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electronic). 10 Our theoretical account focuses primarily on the second source – media – because 

it is a key source of information for many citizens and has not been studied extensively in the 

context of perceptions of election quality.  

 

Figure 1: How Media Links Election Management to Public Trust in Elections  

 
Note: The last part of the figure is in grey because the causal link between public trust in elections and regime legitimacy will not be 

studied empirically in this paper.   

 

Because of the centrality of election administration to the integrity of the electoral process, 

election stakeholders, including the incumbent, opposition, domestic and international observers 

are incentivized to provide assessments of the quality of election administration during different 

stages of the electoral cycle and most certainly after an election. As many scholars have 

indicated, media filters the dissemination of these elite frames concerning the integrity of the 

elections to the public.  We contend that the extent to which the public becomes aware of these 

diverse and potentially competing interpretations of election management quality depends, in 

part, on the degree of media freedom. This relationship is depicted in Figure 2. Specifically, we 

expect that when media freedom is high, improvements in EMB autonomy are positively 

associated with public trust in elections. In such contexts, if EMB manipulation occurs, there is a 

greater likelihood that citizens are exposed to information about the flaws in election 

administration, which could consequently reduce their trust in elections. Conversely, Figure 2 

also shows that at low levels of media freedom, improvements in EMB autonomy are less likely 

to boost citizens’ trust in elections. In fact, we believe that when media freedom is low there may 

be no significant difference in public trust in elections between EMBs with high and low levels 

of autonomy. One reason for this is that in such contexts media reports are less likely to reflect 

opposition or civil society viewpoints that could potentially reveal information about EMB 

																																																								
10 Citizens also form opinions in direct interaction with party activists and based on word-of-mouth.  However, 
third-party statements are informed by individual perceptions as well as media and hence are not conceptualized 
here separately.  
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performance. Hence, the positive effect of EMB manipulation on citizens’ trust in elections is 

most likely to be observed during elections where media exercise some degree of independence 

from government control.  In other words, rulers who manipulate election management as well 

as the media seem to be more likely to avoid the public backlash, relative to those who allow 

public media to flourish.  

 

Figure 2: The Effect of EMB Autonomy on Public Trust in Elections in Two Different 

Scenarios of Media Freedom 

 
 

 

2.5 Summary and Hypotheses  

In summary we suggest the autonomy of election management has a strong and positive 

influence on citizens’ evaluations of electoral processes. Hence,  

 

H1: In countries with higher levels of EMB autonomy citizens are more likely to display trust in elections 

(relative to countries with lower EMB autonomy). 

  

Furthermore, many regimes exert control over the media and use this control to block 

critical debate and analysis of the elections. If citizens are mainly exposed to state propaganda 

about elections, they are also more likely to believe the government’s interpretation of election 

quality. On the other hand, however, if media lack government restrictions, citizens are more 
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likely to become aware of alternative views of the election that may include information on 

electoral manipulation, and use this information when evaluating the quality of elections. 

Therefore,  

 

H2: In countries with higher levels of media freedom citizens are less likely to display trust in elections 

(relative to citizens in countries with lower media freedom). 

 

Finally, because the extent of media freedom may specifically influence the type of 

information that citizens have about EMB performance, we contend that the positive 

relationship between EMB autonomy and citizens’ trust in elections may be conditional on 

media freedom. Hence,  

 

H3: (conditional) In countries with lower levels of EMB autonomy citizens are more likely to display trust 

in elections if media freedom is low (relative to citizens in countries with low levels of EMB autonomy and free 

media).  

 

 

3. Empirical Analysis  

3.1. Data  

3.1.1. DV: Public trust in vote count  

The dependent variable of this study is public trust in the fairness of the vote count (public trust 

in vote count). We construct our measure from an identical question found on the 6th Wave of 

the World Values Survey (WVS, 2010 to 2014) and the 6th Round of the Afrobarometer (AB, 

2014-15), in which respondents were asked to evaluate how often in their country’s elections 

“votes are counted fairly.” We combine data from both surveys. This gives us reliable survey 

data with 59,904 respondents in 47 elections across multiple world regions (see Table A1 in 

Appendix). We selected public trust in the vote counting process as our measure of public trust 

in elections because it represents the stage of the electoral process that citizens are most likely to 

be intricately focused on and associate with the impartiality of election administration.11 If you 

recall, in most countries EMBs are constitutionally responsible for counting and tabulating votes 

																																																								
11 We considered creating an index of public trust in elections that includes the “votes counted fairly item” as well as 
other indicators of electoral integrity (e.g. Norris, 2013). However, we attempted to develop such an index across 
the 6 electoral integrity items available in the AB and WVS data and found that the Cronbach’s alpha is quite low 
for the pooled sample (a =0.39). As a result, we prefer to rely on a single item that most effectively captures the 
concept we are aiming to measure.  
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(Wall, 2006).  Therefore it is not unrealistic to expect that citizens will consider the autonomy of 

EMBs when making assessments of the integrity of the counting process. Furthermore, 

numerous other studies have used citizens’ confidence in the vote counting process as an 

indicator of public trust in elections (see Gronke, 2013).  

 Response options for public trust in vote count are reversed so that higher values correspond 

to high levels of public trust.12 Public trust in vote count has a mean of 2.8 with a standard deviation 

of 1.1. As shown in Figure 3, 60% of respondents worldwide express their confidence that votes 

were counted fairly (fairly often 25%; very often 35%). Moreover, across 47 election periods in 

our sample, German citizens (2013) displayed the highest level of trust in the vote count (mean 

3.8), while citizens in Nigeria (2011) were least trusting (mean 2.08).  

 

Figure 3: Public Trust in the Vote Count in 47 National Elections (2008-2015) 

 

 
 

 

3.1.2. Main IV: De-facto EMB autonomy  

Election quality is notoriously difficult to measure. Numerous studies have relied on the 

assessment of experts either in the form of national or international election observers or 

country specialists (Van Ham, 2014). The Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) data provide 

detailed, expert-based indicators on the quality of the election included in our study (Version 6.0; 

Coppedge et al 2016).13  In particular, the V-Dem dataset includes an indicator of the de-facto 

																																																								
12 Observations with item non-responses (“Don’t know” “No answer” etc.) are excluded from the analysis. 
13 The V-Dem project has compiled a data set on 400 different aspects of democracy with the help of more than 
2600 expert coders. Expert coders are typically academics from the respective country and are recognized experts 
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autonomy of Electoral Management bodies (EMB autonomy).14 V-Dem expert coders were 

asked: “Does the Election Management Body (EMB) have the autonomy from the government 

to apply election laws and administrative rules impartially in national elections?” Potential 

responses ranged on a scale from 0 (‘No, The EMB is controlled by the incumbent government, 

the military, or other de-facto ruling body’) to 4 (‘Yes. The EMB is autonomous and impartially 

applies elections laws and administrative rules) (Coppedge et al., 2016: 76). 15  Notably, the EMB 

autonomy indicator gauges the extent to which EMB autonomy is realized in practice (de-facto) – 

a key distinction from studies that use formal-legal (de-jure) indicators of EMB autonomy.  

 While there are a handful of cross-national datasets that include relevant indicators of 

electoral administrative autonomy, we specifically utilize the EMB autonomy measure from V-

DEM because it is the only one, to our knowledge, that provides temporal and geographic 

coverage that corresponds to our survey data from Afrobarometer and the WVS (2008-2015). 

All other relevant data sources either fail to cover a significant proportion of countries in our 

survey sample (e.g. Birch, 2011), or their temporal coverage does not overlap with all the 

elections covered by Afrobarometer and WVS (e.g. Bishop & Hoeffler, 2016).  

Moreover, we are confident that V-DEM’s EMB autonomy indicator validly measures the 

concept of de-facto electoral administrative autonomy as reflected in the exiting theoretical and 

empirical literatures. Specifically, V-DEM’s indicator attempts to capture the extent to which 

EMBs exercise independence (and impartiality) in decision-making and the implementation of 

the law, which various scholars of electoral management have associated with the concept of de-

facto autonomy. For instance, Birch (2011: 179) operationalizes the concept of electoral authority 

independence through an indictor that gauges “whether the electoral authorities in practice 

exhibit independence and impartiality”. Similarly, Gazibo (2006: 616) regards autonomy as “an 

institution’s capacity to enforce its rules”. Meanwhile, Wall (2006: 23) focuses on the concept of 

normative EMB independence, which entails “independence of decision and action.” This 

conceptualization is closely linked to notions of impartiality as EMBs should “treat all election 

participants equally, fairly and even-handedly, without giving advantage to any political tendency 

or interest group” (Wall, 2006: 23).  

Our confidence in the validity of V-Dem’s EMB autonomy measure is further 

strengthened as we find that it corresponds with prior knowledge of specific country cases. 

																																																																																																																																																																												
on a specific sub-set of V-Dem indicators (Coppedge et al., 2016: 2-3). To ensure reliability of the indicators, V-
Dem assigns five expert coders per country to each indicator. Ratings are then aggregated based on a Bayesian 
ordinal item response theory model – which takes the reliability of individual coders into account – to point 
estimates used in the regression analysis of paper (Pemstein et al., 2015).  
14 EMB autonomy corresponds to the last election before the WVS or AB was administered.  
15 These ratings were then aggregated based on a custom-designed measurement model to point estimates (Pemstein 
et al. 2015). The version used here reconverted the data back to the original scale.  
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Across the country-election years in our sample, countries like Chile (2010) and Germany (2013) 

expectedly rank higher in EMB autonomy than Ukraine (2010) and Zimbabwe (2011). 

Furthermore the EMB autonomy measure also reflects well-documented improvements over 

time in EMB autonomy in countries like Nigeria and Tunisia as well as recent declines in Ghana 

and Ukraine (see Figure A1 Appendix).  

 As a first step in assessing the relationship between citizens’ trust and EMB autonomy 

across our sample we conduct a bivariate analysis. As expected, citizens’ trust in elections 

(country average) and the autonomy of the EMB are moderately correlated (r=0.52; Figure 4). 

However, Figure 4 also shows clearly that EMB autonomy influences but does not perfectly 

predict citizens’ perceptions of election quality as many citizens express trust even in elections 

without autonomous EMBs.   

 Furthermore, citizens seem to agree more about the assessment of their elections as 

autonomy of the EMB increases. Figure 5 illustrates that the standard deviation of citizens’ 

assessments of vote count by country decreases as EMB autonomy increases (r= -0.46). If it is 

beyond doubt that elections were independently managed, assessments of vote count might 

converge because challenges to election quality lack empirical foundation and hence are less 

often made. Conversely – as discussed above – in countries with less autonomous EMBs the 

interpretation of election quality becomes subject to an intense political struggle, which might 

explain the higher variance of citizens’ assessments of elections in such countries. Hence, these 

different patterns in country-level standard deviations support our notion that the relationship 

between EMB autonomy and citizens’ assessments of EMB autonomy could be contingent on 

additional factors such as media freedom.   
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Figure 4: Scatter Plot of Trust in the Vote Count (country average) by EMB Autonomy 

 
Figure 5: Scatterplot Variance of Trust in Vote Count within Countries by EMB 

Autonomy 
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3.1.3. Main IV: Media freedom  

We operationalize our concept of media freedom using an indicator from the V-Dem dataset, 

which reflects the degree to which major print and broadcast outlets “routinely criticize the 

government.”16 Unlike traditional indictors of media freedom, our media freedom indicator not 

only measures if the media is free to criticize the government, but if it actually does so in 

practice. Essentially, and similar to the EMB autonomy indicator, we are able to capture de-facto 

characteristics of the media environment. Recall, that we also consider the conditional effect of 

EMB autonomy on public trust in elections, we model this conditional effect by creating a 

multiplicative interaction term (EMB autonomy*media freedom).   

 

3.1.4. Macro-level controls 

We also consider other macro-level controls that previous studies have identified as important 

correlates of public trust in elections. First we control for GDP per capita (LOG) with the 

expectation that a country’s level of income might influence citizens’ evaluations of their 

elections, because indictors for social and economic performance of a country are often used to 

judge the performance of a government and administration (Roller, 2005). We also account for 

the proportionality of the electoral system, because research has shown that citizens’ trust in 

elections are boosted in countries under PR electoral rules, since in these electoral configurations 

minorities and women are represented more frequently than in majoritarian systems (Elklit & 

Reynolds, 2002; Birch, 2008).17  

 

3.1.5. Micro-level controls 

There are several individual-level characteristics that prior research has found to be correlated 

with citizens’ trust in elections. First, we control for citizens’ electoral support for the political 

party (or parties) that won the last elections (support winner). Previous research has consistently 

found that citizens affiliated with a party that wins an election tend to evaluate elections more 

positively that citizens affiliated with losing parties or those that report no partisan affiliation 

(Anderson et al., 2005). Furthermore, because voters tend to espouse more favorable opinions 

towards election quality than non-voters (Hall & Stewart, 2014), we account for whether citizens 

did not participate in the last election (did not vote). Next we model citizens’ political 

																																																								
16 The indictor captures the following question:  “Of the major print and broadcast outlets, how many routinely 
criticize the government?” on a scale from 0 (None) to 3 (“All major media outlets criticize the government at least 
occasionally.”)  
17 Due to our multi-level modeling strategy we pay very close attention to the number of election-level control 
variables we include within the analyses. We, however, examine the robustness of our main models by accounting 
for other election-level covariates that studies have found to be associated with trust in elections (see section 3.3).  
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sophistication through three variables: media exposure, political interest, and education. Of these three, 

media exposure is most relevant to our analysis, as research by Coffé (2016) shows that 

frequency of media use influences perceptions of election quality. Finally, we include a series of 

demographic controls including age, gender (female), and respondents’ socio-economic status (lived 

poverty index). 

 

3.2. Regression Analyses 

Our theoretical arguments have three main empirical implications. First, election management 

autonomy should be positively correlated with public trust in elections. Second, public trust in 

elections should decrease the more media are allowed to report critically. Third, the effect of 

EMB autonomy on public trust in elections may be conditional on the degree of media freedom. 

That is, EMB autonomy is less likely to increase public trust in elections if media freedom is low. 

In order to test these hypotheses we conduct a multilevel regression analyses (random-intercept) 

with individual-level trust in the fairness of the vote-count as dependent variable (Steenbergen & 

Jones, 2002; Snijders & Bosker, 2012).18  

The main results from the regression are displayed in Table 1. Model 1 includes our 

indicators of EMB autonomy and media freedom along with other country-election year and 

individual-level controls. 19  The results support our expectations regarding hypothesis 1 as the 

coefficient for EMB autonomy is positive and statistically significant.20 This finding suggests that 

in countries where EMBs display higher levels of autonomy, citizens are, on average, more likely 

to consider the vote counting process fair, even after controlling for media freedom and other 

individual and country-election year level correlates. Figure 6 provides a substantive 

interpretation of this finding. Mainly, it shows that as EMB autonomy increases the adjusted 

means of public trust in elections are also predicted to increase.  

																																																								
18 We selected the multilevel estimation strategy because our sample includes data measured at two levels of analysis 
(i.e. individual-level & election-year-level) resulting in 59,904 respondents being nested in 47 country-election years. 
The intra-class correlation (ICC), which indicates the proportion of total variance that exists between countries 
(election years), is .160. We estimated random-intercept models in which we assume that the election-level 
intercepts vary based on our main election-level predictors, including EMB autonomy and media freedom.  Formally, our 
basic multilevel model (Model 1) includes the following two equations:  

(Trust in Vote Count)ij = β0j +  β1j (Support Winner) + β2j (Did Not Vote) + β3j (Media Exposure) + β4j (Political 
Interest) + β5j (Education) + β6j (Age) + β7j (Female) + β8j (Lived Poverty) + εij   
β0j = γ00 + γ01(EMB Autonomy)j + γ02(Media Freedom)j + γ03(GDP)j + γ04( Electoral System)j + δ0j  

where subscripts  and  represent for units in the individual and the country election 
year levels, respectively. The model is estimated using the XTREG command in STATA. To ensure the meaningful 
interpretation of the model intercept, we grand-mean center the individual-level independent variables (except for 
dummy variables). 
19 As suggested by Raudenbush and Bryk (2002) the pseudo-R2, or the proportional reduction of error (PRE) for 
Model 1, is 3.96% at the level-1 and 48.42% at the level-2.  
20 We estimated a model similar to Model 1 (not shown) that did not include media freedom and the coefficient for 
EMB autonomy was positive and statistically significant.  

i∈ {1,2,⋯,N } j∈ {1,2,⋯,J }
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Consistent with hypotheses 2, the coefficient for media freedom is negative and statistically 

significant.21 This supports our contention that the presence of critical media is negatively 

associated with public trust in elections. To put it simply, countries where media has been critical 

of government, citizens, on average, report having less confidence in the vote count than in 

countries with lower levels of media freedom, all else being equal. As shown in Figure 7, media 

freedom is negatively associated with the predicted means of citizens’ trust in the vote count.  

 

Figure 6: Predicted Trust in Vote Count and EMB Autonomy (Model 1) 

  
Note: Dashed lines give 95% confidence intervals. Grey bars represent histogram of EMB autonomy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
21 We estimated a model similar to Model 1 (not shown) that did not include EMB autonomy and the coefficient for 
media freedom was negative and statistically significant. 
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Table 1: Multi-level Models of Public Trust in Vote Count (DV) 
DV: Fair Vote Count Model 1 Model 2 
Constant 2.235*** 2.939*** 

 
(0.313) (0.603) 

Election Level   
EMB autonomy 0.326*** 0.0311 

 
(0.0688) (0.228) 

Media freedom  -0.432*** -0.660*** 

 
(0.143) (0.219) 

EMB autonomy *Media freedom – 0.133 

 
– (0.0983) 

GDP per capita (LOG) 0.0997*** 0.0642 

 
(0.0338) (0.0422) 

Majoritarian (ref: PR electoral systems) -0.0511 -0.0419 

 
(0.101) (0.0992) 

Mixed (ref: PR electoral systems) -0.0750 -0.0322 

 
(0.124) (0.125) 

Individual Level    
Support winners 0.301*** 0.301*** 

 
(0.00929) (0.00929) 

Did not vote  -0.164*** -0.164*** 

 
(0.00998) -0.00998 

Media exposure index -0.0552*** -0.0554*** 

 
(0.0194) -0.0194 

Political interest 0.0133*** 0.0133*** 

 
(0.00401) (0.00401) 

Education  -0.0213*** -0.0213*** 

 
(0.00291) (0.00291) 

Age 0.000580** 0.000578** 

 
(0.000279) (0.000279) 

Female  0.00851 0.00849 

 
(0.00782) (0.00782) 

Lived poverty index  -0.216*** -0.216*** 

 
(0.0155) (0.0155) 

Variance Components   
Individual-level  0.938*** 0.938*** 

 
(0.00271) (0.00271) 

Election-level 0.300*** 0.294*** 

 
(0.0312) (0.0306) 

-2* Log-Likelihood -81306 -81305 
Observations 59,904 59,904 
Elections 47 47 

Note: Multilevel (random-intercept) regression using XTREG in STATA. The maximum likelihood estimator is 
used. Standard errors are in parentheses.  All individual-level control variables (excluding dummies) are grand-mean 
centered.*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 
 
 

 

 



	 21	

Figure 7: Predicted Trust in Vote Count and Media Freedom (Model 1) 

 
Note: Dashed lines give 95% confidence intervals. Grey bars represent histogram of Media freedom.  

 

To examine our conditional hypothesis (3) that the positive relationship between EMB 

autonomy and public trust in elections may be moderated by the degree of media freedom, we 

include a multiplicative interaction (EMB autonomy*media freedom) in Model 2.22  The 

coefficient for the interaction is positive but fails to gain statistical significance in our model.  

However, as emphasized by Brambor et al. (2006: 70), even though the interaction term is 

statistically non-significant, the interaction might be statistically distinguishable from 0 at least at 

some levels of EMB autonomy. Therefore we graphically depict the interaction by showing how 

the adjusted means of trust in the vote count vary by level of EMB autonomy when media 

freedom is at its lowest and highest levels in our sample.23 As shown in Figure 8, when media 

freedom is at the lowest levels in the sample (1.026), public trust in elections is predicted to be 

relatively high (around 3) and there is no statistically significant effect of EMB autonomy on 

public trust in elections.  Compare this to the level of public trust in elections when media 

freedom is at the highest level in the sample (2.953). This slope is much steeper than the first, 

indicating a strong increase in predicted values for trust in the vote count from about below 2 to 

																																																								
22 The pseudo-R2, or the proportional reduction of error (PRE) for Model 2, is 3.96% at the level-1 and 50.46% at 
the level-2.  
23 We also graphically display how the average marginal effects of EMB autonomy on trust changes across different 
levels of media freedom (see Figures A2 and A3 in Appendix).   
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above 3 as EMB autonomy increases from its lowest to its highest level. When both 

relationships are considered simultaneously we see that media freedom is predicted to influence 

the effect of EMB autonomy on citizens’ trust in the vote count at a statistically significant level 

in contexts where EMB autonomy is at relatively low to medium levels. At high levels of EMB 

autonomy, an effect of media freedom on this relationship is less likely to be diagnosed. In other 

words, citizens of countries with low levels of EMB autonomy display higher levels of trust in 

elections, if media freedom is low when compared to when it is high. In fact, the results in 

Figure 8 closely resemble our proposed theory depicted in Figure 2 (section 2).  

 

Figure 8: Predicted Trust in Vote Count and EMB Autonomy, at High and Low Levels 

of Media Freedom (Model 2) 

  
Note: Dashed, thin outside lines give 95% confidence intervals. Grey bars represent histogram of EMB autonomy.  

 

Turning now to the controls in Model 2. First, with respect to our country-election year 

controls, we find that GDP per capita (Log) is not statistically significant, while neither mixed 

nor majoritarian electoral systems were more likely to enhance public trust in elections relative to 

PR electoral systems. At the individual-level our results show that supporters of the winning 

candidates, politically interested and elderly were more likely to express confidence in the vote 

counting process. At the same time, those who did not participate in elections, those who report 

higher levels of media exposure, the educated, and the poor were less likely to express 

confidence in the vote count.  
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3.3. Robustness Checks 

To verify the reliability of our main findings, we conducted a series of robustness checks. First, 

we account for omitted variable bias by estimating several models that incorporate additional 

election-level covariates of citizens’ trust in the fairness of the vote count. These include actions 

of political elites (whether opposition parties boycott elections or accept election results), the 

level of democracy (Freedom House civil liberties, political rights sub-scores and the combined 

Freedom House and Polity V indices), economic growth and natural resource endowments. 

Importantly, our main findings, as reported in Model 2, are not affected by the inclusion of these 

covariates (see Appendix Table A3: Models 3-9). 24  Second, we estimated our original analyses 

(Models 1 & 2) using linear random-intercept models on the assumption that or main dependent 

variable was continuous, we relaxed this assumption and re-ran the analysis using an ordinal 

logistic multilevel model and the substantive results were not affected (see Appendix Table A4: 

Model 10). Furthermore, because the empirical results may be sensitive to influential country-

cases, we carry out the jackknife estimation procedure, where one election at a time is left out of 

the analysis and find that our substantive results do not change. Finally, problematic thresholds 

for commonly used tests for multicollinearity are not are reached in Model 2. 25 

In sum, our main findings seem robust to several alternative model specifications and 

model diagnostics. More importantly, we have been able to demonstrate that across our sample 

of 47 country-election years public trust in the vote count process is positively associated with 

EMB autonomy and negatively correlated with media freedom. Hence, our findings provide 

strong empirical support for the notion that – ceteris paribus – manipulation of election 

management tends to reduce public trust in elections – as do improvements in media freedom. 

Moreover, our findings concerning the moderating effect of EMB autonomy on citizens’ trust 

are confirmed. Although the coefficient of the interaction term is not statistically significant, we 

were able to demonstrate through estimating predicted margins that EMB autonomy may not 

have a positive effect on public trust in elections if media freedom is low. 

 

 

 

																																																								
24 As additional robustness checks we controlled for other indicators of electoral integrity including the extent of 
election violence, government intimidation, and voting irregularities and the results in Model 2 hold. Results are not 
shown, due to space considerations, but are available upon request.  
25 We calculated the variance inflation factors (VIF) for all covariates after estimating Model 2 as regular OLS model 
and they are below the critical threshold for multicollinearity. 
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4. Conclusion  
Despite the importance of public trust in elections for regime legitimacy, the link between 

electoral manipulation and public trust in elections has been theoretically and empirically 

underdeveloped in the existing literature. By focusing specifically on the manipulation of election 

management bodies (EMBs) and media, this paper offers a detailed assessment of the relevance 

of electoral manipulation for public trust in elections.  Using data from Afrobarometer and 

World Values Survey on public trust in elections as well as data from the V-Dem project on 

EMB autonomy and media freedom, we find that autonomy of election administration seems to 

increase public trust in elections, while media freedom reduces public trust in elections. 

Furthermore, media freedom seems to condition the positive effect of EMB autonomy on 

public trust in elections: EMB autonomy is less likely to be positively associated with public trust 

in elections in context where media freedom is low (compared to contexts where media freedom 

is high). 

We believe that our research makes key academic contributions. First, we expand upon the 

empirical and theoretical literature on electoral manipulation (Birch, 2011; Schedler, 2013; 

Simpser, 2013; Gehlbach et al., 2015) by demonstrating how attempts to undermine the 

autonomy of election administration may result in popular legitimacy costs – in the form of 

lower perceptions of electoral integrity. However, the extent to which manipulation can 

undermine popular legitimacy, depends in part on the characteristics of the institutional setting, 

such as the degree of media freedom, which may allow incumbents to influence citizens’ 

awareness of other manipulative strategies. 

 Second, our findings advance research on election administration by unearthing potential 

mechanisms through which citizens gain information about the autonomy of EMBs and make 

assessments of election quality.  To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first to 

incorporate a measure of EMB de-facto autonomy and examine its effect on citizens’ trust in 

elections across a variety of regime types and world regions. Moreover, we are also unique in our 

attempt to theoretically and empirically model the potentially mediating effect of media freedom 

on the relationship between EMB autonomy and public trust in elections.  

Our findings also have mixed implications for policymakers. On the one hand, our results 

suggest that promoting media freedom might be an effective policy instrument to deter electoral 

fraud because of how media freedom can potentially increase the legitimacy costs of electoral 

manipulation. This policy could also extend to making alternative sources of information, such 

as the Internet, more available to citizens. For instance, Coffé (2016) shows that frequent use of 

the Internet enhances the accuracy of citizens’ assessments of the electoral process, even in 
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countries with limited media freedom.  On the other hand, the negative effect of media freedom 

on public trust in elections may be particularly damaging for regimes attempting to improve the 

quality of election administration and media freedom simultaneously. Increased media freedom 

may dampen improvements in public perceptions of election quality that arise when EMBs 

become more autonomous. This can add to the chronic instability of countries in the grey zone 

between established democracy and autocracies and the challenges of democracy promotion in 

such contexts.    

Further research is needed to shed light on this “paradox of media freedom” and the 

implications for policymakers. Moreover, scholars could also examine how individual-level 

factors – such as media consumption and winner/loser status – may affect the relationship 

between EMB autonomy and public trust in elections.  
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Appendix 
 

Table A1: How Often Were Votes Counted Fairly?  

CountryElectionyear_Survey Country average 
Germany2013_1 3.82 
Netherlands2012_1 3.72 
Australia2010_1 3.68 
Mauritius2010_0 3.59 
Niger2011_0 3.57 
Taiwan2012_1 3.52 
Uruguay2009_1 3.43 
Namibia2009_0 3.40 
Chile2010_1 3.36 
Botswana2009_0 3.32 
Poland2011_1 3.27 
Estonia2011_1 3.17 
Malaysia2008_1 3.12 
Rwanda2010_1 3.08 
Lesotho2012_0 3.02 
Burundi2010_0 3.01 
Burkina Faso2010_0 2.97 
Benin2011_0 2.96 
Sierra Leone2012_0 2.87 
Libya2012_1 2.85 
Uganda2011_0 2.84 
Kazakhstan2011_1 2.81 
Tanzania2010_0 2.79 
Philippines2010_1 2.77 
Cape Verde2011_0 2.76 
Tunisia2014_0 2.75 
Pakistan2008_1 2.72 
Zambia2011_0 2.72 
Ivory Coast2011_0 2.71 
Ghana2012_0 2.60 
Kyrgyzstan2011_1 2.57 
Mexico2008_1 2.57 
Kenya2013_0 2.53 
Azerbaijan2010_1 2.53 
Cameroon2013_0 2.52 
Jordan2010_1 2.50 
Liberia2011_0 2.48 
Zimbabwe2011_0 2.45 
Malawi2009_0 2.40 
Colombia2010_1 2.39 
Yemen2012_1 2.37 
Peru2011_1 2.36 
Ukraine2010_1 2.35 
Romania2012_1 2.32 
Algeria2014_0 2.32 
Sudan2015_0 2.26 
Nigeria2011_0 2.08 
Source: Suffix of election year indicates whether source was the 6. Wave World Value Survey (_1) or 6. Round Afrobarometer (_0); 
Scale ranges between 1 and 4 (1=”Not at all often”; 4=”Very often”) 
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Table A2: Summary statistics 

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Votes counted fairly 59,904 2.83 1.05 1 4 

EMB autonomy 59,904 2.49 1.03 0.39 3.97 

Media freedom 59,904 2.28 0.48 1.03 2.95 

GDP p.c. (LOG) 59,904 7.57 1.50 4.99 10.68 

Electoral system      

         Proportional  59,904 0.35 0.48 0 1 

         Mixed 59,904 0.20 0.40 0 1 

Supported winning candidate 59,904 0.30 0.46 0.00 1.00 

Non-voter 59,904 0.23 0.42 0.00 1.00 

Media exposure 59,904 0.00 0.28 -0.52 0.48 

Political interest 59,904 0.05 1.04 -1.49 1.51 

Education 59,904 0.10 1.77 -3.05 2.95 

Age 59,904 0.03 1.00 -1.42 4.05 

Female 59,904 0.50 0.50 0.00 1.00 

Lived poverty 59,904 0.00 0.30 -0.32 0.68 
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Table A3: Alternative Model Specifications: Multi-level Models of Perceived Trust in the Fairness of the Vote Count (DV)  
DV: Fair Vote Count Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 

        Constant 3.112*** 3.020*** 3.391*** 2.904*** 3.003*** 3.007*** 2.907*** 

 
(0.593) (0.583) (0.669) (0.718) (0.628) (0.616) (0.604) 

Election Level 
       EMB Autonomy 0.0131 0.0460 0.00374 -0.000610 0.0420 0.0127 0.0312 

 
(0.226) (0.224) (0.223) (0.230) (0.256) (0.228) (0.228) 

Media freedom  -0.702*** -0.714*** -0.617*** -0.721*** -0.679*** -0.680*** -0.662*** 

 
(0.217) (0.212) (0.216) (0.217) (0.232) (0.220) (0.221) 

EMB autonomy*Media freedom 0.143 0.145 0.111 0.153 0.130 0.138 0.134 
 (0.0963) (0.0945) (0.0971) (0.0969) (0.102) (0.0980) (0.0984) 
GDP per capita (LOG) 0.0765* 0.0937** 0.0449 0.0684 0.0654 0.0633 0.0641 

 
(0.0423) (0.0439) (0.0431) (0.0425) (0.0454) (0.0420) (0.0423) 

Majoritarian (ref: PR electoral systems) -0.0453 -0.0721 -0.0232 -0.0455 -0.0246 -0.0389 -0.0417 

 
(0.0979) (0.0961) (0.0976) (0.0970) (0.104) (0.0988) (0.0993) 

Mixed (ref: PR electoral systems) 0.0468 0.0519 0.0213 0.0392 0.0349 -0.0278 -0.0339 

 
(0.128) (0.126) (0.127) (0.129) (0.135) (0.125) (0.128) 

Opposition boycotts -0.0689 
      

 
(0.0641) 

      Losers accept results 
 

-0.114 
     

  
(0.0695) 

     Democracy (FH civil liberties) 
  

-0.0723 
    

   
(0.0474) 

    Democracy (FH political rights) 
   

0.0197 
   

    
(0.0509) 

   Democracy (FH & Polity IV) 
    

-0.00869 
  

     
(0.0424) 

  GDP growth 
     

-0.00276 
 

      
(0.00380) 

 Total natural resources (%GDP) 
      

0.000192 

       
(0.00296) 

Individual Level (not shown) 
       

        Variance Components 
       Individual-level 0.932*** 0.932*** 0.938*** 0.936*** 0.931*** 0.938*** 0.938*** 

 
(0.00274) (0.00274) (0.00271) (0.00273) (0.00280) (0.00271) (0.00271) 



 33	

Election-level  0.285*** 0.281*** 0.287*** 0.287*** 0.299*** 0.292*** 0.294*** 

 
(0.0303) (0.0299) (0.0299) (0.0302) (0.0325) (0.0304) (0.0306) 

-2* Log-Likelihood -78413 -78412 -81304 -79900 -74374 -81305 -81305 
Observations 58,077 58,077 59,904 58,981 55,141 59,904 59,904 
Number of Elections  45 45 47 46 43 47 47 

Note: The alternative model specifications were estimated on Model 3 (Table 1). Multilevel regression using XTREG in STATA. The maximum likelihood estimator is used. 
Standard errors are in parentheses.  Individual-level variables are country-mean centered but not shown in this model.*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A4: Alternative Model Specifications: Multi-level Ordinal Logit Regression Model 
DV: Fair Vote Count Model 10 

  Election Level 
 EMB autonomy 0.0814 

 
(0.485) 

Media freedom  -1.241*** 

 
(0.466) 

EMB autonomy *Media freedom 0.253 

 (0.209) 

GDP per capita (LOG) 0.146 

 
(0.0899) 

Majoritarian (ref: PR electoral systems) -0.0239 

 
(0.211) 

Mixed (ref: PR electoral systems) 0.0416 

 
(0.267) 

Individual Level (not shown) 
 

  Cutpoint 1  -2.020 

 
(1.283) 

Cutpoint 2 -0.358 

 
(1.283) 

Cutpoint 3 0.892 

 
(1.283) 

Variance Components 
 Election-level  0.391*** 

 
(0.0815) 

-2* Log-Likelihood -72685 

Observations 59904 

Elections  47 
Note: The alternative model specification was estimated on Model 2 (Table 1). Ordinal logit multilevel regression 
using MEOLGIT in STATA.  The maximum likelihood estimator is used. Standard errors are in parentheses.  
Individual-level variables are country-mean centered but not shown in this model.*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure A1: V-Dem De-Facto EMB Autonomy Time Trends for Selected Countries  

 
Source: V-Dem data set v6 (Coppedge et al 2016).  
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Figure A2: Average Marginal Effect of EMB Autonomy on Predicted Trust in Vote Count 
by Media Freedom (Model 2) 

 
Note: Dashed lines give 95% confidence intervals. Grey bars represent histogram of EMB autonomy.  
 
 
Figure A3: Average Marginal Effect of Media Freedom on Predicted Trust in Vote Count 
by EMB Autonomy (Model 2) 

 
Note: Dashed lines give 95% confidence intervals. Grey bars represent histogram of media freedom.  
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