 draws together the major conclusions from each of the chapters 
and considers their implications for the policy reform agenda. The consequences of 
electoral malpractices can be grave. Failures generate contentious elections 
characterized by lengthy court challenges, opposition boycotts, and public 
demonstrations (Norris, Frank and Martinez I Coma 2015). As discussed in this 
chapter, major flaws weaken the legitimacy and credibility of elections – and thus 
corrode the foundation of liberal democracy (Norris 2014). The study advocates four 
practical steps designed to improve the quality of American contests: improving the 
independence and professionalism of electoral administrators; implementing impartial 
dispute resolution mechanisms to deal with challenges; introducing registration and 
balloting facilities which maximize both security and convenience; and, finally, 
strengthening accountability and transparency. These steps could potentially reduce 
party polarization and expand a broad consensus about a bi-partisan package of 
reforms. This chapter summarizes the core argument and the recommended policies 
helping to strengthen the quality of elections both at home and abroad. 
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Figure 1.1: Public confidence in the honesty of their country’s elections in five Anglo-American democracies, 2006-2016 

 

 
Note: Q: “In this country, do you have confidence in each of the following, or not? How about honesty of elections?” Response options: Yes/No/Don’t 
know. (% Yes) 

Source: The Gallup World Poll http://www.gallup.com/analytics/213704/world-poll.aspx    
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Figure 1.2: Expert assessments of free and fair elections in Anglo-American democracies, 2000-2017 

  
Note: V-Dem 8.0 Q: Taking all aspects of the pre-election period, election day, and the post-election process into account, would you consider this national 
election to be free and fair? Clarification: The only thing that should not  be considered in coding this is the extent of suffrage (by law). Thus, a 
free and fair election may occur even if the law excludes significant groups (an issue measured separately). Responses :  0: No, not at all. 
The elections were fundamentally flawed and the official results had little if anything to do with the ’will of the people’ (i.e. , who became 
president; or who won the legislative majority); 1: Not really. While the elections allowed for some competition, the irregularities in the end 
affected the outcome of the election (i.e. , who became president; or who won the legislative majority); 2: Ambiguous. There was 
substantial competition and freedom of participation but there were also significant irregularities. It is hard to determine whether the 
irregularities affected the outcome or not (as defined above); 3: Yes, somewhat. There were deficiencies and some degree of fraud and 
irregularities but these did not in the end affect the outcome (as defined above); 4: Yes. There was some amount of human error and 
logistical restrictions but these were largely unintentional and without significant consequences. Scale : Ordinal, converted to interval by the 
measurement model.  Source: Varieties of Democracy project (V-Dem) 8.0 https://www.v-dem.net/en/     
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Figure 1.3: Stages in the electoral cycle 
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Figure 1.4:  Electoral integrity in post-industrial democracies, 2017  

 
Note: Selected countries include those classified as ‘Free’ by Freedom House in the year of the election(s) with per capita GDP in purchasing 
power parity over $20,000. Categories  =High (60+)  =Moderate (50-59) =Low (Less than 50)  Source:  PEI- 2017 (v6.0) 
www.electoralintegrityproject.com
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Figure 1.5: The performance of American elections throughout the cycle, 2016 

 

 
 

 

Note: The mean score at each stage of the electoral cycle in the 2016 U.S. elections calculated from 
state-level data (N=51), with 95% confidence intervals 

Source: The Electoral Integrity Project PEI-US 2016 (1.0) www.electoralintegrityproject.com 
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Figure 1.6: Changes in the performance of U.S. elections, 2012-2016 
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2014 Congressional 
election 

62 31 75 11 35 80 69 46 67 76 77 72 

2012 Presidential 
election 

63 38 70 16 40 74 63 44 68 85 84 75 

2016 Presidential 
election 

59 38 72 16 43 80 46 54 69 76 46 71 

Change 2012-2016 -4 0 +2 0 +3 +6 -17 +10 1 -9 -38 -4 

 

Source: The Electoral Integrity Project PEI 2017 (v6.0) www.electoralintegrityproject.com 
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Figure 1.7: Mapping perceptions of electoral integrity by U.S. State, 2016 

 

 
 

 

 

Source: The Electoral Integrity Project PEI-US 2016 (1.0) www.electoralintegrityproject.com 
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