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Introduction 

One of the pillars of a healthy democracy is the belief and confidence in free and fair 

elections. When there is widespread belief in election fraud or a lack of belief in election 

legitimacy this could cause reduced trust and trigger mass protest or even violence (Grant et 

al., 2021). Mass protest and violence has manifested prominently in the United States (U.S.) 

on the 6th of January 2021, when the Capitol was stormed. The storming of the Capitol caused 

the deaths of five people and left many more injured, now widely regarded as an attack on 

democracy (Healy, 2021). This case of mass violence was caused by the wide-spread belief 

that the national elections, that took place in November of 2020, were fraudulent. Although a 

couple hundred of Trump supporters stormed the Capitol, 39% of Americans believed the 

elections were rigged despite the absence of substantial evidence in support of fraud (Mauk & 

Grömping, 2023). The U.S. was now divided and staring each other in the eyes, disagreement 

no longer limited to legislative issues but the most important pillars of democracy. How did 

we get here?  

The storming of the Capitol on January 6th, 2021, has established the violent outcomes 

belief in election fraud can have if left to itself. Unsubstantiated electoral fraud claims have 

corrosive effects on the public’s trust in the election system (Berlinski et al., 2023, p. 34). 

Though the effects are moderate, higher belief in election fraud can even discourage citizens 

from participating in the democratic process (Fraga et al., 2024). Understanding the 

mechanisms behind such unsubstantiated beliefs may be the key to preventing violent 

outbursts, like the one on January 6th, in the future. The link between mass ideological 

polarization and increasing beliefs in election fraud could provide context to the reason why 

the public is driven to these violent actions. Belief in election fraud is higher among the losers 

of an election, due to the winner effect (Reller, Anderson & Kousser, 2022, p. 2).  According 

to the winner effect supporters of a losing candidate will have greater doubt about the 
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electoral fairness of an election thanks to cognitive dissonance between their personal regards 

of the candidate and the reality of the outcome of the election (Grant et al., 2021). 

Additionally, the winner effect is influenced by perceived mass ideological polarization, 

causing the gap in confidence regarding the electoral fairness of an election between winners 

and losers to increase (Janssen, 2023, pp. 455-456). An enhanced winner effect essentially 

leads more supporters of the losing candidate to question electoral fairness (Janssen, 2023, pp. 

455-456). What is not known however, is whether this relationship leads to an overall increase 

in belief in election fraud among the public. Besides, previous research regarding the topic of 

belief in election fraud has focused on the U.S., research on affective and ideological 

polarization outside the context of the U.S. being scarce to some extent (Iyengar, Lelkes, 

Levendusky, Malhotra, & Westwood, 2019; Janssen, 2023, p. 471).  Regarding the results of 

these studies, generalizability is thus mostly limited to a U.S. context. While ample attention 

has been paid to the U.S. and belief in election fraud among losers, the net effects of belief in 

election fraud outside of the U.S. warrants further investigation: Do higher levels of mass 

ideological polarization lead to more belief in election fraud?  

Using existing literature, I argue that mass ideological polarization can amplify the 

winner effect, a process through which winners and losers of an election arrive at different 

perceptions of electoral legitimacy (Reller et al., 2022, p. 2). Relying mostly on data from the 

World Value Survey, I find that although there is a positive relationship between mass 

ideological polarization and belief in election fraud, this relationship is not statistically 

significant. These results emphasize the need for further research regarding the domain of 

electoral fraud beliefs as well as the need to bridge the increasingly polarized gap that is 

driving the public apart.  

The following pages will investigate the existing body of literature, defining both mass 

ideological polarization and belief in election fraud. After which will be argued that an 
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increase in mass ideological polarization will lead to an increase in belief in election fraud 

caused by an augmented winner effect. Following this, the methodology will be explained 

after which the results will be shown and discussed. Finally, concluding remarks will be 

made, limitations and implications will be acknowledged, and possibilities for future avenues 

of research are proposed.  

 

Miscount or misconduct: people, fraud, and its definitions   

Conventional understandings of electoral fraud usually center around fraud committed by 

powerful people, influencing the availability and weight of votes for the public (Schedler, 

2002). However, definitions held by the public regarding election fraud can be divided into 

two different categories. Individual actions, a bottom-up type of election fraud, and 

institutional actions, a top-down type of election fraud. The bottom-up view of election or 

voter fraud encompasses action which can be taken by individuals to influence elections, such 

as voting more than once, voting without the proper identification, or using someone else’s 

vote (Sheagley & Udani, 2021, pp. 9-10). The top-down view of election misconduct is 

comprised of actions which can be taken by the elite, being an institutional kind of election 

misconduct (Sheagley & Udani, 2021, pp. 9-10). Electoral misconduct at the institutional 

level can further be divided into four categories. Fear or coercion, corrupt inducements, fraud, 

and systemic procedural violations. Electoral misconduct by fear or coercion refers to the 

intimidation of voters to induce them to vote for a particular party or candidate (Sutter, 2003, 

p. 434; Ziblat, 2009, p. 4). Corrupt inducements, also known as vote-buying, regards the 

bribing or buying of voters (Sutter, 2003, p. 435). Fraud refers to the dishonest taking or 

counting of votes (Sutter, 2003, p. 435). The last category, systemic procedural violations 

concern the early closing of polling stations, manipulation of voter registration rolls, or failing 

to advertise elections or distribute ballots (Ziblat, 2009, p. 4). 
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Besides a division at the individual and the institutional level, fraud can also differ 

based on the presence or absence of its affects. When an election is deemed fraudulent by 

virtue of the action this means that fraud is not dependent on a change in election outcome 

(Sutter, 2003, p. 435). In contrast, elections can also only be deemed fraudulent if and only if 

the election outcomes were actually influenced by the electoral fraud (Sutter, 2003, p. 435).  

Evidently, not all fraud definitions are the same, partisanship and party affiliation, 

among other factors, are responsible for how a person defines electoral fraud (Sheagley & 

Udani, 2021, pp. 9-10; Edelson, Alduncin, Krewson, Sieja, & Uscinski, 2017, p. 935). In the 

U.S. for example, Republicans are more likely to define voter fraud as bottom-up, putting 

more weight on the individual actions of electoral fraud, such as the belief that there is a large 

group of undocumented immigrants who vote illegally (Sheagley & Udani, 2021, pp. 9-10). 

While Democrats are more likely to define electoral fraud in the top-down manner, putting 

more weight on the institutional actions of electoral fraud, believing that state legislators and 

officials make it harder for some minority groups to vote (Sheagley & Udani, 2021, pp. 9-10; 

Edelston et al., 2017, p. 935). 

Despite personal differences in the definition of electoral fraud, for the purpose of 

analysis, election fraud will generally be defined as, the ‘introduction of bias into the 

administration of elections’ (Schedler, 2002, p. 105). This definition accounts for both 

bottom-up as well as top-down fraud definitions, as well as considering that electoral fraud 

might at times not violate any formal laws but democratic norms of free and fair elections 

(Ziblatt, 2009, p. 4).  

 

Seeds of doubt: why do people believe in election fraud?   

Belief in election fraud is often an irrational response, not a response to actual electoral fraud. 

Cases of actual fraud and the public’s belief in it are unrelated (Edelston et al., 2017, p. 935). 
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The public’s belief in election fraud is often much higher than actual election fraud, which can 

happen in democracies but rarely does (Hill, Sobolewska, Wilks-Heeg, & Borkowska, 2017, 

p. 772). Voter ID laws, designed to decrease electoral fraud, may for example actually 

increase the belief in electoral fraud, showing its irrationality (Edelston et al., 2017, p. 935).  

Although belief in election fraud is often irrational and unfounded, there are still different 

processes that can account for this type of irrational behaviour. The reasons for believing in 

electoral fraud can be broadly split into two categories: psychological reasons and contextual 

reasons.  

 

Psychological reasons for belief in election fraud  

Everybody wants to win, nonetheless not everybody can win. Democracy knows winners and 

losers and is highly dependent on widespread acceptance of the legitimacy of election result 

(Reller et al., 2022, p. 2). Those experiencing an electoral loss exhibit more doubt in the 

legitimacy of the election. This ‘winner effect’ leads to declining trust in governments and 

those on the winning and losing side to come to different levels of electoral legitimacy (Reller 

et al., 2022, p. 2). According to motivated reasoning theory people process political stimuli 

dependent on their prior beliefs (Flynn, Nyhan, & Reifler, 2017, p. 132). Motivated reasoning 

can therefore be directional and lead people to seek out evidence that supports their prior 

beliefs or counterargues other beliefs (Flynn et al., 2017, p. 132). It can even lead people to 

find evidence that supports the ingroup more believable than evidence that supports the 

outgroup (Flynn et al., 2017, p. 132). Feelings of a losing candidate’s supporters are dissonant 

with their positive view of the candidate. Because of this cognitive dissonance supporters of a 

losing candidate engage in directionally motivated reasoning leading them to question the 

legitimacy of the election (Grant et al., 2021). Cognitive dissonance also affects the reasoning 

and belief in the election of supporters of a winning candidate (Grant et al., 2021). Besides 
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legitimacy of elections, the citizens that voted for the party that won during the elections 

exhibit overall greater trust in their democratic institutions than their losing counterparts 

(Nadeau, Daoust, & Dassonneville, 2021, p. 483). Both winners and loser engage in 

motivated reasoning when they are confronted with the election results. Contrary to the 

supporters of the losing candidate, supporters of the winning party will seek out information 

confirming their win and the freeness and fairness of the election. While supporters of the 

losing party will, as already established, do the opposite (Nadeau et al., 2021, pp. 485-486).  

Besides the winner effect, conspiratorial thinking is also believed to influence why 

people belief in election fraud (Edelson et al., 2021, p. 939). Conspiratorial thinking is a 

world view in which circumstances are the product of a conspiracy. Conspiracy theories 

usually use disconfirming evidence or a lack of evidence as support for the conspiracy 

(Edelson et al., 2021, p. 936). Especially for election fraud the lack of evidence of election 

fraud is used as an argument to show how widespread and concealed it is. Those who engage 

in conspiratorial thinking are more inclined to believe in conspiracies and may also be more 

inclined to view elections with a sceptical eye (Edelson et al., 2021, p. 936). Although the 

relationship between conspiratorial thinking and the belief in election fraud is linked to 

partisanship it also effects belief in election fraud independently of party affiliation (Edelson 

et al., 2021, p. 936). This predisposition for conspiratorial thinking though interesting, should 

only cautiously be generalized to a wider array of countries since the data of the study refers 

exclusively to U.S.  politics. Despite the US centric focus of Edelson et al. (2021), there does 

seem to be evidence in support of the influence of conspiratorial thinking in the political 

understanding of Europeans (Onderco & Stoeckel, 2023, pp. 183 – 185) and Latin Americans 

(Caycho-Rodríguez et al., 2022).  
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Contextual reasons for belief in election fraud  

The contextual reason for electoral fraud beliefs centers around the role of one group, namely 

the elite. The demographic of a country can be split into multiple levels, one of which being 

the elite. The elite can sometimes purposefully use pre-existing cleavages among the public 

when it favours them (Arabalti & Rosenberg, 2020). Elites have previously made claims of 

electoral fraud to cast doubt on the election results when the outcome does not favour them 

(Berlinski et al., 2023, pp. 35-36). During the 2018 elections of Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro 

communicated his fear of electoral fraud to the public. Although the outcomes were yet to be 

announced, he cast doubt on a potential unfavourable election outcome, leading to increased 

doubt with respect to the legitimacy of the election (Berlinski et al., 2023, pp. 35-36). 

Additionally, the elite has the ability to influence the public through cues, influencing the way 

in which the general public takes decisions and evaluates arguments (Druckman, Peterson & 

Slothuus, 2013).  

 

Belief in fraud as a mirror of mass ideological polarization: The role of mass ideological 

polarization  

The following question emerges from reviewing the reasons why people believe in electoral 

fraud: how does mass ideological polarization play into this? While there seems to be a 

consensus in the literature that the losers of an election are more sceptical about electoral 

fairness, the extent to which this happens in an increasingly polarized world does not garner 

this same consensus. I argue that increasing mass ideological polarization has an amplifying 

effect on both the winner effect and conspiratorial thinking, while elite- and affective 

polarization mediate this relationship.   
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Mass ideological polarization is a form of political polarization. Polarization is the 

manner in which observations are distributed, where polarization refers to a bimodal 

distribution (Fiorina & Abrams, 2008, pp. 566-567). This bimodal distribution often comes 

with the implicit assumption that the distribution must be centred around two extremes 

(Fiorina & Abrams, 2008, pp. 566-567). Mass political polarization can be categorized in two 

types of polarization: ideological polarization and affective polarization. Affective 

polarization pertains to polarization on the basis of opinions regarding political allies and 

adversaries, while ideological polarization pertains to the values and beliefs of the public. 

(Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021, p. 188). The bigger the discrepancies between the extremes, the 

more polarized an environment or group of individuals is (Bértoa & Rama, 2021). There are 

two main characteristics of political polarization. The first aspect of mass political 

polarization being inter-group heterogeneity, meaning that the differences between groups 

become increasingly large (Arbatli & Rosenberg, 2020, p. 287). The second characteristic of 

mass political polarization is an increase in the similarity of members belonging to a group, 

also called intra-group homogeneity (Arbatli & Rosenberg, 2020, p. 287). Thus, a polarized 

society consist of groups that are very different, while the people that are in those groups are 

the same.  

 

Amplifying psychological reasons of belief in election fraud 

The gap between winners and losers’ belief in election fraud is bigger when both affective and 

(perceived) mass ideological polarization is higher (Janssen, 2023, p. 455). Mass polarization 

can decrease losers’ willingness to comply with the election outcome. Polarized voters care 

more about who wins and who loses and view the opponent in a more negative light, making 

it harder to accept the loss, thus making the gap between winners and losers’ belief in election 

fraud bigger (Janssen, 2023, p. 455). In mass ideologically polarized societies those who 
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support a losing candidate are more sceptical of the electoral fairness of an election than the 

supporters of a losing candidate in a less mass ideologically polarized society.  

A smaller gap between the winners and losers of an election is a key feature to a 

healthier democracy. The size of the winner effect, the gap between winners and losers, is 

context dependent (Nadeau et al., 2021, pp. 485-486). Depending on the individual 

psychological process, the level of motivated reasoning and differences in the environment of 

the media. Countries with a higher or better functioning democratic process, or better 

democracies in general, experiences much smaller gaps between the winners and the losers 

(Nadeau et al., 2021, pp. 485-486). In countries with higher functioning democracies losers 

are more content or satisfied with the process and winners react less emphatically to their 

victory (Nadeau et al., 2021, pp. 485-486). High functioning democracies in this case refer to 

democracies in which electoral democratic standards are fulfilled (Nadeau et al., 2021, p. 

489). Information environments differ highly between low and high functioning democracies. 

In low quality democracies loser will have more exposure to media questioning the elections 

than in high quality democracies, thus questioning the validity of the fairness of the election 

more than in the information environment of the high-quality democracy, where this 

information is absent (Nadeau et al., 2021, pp. 485-486).  

Likewise, mass ideological polarization has the ability to exacerbate conspiratorial 

beliefs in addition to the winner effect, moving political discourse away from moderation and 

towards polarization (Sutton & Douglas, 2020, p. 119). Conspiracy theories often imply that a 

small group, the elite, are very powerful and that institutions that should provide checks and 

balances fail to do so. Thus, mainstream civic and political institutions are not reliable, and it 

would make sense for the public to withdraw from the mainstream and move to the extremes 

(Sutton & Douglas, 2020, p. 119). Additionally, conspiratorial thinking can make it more 
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difficult for the losing side of a debate to accept the reality of their loss, enhancing and 

exacerbating the ‘winner effect’ (Sutton & Douglas, 2020, p. 119).  

 

Contextual reasons as mediators 

Besides the general population the elite can also be polarized, aptly called elite polarization. 

Elite polarization can be defined as “high levels of ideological distance between parties and 

high levels of homogeneity within parties” (Druckman et al., 2013, p. 57). Thus, often 

referring to a select group of elites. Polarization of the elite can occur separate from the level 

of polarization among the public. Their ability to alter the decision-making process is 

dependent on the level of mass polarization in an environment in combination with the 

separate level of polarization among the elite. According to partisan motivated reasoning 

theory, partisans will be more affected by the frames supported by their own party than those 

supported by the opposing parties (Druckman et al., 2013, p. 59). The tendency to only seek 

out information that confirms already existing beliefs and find evidence to support existing 

beliefs more compelling explains why elite polarization and a highly mass polarized 

environment alters the publics decision-making process. Druckman et al. (2013) find that 

when elites polarize in an already highly mass polarized general environment party cues 

become more important for decision making than substance. The public is thus more likely to 

follow party cues in highly mass polarized environments even if the substance of the 

argument of other parties is more compelling (p. 70). Conversely, when the elite polarizes in 

environments with lower levels of mass polarization party cues are only important when 

arguments of both sides of the debate are deemed to be of equal strength (p. 70). In this 

manner, the level of elite polarization in a highly mass polarized society could mediate the 

effects of the mass ideological polarization on belief in election fraud. Mass polarization 

could also mean that policy signals and partisan identifiers are communicated more clearly 
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(Robison & Mullinix, 2016, pp. 261-264). This could increase the tendency of the public to 

engage in partisan motivated reasoning, thus relying on party cues more heavily as well. Even 

when mass polarization is framed negatively, leading people to evaluate the argument of the 

opposing parties more favourable, the extent to which people follow their party’s policy 

endorsement does not change (Robison & Mullinix, 2016, pp. 261-264). If a party were 

sceptical of the election results and communicates that to their supporters, in an environment 

that is more mass polarized this could mean that supporters are more likely to believe such 

messages, since party cues becoming increasingly important for decision-making in highly 

mass- and elite polarized environments. 

Although the focus in this study lies on mass ideological polarization, affective 

polarization may still influence the relationship between mass ideological polarization and the 

belief in election fraud. When the elite is polarized the gap of affective polarization in the 

public between their own and opposing parties enlarges (Banda & Cluverius, 2018). It appears 

that elites encourage partisans to dislike members of other parties when they are polarized. 

Elite environments that are more highly polarized should produce cues that are both more 

frequent and clearer than in elite environments that are less polarized (Banda & Cluverius, 

2018). To partisans this suggests that the opposing party is a threat to their social identity. An 

electoral victory of the opposing party is more threatening in an elite environment that is 

highly polarized since there is a larger difference in parties’ agendas when the elite are more 

polarized (Banda & Cluverius, 2018). Thus, it would make sense for those who’s social 

identity is threatened to believe in claims of election fraud. Affective polarization, through 

elite polarization, also has the ability to mediate the effect mass ideological polarization has 

on electoral fraud beliefs. Additionally, mass ideological polarization is also found to increase 

affective polarization. (Iyengar et al., 2019). Since affective polarization also influences mass 



 14 

ideological polarization (Banda & Cluverius, 2018), this may in turn become some kind of 

self-reinforcing loop.  

 The winner effect, conspiratorial thinking, and the elite all play a role in the 

relationship between ideological polarization and the belief in election fraud. At the core of 

this relationship lies the winner effect. The winner effect explains why people belief in 

election fraud. Stating that the losers of an election will exhibit greater doubt about the 

legitimacy of the election because the outcome of the election will cause the feelings of 

supporters of the losing candidate to be dissonant with the way in which they view the 

candidate (Reller et al., 2022, p. 2). The bigger the winner effect, the bigger the part of the 

public that believes in election fraud. When ideological polarization increases, the winner 

effect is thought to increase alongside it (Janssen, 2023, pp. 455-456). Polarized voters care 

more deeply about the outcome of the election and often view opponents in an increasingly 

negative light (Janssen, 2023, pp. 455-456). This makes it harder for the supporters of the 

losing side to accept the democratic claims of the election (Janssen, 2023, pp. 455-456). This 

means that the losing side of an election will exhibit greater belief in electoral fraud then the 

winning side. Thus, it would follow that when ideological polarization increases, the winner 

effect also increases and the belief in election fraud has the potential to increase, especially in 

multiparty systems, where there are more losers than winners. Although the possibility of the 

increasing belief in election fraud among the losers of an election and the decreasing belief in 

election fraud among the winners of an election do have the possibility of averaging out to 

zero, a review of the literature leads to the following hypothesis: 

H1. When mass ideological polarization increases belief in election fraud will also increase.  

 



 15 

Research Design  

To test the hypothesis, a cross-country study will be done, focusing on democratic countries. 

Most of the existing research on this topic focuses exclusively on the U.S., it would therefore 

be interesting to broaden the study of this topic in space (Iyengar et al., 2019; Janssen, 2023, 

p. 471). The reason for a focus on democratic countries instead of countries with other 

regimes such as autocracies is because belief in election fraud in democratic countries is more 

meaningful than in autocratic countries. Since free and fair elections and free speech are 

integral parts of democratic countries and not necessarily of autocratic countries, belief in 

election fraud among the public in autocratic countries will not be representative of reality. 

Consequently, any results coming from this study will not be representative of autocratic 

countries. The data that is used for the analysis stems from the 7th wave of the World Values 

Survey (WVS).  Random probability representative samples from the adult population were 

used by all countries. Most of the data was collected through face-to-face interviews, 

collecting data on either an electronic device or paper (Haerpfer et al., 2022). Although all the 

data from the WVS is gathered over 66 countries or territories, the data from 32 countries out 

of the data will be used, refer to Appendix A for a detailed list of the selected countries. Using 

V-Dem report (Boese et al., 2022) which analyses and categorizes regime types between 2011 

and 2021 and sorts them based on the regime type in 2021, the democratic countries to be 

used as cases were selected.  The V-Dem report was used for all countries except Northern 

Ireland and Macau, which were not present in the report. To determine if Norther Ireland was 

democratic, the ‘Freedom in the world 2021’ report from Freedom House and the Freedom 

House index for the United Kingdom was used (Repucci & Slipowitz, 2021). According to 

this report and the index for the United Kingdom, Northern Ireland is a free democratic 

territory, thus it was included in the analysis. Sources on the political system of Macau are 

scarce as the territory is not included in either the V-Dem report or the Freedom House report. 
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However, since Macau is an administrative region of the People’s Republic of China, 

characterized by a lack of democratic elements Macau was excluded from the analysis (LO, 

2011). Any countries present in the WVS dataset that were categorized as either liberal 

democracies or electoral democracies in the V-Dem report (Boese et al., 2022) were selected. 

The sample size of each of the countries that were used in the analysis was roughly a thousand 

respondents.  

Mass ideological polarization, and its increasing presence, is a modern and recent 

problem (Bértoa & Rama, 2021, pp. 1-3). Hence, it would make most sense to focus on the 

most recent data available. The most recent wave of the World Values Survey is the 7th wave 

which ranges from 2017 to 2021, this timeframe will be used. Mass ideological polarization 

has risen with the advent of social media as a form of news among other things, although this 

process started before the timeframe that will be used it has increased much more from 2010 

up until today (Bértoa & Rama, 2021, pp. 1-3). The number of votes for anti-establishment 

parties (AEP), has exponentially increased in the past 20 years, but especially in the past ten 

years (Bértoa & Rama, 2021, pp. 1-3). Seeing as the data is not current, but from two years 

ago, not much can be said about the state of this relationship as it is today. However, if a 

relationship is established inferences can be made, about the present and possibly about the 

future.  

 

The dependent variable – Belief in election fraud 

Because of the criminal nature of election fraud, the data on it is limited and even so, probably 

does not show a realistic picture of actual numbers of election fraud since the data is only 

available regarding the cases that are caught and not those that are not, thus a survivorship 

bias would occur. The dependent variable will therefore focus on the belief in election fraud 

instead of election fraud. The variable will be measured using data from the questionnaire 



 17 

from the WVS where respondents are asked whether they believe ‘Votes are counted fairly’, 

‘Voters are bribed’, ‘Election officials are fair’, and ‘Rich people buy elections’ (Haerpfer et 

al., 2022). Respondents are asked to answer these questions on a scale from 1 to 4, where 1 

means ‘very often’ and 4 means ‘not at all often’ (Haerpfer et al., 2022). Since belief in 

election fraud can be defined as ‘introduction of bias into the administration of elections’ 

(Schedler, 2002, p. 105), the four prompts will be used to measure belief in election fraud. All 

four of the prompts above will be averaged to create an index on belief in election fraud. The 

goal of the index is to create a measure, which can be aggregated to a country-level and in 

which higher values indicate more belief in election fraud. Because of the formulation of the 

questions, two out of the four variables that attributed to the index were recoded so that a 

higher value of the index means a higher belief in election fraud. Although the original 

variables from the WVS are ordinal, because an index was used, the dependent variable can 

be considered continuous.  

 

The independent variable – Mass ideological polarization 

The independent variable, mass ideological polarization, will be measured using data from 

one of the questions from the questionnaire from the WVS asking respondents ‘In political 

matters, people talk of "the left" and "the right." How would you place your views on this 

scale, generally speaking?’ (Haerpfer et al., 2022). This scale ranges from 1 to 10, where 1 

means ‘left’ and 10 means ‘right’ (Haerpfer et al., 2022). This scale by itself does not translate 

to measure of polarization. Thus, a bimodality index will be used, with which polarization 

will be measurable. To measure bimodality kurtosis can be used (Willis, 2017). When there is 

a higher level of consensus among the public kurtosis is positive. The more polarized the 

public the more negative kurtosis becomes, reaching bimodality at a kurtosis of -2 (Willis, 

2017). Kurtosis as a measure for the level of mass ideological polarization can be considered 
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as a continuous variable. Although levels of mass polarization are harder to measure than 

trends of mass polarization because of the implicit assumption of extremity of mass 

polarization (Fiorina & Abrams, 2008, pp. 566-567), for the purpose of feasibility and 

availability of data, mass ideological polarization will be measured in levels of mass 

ideological polarization between countries.  

 

Statistical Model 

To analyse the relationship between the dependent and the independent variable a regression 

analysis will be used (sample size, n = 32). Regression analyses are used to find relationships 

between variables and since this is the aim of the research question a regression analysis is 

appropriate. The independent variable, mass ideological polarization measured through a 

kurtosis value, is a continuous variable. The dependent variable, belief in election fraud, is 

measured using an index compiled of four questions of the WVS, also making it continuous 

variable. Thus, a linear regression analysis using the OLS (Ordinary Least Squares) method is 

most appropriate for this research design. The relationship will be tested using one model, 

testing the relationship between the dependent and the independent variable including the 

control variables. The assumptions for the linear regression were all met. Refer to the 

Appendix B for further detail and discussion on this.  

 

Controls  

To limit the influence of confounding variables, three controls will be introduced into the 

model.  The level of income inequality within a country could be a confounding variable, 

therefore being added as a control. Winkler (2019) finds that when the level of income 

inequality rises, the probability of a person supporting parties at the extremes of the 

ideological spectrum increases (pp. 159-160). Atkeson & Saunders (2007) find that income is 
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positively associated with voter confidence (p. 658). Meaning that those with a higher income 

tend to have more confidence in the electoral system. Thus, a higher level of income 

inequality, with a larger percentage of the population around or under the poverty line would 

insinuate a lower level of voter confidence. In this manner the level of income inequality in a 

country can be a confounding variable. The Gini-coefficient is the most popular measure of 

income inequality, because of the ability to generate one single statistic for the income 

distribution in a country (De Maio, 2007, p. 850). The main weakness affecting the Gini-

coefficient is that it is not able to differentiate between different types of income inequality 

(De Maio, 2007, p. 850). However, since a single statistic for the level of income inequality 

per country is needed to control for income inequality the Gini-coefficient is an appropriate 

measure. Because there is no data on income inequality available from the WVS, data for the 

Gini-coefficient per country was used from the World Inequality Database (2024). Since the 

data from the WVS ranges between 2017 and 2022, the Gini-coefficient of 2022 was used for 

each country, except Northern Ireland and Andorra. For which the World Inequality Database 

did not have any relevant data. For these two countries the Gini-coefficient was gathered from 

another source and another year, although still within the time range of the 7th wave of the 

WVS. For Andorra, the datapoint was gathered from the International Monetary Fund (2024), 

the Gini-coefficient stemming from 2020. For Northern Ireland the datapoint was gathered 

from Doorley, Gubello, & Tuda (2024), the Gini-coefficient stemming from 2019. Because 

the Gini-coefficient is already a country level variable, there is no need to aggregate the data.  

Confidence in institutions also influences both ideological polarization and belief in 

election fraud. Banda & Kirkland (2018) find that when citizens legislature and out-parties are 

increasingly ideologically polarized citizens feel that the institutions of their political system 

cannot aptly act on behalf of them, leading to declining trust in institutions (p. 623). 

Furthermore, confidence in institutions is negatively affected by an increased inclination to 
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conspiratorial thinking. Those who believe in conspiracies have more antigovernmental 

associations and have decreased political efficacy (Enders, 2019, p. 510). When people feel 

the government is able to meet their expectation, confidence can be formed (Llewellyn, 

Brookes, & Mahon, 2013, p. 2). To measure the confidence people have in their political 

system, question 252 from the WVS is used. Here, respondents were asked ‘On a scale from 1 

to 10 where “1” is “not satisfied at all” and “10” is “completely satisfied”, how satisfied are 

you with how the political system is functioning in your country these days?’ (Haerpfer et al., 

2022). Like with the other variables, this data is aggregated per country to account for 

geographically clustered data.  

In addition to both income inequality and confidence in institutions, the number of 

parties in a party system may also be a confounding variable and will thus be introduced as a 

control. A fragmented party system can fragment basic consensus and increasing ideological 

cleavages in society (Sartori, 1966, p.159).  A greater number of parties could also mean that 

there are more losers in election, subsequently leading to a greater ‘winner effect’ and a larger 

belief in election fraud (Jansen, 2024). The number of parties per country was gathered from 

the WVS (Haerpfer et al., 2022), which lists out the number of parties present per country at 

the time of taking the surveys.    

Despite having the capability to influence ideological polarization, affective 

polarization and elite polarization were not incorporated into the research design of this study. 

The relationship might be mediated through elite and affective polarization and should 

therefore not be controlled for (Rohrer, 2018). Additionally, elite and affective polarization 

can have an amplifying effect on ideological polarization, but do not directly cause belief in 

election fraud, thus not making for a good control variable (Rohrer, 2018). Moreover, since 

the number of observations is not large, to not overfit the model only a limited number of 

controls were introduced. For linear regression models per predictor, roughly 10 to 15 cases 
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should be needed to limit the bias in the model (Babyak, 2004). In accordance with this, 3 

control variables were added, excluding elite and affective polarization due to limited 

availability of data and limited applicability of the variables as controls.   

 

Results  

To test the hypothesis, one model including the dependent, independent and control variables 

was conducted. H1 stated that when mass ideological polarization increased, belief in election 

fraud would increase alongside it because of the increased winner effect an increase in mass 

ideological polarization creates. Table 1 shows the results stemming from the linear regression 

that was ran.  

 

Table. 1 Linear Regression Model predicting belief in election fraud  

 Model 1 

(Constant) 2.482 *** 

 (0.474) 

Mass Ideological Polarization -0.178 

 (0.116) 

Confidence in Institutions  -0.223 *** 

 (0.054) 

Number of Parties  -0.009 

 (0.010) 

Income Inequality  1.808 *** 

 (0.486) 

𝑅! 0.836 
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Adjusted 𝑅! 0.698 

N 32 

Note: OLS Regression coefficients with standard errors in round brackets. ***p < 0.001, ** p 

< 0.01, * p < 0.05 

 

 Table 1 shows that the coefficient for mass ideological polarization is negative, this 

may make it seem like there is a negative relationship between mass ideological polarization 

and belief in election fraud. However, the opposite is true. The coefficient for mass 

ideological polarization is -0.178. Which means that for every one-point increase in the 

measure for mass ideological polarization, belief in election fraud is expected to decrease by 

0.178 points. Recall that kurtosis was used as a measure for the level of polarization. Positive 

values of kurtosis indicate that the independent variable is not polarized, negative values of 

kurtosis indicate that the independent variable is polarized. Also recall that when kurtosis 

reaches a value of -2, observations reach bimodality (Willis, 2017). Thus, when observations 

become less polarized, belief in election fraud decreases. In accordance with H1, if belief in 

election fraud increases then mass ideological polarization also increases. Based on the results 

of the model, one would expect that countries that are on the minimum of mass polarization, 

and are thus least polarized, would have an average belief in election fraud of 1.69 (belief in 

election fraud ranging from 1 to 4, 4 being high belief in election fraud) and countries that are 

on the maximum of mass ideological polarization, and are thus the most polarized, would 

have an average belief in election fraud of 3.16. Between the minimum and the maximum 

observed values for mass ideological polarization there is an 86.98% increase in the expected 

values for belief in election fraud. This relationship is, nonetheless, not statistically 

significant. However, this statistical insignificance is not very surprising since small sample 
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sizes often obtain statistically insignificant coefficients (Leppink, Winston, & O’Sullivan, 

2016). Considering the high statistical insignificance of the relationship, the null hypothesis in 

accordance with H1 cannot be rejected.  

 The statistical insignificance does not render the relationship obsolete. Presently the 

stakes of politics are high, any increase in belief in electoral fraud could have dire 

consequences for democracy as we know it. Not only does increasing belief in election fraud 

lead Republicans to endorse political violence (Piazza, 2024, p. 633), but it also leads to an 

increase in demobilized voters (Fraga et al., 2024) and even leads to doubt and a decrease in 

support for democratic processes (Berlinski et al., 2023, p. 34). Needless to say, despite being 

statistically insignificant the proposed relationship could still possibly have societal 

significance. The positive relationship also brings new light to the extent of the winner effect, 

showing that it can perhaps lead to an overall increase in belief in election fraud. 

Nevertheless, any inferences made should be approached with caution due to the lack of 

statistical significance. Although not statistically significant the results of the regression are in 

line with previous literature and highlight the need for more extensive research with respect to 

the relationship between belief in election fraud and mass ideological polarization. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion  

This study has aimed to explore whether an overall increase in mass ideological polarization 

will also lead to an increase in the belief in election fraud. Belief in election fraud has been 

shown to incite decreasing trust in democratic institutions and mass protest including violence 

(Grant et al., 2021). Although an increase in election fraud has been observed with the 

supporters of a losing candidate during an election (Jansen, 2024), such a relationship was not 

yet proven to have a net effect on overall belief in election fraud.  Using a linear regression 

model to test this relationship over 32 countries, the results show that there is a positive 
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relationship between mass ideological polarization and belief in election fraud, albeit a 

statistically insignificant relationship. These results are compelling in light of previous 

research, showing that the winner effect could possibly have a more widespread influence 

than was thought, although this cannot yet be said with certainty.  These preliminary results 

do bring an important implication with respect to electoral and political support. When, 

instead of a firm belief in the democratic system, citizen’s political support is based on 

contextual factors, the level of electoral and political support can change heavily depending 

on the outcome of an election (Janssen, 2023, pp. 471-472). This makes the electoral 

landscape volatile and uncertain, shaking one of the pillars of democracy.  

Yielding interesting results, this study faces some limitations. Firstly, while the aim of 

this study was to broaden the sample size regarding the field of belief in election fraud to 

countries other than the U.S., more should be done in this aspect. Due to time constraints and 

limited availability of data, 32 countries were used in the analysis. Because of this small 

sample size, there may not be sufficient power to distinguish a relationship between the 

variables. Since small sample sizes often fail to obtain statistically significant results, this can 

lead to results that may be falsely negative (Leppink et al., 2016).  Future research should 

focus on including data from more countries to further increase generalizability and establish 

a relationship on more solid grounds. 

Secondly, belief in election fraud is dependent on the self-reporting of respondents. 

Consequently, the levels of belief in election fraud might actually be higher than what was 

reported by respondents due to social desirability bias. Free and fair elections are one of the 

pillars of a healthy functioning democracy. When one admits to believing in widespread 

electoral fraud, this means undermining one of these core democratic values. Backlash is seen 

as the reaction of dominant members of a group to anyone who challenges their values, in 

effort to maintain existing power arrangements	(Bishin, Hayes, Incantalupo, & Smith, 2015, 
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p. 626). Often, people want to look more charitable than they are in reality. The tendency of 

people to reject doing any socially undesirable actions and admit to ones that are socially 

desirable is called the social desirability bias	(Chung & Monroe, 2003, pp. 292 - 292). 

Surveys are for instance known to overestimate the number of people who have voted due to 

social desirability bias. Respondents can intentionally misreport that they voted when they did 

not in order to adhere to social democratic standards, because voting is seen as a valuable 

behaviour in democracies (Holbrook & Krosnick, 2010, p. 41). It would therefore be 

negligent to deny the possibility that the values regarding the belief in election fraud are lower 

than they are in reality due to the social desirability bias. Respondents of the WVS may have 

underreported their belief in election fraud in fear of backlash and admitting to socially 

undesirable beliefs.  Future works should therefore focus on limiting the effects of the social 

desirability bias, through for example anonymising respondents’ answers.  

Lastly, limitations regarding the types of variables used should be addressed. This 

study has not investigated individual-level factors in the relationship between belief in 

election fraud and mass ideological polarization, such as for example the tendency to engage 

in conspiratorial thinking, which is thought to have an amplifying effect on mass ideological 

polarization and thus also belief in electoral fraud (Sutton & Douglas, 2020, p. 119).  There 

remains a lack research on the individual-level, though it is often stated as a factor mediating 

the magnitude of the winner effect (Nadeau, Bélanger, & Atikcan, 2021, pp. 80-81). 

Moreover, the use of aggregated data has implications. Aggregated data focuses on the 

median voter, limiting its ability to say anything about the relative views of individual people. 

Thus, not being able to capture differences in preference among citizens (Seimel, 2024). 

Future research should focus on including individual-level variables, such as personal 

characteristics and emotions in their analysis.  
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This study highlights a positive yet statistically insignificant relationship between the 

belief in election fraud and mass ideological polarization. Both phenomena have the ability to 

shake the grounds on which our democratic institutions stand. Belief in election fraud causing 

decreasing trust in democratic institutions (Grant et al., 2021), while mass ideological 

polarization can make cooperation and public discourse increasingly violent and hard 

(Krochik & Jost, 2010, p. 164). The interplay of these phenomena has the ability to threaten 

democratic values, which makes the study of their relationship increasingly urgent. The 

findings of this study contribute to the literature of the winner effect, expanding on the scarce 

presence of research on mass ideological polarization outside of the U.S (Iyengar et al., 2019; 

Janssen, 2023, p. 471). Yet, the complexity of this relationship requires more investigation as 

the knowledge on the dynamics of belief in election fraud could help increase global 

democratic resilience.  
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Appendix A  

List of countries used in the analysis  

- Andorra 

- Argentina 

- Armenia 

- Australia 

- Bolivia 

- Brazil 

- Canada 

- Chile 

- Colombia 

- Cyprus 

- Czechia 

- Ecuador 

- Germany  

- Greece  

- Great Britain  

- Guatemala 

- Indonesia  

- Japan  

- Maldives  

- Mexico  

- Mongolia 

- Netherlands 

- New Zealand  



 35 

- Northern Ireland 

- Peru 

- Romania  

- Slovakia  

- South Korea 

- Taiwan 

- Ukraine 

- United States  

- Uruguay  

Appendix B  

Linear regression assumptions  

Normality – P-P Plot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The normal P-P plot of standardized residuals in the figure (above) shows that the data 

consists of approximately normally distributed data. Although the data diverges from the 

normality line at some points, they still generally follow it.  
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Homoscedasticity and Linearity  

 

The figure above is a scatterplot with the standardized residual values and standardized 

predicted values. There does not seem to be a problem with homoscedasticity and linearity 

with the data. The graph does not seem to funnel out or curve in any way, thus assumptions of 

homoscedasticity and linearity seem to be met (Field, 2018, p. 357) 

 

Multicollinearity  

According to Field (2018) VIF values above 10 should be cause for concern and any tolerance 

values below 0.1 should be cause for concern (Field, 2018, p. 534). Table 4 shows the VIF 

and tolerance outputs for the model. Since neither are present, the assumption of 

multicollinearity is not violated.  
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Table. 4 VIF and tolerance  

 Tolerance VIF 

Mass Ideological Polarization .848 1.179 

Confidence in institutions .850 1.177 

Number of Parties .889 1.124 

Income Inequality  .722 1.386 

 

 


