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Voter Characteristics, Election 
Administration, and Voter Confidence
Lia Martin, Sara Meadow, Margaret Todd, Laura Yordan

 Voter confidence has developed into a measure for aspects of 
democratic health in recent years, particularly in the aftermath of the 
2000 presidential election in the United States. Voter confidence, com-
monly defined as “a summary judgement of the voting experience,” or as 
the trust a voter has that their ballot has been counted as intended, lends 
itself to survey measurements (Alvarez, Hall, and Llewellyn 2008; Stewart 
2009). As a result, the increased attention on voter confidence has spurred 
a developing body of research around its measurement and implications. 
One of the most visible findings in research regarding voter confidence 
is the “winner’s effect,” or the finding that voter confidence is higher in 
people who voted for the winning candidate (Alvarez, Hall, and Llewellyn 
2008). Research has also revealed a strong connection between an indi-
vidual’s confidence that their ballot was correctly counted in past elections 
and an increased likelihood for voting in future elections (Alvarez, Hall, 
and Llewellyn 2008). Therefore, election results and voter confidence may 
influence whether a person votes in subsequent elections. 
 Our research explores whether select mitigating factors other 
than election results, such as (a) strict state voter ID laws, (b) the use 
of electronic voting machines over paper ballots, and (c) political par-
ty identification, can influence voter confidence. As mentioned before, 
research suggests that a relationship exists between voter confidence and 
voter turnout in future elections. If certain factors besides election results 
can be identified as influencing voter confidence, then these factors can 
potentially be modified in an attempt to increase voter confidence as well 
as future voter turnout. Additionally, these factors might help to close 
the confidence gap that appears between election winners and losers by 
increasing the confidence of voter losers and weakening the “winner” or 
“sore loser” effect. 
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 We decided to study the following mitigating factors in election 
administration: voter ID law adoption and election devices. We also 
examined the impact of other non-voting administration factors such as 
political party identification and individual voter characteristics. Voter ID 
laws are often adopted in response to arguments that they will decrease 
voter fraud and therefore increase voter confidence. Studying the impact 
of voter ID law adoption on voter confidence across states may provide 
valuable insights into whether voter ID laws are accomplishing their main 
goals. Following the 2000 presidential election and the subsequent Help 
America Vote Act, Direct Recording Electronic voting machines (DREs) 
and other nontraditional voting machinery began to populate the nation. 
While the overall effectiveness of DREs versus more traditional methods 
is still under study, examining their impact on voter confidence can still 
provide valuable information. 

Literature Review
 Many theories have been proposed to explain what motivates 
voter behavior, the majority of them attributing a measurable impact to 
election administration. Although the literature surrounding election ad-
ministration and voter satisfaction covers a wide scope of variables which 
can contribute to voter confidence and the “winner’s effect,” this review 
will focus on three major themes: the effects of polling place quality and 
election administration, the difference in voter experience when using 
paper versus DREs, and the effects of party affiliation. 

Polling Place Quality and Election Administration 
 Kropf and Kimball discuss election administration by pinpointing 
the existence of partisan bias in local administration, especially where the 
election administrator is of the majority party (2006). In these jurisdic-
tions, provisional ballots are more likely to be counted, and partisan ef-
fects take shape in the casting and counting of these ballots. This relation-
ship between partisanship and election administration could contribute 
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to doubt that the election was administered properly. Other authors focus 
on the physical quality of the polling places, such as availability of parking 
and location, as well as the ways in which they are managed and operated. 
A foundational study by Barreto et. al measures the variability of polling 
places and how differences can affect voter turnout (2009). The research 
shows that low quality precincts tend to be in low income areas, while 
high quality precincts tend to be in higher income areas. 

Voting on Paper versus Voting with DREs
 Another factor that can affect the voting experience is the device 
with which voters cast their ballot. Traditionally, ballots were cast on 
paper, but now many jurisdictions use DREs. A study by Everett et. al ex-
plored the difference in user experience between traditional and electron-
ic voting methods (2008). This study found that voters failed to turn in 
their ballots more frequently when using DREs instead of paper. However, 
voters were more satisfied with the overall experience of using DREs. De-
spite this increased satisfaction, it is possible that the existence of security 
concerns regarding electronic voting mechanisms could impact voter con-
fidence.

Partisan Differences
 A report on the relationship between voter confidence and party 
affiliation aggregated data from several surveys in order to make a con-
nection between the two (Sances and Stewart 2015). The authors found a 
positive relationship between voting for the winner and confidence. They 
also emphasized the difference in confidence that one’s own vote has been 
counted correctly and confidence that the nation’s vote has been counted 
correctly. Confidence in an individual’s vote has proven to be higher than 
the nationwide confidence. According to Sances and Stewart, Republicans 
were more confident than Democrats until the 2008 election, proving 
that voting for the winner matters. The authors also draw a connection 
between the introduction of DREs after the Help America Vote Act and a 
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decline in individual confidence.
 Finally, the MIT Election Data and Science Lab explains voter 
confidence in an election through the use of more advanced voting tech-
nology compared to other voting methods, as well as through the lens of 
party affiliation. In response, about 70% said that they were either “very” 
or “somewhat” confident. The authors reference the “winner’s effect,” 
when a winning voter in an election is confident in the honesty and ad-
ministration of the said election, and trace the effect back to SPAE data for 
2008, 2012, and 2016. Additionally, they pinpoint stricter voter ID laws 
as a potential source for the ongoing election reform debates around the 
U.S., but eventually conclude that there is no correlation between states’ 
adoption of strict voter ID laws and increasing voter confidence. 
 In sum, these theories and questions proposed by the literature 
provide a useful focus for other researchers who are interested in improv-
ing voter confidence in American elections, and in improving our elector-
al system overall. However, we believe that our research fills an existing 
gap in the research by looking at individual-level confidence. Most pieces 
of literature, including the comprehensive Saunces and Stewart paper, 
only take on a macro-level analysis and look at general voter statistics. 
Because our research examines individual survey data, we believe we may 
gain additional, unexplored insights in this area.

Theoretical Explanations
 Our research hypotheses are based on underlying theoretical 
explanations for each of the mitigating factors we are studying. The three 
mitigating factors include the impact of (a) voter ID laws, (b) election 
devices, and (c) political party of the voter. These pieces can cause voters 
to be more or less confident in their vote being counted as intended.
 In regards to the first mitigating factor, voter ID laws, we hypoth-
esize that this factor will impact voter confidence differently by party. For 
Republicans, who are often the champions of restrictive voter ID laws, we 
believe that the presence of strong voter ID laws in a state will increase 
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voter confidence. Those that identify as Republicans also tend to have 
the easiest time voting, as Sobel and Smith (2009) discuss discouraged 
voter groups that tend to not identify with the Republican Party. For 
Democrats, who typically oppose strong voter ID laws, we believe that 
the presence of strong voter ID laws in a state will cause voters to feel 
less confident in the election. Relative to Republicans, the Democratic 
party typically includes more minorities and low-income people who are 
more likely to have difficulty procuring identification. The Barreto et. al 
(2009) paper found that in Los Angeles three out of ten precincts ask for 
state-issued identification when it is not needed. This tended to happen 
more frequently in low-income precincts than in high-income precincts. 
Because the Democrat base encompasses more the low-income citizens, 
this reduces their ability to vote efficiently. The SPAE report (2008) men-
tions that African Americans and Hispanics are more likely to be asked 
to show their identification. Those who do not drive tend to not have 
identification, and this includes the poor and those who live in big cities 
with strong transportation, often including African Americans. These 
two factors combined lead these minority groups that associate with 
the Democratic Party to find it more challenging to vote. Therefore, we 
hypothesize that they would have lower confidence that their ballot would 
count. The people that struggle to fulfill the identification laws might end 
up with a provisional ballot, and they might also feel more unsure that 
their ballot will hold up. Younger people also tend to have trouble ob-
taining a valid identification, and as new voters, they could also feel less 
confident that their vote is counted accurately. Voter identification is also 
a challenge for those moving frequently, as this group could feel less a part 
of the community and less familiar leading to another group negatively 
affecting voter confidence due to laws (Alvarez et al, 2008).  
 In regards to the impact of the election device used by the voter, 
we hypothesize that voters feel more confident in the election if they vote 
on paper as opposed to a DRE. DREs and paper ballots are similar in their 
efficiency and error rates, and both methods are satisfying for voters, but 
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potential security issues and lack of a physical record could make DREs 
less trustworthy than paper ballots for voters. Studies have shown people 
to be more satisfied with their experience of voting on the DREs, but that 
does not necessarily correlate to having more confidence (Byrne et. al 
2008). DREs are easier to tamper with than paper ballots, and have been 
featured in the media as a potential threat to national security, which can 
connect to impacting confidence. Voters must have blind faith that the 
machines have no malware either by vendors or others, by mistake or on 
purpose (Dill et. al 2003). Yasinac and Bishop (2008) also mention that 
the capabilities of technology and electronic voting leaves questions about 
the magnitude of the fundamental computing limitations. Due to this 
issue, the authors believe that to reestablish public trust in the election 
system people want to return to the familiarity of paper records. All in all, 
there are a variety of factors that make it more likely that voters would be 
more confident in the election when voting by paper rather than DRE. 
 Our third mitigating factor is the political party of the voter. Past 
research indicates that political party may impact voter confidence, in 
particular that Republicans are more likely to report lower confidence 
levels in elections (Bowler et. al 2015). Although past research on this 
issue has not delved into the theoretical underpinnings of such a trend, it 
is important to note that this finding seems in line with other Republican 
behaviors surrounding elections. As noted earlier, Republicans often push 
for strict voter ID laws, citing voter fraud as a common concern. There-
fore, it logically follows that the party responsible for stricter election ad-
ministration and potential fraud reduction is more likely to report lower 
confidence in elections. 

Historical Context
 Our research studies our independent and dependent variables 
in the elections in 2008, 2012, and 2016. The way people voted and who 
won affects the results of our data. To give some context, we are going to 
outline the current climate during the elections, as well as the outcomes.
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 In 2008, George W. Bush exited office with a very low approv-
al rating, evident in the general public’s frustration with the country’s 
leaders. This frustration manifested itself in a shift toward the Democratic 
party in the election increasing their majority in the Senate to 56 and an 
addition of 20 seats in the House (Schor & MacAskill, 2008). Bush left 
office and Barack Obama won the presidential election over John McCain 
after beating Hillary Clinton for the Democratic presidential nomination. 
Despite Obama’s ultimate victory, it is important to note that, in winning 
this nomination, he lost support from women who had hoped to put the 
first female into office. On the other side of the aisle, McCain was viewed 
as a maverick. Although he was the Republican nominee, he had stood up 
against the Republican party and the Bush administration on issues such 
as campaign finance and environmental conservation (Brownstein, 2018). 
If there was a Republican who could beat the Democratic party, it would 
have been McCain. In the midst of the presidential campaign, the Ameri-
can economy crashed in September 2008. This proved to be an advantage 
to the Democratic Party because their party’s principles allowed for more 
government interference, a necessity in rebuilding the economy (“The 
2008 Election”). In addition, Obama’s campaign was well-funded, as he 
did not use public finances forgoing the limit. This allowed him to out-
spend McCain and continuously tie McCain to the Republican party.
 In 2012, President Barack Obama won as an incumbent over Re-
publican and former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney. Romney was 
a strong contender for the Republican nomination due to his conservative 
politics. However, this political stance later hurt him as he lost moderate 
votes. Ironically, before running, Romney had supported a bill similar to 
Obamacare. This further hurt his chances for the presidency by derailing 
his ability to speak on the pressing topic of health care reform. Obama ran 
uncontested for the Democratic nomination and won the election by a 
slight margin. Throughout his first term, approximately eight states passed 
stricter voter identification laws. These states included Ohio, Florida, Col-
orado, and Indiana. Meanwhile, the economy continued to play a role in 
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the election as it kept rebounding from the market crash of 2008. As well, 
the unemployment rate remained unusually high.
 In the 2016 presidential election, Donald Trump won the elec-
tion with the electoral vote, despite Hillary Clinton winning the popular 
vote. Barack Obama left the White House with a relatively low approval 
rating, leaving the Republicans optimistic that the new president would 
be well-received. As many candidates stepped up, the Republican Party 
lacked a clear front runner. Trump came to the front with a well-known 
name due to his celebrity background. Meanwhile, Clinton remained 
the primary candidate for the Democratic Party throughout the election 
despite some competititon from independent Bernie Sanders. Trump built 
his campaign on the concept of a corrupt Washington that he alone could 
fix. During this election, the economy played a smaller role, as it had, for 
the most part, recovered by this election. Trump ultimately prevailed as 
the new president through appealing to largely uneducated voters who 
voted off of name recognition and were drawn to his outsider perspective. 
These elections were some of the most influential in recent history and 
helped lay the foundation for our chosen variables and analysis. 

Methodology and Findings

Hypothesis 1: State Voter ID Laws
 Our first hypothesis studied the impact of a state’s strict voter 
ID laws on voter confidence. We hypothesized that voters in states with 
stricter voter ID laws, i.e. states that require voters to show government 
IDs at the polls, would be influenced by this factor differently based on  
party. As noted before, we hypothesized that Republicans, the champions 
of voter ID laws, would feel more confident than Democrats in states with 
strong voter ID laws. When studying the impact of the presence of strict 
voter ID laws on voter confidence, the theoretical underpinnings of this 
variable influenced our methodology design. 
 While we decided to examine individual voter confidence levels 
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for our other two hypotheses, we decided to examine state level con-
fidence for hypothesis 1. We made this decision because this variable 
impacts the entire state in ways that the DRE variable or party ID variable 
do not, since voter ID laws operate on a state level. Therefore, we thought 
it would be helpful to examine the confidence on a state level rather than 
just individual as this unit level of analysis best fits our theory. 
 To test for a relationship between voter ID laws and voter con-
fidence, we first assigned dependent and independent variables. Using 
information compiled by the National Conference of State Legislatures, 
we determined which states had photo ID laws in effect in 2016, meaning 
that they required voters to show a driver’s license or similar form of iden-
tification at the polls (Underhill 2018). We then compared the number 
of voters who reported being confident in the election at the state level 
in states with and without photo ID laws using data from the 2016 SPAE. 
We performed a chi-squared test for independence to see if there was a 
relationship between the variables. Then, in order to explore this relation-
ship as moderated by party, we divided voters into Democrats and Repub-
licans. We then ran the same chi-squared test for members of each party, 
comparing state-level confidence of Democratic voters in states with and 
without photo ID laws, and then the state-level confidence of Republican 
voters in states with and without voter ID laws. After completing these 
tests using data from the 2016 election, we repeated the process for the 
2012 election. However, because voter ID laws were not as common in 
2012, there were not enough states with photo ID laws to perform the 
same tests. Instead, we used a list of states with any voter ID laws in effect 
for the 2012 election compiled by the Brennan Center (2012). 

Hypothesis 2: DRE Usage

 For hypothesis 2, we examined the impact of DREs as an inde-
pendent variable on individual voter confidence,our dependent variable. 
The methodology for this hypothesis involved using data from the SPAE 



16

          Rice Examiner 

for 2008, 2012, and 2016. We then merged an excel data set that provided 
information on county use of DREs with the SPAE dataset. From there, 
we created variables so that we could study our factors of interest. Our 
variables included DRE usage in county, age of voter, education levels, 
race, experience voting, and individual voter confidence. We also included 
a variable that coded whether a voter’s presidential candidate had won or 
lost the general election. For voter confidence, we based our variable on 
the answers to the question “How confident are you that your vote in the 
General Election was counted as you intended?” (SPAE 2016, emphasis in 
original). We coded the answers “very confident” and “somewhat confi-
dent” as 1, while the answers “I don’t know”, “not too confident” and “not 
confident at all” were coded as 0. From here, we ran logistics regressions 
to test the impact of our selected variables on the dependent variable 
of individual voter confidence while incorporating various controlling 
variables such as age, education, race (white vs. non-white), whether or 
not the voter selected the winning presidential candidate, and prior voting 
experience. . 
  It is important to note that we had to use a proxy for one of our 
controlling variables in the 2016 data. The SPAE for 2008 and 2012 in-
cluded a survey question that asked which presidential candidate the voter 
had voted for. We were able to use this question to create our “winner” 
variable for 2008 and 2012, however, we had to use a new method for 
2016 as the 2016 SPAE survey did not include this question. For 2016, we 
used strong Republicans (highest Republican ranking on a 7 point scale) 
as a proxy for voters whose candidate had won the presidential election. 
Before making this decision, we examined 7 point scale Republicans in 
other years as a crosstab with presidential voting records to ensure that 
these voters almost always vote for their party’s presidential candidate, as 
seen with the table from 2008 below.  
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Table 1. Cross tab of Strong Republicans with 2008 presidential votes.

Hypothesis 3: Political Party Identification
 
 Our third hypothesis posits that Republicans are more likely to 
report lower levels of confidence in elections, based on the theoretical 
underpinnings described earlier and as first identified in the Bowler 
research. For this section, we ran the same logistic regressions used for 
hypothesis 2, but looked specifically at the impact of party on the voter 
confidence variable. 

Results

Hypothesis 1: State Voter ID Laws

 The tests on 2016 data reveal that there is a relationship between 
the existence of photo ID laws and state-level confidence. This relation-
ship was especially significant among Democratic voters. The data show 
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Democrats are more confident when there are not photo ID laws in place. 
These results are displayed in Table two. A similar relationship did not 
exist for the 2012 election. The chi-squared tests for all voters, Republican 
voters, and Democratic voters did not provide evidence for the hypothesis 
that the existence of voter ID laws influences voter confidence.

Table 2. Photo ID laws and voter confidence in 2016.

*significant at the 0.10 level
**significant at the 0.01 level

Hypotheses 2: DRE Usage

 For hypothesis  two, we found that there was generally evidence 
for a relationship between DRE usage in a county and lower confidence 
levels. For hypothesis 2, our findings were relatively consistent across the 
years. In 2016, 92% of voters were confident when not using a DRE com-
pared to 90% with a DRE. In 2012, 81% of non DRE voters were confident 
as opposed to 82% who did use a DRE. In 2008, 89% voters who did not 
use a DRE were confident as opposed to 88% who did. However, these re-
sults varied in terms of significance. The results remained significant even 
as other variables were added into the model in 2016, as seen in Appendix 
C. However, as seen in Appendix A and B, the results became less statis-
tically significant in 2008 with new variables and became not statistically 
significant when new controlling variables were introduced in 2012. 
Hypothesis 3: Political Party Identification
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 For hypothesis  three, we found some evidence for a relationship 
between Republican voters and lower levels of confidence. In 2016, 90.4% 
of Republicans were confident in the election while 91% of Democrats 
were. In 2012, 69% of Republicans were confident in the election results 
while 88% of Democrats were. In 2008, 79% of Republicans were con-
fident in election results while 93% of Democrats were. As seen in Ap-
pendix A, B, and C, all results are highly statistically significant. As seen 
in Figure 1, in 2008 and 2016, voters were slightly less confident with a 
DRE. In 2012, voters were slightly more confident. As seen in Figure 2, in 
2008, Democrats had a larger margin of confidence than in 2012 or 2016, 
whereas in 2016, Independent or “Other” voters had a larger margin of 
confidence. 

Figure 1. Individual voter confidence by DRE usage. 2008 is first, followed 
by 2012 and then 2016.
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Figure 2. Individual voter confidence by party identification. 2008 is first, 
followed by 2012 and then 2016.
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Discussion
 One of the motivations behind this analysis was to gauge the 
overall levels of confidence in elections within the United States, as ex-
perienced and reported by voters. Although we focused our hypotheses 
on DRE usage, party identification, and state voter ID laws, we found 
that other variables we included in our models actually ended up being 
far more influential on voter confidence. Of the three hypotheses, party 
identification had the largest impact on voter confidence with there being 
an average of eight points difference in the margins. Additionally, party 
identification was the only hypothesis variable that had statistically signif-
icant results across all years. Despite these indications of the importance 
of party identification on voter confidence, the other variables we includ-
ed in our model ended up being far more impactful for voter confidence.
 As seen in our model outputs, additional variables included age, 
education, race (white vs. non-white), whether or not the voter selected 
the winning presidential candidate, and prior voting experience. These 
variables in relation to confidence have often been passed over in stud-
ies of the voting experience, but influenced voters, both positively and 
negatively, more than some of our hypothesized variables. While we had 
previously assumed that the DRE variable would have a greater impact 
on voter confidence, it was the least decisive variable in the mix. Instead, 
age, level of education, voting experience, and whether the voter ‘won’ or 
‘lost’ had much greater effects, as noted by the confidence margin tables 
below (full outputs in appendix). Each marginal value is the probability of 
confidence=1.  Notice that DRE machines reduce confidence only by .02 
while Democrats in 2016 were only .036 less likely to be confident. 
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Figure 3. Voter confidence margins highlighting the margin associated 
with the “winner” variable. Voters whose presidential candidate lost were 
coded as 0 while voters who voted for the winner were coded as 1. 2008 is 
first, followed by 2012 and then 2016.
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Although the second most significant difference was between non-whites 
and whites with a .07 difference, the most significant was the ‘winner’ 
variable, which underscores the ‘sore loser’ phenomenon. Voters in each 
year who had won tended to feel more confident that the election was 
fairly run and that their vote was counted, while voters who had lost in 
each year tended to feel less confident in the election administration. 
Conclusion
 Through our research, we have explored party identification, 
election devices and voter identification laws to discover the role they play 
in a voter’s confidence in their vote or in the country’s overall votes. The 
original Saunces and Stewart paper, while very comprehensive, remained 
at a macro-level analysis, looking at the general voter statistics in an elec-
tion. However, an individual level analysis, which we have begun here, is 
crucial to understanding the behavioral patterns of voters; there is a social 
story that must to be studied at the micro level, not just at the aggregate. 
 Moving forward, another piece to examine is the effect of voter 
confidence on the familiarity of the voter with their polling place. We 
hypothesize that voters who vote in a place with which they are familiar 
are more likely to report higher levels of confidence in the election. The 
theoretical underpinnings of this hypothesis are fairly straightforward: 
voters are more likely to not find fault in a setting with which they are 
familiar and accustomed to and therefore are less likely to  have reason to 
doubt in the legitimacy of the election. People are more confident in their 
vote when the people working at the polls look like them, because their 
ideas are more likely to be aligned. People tend to have more faith in those 
similar to them. Those that tend to vote often, in the same place, and in 
the same area will be familiar with the process and their surroundings. 
This will lead to a more comfortable, satisfactory experience that cor-
relates with a higher confidence that their vote will count.
 Overall, while only our third hypothesis was supported by the 
data we examined, we believe that our research provides significant in-
sight into future areas of research in the field of voter confidence.
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Appendix A: Voter Confidence Full Output 2016, 2012, 2008
2016 Voter Confidence Full Output
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2012 Voter Confidence Full Output
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2008 Voter Confidence Full Output
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Appendix B: 2008 Output of Models with Controlling Variables Included
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Appendix C: 2012 Output of Models with Controlling Variables Included
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Appendix D: 2016 Output of Models with Controlling Variables Included


