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he 2000 presidential election was a wake-up

call to elected leaders, public officials, and
election scholars. The electoral fiasco—most
prominent in Florida, but also taking place in
states like New Mexico and Ohio—revealed
many deficiencies in voting equipment

(Caltech/MIT Voting Technology Project 2001).

In addition to faulty equipment, registration
mix-ups and problems with absentee ballots led
to the loss of as many as six million votes

(Caltech/MIT Voting Technology Project 2001).

Confusing ballots, like the butterfly ballot in
Florida’s Dade County, were found to have led
voters to vote incorrectly (Wand et al. 2001).
While these problems have, no doubt, existed
for a long time, the closeness of the 2000 presi-
dential race and the fact that the number of lost
votes had the power to change the election out-
come have brought election administration
questions to the forefront of policy making.

In response, the Help America Vote Act
(HAVA) was passed overwhelmingly by both
houses of Congress on October 29, 2002, and
was the first ever federal comprehensive law
on electoral administration, as election admin-
istration has always
been the purview of the
50 states and literally
thousands of local ad-
ministrators. HAVA pro-
vided for $3.9 billion to
upgrade older election
equipment, especially
punch-card systems, and
established the Election
Assistance Commission and minimum election
administration standards for the states and local
governments who are mostly responsible for
administering elections.

Despite the implementation of HAVA re-
quirements in the presidential election of 2004,
including the change in many states to elec-
tronic touchscreen voting, the problems contin-
ued. This time the focus was on Ohio, but no
doubt the problems were seen elsewhere. First,
there were problems with new electronic ma-
chines; there were anecdotal reports of ma-
chines over reporting votes, for example.
Precincts in many urban areas lacked enough
voting equipment, which lead to long voter
lines and suggested a bias against minority
voters. Exit polls in key battleground states
showed large discrepancies with the actual vote
outcomes, suggesting additional questions
about the accuracy and fairness of the election
process. Finally, Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. (2006)
published an article in Rolling Stone Magazine
that raised questions about the 2004 election

outcome and that ultimately asked: “Was the
2004 Election Stolen?”” Though election schol-
ars could not find evidence of systematic fraud,
the media coverage and the apparent problems
continue to raise doubts about our election
system.

Voter confidence in our election system is
crucial because elections are the link between
citizens and their elected officials. In a repre-
sentative democracy it is the ballot box that
allows voters to send their elected leaders man-
dates for policies and hold them accountable. If
voters do not have confidence that their vote is
counted correctly then the most fundamental
aspect of representative democracy, the direct
election of its leaders, is in doubt and a crisis
in democracy may be evident.! From a norma-
tive perspective, even though there will always
be election winners and losers, voters should
still have the utmost confidence in their elec-
toral system.

Theoretical Background

Voter confidence in elections is a very spe-
cific measure of government support in a func-
tional democracy. It broadly lies with a class of
measures that examine a broad array of politi-
cal support including political efficacy and
trust in government. These latter measures have
been the focus of political science activity
since the 1950s, when regime support proved
to be quite high in America (American Na-
tional Election Studies 2007). Over time schol-
ars have remained very attentive to the changes
in these measures and have noted a rather large
erosion in confidence in government in the
United States and in Europe (Dalton 1999).
These changes are disconcerting to many
scholars because measurements of regime sup-
port capture the commitment to the govern-
ment and governing structure. Theoretically,
greater levels of government trust and efficacy
lead to democratic stability and economic secu-
rity, while lower levels have the potential to
destabilize a government and create economic
insecurity.

One potential problem with studies and mea-
sures of confidence in government is that they
have focused on broad and generally diffuse
measures of regime support. Oft-asked ques-
tions about “people in the government” or
“people running government” pay very careful
attention to the affective component of the
evaluation, but little regard for the object or
experience of the evaluation (e.g., Hill 1981),
yet both components make up an attitude.
Moreover, these diffuse measures of support
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are likely the product of more specific levels of support that are
acquired through interaction and experience with the political
system.

We argue that studying specific areas of support offer the
most likely means for assessing voters’ most frequent experi-
ence with the political system, the electoral process, and poten-
tially provide ways to create more positive political experiences
that ultimately increase diffuse levels of support and hence
strengthen the political system. Indeed, some have argued that
trust in the electoral process is pivotal to a democratic society
(Rahn, Brehm, and Carlson 1999; Price and Romantan 2004).
This is because trust at this level builds confidence in other
government institutions and individual attachment to the politi-
cal system. By focusing on global support measures that empha-
size the institutions of government, we may be missing primary
linkages in understanding citizen connection to the governing
process, and those may be key in assessing and understanding
the changing nature of voter satisfaction, more broadly speak-
ing, with government. In addition, voter confidence focuses on
the procedures of a democracy, as opposed to its institutions,
providing us with an alternative referent for assessing the health
of our democracy. Recent scholarship also suggests that voter
confidence is also related to voter turnout (Alvarez, Hall, and
Llewellyn 2006) and therefore understanding its dynamics may
be helpful in building an efficacious and active citizenry.

Therefore, we focus our attention on a specific, but vastly
important and primary support attitude: whether a voter believes
her vote will actually be counted as intended. In our study, the
phrase “voter confidence” refers to this support measure. In the
aftermath of the 2000 and 2004 elections, such questions are at
the administrative forefront of the world’s leading democracy
and are thus extremely important questions for scholarly
consideration.

Data

The data we use come from a mixed-mode (Internet and mail)
survey conducted just after the 2006 midterm election. We col-
lected data from respondents in two congressional districts, New
Mexico’s First and Colorado’s Seventh Congressional District.
We chose these districts, in part, due to the presence of highly
competitive congressional contests; ergo, these districts are more
likely to see increased voter interest in electoral outcomes and
activity as well as the potential for greater problems at the polls.

Perhaps more important for the question of voter confidence,
both Colorado and New Mexico have recently undergone myr-
iad reforms in their voting laws in response to interest-group
pressure to create fair, accurate, and voter-verifiable election
administration systems. New Mexico, for example, is the first
state to move from a predominantly electronic voting system to
one that mandated optical scan bubble paper ballots statewide,
with the intent of providing a paper trail so that elections could
be audited for accuracy. Further, New Mexico passed legislation
to implement a statewide 2% audit, beginning in 2007, to ensure
the accuracy and fairness of election outcomes. Meanwhile,
Colorado has been the frontrunner in the implementation of
many innovative changes, including vote centers, and recent
changes to the law mandate a paper trail to ensure voter integ-
rity. In the 2006 cycle, some Colorado voters had the option of
choosing either touchscreen systems with voter-verifiable paper
rolls or optical scan ballots. In addition, both states have been
early adopters of early voting as well as no excuse absentee
voting, resulting in many voters choosing to cast their ballots
prior to Election Day. In New Mexico about one in five voters
took advantage of early voting and about one in five voted ab-
sentee, leaving just over half of voters voting on Election Day.
In Colorado about half of voters voted absentee and a little over
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one in 10 voted early with the remainder voting on Election
Day. Thus, our sample provides us with interesting variation in
voter interaction with the electoral process to assist us in evalu-
ating voter confidence.

Survey Design

Just before Election Day, we sent 4,050 letters to a random
sample of registered voters in both congressional districts re-
questing their participation in our Election Administration Sur-
vey.? The letter explained our study and its importance, the
respondent’s unique position within it, and provided a URL? to
a web page through which they could enter the survey. The web
page presented respondents with FAQ and IRB policies. The
letter also explained that respondents could request a mail sur-
vey and a return self-addressed stamped envelope by contacting
us via a toll free number or by calling our offices.

Sample registered voters who did not respond were re-
contacted three times with a postcard reminding them of the
study, the URL, their ability to request a mail survey, and their
identification number for the survey. The response rate for the
sample was about 15% and was calculated as the number of
surveys returned to us, either through web submission or re-
turned mail, divided by the total number of survey respondents
who were eligible.*

Survey questions asked respondents about their election expe-
rience (voter confidence, voting problems, method of voting,
experience with poll workers, voter satisfaction), faith in the
election process (including the ability of the machines to pro-
vide paper audits), attitudes toward fraud, voter access, and
voter identification as well as other political attitudes and be-
haviors including evaluations of the president, the congressional
candidates, and their local and state election administrators.

We also asked several questions related to the congressional
race (vote choice, political activity, etc.) and a variety of
demographics.’

Method

We focus our attention here, however, on explaining a single
measure of voter confidence. We asked respondents: “How con-
fident are you that your vote in the November 2006 election
will be counted as you intended?”” They could respond “not at
all confident,” “not too confident,” “somewhat confident,” or
“very confident.”

Our primary independent variables focus on three sets of con-
ceptual factors likely related to voter confidence. The first set of
factors is related to the voting experience itself, which in some
sense is the objective experience the voter has with the voting
process (also see Hall, Monson, and Patterson 2007). This essen-
tially is the “local” factor and focuses on external attributions
in understanding voter confidence. When voters have problems
voting,® for example, because the ballot is confusing,” or too
long,® or poll workers are unhelpful® they are likely to feel less
confident that their vote will be counted. And, likewise, the more
enjoyable and positive their vote experience the more likely they
will feel that their vote will be counted.'® We hypothesize that as
the quality of a voter’s first-hand experience with the voting pro-
cess increases their level of voter confidence increases.

Another part of the direct experience is the choice a voter
made in how to execute their vote. In New Mexico and Colo-
rado, voters can choose to vote absentee, early, or on Election
Day. Voters voting early or absentee are further removed from
the election process and may feel less confident that their ballot
is likely to be counted. Voters engaging in absentee voting, for
example, may feel that their ballot is less likely to be counted
because they may believe that these ballots only get counted if
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the race is close. A recent national study found
that absentee voters had significantly less voter
confidence, a finding which supports this hypoth-
esis (Alvarez, Hall, and Llewellyn 2006). We in-

Table 1
Frequency Comparison of Voter Confidence: National
versus Local Samples

clude both early and absentee dummies in our
model, making Election-Day voting the category
of reference.

Our second set of conceptual factors relate to
the attitudes that voters bring to the process. The
first of these is the voter’s attitude regarding the
machine he used to cast his ballot and whether it

Local (NM & CO):
How confident are you
that your vote in the
November 2006 election
will be counted as
you intended?

Pew: How confident
are you that your
vote will be accurately
counted in the
upcoming election?

offers a verifiable record of his vote. Recall that Very confident 42 58
in New Mexico early and Election-Day voters Somewhat confident 42 29
used identical optical scan bubble paper ballots, Not Too confident 10 9
while in Colorado, most early and Election-Day Not at all Confident 4 3
voters used a touchscreen ballot and some Colo- DK/NS 2 1
rado voters had the choice of an optical scan Total N 835 1,503

bubble paper ballot or a touchscreen one. There-
fore, we asked voters on a Likert-type scale how
strongly they agree or disagree with the follow-
ing: “The bubble paper ballot [or the touch
screen ballot] method provides for a paper receipt that can val-
idate the election results.” We then matched voters’ attitudes
toward the machines to their vote method, creating a scale in-
dicating how confident they are in the technology they used.!!

We also asked voters about their attitudes toward their imme-
diate election official.!> We argue that the more confidence that
a voter has in the job her local election official is doing, the
more likely she is to feel confident that her vote is counted. We
asked, “We are interested in whether you strongly approve, ap-
prove, disapprove, or strongly disapprove of how your county
election official has handled her job.”

The last set of attitudes we focus on is the perceptual lens
that voters bring to voting through their party identification.
Prior research shows that partisanship plays an important role in
structuring attitudes, including government trust (Brewer and
Sigelman 2002; Bowler and Donovan 2002; Cook and Gronke
2005; Bullock III, Hood III, and Clark 2005; Alvarez, Hall, and
Llewellyn 2006), and we suspect that it does here as well. The
problems in voter administration since 2000 and allegations of
partisan politics, whether in Florida with former Secretary of
State Katherine Harris or in Ohio with former Secretary of State
J. Kenneth Blackwell, appear to favor GOP political outcomes
over Democratic ones. Therefore, we expect party identification
to structure perceptions of the political process with Democrats
having less voter confidence than Republicans.

Finally, we also considered a wide variety of demographic
controls including gender, age, education (high school or less,
some college, college graduate, advanced degree), income, the
respondent’s state (Colorado coded 0, New Mexico coded 1) to
control any differences across election contexts, and race (non-
White coded 0, White coded 1).!3 It is important to note that
self-identified non-White voters in our sample were largely
Hispanic.'*

Previous research suggests that political resources, including
education and income, increase political efficacy and trust;
therefore our expectation is that they would have a similar posi-
tive effect on voter confidence. Previous research also suggests
that African Americans are likely to be less trusting in govern-
ment (Abramson 1983; Brewer and Sigelman 2002) and several
studies show that Blacks have significantly less voter confi-
dence than Whites (Alvarez, Hall, and Llewellyn 2006; Pew
2006; Bullock III, Hood III, and Clark 2005). Therefore we ex-
pect a positive relationship between our race variable and voter
confidence. There are no a priori reasons to hypothesize that
either gender or age influences voter confidence, but we include
them as part of our standard model.

PSOnline www.apsanet.org

Results

Table 1 shows the frequency response to our post-election
voter confidence question compared to a question posed to a
national survey of registered voters prior to the elections of 2006
by the Pew Research Center (Pew 2006). Notice that our sample
is less confident than Pew’s national sample. The national sam-
ple shows that fully three in five registered voters were very
confident that their vote would be accurately counted, while only
two in five felt that way in our sample. While this may suggest
important differences in pre- versus post-election environments,
it may also suggest that local context matters a great deal in
structuring voter confidence.'> While national data provide an
important overall look at voter confidence, localized studies may
be necessary to consider and control for the myriad differences
between election context in voter rules (e.g., absentee voter
rules, registration rules), election administration differences (e.g.,
availability of vote centers, the voting machines used, history of
voting problems in the area/state, competence of election offi-
cials and poll workers), and the context of the race (e.g., com-
petitive, media coverage, negativity of campaign).

Table 2 presents the results of our ordered probit model of
voter confidence. It also presents a simple symbolic synopsis of
a summary of the comparative effects of our independent vari-
ables by expressing the change in probability of being in the
normatively important “very confident” category by varying
each independent variable from its minimum to its maximum
after setting all of our variables to their medians.'® This table
reports the direction of the relationship and conveys the com-
parative intensity of change across coefficients as well as the
significance levels of the coefficients.!’

To begin, our findings demonstrate substantial evidence that
voters’ direct experience with the voting process influences their
voter confidence. The more helpful the poll workers and the
more a voter enjoyed her voting method, the more confident she
was that her vote counted. A more confusing ballot, however,
lowered her voter confidence. Interestingly, we find that not
casting a ballot on Election Day, but instead voting absentee or
early, results in less voter confidence, especially for absentee
voting. This last finding is extremely important because increas-
ingly states are providing voters with these alternative means of
voting, yet doing so actually reduces voter confidence in the
process. Such a reduction in confidence is possibly due to the
disconnection between the voter and Election-Day activities.
When people vote absentee, for example, they may be unsure
whether their ballot arrives in time to be counted or they may
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Table 2
Ordered Probit Model of Voter Confidence
b Model
(Standard Error)  Summary
Voting experience
Voting problems —-.202 NS
(.129)
Poll workers helpful 1855 +++
(.084)
Confusing ballot —.281** ——
(.060)
Long ballot -.066 NS
(.043)
Enjoyed voting Method .199** +++
(.054)
Voted absentee —.392** —
(.118)
Voted early -.199t -1
(.119)
Voter attitudes
Voting Method produces verifiable results 115* ++
(.054)
County Election Officer Job Evaluation .259** +++
(.039)
Party Identification .097** ++
(.022)
Demographics
Age .0001 NS
(.003)
Gender (female) -.030 NS
(.090)
Education .073 NS
(.047)
Race (White) 114 NS
(.116)
Income .035** ++
(.014)
State (New Mexico) 131 NS
(.128)
Cut 1 915
(.489)
Cut 2 1.82
(.489)
Cut 3 3.37
(-499)
Chi Square 140.95**
N 672

Source: Election Administration Study, Atkeson and Saunders (2006)
Note: T p< .1, * p < .05 ** p < .01

Notes: Dependent Variable measured on a scale from 1 (not at all
confident) to 4 (very confident). OLS regression analysis provided very
similar comparative effects. Direction of relationship denoted by type of
sign; number of signs denotes comparative change in probability from
option 3 (somewhat confident) to option 4 (very confident) when varying
each independent variable from its minimum to its maximum and holding
all other variables at their medians. The presence of three symbols
(pluses or minuses) connotes a change of probability over .30, two
signs connote a change of probability between .15 and .30, and one
sign connotes a change of probability between 0 and .15. The modeled
probability with all variables at their medians is .57 for the very confident
category.
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be uncertain as to whether they filled out the form
incorrectly, possibly invalidating their ballot. Early
voters likewise may feel more likely that their bal-
lot will be lost or destroyed when the machines are
shut off and turned on over the course of days and
eventually moved to new locations on Election
Day. Such separation from the final moment of the
process, when voters can physically observe their
ballot being cast on the day it will be counted,
increases doubts about the likelihood that their
voting effort will be included in determining the
election outcome.

We also find support for our argument that voter
attitudes are important to voter confidence. When
voters use a voting machine that they agree pro-
duces verifiable results, they are more confident in
the election process. Likewise, when they have a
positive evaluation of their local county election
official, they are also more confident in the elec-
tion process.

The perceptual lens of party is also very impor-
tant. The stronger the identification with the Re-
publican Party the greater the voter confidence.
The last few years of election drama that ulti-
mately has favored Republicans has left a clear
mark on voter confidence. This last finding is par-
ticularly troubling because the election process
should not be seen as a partisan activity.

The demographic variables show some expected
and unexpected effects. Income is positively re-
lated to voter confidence as expected, but educa-
tion is not. Gender, age, and the state dummy have
no relationship to voter confidence, also as ex-
pected. Our race variable counter-intuitively shows
no relationship with voter confidence. Because
race in this study overwhelmingly represents His-
panics and not Blacks, this finding may represent a
key difference between minority groups. Blacks’
long history of being denied their civil and voting
rights likely plays a role. Interestingly, then, there
is no evidence that the Latino voter experience is
markedly different from the Anglo experience.

Discussion

From a public policy perspective voter confi-
dence is a key element of a working democracy
and scholastic input into how to make the voting
process a better experience for the voter is an im-
portant consideration for county clerks and secre-
tary of states across the nation. It is their job to
present a process of administration that reduces
voter anxiety and increases voter confidence. Our
results, therefore, may be helpful to policy makers
and administrators and so we make the following
broad recommendations.

First, local election administrators must work to
produce a positive voter experience with as much
central guidance as possible. Poll workers must be
well trained so that they appear competent, non-
partisan, and helpful to the voter. These direct con-
tacts influence voter confidence and poll-worker
training is a direct function of the time, energy,
and effort put forth by the local administration
officials. Effort in this regard will no doubt reduce
conflict between voters and poll workers and in-
crease voter confidence. Ballots must be designed
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efficiently and must be unambiguous. Confusing ballots force
voters to make mistakes, which reduces their voter confidence.
For example, in the New Mexico survey our open-ended ques-
tions on why voters rated their overall voting experience fair or
poor revealed that the bubbles on the ballot were too small and
too difficult to color in for many voters. Larger fonts could ease
this problem and potentially make for a better voter experience.
And, more generally, we find that when voters use a method of
voting they enjoy, they are more confident in their voting experi-
ence. Thus, allowing voters multiple voting choices may be key
to greater confidence. Again, in New Mexico, the new bubble
paper ballots were not well liked by many people, but those
were the only machines available to voters. In Colorado, on the
other hand, voters in some counties could choose to use a bubble
paper ballot or a touchscreen machine. Such options could allow
for greater voter choice and produce greater voter confidence.
Second, voter attitudes are also important; using machines
that produce verifiable results increases voter confidence. Again,
this suggests that offering voters a choice of a variety of ma-
chines that produce verifiable results may be helpful in produc-
ing greater voter confidence. The county election officer is also
a key figure. In our study, nearly two in five (37%) voters could
not evaluate their local election administrator, even though this
is an elected position. We believe that a more visible role for
the local administrator is one factor to greater voter confidence.
The county official needs to appear competent, non-partisan,
and helpful. Overt or perceived partisanship can reduce voter
confidence, as shown by the party identification variable, and
therefore the local administrator needs to work hard to be seen
as helping all her constituents in the election process. In New
Mexico, for example, on Election Day several heavily Republi-

Notes

*Results were first presented at “The Future of Election Reform and
Ethics in the States,” hosted by Kent State University, Department of Politi-
cal Science, Columbus, Ohio, January 16—17, 2007, and the following paper
was presented at the Midwest Political Science Association’s Annual Meet-
ing, Chicago, Illinois, April 12-15, 2007. Data were collected by monies
generously provided by the University of New Mexico’s Research Alloca-
tion Committee. We’d like to thank Luciana Zilberman, Lisa Bryant, Alex
Adams, David Magleby, and the Center for the Study of Elections and De-
mocracy at Brigham Young University for their assistance with this project.
Of course, any errors are our own.

1. Though more recently, scholars have also asked if such changes in
government support represent a maturation of the public that expresses a
healthy but critical electorate (Norris 1999).

2. New Mexico Secretary of State Rebecca Vigil-Giron and Colorado
Secretary of State Gigi Dennis were kind enough to provide us with the
voter registration files updated through the last day of registration activities
in 2006 for the congressional districts.

3. The URLs were votenewmexico.unm.edu or votecolorado.unm.edu

4. Due to the poor quality of both states’ voter registration files, over
22% of our sample was unreachable.

5. For an executive summary of our findings, a more in-depth discus-
sion of our sample’s representativeness, and a frequency report of our ques-
tions, please visit http://vote2006.unm.edu.

6. Reported problems include voter name absent from voter list, voter
had to vote provisionally, voter had a difficult time finding their polling
place, someone else voted under the voters name, lack of proper voter iden-
tification, and late or never arriving absentee ballots.
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Variable Medion  Mean Min  Max
Voter confidence (DV) 3 3.25 1 4
Early voting (dummy, early = 1) 0 0.24 0 1
Absentee voting (dummy, absentee = 1) 0 0.41 0 1
Race (dummy, White =1) 1 0.76 0 1
Gender (dummy, 1 = female) 1 0.54 0 1
Age 56 5494 18 91
Education (high school or less, some college, college, advanced degree) 3 2.73 1 4
Income (16 category ordered measure) 7 7.52 1 16
Party identification (Strong Democrat to Strong Republican) 3 3.80 1 7
Ever had problems at the polls (yes = 1) 0 18 0 1
How confusing was your ballot (not at all to very) 1 1.51 1 4
R thought ballot was too long (strongly disagree to strongly agree) 2 233 1 5
R enjoyed method of voting (strongly disagree to strongly agree) 4 3.75 1 5
R has a positive opinion of county election official 3 2.80 1 5
(strongly disapprove to strongly approve)
Agreed voting method used produced verifiable results 4 3.88 1 5
State (dummy, New Mexico = 1) 1 054 0 1
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