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What are the opinions of American registered voters about election fraud and types of election fraud as we head into the final stages of the 2024 Presidential election? In this paper we use data from an online national survey of 2,211 U.S. registered voters interviewed between June 26 - July 3, 2024. Respondents were asked how common they thought that ten different types of election fraud might be in the U.S. In our analysis, we show that substantial proportions of U.S. registered voters believe that these types of election fraud are common. Our multivariate analysis shows that partisanship correlates strongly with endorsement of types of election fraud, with Republicans consistently more likely to state that types of election fraud are common, even when we control for a wide variety of other factors. We also find that conspiratorial thinking is strongly correlated with belief in the occurrence of types of election fraud, even when we control for partisanship. Our results reported in this paper provide important data regarding how American registered voters perceive the prevalence of types of election fraud, just months before the 2024 Presidential election.
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1 Introduction

Research conducted during the past two decades has concluded that there is no evidence of significant election fraud in contemporary American national elections (Alvarez and Katz, 2008; Mebane, 2008; Herron, 2019; Eggers et al., 2021). This reality has not prevented questions about the integrity of the electoral process in the United States. Sometimes those questions arise due to misunderstandings or misperceptions about how elections are conducted in the United States. A good example is the “blue shift” in reporting of election results after Election day; observers sometimes may wonder why reported election results shift from one party to another in the days or weeks after an election. But researchers have shown that these shifts are not due to election fraud, rather they arise from distinct patterns in the timing of ballot return, processing, and tabulation (Foley and Stewart, 2020; Li et al., 2022).

But sometimes these questions about the integrity of American elections persist, and take on a life of their own, even after concerns about election outcomes have been demonstrated to have legitimate and valid explanations. One of the most prominent examples of this occurred after the 2020 election, when then President Trump, his supporters, and some Republican officials, continued to press claims of election fraud despite evidence to the contrary. Situations where prominent political elites continue to press false claims of election fraud can be very problematic, as millions of American voters may continue to believe that election fraud exists in American national elections, which might affect their confidence in election administration and their willingness to participate in the electoral process (Green et al., 2022; Berlinski et al., 2023).

In this paper, we analyze data collected in June and July of 2024, from a sample of 2,211 American registered voters weighted to represent the electorate, to document the extent to which concerns about various types of election fraud, or types of election fraud, persist from 2020. We analyze in detail who among this sample believes that ten different types of types of election fraud are common or not common. This allows us to evaluate the salience of types of election fraud as America heads into a critical presidential election as well as for whom they are salient.



2 Past research

Twenty-four years ago, many researchers and scholars were shocked by the 2000 U.S. Presidential election which exposed problems with voting technology and administrative practices. The election was very close, with only a few hundred votes separating winner from loser in important battleground states like Florida. The closeness of the election brought a great deal of scrutiny of election administration and voting technologies, as prior to the election there was little research on U.S. election administration and technologies (Caltech/MIT Voting Technology Project, 2001). This attention to the details of election procedures and technologies helped develop new research areas in law, social science, and computer science (Alvarez et al., 2012).

The research agenda immediately after the 2000 U.S. presidential election focused heavily on election technology. As states and counties in the U.S. rushed to replace old lever and punchcard voting systems, some of them began acquiring and using new electronic voting machines. By 2004, concerns began to emerge about the security of electronic voting systems (Kohno et al., 2004). Others began to question whether procedural changes, like requiring government-issued photo identification in order to vote, might effect voter perceptions about election integrity, election confidence, and opinions about the extent to which types of election fraud are perpetrated in the U.S. This was a central argument in the United States Supreme Court's decision in the 2008 Crawford v. Marion County Election Board decision on requiring government-issued photo identification for voting (Ansolabehere and Persily, 2007; Atkeson et al., 2014). All of these questions and concerns led scholars to start studying what voters themselves thought about voting system security and election fraud (Alvarez and Hall, 2008b,a). This direction of research has become especially salient following the 2020 election and the events on January 6th, 2021.

Despite the scholarly interest in voter perceptions of election fraud, there has not been a great deal of quantitative research on the topic, nor has there been much theoretical development of a model of perceptions of election fraud. Most of the attention of scholars has been on measuring and analyzing the cross-sectional variance in survey measures of voter confidence and trust in elections (Atkeson and Saunders, 2007; Alvarez et al., 2008; Atkeson et al., 2015). In the literature, some studies have looked at the association between survey measures of election fraud and voter confidence, typically finding that voters more concerned about fraud have lower confidence and trust in the election process (Alvarez et al., 2021; Berlinski et al., 2023).

That said, the limited literature on the correlates of perceptions of election fraud have provided some important guidance for our study. First, and not surprising in a highly partisan and polarized environment, opinions about election fraud are rooted in voter partisanship and in how political parties frame discussions about election fraud (Beaulieu, 2014). Indeed, elite messaging plays an important role in forming public opinions, and shaping polarized partisan views (Bowler et al., 2015; Bowler and Donovan, 2016, 2024). Relatedly, it makes sense that the same “loser effect” seen in studies of voter confidence will be seen in perceptions of election fraud, with partisans of parties losing recent elections more likely to express concerns about election fraud (Anderson et al., 2005; Sances and Stewart, 2015; Sinclair et al., 2018), and more likely to support electoral reform (Hood and McKee, 2022, 2023, 2024). A particularly salient example of this effect followed the 2020 election when, after his electoral loss, Donald Trump claimed that Joe Biden's victory was fraudulent. Though untrue, a large majority of Republicans said they agree with his claim (Jacobson, 2023).

Some have studied perceptions about election fraud over election cycles, noting that while partisanship is correlated with opinions about election fraud, the relationship seems modest (Enders et al., 2021). Importantly these same studies have confirmed other research results, showing that conspiratorial thinking is correlated with perceptions about election fraud (Enders et al., 2021; Edelson et al., 2017). This underscores the general hypothesis that voters respond to their information environment, in particular what trusted elites say about election fraud (Cottrell et al., 2018). These studies provide the basic framework for our subsequent analysis of our recently collected 2024 dataset, which we describe in the next section.



3 Methodology

We conducted an online survey of 2021 U.S. registered voters, which was fielded by YouGov June 26 to July 3, 2024. YouGov aims to produce a dataset that would approximate a representative sample of this population. They weighted the responses (as described in more detail in the Supplementary material), and in the analyses reported below, we use the weights provided by YouGov. The margin of error for the survey is approximately 2.4%.

In our survey, we asked subjects to tell us how commonly they believe that ten examples of election fraud occur in the United States. Subjects could indicate that they believed for each of these types of election fraud that “it is very common”, “it occurs occassionally”, “it occurs infrequently”, “it almost never occurs”, or “I'm not sure.” We provide in the Supplementary material the complete data for all response options to each of the ten election fraud questions. However, for analytical purposes and ease of exposition, in the paper we focus on the responses aggregated to common (it is very common or it occurs occasionally) or not common (it occurs infrequently or it almost never occurs). We provide additional methodological details about the survey in the Supplementary Sections 1, 2.

These are similar to, and in some cases identical to, questions that have been included in past surveys, in particular the The Survey of the Performance of American Elections (Stewart, 2022). This allows us to compare our responses from the summer of 2024 to those from previous surveys, specifically those from 2012, 2014, 2016, 2020, and 2022 (Stewart, 2013, 2015, 2017, 2021, 2023). The ten election fraud questions (and the labels we use for them) are:

• People voting more than once in an election (Multiple Voting)

• People stealing or tampering with ballots that have been counted (Ballot Tampering)

• People pretending to be someone else when going to vote (Impersonation)

• People voting who are not U.S. citizens (Non-Citizen Voting)

• People taking advantage of absentee or mail balloting to engage in vote fraud (Mail Ballot Fraud)

• Officials changing the reported vote count in a way that is not a true reflection of the ballots that were actually counted (Official Tampering)

• Vote counting software manipulated in a way to not count ballots as intended (Software Hacking)

• Paying voters to cast a ballot for a particular candidate (Paying Voters)

• Voting under fraudulent voter registrations that use a fake name and a fake address (Registration Fraud)

• People submitting too many ballots in drop boxes on behalf of others (Dropbox Fraud)

Our analysis of these data proceeds as follows. We first show graphically the responses we received in our survey, and we also compare ours to those from the SPAE. We then discuss the simple bivariate associations we have in our data, between each of the election fraud questions, and our demographic and attitudinal features (the detailed tables are provided in the Supplementary material). Next, we use multivariate regression models to examine the covariates from our survey which most strongly associate with belief in election fraud. In the main text below, we focus on a summary scale of the number of types of election fraud that each subject in our sample endorses; we use this summary regression for ease of presentation and interpretation. In the main text we show marginal effect plots to clarify the associations between each covariate and the summary scale of the types of election fraud. We provide regression results for each of the election fraud beliefs in the Supplementary Section 4. Our survey contains quite a few covariates of interest: age, gender, race and ethnicity, education, region of residence, urban or rural residence, partisanship, ideology, political interest.

The survey also contains batteries of questions designed to produce measures of beliefs in conspiratorial thinking and populism, the wordings of these questions are provided in the Supplementary Section 1. To form conspiracy and populism scores for each participant, we ask six conspiracy and populism questions, rated on a five-point scale, which we then sum to form each of these measures. These measures thus range from a minimum of 6 to a maximum of 30. Finally, we bin these scores in 5-point intervals to present the results.



4 Results


4.1 Graphical results

We begin by discussing the weighted frequencies for each of the ten election fraud questions included in our survey. The frequencies we provide in Figure 1 are the weighted proportion of registered voters in our sample saying that the particular type of fraud “is very common” or “occurs occasionally”. We aggregate these survey responses in this way to make presentation, analysis, and interpretation easier; this is also consistent with how past studies have presented survey responses about election fraud (Stewart, 2022). Readers interested in seeing the full range of responses to each election fraud question can see the Supplementary Table S2.
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FIGURE 1
 Concerns about types of election fraud, June–July 2024 survey. Weighted frequencies of U.S. registered voters saying that the particular type of election fraud is very common or that it occurs occasionally.


We array the types of election fraud from highest frequency of concern to the lowest. The first important conclusion to take from Figure 1 is that each of these types of election fraud is considered to be common or occasional for a third or more of American registered voters. That result alone is cause for concern, as based on previous research discussed earlier, it is also highly likely that registered voters who believe that any of these types of election fraud are common or occasional are less likely to participate in elections and are less likely to have confidence in the electoral process.

Second, we see in Figure 1 a cluster of four types of election fraud that are viewed as common or occasional by at least four in ten U.S. registered voters: mail ballot fraud (0.43), paying voters (0.41), dropbox fraud (0.41) and non-citizen voting (0.40). Of the remaining types of election fraud, there are three with only a third of U.S. registered voters saying they are common or occasional: multiple voting (0.34), ballot tampering (0.33), and tampering by election officials (0.32). This leads to a second conclusion, some of these types of election fraud are seen by U.S. registered voters to be more prevalent, while others are seen as less likely to be prevalent.



4.2 Over-time comparison

As we noted above, the questions that we asked in our survey are generally similar to questions that have been asked in recent versions of the Survey of the Performance of American Elections (Stewart, 2022). Importantly, this gives us the ability to add our 2024 data to those from past versions of SPAE and to examine how American opinions about these types of election fraud may have changed since 2022.1 We present our the time series for six of the types of election fraud questions in Figure 2, the six that have been included in SPAE surveys since at least 2012.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Concerns about types of election fraud, data from 2008 to 2022 are from the Survey of the Performance of American Elections. Data from 2024 are from our survey discussed in the text.


We have six panels in Figure 2. Starting in the upper left, with people voting an absentee ballot intended for another person, we see relative stability since 2022, with a 1% increase in the proportion saying this is a common occurrence. Note, though, that this is a 6% increase since 2020. The upper middle panel of Figure 2 gives the results for endorsement of the notion that people are voting who are not U.S. citizens. Note that again our 2024 estimates are similar to what the SPAE estimated in 2022 (40% in 2024 believing this is a common occurrence, relative to 39% in 2022). But it is also important to point out that the proportion of the population believing that non-citizen voting is common has steadily risen since 2016 from 34% to 40%, a 6% increase. The upper right-hand panel in the Figures shows the results over time for the claim that people are pretending to be someone else when they go to vote. Here our 2024 estimate is slightly lower than the 2022 SPAE estimate (36% to 35%). Both 2022 and 2024 are higher than during the 2014–2020, when the percentage thinking this concern was common hovered between 29% and 31%.

In the lower-left panel of Figure 2 we provide the time-series for the claim that people vote more than once in an election. While we see stability in our 2024 estimate of the percentage endorsing this claim relative to 2022 (both 34%), we also want to point out that there has been a slight increase in the percentage seeing this as common in recent years (30% in 2020).

The middle lower panel in this Figure provides the results overtime for the claim that officials fraudulently change the reported vote count. Our estimate for 2024 for the percentage endorsing this claim is 2 points lower than 2022 (32% relative to 34%), and our 2024 estimate for those believing this is common is close to the percentage the SPAE estimated for 2020. A similar conclusion can be taken from the lower-right panel of Figure 2: our 2024 estimate for the percentage endorsing this claim (32%) is quite similar to the SPAE estimates for 2020 (32%) and 2022 (34%).



4.3 Bivariate results

As we show in the Supplementary Sections 3.1, 3.2) in detail, two variables have a striking correlation with belief in types of election fraud: party and level of belief in non-election conspiracy theories. 2 The former may be related to the “loser effect” discussed in Section 2, while the latter makes some intuitive sense: given that actual frequencies of the types of election fraud studied in this paper appear to be quite low, belief in them being common is likely to be correlated with believing that other infrequent events are also common.3 Figure 3 shows patterns of belief in different types of election fraud by party.
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FIGURE 3
 Concerns about types of election fraud by party.


Agreement with populist statements is positively correlated with belief that types of election fraud are common: among the strongest endorsers of populist statements, at least half believe any given election rumor. As we show in Section 4.4, this is robust even when controlling for a number of factors, including susceptibility to misinformation and endorsement of conspiracy theories. As we show in the Supplementary Section 4.1, however, this is due in part to Republicans being more likely to strongly agree with populist statements, while Democrats tend to agree less strongly (i.e., a quadratic specification maybe appropriate for populism). This indicates that there is a need for additional research on how populism interacts with other identities like partisanship to associate with opinions about types of election fraud.

Otherwise, as can be seen in Supplementary Section 4.4, few covariates have strong associations with belief in election rumors once political party, populism, and level of non-election conspiratorial thinking are controlled for. After controlling for them, there appear to be no significant differences in belief in types of election fraud across age, gender, race, level of education, or geographic location.4 While some of these variables (like education) display significant heterogeneity, these differences are primarily driven by political party and non-election conspiratorial beliefs. For example, as we show in the Supplementary material, Republicans with post-graduate education have approximately the same level of belief that types of election fraud are common as do their Republican peers with a high school education or less.

These bivariate correlations can only do so much to illuminate what drives belief in types of election fraud. For this, we turn to the multivariate analysis of the next section.



4.4 Regression results

In this section we present individual-level results on the total number and proportion of types of election fraud endorsed by respondents. We focus on the OLS results in the first column of Table 1, which has the raw number of types of election fraud respondents believe are common or occasional. As we noted before, we aggregate the responses in this way to ease analysis and interpretation. These results are similar to the binomial regression results in the second column, which has the proportion of types of election fraud respondents believe are common or occasional. For more analysis of belief in individual types of election fraud, please refer to the Supplementary Section 4.


TABLE 1 Regression results for aggregate answers to election crime questions.

[image: Table 1]

A few results are immediately clear: the predictors with the largest effects are belonging to the Republican party, living in a rural area, infrequently following politics, and belief in non-election conspiracy theories. Republican respondents say they believe around 1.4 more types of election fraud are common than do similar Democratic respondents. This result appears in each of our specifications, and, as shown in detail in the Supplementary material, identifying with the Republican party is frequently the largest single predictor of belief in election conspiracies.

One of the few covariates with as strong a correlation with belief in election conspiracies is belief in non-election conspiracies. In Table 1, we see that each additional point in the “conspiracy score” is associated with belief in 0.248 additional types of election fraud (again, “conspiracy score” is the sum of conspiracy confidence questions; these six questions are each rated on scale from 1 to 5). Put another way, an increase of one standard deviation in conspiracy beliefs is associated with belief in two additional types of election fraud. As shown in Figure 4, Republicans with low conspiracy scores display lower rates of belief in election conspiracies than do Democrats with high conspiracy scores (it should be noted that these are both small sub-populations).
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FIGURE 4
 Concerns about types of election fraud by level of belief in non-election conspiracy theories. Respondents are grouped by party and their total level of agreement (on a 1–5 scale) with six conspiracy questions. Higher numbers represent a higher average agreement with the conspiracy theory questions. We include questions pertaining to COVID-19, the United Nations, secret societies, scientists misleading the public, and the deliberate spread of certain diseases. Please refer to the Supplementary material for specific wording.


Perhaps surprisingly, we find that relative to urban respondents, those living in rural areas believe 0.5 fewer types of election fraud. This runs counter to recent literature arguing that rural people are less trusting of government, e.g., Kirk (2024). In the Supplementary material, we show that this appears to be driven by rural conservatives, who believe an average of one fewer election conspiracies than urban conservatives.

Relative to respondents who follow politics “most of the time”, all other respondents are less likely to believe rumors. This effect gets stronger the less interested in politics respondents are: those following “some of the time” believe in 0.5 fewer types of election fraud, while those that follow “hardly at all” believe in 0.9 fewer. As we show in the Supplementary material, this result is driven by politically disengaged Democrats believing more rumors than their engaged peers, and due to a strong majority of Republicans who report following politics “most of the time”, and who believe in types of election fraud at significantly higher rates than the rest of the survey population.

These results are echoed in the marginal effects plot in Figure 5, where we see that a greater level of agreement with conspiracy questions is easily the strongest mover of belief in types of election fraud on the margin. Similar to the discussion of regression results, one striking takeaway is how few variables seem to matter on the margin. All of age, race, gender, region, and even ideology seem to have only minor marginal contributions to election beliefs. Education appears to contribute to a net increase on the margin. Of course, it is important to keep in mind for all of these marginal effects that other important covariates (like conspiracy score) are implicitly set to their average value, thus ignoring the correlations between them.


[image: Figure 5]
FIGURE 5
 Marginal effects plot for multivariate regression on the proportion of types of election fraud believed.





5 Discussion and conclusion

Our analysis of perceptions of types of election fraud among American registered voters in 2024 has several findings with implications for democratic governance and electoral integrity in the United States. First and foremost, our results demonstrate that beliefs in various forms of election fraud remain widespread, despite a lack of evidence for their occurrence at any meaningful scale. This persistence of election fraud beliefs, even years after the contentious 2020 election, suggests that these perceptions may have become deeply entrenched in the American political psyche.

One of the most striking findings is the extent to which party affiliation correlates with beliefs in types of election fraud. Republicans consistently express higher levels of belief in various forms of election fraud compared to Democrats, even when controlling for other factors such as demographics, political engagement, and general conspiracy thinking. This partisan divide in perceptions of electoral integrity is concerning, as it may contribute to further polarization and undermine the legitimacy of election outcomes for a significant portion of the electorate. Whether this is evidence of a “loser effect” or might be a more lasting reflection of the partisan polarization in the United States today will require additional research after the 2024 election.

The strong association between belief in non-election conspiracies and acceptance of election fraud narratives is also noteworthy. This relationship suggests that susceptibility to election fraud beliefs may be part of a broader pattern of conspiratorial thinking. As such, efforts to address election fraud myths may need to consider broader strategies for improving critical thinking and media literacy among the general public.

Interestingly, our findings challenge some common assumptions about the rural-urban divide in political trust. Contrary to expectations, we found that rural respondents, particularly rural conservatives, were less likely to believe in types of election fraud compared to their urban counterparts. This unexpected result warrants further investigation and may have implications for how we understand the geographic distribution of political attitudes and beliefs.

Another counterintuitive finding is the relationship between political engagement and belief in types of election fraud. Our results indicate that those who follow politics less frequently are actually less likely to believe in election fraud. This suggests that increased exposure to political information, particularly among Republicans, may paradoxically increase susceptibility to election fraud narratives. This finding raises important questions about the quality and sources of political information consumed by engaged citizens and the potential echo chamber effects in partisan media ecosystems.

Our findings underscore the need for new approaches to address entrenched beliefs in election fraud. Experimental studies should explore multifaceted interventions that combine information provision with techniques drawn from research on countering conspiracy theories. For instance, researchers should continue to test the effectiveness of “inoculation” methods, exposing individuals to weakened forms of misinformation to build resistance against future encounters (see, for example van der Linden et al., 2017, 2021, 2022; Lewandowsky et al., 2023; Carey et al., 2024). Additionally, longitudinal studies tracking changes in election fraud beliefs over time, particularly before and after major elections, could provide valuable insights into the durability of these perceptions and the factors that influence their evolution.

This study has provided a comprehensive snapshot of American voters' perceptions of types of election fraud in 2024, revealing the persistent and partisan nature of these beliefs. By examining a wide range of election fraud narratives and their correlates, we have illuminated the interplay between partisanship, conspiracy thinking, political engagement, and geographic factors in shaping these perceptions. Our analysis reveals that despite the passage of time since the contentious 2020 election, beliefs in various forms of election fraud remain widespread, challenging assumptions about rural-urban divides and the effects of political engagement. These findings highlight the challenges facing American democracy as it contends with pervasive skepticism about electoral integrity, even in the absence of evidence for significant fraud.

As we approach future elections, the task of rebuilding trust in the American electoral system is both urgent and formidable. Yet, throughout its history, American democracy has faced and overcome significant challenges. By deepening our understanding of the roots of election fraud beliefs and developing evidence-based strategies to address them, we can work toward a future where faith in the democratic process transcends partisan divides.
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Footnotes

1We offer the comparison of our 2024 types of election fraud survey responses to those from the SPAE while noting that there are methodological differences between the SPAE and our survey. Importantly, the SPAE surveys, like our survey, are conducted online and are weighted to produce a sample of U.S. registered voters. The main difference is that the underlying design of the SPAE is to produce samples of registered voters in each state, which can then be weighted nationally. Ours is a national sample.

2In the Supplementary material, we provide tables showing the bivariate relationships between each of the election fraud covariates and a number of demographic, attitudinal, and behavioral covariates: gender, education, region of residence, urban or rural residence, political interest, conspiratorial beliefs, and partisanship.

3There is also substantial correlation between party identification and belief in non-election conspiracies. We leave the question of whether conspiratorial partisans would be more likely to believe in the integrity of the election if their preferred party won to future work.

4If we omit conspiracy and populism from our specification, our results are similar with the rest of the literature, in particular, education has a protective effect against belief in election fraud. The difference is due to correlation between party, education, populism, and non-election conspiratorial thinking.
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